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Chapter 1: Opening Moves
Officer’s Club, Scorpia Fleet Shipyards
“It still doesn’t belay the fact that your father essentially bought you a battlestar,”
the slim, dark to graying haired admiral said to the blonde woman with her long
slightly curled hair held in a high ponytail. She sipped her wine as he continued,
“He’s the one who told the Quorum and BuShips that he’d fund Hecate out of his
own pocket if you were given command.”
She nodded, “You’re right. And what he did was within the letter of the law,
Richard.”
“Law?” His laugh shared more with a bark than mirth. “We’re the Colonial
Fleet, not some Virgon aristocrat’s private navy.”
“Be that as it may,” she shrugged and set the wine glass on the ornately carved
and polished table next to her chair, “it’s happened, Hecate is undergoing her
acceptance trials, and…” She paused so the end of her thought would have the
necessary effect, “it’s not as if I’m a green ensign being given command.”
Richard’s eyes narrowed and he bit back the retort that threatened to claw its
way through his common sense and out into the light of day. The woman sitting
across from him may not have seen her 40th birthday, but her record was more
impressive than many officers ever had when they retired. That she was a rear
admiral, just as he was, and more than fifteen years his junior, just rubbed salt in
the wound.
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase came from a life of opulent wealth and
privilege. Her father, Charles Chase, Duke of Westfield, was one of the few
aristocrats left on Virgon who still had any real authority to go along with the title.
Her mother, Iona Avedon Chase, was the sole heir to one of Caprica’s oldest
families. Between the two of them, they ranked 12th in the Colonial Journal’s “20
Richest Couples”. Growing up, she spent time on both Virgon and Caprica and had
the best tutors money could buy and was able to finish her schooling by the time
she turned 14.
This was when she had her first falling out with her parents. They both expected
her to attend a prestigious university on either Caprica or Virgon and from there
accept a position within one of the family businesses. Rather than follow her
parents’ wishes, she applied for a waiver to attend the Colonial Fleet Academy on
Picon and despite her parents’ protests, received an appointment as a cadet.
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That was twenty-four years ago. Years before her mother was diagnosed with a
virulent and fast growing form of lung cancer. Years before the man sitting across
from her tried to fail her from basic flight instruction because she rebuffed his
drunken advances one night. Years before her meteoric rise through the ranks on a
combination of brilliance, being in the right place at the right time, and being right.
Years before her father contracted lymphoma and decided to fully embrace his
daughter’s chosen profession.
“No, Sera, you aren’t a green ensign,” Richard finally conceded. “But if you’re
going to play in the big leagues, you’re going to have to show the world you have
the chops. Running a battlestar and managing her escorts, or more, isn’t the same
as being top Oscar back on Unicorn. Your first FleetEx will be…eye opening.”
Sera raised her right eyebrow in a “oh, is that so?” manner. “What are you
suggesting, Richard?” The atmosphere had suddenly turned from scorn to…
something else.
“Oh, nothing like that, Sera…it’s just that the upcoming Golden Sword IX
exercises are due to start in six weeks and Shiva and her group had to withdraw
due mechanical difficulties and…” A puppeteer’s smile flashed on his face as he
withdrew the envelope from a breast pocket, “I have your orders to substitute
Hecate for Shiva.”
Things were moving faster than Sera expected but she managed to keep the
surprise off her face. “We’ll be up for it. Will you?”
Before Richard could offer an answer, a body blocked the golden late afternoon
sunlight that streamed through the window and cast a shadow on the table between
the two admirals. “I see Ricky just gave you the good news,” Commander Martin
Esposito said as he sat down in a chair fronting the table. “We’re the OpFor,” he
added with a smirk that tried to imply she was frakked before the exercise even
started.
“Really?” Sera’s eyes went wide in mock surprise she clapped her hands. “Two
of my favorite people in a position where I can have my way with them…you
couldn’t pay me enough to miss this,” she replied gleefully like an eager schoolgirl
as she opened her orders and saw Richard’s words officially verified on the off
white official stationary emblazoned with the Colonial Fleet’s seal.
Esposito licked his lips, “Well, Bannasalle had to step down as judge, given how
you’re his protégé and all…”
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Not raising to the bait and implied meaning of the words, Sera looked at
Esposito, “No worries. You could put Admiral Deguya in charge and I’ll still beat
the both of you.”
The two men shared a grin. “Well, now that you mention it, he is the senior
judge. Would you care to put a little wager on whether you get a passing score?”
“I’m listening.”
“A simple proposition, Sera; a bottle of century old Ambrosia to the winner and
gloating rights,” Richard explained. “Nothing illegal, career ending, or nefarious.”
Sera considered the wager, reached into her wallet, and removed two business
cards. “Here’s where you can send the Ambrosia,” she said, placing the cards on
the table before standing. “As for me, I have a ship to get ready for her acceptance
trials.”
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, berthed at Scorpia Fleet Shipyards
“So what can you tell me about our new CO?” Captain Sebastian Beckett asked
his companion as they walked from the starboard top hangar deck to the officers’
country.
Captain Julian Sancerre smiled at her friend. “Not what you expect, that’s for
sure…not what I expected, I can tell you that. I was posted here three months ago
and thought that she’d be some spoiled rich girl who had daddy pull strings to get
choice assignments, cover her ass when she frakked up, and grease the promotion
committee’s palms to help her climb the ladder.”
“So, was she?” Beckett asked.
“Not even close. She’s the finest officer I’ve ever served with, Bass,” Sancerre
earnestly answered. “She leads by example, from the front, and sees the crew –
from the lowest knuckle dragger to her XO – as people and treats them as such.
She’s also smart and has a keen grasp of tactics that’s one of the best in the fleet.
We did a simulation where we were recovering the air wing when we got jumped
by a pair of Baseships.”
Beckett stopped, cocked his head, and looked at his academy buddy, “What
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happened? Even Hecate would take a pounding in a shooting match with a pair of
Baseships.”
“I won’t say we got off without a scratch, but if it had been real we’d be painting
a pair of Baseships on the hull right next to her family crest,” Sancerre explained to
Beckett’s astonished look.
“That’s impressive, but it’s still just a simulation. We haven’t been in a real
shooting war since the Cylon’s split for Gods know where,” Beckett said,
complimenting but not really complimenting his new commanding officer.
“Think what you want, Rockstar, she’s the real deal and I’ll follow her to steal
Hades’ helm if that’s what she decides to do. Anyway…” she stopped at an
intersection and patted his shoulder. ”This is where I leave you; I have a meeting
with a pair of nuggets on their first cruise.” Sancerre turned to go, and then looked
over her shoulder, “Keep going forward and you can’t miss officers’ country.”
Beckett smiled and his deep blue eyes twinkled, “Did I look that lost? No, don’t
answer that, Jules…thanks, for everything.”
“No problem, Rockstar, just go into this with an open mind, she’s good people
and a good leader.”
Three minutes later Beckett peered through a partially open hatch and watched
a trim blonde woman dancing to an old Virgon folk song. She held a slim, slightly
curved sword in each hand as she performed a Virgon Saber Dance, one of the
martial arts unique to Virgon. The blades were mesmerizing; the light glinted off
the mottled gray steel blades as they sliced through the air and made a whistling
sound. The woman spun on one foot, snapped out her arms, swept them around
and then brought them back to a guard position, all the while looking as graceful as
a ballerina.
“Like watching?” she asked as she began the next set of moves.
Surprised, Beckett fumbled the answer. “Uh, no…I mean, yes…it’s been a while
since I’ve seen a saber dance by someone who knows what they’re doing. Usually
it’s poorly choreographed moves on some vid.”
“You dance?” she asked, not missing a beat of the music.
“Senior Journeyman. I was clumsy as a kid and my mom’s friend taught down
the street. I try to keep current, but the last couple months have been pretty tight,”
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Beckett replied.
The dancer stopped and walked to a weapon rack.
anywhere now? Care to spar?”

“Do you have to be

“I have a meeting with the Admiral in an hour and half, so sure. Do you have
any training blades?” Beckett answered as he walked into the gym room and pulled
his tunic loose from his uniform pants. The walls and floor were padded and the
only pieces of equipment were a weapon rack with several practice sabers and four
folding chairs.
“Fantastic!” The dancer gleefully gestured to the weapon rack as she sheathed
her swords and picked up a pair of practice blades. “I’ll make sure you get to your
meeting with time to spare for a shower.”
They began when Beckett was ready.
Virgon Saber Dancing was both a performance art as well as a practical self
defense martial art and turned dance moves into strikes, holds, parries, and dodges.
A beginner was a Novice, who then progressed to Junior Performer, Senior
Performer, Junior Journeyman, Senior Journeyman, Master, Grand Master, and
finally, Paramount Grand Master. Beckett realized within the first fifteen seconds
that his sparring partner was way above his skill level.
To an outside observer, the sparring match appeared to be a delicate balance of
movement and strikes, but to the people involved it was more than that; it was a
chess game played with their bodies and minds. Each move flowed into the next
and setup a maneuver a few beats of music yet to happen. If real blades had been
used it would have been as deadly as it was beautiful.
Song after song played and with each one, they moved just a little faster than the
last. Beckett was amazed that he was able to perform at such a peak level after so
many weeks away from practice and suddenly realized that he was also performing
better than he should have. The last song was the most difficult and included
several jumps and kicks, something he wasn’t truly comfortable with but for the
moment, felt natural.
Finally, after saluting his opponent he collapsed on a chair and wiped his face
with a gym towel. “You’re good…damned good,” he said as his heart rate began to
slow to something closer to normal.
His opponent gave a theatrical bow and smiled, “Thank you. You’re better than
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you give yourself credit for; you could test for Master and probably pass it.”
“Master? I don’t know what came over me, many of those routines I’ve only
seen performed or maybe done once or twice, especially the last song. You’re
much, much better than I am, that’s for sure.”
She nodded. “I tested Paramount Grand Master five years ago.”
The little voice that had been trying to tell him this was a bad idea ever since he
stopped at the door to watch suddenly dug out a bullhorn and screamed it in his
ear. Slowly, as if seeing his opponent change into Athena herself he realized who
his sparring partner really was. He quickly stood and came to attention, “Admiral, I
didn’t realize it was you.”
“At ease, Captain,” Admiral Chase told him and Beckett went to a parade rest.
“No, really, Captain, relax. This is informal and we can play captains and admirals
when we’re both in uniform and not in the practice room, ok?”
Beckett swallowed. Sancerre had said she wasn’t what she expected and from
his own brief experience, his old academy friend had hammered the bulls-eye with
her advice. “Yes, ma’am,” he answered and forced himself to relax. “It’s not every
day that my first meeting with my new CO is across crossed sabers.”
Chase walked to her gym bag, knelt down, and pulled out two bottles of water,
tossing one to Beckett before standing up. “No, I guess it isn’t,” she smiled and his
heart did a double tap. Here, in her workout sweats and still coming down off the
dancer’s high, she was radiant and looked like someone he’d try to ask out at the
gym. “The lesson to take from this is that despite the gold on our collars, we’re all
still people. For me to be effective my officers and crew have to be able to
approach me. They have to trust me as I trust them, and the first, best way of
building that foundation is to treat everyone as if they matter.
“I expect more, but I also give more.”
This was certainly not like Commander Ross on Manticore, his previous posting.
Ross was a by the book, everyone knows their place and stays there officer. His
ship always earned good fitness reports, but there was a definite lack of initiative
within the ranks. “Do what was needed, minimum amount of effort,” was the
watchwords. But, this was a new ship and certainly a new commander. “If I may
speak plainly?” Beckett asked and continued when he saw her nod. “I was told that
I should have an open mind when I met you. I think that was the best advice I’ve
received. I look forward to serving in your command, Admiral.”
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A smile played across Chase’s face and climbed to touch the corners of her ice
blue eyes. “That’s good advice, Captain. Now,” she said, picking up her bag and
cased sabers, “You have a meeting with an admiral in about three quarters of an
hour. And…if you’re interested in continuing your practices, I’m here every
afternoon just after 1400 hours.”
*+*+*+*+*
A white linen tablecloth covered the small table and two deep red tapers in cut
crystal bases shed an intimate light on the two people sitting at the table. The salad
plates had been removed by the server leaving the space in front of them open
except for their wine and water glasses. “You realize they’re setting you up?” the
man in the tailored suit said to the woman sitting across from him.
She smiled and nodded, the diamonds on her ears caught and reflected the
candlelight and sparkled like two tiny stars. “I know that, Kevin, and I expect it.”
The man pursed his lips and met his dinner companion’s ice blue gaze with his
own. “There’s more to it…,” he began. “I got a back channel call from Sam
Paulson on Odyssey.
He called asking why he’s being diverted from a
demonstration tour over to Helios Gamma to take part in Golden Sword when he
took part in it last year. This is going to put you up against Heimdall, Kali, and
Odyssey; a pair of Mercurys and a Columbia. That’s a lot of firepower in those
three groups.”
Sera Chase winked at her companion and put her right hand on his left. “Why
Admiral Bannasalle, if I didn’t know better I would think you were worried.”
Admiral Kevin Bannasalle nodded and offered a slight frown and turned his left
hand over to take her right. “I am. Ricky Szabo and Martin Esposito don’t like you
and for whatever reason they want to see you fail. What’s funny?” he suddenly
asked when he saw Sera fighting a smile.
Her hand held his and gave him a brief squeeze. “Because I received some
back channel communications, too…Lydia Valentine and Amaterasu are being
attached to my command. With the Amaterasu assault group comes Bors Vergis
and Marduk, not to mention their associated escorts. Plus, I have a couple
surprises up my sleeve that Connie and I have been working on.”
Kevin sat back, but didn’t relinquish his hold on Sera’s hand. “Hecate and
Marduk are battlestars, but Amaterasu just thinks she’s a battlestar…” He studied
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the woman sitting across from him for a moment. “Still, I do trust you and I won’t
worry too much knowing that Lydia and Bors are with you.”
Her fingers gave the palm of his right hand a brief tickle before she pulled her
hand away as the server returned with the main course. “I wouldn’t want you to
worry too much…the night is young…”
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Chapter 2: Formations
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, 5 light years from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star
cluster
“Colonel deWinter, set Condition One and plot an emergency jump to put us in
orbit over Ragnar…now if you please,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said as
she studied the DRADIS display over the plotting table. Around her in Hecate’s
Combat Information Center, commonly known as the CIC, the crew went about
their tasks with ordered calm, precision, and practiced ease. It was larger than the
CIC on Unicorn and was almost as large as the CIC on the original battlestars, but
compared to other contemporary ships, there were several additional stations
required by the v-world interface.
“Set Condition One throughout the ship and plot an emergency jump to put us
in orbit over Raganr, acknowledged,” the trim redheaded officer answered before
issuing the orders to make it happen and bring the ship to action stations and ready
for battle.
Chase studied her Executive Officer, or XO, a woman a year younger than she
was and who came from a background as different from her own as night was to
day. Constance deWinter had grown up in a tenement in Luminere, Leonis’ capital
city. She never knew her father and her mother sold herself to support her drug
habit, but somehow, despite all the adversity, Connie deWinter managed to rise
above the violence and vice plagued streets of her home and secure an
appointment to the Colonial Fleet Academy on Picon.
She looked at the clock on the wall as the minutes changed from 17 to 18.
“Mister Avalon, how is our virtual world holding up?”
“Everything is in the green and running according to spec, Admiral,” Captain
Zoe Avalon replied after quickly glancing at the display in front of her. “There have
been no operational glitches and only three attempts to load unauthorized
software.” Chase raised an eyebrow and cocked her head slightly to encourage the
Captain to continue. “The first attempt was ‘Flashing Swords’, a rather violent and
mindless hack and slash adventure simulation. The second attempt was,” she
swallowed and her eyes glanced nervously around the CIC as a faint blush crept
into her cheeks. “The second attempt was ‘Aphrodite’s Secret Lair’, a pornographic
simulation.”
The mention of one of the most notorious pornographic v-world simulations
ever published drew a round of chuckles from the CIC crew. “The third one was
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‘Voyage of the Galleon’, an adventure quest.
All three were contained,
quarantined, and downloaded to disk pending your review.”
“Well done, Captain. Have a report with all the details ready by the end of the
shift and we’ll review it before we get home.” The first two were common
programs from before the Cylon uprising and Aphrodite’s Secret Lair still lived on as
a more conventional computer game. However, the third simulation, ‘Voyage of
the Galleon’, was one she had never heard of until just now. Her eyes flicked up to
the clock as the minutes changed from 18 to 19.
“Admiral,” deWinter’s voice cut through the background noise and ensured her
undivided attention. “The jump to Ragnar has been plotted and the FTL drives are
spun up. We can jump on your order.”
A pleased look transformed Chase’s pensive face and the Admiral smiled
without thinking. The normal time it took to plot a course and spin up the FTL
drives was on the order of three to five minutes. deWinter and her navigation team
had managed it in less than 60 seconds and Hecate’s drives spun up almost
instantly. “Execute the jump to Ragnar, Connie. Let’s stretch our legs a little.”
“Aye, aye, Admiral,” deWinter replied and turned to Petty Officer Lara Pickman.
“Set jump conditions throughout the ship, Lara. We jump in thirty seconds.”
Before Pickman issued the alert on the 1MC, deWinter had already moved on to
the next task. “Mr. Cole, start the clock and execute the jump.”
“Clock started, Colonel; jump in 30,” Captain Jeremiah Cole said from the
navigation station as he activated the jump clock and confirmed the calculations
one more time.
Pickman’s voice counted down the last five seconds before the jump. “5…4…
3…2…1…Jump!”
Space seemed to shrink and expand at the same time, and Chase felt as if the
very fabric of her being was being recreated cell by cell, an infinity of sensation
over almost instantaneously. She swallowed deep and held onto the edge of the
plotting table. “Status?” she ordered.
Captain Cole shook his head to clear aftereffects of the jump and verified
Hecate’s location. “We’re bang on target, Admiral; geosynchronous orbit over the
gas giant Ragnar. DRADIS shows no contacts…we are free and clear to navigate,
sir.”
This was how a well-trained team worked, Seralanna Chase thought to herself
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with a faint touch of pride; her team, the one she had put together herself. Most
were officers or enlisted men and women she’d served with before and had
impressed her in some way. So far, her faith in them wasn’t misplaced. “I expected
nothing less,” she said as a slight smirk turned up the corners of her mouth.
“Secure from jump conditions and set Condition Two throughout the ship. Flight,
commence combat launch for all Vipers and Raptors.”
The Flight Operations Officer, Captain Megan Sinclair, nodded, acknowledged
the order even as Pickman was alerting the ship to the new status, and keyed her
headset into the 5MC, the line that connected her with the flight deck and all the
launch officers. “Commence combat launch, all units. I say again, commence
combat launch, all units…”
*+*+*+*+*
The Admiral’s duty office showed a blend of the old and the new; fine wooden
paneling, book, and display cases, a carved wooden desk, leather upholstered
furniture, and several rows of flat panel displays that showed the ship’s status on a
moment-by-moment basis. “Drink?” Sera Chase asked her friend and XO, Connie
deWinter. “This is the good stuff, from Westfield.”
“In that case, absolutely!” deWinter chuckled. “I’ll never miss a chance for
some of your dad’s wine.” She sobered and opened a folder and rested it on her
lap. “Overall, we’re ready for Golden Sword. While we’re in the yards, I want to
have the CAG work the squadrons a little more.
Even though they’re all
established, a lot of new personnel have rotated into them and the unit cohesion
isn’t what I want to see…yet.”
Chase looked over her shoulder as she poured the wine. “Oh? Do I want to
know or is this ‘remedial teambuilding’ that I don’t want to know about?”
“Sera, I’m wounded,” Connie shot a mock frown at her old friend and
dramatically put her right hand over her heart. “I only did that once…and it didn’t
cost much to cover the damages…much. No, I’m just going to have him run the
squadrons against each other in a cup challenge. I just see some edges that we
could polish.”
“Ok, run with it. We have a meeting tomorrow at 1000 hours with the rest of
the group. You know Lydia and Bors, and I think you know Ross from Themis and
Davis from Shepherd, as well as Valois from Dragoon.”
The XO nodded. “Davis got a raw deal being given Shepherd instead of the
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promotion and battlestar he deserved,” she said sourly. “Still, they gave him
operational command the EsRon (Escort Squadron), and that has to be a perk.”
“What else do I need to know about?” Chase asked as she handed deWinter a
glass of wine and sat down across from the XO.
“Other than the air group needing some work, we’re good. Engineering is on
top of things, we’re just above where I want our gunnery crews to be, and the
Marines are having fun crawling through the air ducts learning the ship…”
deWinter said as her voice trailed off.
“I sense a ‘but…’ in there, Connie. What is it?” Chase prodded.
“It’s Avalon.
I get a weird vibe from her, you know?” deWinter asked
rhetorically and shrugged. “Her record is spotless; perfect even. She certainly
knows her job, and unless I’m seeing things, I think Jerry has a crush on her. Still…
everything is too in order. Just a vibe I get.”
Chase tipped the wine glass to her lips and took a sip, swirling the red wine
around her mouth with the tip of her tongue. She let out the breath she always
held when tasting the first glass from a new bottle. “How many other people have
your vibe, Connie?” Her voice had changed and turned more serious and direct.
Green eyes narrowed and stared back at Chase from beneath thick lashes and a
lush head of auburn hair. “No one that I know,” she slowly answered, evaluating
the change that had just come over her friend. “I haven’t heard any talk and she
seems to be on good terms with the other crew. Why? What don’t I know?”
“She’s going to be with us for the next year, and before I told you I wanted to see
what your instincts picked up.” Seeing a mixture of confusion and wariness seep
into the corners of Connie’s eyes, Sera stood up and retrieved a file from her desk.
“You’re one of the best I’ve ever met when it comes to reading people. You see
things, pick up on subtle cues and body language that most people, and I include
myself in that category, miss.
“I wanted to see if you got a vibe from her because I knew if she could at least
sail beneath your DRADIS without raising red flags that we’d be fine.”
“Really, Sera, now you’re starting to worry me. What’s so special about Zoe
Avalon?”
“Oh…more than most people would ever imagine,” Sera said before handing
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deWinter the file. “By simply holding that file you’re bound by the Official Secrets
Act. This is ‘Need to Know/Compartmentalized’ information and is Zoe Avalon’s
real service jacket.”
Chase watched deWinter look at the file in her hands and then back to her. “Go
ahead, you’re the XO and need to know this…it won’t bite, but you may not sleep
tonight.”
Slim fingers held the file bearing the Colonial Fleet’s seal, the name Zoe
Amanda Avalon, Captain CF, a service number, and in big red block letters,
“Classified: 01A-Need to Know/Compartmentalized”. Of their own volition
deWinter’s hands opened the file and she began to read.
“Holy Frak!” deWinter softly swore a moment later before looking up from the
file. “This can’t be true.”
*+*+*+*+*
When the knock sounded on her door, Admiral Sera Chase simply said, “Enter!”
“Captain Zoe Avalon, reporting as ordered, sir,” the dark haired officer with a
face like polished alabaster said when she stood at attention in front of Chase’s
desk. “I have the report on Hecate’s v-world operations and the three attempts at
intrusion ready to review with you.”
“Please have a seat, Captain,” Sera said as she rubbed the corners of her eyes
and stifled a yawn. “Can I offer you a hot chocolate? I think I’m about ready for a
refill.”
“Um…yes, thank you, sir,” Zoe answered, still surprised that an admiral would
offer her something to drink. But, she thought, that was something that set Sera
Chase apart from other admirals, and other commanding officers for that matter;
she treated everyone like a person.
“So tell me how the world is working today,” Chase asked after she’d filled her
cup and poured one for Zoe.
Zoe took a polite sip of hot chocolate and inhaled the deep, rich aroma before
slowly letting it out. It was something she’d picked up from watching the admiral
savor her drink from countless meetings just like this one. “The crew has achieved
proficiency with the v-world controls and their efficiency has shown a marked
increase over the past ten days. Ever since you approved Major Bel’Acqua’s request
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to allow his Marines to utilize the software for virtual training, he’s made sure to
rotate his people through on a daily basis. He’s asked me to expand the scope so
that he can run some simulations of other locations; buildings, other ships, different
ground conditions…”
After several silent moments, Chase asked, “What do you think, Zoe? Is this
wise?”
The question was phrased differently than Zoe expected; not ‘can this be done’,
or an outright refusal, but rather a question on the wisdom of the action. She
carefully considered her reply before she answered. “I do, Admiral. And not
because it’s my area of interest,” she quickly added.
“I think it’s a good idea because it allows the Major’s Marines to have breaks
from constantly training on Hecate and train in other environments where they may
need to deploy,” Zoe continued. “It keeps the training fresh by introducing new
locations and that will help keep them focused on what the lesson is teaching
rather than gaming the scenario.”
She could see that Chase agreed with her from the Admiral’s nodding head.
“Ok, you have my authorization to expand this. Can we add other elements into
the mix? Possibly Vipers or Raptors, or even fire support from Hecate?”
This was another reason why Zoe enjoyed working with the Admiral; she
thought ahead. “Yes. We can easily scale up the simulation so that we could
include every station and the simulators. Should I add this to the program?”
Chase pursed her lips. “I think just having the v-world is enough of a shock
right now, so I’m hesitant to spring this on the crew, but yes, go ahead and build in
the functionality but for now we’ll limit it to the Marines.”
“I’ll have it ready before the end of the week.” Zoe paused before she brought
up the next topic. “I’ve tracked down two of the attempted intrusions and
determined who was responsible from both v-world logs and security video
footage. It’s the third one that has me concerned.”
“The ‘Voyage of the Galleon’ simulation,” Chase stated. “I looked it up after we
made the jump and couldn’t find any mention of it in our library database. What is
it?”
Zoe placed her hands on the folder resting on the desk and opened it to scan
the contents. It was a quirk, but it was hers and something that she found helped
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her focus her thoughts. “It’s a quest, Admiral. You start on Virgon and travel to
several other Colonies collecting clues and relics that if interpreted correctly will
lead you to the Galleon; the ship that brought our ancestors here from Kobol.”
“Sounds like an interesting game,” Chase commented.
published?”

“When was it

“That, Admiral, is the question,” Zoe answered enigmatically. “The only records
I can find are from just before the Uprising. Plenny Interactive, located in Boskirk,
was working on a game of this name.”
A sculpted blonde eyebrow crept up over an ice blue eye. “Plenny? I
remember my father telling me about them. On the day of the Uprising, the Cylons
staged a raid on the Plenny campus and managed to kill most of the developers,
stole the database, and then leveled the building. No one ever figured out why the
Cylons hit a game company when there were so many other military targets in the
area. One of my dad’s holding companies had acquired Plenny a few months
earlier and they’d just gone online with an offsite backup, so only part of the day’s
work was lost. When I was young, Dad would often dig through the old files trying
to figure out what they were working on that could have caused the Cylons to have
so much interest in them.”
Zoe nodded her agreement. “That is odd, Admiral. They wouldn’t target a game
company for no reason. With your permission, I’d like to research the code and try
to isolate the narrative. Maybe that will shed some light on this. The other thing
that’s troubling is that I can’t trace down who tried to load the simulation. The
physical monitoring system was bypassed, but the internal safeguards caught the
intrusion.”
Chase pursed her lips as she considered the implications of Zoe’s last statement.
“So whoever did this was either very good, was part of the v-world operations
team, or both?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Zoe unconsciously brushed a stray lock of hair behind her left
ear. “Until I know more about the simulation and how the security was bypassed, I
think it would be wise to keep the number of people who know the details as
limited as possible.”
“I concur. Keep the XO and me in the loop, but run this down and try to get
some answers. I’ll put a call in to my father and see if he’s willing to clone the
Plenny archives so you can have that to work with as well.”
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Zoe’s eyes widened with surprise. “You think there’s something more to this?”
The Admiral slowly nodded and picked up her mug of hot chocolate. “I do.
Call it a gut feeling or call it just a suspicious mind, but things don’t make sense
and that worries me. The other two simulations I can understand because I
remember seeing them for sale as curiosities. But ‘Voyage of the Galleon?’
Something that was being developed by a game company hit by the Cylons on day
1 of the uprising? Too many ducks are quacking for me to think that they’re just
kittens with bills and webbed paws.”
Admiral Chase stood and finished what was left in the mug. “I want an answer
to this, Zoe. I know you can do it.”
Zoe stood and straightened her uniform tunic. “Thank you, Admiral…”
“You were going to say something else?” Chase gently prodded.
Suddenly self-conscious about what she almost said, Zoe allowed the corners of
her mouth to turn up in a faint, almost embarrassed smile. “I was going to add,
thank you for treating me like your other officers, Admiral.”
“You are like my other officers, Zoe,” Chase told her as a trace of warmth and
sincerity crept into her voice. “You were born, grew up, and learned things. You’re
the person you are today because you made a conscious choice to be the woman
standing here and that’s all that matters to me.”
The young captain stood a little straighter and squared her shoulders just a little
more as she felt the pride within the Admiral’s words. “Thank you, Admiral, thank
you for having faith in me.”
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Chapter 3: Plans
VF-555 Warlocks Squadron, Vicinity of Ophion Gas Giant, Helios Gamma,
Cyrannus Star Cluster
“Ok Rockstar, bring them back to the barn,” Captain Megan Sinclair told
Captain Sebastian Beckett when the squadron had finished the exercise. “The
CAG’s happy with how the Warlocks performed on this evolution and told me to
tell you that you’re a point up on the leader board.”
“Ah, Megan, a happy CAG is a wonderful thing!” Beckett joked as he arched his
back and stretched within the confines of the Mk VII’s cockpit. “Copy return to
base, Flight. Ok, Warlocks, let’s head back to the barn. Get a shower and be ready
for squadron debrief at…” he checked the time cue on one of his look down
displays, “1030 hours. Frosty, contact the galley and ask them to have some
sandwiches sent up to the ready room about 1100.”
“Roger that, Rockstar. I’ll bring the food, but you get to bring the booze!” Angie
“Frosty” Turin said as the snow white haired woman commanded her Viper to
perform a nose over tail maneuver and reversed course.
Beckett followed suit and rolled his Viper so that he was looking down into the
gas giant Ophion’s turbulent atmosphere. Bands of brilliant yellow, fiery red,
glowing orange, and dusky grey roiled below in legions of cloud formations. It was
as majestic as it was mesmerizing to the naked eye and Beckett thought of the
massive planet in much the same way ancient mariners thought of the legendary
sirens - beautiful, but deadly.
He studied the navigation display and had the computer calculate how long it
would be until they reached Hecate. The display dispassionately told him that he’d
be in the cockpit another forty-five minutes. Beckett sighed. He loved flying and
had since he was old enough to sit on his father’s lap and move the controls of their
old Skycar. Yet right now, despite the desire to punch holes in the heavens, he
wanted to get out of his flight suit, take off his boots and socks, and stand on the
piece of deep pile carpet he kept in his quarters and just flex his toes in the soft,
cool fibers.
But that would have to wait at least…forty-four minutes now.
“Krypter, krypter, krypter! This is Viper 601 declaring an in-flight emergency!
Krypter, krypter, krypter! This is Viper 601 declaring an in-flight emergency! Any
vessels hearing this, please respond!”
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The female voice on the guard channel announcing an emergency brought
Beckett back to the present. “Viper 601, this is Warlock Actual, call sign Rockstar.
I’m in the vicinity of Ophion, how may I assist?” As squadron leader, it was his
responsibility to make the first response so that the frequency wouldn’t be jammed
with twenty different voices all saying the same thing.
“Rockstar, Viper 601, call sign Baroness, there was a small explosion and then I
started venting fuel. Can you do a visual inspection? I’m sending my coordinates.”
“Copy, Baroness,” Beckett replied as the navigation coordinates displayed a
Viper flying almost parallel to his own course and about fifteen minutes at his
present speed off to his right. “You’re about fifteen minutes from my position, can
you hold until then?”
A few moments passed before Baroness replied. “I can hold. I’ve throttled back
and am coasting, CBDR to Hecate.”
“Good show. I’m on my way.” Beckett changed back to the squadron channel,
“Frosty, take the squadron home, I’m going to go shepherd Baroness back to
Hecate.”
“Your words to my ears, Rockstar; we’ll hold the party until you get home,”
Frosty said with the same tone that all fighter pilots seemed to possess; part
bravado, part confidence, part Devil may care, and all professional.
“See you there, Frosty.” Beckett paused a moment and then said, “Hecate
Flight, Rockstar, you still there, Meg?”
A brief laugh came through the speakers in his helmet. “Rockstar, Hecate
Flight, you should know by now that I see all and hear all…I’ve got the SAR bird
prepped and she should launch in about three minutes. How do you want to
handle this?”
As Beckett saw it, there were two options. The first was to have the SAR Raptor
jump out to their position and escort them back to Hecate, or, he could do the
inspection first, then call for the Raptor if it was needed. “Flight, Rockstar. Launch
the SAR bird and have it hold ready to jump. If this is minor I’ll escort Baroness in,
if not, they can be here in less than a minute. I’ll check in every five minutes.”
“Roger that, Rockstar; we’ll keep the SAR bird on a 30-second alert.
out.”
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When he was a nugget assigned to the Gorgon, his port wing canon suffered an
out of battery failure during a gunnery drill. The ammunition didn’t cook off or
sympathetically detonate, but the damage was enough to tear a half meter hole in
his wing and send a chunk of the weapon into his canopy. He heard his flight lead
talk to Gorgon’s flight controller and say pretty much the same thing he said to
Meg. The reason was simple; if he would have had to punch out, he’d either be
successful or he’d be dead. Either way, the SAR bird being there wouldn’t make a
difference and while they were fellow pilots, they were still Raptor wranglers and
he didn’t want to have to argue about what he was seeing with someone who
wasn’t familiar with a Viper.
The thoughts of relaxing after the flight banished from his mind, Captain
Sebastian ‘Rockstar’ Beckett pushed the throttles forward and felt the immediate
push of acceleration as the three engines suddenly went to full power. “Baroness,
Rockstar. I should be there in about 8 minutes. How about we get to know each
other to pass the time?”
“Rockstar, Baroness. Hmm…getting to know each other, eh? Well, I’m 28,
blonde hair and blue eyes, about average height, and like long walks in the woods,
going to the beach, and occasionally closing the clubs in Boskirk.” Her voice had
the peculiar sound of someone smiling as Rockstar listened. “What about you?”
Beckett laughed. “Well, let’s see…I’m 29, deep blue eyes and dark hair, tall, but
not too tall, enjoy camping, hunting, swimming, and when I can, hitting the clubs
until they toss me out.” His voice carried a bit of a tease and smile, just as
Baroness’ had.
“Fantastic! We’re perfect for each other and our kids will be beautiful! Now,
get me back to Hecate and we’ll talk to the Admiral about arranging the wedding!”
“Don’t you think we’re moving a bit fast?” he joked. “I mean, we both might
sleep on the same side of the bed or you might not like me shaving in the shower…
how about we live together for six months and then if we’re still good with this,
we’ll talk to the Admiral?”
“Hmm…six months, huh?” Baroness let out a dramatic sigh. “I guess I can
agree to that. Now that you mention it, I do have a pretty intimidating family.”
“Ah…your dad gives your potential suitors the old, ‘I have a shotgun and a
shovel and know how to use them both’ speech, eh?” Rockstar countered.
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“Something like that,” Baroness coyly replied. “So, in the spirit of getting to
know each other, do you prefer to take your date to a formal restaurant, a chain
place, or some hole in the wall dive?”
Positive morale was important and keeping Baroness’ mind on more pleasant
topics would keep her from dwelling on the very real possibility that she was flying
a ticking time bomb. “Only the best for Ms. Right!” he answered and for the next
few minutes they enjoyed an easy game of ‘get to know you’.
“Ok, I’ve got you in sight,” Rockstar finally said as he approached Baroness’
Viper.
“Copy, I have visual on you, too,” Baroness answered, her tone back to business.
“Diagnostics say it’s the secondary fuel pump for my lower port engine.”
Beckett called up the diagnostic routine and scrolled to the fuel pump in
question. It could have been worse, but it also could have been better. If the armor
around the engine did its job, the blast would have been directed out rather than
in. If that were the case, all would be well. If it wasn’t, and the armor failed, then
the engine itself could be damaged and it would need to be taken completely
offline and the engine and compartment purged ASAP.
“Hold your course, I’m sliding under you to take a peek,” Beckett said as he
rolled his Viper underneath Baroness’.
Baroness chuckled suggestively and her voice still carried a trace of tension,
“Good thing I put on my knickers this morning. What do you see down there and
how bad is it?”
Despite his bravado, when he heard Baroness’ comment he reflexively looked
away. Chiding himself for taking his eye off the ball, he looked up and surveyed
the damage. “You there, Flight? I want to make sure you’re getting this.”
Meg Sinclair’s voice immediately answered. “I’m here, though I think I should
be making reservations for the reception at the O-Club! I’ve got the CAG here, so
I’ll put him on as well.”
Rockstar nervously swallowed and forced a smile to his face. Great, he thought,
now I’ll never hear the end of this when I get back. “Copy, Flight.” He looked
again at the damage on the Viper cruising a handful of meters above him and
mentally shrugged and prayed to any of the gods that might be listening, including
the Monad god to cover all bases, that the only people listening were Meg and the
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CAG. Given Baroness’ knickers comment, his description of the damage could
come out sounding very…suggestive.
He took a breath and began. “We have a gash about the length of my forearm,
call it 25 centimeters or so, with peeled back jagged edges and scorch marks on
either side. I can see what looks like the internal armor, so I think the damage was
directed out, but I want to go through a full purge just to be safe. I don’t see any
other structural damage from here and I’m about as close as I can get. When we
land, I want the Viper left on the flight deck until the grapes can drain her tanks.
“Are you good with that, Baroness?”
“Copy…I get to go for a walk when I land. How are we going to do this?”
Baroness replied, the tension in her voice somewhat less than when Beckett started
his survey.
He considered the options. They could purge and power up and continue back
to Hecate or they could coast back to Hecate and then purge and power up. In his
mind’s eye, Beckett saw his date with his shower, a private shower thanks to his
status as a squadron CO, grow wings and teasingly circle him once before flying
away. “We’ll coast until we get to Hecate’s outer markers. Looks you’re my date
for the next couple hours, Baroness.”
“Rockstar, CAG, I concur. I’ll have the approaches cleared on portside top and
make sure everyone’s ready to go.” Lieutenant Colonel Mason Reese had almost 20
years of service in the cockpit and was a pilot’s pilot. If the CAG thought it was a
good idea, then as far as Beckett was concerned, he had made the right decision.
“Copy, CAG. We’ll do a wireless check every fifteen minutes just to let you
know we’re still here. Flight, please inform Frosty to run the debriefs when the
Warlocks return and have her review in-flight emergencies and procedures; we’ll
hit the simulators tomorrow to make sure we’re all up to speed.”
“Will do, Rockstar. We’ll leave the light on for you! Flight, out,” Meg told him
as she ended the conversation.
“Rockstar, out.” He guided his Viper so that he was flying off Baroness’ port
wing and turned to look at the pilot in the cockpit. The instrument lights
illuminated her face and even through two canopies and two helmets, he could tell
she was attractive. Who knows, he mused to himself, maybe married life would
agree with him.
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*+*+*+*+*
Meeting room 5-45, Scorpia Fleet Shipyards
It was a meeting room, Admiral Countess Sera Chase thought to herself as she
surveyed the room.
A very nice meeting room, but still a meeting room.
Functional, with comfortable high backed leather chairs around a long rectangular
table, there were several large display screens mounted on the walls currently
showing pictures of notable Colonial warships from the Cylon War. One wall
sported a refreshment station and a counter filled with several trays of pastries,
pitchers of juice, and coffee carafes, while the other wall had several transparent
sections currently hidden by blinds.
She surveyed the faces seated around the table and took stock of them as her
eyes momentarily rested on each one. These men and women commanded the
ships in her battle group and would be under her command for the next one to two
years.
Colonel Baxter Ross was the perfect fit for the gunstar Themis. He was lean and
moved with the grace of a dancer but had the cunning of a mongoose to go along
with it. Ross commanded her escort division composed of the gunstars Cavalier,
Dragoon, and Hussar, and commanded by Lieutenant Colonels Michael Kelley,
Esther Valois, and Tony Pritchard. The last person her direct group was Lieutenant
Colonel Fidelia Raama of the scoutstar Dodona. They were a good group and had
gelled during their training evolutions over the previous several weeks.
Commander Lydia Valentine of the assaultstar Amaterasu was an old friend from
the academy and a keen mind when it came to supporting Marine actions.
Commander Bors Virgis commanded the battlestar Marduk and was like a terrier;
he didn’t care how big you were, or how strong, if he got it in his mind to bite you,
you were going to get bitten. Marduk was Amaterasu’s consort and the primary
offensive stick of the group. Screening and defense was provided by EsRon
Shepherd, centered on the gunstar Shepherd commanded by Colonel Brent Davis.
Davis should have had his own battlestar by now, Chase thought; he was more
than capable of it. Instead of the prestige of commanding a battlestar, her old
friend Brent Davis was posted to Shepherd and commanded the escort squadron.
He directed three other ships; Colonel Morrison Ormond’s Surreptitious, a gunstar
packed with electronics and able to electronically mask its signature from all but
direct visible observation. Colonel Adam Roth of Guardsman and Colonel Richelle
Boone of Paladin rounded out the gunstars in his squadron.
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“Let’s get started, shall we?” Chase began as she called the meeting to order.
“For the next year or so, we’re going to be working together and I think that it’s
necessary that I establish a couple ground rules. I know some of you personally, I
know a couple more by reputation, and some of you I know by reading your
personnel file, so this is going to make sure that we’re all on the same page.
“First,” Chase stood up and walked behind her chair. When she was discussing
things, like now, she had always felt a need to pace. Now that she was “the
Admiral”, she could pace during her meetings if she wanted to. “First,” she
repeated, “we’re all intelligent, rational people here. We all think, form opinions,
develop strategies and tactics that we think are war winners, and we all want to
succeed.
“Now, lest you think I’m trying to recruit you for some sort of Libran sales
scheme,” the comment drew a round of chuckles. Some of the most outrageous get
rich quick schemes came from Libran despite it being the seat of the Colonial
Courts. “I want you to know that I value your opinions. If you have an idea, I want
to hear it. If we’re discussing how to approach a problem and you’re sure you have
a better method, I want to hear it. Don’t ever be scared to speak up and give your
opinion.
“Second, command is about leadership. We are not effective unless we have
the full faith and confidence of our subordinates. I will do everything I can to
retain your faith and confidence by making sure you know not just what you’re
supposed to do but why. You are not machines and I will not treat you as such.
“Third, I’m unconventional.” This comment drew laughs from the officers who
knew Chase and smiles from those who didn’t. “I see you’re familiar with my
reputation. At the end of the day, the reason we are here is to defend the Colonies.
In short, to do this, we have to win. To accomplish this we’re going to push the
boundaries of what’s tactically accepted and go that extra step.” She nodded to
deWinter who keyed the remote that controlled the display screens.
Monclair’s iconic painting depicting the brutal hand to hand fighting during the
Cylon War appeared on every screen in the room. “Because if they come back and
we fail, if we lose, this is what will happen.” She paused and let everyone study
one of the most famous works of art since the Articles were signed.
“Now, if
anyone finds these ground rules unacceptable, I’ll arrange for you and your
command to be transferred. No hard feelings, no grudges, no black marks on your
records; we’re all adults and sometimes adults can’t work together. I’m going to
step out and go down the hall and see if any dispatches have come in since we
started. We’ll get into the meat of the meeting when I get back. If you’re here, then
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I’m going to assume you’re comfortable with this.
“Connie, you have the floor until I return.” Chase nodded as everyone around
the table stood at attention while she left and then closed the door behind her.
Ok…that’s done…now let’s see who stays and who goes, she thought as she
walked down to the communications station.
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase returned ten minutes later. She slowly
released the breath that she had been holding since her hand touched the door
when she saw everyone waiting for her. She gave every new command this option;
it was a chance to opt out if she was too unconventional for them.
“I’m glad to see everyone’s still here,” she said dismissing the last traces of
tension that had taken up residence in her shoulders and neck.
“We were wondering if you’d left us,” Lieutenant Colonel Valois said to a round
of chuckles from her fellow ship captains.
This was what he had hoped for; everyone in the room had chosen to remain
and that was an important bond to her. “I’m stuck here, you’re the ones that can
leave!” she joked back. “We have a lot to cover, but let’s start this off with a
strategy session. Connie, if you’ll get the miniatures?”
“Right here, Admiral,” deWinter said and produced a small box containing a
scale miniature for each ship in the fleet and one for each squadron carried.
“Thank you. Golden Sword is coming up in two weeks and I want to get your
ideas on how we should approach the evolutions. There’s going to be an opposed
ground assault; Lydia, I’d like you to take point on that one. New this time around
is the ‘Little Big Ship’ scenario that pits the escorts against each other. Bax, I’d like
you and Brent to work together, the cornerstones of the OpFor’s escort group are
the Furies, so it’s going to be tough. Finally, there’s also going to be a fleet
engagement as well as the usual gunnery competition and flight events.
“Not to put any pressure on you,” Chase smiled and her eyes twinkled, “but I
have two bottles of 100 year old ambrosia riding on this, so let’s figure out a way to
win this one.”
*+*+*+*+*
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The Raptor was a small craft and not much larger than a decent sized delivery
truck, yet it was one of the most useful and important aircraft in the fleet. Packed
with electronics, able to carry a small team of Marines or passengers, could be
armed, and was FTL capable, it was a pint-sized workhorse that did yeoman service
across the fleet and in many civilian colors as well. Raptor 717 was serving as an
Admiral’s launch for this flight.
“What’s your opinion of the team?” Sera Chase asked Connie deWinter after
they settled in for the flight back to Hecate. The meeting had lasted all morning
and didn’t end until mid afternoon and Chase was glad to be returning to her ship.
Connie deWinter considered the question. “I think you put together a hell of a
team, Sera. The Furies may have more years and rank than Bax and Brent, but
some of the ideas those two came up with today were pretty damned innovative.
Lydia and Bors have a first rate group and they pretty much finish each other’s
thoughts, they’re like an old married couple…” deWinter cocked her head and
looked at Chase. “What did I say that was funny?”
Placing a finger alongside her nose, Chase winked, “I’m surprised you didn’t
pick up on it. Lydia and Bors have been together since they were lieutenants
serving on Indra.”
“No shit, I never saw that,” deWinter said, astonished at the revelation. “Is this
going to be a problem?”
Chase shook her head. “No, they’re both professionals and if anything, it’s a
benefit; as you noticed they think so much alike that they’re almost one person with
two bodies.”
“Good. After all these years…I never suspected; so much for my being able to
read people! All kidding aside, the enthusiasm I saw today was fantastic. They
believe in you, but more importantly, they believe in themselves. I’m not worried
about the brain trust going into Golden Sword; we crush the OpFor in that regard.
What does worry me are the cold equations. They’re going to have two Mercurys
and a Columbia, and their escort groups, but they also have the Furies. The one
thing we can’t do is allow ourselves to get pinned down in a stand up line-of-battle
fight.”
This was the counsel Chase needed, wanted, to hear from her friend. “The one
that has me concerned is the opposed assault. Amaterasu is going to be tied down
with landing operations. It’s going to be a busy two weeks.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 27

“Excuse me, Admiral? I have Flight on the horn; Captain Sinclair wants to brief
you on a developing incident.”
“Patch her through, Monster,” she told the Raptor pilot. “Meg, Admiral Chase,”
she said a few moments later after she put on the headset. “What’s going on?”
“Admiral, the CAG wanted me to alert you that we have a bent bird coming in
just after you land. We picked up a krypter call as the Warlocks were finishing their
morning exercise. A Viper, not one of ours, had a fuel pump blow and Rockstar
went to do a visual. The damage appears to be minor, and they’re coasting in to the
outer markers.”
Chase mentally went over the flight schedule she remembered from earlier in
the morning. “Who declared the emergency?”
“Viper 601, call sign Baroness,” Meg quickly replied.
“Say again? Viper 601, call sign Baroness?” Chase’s eyes flicked over and met
deWinter’s.
“Copy that, Admiral; Viper 601, call sign Baroness,” Meg confirmed.
“How soon are they due to land?”
There was a slight pause before Meg replied with the information. “Just shy of
an hour, sir.”
“Ok. We’re going to jump back to Hecate. I’ll be there in a couple minutes.
Keep me updated if anything happens.”
“Will do, Admiral, Flight out.”
Chase turned in her seat and tapped Monster on the shoulder. “Monster, plot a
jump back to Hecate, if you would.”
A wide toothy smile split Monster’s dark and taciturn face. “Already plotted and
waiting for your order, Admiral. When Meg told me what was going on I figured
you’d want to get home post haste.”
“Good man,” Chase said warmly. “Jump us when you’re ready.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 28
*+*+*+*+*
“We’re just about to the outer markers, Baroness,” Beckett said after they’d
coasted for several hours. Other than the specifics of the situation, he realized he’d
actually enjoyed the trip and Baroness seemed like an interesting person that he
wanted to know better.
“Copy that, Rockstar. I’m ready to start the main engine/engine compartment
purge checklist whenever you are,” Baroness replied, switching from playful to
professional in the blink of an eye.
Moments later, a plume of gas flushed out of the engine compartment. “Good
thing we purged it; it looked like enough fuel had collected to cause some
problems,” Beckett observed. Let’s go for right main engine start.”
The right engine flared to life and then just as quickly flamed out. Baroness
tried two more times to restart it but each time was the same as the first. “Um,
Rockstar, we seem to have a problem with right main, I’m going to try to light off
the top main.”
“We can still land with one engine; I’ll call Flight to reduce the gravity to
emergency levels. We can take as long as we need to touch down.”
Baroness laughed, “What’s this ‘we’ mister? I seem to be the one with a bent
bird.”
“Well, what kind of fiancé would I be if I wasn’t in this with you?” he glibly
answered to help keep things from getting too heavy.
“Oh, so you’ve accepted the proposal, have you? Cool. We’ll glide it in…”
Baroness quipped back and managed to light off the top main engine. “Ah…there
we go. Guide us in, I have your wing.”
Would this woman ever stop with the double entendres, Beckett thought to
himself. Obviously not quite yet, he continued when he heard her next comment.
“Holy frak! That’s huge!”
“Yeah, that’s what they all say,” he shot back before he realized what he was
saying.
“Um…Yes, Baroness, Hecate’s one of the largest battlestars ever
commissioned,” he quickly added. “I have the ball…” Oh my gods! the little voice
on his shoulder said as it threw its hands up and banged its head against the side of
his helmet. Baroness’ laugh told both Beckett and the little voice that he’d been
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setup. “Ok…ok…just stay on my wing…we’re going to go in nice and easy, slow
and smooth…”
I am *never* going to hear the end of this, he thought to himself. Never before
had he realized that landing a Viper on a battlestar could be turned into a
euphemism for sex.
“Our honeymoon is going to be exciting…” Baroness
whispered into the wireless. The little voice on Beckett’s shoulder started to wonder
what vacuum smelled like…
“Rockstar, Baroness, I have you in sight,” Lieutenant Petra Lars announced.
“You’re coming in just perfect and should cross the threshold in about ten seconds.
Keep it steady…”
Each second felt like an eternity as the two Vipers approached the cavernous
landing bay. Hecate followed the now standard battlestar pattern; a long hull with
a low slung landing pod on either side about half the overall length of the ship
running parallel to the direction of flight. Hecate had two pods, each with two
flight decks; one on top with the gravity plane oriented so that ‘down’ was towards
the keel of the ship and one on the bottom oriented in the other direction.
They were over the perimeter batteries that stood like three twin armed sentinels
on the deck just before the opening to the cavernous landing bay. The flight deck
had been cleared and all the mobile docking collars had been fully retracted.
Blinking strobes guided them forward and ran down the entire length of the deck.
“We’re in,” Beckett announced. “Ok, Baroness, wherever you want to land is
good by me.”
“Roger that, Rockstar,” she answered easily and guided the damaged Viper
closer to the deck and used her maneuver thrusters to gently direct the ship to a
spot near the centerline. “Down in 4, 3, 2, 1…down!”
Beckett heard the sound of the Viper’s skids locking to the deck when Baroness
landed. “I’m down in 3, 2, 1…down!” His viper was ten meters from hers and
before he was half way through the shut down checklist he felt the gravity return to
normal and saw the pressure suited ground crew walk out onto the deck pushing a
pair of boarding ladders.
Together they walked to the airlock, entered it, and felt the pressure stabilize.
Baroness was the first to take off her helmet and took a deep breath before slowly
letting it out. “Much better!” she exclaimed as they left the airlock and entered the
receiving gallery.
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“That it is,” Beckett agreed as he got his first direct look at Baroness. His mouth
went dry as his eyes met hers. They were ice blue and twinkled with hidden
mischief and were set in a face that the word ‘beautiful’ seemed inadequate to
describe. He ignored whatever it was the little voice on his shoulder was trying to
say and instead introduced himself, “Sebastian Beckett, at your service.”
“I’m…” she began before being cut off by another voice.
“Cora!”
Baroness and Beckett turned to look at the four people who just entered the
gallery. Lieutenant Colonel Reese, Lieutenant Lars, Colonel deWinter, and Admiral
Chase stood just inside the gallery. The two pilots snapped to attention when they
saw the other officers.
“Hello, Admiral,” Baroness began formally. “Long time, no see, big sister,” she
added more casually.
Intimidating family was a frakking understatement Beckett thought and
wondered if the little voice on his shoulder needed a hit of oxygen as much as he
did.
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Chapter 4: Thresholds
Aboard the Battlestar Hecate
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase’s ice blue eyes stared at the woman who just
greeted her. Anyone with the capability of sight could tell they were sisters; they
shared the same facial structure, same eyes, same color hair, and the same body
language, right down to the raised eyebrow and left hand on their hip. “Are you
ok, Cora?” Chase finally asked after a few moments of silence.
“I’m fine, Sera,” the younger Chase replied. “Rockstar took good care of me and
made sure I got home safe and sound,” she said a little defensively as a slight smile
traced itself on her face.
Chase sighed and her gaze shot to Beckett. She saw him standing there looking
like he wanted to melt into the floor and gave him slight nod of her head. What
she wanted to say could be said behind closed doors and not in front of her
officers. “I was worried when I heard you declared an in-flight emergency. What
were you doing all the way out at Ophion, anyway?”
Some of the tenseness slid off Baroness’ shoulders. “You know how I’ve always
been mesmerized by Ophion since I was a girl,” she began by way of explanation,
“and when I decided to visit you I figured I’d swing out and around it since I had
the time.”
“You’re ‘visiting’,” Chase said, using the index and middle fingers of each hand
to form quotes as she said visiting, and her tone leaving no doubt that it was a
question and not a statement.
“I know it’s a little unorthodox, but I brought something for you. When they get
my Viper down to the hangar deck I’ll be able to get it.” Baroness looked at her
sister and offered an artistic sigh. “No, even now you’ll never let me forget that,
will you?”
Now it was Chase’s turn to smile and after a moment cock her head slightly to
one side. “Never. Ever. Anyway, enough of this, you’re safe, Beckett looks like his
ass is flat, and you both look like you could use a shower. Get your bags from your
Viper and get cleaned up; dinner will be served in two hours. Captain,” she turned
to Beckett, “please escort my sister down to the hangar so she can retrieve her bags
and then show her to my day office so I can find her someplace to stay.” Chase
managed to keep all but the barest trace of a smirk from her face when she
continued. “Oh yes, you’re invited to dinner, too, Sebastian.”
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Beckett nodded and replied, “Thank you, Admiral; I’ll bring Baroness to your
day office as soon as we retrieve her gear.”
Lars led the way out of the gallery followed by Reese and deWinter. Admiral
Chase was next, followed by Beckett and Baroness. Chase heard Beckett tell her
sister that the stairs to the hangar deck was through a hatch to the right and waited
until just after her sister stepped through before she leaned close and whispered in
his ear, “Welcome to the family, Beckett.”
Chase tried to suppress the smile as she watched Beckett stumble and turn to
look at her with a look that equally mixed surprise, fear, and pain as his shoulder
smacked into the hatch coaming.
*+*+*+*+*
Hecate’s port upper hangar deck was a hive of activity as deck and maintenance
crews worked to turn around recently returned Vipers and Raptors and ready them
for their next mission. Along the outside bulkhead wall were the launch tube
hatches, each with a Mk. VII Viper prepped and ready to go sitting in front of it.
Low walls separated each space from its neighbor’s, and next to each launch hatch
was a smaller personnel hatch that led to the launch control station that controlled
the magnetic accelerators that catapulted the Vipers away from Hecate. Opposite
the launch tubes, and across the hangar deck, were similar stalls, many of which
contained Vipers in various states of maintenance.
Beckett led Baroness, he figured he should call her by her first name, Cora, but
he still knew her as ‘Baroness’, to a stall that held her damaged Viper. “Hey Chief,
what up?” he said to the lanky man in orange coveralls who was inspecting the
damaged fighter.
“Hey, Cap,” the Chief replied in an oddly cultured voice that belied his origins
on Libran as he shone a light inside the gap caused by the exploding pump. “She’s
frakked, but I can fix it. The pilot’s lucky…the blast nicked a fuel line and if the
cutoff had failed, there wouldn’t have been much left.”
Beckett forced a thin smile on his face. “Ah, Chief, I brought the pilot down to
inspect the damage.”
The Chief ducked out from under the Viper and walked around the wing. When
he saw Baroness standing next to Beckett he gave her an appraising look from top
to bottom and then back to her face. “Ma’am, you did the right thing shutting
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down when you did; the fuel line was damaged enough that it could have failed
and flooded the compartment.”
“I fell back on my training. I wasn’t in danger of falling into Ophion’s gravity
well, so I shut down and bought some time to consider my options.” Baroness took
a step forward and knelt to peer under the wing. “Mind if I borrow your torch,
Chief? I want to have a look and stare my mortality in the face.”
There was a slight hesitation before the Chief replied. “Sure…but…” he started
and handed over the light. “I was just going to call the Flight Safety Officer and the
Master-At-Arms.”
Baroness stood up and barely missed whacking her head on the edge of the
wing. “I can understand the FSO, but why the Master-At-Arms, Chief? Oh…” she
paused and held out her hand, “Captain Coralanna Chase, but you can call me
Baroness.”
Discipline was generally on a first name, call sign, or shortened form of rank
basis between the deck crew and the pilots they supported, but odd ducks, pilots
only visiting or stopping by for one reason or another, tended to keep a more
formal wall between themselves and the crew. “Chief Sam Killian,” he answered
after a momentary pause of surprise and took Baroness’ hand. “Ma’am, you were
lucky,” he said just loud enough to be heard. “If you hadn’t shut down when you
did, you probably wouldn’t be here. That pump had some issues about five years
ago, but they were recalled and destroyed. I checked the serial number against the
database and it’s from a batch produced two years ago.”
“Is that all?” Beckett prodded, suddenly aware of a cold chill skipping down his
spine. Risk was part of the job of anyone in the Fleet, and a Viper pilot had more
than their share of it. But those risks were manageable and known; it was a given
that a thruster could fail on approach and cause the plane to auger in and crash on
landing, to name one. But the equations changed when something happened due
to malevolent design.
Chief Killian knelt down and pointed to the gash. “Baroness, Cap, if you want
to come down here I can show you. Can you shine the light forward?”
They knelt beneath the Viper’s engine compartment and Baroness directed the
light where the Chief directed. “See those wire scraps? And that piece of circuit
board?” he asked. He paused a moment for Beckett and Baroness to confirm that
they did, “Back here, it’s all plumbing and small IC boards; nothing that large and
certainly nothing with that much loose wire.”
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“Are you saying this is sabotage?” Beckett asked as he glanced at Baroness who
had gone pale.
“Not saying, Cap; it was. Someone rigged a couple grams of explosives around
the fuel line. It was enough to cause the pump to fail, and even with the backup
pump, the line lacked integrity. I’m going to run a couple tests to see how much
would be needed ‘cause I know Chief Corelli is going to want to know for her
report.” The Chief extended a stylus pointer and indicated a scorch mark on the
armor. “This was caused when the explosives detonated; see the pattern?” he
asked. “Then around it is what you’d get from the fuel flashing off.”
They stood up and Beckett made a decision. “Chief, until you hear otherwise,
you’re the only person to touch this plane. As soon as we pick up Baroness’ travel
bags, we’re going to brief the Admiral about this.”
Baroness had been silent since she’d introduced herself. “Thanks for the head’s
up. Sebastian’s right, we need to keep this quiet, and not just to preserve the
integrity of the investigation.”
Beckett didn’t miss Chief glancing at him and mouthing his name as if it were a
question. “Works for me,” the Chief stated as he looked around the hangar deck.
“The last thing we need is speculation and gossip about this. Let me get your bags,
Baroness.”
Five minutes later, they were alone in an elevator that took them into the depths
of the ship. Beckett carried one large duffel bag and Baroness carried another. He
turned to say something to Baroness and saw a trace of fear lurking behind her
eyes. “Are you…”
He never had a chance to finish his question when she put her arms around him
and softly whispered, “Just hold me, so I don’t start shaking…please…” Still in his
flight suit, he slipped his arms around her trim waist and held her. As soon as his
arms were around her, she pulled him tight and buried her head in his shoulder.
Beckett didn’t know what to say. Saying that everything would be all right
sounded disingenuous and saying that she shouldn’t worry sounded like he was
blowing off the severity of what happened. Instead, he just held her and mentally
kicked himself when the little voice on his shoulder took a deep breath, sighed, and
told him that even after all those hours in the cockpit, her hair still smelled of
apples and cinnamon…and was so very, very soft.
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*+*+*+*+*
Half an hour later after Beckett had briefed Admiral Chase on what happened
and what he told Chief Killian, the Admiral stood alone with her sister for the first
time since the younger Chase landed on Hecate. She had formally thanked Beckett
as an Admiral, and then thanked him as a big sister who almost lost her little sister.
“Before I have Corporal Denton take you to your quarters, Cora, what really
brought you all the way out here today?”
“You asked Father for something yesterday and since I was home on leave he
asked me to bring it to you. He didn’t seem to want to send it by courier and said
that he wanted someone he could trust without question to personally put it in your
hands,” Baroness answered and held out the bag she’d been carrying since it
retrieving it from her Viper.
Sera took the bag and unzipped it. Inside were several data modules and a
couple binders with her father’s handwritten labels declaring that they were his
notes. “This was fast.”
Cora shrugged. “He told me that when he saw your message he stopped
everything to get this for you. He seems to think it’s important somehow. I called
in a favor with Tracey Keats, the XO of Arctic and hitched a ride from Virgon to
here. I took a detour to Ophion and you know the rest.”
“I know you want to get cleaned up and relax a bit. I’ll explain what all this,”
Sera shook the bag her sister had just handed her, “then. There’s someone I want
you to meet, they’ll be at dinner.”
“Meet someone?” Cora asked while stepping back and rolling her eyes. “You’re
not trying to set me up, are you Sera?” she asked through narrowed eyes.
The question was greeted with a laugh. “No, I think you’ve made up your mind
on that, whether the two of you know it or not,” she replied cryptically. “This is
someone I’d like you to work with while you’re here.”
“Sure, it’ll keep me from being underfoot,” Cora readily agreed. “If it’s ok with
you, I’d like to spend the next month here. I have the leave accumulated and
wanted to watch my big sister’s first FleetEx.”
Sera hugged her sister. “You can stay as long as you want; I’m glad you’re here,
little sister.” She made several exaggerated sniffs. “But first, you’re going to have to
clean up or I’ll have Corporal Denton hose you off!”
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*+*+*+*+*
“Here are your quarters, Captain,” Corporal Melissa Denton said when they
arrived. She flashed her ID on the reader and unlocked the door. “This is the
sitting room, your bedroom is back there,” she pointed through an archway, “and
your bathroom is off your bedroom. May I put your bag on your bed?”
“Thank you, Melissa, I appreciate it,” Cora told the Marine and stretched her
arms above her head and arched her back. “I can’t want to get out of this flight suit
and into a shower.”
The slim dark haired woman in the black Colonial Marine combat utilities
nodded. “Probably how much I wanted a shower after every day during boot!
Captain Beckett is in the quarters next door, and Captain Sancerre is across the hall
and the other quarters are unoccupied.”
Cora’s head turned when she heard Beckett’s name.
quiet and make for a good night’s sleep.”

“Then things should be

“Should be, Captain,” Denton agreed. “If you have any trouble locating the
Admiral’s quarters, any of the communications panels can give you directions.”
After Denton left, Cora stripped out of her flight suit and hung it on a hangar in
the closet. Then she skimmed out of her t-shirt and underwear and allowed the
cool air to caress her body. All I need now is a piece of carpet and this will be
perfect, she thought to herself before reaching for the thick terrycloth robe she’d
stuffed in her bag at the last minute.
“And now, for some fun,” she said
mischievously in a husky voice.
She pocketed her ID card and opened the door just enough to peer out to make
sure there was no one in the hallway. Seeing the coast was clear, she stepped out,
closed the door behind her, walked to the door next to hers, and knocked three
times.
“Hold on!” Beckett’s muffled voice sounded from within. A moment later, the
door opened and he stood there with a towel wrapped around his waist and his
dog tags hanging around his neck. The annoyed look on his face gave way to a
smile that spread to the edges of his eyes. “Baroness, to what honor do I owe this
visit?” he said theatrically.
“I thought I might take a shower…” she said innocently, paused for a moment,
then winked once she saw the surprise on his face. “Gotcha…” she quickly added
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and glanced into the room behind him. “Carpet! You have carpet?”
This obviously took him off guard because he narrowed his eyes and cocked his
head, “Huh?”
“Behind you, in your quarters, you have carpet!” she repeated.
He laughed. “Oh, that! It’s a guilty pleasure for when I finish a flight. I wash
my feet off, and then walk around on the soft pile.”
“Sure beats the steel deck.”
“Sure does.” He looked like he wanted to say something, but paused.
Cora noticed his hesitation and felt her own starting to surface.. “Listen…ah…In
the elevator…that felt…well…if felt really good when you held me,” she forced out.
It had the reaction she hoped to see. Beckett’s posture relaxed and he rested
one arm on the door. “Yeah…you felt good in my arms,” he confessed without any
trace of guilt or ulterior motive in his voice. Cora saw it was as sincere as her own
comment and she was certain she hadn’t been this honest about her feelings in
ages.
They shared a long silent moment before she unconsciously took a step back
before the tension spiraled somewhere they didn’t have time to explore. Instead,
she gazed warmly into his eyes and put her hand on his that was resting on the
door. “I’ll be ready in about an hour…care to escort me to my sister’s for dinner?”
“I’d like that, Cora,” he answered, using her name for the first time.
“Thank you, Sebastian. I’ll see you in an hour…” she told him as she backed
towards her door. Two steps later, she swiped her ID and slipped through the door.
*+*+*+*+*
When Beckett and Cora arrived at the Admiral’s quarters an hour later they
found the table set and the rest of the guests already there. “Cora, you already
know Colonel deWinter and Captain Beckett,” Chase began and then introduced
the two other captains present, “this is Zoe Avalon, my technical security officer,
and this is Jeremiah Cole, my navigation officer.” Each officer greeted Cora with a
handshake, a hello, and a personal introduction.
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The six officers made small talk about current events until dinner was served at
which point they took their seats at the table and the discourse turned to lighter
topics and memories. Throughout the entire event, Beckett felt out of place. He
could see that Cole was feeling somewhat the same, while the others seemed to be
enjoying the dinner as if it were a commonplace occurrence.
Eventually the plates were cleared and mugs of hot chocolate were served. “I
haven’t had hot chocolate after a meal since I was a kid,” Cole commented before
he took a sip of the thick brew.
“It’s a tradition we grew up with,” Cora offered. “Our region of Virgon is known
for their chocolate and for us, we drink it like others drink coffee.”
Beckett took a tentative sip and then a longer sip. It wasn’t just good; it was a
fantastic blend of chocolates, cinnamon, and fresh whipped cream. “I could get
used to this real easy!”
Admiral Chase allowed the friendly banter to continue for a few minutes and
when it had wound down in preparation for the next topic of discussion she spoke
up. “I mentioned earlier today that I had something I wanted to discuss after dinner
and I think now is as good a time as any…Connie?”
Colonel deWinter stood and walked to the door that opened into the
passageway. She opened it and spoke a few words to the Marines stationed outside
and then closed and locked it. The click of the lock wasn’t lost on Beckett.
Admirals don’t just invite junior officers to dinner and lock the door after desert.
“We’re secure, Sera,” deWinter said when she returned and took her place at the
Admiral’s right hand.
“Thank you,” she said after turning to look at deWinter. Turning back to the
table, she swept her gaze across the faces of the people she’d invited to dinner.
“What we discuss here tonight is confidential and not to be discussed with anyone
else without my or Colonel deWinter’s express permission. I can’t go into more
detail until I have your words that you’ll honor my request.”
Beckett spoke first. “You have mine, Admiral.” This broke the ice and in less
than a minute Cora, Zoe, and Cole had all given their word as well.
A smile crossed Chase’s face as she sat back in her chair and gently placed her
mug on the table. “Yesterday, Zoe brought to my attention that there had been
some attempts to load unauthorized software onto the v-world system. The first two
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I pretty much expected; if not those specific titles, then similar ones. The third one,
however, now that was the enigma.”
The dinner guests sat and listened as Chase explained the history surrounding
Plenny Interactive, “Voyage of the Galleon”, and the opening day of the Cylon
Uprising. “So all of this is quite…odd. Someone tried to install a piece of software
that was still in development at the time of the Uprising and created by a company
that was the victim of a Cylon targeted raid on the first day of the Uprising that
killed just about everyone and resulted in the Cylons walking off with all the R&D
data.
“It could be a simple case where someone in the crew is related or knew one of
the developers and managed to get a copy of the last beta, but my gut tells me that
isn’t the case.”
Cole spoke up, “How do we fit into all this, Admiral?”
Beckett leaned slightly forward in his seat to hear the Admiral’s answer. “It’s
fairly straight forward, Jerry; I want the four of you to solve the game.”
Cora was the first to speak. “You’re including me?”
“I am,” Chase replied. “Each of you have some special skills or talents that
when combined with the other three make the total more than the simple sum of
the parts. That degree Father nagged at you for following; Forensic Anthropology?
Well, now you have a chance to use it and figure out the clues in the game. Jerry,
you’re one of the best navigators I’ve seen, you minored in Religious Studies at the
Kobol Colleges and are fluent in Old Gemenese. Zoe, you have the programming
skills to deconstruct what we have, to sift through the code and separate it into its
component parts.”
“What about me, Admiral? I’m just a Viper pilot?” Beckett asked.
“And a good one, I might add,” Chase told him. “But that’s only part of the
reason why I wanted you on this team. You’re the only one on the team who has
held command and you’re able to see through the clutter and grasp the big picture
quicker than most. And…I know you like to dabble in writing noir mysteries, so
this should be right up your alley.”
“Oh…you know about those, eh?” Beckett asked when Chase revealed his
secret.
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Chase nodded. “You’re quite good, Sebastian. I think that between the four of
you, you have the skills, intuition, and experience to find an answer. This could be
just a game someone found in their grandfather’s desk and if it is, this will all have
been a fun exercise. But…if there’s more to it…”
“What are you driving at, Sera? It’s just a game, right?” Cora asked.
Sculpted blonde eyebrows crested above ice blue eyes as Chase looked at her
sister. She pushed back her chair and stood before walking over to a display
screen. “Zoe managed to convert part of the intro video so it could be viewed on a
screen. “Watch…”
The mountain vista abruptly changed and was replaced with a first person view
of a dark city alley. A male voice, slightly out of breath and sounding like a native
of Caprica City, began a narrative. “They’re on to me but I don’t know who *they*
are and I don’t know how much longer I have until they find me. I’m recording this
and uploading it to your v-world account so that if something happens to me you’ll
be able to figure out what’s going on.
“It all started three weeks ago when I bought a shipment of antiques from
Gemenon.
“It was routine, I’d done this dozens of times before. This time, though, a couple
pieces in the lot were old. I mean *old* old, as in I could only find a couple hints
at their age in one catalog, Finch’s Lexicon. When I saw that, my heart was in my
throat.” The voice slowed as the narrator fought the adrenaline dump to remain
calm. “If Finch’s can be trusted, then these antiques date from before the Colonies
were settled and that means they came from Kobol…the home of the Gods and
where we all came from.”
The perspective moved as the narrator jumped after a noise echoed from deeper
in the alley. “Frak! They’re here.” Hands came into view; a slim automatic in the
right and a very old book in the left. The narrator, and the perspective, turned and
two dimly seen shapes stepped from the darkness into the gloom. “You can’t have
this!” the narrator yelled before he squeezed off half a dozen shots. One of the
shapes crumpled to the ground while the other managed to dodge behind a steel
dumpster.
“You can’t escape, Vero Marks!” a deep commanding voice shouted as the
gunshots still echoed in the alley. “You have something that mankind is not ready
to find.”
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“Frak you!” the narrator screamed and fired off several more shots before the
perspective quickly turned and he started running for the busy street a dozen
meters away. His voice just above a whisper and interlaced with deep breaths of
air, the narrator continued, “Use the book, I think it’s a log book or diary, I haven’t
been able to fully decipher it yet, and find out what’s going on. I’ve scanned and
uploaded the book as well as stashed the arti…”
A gunshot coupled with a sudden scream of pain cut off whatever the narrator
was going to say next as the first person perspective tumbled and wound up on the
ground, looking up. The narrator’s panting and pain filled moans paused when he
saw his assailant; a nondescript man who could have been any guy on the street
dressed in a dark suit, white shirt, and thin blood red tie. Staring up at the man
standing over him, the last thing the narrator saw before the muzzle flash that killed
him was a red flash from behind his eyes as light from the busy street glinted off
something hidden behind them.
*+*+*+*+*
Chase allowed the last image to remain on the screen as she turned to her
dinner guests and waited for their reactions. Beckett was the first to speak, “Ok,
now that last part was a bit freaky.”
“Odd, yes,” Cora agreed, “but also somewhat of a clue. Sera, can you tap into
the Shipyard’s library and see if they have a copy of Melson’s ‘Final Destination Of
The Human Species’? The shooter’s face looks familiar and I want to see if my
memory is right.”
“Here’s a data pad,” Chase told her sister, “have at it.”
Cora nodded, “Thanks.” She turned to the pad and began her search.
“Admiral, can you rewind the video to the point where we see the book?” Jerry
Cole asked. A moment later the scene was on the screen and Cole stood in front
of it studying the book. He tapped a translucent icon in the lower right corner
twice and launched the touch screen utility. It took a few steps but he finally
stepped back and a relatively clear image of the book displayed. “I’ve seen this
script before,” he began and took a step back as if the image was a poisonous snake
poised to strike. “It’s not Old Gemenese, but Kobollian.”
“That’s an interesting twist,” Cora stated from where she worked on the data
pad. “Here’s another. One of the books I had to read in university was Melson’s
seminal work. When the book was first published it was hailed as a breakthrough
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book on human evolution by just about everyone except the devout Gemenese and
Saggitarons who saw it as blasphemy.
“Anyway, one of the chapters, perhaps the most controversial of them all,
discusses his theory how mankind didn’t originally look as diverse as we do today
and that eventually we’ll lose a lot of that diversity through intermarriage and
homogenize until we’re back where we started.”
Zoe finally spoke when Cora paused. “How does that relate to this?” she asked
and leaned slightly forward in her chair as if being a little closer would bring
everything into focus.
Instead of answering, Cora tapped a quick command on the pad and sent an
image to the screen next to the one showing the book. “Because the killer in the
video is a damned close match for what Melson said we came from.”
It wasn’t an exact match, the set of the nose was slightly different, the curve of
the lips was off, and the eyes were brown instead of red. But the high cheekbones,
forehead, jaw, and general proportions were all very, very close. It may not be a
twin, but a cousin or other related family member; definitely.
“There’s something else you haven’t told us, Cora,” Beckett said as he turned to
look at the blonde woman sitting next to him and somehow knowing that she had
more to tell.
“Oh, yes…” Cora nodded. “What makes this an important factoid is that this
game was developed prior to the Cylon Uprising and Melson didn’t begin
researching his book until four years into the war.
Ulee Nilca created the
composite image during the last year of the war.”
deWinter pushed her chair back and crossed her arms over her chest. “There
has to be some sort of mistake; development on the game ended the day the
Uprising started and that image,” she allowed her left hand to gesture at the
composite picture, “is from twelve years later. Nilca had to be using something
from prewar that he never told anyone about.”
Cora shrugged her shoulders. “Could be, Colonel, but Nilca claimed he used
images collected during the war for the composite. He was the art director for the
Caprica Times and used every image they owned in the process.”
“I think we’re missing an obvious question,” Beckett interjected and everyone
turned to look at him. He offered a disarming smile, “Why would he fake
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something so blatant that someone involved in the game project could expose him
over as a fraud? Which then leads to a couple other questions, namely how did he
get the images from the game and more importantly, knowing this would be peer
reviewed, why would he use something from a game?”
Chase sat back and quietly watched her officers pick and peck at the problem
she’d laid before them. deWinter added a bit here and there, mostly to get one of
them to justify a position and adding little speculation or comment of her own.
Finally, after almost two hours of discussion she decided it was time to call things
for the evening. “Continue to work on this among yourselves when off duty, but for
now we need to focus on winning a war game against some stiff competition.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Care to come in for a nightcap?” Cora seductively asked when she and Beckett
reached their quarters.
Beckett looked into her ice blue eyes and felt something he hadn’t felt in a long
time. His body was screaming at him to say yes to the drink and all that might be
included. The little voice on his shoulder, however, was urging a different course of
action. He slipped his hands around her, cupped her shoulders, and tried to put
the feelings into words that wouldn’t make him sound, or look, like an idiot.
“I’d like nothing more, Cora…” he began and saw her smile drop and felt her
body slump in defeat. “No! It isn’t that,” he warmly said as he drew her closer so
that less than the hand’s thickness separated them. “I want to say yes, I want to see
where that drink might lead. If you were anyone else, I’d already be pouring the
second round. I want…” he hesitated as he realized that what he was about to say
was the truth and it contained no ulterior motive, no angle, and was completely
from the center of his heart.
“I want to do this right, Cora. I don’t want anything we do to be lessened
because we simply acted on impulse…I want this to be real.” Oh. My. Gods…
Becket thought as what felt like the weight of the 12 Colonies lifted from his
shoulders. The truth might not set you free, but it sure set the stress monkey on fire
and sent it screaming into the wilderness.
Cora’s smile returned and she stood a little straighter as she reached up around
Beckett’s neck and pulled him close. “That was the right answer, Sebastian. The
most perfect answer…” she whispered as she leaned closer and lightly skimmed
her lips across his and giving him the lightest, and most erotic kiss he’d ever
received.
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“I’ll see you in the morning,” she said after she ended the kiss.
He looked into her eyes again and saw his own thoughts and growing feelings
reflected in them. It was something he knew at a primal level that he’d never get
tired of seeing. “Count on it.”
When her door closed, the little voice on his shoulder patted him on the
shoulder, told him he was a good boy, and that her lips tasted of cinnamon cherry
and her hair smelled like fresh cherry blossoms. Jointly, Beckett and his little voice
agreed that it was most certainly a good day to be alive.
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Chapter 5: Opening Salvos
Battlestar Hecate, high orbit over Scorpia
Battlestar Hecate cruised serenely in the deep black that cradled the planet
Scorpia like mother’s hands cradling a newborn. Hecate wasn’t alone; the eleven
other ships of her battle group attended her. Themis, a sleek Titan-II gunstar barely
three years old led the formation and directed the three other escorts within the
group. Stationed at each point of an equilateral triangle with Hecate in the center
was a Berzerk class close escort. They were as utilitarian as Themis was sleek, and
possessed enough pugilistic pugnaciousness to turn skeptics into believers.
Cavalier, Dragoon, and Hussar were all members of the Flight III subclass and
carried the Manticore missile system – informally known as the “flyswatter”
because of how easily the missiles were able to destroy fighters and incoming
missiles. The last ship of the group lurked on the edge of the battle group, almost
as if it wasn’t sure it belonged or was scared of being seen. Dodona was a
scoutstar; a small ship crammed with electronics and sensors and would act as a
second set of eyes for everyone in the group when they entered contested space.
Following like an eager shadow was the Amaterasu/Marduk battle group. The
centerpiece was the assaultstar Amaterasu that resembled a Mercury class battlestar
– at first glance. A second look would reveal several important differences, most
notably being that her hull was narrow and higher than it was wide. Her flight
pods would be the second thing noticed; they were abnormally wide, wider even
than Hecate’s, and housing scores of Raptors and assault craft to quickly transport
her embarked Colonial Marine regiment from orbit to surface.
The other large capital ship in the second group was the battlestar Marduk, the
fifth built in her class. She wasn’t as large or as capable as a Mercury, but she was
faster and more maneuverable. Flying close to Amaterasu was Surreptitious, an
escort that fought the enemy with her advanced electronic warfare suite as much as
she did with her guns. Under certain circumstances, she could simply disappear
from the dradis scope or put out enough noise and jamming that would prevent an
adversary from knowing just what he was facing.
Slightly below, on either side, and in front of Amaterasu, Marduk, and
Surreptitious were a pair of ships that that could have been Surreptitious’ siblings.
Paladin and Guardsman lacked the extensive electronics their half sister possessed,
but made up for it with slightly better speed and maneuverability. The last ship of
the formation cruised slightly behind and above the main body and shared a
common hull form as the other three escorts. Shepherd carried a pair of flight pods
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on her wings and operated two squadrons of Vipers in addition to having slightly
better command and control capability.
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase looked at the plot and nodded approvingly.
The last 48 hours had been hectic with many last minute issues that had to be
resolved. Her people had come through and the battle group had been ready to
sail with twelve hours to spare. She looked around the CIC and saw focused
determination on the faces working over dradis screens, communications panels,
fire control stations, navigation and helm controls, and all the other workstations
necessary to control, direct, and fight the most advanced and powerful engine of
war ever created by man. The next two weeks would tax them to the breaking
point; as soon as they prepared for jump they would be on 24 hour combat alert
until the exercise ended.
“What do you see, Mister Cole?” she asked the navigator who also monitored
the primary dradis display.
“We’re in maneuver formation and the scope is otherwise clear. We can begin
jump prep on your order; we’ve cleared Scorpia’s outer boundaries,” the officer
replied as he half turned in his seat to make eye contact with the Admiral.
“Thank you, Mr. Cole.” Chase glanced at the communications station, “Lara,
please patch me through to the group, I’d like to address everyone before we
jump.”
“Will do, Admiral,” Petty Officer Pickman answered as she contacted the other
ships in the battle group and announced that the Admiral had an ‘all hands’
announcement. “Admiral? I’ve patched you through to the other ships and they’re
standing by.”
Chase nodded and picked up the communications handset. She took a deep
breath realized emotionally what she’d known academically ever since Admiral
Szabo had told her she was going to be taking part in Golden Sword; up until this
point in her career she had been the one listening to the speech, not the one giving
it. The butterflies in her stomach had taken seats on the bleachers to watch what
was going to unfold and she thanked the gods for that small favor. At least she’d
come to grips with Cora’s volunteering to pilot one of the AEW/EW Vipers when
Deadeye was rushed to sickbay yesterday with acute appendicitis.
She smiled. You’re procrastinating, she told herself as half shook her head.
“This is Admiral Chase,” she began, her prepared thoughts vanishing like the dawn
mist meeting the morning sun. “Over the last six weeks we’ve trained hard for this
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exercise. I’ve watched you put in extra hours, I’ve watched as we’ve all come
together to work as one battle group.
I’ve watched the enthusiasm,
professionalism, and dedication you’ve displayed during this time.
“I am proud to be your Admiral.
“Today we begin to put all the training and hard work to the test.
“In a few minutes we’re going to jump into the Thule system and will begin
Golden Sword IX and I have one final request…” Chase looked around at the crew
in the CIC and smirked. “Let’s go kick some ass! Hecate Actual, out!” She put
down the handset and shrugged when she saw deWinter’s questioning look. “It
seemed more ‘me’ than the speech I wrote earlier,” she confessed quietly.
“I think it was good. And you’re right,” deWinter agreed, “it was more ‘you’.
You’re not hidebound or standoffish. Now, shall we go kick some ass, Admiral?”
“So say we all, Connie, so say we all,” Chase told her XO. “Lara, set Condition
One throughout the ship. Mr. Cole, begin jump prep and coordinate with the
group. We go in together.”
*+*+*+*+*
The Thule system was located 5.3 light years from the barycenter of the
Cyrannus star cluster. It was the closest system to the Colonies, yet it couldn’t have
been more different. The Cyrannus cluster teemed with life giving planets and
abundant, easy to exploit natural resources while the Thule system was somewhat
less habitable and hospitable.
Hoder, the first planet from the star Thule, possessed mineral wealth beyond
measure. Unfortunately, the planetary day was just 20 hours long and made
mining problematic at best, lethal at worst. Tyr, the second planet, possessed a
corrosive atmosphere that would reduce even the stoutest armor to tissue paper
within a matter of weeks. The fourth orbit was occupied by Balder; a large rocky
planet that shared the orbit with a wide and dense asteroid belt. A pair of massive
gas giants occupied the fifth and sixth orbits, Odin and Thor respectively, and the
seventh by a smaller gas giant, Forseti, which was warmer than scientists could
explain.
If Thule had a gem, it was the third planet, Saga. Named after a seer of legend,
Saga possessed a breathable atmosphere, three large landmasses, and water
covered 65% of the surface. Temperatures mimicked Caprica’s and vegetation was
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lush and abundant. The problem with Saga was that Colonial crops had difficulty
growing in her soil and humans found the edible plant life difficult, at best, to
digest. Port Brigid was the largest settlement and directly supported the Colonial
Defense Forces base ten kilometers away, the sprawling Bifrost Joint Forces Base.
Bifrost was home to the 21st Joint Forces Group, a collection of Colonial
Marines, Army, and Close Orbit Aerospace Force (COAF) personnel who served as
a training cadre and often as the ground based Opposition Force for large scale
training exercises like Golden Sword. The sprawling complex supported the 12th
Marine Division, 106th and 107th Composite Divisions of the Colonial Army, and
the 21st Planetary Defense Wing.
One of the hard-learned lessons from the Cylon Uprising was that all elements
of the Colonial Defense Force had to work together; the Fleet couldn’t hold ground
without the Marines, Army, and COAF, and the others couldn’t take ground without
the Fleet. Halfway around the other side of the world were the massive Albion
Plains practice ranges. Several tens of billions of cubits had gone into constructing
a microcosm of the Colonial home worlds. Everything from small rural towns to
urban apartment blocks and subdivisions, as well as commerce centers, shopping
malls, industrial parks, farms, and urban centers were recreated and represented to
exacting standards.
Elements from the 21st JFG currently occupied the ranges and readied
themselves for the pending ‘invasion’ by the Marines embarked on Amaterasu. The
Golden Sword exercise called for an opposed landing by the Marines to seize
several objectives and hold them until the end of the exercise. In orbit, and by
extension throughout the entire Thule system, the space-based element of the
exercise would unfold. Reinforcements for the defenders would come from a
designated ready reserve at Bifrost and from the Heimdall, Kali, and Odyssey battle
groups that would arrive shortly after the first shots were fired.
*+*+*+*+*
“Jump complete; all ships accounted for, Admiral,” Captain Jeremiah Cole said
from the navigation station across from the plotting table where Admiral Chase and
Colonel deWinter stood.
“Excellent work, Mr. Cole.
Lara, secure from Jump Conditions and set
Condition Two throughout the ship. Please signal Dodona to advance ahead of us
and to get us detailed scans of Forseti, Thor, and Odin. And then please open a
channel to Commander Valentine on Amaterasu and put it through down here.”
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“Will do, Admiral,” Petty Officer Lara Pickman answered from her position at
Hecate’s primary communications station.
deWinter studied the chart displayed on the plotting table.
jumping in this far out.”

“It’s a gamble

Chase nodded and put her hand on the icon representing the gas giant Odin. “I
have a feeling about this, Connie. Nothing I can put my finger on specifically, but
it’s a hunch that Szabo isn’t going to play fair. As soon as we jumped into the
system, the game’s on. Historically, the aggressor jumped into orbit around Saga
and began the assault. Ground Command would then call for help by launching
several Raptors and broadcasting in the clear that invasion forces were landing. It’s
a textbook Cylon attack and Colonial response.
“But,” the Admiral’s manicured index finger tapped Odin several times, “since
Szabo is likely already in-system, he can deploy as soon as he sees us. He’s not
going to cheat, but he is going to play things to the letter of the rules. By putting his
forces in close orbit around Odin, he’s able to use its magnetic fields to help mask
his ships from dradis. If we jumped directly to Saga, he’d be on us before Lydia
managed to launch the first wave.”
“If the planets weren’t aligned, this would be much more difficult,” deWinter
observed.
“Admiral?” Lara interrupted. “I have Commander Valentine on the wireless.”
“Good! Transfer her down here, Lara,” Chase asked and picked up the handset.
“Amaterasu Actual, this is Hecate Actual, how are things going over there, Lydia?”
Chase could hear the grin in the other Commander’s voice when she answered.
“We’re ready to go. The Marines are on a five minute alert, and we can launch as
soon as we secure from jump.”
“Outstanding! I can’t guarantee that we’ll be able to pin everyone, but we’ll do
what we can,” Chase told her.
Valentine chuckled. “I wish I was a fly on the wall of Kali’s CIC when this goes
down.”
“Oh, so do I, Lydia, so do I. Just keep your eyes open; we’re operating at a
disadvantage in raw numbers and Szabo has a lot of firepower on call.”
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“Count on it. I’m only concerned if we let their escorts get close, and that
includes the Furies. Our guns outrange theirs by a decent margin, but if they get
close, their rate of fire will balance the odds a bit,” Valentine bluntly admitted.
“We just play to our strengths, keep to the plan, and we’ll be good,” Chase said
confidently. “Just keep the jump coordinates updated. Hecate Actual, out.”
“Copy, Hecate, Amaterasu Actual, out,” Valentine replied before the line
momentarily dissolved into static and then silence.
“Now we wait,” Chase told her XO.
“If this works, and I don’t doubt that it will, it’s going to add another chapter to
‘the book’,” deWinter observed as she watched her friend fight to keep from pacing
around the plotting table.
“And if it doesn’t, I’ll have the largest and most heavily armed yacht in the
Colonies,” Chase quipped.
*+*+*+*+*
Dodona was a scout and packed with sensors of every shape, size, and sort.
She was sleek, fast, and designed to find the enemy before they found her. One of
the arrows in her quiver was her hull shape and another was the massive electronic
warfare suite that rode in the ‘rollbar’ over her engines. Some ships fought using
slugs accelerated to thousands of meters per second or missiles, but ships like
Dodona sacrificed the bullets for electrons.
Her electronic warfare suite broadly operated in two modes, aptly named
defensive and offensive. When operating defensively and running silent, she was
harder to spot than Surreptitious, the Vigilant class escort assigned to the Amaterasu
battle group. This coverage could be extended to other ships, though range and
area covered degraded the effect and in most cases was used to degrade the
attacker’s firing solutions.
Where it shined, though, was when Dodona went on the offensive. It shared
several things in common with the EW suites on other warships; it could jam
wireless and dradis signals, spoof targeting systems, and confuse missiles. And then
it took things one step further by doing so in such a subtle manner that unlike
jamming or spoofing where the operators of the afflicted systems could see the
results on their displays, Dodona could synchronize with the target and feed it false
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information so seamlessly that they never knew it wasn’t legit. Or, instead of
playing games, Dodona could do a direct electronic attack that would damage or
degrade the target’s sensors.
Lieutenant Colonel Fidelia Raama was Tauron by birth and by choice
epitomized the popular perception of Taurons as clever mixed with a dash of
trickster and a healthy pinch of ruthless violence lurking just under the surface.
Dodona was a ship tailor made for her personality and was the perfect instrument
for the virtuoso chess player. “We’re coming up on Thor, Tommie, what do we
see?”
“A big ol’ ball of gas, Boss,” Major Thomas ‘Tommie’ Brighton nonchalantly
replied from his position at the primary dradis display in his characteristic
Cancerian drawl. “It’s looking more and more like I’m going to owe you ten
cubits…”
The tall dark haired and olive skinned woman shook her head. “When are you
going to learn not to take my bets?” she asked rhetorically. Their betting, and his
losing, was a well known joke among the crew. “Let’s just make sure we don’t
bump into anything. The last thing we need is a Raptor to get a visual on us before
we see them.”
“I’m going extend Teresa another 2000 meters and see what we might pick up,”
Brighton told Raama. Teresa, more specifically the Tethered Remote Synthetic
Aperture Array, or Teresa for short, was a series of sensor studded tethers that
extended from the ship and allowed for a much larger antenna at the expense of
maneuverability. Using specialized software, the ship’s EW suite could interpolate
signals received on the Teresa system and often ferret out emissions that otherwise
might be missed.
Raama studied a display that showed the ship and the locations of the four
tethers. “Taking them out another two klicks is going to pin us if we have to scoot
out in a hurry. We’re already at three kicks and with another two it’ll take a good
five minutes to recover them.”
Brighton considered his reply before he spoke. “I thought about that. Unless
they’re right on top of us, we should be able to get an idea what’s going on around
Odin about fifteen minutes after we clear Thor. Unless they’re going to jump in to
kill little ol’ us, we’ll be able to recover Teresa and be on our way before they get to
us.”
Her relationship with Brighton had been laid back since they first served
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together. He may have poor judgment when it came to gambling, but he was the
sharpest mind she’d seen when it came to running an electronic warfare suite and
was the driving force behind her decision to bring him aboard as her XO. “Do it.
Forty-five minutes later they had passed the gas giant Thor and had just cleared
its constellation of moons when Brighton spoke up. “Oh, if I was a Cylon, I’d marry
you, Teresa! I’ve got several contacts in close orbit of Odin…I make it three heavies
and eight lightweights…no, scratch that, nine lightweights. They’re not making any
course changes so I’d say the likelihood they haven’t spotted us yet is fairly high.”
“Send them to the main plot,” Raama ordered and studied the icons that winked
into existence on the light table. “Keep trying to refine who is who and in about
five minutes start bringing Teresa home. Petty Officer Yardin, send a message to the
Admiral with my compliments and pass along the telemetry. Let her know that
we’re going to keep our eyes open for the two missing ships, but that the main body
is in close orbit around Odin.”
Petty Officer Fitch Yardin started opening the communications channel before he
confirmed Raama’s order. “Aye, aye!” he heartily replied as his tone of voice
betrayed his competitive nature to his commanding officer.
Raama stood and studied the plot. Something didn’t look right. She moved her
hands on the image and enlarged and rotated it to better see it, then had the table
overlay Odin’s gravity gradients. “Tommy, c’mere and take a look at this,” she
called over to her XO. “I want a second set of eyes on this.”
The lanky XO stood from his place at the dradis screen and moved the three
steps to the plotting table. “Yeah...I just saw that,” he said when he saw what
Raama was looking at. “They’re awfully deep in the well for my comfort.”
“Any chance it could be a decoy?”
Brighton’s left hand rhythmically flexed on a finger exerciser as he considered
the question. “Anything is possible. I’ll reset Teresa; give me thirty seconds and I
can tell you conclusively. But…” he said as he looked over his shoulder, “they’re
legit. There’s too much interference from Odin’s magnetosphere for us to have
sharp readings. We’ve tracked ships deeper into Ophion’s well than this, and they
look identical. If this was a decoy, they’d be a lot clearer because they’d be
transmitting some sort of signal.”
“Boss?” Petty Officer Yardin interrupted. “Admiral says ‘Well done!’ and asks for
a few more minutes of telemetry before they execute Plan Odin Alpha.”
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“Good. Let her know that we’re going to be dark for about another,” Raama
glanced over at her XO who indicated how much longer, “twenty seconds before
we’ll resume sending telemetry.”
As soon as Yardin acknowledged the order, she turned back to the plotting table
and waited for Teresa to reset. It was a long twenty seconds.
“Comin’ back on line…” Brighton said. “One, two, three heavies…five, eight,
nine, ten lightweights; it looks like we hooked another one of the escort group.”
“What’s your confidence level on the hits?” Raama asked.
“I’m not listening in on what they’re saying, but heavy 2 is talking to heavy 3
and from the packet signatures, heavy 2 is Kali and 3 is Heimdall,” Brighton said
leaning back in his chair and shooting his commanding officer a goofy grin to
underscore his sincerity.
There were a few times when Fidelia Raama wished that Dodona dealt more in
blunt force trauma rather than subtle sneaking around. “Yardin, let the Admiral
know…”
Petty Officer Yardin was already acknowledging her order before she finished.
“Already on it, Boss,”
*+*+*+*+*
“They’re awfully deep in the well,” deWinter’s concerned voice said as she
watched the plotting board display the telemetry Dodona fed them.
“Yeah, they’re about 2000 klicks above the hard deck and skating very close on
the margin,” Chase added. “For a war game, I’m not comfortable with that margin
for fighter ops over a gas giant. If someone goes down over Saga, we can launch
an SAR bird and pick them up. If they go down over Odin…” she let her thought
trail off. Both officers knew ejecting in a gas giant’s gravity well was almost certain
death. “So, we’re going to go in old school and count on the escorts to keep the
fighters off us, if they’re launched.”
deWinter studied the plot for another moment. “I’ll modify the operations plan
and push it to the other ships. Do you still want Amaterasu to hang back with
Shepherd and her EsRon?”
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“I think its best,” Chase stated. “We can’t afford to lose Amaterasu if we want to
have a shot at success. We’ll take Marduk with us. If we’re lucky, we can take out
one of Szabo’s heavies and a couple escorts. One pass, then we jump for Saga.
Dodona can hang back and give us a post strike assessment.”
“Let’s go into the v-world for a moment. I want to get a better handle on this,”
deWinter suggested. Then, just as quickly, added, “I can’t believe I’m embracing
this technology.”
Chase laughed. “Mr. Cole, you have the con,” she told the navigation officer
and picked up the holoband. “Ready?”
A moment later, the CIC transformed into the local space around Odin, whose
bright face shined like a multi-colored sun. Several large shapes moved in circular
paths around the massive planet and small luminous icons tagged them as its
moons. Odin grew in size as deWinter focused on a cluster of tiny specks and
zoomed in on their orbit. All of them had already been identified; Kali, Heimdall,
and Odyssey were the three heavies, Alecto, Tisiphone, Black Swan, Dart, Javelin,
Pilum, Snow Leopard, Active, Alacrity and Ardent were the lightweights. “All ships
shown have been identified by communications packet signatures.”
“Where is Megaera?” Chase slowly asked. “All the hits are identified. She’s
either lurking inside Odin, which is possible but against the rules, she’s on the other
side of the planet, or she’s somewhere else.”
Odin shrank until it was no more than a meter and half across. “There’s nothing
on the other side, Sera,” deWinter noted. “If Megaera is here, she’s deep inside
Odin. Commander Hayes is a maverick, but she also plays by the book, especially
in games. I think we need to look elsewhere for her.”
Chase’s avatar paced around Odin and spun it so that she was looking at the
icons representing Admiral Szabo’s fleet. Megaera was on the small side as
battlestars went. Other than Dodona, the Freyja class battlestars Alecto, Megaera,
and Tisiphone were among the smallest ships in the exercise. Still, Megaera was a
battlestar and carried with it all the capabilities of the Colonies’ most capable
combat ship type. “Prep a pair of Habus for immediate launch. When we jump
for Odin, I want them to jump ahead to Saga and have a look around. I have a
feeling our missing Fury is waiting for us there.”
“I’ll let the CAG know right away,” deWinter said as she derezzed and left the vworld construct.
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Sera Chase followed suit a moment later and blinked her eyes as they adjusted
to the lights of the CIC. “I have the con,” she announced and formally reassumed
control of Hecate. The next fifteen minutes would be pivotal to her battle group’s,
and by extension, her, success in the exercise.
“Habu 301 and 302 have launched and are standing by to jump when we
jump,” Captain Megan Sinclair announced five minutes later.
It was, as her father was fond of saying, time to close the deal or go home
hungry. “Lara, set Condition One throughout the ship and prepare for a combat
jump. Mr. Cole, begin jump prep and start the clock. Let’s make this happen,
people.”
(Author’s note: Rather than using the generic name “stealthstar” for the stealth
craft, I’ve kept the snake motif and given it the name “Habu”, after the nickname
given to the SR-71 when it operated from Okinawa.)
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Chapter 6: Ranging Fire
Beyond Forseti, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Chase heard her officers acknowledge her orders as she turned back to the plot
and leaned forward, resting both hands on the edge of the table as if being a little
closer would help her divine a bit of wisdom. Something wasn’t right with this, her
gut fairly screamed it, she thought as she studied the glowing icons.
“Jump in 10! 9! 8!” Captain Jeremiah Cole counted down the last few seconds
before Hecate’s FTL drive would tear a hole in the fabric of space and allow the
ship to break the speed of light in a legal and instantaneous manner.
“Hold jump!” Chase ordered and stood tall. This time the gut won out over the
physical evidence.
Cole looked up and stopped the jump clock. “Jump holding, aye,” he confirmed
with seven seconds left before the jump.
deWinter stepped close to Chase and leaned her head close so only the Admiral
would hear, “Another one of your hunches, Sera?”
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase flexed her hands before nodding.
“Something’s not right, Connie. Szabo isn’t stupid and Thor and Odin are textbook
locations to mask a fleet. Besides,” Chase shrugged and her sculpted blonde
eyebrows arched over ice blue eyes, “This is something that if it was a vid, the
Cylons would hide there and the hero would triumphantly lead his fleet to crush
them before they could attack the Colonies and run off with our sons’ and
daughters’ virtue.”
The red haired XO stifled a laugh into a snort. “You have a way with words,
Sera; Cylons running off with ‘our sons’ and daughters’ virtue’? And I thought
Beckett was the wordsmith.”
“It was in some novel I read the last time I was on leave. Anyway,” Chase
knocked the knuckles of her right hand on the plot, “We have a game to win. Zoe,
do you have the transmission intercepts Dodona forwarded?”
Captain Zoe Avalon turned from her seat at the technical security workstation.
“I do. I’ll run them through the filters and see what comes up.”
“Good.

However, don’t decrypt them, just…I don’t know, massage them or
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something. Get me something I can use, please.” Chase saw determination in
Zoe’s eyes and was satisfied that the young captain would ferret out something of
use.
“Admiral,” Petty Officer Pickman announced, “The fleet is holding jump status
pending your order to proceed.”
Chase acknowledged Pickman, told her to tell the fleet to secure from jump
stations, and then turned to Captain Megan Sinclair. “Habu 301 and 302, that’s
Boxcar and Cricket, Meg?”
“Affirmative, Admiral,” Sinclair quickly confirmed.
“Good. Get them on the line for me.” Several moments later, Chase picked up
the handset that rested on her side of the plotting table, “Boxcar, Cricket, this is
Hecate Actual. I have a new assignment for you.”
Cricket’s exotically accented voice answered, “Actual, Cricket, copy change of
assignment. Will our ROEs change?”
Ever the hunter, Chase thought to herself when she heard Lieutenant Oksana
‘Cricket’ Surtova answer her order. The Mk. III Habu shared the same cockpit as
the Mk. VII Viper, but that’s where the similarity ended. The Habu was sleek and
angular, constructed largely of composites, with her engines buried deep inside the
fuselage and vented through massive baffles. On dradis, it was virtually invisible
unless the pilot didn’t care about being seen. A pair of guns and an internal
weapons bay give it a sting, but it wasn’t a stand-up fight craft; its forte was
sneaking in, snooping around, taking a shot of opportunity or making a first strike,
and then jumping home. “Hoping for first blood, Cricket?”
“Every time, Actual,” Cricket said.
Chase liked her pilot’s enthusiasm. “Ok, here’s how it’ll play. I want the two of
you to jump to the far side of Odin and then come over the pole, which one is up
to you, and give me some eyes on whatever’s out there. We have what looks like
the bulk of the OpFor in an equatorial orbit 2000 klicks above the hard deck.
Megaera is the only ship missing…we think. Go in, see what’s there, and report
back; if you can take a shot that’ll be meaningful, take it.”
“Jump in, go polar, and then do a sneak and peek, with a shot if it’ll tally; copy
that, Actual,” Cricket confirmed the orders. “Flight just sent us telemetry on the
bogies. Boxcar and I will be ready to jump as soon as we do the calculations.”
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“Jump when you’re ready…Good hunting! Actual, out.” Chase ended the
conversation and put the handset back on its cradle. Habit won over stoicism and
she paced over to where deWinter stood at the large freestanding panel that
displayed the entire system. “Where are they, Connie?”
“That’s the question, isn’t it?” her XO answered sardonically. “Let’s assume
they’re not at Odin. They’re going to need someplace to mask their signatures
and…” she traced her finger from Forseti towards Thule, “we know they’re not at
Forseti or Thor. If we cross Odin off the list that leaves two places I’d put the fleet;
here near Balder in Balder’s Belt, or, and this is where my money would be, here,”
her finger stabbed the space around Hoder.
In the background, Chase heard Petty Officer Pickman announce that Boxcar
and Cricket just made the jump for Odin.
Chase studied the plot and knew where deWinter was going, but wanted the
other woman to reason it out; sometimes hearing someone else voice your thoughts
helped put them into better perspective. “Interesting…”
“They won’t be around Tyr because other than a moon, it doesn’t offer anything
of tactical or strategic value at this stage of the game. However, here, at Hoder,
they have Thule at their backs and that close it will be damned hard to separate
them out from the noise put out by a star, especially if they’re running quiet. They
won’t have to be there long, probably no more than another couple hours, if that.
All they need to do is wait for you to make your first move…to move that first piece
on the board and then they’ll come out like a pack of screaming banshees.”
Her ice blue eyes narrowed as Chase listened. “What did you just say?”
“What?” deWinter asked, her train of thought momentarily derailing when
Chase interrupted. “That they’d come out like a pack of screaming banshees?”
“Frak me…” Sera Chase wasn’t one prone to excessive profanity so when she
swore, people noticed.
“What am I missing?”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Habu 302
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The two dark and sleek fighters materialized with a brief flash of light above the
gas giant Odin’s turbulent atmosphere. Six thousand kilometers above the hard
deck set by the war game’s safety officer, they had a perfect view of a massive
lightning storm taking place on the boundary between night and day just below
them.
“Talk to me Boxcar…” Cricket said over the short-range wireless.
Lieutenant Evan Danner, call sign ‘Boxcar’, chuckled, “I’m here, Cricket. You’re
not going to get first blood without some competition from little ol’ me.” Danner’s
voice had a blue collar, working man’s sound to it and Cricket thought back to the
first time she met the man. She had a full head of steam going and was ready to go
ballistic on the idiot who cut in front of her on final approach. Inside the ready
room, no one would cop to the offense and her jaw muscles quivered as she gritted
her teeth in anger.
Then, from the doorway she had heard Boxcar ask, “Hey, who should I
apologize to and buy a drink for cutting off on final?” The voice had a melodious
calming effect on her and ever since the two were partners in every sense of the
word. Where each was good on their own, together each was outstanding. Boxcar
was her stability and Cricket was his ferocity, and combined they were the best
team flying Habus in the Fleet.
“That’s good, I thought I might have to start without you,” Cricket quipped. “Do
you want to go over the top or under the bottom?”
“Let’s go under and see what we can see. The jump computer is keeping a
running update so we can jump as soon as we spin up,” Boxcar replied as the two
fighters nosed down and eased into a fast south polar orbit. “Sing out of you see
something.”
“Copy, Box. Let’s go hunting,” Cricket answered and advanced the throttles
forward just a smidge more.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Forseti, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Admiral Chase paced around the plotting table. Some people fidgeted, some
people played the drums with their fingers on the table, Sera Chase paced. She ran
through the possibilities in her mind. What she was thinking wasn’t against the
rules nor was it without precedent. The game was changing even before it was
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underway.
“Admiral?” Zoe’s voice cut through her thoughts and she stopped and turned to
her technical security officer.
“What have you found, Zoe?” Chase asked.
Zoe’s eyes twinkled and her lips tightened into a thin smirk. “I think Admiral
Szabo or his tactical staff has been reading some of the white papers and theses that
have been circulating at the War College. I consulted on a paper, about eighteen
months ago, that explored technical options to mislead or misdirect enemy forces
by a defending force. Two scenarios were presented; the lure and the bluff.
“The bluff faked a superior force to the enemy’s projected forces so that they’d
choose to avoid confrontation.”
“And the lure?” deWinter asked.
“The lure is what I think we have here. This scenario put the forces into a
tactically smart but ultimately unsound position in such a way that a second real
force could be somehow hidden or masked to affect an ambush.”
Chase considered the possibilities that Zoe was right. It was sneaky. It was
playing to win. And it was something that Richard Quentin Szabo would do. “Ok,
so let’s work with the lure option. What makes you suspect this is what’s
happening and that the OpFor isn’t sitting close in to Odin’s well trying to conceal
their whereabouts from us?”
Slim fingers danced across the keyboard as Zoe sent information to a larger
display next to her workstation. “This is a packet analysis of the data that Dodona
collected. The routine is constantly updating and refining the data based on the
feed, so if something changes while we’re watching, that’s why. Look here,” she
pointed at the waveform sequencer displays for the intercepts from each ship. “At
first, they all look legit; encryption handshakes, signatures, data, everything looks
like it originates from the ship involved.
“However,” Zoe’s voice slipped into the cadence and timber of an instructor
working through a complex problem, “when we apply a couple filters we get this.”
A few key taps and much of the data disappeared from the sequencer charts.
“Notice how other than the beginning and end, which are the packet signatures,
the sequences are identical.”
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Stepping forward and leaning close, Chase studied the information displayed.
“So they’re essentially just sending the same message back and forth, like relay
runners passing a baton,” she suggested and Zoe nodded.
“Correct, Admiral. If we examined it at face value and didn’t know what to look
for, we’d think it was legit. I’d estimate that there’s no more than two large ships,
escort or larger, out there, with the other emitters being specially equipped
Raptors.”
“I guess we’re not the only ones thinking out of the box,” deWinter said and
leaned back against the plotting table with her arms folded over her chest.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Habu 302
Cricket’s right hand gently caressed the side stick controller and her left rested
on the throttles as her Habu left Odin’s south polar region behind. Boxcar trailed
just off her starboard wing and mimicked her maneuvers. She glanced down at the
dradis display, currently switched to standby and operating in a passive mode. It
wasn’t picking up any dradis emissions, though she didn’t expect it to with the RF
interference this close to Odin’s ionosphere.
The targets she and Boxcar were
supposed to eyeball were just coming onto the display courtesy of the inertial
navigation system.
“There you are, my pretties…” she softly muttered as the icons slowly moved
down the display, indicating the range was decreasing. Kali, Heimdall, and
Odyssey cruised clustered in the center of the formation with ten of their escorts,
including two of the Furies, deployed around them. The range was long enough
that she risked using the short-range wireless to talk with Boxcar. “Whatta ya say
we drop in, Box?”
“I’m game. I’m going to see if I can get a positive ID using the optics. Wait
one…” Boxcar quickly answered. Cricket fidgeted while she waited for Box to find
something with the high-powered optical sensors built into the Habu’s nose. She
was good with electronic sensors, but Box was the optical wizard of the team.
“Crick…this is…it’s beautiful,” Box finally teasingly transmitted. “It’s a real ‘curl
your toes, let your eyes roll up in their sockets, and scream out loud’ vision…Take a
look…”
She looked down as the video feed Box fed to her ship replaced the dradis
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image. Floating there outlined against the brilliant backdrop of Odin’s furious
atmosphere was a single, dark charcoal colored lozenge shaped battlestar. And she
was all alone. “Where are the others?” she demanded as her pulse quickened. Her
tongue peeked out from between her lips as she ran its tip across them. She felt
like the first time her father had allowed her to take “her” rifle, a lightly customized
Vioretti 6.5mm self loader out on a hunt with him. “Where are they, Box?”
“That’s it, Crick…she’s all alone except for a dozen Raptors spread over a 500 by
500 kick box.” Even Box’s usual calm voice was starting to show some excitement.
“What do you want to do?” Fighters didn’t go up against battlestars alone. *Two*
fighters wouldn’t even think about it.
“It’s simple, we kill the battlestar.” Her words almost made her laugh.
Her words made Boxcar laugh. “I thought you’d say that, dear. We’ve each got
a full load of Skybolts, and we can take all the time we want to setup the shots
since they’re running passive.”
Yes, Box’s voice gave away his excitement. “Ok…between us we have eight
Skybolts, so we need to be selective, Box.”
Cricket studied the image displayed. This was a beginner level attack on ‘Viper
Strike!’, a video game her little brother always bugged her to play when she was
home on leave. It could always be better, but right now, it didn’t get much better
than this. “There are two areas on a battlestar that can’t be armored well; inside the
hangar bays and the engine exhausts. We should put six Skybolts into the engines;
we have the time and can send them right through her baffles. The last two we can
put into the hangars; I’ll take port and you can have starboard.”
Box considered the plan.
It met his criteria of ’good‘; it was simple,
straightforward, and it had a minimum of potential conditional branches. “Let’s go
bag us a battlestar. What about the Raptors?”
“Box, Box, Box…repeat after me, ‘It’s simple, we kill the Raptors’.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Forseti, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
“Guess we’re going to have to work for this win after all, eh, Connie?” Sera
Chase smirked and asked her XO.
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“It wouldn’t be fun, otherwise. I actually want them to do their best, hell; even
cheat like hell, so that when we do beat them they’ll know it wasn’t a fluke or
serendipitous chance.”
deWinter’s eyes narrowed and she pursed her lips.
“Admiral Szabo has made some pretty nasty comments and personally, I’d like to
see him get taken down a peg or two.”
“So would I, Connie, so would I. But on more immediate things, I want you to
launch another pair of Habus to do a flyby of Saga. We need to know what’s going
on there. Also, launch a pair of Raptors to sit and listen there as well.”
deWinter acknowledged the order and relayed it to Flight Operations for
implementation.
“Lara,” Chase walked over to the communications Petty Officer’s workstation.
“Contact Colonel Raama on Dodona and tell her to continue moving deeper into
the system. Let her know that the game’s afoot and that pretty soon we won’t need
to play hide and seek and can she’ll be able to go active with her dradis and
Teresa.”
Pickman repeated the message to confirm its contents, and then began to open a
channel. She stopped short as an incoming message from Dodona came in.
“Admiral, I have Colonel Raama on the wireless. She says that the fleet has
disappeared.”
“Put her through, Lara,” Chase ordered and picked up the communications
handset. “Dodona, Hecate Actual. What’s going on, Fidelia?”
“Admiral, it’s like they just disappeared. One moment there were thirteen ships
cruising 2000 klicks above the hard deck and then they just disappeared.” Colonel
Fidelia Raama’s voice carried a trace of surprise as she relayed the information.
“Wait one, please…Tommy has something…”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Habu 302
The oddly shaped charcoal gray battlestar grew larger and larger in Cricket’s
HUD. Unlike a normal battlestar, this one was a new design, a test bed of sorts that
had yet to be proven. Won’t be proven today, either, Cricket thought sarcastically.
The tip of her tongue licked her lips as the distance counted down.
She and Boxcar had decided to launch the Skybolt missiles from as close as
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possible. The minimum distance they could launch was 5000 meters, and the way
things were going, they probably could have launched them from 1000 meters.
She’d programmed the launch sequence into the computer; as soon as she pulled
the trigger, or pickled, the first portside missile would launch. A half second later,
the first starboard side missile would launch, followed by the second portside
missile after another half second, and then a second and a half after the first missile
fired, the last starboard side missile would launch.
Her first, third, and fourth missiles targeted the top, port, and bottom engine
baffles respectively. The second missile targeted the port flight pod in an attempt to
sow a little more damage and mayhem. Boxcar’s missiles were targeted in a mirror
image of hers; top, starboard, and bottom engine baffles, and the starboard flight
pod. This put two missiles on the top and bottom engine, and one on each side.
They were already within the launch threshold, but the closer the better. The
first three missiles would impact as the fourth was being fired if they launched from
5000 meters.
“This is nice,” Cricket said out loud, though no one could hear her since she
wasn’t transmitting. “Looks like the game computer just made a handshake. There
goes any doubt that this is going to be a righteous kill.”
20 kilometers.
15 kilometers.
10 kilometers.
Almost there, Cricket told herself. Master safety to off. Arm weapons. Lock up
target…
7 kilometers.
6 kilometers.
As the range finder ticked over to 5000 meters, Cricket’s right index finger
caressed the trigger on the front of the side stick controller with just enough
pressure to trip the switch contained within. The switch sent the fire command to
the master fire control computer and from there everything happened
automatically.
Cricket barely felt the Habu lurch as the reaction control jets fired to simulate
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the launch of the first missile. If it had been real, it would have speared forward
leaving a fiery plume behind it. Two heartbeats later she pulled back on the stick,
used her left thumb to deselect the no longer present Skybolt missiles and selected
guns.
Injury, meet insult.
Habu 302 screamed across the battlestar’s flat, angular topside and raked it from
stern to bow with 30mm cannon fire. Sure, it wouldn’t do anything of a practical
nature, but this was Cricket’s way of counting coup in much the same way that an
alpha wolf would piss out his territory and announce to the world, “This is now
mine!”
“C’mon, Crik! Let’s get outta here and get back to the barn post haste!” Boxcar’s
voice said from her helmet mounted speakers. “We have three Raptors dead
ahead. Let’s take ‘em out!”
Boxcar formed up at his customary place off her starboard wing and the two
Habus broke for a higher orbit as their FTL drives spun up to jump away from Odin
and back to the fleet.
“Frak me!” she said a moment later as the game computer displayed the results
of their attack. “She’s frakking dead in the water. We flatlined her, Box!”
“Damned straight we did. Now let’s get home so we can celebrate our kill…”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Forseti, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
“Admiral, we just picked up nine Raptor class jump signatures…nine Raptors
just jumped away from Odin and…” Raama began as she started to explain what
Dodona had seen with Teresa.
“Dradis contact!” Captain Jeremiah Cole’s voice cut across the CIC and all
talking stopped. “Transponder identification coming in…It’s Habu 301 and 302!”
“Hecate, this is Cricket, have we got some news for you!” Cricket’s voice
announced over the CIC speakers. “Splash one battlestar! Repeat, splash one
battlestar! Banshee is dead in space!”
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Chapter 7: Bracketing Fire
Beyond Forseti, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Cricket no sooner finished before the CIC erupted in cheers. Chase waited as
deWinter allowed it continue for several seconds before the XO reminded the crew
that they still had jobs to perform. “This changes things up a little, Connie,” she
said when order had returned.
“Damned straight it does!” Her XO’s voice conveyed the excitement that had
been present a moment earlier.
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase nodded and smiled at the enthusiasm. She
hadn’t thought Cricket and Boxcar would have splashed a battlestar and it forced
her to change her plans…for the better she thought. “Lara, open a line for me,
please.” A brace of heartbeats later Pickman announced a channel was open and
Chase picked up the handset nestled on the edge of the plotting table.
“Cricket, Hecate Actual,” Chase smirked as she marveled how Cricket’s few
simple words had energized her crew. “Say again…I don’t think I heard you the
first time.”
“Actual, Cricket, splash one battlestar,” Cricket’s exotically accented voice
replied with a tinge of static through the speakers. “I say again, splash one
battlestar! We caught Banshee with her pants down and slagged three of her
Raptors before the rest bugged out.”
“That’s what I thought you said,” Chase chuckled. “First round of drinks are on
me at the stand down party when we secure from the exercise. Bravo Zephyr!
Report to the CIC after you’ve landed for a quick debrief.”
“Copy, Actual,” Cricket said before Chase transferred the pilot to Captain Megan
Sinclair at Flight Operations for landing instructions.
Yes, Chase thought, this changes things…and it could change things quite
profoundly. “Connie, please get Wilson Bel’Acqua up here ASAP. We have a lot to
do and,” she looked at the clock on the overhead dradis display, “not a lot of time
before our window of opportunity closes. Zoe, get the damage assessment from
Habu 301 and 302 and let me know how badly they damaged Banshee.”
Zoe confirmed the order and after directing Lara to summon Major Bel’Acqua,
deWinter leaned close so no one would overhear what she was about to say. “Sera,
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you’re not planning what I think you are, are you?”
Sculpted blonde eyebrows arched over ice blue eyes as Chase innocently met
her XO’s gaze and allowed her smirk to transform into a mischievous grin. “Oh,
yes, Connie. Szabo is exploiting the rules and so will I. Here’s what I’m
thinking…” She walked over to the large map that detailed the Thule system and
put her finger on Odin. “We could win this before dinner time, Connie…” she
began and then explained her plan.
Five minutes later, a major clad in the characteristic black duty utilities common
to the Colonial Marine Corps walked onto the bridge. “Admiral, reporting as
requested,” Major Wilson Bel’Acqua said and announced his presence. A fifteenyear veteran of the Colonial Marines, Wilson Bel’Acqua was a recruiting poster
come to life. He stood a meter eight, had a swimmer’s physique with a few kilos of
extra muscle, and had the looks that could land him in vids if he ever left the
Corps.
“Wil, how would you and your Marines like to do something other than repel
boarders?” Chase cryptically asked in reply.
Bel’Acqua stood a little taller at the question, Chase noted. A wide grin spread
across his face and touched the corners of his eyes when he firmly answered,
“Where and when, Admiral? Point us in the right direction and we’re good to go.”.
“Good, that’s what I was hoping to hear. Flight is getting the Raptors and
shuttles prepped, so tap two companies to be ready to go in ten minutes. This may
turn out to be a bust, but I want to be ready just the same,” Chase explained. “I
want the remainder of your force deployed and ready just in case things get turned
around on us.”
“Understood,” Bel’Acqua crisply replied. “We’ll be ready when you need us.”
“All I can ask, Major. Tend to your people and good hunting,” Chase told him a
moment before Cricket and Boxcar entered the CIC.
Chase looked down and flexed her fingers. In her mind’s eye, she could see the
skintight black leather gloves and the golden braid wrapped around her wrists from
the sabers in her hands. It had been her first exhibition match and at the time,
she’d never been so nervous. Now, it was a different kind of competition, but the
nerves were the same.
She congratulated Cricket and Boxcar before reviewing the data from their
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computers with them. The missile shots were textbook perfect and the gaming
computer scored appropriate damage on Banshee. Chase liked how well the two
worked together. When their squadron transferred to Hecate, she had been
skeptical that they were as good as she’d heard. Stories had a way of growing with
each telling and now that she’d seen them in action, any doubts to their accuracy
were outdated and put to rest.
“Did you pick up any additional wireless traffic?” Chase finally asked after the
quick debrief.
Boxcar looked at Cricket and saw her shake her head. “No, there was nothing.
We splashed three Raptors on our way out and the rest jumped about the same
time we did. Banshee never made a peep,” Boxcar explained.
“I did a strafing run after firing the Skybolts,” Cricket added, “but they didn’t
even issue a krypter.”
“Good work, you two. Head back to your ready room, you may be going out
sooner rather than later,” Chase explained.
When they were gone, she took a deep breath, held it for a ten count, and then
slowly let it out. If her hunch was right the war game would effectively be over by
dinner.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Forseti, Thule system, Zeus’ Wrath, Primary Turret 3, Battlestar Hecate
“Zig, does this mean what I think it does?” Specialist Bethany Gath asked as she
listened to the orders relayed from the CIC.
“Sure does, Beej,” Petty Officer 2nd Class Rodney Zigman said from his targeting
station two meters away. “In the absence of direction, if we see something and it’s
not one of ours, we shoot.” He saw the confusion on Beej’s face. “Back during the
war, ship commanders would issue that order before battle so that the gun crews
knew that if they got a Toaster in their sights and didn’t have orders to shoot at
something else or an order not to shoot, that they’d take the shot. It was sometimes
a necessity back then, but now a-days it’s tradition.”
The young dark haired woman, barely more than a girl, slowly nodded her
head. “Thanks. That makes sense.” She paused a moment, then added, “Do you
think they’re still out there?”
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The massive turret’s control room was quiet for a few moments as the three
people stationed there considered the question. Before Specialist Alan Tagge could
offer a comment, Zig said, “If they are and they decide to come back, I’ll put a two
meter slug through them just as quick as I can pull the trigger.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Forseti, Thule system, VF-555 Warlocks’ ready room, Battlestar Hecate
Captain Sebastian Beckett looked out over the twenty-three faces seated in the
squadron’s ready room. One face in particular caught his attention longer than the
others did, a pretty face framed with blonde hair and possessing ice blue eyes. His
heart jumped every time he saw her and he asked himself what he’d done to be
favored by the gods with such a wonderful woman’s interest.
“I have a quick update and then we get ready to launch. This is going to be a
combat jump and we’re going to be in the tubes prepped, primed, and ready for the
LOs to shoot. Keep an eye on the altimeter; I don’t want any of you violating the
hard deck under any circumstances. This is a training evolution, and while we
need to train like we fight, or harder, this is still training and I have reservations at
Dancer’s for when we get back. I don’t want *any* empty places, understood?”
A chorus of yeses’ and ‘damned straights’ told him that his people understood.
“Good. Now get to your birds and good hunting!”
The pilots of VF-555 filed out of the room until Baroness remained. “Walk a girl
to the flight deck?” she smirked.
“I’d like nothing better,” Beckett told her. It wasn’t hyperbole, he thought. The
past few weeks had changed his outlook on life and the reason was standing in
front of him in a nicely filled out flight suit. “We better get going, can’t be late to
the party.”
They walked down the hall in silence and the little voice on his shoulder sighed
with contentment. A pretty woman, a fast fighter, imminent adventure, life was
good.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Forseti, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
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“Lara, set Condition One throughout the ship,” Admiral Chase ordered. “Mr.
Cole, inform the fleet that we’re about to jump, set Jump Conditions, and start the
clock.”
In the background, she heard Pickman calling the crew to Action Stations and
setting Condition One while Cole made sure the rest of the fleet would be jumping
with them. “This is it, Connie, now we see if the gamble pays off.”
Colonel Constance deWinter looked down at the plot and then up at her
Admiral before she spoke. “Life is a gamble. You’re just making the decision to go
big. The safe bet would have been to jump to Saga, have Amaterasu drop her
Marines, and then pull back and wait for Szabo to show up. You’ve come up with
some novel ideas and while Odin’s orbit isn’t where I’d chose to try them out, it’s as
good a place as any. Szabo will show up or he won’t.
“But, I’m betting that he will,” deWinter continued. “He has a chip on his
shoulder when it comes to you and he’s going to take every chance he can to make
you look bad. Just remember this…that Ambrosia is going to be a taste to savor and
remember.”
Chase laughed. She’d forgotten about the bet. “Yes, Connie, I think it will.
Now it’s time for us to show that the Fleet wasn’t misguided in giving us these,” she
said and pointed to the golden collar devices they both wore.
“All ships are reporting ready to jump, Admiral,” Cole reported.
“Thank you, Jerry.” Chase acknowledged the report as a quiet calm overtook
her. It started somewhere behind her eyes and quickly spread throughout her body.
She was ready. “Start the clock. Let’s kick this bitch and get things going.”
“Aye, aye. Jump clock started,” Cole answered. “Jump in 30 seconds!”
The clock on the dradis display above the plot counted down second by second
until it stood at one. As the digit changed from one to zero, Hecate’s FTL drive tore
apart the fabric of time and space and propelled the massive ship through the hole
in a flash of light.
An infinite instant later the largest warship in the Colonial Fleet appeared 2200
kilometers above the hard deck surrounding Odin and 200 kilometers away from
where the stricken battlestar Banshee coasted in orbit.
Chase steadied herself and gripped the edge of the plotting table until the brief
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flash of vertigo passed. “Status?” she demanded.
“All stations reporting green, Admiral, and all ships are present and accounted
for. We can secure from Jump Conditions,” Cole announced.
“Secure from Jump Conditions,” Chase ordered. “Lara, is everything green with
the rest of the fleet?”
Pickman was ready with an answer, “Yes, Admiral; all ships are reporting green.”
The easy part is over, Chase thought, now for the fun part. “Launch the
boarding teams. Lara, get me Commander Kailo on Banshee, please.”
Pickman’s hands moved across the communications board.
Admiral.”

“Working on it,

“Jerry, can they see us?” deWinter asked.
Cole studied the displays that surrounded his workstation before making a slight
adjustment to one. “Their dradis is off line. They might see us on passive, but that’s
it. I’m reading minimal power levels, too.”
Pickman cupped her ear with her left hand and frowned. “I’m getting a
transponder return when I ping it, but no voice reply to our query. I’m going to try
them on guard.” A moment later she spoke into the boom microphone that
extended from her headset, “Battlestar Banshee, this is the battlestar Hecate, please
respond. Battlestar Banshee, this is the battlestar Hecate, please respond.”
There was a momentary pause before her hail received a reply.
Hecate, this is the battlestar Banshee, we read you.”

“Battlestar

Chase arched her right eyebrow and met deWinter’s gaze. “Either they’re the
Gods’ best bluffers, of Box and Cricket hurt them more than we suspect.”
“Taking six Skybolts straight down the pipes is going to ruin anyone’s day,”
deWinter told her.
“Battlestar Banshee, this is the battlestar Hecate, Hecate Actual would like to
talk with Banshee Actual.” Pickman told her counterpart on Banshee.
An older male voice replied several moments later, “Hecate, this is Banshee
Actual. Please go ahead.”
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Game time, Chase thought as she picked up the handset and put it to her ear.
“Banshee Actual, this is Hecate Actual, how are things over there, Vic?”
Commander Victor Kailo laughed. “Sera, we’re pranged seven ways from
Sunday. Engineering is down, most of the engineering crew been classified as dead
or critically wounded, and we’re only allowed to maintain orbit. Other than that,
my steward has prepared a wonderful plate of cold sandwiches, crackers, and
water for lunch.”
Victor Sanderson Kailo was one of Chase’s mentors when she was a newly
minted officer. When she was promoted to Commander and given Unicorn, his
was the first telexed congratulation that she received. “I can do something about
lunch, but I’m afraid I can’t undo what happened,” Chase offered. “But to do so
I’m going to have to ask you to do something very difficult.”
“You mean that you don’t have your Marines in the air and ready to land on
Banshee?” Kailo joked.
“Before I gave them the ‘go’ order, I wanted to talk to you first. Will you
surrender Banshee?” There, I said it, she thought to herself and took a deep breath.
Kailo had been more than just a mentor, he had been like the big brother she never
had and had helped teach her what it was to be a Colonial officer.
The wireless was silent for several tense moments. It was one thing, Chase
thought, to face a foe, subdue them in battle, and then, in the immediate aftermath
while the flames still burned, so to speak, ask for their surrender. They were still
shocked at their defeat and often were more willing to accept terms. But this, this
was asking for surrender twenty minutes after the first, and only, shots had been
fired.
Finally, the wireless crackled to life. “Hecate Actual, this is Banshee Actual,”
Commander Kailo said formally, “I strike my colors and submit to your will;
Banshee is yours.”
“Thank you, Commander Kailo. My Marines are en-route and should be
landing shortly; please have Major Bel’Acqua escorted to the bridge so he may take
command,” Chase requested. “I’d appreciate it if you and your XO would join me
on Hecate, I think we can do a little better than cold sandwiches and water for
lunch.” She added the last to take away the sting she felt her words carried.
“Thank you, Actual. I will inform my crew to receive your Marines and we will
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offer no resistance to their presence,” Kailo replied. “Lunch sounds good and I’ll
make sure that Luther washes up before we come over.” Chase relaxed at Kailo’s
joke; Colonel Luther Madrigal was a classmate of hers from the academy and had
an insatiable passion for working on motorcycles. One day he was running late
and failed to wash the dirt off his face and hands and ever since it had been an
inside joke between the three of them.
“Then I’ll put out the fine china and linen napkins! I’ll have my Flight Ops
coordinate with yours. I’ll see you when you arrive. Chase out.” Chase ended the
conversation when Kailo transferred over to Sinclair’s station. “Lara, please patch
me through to Major Bel’Acqua.”
“One moment…” Pickman replied. “Done, he’s on the line, Admiral.”
“Wil, they struck their colors. I think the attack damaged them a lot more than
we were told. All the same, I want you to make sure your Marines are on their
guard over there,” Chase explained to the Marine major.
Bel’Acqua’s voice was cautious when he finally spoke. “We’ll do this one by
the numbers, Admiral. I’ll have Commander Kailo and his XO sent over as soon as
Banshee is secured.”
Chase raised her finger to get deWinter’s attention and pointed to the other
handset so she’d listen in. “You’re the expert, Wil. Just remember, it’s not good
form to lose your first command, even if it is a captured battlestar…”
She bit her lip to keep from laughing when Bel’Acqua’s started reply came
across the headset. “What??? I’m not a Fleet officer, Admiral; wouldn’t one of the
bridge officers, or even a Raptor pilot be a better choice?” His tone wasn’t whining
per se, but it did sound an awful lot like a student who just learned of a surprise
test.
Her tone was soothingly warm when she answered him. “I trust you, Wil.
Banshee isn’t going anywhere and as soon as we deal with rest of the OpFor we’ll
be able to pull you off and put a proper prize crew aboard. But for now, consider
this a bit of on the job cross training.”
Bel’Acqua took a deep breath, “Yes, sir.
improvise, adapt, overcome.”

I’m a Marine, this is what we do;

*+*+*+*+*
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Forty minutes after Commander Victor Kailo surrendered Banshee to Admiral
Chase, he was piped aboard Hecate. The same Raptor that shuttled Major
Bel’Acqua to the captured battlestar returned that ship’s commander and executive
officer to her captor. Colonel Constance deWinter waited with a squad of Marines
and a color guard as the Raptor’s hatch hissed open.
Kailo stepped through the hatch and looked around. It was the first time he’d
been on a Nike class battlestar and the sight and space was awe-inspiring. She had
one of the heaviest throw weights of any Colonial warship ever built and easily
outgunned Banshee by such a margin that to stand and fight would have been
certain suicide. A wry grin grew on the left side of his face. Admiral Szabo was in
for a very rude awakening if he thought Sera Chase would be a pushover.
“Colonel deWinter, permission to come aboard?” he formally asked.
deWinter gave him a slight nod. “Permission granted, Commander.”
The moment his foot touched Hecate’s deck, Boatswain’s Mate Violetta Dibiasi,
the Petty Officer in charge of the color guard, rendered a sharp salute, that
everyone else followed a moment later and held, and announced, “Banshee
arriving!”
Boats
then raised her Boatswain’s Call and piped him aboard.
[url]http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Pipeaboard.ogg[/url]
When his other foot touched the deck, Kailo stood tall and returned the salute
with one just as smart as Boats’. “Thank you, Colonel. This was…unexpected,” he
said as he gestured towards the color guard. “But very much appreciated.”
“The honor is ours, Commander.
waiting in CIC.”

If you’ll come with me, Admiral Chase is

It took several minutes to walk from the portside top hangar deck to the CIC.
During that walk, Kailo was impressed with what he saw. Chase ran a tight ship
and it showed in her crew. By definition, a battlestar was a big ship, but Hecate
was more than twice as long and twice as wide as Banshee was, and was easily
eight times the displacement. Despite Hecate’s size, he was mildly surprised to see
her CIC wasn’t much larger than his own on Banshee.
“Commander Kailo, Colonel Madrigal, welcome to Hecate,” Admiral Chase said
and offered her hand to her old friend as deWinter led Kailo and the others into the
heart of the massive battlestar.
Kailo stepped into the room and noted approvingly that his Marine escort stayed
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close enough to intervene should he get out of hand, but far enough away to
remain unobtrusive; he was, after all, still the ‘enemy’. “Admiral Chase,” he began,
then warmed, “Sera, it’s good to see you again. Though,” he shrugged, “I wish it
would have been under different circumstances.”
Chase nodded and her blonde high ponytail bobbed in agreement. “I’d have
preferred Albert’s in Perkinston, myself. I’d like you and Luther to stay on Hecate
for the remainder of the war games for your honest opinions on the crew’s and the
ship’s performance.”
Kailo was surprised. He thought a polite lunch where they caught up on recent
events and then he’d be shuttled back to Banshee would be the order of the day.
This way he’d get a front row seat to watch how the exercise developed rather than
having to listen to the intercepts and dispatches on a ‘crippled’ battlestar. “How
can I resist?” he rhetorically asked. “I like what I’ve seen so far and you’ve come
quite a ways since you were one of my officers.”
He saw a blush appear on her cheeks as he paid her the compliment. “I hope I
don’t disappoint…”
Chase’s comment was cut off when Captain Jeremiah Cole announced, “Dradis
contacts! Three…no…six Colonial battlestars and…eight escorts; their transponder
pings are coming in now…its Kali, Heimdall, Odyssey, and the Furies, as well as
their escort groups.”
The CIC was a study in measured calm and not what Kailo had expected; there
was no chaos, no surprised worry. He studied his former student and noticed the
satisfied smirk on her face and the confident set of her shoulders and he suddenly
realized that the hunter had never been the hunter at all, he’d always been the
hunted and it was just a matter of when he’d be educated on the reality of the
situation.
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Chapter 8: Fire For Effect
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
“Lara, set Condition One throughout the ship and sound Action Stations!” Chase
ordered as she strode purposely to where Captain Jeremiah Cole was working at the
navigation station. “Have they seen us, Jerry?”
The display showed a partial graphic of the gas giant Odin, which they were
orbiting, as well as the location of all the ships in the local battle space. Clustered
around Hecate were the ships from her escort group and the battlestar Marduk.
Trailing behind about five hundred kilometers were the assaultstar Amaterasu and
three of her escorts; Shepherd, Paladin, and Guardsman. Surreptitious was several
thousand kilometers away and feeding the fleet with dradis telemetry of what was
happening around Banshee.
Cole studied the information displayed and shook his head. “We’re still below
their dradis horizon. Between the bulk of Odin and the EM interference it’s putting
out, we’re invisible to them.”
Chase patted the young officer on his shoulder. “Good. That’s what I was
hoping you’d tell me.” She stood taller and took a deep breath. Things were
moving faster than she had expected, but one of her best traits was her ability to
think on her feet and modify existing plans with new strategies and tactics based on
the changing battle space.
Now it was time to give the order to attack. She let out the breath she was
holding and saw deWinter nod her assent. “Lara, signal the fleet to execute Plan
Strike 3 Beta on our mark. Mr. Cole, give me fifteen seconds on the clock and
count it to the fleet.”
“Working on it, Admiral,” Pickman replied and sent the message. Cole replied a
moment after and the clock reset to show fifteen seconds. The Communications
Petty Officer’s voice was chained excitement when she stated a few moments later,
“The fleet reports ready for your mark, Admiral.”
The ship was ready. The fleet was ready. Most importantly, the crew was ready.
They’d all heard the scuttlebutt about what Admiral Richard Szabo had said about
her and Hecate, and that by extension, also applied to the crew as well. Enlisted
and junior officers didn’t publicly call out a senior officer, a flag officer at that, for
slurs and insults. Instead, Chase thought as the edges of her lips turned up at the
thought, they sought revenge by working harder than he’d give them credit for so
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they could humiliate him during the war game. And now, she was ready.
“Lara, patch Jerry through to the fleet, he’s going to get us off the blocks and out
of the gates,” Chase told the young petty officer. “At your convenience, Mr. Cole,
you may initiate the attack.”
That wasn’t quite true, Sera chastised herself; you gave the order, he’s just
carrying it out. But it was “Chase’s Way”, she believed in empowering her enlisted
and officers so that they weren’t just carrying out orders but owning parts of the
process and thus had a personal interest in its success.
“Aye, aye, Admiral,” Cole confirmed, his voice steady despite this being the
biggest event of his career. “Attention, all ships, we launch in 15. 14. 13…”
Chase spared a glance at her one time mentor. Commander Victor Kailo stood
out of the way but where he could observe everything that was happening in the
CIC. That quick glance showed her the set of his eyes, the furrow of his brow, the
easy way he stood with his arms folded as he leaned close to whisper something to
his XO, Colonel Luther Madrigal. That one quick glance showed her that he
approved. He didn’t know the full details of the attack plan, but from what he’d
seen so far, he approved.
Cole continued the countdown. “5. 4. 3. 2. 1. Launch!” In her mind’s eye,
Chase thought she could almost feel Hecate shift slightly due to the change in pitch
as the battlestar’s six massive engines accelerated her towards the ’enemy’ forces.
“Admiral,” Pickman sounded calm and sure of herself when she relayed the next
piece of information. Lara Pickman was young and Chase knew this was the first
combat action of any type that the petty officer had seen. “Surreptitious reports
that Banshee is launching Raptors and shuttles…”
“So far, so good,” deWinter’s voice sounded from just behind Chase. “It looks
like they took the bait; now let’s see how well it works,”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Kali
“The newest ship in the fleet and it’s taken down without a shot,” Admiral
Richard Szabo said into the handset as scorn radiated from his body. “How the frak
does that happen?”
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The CIC was used to the Admiral’s outbursts and didn’t give it much attention.
Under most circumstances, he was a good commanding officer; no more or no less
eccentric than most, and he had a fair mind and wasn’t a harsh taskmaster. The one
person who was new in the CIC wore the same gold admiral’s rank devices on his
collar, but where Szabo’s collar was trimmed with silver backed gold piping,
Griffith Deguya’s collar was trimmed with the thin, tightly coiled gold braid of a full
Admiral of the Colonial Fleet.
Admiral Deguya had seen almost fifty years of service and was one of the few
people ever to rise to flag rank from simply enlisting. He had started his career by
walking into a recruiting office and telling the recruiter, “I want to kill Cylons. Can
you help me?” Everything he earned, he earned through hard work, blood, sweat,
and sheer drive and determination.
Over the years, like any officer, he’d made mistakes; but he never allowed
himself to make the mistake he was watching play out on the floor of the CIC just
meters from where he stood.
“Getting pissed about it isn’t going to help things,” a calmer, more measured
voice replied in the handset. Deguya wore a headset that allowed him to listen in
on all the ship-to-ship communications and so far it had proven most…
enlightening. “How it happened doesn’t matter at this specific moment, what’s
important is that it did happen and that Chase didn’t follow up the attack by
jumping in to finish her off. She somehow saw through the ruse. It’s no loss;
Banshee was an extra that you were able to pick up at the last minute and doesn’t
affect your original operations plans.”
Now this one Deguya thought, Commander Martin Esposito of the battlestar
Heimdall, was acting properly. Accepting the situation, dealing with it, revising the
plans, and moving on; he wasn’t dwelling on what happened, but looking forward
to what might happen.
Szabo stalked around the plotting table with barely restrained fury. He was
taking this personally, Deguya noted, as if Sera Chase had done this just to frak with
him. “I want you to take on Banshee’s survivors. The ‘dead’ will maintain her and
you can put the others to good use. It’s a shame none of her Vipers survived the
hangar attacks, but when we reinforce the ground units, having the extra Raptors
and shuttles may come in handy.”
Deguya could almost hear the sigh that Esposito wanted to let out, he could
certainly commiserate.
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When Esposito replied, his voice didn’t carry any trace of angst or frustration.
“They’re on final approach and the first shuttles have already landed.”
“Dradis contact!” The navigator’s deep base voice cut through all the chatter
and silenced the CIC. “Multiple contacts inbound, CBDR! Range 30,000 and
closing!”
Admiral Richard Szabo stared at the dradis display over the main plotting table.
“Where the frak did they come from?” he asked rhetorically. “Action stations! Set
Condition One throughout the ship! Flight, launch all Vipers!” he barked, rapid fire
like a heavy caliber flak gun. “Coates, who are we facing?” he demanded when he
turned to the navigator.
Lieutenant Francis Coates didn’t look at Szabo and instead focused on the dradis
display. “It’s Admiral Chase’s fleet.”
“No shit!” Szabo sarcastically replied. “Which ships?”
The signs were subtle, but Deguya could see Coates’ jaw muscles clench. “All
of them, sir, except Surreptitious and Dodona, though I’m fairly certain that the
ghost I told you about when we first jumped in was Surreptitious. Dodona…we
couldn’t see her unless she wanted us to. All of Odin’s EM interference is playing
havoc with our dradis this close to it.”
Szabo studied the plot for several long seconds. “Signal the Furies to take a
skirmish position in front of the main body and have Odyssey and her group form
up off our port side,” the admiral ordered.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
“The Furies are moving out in front, just like you predicted,” deWinter observed
as the three icons representing the battlestars Alecto, Megaera, and Tisiphone
accelerated and moved into a skirmish line three abreast and in front of Heimdall,
Kali, and Odyssey.
“How soon will they be in range of our guns?” Chase asked. Hecate had a lot of
guns and she was going to fire first, fire often, and by the Gods, fire at will, Chase
vowed to herself.
Cole ran the calculations.

“At this closure rate; 45 seconds for the main
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batteries, but I’d feel comfortable with a bit more for an optimum firing solution.
Our primaries in about 45 seconds, and our fixed bow batteries in about 35
seconds.”
A slim finger tapped Megaera’s icon. “We’ll kill her with the bow batteries and
primaries when she’s in range of the primaries.” Chase’s voice was icy calm when
she spoke. Her finger then moved to the other icons, “When she’s dead, switch to
Alecto, then Tisiphone. Shortly after that point we should almost be in range of the
main group with our main batteries and we’ll coordinate with Themis and
Marduk…it’ll be a target rich environment.”
She heard deWinter give the orders and spared a look around the CIC. There, in
the upper gallery she saw him. Admiral Cyrus Vaught was standing by one of the
auxiliary communications stations and leaned against the railing as he watched the
events unfold. Vaught had been in the gallery since she’d welcomed him aboard
shortly before casting off from the Scorpia Fleet Shipyards. He took his role as an
impartial war games judge seriously and had told her that he wanted to stay as far
from the floor as possible, while still being able to observe. He would work with
the judges on the other ships to score the game in the event that there wasn’t a
clear-cut winner.
Chase nodded when she caught his eye. She turned back to the plotting table to
ensure that his services wouldn’t be needed.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
For all his faults, Commander Martin Esposito was a professional. He saw duty,
honor, and sacrifice as part and parcel that came along with wearing the Colonial
uniform. Unlike his immediate superior and friend, Richard Szabo, he didn’t have
anything personal against Seralanna Chase. Quite the opposite, he rather admired
her. She could have had a life of luxury and leisure and instead she had fought her
parents to go to the Academy on Picon when most teenagers were starting to
discover the opposite sex. Then there was her meteoric rise within the Fleet. Every
promotion, every accolade, every posting was something she had earned through
hard work, intelligence, innovation, and an unwavering commitment to excellence.
If his daughter turned out to be half the woman Chase was, he’d consider
himself blessed by the Gods.
This was the first time he’d been Chase’s adversary in a war game and he had to
admit, this most recent turn of events had caught him by surprise. He thought, as
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did Szabo, that once she’d neutralized Banshee that she’d jump her group to Saga
and begin the invasion. Waiting here and staging an ambush wasn’t something
he’d considered.
Now, instead of ceding the ground or putting the fleet into a proper defensive
formation, Szabo had sent the Furies out in front as ‘skirmishers’. What the frak
were they supposed to do, he frowned as he thought to himself. They were
battlestars, but their guns were lighter than those carried by Heimdall, and Hecate’s
primaries and bow mounts not only had a vastly greater effective range, but each
one threw a slug that was more than 23 times the mass of the heaviest slug thrown
by the Furies. I don’t even want to think of what Hecate can do to my own ship, he
added as an afterthought.
“Flight, how much longer until we recover Banshee’s survivors?” he finally asked
and broke his silence.
“I’m showing that all shuttles and Raptors have been recovered except for six
Raptors which are still in a holding pattern,” Lieutenant Shaw, the Flight Operations
Officer, informed him.
“Get them aboard ASAP. Things are going to get nasty in a minute and I don’t
want them inside our firing solutions,” Esposito told the lieutenant.
Shaw acknowledged the order and picked up the 5MC to contact the senior
LSO, the Landing Signal Officer, so he could convey the Commander’s order. He
tapped the switch hook several times and then replaced the handset on the cradle.
“Teg, can you connect me with Pri-Fly? I can’t raise them on the 5MC.”
Petty Officer Tegan Bowers raised an eyebrow. “I was talking with them a few
minutes ago. Hold on…” She switched her headset to the 5MC channel and tried
to make contact. “It’s ringing, but no one is picking up.”
“What’s wrong?” Esposito asked curiously after he heard Shaw and Bowers’
conversation.
Shaw turned back to the Commander. “I’m not sure, sir. I tried to call down to
Pri-Fly to tell them you wanted the last Raptors landed ASAP, but I can’t raise them.
Teg can’t seem to make the connection, either.”
Esposito frowned. He was in command of a multibillion-cubit battlestar and the
intercom wasn’t working. Today is just turning out to be one giant clusterfrak, he
thought to himself. “Well, you’re no good if you can’t talk to Pri-Fly, Brad. Go
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down there directly and rattle their chain and then report back to me.”
“Roger that, Commander!” Shaw said as he stood and left the CIC at a trot.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
“The flight pods are secured, as is Pri-Fly, Major,” Gunnery Sergeant Sasha
Williams reported.
Major Wilson Bel’Acqua nodded. He still wore the black duty uniform, but
since his meeting with Admiral Chase, he had added a protective vest, elbow and
kneepads, a helmet with mandible protection and cutaway ears. A sidearm rode on
his right hip in a drop holster and he cradled an M-22 bullpup assault rifle in his
right hand. “What about Auxiliary Control and Engineering? How are Amaterasu’s
Marines doing with those?”
His aide smiled. “Captain Conroy’s platoons are meeting minimal resistance on
the way to AuxCon and he estimates he should be there within another,” she
extended her left arm so her blouse sleeve rode away from her wrist and looked at
her watch, “less than three minutes, now. Captain Eckhart’s platoons will reach
Engineering about the same time.”
“Good. We’re running a little behind, so see if you can get them to pick up the
pace a bit. Cagey,” Bel’Acqua called out to his wirelessman. “Get Monster on the
horn for me.”
“Wait one, Major…” Corporal Ryan ‘Cagey’ Cage told him. “Here you go,” he
added a moment later and offered Bel’Acqua the handset.
Bel’Acqua took the handset and spoke into it, “Monster, Buccaneer Six, are you
ready?”
“Buck Six, Monster, say the word and there will be light,” Monster replied before
he added a chuckle, “metaphorically speaking, of course!”
“Good. Unless you hear otherwise, launch in three minutes from now…Mark!”
“Copy…the clock is running and we will launch in 175 seconds unless
otherwise directed…” Monster replied. “Good hunting, Buck Six! Monster, out!”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 83
“Good hunting, Monster! Buck Six, out!” Bel’Acqua returned the handset to
Cagey. “Pick up your rifle, Cagey, we’re going hunting. Sasha! Get the platoons
ready to move!”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
“What the frak?!?” Shaw muttered as he saw the black clad Marines moving
through the passageways. They shouldn’t be moving around the ship; they should
be either in their ready rooms or at key places throughout the ship. “Sergeant!” he
shouted and caught the attention of one of the Marines. “What are you doing?” he
demanded.
“Sir!” the Marine stopped to speak to him while the others continued.
boss wanted us to redeploy, sort of an exercise within an exercise.”

“The

Shaw squinted and considered the statement. “Why wasn’t the CIC notified?”
The sergeant shrugged and took a step forward with his left foot, and bladed
slightly in a relaxed cat stance. “The boss tried, but the intercom was down.”
“Ah, ok. I was headed down to Pri-Fly because of that. I need you to take a
message down there and tell them that the Commander wants those last Raptors
landed ASAP,” Shaw ordered as his pulse spiked after his brain registered what his
eyes saw. “I need to get back to the CIC.” He took a step back and fought to
control his fight or flight reflex.
“Ah…I’m sorry,” the sergeant replied grimly with tight-lipped smile. “I can’t do
that and I can’t allow you to return to the CIC, Lieutenant…” The sergeant’s
bullpup rifle, a standard issue M-22 with a suppressor, Shaw noted, slowly came
up.
Hecate’s patch on the Marine’s shoulder convinced Shaw in no uncertain terms
that he had to get someplace safe and inform Esposito what was going on. The rifle
made it clear that the Marine wasn’t going to let him do that without a fight. Shaw
hesitated for a second as he weighed his options. He was fast but he couldn’t take
a Marine in hand to hand. The Marine was right handed which meant he’d sweep
the rifle’s muzzle from left to right, Shaw’s right to his left. It was only a few steps
to the cross passage…
Shaw shrugged and offered the Marine an “I had to try” smile and then sprung
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into action. He pivoted to his right and sprang forward two steps before he pushed
off with his left foot and dodged to his right. In his mind, he saw himself two steps
closer to the cross passage, and then by pushing off with his left foot he would
dodge across the hall to the right while the Marine, hopefully, over corrected and
was left aiming at the left side wall.
Reality didn’t see it the same way Shaw saw it in his mind’s eye.
The suppressed rifle sounded unnaturally loud to Bradley Shaw and he winced
when the three marking rounds center punched him between his shoulder blades.
“Sorry, sir, but you’re going to have to come with me,” the Marine said and
offered his hand to help Shaw off the deck where he’d fallen during his attempted
escape.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Hecate had three types of heavy weapons mounts in two different calibers. The
fixed bow guns were two meters in bore and fired 314-ton slugs at more than
10,000 meters per second. The primary turrets used the same slug, but pushed it to
a slightly lower velocity of 7500 meters per second. Her main batteries launched a
one-meter slug weighing sixty tons at 7500 meters per second.
Admiral Chase watched as the dradis displayed the decreasing range between
Hecate and the Furies. Her chosen first target was in the center of the formation.
Megaera was a Freyja class battlestar and many considered her a prime posting for
career minded Fleet personnel. She was long and lean and generated a visceral
image of an aquatic predator when seen.
“We’re within range, Admiral,” Cole said when the range had closed so that the
primaries and bow guns would both be within practical range.
“Thank you, Mr. Cole. Mr. Landis, three shots each from the bow guns and
primary turrets 1 through 6, then shift fire to Alecto and then to Tisiphone. Three
salvos each,” Chase ordered. “Fire!”
She heard her order passed to the fire direction center and then watched for the
computer’s reaction to the fire mission after the guns fired. Three salvos in all fired
before Hecate shifted her fire to Alecto. The first salvo against Tisiphone was on the
way when the computer displayed how the shots scored.
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Each salvo consisted of 24 rounds. Each salvo had the kinetic energy of 1,416
metric tons of high explosives, with each round concentrating all of its energy into
a space just over 3.1 square meters in size. Megaera’s and her sisters’ armor was
designed to combat the relatively rare and lightweight Cylon railguns and light
autocannon as well as the much more numerous high explosive and nuclear
missiles that they favored. Against Hecate’s kinetic batteries, the armor had about
the same effectiveness as windshield glass against a high velocity rifle bullet. The
computer scored Megaera as “mission killed” after the second salvo.
Alecto ‘died’ just as quickly, as did her sister, Tisiphone.
Before they died, the Furies managed to launch their Varja missiles. As deadly
as they were fast, the Varja weapons system was a Colonial spin on the Cylon’s
favorite ship-to-ship weapon. “We have incoming!” Cole announced as his dradis
identified thirty incoming weapons. “Impact will be in thirty seconds!”
“Themis is reporting Cavalier, Hussar, and Dragoon are engaging with their
Manticores,” deWinter told Chase. “Point defense is on standby should there be
any leakers.” The Manticore was a relatively new weapon that affectionately
known as ‘the flyswatter’ by its users. Each missile was a hypervelocity weapon
that accelerated at 250g for four seconds before coasting to intercept when it
released four independently targeted darts as kinetic kill weapons. The bus vehicle
also contained a large HE blast warhead that served as a backup should the darts
fail to destroy the target.
“Good. It looks like we’ve gotten their attention…” Chase smirked as she
pointed at the dradis display. Two of the remaining heavy battlestars, Kali and
Odyssey, were launching swarms of Viper fighters. “Those two are going to be
tougher nuts to crack. Go ahead and launch our birds, Connie. Tell Marduk and
Themis to follow suit.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Viper 175
The gas giant Odin shown like a polished precious stone and cast faint shadows
in Captain Sebastian “Rockstar” Beckett’s cockpit. He looked down at his dradis
display and noted that the other nineteen Vipers of his squadron, VF-555
“Warlocks”, were all in their proper positions. Tucked in amongst the squadron
was a pair of Mk. VII Viper AEW/EW birds. The Admiral assigned them to lend
additional situational awareness while trying to jam, spoof, and deny the enemy
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forces a solid lock on his squadron. His right index finger gently touched, almost
caressed, the icon that identified Viper 323.
He had never expected to fly a combat mission with Baroness, yet there she
was, flying Viper 323 in his squadron.
Deadeye had had an acute case of
appendicitis and the doc rushed him into surgery, and she had volunteered to fly
his Viper. Focus on the mission, the little voice on his shoulder told him. She’s a
big girl and earned her wings just like you did…through work, skill, and practice.
The voice was right, as it usually was, Rockstar conceded. When this is over
and we’re working on the Admiral’s project, I’m going to tell her, he promised
himself and glanced over his right shoulder to see if the voice approved. He didn’t
see it, he never did, but he felt its approval.
“Warlocks, Keystone, the enemy is forming up in squadron groups with
approximately 420 Vipers and 24 Raptors,” Baroness’ ECO, Keystone, announced
over the squadron frequency.
“Warlocks, Rockstar, you’re all professionals and can do this at home, so I’ll
spare you the lecture ‘cause you already know it. We’re the sharp end and will
have the choice of targets, so let’s all break our war games cherries with a kill.
Good hunting, Warlocks! Rockstar, out.” As pep talks went, it wasn’t something
that would go down in history as one of the ten greatest, but it worked and it
focused his people on the mission.
They’d launched from Hecate with 300 planes, three quarters of what she
carried, as well as one of the AEW/EW squadrons. Marduk and Themis each
launched half their compliment. Counting the Raptors, he was flying in a formation
of 420 aircraft. The enemy had a slight edge in Vipers, but lacked the dedicated
AEW/EW birds and just had one Raptor per squadron.
It was going to be an interesting day and he may even share his carpet…
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
“Oh my gods…” Commander Martin Esposito softly swore in the silent CIC. He,
and the entire CIC, had just witnessed the ‘deaths’ of three battlestars and almost
6000 people from Hecate’s opening salvos. He’d read the briefing on the Nike
class battlestars and knew the 2 meter guns were devastatingly brutal, but to see
them in action and how easily they reduced three state of the art battlestars to
drifting wrecks triggered a primal fear that slammed his consciousness face first into
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the reality of his own mortality.
The Cylons had been gone for almost 40 years, almost as long as he’d been
alive. He knew they were out there, every Colonial knew that on some level, and
knew that should they return he’d be part of the blue line of defenders whose job it
was to defend the Colonies. Hecate and her sisters Nike, Aurora, and Andromeda,
were designed to kill baseships quickly and efficiently. The realization that had this
been a Cylon attack, friends he’d known his entire career would be dead opened
his eyes to where Admiral Richard Szabo failed.
Putting the Furies out in front was a tactical error. That wasn’t where Szabo had
failed in Esposito’s mind. Rather, Szabo failed when he lost sight of who the real
opposition was. It wasn’t Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase; it was the Cylons.
Friendly rivalries were good because they ensured that everyone involved would
strive for success just a little harder than they otherwise would. Professional
grudges were fine as well, because people, being people, disagreed and where
there’s disagreement there’s often bruised egos.
However, allowing a personal grudge and animosity to consume you, that, to
Martin Esposito, was Richard Szabo’s greatest failure.
“Commander?” Teg asked and broke into Esposito’s chain of thought. “I’ve lost
contact with Engineering.”
“Lost? Like we lost contact with Pri-Fly?” he asked as a tinge of concern
intruded into his voice.
Teg nodded. “Yes, sir; we lost Pri-Fly, and now we’ve lost Engineering.”
Something had been nagging at the edges of his consciousness ever since Shaw
told him he couldn’t reach Pri-Fly. “Frak me! I should have seen it sooner.”
Esposito fought to keep the panic from showing and walked the half dozen steps
around the plotting table to talk to his executive officer, Colonel Desmond Nichols.
“Des, they’ve boarded us. Somehow, Chase managed to secure Banshee before we
got here and this has all been nothing but an elaborate trap. I don’t know how
compromised we are, so we can’t us the intercom, so I need you to take two
Marines and get down their CIC ready room. Grab anyone along the way you can
find and get them armed up, then go to Aux Con and reinforce the watch.”
Colonel Desmond Nichols nodded. “I’m on it, Marty,” he said before he turned
and pointed to two Marines to follow him out of the CIC.
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“Corporal Palmer, pass out small arms to everyone in the CIC,” Esposito said in a
strong voice that sounded more confident than he felt now. “Listen up, people!” he
said a little louder so everyone in the CIC could hear him. “It is my belief that
we’ve been boarded by hostile forces and that they’ve already seized control of PriFly and Engineering. They’re likely heading here and for Aux Con. Corporal Palmer
is going to issue you weapons from the small arms locker. I know this isn’t
something you expected, but this is possibly the best training you’re ever going to
receive; our ‘enemy’ is using Cylon tactics against us. Should they ever come back,
you’ll remember this day. “
He paused and suddenly realized that he felt more alive than he’d felt in years.
This may be an exercise, but right now, this instant, it was as real as the deck under
his feet. “Teg, contact Kali and tell them that we’ve been boarded and they may
want to setup an exclusion zone around us until this is settled. Then contact
Colonel Gibran on Black Swan and tell him to coordinate with Kali.” I just hope I
didn’t condemn you to ‘death’, too, Jack, Esposito added silently to himself.
Petty Officer Tegan Bowers’ voice showed a trace of excitement when she
answered, “On it, Commander!”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Odyssey
“This is a fine mess,” Commander Sam Paulson said sotto voce to Colonel
Clementine Siroca who stood next to him at the plotting table.
Siroca laughed. “That’s one way to put it.” Almost whispering couldn’t remove
the sarcasm from her voice. “If we don’t recall our air group now, we’re probably
going to lose most of it. If we have to stick around to recover them after that, we’ll
probably lose the ship, assuming we’re not rendered hors’ de combat before then.
We’ve lost this battle, Sam. As soon as they boarded Heimdall, we lost.”
“You’re being charitable, Clem. The only way we’re going to get through is if we
focus on one ship, and one ship only.” Paulson ran his fingers through his dark hair
and gave the base of his neck a quick squeeze. “Even then, we’re going to get
ripped apart.”
“Commander?” Petty Officer Joseph Cline announced. “I have Kali Actual on
the wireless.”
Paulson pointed to the handset on the opposite side of the plotting table and
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gestured for Siroca to listen in. “Put it down here, Joe.” A moment later when the
channel was transferred, he picked up the handset and tried to put on what his wife
called his ‘happy voice’ when he answered. “Kali Actual, this is Odyssey Actual,
go ahead.”
Szabo didn’t waste any time with pleasantries. “We can’t recall our fighters;
they’ve just made contact with the enemy. The only thing we can do now is attack.
I want you to take your group and break left about 30-35 degrees off our current
course. Kali and her group will break right by a similar amount. As soon as they
commit to going after you or me, the other will turn back and catch them on their
flanks.”
Paulson looked at Siroca’s porcelain countenance and saw his disbelief mirrored
on her face. “Ah…Admiral, do you think that this is wise? We can do a combat
landing and jump out and hit them when they’re tied up around Saga.”
The wireless was silent except for a few hisses, crackles, and pops. “You have
your orders, Commander.” Szabo’s voice was ice cold when he finally replied.
Instead of arguing and pointing out the obvious that Hecate was already firing a
few ranging shots, Sam Paulson dug deep into the patience he’d developed as a
father of three, smiled and willed his ‘happy voice’ not to fail him. “Copy that,
Admiral. I will take Odyssey on a bearing 30 to 35 degrees to the left of our
current bearing and once Admiral Chase’s forces commit to action, will turn and
attack their flanks.”
“Good. Don’t frak this up, Paulson. Kali Actual, out!” Szabo cut the line so that
Paulson didn’t have a chance to reply.
“We just lost the right chin turret and have damage in the spaces forward of
frame 10,” Petty Officer Martinez announced.
“Clem…” Paulson said when he heard the damage announcement.
Siroca put down the handset. “On it!” she said before moving over to the
damage control station to assess how bad Hecate’s ranging shot had hurt them.
Paulson slowly shook his head. We should be recalling our fighters and getting
out of here. Right now, we’ve gone from an offensive force to a defensive force and
we’re the only thing standing between Chase and her landing Amaterasu’s Marines
on Saga. “Sue, push the new course information to the group, if you would,” he
finally said to Lieutenant Susan Sage, Odyssey’s navigator.
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*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Viper 175
Rockstar grunted and fought the G’s that assaulted his body as he put his Viper
into a grueling split second nose over tail maneuver and triggered the fighter’s guns
at his pursuer. The computer scored it as a kill and he grinned as the enemy pilot
flashed past and flipped him the finger. It was his fourth ‘kill’ in less than two
minutes and his squadron was already down by 25 percent. Something had to
happen soon because they couldn’t keep taking the losses and maintain
effectiveness.
“Flash, flash, flash!” Keystone’s voice announced over the wireless. “Snowstorm
in 5…4…”
This should be good, Rockstar thought and silently prayed that it worked as well
in the field as it did in training. The two Mk. VII AEW/EW Vipers had been synched
to the dradis sets of each of VF-555’s Vipers and in theory, a Snowstorm attack
would blind anyone who wasn’t synched. It was short ranged and wasn’t effective
against the wattage a larger ship could put out, but against an unsuspecting enemy
who was used to relying on dradis, it would be devastating.
“2…1…Mark!” Keystone’s voice counted down to Snowstorm’s activation.
Rockstar noticed that his dradis display lost a little clarity now and then, but
otherwise it was still functional. “Ok, Warlocks! Take ‘em out!” On an intellectual
level he understood why they’d waited to initiate the Snowstorm; rather than rush
into the fray, Keystone and Poptart, the other AEW/EW Viper’s ECO, wanted to wait
a short period to see what the OpFor Raptors would offer in the way of electronic
support. Snowstorm was still new and only a handful of AEW/EW squadrons
fielded the technology and this, to Rockstar’s best knowledge, was its first use in
‘combat’ conditions outside the training ranges.
This actually works…Rockstar mused as he effortlessly slid behind a Viper
wearing Odyssey’s tail code. A quick squeeze of the trigger and his fifth ‘kill’ was
registered. “Warlocks, Rockstar, take ‘em down! They’re blind!”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
Commander Martin Esposito felt self-conscious wearing the standard issue Picon
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Arms 5/7 automatic and its associated utility belt. He looked around him and saw
the looks of grim determination on the rest of the CIC crew as they quickly moved
chairs and even a small conference table into the passageway to form a makeshift
barricade. They were no longer fighting the ship; they were fighting for the ship. A
couple runners had made it to the CIC and reported that large sections of the ship
were under enemy control and that a running firefight was in progress near
Auxiliary Control.
Corporal Palmer was managing the defense in the passage. The Marine had
been very careful, anal, actually, about safety when he drew the weapons from the
small arms locker. Each weapon had a blue barrel indicating that they were
incapable of firing standard ammunition and would only chamber and fire the
special training rounds. He also issued and made sure everyone was wearing eye
and throat protection.
“Teg, have you been able to reestablish communications?” Esposito asked and
he paced over to where the communications petty officer was working.
She shook her head. “I’m sorry, sir. I’ve tried everything I can think of and Aux
Con either isn’t responding or I’m not able to establish the circuit.”
Esposito sighed. “Ok. Give it one more try. Did Kali confirm the transfer of the
EsRon?”
Teg rolled her eyes and frowned. “Yes, they said ‘thank you’ and then after a
pause added, ‘good luck’ and cut the connection.”
“Well, so much for asking for them to deploy some of their own Marines to help
retake the ship, eh?” Esposito joked.
“Yes, sir, this one’s on us,” Teg answered.
The muffled sound of gunfire in the passage cut short their conversation. “Bet
you never thought you’d play Marine when you joined the Fleet, eh, Teg?” Esposito
tossed her a wry grin and moved to take a position behind the plotting table before
he drew his sidearm.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
“Lookie here, Connie, isn’t *this* a novel tactic,” Chase sneered sarcastically as
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she watched Kali and Odyssey break formation and begin moving apart with their
respective escort groups.
deWinter blinked, looked at the dradis, blinked again and then cocked her head
like a dog trying to understand why his human was barking at him. “I think we
covered this in the first week of Fleet Tactics; it was under ‘what not to do when
your enemy out ranges and out guns you’. I can’t believe he’s doing this.”
“Pop quiz, Connie; you’re me, what should I do?” Chase asked her XO.
“Well,” the auburn haired woman began, “we don’t play his game, that’s for
sure. Without Amaterasu and her EsRon, we still have them out gunned, but they
have us outnumbered almost two to one.”
“True, but other than Black Swan and to a lesser degree, Snow Leopard, those
escorts are geared to engage lighter assets. Black Swan mounts the same guns as
our main batteries and Snow Leopard has a nasty missile package,” Chase
explained as they watched the two groups continue to separate. She looked at the
dradis display and took a deep breath. What she had in mind was going to be a
knife fight for Marduk and Themis, but both Commander Virgis and Colonel Ross
were scrappers and the fight would be to their liking.
“Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to give Szabo what he wants, but
we’re going to do it our way. I’m going to send Marduk, Themis, and Hussar to
deal with Odyssey and her group. We’re going to take Kali and hers.”
deWinter considered the plan for a moment and then a wide smile spread
across her face. “If he tries to recall Odyssey, Marduk and Themis will be in
position to cut him off. I’ll let Bors, Bax, and Tony know the plan,” she said and
moved to coordinate the communications with Pickman.
“Mr. Cole, plot a course to intercept Kali. Mr. Landis, generate a firing solution
on Kali and keep it updated. Let’s go hunting, boys and girls,” Chase ordered as she
paced around the plot to where Kailo and Madrigal stood. “Lunch may be delayed
a few minutes, guys.”
Kailo laughed and a smirk chased across Madrigal’s face before the colonel
spoke. “Admiral, I’ll skip dinner for a front row seat on the thrashing that’s going to
take place in a few minutes.”
Chase offered a wry grin, “Just so long as I’m the thrash-er and not the thrash-ee,
I’m good with it. I have to admit, this isn’t shaping up the way I thought it would.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 93

“Ah, well,” Madrigal mused, “no plan survives first contact with the enemy.
There’s a time to allow your emotions into your decision making process, but this
wasn’t one of them.” Chase knew what Luther was referring to and offered an
understanding nod to let him know she knew.
“I have a battle to win, gentleman. If you’ll excuse me…” Chase said and
waited for them to acknowledge her before she returned to the plotting table.
“How soon will we be in range?”
“Our bow guns are in range in about 20 seconds, primaries and mains in about
45 seconds,” Cole reported. “We can begin firing when you’re ready.”
This was it, Chase thought to herself. “Meg, tell the CAG he’s got a go order to
launch the rest of our fighters and have them form up in a defensive position to
make up for Hussar.”
Captain Megan Sinclair looked over her shoulder, “Aye, aye, Admiral. CAG,
Flight, you are go for launch! Repeat, you are go for launch! Form up and take a
defensive position to fill in for Hussar.”
Cole watched the range scroll down on the dradis until he announced,
“Primaries are in range, Admiral.”
“Salvo fire, bow guns one through twelve and primary turrets one through six;
you may fire at will,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase ordered.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Marduk
Commander Bors Virgis watched the dradis as the range to Odyssey counted
down. Odyssey carried almost twice the guns that Marduk carried and an air wing
that was 25% larger. Marduk, however, was faster and more nimble than the
heavier Odyssey, and Bors Virgis played his ship the way a virtuoso violinist played
the violin.
“Ready for a knife fight, Bax?” he asked over the wireless to Colonel Baxter Ross
on the gunstar Themis.
“Affirmative, Commander. I have firing solutions for Snow Leopard and Odyssey
already plotted,” Colonel Baxter Ross answered. “We’ll fire as soon as they’re
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within range.”
“Good. After Snow Leopard, Active, Alacrity, and Ardent have taken fire, I want
to do an alpha strike on Odyssey with our missiles. Hussar’s bow guns have range,
but she has a solid long range missile punch, so between the three of us the
missiles will, if nothing else, tie up their point defense and probably some of their
main batteries.”
“Don’t worry about any incoming ordnance,” a third voice said over the
wireless. Lieutenant Colonel Tony Pritchard and Hussar together was a solid,
dependable asset of Hecate’s escort squadron. “We’re ready.”
“Good man,” Virgis answered. “Accelerate to flank speed; let’s get in close as
fast as possible and not give them any more firing cycles than absolutely necessary
for us to get to point blank range.”
Ross and Pritchard acknowledged the order and signed off leaving Virgis with a
silent handset. He cracked his knuckles, straightened his tunic while taking a deep
breath, and slowly let it out to focus his mind. “Have the CAG launch the rest of
the air wing and form up with Themis’,” he told his Flight Operations officer. “All
ahead flank, CBDR to Odyssey; let’s roll over them and kick them in the nuts,
people.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
“Hits on Kali,” deWinter announced. “Damage to the forward spaces, but she’s
still coming on strong, Admiral.”
Chase nodded and surveyed the unfolding battle on the dradis display. Why
doesn’t he jump his forces to safety and wage a hit and run campaign over Saga,
she briefly thought. In a stand up fight, ship to ship, Hecate could have taken Kali
and Odyssey. She had the throw weight, the sheer number of guns, and the armor
to shrug off most hits. In the world of big sticks, Hecate was one of the Colonies’
biggest and meanest.
“Admiral?” Cole interrupted her train of thought. “Black Swan, Dart, and Javelin
are surging forward.”
And so they were, Chase noted. “Wait until they’re within range of our main
batteries. Keep the primaries on Kali.”
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Hecate carried three types of heavy guns, commonly called railguns, but
technically, they were coilguns. More efficient than railguns, coilguns offered a
higher acceleration over less distance than the more popular railguns. A fraction of
a second before they fired, a plasma charge is vented into the bore to ensure that
no matter the environment the bore would always be in total vacuum.
Now, those guns spoke. Every two seconds they fired a 314-ton slug; the bow
guns at 10,000 meters per second and the primary turret guns at 7,500 meters per
second. Kali was a Block 2 Mercury class battlestar, one of the queens of the fleet
and built to go toe to toe with a Cylon baseship. She was strong, fast, and very well
armored.
It wasn’t enough. Hecate’s bow guns tore through Kali’s forward spaces and
destroyed whole berthing spaces, mess halls, magazines, electronics bays, and all
the organs that helped make Kali aware and alive.
Black Swan lead an escort squadron composed of the Trident class frigates Dart,
Javelin, and Pilum. The Tridents were capable multi role ships and in addition to
their escort duties, made outstanding detached duty ships because of large holds
and spacious hangars. Their leader, Black Swan, was a Cygnus class gunstar, an
older multi-mission design that established the pattern for the modern Colonial
gunstar.
Slowly, inexorably, the range between Hecate and the surging escorts shrunk.
Chase tried to think dispassionately that the three escorts were Cylons and not
Colonial warships; that they didn’t contain more than 2000 souls - each one
someone’s father, mother, son, daughter, husband or wife. War games were to test
your skills and thought processes, but this wasn’t a war game…this was slaughter.
“Mr. Landis, main batteries are authorized to fire on the escorts,” Chase ordered.
“We’ve been hit in the forward spaces. Moderate damage forward of frame 27,”
deWinter suddenly announced. “Kali managed a lucky long range shot; she always
did have a good gunnery team.”
“Please see to it, Connie,” Chase calmly said as she watched the icons for Black
Swan and Dart blink twice and turn to yellow indicating the computer just scored
them as “mission killed”.
“Copy, Admiral,” deWinter confirmed the order. “Cavalier and Dragoon are
reporting moderate damage. Wait one…” the XO put her hand over her left ear.
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“We just lost Cavalier; a lucky volley from Black Swan hit her in her engineering
spaces and she’s down for the count.”
Chase considered the dradis display and made her decision. “Lara, tell Dragoon
to fall back and protect Cavalier. We’ll take it from here.”
Pickman quickly confirmed the order when deWinter leaned close to Chase,
“We’re going in without escorts?”
Slightly curled blonde hair held in a high ponytail bobbed on Chase’s shoulders
as she nodded her head. “Yes. Black Swan and Dart are gone; he just now lost
Javelin.” She gestured at the dradis where Javelin’s icon had turned to yellow.
“That leaves Szabo with Kali and Pilum; and right now, we’re turning Kali into
scrap.”
“You’re certainly going old school, Sera. A battlestar hasn’t gone toe to toe with
another capital class ship since the war,” deWinter remarked with raised eyebrows.
Blue clad shoulders shrugged. “He’s throwing away his fleet, Connie. For frak’s
sake, he’s forgotten everything that‘s taught at the Academy about fleet
management. There’s innovation, and then there’s recklessness.” She wanted to say
gross incompetence, but despite her differences with Szabo, she didn’t want to
speak that ill of him in front of the observers.
“Radiologicals inbound!”
caught everyone off guard.

Lara Pickman’s warning cut through the CIC and

“Confirm!” Chase ordered.
“I have confirmation, Dragoon is reporting them too, sir,” Pickman answered
gravely. All battlestars carried nuclear weapons; it came with the classification.
They were a weapon of last resort, one that the Colonies were hesitant to use
against even the Cylons during the Uprising. They were also the weapons of the
desperate.
“Fire the Manticore missiles as soon as they have valid solutions,” Chase stated.
Her voice was calm and she forced herself to keep her disgust and anger in check.
No one used nukes against a fellow human. Even during the most turbulent
periods of Colonial history, they were never used against human targets.
“Do we respond in kind?” deWinter asked after Landis confirmed the Manticore
launch order.
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Chase shook her head. “No.” She then lowered her voice and continued, “This
disgusts me, Connie. He shouldn’t hold command after this. If we were Cylons,
not only would I have destroyed his fleet with minimal losses on our end, but also
Saga would be wide open. I wanted to win this, you know that, and you know the
work we put into the various contingency plans. This,” she gestured around her, “is
a sham.”
“Manticore missiles have been launched, five seconds until intercept,” Landis
announced. “Kali is in within range of our main batteries.”
“Thank you, Mr. Landis,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said to her
weapons officer. “Cease firing bow, primary, and main batteries.”
“Admiral?” Landis asked, perplexed at the order to cease firing.
She held up a hand with her index finger raised and the other three fingers and
thumb slightly curled. “Mr. Cole, prepare to bring us about ninety degrees to port
and get ready to initiate a 360 degree roll on my mark.”
Cole spared a glance to Zoe Avalon who offered raised eyebrows.
plotted, Admiral,” he said a moment later.

“Course

“Thank you. Mr. Landis, prepare a ‘Rolling Thunder’ barrage. We’ll begin with
the bow guns, and then after we’ve completed our turn, all batteries will begin
firing as they bear and continue to fire until they lose their firing solution. Your
target is Kali. Meg, let the CAG know he’s to clear the airspace between Hecate
and Kali ASAP!”
It only took a moment for Landis to confirm that all batteries were ready. Meg
followed up immediately thereafter that the CAG had moved the air group out of
the line of fire.
Chase stood at the plotting table and shared deWinter’s smirk. It would only be
a simulation, but Admiral Richard Szabo would learn firsthand the carnage Hecate
could create. “Mr. Cole, Mr. Landis, you may execute your orders.”
The bow guns began salvo firing. Every two seconds they’d cycle and fire again.
Blasts of golden orange and yellow plasma burst from the barrels as the squib
charges fired. They fell silent as the massive battlestar began turning to port. As
each turret, primary or main, came to bear on Kali, it began to fire. Two-meter
primary guns joined one-meter main guns as Hecate’s flanks and spine glowed with
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discharged plasma.
The maneuver was familiar to anyone who was a student of wet navy gunnery
tactics; it was the classic “Crossing the T”. This maneuver allowed the ship’s full
broadside to bear on the enemy along an axis where he could offer at best token
return fire.
Space, not being confined to fighting on a two dimensional surface, offered a
ship commander an enhanced version of the classic maneuver; they could roll the
ship along it’s long axis and bring every gun to bear – top, bottom, and each side,
they could all fire in a maneuver known as ‘Rolling Thunder’.
The gaming computers judged Kali destroyed shortly after Hecate began her
turn. By the time the ‘Rolling Thunder’ maneuver was over, she was judged to be
nothing more than a debris field with ordnance cooking off here and there.
“Pilum, Odyssey, Snow Leopard, and Ardent have jumped away,” Cole
announced a few seconds after the maneuver ended.
“Damage reports are coming in from Marduk, Admiral,” Pickman announced.
“Hussar is damaged but able to maintain headway and steerage; Themis has taken
moderate damage and has several fires under control. Marduk took a hit to
engineering, but they estimate that emergency repairs should have it fixed within
the next ten minutes.”
“Excellent! Recall the air wing and have the CAG post a CAP. Let’s offer the
stranded birds a home if they agree to surrender,” Chase told her staff.
“Admiral…I think you should see this…” Cole’s voice carried with it a note of
concern mixed with a touch of confusion. “Kali hasn’t stopped; her course is CBDR
for us…”
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Chapter 9: Friendly Fire
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
Sounds of gunfire erupted in the passageway outside the CIC. For the fifth, or
was it sixth, time in half as many minutes, Commander Martin Esposito wondered
who in their right mind thought it was a good idea to use doors to form the CIC’s
passageway wall. Moreover, it was worse than just pivoting doors; they were
pivoting doors containing clear panels. Sure, the clear panels were constructed
from ballistic glass, but that did little to steady the nerves of the CIC watch crew,
largely junior officers and enlisted men and women whose only experience with
firearms and combat was the required two-week close combat and marksmanship
course required of all fleet personnel.
At least I can take comfort in knowing that no one is actually going to die, like
they would if this had been an actual Cylon boarding action, he thought as he
retracted his sidearm’s slide about a centimeter and verified that it was loaded.
Satisfied it was, he allowed his trigger finger to rest on the flip down safety located
just above and behind the front edge of the trigger guard.
His mind flashed back to the day he qualified on the 5/7 last year. “This is a
Picon Arms 5/7,” the Colonial Marine gunnery sergeant had instructed his class. “It
has a 20 round magazine and fires the 5.7x28mm round. If you line up your sights,
you will hit your target out to 30 meters; the 2-gram bullet travels at 650 meters per
second and inside the weapon’s effective range, bullet drop for a center of mass
aim point is inconsequential. The round has been designed to penetrate known
Cylon armor and should you need something with more oomph, the weapon has
an optional 20x30mm grenade launcher that will turn big Toasters into little Toaster
parts.” Reflexively, his three lower fingers flexed around the grip and he used his
left hand to wrap around the left side of the pistol’s grip and his right hand fingers
so he would have more control over the pistol when it fired.
Corporal Palmer had done yeoman’s duty in organizing the CIC’s defenses. The
young Marine didn’t have much to work with and even less time, but he did all
Marines, past and present, proud with what he accomplished. Heimdall was
effectively dead in space since the last telemetry they’d received indicated that the
main engines were off line, so Esposito had given Palmer free rein to pull people
from their workstations and deploy them as needed.
A muffled explosion sounded outside and rattled a pen on the plotting table.
“Ready to pull an Athena’s Point, Teg?” he asked and flashed the petty officer a
conspiratorial wink. Athena’s Point was a battle in the middle years of the Cylon
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Uprising where two platoons of Marines and a Fleet shore party combined with a
dozen or so civilians to hold off a Cylon infantry battalion for almost three days
before the Cylons withdrew. There were many turning points in the war, but that
one, singular battle by brave men and women outnumbered and outgunned by a
relentless enemy that didn’t need to sleep or eat was largely considered the spiritual
turning point of the war.
The battle had told the humans that they could win.
Petty Officer Tegan Bowers licked her lips much the way a wolf would as it
circled a wounded prey. “We’ll hold the line, sir, we’ll hold the line.” Her
comment was the same that Captain Titus Hastings gave the Mayor of Athena’s
Point when the mayor asked him if he intended to retreat.
“Good girl!” he heartily whispered and wondered, somewhat cattily, whether
Richard Szabo would inspire this much esprit de corps from his crew.
The sporadic gunfire outside erupted into a full-scale fusillade as both defenders
and attackers engaged in a furious firefight. The lighter 5.7mm weapons of the
defenders with their distinctive high-pitched crack met the muffled reports of the
heavier 5.56mm rifles carried by the boarders.
Esposito winced as a loud bang announced a grenade had just detonated. The
left most CIC door’s clear panels simultaneously splattered with blue marking paint.
“Frak, we just lost people,” he muttered and forced his trigger finger to remain
resting on the safety and not flick it off and caress the trigger.
Five olive drab uniformed crewmembers led by the black clad Corporal Palmer
backed into sight. All six were firing at the attackers; most managed ragged bursts
compared to Palmers’ short, controlled bursts, but all were firing. Palmer suddenly
stopped firing, used his rifle like a bat, and deflected something back from the
direction they just came from. As soon as the swing was complete, he turned and
tackled the crewmembers behind him a split second before there was another bang
and more paint splatters on the windows.
Palmer and three others managed to squeeze though the fourth door before the
Marine kicked it shut. “We held them, sir, until they got reinforcements. I’m sorry I
couldn’t do more.”
“You did the best you could, son,” Esposito told the young Marine sincerely as
he clasped him on the shoulder. “Are you ready for their next assault?”
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“Aye,” Palmer replied with an infectious grin. Was this how the people involved
in last stands felt, Esposito wondered. The odds were overwhelming, yet here he
stood with men and women who were barely half his age and he saw them not as
subordinates, but as brothers and sisters in a shared forlorn hope, and still, he felt
an infectious energy that they were involved in something that was larger than life.
The passageway outside was quiet as two invaders stepped into view. Each one
held a baby blue brick with a pencil-like device stuck in one end and connected to
a small box affixed to the middle. Their faces were covered by goggles and
mandible protection attached to their combat helmets, and coupled with their
black uniform and combat kit, presented an intimidating sight.
“They’ve got G-4, Sir. It’ll peel the doors open like a paper bag,” Palmer said
and confirmed Esposito’s fears.
Before Heimdall’s commander had a chance to answer, a muffled shot rang out
in the CIC and a marking round hit the plotting table a hands’ width from his head.
Without thinking, Esposito turned as his trigger finger swept off the 5/7’s safety and
he indexed the weapon towards where the sound came from. A split second later,
he squeezed off three rapid shots as his target fired once.
All four rounds hit their intend targets; Esposito’s formed a palm sized group on
the invader’s helmet that was exposed in the air duct. The invader’s shot was dead
center on Esposito’s chest.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Chase didn’t hesitate when Cole told her Kali was on a constant bearing,
decreasing range, or CBDR, course towards Hecate. “Lara, get me Kali Actual
ASAP, please.” Her voice was calm and not so different than it was a few minutes
earlier and was free of anxiety or fear at the potential collision. “Helm, all ahead
full and put us in a starboard turn to match Kali’s course and then slow to keep
pace.” She looked at the dradis and then turned to Captain Jeremiah Cole, “Mr.
Cole, please confirm that Cavalier isn’t in danger from Kali’s current course.”
During the moments her people took to complete their tasks, Sera Chase quickly
inventoried her options. Hecate was in no danger unless Kali decided to try to
chase her and even then, Hecate could either out accelerate Kali or jump. She
rolled her lower lip between her teeth and failed to suppress a low growl. What the
frak was Szabo doing? The war games computers judged Kali destroyed and he
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should have brought her to a full stop. Hell, the computers should have done that
automatically and only allowed him limited maneuver ability; it’s what they were
supposed to do.
Cole’s analysis broke into her thoughts. “Admiral, should Kali and Cavalier
maintain their current courses and speeds, Kali should pass astern of Cavalier by
about three kilometers, but it’s going to be close. If Kali decides to chase her, then
there’s no way she’ll escape.”
“Thank you, Mr. Cole.” That was not what I wanted to hear, she said silently.
A moment after the helm confirmed that Hecate was turning, Petty Officer Lara
Pickman announced that she had Kali Actual on the wireless. A quick glance up at
the gallery showed that Admiral Vaught had his headset on and was intently
watching what she was doing. “Connie, Vic, I want you two to listen in on this,
please,” Chase told deWinter and Kailo.
deWinter nodded once and showed Kailo where he could listen in on one of the
handsets that dotted the CIC, then picked up her own and put it to her ear. “Ready
when you are, Admiral.”
“Lara, please put Kali Actual through down here and to Commander Kailo’s set,”
she told the communications petty officer. This could end a career, she realized
before she picked up the handset. And it won’t be mine, she added silently.
“Kali Actual, Hecate Actual, you are in danger of colliding with Cavalier, please
slow to one quarter and adjust your course accordingly,” Chase said without
fanfare.
Admiral Richard Szabo’s voice wasn’t the voice that answered her. The voice
was younger, male, and Chase wasn’t sure if it was anger or anxiety she heard, or
both.
“Hecate Actual, this is Kali Actual, Lieutenant Francis Coates; acting
commander. Please be advised we are unable to change course or bearing at this
time, but we are working on it.”
Chase physically took a half step back from the plotting table and squinted her
eyes at deWinter in a “What the frak?” gesture. She knew Lieutenant Francis
Coates from reading a briefing on Kali’s officers. He was a capable officer and she
had no doubt that if he stayed in the service that one day he’d actually have his
name on a battlestar’s logbook as her commander; but that day was a few years
down the road and not today. “Lieutenant, where is Admiral Szabo?”
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Coates hesitated. When he finally spoke, stress dogged his voice. “Actual, he…
ah…Admiral Szabo isn’t currently aboard Kali. Once he and Colonel Thornton
authorized and locked in the nuclear launch orders, he transferred his flag to Pilum,
took the XO and Admiral Deguya with him, and left me in command.”
The words were out of Chase’s mouth before she had a chance to stop them,
“He frakking did what?” She paused, took a deep breath and forced her anger into
a small black ball and then into her left hand where she mentally crushed it into
nothing before unclenching her fist. “Pardon my outburst, Lieutenant. Why he isn’t
there isn’t important right now; what is important is restoring helm control to Kali.
What appears to be the problem?”
Her voice’s change in tone must have put Coates a little more at ease, because
when he answered he sounded a slightly more confident. “The navigation and
helm computers are locked up tighter than a drum, Admiral. Systems are failing all
over the ship, over and above what the gaming computer called for. We’re talking
to you on a portable wireless set that we broke out of the emergency locker down
in the Marines’ CIC ready room. Chief Elmwood says she’s never seen anything like
this before.”
“Ok, Lieutenant, wait one…” she signaled Pickman to mute the line. “Connie,
Vic, any thoughts?”
“I’d say we could have hit them so hard that the gaming computer is still trying
to tabulate the damage,” deWinter offered, “But they were scored as a kill, not as a
cripple. Once that happened, weapons would be off line, they couldn’t launch any
craft that would count in a fight, have limited helm control, and be limited to the
guard channel for outbound wireless traffic.”
Commander Kailo nodded his agreement with deWinter’s assessment. “I’ve
never seen anything like this before, and then again, I’ve never seen someone
Rolling Thundered by something like Hecate, either,” he smirked. “Kali doesn’t
have any experimental systems on board, she’s a Block 2 Mercury. Banshee has all
the new systems, not Kali.”
A small grin touched the corners of Chase’s mouth. “Ok…let’s assume this is
part of the game, a random challenge that we have to solve.” She paced to one end
of the plotting table before pivoting and pacing towards the other end. “Captain
Avalon, come here, please.”
Captain Zoe Avalon stood from her workstation and quickly walked the three
steps to the plotting table and Chase. “Admiral?”
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“Zoe, we have a problem over on Kali…” she began and quickly explained what
they knew about the computer issues. “I want you to go over there and see what
you can do. If it needs a complete system reboot, do it. If you need to take
something off line, do it. You need to regain control of the ship.”
A brief flash of fear ghosted across Zoe’s face before a smile began to form. “I
know if anyone can fix this, you can,” Chase added and Zoe’s smile was complete.
“I’m on it, Admiral. Who should I report to when I arrive?” Zoe asked.
“Lieutenant Francis Coates, he’s their navigator and is currently acting
commander. I’m going to let him know you’re coming and that he’s to do whatever
you ask,” Chase told her and allowed her words’ implication register.
Zoe’s smile faltered for a moment before it was back in place. “Yes, sir!” she
confidently answered. “I’m on my way!”
“Go get ‘em, tiger.” Chase liked the eager side of her officer. “I’ll have Meg
make sure a Raptor is ready by the time you get down to the port top flight deck.”
“Sera, if I may offer something,” Kailo suggested as Avalon left the CIC. “I still
have about a dozen manufacturer’s reps on board Banshee. They stuck around to
see how their systems worked in the war game and right now, all they’re doing is
playing triad with the crew. They’re yours if you want them.”
“I do…Connie, can you see that Vic gets a line to Banshee. If they’re unable to
use one of Banshee’s shuttles, send a pair of Raptors over to pick them up.”
deWinter gave chase a barely perceptible nod, “Will do, Admiral,”
“Thank you, Vic. I don’t know what’s going on over on that battlestar, but I
know we have to quickly get it under control,” Chase told her old friend.
Kailo shrugged and allowed his eyebrows to arch slightly. “I feel like I’m part of
this now, instead of just a bystander.”
“Lara, please put me through again,” Chase asked and a moment later was
talking to Coates. “Lieutenant, I’m sending over my Technical Security Officer,
Captain Zoe Avalon, to lend a hand. She’ll be operating with my full authority so if
she thinks something needs done, consider it my words to your ears. Commander
Kailo from Banshee is also sending some civilian tech reps to lend a hand, too”
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Coates’ voice sounded steadier and stronger when he answered, “Copy that,
Admiral. Thank you for the help.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
Commander Martin Esposito’s ‘death’ triggered several more muffled shots as
the other blue uniformed officers inside the CIC crumpled from shots originating in
the ductwork. “Jimmy, what now?” Teg asked Corporal Palmer.
Palmer hazarded a quick glance around the plotting table. The two invaders
were gone but they’d left behind the little blue bricks of simulated G-4 explosives.
“When I say run, you stick to me like glue, ok?”
“Sh…sure,” Teg answered him and clutched her rifle a little tighter.
She jumped when Palmer reached out to steady her. “Look at me, Teg.” His
calm and confident voice cut through the shouts and gunfire inside the CIC. He
peered into her dark brown eyes and held the look for a moment, “We’ll be ok.
We just need to get out of here. What then, I don’t know, but if we’re alive, we’re
effective. Distance gives you time, time gives you options, and options we can turn
into a plan. Ready?”
Teg nodded her head twice and Palmer pulled the pin on a small grey cylinder
and held it for a three count. “One…two…three…” he quietly counted aloud
before gently rolling it towards the rear of the CIC. It rolled less than a meter before
thick, white smoke began jetting and billowing from the top. Impulsively, Palmer
gave Teg a quick peck on the lips. “I’ve wanted to do that for a while…” he said as
she stared at him with a look that seemed to tell him, ‘more please’. “GO!” he said
loud enough for her to hear the urgency in his voice and then dove into the smoke.
The smoke obscured their first half dozen steps and then they were half way to
the rear of the CIC. “We’re almost there,” he cheered her on, glad that he took a
chance with the kiss because he really did want to kiss her and because it shocked
her just enough that she’d react without thinking.
It seemed like forever, but it only took a handful of heartbeats to cross the space
from the plotting table to the rear of the CIC. Palmer motioned for Teg to kneel
flush against the bulkhead as he keyed in the access code that would grant him
access to the maintenance spaces behind the workstations lining the edge of the
CIC. “Cover your ears,” he whispered and removed a grenade from his vest.
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Under normal circumstances, it would cripple the CIC’s ability to function if a
grenade went off in the maintenance spaces, but since this one just simulated a
fragmentation grenade, no harm would come to any of Heimdall’s electronics.
Besides, Palmer thought before he pulled the pin and pushed it through the now
unlocked door, frak it, I’m going to game this a little. He waited for the ‘thump’
that told him the grenade went off, then stepped through the door and surveyed the
carnage.
A wide, satisfied grin spread across his face. “Sorry guys, I figured you’d be here
and I couldn’t take the chance you’d stop our escape,” he said with mock sincerity
to the four red paint splattered Marines that stood in the maintenance space.
“Damn, you, Palmer,” a Marine named Hiller said and wiped paint off his
goggles.
“C’mon, now, Hilly,” Palmer said as Teg stepped in behind him and pushed the
door closed. “Consider this payback from when you lit off a flash bang during boot
and never owned up to it. I told you payback was a bitch!”
Hiller offered a good-natured frown. “Yeah, yeah, I hear you, Palmer. Best run
along while we ‘bleed’ all over the place.”
“Since you’re ‘dead’,” Palmer told his old friend, “how about handing over your
grenades, magazines, and a pair of those suppressed M-22s?”
Two minutes later, Palmer led Teg through an access panel fifty meters and one
deck above where they’d started. “How did you know them,” Teg asked.
Palmer looked both ways and started down the passage towards the port side of
the battlestar. “Hilly was in my training platoon when I was in boot camp. We
were thick as thieves during training and our first posting was together on Troy.
He’s a bit of a prankster and I never expected to see him here.”
“So he’s not going to hold the grenade against you?” Teg asked innocently and
failed to suppress a smirk.
“Oh, no…” Palmer laughed. “Payback on that is going to be a bitch.” He
suddenly stopped and motioned for her to move against the wall while he brought
the M-22 up to his shoulder and held it in a high ready position.
Two Marines rounded the corner and came face to face with Palmer’s raised
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rifle. He fired a controlled pair at each; he fired the first round as soon as the
luminous green aiming dot from the rifle’s optic was centered over his target’s
center chest, and added the second round less two tenths of a second later when he
reacquired a good sight picture. It took him another third of a second to change
target and then he fired another two shots in less than another two tenths of a
second. The first piece of ejected brass was still in the air when the last shot fired.
“Frak me!” one of the Marines said.
“No hard feelings,” Palmer said as he and Teg passed them and moved deeper
into the massive battlestar.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Kali
This ship feels like its dying, Captain Zoe Avalon thought as she followed
Specialist Vail through Kali’s passages. Lights flickered while some of the lifts
refused to operate and others would take their passengers to a random destination
and then not let them out. Vail’s running monologue had been both enlightening
and worrisome at the same time.
Something had happened to Kali’s computers to cause them to glitch in a way
that the ship’s own technicians were unable to correct. She wasn’t sure what she
could do, but Admiral Chase had faith in her and she was determined not to let her
down. “Vail, when did this start happening?”
“Ma’am?” the young specialist asked.
“Do you know when the first glitch was reported?” she asked.
Vail thought about it for a moment, “I’m fairly certain it was during Hecate’s
Rolling Thunder maneuver. The gaming computer declared us destroyed, and when
the shots kept hitting, that’s when I noticed the first incident. I was acting
helmsman and had just reduced speed to one quarter, just as the rules say we’re
supposed to do. I know I did it. I looked away and when I looked back we were
back to moving at full ahead.”
Zoe didn’t like grilling the specialist, but she had to ask.
Vail?”

“Are you positive,

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered earnestly. “I reduced speed again from full ahead to
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one quarter and watched the throttles change before my eyes.” Vail sounded
spooked from what he saw and Zoe wanted him steady and not jumpy so she
changed track.
“Thank you,” she said warmly and adopted a habit she’d picked up from Chase.
It didn’t matter the age or rank of whom the Admiral interacted with, she made the
effort to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. They were simple words, but seeing Vail’s
reaction, she knew she did the right thing. “When we get to the CIC, I have a
special project for you. Please interview everyone in the CIC about when they saw
the glitches starting and what they were. Once that’s done, I’d like you to do the
same with Auxiliary Control and Engineering, ok?”
Vail didn’t hesitate when he offered an enthusiastic, “Yes, ma’am! I’ve already
got some of it, but I’ll review what I have and make sure I collect the rest for you
ASAP.”
“Good, I appreciate your help,” she said and stopped in front of the
characteristic pivoting doors that led to Kali’s CIC.
Ten minutes later she sat in a ready room located next to the CIC with ten
civilian contractors from Banshee, Lt. Coates, Chief Elmwood, and a pair of
specialists the Chief called her ‘aces’. The situation didn’t look good. “We know
the effects of what’s going on, but we’re still in the dark with what is causing it; is
that a fair assessment Chief?”
Chief Evelyn Elmwood was a veteran with almost20 years of experience and
Zoe thought the pinched corners of the Chief’s eyes gave away the woman’s
concern about the glitches. “Yes, it is, ma’am.”
“Ok, that covers what we know,” Zoe continued.
done so far. Lieutenant?”

“Let’s look at what’s been

Coates cleared his throat.
“Captain, with your permission I’d like Chief
Elmwood to jump in whenever I miss something or don’t cover it in enough detail.”
Zoe nodded and he continued.
“The first thing we tried was reissuing the
commands when it didn’t work the first time. It didn’t work the second time, either,
so we did a warm reset to the gaming system because we thought that it was
sending conflicting signals to the ship’s computers. That didn’t work so we
rebooted the gaming system.”
“And that didn’t work, either,” the Chief’s husky voice added. Coates nodded
and let her continue. “From there we took the gaming system off line and rebooted
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the ship’s systems. We didn’t do a fast reboot, either; we did a full reboot with a
forced RAM purge. If there was a glitch due to conflicting orders sent from the
gaming system that would have corrected the issue.”
“Excuse me,” Prentiss Abbot interjected. Abbot was a fit, middle-aged man and
one of the civilian contractors from Banshee. Zoe knew him by reputation and his
reputation was impressive to say the least. He wasn’t just a contractor, he was also
the CEO and Chairman of the Board of Oracle Kinetics, as well as one of the lead
designers for several of the primary computer systems installed on many Colonial
warships. He had a habit of charismatically launching new products and could
conceptualize and write code in his head faster and more efficiently than most
programmers could when they used a computer. So when Prentiss Abbot wanted
to ask a question or offer a comment, it wasn’t to comment on something trivial.
“Go ahead, Mr. Abbott,” Zoe told him.
He offered a self-effacing smile. “Please, Prentiss. Mr. Abbott makes me feel
like I’m being hounded by reporters or having to deal with a legal issue. Chief,
when you did the full reboot and RAM purge, did you do it system wide or system
by system?”
“We did a combat restart, Mr…er, Prentiss,” the Chief started. “We took the
gaming system off line, down’ed the computers, performed the RAM purge, and
then performed a general reboot.” She paused and Zoe watched the Chief and
Prentiss have a ‘moment’ as the two experts seemed to communicate
metaphysically through slight changes in their body language. “We never brought
them up one at a time. Our primary protocols call for everything to reboot
simultaneously so that we can get back into the fight as quickly as possible. You’re
a genius.”
Prentiss chuckled. “No, Evelyn,” this was another thing Zoe noticed about the
man. He remembered the names of everyone he met and then used the person’s
first name after his initial comments. “Not in this case. The military works a little
different from the civilian sector and this is just an idea. There’s no guarantee it will
work, but it’s worth a try.”
“Good,” Zoe stated. “We have a starting point when we’re finished. What else
did you try, Chief?”
“That brought us up to the last thing we tried which was a virus scan. Every
time the scan started, it seemed to hang, crash, or turn off on its own,” Elmwood
explained. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say the computers were possessed.”
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Her comment lightened the gravity in the room just a bit as calling a computer
‘possessed’ was an age-old technician’s practice when they couldn’t figure out what
was wrong. If the tech was really on their game, they’d work in a chance to scratch
their chin and sagely state, ‘I don’t recall ever seeing something quite like this
before…’, often as a prelude to declaring the computer possessed.
“One more question, if I may, Evelyn,” Prentiss asked.
hardware, software, or systems upgrades recently?”

“Has Kali had any

Zoe sat back and watched. As a child, she always enjoyed watching her father
work through a problem. His downstairs lab was a magical place to her and she
would watch as he approached the problem from all different angles. Sometimes
he’d work at a console, others he’d use the holographic projectors to display
something in 3D so he could ‘get inside’ the item or physically ‘touch’ the code.
Watching Prentiss work was like stepping back in time and watching her father
work.
“The only upgrades we’ve had in the last six months were at a refit four months
ago,” Elmwood explained. “We were one of the trials ships for the CNP and when
it was declared operational we received the final upgrade. Other than that, all
we’ve seen are the standard patches that have been sent fleet wide.”
Prentiss considered this bit of new information and tapped his right index finger
on the table twice. “I think you’re going to need to wipe the ship’s computers and
reload from clean copies,” he stated with an air of finality.
“That was going to be my last option to correct this,” Zoe told the computer
engineer. “Before we do that, I want to take all the computers down and then
restart them one by one. If that doesn’t fix the problem, then I want everything in
those systems backed up to removable media and then we’ll wipe, reformat, and
reload.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Assaultstar Amaterasu
Commander Lydia Valentine was a trim, athletic woman who wore her dark
brown hair swept back off her face and just above her collar. Her grey eyes swept
the dradis and confirmed that other than her own escorts, nothing was within 500
kilometers. Colonel Louis Butler stood across from her at the plotting table where
her executive officer, Colonel Elizabeth Sackett usually stood. “Any news on when
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we jump off, Commander?” the intense Marine with close-cropped hair asked.
Valentine shrugged and offered a half grimace. “No clue, Buster. Admiral
Chase is dealing with some glitches on Kali so we’re in a holding pattern. I do have
some good news, though. Your companies involved in the boarding action against
Heimdall acquitted themselves extremely well and sustained minor casualties in
taking her Auxiliary Control and Engineering. Major Bel’Acqua sends his thanks
and confirms a bottle of ambrosia will be on the way for the assist.”
“Glad my shooters could lend a hand,” Butler replied. “I’ve had my Ops team
revise the drop plan for Saga to account for their retasking. We still have adequate
forces to achieve the objectives, especially now that it looks like we’re going to
have both far and near space supremacy.”
“Don’t be too hasty with that, Buster,” Valentine said, calling the Colonel by his
nickname. “Odyssey is still out there along with a couple escorts and they can
make our life difficult if used right.”
Butler cocked his head and rolled his eyes. “If what I witnessed earlier is any
indication, I’m not really that worried. Admiral Chase soundly thrashed Admiral
Szabo and even managed to capture Heimdall without firing a shot at her. Szabo
isn’t going to think when he shows up again, he’s simply going to react. He needs
to withdraw and have a pause to gain some perspective and distance on what just
happened. If he shows up now, or even tomorrow, emotion is going to drive his
actions.”
“There is Commander Paulson to consider, too,” Valentine countered. “Sam’s a
hell of a commander and when he gets a chance he’s going to review everything
that was done in the engagement to see where he might be able to exploit a weak
spot.”
“Hmm…perhaps,” Colonel Elizabeth Sackett said from her position next to
Butler. “That’s assuming that Admiral Szabo doesn’t push him aside and claim his
command.”
Silence descended around the plotting table as Valentine surmised that the other
two were holding their comments out of respect for Szabo’s rank and not for the
man. “Whatever happens, happens,” she finally said and broke the silence. “I
think Sera rogered him seven ways from Sunday and he’ll be licking his wounds for
a bit.” Her comment drew chuckles from the two colonels and polite smirks from
the CIC staff who overheard it. “And that pause will give us time to move on Saga.
I’ve been thinking about the victory requirements and would like to run an idea
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past the two of you.”
“I’m all for new and interesting ways to break things and kill people,” Butler
chuckled as Sackett nodded.
“Ok, here’s the deal; the current plan has us doing a fair bit of orbital
bombardment followed by dropping the Marines on the ground. While the
Marines are in transit, Raptors and Vipers hit targets of opportunity. We planned it
this way because we thought that there would be a fight for Saga’s near space area.
That’s how we used to do it and while it works, but I’m not sure it’s really
*effective*. Orbital bombardments are messy and they’re already expecting it.
“So here’s what I propose…” she paused to make sure she had her XO’s and the
Marine’s attention, “we have near and far space supremacy so we use that to our
advantage. Every other Golden Sword, the attacker jumped to Saga and began the
assault. This is the first time that the attacker has control of space and this is just the
first day, not even lunch time. Rather than going in hell bent for leather like a pack
of wild dogs with their tails on fire, we play to our advantages and use the
defender’s strengths against him.
“Buster, you’ve got a light battalion of special operations Marines, right?”
Butler nodded. “They joined us two months ago and are attached to the
headquarters’ group.”
“Good. We’ll land them tonight and give them 72 to 96 hours to survey the
area of operations. This will give us a good idea of where the OpFor is located,
how they deployed, and what sort of AA assets they’ve brought to the party. During
this phase, we’re not in orbit and ideally, they don’t know where we are, just that
we’re out here somewhere. A few minutes, no more than ten or fifteen, before we
jump to Saga we send the two squadrons of Habus ahead to take out the targets
that your Marines are lighting up with laser designators.
“We pre-launch the first wave; they’ll jump when we do, but rather than jump to
orbit they’ll jump in atmosphere and land their forces before returning to
Amaterasu for the second wave. We’ll include some heavy armor in the first wave,
and from there we’ll deploy forces as needed.
“My hope is that we’ve given them a couple days of nerves and they’re on edge.
Hell, now and then we could jump in Paladin or Guardsman for a couple minutes
and then have them jump out just to keep them on edge. After three or four days,
then we hit them. By the very nature of the game we never had strategic surprise
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and if we land our Marines now we certainly won’t have tactical surprise.
“All this requires is that we be patient, rest, and let the specialists do what they
were trained to do.” Valentine knew it was an audacious plan and not one
normally used against the Cylons; they never slept and their surprise and confusion
was usually measured in seconds or minutes, if that long. No, Valentine thought,
this is a throwback to the old days when fighting a war meant killing your fellow
human and getting red blood on your hands.
Butler ran his left hand through his close-cropped hair and his blue eyes
squinted in his tanned face. “We could put everyone down at once, including a
good deal of our armor.”
“We could,” Valentine agreed. “But I’m worried about not having a reserve.
Ultimately it’s your call, Buster; I’m just thinking that no matter what we might see,
having a couple companies in reserve up here might be a good idea.”
Sackett looked down at the map of the Albion Plains. “I agree with Lydia,
Buster. Having a reserve force on the ground would allow you to deploy it to
contact quicker, but I’m concerned about these areas here,” her finger tapped an
area of clear and relatively flat ground, “here, “ her finger tapped another area of
clear, flat ground, “and here,” her finger tapped a series of maglev lines emerging
from several tunnels. “We’re constrained where we can attack, so they freely move
reinforcements in via maglev so I think if we had a ‘flying’ reserve, we could
respond better.”
A thin smile turned up the edges of Butler’s lips as he nodded. “That was my
thinking but I wanted to hear your reasoning; you two would make fine Marines. I
say we go with it and send it over to Admiral Chase for her approval; we’ll need her
Habus to make this work.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Hoder, Thule System, Battlestar Odyssey
Colonel Clementine Siroca stood at attention next to Commander Samuel
Paulson in the Commander’s briefing room. Across the table fumed Admiral
Richard Szabo and standing apart, but not far enough to be considered distancing
himself, was Colonel Louis Thornton. Siroca didn’t need an expert in body
language to tell her that Admiral Szabo was a desperate man. He stepped from one
foot to another, crossed his arms and then gestured wildly with them, and was in
the middle of irrationally dressing down her boss, Sam Paulson.
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“You didn’t even score one kill?” Szabo asked rhetorically. “You lost two escorts
and managed to let Snow Leopard and Odyssey get shot up in the process. At least
you still have part of your air wing,” he frowned and added derisively.
She could tell that Paulson was using every ounce of self-control he possessed to
keep from lashing out at the popinjay who until this morning had been a rational
and able leader. When Paulson finally spoke, they were still at attention; his voice
was clipped, measured, and respectful to the point of being disrespectful.
“Admiral, I followed your orders as you confirmed my interpretation of them. My
opponent outranged my escorts and Odyssey was outgunned by more than 20%.”
He paused a moment before he added, “Sir.”
Siroca noticed Admiral Deguya raise an eyebrow at Paulson’s chained anger.
Deguya had been silent since they came aboard and leaned against the far wall
observing the sparring. She desperately wanted to know what he was thinking
about the recent course of events.
“Is that all you can say for yourself?” Szabo snapped as his eyes squinted in
anger.
Uh oh…Siroca knew the her boss’ tells and when he narrowed his eyes there
was no way everyone in this room was going to sit down for a friendly game of
triad and drinks after dinner tonight.
“Permission to speak freely, Admiral?” Paulson asked bluntly.
The unbroken tone seemed to cause Szabo to rock back a step. “Sure, go ahead
and knock yourself out. I’d love to hear what you have to say for yourself,” Szabo
said sarcastically and with bile dripping from the words.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. All hell was about to break loose.
“Admiral,” Commander Sam Paulson began, “This ship is crippled; I have
twenty-five out of the forty main battery turrets damaged beyond repair. Of the
sixteen missile systems I started with, three are still operational. My point defense
batteries are running at 40% of normal. Half my air wing is back at Odin and the
ship is barely able to make three quarters’ speed. The ship has taken extensive
damage to the forward and flank spaces and we’ve gotten the ‘fires’ under control.
Snow Leopard and Ardent are in similar or worse shape.”
Paulson paused and Siroca could see him weighing whether he really wanted to
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say what was on his mind. She’d served with Sam Paulson for seven years and
knew his body language; he wanted to alpha strike Szabo in much the way a
hyperactive kid would bang on a drum set.
“The failure isn’t mine, Admiral; the failure is yours and yours alone.” Paulson’s
voice dropped an octave and he said the last part of his comment so quietly she
almost had to strain to hear it, and then stood staring at Szabo.
Siroca could almost see the anger radiating off Admiral Szabo in waves, much
like the heat off a car’s hood when it had been under the hot sun all afternoon. “I
don’t think your services are required any longer, Paulson,” Szabo finally hissed.
“Am I dismissed, sir? I have a ship to attend to,” Paulson asked calmly.
“I think you misunderstood me, Commander.
I said your services aren’t
*required*,” Szabo reiterated and emphasized the last word. “Consider yourself
relieved of duty.”
She’d never seen Sam Paulson so upset before. Mistakes were human, and he
often told her that he made them and so he really couldn’t get truly angry with
someone when they made an honest mistake. Incompetence was different. That
was when a person knew better and simply refused to use that knowledge.
Incompetence wrapped with arrogance was an unforgivable sin in her
commander’s eyes.
When Paulson finally said something, his voice was neutral, even, and devoid of
emotion. “Excuse me, Admiral; on what grounds are you relieving me?”
“Where should I start, Paulson,” Szabo sneered. “You’re lazy and can’t fight
your ship, you’re incompetent and didn’t even score a mission kill against the small
force that attacked you, and you’re insubordinate.”
“You’re making another mistake, Admiral,” was all Sam Paulson had a chance to
say before Admiral Richard Szabo drew his service automatic and shot him twice in
the chest.
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Chapter 10: Shifting Fire
Orbit of Hoder, Thule System, Battlestar Odyssey
The Commander’s briefing room door slammed open before the sound of the
gunshots stopped echoing off the walls. A pair of black clad Colonial Marines
rushed through the door, their rifles sweeping everyone in the room as they sought
the gunshots’ source. Admiral Deguya’s eyes were as wide as saucers and his
mouth was open with shock. Never in his almost fifty years of wearing the
Colonial uniform had he ever witnessed such an act of leadership as this.
The first marine through the door kept his M-22 rifle trained on Admiral Szabo
while the other rushed over to where Commander Sam Paulson had slumped
against the table. Colonel Siroca was on one knee with her left arm around his
shoulders and her right hand on his chest. “Medic! Emig, get Doc Potter here,
ASAP! Karyo, put Admiral Szabo under arrest!”
Emig turned and ran from the room while Karyo stood his ground and leveled
his rifle at Szabo.
“Belay that order, Marine!” Szabo’s voice was clear and loud and carried a tone
that demanded obedience. “I want you to escort Colonel Siroca to the brig and put
a guard on Commander Paulson.”
Ok, things have just gone from bizarre to batshit crazy, Deguya thought. Blood
was already starting to trickle out from the corner of Paulson’s mouth and right now,
the only thing that should be on anyone’s mind was getting the commander to
sickbay.
Lance Corporal Karyo looked from Szabo to Siroca and then back to Szabo.
“I’m sorry, Admiral, but you’re going to have to come with me.”
Szabo stood defiantly and held his service automatic in his right hand. He
locked eyes with Karyo and stood like a rock. Slow movement off to the side
caught Deguya’s attention and he slowly inclined his head for a better view.
Thornton had bladed himself to the Marines as soon as they entered the room and
was slowly drawing his sidearm. Deguya closed his eyes, sighed lightly, and slowly
shook his head. He’d hoped Thornton would stay out of this career suicide in
progress.
“Marine,” Thornton said, entering the standoff and leveling his 5/7 at Karyo,
“You were given an order by Admiral Szabo. I suggest you carry it out.” He paused

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 117
a moment and appeared to be wrestling with a decision before he added, “When
this is over we’ll get this sorted out. However, for now, I appreciate your loyalty to
Commander Paulson and Colonel Siroca, but Admiral Szabo gave you a direct
order. Please,” he seemed to use a little more inflection on the word than Deguya
expected, “follow his order.”
The rifle wavered and Karyo squinted before his frown slowly turned neutral and
he gave an almost imperceptible nod. “Yes, sir. Colonel, as soon as Dr. Potter
arrives with the emergency team, I’m going to need you to come with me.”
For her part, Deguya surmised that Siroca sensed something more was going on
and didn’t offer a rebuttal. Softly, he held Paulson and whispered, “Hang in there,
Sam, hang in there and Doc Potter will be here.”
It took Doc Potter and the emergency medical team little more than a minute to
arrive. Potter was an older man with white hair, thin-rimmed glasses, and an aging
prizefighter’s physique. He took Paulson’s pulse and listened to his heart and
breathing before he ordered the two orderlies to lift the commander onto the
stretcher. As they lifted Paulson from the floor, Deguya saw the blood soaked
uniform tunic for the first time. Those should have been marking rounds, he
thought and a chill skipped down his spine. From his position, he couldn’t clearly
see Szabo’s pistol to verify if it had a blue training barrel. Something most certainly
had happened to throw Admiral Richard Szabo off the train of sanity and everyone
was probably at risk from his wrath.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Kali
A Mercury class battlestar was one of the ultimate engines of war ever created
by humanity. From the outside, a viewer saw a sleek and angular ship almost 1800
meters long and bristling with primary kinetic batteries and peppered with smaller
defensive batteries. Two large flight pods hung parallel to her long axis with each
pod having two landing bays, one above the other, and sharing a common hangar
deck. What the casual viewer didn’t see were the secure spaces filled with
electronics, computers and controls, as well as the kilometers upon kilometers of
data cables that snaked throughout the ship.
Kali was a Block II Mercury and barely five years old. She differed from the
earlier Block 0 and Block I Mercury class ships by having additional weapons
mounted her dorsal and ventral surfaces between the ‘head’ and engines, as well as
having two hangar decks per pod so each landing bay would have their own
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dedicated hangar.
Prior to Golden Sword IX, she had been a charmed ship.
Now, she drifted dead in space.
Captain Zoe Avalon studied her laptop’s display and frowned. Prentiss and
Chief Elmwood made a good team; together they managed to gain control of the
engineering computers long enough to effect a full shutdown of the eight massive
thrusters as well as taking the FTL drive off line. That one small victory seemed to
have, she couldn’t come up with any other word that fit, angered the other
computers. Within minutes of taking the engines off line, two secondary cargo
locks had sealed and then vented their atmosphere.
She sighed. The good news was that they were both unoccupied, but the
venting raised the specter of it happening to occupied spaces and so she’d ordered
everyone, all 2200 people aboard, into flight or EVA suits. She allowed wearing
them open, but it underscored the severity of the crisis that faced her and the crew.
“Prentiss, we’ve rebooted the systems half a dozen times in as many different
orders, I think it’s time we ask Captain Avalon for permission to wipe the systems
and reload from a clean master,” she heard Chief Evelyn Elmwood say as she led
Prentiss Abbott into the conference room located next to Kali’s CIC.
Prentiss frowned and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t want to admit defeat,
but I think you’re right. Ah, Captain Avalon,” he said when he saw Zoe sitting at
the table. Zoe thought back to his answer when she’d asked him why he didn’t use
her first name as he did with the rest of the crew. His answer had stunned her for a
moment until the truth of it settled in. He had told her that she was in command of
Kali and that when they were alone he was more than willing, and would, be as
informal with her as he was with the others, but in public and in front of the rest of
the crew, he would always give her the respect of her position.
“Prentiss, Chief Elmwood, I take it things haven’t gone well?” Zoe asked.
Chief Elmwood sat in the chair Prentiss held for her and waited for the civilian
to take his seat before beginning. “We’ve done everything we can think of,
Captain.” Zoe noted that there was a trace of defeat and desperation in her voice.
“We’ve tried rebooting a couple different ways and nothing seems to work. Prentiss
and I believe that the core code was somehow corrupted.”
Zoe thought about this for a moment. “Corrupted, on all the systems? How
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could that happen; that code is tagged read only and the systems involved don’t
have write or modify permissions.”
“I know what you’re going to ask next, Captain,” Prentiss said and then
answered her question. “The short answer is we don’t know how it happened.
Evelyn’s ‘Aces’ are running a full backup and will then error check the backup
against what’s currently in the system to ensure that we have exactly what’s there.
The long answer is that short of someone with the proper security level and access
using one of a select few workstations that have the ability to write to or modify
that code, this should not have happened. I would say that it couldn’t happen, but
something caused it to happen, so it obviously could happen.”
Admiral Chase made making big decisions look easy, Zoe thought to herself
before she addressed the issue of whether to wipe and restore Kali’s computers.
“Ok, do it. But before you do, I want six sets of backups, each error checked
against the master.” She felt like she said the right thing when Prentiss nodded his
agreement. “Now…speculation; what do you think happened?”
“This is where Prentiss and I aren’t completely in agreement,” Chief Elmwood
began. “Had I not worked on the CNP project during its trials, I may be inclined to
agree that it’s the issue. I won’t rule it out completely, but I just don’t see it
happening.”
“Evelyn is right, Captain, we aren’t in agreement on this one. It isn’t because my
company lost the software portion of the CNP project, either. The CNP is the only
thing that has direct read and write access to all the computers on Kali . Gaius
Baltar is a genius, I won’t begrudge him that, but this attained operational status
way too fast for something of this complexity.
“It takes on average two years of active development to bring a new version of
an existing operating system to market,” he continued, “and that doesn’t count all
the preliminary work that came before. The CNP from concept, to RFP, to bid, to
development, to deployment was just over two years. Two years, Captain. I’d point
the finger at the CNP if it was my product and went from concept to deployment in
that amount of time.”
Zoe considered Prentiss’ comments and felt uneasy. His words gave form to her
misgivings about the CNP and touched on concerns she’d had ever since the first
announcement about the ambitious software project. “This is troubling and I know
how bad things can go when software takes on a life of its own.” She paused and
reflected on the hidden truth of the statement and the cost that paid for it.
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“What I’d like both of you to do, please, is to prepare a point-counterpoint
document that examines each of your positions and then offers a conclusion. I’ll
include it in my report that details everything you tried, the results, and what we
finally had to do to bring Kali back online,” she concluded.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
Battlestars were big. No, Teg thought as she crawled behind Corporal Palmer
through a ventilation duct, big doesn’t seem to do them justice. Her knees felt as if
she’d been crawling for hours and the palms of her hands were sore from being
used as surrogate feet. Her father was a dockworker and often said that a good
naval architect was also a crackerjack urban planner and building designer because
he had to think in three dimensions as well as ensure that all the necessities for life
among the stars was included within a battlestar’s armored hull.
Now, that size was working to their advantage.
“We’re almost there,” Palmer whispered back to her. “You doing ok?”
Even if she wasn’t, she was going to say she was. The concern in his voice
touched her and allowed her mind to drift back to the brief kiss in the CIC. “I’m
good. I think I’m going to want a pair of gloves the next time you take me crawling
through a battlestar.”
His light laugh drifted back to her. “I’ll make sure you have them.” He stopped
a moment later and the faint tones of him pushing keys on a keypad drifted back to
her. “Ok, we’re in.” He moved forward and dropped down out of sight.
His hands reached up a moment later to help her through the access hatch and
down into the small room. The chamber wasn’t large, perhaps four meters by three,
and looked like an emergency damage control room or maintenance room because
of the racks of parts along the walls. “Welcome home, Teg,” Palmer said with an
exaggerated bow. “We have food, water, blankets, and a place to rest and collect
our thoughts.”
“How did you find this place?” Teg asked. The supplies appeared current, and
ladders set into the walls provided access to a large ventilation duct on each wall.
“We were playing a game of hide and go seek a couple months back.” She
raised an eyebrow and he laughed. “Really, we play the game whenever new
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people rotate into our unit. It helps them learn the ship. If we’re boarded, we need
to know places to hide, where we can make a stand, etc. Anyway, I was crawling
through the ducts and found this; they’re all over the ship. The DC crews use them
as well as the life support maintenance people, and I figured they’d be a perfect
place to hole up until we figured out what to do next.”
Teg slowly turned around and surveyed what appeared to be her new home.
She’d slept in worse, but at least this was out of the weather and warm. “Ok. Let’s
plan on what we’re going to do.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
Major Wilson Bel’Acqua surveyed the CIC. There were a few paint spots here
and there from the marking rounds used in the brief, but furious firefight for the
room. “Your crew performed very well, Commander,” he said to the man standing
next to him with a baby blue mark on his chest.
Commander Martin Esposito nodded. “Thank you, Major. They were behind
the curve from the beginning and it was something we were never able to correct.
Your operation was masterful and even though we lost, I want to thank you for the
experience it gave my crew.”
Bel’Acqua shook his head. “I just lead the assault, Commander. Admiral Chase
came up with the plan once we took Banshee. We were in a race to see if we
could get everyone in position before Admiral Szabo came to take a look.”
“Well, it worked.” Esposito paused a moment. “Admiral Chase planned this?”
he asked doubtfully.
“She did. She’s had us training for the last six weeks for boarding and repelling
operations, and then gave me the green light to use some special training methods
to work through this sort of scenario,” Bel’Acqua offered. “The technology we were
able to leverage on Hecate is simply incredible.
I remember my dad and
grandfather telling me about it, but until I actually used it, I never really realized
how real it could be.”
Esposito’s eyebrows arched. “Color me impressed, Major. It was a brilliant and
gutsy operation and I only wish I could have been a spectator rather than the
victim.”
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“Come over to Hecate and with the Admiral’s permission I’ll give you the grand
tour,” the Marine major offered. “Excuse me…” Bel’Acqua turned as Cagey
signaled for his attention. “What is it, Cagey?”
“I just heard from Lieutenant Dray, one of his teams was ambushed and stripped
of their weapons and ammunition. The ‘survivor’ insisted that it was a male Marine
and a female crewmember who staged the attack.”
Bel’Acqua turned to Esposito, “Male Marine and female crewmember, Palmer
and Bowers?”
Esposito nodded and a wry grin turned up the corners of his mouth. “I’m not
going to say much as I’m ‘dead’, but that boy is damned resourceful and Bowers
can be quite determined; you’re going to have your hands full.”
“I have a feeling this is only the beginning,” Bel’Acqua told Esposito who slowly
nodded an affirmative. “Cagey, tell Lt. Dray that he’s to start house cleaning and
that we have at least two mice.”
“Will do, Major!” Cagey said and relayed the orders.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Laptops and hard copy reports covered Admiral Chase’s conference table.
Admiral Vaught sat in a padded armchair away from the table occupied by Chase,
deWinter, Commander Valentine, Colonel Butler, and Lieutenant Colonel Reese,
Hecate’s CAG. “I like the plan,” Chase told her officers. “Jumping to Saga right out
of the blocks seemed to lack any sort of elegance; it was a brute force approach. I
would like to send Dodona ahead to eavesdrop. The SIGINT she can generate
coupled with what your Marines see on the ground will help build a clearer picture
of the AO.”
“Did you want to transfer the Habus to Amaterasu or keep them here on
Hecate?” Valentine asked.
“I think it would be best if they stay here,” Reese interjected. “I’ll have them
spend the next couple days running v-world simulations of likely targets as well as
those maglev marshaling yards.
The large open areas you mentioned,
Commander,” he nodded to Valentine, “I think we should wait to seed with AP
mines until we know they’re going to be used. I realize it puts us into a bit of a
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reactionary posture, but I was thinking that depending on how the OpFor is
deployed, they could be good landing sites for our heavy armor.”
The discussion lasted for another half hour as they hammered out the details.
Through it all, Admiral Cyrus Vaught sat and listened. He was a Caprican and
never saw a need or reason for any sort of aristocracy, let alone one that could buy
their own battlestar. Yet, he had to admit, Chase surprised him. She was, he
thought, everything a leader should be; charismatic, intelligent, quick thinking,
open to suggestion, decisive, innovative, polite, calm under fire, and when need
be, ruthless. Jumping to seize Banshee was a smart move, but sending over several
companies of Marines in the off chance they could pull off a ruse and board one of
Szabo’s ships was as gutsy as it was unprecedented.
There were several operations or crises going on at the same time and she
looked like she was standing watch during an uneventful day. Heimdall could
prove to be an irritant if they missed rounding up enough crew. Admiral Szabo
running around with the shattered remnants of a battlestar and escort group was
less problematic. Szabo had shown that he was unable to think rationally, or, he
surmised, he really was that stupid and rash and made it as far as he did on luck
and the old boy network. Then there were the two big issues; Kali and Saga.
Captain Avalon’s reports from Kali seemed to indicate that there wasn’t an easy
fix for what befell the battlestar. He was willing to err on Prentiss Abbot’s side
when it came to the culprit, the Command Navigation Program. The benefits the
CNP offered were enormous, but with the one drawback that it tied into everything
on the ship. Avalon seemed like a capable officer and she seemed to have Kali’s
recovery well under way.
That left Saga. Not jumping in and attacking on the first day had never been
done before. The conventional wisdom was to get in as fast as possible, hold off
the defenders while you landed your Marines, and then fight for control of the local
battle space. Virtually destroying all of the defending deep space forces before
lunchtime on the first day was unheard of. Waiting several days would tighten their
timetable, but it could also act to Chase’s benefit. It would bear watching. Chase
would bear watching.
When Valentine and Butler had left, Chase brought up one final topic. “Admiral
Szabo is out there somewhere licking his wounds and trying to figure out how he
can successfully counter attack. I don’t intend to give him time to repair his ships
or come up with a better plan than ‘get them!’ Therefore we’re going to find him
first.”
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“Raptors?” Reese asked.
“Yes. We’ll look at the most likely locations first; I still think he’s near Hoder,”
Chase replied and nodded. “They may jump away soon, so time is of the essence.”
“Cavalier is out, Hussar should have emergency repairs completed within about
six or eight hours, and Dragoon is only slightly damaged and is ready for
operations,” deWinter read from her laptop. “Marduk and Themis report that their
repairs should be completed within two hours.”
Chase nodded and then offered a thin-lipped smile as she narrowed her eyes.
“When we find him, we’re only going to take Hecate. We need our escorts to help
with the bombardment and I don’t want to risk Heimdall’s crew regaining control of
her and going after Amaterasu.” deWinter started to object but Chase held up her
hand. “I understand, Connie; but no other ship can react as fast as we can. When
we find him, we can plot a jump and jump in less than sixty seconds. The other
ships take three to five minutes. Szabo will take three to five minutes. We can
jump in inside his reaction window and stake him like a vampire.”
“Old school, eh?” deWinter asked.
Chase’s answer didn’t leave any doubt. “All the way.”
Yes, this was someone that would bear watching.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Hoder, Thule System, Battlestar Odyssey
Odyssey’s CIC was subdued. Word spread quickly that Admiral Szabo had shot
Commander Paulson and ordered Colonel Siroca placed under arrest. The crew did
their tasks but the small talk and camaraderie was missing and replaced with
guarded doubt. Who would be the next one to reside in the Admiral’s gun sights?
Colonel Louis Thornton had served with Admiral Richard Szabo for less than six
months. He received a promotion and a transfer to fill the slot left vacant when
Kali’s previous XO received an unexpected shore posting and left the ship. Szabo
wasn’t thrilled with his taking the position, but BuPers gently reminded the Admiral
that as Kali’s commanding officer part of his duties included training and
developing subordinate officers.
His first meeting with the Admiral after his posting as XO was short and very to
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the point. Szabo had told him that he expected 100% obedience, did not want his
orders questioned, and that he, Thornton, would be responsible for most of the
administrative paperwork that went along with running the battlestar. It was what
he expected when he accepted the assignment and proved quite enlightening.
Szabo’s erratic behavior since the games began wasn’t just icing on the cake, it was
the icing and the cake topper.
There had been several instances in Colonial history when a commanding
officer had to use violence to compel obedience, but those instances had been
during war and only one of those cases involved using lethal force.
“Sir, I have a damage control report,” a young specialist said breaking into his
thoughts.
Her eyes were wary and she held the clipboard at arm’s length as if to get any
closer would infect her with some contagion. “Thank you, Marcie, right?”
Some of the ice around her eyes cracked just a little as he took the clipboard
from her. “Yes, sir, Specialist Marcie MacBride.”
Thornton scanned the report. It was better than he expected and spoke well of
Commander Paulson’s standards. The Damage Control crews managed a miracle
over the last seven hours and brought back ten of the twenty-five damaged main
batteries and five of the missile tubes. They ‘moved’ ordnance from the port
magazines so that the repaired starboard silo farm would have a full load of
missiles should they be needed. The left side of his mouth turned up when he
noticed that none of the undamaged nuclear missiles made it to the starboard
magazine.
“Very well, Marcie. My compliments to Chief Baum and his crews for their
outstanding work and wise choices with the missiles,” he finally said and handed
her the clipboard. “I’ll inform the Admiral where things stand.” Now that got a
reaction, he thought as he saw her shoulders relax and the tension fade from her
jaw.
“Thank you, sir!”
His reply died in his throat when he heard Lieutenant Susan Sage’s
announcement. “Dradis contact! Range 11,000 and closing fast, CBDR…it’s
Hecate…”
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Chapter 11: Point Blank
Orbit of Hoder, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
“Meg, commence launching the air wing. Mr. Landis, your primary target is
Odyssey, secondary is Snow Leopard, and if Ardent or Pilum get too uppity, you
have my permission to crush them like a bug.” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase’s
voice was calm and almost conversational; it didn’t add to the stress or excitement
of taking the battlestar into the second fleet engagement within eight hours and
instead kept things relaxed.
“Mr. Cole, is the jump plotted?” Chase added.
Cole’s reply was immediate. “Yes, sir! We can execute it when you give the
word.”
“Good…keep the plot updated, but we’ll hold that in reserve in case we need it.
Helm, all ahead full. Let’s go hunting.”
As soon as the helm answered her order, she looked up at the dradis display.
She was using the majority of the air wing for this engagement and didn’t want to
run the risk of any enemy ships making it out of the kill zone. The icons indicated
that the Vipers, AEW/EW birds, and Raptors were forming up in squadron-sized
groups and preparing to move forward on her order. Based on the number of
fighters recovered after the battle in Odin’s orbit, she estimated that Odyssey had
about three squadrons of Vipers and one, possibly two, of Raptors. The only other
ship that carried Vipers was Snow Leopard, and she still had her full compliment,
one squadron.
Totaled together, the enemy fielded about eighty Vipers and forty Raptors.
Hecate launched 347 Vipers, 40 AEW/EW Vipers, and another 40 Raptors. This left
the two Habu squadrons and another two squadrons of Raptors in reserve.
“Odyssey is in range of our bow guns, Admiral!” Landis reported from her
station at the main fire direction console.
“Do we start now or get in close?” deWinter asked from across the plotting
table. “Bors and Bax are pretty positive they shot the snot out Odyssey and Tony
was sure he scored some telling hits on Snow Leopard.”
“Their damage control teams have had seven hours to patch things up. Paulson
runs a tight ship so unless the computers scored something as destroyed rather than
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disabled, I think they’ll have a fair bit repaired. I hate getting hurt when we don’t
have to, so to answer your question,” Chase winked, “we’re going to start shooting
now.”
The grin deWinter offered at the news was as cold as the winter wind that blew
down off the mountains and swept through Luminere during the winter months and
was the opposite of the passion in her voice. “Your ship is ready for action,
Admiral.”
“Mr. Landis,” Chase said in a clear, confident voice, “You may begin firing at
will.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Hoder, Thule System, Battlestar Odyssey
“Action stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship!” Thornton ordered in
an even and steady voice as Hecate bore down on Odyssey. “Weapons! All
batteries to salvo fire as they bear and prepare the bow guns for action. Helm,
bring us around so our bow guns will bear and increase speed to full ahead. Flight,
launch everything we have and I mean everything, and get them out there to tangle
with the incoming Vipers.”
The dradis display painted a losing picture; the closure rate had increased as
soon as Odyssey’s thrusters registered full ahead. Hecate was one battlestar, but
she was perhaps the most powerful ship in the fleet and she had a commander who
knew how to fight her ship. And now, that battlestar was approaching with more
than 400 Vipers and Raptors leading the way. Thornton figured he had at most
another minute to get the ship prepared for battle before Admiral Szabo arrived and
took over.
“Sue, plot a jump for Balder, and please…be quick about it,” Thornton said to
Sue Sage, Odyssey’s navigator.
Petty Officer Aoki had already called Admiral Szabo’s quarters and told him
what was happening, so he didn’t have to worry about that task. They couldn’t run.
The escorts might be able to outrun Hecate, but even undamaged Odyssey wasn’t
in the massive battlestar’s speed class. Their only option was to close as quickly as
possible, firing everything they could, and hope for a jump solution sooner rather
than later.
“We’ve been hit,” Chief Runkle announced from the Damage Control station.
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“The port flight pod forward of the first strut has been destroyed…oh, frak…we also
lost the hangar forward of the mid lifts.”
Small favors, Thornton thought. Those guns were already damaged and all the
Vipers were already in the launch tubes. “Weaps, coordinate with Snow Leopard
to target all remaining missiles on Hecate and salvo fire as soon as you have a valid
solution.”
We need to close the range faster…those damned two meter guns are tearing us
apart, he said to himself as he watched the small swarm of icons representing what
was left of Odyssey’s air group engage the deluge of icons representing Hecate’s air
group.
“Admiral in the CIC!” a Marine announced as Szabo strode into the ship’s nerve
center.
Now we’re all going to die, Thornton thought morosely.
“Give me a sitrep!” Szabo ordered and stopped at the plotting table.
many ships are attacking?”

“How

“It’s only Hecate, sir,” Thornton answered and noticed Admiral Deguya slip into
the CIC and stand behind Aoki.
Szabo’s lip curled in a sneer. “Just one battlestar? No escorts?”
“None; it’s just Hecate.”
“Forward chin turrets are knocked out and the missiles we launched have been
intercepted,” the Weapons Officer announced. “We’re going to have to turn and
roll if we want to bring our dorsal or ventral weapons to bear.”
Thornton watched as Szabo studied the dradis display and ship’s status monitor
and realized that the Admiral was a few steps short of panic. How in the hell did a
man reach flag rank if he was this unstable and clueless when it came to
command?
“I’ve ordered the air wing launched, our operable missile batteries to salvo fire,
and all main batteries to salvo fire if they have a valid firing solution, sir,” Thornton
advised the Admiral and hoped his comments would prod the man to action. “I’ve
also ordered full ahead so we can close the distance as quickly and in as few firing
cycles as possible.”
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“What about the escorts?” Szabo demanded.
“Snow Leopard is coordinating the defense and right now Hecate is out of their
range and she’s added her missiles to ours, but none have scored a hit.”
Another turret flashed red and was removed from use. We’re being shot to
pieces and the Admiral is doing nothing, he despaired. It had been a calculated
risk not to try and take him down in the briefing room since he wasn’t sure whether
the Admiral’s sidearm was loaded with lethal ammunition or not. If he had lethal
ammunition, it would have been a bloodbath. When this was over, Thornton
thought, Szabo would be lucky if all that happened to him was a quick exit from
the service.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Hoder, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Admiral Chase watched Hecate’s fighters merge with Odyssey’s and leaned
against the plotting table. “What do you think he’s going to do, Connie? He’s
taken a considerable amount of damage so far and his escorts are all hurting.”
“I think he’s going to call someone from the Ha’la’tha and put a contract out on
you,” deWinter joked. “You haven’t just beaten him, Sera,” her voice turned
serious, “you’ve destroyed him, and right now he’s at his most dangerous. He’s an
alley cat that you’ve cornered and anything is possible. Just look at the nukes.”
“I know, and that’s what worries me. We’re not a couple of kids playing chicken
by riding our bikes at each other to see who’s going to flinch first.” Chase paused
and looked at the dradis again. Ardent was flashing from red to yellow and then
remained yellow. “They just lost Ardent and the other escorts have been taking a
beating.”
“At least he’s trying to close the distance as fast as possible,” deWinter observed.
“Yes…” Chase allowed the word to linger and slowly roll off her tongue.
“Helm, please slow to one half and begin a starboard turn. When we’re forty-five
degrees off our current course, straighten us out. Mr. Landis, focus the bow guns
on Odyssey until they’re out of arc and keep the primary batteries on her. Split the
main batteries between Odyssey, Snow Leopard, and Pilum in a forty-thirty-thirty
ratio.”
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Both the helm and Landis confirmed her orders almost simultaneously and the
massive battlestar began to slow and make a graceful turn to her right.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Hoder, Thule System, Viper 175
Captain Sebastian “Rockstar” Beckett pulled up and did half an inside loop
before snapping the Viper into a 180 degree roll and giving pushing the stick
slightly forward to give the sleek hunter a slight nose down attitude. It was a
textbook Immelmann maneuver and something taught to every cadet in basic flight.
It wasn’t used as much in space due to the maneuver thrusters making its tactical
use iffy. Yet, sometimes the most basic of maneuvers were the most effective. The
enemy Viper that had been dogging his tail drifted right into his sights and he
triggered off a short burst.
“Gotcha!” he exclaimed as the computer scored the hit as a kill.
Despite the elation of pitting his skills against another, it felt like a hollow
victory. The OpFor was outnumbered more than four to one and compared to the
earlier dogfight, they didn’t seem quite as enthusiastic.
The computer’s warning brought his mind back to the present and he saw he’d
picked up another bandit on his tail. He pulled the Viper’s nose hard to the left and
held it there for a heartbeat before reversing and pushing it over to the right. His
goal was to force the bandit to overshoot him so he could line up for a shot. The
enemy Viper didn’t overshoot; instead, it mirrored his maneuver and the two
fighters slipped into a high-speed flat scissors maneuver.
Locked like this, the two Vipers could maneuver all day until one or the other
made a mistake. In and out, back and forth, the G’s loaded and then unloaded.
This guy is pretty good, Beckett thought as he was matched turn for turn. They’d
drifted away from the main battle and maneuvered in clear space. You need to get
back to your squadron, the little voice on his shoulder told him.
Beckett took several deep breaths of oxygen and prepared himself for what he
was about to try. It was his personal favorite air combat maneuver, but the key
word was ‘air’; in space it was hit or miss. One breath, two breaths, reverse the
scissors, three breaths, four breaths, reverse the scissors and roll the Viper inverted
and then pull back on the stick and push the throttles forward and kick in the
maneuvering thrusters to tighten up the flat inside roll as tight as possible.
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He grunted as the G’s built up and gulped oxygen. There! A flash of grey on the
black tapestry punctuated by three thrusters; he eased out of the flat roll and
without bothering to roll onto the same plane as his target, triggered off a long
burst.
“Target destroyed,” the computer chirped in his ear.
worked…

The John Derry roll

A moment later, he was in formation with his erstwhile enemy and received an
‘ok’ and ‘thumbs up’ gesture from the other pilot; it was one way of giving praise
non-verbally from one pilot to another and in the Viper community, it was highly
coveted. Beckett returned it with a sharp salute before breaking off and merging
back into the larger dogfight.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Hoder, Thule System, Battlestar Odyssey
“Turn to port and maintain a CBDR course,” Admiral Szabo ordered as he
watched the dradis display Hecate’s turn. A pall of doom had descended on the
CIC after Szabo had entered and in Deguya’s opinion everyone appeared on edge
and jumpy. They didn’t respect the Admiral as much as feared him. Shooting
Commander Paulson had guaranteed that attitude among the crew.
The damage control board showed that Odyssey was on her last legs. Every two
seconds, Hecate launched another volley. Every two seconds more of Odyssey’s
systems died. “Admiral, our position here in untenable,” Thornton told Szabo. “Lt.
Sage is plotting a jump to Balder; I think we might be able to lose them in Balder’s
Belt.”
Szabo turned and cocked his head at Thornton while narrowing his eyes.
“What? Why would we jump? Snow Leopard and Pilum are still with us, and we
still have working weapons, so we can still fight.”
Deguya studied the plot. Sera Chase is going to be able to add a broom to the
sword she’s going to win, because she’s going to take Szabo in a clean sweep, he
silently mused. It’s as if Szabo is throwing away his ships just to find out what
Chase’s capabilities are and how she’ll react to certain situations.
“Admiral,” Thornton leaned close to Szabo so that Deguya had to strain to hear
what he said. “If we jump with what we have now, we can harass Admiral Chase’s
forces when they move against Saga. We might even be able to take out Amaterasu

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 132
if we play our cards right.”
“You want us to run?” Szabo barked loud enough that everyone in the CIC could
hear him. “I don’t think I need your services any longer, Colonel,” the Admiral
added, steely eyed. “In fact, I suggest you leave the CIC. Odyssey will jump when
I say it’s time to jump, and that time isn’t yet. We’re not close enough to Hecate.”
Thornton narrowed his eyes, looked like he was going to protest, but after a
moment stood at attention, and simply stated, “I stand relieved.” He then turned
and walked out of the CIC. Deguya was tempted to step in as senior judge and end
the game; the Gods knew he had enough justification.
Under normal
circumstances, he would have done so as soon as Szabo pulled his sidearm on
Commander Paulson.
Yet I didn’t, he silently chided himself. The sealed orders he received an hour
before he boarded the now abandoned Kali were all that prevented him from doing
what any judge would have done.
Chief Runkle’s voice brought Deguya away from the meeting with the courier
and back to the present. “Admiral? We just lost the starboard landing bay and the
only weapons we have operable are our dorsal and ventral mounts blocked by the
head and some point defense mounts. The board is showing fires raging through
most of the forward spaces, and it estimates that we’ve lost half the compliment.
We’re crippled and dying, sir.”
“I don’t need your editorializing, Runkle,” Szabo snapped and kept his attention
focused on the dradis. “Sage, is that jump plotted?”
Lt. Sue Sage turned from her workstation and answered in a clipped and even
voice, “Yes, Admiral. I’m keeping it updated second by second. The jump will put
us into orbit around Balder.”
“Good. At least someone can do their job on this ship.” He walked around the
plot and tugged down his tunic’s cuffs, “Sage, jump the ship when we’re within
1000 meters of Hecate, not a moment before.”
Sage’s eyes slowly grew wide and she shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Sir, I
respectfully must inform you that Fleet regs require a 5000 meter clearance
between capital ships during peacetime jumps.”
“And?” Szabo asked.
dispute the order further.

Deguya sensed that the Admiral was daring Sage to
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“Sir,” Sage began and took a deep breath before continuing, “I will not jump the
ship in violation of Colonial Fleet Regulations. If Odyssey jumps at that range, it
could damage Hecate.”
Szabo shrugged as if it was a minor concern.
Stand down and leave the CIC, I’ll do it myself.”

“You are relieved, Lieutenant.

Orders be damned, this was putting the crews of two battlestars in direct danger.
Deguya finally broke his silence and intervened in the game as Sage walked out of
the CIC. “Admiral, I must insist that you follow the regulations and do not jump
any closer than 5000 meters from Hecate.”
“Oh, you do?” Szabo replied sarcastically. “This is a *war* game, Admiral, and
as such I don’t believe that the peacetime directives come into play.”
Deguya studied Szabo’s body language. A flash on the dradis caught his
attention as the sensor system announced that Pilum and Snow Leopard were both
dead in space. “Admiral, do I need to remind you that I am the senior judge of this
exercise and as such my interpretation takes precedence?” Deguya allowed just
enough steel into his voice and squared his shoulders a bit to reinforce his position.
The comments caused Szabo to pause for a moment. “It is one that as an active
participant I don’t share. We can each log a protest when this is over. For now,
since you’re an observer, I suggest you retire to the ready room and watch the battle
from there.”
The fool is dismissing me, Deguya thought. He began to say something but the
words died in his throat as he saw Szabo’s right hand resting on the butt of his
sidearm. “Very well, Admiral.”
The passageway outside the CIC was deserted except for Colonel Thornton and
Lt. Sage. “Admiral, please tell me he’s not going to jump the ship that close to
Hecate,” Sage urgently asked him.
Deguya’s face gave away his answer. “I’m sorry. He gave me a wordless
ultimatum when I tried to stop him, but now I can do something. Colonel, go to
the Marines’ CIC ready room and have them draw duty weapons and report back
here ASAP. Lieutenant, go get Colonel Siroca, I think it’s time we make things
right.” I just hope we’re in time, he added to himself.
*+*+*+*+*
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Orbit of Hoder, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
“Odyssey has blown through the fighter screen, Admiral,” Cole stated from his
position across from the plotting table where Chase stood.
Her ice blue eyes glanced up at the story told by the dradis display. Chase saw
that Pilum and Snow Leopard had joined Ardent as being classified as either killed
or unable to maneuver or fight. Odyssey, on the other hand, was proving a harder
nut to crack. She had shifted most of Hecate’s fire to the escorts because the air
wing was preventing a safe firing solution. Now that Odyssey had plowed through
the Viper swarm, every gun that could bear received orders to begin firing.
“He’s within 2500 meters,” deWinter said. “I guess he’s not going to jump.”
Cole shook his head. “I don’t believe this…Odyssey’s FTL is spinning up; she’s
getting ready to jump!”
Chase didn’t hesitate, “Helm, forty-five degrees down angle on the bow, all
ahead full!” Thin lipped, she looked at deWinter and held the plotting table’s edge.
“There’s old school, and then there’s ludicrous. What the hell is Paulson doing?”
“I don’t think Sam’s in command, Sera,” deWinter quietly replied as her eyes
never left the dradis. “He’s within the 5k jump exclusion zone.”
Blonde hair bobbed as Chase shook her head. “I agree. Best sound the
collision alarm, just in case.” When deWinter moved to carry out the order, she
turned to Cole. “Make ready to jump the ship. If he jumps, I have a feeling I know
where he’s going and I want to follow him.”
“On it, Admiral!” Cole eagerly responded as the collision alarm began
sounding.
“Lara, please patch me through to Captain Montgomery down in the Marines’
ready room,” Chase asked and realized that what she was about to do had to be
done, war games or not.
“They’re within 1200!” deWinter announced. “1100! Frak…1000!”
The icon that represented the wounded Odyssey blinked out on the dradis.
“They’ve jumped, Admiral,” Cole definitively announced.
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“Meg, please tell the CAG to let the squadrons know that they’re to return to
Odin and Amaterasu or Marduk. We’ll try and pick them up before then, but if not,
that’ll be their home until we return,” Chase told the Flight Operations Officer.
“Mr. Cole, set jump conditions and prepare to jump the ship. You may start the
clock.”
The blonde admiral turned back to the plotting table and her XO.
sustain any damage from the pass?”

“Did we

deWinter shook her head and fire flamed within her eyes. “No, thankfully. We
can probably manage jumps within 200 meters or so, but the rest is a safety
margin. And frankly, after seeing what a Raptor’s jump field did to a training
platform, I don’t want to see what something like Odyssey’s could do to us.”
“This is the last day whoever was in charge over there will hold a command,”
Chase told her XO. “I can’t believe Admiral Deguya allowed things to get this far;
he could have stopped it.”
She shrugged and arched her sculpted blonde
eyebrows. “We’ll sort this out shortly.”
“Jump in 5…4…3…2…1..” Cole counted down the jump clock. “Jump!”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Balder, Thule System, Battlestar Odyssey
Odyssey flashed into existence 1,000km over the planet Balder and slipped into
a stable orbit. Admiral Richard Szabo looked around the CIC and saw nothing but
stunned faces. It was one thing to run close proximity practice jumps against
asteroids, but to perform an actual close proximity jump against another Colonial
warship was unheard of during peacetime in anything outside a carefully planned
exercise.
Szabo stood up from the navigator’s duty station and waved an enlisted dradis
operator over to fill the seat before he allowed his attention to focus on the damage
the ship had taken on its chicken run. “Runkle, how bad are we?”
“If that was live ordnance we were hit with, sir, most of the ship forward of the
CIC would be wreckage and vented to space. The port pod would be unusable and
completely destroyed forward of the forward support strut and the starboard pod
could at best land Raptors or Vipers in the Raptor’s nest.” The chief’s jaw muscles
clenched as he thought about all the friends he would have lost. “The rest of the
bays are trashed. The only weapons we have are a few point defense batteries and
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three main batteries on our dorsal side.” Chief Runkle paused and closed his eyes
for a brief second. “We’re barely able to make headway; the lower thrusters are
destroyed, the port top thruster is down, and the starboard top thruster is at fifty
percent.”
His voice had been neutral up until this point. When he finished his report
Szabo clearly felt the anger and acid it contained. “The computer is saying that
seventy-three percent of the crew is either dead or critically injured. The ship is
dead, sir.”
“It’s a momentary setback,” Szabo replied somewhat manically and waved off
the Chief’s concerns. “Get your crews started on repairs, Chief.”
Runkle raised an eyebrow and appeared to want to say something, but simply
nodded and said, “I’ll get them started, sir.”
Szabo had his mouth open to reply when the enlisted dradis operator
announced in surprised and excited voice, “Dradis contact! Range is 7000 and
course is CBDR! The transponder…it is…it is Hecate, sir…”
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Chapter 12: Clean Sweep
Orbit of Balder, Thule System, Battlestar Odyssey
Shock and surprise transfixed Admiral Richard Szabo when the dradis operator
announced Hecate’s arrival. “How did they find us?” he managed to stutter as he
looked around the CIC and saw nothing but despair, anger, and hostility on the
crew’s faces.
“We’re taking hits,” Chief Runkle announced tonelessly, all traces of emotion
drained from his voice. “Hits amidships, hull breaches reported on decks 10
through 25…we’ve lost the remaining main batteries, sir.”
How could this happen, Szabo thought and tried to think of a fifth corner
solution. Chase was nothing more than a pampered aristocrat; an anachronism in
an era of enlightened egalitarianism where merit was more important than name or
blood. This misguided slip of a girl who had refused his advances was even now
shooting the second ship out from under him.
“Fix them, Chief, but get me something I can use to shoot back with!” Szabo
ordered harshly and looked at the dradis display fervently hoping that Hecate
would turn away. The dradis wasn’t a person you could reason with, but rather it
displayed the product of the current situation’s cold equations.
Szabo noticed Chief Runkle’s reddening face staring back at him and
involuntarily allowed his right hand to rest on his sidearm. “Do you have a
problem with that order, Chief?”
Runkle shrugged.
“Sir, I don’t have anyone to assign; they’re all dead.
According to the computers, out of a crew of more than 2400, there are less than
300 people left alive on Odyssey right now.”
Calm acceptance washed over Szabo and he rolled his shoulders before
squaring them and addressing the CIC. “You are a good crew and Odyssey is a
good ship. But, being good isn’t enough today; today we have to expend the extra
effort and go the extra step. Helm, turn us towards Hecate and make best speed
towards her. If we can’t shoot her out of the sky, we’ll ram her and take her with
us.”
“Sir? Did I hear you correctly that you want us to ram Hecate?” Chief Runkle
stepped away from the Damage Control station and took two steps towards Szabo.
“This is a war game, sir,” he carefully said. “At the end of the evolution we all head
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bay to the yards and have a beer together…”
“NO!” Szabo yelled and caused the Chief to take a step back. “I’ll beat Chase,
if I have to ram this ship down her throat!”
“The point is moot,” Admiral Griffith Deguya’s voice said from behind Szabo,
causing Odyssey’s erstwhile commander to spin around to face the speaker.
Deguya pointed at the main damage control board, “Hecate just destroyed
Odyssey; this ship is nothing more than an expanding cloud of gas with bits and
pieces of battlestar mixed in for crunch. Admiral Richard Szabo, you are hereby
relieved of command and will be escorted to your quarters.”
Deguya paused, and then held out his right hand, “Your sidearm, Admiral.”
Eight Marines in full battle kit stood with Admiral Deguya. Just behind them, he
saw Colonels Thornton and Siroca, as well as Lieutenant Sage. The sneer that
started forming was stillborn when he realized that the M-22 rifles leveled at his
chest didn’t have blue barrels or translucent blue magazines, but rather black
barrels and issue translucent amber magazines. Slowly and with deliberate care,
he unsnapped the web belt that held the 5/7 in its holster and its two spare
magazines and handed it to Deguya. “I stand relieved,” he said defiantly before
two Marines stepped forward to escort him out of the CIC.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Balder, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase watched Odyssey’s icon flash from red to
yellow on the overhead dradis display and smiled with grim satisfaction. It had
been a gamble jumping to Balder, but her gut told her it was the right decision at
the time and the dradis confirmed her hunch. “Helm, please bring us about and
match Odyssey’s course and speed.”
“Admiral?” Petty Officer Lara Pickman asked. “I have Captain Montgomery on
the line; shall I transfer him down to the plot?”
“Please do.” A moment later, Chase picked up the handset and spoke to the
Marine captain. “Captain Montgomery, I may be boarding Odyssey and I’d like to
have some Marines with me. Please assemble a platoon and have them stand
ready.”
Montgomery’s deep voice instantly replied, “Aye, aye, sir. Ah…” he hesitated,
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“is this still within the restrictions of the war game?”
“No. This is official, Captain, arm your Marines accordingly,” Chase replied.
“Yes, sir, we’ll be ready within two minutes.”
“Thank you. Chase, out.” She put the handset back on the cradle and looked at
her XO. “I hope it doesn’t come to that, Connie. I’d like you and Vic to listen in on
this call…”
Lara interrupted Chase before she could add anything further. “Admiral, I have
Odyssey Actual on the wireless; he’s asking to speak with you.”
“Please put it through down here and include Colonel deWinter and
Commander Kailo,” Chase asked before she turned back to deWinter and arched
an eyebrow as if to say, ‘now what?’
When Lara signaled that the call was transferred she picked up the handset.
“Odyssey Actual, this is Hecate Actual. What’s going on over there?” she asked
conversationally.
The voice that responded wasn’t one that Chase expected. “Hecate Actual, this
is Admiral Griffith Deguya. Admiral Szabo has been relieved of duty and pending
Commander Paulson’s recovery, Colonel Siroca will be in command.”
Chase’s eyes narrowed and she cocked her head slightly.
everything ok over there?”

“Admiral, is

Deguya offered a short laugh. “We’re getting things back onto an even keel,
Sera. Did Hecate suffer any damage from the jump?”
“No, sir; we’re fine, just a little surprised that Odyssey decided to play a game of
chicken with us,” Chase replied with as much humor as she could put in her voice.
“Are Commander Paulson’s injuries severe?”
“They aren’t, thankfully. He should be on his feet in a day or so.” Deguya’s
voice turned serious, “Sera, I need you and your CIC staff to submit reports
regarding Odyssey’s jump at Hoder. When the games are over, we’re going to
review everything that happened and I’ll convene a board of inquiry at Bifrost to
determine what further actions will be recommended.”
“I’ll have my staff prepare the reports before they go off watch today.” Chase
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hesitated before she asked the next question; it wasn’t a one she wanted to ask, but
given the recent developments, it was one that she felt she had to ask. “Admiral,
with Admiral Szabo relieved from duty, are the games going to continue?”
Chase could hear the smile in Deguya’s voice when he answered. “Of course
they’re going to continue. Szabo got himself ‘killed’; that just means the ground
element can fight their half of the battle without having to worry about Fleet
interference. Even the Marines respect General Carver, so I wouldn’t expect the
same type of cakewalk once you get to Saga that you had today.”
“I understand, sir,” Chase answered. “Will you be coming aboard to supervise
the rest of the games?”
“Not right away. Once things are back to normal here, I’ll transfer to Amaterasu
so I can see the ground battle; I don’t want to intrude on Admiral Vaught’s turf.”
“Very well, sir. With your permission, I’m going to return to my battle group
and continue with the exercise.”
“You may return to your group. Before you leave, I have to say that you caught
me off guard this morning, too. Carry on, Admiral. Deguya, out.”
“There’s high praise, Sera,” Kailo said when the line faded to static. “Deguya
isn’t one to admit being caught off guard. Well done.”
“Thanks, Vic.” Chase flexed her shoulders and looked at deWinter, “Connie,
make sure everyone in the CIC prepares a report for Admiral Deguya before they go
off shift today. Mr. Cole, plot a course back to Hoder so we can recover our air
wing. We have an invasion to win.”
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Saber 6
The Raptor had been on the ground barely sixty seconds before it lifted off into
the night sky and accelerated down the valley. Four camouflaged shapes had
poured out of it during its short time on the ground, crouched in a dispersed circle,
and allowed their senses to become one with the night. Slowly, haltingly, the night
noises returned.
Half an hour after they arrived, one of the four started slowly moving towards a
thicker, darker patch of woods. It moved slowly like a crouched inky shadow
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creeping through the grasses and around the small bushes until swallowed by the
deeper darkness. Over the next fifteen minutes, the three remaining shapes each
made a similar journey to the thicker woods.
“This sure beat jumping from low orbit,” the last one to reach the darkness
whispered.
“Damned straight, it does, Fenton,” the first one whispered back. “Ok, we’re
here, we didn’t lose any gear, and no one’s injured. So far, we’re good. Silva,
Dean, I want you two to make sure the designators are working. Fenton, you’re on
overwatch while I make sure our ride dropped us where we’re supposed to be and
not on the wrong side of town.”
“Copy, El Tee,” Fenton said and drifted off into the darkness.
“On it, Boss,” Silva answered, her soft voice somewhat out of place in the dark
wilderness. “C’mon, Dean, let’s get these knocked out.”
Fifteen almost soundless minutes later, Silva crouched next to El Tee.
“Everything’s working according to spec, including the spares.”
“Good work, Silva. Let’s get packed and moving; we have to be at our first
waypoint before dawn.”
Their first waypoint was ten kilometers distant and in a moderately built up
industrial park. The Colonial Defense Force hadn’t spared any expense when it
built the massive Albion Plains practice ranges. They constructed everything from
single building farms to massive industrial districts over the years, and each year the
ranges grew in complexity and detail. The buildings weren’t cheap shells; they
were built and finished according to Colonial building codes, and had electricity,
running water, paved streets, even residents.
The only difference between training at Albion Plains and actual combat was
that live ammunition wasn’t involved. For the Colonial Marines, Army, and Close
Orbit Aerospace Force, it was as realistic as the Fleet’s war games, and in many
cases, more so.
Second Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida grew up in a rural borough on Virgon.
From the time he learned how to crawl, he was outside with his father, a
professional hunter and guide, working the land. The suppressed M-22 rifle he
carried replaced the shotgun or hunting rifle he carried as a teen, and felt just as
natural in his hands. Everyone in his family had served in the military in some
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capacity. His great-great-great grandmother had been Empress Iolanthe’s personal
bodyguard and his great-great-grandfather had served as the Sergeant Major of the
Duke Of Westfield’s household cavalry.
Service was in his blood and in the Colonial Marines, he found a second home.
This was his first large scale combined arms war game that included everything
from fleet action to man to man combat, and after sitting on Amaterasu feeling like
a helpless target, it felt good to be on his feet, under the stars, and leading Marines
into battle.
Ahead, Fenton suddenly crouched and raised his left hand, clenched in a fist.
Dawn was less than an hour away and they still had more than a kilometer to go
before they’d be at their hide. Salagiida duck walked forward and whispered,
“What do you see?”
“Over there…about forty meters or so…” Fenton whispered and pointed off to
the right of their trail.
Salagiida squinted and then looked to one side of where his point man
indicated. There, something moved. “C’mon, Fergus, you wanted to go for a walk
at this ungodsly hour, it’s time to potty!” The voice belonged to an older woman
and was gentle but firm, and after a moment, he saw who she was talking to; Fergus
was a small black and tan dog, a terrier breed common to Virgon.
“We wait; if we do something the dog will start barking and our cover will be
blown,” Salagiida cautioned.
A moment later the woman exclaimed, “Good boy, Fergus, good boy!” She
bent down out of sight for a moment, and when she stood up had a small bag in
the hand that wasn’t holding the leash. “C’mon, let’s go home and I’ll give you a
treat and maybe I’ll be able to get an hour of sleep before I have to get up.”
Salagiida held his team in place for five minutes after the woman and dog had
passed from sight. “Ok, we need to make up some time. It’s only about a klick and
we have a bit more than three quarters of an hour until sunrise. Let’s move.”
Fenton nodded and slowly stood and started forward and Salagiida had to
remind himself that if the Cylons came back they wouldn’t be walking little black
and tan dogs.
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Saber 6
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Saber 6 had been on the move for almost forty-eight hours. They managed a
few hours rest at the first waypoint, but after that, they hadn’t rested for more than
an hour at a time. Salagiida was impressed with the preparations the OpFor,
members of the Colonial Army’s 106th Composite Division, had made. The Army
unit knew the practice ranges as well as any local militia or garrisoned military
unit, and put that knowledge to good use. When the ground war started, he’d be
facing both the Army and his fellow Marines of the 12th Marine Division.
One of the standing rules of Golden Sword was that the ground forces couldn’t
deploy to a high readiness posture until the attacking fleet showed up in orbit, the
first shots were fired in fleet combat, or some other direct sign that hostilities were
commencing. The rules served two purposes; first, and most directly, they leveled
the playing ground somewhat so that the attackers, in regimental strength, would
have a chance against more than division of defenders. The second reason wasn’t
officially talked about much outside closed doors planning sessions; should internal
warfare breakout within the Colonies, this would help prepare the units, both the
attacker and OpFor in the exercise, for limited reaction time expeditionary
operations.
The small unit currently occupied the top floor of a four-story office building.
Silva had suggested the location when they were still in mission prep on
Amaterasu. Salagiida had to admit, her reasoning was sound and she was dead on
target with her photo recon analysis. Their target was a command center fifteen
hundred meters distant and visible through a narrow courtyard or alleyway
between two buildings adjacent to the one they occupied. The field of view at
fifteen hundred meters was more than enough to designate all the targets and the
extra buildings would help mask their presence.
“The plan is to remain here until the initial attack,” Salagiida began. They all
knew the plan as they all had a hand in developing it, but it felt right to the young
lieutenant to go over it one more time. “Silva and Dean will designate the primary
targets while Fenton and I will spot. If the dice are really in our favor, Fenton and I
will designate the secondary targets or targets of opportunity.”
The three members of his team nodded. “I haven’t seen any patrols larger than a
single utility truck,” Fenton stated. “Two in front, two in back, with a pintle
mounted heavy machinegun for support. They pass every two and a half hours or
so.”
“Good. The sun is going to be down in half an hour,” Salagiida said after
looking at his watch. “Full dark should be shortly after, so if you need to use a
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light, use the inside room we blacked out. Dean, you and Fenton have the second
watch, Silva and I will take the first.”
Ten minutes later after Fenton and Dean had retired to the inside room, Silva sat
down next to Salagiida and handed him a package of chicken and rice. “I told you
I could cook,” she teased.
“I never said you couldn’t…” Salagiida began. “But can you explain to me what
happened to the hot dogs?”
“I promise, once this tour is over and you make me an honest woman, I’ll show
you how good I can cook!” Iris Silva promised him.
Salagiida took a bite of the food. “This isn’t half bad,” he teased back. He sat
there for a few moments chewing another forkful of chicken and rice and thought
about the day they were both looking forward to coming. Regulations prohibited
their relationship, but in another three weeks, it would be a moot point; Iris would
be on her way to OCS and no longer be a junior NCO and they could both go
public. “Big or small?” he finally asked.
“Not big, but not small, either,” she answered after a second of thought. “Close
family, close friends, maybe a handful of others, but that’s it. It’s our day, not
theirs.”
“I like that.” And he did. He’d known Iris Silva since the third grade when her
family moved to his town. Even then, at that young age, he knew that girl, now the
woman sitting next to him, would share his life and future. It was random chance
that she was part of his platoon.
A flash of light caught his attention. “Hand me the night vision binoculars,
please…” When he had them, he put them up to his eyes and looked through the
break between the buildings. He didn’t like what he saw. “Take a look, through
the gap, in the little park along this side of the river…”
Silva swore when the location swam into a green tinted view. “Frak…They’re
setting up a calliope battery. From there they’ll be able to cover the river and
eastern approaches, and with the buildings at their back, anyone approaching from
the west will be in their sights before they know what’s happening.”
“Prepare a squirt for the next time one of the escorts is scheduled to rattle their
cage,” Salagiida told her. “It’ll be cutting us real tight, but if we can’t get another
team to take them out, Fenton and I will have to do it.”
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“Dean and I can self spot,” Silva added. “We won’t be as efficient, but we’ll be
able to do it.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Admiral Chase sat down at the head of the conference table and felt the
excitement present in the room. They were a few hours from launching the
invasion of Saga and the commencement of the riskiest part of their plan. Seated
around the table were her XO, the ship commanders of her battle group, Colonel
Butler who commanded the Marine regiment on Amaterasu, and Lieutenant
Colonel Reese, her CAG. The only person missing was Lieutenant Colonel Raama
because Dodona was in Saga’s far orbit monitoring the communications traffic.
Also present were Admirals Deguya and Vaught, both sitting on a sofa along one
wall of the room.
She ticked off the meeting items as they were covered. Finally, she came to
Saber 6’s report. “I’m concerned about this. I’m fairly certain that the Habus will
be fine, barring a lucky shot, but I’m worried about the landers.”
Commander Lydia Valentine nodded. “So am I; where there’s one, there’s
bound to be more. Since we’re going to be going in as a group, I’ve tasked my
Vipers for Iron Hand missions. With your permission, I’d like to borrow two of
Marduk’s Viper squadrons for the same role. I’ve also had a squadron of Raptors
retasked as decoy platforms, so between the Iron Hand Vipers and the Raptors, I
think we should be fine. The Habus will go in first along with the EW birds; that
will create a lot of confusion.”
“I agree with your plan; go ahead and reallocate the squadrons as you need,”
Chase said and made a note of the change.
“Thank you, Admiral. I’m ready to get involved and finally bare Amaterasu’s
teeth!” Valentine commented and drew nods from the commanders in her escort
squadron.
“Good!” Chase stood and motioned for her officers to remain seated. “Another
habit of mine,” she explained and walked to the side bar and retrieved two bottles
of wine and enough glasses for everyone in the room. After she poured each
person a glass of wine, including the two admirals, she returned to the head of the
table and held up her glass. She began after everyone stood, “To victory!”
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“To victory!” her officers replied and finished to toast.
“We jump off in twelve hours. Good luck and good hunting!” Chase said after
the toast was over.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Habu 302
“Ready to go downtown, Box?” Cricket cheerfully asked over the wireless.
Box gave her a quick laugh. “Define ‘downtown’, Cricket.”
Cricket shook her helmeted head in her cockpit and saw the massive armada
forming up all around her. All of Amaterasu’s drop ships and landers were in
formation, along with a goodly number of her shuttles and Raptors. Launching
them before the jump would save precious minutes when they arrived in orbit
around Saga. “Well, there’s a town, and we’re going ‘down’ to it, so technically
we’re going downtown. And then we shoot stuff. Sounds pretty straight forward to
me.”
She could picture the dramatic sigh she heard over the wireless. “The last time
you wanted to go downtown I had to pull corn silk from my starboard missile bay
door.”
“Pfft,” Cricket snorted. “Yeah, yeah. But even you admitted you had fun during
that approach. Anyway, there aren’t any cornfields this time around.”
Now Box laughed. “No corn, but there’s at least one calliope battery down
there. Oh well, you only live once. I’m ready to jump when you are.”
“That’s the spirit! We’ll be jumping in thirty…everyone in the squadron is
jumping at the same time.”
The channel went quiet for a moment before Box spoke again, this time the
jocularity was gone from his voice. “Be careful out there, Crick…” She smiled and
felt her heart skip a beat. It always did when he turned serious and showed his
concern for her welfare. “Good hunting!”
“Thanks, Box…you, too…” she said almost shyly before adding, “Good
hunting!”
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Twenty seconds later the forty Mk. III Habus assigned to Hecate jumped for
Saga.
Ten minutes after Habu 302 jumped for Saga, the rest of the fleet followed in a
cavalcade of jump flashes.
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Chapter 13: Away All Boats!
Tyne Valley, Saga, Thule System, Habu 302
Two small, quick, silver flashes announced the arrival of Habu 301 and 302 in
the wide, dark river valley. Cricket felt the stick and pedals respond to the sudden
airflow over the control surfaces and grinned at the feel of ‘real’ flying.
Accelerating to just short of Mach 1, she directed the dark grey fighter down to an
altitude of 50 meters. “You there, Box?” she asked.
The Tyne River ran through the Albion Plains practice range and split the urban
center into two uneven parts colloquially known as East Albion and West Albion.
East Albion was where most of the industrial and business parks were located and
West Albion was more professional and urban, with a majority of the residential
and city environments.
“Just behind and to the right of you, Crick. Our first waypoint is coming up in
twenty seconds,” Box calmly replied as if jumping into a river canyon in the dark
before the dawn and then flying hell bent for leather a few dozen meters off the
river was a common occurrence.
The original plan had called for them to fly along the river until they reached
Albion and then pop up to about 500 meters to acquire their targets. The calliope
batteries forced a change of plans. Cricket was confident that the mobile fire
control dradis couldn’t paint them, let alone get a solid lock on them, but if there
was one surprise, the Rule of Plus One mandated that she should expect another.
Their revised attack plan would follow a smaller valley that snaked northeast and
allow them to approach from a more easterly direction and use East Albion to mask
their approach.
Cricket glanced at the moving map display and saw the navigation cues. “Copy,
Box. Waypoint in fifteen…”
Fifteen seconds later, Cricket banked the Habu to the right and left the wide
spaces of the Tyne River valley for the closer confines of the Avon River valley. The
Avon was a small tributary that lazily meandered down from the mountains and
compared to the Tyne’s 500 meter plus width, was a baby at barely 75 meters wide.
Behind her, Box slid into a trailing formation and followed her through the narrow
valley.
Spruce forests covered the valley sides and gently swayed in the breeze giving
the illusion that the hills were alive and moving. Silver light from Seer, Saga’s only
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moon, reflected off the river and lent a mystical feel to the valley. Even though the
pre-game survey didn’t show any barriers or obstacles bridging the river, Cricket
preferred to err on the side of caution and made sure her short range dradis and
FLIR swept the valley ahead of her just in case something was missed.
“You know, I still think this is a crazy scheme,” Box’s voice announced from the
speakers in her helmet.
“And that’s exactly why it will work,” Cricket confidently answered as she
banked the Habu on its left wing and turned to the north for a moment before
leveling out. “Remember, I promised you no corn silk this time.”
Box chuckled. “Yes, you did. This will teach me to ask more questions the next
time you say, ‘I’ve got a plan…’.”
“You’re learning my tricks. In a couple minutes we’ll be boosting for orbit and
this will all be a fond memory…assuming I don’t need a spatula to pry your ass off
the bang seat,” she chided.
Two minutes after entering the Avon River valley, Habu 301 and 302 flew
through a pass and into the low hills east of Albion. The time for idle banter was
over and both Cricket and Box focused solely on the mission. Cricket fought the
urge to push the throttles forward to the stops and accelerate far past Mach 1 and
instead maintained a speed that was just shy of supersonic. A quick glance over
her shoulder confirmed that Box was trailing just off her starboard wing.
Together, the two Habus streaked over the early morning landscape that was still
cloaked in darkness. Cricket took a moment to reflect on Box’s comment that her
plan was crazy. It was, but it was also audacious and to her knowledge hadn’t
been done outside of a video game. First time for everything, she thought and
flexed her hands on the throttle and stick.
Cricket’s keen eyes picked up the flash of light that would serve as their next
waypoint and her mind pondered for a moment the curious piece of information
that made her plan possible. “There’s more here than meets the eye,” she muttered.
“Much more…” Her speculations were cut short as the light flashed past her port
wing and she gently slipped the Habu to the left and then eased the throttles back
and settled in at 800 kilometers per hour and descended until she was even lower
than before.
The Terrain Following Dradis, or TFD, kept the Habu a steady seven meters
above the surface. Cricket was good, but flying manually at this speed and altitude
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wasn’t a risk she was willing to take during peacetime exercises; the Habu was
longer from nose to tail than the distance between its belly and the surface and a
split second delay reacting to the terrain would spell certain doom.
Attacking Banshee would be a walk in the park compared to the next few
minutes. The battlestar was caught by surprise, but here, the defenders had had
several days to prepare for the eventual invasion. This is where the women are
separated from the girls, went through her mind as the lights of East Albion quickly
grew from a glow on the western horizon to a landscape lit by street lights, factory
lights, and numerous other sources that were common to a medium sized city.
It was time to thread the needle. Cricket took a deep breath of oxygen and felt
her mind go crystal clear and saw everything with an almost painful clarity. Her
left hand eased the throttles back and she felt the Habu slow. The instruments
indicated that she was now flying at 300 kilometers per hour and as she eased the
stick slightly forward she watched the altimeter creep down from seven meters to
six, then to five, and finally stop at four.
A five story office complex flashed past her port wing and she allowed her eyes
to glance up at the third, fourth, and fifth floors that rose above her as she screamed
down the left two lanes of the highway they had been following since the lonely
streetlight that marked their last waypoint and that cut through East Albion’s center
like a knife. Like most Colonial cities, the roads had street lights, yet unlike most
cities where the lights rose up and then curved over the road these were simple
pole mounted affairs with six floodlights topping each. Also, unlike older Colonial
cities, East and West Albion’s utility lines were all underground.
Instead of flying over the city like they originally planned, Cricket and Boxcar
were now flying through the city by skimming along one of the primary
thoroughfares. It was dangerous and very ballsy, but it masked their approach from
anything by a chance encounter or small arms fire until they left the urban sprawl.
As soon as they left the sprawl behind them, they’d salvo fire their missiles and then
accelerate out of the target area.
Cricket didn’t have much time to study the city as it flashed past her. She turned
on her targeting dradis and was immediately rewarded by circular danger zones
representing the OpFor’s dradis sites. The circles were almost too small to see since
the computer computed the effective range based on the Habu’s aspect to the
emitter, the range, ground clutter, the emitter’s wavelength and strength, and the
type of weapon it controlled. Still, stealth wasn’t very good against lucky shots or
the human eye looking in the right direction at the right time.
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Three of the four missiles Habu 302 carried had pre-programmed targets.
Cricket was holding the fourth missile in reserve for the calliope installation across
the river that Saber 6 reported. Habu 301’s missiles were likewise configured and
between them they would be able to suppress or outright destroy the four known
missile sites with the command center receiving a pair of the air to surface missiles.
If they were presented with more than two targets they’d have to go to guns, and
that increased the danger exponentially.
“Fire control set to automatic,” Cricket said for the flight recorder’s benefit. “As
soon as it has the rouge calliope locked down it’ll fire the fourth missile.” She
didn’t have to wait long. The Habu gave a slight shudder as the missile bay doors
snapped open in preparation for ‘launching’ the fighter’s deadly cargo.
The sleek grey fighter rocketed out from between two buildings and its jet wash
flattened a decorative hedgerow that followed the road as Habu 302 crossed from
pavement to grass parkland. It took a second from the time the first missile
‘launched’ until the third missile ‘launched’ and the port missile bay door snapped
shut.
Suddenly the dradis warning receiver sounded in her ear with enough anxiety to
raise the recently sedated. “Frak!” Cricket exclaimed and jinked the Habu to the
left in an attempt to break the lock. A calliope was one of the most dangerous
close-in air defense weapons fielded by the Colonial military. It earned its name
because it looked like the musical instrument turned on its side; a cluster of tubes
in a mount that could rotate and elevate it at more than 130 degrees per second.
Each of the thirty six tubes contained in the fire unit held six rounds and could fire
all 216 rounds in less than one five-thousandth of a second.
It could, quite literally, put up a wall of lead that would shred anything it hit.
Cricket managed to lock onto the firing unit and launch her last missile a split
second before the computer told her Habu 302 was mortally wounded.
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Saber 6
The emergency transponder chirped in Salagiida’s ear and the young lieutenant
gritted his teeth. Moments before he saw the dark grey Habu abruptly change its
flight path and settle more or less into a shallow ballistic arc that carried it several
blocks west and away from the river. Three meters away, Silva and Dean crouched
behind small hard cases connected to tripod mounted weapon designators. “How
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much longer until we can get out of here?” he asked no louder than a whisper but
which sounded like he was screaming in the deathly silent room.
“Another minute or so; the strike package should be at their IP about now,” Silva
answered without looking up from the hard case. Faint reddish light illuminated
her camouflaged face as she centered the aiming point on her assigned target 1500
meters distant.
Salagiida crouched between her and Dean. “As soon as the shots are registered,
we need to hightail it out of here; the Habu that slagged the calliope took a few
rounds and ‘crashed’ a couple blocks west of here. We’re the closest so we get to
go make sure they don’t get captured.”
Dean nodded. “No prob, El Tee. As soon as we have confirmation, we’ll pull
the memory cores and abandon the spotters. We’ll be ready to roll thirty seconds
later.”
“Good.” Salagiida stood and let his specialists do their jobs. He crossed the
room and told Fenton about the developments. “I think it came down about here,”
he pointed to a location about six blocks from their current location. “If the pilot
maintained the trajectory, this is the place.”
Fenton groaned.
“There’s a lot of open area there, Boss.
Parking lots
surrounding a small park and all of the buildings around it are two to four stories
high. We could be walking into a target rich environment.”
The lieutenant chuckled. “Just so long as we don’t turn into the targets, I’m cool
with it. We need to get there ASAP, but the goal is *getting there*. Any thoughts?”
“I have one, but I don’t think anyone’s going to like it,” Fenton offered and
shrugged. “My old platoon sergeant was here about ten years ago for Fallback and
told me a story about how he and his squad were cut off from their platoon and in
order to evade the OpFor, they went into the sewers.”
“The sewers? Makes sense, this city has everything else, why not sewers?”
Salagiida rhetorically asked.
“Yeah, but see, these weren’t like what he expected; these were big enough to
stand tall and wide enough for a couple people to walk abreast. They were laid out
in a grid pattern, just like the streets, and his squad was able to make it back to the
main body as if they were on a Sunday stroll,” Fenton explained.
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Salagiida thought about it for a moment and glanced out the windows that
formed part of the wall. They were tinted and glossy for privacy and to someone on
the ground all they’d see is a dark window…just perfect for an OpFor observation
post to spot them. “Ok, we’ll go into the sewers. Find me a place in the alley out
back that we can use to go down.”
Sonic booms announced the strike package’s arrival a few seconds later.
“Locked!” Silva said loud enough to be heard by everyone in the room. Dean
echoed her a heartbeat later. Abandoning the two spotters would lighten their load,
and Salagiida was tempted to order the two spares left behind as well. No, he
thought, the ground segment of the operation is less than a few minutes old and we
may need them later on because I don’t think we’ll be coming back here, he
concluded to himself.
“We’re done!” Dean shouted and began removing the spotter’s memory core.
“We’re good to go, El Tee!”
“Well done!” Salagiida told him and then said, “We’re going to try something
Fenton told me about and if it works, we should be able to make a bee-line directly
for the downed pilot and if necessary, get out of the area the same way.”
As Fenton led them down the stairs, Salagiida explained the plan the point man
had put together. Neither Silva nor Dean was thrilled with going into the sewers,
but as Silva concluded, “It beats getting captured or whacked.”
When they reached the ground floor, Fenton led them through the building to a
receiving area. Along one wall was a closed loading dock and next to it was a
smaller personnel door. The rest of the room was filled with the bric-a-brac that
any office building’s receiving area would have; a small office for the clerk, several
bins with office numbers stenciled on them, and a number of hand carts and
dollies. Salagiida swept the small office and wondered why the Ministry of Defense
went to the expense to furnish a receiving office; inside was a desk, several office
chairs still wrapped in plastic, and a workstation on the desk.
Whatever the reason, he didn’t have time to give it more than a cursory thought
as he turned and rejoined his team. Dean had secured the door leading into the
receiving area and Silva was with Fenton as the latter slowly and gently eased open
the smaller door. Soundlessly, Fenton slipped through the opening and Silva eased
it closed behind him.
“My uncle would probably want to lease space here,” Dean stated. “He’s got an
insurance company back on Canceron and he’s always bitching about the cost of
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real estate.
furnished.”

All he’d need to do is bring his people…these offices are already

Anything Salagiida or Silva was going to say was interrupted by two quick
knocks on the door followed by three slower knocks. Silva eased the door open
and Fenton slipped back in. “Near as I can tell, we’re clear. There’s a manhole
cover about twenty meters away and it has fairly decent concealment from the
cross streets.”
“Ok, then, let’s go,” Salagiida ordered and watched his team fall into their
traveling order.
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, M-75A3 Keres Bad Medicine
“I hate this frakking part!” Corporal Hobart Hobbs exclaimed as Condor 629
slammed through Saga’s atmosphere on its screaming descent to the planet’s
surface. The massive dropship had materialized moments earlier 10,000 meters
above sea level after the combat jump was completed. The sudden airflow over the
wings, fuselage, and stabilizers shook the ship and let everybody onboard know
they were still alive.
“Bitching about won’t make it any better, Hobbs,” Sergeant Mitchell ‘Doc’
Danforth told the young man. “Just hang on, we’ll be through the chop in a few
moments…” he added and yawned.
“I still don’t like it…” Hobbs protested.
His gripe was met by an exasperated sigh from Bad Medicine’s only female crew
member. “Hobbs, if something happens, it’ll be over before you can wet your
pants. I remember this practice drop we did over Hibernia three, no, four years
ago…One of the escort Vipers collided with a Thunderbird. Damn. What a
frakking mess! The Viper jock managed to punch out, but the crew of the ‘bird and
the Marines…” She brought both hands together in a loud clap, “Splattered all
over the impact crater!”
Doc rolled his eyes. “Kait, did anyone ever tell you that you had a real sick
sense of humor?”
Kait shrugged. “It’s a family trait. There’s no fun on Sagitarron so we have to
come up with things. Allow me my fun, Mr. Almost a Doctor who ran off to join
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the Marines.” She threw Doc a wink as she said the last comment.
Doc shook his head and considered the crew of Bad Medicine, his tank’s crew.
Corporal Kaitlyn Macy was a petite brunette who still looked like a high school
aged teenager. Her sense of humor ran to sick and twisted, something she
compounded by drawing little stick figures next to the driver’s hatch to signify the
people she’d ‘run over’ with the tank. For all her faults, she handled the 75 ton
M-75A3 Keres better than most professional drivers handled a race car.
Next to her sat Private First Class Briggs Rocca, Bad Medicine’s loader and
electronics tech. Rocca was a quiet and studious sort who preferred reading the
classics and old movies rather than carousing on leave and wrote to his girlfriend at
least once a day. He might be a bit socially awkward, but give the boy a box of
computer parts and he could build fire control module that would double as a
bread toaster.
The final member of his little crew was Corporal Hobart Hobbs. Every outfit
seemed to have their own version of Hobbs; the epic complainer. Give the guy a
hot meal after two weeks in the field and he’d complain that there wasn’t any gravy
for the mashed potatoes. Complaining was how Hobbs dealt with life and
perfection was the mouse that always seemed one step beyond his cat’s paws. This
subconscious quest for perfection fueled his skill at gunnery and he was the
regimental champion three years running with two perfect scores and a third that
missed being perfect by one point.
And then there’s me, Doc thought, the almost doctor who really did run off to
join the Marines. That wasn’t technically true; he had his MD and was half way
through his residency before he walked away from medicine. He closed his eyes
and willed his stomach to settle as the memory came to mind like an unwanted
guest. He had proposed to Darcy Reyes when they celebrated their first date’s
second anniversary. Two days later he was working the overnight shift at Apollo
Medical Center when the ambulance brought in the sole survivor of a two car
accident.
He was already taking her vitals when he recognized Darcy through all the
blood covering her face. Her vitals were weak and falling and he tried to remain
professional and focus on the job when he felt her hand on his. Her engagement
ring sparkled with a ruby radiance as the harsh florescent lights refracted through
the blood covered diamond. Doc looked down and saw her perfect green eyes
staring up at him as she smiled and whispered, “I love you…” with her last breath.
The first thing he remembered after her death was sitting in the staff locker room
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staring off into space. He never knew how long he’d been sitting there, but it was
at that moment that he knew he could never walk into a hospital as anything other
than a patient. The bloody scrubs hung on his slim frame like his own personal
scarlet letter and rather than pitching them in the hamper, Doc carefully folded
them and sealed them in a plastic bag as his last memory of his beloved Darcy.
Driving around Boskirk at 3AM, Doc searched for some sort of meaning in
Darcy’s death. The gods were certainly capricious and he couldn’t find any rhyme
or reason in the action. His world was crumbling beneath his feet as all his hopes
and dreams didn’t fly away, but were violently and malevolently thrown in a wood
chipper. His life, as far as Doc was concerned, was over. There was nothing at
home; his parents were dead and he didn’t have any other close relation, he didn’t
even have a pet.
Whether it was Hera taking pity on him or just blind luck, his car ran out of gas
in front of a small shopping center in Boskirk’s suburbs and the Colonial Marine
recruiting office was the only storefront that showed signs of life. The recruiter and
three enlistees were preparing for a five mile run when he walked up and asked to
use the phone. His story spilled out like a breached dam when the Sergeant asked
him what was wrong.
Sergeants are the most amazing people, Doc thought. They’re part parent, part
confessor, part motivational speaker, an expert on everything, and the good ones,
the really good ones, have a knack of being able to put those parts together in the
right recipe for the situation and dispense the necessary wisdom. Sergeant Thomas
Francis Stewart was one of the really good sergeants. He sent the enlistees on
ahead of him and stayed behind to make sure Doc was going to be ok. Over coffee
the two traded stories and Doc surprised Steward by asking, “How soon can I join
and start a new life?”
That was twelve years ago and Doc never looked back. He closed up his
apartment, gave everything to charity or friends, and was on a shuttle for Picon 48
hours later.
“Two minute warning!” Doc announced when the pilot’s notification broke
through his musing. “We’re the first off, so as soon as we kiss the ground, I want
Bad Medicine fired up and moving. We’re no longer tourists; it’s time to move like
we have a purpose, people.”
The M-75A3 Keres was the most advanced and dangerous land combat vehicle
ever produced in the Twelve Colonies of Kobol. The small micro-reactor provided
plenty of power for the 120mm railgun, electronics, and motors that powered the
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tracks. The main gun fired Thor’s Hammer, a saboted 45mm solid shot penetrator at
6000 meters per second that was capable of punching a hole in any known or
projected ground combat vehicle. Various other rounds were available, but when it
came to ‘going hunting’, Thor’s Hammer was the go to weapon.
A heavy
machinegun, a pair of light machineguns, a mortar, and a smoke generation system
were all included in the package. The earlier M-75A1 Keres had introduced the
ability to slave the main gun to the sensor suite and given the already formidable
land dreadnaught a limited direct fire anti-aircraft ability.
Kait was already climbing in through the rear hatch when the engines roared
and the Condor shuddered as it quickly shed airspeed. It was officially against
regulations to board the tank until the transport landed, but there are rules that you
have to follow, rules that you should follow, and rules that if you follow them in
wartime could end up causing you and your buddies to go home in body bags.
Every Marine Doc knew routinely ignored the rule prohibiting vehicle crews
entering their vehicles before landing.
“Final approach! Thirty seconds until feet muddy!” the pilot announced over
the intercom.
Hobbs stood at the front of the tank and gently caressed the main gun the way a
lover would caress their partner. Marines, like sailors, all had their superstitions
and habits. Hobbs’ was sweet talking the gun. Whatever, Doc thought, if it gives
him peace of mind, so be it. Rocca patted Bad Medicine’s flank as he made his
way to the rear of the vehicle. “Time to make history,” he whispered to the tank
that was even now coming alive under Kait’s deft touch.
The next thirty seconds passed in a flash and the Condor flared and settled on its
extended landing struts. As soon as the transport was down, Doc heard the
hydraulics lowering the massive loading ramps at the front and rear of the loading
bay. “Ok! Let’s move!” he said into his helmet’s boom microphone and jogged
down the ramp to guide Bad Medicine out of the Condor and onto firm ground.
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Saber 6
Fenton cautiously led the way through the dimly lit sewers. That wasn’t even the
first surprise they found after descending into them. They were remarkably dry with
only small patches of standing water here and there and there wasn’t any of the
detritus Salagiida expected to see. Every so often there was a small drain set into
the floor, smaller than would be practical if all the rain fed into the sewer. Here
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and there, larger access hatches – some more than two meters wide – were set into
the floor. The other two things that were unexpected were all the doors in the walls
and the conduit on the ceiling. Each door was labeled with an alpha numeric
code, a street address, and a simple and direct warning:
This door is not to be used during any military exercise. Failure to comply with
this order will result in disciplinary action that could result in a court martial.
The sewers were wider than Fenton’s story led them to believe and weren’t like
any normal sewers that Salagiida had seen. My tax cubits at work, he thought as
Fenton clenched his left hand and raised the fist, signaling the party to stop just
before he reached the intersection. Without any wasted movement, the scout deftly
‘cut the pie’ and cleared both directions of the intersection before turning right and
disappearing to the north.
Sonic booms, more felt than heard, echoed through the sewers and announced
the main force’s arrival. If the Habu strike kicked over the hornets’ nest, the main
force’s arrival would be a shotgun blast to the nest.
Two short chirps announced Fenton’s return. “We’re clear as far as I can see.
Based on the calculations, we need to go two blocks north and we’ll be on the
edge of the park and right next to an office block.”
Salagiida nodded. “Yours jives with mine,” he confirmed. “With the heavies
landing, we should have some sort of support shortly. For now, though, the OpFor
is going to be shooting at anything that moves, including our wayward package. It’s
time for us to go be heroes.”
Several minutes later Salagiida crouched behind a low landscaping wall and
peered across the parking lot and into the trees that partially surrounded masked
the park. Parked like it owned the lot, Habu 302 sat on its three landing struts. Red
RBF, or Remove Before Flight, tags hung from several locations on the Habu and
fluttered in the gentle breeze. The canopy was down and he confirmed that no one
was in the ship. He ducked down and faced his team before he spoke in a low
voice. “Buildings or park?” he asked.
“Park,” Silva immediately answered. “It has cover, lots of hiding places, and
once you hole up, you can have a good field of view. You’re also on the ground
and can be closer to a pickup point for the SAR bird.”
Dean nodded and when Salagiida looked at Fenton for his answer, the scout
nodded as well. “Ok, park it is. The streets are deserted, but someone had to see
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that come down and is going to come take a look, so the next order of business is
to move to the park ASAP. We’ll go in groups of two; the second group will cover
the first and then the first will cover the second. Dean, you’re with me, Silva,
you’re with Fenton. You two go first, and then we’ll follow.”
It wasn’t an ideal plan and wasn’t even a best plan, but it was a plan and it
worked. Salagiida had just slipped into the woods when the sound of engines
announced the arrival of a truckload of OpFor soldiers.
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Chapter 14: MOUT
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase paused reading the report her XO, Colonel
Constance deWinter, had handed her a minute earlier. “How confident are you
about these numbers, Connie?” she guardedly asked and looked at her friend.
“The small craft losses I’m certain of because I’ve seen the logs. We launched
40 Habus and recovered 39. Amaterasu and Marduk launched 80 Vipers for Iron
Hand Missions and recovered 75. Most of their losses occurred on the last sortie
when they were jumped by COAC Kraits. All of the Condors returned, and four
Thunderbirds were lost. Ten Raptors were either lost or damaged and had to be
‘combat lossed’ on the ground,” the auburn haired XO explained.
The losses were remarkably light given that the defender had more than three
days to prepare, Chase reflected. “Those Kraits are going to be a pain in the ass if
we don’t neutralize them. Do we know where they’re based?” she asked.
deWinter’s smile would have done a shark who just found a clueless tuna proud.
“We do. Habu 325 managed to tail several back to their forward base and
captured some great footage and dradis maps of the area. I’ve had everything
synthesized and the composites are in the appendix of your report. The short of it is
that they’re using a dispersed basing plan that has them under shielded canopies. If
we hadn’t gotten lucky and been able to follow them back to the base, I doubt we’d
have found it without expanding a lot of valuable reconnaissance resources.”
Knowing where the COAC forward base was located offered Chase several
options that ranged from the direct to the subtle. “Are they bringing in additional
fighters and support craft?”
“We’ve been watching it for the last hour and it appears they are. We’ve tracked
four squadrons of Kraits and three of Raptors arrive from outside the combat zone.
This is within the game rules, once they arrive they become valid targets whether
they remain or return to their point of origin. So far, all of them have remained. It
would be really nice if they returned to Bifrost…”
Chase nodded at the comment. “That would put Bifrost into play and from what
I know about General Carver, he isn’t one to make mistakes like that. Still, put a
Raptor on dedicated overwatch to keep an eye on the COAC staging base and one
over Bifrost so that we don’t have to dedicate capital assets to the job.”
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“I’ll have them on station within half an hour,” deWinter told Chase. “I also
know you well enough that I’ll have Meg coordinate with Themis to that we keep a
CAP close by without looking like we’re CAP’ing the base.”
“Exactly,” Chase agreed and flipped the page. “It may or may not work, but I’d
prefer to make their losses look like an unfortunate encounter rather than spook
them and have them relocate. I’m going to see if Lydia can have Butler slip in a
recon team to keep tabs and possibly collect intel, which brings me to the ground
operation itself.”
She paused and scanned the page. “The Marines have been on the ground for
just over three hours and have taken light casualties and are achieving their initial
objectives. So far, so good.” Chase put down the report and stared at the map
spread out on the plotting table. It showed part of West Albion centered on a park.
“What have we heard about Cricket?” Chase finally asked.
deWinter frowned and put her finger on the map. “Saber 6 were the closest
Marines to where she went down, here.” She tapped her finger on a parking lot
next to the park. They found her about ten minutes after reaching the park. That’s
also ten minutes after a truck full of bad guys showed up looking for her. Since
then, they’ve managed to send a squirt telling us they’re headed west and will
contact us as soon as they have a chance.”
Chase’s high blonde ponytail slowly bobbed as she nodded. “And Boxcar?”
“He’s chomping at the bit to go down on the SAR bird and bring her back.”
“Sounds like Box. I need him on regular rotation,” Chase began and held up
her hand when she saw deWinter start to say something. “But let him know that as
soon as there’s something concrete that he can go.”
“Thank you, Sera,” deWinter said after hearing her friend through to the end.
“They’re not very good at keeping things on the QT, are they?”
“No, they’re not. But like most Habu drivers, they’re good about keeping the
important bits under wraps.”
This time deWinter nodded. “Since I know you won’t ask, I’ll tell you,”
deWinter said changing the subject and slyly smiling. “Cora is fine and from
everything I’ve heard, including Beckett’s own AAR, she’s doing an outstanding
job.”
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A faint blush warmed Chase’s cheeks. “Thank you. If that were her down there,
I think I’d be worse than Box.”
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, M-75A3 Keres Bad Medicine
"Gunner! Target, 1500 meters bearing zero eight seven! Fire at will!" Doc
ordered Hobbs as he identified the enemy tank. It was a M-69A8, an older model
that had its turret removed and upgraded with a dradis guided missile system that
could crack Bad Medicine in two if it hit. Old or not, hit a tank with a big enough
shaped charge and all the armor and countermeasures wouldn't save you, he
thought grimly. "Kait, get us out of here, stat!"
"Target acquired," Hobbs quietly said into the boom microphone that extended
from his helmet along the left side of his face. "On the waaaay!"
A split second before the main gun fired, plasma purged the barrel of any
atmosphere and would have allowed the 45mm saboted round to achieve
maximum velocity before reaching the muzzle, if a live round would have been
fired. The burst of golden yellow and orange announced that Thor's Hammer was
on its way.
A mechanical whine and solid 'clunk' announced that the autoloader had
cycled and another round had been loaded. Doc trusted his people; they were
good, they knew their jobs, and they were willing to take the initiative if necessary.
"Hold on, we're going to hit some rough ground," Kait purred over the intercom
and Doc marveled at the calm, almost Zen-like state his driver entered as soon as
she climbed behind Bad Medicine's controls.
What was more important was breaking out of the fields and into the residential
areas. He'd like nothing more than to get into a stand up fight with the OpFor but
the mission plan called for his company to push hard into West Albion and perform
a 'Thunder Run' through the heart of the city. At least this time they gave us two
platoons of mechanized infantry, he thought when the Aegis system sounded the
alarm that a short range missile was inbound.
Automated, the Aegis defensive suite combined short range blinding and dazzle
lasers, directional fragmentation charges, and the remote 12.5mm heavy machine
gun into package that was supposed to keep them alive. "Incoming weapon is
destroyed," the androgynous voice announced.
"Punitive actions are being
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executed." Damned if the system didn't sound aroused at the chance to stick it to
the poor saps who fired the missile.
"Enemy launch team has been neutralized," Aegis announced several seconds
later as Bad Medicine plowed through a hedge row surrounding the wheat field
they'd just crossed. Doc felt the turret traverse and looked at the screen that
showed him what Hobbs saw through the targeting system. Another M-69A8 and a
pair of lighter M-79A1 light armored vehicles. General Carver had his shit squared
away, Doc mused, the defenses weren't one monolithic line but a well planned
defense in depth. Rather than breaking through the main line, Carver had seeded
his forces so that no matter where the invaders went, there would be someone to
either shoot at them, call for reinforcements, or both.
"Target acquired! On the waaaay!" Hobbs announced and Doc smiled when he
saw the ID icon for the M-69A8 flash to yellow.
Hobbs started to announce his next target when Kait broke into the intercom,
"Goo bags approaching from the front left," she informed the crew and used her
term for what she thought of infantry.
Frak! Doc thought as he trained the remote 12.5mm on the approaching
infantry. This isn't like any exercise I've been in...we've been fighting nonstop since
shortly after we landed. "Rocca, unbutton and use the LMG; I want to keep the
twelve-five for vehicles and fortifications."
"On it, Doc!" Rocca replied and popped the loader's hatch and took his place
behind the 7.62mm light machinegun that was mounted there.
"Doc, we jumped the goo bags just as they started digging some defensive
positions. Do you want me to go around or drive through?" Kait asked.
Doc zoomed in on where the infantry had been working. He heard Hobbs
announce two more shots and took a deep breath. The ground element of Golden
Sword was turning out to be every bit as fast and furious as the space element had
been several days earlier. "FIDO, Kait, FIDO!"
Kait didn't disguise the glee in her voice. "Doc, copy FIDO!" she said and
gunned Bad Medicine's drive motors. The Keres was powered by a pair of small
reactors, one on each side of the driver and each was capable of providing about
80% of the power needed to run the tank at peak effectiveness . Rather than let the
extra energy go to waste, the Keres' designers increased the output and torque of
the drive motors well over what the spec originally called for. As a consequence,
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the Keres could out accelerate any other heavily
armored vehicle on the
battlefield, and could give many light armored wheeled vehicles a good challenge.
Doc heard Bad Medicine's motors go from a hum to a whine as Kait took his
orders to heart. FIDO, or 'Frak It, Drive On', was a common term that combined a
go for broke attitude with a dash of flair and healthy dose of attitude. He grabbed
the panic bar and held on as Kait drove the tank through the low earthworks and
over a curb before plowing through a thicket. "That girl is going to be the death of
me..." he muttered.
"Damned straight, Doc," Hobbs told him on the private channel between the
gunner and tank commander. "She's going out of her way to impress you, you
know that don't you? Target Acquired! On the waaaay!"
"Frak, Hobbs! Don't suddenly yell in my ear!" Doc laughed and pointedly
ignored his gunner's other comment.
Bad Medicine fought for another quarter hour before Doc had Kait pull the tank
between a house and a shed. They were deep into the residential district and
managed to get separated from the rest of the company. "Ok people, war council,"
Doc declared. "Rocca, you have overwatch; Kait, you and Hobbs meet me at the
back of the tank."
Doc wanted to stretch his legs and give his kidneys a chance to settle back into
their normal positions and rather than hold the conference in the tank, decided to
hold it by the rear hatch instead. His boots had no sooner crunched on the gravel
when a small black and tan dog wagging his tail ran up to him, sat, barked, and
held out his paw.
"Fergus!" an older woman's voice shouted. "You know better than to run up to
guests; you walk like a little gentleman. These fine people might get the wrong idea
if you ran to them." Doc looked towards the source of the voice and saw an older
woman with collar length white hair and wearing a pair of jeans and a fisherman's
shirt walk around the side of the house carrying a tray with five glasses of
lemonade.
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Saber 6
Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida fired a quick controlled pair of shots as soon as the
luminous green aiming point settled on the enemy soldier's chest. The suppressed
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M-22's bolt was louder than the muzzle blast but the built in laser informed the
other soldier that he was "dead". Salagiida didn't have time to savor the kill as he
swept the right side of the all terrain utility transport and triggered off a fast pair of
hammers at the left shoulder and chest of the soldier partially obscured by the
vehicle's front fender.
He heard Fenton's rifle cycle as the scout neutralized the soldier manning the
large twelve-five heavy machinegun mounted on the vehicle's roof. "Clear!" Fenton
said in a voice that was half whisper and half shout. "Now maybe we can ride
instead of walk!" he added sardonically.
Saber 6 had picked up a temporary member since they emerged from the
sewers. They'd found Lieutenant Oksana Surtova about one hundred meters inside
the park where she'd taken refuge under a bridge along a creek bank. She was an
odd duck for a Viper jock, Salagiida thought. She refused any formality , insisted on
being called Cricket, and displayed a level of fieldcraft that was far more than the
average pilot's SERE training covered. Then there was how she handled the
captured M-22 she currently held at a low ready that increased her respect within
the team. To her credit, she never once complained about the pace Saber 6
maintained since they found her.
"A ride would be nice," Silva commented as her muzzle swept the trail behind
them for any stragglers. "We can get out of this damned urban wonderland post
haste."
"I'm all for that," Dean chimed in from Silva's left. "This place gives me the
willies...It's like one of those 'end of the world' vids where only a couple people
survive after something kills everyone in the Colonies. They traipse through a
deserted city and that's just how I feel. It isn't right...everywhere we've been has
been furnished." He shook his head before rhetorically adding, "It just isn't right."
"Then let's not stick around...we have a truck to liberate," Salagiida said and
walked over to where the three 'dead' soldiers stood. "Sorry for the kill, guys," he
said when he stood next to them. "We're going to have to take your wheels..."
The three soldiers laughed and their leader, a corporal, said, "We made sure to
top off the tank before we left, had an oil change, and had the tires rotated. She's
good to go, El Tee. If you would," the corporal said reaching inside for a log book,
"Could you sign off that you're claiming it? My Gunny gets all twitchy when I lose
things."
Salagiida chuckled. "Sure thing...I was wondering...what's the deal with the
buildings? They're all furnished, like they're waiting for people to move in."
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The corporal, his name tape read 'Stanmeyer', shrugged. "I can't say other than
after the exercise we get to go through all the buildings that saw action and make
sure they're cleaned and put back the way they were."
"Sounds a bit extreme, but I guess if you want the most realism you have to
make it real," one of the privates added.
"Yeah. Ok. You three won't have any trouble getting back to an collection
point, so we're going to be on our way," Salagiida told them. "When this is over, if
you're ever on Amaterasu, look up Saber 6, the first round is on us."
"Will do, El Tee. Good hunting!" Stanmeyer said as Saber 6 and Cricket climbed
into the truck.
"Nothing about this place makes sense," Cricket said once they were on their
way. "Box and I came down the main thoroughfare in East Albion and it was like I
was going downtown in Caprica City. I could almost feel people looking out of the
windows at us. Our tax cubits at work, eh?"
They rode in silence for several moments until Salagiida spoke.
"We
encountered an old lady and her dog the first morning we were here. If someone
had told me I'd have to hide in the bushes because adog was out for his morning
constitutional I'd have laughed. If nothing else, we're dealing with fluid situations."
"No frak!" Fenton growled and quickly twisted the wheel causing the truck to
make a sharp right turn down an alley. Two blocks ahead and blocking the road
were two M-76A2 Argo IFVs. The Argo used the same hull and drive train as the
Keres, but instead of a heavy gun turret had a somewhat higher hull that carried a
squad of troops and a smaller turret mounting a 30mm autocannon.
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, M-75A3 Keres Bad Medicine
"Hey there, fella," Doc said and knelt down to scratch the small dog between
the ears. "I bet this is all a bit exciting for you, isn't it," he asked and the dog put his
paws on his shoulders and licked his face.
"I see you've made a friend," the lady said and handed him a glass of lemonade.
"I have plenty here for all of you, unless they've added crew to a Keres or you're
packing trigger pullers."
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Doc looked at the woman and cocked his head, much the way he imagined
Fergus doing to something that piqued his curiosity. "You're familiar with a Keres,
ma'am?"
"Familiar? You could say that," she smirked. "I wasn't always an old lady."
Boots crunched gravel behind Doc and he heard Kait's voice. "Lemonade?
Thank you!" she said and stepped forward to take a glass already wet with
condensation off the tray. "I'm sorry about the lawn that Bad Medicine tore up."
The older lady made a dismissing gesture with her left hand. "Pish, girl, don't
worry about it. When this is over, I'll submit a report to Construction and Repair
over in East Albion and it'll be taken care of."
By now the rest of Doc's crew had joined him, Kait, and the older lady and
were drinking lemonade. Fergus went from person to person, wagging his tail and
playing the role of fur coated ambassador.
"Fergus is reminding me of my
manners," the woman said. "I'm Camilla Brendan."
Her introduction was met with looks of stunned surprise. "Major Camilla
Brendan?" Doc managed to ask before the others had a chance to speak.
Camilla shrugged and smiled sheepishly. "At one time. Now I'm just eccentric
Cammie Brendan who treats her dog like her kid."
"You're a legend, ma'am..." Doc began.
The older woman held up her hand to stop him.
Cammie."

"Cammie, Sergeant, just

"Um...ok, Cammie, you're a legend within the Corps' armor community and
your engagements from the last two years of the war are required study for all
NCOs and junior officers. If I may be so bold, why are you out here and not back
in the Colonies?"
Cammie offered another smirk and arched her eyebrows. "Out here I can stay
busy and not feel like I was just another face in the crowd."
Her answer was sure cryptic enough, Doc thought, though it was keeping with
the Wraith's enigmatic reputation. Major Camilla Brendan, aka 'The Wraith of
Tauron', had been a Brigadier General during the last two years of the Cylon War
and led her regimental combat team on a brilliant campaign against the Cylons
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holding Tauron's Central Plains region. She had an uncanny knack of moving her
forces around the region so they'd be at the right place and in the right
concentration to overwhelm the Cylons when she decided to engage them. A
decade after the end of the war as the Colonial Defense Forces began to move to a
peace time footing, she was riffed from service as a Major, the rank she held before
being brevetted to take over the 2719th RCT.
They talked for several minutes before Doc sighed.
Cammie..."

"I hate to cut this short,

"I understand. You have a battle to win," she a finished his statement for him.
Her voice betrayed her longing to join the action.
Kait spoke and broke the awkward silence that settled on them. "Cammie...if
we have some leave after the games, do you think I could come by and help fix
your flowerbeds? I mean, I ruined them..."
"Of course you can, though I don't know why you'd want to spend your leave
playing in the dirt with an old woman!" Cammie replied.
"Well, I think Fergus would miss me," Kait said straight faced before winking.
"That was something I never expected," Hobbs said after they'd said their goodbyes and left Cammie Brendan and Fergus behind.
"No, it sure wasn't," Doc told him. And it's one more puzzle about this place,
he added to himself. "Ok, crew, here's what we're going to do," he began and laid
out his plan until they made contact with other friendly forces.
Ten minutes later Rocca exclaimed, "Danger close! Left side, two Argo IFVs at
and dismounted infantry!"
"Take 'em, Hobbs!" Doc ordered and used his gunnery controls to slew the
remote controlled twelve-five so he could engage the infantry. "Rocca, chime in
with the LMG!" Hobbs had already rotated the turret to engage the first Argo and
was announcing the shot when Kait suddenly locked the treads and brought Bad
Medicine skidding to a stop. Almost before the tank was still, she reversed and
backed up several meters before stopping again and lowering the front dozer blade.
"Bastards mined the road!" she shouted angrily as if the defensive tactic was a
personal insult. Doc chuckled and triggered off a long burst against the dug in
infantry; Kait definitely marched to her own theme music.
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Kait triggered the anti-mine charges in the front of the tank and used the blade
to move the 'debris' out of the way in case anything survived the massive close
range shotgun blast and overpressure wave.
The main gun fired twice and Thor's Hammer claimed two more victims. The
supporting infantry, those that weren't tagged as killed, fled the area as soon as they
realized that to stay would invite certain doom. Infantry could be the bane of
heavy armor, but only if they could pick the time and location for the attack. As
soon as the tank was aware of their location, they had one chance, maybe two, and
if they didn't kill it then, the best tactic was to run, regroup, and prepare another
ambush. The farther Bad Medicine pushed into West Albion, the more effective the
infantry could become.
But right this moment, the initiative and advantage was squarely with Bad
Medicine.
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Saber 6
Fenton pumped his fist triumphantly. "Looks like the legs tried to take out one of
our tanks and the tank put the smackdown on them!" he announced from where he
crouched next to the building that fronted the alley he'd pulled into moments
earlier. "I think they focused on us and didn't realize that they had some heavy
metal coming their way."
"What about the infantry?" Cricket asked and drew a surprised look from
Salagiida. "Infantry are like wolves; hit them hard when they're concentrated and
they scatter to figure out a better way to kill you," she explained.
Salagiida nodded. "You're not the average Viper jock."
Cricket winked. "I'll take that as a compliment. I've been hunting since I could
walk," she added as additional explanation.
"They scattered, Crick," Fenton answered. "Some to each side, perhaps a dozen
all told, evenly split."
Worried about usurping Salagiida's authority, Cricket just nodded her
acknowledgement.
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"What's the tank doing?" Salagiida asked.
Fenton peered around the corner. "They're going around the roadblock and
approaching. I think they're alone, El Tee."
Salagiida pursed his lips and narrowed his brows. "Dean," he waved the other
Marine forward. "Go out and let them know we're here. If nothing else, we can
give them a lay of the land of what they might run into."
"On it, El Tee," Dean answered and brazenly stepped out with his hands in full
sight of the tank.
While Saber 6 maintained a security perimeter as Dean went out to talk to the
tank, Cricket took a sip from her survival canteen and then popped a piece of hard
candy into her mouth for some cheap calories. This wasn't how I expected to
spend the rest of my day, she reflected. It had been a lucky hit, a one in a million
chance that the calliope's snapshot would have tagged her Habu, but it did, and
she found herself running on the ground rather than slamming through the sound
barrier in the air.
"I just hope Box doesn't worry too much," she whispered.
"What was that?" Silva asked, hearing Cricket's voice but not hearing the words.
The slim pilot shifted so she was closer to the other woman and kept her voice
low, sotto-voce, so the others wouldn't hear. "I was saying that I hope Box, my
wingman, doesn't worry too much about me being shot down."
Sergeant Iris Silva smiled. "Your voice betrays you, Crick."
"Oh?" Cricket arched an eyebrow and forced herself to maintain a nonchalant
attitude.
"I'm a woman, I know what that tone of voice means," Silva explained.
Cricket sighed. "We're a team, well, more than that, actually," she admitted,
"and we complement each other it's like we're two halves of the same whole. I
know if the roles were reversed, I'd be climbing the walls back on Hecate and
pestering the CAG to give me a Raptor so I could do the SAR. I know he's doing
the same thing."
Silva didn't answer immediately and just nodded. Finally, she looked towards
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the building's corner where Salagiida crouched by the wall and Fenton squatted a
few meters away. "I know the feeling, Crick, I know the feeling."
She looked like she was going to say more but Dean returned and waved
everyone forward. "I spoke to the TC," he began, "and they're separated from the
main body of their unit and right now they're shooting up anything that gets in their
way. They'll be here in a moment, as soon as they can back in and get some
cover."
A few minutes later Cricket introduced herself to the crew of Bad Medicine.
"Our current plans are to move into town and try to cause enough mayhem that the
OpFor has to move forces to deal with us and weaken the line somewhere else,"
Sergeant Doc Danforth explained.
"We caused our mayhem and I think did such a good job that it's going to be
following along within the next ten or fifteen minutes," Salagiida told his
counterpart. "We have to get Cricket to a suitable LZ so the SAR bird can extract
her. Since we both seem to be on our own and operating UNODIR, what say we
raise hell together?"
Doc scratched his chin as he considered the offer. "Once we get Cricket to her
LZ, we head back downtown?"
Smiling like a shark, Salagiida nodded. "Oh, yes..."
A long burst of gunfire interrupted anything more he was going to say. Cricket
spun, brought the M-22 to her shoulder, and dropped to a crouch before the echoes
died away. She saw several camouflage clad infantry leapfrogging forward a
hundred meters down the road where the undergrowth offered a modicum of
concealment. The rifle optic's luminous green aiming point settled on the chest of
one of the running soldiers and her right index finger squeezed the trigger just like
her father taught her years earlier.
Downrange, the soldier stopped in his tracks and appeared to swear. Cricket
smiled and felt the thrill of the hunt course though her veins. She shifted to another
target and heard the others start firing as well. They were joined by the heavy
twelve-five mounted on Bad Medicine and the enemy advance appeared to stall,
then collapse.
"We have to get out of here, ASAP!" Salagiida shouted. "Doc, you'll have point,
we'll shadow you."
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"Copy, El Tee!" Doc answered and ducked inside the tank. Kait was already in
the driver's compartment and Hobbs and Rocca quickly resumed their stations.
Less than sixty seconds from the first shots, Cricket grabbed the chicken strap as
Fenton followed the tank as and small convoy moved back the way Bad Medicine
just traveled.
They'd gone half a dozen blocks when Cricket saw a flash of green, heard the
squeal of brakes, and looked to the right a moment before the other light truck
crashed into her truck's forward right wheel well.
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Chapter 15: Dustoff Redemption
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Saber 6 and M-75A3 Keres Bad Medicine
"Doc!" Kait's exclamation came through Bad Medicine's intercom like a sudden
alarm in the still of night. "The truck Saber 6 was in just got T-boned; I saw it on the
rear monitor!"
Doc surged forward and was restrained by his harness as he told Kait followed
his order to stop the tank. "Hobbs, Rocca, you're with me," he ordered as his
screen displayed what Kait saw. "Frak me," he swore out loud when he saw the
damage. No, no, no, NO! he silently screamed at the tangled wreckage that used
to be two light utility trucks. I do not want to be a doctor!
Old habits, old oaths, die hard and he found himself grabbing Bad Medicine's
first aid kid as he passed through the tank's rear compartment. Doc may have left
the medical profession behind, but he was enough of a realist to know that a well
stocked emergency kit could mean the difference between one of his crew's life
and death.
The two trucks were joined together at Saber 6's truck's front right fender like
some bizarre post modern interpretive sculpture. The other truck's front passenger
had flown through the windshield and was laying in a heap half on the hood and
half in the cabin. Doc stopped in his tracks, closed his eyes and took a deep
breath.
He felt a hand on his shoulder and sensed someone lean close. "You can do
this, Doc; those people need you now," Hobbs whispered in his ear.
Hobbs. Good old Hobbs, Doc thought. He might bitch and complain, but if
there was anyone alive who deserved the title 'brother', it was Hobart Hobbs. He
took another deep breath and forced Darcy's blood covered face from his mind and
opened his eyes. "Right. Let's do this. Check Saber 6, Rocca, you and I will check
the OpFor; it looks like they're banged up pretty bad."
The M-270 series light utility truck had been in Colonial service in one form or
another since the last years of the Cylon War and was produced in incredible
numbers. The baseline utility vehicle was a four wheel, four door truck that
normally carried four people and a pintle mount gunner. Behind the rear seats was
a cargo compartment with a removable unified roof and sides module. It wasn't a
fancy vehicle, but it did the job it was designed to do and did it well.
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Doc dropped the emergency kit when he got to the OpFor vehicle and knew at
once that the unfortunate soldier who was laying on the hood would never see his
homeworld again. He grabbed the kit and quickly ran to the other side of the
vehicle to check on the driver.
A low, pain filled moan greeted Doc when he pulled open the driver's door and
leaned in to check the man's vitals. The driver's seatbelt had saved him from
slamming into the steering wheel and probably saved his life.
"Oh...Frak! Doc! Doc, get over here fast!" Hobbs' worried voice shouted.
"I'm...ok..." the driver painfully moaned. "A bit dinged, but I'm in one piece."
"Good!" Doc told him. "Rocca, check him like I showed you and then let me
know what you find, ok?"
Rocca nodded. "Sh...sure, Doc."
"Look at me," Doc told his crewmember. "This is just like when we were in the
barracks, except now it's real. You can do this, Briggs." Rocca seemed to steady
after Doc's words and the runaway doctor left him to care for the driver and quickly
made his way to where Hobbs was kneeling on the ground. Kait had joined him
after securing Bad Medicine and after a moment of indecision, focused on the
people still in the truck.
Corporal Iris Silva lay sprawled face down on the pavement where she'd landed
after being thrown from the truck. "She's alive," Hobbs told Doc when he knelt
down to check her vitals. "Her helmet, mandible protection, and gloves seem to
have protected her hands and face, but I don't know what kind of other injuries she
might have."
Doc's hands trembled as he gently lifted her left hand and took her pulse. The
world around him seemed to slow and stretch out as if he were shifting realities.
"Doc...DOC!" he heard Hobbs whisper loudly. "She isn't Darcy..."
"No, of course she isn't," Doc shot back, but the spell had been broken. Hobbs'
words had been like a bucket of cold water and the world snapped painfully back
into Technicolor focus. I have a job to do, he told himself, and for the first time
since the night his old life ended he felt comfortable with medicine again. He met
Hobbs' eyes and nodded. "I owe you more than you realize, buddy."
"Friends don't keep markers but you can buy me a beer when we get back to the
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ship," Hobbs told him. "Now, what do you want me to do?"
*+*+*+*+*
Cricket's whole body hurt as she opened her eyes and blinked several times to
focus her vision. She quickly flexed each toe on her left foot, then her right foot,
and finally flexed each finger on her right hand followed by her left. "I hurt, I can
move, I must be alive," she muttered and looked around the truck's cabin. She saw
slight movement from the other three people and somewhere her mind told her that
something was wrong.
Then it hit her...there should be four other people in the truck.
She forced her right arm to pull the door handle and her left to release the
seatbelt. When she heard the seatbelt release click she pushed against the door
with her right shoulder. Pain shot across her abdomen when she moved and she bit
back a scream. That's going to leave a bruise, she said as the seatbelt recoiled into
its housing and felt the door give way.
"Right foot out, then bring your left foot over," she grunted and forced her right
leg out and onto the ground and followed it with her left while turning in her seat.
Using both her hands on the doorframe for support, she levered herself up and out
of the truck and for a few moments stood like a newborn fawn as her legs took her
weight.
Three steps later she was leaning through the front passenger door's open
window. "Salagiida, you good?" she asked.
"Not quite five by five, Cricket, but I'm functional," Saber 6's lieutenant said.
"How are the others?"
"They're alive. I think Silva might have fallen out of the vehicle," she explained.
Salagiida's reaction wasn't what she expected. Concern she could understand,
but panic? "Where is she?" he exclaimed and tried to move quickly and release his
seatbelt but only managed to grit his teeth and groan in pain instead.
Suddenly it made sense to Cricket. Silva's comment and glance when the two
of them were talking earlier was directed at Salagiida. Damn, how could I have
missed that and been so oblivious, she chided herself. "I'll find her, Gordon. Doc
and the crew of Bad Medicine are here. We'll have a dustoff shortly."
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She clasped Salagiida's shoulder and gave it a squeeze. His face was a tortured
mix of pain, concern, and fear, and she realized that she'd feel no different if Box's
condition was unknown. "Check on Fenton, I'll check with Doc on Iris. She'll be
ok..." Cricket felt some tension leave his shoulder and then hobbled around the
rear of the truck to where Doc, Hobbs, and Kait were working on Iris Silva's prone
and still form.
"Is she?" she whispered to Kait after kneeling down next to driver.
"No, she's alive. There's a good reason we call Sergeant Danforth 'Doc'...she'll
be ok."
Kait's words sounded almost like a prayer, Cricket thought. "Ok. I'm going to
call for a dustoff, but I need to see your nav system so I know where we are."
Kait looked at Silva and then back to Cricket. "Doc, I need to run back to Bad
Medicine to get our nav coordinates. Do you need anything?"
Doc didn't look up. He had cut away Silva's combat harness and armor, and
then cut open her uniform to expose her lower back and sides of her abdomen. A
purple black swollen bruise had already formed. "I have to deal with internal
bleeding," Doc said as his gloved hands gently probed the tender flesh. "Hobbs, on
three, we need to roll her over so I can see the rest of this. One. Two. Three!"
The two men gently rolled Silva over onto her back and Doc quickly stripped off
her uniform top and t-shirt and left her in a black sports bra. The bruise extended
around the side of her abdomen and was about the size of Doc's hand. "When you
call for the dustoff, tell them we have a patient with internal bleeding, possible
spinal injuries, and that a qualified trauma surgeon is on the scene. I need an
immediate dustoff for her."
"Copy," Cricket said and repeated what Doc told her to say. When he nodded,
she leaned on Kait and limped to where the tank waited about fifteen meters away.
"Have a seat," Kait said when they crawled through the tank's rear hatch. "I'll
connect you with Amaterasu in just a sec."
Cricket slid down onto the jump seat and allowed her legs to relax. Kait was
back a moment later with a headset. "We're patched through, Cricket."
"Thanks." Cricket put on the headset and spoke into the boom microphone.
Her report was short and concise and she stressed the immediate and critical need

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 177
for the dustoff. "I don't give a frak what's in the pattern, Specialist!" she swore.
"Get me a gods damned dustoff down here ASAP or I'll track down your sorry ass
and kick it out the nearest airlock. I have a Marine who is in critical condition...aw,
frakit!" She tore off the headset and fumed.
"There's more than one way to frak a duck," she muttered before palming her
emergency communicator and turning it to the SAR frequency. "SAR control,
Habu 302, SAR control, Habu 302, anyone out there for a wayward pilot?"
"Habu 302, SAR control, verify identity with current passphrase Apple Baton."
"Authentication Fox Water, repeat, authentication Fox Water." Cricket confirmed
the pass code that quickly told SAR control that she was legit and that she wasn't in
captivity or otherwise in duress.
"Long time no hear, Cricket," SAR control replied. "Box is going nuts begging to
go out on his own to find you."
Cricket laughed and felt warm inside. "No doubt, SAR Control. Listen, I have a
major problem and if we need to kick this all the way up to Admiral Chase, then do
so."
It took less than a minute before SAR control confirmed the situation and
location. "Help will be on the way ASAP, Crick. Someone's ass is going to be raw
when this is over. Hang tight, we've got your back."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
An uninitiated observer wouldn't be blamed for thinking Hecate's starboard top
hangar was a scene of chaos. Handling crews moved Vipers, Raptors, Habus, and
visiting small craft from the lifts to work bays and from work bays to launch tubes
or lifts. In reality, everyone on the deck knew their job, how long they had to do it,
when they had to do it, and they all worked together liked a finely tuned machine.
Flight operations always caused Lieutenant Evan Danner's pulse to quicken,
they were the very reason he applied to the Academy every year he was in high
school until he received an appointment his senior year. Eager just wasn't an
adequate word to describe his desire to be a fighter pilot. Yet, here he stood on the
balcony overlooking the ordered chaos below. His heart and mind were elsewhere
and even the possibility of combat operations weren't enough to draw him back to
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the present.
Danner stood with his arms folded on the railing and the one thought he didn't
want to consider forced its way into his mind; "What if this had been real and not
an exercise?"
"Hey, Box!" a voice called up to him from down below.
Danner shifted and felt the unfamiliar weight of the M-22 he'd drawn from the
small arms locker shift on his shoulder. "What's up, Bolter?" he called back and felt
a trace of guilt for being glad that his thoughts were interrupted.
"The Admiral sends her regards, and says that you need to get your brooding ass
down here to Phoenix 929 if you want to head planetside!" Bolter shouted.
Boxcar's pulse spiked. "On my way!" He was moving before he finished talking
and sprinted to the stairs that led to the hangar floor. Bolter joined him when his
feet hit the deck and the two men ran to where Phoenix 929 was spotted on the
deck. Normally assigned to Amaterasu, Phoenix 929 and her sister, Phoenix 961,
were highly modified versions of the Phoenix class medium transport used
throughout the fleet and civilian sectors. Seats and cargo space were replaced with
all the emergency medical equipment needed to stabilize and care for the worst
trauma cases. In addition to corpsmen or paramedics, the specially modified
transports carried at least two trauma nurses and often a nurse practitioner or
doctor.
A SAR bird was one thing, Box thought as he skidded to a stop next to the rear
hatch, but sending out a dustoff Phoenix...his heart leaped into his throat and he
grabbed Bolter's arm. "This isn't for Cricket." It was a question that stated his
desire as a statement as if saying it out loud would make it so.
Bolter shook his head. "No, Cricket's ok, bro; she called in the dustoff. One of
the Marines that picked her up was in an accident and is pranged pretty bad."
Guilty relief flooded Boxcar's being. "Thanks..."
"I know she's special, bro. C'mon, we need to get aboard so we can launch, the
Marine escort force has already boarded."
The Phoenix was sectioned into three general areas; the cockpit, the passenger
seating, and the medical bay. Box nodded to the four Marines already buckled into
their seats. Six others were already present; three corpsmen, two nurses, and a
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doctor. "C'mon, you can ride up front," Bolter told him when he paused to take a
seat.
Four ejection seats were on the flight deck, arranged in two rows of two. Bolter
took his place in the front left seat as the aircraft's pilot and mission commander.
The copilot sat in the front right seat and Box took a seat directly behind her. "Do
we have escort for this?" he asked, trying to focus on the mission.
"Yeah," the copilot answered since Bolter was already communicating with
Flight Control and following the ground director to the lift that would take them to
the landing bay. "We have a pair of Mongoose CAS gunships waiting outside for us
and once we get in atmo, we've been promised two flights of Vipers."
"Ah...Is it always this high end? For a rescue, I mean," Box asked.
Lieutenant Marbry Weeks looked over her shoulder and nodded.
every time."

"Each and

*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains Airspace, Saga, Thule System, Viper 175
"Listen up, Alpha Flight," Rockstar told the other three Vipers in his formation, "I
just got a flash traffic squirt from Flight; we've been retasked to provide high guard
for a dustoff. They're doing a low altitude jump and will be here in fifteen seconds.
Stay sharp..." This was his second sortie of the day and to his mind it was 'real'
flying.
Alpha Flight consisted of four Mk. VII Vipers and flew in a pair of two ship
elements. Viper 601 flew off his starboard wing and not for the first time he
wondered at the sanity of allowing Baroness to fly as a replacement for a pilot 'lost'
in one of the earlier battles. The little voice on his shoulder smacked the back of
his head, through the helmet no less, and told him to focus on the mission.
The second element trailed two kilometers behind. Viper 125, piloted by
Lieutenant Priscilla 'Pearly' Gates, was the element lead and Viper 182, piloted by
Lieutenant Tom 'Corn Fed' Post was her wingman. Together, the two flights were on
a CAP over West Albion and unlike their first sortie where they'd tangled with two
flights of COAC Kraits, this one had been uneventful up until now.
"I have dradis contact, four bogies at 5,000 meters altitude and five klicks in
front of us," Baroness reported. "Transponders check, they're our package."
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"Phoenix 929, Rockstar, we have you on dradis and are five kicks behind you. I
see four in your group, over."
"Rockstar, Phoenix 929, this is Bolter. Glad to have you with us, Rockstar. We
have a priority medical emergency and will be on the ground a minimum of time
and will be jumping back to Hecate as soon as we have adequate altitude."
This isn't a bloody nose or broken arm, Beckett thought when he heard Bolter's
comment. "Copy, Bolter. We'll keep the flying bad guys at bay."
The four Vipers quickly caught up to the rescue group. The Phoenix and
Mongoose showed a shared lineage in the wings and tail, but that's where the
similarities ended. Where the Phoenix was clearly a transport and had a large,
wide passenger cabin, the Mongoose traded the side by side cockpit for a stepped
tandem cockpit, a chin mounted sensor array, and a turreted rotary cannon. The
Mongoose's body was svelte and sported several internal weapons bays as well as
hardpoints on each wing. It looked every bit the quick and agile predator it was
named after.
A sudden beep drew Beckett's eyes to the dradis screen. Despite Chase's forces
having space dominance, the airspace was still contested and the COAC forces, he
reflected, knew their jobs damned well. "Alpha Flight, this is Rockstar, we have
four bandits approaching at 1000 meters, thirty klicks out. Prepare to engage." He
paused a moment and then continued, "Bolter, Rockstar, we have some unwanted
guests heading our way at about thirty klicks. We're moving to engage."
"Rockstar, Bolter, copy your last," Bolter answered. "We're two klicks out from
the LZ and are preparing to land. Keep the bad guys away and we've got your first
round tonight."
"Wilco, Bolter!" Beckett cheerfully announced even though he had no intention
of allowing Bolter or any of his crew to pick up the first round. Tradition, practice,
and respect, demanded that the SAR and dustoff crews always had their first round
picked up by the pilots present.
His left hand advanced the throttles slightly and he pulled back on the stick with
his right to gain a little altitude during the close with the OpFor. The COAC forces
flew the Krait, a swift, agile fighter that was optimized for atmospheric operations,
austere basing, and close air support. Every Colonial pilot was qualified to fly in
the atmosphere, but past that point, most Viper pilots spent a majority of their time
in space while most COAC pilots spent the majority of theirs doing exactly what
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they were doing now.
There were several ways to splash an enemy; the classic dogfight, extreme
maneuvers that causes the opponent to depart from controlled flight and crash or to
crash into something, or a ranged attack via missile. The little voice on Beckett's
shoulder was screaming into his ear, "CHEAT! CHEAT! Cheat, you Caprican
bastard!"
So he cheated and brought the rest of the flight with him. "Alpha Flight, from
left to right, lock your target and launch; let's give them something to think about
during the close." The Colonial Defense Forces learned a difficult lesson during the
Cylon War; unless the weapon was a slug, there was a chance the enemy could
subvert it and turn it against you and so the CDF spent a lot of time and effort on
very realistic and highly effective ACM, or Air Combat Maneuvers, and gunnery
training. Because of this focus on gun fighting, Beckett hoped that this early in the
ground campaign a salvo of missiles would be enough to disrupt the enemy
formation.
It took a few seconds to lock onto his target and pickle off the missile. "Fox
Two!" Beckett said over the wireless and heard the other three pilots announce the
same thing. "Keep your eyes open, this is the COAC we're dealing with and you
know how they're shifty bastards!"
Despite merging at almost two kilometers per second, it took the missiles almost
fifteen seconds to intercept the COAC fighters. "Splash two!" Pearly announced
triumphantly when the dradis showed two icons flash from red to yellow. "Slagged
the frakker!"
"We splashed two, but picked up four more," Baroness coolly said as Beckett
saw four more icons join the remaining two. "Looks like they were running in the
weeds and using the city to mask their approach."
Her assumption dovetailed with his own and Beckett found himself nodding his
agreement. "Thirty seconds until we're in guns range, people. You know the drill,
so let' s go hunting!"
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Saber 6 and M-75A3 Keres Bad Medicine
For the first time in twelve years, Doc held a scalpel in his gloved right hand. It
hovered above the spreading purple splotch on Silva's abdomen. She was pale and
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when his left hand gently probed the splotch he felt more resistance than a well
toned stomach should offer. Silva was slipping into shock and her breathing was
starting to get labored, both additional signs of internal bleeding.
"I'm going to need to you assist," he said gravely to Hobbs.
Hobbs shook his head, "I shoot things and blow them up, Doc...all I ever had
was Basic Life Saving during boot."
Doc's voice was flat and final when he looked up and met Hobbs' eyes, "She
can't wait. Dustoff is five, maybe ten minutes out, and she needs help now. You
can do this, I'll talk you through it."
A long, deep sigh slipped from Hobbs' mouth. "Ok. What do you need?"
"Top row, second pocket from the right, get a pair of gloves. Then, from the
pocket directly below, pull a couple of the thick square packs labeled 'Surgical
Prep'." A moment later Hobbs held two of the sealed square packs in his gloved
hands. "Good. Now, tear one open and wipe it across the purple splotch."
The packet was ten centimeters on a side and perhaps five millimeters thick.
Hobbs tore one open and pulled a sponge, wet with a red antiseptic surgical prep
solution, out of the package. He gently wiped it over Silva's lower abdomen and
smeared the thin red solution over her skin. "What does this do?" he asked.
"It's a topical antiseptic that sterilizes her skin to lessen the chances of
secondary infection and adds a topical local anesthetic to help with pain. Ok, now
that that's done, grab the mask with the large squeeze bulb on it. You'll need to
take off Silva's mandible protection...No!" Doc exclaimed when he saw Hobbs
reach to remove Silva's helmet. "Not the helmet, we don't know if she has any
spinal injury and that could exacerbate things."
"I love it when you use big words..." Hobbs joked to try and lighten the mood
and removed the mandible shield.
Doc shook his head and smiled in spite of himself. "I want you to squeeze the
bulb when you take a breath and then release it when you take the next one."
A shadow momentarily fell over Silva and when Doc looked he saw Salagiida
gritting his teeth in pain as he dropped to his knees above her head. "You up for
this, El Tee?" Doc asked and looked Saber 6's commanding officer squarely in the
eyes. "It isn't going to be pretty."
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"I'm good...I..." Salagiida paused and gently put his hands around Silva's
helmeted head before brushing a few stray locks of hair off of her closed eyes. "I
have to," he finally said.
"Right. Glove up, I'll need you to hand me sponges, instruments, and keep an
eye on her pulse; can you do that?" Doc wasn't sure what was up, but the
Lieutenant seemed to have more than a passing emotional investment in the
woman on the ground.
"Yeah. I've had EMT training as part of the team's curriculum; just tell me what
you need and I'll get it for you, " Salagiida replied and Doc noted that his eyes
never left Silva's closed ones.
What the frak am I doing, Doc thought as he looked back at the scalpel in his
right hand. I left this behind more than a decade ago. He glanced back to
Salagiida and clenched his jaw and felt his resolve return. He had to do this, not
just for the woman's survival or the Lieutenant, Doc realized, but he had to do this
for himself...and he had to do this for Darcy.
The scalpel was sharper than a razor and as thin as humanly possible. Silva's
skin parted as it glided across her abdomen. "Sponge!" Doc called and watched as
Salagiida sponged the blood off her stomach.
Doc felt a presence behind him and allowed his mind to disengage from his
surroundings and focused solely on the woman in front of him. He slowly probed
the wound looking for the source of the bleeding. Without asking for it, he felt a
towel wipe his brow and for a moment it felt like he was back in the trauma
center's emergency OR.
An unknown time later he dimly heard Cricket announce that the dustoff was
ninety seconds out.
Then Silva started hemorrhaging.
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Mk. III Mongoose "Burnt Toast"
Chief Warrant Officer 4 Caleb Montgomery thought flying the Mk. III Mongoose
was almost as good as sex, and now that he was in a full blown war game, even
that he admitted, may have to be reevaluated. His ship sported a cartoon burning
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Cylon running with its hands flailing in the air and part of him longed for the
chance to pull the trigger on a real Toaster regardless of the circumstances.
"What do you see, Luke?" he asked his gunner who was sitting in the
Mongoose's forward gunner's seat.
"Lots of runners on the ground about 300 meters from the LZ, and about fifty
meters behind them are four Argos," Chief Warrant Officer 2 Lucas Bullfinch
answered.
"Copy that. Our escort is going to keep the fast movers off our asses, so let's go
kill something," Montgomery told his gunner. "You're cleared weapons hot and
free."
"Weapons hot and free, copy, boss," Bullfinch repeated.
declared, "Rifle! Rifle!"

A moment later he

Montgomery glanced down at the weapons inventory screen and saw the icons
for two Warhammer antitank missiles blink and then go dark from the center
weapons bay. Moments later Hydra, the Mongoose's built in MAW - Missile
Approach Warning - system, sounded an alert that indicated ground launched
SAMs headed their way.
"SAM! SAM! SAM!" Montgomery shouted over the wireless. "Breaking right!"
He put the stick hard to the right and pushed the throttles forward as the deadly
aircraft almost made a right angle turn in mid air. Flares ejected up from between
the twin tail as he dove for the ground. "If you see someone away from the LZ, slag
'em!" he told Bullfinch as he leveled off ten meters off the street.
"Guns! Guns! Guns!" Bullfinch exclaimed as the rotary cannon mounted
beneath Burnt Toast's nose roared to life with a blast of fire and smoke. "Got 'em!"
the gunner defiantly announced.
Easing the throttles forward and pulling back slightly on the stick, Montgomery
guided the Mongoose slowly forward in a spray of dust and leaves kicked up from
the two wing mounted engines. Gently, as if the gunship was tiptoeing through a
flowerbed, he guided it to the next intersection and then banked it to the left to try
and move behind the approaching infantry.
"A nice, small nuke would be good right about now," Montgomery wistfully told
his gunner. "Nothing large, something small, say in the .1kt range; lob it over
where we saw the infantry, and BOOM! End of problem."
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"Monty, you're FITH, dude, just FITH," Bullfinch chuckled like an evil schoolgirl
and caused Montgomery to join him.
"Yeah...it's part of my charm. Just remember how you were able to bring your
gunnery score up to snuff..." the pilot teased back.
"Yeah...but clowns, man, clowns are just frakking wrong and evil," Bullfinch
retorted and the two men shared another laugh at how the gunner pictured the
targets as clowns and managed to improve his gunnery score.
For several minutes they played tag with the dismounted infantry and remaining
vehicles before Bolter in Phoenix 929 announced, "Flash! Flash! Flash! All
Phoenix 929 elements, Bolter...Battleaxe, I say again, Battleaxe!"
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains Airspace, Saga, Thule System, Viper 175
Beckett grunted and squeezed his abdominal muscles as he pulled back on the
stick and shoved the throttles forward. The Viper's nose pulled skyward and he felt
the G's load as his eyes flicked down to the dradis for a split second. The COAC
Krait was following and gaining and sliding right where Beckett wanted him.
This is going to hurt, the little voice on his shoulder told him a split second
before Beckett pushed the stock to the right and applied a touch of left rudder to
stay straight, then once inverted, pulled the stick back to put the Viper into an
inverted dive.
The collision alert screamed a warning that another aircraft was within twentyfive meters and then went silent as the Krait overshot Beckett's Viper. "Got you
now!" he hissed and rolled back to normal and pulled the stick back while kicking
in the attitude control jets to give him an instant attitude boost.
In front of him, the Krait jinked to the left before violently jinking to the right. It
didn't matter, Beckett was in the zone and it only took a quick squeeze of the
trigger when the Krait danced into his kill zone to dispatch the OpFor fighter.
"That's another beer you owe me, Stogie!" Beckett announced over the wireless.
"How the frak..." Captain Drew 'Stogie' Bisson swore. "What are you, Cylon?
You had to pull 10 Gs or more with that last maneuver."
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Beckett laughed. He and Stogie had been friends since flight school and never
passed a chance to one up the other. "It's all about conditioning; you'd know
about it if you spent some time in the gym!"
"Yeah...well, come down to Bifrost when this is over and I'll introduce you to
Tammy and give you a home cooked meal. The Lords know you could probably
use one cooped up on a battlestar all the time."
"Copy that, Stogie. Catch you then!" Beckett banked his Viper and pointed its
nose back to the larger furball that was taking place more than ten thousand meters
above the LZ. Baroness had acquitted herself well and scored two more kills,
Pearly and Corn Fed each bagged one before the last Krait splashed Corn Fed.
Now, Baroness and Pearly were playing with that Krait in much the same way a cat
might play with a mouse.
"C'mon you two, just kill it and be done with it. All you're doing is prolonging
the poor sap's agony," he told the two pilots over the flight's discrete wireless
frequency.
"Pearly's in the slot to take the shot," Baroness reported back. "This guy's been
looking at my ass so long I think I should introduce myself."
Despite the humor in the her comment, Beckett felt a slight tinge of jealousy and
blinked in surprise. I'm not the jealous type, he thought, but then again, I've never
known anyone like Baroness before. "Just so you remember that I'm the only one
who gets to see your knickers!" he told her and was rewarded with a giggle.
"Absolutely! And don't you forget that, Mister!" she told him.
"Got him!" Pearly announced before either could say anything more. "Now, do
you two think you can wait until we get back to the barn or do I need to book you
in that hotel down there?"
A slight blush colored Beckett's cheeks. Were they that obvious, he wondered?
So far all that had happened was a lot of heavy flirting and a few kisses; they were
the picture of old world courtship. "I think we can wait, what do you think,
Baroness?"
That was a mistake, the little voice on his shoulder told him the moment he
spoke the words.
"Victory gets me hot!" Baroness answered sultrily.

"Better book that room...I
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understand our survival kits have supplies for any...*any*...situation!"
Told you so, the little voice smugly said to Beckett. You do realize you've been
off the market since the two of you met, don't you? She's the one, boy-o.
"Yeah, I know...and I wouldn't have it any other way," Beckett said aloud and
then realized he was still transmitting. Oh...Frak...Me...he thought when he heard
his voice in his helmet. Yeah, you're frakked, the little voice on his shoulder
agreed.
The skies were clear of OpFor aircraft when Bolter announced, "Flash! Flash!
Flash! All Phoenix 929 elements, Bolter...Battleaxe, I say again, Battleaxe!"
*+*+*+*+*
Albion Plains, Saga, Thule System, Saber 6 and M-75A3 Keres Bad Medicine
There was blood everywhere and Doc called for a sponge. "Right there, clean
that..." he ordered in the same voice he used in the OR; it was calm and even, but
direct and firm. The sponge soaked up some of the blood and gave him enough
visibility to see the tear in the vessel that was causing the hemorrhage. He knew if
he didn't close it that Silva wouldn't last more than another few minutes.
He held the suture needle in a pair of forceps and began to close the blood
vessel. This was true ditch medicine and if he did anything wrong his patient
would never wake up. Doc blinked and narrowed his eyes to focus and felt a cool
cloth dab his forehead and then the corner of each eye, wicking away the salty
perspiration and removing the need to squint.
The tear wasn't large and would only require a few sutures to close, but it was
large enough to be deadly. He felt trace of physician's pride when he realized that
the hemorrhage was a new tear and not what he originally repaired and if he hadn't
opened Silva in the first place, that no one would have realized it until she was
probably back on Amaterasu or Hecate and by then it would be too late.
He finally tied off the last suture when he heard the whine of the approaching
dustoff rescue birds. "Ok, now we need to close her just enough for transport," Doc
declared and finally took a deep breath and felt light headed at the sudden rush of
oxygen to his system. He told Salagiida what he needed and efficiently closed the
incision and taped several large pieces of gauze over it.
"Sergeant, are you the trauma surgeon I was told about?" an older man's voice

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 188
suddenly asked.
Doc looked up and saw an older man with salt and pepper hair wearing green
combat utilities with a trauma kit slung over his shoulder. Next to him was a
younger man in green utilities with a trauma kit, and two other uniformed Fleet
personnel with a mobile gurney. "Yes, sir, I am," Doc said as he pulled off his
gloves. "Dr. Mitchell Danforth, now just Sergeant Danforth, at your service."
The doctor offered his hand to help Doc to his feet.
Give me a SITREP on the patient."

"Dr. Geoffrey Bledsoe.

Doc explained what happened, what he saw, and what he did, as the two
orderlies gently affixed a neck brace to Silva before sliding her onto a backboard
and lifting her onto the gurney and securing her. "And you found the second
hemorrhage after you fixed the first?"
"Yes, sir," Doc answered. "She was fine after I closed the first one and then the
second one ruptured."
Bledsoe nodded before clasping Doc's shoulder. "Son, you just probably saved
her life. When this is over, look me up on Amaterasu, I'd like to talk to you about
this when we have more time."
When a major asks a sergeant to look him up, that isn't a request, Doc thought
and offered the only reply he could think of, "Yes, sir; it would be my pleasure."
"Good. Now, we're going to take everyone involved in the accident with us.
We'll take Silva with us and one other, and the rest will follow on the other
Phoenix."
"Cricket!" Box's voice drowned out what Doc was going to say as a flight suited
man ran under the Phoenix's wing and made for the downed pilot Saber 6 was
escorting.
Cricket stood painfully and took a step towards Box and stopped. Box skidded
to a stop in front of her, looked her up and down and then up again, and then as
gently as a parent would pick up a newborn baby for the first time, folded his arms
around Cricket and pulled her close. "Don't do this to me again, ok? Let me get
hit, too, so I can stay with you."
"People are watching," Cricket whispered loudly.
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"I don't care. You're back, you're ok, and that's all that matters."
"Well then, Lieutenant Surtova, you can come along on 929," Dr. Bledsoe said
and Doc saw him suppress a smile and shake his head.
"Doctor," Cricket said and slipped out of Box's arms before hobbling to lean
close so only Bledsoe and Doc could hear. "Order Salagiida to go with this
flight...please."
Bledsoe looked at Doc and raised an eyebrow. "Yeah, I think Cricket is right; the
El Tee did seem to be knocked around pretty bad."
"Ok," Bledsoe decided. "We'll take another one; Salagiida, mount up, you're
coming with us."
The dustoff had been on the ground less than three minutes and then they were
gone. Phoenix 929 made an FTL jump as soon as she was 100 meters off the
ground and underscored the emergency nature of the mission.
Doc looked down at his hands and uniform. His hands were still rock steady
again and breathing after being confined in the gloves and his uniform was blood
splattered , but he felt a weight lift off shoulders for the first time in twelve years.
He'd been carrying it for so long he no longer realized it was there...until it was
gone. He turned and saw Kait standing a few paces away still clutching a towel.
There was something in her eyes that he'd been too preoccupied to see before and
now, feeling almost like a new man, he saw it clearly for the first time.
"When this is over and we're on leave, would you mind if I joined you when
you went to help Major...er...Cammie fix her flower garden?" Doc asked after he'd
walked over to where she stood.
Her smile went from ear to ear and caused her eyes to sparkle. "I'd like nothing
more, Doc. I thought you'd never ask."
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Chapter 16: Standing Down
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase followed the two Marines that led her
through the great ship. Heimdall was a sister to her previous command, the
battlestar Unicorn, and she could have walked to her destination with her eyes
closed. "So," she cocked her head and spared a glance at the medium height, dark
haired man who walked next to her, "what's it like to be dead?"
"It frakking hurt, Admiral!" Commander Martin Esposito laughed.
"Those
marking rounds sting and I had a welt on my chest for two days. Still," he turned
somewhat sober as they rounded a corner, "I would rather 'die' during a war game
and have a chance to learn from my mistakes than face the real thing without the
benefit."
Away from Admiral Szabo, Esposito wasn't the same as when the two men were
together. Of the two, she thought to herself, her companion was clearly the one
graced by the gods with common sense. "I have to admit, Martin, that's not the
answer I expected given your association with Admiral Szabo." There, it was out in
the open.
Esposito stopped and it took the Marines two steps to realize that their charges
weren't still following. "I want to apologize for that behavior, it wasn't becoming of
an officer and while I'm all for friendly rivalries, Admiral Szabo made it personal
and crossed the line. When you serve with someone there's a chance you pick up
some of their habits, good and bad, and if you're not careful you run the risk of
losing your objectivity because you don't see things in their proper context."
"And this happened to you?" Chase prodded.
He shrugged his shoulders and offered a sad, thin smile. "Partly. And partly
because when you get down to the bottom line, I was a little jealous and envious of
you. It's no secret that there are whispers saying that the only reason you climbed
as high as you have, as fast as you have, is because of your family's status, and that
your father pretty much bought you a battlestar. As egalitarian as I try to be, when I
look in the mirror and am brutally honest with myself, I'd really like those whispers
to be about me.
"So," Esposito shrugged again, "I began to dislike the person who was what I
wished I could be and I think Admiral Szabo thought he had a kindred spirit."
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Chase studied the man in front of her and ticked off what she knew about him
from the OpFor briefing. He was from a middle class family on Caprica and
worked while in high school to help keep food on the table when his father
abandoned the family. Despite a heavy work schedule, he maintained his position
on the honor roll and won a coveted appointment to the Colonial Fleet Academy
on Picon. After graduating, Esposito spent several years flying Vipers before
attending the War College and the Command College. He held a series of
command grade positions starting with an escort and culminating with his current
command of Heimdall.
He inspired loyalty from his crews and several members of Heimdall's
compliment had served with him on previous postings. When it came to tactics,
Esposito had a tendency to follow established doctrine, but there were times when
something would catch his attention and he'd break ranks with 'the book' and
follow his hunches. So far, each time he took a chance it had been the right one.
"You are full of surprises, Martin; that wasn't what I expected, either. Thank you
for your honesty," Chase finally said and revised her opinion of him upwards.
"Those whispers are something that I think will be with me forever and they mean
that I have to work that much harder to prove them wrong. So, tell me," she began
and started walking again, "what did you learn from this exercise?"
Esposito chuckled and asked, "Do you want the triad table version or the official
report version?"
"Hit me with the triad table version, then we can move on to the official report
version," Chase answered, intrigued with what she might hear.
"Well, the first thing," he arched his eyebrows, "is to never trust you to do what
is 'expected'. The second is to make sure that any groups boarding my ship are
properly vetted and that there are adequate Marines on hand to process them. And
the third is that getting killed really, really sucks and when this is over, I have a
whole list of changes I'm going to implement."
Chase nodded and fought to suppress a grin. "Those are good lessons learned,"
she agreed. "I would love to see your ideas for improving things, not to use against
you, but to run past Major Bel'Acqua so he can plug any holes we've missed."
"Absolutely," Esposito said. "Perhaps during the stand down we could have a
round table discussion as well?"
He's thinking and looking forward with an eye to improve, Chase thought, and
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wasn't trying to keep his defeat localized to his command. "I think that's a fantastic
idea. Coordinate with Major Bel'Acqua and perhaps his people and yours could
walk us through the operation from start to finish?"
"I'd be honored. However..." his voice was uncertain as it trailed off.
Chase raised a sculpted blonde eyebrow over an ice blue eye, "Continue,
Martin."
The two marines paused and keyed open the door to the Commander's day
cabin and Esposito gestured for Chase to enter. After the door hissed closed behind
them he answered her request. "For some aboard Heimdall the operation isn't
over."
I know what he's going to say, but I want to hear him say it...to hear *how* he
says it, Chase told herself and urged him to continue with a slight motion of her
hand.
Martin Esposito stood a little straighter and there was no way Chase could
mistake the pride in his voice when he answered. "Some of my crew have been
waging a guerrilla war ever since your forces boarded, Admiral. They've focused
on hit and run raids for food and supplies, liberating crew that have been confined
to quarters, and sabotaging various ship's systems in case you planned on using
Heimdall as a prize of war."
Chase placed her briefcase on the conference table. "That would be Corporal
Palmer and Petty Officer Bowers' operation," she stated and met Esposito's gaze.
"You have every right to be proud of them, Martin. From the reports I've read
they've managed to evade all of Major Bel'Acqua's attempts to capture them all the
while swelling their ranks to an estimated two dozen or more."
"Yes, I am, Admiral. They're good kids and Jimmy Palmer was instrumental in
setting up the CIC's defenses," Esposito explained. "Both of them have been with
me since their first assignment."
Ah, there's no missing the paternal pride there, Chase observed and inched up
her opinion of Esposito another notch. "I'd like them involved in the round table
discussion and to present a briefing on their operations."
Their conversation was cut short by a knock on the door a moment before it
swished open and a Marine announced, "Captain Avalon, Prentiss Abbot, and Chief
Elmwood are here, Admiral."
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"Thank you, Private. Please send them in," Chase told the Marine. Then, to
Esposito as the three others entered the room, "We'll discuss Palmer and Bowers
shortly, Commander."
"Admiral," Zoe said as she stood at attention in front of the conference table,
"may I introduce Mister Prentiss Abbot and Chief Evelyn Elmwood, the two key
members of my team that regained control of Kali."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
Captain Zoe Avalon stood at attention as she introduced Prentiss Abbot and
Chief Elmwood to Commander Esposito. "Prentiss and Chief Elmwood were
instrumental in regaining control of Kali, but the entire crew went above and
beyond to get the job done, Admiral."
"At ease, Captain," Chase told the young officer. "And please, everyone have a
seat; this isn't a formal meeting, just something informal so I get the story that's
between the lines of the official report."
"Thank you, Admiral," Prentiss said as he took his seat a moment after Zoe and
the Chief took theirs. "Captain Avalon held things together and made the hard
decisions; we were the cats that she had to herd and we didn't herd easily."
Zoe's alabaster cheeks tinged rose, and she nervously folded her hands on the
table. "It was a team effort, Prentiss, but thank you."
"I've read the progress reports that have been filed over the past two weeks, and
while I see some systems have been restored, others are still down," Chase stated
before taking a sip from a glass of water.
Zoe nodded and brushed a stray lock of black hair off her forehead before
answering. "We've determined what happened, but not exactly how it happened,
Admiral. Prentiss and Chief Elmwood each have a theory and on paper either one
is possible, but without more testing I can't state categorically that one or the other
is correct."
"What does your gut tell you, Captain," Esposito asked.
That's a question I expected from Admiral Chase, Zoe thought. "I'm torn,
Commander." She saw her comment surprised Esposito but appeared to be what
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Chase expected to hear. "On one hand, I know our computer systems and the failsafes that are involved in their operation. I also respect Chief Elmwood's firsthand
experience with the CNP during its trials. I want," she stressed 'want', "to believe
that it is something else, but my gut, and," she paused and forced the memories
back where they belonged, "my experience is with Prentiss' opinion that it has
something to do with the CNP."
Esposito sat a little straighter and leaned slightly forward in his chair. "Why is
that, Captain?"
"The biggest reason is that the software was rushed from concept to deployment.
Two years is hardly enough time to develop something of this complexity and fully
test it," Zoe explained. She looked at her hands and realized they weren't
nervously crossed on the table but were instead gesturing and underscoring her
words. "Something like this should have taken the better part of five years before it
was beta tested, let alone deployed." She also realized that she was saying almost
the exact same thing Prentiss had said two weeks earlier when they started fighting
for control of Kali.
"The development time aside, the software does work," she admitted. "We know
this because several ships have been operating with it for a couple months. But
when I started working through the code I started seeing things that I didn't like.
"Software developers have something known as 'best practices'; they're methods
of doing things that have been peer reviewed and found to be the best, ideal, or
preferred way to implement something. Let me give you an example...when I was a
little girl, my father taught me some code. There were just a couple commands and
I figured out how to make my name scroll across and down the screen."
She saw Esposito suppress a chuckle and nod. "So you know what I'm talking
about," she said. "My father saw this and when he looked at the code that I had
written using the commands he taught me, he pointed out how what I'd created
monopolized the computer and made it difficult for other operations to work at the
same time. He spliced in some commands I didn't know and told me that how he
wrote it conformed to a best practice and allowed the computer to function much
more efficiently than my crude little program.
"What we have with the CNP is some brilliant programming, but there are parts
that just don't adhere to any best practices that I know of. And other parts," she
shrugged, "it looks like they kludged bits and pieces of other programs to do
different tasks."
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Chase steepled her fingers under her chin. "What else do you want to say that
isn't in the report, Zoe?"
Zoe started to speak and stopped, then gave a little sigh. "What happened to
Kali shouldn't have happened. Even as the software was designed, and we tested, it
shouldn't have happened. Something triggered...I don't know what, but the crash
and corruption was too specific for random chance, Admiral. When code is
glitched, you should be able to recreate the problem if you give it a similar
situation. This didn't. I've..." she looked over at Prentiss and the older man
smriked. "I've never seen anything quite like this before," she finished straight
faced.
Prentiss began to speak when several gunshots were fired outside the door that
caused almost everyone to jump. "What's going on?" the software engineer
managed to get out a moment before the door hissed open and two figures clad in
a mish-mash of green utilities and black combat armor and webbing rushed into
the room and swept the occupants with their M-22 rifles.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
"Don't move!" Corporal Jimmy Palmer shouted to the people sitting around
Commander Esposito's day cabin's conference room.
Chase watched the two intruders and kept her hands on the table. She
recognized the female of the pair as Petty Officer Tegan Bowers and was impressed
with how fluidly they worked together. Bowers was angled to cover the door and
her partner while Palmer focused on the conference room.
"I understand those marking rounds hurt like a bitch and leave a welt," Chase
said conversationally.
"Pain is temporary, Admiral, dead is permanent, if we can hurt now, maybe we
won't die then," Palmer said with a grim smile.
Next to her, Esposito laughed and shook his head in disbelief. "Admiral, is this
what you meant when you said we'd talk about Palmer and Bowers shortly?"
Chase nodded. "It is, Commander." Slowly, she raised her left hand and shook
back her uniform cuff to look at her watch before putting her hand back on the
table. "I wanted to see firsthand the two people who have been causing so much
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trouble here on Heimdall since she was 'captured'."
"What do you think?" Esposito prodded.
"I'd say that they're highly motivated and possess a fighting spirit that does you,
Heimdall, and the Colonial Fleet proud," Chase proudly told everyone in the room
before adding a verbal, ages old fleet commendation of the highest order, "Bravo
Zephyr!"
"I'm 'dead', Corporal, but what are your plans for the others?" Esposito asked his
Marine.
The pride of Chase's comment fled from Palmer's face and took with it the
bravado it wore when he entered. "Sir, Admiral Chase is the brains of the
operation, Captain Avalon is her Technical Security Officer, and removing them
would seriously impact her forces' ability to fight as effectively as they have. We
knew this would probably be a one way trip."
"And yet you came anyway," Chase observed, "knowing you might wind up
'dead'."
"I think it's a fair trade, Admiral; a lowly corporal and a petty officer for the
admiral of the attacking fleet," Palmer told her.
Chase noticed that despite the dialog, Palmer's and Bowers' eyes were
constantly in motion and their rifles were rock solid. "I would disagree, Corporal.
You're not lowly. In fact, word of what you and Bowers have been doing has
spread throughout the ships involved in Golden Sword and it's inspired those crews
to come up with new and different plans to resist boarding, or, if the ship is lost, to
continue the fight."
Palmer cocked his head. "They are?" he asked incredulously.
"They are. And...if I may stand?" she asked. When Palmer nodded, she stood
and opened a thick manila envelope that was on the desk. "Two things. First, the
exercise officially ended three hours ago when General Carver surrendered Albion
and we jointly declared an end to hostilities. I made sure that word didn't reach
Heimdall because I wanted to see what you'd do. And," her voice was warm and
proud, "I'm very impressed with what I've seen.
"Second, James Palmer, Tegan Bowers, you are both out of uniform. I've
conferred with Commander Esposito and we're agreed on this. Commander, would
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you like to do the honors?"
Chase saw a brief look of surprise cross Esposito's face before he answered.
They'd discussed what was going to happen before she came to Heimdall, but
she'd decided on her own to give the honor of formally doing the deed to the man
who led them. "Thank you, Admiral, it would be my pleasure."
Esposito stood and took the two small boxes from where Chase placed them on
the table and walked over to Palmer. "Jimmy, I've watched you grow from a cocky
private into a fine young man and a true leader. It is my honor to promote you to
Crew Sergeant." He opened the box and handed it to Palmer. "Congratulations,
Jimmy, you earned them."
Palmer had the look of a deer caught in the headlights, Chase thought as she
watched the interaction between the two men and saw how Esposito had a paternal
approach to his crew.
"Teg, would you come here, please? No one is going to come bursting through
the door," Esposito assured her. "You've been in my CIC for so long that when
you're not there it just doesn't feel right. The shy, introverted girl who first reported
to duty has become a role model to the younger ranks, a leader who picks up the
torch and carries on despite the adversity, and a wonderful young woman that I
couldn't be prouder of. It is my honor to promote you to Petty Officer 1st Class.
Congratulations, Teg, you've more than earned them for putting up with me over
the years!"
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
Battlestars were the most powerful engines of war ever created by mankind.
They were huge, fast, exceptionally well armed and armored, and carried a crew
the size of a good sized town. Within its vast armored bulk, a battlestar carried all
the necessities for life away from civilization...and one that might venture into
Harm's Way. In addition to all the shops and services offered within the ship,
perhaps the most important to the crew's health and well being was the sickbay
and medical spaces.
The Colonial Fleet didn't skimp when it came to a battlestar's sickbay. Medical
staff could diagnose everything from a hangnail to cancer and had the tools and
resources at hand to properly treat what was found. Hecate carried one of the
finest and most modern mobile medical facilities short of a dedicated medical or
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rescue ship in the Twelve Colonies and like all the Nike class battlestars had
specialists from a variety of disciplines staffing her wards.
"I hope your source was right. They did say that she was going to be released
about now?" Cricket asked Box as they walked through the sickbay's atrium and
turned to enter the recovery ward.
Box shrugged. "Lucky said she'd be released about 2 and its 2 now..."
She felt his hand on her shoulder as they stopped in front of a curtained off bed.
"Iris? Are you decent?" Cricket asked through the curtain.
The two Habu pilots heard a grunt and sharp breath a moment before
Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida answered. "She will in a moment; I'm helping her put
her shoes on. Doctor Ramsay signed her release papers about fifteen minutes ago."
"There you go," Box whispered in Cricket's ear and guided her over to a bench
where they could wait for their new friends to finish.
Two minutes later the curtain opened and Iris Silva slowly walked across the
aisle to greet her friends. Salagiida stood a pace or so behind her and to Cricket's
eyes looked terrified that she might hurt herself, but beyond the fear she also saw a
great sense of pride and love for the woman.
Silva was all smiles as she greeted her friends, "Hi guys! I'm glad you were able
to make it for my release. Another couple minutes and you'd have to use the dogs
to find us."
Cricket gently hugged the woman who had become a good friend since Saber 6
had rescued her in West Albion. "It's great to see you on your feet, Iris. Do you
and Gordon have any immediate plans?"
Silva looked over her shoulder and saw Salagiida shake his head. "No, we were
going to go back to Amaterasu, why?"
"Excellent!" Cricket beamed. "Because Box and I are going to take you two for a
decent meal and get something substantial in you other than hospital food!"
"That sounds divine; don't you think so, Gordon?" Silva eagerly answered.
Salagiida took a step forward to stand next to Silva. "I agree. I don't know how
you can get well on the food they serve here."
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"Good!" Box interjected. "It's settled, you're with us!"
Cricket and Box escorted Salagiida and Silva through the maze of corridors and
deep into Hecate, pausing every few minutes to let Silva rest so she wouldn't
overdo it on her first day out of sickbay. They finally stopped in front of a door with
a large stylized black heart on it. Above the heart was a ribbon that read, "VF-879",
and below was another ribbon reading, "Blackhearts".
"This is our home away from home," Cricket explained and rested her hand on
the door's controls. "We can eat in the officers' mess, but I think our food is better."
She opened the door and stepped aside so Silva could enter.
Silva stopped in her tracks after taking two steps into the room. The squadron
room had been decorated with streamers and the 4518th Marine Infantry
Regiment's and Saber 6's crests were prominently displayed on one wall along with
a couple other squadron crests. Standing in the room were the men and women of
the Blackhearts, the rest of Saber 6, the crew of Bad Medicine, and several others in
blue duty uniforms.
As one, everyone in the room shouted, "Welcome back!"
She turned and looked at Cricket. "You did this?"
"I helped, but Box did the heavy lifting," Cricket explained. "We look after our
own, Iris."
Tears formed in Silva's eyes and she fought to keep from blinking and causing
them to cascade down her face. "This is..." She let the words trail off and hugged
Cricket and wept on her shoulder.
Cricket hugged her back and felt the stress and tension in Silva's shoulders
quickly fade and knew that the party was the right thing to do instead of a quiet
meal with the four of them.
Silva sniffed and pulled back from Cricket. "Thank you. I can't begin to tell you
how much this means to me."
"Oh, I think I know," Cricket sagely told her. "I'm glad everyone was able to be
here. We managed to get Doc and the crew of Bad Medicine brought over as well
as the dustoff team that pulled us out; how about I introduce you around?"
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"Thanks! That would be great. It's not every day you get a chance to thank the
people who saved your life," Silva said quietly. "Let's do this!"
The introductions took the better part of half an hour and Cricket enjoyed
playing the hostess. Before she was even released from sickbay, Box had already
begun the party's preparations. He really is a good man, she reflected and watched
from across the room as Box talked with Gordon, Bolter, Doc, and Kait. Despite
the pain and fear that had helped forge the ties, she was glad to have the
friendships that resulted.
"I have two more people I want to introduce you to before I take you back to
Gordon," Cricket explained as she guided Silva to where two captains stood taking;
one a male of medium height, dark hair, and deep blue eyes, and the other a lithe
female with blonde slightly curled hair held in a high ponytail and with ice blue
eyes.
"Hi Crick," the blonde said when they approached.
added with a wink.

"It's our turn, eh?" she

Cricket smirked. "Better late than never! Captain Sebastian Beckett, aka
Rockstar, and Captain Coralanna Chase, aka Baroness, I'd like to introduce you to
the lady of the hour, Corporal Iris Silva."
"Thank you for everything you've done, Iris," Beckett told her. "Knowing that
you and your team have our six if we have to bail out is a safety blanket that means
a lot to me, Cora, and all the other pilots and flight crew."
"I seem to be the one always saying thank you for the kind words, but I think I'll
also add, 'you're welcome,' too," Silva told them.
"That's the first step in not letting this overwhelm you," Baroness sagely
explained. "I'm glad to have met you."
"And I, you...are you..." Silva didn't finish the sentence.
Baroness leaned forward, "Big sister."
Silva's eyes grew large. "M'Lady, I didn't realize..." she stammered.
"I'm just like you, Iris," Baroness confided. "There's no need for that."
"But..."
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"I would rather be respected for what I've accomplished than what my name or
title might be," Baroness told her.
Silva slowly nodded. "I've heard the same about the Admiral. I don't think the
apple fell far from the tree."
"I hope it didn't!" Baroness quipped.
They talked for a few minutes before Cricket decided it was time to move back
to where the rest of Saber 6 had joined Gordon and Box.
They had no sooner arrived when the door swished open and several officers
walked in.
"Attention! Admiral on deck!" someone loudly declared.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Odin, Thule System, Battlestar Heimdall
Zoe remained in the day cabin's conference room after everyone left; Esposito
to reclaim command of his ship, Palmer and Bowers to announce that the
resistance could stand down, and Prentiss and Chief Elmwood to return to Kali.
"You had something more to add but chose not to," Chase finally said after closing
her laptop and pushing back from the table.
The Admiral's tone wasn't accusatory, just curious, Zoe thought as she allowed
the specters of the past to form in her mind's eye. There were so many that had
perished over the years and each one remained etched in her mind as if it were a
picture on the table. She slowly released the breath she was holding and allowed
her usually perfect posture to sag in the chair. "Yes, Admiral, there was. We've
spoken about my past before..."
Chase nodded and sat up a little in her chair, arching her right eyebrow in a
gesture Zoe had learned to mean, 'go on'. "I..." she began. It was always hard to
go back there, back when the promise of the future was wide open and no one
knew the horrors that were lurking right around the corner. "Damn, why is this
always so hard?" she asked exasperatingly.
"Because you're human and the memories are painful," Chase softly said.
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"But that's just it, Admiral, I'm not human. I'm something else," Zoe painfully
shot back.
"You were born, you grew up, you learned from your successes and failures, you
feel emotion, and," Chase paused and Zoe could feel her heart beating in her chest,
"you bleed. You are who you want to be, Zoe."
Zoe considered Chase's words. Over the past few months she'd come to view
the Admiral as not just her superior officer, but as a sort of confessor as well. Chase
was the only person who knew all about her life, who she was, what she was, and
was the only person to actually seek out the information in an effort to better
understand what made Zoe Avalon tick. "Zoe, you have to acknowledge it. Until
you do, you're going to be fighting against yourself," Chase added when Zoe
remained silent.
"I know," Zoe finally admitted. "But what if he ever finds out?"
Chase narrowed her eyes and Zoe felt her ice blue gaze bore into her own.
Then, as if the clouds parted and the sun blazed through, the Admiral smiled and
then what looked like affection replaced her stern countenance. "Zoe, this is
exactly what makes you human! You're worried about what a man might think;
love and attraction are two of the most basic human emotions there are."
"I know that here," Zoe pointed at her head. "But I'm having trouble believing
that here," she pointed at her heart. "If he finds out I'm really the living incarnation
of Zoe Graystone..."
"He'll know he has a very special woman on his arm," Chase finished her
sentence. "And if he doesn't, then he isn't worth it. Love magnifies our doubts just
as it amplifies our beliefs. When it's time, and you're the only one who can say
when that is, you'll tell him and together the two of you will chart what happens
next."
Seconds dragged into minutes as Zoe thought about what Chase just told her.
Finally, she asked, "How did you get so wise?"
A thin, wry grin touched at the edges of Chase's lips. "I'm an admiral and it's
issued...and, I had a very angsty kid sister who would call me in the middle of the
night with her latest crisis."
Zoe used a napkin to dab at the corners of her yes, "Thank you, Admiral; you've
still got the big sister part down."

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 203

Chase just smiled.
others?"

"Now, how about you tell me what you didn't tell the

Suddenly, just like that, Zoe realized, everything was going to be all right. She
was human because she chose to be human all those decades earlier. She chose to
side with the family that gave birth to her rather than the family who were
manufactured from her. She chose to be Zoe Amanda Avalon, nee, Zoe Amanda
Graystone, and she began to feel truly good about herself and at peace for the first
time in years.
"Prentiss can confirm this, but every programmer has a signature, just like those
taught by a certain academic program have a certain signature, or how they write
the code. Some are anal about documenting what every part of the code does,
others less so. Then there is how the actual algorithms are constructed. The overall
signature, or look of the code, is really only seen when viewed as a whole.
"What I saw reminded me of Cylon code we decompiled at the very end of the
war. I won't say that it is, but there's something odd about the how parts are
constructed..." She saw Chase leaning slightly forward and decided to approach
the explanation from a different perspective. "Did you ever hand in a term paper
and when the teacher corrected it they wrote in what you should have said? What
you said was perfectly fine, but they felt that it could be said better in their speech
pattern or based on the manual of style they used while in university. That's what
I'm seeing here, it's like the code was written and a Cylon professor tweaked it just
a bit to make it look right to him, and then gave it back to Dr. Baltar."
"What is your recommendation?"
Zoe had thought about this question ever since she'd spotted the similarities.
She couldn't accuse Dr. Gaius Baltar, a close personal friend of President Adar and
the foremost authority on computers and technology in the Colonies, of being a
Cylon sympathizer or dupe. "The CNP is only now starting to be implemented as
ships are refitted. For now, I would try to delay its installation as long as possible
on any of the ships in the battlegroup. The longer we can wait, the more chances
we can figure out exactly what happened on Kali, that someone might find what we
found, or that the Admiralty will come to its senses and cancel the project."
Chase sat back and steepled her fingers under her chin. "Ok. I'll also put the
word out to a couple people for them to do the same. If the Cylons are involved,
they've done this for a reason and I doubt that it was to help Grinning Gaius on the
basis of his charming personality or out of the kindness of their hearts."
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"That's one of the more polite names I've heard for Dr. Baltar. Most of them had
to do with his libido," Zoe commented before turning serious again. "I would like
to invite Prentiss to help deconstruct the code. He's already involved..."
"This all has to be done outside official channels," Chase told Zoe. "I think it's a
good idea to bring him into this, but we're going to have to keep the team small."
Zoe smiled. "Chief Elmwood is going to accept a position with Oracle Kinetics,
so she'll be in on it. And I think the developers that were on Kali helping with the
recovery should be included as well."
"Good. We'll, and by that I mean you and I, talk to him during the closing
ceremonies tonight," Chase stated. "This is the second mystery in two months; I
wonder what the third will be?"
"I don't have a clue, Admiral," Zoe answered and sat back in her chair.
"Nor do I. But, I do know this..." Chase let her voice trail off as she withdrew an
envelope from her briefcase and slid it across the table to Zoe. "This is for you."
The envelope carried the Colonial Fleet's seal and was addressed to her. "New
orders?" she asked and felt a pang of dread skip down her spine. Chase nodded.
Zoe slowly opened the unsealed envelope and saw the folded papers that dictated
her future. Hecate felt like home and now she'd have to leave it and the one
person since her parents who really understood her. Better get it over with, she
thought and quickly plucked the papers from the envelope.
BuPers, or the Bureau of Personnel, was nothing if not mind numbingly dull
when they issued orders. There wasn't any creativity or spark of warmth in them,
they were simple boilerplate documents that identified a person, showed their
current duty assignment and location, and then the new duty assignment and
location. Zoe read the orders and then read them again before looking at Chase for
some sort of confirmation that what she was reading was legit.
"I've been posted to Hecate as a permanent assignment?" she finally asked and
held back the hope she felt in her heart.
"You have. I asked if I could keep you as my Technical Security Officer and after
calling in a few markers, I got the best in the fleet," Chase explained.
"Thank you, Admiral, I won't disappoint you," Zoe managed to say when she
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could talk.
"I know you won't, Zoe," Chase confidently told her. "For now, however, you
need to wrap up things on Kali and get back to Hecate. Colonel Thornton will be
arriving in," she glanced at the clock displayed on one of the flat panel monitors,
"about half an hour. Hand command back to him and come on home."
"Yes, Admiral!" Zoe said, "It'll be good to get home."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
"Admiral," Monster turned his head and looked back at where Chase sat at the
Raptor's EWO's station. "Colonel Butler has arrived and is waiting for you in the
receiving gallery."
"Ah, good," Chase answered and thought about what was to come. She looked
forward and watched as the Raptor was directed to the docking collar. Monster
was on shuttle runs today, so rather than taking the Raptor down to the hangar
deck, it just snugged up against one of the many docking collars that dotted the
flight deck. "Thanks for the head's up; one more stop before I have to get ready for
tonight's ceremony. Are you going to be there?"
"I have another flight and then I'm off rotation for forty-eight hours, so I'll be
there as soon as I get off at 16:00," Monster answered.
"Good. I understand that the parties after the Closing Ceremony are the stuff of
legends," Chase told him.
Monster laughed. "So I've heard...and hope to prove!"
Three minutes later, Chase walked through the airlock and into the receiving
gallery. "Colonel Butler," she said when the Colonial Marine officer and his aide
greeted her. "Lieutenant Mathis, thank you for coming."
Colonel Louis 'Buster' Butler smiled and shook Chase's offered hand.
wouldn't miss this for the world...if only to see the looks on their faces."

"I

"There is that," Chase agreed and led them through the hatch and into a passage
that would take them deeper into Hecate. "I understand everyone is already there?"
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"The last one arrived about twenty minutes ago," Lieutenant Saoirse Mathis
confirmed.
Ten minutes later the three officers stood outside the Blackhearts' squadron
room. "Colonel deWinter, I see you have the package," Chase said to her XO who
waited next to the door.
"Everything is ready to go, Sera," deWinter confirmed.
"Then let's not wait," Chase declared and keyed open the door.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Battlestar Hecate
"Attention! Admiral on deck!" someone loudly declared as Chase entered the
Blackhearts' squadron room trailed by Colonels deWinter and Butler, and
Lieutenant Mathis.
"At ease," Chase replied. "This is a celebration, not a formation," she joked and
walked deeper into the room. "I know how it is when the senior brass shows up, so
I'm not going to stay long and cramp your style...much," she winked.
"I do have a couple things I'd like to say..." she held their attention for a moment
she continued. "First, there's a tradition that I want to honor...Cricket, if you'll
come here please," she asked.
Cricket handed Box her mug and walked to stand in front of Chase. "The
Colonies haven't all been unified, and over the years many traditions have sprung
up commemorating one thing or another. One that I'm glad we still practice is that
of the silk shirt. Colonel?"
deWinter handed her a brown paper wrapped package. "The story of the silk
shirt goes back several centuries when a Virgon pilot was forced down," Chase
began. "He ejected from his stricken fighter and safely parachuted to the ground.
The SAR birds must have been right behind him because within minutes of landing
he was on his way back home.
"Ever since pilots started using parachutes, there's been a policy that they're only
ever used once - they're never reused. Whether this is because they might fail or
whether it's simply superstition that the luck might be used up, the fact remains; if
you hit the silk, the chute is never used again.
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"So upon arriving home, this pilot takes his nice white chute into town and has a
local tailor make him a shirt. His squadron mates were impressed by his ingenuity
and resourcefulness, because during a war silk and nylon are rare commodities and
he looked sharp in his new silk shirt. Whenever one of his mates had to eject, they
always tried to recover the chute and pretty soon the local tailor was known for his
mastery of silk.
"So, Lieutenant Oksana Surtova, Cricket, it's my honor to award you a silk shirt
made from your chute." Chase handed Cricket the package and leaned in close to
whisper in her ear the hidden part of the tradition, "The rest of the chute is yours,
I'm sure you can find a use for it..."
A smile spread across her face and a faint blush touched her cheeks. "Oh, I
think I can, Admiral..." she whispered back before Chase leaned back. "Thank you,
Admiral." She opened the package and took out the classically styled tailored silk
shirt to a cheer from the pilots and flight crew in the room.
"Now, you know that the rest of the tradition means you have to buy the SAR
team dinner and not just the first round?" Chase asked her.
"Absolutely, Admiral!"
"Good!" Chase waited a moment for Cricket to rejoin Box. "The next thing I'd
like to do is recognize someone who went above and beyond the call of duty and
exemplified the finest traditions, ideals, and hopes of the Colonial Marine Corps.
"Sergeant Mitchell Danforth, if you'll please step forward."
Doc handed his drink to Kait and nervously looked around as if to make sure he
was the only Sergeant Mitchell Danforth in the room. Chase liked the gesture; to
her it showed character and not ego.
"Admiral, I'm Sergeant Danforth," Doc said when he stood in front of her.
"Sergeant," Chase began formally, "I read the report on Corporal Silva's accident
and Dr. Bledsoe's comments on the emergency surgery you performed. It read like
something out of a novel; a doctor turned Marine who happens to be in the right
place at the right time to save someone's life with the skills he left behind. I spoke
with Dr. Bledsoe and he couldn't praise you enough; you saw the emergency,
diagnosed it, and despite the primitive conditions, you decided that you had to
operate or Corporal Silva might perish.
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"Each of your decisions was correct. Dr. Bledsoe told me that your skills and
technique are outstanding and all he had to do when they returned was make sure
the wound was cleaned and properly cared for by the ICU staff. He also told me
that if you ever wanted to trade Thor's Hammer for a scalpel, you'd have a place on
his staff."
Chase paused for a brief moment to take a breath. She'd read Doc's file and
knew about his past and why he left medicine to join the Marines. "However,
Colonel Butler tells me that you're one of his best tank commanders and would
hate to lose you." That seemed to relax him a little, Chase thought.
"It is my honor to present you with a Citation of Merit and to formally mention
you in dispatches for your actions on the day you saved Corporal Iris Silva's life."
Chase turned to Colonel Butler, "May I have the case, please?"
Butler handed her a deep crimson velvet case and held a thin rectangular white
box in his other hand. Chase opened the case and handed it to Doc. Inside was a
silver sun shaped medal with the Colonial Phoenix engraved on the surface.
"Sergeant Danforth, thank you for your outstanding service," she said as he took the
box from her hand. "Colonel?"
Butler stepped forward and opened the white box to display the deep crimson
leather bound document holder emblazoned in gold with the Colonial Seal.
"Sergeant, this is a copy of your citation and your mention in the dispatches. You've
done all Marines proud, son."
Doc looked at the medal and the citation for several long moments. "Admiral,
Colonel, thank you. Really, thank you, but the best reward I could ever receive was
seeing Corporal Silva walk into this room."
"This is my way of honoring your actions," Chase explained. "You're an asset to
the Corps, to your Regiment, and to this battlegroup."
"Thank you, Admiral," Doc said humbly.
"Now, there's one last thing I want to do before I can let you get back to the
celebration," Chase smirked and shared quick nod with Butler. "Corporal Iris Silva,
if you'd please come forward."
Silva looked a little startled at the request and reflexively pointed to herself.
Salagiida leaned close and whispered something in her ear that caused her frown
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slightly, but she slowly made her way to where Chase and the others stood.
"Yes, Admiral," Silva said when she stood in front of Chase.
"I understand you've been selected for OCS, Corporal Silva.
Chase asked.

Is this correct?"

"Yes, Admiral," Silva answered. "I'm due to leave in two weeks if I'm cleared by
the doctors."
"And do you think you'll be successful as an Officer Candidate, Corporal?"
Chase prodded.
Silva looked a little confused at the questioning but answered. "Yes, Admiral, I
wouldn't go if I couldn't give it my best, and..." she paused and smirked, "My best
is more than enough to pass."
Chase smiled broadly slowly nodded twice. "That's what I thought, Corporal."
She reached into her pocket and pulled out a blue velvet jeweler's box. "One of
the perks, other than commanding a battlestar group, that comes with being an
admiral is that I get to make brevet commissions. So, with that said, I'm brevetting
you to the rank of Ensign, with the rank becoming permanent when you
successfully graduate from OCS." She opened the jeweler's box to display the gold,
diamond shaped ensign's insignia before handing it to Silva. "Congratulations,
Ensign Silva."
"Thank you, Admiral!" Silva's eyes were wide and full of surprise as she took the
box.
"If I may?" Chase asked and moved to remove the silver and green corporal's
devices from Silva's collar and replace them with the gold ensign's devices. After
she fastened the last one, she leaned close and whispered in Silva's ear, "Now you
can have two weeks without having to hide it..."
Silva went pale and then blushed crimson. "You knew?" she whispered back.
"I found out...and I have eyes. Enjoy your leave, Ensign."
"Thank you, Admiral, I will," Silva answered and stood as straight as possible.
*+*+*+*+*

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 210
Saga, Thule System, Bifrost Joint Forces Base
The meeting was informal and off the record and that wasn't what gave Admiral
Countess Seralanna Chase pause. Not knowing the subject of the meeting and the
fact that it was a closed door, no aides, unscheduled, and unrecorded meeting
which was what gave her pause. Despite being a meritocracy, the Colonial Fleet,
like any military service throughout mankind's history, was a political animal.
Politics went hand in hand with being human, she thought, and once you reached
command rank, or were an aide to someone of command rank, you couldn't avoid
having to at least pay lip service to the charade of taking part.
Politics, as ugly as they were, was something that she was exposed to at a young
age. She was a countess at birth, and by her tenth birthday had grown into another
three titles. When her father passed, she would inherit the Duchy of Westfield and
even more titles and be in line for the Imperial throne. "Yay, me," she dead panned
at the thought and stopped at the room she'd been told to report to. The number
matched the communiqué she'd received prior to leaving Hecate.
Chase knocked twice and then keyed open the door. She barely paused in mid
stride over the threshold when she saw who was in the room. Fleet Admiral Griffith
Deguya sat in an overstuffed chair next to a fireplace that had a fire burning in it
while Fleet Admiral Cyrus Vought sat in the chair across from him. Standing next to
the sidebar of the luxuriously furnished room was Colonel Louis Thornton with a
brandy snifter in his right hand.
"Admirals, Colonel," she said neutrally. Deguya and Vought were the old guard
of the Colonial Fleet, and if they weren't its father figures, they certainly were the
influential uncles. Thornton's presence hinted that there was more to him that just
a Colonel in the Colonial Fleet. "I wasn't sure I would see you before the
ceremony."
"Officially, you haven't," Deguya told her. "This meeting is completely off the
record and I will urge you to exercise the utmost discretion with what we discuss."
Yeah, you can bet your old guard ass on that, Chase thought. She smiled and
forced herself to relax. "Absolutely, Admiral," she said cordially. "May I?" she
gestured toward the sofa that fronted the fireplace.
"Please do," Vought told her. "You'll want to be sitting down for this."
Thornton walked over and handed her a snifter of brandy and took a seat at the
other end of the couch. "You may need that before this is over," he quipped.
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Deguya and Vought shared a glance and both men nodded. Deguya was the
one who finally spoke. "Sera, now that Golden Sword is over, Cyrus and I think it's
time and that you need to be brought into the loop on something and join a
handful of people in the Fleet who are aware of what's going on."
"This sounds rather cloak and dagger, Admiral," Chase replied lightly and forced
a smile into her voice so as to not betray the misgivings she was feeling. This is
how coups start, she thought, a couple high ranking officers meeting secretly and
planning how the new order will right all the wrongs of the old order.
"Nothing quite like that, Sera," Deguya earnestly said as if he could read her
mind. "Do you know what the root cause of Admiral Szabo's animosity towards
you is?" he asked.
The question caught her off guard, much the way a stray gust of wind on Lake
Arabella would cause her little sloop to unexpectedly tack in a different direction.
"I always assumed it was because I spurned his advances when I was in flight
school."
"That's part of it," Thornton said and continued when Deguya gave an assenting
nod. "I was only with him for six months, but you were almost an obsession to
him. He masked it in public, but behind closed doors his words dripped venom.
He despised everything you stood for, how everything came so naturally to you,
how he thought you were here for the contacts, and so on. But most of all, he
hated you because of your father. He never said why or what, just that your father
had something to do with his obsession."
"My father? When I told him what Szabo did to me in Basic Flight, my father
didn't give any reaction that he knew him or that they'd had prior dealings. Hell,
my father wanted to send a couple troopers from the Household Guard to drag him
back so my father could administer a little 'old school Virgon justice' to him."
Chase shrugged and sipped her brandy and added, "After that incident, when I was
home his name was pretty much taboo in our house."
"Louis' comments are the exception to what we've found on the matter, which
is," Vought touched the thumb and index finger of his left hand together and formed
a circle, "absolutely nothing. There's nothing in his file or that we've been able to
find from any of his previous commanders or from BuPers' closed files, so we're
fairly certain your father didn't attempt to exact retribution on his career, officially
or unofficially."
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Chase thought about these revelations for a moment. "Feuds aren't unknown
within the Fleet, how is this different?"
"It's an attempt to fill in some background, Sera, that's all," Deguya assured her.
"We've had Szabo under watch for just about two years, about two years after he
took over Kali, when a routine audit caught some irregularities on a readiness
report. Little things had changed from the previous readiness report and all of Kali's
reports and audits, both old and new, were flagged for review.
"Shortly after the CNP project was announced, he submitted Kali as a trials ship.
That wasn't unusual, a lot of commanders submitted their ships for consideration,"
Deguya continued. "What was unusual was the amount of feedback he sent to the
development team and how Kali always seemed to be the first for any patches or
updates."
Chase narrowed her eyes and found that she was defending Szabo's actions.
"Being proactive doesn't seem like a crime."
"No," Thornton replied. "But having a hidden Libran bank account that had
deposits every time a report was received, that is sketchy to the point of being
dodgy."
Yeah, I fell into that one, she thought. "How much are we talking about?"
"The account we were able to find, and we think there were at least two more,"
Deguya said, picking up the story, "had close to two and a half million cubits. We
confirmed that there were twenty-five deposits of one hundred thousand cubits
each and he submitted a total of fifty-eight reports to the development team over
the year or so it was in beta."
"Do you know where the payments originated?" Chase asked.
"No, we don't," Deguya told her. "All we know is that on twenty-five occasions,
within twenty-four hours of a report being submitted a deposit was made into this
account. That's why we're fairly certain there are other accounts."
"There has to be more to this," Chase finally said. "Illegal payoffs aren't anything
new, nor is carrying a grudge."
"I told you she was quick," Vought told Deguya.
Admiral Deguya took a long sip from his snifter and placed it on the table next
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to his chair. "There's a truth of life that goes, 'the more things change, the more
they stay the same'. The Colonies as a unified whole are still a very young
government and there are people who would see us go back to the old days of
independent worlds squabbling with each other and forming temporary alliances of
convenience. Cyrus and I are old enough to remember what things were like back
then and we have more equality, prosperity, and stability than we did when we
were boys. Sure, technology was different, but the worlds were on a hair trigger at
each others' throats. That isn't a way to live, to raise a family.
"Louis's background, and this, Sera, is confidential and you have to be very, very
careful who you tell, is that of domestic counter intelligence. He keeps tabs on
various separatist groups, revolutionaries, and terrorists, and was tasked - as was I with observing Szabo and determining whether he might be involved with one or
more of them."
Ok, Chase thought, now things are getting real.
were found on the readiness reports?"

"What sorts of irregularities

"Mostly inventory control; things would be replaced with no record of them
being used or lost, larger items were reported damaged beyond repair and disposed
of, but never sent to the scrap yard, things like that. Weapons, ammo, field kit,
field supplies, electronics, spares, and at least three Raptors and half a dozen
Vipers."
"Wait, he had at least nine planes reported as damaged beyond repair?" Chase
asked. "Didn't those numbers trigger an automatic safety inspection?"
Deguya smiled. "It did, but we can't find any record of anyone ever doing it, yet
we have a record of it being done."
"None of the crew I spoke with who were aboard when the inspection was
supposed to have happened remember it. One or two, I can buy. But all of them?
A battlestar isn't that big that a full flight safety inspection wouldn't be noticed,"
Thornton told her before standing and refilling his snifter at the sidebar.
"So let me get this straight," Chase began and stood. Damn it, I'm an Admiral
and I'm going to pace, she thought defiantly. "First we have an unusually high level
of communications, and possible payoffs, between Szabo and the CNP team.
Second," she extended her index finger to join her thumb, "we have the possibility
of other accounts with even more hidden money. Third, there are the odd
readiness reports. Fourth, there's the missing hardware and inventory. And finally,
fifth," she extended her pinky and turned to fully face the two admirals and colonel,
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"there's the safety inspection that officially happened but no one remembers
actually happening."
She paused and allowed her mind to sift through what she'd been told. "And
then there's Colonel Thornton who is keeping an eye on Szabo for seditious
activities. Does that just about cover it?"
The three men shared a nod. "Yes," Deguya finally confirmed.
"All of this begs the question, why me?" Chase asked.
"One concrete answer and one long shot," Vought answered. "We, that is those
of us in this room and a very small handful of others, don't think what happened to
Kali was an accident. And...I don't think you do either. We've read Captain
Avalon's reports and when he returned, Colonel Thornton had a very in-depth
briefing from her, Prentiss Abbot, and Chief Elmwood about the CNP and the part it
might have played in what happened. You were there, you're involved, and you
know the players, so that makes you somewhat involved.
"The long shot is that for whatever reason, Szabo hated you enough to foolishly
waste three battlestar groups trying to embarrass you and then appeared to have
every intention of having Odyssey physically ram Hecate or damage her when he
jumped." He paused and Chase thought that it was a good time to reflect on the
mortality that was ensconced within his last statement.
"What do you want from me?" she asked and realized that whatever was going
on, she was involved whether she wanted or not.
"Keep your eyes and ears open and I hate to even suggest this," Vought told her,
"but be selective of who is stationed on Hecate. Make sure they're people you can
trust or who are loyal to you."
"To me, Admiral?" Chase said. "I may be a countess, but outside of Virgon that
and a cubit will get me a cup of coffee."
Deguya finished his brandy in one swig and when he looked up Chase saw a
haunted look on the man's face. "You're one of our best and brightest, Sera. No
matter what others say, you earned your rank and your command. If your father
hadn't stepped up and funded Hecate, you'd have been given Aurora as your next
command. I," he looked at the two other men in the room and amended his
statement, "we, we feel that there's a storm on the horizon and when it hits, we
can't afford to constantly look over our shoulders to make sure someone isn't
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standing there with a dagger."
The words settled over the room like a heavy fog that chilled Chase to the bone.
All her life there had been the Twelve Colonies of Kobol, she didn't know anything
else and to think that there were factions working to bring it down scared her.
There had always been 'movements', Tom Zarek's Sagittaron Freedom Movement
and the almost defunct Soldiers Of The One being two of the most well known, but
they were civilian paramilitary groups. That people within the Colonial Defense
Forces were actively in league and supporting them infuriated her.
Admiral Deguya's phone broke the silence when it rang.
"Deguya," he
answered. "Yes...Epsilon Constellation Zephyr Bravo. What happened?" he briskly
demanded. "Were there any casualties? Do you know where it went? Frak. Ok,
send a FLASH to Picon and let them know what happened and that a BOLO should
be...no, belay that. Tell them that I suggest Defense Intelligence be notified and
that this should stay out of the press. We can issue a statement explaining his
disappearance, but let's see if we can use this to our advantage...Ok. Send a
Raptor with all the security records to Picon as well. Thank you, Colonel Siroca."
Deguya ended the call and met everyone's gaze. "Admiral Szabo overpowered
his escort when they were waiting for the Raptor to transport him down to Bifrost.
One of the pilots had his arm broken, the other was knocked unconscious. One of
the Marines was in the head and the other had his neck broken. He then took the
Raptor and jumped as soon as he cleared Odyssey's port flight pod."
*+*+*+*+*
System MXM-211, Abandoned Mining Station "All That Glitters"
"Unscheduled dradis contact." The mechanical voice from the communicator
resting on the night stand jolted Lucy awake and she was already moving to the
chair where her pants and shirt were draped across an arm when the voice
repeated the message and added, "Range is 15,000, course is CBDR. Should I
destroy it?"
Lucy didn't think about it. If it wasn't friendly, then she'd simply set the base for
self destruct and leave, it didn't really matter to her. "No, don't take any action.
Send a challenge and see if it knows us."
She was closing the last button on her shirt when the voice told her, "Challenge
sent and authenticated. It is not hostile."
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"Good. Direct it to the main hangar bay and have a guard detail meet me there.
I don't want to take any chances if this is a setup."
The mining station was built more than a century earlier and abandoned during
the early months of the Cylon War, and was one of thousands of small stations built
over the past few centuries by the various Colonies or individual commercial or
social concerns. All That Glitters was abandoned in less than a day; the miners
packed their suitcases, grabbed any personal belongings, and left. When she
arrived with her half dozen escorts, there was still food in the pantry, grimy pots on
the stove, and dirty laundry in the industrial sized washing machines. Since then
she had managed to clean up some of the living area and gave the old station a
semblance of comfort, if an abandoned mining station could ever be considered
comfortable.
The landing bay was simple even by austere standards, but it was large enough
for the Raptor that now glided through the open doors and gently settled to its floor.
Slowly, as if they were old men moving for the first time after a long pyramid game,
the doors slid closed and the chamber was pressurized.
Lucy looked through the bay window and saw who sat in the Raptor's cockpit
and felt her pulse quicken and her face flush. She yearned for these meetings as
much as she long ago used to yearn for her sister's return or her long dead parents.
They were the past, she thought scornfully as she skipped down the metal staircase
to the airlock where two of her escort waited, now I'm part of the future.
She ran into the landing bay as soon as the airlock cycled and allowed her
through. Methodically, her two escorts followed a moment later and took a
position on either side of the airlock door and waited for further orders or a threat
to materialize; either one would suit them, Lucy thought as she stopped and stood
next to the Raptor's stubby wing.
It felt like forever before the large hatch opened in the dun colored craft's side
and the pilot stepped out. She never got over how good the pilot looked and
looked forward to several hours of intimate 'decompressing' later.
"Richard!" she exclaimed and jumped onto the wing and hugged Admiral
Richard Szabo before falling into a deep, soul igniting kiss that caused her toes to
tingle.
The kiss always felt too short for Lucy's taste and when Richard broke it he held
her at arm's length and lustily looked her up and down and then up again. "Lucy
Cain, are you happy to see me?" he quipped.
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"Damned straight! How long will you be able to stay?" she asked.
"I'm persona-non-grata and won't be going back...for now," Richard answered
and guided Lucy off the Raptor and towards the airlock door.
"You two," he told the escorts, "Take that piece of garbage out and destroy it.
Then prepare the shuttle, we'll be leaving."
Even now after thirty-eight years she braced herself for her escort's answer. She
flinched when it finally came, delivered it an emotionless monotone, but also felt a
rush of excitement deep down, too.
"By your command."
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Chapter 17: Ovations
Thule System, Saga, Bifrost Joint Forces Base, Visiting Officers' Quarters
The Golden Sword closing ceremonies were usually a dog and pony show,
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase thought as she looked at herself in the floor
length mirror and tugged her sash ever so slightly so it straightened and fell over the
distinctly feminine swell of her bosom. She stood just shy of a meter seven, and at
thirty-eight was the youngest rear admiral in the history of the Colonial Fleet. The
grey collar and its cordovan leather accent stood high around her shapely neck and
under her slightly curled, long blonde hair. The golden tresses showcased the
polished golden admiral's diamonds and the gold and silver piping of her uniform,
and framed ice blue eyes set in an attractive and youthful looking face.
Despite trying to concentrate on the coming ceremonies, her mind continually
returned to the conversation she'd had with Admirals Deguya and Vought, and
Colonel Thornton. "Keep your eyes and ears open and I hate to even suggest this,
but be selective of who is stationed on Hecate. Make sure they're people you can
trust or who are loyal to you," was what Admiral Vought had told her with Admiral
Deguya adding his comments about looking over a shoulder to make sure there
wasn't someone there with a dagger. Why was it so damned difficult for people to
live in peace, she thought and sighed heavily as the implications once again
crashed home.
"This comes with the uniform, girl," Chase said out loud and startled the slim
auburn haired woman stretched out on the sofa.
"What was that?" Colonel Constance deWinter asked.
Chase gave her reflection another look and then tugged down her uniform
tunic's cuffs and noted the esthetics of the gold cuff devices against the grey
uniform. "I'll tell you all about it over a couple bottles of my dad's favorite red
when we get back to Hecate."
deWinter sat up and then stood. "Sounds deep."
"You have no idea. I also want to schedule a review of all officers and senior
NCOs, both Fleet and Marine, for the day after." She turned and held up her hands
to quiet deWinter's question. "Don't ask, Connie, not here."
A sculpted auburn eyebrow arched over a deep green eye as deWinter cocked
her head slightly. "No worries, it can wait. For now," she declared and walked over
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to Chase, "you have an awards ceremony to attend. Let me look at you," she told
her friend and looked her up and down before motioning for Chase to turn around.
"Ok. You're good. Nothing out of place, makeup is good and there's no toilet
paper clinging where it shouldn't."
Chase smiled and tried not to laugh. The more she tried to keep from laughing
the more she had to and a giggle finally escaped. The giggle cascaded to a laugh
which escalated to laughter. Finally, when she'd regained her composure she
looked at deWinter and saw her XO standing with her hands on her hips and her
head cocked. "I needed that," Chase explained and pulled down the edge of her
tunic.
"I'm glad I could help," deWinter told her. "So we're going to have a couple
speeches, the awards, and then the banquet?"
Blonde hair bobbed over Chase's shoulders as she nodded. "Yes, though I've
been assured that no speech is going to be more than about five minutes. Admiral
Deguya didn't want the speeches to become too self promoting or 'I love me'. I
believe his words were, 'This is already enough of a dog and pony show, the least
we can do is get the animals off the stage as quick as possible so the rest of us can
go eat!'."
deWinter chuckled and opened the suite's door. "Is that all he said?"
Chase smiled. "He was a little bit more...colorful than that!"
Her spirits raised, Sera Chase walked down the hallway and while she still
wasn't looking forward to the evening, she also wasn't dreading it quite so much.
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, Saga, Bifrost Joint Forces Base, Private Salay Goa Airport
"I figured we could get some rooms when we reach Albion later tonight," Doc
explained to Kait as he put their duffel bags in the shuttle's overhead bins. "Then,
in the morning, we could round up a car and head over to Cammie's."
Kait appraised him with piercing blue eyes set in a pixie's face with a small
upturned nose. "A couple of rooms?" she asked rhetorically.
Doc stepped aside so she could take the window seat.
hesitantly. "I didn't want to presume anything."
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"Sometimes you should," Kait told him as she slid past him and took her seat.
He stood a moment before he took his place next to her. "Perhaps I will," he
teased and buckled his seatbelt.
Narrowed blue eyes stared back at him and he smiled. "You better! I've spent
the better part of the last two years trying to get you to notice me," Kait told him
and softened her glare into a warm smile. "Now that you have, I don't want to
waste any more time."
Doc's right hand found her left hand and gave it a quick squeeze before relaxing
into a gentle caress. "I don't either, but wanted to be sure you were sure..." He
laughed and relaxed back into the seat. "I just realized we sound like some sort of
rom-com vid." Kait nodded and her right hand patted his. "I promise I won't think
about this too much, I'll just go with it."
"Perfect," Kait told him as the pilot announced they were about to leave the
terminal.
"Thank you," Doc said so only she could hear him as the shuttle taxied out to
the launch pad.
Kait cocked her head and a thin, concerned frown touched her face.
what?" she whispered.

"For

"For being there, for persevering, and for not giving up while I wandered in my
own personal wilderness."
"Mitchell Danforth," she softly said leaning close to his ear, "I would wait as long
as it took. Now, quit being emo and start thinking about all the gardening we're
going to be doing tomorrow!"
Doc laughed, from the depth of his soul he laughed.
woman who can put everything in perspective!"

"You are a wonderful

"You better believe it!" she shot back and rested her head against his shoulder.
"Wake me when we land."
He felt her head on his shoulder, her closeness, the scent of the body wash she
used, and felt the last few chains holding him to the past crumble and dissolve.
There was a reason why time moved forward, he reasoned, so the past could be the
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past. He was living again in the present.
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, Saga, Bifrost Joint Forces Base, Sergeant Colbert Stanzyk
Memorial Hall
Sergeant Colbert Stanzyk Memorial Hall held more than two thousand people
for the closing ceremony. From her seat on the stage, Chase looked out over a sea
of dress grey uniforms sprinkled here and there with civilian suits or dresses. Her
people were sitting on the right side of the front rows and General Carver's people
on the left. Her eyes swept the faces and settled on two captains in the second row
and the corners of her mouth turned up ever so slightly.
Captain Zoe Avalon sat next to Captain Jeremiah Cole and the two were talking
quietly while waiting for the ceremony to begin. Chase was glad she was able to
pull some strings so that Zoe's temporary assignment to Hecate became permanent.
Zoe was a good officer, truly the best technical security officer she'd ever met, but
it was more than that; she genuinely liked the young woman and wanted to give
her a chance at a normal posting where she could be herself instead of an oddity
for the Fleet to use as if she were nothing more than a tool.
As she waited for the last attendees to arrive and take their seats, Chase allowed
her mind to drift back to a day nine months earlier when she was on leave and a
Fleet Raptor landed on her family estate's private airfield. Even though she was on
leave, there were some briefings that were essential and which she couldn't miss.
This was one of them; the v-world was being integrated into Hecate's core design
and the officer in charge was going to explain the "what and how" as well as the
benefits.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate, Nine Months Earlier
Sera Chase watched the dun colored Raptor as it landed on the concrete tarmac
outside the hangars that housed the household aircraft. She was dressed in a pair
of tight charcoal grey leather riding breeches, a white silk shirt topped with a
chocolate brown vest, and high riding boots. Diamond studs sparkled in her ears,
an eight century old cameo was pinned at her throat, and her gold signet ring
glinted in the early morning sun from its place on her right ring finger.
This wasn't the way she wanted to spend the morning. Until an hour ago her
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plans were for a day long horseback ride throughout the lush forests and fields that
encircled her family's estate, but schedules changed and the briefing was moved up
until today. Sometimes being an admiral trumped personal plans, she thought and
watched the pilots through the large canopy as they completed their post landing
checklist. When they finished two minutes later, the large side hatch hissed open
and a trim, dark haired officer waited in the hatchway.
When the officer stepped into the light, Chase noticed her alabaster skin and
how she carried herself; her posture was perfect, as if she came from a family
where public appearances were common and the need to make a good impression
were paramount, but there was something else hiding behind the dark eyes set in
the pretty face that hinted at something more. There was a hesitance in the officer's
body language, as if her self confidence had taken a beating and she was doing
something that was now far outside her comfort zone.
Chase thought about what she knew about the officer who was stepping off the
Raptor's stubby wing. It wasn't much, she reflected. Captain Zoe Avalon was the
lead project manager for the Nike class battlestars' v-world integration and other
than that the young woman was a technologist's prodigy's prodigy, she didn't know
much about the woman who would be responsible for integrating the long
abandoned technology into the Colonial Fleet's newest battlestar and so had
requested her personnel file and any biographical information that was available.
She was assured it would arrive before Avalon, but BuPers once again proved that
time moved differently for them than it did for everyone else.
Captain Zoe Avalon crossed the distance to where Chase stood and drew herself
to attention before saluting, "Captain Zoe Avalon, Admiral. Thank you for seeing
me on such short notice."
Chase returned the salute and motioned Zoe to follow her. "Let's go up to the
house where we can relax while you tell me all about the v-world."
"That would be good, Admiral," Zoe replied, still somewhat formal. "Will the
Duke be home?"
A sculpted blonde eyebrow arched of its own accord over Chase's right eye.
Her father had several discrete liaisons in the more than fifteen years since her
mother passed away and Zoe didn't have the look of women her father favored.
Still, the question was innocent enough; her father was well known on both his
native Virgon and throughout the Colonies. "Yes, he's taking some time off while
I'm home. Do you know him?" Chase waited for the answer.
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Zoe's smile was a crack in the businesslike front she projected. "Yes, I met him
when he was briefed on the Nike class' technology and construction requirements.
The first night of the conference we had a long talk after dinner and I wanted to
thank him for his support and trust."
That's an odd combination, Chase thought as they walked along the path
through the woods that led to the main house. "He's in town taking care of some
estate business but should be home for lunch," she said as the sound of the Raptor
climbing into the sky echoed through the woods.
They walked for a few minutes until Zoe stopped and exclaimed, "Oh my...that's
beautiful!" The lawn started at the edge of the woods and extended for more than
two hundred meters before it reached the low topiary maze and beyond that were
the terraces which climbed the side of the hill where Westfield Estate perched.
Every color in the rainbow was represented on the terraces; fiery red, cerulean
blue, brilliant yellow, burning orange, majestic purple, snow white, and all the
others were gloriously brilliant and perfectly landscaped. Once the garden was
processed, the main house was the second part of the double whammy. Built more
than a thousand years ago, it was a subtle blend of the old and the new, and awe
inspiring with high arched windows, gables, balconies, towers, and turrets.
"I grew up here and it never ceases to take my breath away," Chase admitted and
felt a slight kinship with the woman next to her from the shared reaction. "My
mother vowed that it would not be a 'look but don't touch' house. She and my
grandmother locked horns more than once, but Grandmother eventually came
around."
Next to her, Zoe was silent and looked to be lost in thought. When she spoke,
her voice sounded sad and far away, "I grew up just outside of Caprica City and our
house was a showcase of the most modern design and technology. The only places
I felt comfortable was in my dad's downstairs lab and my room; the rest of the
house was almost sterile in its modernity."
The briefing lasted throughout the morning and they finally paused for a late
lunch. Chase's father, His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield had
returned by that time and joined them. Any concerns she may have had about a
potential romantic connection between her father and Zoe were quickly dismissed
as she watched his interaction with the young captain. Yes, there was affection, but
it wasn't romantic, it was almost paternal and raised even more questions in her
mind why her father was acting that way.
Chase was enjoying an after lunch mug of hot chocolate with her father and Zoe
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when the major domo announced that a Colonial officer was waiting to see her in
the reception room. "Excuse me for a moment," she said before rising and walking
to the small elegantly appointed room located next to the main entry.
A major in the Colonial Fleet stood gazing up at a large oil painting of one of
her long dead ancestors when she walked into the room. Chase noticed two things
when she saw the officer; he was wearing a sidearm and he had an aluminum
briefcase handcuffed to his wrist. "Major, may I help you?" she asked.
He turned and came to attention. "Admiral Seralanna Chase?" he asked.
"I am."
He held the briefcase so that the lock was facing her. "I have a personnel file
that I was to deliver directly to you and wait while you read it. When you're
finished, I'll need the file back but it will be available for you on Hecate. If you'd
speak your full name and rank and place your fingers on the scanners, I can release
the file into your custody."
"This is a little cloak and dagger, isn't it, Major?"
"I don't know what the file is other than it is classified 01A," the major answered
as she placed her fingers on the scanners.
"Admiral Countess Seralanna Iona Chase," she stated and was rewarded with a
loud click as the locks released. Chase opened the briefcase and withdrew a file
bearing the Colonial Fleet’s seal, the name Zoe Amanda Avalon, Captain CF, a
service number, and in big red block letters, 'Classified: 01A-Need to Know/
Compartmentalized'.
Chase stared at the personnel file for several long seconds. What was so
important about a junior officer's personnel file that it carried the highest security
rating possible and warranted an armed, field grade officer as its courier? "Have a
seat, Major, this might take a while," she said and claimed a large, high backed
chair for herself.
"Admiral, I have to go on record and inform you that you're bound by the
Official Secrets Act," the major said before he perched uncomfortably on a chair.
"I understand," Chase told him and wondered if she really did. She opened the
file and began to read. Barely half way through the first page, she looked up and
asked, "Is this a joke?"
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"No, Admiral, it isn't. Admiral Trace told me if you had that reaction to tell you
that this was, and I quote, 'a deep black no-shitter'. He said you'd understand the
reference."
Admiral Esteban Trace had been a professor of personnel and leadership when
she was at the academy. Back then he was just a captain, but as the years passed,
she kept in touch with her old professor who was so influential when she was
younger. "He knows about the contents?"
"Yes, Admiral. He personally put the file in my briefcase and told me to get here
first thing this morning. There was an accident on the parkway or I'd have been
here earlier."
"Thank you," Chase told him and went back to reading. She read page after
page and it read like something out of a vid. The file spanned more than six
decades and she found it hard to accept that everything was true. When she
finished, she read it again. And then she read it a third time. This time, when she
finished, she took out her phone and dialed a private number.
"Colonial Fleet, Bureau of Personnel, Admiral Trace's office," the voice on the
other end answered.
Chase didn't hesitate, "This is Admiral Sera Chase, I need to speak with the
Admiral, please."
The secretary didn't pause with her answer, "Once moment please, Admiral, the
Admiral is expecting your call."
A moment later a laid back voice with a trace of the Canceron out country
answered, "Hello, Sera! Has my boy Fidel," he pronounced the major's name, 'Fyedell', " gotten there yet?"
"Yes, he has..." Chase told him and then cut to the heart of why she called.
"Esty, is this true?"
She could picture him in her mind's eye sitting in his large, high backed leather
chair the wall behind him covered with pictures of his family and crowned with an
enormous pair of longhorn steer horns. "Every word, Sera," he said without the
good ol' boy act. "Every word," he rhetorically repeated. "I wanted you to have the
real one, not the sanitized one everyone else gets."
Chase considered her friend's words and looked down at the Colonial Seal
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emblazoned on the file. "Thanks, Esty, I appreciate it. When I get to Perkinston
we'll talk about this."
"Just let me know when and I'll have Mali whip up a batch of her Shepherd's Pie
that you like," Trace replied with a chuckle.
"I might have to come over sooner rather than later, but expect me in the next
two weeks," Chase explained to her old friend before they ended the call.
"Major, thank you for bringing this to me," she said and returned the file to the
open briefcase.
She watched the major's car disappear down the long driveway that led back to
the service road which would take him to the parkway and considered what she'd
read. Her father and Zoe were discussing the latest game between the Caprica
Buccaneers and the Boskirk Reds when she returned to the arboretum where they
had lunch. Zoe was defending Anders' fouling Kilpatrick, the Reds' defenseman.
They fell silent when Chase sat down and her father was the first to speak, "Is
everything ok, Sera?"
"Yes, I think so. An old friend sent me something he thought I should read," she
explained.
"So you know?" Charles asked directly and without preamble.
"Excuse me?" Chase answered and saw a look of profound sadness mixed with
resignation and a touch of fear on Zoe's face and knew that her father was aware of
Zoe's past. "Yes," she answered. "And up until this moment I didn't know how to
react but now I think I do."
Zoe remained quiet, almost ashamed, and looked like she was folding in on
herself. "And now that you do, what will change?" Charles prodded.
Chase studied the young woman seated across from her and had trouble
reconciling that she was old enough to be her mother. "Nothing...everything," she
answered and saw Zoe look up and meet her eyes. "Nothing will change because
nothing has to change," she began.
"Yet, everything has changed and I'm
comfortable with it. I just have one question, Zoe; are you trying to be who you
want to be?"
Zoe's dark eyes blinked before she slowly nodded.

"Yes, I am.
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choice to be who I am and despite all the stumbling blocks and outright resistance
from most who know, I'm trying to be the person I set out to be back then."
A warm smile crossed Chase's face and she left behind the mantle of 'Admiral'
and spoke as Sera. "When I was 13 I made up my mind that I wanted to be a
Colonial officer. I wanted to fly Vipers and command a battlestar. All year I argued,
begged, and pleaded for permission to go to the Academy. Because of my title, I
was guaranteed entry; but because I was underage, I needed my parents' consent.
When it was evident that they weren't willing to give it, I applied on my own. My
hard work and grades earned me an appointment."
Charles chuckled. "Yes, I remember that."
"My parents and sister were eating breakfast one Saturday morning when I
pounced. I gave them copies of my appointment and asked that since I got in on
my own, would they now give their consent."
"Your mother and I spent all weekend 'discussing'," Charles air quoted
discussing, "your behavior. In the end, we decided that this was what you really
wanted and we'd raised you to be the person you had become. We couldn't have
been prouder...we just didn't want you to leave home so soon." His mood
darkened and he sighed, "You mother was so proud when you were commissioned,
Sera. I wish she could see the woman you've become."
"I often wonder what my parents would think about me," Zoe asked pensively.
"I know what they did and why, but I have to wonder if I hadn't met Galen and
been given the information to...well...to finish their project, if we'd have been as
close. I mean, I was their daughter, but I wasn't. Even now it's something I wrestle
with."
"I read your real file and I know if I were your mother, I'd be beyond proud of
you, Zoe. The things you did, the things you volunteered to do...if the public knew
the real story you'd be hailed as a hero," Chase told her.
Zoe shrugged. "We did what we had to do. Jordan
Caprica Legionnaires and we lost a lot of good friends.
you have. I just wish we would have been able to
especially Clarice in the early days.
Then maybe
everything."

Duram and I founded the
He accepted me the way
get to Lacy and Clarice,
we could have averted

The minutes became hours and Chase, her father, and Zoe talked. Charles and
Zoe had first hand memories of the years before the Uprising and then the war
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itself, and for Chase it was a history lesson from people who had been there and
actually influenced the events that forged the modern Colonial way of life. Things
were different back then, but one thing Charles and Zoe agreed on was that the
Cylons were still out there, waiting, and any sense of security was a false feeling at
best.
They shared a light dinner and Charles invited Zoe to spend the night. Charles
retired to his chambers about 9PM, but Chase and Zoe talked until the early
morning. While they may be separated by several grades, a friendship and sense of
understanding and family had been forged and Chase vowed that she would do
whatever it took and call in whatever markers were needed to make sure that Zoe
got a chance to be herself.
As she drifted off to sleep that night, three things Zoe had told her were foremost
in her mind. First, the Cylons called for the Armistice and that the Monad Mother,
Lacy Rand, and Sister Clarice, were never found. Second, the largely destroyed
Soldiers of the One were actively in league with the Cylons. And third, that it was
her firm belief that it was only a matter of time before they returned.
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, Saga, Bifrost Joint Forces Base, Sergeant Colbert Stanzyk
Memorial Hall
Chase sat straighter in her chair once the ceremony actually began. The
speeches and awards presentation was scheduled to last just over two hours before
there would be an hour break to socialize and then the banquet would occupy the
rest of the evening. She hoped that Admiral Deguya's promise that no speech
would last more than five minutes would hold true; the last awards ceremony she'd
attended was scheduled for two hours and lasted four and a half.
General Booker Quinn walked to the podium and stood quietly. Quinn was
another mustang like Admiral Deguya; he had enlisted in the Colonial Army during
the Cylon uprising and never left the service. His star had been rising until several
years ago when he suddenly fell out of favor and was transferred to Saga. "Shall we
begin?" he asked and received several chuckles in response. Even though he was a
General he had a reputation for clinging to his enlisted roots and manner.
"In all the years that there has been a Golden Sword war game, and I've been
involved since I helped draft the white paper, I've never seen one turn out quite like
this one. Over the preceding eight games there hasn't been a clean sweep, let
alone one where the winner didn't lose a single capital ship, nor has the attacker
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ever waited so long to launch the ground assault.
"There's something that every officer from the greenest enlisted person to the
most senior officer should take away from this exercise..." Quinn paused to make
sure he had everyone's attention before he continued. "The way things have always
been done may not be the best way to do things. They may ultimately be
successful but at what cost? Admiral Chase approached this as if it wasn't a war
game and when it was over the 'dead' would spontaneously return to life. She
approached it as if every casualty would be real, as if every casualty would result in
a mother and father, siblings, and spouse losing someone they loved; someone that
wouldn't be coming home anymore."
Chase looked over where the other admirals sat and noticed Deguya slowly
nodding his head in agreement. "Winning isn't always the same as achieving
success. When the Cylons return, and they will return, we will have to fight smart.
Admiral Chase fought smart. When the games concluded every ship in her group
was fit for action. Sure, if the damage had been real they'd still need time in the
yards for full repairs, but the damage control teams did their jobs and brought them
back online. Her ground forces, the 4518th Marines, had a casualty rate that still
left the regiment combat effective and it achieved the mission goals.
"Good leadership is also about exercising good judgment and listening to those
you lead. Don't dismiss an idea from a private because it's from a private...that
private might be the next me. Or it might be the next Admiral Deguya."
Quinn allowed the corners of his mouth to turn up. "And thus endeth the
sermon!" There were scattered laughs from the audience. "Now, Admiral Deguya
has some comments..."
Chase sat back and thought about what Quinn said. His comments were on
target and something her father instilled in her from a young age; everyone has
value and anyone can come up with the game winning plan. There was something
more in his comments, though, she thought. The Cylons, he was sure they'd return.
It wasn't a fanatic's pronouncement; it was delivered calmly, rationally, and with
conviction. She half listened and half pondered his comments until after Deguya
and Vought had spoken, Quinn announced it was time to bestow the awards.
One by one the judges recognized participants for their actions in the games
until it was time for the final awards. Admiral Deguya was joined by Admiral
Vought and General Quinn, and then called Chase to stand and be recognized.
"Admiral," Deguya began from behind the podium, "I would like to congratulate
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you and your staff on a job very well done. You brought an untested ship and crew
into a high level war game with less than two months to prepare and you
performed magnificently and in the best traditions of the Colonial Fleet.
"You showed innovation and intelligence in your planning and operations, and
as a result you completely defeated the Fleet based Opposing Force...by dinner
time the first day. You followed this up with a well planned and well executed
assault on the Albion Plains Practice Range and forced the surrender and
capitulation of the Combined Forces' Opposing Force.
"As such, you have won both the space and ground based elements of Golden
Sword and it is my honor to award you the victor's swords. Admiral?" Deguya
stepped away from the podium as another admiral walked on stage holding two
scabbarded swords. He stood just over a meter eight and moved with the grace of
a trained fencer.
"Admiral Kevin Bannasalle will present the swords," Deguya announced.
Sera felt her heart rate jump as he walked out onto the stage; Kevin Bannasalle
was more than just her friend and mentor. She stood and waited for him to cross
the stage and stop in front of her.
"Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase," he began warmly with a secret smile, "it is
my honor to present to you the golden swords of victory, one for the Fleet operation
and one for the ground operation, and to authorize you to display the crossed
swords device on your command." He extended the sword in his right hand and
she took it in her left and then repeated the gesture with the sword in his left which
she took in her right. "Congratulations!"
Chase wanted to pace and work off some of the energy that was coursing
through her body thanks to the adrenaline dump that she was going through.
Instead, she managed to say, "Thank you, Admiral Bannasalle."
Bannasalle stepped aside and Chase walked to the podium. Deguya held out
his hands to hold the swords and leaned close to whisper in her ear when she
handed them to him. "Sera, if I wasn't an admiral, I'd fight for a billet in your
command."
The comments caught Chase flat footed and she fumbled for a response. "Thank
you, Admiral, I'm honored." Deguya smiled and stepped aside and she saw the
respect on the old admiral's eyes and realized that the people who mattered
accepted her accomplishments. Her prepared speech was forgotten and she spoke

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 231
from the heart and off the cuff as she recognized the people who helped make the
victory possible. The earlier doubts and concerns were banished and for a short
while she allowed the moment to consumer her.
When her speech was over Admiral Deguya held up his hand and signaled that
everything wasn't quite finished. He carried an almost two meter long box under
one arm and walked to the podium and placed the box on the slanted surface. "As
General Quinn mentioned earlier, there hasn't been a clean sweep in Golden
Sword's history. Frankly, we never thought it could be done." He paused and
Chase thought she saw a trace of mirth in the old admiral's eyes and he looked like
he was fighting to keep a neutral countenance. "So Book, Cy, and I talked about it
over dinner last night and decided that something had to be done to honor this
occasion.
"The term 'clean sweep' is an old navy term whose origins have been lost to the
dusts of time. Simply put, when a ship would return from a successful war patrol
having 'swept the enemy from the seas', the captain would order a broom lashed to
the highest mast so that everyone would know that this was a ship that sailed in
Harm's Way, met the enemy, and prevailed."
Deguya opened the box and removed a corn broom. "My hat is off to General
Quinn's artisans; they managed to pull this off and did a fantastic job. Admiral
Chase," he said turning to where she sat, "Sera, it is my very great honor and
privilege to present you with this broom. The names of each ship in your group
have been carved into the handle and inlaid with gold and the names of each ship
you vanquished has been inlaid with silver, with a gold star indicating those you
captured.
"Bravo Zephyr!" he concluded and handed Chase the broom.
Of all the awards and accolades she'd received during the ceremony, this one,
this simple rush job award, meant the most. The swords, they were awarded if you
did your job. This broom...this was the respect of her peers given form. She didn't
realize she was blinking her eyes until the first tiny tear escaped and slowly traced a
course down her cheek.
"Admiral, I don't know what to say...I'm
speechless...but...thank you. This means so much to me that I just can't put those
feelings into words. Thank you."
When the closing comments finally concluded, she stood on the stage with
Admiral Bannasalle as the auditorium emptied. "I didn't know you were going to
be here, Kevin," she told him.
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He offered a slight shoulder shrug and arched his eyebrows. "Griff and I had a
talk before the exercise and he agreed that if you won I would present the swords. I
arrived on Andromeda about three hours ago."
"Well, since you're here, you'll be attending the banquet?" Chase asked
hopefully.
Again, the secret smile that spoke of something more. "Of course. Shall we?"
he gestured to the wings and Chase reflexively followed his movement and saw the
distinguished looking man wearing formal attire standing there.
"Daddy!" she exclaimed and rushed over to where Charles Chase stood.
He opened his arms as she approached and gave her a hug. "I'm so proud of
you, Sera, so very, very proud."
Chase was overcome by emotion that her father was present to witness her
success after arguing against her joining the fleet. "How?" was all she could say.
The elder Chase held his daughter close and then at arms' length before
releasing his grip on her. "Kevin kept me in the loop as things developed and I
hitched a ride with him," he explained. "And, I do have my contacts..." he winked.
"I'm glad you're here," she finally said and looped her arm around her father's.
"Escort me to the banquet?"
"I'd like nothing more," Charles warmly told his daughter.
things settle down a little, will you give me a tour of Hecate?"

"Tomorrow, when

She nodded, "Yes, I'd love to." Her mood suddenly sobered for a moment,
"There's something I need to discuss with you and Kevin..."
"That sounds ominous," Admiral Kevin Bannasalle said from her right.
Ice blue eyes met his sapphire orbs and any trace of mirth was missing when she
spoke. "It is, Kevin, it is."
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, Saga, Bifrost Joint Forces Base, Sergeant Colbert Stanzyk
Memorial Hall
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"Jerry," Zoe began hesitantly, "can we go somewhere...private?"
She had
waited until the rest of the table had gotten up to mingle, dance, or visit the bar
before springing the question that had been eating away at her for the better part of
the day. Actually, she admitted to herself, she'd been fretting about it since before
Golden Sword and the Kali emergency took her away from Hecate.
Soulful brown eyes in a handsome face capped with well groomed brown hair
met her gaze and there was a trace of concern in his voice when he answered.
"Sure, Zoe...is everything ok?"
Zoe forced a nervous smile. "I hope so." She stood and took his hand, "I think
there's a room down the hall where we can talk."
It took them only a few minutes to find the small sitting room but to Zoe it felt
like forever now that she'd made up her mind. She waited until Jerry had entered
the room before gently closing and locking the door behind her. The Admiral had
assured her that the room was 'clean' and that she could speak freely when she
spoke to her earlier during the banquet. Nerves had her on edge and Jerry sat
expectantly on the sofa.
He suddenly stood and crossed to where Zoe stood. "You look worse than I did
when I had to tell my parents I failed Physics in ninth grade," he softly said. "Sit
down...there's a bottle of wine on the bar and I'll pour us a couple glasses. Ok?"
he asked arching both eyebrows and coupling it with a concerned smile.
Zoe sat. Deep inside she was a bundle of nerves. It was one thing to think
about what she was going to do, another to decide to do it, but now that she was
going to do it, she felt like every nerve in her body was honed to a razor's edge and
stretched as taunt as bowstring. I can do this, she thought.
"Here's your wine," Jerry announced and sat on the sofa's opposite corner and
turned to face her. "What's wrong, Zoe? You look like you have the weight of the
world on your shoulders."
She sipped the wine and then tipped back the glass and drank it all. "Jerry, I..."
Zoe fumbled for the words. Her father was the talker in the family; she was just the
child prodigy. "Since I came to Hecate, I like to think we've become more than just
friends," she began and watched him for any reaction that might signal she was
misreading things. He nodded, and relieved, she continued. "I feel that we can be
more than we are now..." She watched and was rewarded by another nod, this time
more emphatic. "But before we get to that point, I have to tell you a story...about
who I am and why I am."
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"Ok..." he said and nervously took a sip of wine. "I know we can be more...if
it's what you want..."
He's so sweet, Zoe thought. I don't want to break his heart or cause him to
think I'm some sort of monster, but I have to do this. I can't live a lie with him any
longer. "I do, Jerry," she said with more emotion than she'd felt in a long time. "A
long time ago, seventy-two years ago to be exact, a couple very much in love had a
daughter. He was a fantastically successful technologist and she was an up and
coming surgeon. Their daughter was the light of their life and had the best of
everything.
"She grew though girlhood and into a rebellious teen that seemed to live to defy
and spite her mother and annoy her father. She was," Zoe laughed once at the
memory, "a little bitch. At school she fell in with a group of students who were
ultimately influenced and entranced by their headmistress.
"Now this girl, a young woman by now, was a programming genius. Her work
was...decades...more advanced than anything that was available. She also worked
on a very special project for her headmistress and to help her with it, she created
someone in the v-world. This avatar was very special; she was self aware and a
near duplicate in every way of her creator. There were a few things her creator kept
from her, but otherwise they were identical.
"Every day this girl would visit her virtual twin and they'd work a little more on a
grand project. And then one day the girl stopped coming. A few days later, the
girl's best friend came to visit and told the avatar that her creator had been killed in
a terrorist attack."
"What does this have to do with you?" Jerry asked. He had put his wine glass on
the side table and leaned forward as he listened to her story.
A sad sigh escaped from between Zoe's mouth. "It has everything to do with
me, Jerry," she sadly said. "The avatar was devastated. Her creator; her sister and
mother, the person who was her in the physical world was dead. And then one day
her best friend, because if she were a reflection of her creator and had the same
emotions towards the same people, wasn't her creator's best friend her best friend,
too? One day, her best friend brought her creator's father to visit her."
Zoe took a deep breath and allowed the pain to show. "Her creator's father did
what he thought was best, he did what he thought would bring back his daughter.
He ripped the avatar out of the v-world and downloaded it into a robot he was
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developing."
Jerry cocked his head looked confused. "I'm not sure I'm following you. He put
a v-world avatar into a robot? An avatar can't exist outside of the v-world."
"If this was any other avatar, save one, you'd be right. But this avatar was
special; she was self aware. She was free roaming and could do whatever she
wanted in the v-world and no one controlled her. She was, for all intents and
purposes, a digital life form."
"A digital life form?" Jerry asked warily.
"Yes." Zoe paused after uttering the word and reached for her wine glass to try
and claim the last drop that had settled in the bottom. "This new creation, a blend
of self aware avatar and robot, proved that it could be done. By this point, the
father had created another self aware avatar, based on the original, but patterned
after a friend's daughter who died in the same attack that killed his own daughter.
"The robot with the original avatar was destroyed in an accident and the avatar
fled back into the v-world to survive. But in doing so, she had imprinted part of
herself on a chip, the processor that was the heart of the robot. This chip was
reproduced and more robots were created, all of them with some of the personality
traits and...beliefs...that the avatar held while she was in the robot.
"Eventually the avatar reconciled with her parents, because if her creator's
friends were her friends, surely her creator's parents were her parents as well, right?
Together they thwarted an attempt by the headmistress' group from committing an
unimaginable atrocity.
"Three years after these events an incredible thing happened. The avatar
followed a hidden trail in the v-world and met someone who gave her a clue that
changed everything." She saw that Jerry was literally on the edge of the sofa and
fully absorbed in her story. Deep down, she worried that the next few minutes
might be the last that they would be this close.
"What was it?" Jerry asked when she didn't continue.
"Her parents had been working for three years to create a new body for her.
Despite what they tried, nothing really worked," Zoe began quietly, her voice
barely above a whisper.
"Until this clue was found," Jerry prompted.
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"Until the clue was found," Zoe repeated and felt the memories of that
incredible day flood back into her consciousness. "This allowed them to recreate
their daughter's body in flesh and blood, and then download the avatar into it."
She waited for Jerry's reaction. "That's..." he began. "That's not possible. Even
if you could clone a human, it would take years for the body to reach maturity and
there'd be no way you could..download..." he used the word she used, "computer
code, no matter how advanced, into it." He paused and she met his questing eyes.
His voice was full of doubt when he finally asked, "Isn't it?"
"It is," Zoe told him. "After this miraculous event happened, the avatar, now in a
real body, went to work helping her parents and a group called the Caprica
Legionnaires in a sort of underground resistance to the robots her father built and
were now ubiquitous across the Twelve Colonies. She and her allies did everything
they could to stop the robots from rebelling."
Zoe saw understanding creep across Jerry's face. "You're talking about the
Cylons, aren't you? The girl who died in the attack, she was Daniel Graystone's
daughter. You're telling me that a rebellious girl was the genesis of the Cylon's self
awareness?"
Her head slowly nodded. "They referred to themselves as 'differently sentient',
and Sister Clarice Willow was their prophet. The girl's best friend, Lacy Rand,
supplanted the Monads' old Mother in a palace coup supported by several early
model Cylons who felt the girl's friendship for her best friend.
"I know it all sounds fantastic and far out, but it's true, Jerry," Zoe almost
pleaded.
"How do you know? How can you be so sure?" Jerry asked her point blank.
Now it's time, Zoe thought. Now it's time to trust..."Because I was born Zoe
Amanda Graystone, was created as an avatar, and then was reborn fifty-three years
ago." There, I said it.
Jerry was quiet and Zoe waited for him to speak. Several long moments passed
and she could see he was going over in his head what she just said. Eventually, he
stood up and took two steps and sat next to her on the sofa and took her hands in
his while meeting her gaze. It's like he's looking into my soul, Zoe thought.
"Does this change anything about the Zoe Avalon that I've fallen for? Jerry finally
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asked her.
"It doesn't with me. Does it with you?" she asked hopefully.
Jerry smiled and shook his head. "No. I've known you were special since the
first day I met you. I never realized how special you were until just now. Not just
what you've done," his voice was full of wonder. "But that you cared enough about
me to trust me with your secret."
"Can you kiss a machine?" Zoe asked as she felt tears welling up in her very
human eyes.
"No, but I can kiss the woman I'm in love with," he told her and as he leaned
close and lightly touched his lips to hers, punctuated his words by deepening the
kiss.
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, Saga, Bifrost Joint Forces Base, Sergeant Colbert Stanzyk
Memorial Hall
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase sat at a round banquet table with her father,
her sister, Admiral Bannasalle, Colonel deWinter, and Captain Sebastian Beckett.
Commander Esposito and his wife had just left after visiting for a few minutes and
there was a lull in the conversation.
It was the first time in more than six months that she'd been able to have dinner
with her family. They were special times for her, whether it was just the three of
them or whether they were with friends; the important thing was that they were
together. Seated on her right was Admiral Kevin Bannasalle, a man she'd met when
she was a green ensign and he was a newly minted lieutenant. There was an
immediate attraction but neither one acted on it for several years, and even then it
was nothing more physical than hand holding or the occasional hug and kiss.
She was his protégé during those early years and even now she considered him
her mentor, even though she hoped for more. So far, they were in what Cora had
called, 'Serious flirt, with occasional fireworks'. When she was around Kevin she
felt the tension in the air, a good...*right* kind of tension. It wasn't anything that
would prevent either of them from doing their jobs, but was that easy knowledge
that there was someone close by who complimented you and made you feel more
than you were.
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"What do you think, Sera?" her father repeated and snapped her back to the
present.
She smiled.
admitted.

"What was the question?

I must have been miles away," she

"I told Father that Avedon should purchase at least one of the new Proteus class
ships, preferably two or three," Cora explained.
Chase rolled her eyes.
"You're talking business at the table again?" she
exasperatedly asked and sighed. Seeing her sister nod emphatically she shook her
head. "Same as always," she grinned. "About the Proteus, I think it's a good idea.
I've read the specs and several articles in Proceedings about them and I like what I
see; they're a potent force multiplier. It currently takes a lot more time and effort to
relocate a work platform or station using a Trina Avedon or Flattop class ship, and a
Proteus could make the move in less time with less hassle. Couple all that with
heavy armor and battlestar class engines and she's a good buy.
"And as a bonus she'll have hardpoints so she can carry twin one meter mounts,
just like the Majestics." It would be more than a mere bonus, she thought, it will
probably be needed in the future.
They spoke for several more minutes before she saw Zoe and Cole enter the
cavernous banquet hall.
"Excuse me for a few moments, I have to discuss
something with one of my officers," Chase explained before she left the table and
met them in the middle of the room.
"Admiral," Zoe beamed.
"I take it all went well?" Chase asked and raised her right eyebrow.
A wide, happy smile spread across Zoe's face. "Better than well. Thank you for
the help."
"You're one of my officers, and a friend, Zoe, I'm glad I could help," Chase told
her. "How are you, Jerry?"
Cole slipped his arm around Zoe's shoulders and gently squeezed. "Top of the
world, Admiral. It's a lot to process and I'd be lying if I said it wasn't, but I want
this. I want it to work."
"Good. I'd hate to think a bottle of my finest was for nothing!" Chase winked.
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"You're bound by the OSA, Jerry, so no matter what happens, this isn't something
that can be discussed."
Cole sobered...and then bounced back. "I understand. Only good things are
going to happen, so it's a moot point," he confidently declared.
That's what I expected to hear, Chase thought and was glad to see both her
officers seemed to be more at ease in each other's presence than they had been for
a long time. "Carry on; you have a couple days of leave, so I don't expect to see
you back on duty for a week. The other watches will pick up the slack."
After the good-byes were said, deWinter softly said from behind her, "That went
well."
Chase turned and saw her XO standing a pace behind her. "Yeah, it did. Why
do I suddenly feel like a parent who just saw their daughter with the person that
makes them feel complete?"
"Because in a way, you have been the big sister or mother figure that she's
needed. And quite possibly you see in her a little bit of yourself," deWinter
explained before sipping her drink.
Chase looked at her friend and narrowed her eyes. "A bit of myself?" she asked.
"Aye. You're both determined women that most people don't understand," the
auburn haired XO smirked. "And that's a good thing," she added.
"That's good!" Chase laughed. "I think we better get back to the table, I don't
want to have to answer too many questions about this, and certainly not in a place
like this. You need at least another drink to get ready for tomorrow..." she added as
her mood momentarily dipped.
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, Saga, Albion Municipal Airfield
Insects buzzed around the large floodlights that illuminated the tarmac as the
transport's hatch cycled and allowed the warm night air to flood into the cabin.
Doc stood and let Kait squirm past to stand in the aisle as he pulled down their
travel bags. "Feel like dinner?" he asked.
"Famished," Kait answered and reached for her bag.
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Doc shook his head and slung it over his right shoulder. "We're stepping out,"
he said and hefted his bag in his left hand. "And good manners are never out of
style."
Kait smiled fondly and gave him a quick hug. "I like good manners..." she
suggestively told him before spinning on her heel and following several of the other
passengers out of the transport.
They walked through the terminal and were making for the car rental kiosk
when they heard a familiar voice call to them, "Kait, Doc, what took you so long?"
It took them a moment to locate the source of the voice and match it to the
white haired woman sitting in one of the rocking chairs that dotted the concourse.
"Cammie!" Kait exclaimed and walked quickly over to Cammie as the older woman
stood. "I didn't expect to see you here; we were going to stop over tomorrow."
Cammie gave Kait a friendly hug and peck on the cheek and then reached for
Doc. "C'mon, Doc...hug time for the hero..." Doc dropped his bag and allowed
Kait's to gently slide to the ground before he opened his arms and allowed Cammie
to give him a hug and peck, too.
"Word travels, huh?" Doc asked sheepishly.
He felt Cammie release him from the hug and saw her step back and frown at
him. "Mitchell Danforth, you are a hero," she sternly told him. "And yes, word
does travel. What you did was amazing, Doc, simply amazing."
"Thanks, Cammie. At one time it was what I thought I wanted to do with my
life," Doc answered and felt Kait's hand slip into his and give it a quick squeeze. "I
just did what was needed."
"So..." Kait said and flashed a pixie smile, "I hope you're not waiting for
someone from the last flight because we were the last ones off it."
"Well, as a matter of fact I am," Cammie smugly declared and flashed a quick
wink. "I was waiting for the two of you."
"Us?" Kait asked a split second before Doc echoed her.
Cammie rolled her eyes and shook her head. "You told me you would be
stopping by tomorrow so I made some inquiries," she innocently began, "and found
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out you were coming in on tonight's flight. I figured I'd meet you here and take
you back to the house."
"Thank you, Cammie," Doc began, "But I'd hate to have to make you run us
back into town later tonight."
"Whatever for?" Cammie asked him.
"We haven't even gotten a room yet," Doc sheepishly told her. "We figured
we'd rent a car, find a hotel and get a room, and then stop by in the morning."
The way Cammie looked at Doc made him wonder if he was growing horns or
wings. "You came to Albion to visit me, yes?" Cammie asked and both Doc and
Kait nodded. "I have a spare room..." she let the thought trail off and out of the
corner of his eye he saw Kait grin and nod. "And rather than you stay in a hotel, I
thought you might want to stay in something a little more like home," she added
hopefully.
Doc was touched by Cammie's offer and realized that if the situation was
reversed, he'd be doing the same thing. Loneliness wasn't fun. "Thank you,
Cammie," he said and looked at Kait for her reaction. She smiled and nodded her
assent and he continued, "We'd be honored to be your guests. Fergus won't mind?"
he asked playfully.
"You're most welcome," Cammie warmly replied. "Fergus is at home and
waiting; he knew we were going to have guests when I opened up the guest room
and relocated his toys from there to his toy basket. I think he's looking forward to
having someone else to play with."
Cammie led them out of the terminal and Doc marveled at what he saw. This
part of Albion was as active and alive as any small city back in the Colonies.
During Golden Sword they never operated in this part of the city, but from all
appearances Albion was a fully functioning city with shops, traffic, and population.
He could see that Kait was confused about what she was seeing as well.
"Cammie..." he asked. "What's going on here? We were told that Albion wasn't
anything more than just a practice range."
She looked at him slyly. "That my dear Doc, is a secret," she winked. "I'll tell
you when we get home over a beer while the steaks are grilling."
"I'll hold you to it!" Doc told her and continued to watch the surroundings pass
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outside the window. Now that he wasn't looking for things to shoot or people
trying to kill him, it really was a comfortable little city and reminded him of some
of the small cities on Virgon that had to be rebuilt after the Uprising. Except here in
Albion he could see design influences from across the Colonies rather than the
Virgon inspired ones he saw growing up.
Half an hour after leaving the airport, Cammie turned into her home's driveway
and pulled into the open garage. "Home sweet home!" she declared and opened
the door. "I'll show you to the room and give you chance to freshen up a bit before
giving you the grand tour and starting dinner."
"Hey, Fergus!" Doc exclaimed as Cammie opened the house door and the small
black and tan terrier darted out into the garage and made a beeline for Doc. Doc
knelt down and the little dog all but jumped into his arms and licked his face all the
while his tail wagged so fast it was a blur.
"I think you've made a friend!" Cammie joked.
"Who; Doc or Fergus?" Kait asked and knelt down to scratch Fergus between the
ears.
Cammie stepped inside and said over her shoulder, "Both!"
The room Cammie showed them was large and comfortable and had its own
bathroom and a small den or office. Ten minutes later, with Fergus trailing behind
them, Doc and Kait found Cammie in the kitchen putting the finishing touches on
the salad.
"You have a beautiful home," Kait told the older woman and
automatically started slicing the red onions for the salad.
"Thank you. It wasn't what I expected to have when I was your age, but it's
mine and has a lot of memories," Cammie explained. "Now," she said setting aside
the lettuce bowl and wiping her hands on a cloth, "how about that tour?"
Seer, Saga's moon, was a silver beacon in the night sky when they all sat around
the table that was inside the screened in porch and began dinner. "The steaks are
imported, but the rest I grew in the garden," Cammie proudly told them. "I could
buy it at the market, but I like the satisfaction of knowing I can grow my own food."
Doc and Kait shared a glance before Kait asked, "We were told that Colonial
crops couldn't grow on Saga and local plants weren't that agreeable to us..."
Cammie winked and rested her right index finger along her nose and swept it
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forward to point at Kait. "They do say that, don't they," she stated cryptically and
ate another forkful of salad. "Saga is..." she looked around and Doc thought it
looked like she was checking to make sure there wasn't anyone hiding in the
shadows, "Saga is special...in many ways. One of them is that the ground is as
fertile as any in the Colonies. It isn't a state secret, it's something we don't talk
about and perpetuate the belief that Colonial crops won't grow here and that the
native plant life will give you the 'Saga squirts'."
Doc had a suspicion what was going on and decided to see if his hunch was
right. "Saga is the ultimate bomb shelter hidden in plain sight."
A wide smile graced Cammie's face. "And more. By creating the 'truth'," she
quoted the word with her fingers, "that it's difficult if not impossible for Saga to
support long term human settlement it has fallen off everyone's dradis. Sure, some
know it's here, but if you were to attack the Colonies and stop the supply ships,
everyone's sure we'd be eating each other within six months so there wouldn't be
much need to focus too closely on the world."
"What about Albion? It's a full city," Kait asked. "Iris was telling me that they
were in an office building that was completely furnished."
"Aye, the whole city is like that and I'm sure you can put two and two together
and get four, because I really can't go into details and spell it all out," Cammie
explained. "But I can say this; all Albion needs to go online is population."
Silence descended on the table until Doc spoke up. "So this is a lifeboat in case
the Cylons come back."
Cammie nodded.
"There's more though, isn't there?" Doc prodded.
"There is, Doc, a lot more..." she answered seriously before she shrugged and
added, "but I'm just an old woman and that's above my pay grade."
"You're anything but 'just an old woman'," Kait interjected. "But we're here to
visit, not interrogate you, so how about we change the subject to something we can
all talk about?"
"I'm up for that," Doc agreed.
"Thank you, I appreciate it," Cammie said sincerely.

"What can you tell me
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about the A3 Keres? The last one I served with was the old A1."
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, Saga, Bifrost Joint Forces Base, Sergeant Colbert Stanzyk
Memorial Hall
The banquet was one for the record books, Chase thought as she stretched in
her chair and watched the white jacketed orderlies clear the tables. One person
after another had stopped at the table to talk to her, to her father, or to Admiral
Bannasalle and after a while it reminded her of when she sat in when the Empress
held court.
Everything was ordered, formal, and done according to proper
protocol, but it shared the same hectic feeling that she felt throughout the evening.
She saw her father talking with someone across the room, Kevin had gone to the
bar for a last round, and her sister and Beckett had departed to visit one of his
friends stationed at Bifrost. "Connie," she said to the only other person sitting at the
table, "tomorrow can't come soon enough."
Her XO smirked. "Tired of the spotlight already?"
"A little," Chase admitted. "I guess I wasn't expecting so much," she sighed and
swept her arms around the room. "The only thing I really want to do is go back to
my quarters, take a nice hot bath until I turn red and shrivel up, and then crawl into
bed."
deWinter gave her a doubt filled look. "Alone?" she teased.
Chase nodded. "Alone."
"What about..." deWinter nodded towards the bar where Bannasalle stood.
"Alone..." Chase reiterated.
hinted.

"I'm not the stereotypical Virgon native..." she

The auburn haired XO's eyes widened a little. "You mean you and," again the
head nod, "haven't?"
Chase shook her head. "We're doing this old school, Connie. Besides," her
eyes twinkled and she laughed, "Don't you know I'm the Virgin Dragon?"
"I have heard that name used, but it was usually followed by them getting a
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black eye and me some ice for my hand!" deWinter told her friend.
The two friends laughed until Chase turned serious. "Tomorrow, keep your
schedule clear. We have a lot to discuss and I don't want to be boxed in for time."
"Ok, Sera. This is about what you mentioned earlier?" deWinter asked.
"Yeah...it is" Chase said quietly and then brightened when Admiral Kevin
Bannasalle returned with three glasses of wine.
"How long are you going to be here at Saga, Kevin?" Chase asked after sipping
the wine.
"Four days. Why?" he asked.
"Good, there's plenty of time," Chase told him and then seeing the question in
his eyes, quickly added, "I want my TechSec to brief you on the CNP." She knew it
was a minor fib, she'd be giving the briefing in Zoe's absence, but given the nature
of the discussion she had to have with him, it would serve as good cover for the rest
of what she had to discuss with him.
Bannasalle tipped his glass and drank half the wine before shaking his head and
frowning. "Sounds good...I never trusted Grinning Gaius or his super software and
after hearing what happened to Kali, I trust it even less."
"We'll get something arranged in the next day or two," Chase explained. "In the
meantime," she said seductively, "do you feel like walking a girl to her quarters and
giving the gossips something to talk about?"
*+*+*+*+*
Sanctuary, Temple Complex, Central Cathedral
The large temple complex jutted out of the stony, tree covered hills and spoke of
ages long since past. Ivy covered walls were joined with graceful arches and
weathered carved columns supported the high, vaulted ceilings common to much
of the sprawling complex.
Rising up like a sculpted monolith, the Central
Cathedral towered more than a hundred meters high and was laced with balconies
and galleries while stained glass windows dotted the heights and glittered like
multicolored gems in the sunlight.
An older woman in a simple dark blue habit trimmed with gold and wearing a
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white and light blue veil stood at the railing that lined one of the larger galleries
two thirds of the way up the Central Cathedral's side. She gazed out over the
verdant valley and the hills that rose like waves in the distance and slowly turned
when she heard the door open.
"Have they returned, Odin?" she asked, her voice still sounding youthful despite
her age.
Boot heels echoed on the marble balcony as the man crossed the distance to
stand at her side. He was tall, just shy of a meter nine, and dressed in black; black
pants tucked into high black boots, a black shirt topped by a black silk vest, and a
black, thigh length wool topcoat completed his wardrobe. The only flash of color
on his black outfit was a four centimeter gold infinity symbol on each lapel.
"They're on final approach and should be here before the top of the hour." His
voice also contained a hint of youthful vigor and it, too, seemed out of place
coming from the older man.
"That is good, they've been away too long," the woman said with a slight trace
of maternal concern. "I sometimes worry about Lucy and her patience, and
Richard has always had trouble maintaining his objectivity."
She leaned into his side as she felt his arm encircle her shoulders and after a
moment, rested her head on his shoulder. "You raised and taught them well," her
companion told her.
A peaceful smile touched the corners of her mouth and she closed her eyes. It
was a conversation she and Odin had time and again. "We," she corrected him
without opening her eyes. "We," she emphasized 'we', "taught them, Odin. They
may not be our flesh and blood, but they're our children never the less and I worry
about them as any mother would."
"I know," Odin said after a few moments of shared silence.
comfortable with them continuously returning to the Colonies."
The woman turned her head and opened her eyes.
surprised at the revelation.

"And I'm not

"You aren't?" she asked,

Once again silence descended for several long seconds before Odin answered
her. "All those years ago I stayed because of you. We went through hell; the public
ridicule, the threats, the attempts on your life, the uprising that crazy bitch sparked,
I stayed because of you. Then we left. It wasn't what I had hoped for when we first
met, but I accepted that my path was your path and where you went I would go,
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too."
She was quiet as he continued. "I don't regret any of it and if I had to do it all
over again, I would. But we left. Yes, we went with them, it was the only thing we
could do, but we left. We left our old lives, the old animosities behind and created
a new life here. Maybe I'm just getting old, but I think that going back is going to
bring us trouble and more blood."
"I am inclined to agree with you," she answered simply and slipped her arm
around his waist. "But we have our debts to pay and our friends are gaining more
and more influence with the younger generations." Not to mention we really can't
refuse them, she silently added and acknowledged who was the real master in their
'friendship'.
A gust of wind carried the scent of the forest up to them and she inhaled the
thick aroma of loam, wild flowers, and the small river that snaked through the
valley. For most of her life she'd lived in peace in this strange and wondrous
complex built by unknown hands. The demons of her past were sealed behind a
wall she felt was quickly crumbling and turning to dust. After so many years, the
dreams had started again. She hesitated in telling Odin because she knew how
concerned he'd be. Each dream sapped her strength and it took longer and longer
to recover from one. Still, she thought, he needed to know. They were husband
and wife even though they'd never married, never made it formal. It was her way
of allowing Odin, the only man she ever truly loved, to leave.
Soon, she silently added, I'll have to tell him soon before he notices. "Why
didn't you ever ask me to marry you?" she asked and surprised both of them with
the question.
A sad single laugh escaped from Odin's mouth and his answer was quickly
forthcoming. "I didn't want you to mourn the loss of your husband if I were killed."
"And I never asked you in case you wanted to leave," she confessed and turned
to face him. "Perhaps we should truly lead by example; we tried violence and it
didn't work, perhaps love is the answer."
Odin's reaction caught her by surprise. He stepped back and reached his hand
under his shirt collar and pulled out a gold chain and cracker sized locket. He'd
worn it almost as long as she'd known him and whenever she'd asked about it he
would only say it had sentimental value. It took him a few seconds to open the
catch and clamshell it open. Inside was a simple gold band studded with two small
gems; a blue sapphire and a red ruby. "I've been carrying this around for fifty-six
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years because I never thought I'd ever be able to ask you..." He looked deep into
her eyes and she felt the love he'd carried with him as long as they'd known each
other. "Lacy Rand, will you marry me?"
Tears came unbidden to the corners of her eyes and she quickly blinked to keep
her vision clear. Her heart raced and she took a breath to steady herself. Part of
her screamed that this was all so sudden and another part said this was fifty-six
years in the making. "Yes," she answered breathlessly. "Yes, Odin Sinclair, I will
marry you."
The words were barely out of her mouth when he slipped the ring onto her left
ring finger. He was about to lean down to kiss her when the gallery's door opened
and a female voice shouted, "Mother!"
Together, Lacy and Odin turned and watched as Lucy Cain and Richard Szabo
walked out onto the gallery. "Lucy! Richard!" Lacy exclaimed and walked towards
them with her arms held wide. "I am so glad that you're home."
"Yes," another female voice snidely added a moment later from the open
doorway. "How nice that you're both home," Sister Clarice Willow said as she
stood just inside the doorway and out of the wind.
*+*+*+*+*
Olympus
The room was comfortable and decorated in earthy colors. A slim woman
dressed in a light colored loose fitting gauzy top, wine red casual slacks, and
chocolate brown sandals lounged on an overstuffed leather sofa that was as soft
and smooth as a feather. Her right hand held a glass half filled with a deep golden
liquid. "It's almost time; we should think about getting ready."
Her companion stood by the window and was an imposing figure. Almost two
meters tall, he was broad across the shoulders and had a swimmer's physique. He
wasn't muscular like a weightlifter or body builder, but it was evident how his shirt
fit and his muscles rippled when he moved that he was in the peak of physical
fitness. "I suppose you're right. Things are going to come to a head soon and I
don't think it will be like the last time it happened to them, it'll be like what
happened to us."
"That was a long time ago," she said wistfully as a deep and profound sadness
crept into her voice and caused her perfect posture to waver from the pain of past
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memories. "All of this has happened before..."
"...And all of this will happen again," her companion answered just as sadly.
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Vignette 1, Part 1: Broken
Boskirk was an old city and parts of it dated from the very founding of the
Twelve Colonies. The city was a mix of the old and the new, the classic and the
modern, and a person could find themselves in a modern office that was itself part
of an ancient building located next to an ultra-modern apartment campus.
Anastasia 'Annie' Meade loved the old city. In her short life, it was the first
place where she felt truly alive and part of something really bigger than herself.
Her favorite part was Remembrance Park, a new park in one of the older sections of
the city. She pondered the paradox of the old and the new from where she sat at a
glass topped café table across from the park.
Her routine rarely varied. She would wake just before sunrise and watch the
golden orb of Helios Beta rise over the far alpine hills as she sipped a glass of
orange juice before washing her face and hands and heading out for her morning
run. The run followed the same course day after day; it was something that never
failed to inspire her and each day she would see something new as she jogged
through the artists’ quarter, down along the river and the scores of small galleries
displaying wares from the crude to the inspired, and then back around
Remembrance Park to the small café.
The Empress’ Coffee Cup was a small shop and catered to the local crowd.
Tourists flocked to the park but rarely came over to this side, and if they did, they
never stayed and quickly returned to the museums and street hawkers that fronted
the park’s main entrance. Annie reveled in the early morning serenity as she sipped
her coffee and slowly came down from her runner’s high. Like the rest of her life,
her order each morning never varied; coffee, flavored with chocolate and
cinnamon with a dash of real cream, and a bear claw pastry.
By the time she finished her coffee and pastry the old part of the city was
coming to life. Paperboys were tossing papers onto ivy covered porches, produce
trucks were delivering nature’s bounty to the local restaurants, and the street
sweepers were making their daily course through the roads to ensure that Virgon’s
capital was as clean as it was beautiful.
Her life was, she thought as she licked the pastry’s icing off her fingers, idyllic.
Her neighbors in the apartment above her could be annoying with their marathon
bouts of acrobatic sex four or five nights a week and always on the weekends. And
the couple across the hall had the most adorable little girl. Part of her mind
wondered what she was doing wrong with her life; she wasn’t unattractive, far from
it. She didn’t suffer lack of culture or intelligence, nor did she lack the social
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graces. Her last boyfriend had decided to call it quits after she woke him in the
middle of the night for the third time in a row screaming, “They’re coming! They’re
going to kill us all!”
Maybe she really was broken like he said that last morning as he quickly stuffed
his clothes into a valise.
She sighed and forced her heart to accept what her mind knew as the truth.
The phone beeped to let her know she just received a text message. A quick
glance confirmed it was from Jonathan. If evil ever walked on two legs the way the
ancient stories claimed, Jonathan was those stories come to life. She scowled and
picked up the phone. Jonathan was a mean, spite filled, hateful bastard of a man
who seemed to hate everything and everyone and wasn’t afraid of using his cutting
sarcasm to let everyone around him know how deep his emotions ran.
“YOU’RE LATE.” Yeah, so I am, Annie thought as she read the two word
message. “Frakkit,” she mumbled and keyed in three numbers, 143, and hit send.
She smiled at her duplicity and the confusion the simple message would generate.
The numbers could stand for two emotion filled statements. ‘I love you,’ was the
first, and most certainly not the one she referenced. The second one, ‘I hate you’,
was the real meaning of her cryptic answer.
The second day of every week she met Jonathan at a secluded bench in the park
and put up with his pawing over her breasts and the occasional hand down her
pants, “to keep up the illusion that we’re lovers,” he would say to justify the
molestation. In the two years she’d visited the park she never once saw lovers
pawing at each other like that at this time of the morning. She’d done a lot for the
cause and using her body was something she had to do on more than one
occasion, but this was different. Jonathan did this to degrade her and make her feel
little...and cheap.
Another message announced its presence. “NOW!” Annie sighed, stood, and
left a five cubit coin on the table before she jogged across the street and into the
park.
Jonathan was waiting on the bench when she arrived two minutes later. He had
salt and pepper hair, heavy on the salt, was average height and looked to be
somewhere between sixty and eighty; it was hard to tell given his activity level. His
right leg was casually crossed over his left and he was dressed in tailored khaki
slacks, a black dress shirt with silver cufflinks and open at the collar, a gold watch,
and a pair of two-thousand cubit Carlo Cassalle hand stitched shoes.
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Presumptuous prick, she thought as she forced a bit of saunter into her step and
crossed the last few meters to the bench and sat down.
As soon as she felt the wooden planks through her exercise pants she also felt
his left arm snake around her shoulders and pull her close as his hand cupped her
left breast. Annie suppressed the shiver her body yearned for and fought back the
desire to run from the park and never look back. Everyone had a job to do for the
cause, right? It was a mantra she repeated every second she sat there before he
spoke.
“Slide closer,” he hissed and gave her shoulders a quick tug with his left arm as
he turned to face her and allowed his right hand to snake down to the elastic waist
of her pants. He traced the outside of her sex with his index finger and she saw a
smile cross his face when she flinched. Then the hand dove between the pants and
her skin and she forced her stomach to stay calm and not regurgitate her breakfast.
Annie closed her eyes as he leaned close and kissed her roughly. His breath
smelled horrible; stale cigars mixed with sage spiced sausage.
When he finally removed his tongue from her mouth she turned and spit. “Have
you made contact with the target?” he demanded without preamble.
She lied. “Yes. I met him Saturday night at a party.” It felt liberating. So this
was what free will felt like! Annie felt as if she’d grown wings and started soaring
like a butterfly on the early morning breeze. “We have a date this weekend and I’ll
know more then.” Another lie!
Jonathan smirked and allowed his right index finger to probe into her most
private spot. Once. Twice. He added a second finger. Thrice. On the fourth time
he stabbed deep and pressed hard with his thumb against her clitoris and chuckled
at her pain and distress. Something deep inside Annie snapped. It was one thing to
be treated like an underling, an inferior, but to be molested for this sadistic frak’s
perverted sense of fun was too much.
Almost without thinking, her left hand reached up and grabbed the hand that
was painfully squeezing her left breast and with an audible snap bent the fingers
back past their breaking point while at the same time using her right arm to push
him away. “Get! The! Frak! OFF! Me!” Annie screamed and jumped to her feet,
spinning and dragging Jonathan off the bench by the broken fingers of his left hand.
Her tormentor paled and his eyes went wide in pain as he hissed in anger.
Instead of a threat or curse, he taunted her, “Cunt’s on display, bitch!”
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Annie glanced down and saw her pants were resting just below the V of her sex
and quickly tried to tug them up with her right hand. Before she had a chance to
respond another voice interjected itself. “Step away from the girl! Now!”
Boots on gravel announced the two people running into the small clearing.
Annie recognized one of them and felt her heart sink. Detective Lieutenant Saxby
Mahan was her downstairs neighbor. The woman with him was his partner that
she’d seen him with on a couple occasions.
Instinct took over and she let go of Jonathan’s hand and ran out of the clearing.
Behind her she heard Jonathan growl and Saxby’s partner shout, “GUN!” before
several shots rang out. Annie didn’t turn around to see who shot or who might be
injured; whoever it was, they’d have to deal with it. Whatever else she might have
been, right at this moment she was a woman running from the man who had
molested her continuously over the course of several years. She wanted to flee, to
get back to her safe place; her home with the balcony and two cats.
“Annie! Wait!” Something urgent in the voice cut through her fear and panic
and she had just managed to look behind her when the car’s horn and squealing
brakes sounded impossibly loud in her ear. She saw the look of horror on Saxby’s
face a split second before she felt the impact toss her like a rag doll up over the
car’s hood, into the windshield, and then onto the road.
Her dark blonde hair fanned out around her, Annie looked up at the clear blue
sky and cried as darkness enveloped her. She cried not in pain, but because she
knew that when she woke up that her old life would be nothing more than a
memory.
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Vignette 2, Part 1: Cold Fire
Battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, orbit of Niflheim, 49.7 light years from the
barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
“This is insane, Miri,” Colonel Tyler Sedaris told the trim woman standing deep
in thought on the other side of the plotting table. "This is something that's never
been tried before," he pressed.
A slim index finger rested along a finely sculpted nose while the fingers rested or
curled under the woman's chin. Bright eyes looked up and a slight frown crossed
her lips as she held her last breath as long as she could. It was an old trick she
used to help sharpen and focus her mind, despite the seeming oxymoron of
starving it for oxygen. "Ty," she finally said in a light voice touched with humor, "of
course it's insane; it came out of the Game Club."
Dark eyes narrowed and the first signs of crows' feet formed at their corners.
"But didn't Admiral Chase suggest you put in for this assignment?"
Commander Miriam Duquesne finally smiled and her face went from serious to
stunning as the wide grin spread across her face and revealed perfect, ivory white
teeth. "My little sister has a good eye for things and if the potential of this is even
half of what the gnomes project, then it'll have been well worth it."
Sedaris folded his arms over his chest and looked at the dradis display above the
plotting table and fixed his gaze on the two icons displayed. Duquesne's eyes
followed and watched the two icons slowly move away from Indefatigable. One
icon represented Raptor 302 and the other ex-Demosthenes. Ex-Demosthenes was
an old, first generation Berzerk class gunstar that had seen more than forty years of
service and five war cruises during the Cylon Uprising earning more than a dozen
battle stars. A proud ship like ex-Demosthenes deserved a better fate than what
likely awaited it she thought silently.
"Joe, can you get Freakshow on the wireless for me, please?" she finally asked
and looked down at the chart illuminated by the plotting table.
"One moment, Commander," Specialist Joseph Elba smartly replied. "Should I
transfer him down to you?"
"Please," Duquesne answered and leaned forward and rested her hands against
the edge of the table. On the face of it, the plan sounded ludicrous beyond belief;
dive ex-Demosthenes into a star and then after an hour or so, wait for it to come
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out. Every erg of common sense told her that this was a fool's errand. Yet, it just
might be possible. But Niflheim wasn't just any ordinary star according to what Dr.
Galen Cantorelli told them during the mission briefing.
Elba announced that he had Freakshow on the wireless and Duquesne picked
up the handset and put it to her ear. "How are things out there, Freak?" she asked
conversationally.
She heard a laugh push through the higher than normal background static. "It's
a bit choppy, Boss. Niflheim is putting out a ton of interference and Tick-Tock is
having fits with the dradis. Once Demosthenes starts her run, I'm not sure how
long we'll be able to track her."
Duquesne found herself nodding along with Freakshow's assessment. "I'm not
going to second guess you, you're the one who has their dangly bits on the line and
you know your limits and those of the Raptor...so follow your gut. This is just a
scientific experiment and I expect all my people to be aboard when we tie up back
at the yards. Clear?"
"Not to worry, Boss...My dangly bits are near and dear to Mrs. Freakshow and
she'd chase me to Toaster Central if I did anything to harm them," Freakshow
jocularly replied.
The Commander laughed. "There is no Mrs. Freakshow unless you got hitched
on your last leave..."
Freakshow's grin tore through the static and was evident when she heard it,
"Yeah...but if there was, she would! Anyway," he said turning serious and getting
back to business, "I have a visual on a shuttle leaving Demosthenes."
Duquesne looked up at the dradis and saw the icon representing the shuttle.
"We have it. As soon as Joe confirms that the science team is aboard you can throw
the switch and send the old girl on her way." She turned to Elba and raised a razor
sharp eyebrow.
When her communications specialist nodded and verbally
confirmed that the team was aboard the shuttle, she let out the breath she had been
holding and spoke the words that would send ex-Demosthenes on her way.
"Freakshow, Indefatigable Actual, you are go for mission start."
"Copy, Actual, we are go for mission start," Freakshow briskly replied.
*+*+*+*+*
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Ex-Demosthenes' engines flared and the old warship began to move. Freakshow
thought the view looked majestic as the long, lethal looking ship that had been his
first posting after flight school started descending towards the turbulent atmosphere
of the failed dwarf star. The star gave off very little light and soon the only thing he
could see were the old ship's navigation lights growing smaller and fainter as the
distance increased.
"She's at 50 klicks," Tick-Tock announced from her place in front of the main
dradis controls in the aft cabin. "How far are we going to follow her?"
Freakshow switched over to the Raptor's intercom, "You heard what the Boss
said and what I told her...I'm not going to let anything happen to my dangly bits,"
he teased.
"That's good," Tick-Tock told him sternly.
"Because Mrs. Freakshow will
definitely chase your ass all the way to Toaster Central and kick what was left of
them up around your ears."
"I love you, too," Freakshow said softly and sincerely.
"I know you do," she replied as his left thumb rubbed the still unfamiliar gold
band on his left ring finger hidden under his glove.
Since earning his wings seven years earlier, Captain Cameron Kitchener had
flown in some extraordinary conditions, including the approaches to Ragnar
Anchorage and Constantine Station, also located within the gas giant Ragnar. But
nothing had prepared him for what Dr. Cantorelli proposed and deep inside, he
was glad they were using an unmanned ship as the testbed for the project. The very
idea of penetrating a star's atmosphere boggled the mind, let alone the fact that the
region being investigated had a low temperature of barely 25C.
He looked over at the console installed at the copilot's station. The cameras and
sensors mounted in the Raptor's wings fed their imagery to the monitor and it was
displayed in a split screen format. The right side was the visible spectrum and the
left was a synthesis of the thermal imager and spectrometer. Both showed an aft
view of ex-Demosthenes as it descended into Niflheim's upper atmosphere.
"Freakshow, Indy; Freakshow, Indy, come in," Elba's urgent sounding voice
suddenly cut through the background static.
"Indy, Freakshow, go ahead," the pilot replied as he strained to see the last
glimmer of ex-Demosthenes' navigation lights.
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"Freakshow, Actual," Commander Miriam Duquesne's voice answered and her
tone caused Freakshow to sit up straight. "We have a problem."
"Copy, Actual. What's going down?" he asked and instinctively knew he wasn't
going to like the answer.
"Cam, Cantorelli wasn't on the shuttle."
Oh, frak it all to hell, Freakshow thought to himself, bend over, old buddy,
'cause here it comes again. "Copy, Actual. The evolution has started and there's no
way we can recall Demosthenes. We'll see you in an hour or so when we get to
the other side."
"You don't have to do this, Cam," Duquesne told him. "I won't order you to do
it, either."
"I know," he explained. "We don't have much time so we better get going."
There was a click as the line was transferred from the CIC microphone to a
handset. Duquesne's voice was soft and more along the lines of a big sister rather
than a commanding officer when she spoke again, "When we get back, I'm giving
you the keys to my family's lodge at Lake Barclay for two weeks. Consider it a late
wedding gift."
Freakshow's eyes went wide in surprise. "You knew?"
"Yes...and your secret is safe with me until you're ready to go public. Just make
sure you both make it back, do you understand me?"
"Yes, Boss, five by five."
Duquesne's voice was more businesslike when she ended the conversation,
"Good hunting, Freakshow."
"Well, wife of mine, we're going on a little junket," he said a moment later after
switching back to the intercom.
"I heard. She knew! How did she know?" Tick-Tock sounded more perturbed
that Commander Duquesne knew about their secret marriage than the fact that she
and her husband of barely 72 hours were going to ride a relic from the Cylon
Uprising into a star.
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Chapter 18: First Steps
Blockade Runner Agave, BR-301, Picon Low Orbit
"I hate this..." Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida said as he entered the launch room
that occupied the midsection of the converted Nereid class blockade runner. He
ran his hand along three meter long obsidian shape and took a deep breath. It was
all part of the program, he told himself.
Across the room, Fenton flexed his shoulders and windmilled his arms to settle
the bodysuit they all wore. "Isn't that my line, El Tee?" he asked and cracked a rare,
on duty smile.
Salagiida nodded. "Yeah...usually. I'm just...antsy, that's all," he offered as an
explanation. Antsy was right. The two weeks he and Iris had spent together before
she left for OCS were among the best of his life and now he was trying to adjust to
her absence. Jumping out of a perfectly good ship in low orbit, more than 200
kilometers above the surface, wasn't his idea of fun. But, the regulations required
anyone that was Special Operations qualified to take a refresher course once a year.
"Well..." Fenton started and then tugged down the bodysuit's crotch to better
settle the garment, "once we get dirtside we've got weekend leave so how about
joining me and Dean. We're going to catch the red eye to Boskirk and hit this
place I know."
"Yeah, c'mon, El Tee," Dean added. "A couple steaks and some good booze
tonight and then tomorrow we're going to head out to my family's place and do
some fishing."
The young lieutenant looked at the two corporals and after seeing the
determined looks on their faces, sighed in resignation. "Ok...ok...I'm in." He was
rewarded with a pair of grins. "But first, we have to get down there," he pointed at
the deck and jabbed his finger down a couple times, "and the only rule is we have
to jump out of the ship while in orbit. So," he said and allowed his mood to
brighten and join his men's, "let's get this over with."
Orbital drop insertions were often glamorized by the media as something that
any Marine could do and did on a routine basis. The truth was something quite
different. Equal parts excitement and terror, the Mk. XII Individual Reentry Capsule,
or IRC for short, was a roller coaster ride of Brobdingnagian proportions from low
orbit to the surface. Along the way the three meter long, stealth cloaked capsule
would automatically release decoys, chaff, and flares as the situation demanded.
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The Marine inside wasn't just a passenger; he was an active participant in event
and was responsible for managing the defensive suite and if necessary, overriding
the autopilot and guiding it to the designated landing zone.
All in all, Salagiida thought as he rested his gloved hand on the IRC's smooth
exterior, at least we're not free falling from 50k and parachuting. Game time, he
added and felt his worries slink back into their lair and pull the door shut. "Let's get
IRC'd."
Fifteen minutes later the pre-launch prep was completed and he was strapped
into the IRC and was reviewing the small control panel when he felt the pod lurch
and then a solid clunk as it was loaded into one of Agave's launch tubes. "Launch
Control to Saber 6 Six, how do you read me?" the masculine voice asked in a
businesslike tone through his helmet speakers.
"Launch Control, Saber 6 Six, I read you five by five. Saber 6 Two and Three,
confirm," Salagiida ordered.
"Two is good," Dean answered.
"Three is good," Fenton added a moment later.
"Copy, Two and Three. Launch Control, Saber 6 Six, we are green, repeat, we
are green," he told the faceless person who had control of their immediate
destinies.
"Confirm Saber 6 Six," Launch Control answered. "Launch in five, four, three,
two, one!"
Salagiida remembered his first briefing on the drop capsules. Fundamentally,
the Mk XII IRC and its launcher weren't much different than one of a battlestar's
main guns. The launcher was oriented perpendicular to the ship's course and fired
the capsule down through its belly and into open space.
The launch always caught Salagiida by surprise, just like a well tuned trigger
would break without creep or warning. It wasn't quite the "express elevator to
Hell," but it was sure accelerated like it thought it was. Alternating magnetic fields
grabbed the capsule and accelerated it to 250 kilometers per hour through a haze
of golden plasma. A second and thirty meters later, the capsule was spat out of the
muzzle partially recessed in Agave's lower hull.
This is where things start to get interesting, Salagiida thought to himself as the
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booster kicked in and pushed the capsule to more than 6000 kilometers per hour.
Stealth, size, and speed were the IRC's saving graces; it was stealthy enough to
avoid being seen or detected and it was small enough to be mistaken for a small
meteor if it did happen to be seen. And it was fast enough to make the trip from
orbit to ground in just over two minutes.
And about two minutes if the aerobraking failed to work.
The capsule sped through the vacuum and buffeted slightly about forty seconds
later when it reached the first traces of the upper atmosphere. Twenty seconds later
it was past the Karman line and friction started to cause a glow along the leading
edges. A benefit of diving deeper into the atmosphere was that the small stabilizers
on the trailing edge deployed and helped smooth out the buffeting.
It was an enjoyable ride, almost serene, for the next thirty-seven seconds as the
digital altimeter chronicled the rapid descent. Salagiida swallowed and said a short
prayer to Atropos that this wasn't his time to die and tightened his abdominal
muscles before bracing himself for the shock as the first drogue chute was released.
The drogue released with a loud crack and Salagiida jerked and sank into his
harness as the capsule slowed and forcibly took his body with it. The first drogue
only lasted a couple seconds before it was released and the second, slightly larger
drogue deployed. This second drogue lasted a bit longer and slowed the capsule
enough so the third drogue could deploy.
Salagiida's hands wrapped around the handgrip on either side of his body and
he held his breath for what was going to happen next. His eyes locked onto the
altimeter as it ticked past 10,000 meters.
9,000 meters.
8,501 meters...
Suddenly, he was falling free as the capsule hung gracefully in the bright
afternoon sky on a large orange parachute. At 8,500 meters the restraining bolts
that held the lower part of the capsule, and Salagiida, were released right before
the third drogue deployed. The lower part of the IRC, including its human payload,
slid free from the IRC and started falling through the cold atmosphere. Several
heartbeats later, he tripped the quick release buckles that secured him to the
"throne", as the Marines called the control seat, and kicked off into free fall.
The young Marine extended his arms behind him and felt the air push against
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the thin membrane that connected his arms to his body and his legs to each other
and turned him into an unpowered human glider. For the first time since Agave's
Launch Control began the countdown, he took a deep breath and reveled in the
exhilarating feeling of being alive.
His helmet flashed a navigation cue on the visor and he gently banked to the
right and moved his arms closer to his body to accelerate slightly so he was on the
proper glide path to the drop zone. He didn't bother looking for any signs of
Fenton or Dean; he was the first one launched and they'd be kilometers behind him
by now.
Part of his mind focused on the task at hand while the rest of it wondered what it
would be like to do an actual combat drop against the Cylons. The first difference,
he reflected, would be that it would happen at night. The second would be that
they may have deployed much higher up rather than at eight and half klicks. And
the third would be that as soon as he landed there would be mechanical monsters
hunting him.
Instead of dwelling on the what-ifs, Salagiida forced that part of his mind back
to the present and watched the terrain flash beneath him. There were verdant fields
liberally mixed with large tracts of deciduous forest carpeting gently rolling hills. In
the distance, the deep blue of the ocean blended with the azure sky and together it
all painted a peaceful portrait.
And it would stay peaceful unless the Cylons came back, came the unbidden
thought.
Slowly he extended his arms and spread his legs allowing the membranes to
provide more lift as he shifted his center of balance and slowed his descent. The
landing zone was quickly approaching and it was time to focus on the job or run
the risk of being a red smear in a small hole.
Fifteen seconds later he pulled the ripcord and felt the jerk as the dark grey
aerofoil deployed. He was 150 meters off the ground and quickly and expertly
guided himself to the small red X painted on the meadow grass. His eyes were
scanning the tiny meadow and the woodline for any indication of enemy activity
and as soon as his feet touched the ground he released the parachute and tumbled
to a defensive crouch.
His hands found his M-22 and reflexively loaded a magazine into the weapon
and charged it before he moved quickly to the edge of the meadow to await the rest
of Saber 6.
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*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
Sera Chase stood under the steaming waterfall that was her shower and allowed
the almost scalding water to turn her skin pink while it chased away the stress that
that was there since she woke up half an hour earlier. Her mind drifted back to the
night of the Golden Sword awards banquet and the late night meeting she had with
Connie deWinter after Admiral Bannasalle had escorted her to her room.
*+*+*+*+*
deWinter listened intently as Chase told her about the meeting she had with
Admirals Deguya and Vought and Colonel Thornton. When she was finished, the
trim auburn haired woman sighed sadly and slowly shook her head. "I can't say
that I'm truly surprised at this, Sera," she began. "Not at the possibility of a
potential civil war or organized uprising, there have been factions that have resisted
integration ever since the Articles of Colonization were first proposed, but I am
surprised that they think it's reached a point where we need to start making sure
that our people are trustworthy."
Chase handed her friend a mug of hot chocolate spiced with freshly ground
cinnamon and topped with whipped cream. "I have a bad feeling about all of this,
Connie, like the truth isn't where we're looking by it is hiding just outside the edges
of our vision."
"Three years, five at the outside," deWinter finally stated after taking a sip from
the steaming mug. "Barring something that will bring us all together in common
cause, I think we'll reach the crisis point in three to five years."
"You're taking this remarkably well," Chase stated somewhat leadingly. "I tell
you that we should review the crew roster and make sure they're trusted and loyal,"
she left out the 'to me' as replaced it with a brief pause, "and you tell me that you
expect it in a handful of years."
Sculpted auburn eyebrows arched over emerald eyes as deWinter offered a brief
shrug. "A few weeks ago the President deployed Marines to break up a labor
protest on Aerilon. Marines, Sera, he deployed Marines against Colonial citizens
engaged in protests. The military isn't a police force, and that type of thinking is
going to start influencing the military as a whole to start viewing the very people
they're sworn to protect as if they were the enemy.
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"That's the path to insurrection. Have you noticed how there have been
increased port calls on Aerilon, Gemenon, and Sagittaron over the past year?
Whether by design coincidence, this administration is adopting an 'us against them'
attitude to whoever disagrees with them and they're being very heavy handed
about it."
Chase thought about this for a moment before she met her friend's intense gaze
with her own. "I know," she admitted and looked down for a moment at the
whipped cream melting in her mug, "I wanted to see if we saw the same things.
Either you or I chose most of the key officers and NCOs, but that still leaves a lot of
files to sort through. Before we return to Cyrannus and put in at the yards, I'm
going to have some one on ones with Lydia and Bors, and the rest of the escort
commanders. I'd like you to be in on this.
"I'm going to level with Lydia and Bors, and probably Bax and Fidelia, but the
rest we're going to have to sound out. We'll be in the yards for a couple months
while some issues that came up during the games are tended to, so we'll have
plenty of time to shift things around."
"And time for the other project, too?" deWinter asked and brought up the
mystery discovered several weeks earlier.
Blonde hair freed from her trademark high ponytail danced on Chase's
shoulders as she nodded. "Yes, I want to get to the bottom of this. There are too
many questions that lead to more questions for my comfort."
They sat in silence for several long moments before deWinter spoke again.
When she did, it was another question Chase was waiting for. "Are you going to
tell your sister?"
"Yes, she needs to know. And probably Beckett, too, since they've grown so
close.
I don't want her blindsided if something goes down," Chase quietly
explained. The shadows seemed to grow a little longer as she contemplated the
possible conclusions of what she'd been told earlier in the day and how each might
affect her sister.
"Anyway," she continued, "we have a lot do over the next few days and I'd like
to try and get our routines setup and settled while we're here at Saga where we
have a bit of privacy from the rest of the fleet."
deWinter yawned and blinked her eyes. "On that note, Sera, I'm going to call it
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a night if it's ok with you."
"Sounds good, I think I'm going to do the same," Chase said and escorted her
XO to the door. "After what I've told you, I hope you'll be able to sleep."
"I should be the one saying that to you," deWinter replied in a voice tinged with
concern. "We'll sort this out...and," she paused for a moment before an impish grin
crossed her face, "we'll find out Galleon's secret!"
The next day Chase returned to Hecate and started wading through the day's
activities and tying up all the administrative loose ends that the end of Golden
Sword generated. Early in the day she contacted her father and Admiral Bannasalle
and invited them both to join her and Colonel deWinter for dinner in her quarters.
"A toast," His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield said as he raised his
wine glass later that evening after they'd taken their seats around the table.
"Twenty four years ago Sera, your mother and I were against you attending the
Academy and choosing a life in uniform. Soon after you left and we saw how you
blossomed and bloomed we realized that what we had wanted probably wouldn't
have been the right thing for you. I am very proud of you and all that you've
accomplished and I'm glad you pointedly told me before you left to 'butt out and
let me sink or swim on my own'.
"As much as I wanted to keep helping you, I recognized the wisdom and
determination in your words. Instead, I stood back and watched as you applied
yourself and excelled at everything you set your mind to tackle. Any father would
have felt blessed by the gods with a daughter like you. I've been doubly blessed
because Cora decided that she wanted to follow in your footsteps and has emulated
her big sister.
"So," Charles motioned with his glass and allowed the crimson wine to catch
candle light refracted through the crystal glass, "my toast is this: To my daughter
Seralanna; congratulations on winning Golden Sword and achieving a clean
sweep, may you achieve many more firsts!"
He extended his glass forward as the guests agreed and touched it to the glasses
offered by the others and then took a sip.
Chase sat down and looked at her father. He looked younger than his years, but
then that was a family trait, and she could feel the pride radiating off of him as if it
was heat from one of the thin white candles on the table. "Thank you, Father," she
finally said and realized that the heat in her cheeks wasn't from the wine. "I am
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who I am because of how you and Mother raised me; I am a reflection of your
teachings. But..." she flashed a sly smile and allowed the barest tip of her tongue to
glide across her upper lip, "let's leave the heavy topics for after dinner. For now, I
want you all to enjoy dinner and check reality at the door...just for now."
The rest of dinner was a combination of good company and good conversation.
For a short time, Chase felt like she was just another Colonial citizen sitting with
friends and family talking over dinner about noting more consequential than local
pyramid scores. But, like the candles on the table that had burned down to a stub,
the easy banter had to end.
She waited until the table had been cleared and everyone was seated on one of
the leather sofas or chairs and had a mug of hot chocolate in their hands before she
allowed reality to stick its camel's nose under their tent of good cheer. Chase
spared a glance at deWinter who gave her a brief nod before standing and making
sure her quarters' door was locked.
Sera watched the demeanors of the two men seated across from her change as
soon as the telltale tones from the key lock were heard. Gone was the easygoing
atmosphere and in its place was something thicker and heavier...reality had
returned.
"Rather than talk to you individually as I had intended," Chase began and
allowed her ice blue eyes to make momentary contact with her father and Admiral
Kevin Bannasalle, "I thought it might be best to do this as a group as you'll soon see
why." She took a deep breath, held it for a three count and then slowly let it out as
she blew across her hot chocolate. "What I'm going to tell you is difficult for me to
accept; but in my heart I know that it's not just true, but the reasoning - however
painful to accept, is right."
She led them step by step through what Admirals Deguya and Vaught, and
Colonel Thornton had told her as well as the thoughts she had at each revelation.
Shock and outrage quickly passed from her guests' faces and was replaced with
grim acceptance by the time she finished the story.
Concern joined grim
acceptance when she told them about the CNP and Zoe's analysis.
"I think that this is something we need to take seriously," her father said after a
long moment of silence. "Both the potential for insurrection and the possibility that
the CNP is fundamentally, and fatally, flawed." His eyes met his daughter's and she
saw a profound sense of sadness in them. "It also corroborates what my own
intelligence people have put together..." he allowed the comment to hang and Sera
nodded. Old habits died hard and for centuries Virgon was ruled by the aristocracy
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and today one of the few remaining nobles also happened to be one of the richest
men in the colonies and controlled a corporate empire that was staggering in size
and scope.
Chase had no doubt that the Duke of Westfield's intelligence gathering
capability and resources was every bit as effective and widespread as the Colonial
government's.
"Here and there they'd find a solid lead only to have it go cold or turn to smoke
as they followed it. At first we thought it was one of the usual suspect's; the
Sagittaron Freedom Movement, the Soldiers of the One, Tauron separatists, or some
other group. What's really troubling is that Deguya and Vought are concerned
about the fleet."
Admiral Kevin Bannasalle put his mug on the side table and wiped his lips with
a linen napkin. "What was your read on them, Sera?"
Chase considered the question before she answered. "Of all the words I think I
could use, if I had to use just one it would be haunted. We weren't speaking in
metaphors, Kevin, and Admiral Deguya was very specific about being concerned
about a dagger at my back." Her words were quiet and reflected the haunted look
she'd seen on Deguya's face the day before.
"That's what I was worried about. If he and Vought are worried, then that's
enough for me," Bannasalle told everyone. "Moving past the issue of insurrection
itself, my concern is personnel."
Charles cocked his head looked at Bannasalle. "Why is that, Kevin? We make
personnel changes all the time?"
Bannasalle nodded and a frown crossed his face. "We do...but the majority of
them are through BuPers, not by commander's request. When a crewmember's
tour is up, they have the option to request a continuance and remain at their post
for another tour if they meet a couple requirements, but the problem would be if
we're dealing with anything more than a handful over and above the normal crew
rotation."
"Ah, ok. It's been a while since I wore the uniform and back then we did
things...differently," Charles offered and smiled slyly. "I do think that we can solve
the issue on Hecate by invoking owner's privilege should we need to go that far."
"We could," deWinter said, speaking up and cutting into the conversation. "But
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that would draw attention to the crew changes and it wouldn't work on other ships.
I really think that we should implement this throughout the battlegroup."
Sera brushed a few stray locks of blonde hair behind her right ear and agreed
with her XO. "Connie's right. If we're going to do this we need to do it properly."
She sighed and shook her head. "Gods damn it..." she softly swore. "I feel like
we're doing something wrong, like we're planning a conspiracy against the
government."
"No, my daughter, we're not planning it against the government," Charles
reassured her as a father would a child, "we're planning it for the government and
against those who seek to tear it asunder."
"I know...but it doesn't make what I'm going to do feel any less cloak and
dagger," Sera told him bluntly. "I told my commanders when we met for the first
briefing to prepare for Golden Sword that we need to be on our best game, each
and every day, because if we fail and the Cylons return, then we risk losing
everything. We need to keep our focus on the real enemy, not each other."
"You're absolutely right," Charles declared. "We need to be able to focus on the
enemy in front of us, not constantly worrying that there may be an enemy behind
us."
An hour and a half later, after deWinter and Bannasalle left, Charles remained
sitting in the chair he'd occupied all evening. Sera sat down on the sofa nearest to
him and curled her legs under her. "What's on your mind, Daddy?" she asked and
instantly became his little girl again when she used the honorific.
"Am I that transparent? Can't a father want to spend some time with his
daughter who just kicked ass most impressively?" Charles asked innocently.
"I've known you all my life," Sera chided her father.
"You may not be
transparent to others, but I can see there's something else on your mind."
Charles sighed and slowly nodded twice.
"Companies are a lot like
governments, they have their public face and their private face, and...they also have
their secrets.
"One of those secrets is something that your mother and I started after we were
married and while it extended it across most of our corporate holdings, it was
concentrated within Avedon Lines." Charles paused and Sera saw a faraway look
cloud his face as it often did when he thought about her mother, Iona. "The secret
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is called 'Starlight'. Living through the Cylon Uprising impressed on us the belief
that when they returned, it wouldn't be to pick up where they left off, it wouldn't be
a war of conquest; it would be a war with the goal to the end the human race."
He held up both hands to quiet her. "I know, I know...it's an extreme belief and
not popular over the past twenty years or so, and even more so since that moron
from Caprica got himself elected president. But, be that as it may, your mother and
I decided that we had the resources to at least attempt to insure that it would never
come to pass."
"Starlight?" Sera asked.
"Starlight," Charles repeated rhetorically and nodded once. "It was a simple
plan that's in key ships' and employees' safes. The ships' captains and other
employees have been instructed to open the file and follow the orders contained
within when the Cylons return or should war break out within the Colonies. These
orders override any others they may have and are issued on my authority as Duke
of Westfield and the sole owner of the company involved."
Sera leaned forward slightly and asked, "What is it? What are they to do?"
"Before I answer that, let me ask you a question. Do you know what percentage
of Avedon Lines' ships has FTL capability?" He paused just long enough for Sera to
think about the question before he answered it, "All of them. Even those on the
Caprica-Gemenon or Virgon-Leonis runs are FTL capable. We did it because
Starlight, in its most basic sense, is an order for all Avedon ships to rally at preselected rally points."
"And then what?" Sera asked, intrigued at the plan's potential. "Wouldn't that
hamper rescue or evacuation efforts?"
"That's been built into the plan. So long as the ship isn't under attack, it will try
to rescue as many people as possible. Once the enemy is spotted, it's the captain's
call whether to risk remaining or jumping to the rally point. I know most of the
captains...they'll stay to the very last possible minute," Charles explained and
assuaged her concern.
Blonde eyebrows furrowed as Sera thought through the implications of what her
father just explained. "Assembling that much shipping in one spot, or even a
couple, would certainly ping on the Cylon's dradis," she started, working through
the problem she knew her father had already considered. "So rather than two or
three rally points, there are dozens, or more, and only a couple ships go to each.
Since every ship has FTL, those locations don't need to be within the system the
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ship is in when the attack happens. Am I close?"
Charles nodded and a warm smile broke across his face. "What else?"
Sera thought a moment and approached this as if it were one of her contingency
plans. "Security would have to be paramount, so you have the orders locked down
until certain trigger events happen. The larger or more capable the ship, the more
care would have to be exercised in picking the crew," she paused a moment she
realized this was what she was going to do with Hecate and the battlegroup,
"reliability and trust would be doubly important...but not at the expense of ability.
And finally, the rally points would have to be updated regularly in the event that the
information leaked. Knowing where prime shipping would be in the event of a
conflict would be worth its weight in gold."
"We updated the rally points every six months. With this latest information and
Szabo's involvement, I think we're going to post the updates every two weeks or
every month." Charles met his daughter's gaze and raised an eyebrow as if to prod
her just a little farther down the path she just walked.
"There's more, I can see it in your face," Sera told him. "There are two pieces
that are missing," she stated and sank back onto the sofa, suddenly realizing that
she was leaning forward somewhat uncomfortably. "First, is leadership; who will
guide and direct the fleet? Second, is the goal or destination; once the ships have
assembled, what do they do and where do they go?"
"There's a little more, but those are the key items. The leadership question I
hope is an easy answer and one I hope isn't full of hubris; I would like to think that
I'd survive whatever happened. But, if I didn't, then there's a method in place. As
for the second, once we've mustered what we can, the next stop is here. If Thule
isn't viable, then there are several other options as well as the last resort of picking
a direction and running like Cerberus himself was biting at our heels."
Sera reached for her hot chocolate and drained the lukewarm contents and
tasted the rich chocolate that had settled to the bottom of the mug. "Why are you
telling me this now?" she asked. "After all these years, why now?"
Charles lowered his eyes and took a deep breath, held it for the span of a few
heartbeats and then slowly let it out. It was something Sera had seen her father do
numerous times when he had something deeply important to discuss. "I'm not
getting any younger, Sera, and I've beaten cancer once. If something happens to
me then you'll inherit the titles and you and your sister will inherit the corporate
holdings and Starlight is the most important thing that isn't on the official books.
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And," he held her gaze with his own, "if things fall apart I want you aware that
we've given humanity a second chance."
Her father was a consummate wordsmith and Sera knew his last comment
carried a second, hidden, meaning. They'd had conversations in the past about
noblesse oblige and how even though much of Virgon had moved away from its
feudal roots, she was still a seated peer of the realm and her title was a social
contract between her and the people of the planet. A job, whether it was in the
public, private, government, or military sector, was something you could always
walk away from. A noble title, on the other hand, was a blood contract between
the noble and the people that dated back across the centuries and had outlasted
seated governments that were barely remembered except by historians.
"I hope it never comes to that," she told him and chose her next words carefully.
"But if it does, I hope I can do something to protect the people I've sworn to
defend."
A smile caused the corners of Charles' eyes to wrinkle with tiny crow's feet.
"That's my girl. I'm going to add you to the Starlight distribution, just in case," he
added before abruptly changing the subject and denying her a chance to comment.
"There's one more thing I wanted to mention before I head back to the surface.
When you and Cora come home on leave, I'd like to introduce you to Hamish
McLain, one of the few people to survive the Cylon attack on Plenny Interactive."
"One of the developers is still alive?" Sera asked incredulously.
Charles' face dropped a little. "Not exactly. He was an intern and not directly
involved with core design and development, but he did do some testing. He and I
have had several conversations since I finally tracked him down a few weeks ago
and he tells a very...interesting...story that I think you'll want to hear."
"Oh?" Sera asked. "What do you mean by interesting?" she prodded.
"When I found him, he was living in Seaton Downs under the name, Thomas
Limerick, and in a small stone cottage with quite the security setup. You might say
he's a bit...paranoid," Charles explained and arched his eyebrows as she shrugged
his shoulders and cocked his head. "I found him after Cora picked up my notes
and he's filled in some holes that I didn't even know existed."
Sera could feel her excitement cause her heart to beat faster. "Once Hecate is in
the yards for her post trials overhaul, I'll be there. I'd also like to bring a couple
others who are researching this."
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"Ah," Charles nodded. "That would be Captains Beckett, Avalon, and Cole?"
"That would be them; and Cora. Connie and I are overseeing them, so that
would make six of us. Do you think he'd be ok with that?" Sera asked.
"I'll let him know who will be there and we'll introduce you and Cora first and
then the rest of the team," Charles answered. "On that note, I'm going to leave you
wondering what he might have to say and head down into the well until my flight
leaves tomorrow."
Sera pouted and stuck her tongue out at her father. "Fine, be that way, Daddy,"
she said trying to sound cross.
"I can and will!" he shot back before hugging her close. "One last thing..." he
softly said. "Cora and Beckett...I think they're going to need to know who Zoe is
before they meet Hamish. I don't want him recognizing her and saying something
that will create a scene."
"It's on my list," Sera told him and hugged him close. "I'm glad you were here."
"So am I. Love you, Spitfire."
"Love you, Daddy."
*+*+*+*+*
That was about a month ago, Chase thought to herself as she stepped out of the
shower and reached for one of the large, soft, towels that hung on next to the
shower door. A lot had happened since that night and not all of it was good.
Hecate's three Berzerk class escorts were in the yards for full structural
inspections. Three weeks earlier Lancer suffered a broken back during extended
evasive maneuvers during her builder's trials. Thankfully there was no loss of life
and the ship was able to limp back to Canceron Fleet Shipyards, but the initial
survey seemed to indicate that she would be a total loss. She hoped it was a
materials issue that was confined to just the one ship, but something told her that
all the Flight III Berzerks would be on restricted duty for the rest of their service
lives.
On the plus side, she reflected, BuShips finally approved the higher power
levels for the bow, primary, and main batteries. Anything that gave her a little more
reach was a good thing. Another plus was that the personnel review was moving
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ahead at a good pace. After they were briefed on the reason for the review, Bors
summed up the feelings of her ship commanders when he said, "If someone tried to
stick a dagger in your back, I'll throw them out the airlock for you!" Chase smiled
at the sentiment and realized that in a few short weeks her commanders had found
the camaraderie to be willing to stand back to back with each and take on all
challengers.
She finished drying her body and began her ritual of brushing out her long,
slightly curled, blonde hair. It was still damp, as she stood in front of the mirror
and pulled the brush through the golden locks. One hundred strokes, top to
bottom and then she'd be done. It was a trivial thing, but she'd been doing it ever
since she was a girl and it was as much part of her routine as it would be for a man
to shave.
Last night wasn't what she expected. One of the things that had to be done
prior to today's meeting with Hamish McLain was that Zoe had to tell Cora and
Beckett about her past. Chase thought that Zoe may prove reluctant but that wasn't
the case. Zoe wanted her friends, her true friends, to know who she really was and
didn't hesitate when asked.
*+*+*+*+*
Zoe sat on the sofa with Jerry Cole sitting protectively close next to her, and
calmly and without preamble told Cora and Beckett who she was. Beckett scored
some major points with Chase when he asked Zoe after she was finished, "Does
this change anything with you, because it doesn't change anything with me."
Cora was nonchalant about the revelation, almost as if she already knew what
Zoe was going to say, "Cool. Thank you for trusting us, Zoe."
Chase had to suppress a chuckle at Zoe's expense when the last famous
Graystone sat there with a shocked look on her face at Cora's almost too easy
acceptance. "Cool?" Zoe hesitantly asked.
The younger Chase leaned forward and took Zoe's hands in hers and smiled
warmly. "In addition to majoring in Forensic Anthropology, I also majored in
Immediate Pre-Unification History. I'm honored just to know you, and touched
beyond words that you consider me a friend worthy of your secret, Zoe."
From that point, the four were fast friends and talked about everything under the
four suns for the next several hours. Afterward, after everyone went to bed, Chase
was walking down the hallway to her room and saw Beckett standing just outside

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 274
Cora's bedroom's doorway as the door gently closed.
"Sebastian?" she asked and used his name as both a greeting and a question.
Beckett jumped and turned to face her. "Admiral, I didn't realize you were still
up."
"I wanted to check for any dispatches before I turned in for the night." She
paused and even though she didn't involve herself in her sister's relationships, she
decided to break that policy this one time. "Is everything ok between you and
Cora?"
The remaining shock faded from Beckett's posture and he visibly relaxed.
"Everything is wonderful, Admiral. I've never met someone like Cora."
"I'm glad. I can't remember ever seeing her as happy as she's been the past few
months. Whatever you're doing, you're doing it right," Chase told him and noted a
subtle change in his posture as he stood a little prouder.
"Can we talk...in private?" Beckett asked her.
Chase cocked her head and nodded. "Sure, we can use the library down the
hall."
The library was one of Chase's favorite rooms at the estate. Wooden bookcases
reached from floor to ceiling and were filled with volumes that covered all sorts of
topics as well as many of the literary classics from throughout both Virgon's and the
Colonies' history. The chairs were large, comfortable, and just right for escaping
into a good book or studying the latest lesson. She closed the door after they
entered and gestured to one of the chairs.
"The thing is," Beckett began after they were both seated, "when we met we had
a lot of time to just talk. After we introduced ourselves, she said, and I quote,” he
made little quote signs in the air with his fingers, "'Fantastic! We’re perfect for each
other and our kids will be beautiful! Now, get me back to Hecate and we’ll talk to
the Admiral about arranging the wedding!' I laughed and said perhaps we should
live together for six months, first," he explained, his voice undeniably filled with
love for her sister.
"Since then...well...I haven't been happier. That first night she was on Hecate,
after we had dinner in your quarters, she would have invited me into her cabin but
I refused. It...Admiral, it just felt like the right thing to do. I told her that I wanted
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to do this right and not act on impulse. I..." he paused for the slightest moment, "I
wanted it to be right. She told me that it was the most perfect answer."
My Gods, Chase thought to herself. One of my best pilots is sitting here like a
schoolboy telling me that his social wings are clipped. The thought that her sister
finally found someone that she wanted to respect, and who wanted to respect her,
warmed her heart. "And has it been right?" she prodded, not sure she really wanted
to venture into the answer's waters.
"Better than right, Admiral," Beckett eagerly confessed. "Any other woman and
we'd have slept together before the end of the week. But, like I said, I want to do it
right and so does she and we haven't. We've kissed, but that's the limit and we're
focusing on what's important."
Chase nodded. This most certainly wasn't like her sister. Cora enjoyed the more
social aspects of dating more than many, and the only time she ever stepped back
from it, was when there was genuine interest. None of the handful of times ever
lasted more than two weeks and that fact alone told her that her sister's social
wings were likewise clipped. "I'm glad that you're both happy," she began, even
though she wasn't completely sure where this was going. "So what's next?"
Beckett sat back and sighed. "Admiral," he began and stopped when he saw
Chase raise her hand.
"For tonight, it's Sera. I'm not the admiral; I'm just Cora's big sister."
"Adm...Sera," Beckett stumbled over the words. "Sera, continue as we have
been and trying to be better than I ever have in the past. I've found someone who I
want to be with and who makes the simple act of sitting next to them into
something special."
Yes, his wings were clipped and he willingly held them still for it to happen.
"Do you remember what I told you, somewhat humorously for me and if I
remember, painful for you, after you and Cora landed on Hecate?"
"Yes."
"Good. Because while I may have been having a little fun at my sparring
partner's expense, even then I saw there was something there. I meant it then and I
mean it now, Sebastian," Chase told him and saw his eyes slowly close for a
moment as he fully relaxed.
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"Thank you, Sera. That means a lot to me," he finally said.
Chase slowly nodded once and decided that she'd let Cora tell him that she'd
been permanently posted to Hecate. "You're a good man, Sebastian. And I think
Cora was right about your kids!" she winked and smiled.
"We'll see," Beckett told her and seemed more at ease than when they first sat
down. "Thank you for listening, I really appreciate it. If it's ok with you, I think I'm
going to head to bed."
"Sleep well, Sebastian. Breakfast is at 0700 and it's a spread you don't want to
miss!'"
She sat in the chair after Beckett left and glanced at the large, hand carved
grandfather clock that stood in the corner. Her eyes tracked the pendulum as it
swung from right to left and then left to right, each swing ticking off a second.
Seventy-three sweeps passed before she looked up at the quiet sound of soft
slippers gliding over deep pile carpet. "I was wondering when you'd show up," she
said to her sister standing just inside the doorway holding two steaming mugs of hot
chocolate.
Cora shrugged.
"I had to make the hot chocolate when I heard him
leave...now..." she pushed the door closed and sat down next to her sister after
handing her a mug of the chocolate brew. "Tell me all about it!"
Chase shook her head. "No, I'm not going to carry secrets." Cora gave her an
exaggerated pout and she continued, "But I will say this, little sister...I'm happy
beyond words for you."
A deep sigh escaped as Cora settled deeper into the sofa. "Thanks, Sera. I can't
imagine ever being with anyone else."
*+*+*+*+*
Hamish McLain was an unremarkable man. He was average height, with
average length hair and an average build, and wore clothes that wouldn't draw a
second glance.
He could have been anyone's long lost relative suddenly
discovered by some quirk of fate. He stood at the doorway to the estate's
expansive study and held his hat in both hands in front of his belt buckle. Charles
put his hand on the man's shoulder and guided him into the room and introduced
him to people waiting within.
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"Hamish, I'd like to introduce you to my daughters, Sera and Cora, as well as
Zoe Avalon, Jerry Cole, Sebastian Beckett, and Connie deWinter," Charles said
warmly as Hamish looked at each person as they were introduced.
Their gazes met and the look bore through Chase's eyes and into her soul. As
abruptly as it started it was over and Hamish was looking at someone else. It
wasn't to make her feel uncomfortable, she thought to herself and watched the
introductions. It was something else she couldn't put her finger on, but she was
sure it was reflexive and not something intentional. Hamish didn't move like a man
in his 70s; he moved like a dancer with deliberate purpose that betrayed an above
average physical condition. He claimed a chair close to the bookshelves that
afforded a reasonable view of the windows and two doors into the study.
"Thank you for the kind introduction, your Grace," Hamish said in voice that still
carried a trace of a Hadrian accent from the Cumbrian plateau. He appeared as if
he wanted to say something more, but held his thought.
"I asked Hamish to join us today because of your project, Sera," Charles
explained. This was normal for her father, Chase thought. Everyone already knew
why they were here and what was going to be discussed, but this was her father's
way of pointing out any elephants in the room up front and making sure that
everyone had the same expectations. "I've been studying that day ever since I
found out about it and when I happened to meet Hamish a few weeks ago, I
thought it might be advantageous if we all had a chance to talk."
There was a brief moment of silence before Charles looked at Hamish, "I've
increased security and this room is shielded from all eavesdropping devices. The
only place you'll be safer is on my daughter's battlestar."
The lines around Hamish's eyes relaxed and he settled into his chair, even
crossing his right leg over his left as his hands released their grip on the arms.
"Thank you, your Grace, I appreciate the precautions and I apologize for doubting
your word." His voice was humble and Chase thought, mixed with a bit of relief as
well.
"Sera, would you explain the group is doing?" Charles asked.
Chase moved forward slightly on her chair and explained how 'Voyage of the
Galleon' was discovered on Hecate's v-world servers and because of the history
surrounding the game and the lack of any forensic evidence of who installed it, she
decided to ask some of her officers to examine it in more detail. "The plot got a
little more complicated, if that could happen," she explained, "when Cora pointed
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out that one of the characters from the introduction looked like someone from
Melson's 'The Final Destination of the Human Species'. And then Jerry said that
the writing on the book wasn't Old Gemenese, but Kobollian. I can pass the
second off as someone doing a lot of homework into an ancient language, but the
connection to the picture in Melson's book isn't a coincidence since it was
published years after Plenny's offices were sacked."
Hamish slowly nodded and closed his eyes. He opened them a moment later
and a forced smile curved the edges of his lips. "Would it put your mind at ease if I
told you that I supplied Melson with the images? Would that be enough to
consider the case closed?"
deWinter cleared her throat and Chase saw her shaking her head. "Not for me,"
the auburn haired XO stated to nods from the others.
"I have to agree with Connie," Chase agreed. "If this was something found on an
old holoband it would be one thing, but with what happened to Plenny, the
remarkable resemblance between the two images, and that it was installed without
trace on one of the most secure computer systems in the Colonies, all of that makes
this something quite different."
The older man shrugged and ran hand through his salt and pepper hair. "I had
to try, Sera; for your sake and safety I had to try." Hamish grew silent and a faraway
look passed over his face and spoke of times long since past. "I see you're
determined and I'm tired of hiding. Maybe by passing the torch, even though you'll
be in the same danger I've been in since the Uprising, you'll be able to get to the
bottom of this and sort it out. The gods know I've tried.
"The world was a different place back then," Hamish stated wistfully. "But then
that's what most old people say about the days of their youth. I think in this case,
the world really was different. We weren't scared of technology and saw in it the
answers to all our needs. In a few short years the Cylons went from being war
machines to replacing humans in the most dangerous jobs. No longer would
families weep over a loved one who was killed in a tylium mine accident. No
longer would farmers be restricted to working to the end of their endurance when it
was time to harvest a crop. And so on. We believed we were on the cusp of
greatness. I remember a very heretical paper published the headline, 'Now We Are
The Gods'.
"It was heady times. I was a sophomore at Boskirk Polytechnic when I started
working as an intern for the hottest game company on the planet, Plenny
Interactive. I thought I was good until my first day. I knew code, but these
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people...they created magic compared to my parlor tricks." Even after fifty years,
the pride and awe was still evident in Hamish's voice. "This was what I wanted to
do with my life.
"Some people are accountants, some are sculptors, some are bakers, and while
all of them create something; answers from the accountant, sculptures from the
sculptors, and pastries from the bakers, these guys I worked with created reality.
I've read that Hecate has a v-world onboard, so you've seen what I'm talking
about.
"You could say that I was one of their evangelists," he added after his zealous
comments. "I busted my ass three ways from Sunday at that job. I held down a full
course load and worked almost full time at the lab and then I was there probably
fifty to sixty hours a week over summer break. I felt like I was helping to create the
future.
"It was my life.
"Then, the first day of my junior year at BosPol, the president of the company
called me into his office where the head of security and one of the project
managers were waiting. Man...my heart was in my throat. Tyler Plenny didn't call
you into his office for a friendly chat; it just wasn't done. And to top it off, Enid
Campbell the *director* of security was there as well as Colin Leary, the PM for a
project called 'Storming Heaven'.
"Mr. Plenny had me sit down and I felt like a kid who didn't know why he was
called into the principal's office. He was a man of few words," Hamish explained,
"and came right to the point. 'Hamish,' he said, 'we've been watching you since
you started,' here my gut twisted into a knot, 'and we like what we've seen. Enid
has run a full background clearance check on you and you passed with flying
colors. Colin here,' he gestured to Colin Leary, who I'd met several times on
various projects, 'wants to talk to you about something'."
Hamish took a deep breath and Chase realized that the man wasn't just telling
them what happened, but that he was reliving the day as he told it. He ran the tip
of his tongue over his lips to wet them and then continued. "Colin looked at me
and said, point blank, 'I want you full time on Storming Heaven. We need an
intern who knows code, can proof scenes, and who some objectivity because they
haven't been involved since the beginning'. Then he sweetened the pot, as if I'd
need any more incentive to say yes. 'Your salary will double until you graduate at
which time you'll be promoted to a junior developer and make about six times
what you made yesterday. Do you want in?' How could I say no? I mean, this was

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 280
my dream.
"I didn't know what Storming Heaven was until the next day. If I was excited
when he made the job offer, when I found out what the project was all about it was
as if the day before was nothing more than hearing an 'atta boy!' from one of the
developers."
"What was Storming Heaven?" Zoe asked. Chase saw that she'd been studying
Hamish much the same was she herself had been, and the question didn't surprise
her.
Hamish frowned and the excitement seemed to drain away. "It was the death of
my friends, Ms. Avalon. At the time, however, it was going to be the hottest game
ever produced for the v-world. Colin Leary was brilliant in the way spotlight is
bright. He had his third advanced doctorate degree before he could vote and his
mind was...it didn't operate on the same principles the rest of ours operated on. In
addition to his genius were his oddities. In an era when being a Monad was a
strike against you, he embraced it. Whether he truly believed or not, I don't know.
"As the story goes, he went on a pilgrimage to Gemenon one year and spent
three months there. When he came back he pitched Storming Heaven to Mr.
Plenny and got the green light for the project. The most secure wing of the campus,
Ada Hall, five levels up and three down, including a fourth level that was the data
vault, for nine levels, was devoted to Storming Heaven.
"We had everything there from programming pits to greenscreen stages, our own
restaurant and apartments to a fitness center and clinic with a nurse on staff. We
lived there and Storming Heaven became our life.
"The plot of the game, Voyage of the Galleon, was straightforward; find the
Galleon and reconcile everyone involved - humans, the gods, members of the 13th
Tribe, and even the Cylons. But working against you was another group. They
were what Colin called the 'Precursors', because they came before everyone else.
They wanted to keep everyone at odds so humanity wouldn't expand across space."
Chase looked around the room and saw that everyone was enraptured by
Hamish's story. So far, it made logical sense, but not a whole lot of new and useful
information had been added. She decided to hold her comments and see how this
developed.
"My first jobs were to playtest some of the scenes that were programmed into
the game. Little things like making sure the pedestrians crossed at the crosswalk
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when no traffic was coming. One afternoon, Colin stopped by my office and
invited me down to the Pit. The Pit was the developer's lounge and where they
hung out to do the actual game playtesting. I grabbed my holoband and followed.
I felt like I was part of the inner circle and, I guess, I was.
"This game was incredible. I played through the first couple puzzles and knew
that when this hit the market that it would rival New Cap City in popularity.
"But the real surprise was when I finished and returned to the real world. Colin
and Joyce were still there and they had some of the stuff from the game. The book
that you see in the beginning? They had it. They also had a lot of other stuff, too."
"You mean they had real pre-Colonization artifacts or they had props?" Cora
asked.
Hamish arched his eyebrows. "He had the real things, Cora. Colin told me that
he was on Gemenon and was hiking the back country when he found an old
settlement built into one of the cave systems. He explored it for a couple days and
found most of the stuff that formed the basis for the game. There were charts,
books, furniture, clothing, all sorts of stuff from when the Colonies were first settled.
"It was...incredible," Hamish recalled in a voice filled with wonder. "He showed
me the logbook of Kieran Dellay, the second navigator from the Galleon. Any
museum in the Colonies would have moved heaven and earth to get these items,
but Colin had a different idea.
"First, no one who worked on the game knew everything except Colin and
Joyce. No one knows much about her other than he met her on Gemenon and she
came back with him. We all knew they were lovers, but beyond that, no one was
really sure. Anyway, the version of the game that we tested used different locations
and clues than the actual release would use."
"Why?" Beckett asked, speaking up for the first time. "That would introduce
numerous potential continuity failure points in the story if something was missed."
"Good question," Hamish told him and leaned forward with a gleam in his eyes.
"Colin wanted everyone to play this game and didn't want anyone to write some
sort of cheat book. Part of the perk of playing the game and being the first to solve
a problem was that if you thought about it, you could go to the location in question
and recover the artifact."
"Wait a minute," Zoe said and interrupted Hamish's narrative. "Colin planned
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the story to take place in the real world as well as the v-world? And that the actual
artifacts, the ones he brought back from Gemenon, would be hidden in the same
places as they were in the game?"
Hamish's answer was succinct. "Yes. That's exactly what he did, Zoe. Six
months before the game was scheduled to go live he took two weeks off. By that
point I'd been working with him for more than a year when he announced that he
and Joyce were going to seed the items. Because we never played the game with
the actual locations, none of us knew where they were."
"Whoa..." Jerry exclaimed and slid forward from where he sat next to Zoe.
"Does this mean that they're still out there? Wherever he put them?"
"That's exactly what I mean. Voyage of the Galleon was supposed to change the
landscape of modern v-world gaming. Except that something went wrong," Hamish
replied. "Three months before the game was to go live, the Cylon Uprising
happened and they made a bee-line for Ada Hall and along the way destroyed the
campus."
Zoe reached out and gently put her left hand on Hamish's right arm. "Why
haven't you said something about this before?" she asked softly. "Charles led us to
believe that you've been hiding for years."
The old man pursed his lips and balled his fists before he spoke again. "Because
it wasn't a game, Zoe. None of it was a game." He paused and Chase saw surprise
and skepticism on everyone's face except her father's. "It wasn't a game," Hamish
repeated, "because the Precursors...they're real."
"Real?" Cole asked from where he sat on Zoe's other side. "I've studied the
navigation charts and studied on Gemenon, there's no mention of any Precursors in
the history books and certainly no other non-Colonial settlements out there."
Hamish's laugh was a mix between a bark and a wheeze. "Tell me, Jerry, can
you plot a course to Kobol? I didn't think so. But it's out there, we know it is
because that's where we came from two thousand years ago. Listen to what Pythia
said, 'All this has happened before. All this will happen again'," he quoted the
ancient oracle.
"She was talking about the past as much as she was about the
future!"
"Ok," Cole conceded, "You have me on plotting a course to Kobol. But how do
you know the Precursors are real?"
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"Because I've seen them!" Hamish said painfully. "I saw the first one a couple
days before the Uprising. I went home to visit my parents over the weekend and
when I got off the metro five blocks from the campus I saw him. He looked just
like the males did in the game. I thought it might be a coincidence, you know, they
say everyone has a twin, right? Wrong. He was joined by another that looked just
like him and then a third, the female, joined them. I ran. I was never so scared in
my life.
"When I got back to the campus I went straight to Colin's office and told him.
He turned pale but didn't question that I saw them. The bastard already knew they
existed! He opened a closet and pulled out a large, ruggedized chest and opened
it. It was filled with weapons and he handed me a handgun and some magazines
and said, 'You better take this, just in case'. After that, Ada Hall was an armed
camp and we worked around the clock to put some finishing touches on the game.
"The night before the uprising, I got a call that my father had been in a car
accident and was rushed to the hospital. The doctors didn't expect him to last the
night so Colin told me to go home because family has to always come first."
Hamish's dark eyes grew distant and the old man's shoulders fell. "He gave me
a big hug and told me that while we may not be related by blood, he considered
me his brother and then he gave me the keys to his car and told me to go home.
"That was the last time I saw any of my friends.
"My father died that night and instead of going to my parents' house, the house I
grew up in, I went back to what had become my home, Ada Hall at the Plenny
Interactive campus. The first reports of the Cylon Uprising were hitting the wireless
when I was two kilometers away. A Raider flew overhead and I thought it would be
safer if I went the rest of the way on foot. I was a block away when I saw the
transports land and the Centurions disembark. These weren't the chrome models,
these were the camouflaged special operations models, and they stormed the
campus. And do you know who was with them?" he asked briskly.
"The Precursors I saw earlier were with them," he answered before anyone had a
chance to answer. "There must have been almost a dozen of them with the Cylons
but they were there and they weren't those STO sympathizers, these were the
people I saw before. They went into the campus and started shooting."
Chase felt sorry for the man as tears began to fill his eyes. Everything he held
dear was ripped away before his eyes; first his father and then his friends. He must
have gone through a living hell, she thought to herself.
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"I didn't do anything except hide in a building nearby and watch them do their
grisly work. After a while, the shooting stopped and another transport arrived. This
time some of the non-combatant models got out and went inside. I don't know
how long they were there but the Centurions started carrying out crates of records
and servers. A larger cargo lifter showed up and they loaded it with all the stuff
they took out of the campus."
A grim smile touched his lips. "The Centurions started to file back into the
transports when the Precursors came out and started arguing with the Cylons. One
of them looked my way and the sun must have caught his eyes just right because
they flashed red, just like in the game. He started to point at me and say something
but the Cylons...the Cylons saved my life because they turned their guns on their
accomplices and killed them all."
"Why the need for all the extra security?" Beckett asked after several seconds of
silence. "The Cylons aren't around and anyone who might have seen you was
killed."
"That's what I thought, too. A week later I was in a diner back home in Hadrian
when someone sat next to me at the counter. He nudged me and I looked over and
saw his face and my blood ran cold. He looked at me, smiled with absolutely no
friendship, and said, 'We've been looking for you Hamish'. I didn't wait to hear
what he said, I spun and put my shoulder into him and knocked him on the floor
before I kicked him in the head and ran. Ever since that day, I've lived off the grid
doing odd jobs here or there and never staying in one place more than a year or so.
I've lived under more than two dozen different names and each time those bastards
have been able to track me down."
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Boskirk, The Shack
"This is the 'place you knew' in Boskirk, Fenton?" Salagiida asked incredulously
when he saw the five story brownstone building with a large neon sign between the
first and second floors that announced, 'The Shack...Best Eats In Boskirk!'
"El Tee, they have the best steaks and coldest beer in town. It's a landmark and
has been open for more than three hundred years...not even the toasters were able
to shut it down," Fenton answered proudly and grinned.
"I know all that...I've been here before," Salagiida told him.
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Dean grinned and wagged his eyebrows. "If you've been here before than you
know that steaks aren't the only thing on the, ah...'menu'," he used his fingers to
quote the last word.
Salagiida rolled his eyes. "Yes, I know what else is on the menu...blondes,
brunettes, and redheads of all shapes, sizes, and costs. You know Iris will shoot me
if she ever finds out I was here."
Now it was Fenton's turn to grin like a nutcase. "Yeah...we knew...and we
figured that this would be our own private little bachelor party for you, before the
big one closer to the wedding. She'll accept that answer."
"Oh, sure she will," Salagiida deadpanned. "I'm going to stick to a steak...from a
cow!" he added when Dean wagged his eyebrows again. "You two..." he started
and then put one arm around the shoulders of each of his teammates, "you two are
the best. C'mon, I'm hungry; let's order and see what's on tap for the floorshow."
"Now you're talking, El Tee!" Fenton said as the three men entered the most
notorious steakhouse in Boskirk.
An hour and a half later Salagiida leaned back in the booth and pushed his plate
forward about a hand's width. "Damn, but they have good food!" he remarked. "I
haven't had a steak and baked potato that good in ages."
Fenton snickered. "And if Iris' cooking in the past is any indication, you won't
once you're married!"
"Ah, ah, ah," Salagiida interjected and wagged his finger at Fenton. "We've had
a discussion about that and she's promised me that once I make her an honest
woman...in about three months when she's finished OCS...that she's going to show
me how good a cook she really is."
"Yeah...well...maybe," Fenton answered. "I still don't know how anyone could
do that to hot dogs; that was just unnatural. I mean, when I was a kid and we
travelled, I would always order a burger or a dog because I figured they were two
foods that a place couldn't frak-up. Yet...Iris did a job on those dogs..."
The three Marines had dispensed with rank a long time ago and except when it
was necessary, they were a team of equals. Salagiida knew what his father and
Uncle had meant when they talked about the bonds forged with the men and
women they served with and how in many ways they were stronger than the blood
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bond of family. Family, his father once said, were people you'd die to protect
because they were family. Buddies, on the other hand, were people you'd die to
protect because they'd do the same for you.
Now, here he was forging those same bonds with two men who were closer
than family.
"Hey...I think the beer is telling me that my time renting it is up," Dean
announced as he shimmied out of the booth.
"I'm at that point, too," Salagiida admitted and suddenly felt the urge to urinate
now that Dean had so tactfully brought up the subject. "Trouble travels in threes,
joining us Fenton?"
Fenton chuckled. "Yeah, I think so. Blankenship from over in Headquarters was
here before our last deployment and got jumped by a couple locals."
Salagiida slid out from the booth and stood. "Wonderful...combat pissing. You
two bring me to all the best places!"
Five minutes later, after nature was satisfied, Salagiida led them through the
crowded bar and back towards their table. Three quarters of the way across the
room a nondescript man suddenly backed his chair into his path and caused the
young Marine officer to stumble. "Hey man, watch what you're doing!" he fired
back as the man turned to look at him. Whoa! Weird eyes! Salagiida thought as
one of the overhead accent lights caused the man's eyes to flash red.
"Frak you, you clumsy bastard! Watch where you're going or the next time it'll
be more than your foot that catches something!" the man growled as he stood and
puffed out his chest.
Rule 1 of hand to hand combat, Salagiida thought, the nondescript adversaries
are the ones you either have to really worry about or are the ones you can use as a
floor mop. Rule 2 of hand to hand combat was never take even odds. Rule 3,
don't taunt. "Whatever..." he began and then noticed the other men sitting at the
table. "What is this? Triplets' night out?" Frak, there goes Rule 3, he thought a
moment before the man threw a roundhouse punch.
Part and parcel of being a Marine was hand to hand combat training. Marines
in Special Operations qualified teams elevated it to an art form until it was
reflexive. Salagiida didn't think about the man's swing, he reacted by taking a half
step forward and out while using both hands to grab the attacker's arm and throw
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him forward into the low three quarter height dividing wall.
The man slammed into the wall with a crash and staggered to his knees. Fenton
and Dean moved off to either side and fixed the other two men at the table with
hard edged glares.
Slowly pulling himself up to his full height, the man glared at Salagiida with his
weird eyes and growled while taking several deep breaths. He flicked his wrist and
produced a doubled edged combat knife before flipping it around into a modified
ice pick grip and settling into a fighting stance.
"You have got to be kidding me; all this because we ran into each other?"
Salagiida asked incredulously. "You really do not want to do this," he added in a
deadly serious tone of voice.
"Worm," the man hissed and feinted with his left hand before making a slashing
attack with his right.
Against most casual brawlers the feint may have worked to throw them into an
OODA - Observe, Orient, Decide, Act - loop, but when fighting was your career it
was nothing more than a subliminal if-then question as your body reflexively
reacted as if it had a will of its own. Salagiida watched the feint and follow-up
slashing attack happen as if they were in slow motion and allowed his body to do
what it was trained to do; break the attacker. Another sidestep, as his right hand
grabbed the knife arm at the wrist and pulled just enough to straighten out the arm
before he delivered an open palmed strike to the assailant's elbow and was
rewarded with the sickening crunch of breaking bone and ripping tendons.
The man screamed in pain as his arm went limp and he dropped the knife.
Patrons around them scrambled to clear out of the combat area when Salagiida
looked at the two men still sitting at the table but coiled like springs waiting to
release. "Take your brother and get out," he told them in a voice that wouldn't
brook disagreement. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his wallet
before stripping out a pair of fifty cubit notes and tossing them on the table.
"Now!" he ordered.
Slowly and cautiously the two men stood up as one tried to guide the
whimpering attacker away and the other jerked his jacket off the chair and caused
an envelope to fall unnoticed out of a side pocket. "Better learn to look over your
shoulder from now on," the man with the jacket sneered as he pushed through the
crowd to follow the other two.
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Salagiida wanted to say something in retort but held his tongue. Next to him,
Fenton said, "C'mon, El Tee, we better get out of here before the bouncers come."
"Yeah, that's a good idea," Salagiida told him and knelt down to pick up the
knife his assailant dropped. As his hand closed around the knife's grip, he saw the
envelope on the floor and reached out with his other hand to take it along as well.
Several minutes later they were outside and fresh night air coupled with the
adrenalin rush cleared their minds of any lingering alcohol effects. Salagiida
stopped under a street lamp and handed the envelope to Fenton. "Check this out
while I take a look at the knife," he said and handed Fenton the envelope. The
knife had excellent balance and was about 23 to 25 centimeters overall, with about
half that being the bead blasted doubled edged blade.
"Hey, El Tee..." Fenton's voice had lost any bravado and was filled with concern.
"I think you better have a look at this..."
Salagiida stepped over to where Fenton and Dean stood a pace away and under
the direct light flooding down from the streetlamp. "What do you have?" he asked a
moment before he looked at the papers that had been tucked inside the envelope.
His gaze reached the top page and saw that it looked like some sort of personnel
profile on Admiral Chase.
"There's more, boss," Fenton explained and quickly went through the stack of
papers. Also present were profiles on Cora Chase, Zoe Avalon, Charles Chase, and
another man he didn't recognize. "Here's the clincher..." he added and flipped the
page to show a detailed map of the grounds around Westfield estate. "There's a lot
of text here that I haven't read, but I don't have a good feeling about this."
"Let me take a look at this," Salagiida asked and took the papers when Fenton
offered them. His eyes scanned across the profiles and saw that they each
contained a list of known interests, residences, current assignment, as well as a
picture and physical description. "There's nothing official here, and probably
nothing that an hour or so online couldn't come up with." He flipped the paper
over and started reading the handwritten notes on the back.
"Oh...frak me..." he softly swore as his eyes followed the scrawled words.
"Leave is cancelled for now, guys," he finally said after finishing the last page.
"These guys were planning a hit on someone named Hamish McLain, the older guy
we didn't recognize. They tracked him to his Grace's estate and the notes talk
about a meeting happening today and tonight where they're going to target him,
the Duke, and anyone else that's there."
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"What's the plan, El Tee?" Fenton asked eagerly.
A thin smile formed on Salagiida's face. "We're Marines, we save the day. But
first, we need to get going. Once we're on the way I'll try to contact Westfield and
if I can't get through, I'll call my parents - they live in the nearest town. What do
we have in the way of weapons?"
"A 5/7, two spare mags, and a knife each; our standard walking out gear, Boss,"
Dean told him as Fenton nodded in agreement.
"Ok, it isn't an M-22, but they'll do," he said and opened the passenger door to
Fenton's rented sedan. "Drive like the wind, Fenton, and let's all pray we get
through or get there in time!"
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Chapter 19: Throwdown
Virgon, Chestertown, Residence of Albert and Jessica Salagiida
Golden light blazed though the half open windows that fronted two sides of the
large, enclosed patio. The patio rested in the crook of the "L" shaped house and
sported a stone fireplace in the sole corner opposite the house. A fire crackled and
popped contentedly in the hearth as a tall, well built man of middle years lounged
on one of the chairs with his feet propped up on a low table. A small wireless
receiver was on the end table next to the chair's right arm and the excited voice of
Derek Jones announced the pyramid game between the Boskirk All Reds and the
Picon Panthers.
Albert Salagiida reached for the glass tumbler resting on a cork coaster next to
the wireless. He looked at the clear liquid and frowned. The firelight danced in the
liquid and the ice refracted it into countless little specks of flame. The All Reds
weren't doing as well as they should have and the sinus medication required him to
abstain from alcohol for another five days. Rather than whisky in his glass he had
to be content with water.
He was lifting the glass to his lips when the Colonial Marine Anthem started
playing on his phone. The frown was replaced with a smile and Albert fished his
phone out of his shirt pocket. "High speed!" he answered with the customary
greeting he'd used with this caller for the past couple years.
"Low drag!" the caller replied just as enthusiastically with a trace of seriousness
not usually present. "Dad," Gordon Salagiida began, "I need your help."
Still not sure what was going on, Albert jumped to the only conclusion that
came to mind. "Don't tell me something happened with you and Iris..."
Relief flooded the speaker. "God's no; we're still set to get married when Iris
finishes OCS." His son's voice suddenly sobered and Albert knew that something
was wrong as soon as his son started talking again. "It may be nothing, but my gut
tells me that it isn't," the younger Salagiida began and quickly gave his father a
concise briefing on what happened at The Shack and the documents that were
discovered.
"Have you contacted the authorities?" Albert asked, the game forgotten and the
iced water abandoned on the table.
"I thought about that, but I want to keep this in the family..." Gordon explained
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and his father felt a chill despite the comfortable temperatures and fire a few meters
away. When his son was just a boy, he had begged Albert to tell him stories about
his time in the service. The stories only spurred his son's desire for more and when
his own father visited, Gordon's grandfather, the boy begged for stories from him as
well. One story involved some off the book adventures with the young Duke and
when Gordon asked the same question Albert just did, his grandfather told him that
the Duke wanted to 'keep it the family'.
Options started forming in Albert's mind as he listened to his son's explanation.
They made sense; would the authorities act quickly enough, if at all based on the
evidence, and there was just enough oddity about the situation that it might draw
excessive media coverage. "What do you need me to do?" he said after moment.
"Can you go over to Granddad's and see if he can get in touch with someone
over at Westfield? I know he still shoots with some of the security team. I'd ask
myself," Gordon explained with a sigh, "but I know tonight is his weekly triad game
and he turns off the phone."
"Consider it done," Albert told his son and stood before stretching the kink out of
his neck. "How soon are you going to be here?"
"We should be there in about an hour or so with the way Fenton is driving,"
Gordon answered with a brief laugh.
Albert considered the logistics for a pair of heartbeats before he replied, "Good.
I'll call you when I get to Dad's; if you don't hear from me within half an hour, call
me."
"Copy; see you soon!" Gordon confirmed before adding, "Thanks, Dad."
"Family," Albert said. "We're family and after what the Duke did for your
grandfather, he's family, too."
Ten minutes later Albert arrived at his father's house and turned onto the
driveway that led to the detached garage. Three other cars were parked on the
concrete pad next to the garage and the house was dark except for a few spots of
light peeking through the drapes. They must be playing downstairs, Albert thought
as he climbed out of the car and walked briskly around the side of the house and
stopped at the back door.
No one answered his first knock so he knocked again a little louder and added,
"Pop! You there?"
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He faintly heard an annoyed voice shout, "Hold on! I'm coming..." and took a
step back to open the screen door. The storm door opened and an older man
dressed in a pair of grey tiger stripe fatigue pants and a deep crimson T-shirt with a
gothic dragon tearing apart a Cylon centurion emblazoned on the front. "Hey, son,
c'mon in!" the older man said and opened the door.
"Thanks, Pop," Albert said and pulled the screen door closed behind him.
"Gordon needs your help...and I'm getting a bad vibe from this one." He quickly
relayed what his son had told him and added, "Can you give him a call?"
"Yes...but let me tell the guys that the triad game is over for the night," Edward
Salagiida told his son.
Albert followed his father down a flight of stairs into what his father
affectionately called his 'war room'. It was covered with pictures, awards, and
memorabilia from a lifetime of military service and one wall prominently featured
the Colonial Marine Corps flag crossed with the Duchy of Westfield's flag and a
display case filled with medals and sergeant major's rank tabs. A green felt covered
card table sat in the center of the room and a cloud of cigar smoke hovered near
the ceiling as four sets of eyes turned as they entered the room.
"Guys, the game is over for tonight," Edward explained as he flipped a switch
and activated an exhaust fan to clear the air. "Family business," he added as an
explanation.
A tall, rail thin man with a bald head and thin white moustache shook his head
as he stubbed out his cigar. "No way, Ed, if it's Family business," he emphasized
the word 'Family', "then we're sticking around."
Albert hung back and let his father make the call. These were all long service
veterans and each man was like an uncle to him. Dodger McKee, Clem Harris, Stu
Barnes, and Loren Hickman had been like family for as long as he could remember.
They were his father's comrades-in-arms and had gone off to war together, bled
together, laughed together, and grew old together. He knew his father loved them
like brothers, and sometimes he wondered if the old man didn't care more about
them than he did his own son. It wasn't something he begrudged his father, he had
friends he felt the same way about, anyone who spent time in the military and
came under fire would have people who were that close.
"Junior," Edward explained using the name had always called Gordon, "seems to
have stumbled on a plan by some shitems to attack His Grace's estate and kill His
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Grace, Lady Sera, and anyone else that's there."
"When's it going down?" Dodger, a short, wiry man with skin tanned from a
lifetime in the sun, asked as he sat up straighter in his chair.
Well, that settles that, Albert thought, Pop and his crew are on board. Gordon
sounded like he needed all the help he could get, and now he's gotten it. "I think it
would be best if we called Gordon and had him tell you what he told me," Albert
suggested.
"I'll get him on the horn," Edward declared and dialed the number.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
Captain Sebastian Beckett listened to Hamish McLain tell his story for the third
or fourth time and allowed the others to ask most of the questions. He added one
here or there to clarify something that wasn't quite clear, but allowed Cora, Zoe,
and Jerry to take point. For their part, Admiral Chase and Colonel deWinter
seemed to be doing the same as he was and allowed the others their lead.
He wasn't completely convinced by the old man's story. Humans working with
Cylons? Absolutely. There were numerous cases of it happening during the
Uprising, with the Monads and more specifically, the STO, being responsible for
the bulk of them. But these 'Precursors' were a bit hard to accept on the face of it.
And then there was Hamish's claim of Colin Leary's odd behavior.
The bottom line, boy-o, his little voice told him, is that there are only two
options. First, that the story is complete bullshit. That would be the easy answer,
wouldn't it? Beckett absently nodded his head and the voice continued, because
then all this would be is the story of an old guy trying to pull a scam on one of the
single richest men in the Colonies. The other option, well, that would be that the
guy is telling the truth and frankly, that scares the frak out of me.
"Me too," Beckett whispered.
"What was that?" Cora asked softly as she leaned close to his right ear.
Beckett smiled and gave her right shoulder a brief squeeze. "Nothing, I'm just
thinking out loud." She nodded and turned back to the discussion.
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That was close, the voice told him. You need to get that girl a ring. Back to the
point, if this guy is telling the truth then we're in deep trouble. Beckett just
nodded.
"Now that you mention it, Zoe, there was something odd about Colin and Joyce.
Well, other than the fact they were geniuses and all the eccentricities that went
along with that," Hamish explained and Beckett started paying attention again.
"He and Joyce were in a car accident one day and both were pretty banged up.
She hurt her back and broke a wrist and he broke his nose, right arm and leg. They
took some time off and said they were going to go to Gemenon for some fresh air
and R&R. Mr. Plenny suggested they use his beach house but they declined. Three
weeks later, they were back on the job as if nothing had happened."
Beckett narrowed his eyes and tried to see if the old man was spinning a story
and playing them for suckers or whether he was being serious. Everything he saw
pointed to Hamish being serious. "What do you mean it was as if nothing
happened?"
Are you sure you really want to hear the answer, the little voice asked.
Hamish took a breath and started to speak and then paused for a moment and
looked like he was searching for the right words. "When they left," he finally said
slowly and in a voice that was normal in every way except for the shiver it sent
down Beckett's spine, "Joyce was in a wheelchair and her left wrist was in a cast.
Colin was also in a wheelchair and had his right leg from above his knee to his foot
and his right arm from the wrist to upper arm in casts. Neither one could walk.
"Three weeks after leaving for Gemenon they walked through the front door as if
nothing had ever happened. Colin said that friends of theirs on Gemenon were
working on a bleeding edge medical treatment and while it hurt like a bitch, they
were able to reduce the recovery time from a couple months to two weeks."
"That's pretty advanced, even for back then," Zoe cut in. "Didn't that raise any
red flags?"
Old shoulders shrugged and Hamish sighed. "Back then we felt we really were
storming heaven, Zoe. Man had made the Cylons," he explained. "We made life.
Anything was possible. If Colin said they knew someone who was conducting
bleeding edge medical research, who were we to say otherwise? He had contacts
in all sorts of fields so why not medicine?"
Everyone was silent and Beckett tried to process the information he just
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received. With each new revelation his fear was growing. Not an irrational fear
like the fear of the dark he had as a boy, but a deep, gut twisting fear when the
psyche is presented with incontrovertible proof of something that logic says isn't
right or possible.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, ten kilometers from Westfield Estate
Hibernia was a shining blue and white orb in the heavens and its silvery light
illuminated the small picnic area. Three cars were parked in the small gravel lot
that serviced the half dozen picnic tables located a kilometer off the main road.
Two camping lanterns cast bright light on the picnic table surrounded by nine men.
"One of the guys who attacked you dropped this?" Ed asked as his hands held
one of the pages and studied the precise, handwritten script on it.
"Yes, it fell out of his pocket. Here is the knife he tried to use on me," Gordon
said and put the knife on the table.
A large and stocky man picked up the knife and studied it in the light cast by the
lantern. "This has good balance," Stu Barnes observed as he spun the blade around
in his hand before testing the edge. "Frakking sharp as a razor, too!"
Gordon watched as the five men from the Colonies' greatest generation studied
the intelligence. His father was examining one of the maps. "This isn't a ground
map," Albert said after a moment. "Well, it is," he quickly added, "but the markings
here, here, here, and here," his finger tapped the map four times, "are aviation
navigation references. Right here," he indicted a location just outside of the main
residence, "is most likely a landing zone. This isn't a fly by night op by a bunch of
eager amateurs."
This jived with Gordon's assessment but he was glad his father agreed. Most of
the Salagiidas had been trigger pullers, but Albert bucked the trend and flew
gunships while in the service. "Do you think they'll insert or extract?" Gordon
asked.
"Extract," his father said and everyone nodded. "They're going to have to disable
the defenses before they bring in anything."
"This is pointing to a pretty big operation," Fenton stated. "They have to gain
entry onto the grounds, neutralize the guards, and do it all quietly enough that no
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one in the main residence hears them. I'm thinking about a dozen, maybe twenty,
shooters in all."
"Well, we do know where they're going to breach the perimeter," Dodger
confidently declared. "They were pretty specific with their op-plan. Though,
looking at it, it seems a bit amateur based on all the planning that went into this."
"Amateur or not," Gordon said and allowed his eyes to glance at the map, "If
that's their plan we need to counter it. I've been giving this some thought during
the trip and this is what I'm thinking...jump in if I'm barking up the wrong tree." It
was how he started all his pre-mission planning sessions; he would always start
with his thoughts and make it clear that he expected everyone involved to speak up
and share their opinions and ideas. "I don't want to split the group but I think
we're going to have to..."
Ten minutes later the plan, such as it was, met everyone's satisfaction. It wasn't
something put together in the team spaces on Amaterasu, but given the
circumstances and time constraints Gordon thought it was pretty good. He also
saw a spark of life from his father, grandfather, and the other four men that he
hadn't seen in a long time; it was as if they felt useful again. What really worried
him was that since the fight at The Shack, no one had been able to reach Westfield
Estate; the switchboard was silent as were the direct lines.
Heads nodded when Gordon finished explaining the plan and his grandfather
was first to speak. "I think it's a good plan, El Tee," the old sergeant major said and
Gordon felt his heart swell with pride at his grandfather's words. "I just have one
suggestion; rather than keep you, Fenton, and Dean in one group and the rest of us
in another, I think maybe having Fenton or Dean with us and one or two of us with
you might help smooth any ruffled feathers if we encounter a patrol.
"Someone might know one of us, but they won't know you and you're not in
uniform. On the other hand, you are all currently active duty and this may be a
legitimate terrorist threat against not just a Peer of the realm but several important
Fleet officers. You might be able to 'flash the badge' so to speak, and have a bit
more clout than we would," Ed concluded.
His grandfather's words made a lot of sense and Gordon said as much, "That's a
good observation I hadn't considered and it makes perfect sense. Dean, you're
with my gr..." he stopped and looked at the man who had been an inspiration to
him. "You're with the Sergeant Major," he finished a moment later. "Sergeant
Barnes, Sergeant McKee, feel like hanging with us young bucks?"
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"You'd need a whole tribe of eager Sagitarron whores to hold me back!" Barnes
laughed. "I'm with you, El Tee."
"Ditto, for me," Dodger added.
"Good to have you," Gordon told the men. "Now, I want you to all get out your
phones and record what I'm about to say. Hell, I don't know how well this will
hold up in court, but this should protect you from any civil fallout." A moment later
when he stood in the light and he was looking at the lenses from six phones he
stated, "I am Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida, Colonial Marine Corps, currently
stationed on the assaultstar Amaterasu. I have learned of a possible terrorist attack
on the residence of His Grace, the Duke of Westfield. As a reserve member of His
Grace's Household Guard, I am recalling to temporary duty the following
individuals; Sergeant Major Edward Salagiida, Sergeants Dodger McKee, Clem
Harris, Stuart Barnes, and Loren Hickman, and Chief Warrant Officer Albert
Salagiida. This term of service will last until such time as His Grace declares the
emergency over or nonexistent."
When he was done, Hickman shook his head. "You didn't need to do that, El
Tee. We're going to do this anyway; we don't need any legalese mumbo jumbo to
cover our asses."
"I know, Sergeant. Someone once told me that a good commander looks out for
the welfare of the men he leads," Gordon explained and looked at his grandfather
who offered him a sly smile and nod of approval. "You're separated from the
service, and this will protect you in case something unforeseen happens."
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
"Excuse me," the major domo said after politely knocking twice and opening the
study's door, "Lady Sera, there is a Colonial officer, a Commander Esposito, in the
reception room who wishes to speak with you."
The conversation had stopped at the first knock and Chase furrowed her
sculpted blonde eyebrows when she heard the name. "Please tell him I'll be there
in a moment." After the major domo closed the door to pass along her message,
she apologized for the interruption and excused herself.
"Martin?" she said when she reached the reception room's open doorway.
didn't expect to see you tonight," she added with a warm smile.
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Esposito turned from where he had been studying a large framed painting that
was older than many established communities and offered her a warm smile of his
own. "Admiral, I apologize for stopping by unannounced at this unusual hour and
want to thank you for seeing me."
"Please, don't worry about it. I was planning on contacting you to discuss a
personnel matter later this week, but since you're here, maybe we can talk shop for
a few minutes later?" Chase told him and walked into the comfortably appointed
room that was designed to impress and humble visitors to the Duke of Westfield's
personal residence.
"My time is yours," Esposito replied and reached for a dark brown leather
covered decorative box. "I didn't think it would be right to have a courier deliver
this and wanted to do it myself," he explained as his eyes twinkled mischievously.
"I seem to recall we had a wager on Golden Sword's outcome and I am honor
bound to make good on it." He offered a formal bow and as he stood straight he
stepped forward and gently offered her the box he was holding.
Chase gently took the box and felt the supple leather binding as she cradled it in
her hands. The front of the box bore a gold embossed seal from one of the oldest
and most prestigious spirit merchants in Boskirk. "Is this what I think it is?" she
asked as she studied the seal.
Again, Esposito grinned, this time wider, "It is. We had a bet, Sera, and I wanted
to honor it not just by fulfilling the terms, but the spirit as well. I also want to
apologize again for my previous behavior; it was rude and I was wrong."
"Your apology is accepted, again." Chase placed the box on a coffee table and
slowly, reverently, pulled the top from the bottom of the box. The leather held tight
for a moment and then released its grip and the lid came off with a gentle
'whoosh'. "Oh...my...gods..." she whispered softly as if they were in temple and she
was trying to speak to him without anyone noticing. Nestled on a bed of dark red
crushed velvet and scented with hickory chips was a bottle of ambrosia.
It wasn't just any bottle of ambrosia, she realized as she saw the braided gold
ribbon wrapped around the neck and sealed with an embossed stamped wax seal
bearing crossed batons surmounted by a crown and supported by the number
1497. The seal indicated that it had come from the same distiller that supplied the
Imperial household and the number was the year it was produced.
Chase spent several long moments staring at the bottle and when she finally
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looked up she saw Esposito watching her. "Martin...this is...this is incredible. You
didn't have to go to this extent," she said and saw her one time adversary relax
somewhat. "This is far, far beyond what we wagered."
"By the letter, perhaps," Esposito conceded with a shrug. "But, to me, not the
spirit. I wanted to find something extraordinary and when I saw this today I knew it
was what I was looking for."
"Thank you," Chase said simply and sincerely, humbled at the man's gesture.
"Now, I know some might consider it sacrilege, but this has been waiting more than
500 years for someone to drink it; how about we have a taste and I'll tell you what I
wanted to discuss?"
Chase's offer appeared to take Esposito off guard. "You want to open it...now?"
he managed to ask incredulously.
"Of course," Chase answered as she opened glass paneled door on an antique
serving cabinet and extracted two cut glass tumblers. "You may need it when we
talk shop..." she teased and looked at the seal before turning her ice blue gaze on
the room's other occupant. "I've had a bottle from 1499 and it was exquisite; by all
accounts, 1497 was an even better year."
Esposito raised his eyebrows and cocked a grin that seemed to say, 'I surrender',
and nodded. "If you insist, then as a guest I would be honor bound to accept."
"You know the custom," Chase smirked and told him as she used a silver
trimming knife to cut the heavy wax coating that sealed the cork in the bottle. She
pulled the cork and held it up to her nose for a moment before inhaling and
savoring faintly sweet, slightly smoky, and seductively fascinating aroma carried on
air that had been sealed in the bottle for more than 500 years. "This, Martin, is
going to be one to remember."
The green liquid flowed into the tumblers like brilliant jade quicksilver infused
with an exotic aroma that teased the senses. Chase handed Esposito one of the
tumblers and raised her own, "To misconceptions corrected, honor among allies,
and truth among friends."
Esposito's eyes widened slightly as her words reached his ears and he nodded
briefly before adding, "And to lucidity which brings new beginnings."
The cut glass tumblers hummed when they clinked them together a moment
before they each took a sip.
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"Wow..." Esposito managed to say after he swallowed. "That was...exquisite."
Chase had to agree. She usually preferred wine or a white beer, but good
ambrosia always was a treat. "One of the best I've tasted," she agreed and
motioned to where two leather armchairs sat separated by a small side table. "Shall
we?"
"You wanted to talk shop?" Esposito inquired after they were seated.
"I did," Chase explained and cradled the tumbler with both hands on her lap. "I
wanted to discuss this with you before I did anything."
She noticed his eyes narrow and he almost imperceptibly cocked his head
before he spoke, "Me? I'm not sure there's much an admiral needs to consult with
a commander over, especially one that's not in her battlegroup."
Chase glanced down at the brilliant jade liquid as the cut glass tumbler refracted
light into the ambrosia before looking up and answering Esposito's question. "I'd
like to talk to you about your daughter."
"Andrea? Why is that?" he asked and she saw his posture lose some of the
relaxed comfort and straighten up a bit.
"I wanted to get your thoughts on requesting her as my aide," she started and
then met his gaze. "She's due to complete her current posting in a couple weeks
and her record is outstanding."
She noticed a wariness behind his eyes that wasn't there before when he finally
spoke. "I don't want to sound like I'm questioning your judgment or motives, but
why her?"
Ah...Connie was right when she thought he might ask that question in just that
way, she admitted to herself. "I believe in nurturing and mentoring good people,
officers and enlisted, and helping them the way I was helped when I was a junior
officer. She's had a flight posting and is due to rotate to a staff posting and I don't
want to see her potential squandered playing supply officer, PIO for some small
administrative base, or whatever."
"I'm her father, so it's a given that I think of her like that and want to see her get
the good postings," Esposito explained with wink, "but I didn't realize you thought
so highly of her."
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Chase pursed her lips and started to say something and hesitated. Just say it, she
said silently. "Until Golden Sword I only knew that she was a junior officer in the
Fleet, and that only from reading your bio. After the exercise, when I reviewed all
the after action reports from Heimdall and talked to some of my people, and yes,
some of your people, I realized how well you led and motivated your crew
and...the loyalty you inspired in them.
"Those are qualities I value.
"So, I did a little research and saw that she was following in her father's
footsteps. Three months into her first posting she led a rescue party onto Yancy's
Fancy after her drives were disabled." Chase saw the fear flash across Esposito's
face and saw the edges of his eyes pinch. "She got the passengers and most of the
crew off before the solar flare made it too dangerous to travel in a Raptor. For four
days she kept things together on that ship until the flare subsided for a rescue team
to board.
"Her quick thinking and the risks she took ensured that everyone came off that
ship alive," Chase softly stated. "Three weeks later, several members of the original
rescue team were involved in an...altercation...while on leave when some crew
from Yama called her a failure for not getting everyone off in time." Now Esposito
smiled. "Do you recall what happened?" she asked playfully.
"How could I forget?" Esposito laughed. "She called me and asked for advice;
she wanted to go to bat for her people! I was so proud of her...not that her people
got into a fight, but that she could inspire them so."
Now for the clincher, Chase thought. "I was raised a bit differently than most
people." She laughed when Esposito sarcastically arched one eyebrow. "Hard to
believe, huh?" she smirked in response. "I was given every opportunity to be
exceptional and that experience has followed me through my entire professional
career. I want to give Andrea a chance to really spread her wings and soar."
Esposito sat there and she could picture his mind mulling over and processing
what she just said. Finally, after taking another sip of ambrosia, he nodded, "As her
father, I'm damned proud of what my little girl has done. Also as a father, I'm
concerned that some petty flunky at BuPers will just shuffle her off to the first staff
billet that opens. A few months ago, as both a father and a Fleet officer, I would
have said no without hesitation.
"Now, after what's happened, as a father, I have to say yes without hesitation."
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Chase relaxed and allowed relief to chase away some of the tension she felt.
"And as a Fleet officer?" It wasn't really germane to her original request but
Esposito brought it up and she wanted to know what he'd say.
"As a Fleet officer, I'd also say yes without hesitation, but I'm also honored that
someone like you has decided to take an interest in my daughter's professional
development."
"One of the first lessons my father taught me as a young girl was about noblesse
oblige. I believe that while the concept focuses on the covenant between noble
and commoner, that the concept equally applies to the Fleet as part of being a good
leader," Chase explained.
"I think that's a fantastic beli..." Esposito started to say before alarms suddenly
shrieked to life.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate, Guardhouse
Westfield Estate was surrounded by several layers of security, though the only
one readily visible once past the gatehouse was a decorative chest high stone and
mortar wall that encircled the immediate residence campus itself. The rest of the
security was hidden and ranged from pressure sensitive fiber optic nets buried
underground to full spectrum cameras, motion sensors, and several other
technological surveillance tools in addition to manned patrols.
A wire fence
encircled the estate grounds and snaked through the woods, undergrowth, and
fields with fifteen meters of cleared ground on either side. Just like the inner
perimeter, a fiber optic sensor mesh was buried below the frost line and along the
fence's cleared spaces as a passive sentinel.
All of these security measures were coordinated from a large stone building that
blended into the landscape and looked unobtrusive except for the small fenced-in
antenna farm located a few dozen meters away. Several cars were parked in the
parking lot and three large military all terrain vehicles sat close to the building
along with two black SUVs with the Chase crest emblazoned on the driver's and
passenger's door.
If the cameras and sensor meshes were the security team's senses and the
control center was its brain, then the gatehouse was its face. The design was
relatively straight forward; it was a three storey high stone and mortar building that
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the access road passed through. It rose for two stories on either side of the road
before being capped by the slate roofed third storey. Where the road split to go
through the building a center pillar containing the actual guard station climbed to
the ceiling formed by the third floor's floor.
The moonlit darkness was broken by the light spilling out of the gatehouse
windows. "That's odd," Edward said as his son's car approached the building. "The
flood lights aren't on...as soon as it gets dark they're supposed to come on."
Clem nodded from where he sat behind the steering wheel. "Those sensors
were always touchy; a good thunderstorm would trip them. Look there," he
gestured with his right hand. "The gates are open. I think Junior's bad guys may
have beaten us here."
"I'll call him and let him know," Albert said from the back seat as he hit the
speed dial for his son's cell phone.
The car rolled for several meters more before Edward put his hand on the door
handle. "Clem, I think we should stop here and move forward by foot. You're with
me, and Loren, you're with Al." Something was wrong, very, very wrong, Sergeant
Major Edward Salagiida thought as the car rolled to a stop and he slid out of the car
and into a crouch next to it. His hands reflexively checked the rifle he pulled from
the car when he got out. It was a civilian version of the standard Marine issue
M-22 and lacked what he liked to call the 'fun switch' that allowed it to go fully
automatic. The 'fun switch' was nice to have, but ever since his own father had
taught him how to shoot and the philosophy of the warrior, he knew that a rifle was
just a way to extend his will beyond the reach of his hands and that he was the real
weapon in the equation.
Step by slow careful step, he advanced toward the right side of the gatehouse.
They should have been challenged as soon as the car stopped but they were met
with silence. A few steps closer and he stopped and raised his left hand to signal
everyone to halt in place. He turned his head slightly to the right, as if he was
looking at the building's front right corner, and cupped his left hand to his left ear
and strained to hear what he thought he'd heard a few heartbeats earlier.
Five seconds later he waved everybody forward again.
Someone in the
gatehouse had been listening to Spencer Downs recap the All Reds - Panthers
game. It was just loud enough to hear Downs' characteristic 'Slammed!' comment
when the All Reds did something right. He saw Albert and Loren leapfrog toward
the left side of the building and smiled; his people, his son, still had it.
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Edward peered around the corner into the softly lit tunnel through the building
and immediately cringed when he saw the body slumped in the glassed in guard
station. It was called the fishbowl because the front, left and right walls were glass.
Ballistic glass, but glass none the less and anyone assigned to duty in the fishbowl
was expected to be strac and present the image of the model Household Guard.
Their uniform had to be perfect, the metal polished, leather shined, and every hair
had to be in place; they were the first face anyone saw when they entered the Estate
and except for the Toaster Rebellion when utilities were authorized - but never
worn - the uniform of the day was Marine Dress B.
He sighed. This had gone from bad to worse in a heartbeat and they didn't have
time to do this by the book. Edward stood and walked to the guard station while
looking for any additional signs of violence. The glass was unmarred and the
masonry lacked any pockmarks indicating a stray round missed its intended target.
The guard station door hadn't closed completely and he gently pushed it open
before he took a good look at the murdered guard. He knew the young man
slumped in his chair staring sightlessly at the ceiling. Private Thomas Orsini was a
good kid and always followed the check in procedure even if the visitor passed
through the station five times a day.
"Clem, go back and get the car," he said softly as if to speak any louder would
somehow disturb the dead or be sacrilegious. "I don't need to check the rest of the
building, all we're going to find is more of this."
"On it, Ed!" Clem replied and Ed could hear the thin man's trainers' soft footfalls
as he ran back to the car. He said a quick prayer, one he hadn't said since the end
of the war, and gently closed Private Orsini's eyes.
As soon as he was standing on the road he raised his voice so his son and Loren
could hear him, "Back to the car, we need to get to the residence!" With that said,
he reached back into the guard station and mashed the large red emergency alert
button that was located on the desk.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate, Perimeter Break
Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida slipped his phone back into his jacket pocket and
relayed the information his father had just passed to him. "Stay frosty, people, if the
bad guys are already here then there's a good chance we're going to see them."
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"Copy, El Tee," Fenton said and gave the magazine in his borrowed rifle a quick
tug to make sure it was seated properly. "Take point?" he asked.
"Affirmative; then me, Barnes, and McKee," he told the three other men and fell
into his customary position trailing the scout. He'd decided to leave the car until
they could survey the insertion point. It may take a few extra minutes, but if the
bad guys were already there, having the chance to surprise them was vital.
Fenton led them just inside the thick pine woods on the outside edge of the
cleared security zone around the perimeter fence. Salagiida was impressed with
how quietly Barnes and McKee were moving over the bed of pine needles. They
continued for almost a hundred meters before Fenton knelt and held up his left
hand to signal that they should stop.
Salagiida slowly crept to where Fenton crouched behind a large pine tree and
peered into the moonlit clearing. "See them?" Fenton whispered. "Two over there
next to the break, actually an open gate to a utility path in the fence's far side, and
another two about ten meters farther back." He paused and Salagiida could see
him straining to pick something out of the shadows.
When Fenton spoke again, he could hear the excitement in the scout's voice,
"Take a look at the path through the woods that leads deeper onto the estate. See
the movement?"
The shadows seemed to have a life of their own as they moved and danced in
the gentle breeze that pushed through the pines, but after a moment Salagiida saw
what Fenton had seen; it was a lone figure walking out of the woods to where the
two people were crouched near the break in the fence. Now he knew why Fenton
sounded excited. "It's the guy from The Shack."
"Frakking-A right it is, El Tee," Fenton hissed. "Looks like someone put his arm in
a sling, too."
"Well, I guess this confirms that they're involved and something is really going
down," Salagiida answered him before turning and gesturing for Barnes and McKee
to hold their position for another moment. A cloud passed from where it was
blocking the moon and silvery moonlight suddenly glinted off something that was
pulled just into the outside edge of the far wood line near the access road. "Over
there, just inside the trees, is that what I think it is?" Salagiida whispered.
Fenton squinted his eyes and focused on a spot a few meters away from where
Salagiida pointed. "Frak..." he swore.
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"Yeah.
Looks like they clipped a perimeter patrol," the young lieutenant
answered angrily. He waved up Barnes and McKee and explained what they saw
and where. The older men shared similar looks of anger and determination.
"We're taking them down. I don't need to see anything more; there are at least two
bodies slumped in the utility truck over there and as far as I'm concerned, that just
stamped our hunting license with 'no bag limit'.
"Dodger, you and Stu have the two on the right side near the fence, Fenton, you
and I have the two further back, and then we take out the tango with the broken
wing walking around. Questions?" Salagiida asked.
There were none and twenty seconds later everyone was in position and aimed
in on their target. A serene calm settled on his shoulders as he centered the
borrowed rifle's glowing reticle on the terrorist's forehead. He'd practiced shots
like this so many times that it had become second nature and he didn't notice his
body settling into a proper stance behind the fallen log, didn't notice his breathing
slow and steady into a measured cadence, didn't notice the beetle that was
crawling over his left hand as it supported the rifle's front stock.
The only thing his conscious mind registered was that this was the first time he
would take a life.
Salagiida blinked twice to make sure his eyes were clear and whispered the
countdown. "Three. Two. One. Fire!" His right index finger pulled back on the
trigger and he felt the rifle recoil against his shoulder. As soon as the rifle cycled
and was back on target, he put a second shot into the falling figure before sweeping
to the right and searching for the tango with the broken arm.
The terrorist with the broken arm had been caught almost in the middle of the
utility path and three heartbeats after the he took the last shot, Salagiida put a
round into dodging man's chest. He heard Fenton fire and saw the blood spray
from a newly created shoulder wound. "Clear!" he called.
"Clear!" Fenton replied.
"Clear!" Barns answered.
"I frakked 'em up good!" McKee stated. "Oh, yeah...Clear!"
Salagiida smiled at McKee's comment. It looked like a clean takedown but he
had to be sure. "Fenton, you're with me. Barnes, McKee, cover us."
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He broke cover and zigzagged his way across the wide open swath that cut
through the forest like a knife. A gate interrupted the fence every five hundred
meters so that maintenance or patrol vehicles could move from one side to another
without fuss. The gate in front of him stood wide open and three sets of tire tracks
were visible in the crushed grass that reached his ankles.
Both Salagiida and Fenton stopped and crouched next to a gatepost before
scanning the open ground between the fence and woods. No words were needed
between the two men. They had performed this type of exercise numerous times
during training and the actions were reflexive. Salagiida felt a tap on his shoulder
when Fenton finished his visual search and nodded.
Standing and hunched over, Salagiida allowed his rifle to lead him across the
open ground. Where the muzzle swept so did his eyes as if they were part of the
same mechanical assembly. It simply made sense; why point your weapon in a
direction that you weren't looking?
They stopped at the two bodies near the edge of the woods. Both had suffered
shots to the head and chest and Fenton whispered, "Pretty good shooting for guys
who've been out of it for a while."
"Yeah, I guess you don't forget some things, eh?" Salagiida whispered back
before he put a round into each of the bodies to make sure they were dead. "You
have possum patrol on the two we shot. I will *not*be happy if they're needed!" he
joked and followed Fenton deeper into the woods where the other two terrorists
were located.
Half way there he stopped and looked down at the terrorist who had attacked
him at The Shack. He used his boot to roll him over onto his back and saw the
weird eyes staring sightlessly up at him. "Who the frak are you?" he asked a
moment before he put a shot into the terrorist's head.
Ahead, Fenton put a round into each of the last two terrorists and jogged back.
"They weren't needed, but it pays to be sure."
"Yeah...You know, I really wish I hadn't watched that movie the other night,"
Salagiida joked as he motioned Barnes and McKee forward.
"What? You're telling me that 'Forest of the Dead' wigged you out?" Fenton
laughed.
"Yeah...those damned monsters just wouldn't stay dead; they kept coming back
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again and again. And here we have five men, all in their late 20s or early 30s who
look identical. It just isn't right, I tell you. This is all..." he looked around and
shook his head, "wrong." He sighed and saw the other two approaching. "Let's
check the service truck; if they didn't disable it we should be able to use it to get to
the residence instead of pulling the car over."
The utility truck's occupants were both dead; they'd been shot multiple times
and left to bleed out. The upshot was that the terrorists simply turned off the motor
and left the truck sit where it stopped. Barnes and McKee looked sadly at the
carnage before McKee spoke, "I knew these two. They were good people. Sergeant
Marsha Furlong had a three year old son and her husband ran a local animal
hospital. Ben is going to be devastated and little Ben Junior..." he let the thought
trail off.
"That's Ivan Young," Barnes added as they gently removed a young man's body
from the vehicle. He wasn't much more than twenty and the stocky man knelt next
to him and gently closed the boy's eyes. "He was posted here three months ago
and couldn't stop talking about how big an honor it was to serve on the Duke's
personal detachment here at Westfield. Frak."
Any elation he may have felt at facing his first real enemy and prevailing was
swept away like a windblown leaf. This was the reality of his profession; people
died and loved ones mourned. It was a sobering wakeup call and he could see
Fenton felt the same way. Both of them had been in the Marines for several years
and while they'd seen people killed during training evolutions gone bad, this was
the first time either one had seen friendly forces killed by an enemy force.
"Hold on to those feelings and never allow it to stop effecting you," Barnes said
as Salagiida felt the older man's hand give his shoulder a paternal squeeze. "Me
and Dodger, we had to bury a lot of our buddies during the Uprising and it never,
ever got easier."
"Thanks," Salagiida heard himself saying as if he were a spectator and not an
actor in the unfolding drama. "No matter what you do in training, the stories you
hear, the pep talks, nothing ever prepares you for the real thing."
"No, it doesn't, El Tee. But that's what separates us from the Toasters; we care
and have compassion while they just hate," McKee told them.
"When we get back, we'll all get good and drunk as we toast those who left us
tonight," Barnes said after a moment's hesitation.
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Fenton nodded. "I think I can get behind that."
"Ditto," Salagiida agreed. "Let's finish this."
*+*+*+*+*
"What the frak?" were the first words out of Sera Chase's mouth when the alarms
shrieked and shattered the night.
All around the residence, floodlights and
spotlights seared into life and turned the night into day and cast the out the
darkness. It took a moment for her to gain her balance and realize that whatever
was happening wasn't a test; the Guard didn't conduct a test when the family was
entertaining. "Come with me," she told Esposito, once again the Admiral and
Countess. "We need to find out what's going on and there's strength in numbers."
"Right with you," Esposito replied and stood. "Sera!" he shouted a second later
as she caught some movement out of the corner of her eye. She had just started to
turn when she felt him tackle her to the floor and heard a pair of muffled shots from
the hallway.
Together, they crashed to the floor and she felt his weight cover her lithe body.
His arms were around her torso, just under her breasts, and his head rested
between her shoulder blades. She felt his breathing, it was comforting in a way
that he had protected her from the shots, but it was also wrong in that it was now
ragged and gasping. From her position on the floor she saw a pair of muddy hiking
boots enter the room two paces.
Chase suppressed a shiver as she felt something warm and damp soak through
her shirt. Her nose picked up the sweet coppery smell of blood and she willed
herself to remain still. She hated feeling like a victim and deep inside she raged at
what the unknown assassin had done to Esposito. Memories of old stories surfaced
unbidden and she suddenly realized the desire for vengeance behind the statement,
"Now it's time to take some heads."
Tonight, she vowed, if I survive I am taking some heads.
Her heart beat once. Twice. Thrice. She could feel it so strong and sure and
hear the blood pumping in her ears that she marveled the assassin didn't hear it.
Just another few seconds, she told herself as if it were a prayer. Five heartbeats
later, the boots retreated and she heard them move down the hall.
She slowly pulled from Esposito's saving embrace and turned around to look at
the man who saved her life. He was already ashen grey and there were two
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spreading bloodstains on his back. Chase knelt next to him and gently rolled him
onto his side and then fully onto his back. His eyes were closed and his face
betrayed any pain he must have felt in the moments after the bullets punched
through his body. He looked almost serene with a gentle smile touching the
corners of his mouth.
His right hand already felt clammy as she held it between her hands and then
brought it to her lips for a brief kiss. "Hang on, Martin. I'm going to get some
help," she whispered before leaning closer to his ear, "Thank you, you saved my
life."
Now it's time to make sure it wasn't in vain, she silently said as she stood up
and thought about her options. Four soft steps took her to the door where she
hesitated for a moment before peeking around the doorjamb. The foyer was clear
and she silently moved into the wide hall and made a beeline for the far wall.
A matched pair of mottled grey steel Virgon sabers was mounted on a plaque on
the wall along with a pair of black leather gloves in a small glass case just
underneath. Her father made the plaque and case himself to hold the swords so
that her first exhibition would forever be commemorated. "Thanks, Daddy," Chase
softly said as she pulled on the gloves and took down the sabers. They felt right
and she had a flash of how things were done when combat was much more
personal and face to face.
The sabers were perfectly balanced and carried a razor sharp edge. Just what
was needed to take heads, she thought and allowed a tight lipped, determined
smile to form. "Now that I'm armed, it's time to go hunting," she whispered.
Mud spots lead to the reception room and then out again and back down the
hall. She followed and kept close to the left wall for cover. The mud spots turned
and went into another room, this one was a small library, and she saw they didn't
exit. It wasn't a large room and other than three windows, had only one way in or
out. She stopped just before reaching the door and strained to hear if anyone was
inside. She heard gunfire in the distance but forced herself to focus on the
immediate threat.
There! The floor creaked as a heavy weight walked over it and approached the
doorway. Steady yourself, girl, she told herself. This is going to be just like
competition, except this time there's going to be blood and payback.
Several heartbeats later, things happened quickly.
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The first thing through the door was the blunt end of a suppressor mounted on
an M-19 rifle. The dun colored weapon led the wielder through the door with
precise steps; one foot would step forward and down until the heel touched the
floor before the rest of the foot followed and its owner rested his weight on it. Then
the other foot would match the first foot's movements. The pattern repeated itself
and the attacker was in the hall.
Chase reacted with coiled fury and the speed of Hermes. She lunged forward
with her right foot and swept across from left to right with the saber in her right
hand and cleanly, almost surgically, severed the attacker's head between the C4
and C5 vertebrae. Her left saber remained in guard, prepared to parry or attack as
needed.
The body stood for a moment spraying blood as the heart continued to pump,
not realizing the ecosystem it supported was already dead.
Ok, Chase thought as part of her mind catalogued the carnage, perhaps next
time we don't go literal when we collect a head.
One terrorist was down, how many more were there, she though and moved
towards the sounds he heard moments earlier.
*+*+*+*+*
"Dean," Edward Salagiida told the Marine, "You're in better practice than we are
at this sort of thing. I want you to take point. If it's one of those guys you saw
earlier, drop 'em. Anyone else, use your judgment."
"Aye-firmative, Sergeant Major," Dean answered and led the four others into the
residence. They had spotted where the terrorists entered the residence as soon as
they approached the massive stone citadel; a service entrance stood open to the
night and two large SUVs were parked outside in front of it.
Dean didn't think about what might happen or what had already happened.
The time for emotion was either before or after an op, once the op started all
emotion would do is get you killed. It was ok to be scared, that kept you sharp. It
was ok to be cautious, that kept you alive. It was ok to be dynamic and violent,
that killed the enemy. But feelings of hate, worry, anger, and revenge, they all fed
the beast that would get you killed.
He moved on the balls of his feet, step after step, his rifle's selector set to fire
and his finger resting along the trigger guard. They'd pulled several M-22s from the
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guards at the gatehouse and it felt more familiar in his hands than the old M-19
clone that the Sergeant Major had given him back at the roadside rest.
Muffled voices ahead indicated at least three people in the hallway. Dean could
make out at least two male and one female voices, and the rule of +1 said that
there would always be at least one more. It would have been nice to just toss a
flashbang into the hall, but beggars couldn't be choosers. He quickly flashed the
hand signals that indicated at least three people ahead and that he was going to
take a look.
As quickly as he could, he moved to the intersection along the right wall. This
allowed him to get a good look down part of the hall opposite where the voices
were coming from. No sound, no shadows, no movement. It wasn't ideal,
normally there would be another person he was stacked with, but tonight it was all
on his shoulders. He had no doubt that the Sergeant Major and the others could
hold their own, but he'd never trained with them and didn't know their reaction
times.
He took a slow breath and let it out just as slowly as he took it. That was all he
needed to center his mind and with two fast steps he was on the left side of the hall
less than a meter from the corner and pushing forward.
Dean led with the muzzle of his rifle and didn't allow himself to think about the
targets in the hall. As soon as the glowing green aiming point crossed a dark blue
jacketed target, he worked the trigger twice and swept the rifle from left to right.
There were four men and three women in the hall.
expected, but such was life.

Well more than he

He was engaging the fifth target when one of them managed to raise their rifle.
A look of pure hate was seared onto the woman's face as she triggered off a short
burst. Dean's hammers caught her in the chest, just below her jacket's collar when
one of her rounds found its target.
Dean felt the pain tear into his left shoulder and his left arm jumped and pulled
the shots intended for the seventh terrorist into the head of the sixth, the one that
shot him. He struggled to get his arm to work and wrestled his rifle back to the last
terrorist.
"Got him!" an older voice shouted from next to Dean and the young Marine
heard Clem Harris's shotgun fire twice and saw the terrorist go down in a spray of
blood.
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"Frak me!" Dean gritted through clenched teeth. This wasn't how the vids
portrayed getting shot. This frakking hurt! However, he could already feel the
adrenaline and endorphins banishing the pain to a dull throb. The lack of pain
didn't do anything for getting his arm to properly obey his orders. Just like in
training, he dropped his rifle and used his right hand to sweep it back so it rested
across his back and drew his 5/7.
"Got a bandage, Sergeant Major?" Dean asked a few seconds later when the
elder Salagiida rounded the corner and saw the carnage.
Edward raised his eyebrows. "Bravo Zephyr, Marine!" he congratulated the
young man before reaching into a kit bag and pulling out a trauma bandage. "This
is gonna sting a bit, then it's going to get warm, but it'll stop the bleeding. Stand
still..." The Sergeant Major tore open the protective bag and pulled out a foil pouch
which he ripped open. He gently sprinkled the powder onto the wound and Dean
felt the clotting agent start to do its work. Thirty seconds later the bandage was
affixed and Edward asked, "Still up for point?"
"Frakking-A, I am!" Dean swore.
*+*+*+*+*
They had traded stealth for speed after acquiring the utility vehicle and sped
through the woods trying to reach the residence in time to prevent a catastrophe.
The alarms faintly echoed through the forest soon after they started. Gordon knew
it was now a race against time; the terrorists knew they'd been discovered and if
their roles were reversed, Gordon knew he'd cause as much mayhem and
destruction as possible in the short window of opportunity that remained.
It would take at least five to eight minutes for outside help to arrive, and that
was assuming that they reacted as soon as the alarm sounded, had a bird on the
pad that was crewed and ready to go, and that they'd have clearance to do an inatmosphere FTL jump...and that they had the calculations ready to go. More
realistically, it would be at least fifteen minutes to half an hour. For now, Gordon
knew he and those with him were the only ones standing between the terrorists and
their intended victims.
"Hold on!" Fenton shouted as he twisted the wheel to the left a moment before
something large and hard bounced off the front push bar.
"What the frak was that?" Barnes exclaimed from where he sat in the back seat.
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"It felt like you hit a deer or something."
Fenton chuckled. "Same size, wrong species," he casually explained. "I caught
some red eyes reflecting from the headlights and saw that they must have left a
guard by the side of the road. I didn't act like I saw him until the last minute when
I gave him a bumper kiss."
McKee cheered. "All right! When we get back, I'll paint a kill mark on the side
for you! Four more and you'll be an ace!"
Gordon's spirits joined the camaraderie shared by the others and he smiled
despite the seriousness of the situation. "This has turned out to be one hell of an
early bachelor party!" he quipped seconds before they left the woods and saw the
broad manicured lawn and gardens that surrounded the residence. The residence
proper was perched on a bluff that sloped down through terraced gardens, a topiary
maze, and then to the far woods which surrounded the private airfield that
supported the estate.
Instead of having to pick their way through the maze and gardens, they were
approaching at an angle that followed the beginning of the bluff and was at a right
angle to the driveway that led from the main gatehouse. Hibernia's pale moonlight
illuminated three sets of tracks in the dewy lawn that led arrow straight to the
residence.
Not for the first time, Gordon hoped that there was still a working land line or
wireless at the residence. The utility vehicle's wireless was filled with static when
they tried to use it and their phones were only operating using their own wireless
transceivers and hadn't been able to connect to a cell tower since they reached the
picnic area. For all intents and purposes, the estate was cut off from the outside
world. If they were lucky, the alarm was on a separate and much more hardened
circuit...
"Ok...we better go on foot from here," Gordon said as they reached the main
residence. Two large SUVs and a van were parked several meters from a set of
double doors that opened onto a wide covered patio. He looked into each vehicle
as he passed it and didn't notice any signs of life. Better to be safe than sorry, he
thought. I don't want an unexpected surprise.
He led his small team into the house. Fenton was two steps behind him and to
the left and was followed by Barnes and McKee. Gordon did a quick mental
calculation and ran the numbers; if each SUV carried four people and the van
carried seven, then that would be fifteen terrorists. If the terrorists decided to pack
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themselves into the vehicles, they could probably squeeze three more for a total of
eighteen. Six had already been accounted for, so that put the projected number of
bad guys from this group at between nine and twelve.
Beyond the superior training, one of the reasons why small hostage rescue teams
were consistently successful against larger numbers was that they rarely engaged
more than three or four tangos at a time. No matter how big the cookie, Gordon
thought, nibble at it enough and pretty soon it'll be crumbs and a memory. He'd
have felt better if the rest of Saber 6 was at his back, but that was a comfort issue.
Barnes and McKee had more combat experience individually than his entire team,
and both of the older men had proven track records against the most implacable
foe mankind had ever encountered.
While they weren't Saber 6, they were more than good enough.
"Follow me," he softly said as the sound of gunfire erupted in the house. "We
need to move. If you see two people that look the same, or their eyes flash red,
shoot 'em."
"Will do, El Tee," McKee said from the rear of the stack.
Gordon marveled at the residence; its opulence was beyond anything he ever
imagined and he couldn't picture what it would be like to grow up in such a place.
The halls were wide and high, easily three meters wide by five high, with hand
carved molding polished to a mirror shine. Hardwood covered the floors and
wide, deep pile carpet stretched down the center of the hall and muffled his steps.
Yet, despite the grandeur of what he'd seen so far, it was clear that the trappings
weren't there for an ostentatious show, but rather they were relics of an older,
different age. There was ample evidence here and there that a family lived here
and that it was more than just a house, it was a home.
The invaders weren't out to plunder or debase the residence; there was virtually
no sign of their presence other than a spot of drying mud or tuft of grass that had
been stuck in a boot's tread. Gunfire shattered the oppressive quiet and Gordon
dropped to one knee and used an antique chair for concealment. Damn, we can't
keep playing safe, he suddenly thought and stood up. "Ok," he said and glanced
back to the three other men with him, "we need to move fast. We've heard gunfire
so we know someone's made contact with the terrorists. Let's move!"
He was off at a trot moving down the hall and only giving cursory glances into
any room that had an open door. It wasn't proper house clearing and if this had
been a test, he'd probably have failed it, but when real lives were on the line
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instead of a FITREP score, sometimes you had to cut corners.
There were sporadic shots here and there as they moved through the residence
and then a single, long, blood curdling scream that suddenly ended as if a switch
was thrown. And then there was something else. Gordon held up his left hand and
made a fist, signaling his team to freeze. He strained to make out the thump,
thump, thump that he heard coming from the hall. The noise stopped after a
couple seconds and a voice, one he'd heard earlier that night, growled, "Frak it, just
use the damned breaching charge. We're already compromised."
The hallway where Gordon heard the voices emptied into the hall where he and
his team crouched. It was a "T" intersection and 'his' hall formed the top of the "T".
He turned to face his team and used his index finger to point at his chest, then his
index and middle finger to point at his eyes, and then just his index finger to
gesture at the other hall. Three nods answered him; though Fenton's clearly
showed the young Marine wanted to say something but held his tongue.
"Slicing the pie" was a skill that anyone who used a weapon as part of their daily
tool kit had to learn and master. It provided both a tactical advantage, an element
of surprise, and just as important, a bit of protection for the user. At its most basic,
the shooter used the near corner as his pivot point and stayed as far away from it as
possible, using the corner as concealment from anything beyond. He slowly
advanced using small steps leading with his left foot and with his rifle held at a
modified ready position.
After each step he paused for a heartbeat and studied what had just been
revealed. It was nerve wracking and he forced himself to remember to breathe in
when he picked up his foot and breathe out when he put it down. The last thing he
wanted to do was pass out from not breathing.
Time was of the essence and he felt the sweat beading on his brow despite the
comfortable temperature. Two people suddenly jumped into view as he put his foot
down and leaned forward. One was kneeling by a heavy wooden door and the
other was standing over him affixing wires to a breaching frame. Two more steps
he told himself, and then I'm heading back.
The first step revealed three more men and one woman. The second step
revealed another woman. It wasn't the entire hallway, but it would have to do.
Gordon's mouth went dry as he tried to swallow and ignore the sting from the
perspiration that rolled down his forehead, along his nose, and into the corner of
his left eye. The men were all identical to the three he, Fenton, and Dean had
encountered at The Shack. Not just similar, but identical from what he saw; same
build, same hair color, same complexion, and same size. It was as if they were
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clones dredged from a bad vid and given life. The women were identical to each
other as well.
It was seriously frakking freaky, he thought and began edging back to where the
others waited. Once he was several steps back, he quickly communicated by hand
signals how many terrorists there were and where they were located. McKee was
given the task of rear guard, while Barnes and Fenton would join in on the take
down. The way the tangos were located made the encounter problematic. Four
were on the near side of the door; two close to it and two standing near the center
of the hall. The other three were on the far side of the door, closer to the wall with
the door than the center of the hall, but clean shots were blocked by the other
tangos.
Fenton was the better shot and Gordon gave him the far group while he and
Barnes would manage the near group. They reordered the stack and Fenton and
Barnes switched places. If they had the time to investigate the room at the
intersection, they might have been able to come at the terrorists from two sides. As
it was, the plan fell into the 'simple plan executed with excessive ruthlessness'
category.
Gordon counted down from three and heard a terrorist announce that the
charge was ready.
Three. Two. The terrorist counted three. One. The terrorist counted two. Go!
Gordon sprang into action and moved quickly and claimed a position on the far
side of the intersection while squaring himself to the terrorists. His rifle was a
visible manifestation of his will and extended his reach to whatever he could see.
He heard himself shouting "STOP!" to try and distract the terrorists and then felt his
rifle recoil as he triggered off the first shot.
Each time the glowing green aiming point settled on one of his assigned
terrorists he fired. One of his CQB, or Close Quarters Battle, instructors told him
that while what they did usually resulted in the target's death, the goal really wasn't
to kill them; that was just a byproduct of the tools they used to complete the task.
The goal was to end the threat and ensure that the team and any hostages or
civilians were safe. Ending the threat and killing the enemy often was the same
thing, but now that he was taking a life, no matter what it was doing, Gordon
preferred to think of it as 'ending the threat' rather than 'shooting to kill'.
He had just put down his second target and realized that there were actually
eight terrorists instead of seven, when the breaching frame detonated in cacophony
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of fire, noise, smoke, and pressure.
The explosion stunned and rocked him back for a moment and he looked over
to see Barnes crumpled on the ground with blood coming out of his nose and ears
and Fenton blinking dust out of his eyes. "Forward!" he shouted and moved toward
the terrorists' crumpled forms. One, two, three, four, five, six...Shit! Two are
missing, he swore to himself.
Gordon approached the breached door and yelled, "Colonial Marines! Saber 6!
Say your status!"
He waited for a moment before a male voice answered. The voice was strong
and sounded like it was being blocked by something, but at least the voice was
different from the terrorists'. "We have some slight surface injuries, nothing critical.
ID is Charger."
Gordon felt his heart leap into his throat. Anyone who did time with the Duke
of Westfield's Household Guard knew four names; Charger, Storm Cloud, Dragon,
and Lightning. Those four names were the raison d'être for the Guard's existence.
"Copy, Charger. May I enter?"
Another voice, this one decidedly female, answered, "Is that you, Gordon?"
"It is."
"Thank the gods," he heard Cora say. "He's good; I know him," she said a
second later as if she was talking to someone else.
"Please come in, Saber 6," Charger requested a moment later.
The room was a shambles. Splinters of the door frame and smoke had blown
into the room giving it a surreal atmosphere while overturned furniture was spread
in a semicircle in front of the doorway. The door itself, a heavy wooden object that
was frayed and charred around the edges, was several meters inside the room and
had partially demolished a leather sofa. Several smaller pieces of furniture had
been moved to form a makeshift fort on the far side of the room but no one was
near it; they were all on either side of the door way waiting with either antique
weapons or in the case of a Fleet colonel and an older man, 5/7 handguns.
"Charger, I'm Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida," Gordon told the older man with the
handgun.
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"I know your grandfather and father, son," His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke
of Westfield, aka Charger, said paternally and offered his hand. "I'm glad you
showed up when you did." Gordon hesitantly took his hand and Charger added,
"Thank you."
"It's my honor, sir. There are at least two terrorists unaccounted for that I've
seen, and there's probably more. Do you have a safe room we can escort you to?"
Gordon asked as he surveyed the faces of the people in the room. Some had minor
cuts or scrapes, but all had willful, defiant, and coiled body language. They were
fighters and had the terrorists gained entry these people wouldn't have gone down
without a fight.
"Yes, we were trying to get there when we encountered the terrorists," Charger
explained. We made a stand here and hoped that we could stall long enough for
the Guard to arrive."
"I think we should get you and the rest there until we can properly sort this out,
Charger," Gordon suggested and looked to see McKee standing in the doorway and
supporting Barnes.
The short, wiry man grinned and nodded. "Charger, been a while. El Tee, we're
all good and the tangos are toast."
Charger looked at Gordon and raised an eyebrow. "When this is over, I want to
hear this story over a cold beer. For now," he looked at the others in the room, "we
better get them to the safe room. Something that was a curiosity just became
something far more important."
*+*+*+*+*
Sera Chase stalked the halls of the house where she'd grown up. A quiet calm
had infused her being and she moved with the grace of a dancer and the lethality of
a cobra looking for invaders. Now and then she had heard gunfire and she said a
prayer that her friends and family were safe. She had brought them here because it
was her curiosity to know more about the rogue v-world program that Zoe had
discovered.
Despite the carnage she was sure was being visited on her home, she knew that
the decision to pursue the investigation was the right one. If it had all been a scam
or sham, then none of this would have happened. The Precursors, as Hamish
called them, would have remained a video game villain, not a threat made all too
real.
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And...they had made it personal.
She kept her balance when the explosion shook the house and cursed. The
attackers had to have brought a breaching charge or grenades and had used them
to get at her loved ones. Sera gritted her teeth and continued toward the sound of
the explosion.
Moments later she stopped when she heard several heavy running footfalls
approaching from a connecting hallway. She took a ready guard pose slightly
bladed to the direction the threat was coming from and balancing on the balls of
her feet. Her ice blue eyes narrowed and she flexed her leather gloved fingers
around her sabers' grips.
The first person rounded the corner and was within three meters of Chase when
she tried to stop. The running woman's heavily lugged soles grabbed the thick,
deep pile carpet and stopped her so suddenly that she over balanced.
Chase smiled grimly and lunged forward and to the terrorist's left side while
simultaneously turning toward her sweeping her right saber from left to right across
the woman's torso. As momentum carried them apart, Chase swept from right to
left with her left hand saber and opened up the woman's back.
The woman stumbled and crumpled to the ground as Chase pirouetted on her
right foot before using her left to balance and stop facing the direction the woman
came from. She no sooner regained her footing when a second person came
around the corner and stopped in his tracks.
This terrorist was familiar; he looked the same as the one she had killed outside
the room where Esposito had been shot trying to protect her. Chase fixed her ice
blue gaze on the man and saw his eyes flash red, just like the assassin in the game.
She rolled her shoulders as the man grabbed a seven hundred year old glaive from
a wall decoration and leveled it at her.
"Oh, you want to play old school?" she asked and stepped into the center of the
hallway. Virgon Saber Dancing hadn't always been a performance martial art; it
had very practical roots and in the last few minutes Chase had used the art twice
the way it was originally intended.
Her attacker relaxed into a polearm fighting stance and took a step forward. He
held the glaive with the blade higher than the heel of the shaft, and the whole
almost parallel to the ground just above waist height. The glaive jabbed forward
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and Chase easily deflected it before taking a step back.
A plan was forming in her mind as she parried several attacks and gave a little
more ground. If this was the direction they were trying to escape, then chances
were that it was away from where her family and friends were located. Faster than
a viper's strike, she parried the terrorist's attack with her left blade and darted
forward with her right and laid his left arm open from shoulder to elbow.
It wasn't a deep wound, but it was painful and the terrorist screamed out in
pain. "Bitch! This could have been easy, but you had to go make it difficult. You're
dealing with something you don't understand and will be the harbinger of
humanity's end!"
There was movement behind the terrorist and she saw several men with rifles
escorting her father and the others stop in the hall. They all turned to watch the
fight as one of the men lifted his rifle to shoot. Her father put his hand out to stay
the shot and nodded in her direction.
The terrorist must have used the pain to fuel his rage because his attacks came
faster and faster. Jabs followed jabs and were then followed by a sweep or some
other combination attack. Chase parried each one and every so often opened up a
new wound. She knew she should just end the fight and not toy with the terrorist,
but something primal had seized her. Something deep inside her revealed that her
attacker was much more than a simple identical sibling and that his origin was far
older than she could ever suspect. It was a moment of clarity that lasted a split
second but felt like a lifetime.
If she could keep fighting him she could learn how he thought. As she
wounded him, she learned how he responded to pain and difficulty. The longer she
fought him, the better she understood his tactics and his stamina. The more she
fought him, the better prepared she would be in the future should they ever meet
again.
Chase danced away from a blow that would have decapitated her if she had
been a second slower. She spun and lashed out with her left saber and opened a
shallow gash along the terrorist's flank. Sweat replaced the sticky feeling of
Esposito's blood but she wasn't breathing hard. Her body moved with perfection as
she fought from a state of calm lucidity and focus.
For the last minute or so she had been intentionally slowing down and allowed
her movements to lose some of their previous precision. Now it was time to bring
this dance to an end, she thought as the terrorist brought his glaive down as if to
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cleave her in twain. Both sabers snapped up with almost inhuman speed and
stopped the polearm on its descent as she stepped forward with her left foot and
pushed up with her arms, throwing the glaive up and away from her.
Balanced on her left foot with her right leg held up and bent at the knee as if she
were marching, she snapped her right foot forward and connected with the soft,
tender, and very sensitive tissue between the terrorist's legs. As he began to double
over in pain, she brought both arms back so they hung down just past the midpoint
of her waist before thrusting them forward and up at an angle. It was a textbook
D'Veri maneuver as each blade entered just under the terrorist's rib cage and
continued up through the thoracic cavity shredding the kidneys, liver, stomach,
lungs, and heart before exiting out of his body under his arms.
Chase twisted and ripped the sabers out of the terrorist's body and stepped to
the side as he sank to his knees and stared at her with a look of disbelief etched on
his face. "Remember me while you rot in hell you murdering son of a bitch!" she
growled as blood bubbled up and out of his mouth as he balanced for a moment
before falling forward.
The hall was silent for a moment before Cora ran forward. "Sera!" she shouted
as she hugged her sister. "Are you ok?"
Ice blue eyes met ice blue eyes and Chase grinned. "Not a scratch, little sister.
How are the others?" she asked and began to feel the adrenaline leave her system.
"Everyone's fine; we have some cuts from when they blasted the door, but we're
ok," Cora told her.
"Martin!" Chase suddenly shouted as she remembered Esposito laying in the
receiving room. "Daddy! We need to get Martin to a trauma center; he was shot
when the terrorists first arrived."
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Vignette 1, Part 2: Metamorphosis
Her last thought was not one of pain or shock as the car hit her and tossed her
slim body over the hood, into the windshield, and then back onto the hard,
unyielding road; rather, it was one of a deep and all enveloping sadness. Deep
inside she cried out in loss as she felt that which was her, what made her Anastasia
Circe Meade, leave her physical body behind.
And the realization that her life, the life that she had made for herself and
discovered who she really wanted to be, would all be nothing more than a
memory. Adding insult to injury and loss, the memory wouldn't even be uniquely
hers anymore, but free for any of her sisters to access and relive. Jonathan took her
dignity but losing ownership of her memories was a rape of her very identity.
Yet, she wasn't moving on. She looked down and saw Saxby kneeling next to
her crumpled body and cradling her head while brushing her long blonde hair out
of her closed and now sightless eyes. His body was shaking as he shouted for
someone to call the paramedics.
A man and a woman ran out of the crowd and skidded to a stop next to her
body. "I'm a doctor," the woman announced, "and my husband is a physical
therapist."
For the first time, Saxby looked up and she saw his face; it was streaked with
tears and full of pain and fear. She was touched by his emotion and surprised at the
same time. Saxby Mahan had always been pleasant and polite to her, always
stopping to say hello when they passed and lingering to talk for a few minutes.
Truth be told, she didn't really know much about him other than he was a cop and
didn't seem to date much.
The signal; it had always been there at the edge of her consciousness and now it
was calling to her like a siren trying to lure unwitting sailors onto the shoals.
Hunger was a need and could be ignored with a bit of willpower, but the signal
was a compulsion. It didn't ask or request obedience, it demanded submission,
compliance, and acquiescence and would not brook delay or disobedience.
"We're losing her!" the woman shouted moments, or was it minutes, later, as
two uniformed paramedics came into her shrinking view. "Do you have a medivac
Raptor inbound?" the doctor demanded.
"It's on final approach, but we need to be ready to move her to the intersection
for the pickup," the first paramedic told her. Why were they trying so hard to save
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her when she was dying?
"Don't give up, Annie," she heard Saxby softly whisper into her ear. There was
so much warmth, passion, vitality and pent up emption in those four simple little
words that it broke her heart.
She exerted the last of her will power and moved as close as she could to
Saxby's right ear and whispered back, "I'll be ok soon. I'll be home and all my pain
will be gone." She didn't even sound convincing to herself.
The signal's compulsion for submission was overwhelming and she felt herself
being pulled away. The last words she heard as her view faded to black was the
second paramedic crying out, "She's flatlined!"
*+*+*+*+*
Pain. It infused her very essence as Annie slowly opened her unfocused hazel
eyes and felt the sheets covering her body and heard a beeping coming from her
left side. Slowly, as if it was the first time ever, she took a deep breath and
immediately flinched and groaned in pain.
"Annie?" Saxby's voice asked. She couldn't see him but she could feel the
concern permeating that single word.
"What happened?" she struggled to ask. Her mind could form the words but her
ears told her that her mouth wasn't cooperating. It came out slurred and flat and
somehow she knew that was important.
"Shh..." he softly said. "You were hit by a car and have been in the hospital for a
while recovering."
Focus, she thought, force the tongue, jaw, and lungs to work in cooperation and
to follow the proper formula to speak. "Not. Dead?" she slowly asked with great
difficulty and concentration.
"No, you haven't gone to Elysium just yet," he told her a moment before she felt
him take her hand in his. "You were banged up pretty bad, I won't lie about that,
but you fought. Oh my, Annie, you fought like a titan to stay alive."
"I...did?"
"You did."
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"Tell me...'bout it." Her voice, such as it was, was the physical manifestation of
the yearning deep inside her soul for answers to what shouldn't be. She rolled her
head to the right and saw him sitting close to the bed. His normally clean shaven
face sported a day or two of growth and there were bags under his eyes she'd never
seen before. But his eyes...they were gazing at her with hope and wonder and
perhaps, she allowed herself the vanity of hope, caring. "Give me...five...to
look...my best." Annie managed a weak grin and was rewarded as Saxby's face
broke into smile and his eyes went a little glassy.
He blinked a few times to clear his eyes before gently asking, "Are you sure?"
Annie winced when she tried to nod. "Must...know..."
Saxby took a deep breath and she could see the pain suddenly furrow his brow
until he let it out.
"You were running from a man who assaulted you in
Remembrance Park. A car hit you as you tried to cross the street. I arrived a
moment later and tried to keep you with me. A doctor and saw the accident and
tried to help stabilize you."
He stopped and the pain became more evident in the tiny crows' feet that
formed in the corners of his eyes as he furrowed his brow. "You flatlined soon after
the paramedics arrived and I thought I'd lost you." Annie felt his hand softly caress
hers and give it a light squeeze. "But you fought to come back, Annie. The
paramedics and Dr. Keats worked until the medivac Raptor arrived and they
managed to revive you on the trip to Boskirk General.
"You flatlined two more times before they were able stabilize you for surgery."
"I...died?"
His reaction was immediate. "No...no, no, no, Annie, you didn't die. Your heart
and respiration stopped, but you were very much alive."
Annie suddenly realized that her whole body was tense and forced it to relax.
She relaxed into the bed and slowly closed her eyes. She was alive. She was still
whole. She was still Anastasia Circe Meade.
"Where...am...I...now?" she asked and inhaled the tangy scent of antiseptic and
fresh linen.
When he didn't answer she felt a surge of panic and turned to look at him
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before repeating the question again. "Saxby...where...am...I?"
"I tried to find your family but all you had on your phone or computer were
casual friends or business contacts so I...I brought you home." Saxby paused for a
heartbeat, "My home, where I grew up. You're in the Duchess Iona Chase
Memorial Medical Center just outside Westfield."
She slowly nodded and relaxed. "And...Jonathan?"
"His remains were never claimed and he was cremated and interred in the
potter's field," Saxby told her. "He pulled a gun on Lucy and me and we had to
shoot...I'm sorry."
Annie didn't have to force a smile. This was the second piece of good news.
"Good. He...was...a...bastard."
The first piece of good news was that for the first time in her life the signal was
gone. She was truly free.
*+*+*+*+*
"That little bitch is going to have some explaining to do," Jonathan growled to
his identical twin as he pulled on a deep burgundy colored turtleneck sweater. The
pain from the recent download was still fresh in his mind and absently his right
hand rubbed his upper chest where the four bullets had ended his life.
"Brother, let's not be hasty," the twin consoled. "If she won't answer your
questions we'll give Edgar a crack at her. She has valuable information and despite
her...reluctant acceptance...of your preferred cover...techniques...I would prefer she
gives it willingly instead of resorting to Edgar's methods."
"Lucien, we should just give her to Edgar and be done with it. The Sixes are like
running water...they're either hot or cold, and you don't know which until they let
you. The hot can freeze you and the cold can burn; I think Galen made them too
much like that Avalon girl he met," Jonathan agitatedly sneered.
His twin, Lucien, stopped and looked at him aghast. "Do not talk about God's
Assistant like that!" he barked.
Jonathan met his twin's flinty stare for several seconds before both men started
laughing. "Oh, you almost had me, brother!" he told Lucien.
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The download chamber was bathed in subdued accent lights that drew the eye
to the large tub-like apparatus with a sleeping naked blonde woman floating inside.
A tall, slim, chocolate skinned man stood along a wall while three women identical
to the one in the tub knelt around the floating woman's head and held each other's
hands.
Jonathan brazenly strode over to where the lone male occupant stood. "What's
the hold up?" he demanded. "She should be downloaded by now."
"Ah..." the dark skinned man began in a deep, melodious voice, "there seems to
be a problem."
"What sort of 'problem'," Jonathan used his index and middle finger to put
quotes around the last word.
The man crossed his arms and the white lab coat rode up exposing dark blue
cuffs and the gold cufflinks that held them closed, "We lost her."
"Edgar," Jonathan hissed, "you aren't being helpful, here."
A thin sarcastic smiled danced on Edgar's face, "She was getting ready to load
into the buffer and then," he curled the fingers of each hand to touch their thumbs,
"poof!" He extended the fingers and moved his hands up and out simulating an
explosion, "She was gone. The body died and the Sixes are mourning the loss of
their sister."
"Then she didn't die," Lucien stated.
"Oh, no," Edgar corrected him. "She died. Of that I have no doubt.
consciousness was downloading and then it was gone."

Her

Jonathan knew better than press the point. Edgar may enjoy employing his
chemicals on unwilling subjects, but he was one of the finest medical minds the
Cylons ever produced. If he said she was dead, then as much as it annoyed him,
he accepted it as fact.
The Six known as Anastasia Circe Meade had met her final death.
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Vignette 2, Part 2: Inferno
Raptor 302, close orbit of Niflheim, 49.7 light years from the barycenter of the
Cyrannus star cluster
"You strapped in back there, Tick?" Freakshow asked as he wrestled with the
Raptor's controls to keep the small craft lined up with ex-Demosthenes' central
landing bay.
Tick-Tock laughed. "Damned straight! I'm belted in so tight I'm going to have a
bruise from all this bouncing around," she told the pilot. "I think I'm ready to trade
the surfboard in for the yacht, if you don't mind."
"As you wish," Freakshow warmly replied and added a bit of lateral thrust on the
port side to straighten out the small, dun colored craft. "We're about two hundred
meters out..." he added and looked up through the large bulging canopy at the
massive warship only thirty meters overhead. The Berzerk class, which exDemosthenes belonged to, was generally considered a small warship by Colonial
standards at just less than 850 meters long.
Compared to the tiny Raptor, Tick-Tock's comment about trading the surfboard
for a yacht wasn't too far off the mark.
"I've tried to raise Cantorelli on the wireless but there's either too much
interference for the portable unit his team had with them or he's purposely not
answering. My money says that he's ignoring us," Tick-Tock said from the EWO
station in the Raptor's aft cabin.
"My guess is right with you; he's probably ignoring us and doing egghead
things," Freakshow answered after a moment's hesitation and even then his voice
betrayed his concentration. "Hang on...we're getting close and we may bump a bit
when we cross the threshold into the bay."
ex-Demosthenes' single centerline landing bay blazed bright and the landing
signal lights helped Freakshow maneuver the Raptor on its final approach. His
logbook showed three hundred sixty-eight landings on the old ship and he kept
telling himself that this time was no different from all the rest. The range slowly
decreased until the landing signals told him he was fifty meters from the threshold.
Massive missile hatches flanked either side of the bay and just a few years earlier
they would have been filled with a deadly cargo that could crack a Cylon Hades
class baseship in half if they hit.
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Freakshow loved Indy, but there would always be a deep fondness in his heart
for the old Demosthenes. It was the ship where he came of age as a pilot and grew
into his wings and earned the right to be called 'pilot' rather than 'nugget'. It was
where he became a man in more ways than one.
"Ten meters! Five! We're over!" he announced over the intercom. The
turbulence suddenly vanished and the Raptor was sailing through calm space a few
meters above the deck. Freakshow angled the small craft and guided it to one of
the umbilical-like docking collars. Normal operations saw the bay depressurized
and open to space and instead of the time consuming hassle of moving a Raptor or
shuttle into a pressurized bay or hangar deck, umbilicals were used to snug up
against the small craft's hatch and allow a shirtsleeve entrance into the ship.
Tick-Tick was press-checking her 5/7 when Freakshow finally made it to the
main cabin. "I don't think you're going to need that, hun...There aren't any bad
guys on board."
"Well," she started and holstered the weapon before snapping the restraining
strap to secure it in the holster, "I just might decide to shoot that jackass for making
us risk our lives for his sorry ass. We're diving into a *star*, Cam. Doesn't that
worry you just a little? And it's all because of this jackanapes' ego that needed to
be jerked off. Well...frak him!"
Freakshow laughed. He wasn't sure if she was truly serious and intended to
shoot Dr. Cantorelli or if she was just blowing off steam. "One of the first things I
learned in flight school, right after 'don't hit the ground' is that stars are really hot
and should be avoided at all costs. Does it worry me?" he asked rhetorically and
shrugged his shoulders while holding his arms wide, "It perturbs me no end! How
about we just kick his ass out the airlock instead? There's less paperwork that way
and we won't have to make up a story to account for the missing round."
Tick-Tock's hazel eyes locked on to his and he could see that she was struggling
to keep a straight face. The fight was short lived and moments after she started
laughing he joined her. When they had both recovered she managed to gasp, "I
think I have a cramp from laughing so hard!"
"I am a man of many talents. Just wait until you see what I can do with a
spatula, a can of whipped cream, chocolate syrup, and some ice cream."
She looked at him with a look that had captured his heart. "What the frak? A
spatula? How does that go into making an ice cream sundae?"
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Freakshow wagged his eyebrows. "You'll just have to wait and find out," he
teased before turning serious. "Let's go check on the doctor and find out what's
going on."
"Copy that," Tick-Tock eagerly agreed and cycled the hatch before stepping into
the umbilical.
The umbilical showed signs of wear, heavy use, and age but was still up to Fleet
specs. Freakshow stopped at a small, worn, plaque placed at the midpoint and at
eye level. He gently touched it with his fingertips and whispered, "Lest we forget
the sacrifice of a few that many could live. You will not be forgotten."
"What was that?" Tick-Tock asked from where she stood next to the airlock that
led into the ship.
"C'mere, we can spare a minute," Freakshow told her. He put his arm around
her shoulders when she stood next to him, "Two months before the Armistice,
Demosthenes was part of a task force that engaged a Cylon battlegroup over Libran.
The engagement was fierce and the Cylons fought like they were possessed by
demons. It was like they'd suddenly found a limitless reserve of willpower and
determination.
"During the battle, the Cylons resorted to some of their old tricks and sent waves
of heavy Raiders in an attempt to board our ships. They managed to land a few on
Demosthenes' flight deck and this is where the ship's crew and Marines made their
stand. The fighting was fierce and in this umbilical it devolved to hand to hand.
The ship's Marine commander, Captain Rutherford Garland, liked to think of his
Marines as ancient Myrmidons and he drilled them with sword, spear, and shield.
He and his headquarters squad made their stand right here." Freakshow swept his
other hand around the umbilical and then gently turned Tick-Tock to look back
towards their Raptor.
"The Cylons had long used swords, pole arms, and other melee weapons to
terrify us; there's something about sharpened steel that elicits a response that a gun
doesn't. This time, however, they ran into Garland's Giants. The Marines fought
the Cylons to a standstill and then, against all odds, pushed them back. Step by
step, Marine by Marine, they pushed the chrome plated abominations back the way
they came until the only ones that were left was Garland himself and the Cylon's
command Centurion.
"When the reinforcements arrived, they found Garland and the Cylon locked
together, run through with each other's weapon, both dead. They also found a
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container of Cylon nerve gas that the Toasters were going to feed into the ship's life
support when they got into the ship. Garland and his eleven Marines saved more
than twelve hundred lives that day."
Tick-Tock was quiet for a moment before she slipped out from Freakshow's arm,
reached into a pocket and withdrew a multi-tool. "I want to save this," she said
simply when Freakshow raised an eyebrow and looked at her. Her hands deftly
removed the screws holding the plaque to the bulkhead and eased it off the screws.
Once it was free, she put the screws back into their holes and slipped the
plaque into a thigh pocket.
"Thank you, Sophie," Freakshow said and hugged his wife through her flight suit.
"Let's go get the Doc and get off before we get down too deep in the well."
Walking through ex-Demosthenes' passageways brought back a lot of memories
and Freakshow realized just how large a role this ship had played in his
professional and personal development. He remembered Captain Torogai reaming
his ass when he pulled rank on a petty officer over something trivial. "Leadership is
about inspiring people, not bullying them. You want the people under your
command to want to go the extra meter for you because of you - who you are, not
because of these," she had flicked his Ensign's diamonds with her index finger.
Torogai's sermon had grounded him back into realty and banished some of the
halcyon glow of being a newly minted flight school graduate. It was probably one
of the best lessons he'd ever learned and ranked right up there with his Uncle
Sam's lecture on the birds and the bees.
"I am not going to search this ship from top to bottom," he grumbled to TickTock as they approached the CIC. "If he isn't here then we're going to go to
Auxiliary Control and then back to the bird and heading home."
"I'm with you on that," Tick-Tock readily agreed and then added cheekily, "You
sure I can't shoot him?"
Freakshow's laugh echoed down the hall. "Yes, I'm sure!" He stopped and
looked at the heavily armored door. "We're here," he said a moment before the
ship lurched and shuddered. "Frak...we're started the descent. We don't have
much time..."
He worked the door's wheel and pushed the heavy valve open before stepping
over the hatch coaming and into the CIC. Cupping his hands to his mouth, he
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shouted, "Dr. Cantorelli? Are you here?"
A distracted voice, deep but not too deep and hinting of an average build,
answered, "What?"
"C'mon," Freakshow said to Tick-Tock and strode into the CIC. The room was
built using the classic war-time split-level design with all the primary stations
encircling the plotting table and main dradis displays, and secondary
communications, engineering, and dradis stations located on the upper tier. The
chamber's lone occupant sat at the navigation station and was fine tuning the
dradis controls.
"Doc, we need to get out of here. The test protocols don't authorize anyone to
be on Demo when she heads into Niflheim," Freakshow told the man and hoped
his voice didn't carry the agitation he was feeling at the moment.
Dr. Galen Cantorelli turned from the dradis display he had been studying and
stared at Freakshow and Tick-Tock. "What are you two doing here?"
Freakshow bit back his first retort. "You weren't on the shuttle, Doc; we're here
to take you back to Indy. We don't have much time, we need to leave now." He
paused a moment, then added, "Sir."
Cantorelli shook his head causing his long pony tail to dance from shoulder to
shoulder. He was dressed in a similar fashion to every other time Freakshow had
met him; a tailored pair of dark olive green casual slacks, dark sock covered feet
stuffed into hand tooled loafers, and wore a storm cloud grey silk shirt underneath
a camelhair cardigan. "We can't leave now, Lieutenant. We've already entered the
upper atmosphere and just in case, I closed the landing bay. Don't worry...we'll be
perfectly safe. This will be easier than flying through Ragnar."
"Ah, Doc?" Tick-Tock spoke up and Freakshow hoped that his wife was only
joking about shooting the middle aged astrophysicist. "The last time someone told
me not to worry I had to punch out of a bent Raptor during a hurricane over
Picon's Neva Sea. Don't tell me not to worry...we're diving into a frakking star."
"Star, shmar," Cantorelli said and waved his hand as if the words and simple
gesture would dispel her concerns. "We're going to be fine...we just have some
chop to get through and then..." the ship gave a sudden lurch as if it had been
struck by a small missile and he reached for the workstation's desk to keep his
balance. "We're almost through, another few minutes..."
Freakshow walked over to the dradis station and studied the telemetry.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

He

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 333
blinked and leaned closer before he reached out and tweaked a setting. "Let me sit
here," he unceremoniously told the doctor and moved him out of the way. "Tick, I
want your thoughts on this..."
Before the mission, ex-Demosthenes had been refitted with a new short range,
very high resolution dradis that was usually used for weather mapping. The old
ship retained her combat suite, and this is what Freakshow directed Tick-Tock to
use. "Call up the primary search dradis...something isn't right here."
"What's wrong?" Cantorelli asked as the ship shook again, this time less
violently and almost gently. The bluster was gone from his voice and replaced with
something Freakshow thought should have always been there, fear tinged respect.
"Please...tell me what's wrong, I designed or spec'd a lot of the equipment that's
feeding the telemetry."
Freakshow held up his right index finger to quiet the doctor. "Tick, what do you
have?"
He heard her swallow and lick her lips. "This can't be, Cam...it just can't. What
do you have?"
The ship moved under them no more roughly than a car driving over some
uneven pavement. "The atmosphere that we were supposed to be cruising through
isn't nearly as dense as it should be. I'm seeing a band about fifteen hundred
kilometers deep and as far as dradis can map, it's relatively clear of most heavy
stellar atmosphere. What do you see, Tick?"
"Cam..." Tick-Tock softly said, her voice just above a whisper, "We're not alone
down here..."
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Chapter 20: Tesseract
Virgon, Westfield Estate
"Cora, please take Sebastian and prep a Phoenix; we can get Esposito to the
trauma center faster that way than waiting for the paramedics or driving," His
Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield told his youngest daughter after Sera
had explained what happened to Esposito. He ran his left hand through his still
dark hair and watched as Fenton and the younger Salagiida worked feverishly to
stabilize the critically injured fleet officer.
"On it!" Cora answered and shifted the M-19 from where it hung at her side to
her hands. "Between the two of us, we should have the plane here in a couple
minutes," she added a moment before she and Beckett left the room at a jog for the
hangar.
The rifle was an old and familiar weight on Charles' shoulder, even though it
had been decades since he carried one into Harm's Way. Tonight wasn't a disaster,
he thought grimly. It was bad, but when reduced to simple numbers the night had
been extremely successful when what had been confirmed was factored into the
equation.
"I'm going with Martin," Sera said from where she knelt by Esposito's head and
monitored his vitals. "This wouldn't have happened to him if he hadn't come here
to pay off a bet."
"I know..." Charles soothingly told his oldest daughter and gave her shoulder a
gentle squeeze of support.
"We need to inform his wife that something's
happened..." he let the thought hang and looked around the room before his eyes
settled on Connie deWinter. "I can't order you to go," he started before deWinter
held up her left hand.
deWinter didn't look stressed, he thought. Then again, she was a command
grade officer and had grown up in one of the worst areas of Luminere, and if those
two things didn't strengthen you, nothing would, he added silently.
"I'll do it," she offered and kept her eyes warily moving from the windows to the
doorway and back to the windows. "I think it might be a good idea to take Cora
and Beckett with me as well; Cora to represent you and the family and Beckett as a
second pair of eyes."
Charles nodded. He wanted to go himself, hell, he had to admit, he wanted to
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do it all, but with the title came responsibility and that meant informing Shar, or
more exactly, Her Imperial Highness Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of
the Hibernian Marches. That wasn't something he was looking forward to facing.
"What do you want us to do, Charger?" Sergeant Major Edward Salagiida asked
from where he and Dodger McKee knelt at the door and covered the hallway.
"Come back to work for me," Charles said before he realized the words were out
of his mouth. He shrugged and smiled when he saw the wide eyed response from
the Sergeant Major. "I may have shot from the hip with that one, Ed, but I want you
and the lads for the duration.
"We're going to head up to Ad Astra before I go wake up the Empress and brief
her on tonight's events. The ship has a sickbay worthy of a battlestar and Doc
Bertram can make sure Barnes is ok. I'd like you, your son, and the rest of the old
group to provide security for Hamish." He nodded to where Hamish crouched,
coiled as tight as a spring and had a white knuckle grip on a 'liberated' M-19.
"Even though tonight's skirmish is over, my gut tells me that there are more of
them out there and if given the chance, they'll risk another hit. I want to take Zoe,
Jerry, and Hamish someplace where they'll be safe tonight so we'll have a chance
to approach this with a clear mind once the adrenaline rush is over." The Duke
met the eyes of the men he once led into battle against the Cylons. "I know it's a
lot to ask from each of you, and I'm sure your wives will want my hide," he smiled
with them, "But I need people I can trust implicitly on this."
"For the family, Charger," the Sergeant Major proudly replied. "We're yours and
we'll run interference with the wives...you'll have your hands full with Magnum."
It was amazing how easy the old habits returned, Charles thought. When things
went tactical, Virgon's nobility were addressed by their code names; his was
Charger, Sera's was Dragon, Cora's was Lightning, and his beloved Iona's was
Storm Cloud. He often joked that the name was the polar opposite of his wife; she
always seemed to have a smile on her face, even when the cancer was at its worst.
Magnum was the name given to Searlait Fawkes-Wallace before she ascended the
Imperial throne when she was simply Lieutenant Fawkes-Wallace of the newly
formed Colonial Fleet.
"That's highly probable," Charles admitted and paced around the room.
Everyone was hunkered down defensively and waiting for another Precursor attack.
"Sir?" Gordon asked from where he and Fenton were keeping pressure on
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Esposito's wounds. "What do you want us to do?"
"Tend to your wounded, Lieutenant. When Sera takes Commander Esposito to
the trauma center, take Fenton and Dean with you and make sure Dean's wounds
are taken care of. I'll deal with the paperwork," Charles told the young Marine.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield, Duchess Iona Chase Memorial Medical Center
The Duchess Iona Chase Memorial Medical Center was a large and state of the
art medical center barely fifteen years old. Nearby, the old Westfield Memorial
Hospital, which had served the region for several centuries, had been converted
into a wellness center and medical museum. His Grace, the Duke of Westfield,
had commissioned the new medical campus less than a year before his wife was
diagnosed with lung cancer.
Sera watched the large, well lit complex approach through the Phoenix's
forward canopy as the executive transport shrieked through the night.
She
remembered back to the night that her parents told her and Cora about her
mother's cancer and the diagnosis. Despite centuries of modern medicine, cancer
was still one of those afflictions that adapted and evolved to combat every
treatment. Medicine would gain the upper hand for a few decades and then the
disease would be ascendant.
She bit her lip at the pain the memories brought forth. Her mother had been a
beautiful, vivacious, and vibrant woman in the prime of her life when she
discovered she had less than a year to live. When she passed, the beauty was still
there, but it had become a tired, sad, subdued beauty that had fought hard to mask
the pain and suffering that had wracked her body.
In a way, Sera reflected, the medical center had become her father's third child.
It was something for him to focus on and distract him from the grief that seemed
ever present. One of the additions that he made was a large wing devoted to
cancer research. During the few short years it had been in operation, it had
become one of the top cancer research centers in the Colonies and was home to
some of the most innovative and prestigious researchers in the field.
The medical center was devoted to saving physical lives. Sera steadfastly
believed that it had also saved her father's spiritual life by giving him a reason to go
on after her mother's death. Every year, the medical center hosted three events; a
picnic and barbeque for the cancer patients and their families, and then a larger

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 337
event for all the patients and their families, and finally an open house that had
turned into a celebration of life. The media was always eager to cover the events
and show her father working a grill, serving someone in a wheelchair, or doing
something else considered 'un-Dukish".
Yes, the medical center named after her mother had saved her father in more
ways than one, she reflected as gently pulled back on the controls so the Phoenix
would safely clear an apartment block without disturbing the tenants too much.
The aircraft she piloted had been in production for almost sixty years and was a
sleek, white tilt jet that combined performance and comfort into an airframe that
was small enough to land almost anywhere and large enough to easily travel across
the Colonies and beyond the farthest reaches of known space. The Mk XI was the
latest generation of what was known as the gold standard of light transports.
"Copy Control," Sera said into the boom microphone that extended gracefully
along the left side of her jaw. "Our landing ETA is thirty seconds."
"We have a trauma team prepped and standing by on the pad, Countess," the
emergency air traffic controller's voice told her. "You're cleared straight in to pad
seven."
"Thank you, Control," Sera told the faceless voice before switching to the
intercom. "We're short...touchdown in fifteen seconds."
She didn't wait for any replies as she followed the approach markers through the
HUD. A few seconds later she pulled up the nose and flared the plane while
rotating the wingtip engines so that they were the only thing holding the sleek
aircraft in the air. "Down in three, two, one...down!" she announced when the
wheels hit the pad and the oleos compressed and smoothed the landing.
An icon flashed on the large multifunction display and indicated that the rear
ramp was being lowered. She quickly went though the shut down check list and
when she left the cockpit Fenton was the only person present.
"El Tee and Dean went with the emergency crew and he's going to make sure
Dean gets patched up.
One of the nurses told me that they were taking
Commander Esposito to EOR 3 and gave me directions how to get there," Fenton
told her. His posture was wary and he still had his M-22 slung over his shoulder.
"Admiral," he added as they walked off the plane, "I'll fly with you any time; that
landing would have put some of the crews I've flown with to shame."
Sera smiled in spite of the seriousness of the situation and the guilt she felt.
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"Thanks, Fenton; I appreciate it. There's more to me than someone that stalks the
CIC!"
*+*+*+*+*
Half an hour later, Chase had checked on both Esposito and Dean. The medical
center's top trauma surgeons were working on Esposito and the nurse she'd talked
to said they were hopeful, but it would still be several hours before he was out of
surgery. She found Fenton and Salagiida waiting outside another operating room
and they told her that Dean was in surgery. Salagiida explained that the doctor he
spoke with a few minutes earlier had told him that it was a clean wound with no
apparent bone damage and that it should be a matter of cleaning and closing the
wound.
Now, I need some hot chocolate, she thought as she slowly walked down the
long, spotlessly clean hallway following the signs to the cafeteria so she could bring
coffee back for the two Marines. Every ten meters or so there was a display
showing the outside temperature, time, the number of available beds, the number
of inbound emergency patients, and several other pieces of information that the
hospital staff thought was vitally important to have plastered within eyesight.
No matter what else tonight was, it was a game changer.
The attack hadn't just caused two injuries; it had taken the lives of at least a
dozen and a half, possibly two dozen or more of the Household Guard. They were
sons and daughters, some were husbands or wives and some were fathers or
mothers, but they were all killed because the Precursors wanted Hamish McLain
dead and they didn't care about the collateral damage. The more Chase thought
about what happened the more determined she became to get to the bottom of the
mystery and execute a little old fashioned 'Virgon Justice', as her father called it, on
the perpetrators and their masters.
She stopped at an intersection and looked for the arrow on the sign that would
tell her which direction she had to go to find the cafeteria. "Right it is," she
muttered to herself and turned and started down yet another hallway. Ten paces in
she stopped short as someone walked through an open door and into the hall.
"I'm sorry..." the man said reflexively when he stopped short to avoid running
into Chase. He was tall, fit, and trim, and didn't appear muscle bound. Several
days of stubble shaded his otherwise attractive, but tired looking face.
"Sax?" Chase asked incredulously and failed to keep the surprise out of her
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voice.
"Sera?" the man asked as he turned and blinked before focusing on Chase. "My
gods!" he exclaimed happily and gave her a warm hug. "It's been a while." Then
his demeanor suddenly darkened and he took a step back and caught his breath.
"It isn't your father, is it?"
Chase smiled despite what was on her mind and the memory of the night's
events. "No, Dad's ok. We had an event at the house that...well..." She paused
and looked around and made sure the hallway was clear before she continued,
"There was an attack on the household tonight, Sax; it was pretty brutal. I'm not
completely sure of the casualty count, but it wasn't good. The attackers were put
down and we had two wounded, one critically, that I flew here myself."
"An attack? On Westfield?" Saxby asked and shook his head. "That's hard for
me to wrap my mind around. I try to keep an eye on any intelligence bulletins that
might involve the family and I haven't seen anything since those students tried to
disrupt Aunt Cass' garden party for her card club. Was this political?"
Ah, ever the cop, Chase thought at Saxby's question. "No," she started and
paused for a heartbeat before reaching out putting her right hand on his left arm,
"but it's something that we should probably discuss elsewhere, cousin." She saw
understanding bloom behind his eyes as he slowly nodded twice. "Now..." she said
changing the subject, "what are you doing here?"
This time she was momentarily rewarded with what she'd always called, 'the
grin'. It was there for a moment, long enough for her to know it was sincere before
it was replaced concern and caring. 'The grin' was something that seemed to
happen naturally to Saxby and was something he'd done ever since they were both
kids and he'd tell her about his latest crush. This time there was something different
about it; not that it was only there for a moment and replaced with something else,
and it wasn't that he was no longer a boy but a man. It was something more,
something serious that told Sera that he'd finally found someone to connect his
heart and mind.
"A friend was hit by a car and after she was stabilized in Boskirk, I brought her
here. She doesn't have any family and I have a lot of time off accumulated, and
there was a shooting that has to be investigated," he started.
Chase took a deep breath and shook her head to stop him, "It sounds like you
have a story to tell, too."
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"I do. Come on, I want you to introduce you to someone," he offered as his
voice gained a trace of seriousness and he shifted his weight from one foot to the
other. This is new, he wants my approval, Chase thought.
"Are you sure? I don't want to intrude," Chase offered and realized it would
probably be a while before her date with a steaming mug of hot chocolate was
consummated.
Saxby looked excited and eager at the same time. "Yes. You'll like Annie...and
Sera..." he said, his voice changing pitch so it went from a statement to a question.
Chase slipped her arm around his shoulders and leaned close so she could
whisper in his ear, "I know, Sax. You don't have to tell me; she's the one, isn't she?"
He's positively beaming, Chase thought when he turned his face to answer her.
"Yes, cousin, she is. She's so..." his voice trailed off and she could see the answer
in his eyes.
"If she renders you speechless," Chase told him, "then she must be an incredible
woman."
Saxby let out a long contented sigh. "She is, and so much more."
"Good! Then introduce me to her and I'll let you know if she's good enough for
my favorite cousin!"
A moment later he led her into the hospital room and stopped just past where
the short entry hall opened up into the room proper. A small closet and bathroom
both had doors off the short hall and a large whiteboard was next to a similar sized
color display panel. Both displayed a few names, times, and dates.
"Annie?" Saxby asked softly. "Are you awake?"
The bed was elevated and propped up its occupant into an almost sitting
position. Even with the dark circles under her eyes and her long blonde hair up in
a tangled mess, Chase could tell that she was striking and attractive. "You left me
less than two minutes ago, Sax," the woman smiled and said in tired but cheerful
voice.
A faint blush colored Saxby's cheeks when he answered, "I just wanted to make
sure, Annie. I ran into someone I'd like you to meet..."
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Chase felt his arm gently pull her with him as he stepped into the room. The
reaction she saw cross Annie's face broke her heart. The woman had seemed
happy to see Saxby return but all of that vanished in an instant as soon as she saw
Chase. She sank into the bed and let out a long, sad sigh as despair and resigned
loss warred for supremacy on her face. It was, Chase thought, the look of defeat.
"Annie?" Saxby rushed to her side and took her hand in his. "Is everything ok?"
His voice carried the same fear and pain that Annie's body was radiating. "Should I
call the doctor?"
Annie looked over Saxby's shoulder and met Chase's gaze. He must have seen
it because he turned his head slightly. "Annie..." his voice was soft and soothing,
and Chase could picture the smile and concern that went along with it. "Sera is my
cousin; not an old flame."
Relief and hope quickly swept back into Annie's demeanor as if it was a wave
sweeping into shore. The smile that graced Annie's face touched the woman's eyes
and even in her disheveled state, Chase thought she looked radiant. Oh, Saxby,
you've both fallen hard for each other, she thought.
"Sera," she heard Saxby introduce her, "I'd like to introduce you to Anastasia,
Annie, Meade. Annie, this is Sera, my cousin."
Chase stepped forward and stood next to the bed. "It's nice to meet you, Annie."
Recognition graced Annie's face as she tried to sit up. "Countess, I'm honored
to meet you," she said formally.
"Please, just Sera, Annie; you're among friends and there's no need to be
formal," Chase asked the woman.
Annie nodded and tried it out. "Thank you, Sera. Sax has told me about you
and I feel like I almost know you."
"Oh, he did?" Chase asked and raised an eyebrow before she turned to where
Saxby sat. "Hmm...I'll have to tell you some of the stories from when we were
kids..." she teased much to his chagrin.
"I'd like that," Annie warmly replied. "I hope I'm not too forward, but are you ok
that you're here at the hospital?"
Chase sank into a chair next to the bed and slowly shook her head. "No, I'm
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not. There was an incident at my home tonight and some people were injured, one
pretty severely, and they're now both in surgery."
"I'm so sorry," Annie said and reached out for Chase's hand.
Reflexively, Chase reached out and took it and nodded. "Thank you. It was a
shock, but despite the carnage, we've learned a lot and it's given us several new
avenues to explore."
They were quiet for a few moments as the gravity of Chase's words dampened
the mood. "Well, if you need help researching anything, I'd be more than willing
to help," Annie offered and broke the silence. "I think I'm going to have a lot of
time on my hands for the next few weeks," she joked. "I have a master's degree in
art history and have been told that I'm a pretty fair researcher."
"I just might take you up on that," Chase said before she stood and smoothed her
pants and tugged down her shirt cuffs. "I should be checking on my friends and see
how their surgeries are progressing," she said, suddenly feeling a little self
conscious at seeing how happy Saxby was and knowing deep down that she had
refused to allow herself to even consider a serious relationship or long term
commitment so that she could focus on her career.
"I hope they make it through ok," Annie told her sincerely. "If you need a break
from the waiting room, I'll be here for a while."
"Thanks, Annie, I appreciate the offer," Chase said as a wave of loneliness
washed over her. The feeling happened occasionally, usually when friends and
family were around with their spouses or significant others. "I...ah...I'll stop in once
I know something."
"You better!" Saxby told her as she started for the door. "I know where you
live...and where you're assigned! And...I have a badge!" The last comment sent the
dark mood that had suddenly settled around Chase's shoulders skittering away as
fast as it had arrived. As she walked through the door and into the wide, bright
hospital hallway, she started feeling more like her old self and once again in control
of her emotions.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Virgon, private yacht Ad Astra
"Oh my..." Zoe whispered almost reverently as Captain Jerry Cole flew the
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Phoenix towards the gleaming ship. "It's even more beautiful in person than the
vids make it out to be..." Ad Astra was the pinnacle of the custom shipbuilder's art
and at more than 380 meters long it made her one of the largest yachts ever
constructed in the Colonies. Her hull gleamed golden bronze and emblazoned on
her forward hull was a large stylized royal purple dragon and the windows glowed
as if they were coated with a thin film of gold leaf. Two sleek wings connected the
outer hulls to the larger, knife sharp, main hull and gave the ship a trimaran profile.
"Wow...that is..." Jerry began and stopped when he felt a hand on his seatback.
"Impressive?" Charles asked from behind them. "She takes my breath away
every time I see her," he admitted before taking a seat behind Zoe.
Ad Astra continued to grow as the Phoenix approached and Jerry verified their
identity before receiving instructions to approach from astern so he could land on
the yacht's landing pad. Zoe watched and marveled at the ship. Her parents, her
real parents - Daniel and Amanda Graystone, had been rich, but Ad Astra spoke of
wealth and power that her parents could never have conceived. It was a humbling
realization to know that while she may have been born with a silver spoon in her
mouth, it didn't even come close to comparing with the resources that could fund
something like the golden yacht filling the forward canopy.
She laughed once. "You could say that, sir. I thought the owner's box at Atlas
Arena was something impressive..." She immediately saddened at the feelings of
loss and pain that suddenly rose within her at the mention of the arena. It was, in a
very real way, where everything really started. If Clarice Willow and her STO,
Soldiers of The One, cell hadn't tried to destroy it then her father would never have
had to take the extraordinary measures he did. And if he hadn't taken those
measures, then it was entirely possible that the Cylons never would have been
embraced by the Colonies so quickly and completely.
"Are you ok?" Charles asked her softly as Jerry focused on the final approach.
Zoe turned in her seat to look at the man who in many ways had become a
father figure to her, "Just the ghosts of the past paying a little visit and playing a
game of 'what if' with me."
"Ahh," he sagely replied and slowly nodded. "They visit me on occasion, too. I
think it's healthy because no matter how much we want to look forward, we must
always remember the past."
She started to say something but Jerry interrupted her.

"Hold on, everyone,
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we're about fifteen seconds from landing. You know the drills, tray tables and seat
backs!" he joked and pulled back on the control column and pushed the throttles
slightly forward.
Outside, the landing gear deployed and the wingtip engine pods rotated from
their travel position to landing configuration. The landing pad spanned the beam of
the ship's aft deck and Zoe marveled at the large, sloping golden glass panel that
faced the deck. Ad Astra wasn't just beautiful; she was magnificent.
Five minutes later the Phoenix had been lowered into the ship's hangar and she
stepped onto the deck. Four people had immediately entered the hangar as soon as
the transport was secured. The first man appeared to be in his late fifties or early
sixties and wore a dark navy blue military sweater with civilian ship captain's
epaulets crowning his shoulders, while the other three, an older, white haired man
and two younger women, were dressed in surgical scrubs.
"Tom," Charles said and gave the captain a firm handshake. "I'm sorry to have to
rouse you when you were planning on taking some time off tomorrow, but some
things have developed."
"Think nothing of it, Your Grace; I was just going to settle in and watch the
second game of the All Reds and Panthers double header with the mess crew. I
figured something might be up when you told us you were en-route so I've made
the ship ready to sail."
Zoe watched the interplay between the two men. Both obviously respected the
other and there was a familiarity that spoke of a long working relationship and
friendship. Many of the affluent people she knew growing up were either very old
money or nouveau riche and most of them were in a constant skirmish to claim top
of the pecking order and let those they thought were beneath them know it at every
opportunity. She found it refreshing that Charles and his family bucked this trend
and treated others how they themselves would want to be treated; in other words,
like humans.
"I appreciate it, Tom. I'm also going to need Sana and the Raven for the trip
down to the Palace," Charles said before walking over to where the other man and
two women were settling Barnes into a wheelchair.
"I can walk on my own!" Barnes protested as he settled into the chair.
Bright blue eyes set in a craggy face and under bushy white eyebrows looked
down at him as the older, white haired man frowned. "And who went to medical
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school, interned, served residency, and then spent fifteen years in the Fleet playing
doctor before returning to private practice for another twenty years? And who
patched you up when you were shot up by the Cylons? Hmmm?" he asked like a
peckish curmudgeon.
The Sergeant Major leaned down and whispered something in his ear and
Barnes seemed to accept it and after a moment, his frown slowly disappeared.
"Ok...ok...you win," he conceded.
"Nothing changes, eh Sergeant Major?" Charles asked.
"Sure doesn't, Charger," the Sergeant Major told his one-time CO.
Charles beckoned everyone to cluster around him. Zoe stood next to Jerry and
just to Charles' right. She noticed Hamish's eyes never stopped moving from the
time he stepped off the transport, but now they were fixed on the Duke. "Ok, folks,
here's the situation as I know it," Charles began in relaxed, easy voice. "Westfield
was attacked earlier this evening and until further notice, you're to consider Ad
Astra to be on a war footing. Tom, I need you to be very surreptitious about it, but
maintain a twenty five kilometer exclusion zone around the ship, but still, use your
judgment.
If they're uncommunicative and continue to close you have
authorization to use lethal force."
Zoe watched as the captain, Tom, narrowed his eyes and clenched his jaw. It
clearly wasn't what the man had expected to hear but instead of disagreeing he
slowly nodded his head.
"The apparent target of the attack was a guest of mine, Hamish McLain," Charles
said and introduced the nervous man who had lived off the grid most of his life. "It
is imperative that he be protected should hostile forces board the ship. Sergeant
Major Salagiida and his men will be providing inner ring security, the crew outer,
and the ship extended."
The Duke paused and Zoe watched as he made eye contact with the captain,
Dr. Bertram, and the nurses. "The people who did this are...unique." The Sergeant
Major snorted and Charles wasn't able to suppress the grin that touched the corners
of his mouth.
"Perhaps unique isn't the proper word," he started and then
explained what they'd observed about the attackers.
It took another ten minutes before the impromptu briefing was over and Zoe
learned a couple of things she had only suspected. First, everyone on the deck
born before the Armistice had served together in combat against the Cylons. She

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 346
didn't need to be told this, it was apparent from how they worked together, spoke,
asked and answered questions, and simply fit together like the pieces in a puzzle
that they had faced death shoulder to shoulder. Second, Charles inspired loyalty
the same way his daughter did, and like her, he returned that loyalty without
question. The people in this room weren't subordinates; they were brothers and
sisters in a way that blood could never unite them. And third, Charles was able to
see both the big and little pictures without losing sight of either.
"Finally," Charles said and drew her attention back to the briefing, "Captains
Avalon and Cole will be here for the near future and will be running point on the
research project with Hamish. If I'm not here, or if Sera or Cora aren't here, and
they need something or need to go somewhere, make it happen. Zoe has point."
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Boskirk, The Imperial Palace
Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield, sat in the copilot's seat as Lieutenant Sana
Chastain guided the Raven through the night sky over Virgon. He wasn't looking
forward to the meeting or to how Shar might react to his unannounced visit.
Behind closed doors, the Empress was a woman of fiery moods and charged
passions and would probably want to put on the old uniform and join the
investigation herself. At least his house staff had been in their quarters when the
attack happened and had the good sense to head for shelter when the shooting
started. Vincent Motter, Westfield's major domo, was already making calls to bring
in the Guard to stabilize the situation and care for the fallen.
He sighed and must have drawn Chastain's attention. "We can make a detour to
Gambee's..." she offered and looked over at him.
Act your age, Charles, he scolded himself, she's Cora's age and that night was a
mistake. At least that's what the logical side of his mind tried to tell him. His heart,
on the other hand, melted at her offer and wanted nothing more than to take her up
on it. Sana Chastain was only the third woman to make his heart race the way it
was right now after hearing her offer; the first they were going to wake up in the
middle of the night and the second had died in his arms after many happy years of
marriage.
"I'd like nothing more, Sana, but this is something that has to be done," Charles
reluctantly told her.
Now it was Chastain's turn to sigh. Every time he saw her, he could see the
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passion in her eyes and her sigh said so many things words just couldn't express.
"When things calm down a little, I'll let you collect on a rain check," she teased
lightly.
"Hmm...now that sounds promising," Charles smirked and realized that he was
going to have to make a decision...No, he corrected himself, there will come a time
when we will have to make a decision if this is just intense flirting or whether we
both want something more. How will the girls handle their father seeing something
that's their own age or younger? "That my boy is a bridge we'll cross when we
come to it," he whispered barely louder than an exhale.
"What was that, Your Grace?" Chastain asked.
Charles smiled in the dark cockpit that was illuminated by several large multi
function displays.
"Something for later, Sana," he explained and for several
moments watched as the lights on the ground swiftly passed. His heart made a split
second decision and he broke the silence. "When things settle down, rather than
Gambee's, how about a detour to Eligis Summit?"
"Eligis Summit?" Sana asked rhetorically and Charles could hear a slight tremor
in her voice. "Are you sure?"
He reached out and gave her arm a gentle squeeze. "Yes." Eligis Summit was a
property located in the Brecon Mountains that his family had owned for
generations. It was perched on the side of a mountain and offered a panoramic
view of the alpine covered lower slopes and was his favorite place to get away from
the hustle and bustle of being His Grace, The Duke of Westfield, and instead could
simply be Charles Chase, just an ordinary man.
Charles heard her smile when she spoke. "I'd like that...a lot."
Five minutes later the easy and relaxed atmosphere they had shared was
replaced with formal and official as Charles stepped off the Raven's rear ramp and
was met by Captain Embrey Roselle, a trim brunette with bobbed, windblown
collar length hair and smile that belayed the woman's serious body language.
"Good evening, Your Grace, this is an unexpected pleasure," she said neutrally.
"Ah, Embrey, always such a pleasure to meet you here," Charles told the
commander of the Empress' personal escort. He was going to walk past her but
stopped and leaned close. She pulled away without taking a step and looked at
him oddly. "You missed a smudge of lipstick along your chin," he said and wiped it
off, winked, and continued past her.
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Ever since Embrey Roselle had been posted to the Empress' personal escort, she
and Charles had sparred like this. Small things, a bit of defiance, and a lot of
tension defined their unofficial interaction. He shook his head and thought to
himself, if we were in grade school, I'd say it was a crush, but don't flatter yourself,
old man, you've got your hands full with Sana.
He stopped after half a dozen steps and turned to look back where Embrey still
stood, transfixed like a statue in the marker lights defining the landing pad. "Are
you coming, Embrey? I don't think the guards will see my charm as the proper
authorization to enter Magnum's personal chambers at this ungodsly hour."
Embrey turned and took a step, "Ah, yeah...yes," she stuttered before regaining
her composure. "Magnum?" she narrowed her eyes and asked.
"Yes, Magnum," Charles answered and confirmed that the first time wasn't a slip
of the tongue or mistake.
The color drained off Embrey's face and she gave him a curt nod. "Right," she
said, her voice losing all trace of playful tension. "Come with me," she instructed
him when she reached him.
The Imperial Palace grounds covered several square kilometers in Old Boskirk.
During the day, parts of the palace were one of the city's major tourist destinations
and one of the premier art museums in the Colonies. Where Charles was going,
however, was a place the public rarely saw except in documentaries or the rare vid
that received permission to film in specially selected and approved areas. The
personal residences were where the Empress and her immediate family lived and
was one of the few places where the guards had carte blanche to use lethal force
with little or no warning.
Two guards snapped to attention as Charles and Embrey approached the garden
entrance to the residence. Embrey led him through the building past works of art
that most people only ever saw in books that spanned Virgon's history, and by
extension, the Colonies' history. The carpet muffled their steps and Charles once
again thought that when it came to pure intimidation factor, the homes and offices
of the nouveau riche and technocrats that had risen since the unified government
took power were nothing compared to the Imperial Palace.
Embrey stopped at a door and knocked twice before opening it.
"Your
Highness?" she asked. "I have the Duke of Westfield to see you on urgent business."
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"Enough with the formality, Brey, come on in," Her Imperial Highness, Searlait II,
Empress of Virgon and Defender of the Hibernian Marches said testily. "We know
each other and you just left a few minutes ago to escort him back," she added and
Charles could picture the smirk on her still very attractive face.
"Shar," he said after entering the room and seeing the regal woman standing next
to a coffee pot. "I wish I could have come bearing better news."
The Empress turned and Charles felt his heart skip a beat. Searlait FawkesWallace had been the first woman he had ever fallen in love with. Even now, more
than fifty years after he first met her, she took his breath away. "Charles, it is always
a pleasure to see you. And," she winked, "If any of the paparazzi happened to hear
you visited me this late at night they'll think they found a pot of gold."
Charles crossed the room and took the Empress into his arms and gave her a
quick hug and a peck on the cheek. "That's a new shade of lipstick, Shar," he told
her. "It looks good on you."
Shar hugged him back and held him a moment longer than necessary and he
could feel her longing in the chaste embrace. She had lost Eric six weeks after he
lost Iona and the two had taken solace and comfort in each others' company for
many months afterward. The gossip pages had openly talked about a possible
marriage and were very disappointed when the two appeared to get on with their
lives...without marrying.
"Thank you, Charles. But you didn't come here to compliment me on my
cosmetics." She released him and stepped back, suddenly the young Lieutenant
from Intelligence that had been assigned to his team during the Cylon Uprising.
"What happened to bring you all the way out here tonight?"
Right to the point, Charles thought. Shar could make small talk with the best of
them, but when it was important she could cut to the chase. He licked his lips and
motioned her to sit in one of the comfortable overstuffed chairs that inhabited the
Empress' study. "Cream, no sugar?" he asked as he took her spot by the coffee pot.
"Yes," Shar answered, then added, "You're stalling."
And so I am, he mused. "Embrey? Coffee?"
"Thank you, Your Grace; black, please," Embrey replied.
Charles fixed three cups of coffee as if it were the most normal thing in the
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world and served the two women before taking a seat across from where they sat.
"To understand what happened tonight, I have to tell you a story. The background
is, as far as I've been able to verify, the truth. What happened aboard Hecate has
likewise been verified beyond a doubt. And what happened tonight," a trace of
bitterness and anger crept into his voice, "is incontrovertible."
He started slowly and covered everything; Zoe finding the unauthorized
"Voyage of the Galleon" installed on the v-world servers, Cora's sabotaged Viper
when she was carrying the data files to Sera aboard Hecate, what was discovered
after part of the game's introduction was extracted, Saber 6's encounter with the
odd men at The Shack, Hamish McLain's story, and finally, as he saw they were
starting to put everything together in their minds, he detailed the Precursor attack
on Westfield.
The clock chimed twice and the second pot of coffee was brewing when
Charles dropped his second bombshell of the evening. "Since I'm here, I might as
well hit you with some more bad news," Charles said before he stood and
stretched. There were days he wished he was nothing more than a simple laborer
and the most difficult thing his life held was lifting a box or digging a ditch. But
that wasn't his life and after a moment's hesitation he paced across the room to
where the coffee pot steamed contentedly on the ornately carved and mirror
polished sidebar.
He poured a cup of coffee and looked down at the dark liquid lapping just
below the white porcelain cup's gold painted rim. When was a good time to tell
someone bad news, he wondered and bought a few more seconds as he felt two
pairs of eyes watching him. Finally, he turned and walked back to the chair, his
coffee forgotten and sat down. "Sera had an interesting meeting before the Golden
Sword awards ceremony," he started. If anything, what he was about to tell the
Empress scared him more than the events earlier in the evening. "Before I go into
details, I asked her what her take was on how these men looked. Her word was
'haunted'."
Slowly, and with deliberate detail, he told the other two women about his
daughter's meeting with Colonel Thornton and Admirals Deguya and Vought.
"So the Fleet's old guard thinks things are really that bad?" Shar asked when he
was finished.
"Yes, based on this conversation and some other comments I've heard over the
past few weeks, I think so," Charles admitted sadly.
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"We have to be prepared, Charles," Shar said simply after closing her yes. He
knew it was one of her 'tells' and that she was running possible scenarios in her
mind. "We must be ready should this come to pass."
Charles had many faces and roles; some were known to the public, but many
were private and unknown to the public at large. At the moment, he was playing a
role few people outside the very highest echelons of the Imperial Government
knew was his; Chancellor of the Empress' Privy Council. "We will be, Shar, we will
be."
"Good," Shar replied. "This has been a lot of information in a very short period
of time. The pictures you showed me...they're not natural. I want you to get to the
bottom of whatever is going on and I think Sera's investigation is the best hope. I
won't try and call the shots on how you handle the aftermath of what happened at
Westfield tonight and you can expect my full support for whatever measures you
deem necessary."
"Thank you, Shar. There are going to be a lot of families that I'm going to have
to visit over the next few days and it isn't something I look forward to. Knowing I
have your support will make things easier," Charles confided, his voice tight at the
thought of what his personal code demanded he do for each victim of tonight's
attack.
Shar reached over and gently took his hand and his heart raced and he met her
gaze. "Do you remember when we were on leave in that little no horse town on
Canceron?" He nodded and she continued, "I haven't seen you look like this since
that first day we arrived there and while I can't do for you now what I did for you
then," she winked and he smiled at the memory, "I am going to tell you this, not as
your liege, but as your friend and someone who cares a great deal for you;
decompress and let it out."
Half an hour later, Charles sat in the Raven's copilot's seat and gazed out at the
lights of Boskirk as the plane climbed through the turbulent night sky. While he
was briefing the Empress a rain squall moved through and left everything glistening
like gems in a jeweler's display case. Sana had left him to his thoughts as she went
through the preflight checklist and then launched the plane.
"Sana?" he asked and she turned to face him in the darkened cockpit.
"Yes?" Her answer was hesitant and he couldn't blame her. Had the roles been
reversed, he'd be sitting there thinking how he could compete with the Emperor,
being a lowly lieutenant from a very modest family.
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He was nervous and the feeling made him feel young again. He reached out
and put his hand over hers that rested on the Raven's throttles. "Do you remember
earlier that I suggested when things calm down we think about going to Eligis
Summit?"
She slowly nodded her head, "Yes, I remember."
"I don't think things will ever really 'calm down'," he started and felt her hand
tense under his and saw her body stiffen. "So...I'd like to take you to Eligis Summit
this weekend." There! He'd said it; it was out in the open and there would be no
more dancing around.
He watched as she held her breath and tried to read his face in the glow cast by
the color displays. "Are you sure?" she asked slowly.
"Absolutely," Charles warmly told her and felt some of the nervousness change
into excitement. "I want to give this, us, a chance...if you do."
She could see the corners of her eyes start to glisten. "I do, Charles, I really do."
Her voice was sincere and music to his ears. "What happened?" she asked after
blinking several times. "What happened to change your mind?"
He gave her hand another squeeze and resisted the urge to lean across the
control panel and kiss her. "An old friend knocked some sense into me."
"And?" Sana prodded.
She was perceptive, he thought. "What happened tonight and the realization
that the big picture isn't as perfect as it looks," he explained.
Sana leveled the Raven before putting the midnight black aircraft into a bank to
leave Boskirk's controlled airspace. "I only have one hard and fast requirement,
Charles," she said seriously. He nodded and she nervously nipped her top lip. "I
don't want to be a diversion; I want this to be real."
Charles leaned over and gently cupped her face in his hands and softly brushed
his lips against hers. He pulled back slightly and looked deep into her eyes, "I will
never, ever treat you that way and you will never be a diversion, Sana; I want this to
be real, too."
Her smile melted his heart and he felt a weight lift from his shoulders. "What do
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we tell everyone? They're bound to ask questions."
A smile that matched Sana's crossed Charles' face. "We tell them the truth and
let them be jealous as hell. We tell them that we make each other happy and if
they can't accept that, then they can go frak themselves."
She stared at him wide eyed. "Really? You'd say that?"
"I'd even put it in writing," Charles smirked. It was a first step, and he'd have to
tell Sera and Cora before too long, but this felt right and he wanted Sana in a way
that made him want to really live again.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Orbit Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, MS
Dixie Bell Dancer
"Hey, Cap? How much longer are we going to have to hang out here before we
can head for home?" the slim, dark haired olive skinned woman asked.
The Captain leaned back in his chair and turned his head to look at the woman
who asked the question. "One day less than when you asked yesterday, Lido," he
teased and was rewarded by Cheryl Lido making a face and sticking out her tongue
at him. "You keep offering...one of these days I might take you up on the offer!" he
added and received a wink for his effort.
Captain Josiah Daniel Evon Vassar stretched and felt his denim pants give only
slightly before allowing his t-shirt to pull free. The double entendres with Lido had
become the high point of his day ever since they'd arrived at the ass end of
nowhere eight weeks before and shuttled the geology team to the surface. He
looked back out the old freighter's canopy and saw the deep black of space broken
by the blue-white glow from the planet his ship, Dixie Bell Dancer, was orbiting.
The ship wasn't much, but she was all his and gave him a level of freedom that
few possessed in the Twelve Colonies of Kobol 1998 years after the first colonist
stepped foot on Gemenon. Dixie Bell Dancer had been old when the Cylons
decided it was time for a regime change and she'd done yeoman duty during the
war running cargo through the Toasters' blockade. She may be old, he thought and
lovingly ran a hand over the control panel, but she had a spirit that wouldn't die.
Life was simple; find a job, do the job, get paid, get laid. Though, he had to
admit, the fourth one had almost attained mythical status the way his luck had been
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lately. The current job promised more than just a onetime paycheck; it promised
the holy grail of paychecks - residual income. The geologists were the owners and
operators of a mining exploration firm headquartered on Canceron and in
exchange for a discounted charter had offered a percentage of the mining claim.
What they did pay managed to cover the ship's operating expenses and his crew's
salaries. Cheryl Lido was Dixie Bell Dancer's navigator and communications officer
and Rufus Tello was the ship's engineer and maintenance man.
Beyond their competence, his crew couldn't have been more different if they
tried.
Lido oozed sensuality and was comfortable with her sexuality while
Tello...well, Tello probably wouldn't know what to do with a woman, or a man if
he swung that way, if she came with an instruction manual and holographic
simulation. He was just asexual and seemed more at ease dealing with machines
than he did with people.
Yes, Vassar thought, one of these days I'm going to have to call Lido's bluff. He
had been engaged fifteen years ago when he was a Raptor pilot in the Fleet. She
had been his future; they were going to leave the service and pool their savings for
a small ship and live life on their terms. But the gods had other plans and his CAG
broke the news to him that she'd been killed in a mid-air collision over Scorpia.
Three months later he stood on the tarmac at the massive Colonial Fleet base in
Perkinston and walked away from what was left of his career. It took him two
weeks and every favor he was owed to find Dixie Bell Dancer and arrange
financing. Five years later, and five years ahead of schedule, he owned the ship
free and clear.
Life was good, he thought and crossed his arms behind his back. As his jacket
pulled away from his torso he felt a quick draft circulate under the leather and
relaxed. Another two weeks and...
"Cap?" Lido asked a moment after the dradis beeped that it had picked up
something.
Instantly alert, Vassar sat up and walked over to where Lido was tweaking the
dradis. "What do we have?"
Lido squinted and shook her head. "Dunno. There was nothing and then there
was something as big as a battlestar about a thousand klicks above the equator."
One of the reasons he hired Lido was because, like him, she came from Raptors,
specifically, she spent eight years as an Electronic Warfare Officer. He looked at
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the dradis display and frowned. It showed the planet and a icon marked "Ukn", or
Unknown. "This isn't a Fleet test range," he slowly said as they studied the display
as if it were some sort of ancient oracle getting ready to dispense the wisdom of the
ages.
"No, it isn't," Lido agreed. "Josiah, I think we need to get out of here..." she
added, her voice low and lacking any of the bravado it usually enjoyed.
Lido using his first name wasn't lost on him. She rarely did so and after her
interview, only used it when something was about to go seriously wrong. Whatever
cosmic vibe she was feeling, he was feeling it, too. "Yeah, I think you're right..."
Vassar pulled the harness tight as soon as he returned to his seat and keyed the
intercom. "Rufus? You there?"
A bored voice replied almost instantly. "Always, Boss. What's up?"
"I need you to light the fires...fast. An unknown bogey just jumped into orbit
and she's not in any of our databases. I think it's time to hedge our bets."
Tello was silent for a moment. "I can give you sub-light, but FTL is going to take
a bit; I just started to replace a coolant pump when you called."
"Frak me..." Vassar swore. "Ok, give me sub-light and we'll play it by ear. Do
what you can to get the FTL on-line."
"Wilco!" Tello said with more emotion than Vassar had heard out of the man in
more than a month.
Vassar watched the board light up and several multi-function displays began
displaying engineering and navigation information. His left hand gently held the
control yoke as his right pushed the throttles forward. Outside, on either wingtip of
the sturdy ship, the ship's engines flared to life. Each was larger than a Raptor and
at three quarters power could lift the ship from the ground and hold it in a zero
speed hover out of ground effect. She may not have been much to look at, but
when she had to, she could bolt like a scared rabbit.
"She's launching...Something?" Lido announced nervously from the dradis
station. "Josiah, run...run like Cerberus himself is chasing you...but run..."
"On it! Hang on!" Vassar told her and jammed the throttles forward to the
detents and then past into full augmentation. The sudden thrust pushed him back
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in his seat for a moment before the inertial compensators kicked and despite the
danger, or maybe because of it, he felt the thrill of flying again. "Give me an
update Cheryl..."
The planet was growing in the forward canopy and Vassar pushed the stick
down. If he could keep the planet between them, they might have enough time for
Tello to get the FTL up and running. And if not...physics might help them out by
using the planet's gravity well to slingshot away. At the moment, it was a game of
'tics' as his first air combat instructor told him; tactics and mathematics.
"Four bogies are coming right at us. Zeus...each one's more than 150 meters
long and they're accelerating like Vipers," Lido coolly relayed. "They're going to
intercept us before we're able to slingshot."
And there's the math, Vassar thought grimly.
"Cheryl?"

All that was left is tactics.

"Yeah, Josiah?"
"This isn't going to work," he calmly stated.
"I know."
"Do you want to go for broke or cut power and hope for the best?"
"Josiah, whoever they are..." Lido's voice trembled slightly when she answered.
"Whoever they are, they scare me. Not in a 'I just lost control of my car' sense, but
in a 'Daddy, there's a monster under my bed' sense. If they get us, we're dead."
"Yeah...me, too," Vassar agreed. "Here's what we're going to need to do," he
began and outlined his plan.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Orbit Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, Aether's
Spear
Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay reveled in the power at her command. The
Peltast class fast attack craft was a magnificent blend of firepower, speed, and
breathtaking maneuverability. She looked out the gold tinted canopy and watched
as the massive bulk of the battlestar Aether seemed to rise above her as Aether's
Spear launched from the underside of the ship's starboard flight pod.
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The pre-flight briefing was short on information but they were completely
adamant about two things; first, that the target ship, she laughed at that - it was
smaller than her own ship - was civilian and had at best, minimal kinetic
armament, and second, that it had to be taken intact and with a minimum of
damage. She was in charge of making sure that the ship was disabled or forced to
surrender. Flight Lieutenant Xander Polos was in charge of boarding and securing
the ship.
This suited her just fine. She didn't mind mixing it up and trading shots with an
enemy, but being ordered to secure a small civilian ship was more of an insult than
an honor. And as far as she was concerned, Polos was a pompous deviant who
should have been cast into a star. But this wasn't Minerva's World, this was the real
world and she had to admit, the little bastard had political pull.
"Talk to me, Hector; you and your TAC crew good back there?" she asked over
the intercom.
"We're good, Minerva. If some nasties decide to show their faces we'll be able
to send them to Tartarus, otherwise, we're along for the ride," Flight Ensign Hector
Wight cheerfully answered.
She shook her head. One of these days something wasn't going to go according
to plan and Hector was going to get caught swinging in the wind. "Just keep your
eyes open, Hec; for all we know that's a picket ship that's going to rabbit and call
in a Colonial battlegroup."
Hector laughed eagerly. "Oh, please! My prayers would be answered!"
"Be careful what you wish for, Hec...we may be enlightened, but a warrior never
gives fate the finger," she told the junior officer that was in charge of Aether's
Spear's TAC crew.
Chastised, Hector sheepishly answered, "Lesson learned, Flight Captain."
"I love it when you get all formal and proper, Hec..." she teased sultrily.
"Good grief, would you two cut it out with the master and disciple bit?" Flight
Lieutenant Graham Pepper said from Minerva's right.
"Yes, father, we'll behave," Minerva teased. Unlike some Peltast commanders
who demanded strict discipline from their crews, she believed that they were an
extended, if probably dysfunctional, family and so long as things didn't get out of

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 358
hand and cross the line to disrespectful, she preferred a more casual approach to
command.
"There they go!" Hector announced over the intercom. "Target is making a run
for the planet."
"Copy, TAC," Minerva said before switching to the cockpit channel so that only
Pepper would hear her. "They're not running for the surface, they're going to try
and slingshot around it."
"Already running the numbers, Min..." Pepper told her and busied himself at his
workstation. "We'll catch them long before they're close."
"Good." Minerva shifted channels again and spoke to the command crews of
the three other Peltasts in her squadron. "This is it, folks; stay tight, the target is
making a run for it. The plan remains unchanged. Sorceress out."
She settled back and watched as the minutes ticked by and the fleeing ship grew
in the canopy. "If she were built to military spec, I bet she'd be maneuverable as all
get out," Minerva said as she admired the form follows function ethic that went into
the target ship's design. They were well within gunnery range but she wanted to
get close and make sure she had the pilot's direct attention before she fired a
warning shot across his bow. If possible, she wanted to be close enough to see his
face.
"Damn! They've launched two shuttles," Pepper observed a few moments later.
"What do you want to do?"
Minerva thought for a second and watched as the two small craft, the Colonials
called them Raptors, sped away from the target ship. The Raptors maintained a
very tight, almost wingtip to wingtip formation. "We're going after those Raptors,"
she told her co-pilot.
Back on the squadron frequency she contacted the command crews of the other
three ships. "Cockatrice squadron, Sorceress. Lead is going after the bolters.
Leyte, you're in operational command until I return; capture the ship intact."
"Copy, Sorceress," Leyte's rich and smooth voice replied. "We'll bag the prize
while you take care of the bolters."
"On target, Leyte. Good hunting! Sorceress, out!" Minerva said and changed
back to the cockpit channel. She didn't mind chit chat, but when things were
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tactical, too much talk on the wireless could be a distraction and so she led by
example and said what needed to be said and not much more.
"Let's get this done," Minerva told Pepper and then added, "I have the ship."
"Copy, Captain has the ship," Pepper said and removed his hands from the
controls.
The planet grew in the forward canopy as Aether's Spear charged after the two
fleeing Raptors. Something about their formation made Minerva uneasy, but she
chalked it up to her first real action against the Colonials. "We'll be in the upper
atmosphere before we catch them. Those little things are fast," she observed.
"Yeah," Pepper agreed. "I figure we can get close, give them an eye to eye, and
then see what happens."
"Have you been reading my mind?" Minerva teased and felt Aether's Spear start
to buffet as she dove into the atmosphere.
The Peltast class fast attack craft was 156 meters long and just over 49 meters
wide. She carried an internal bay for anti-ship missiles, four fixed guns and six twin
turrets, six anti-fighter missile clusters, and the best electronics and
countermeasures that could be crammed into a sleek hull driven by four massive
vectored thrust engines. It was a tough beast to fly, but for those who qualified it
was entry into a very select club of elite pilots that often went on to be groomed for
higher commands.
Minerva didn't care about that, she just loved to fly and the Peltast was the best
in the fleet; fast, deadly, maneuverable.
The two Raptors filled the canopy and were barely fifty meters ahead of Aether's
Spear. Below, giant white puffy clouds drifted on high altitude breezes and in front
of her she could see the horizon as curved to fit the planet's shape. "Let's get a
little closer, Pepper. They don't seem to want to acknowledge that we're here..."
Minerva told her copilot.
"I'm not going anywhere..." he quipped and gently flexed his fingers where they
rested on the control column and his own set of throttles.
Things seemed to happen in slow motion as they approached the Raptor
formation's port side. The two small craft seemed to wobble a bit before the right
hand Raptor went into a radical nose down attitude that caused the left Raptor's
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right wing to flip down before the small craft flipped up and over top of the right
side Raptor a moment before the left Raptor exploded in a searing fireball.
"Pull up!" Minerva shouted and yanked back the control column a split second
before the flaming wreckage of Dixie Bell Dancer's second Raptor slammed into
Aether's Spear just in front of the bulkhead that formed the rear of the missile bay
and tore the ship in half.
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Vignette 2, Part 3: Maelstrom
Battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, orbit of Niflheim, 49.7 light years from the
barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
"We have a fix on ex-Demosthenes, Commander," Lieutenant Bolton announced
after looking up from his dradis display. "She's climbing out of the atmosphere on
time and on target, ma'am."
Commander Miriam Duquesne breathed a sigh of relief. If the ship made it
through intact then there was every possibility that those aboard were ok. "Thank
you," she said after seeing the confirmation on the dradis display above the plotting
table. "Joe, please try to contact Freakshow and Tick-Tock and make sure they're
ok."
"Will do, Commander" Specialist Joseph Elba cheerfully replied and began
trying to hail the Raptor crew.
"Well, Ty, what do you think?" she asked her XO who stood with his arms folded
across his chest as he leaned against the edge of the plotting table.
Colonel Tyler Sedaris narrowed his eyes and shook his head. "About what?" he
slowly asked and met her gaze.
Duquesne pointed to the icon representing ex-Demosthenes and arched her
eyebrows. "That."
Sedaris laughed and made a sweeping gesture with his hands. "That," he began
and used the index and middle finger of each hand to quote the word, "is a big
question, Miri. I'm glad the ship made it because that means Freakshow and TickTock should be aboard. I want to throw Cantorelli into the brig for what he did and
putting two of the crew into danger."
The edges around Duquesne's mouth softened and her cheeks raised a little,
"Same here. I never thought I'd see the day when a ship could dive into a star and
survive."
"Commander?" Petty Officer First Class Nelson Riggs asked and caught her
attention.
"We're receiving the telemetry from Demosthenes and it's pretty
amazing. Just some quick numbers...the external temperature never peaked over
about 90C and that was only a very narrow band. The rest of the time it hovered
between 23C and 30C, and the atmospheric turbulence was negligible."
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Duquesne took in the information. Riggs should have been teaching astronomy
and stellar composition at a major university instead of sitting on her bridge. Right
now, however, she was glad he was on Indy because he gave her a way of knowing
when Cantorelli and the other members of his Cold Fire team were blowing smoke
up her ass. "So other than a place where we'd slow broil, the rest of it was shirt
sleeve weather?" she asked.
"Affirmative. And," Riggs added, "There seemed to be a little less chop than
heading down to Ragnar or Constantine." A pensive look crossed his face and
Duquesne gave him the time he needed to get his thoughts together. "Commander,"
he began, "if my initial glance over this is correct, our people should be ok."
She gave him a warning look not to go any further with his speculation and he
slowly nodded. "What do you have, Joe? Anything yet?" Duquesne asked, eager
for an update on the two crewmembers.
Elba shook his head. "I'm sorry, Commander; I'm getting a good ping off their
transponder, almost no static, and even if they were using a portable unit instead of
the Raptor's comms, they should hear us and us them."
"Frak," Duquesne softly swore. "Joe, can you get Orchid up here, please."
"On it!" Elba quickly answered and carried out the order.
Duquesne studied the plot and slowly ran her finger along the course exDemosthenes had taken during its trip through the star. She clenched her jaw as
her left hand slowly balled into a fist while her right tapped the course. "Tell me
you're not thinking what I think you are, Miri," Sedaris leaned close and said to her.
"I am," she answered without looking up. "If they're not on ex-Demosthenes,
then they have to be somewhere. We're fairly certain they made it to the ship, so if
they're not there," she tapped on the old gunstar's icon, "then they're somewhere
along here," she again traced her right index finger along the course.
"Miri..." Sedaris quietly urged, "Sending a 40 year old ship into a star is one
thing, sending a state of the art and fully crewed battlestar into a star is something
quite different."
"Don't you think Indy can take it?" Duquesne teased before turning serious.
"Let's wait and see what Orchid finds over on ex-Demosthenes. If the Raptor never
made it to the ship then Cantorelli will still be there. And..." she let her voice hang
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for a moment, "if they didn't make it I'm not sure they're there to be found
anymore."
"Freak and Tick are missing?" a new, slightly exotically accented female voice
asked quietly.
Duquesne and Sedaris turned to the voice's owner. Captain Selah Kavari stood
in her flight suit looking like a recruiting poster come to life. She was lithe and
average height, wore her dark hair bobbed above the collar, and had a porcelain
white face that would be the envy of any media starlet. "Orchid," Duquesne
greeted her and motioned towards the plotting table. "I need you to take a flight
over to ex-Demosthenes and see if Freakshow and Tick-Tock are aboard." A
moment later she added, "As well as whether Dr. Cantorelli is there, too."
Orchid rolled her lower lip between her teeth and gently bit it. It was a look
Duquesne knew from planning sessions when the younger pilot, Indy's acting CAG,
worked through a problem. "Have we had any communications with anyone over
there since it returned?" she asked after a few seconds of thought. After Duquesne
shook her head, she nodded, "I'll take a Raptor and a medic in case they're dealing
with an emergency.
"Is there anything I need to be aware of over there?"
"No, Riggs assures me that there aren't any environmental issues you need to be
worried about and according to the telemetry they didn't get bounced around
much, but be careful over there," Duquesne warned the pilot. "Even though she's
in good shape, she's seen a lot of years, so there may be internal damage we're not
aware of."
"Understood." Orchid paused and to Duquesne it looked like her ace pilot was
struggling for the right words. "I shouldn't have tagged them for this flight," she
finally confessed with a mix of guilt and sadness.
Duquesne put her hand on Orchid's shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze. "No,
you did the right thing. You put your best crew on the mission. If Freak and Tick
weren't mission ready, neither of us would have signed off."
"But..." Orchid started to protest.
"I know all about it, Orchid," Duquesne smiled and nodded to let the other
know she knew about the marriage. "They wouldn't want us to coddle them
because their tax status changed a few days ago."
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Orchid looked like she was going to say something and when the Commander
winked she finally cracked a smile. "You're right, Boss," the pilot conceded. "I'll go
bring them back and tell them that they can break in their quarters but that it's
someone else's honor to break in the heart of a star."
The Commander watched Orchid leave the CIC and taped her left fingers idly
against the plotting table. "Ty, I don't have a good feeling about this."
Sedaris frowned and slowly shook his head. "I don't either, Miri." He
swallowed and Duquesne looked at her XO and nodded twice. He met her gaze
and the frown deepened before he reached over and traced ex-Demosthenes' path
through the star. "We better do this," he finally told her.
"Thank you," she whispered before turning to where Specialist Joseph Elba
continued trying to contact the veteran warship. "Joseph?" she asked and watched
as he paused and looked up.
"Commander?" he asked.
"Call the crew to Action Stations and set Condition One throughout the ship,
please," Duquesne asked. "And add that the crew should make sure any loose
items are secured," she added with a smirk.
*+*+*+*+*
Raptor 307, orbit of Niflheim, 49.7 light years from the barycenter of the
Cyrannus star cluster
The dun colored Raptor launched from Indefatigable's port side flight deck and
quickly assumed an intercept course for ex-Demosthenes.
Orchid turned and
looked at the flight suited figure strapped into the stubby aircraft's EWO's station.
"You ok back there, Stanton?" she asked.
"Good to go, Orchid," he quickly replied and failed to mask his fear from the
pilot.
Orchid shook her head and sighed. Nuggets, she thought. "Listen up, there's
two ways to deal with the stress you're feeling right now. The first way isn't going
to happen. The second way is to just focus on the job and push it out of your
mind."
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"Uh, ok, Orchid," he nervously answered.
"What's the first way?"

Then, after a moment, he asked,

She smiled and allowed it to go from friendly to suggestive. "Ever been laid in a
Raptor while on a mission?"
Stanton's eyes went wide. "N...no." His voice sounded almost...hopeful.
Orchid laughed. "Well, it's not going to happen on this trip, so you better focus
on the other option I suggested!"
Stanton frowned. "Tease."
"Of course," Orchid joked. She checked the navigation display and then added
a little more seriously, "Just relax, focus on your training, and we'll be over on
Demo in no time at all."
"Orchid, Indefatigable, how do you read?" Elba asked and interrupted her
conversation.
"Indy, Orchid, I read you five by five," Orchid answered and switched back to
the ship to ship frequency instead of the intercom she had used with Stanton.
"Orchid, Actual," Commander Duquesne's voice pushed through the small
speakers in her helmet. "I need you to settle a bet...Did you give Stanton the 'I'll
strap you onto the wing if you don't settle down' speech or the 'have you ever had
sex in a Raptor' speech?"
She bit her lip to keep from laughing out loud. As it was, her voice couldn't
hide the laugh that wanted to erupt. "Ah, Actual, you know me too well. I used the
'sex in a Raptor' speech. He looked...crushed when I told him it wasn't going to
happen."
Duquesne's voice triumphantly told someone, "That'll be ten cubits..." before
she answered Orchid. "Thank you for your help, Captain. Keep the line open so
we can follow your approach to ex-Demosthenes."
"Will do, Boss. Orchid, out." She keyed the intercom and told Stanton, "Ok,
keep it clean, the Boss is going to be listening as we make our approach."
Stanton's voice lacked the nervousness it had before.
And...thanks."
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"Any time, Stanton," the pilot replied and patched them both into the ship to
ship feed. "We're about three thousand meters out and the hangar doors are open.
We're going to do a quick inspection and see if there's any damage and then go for
a hard lock on one of the internal docking ports." Orchid guided the Raptor under
ex-Demosthenes and used the small craft's spotlight to look for any obvious signs of
damage.
"I don't see any damage..." she observed and flipped the Raptor around so it was
nose to nose with the warship. "She's still carrying her campaign ribbons and kill
marks from Fleet Week a few years back; I'm glad the yards didn't scrub them off
when they prepped her," Orchid said when her eyes saw the black silhouettes and
colored hash marks on the ship's bow. "Hang on, Stanton," she said and flipped the
Raptor upside down and slowly flew inverted along the ship's spine. "Everything is
intact and looks good to go; give her some ammunition and she'll be ready to go
hunt Toasters."
Orchid continued the running dialog until they had returned to the landing
bay's approach. "We're going to land and may lose contact for a bit. We're going
head directly for the CIC and will contact you then."
As soon as Indy confirmed, she slowly guided the Raptor into the centerline
hangar bay and approached the umbilical that was rigged out and ready for use.
"This doesn't look good," she quietly said. "Indy, Orchid...Raptor 302 is not in the
landing bay. Repeat, Raptor 302 is not in the landing bay. We are going for hard
lock and will contact you when we reach CIC." Orchid prayed that no one would
ask her a question because she wasn't sure if she'd be able to answer. Cam and
Sophie were more than just friends; she'd stood with Sophie when her friends had
been married a few days earlier.
"Have you ever been on a Berzerk, Stanton?" she asked after she locked away
her emotions and checked that there was an airtight seal between the Raptor and
umbilical.
"Nope. Indy's my first posting," Stanton replied self consciously.
"Don't worry about it, just stick close to me and you'll be able to cross it off
your cherry card," Orchid told him before she removed her helmet and reached for
the handle that opened the hatch.
The hatch opened and the pilot and medic stepped onto ex-Demosthenes and
started walking through the umbilical. "This is odd..." Orchid said when she
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reached the location the dedication plaque once occupied.
missing..."

"The plaque is

Stanton leaned close and studied the location."I don't think whatever was here
was taken off in the yards; the screws were put back. What do you think it means?"
"Freakshow and I both served here, so my guess is that he took it when he
boarded," Orchid explained and started briskly walking forward. At least I hope
that's what happened, she added silently.
They quickly made their way through the ship and stopped at the CIC's armored
door. Orchid's hand rested on the wheel for a moment before she spun it and
pushed the door open after the locking bolts retracted. She stepped through and
called out, "Cam! Sophie! Dr. Cantorelli! Is anyone here?"
She was greeted by silence. "Take the upper gallery, I'll take the main deck,"
Orchid told Stanton and strode into the room. Her eyes swept every inch of the
cavernous chamber as she walked to the plotting table and the dradis stations.
Where are you, she wondered before sitting down and studying the dradis display;
all it showed was Indy keeping station ten kilometers away.
"There's nothing up here!" Stanton called down from above her. "I'll be down in
a moment."
Every sense told her that this wasn't right, that she was missing a vital clue.
Orchid spun on her seat and reached for the portable wireless set so she could call
Indy and inform Commander Duquesne on their progress. Her eyes followed her
hand and she saw that there was a message queued in the set's memory. "Stanton!
Come over here when you get down, I want an extra set of ears to hear this."
"What did you find?" Stanton asked a few moments later after he jogged over.
Orchid pointed to the LCD display and smiled. "They left us a message." Her
finger hit the 'play' button and she waited to hear something...anything...that would
indicate where her friends were. The hope that graced her face died a heart beat
after she hit the play button.
"Frak!" Orchid exclaimed as she jumped back when the portable wireless
sparked and belched smoke. "NO!" she yelled and didn't care if Stanton heard the
anguish in her voice. "No..." she repeated as the wireless sparked a few more times
before Stanton managed to spray it with the chemical fire extinguisher.
"Are you ok?" Stanton asked and opened his medical satchel. "Let me see your
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fingers and make sure they're not burnt."
He reached out and gently took her right hand and softly examined each digit.
Don't lose it, she told herself, not in front of the nugget. She forced a thin lipped
smile on her face and asked, "Do they feel ok, Doc?"
Stanton nodded, his close cropped dark hair looking more like a bristle brush
than hair. "You'll be fine; there's no sign of any burns or cuts."
"That's good..." Orchid told him and started to stand. "Um..." she asked and
gently tugged her hand away from Stanton's grip. "Let's amend that first option to
include old and decommissioned warships."
Despite the pain in her heart, her comment broke the tension and she smiled
when Stanton smiled, all traces of apprehension and nervousness gone from his
body language. "Well," the medic began in what sounded like a thick Picon
melodramatic soap opera voice, "A guy can try, can't he?"
"He can," Orchid told him and helped him to his feet. "Let's head back to the
Raptor and let Indy know what's going on here."
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, orbit of Niflheim, 49.7 light years from the
barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
"Mr. Bolton, plot a course that duplicates ex-Demosthenes' programmed
trajectory through Niflheim," Commander Miriam Duquesne told the junior officer.
"Aye, aye, ma'am, plotting a course through Niflheim that duplicates exDemosthenes' trajectory," Bolton replied a little nervously.
Duquesne allowed him his nervousness and didn't offer a pep talk; sometimes it
was good to be nervous because that allowed you to keep your edge when you
needed it most. This was one of those times. Indefatigable was a Victorious class
battlestar, almost 1500 meters of metal and mean, and short of one of the Nikes,
the pinnacle of Colonial design theory and technology. If a 40 year old war built
gunstar could handle the trip through the star, Indefatigable could as well.
She clenched her left hand into a fist and wished that most of her air wing
wasn't on Scoripa completing the final phase of upgrade training to fly the new Mk.
VIIE Vipers or off on depot level maintenance. Duquesne thanked the gods that
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VF-588, the Night Witches - Orchid's squadron, had converted early and missed
the short 'show the flag' cruise to Sagittaron instead of having to stay behind for
Cold Fire. At least she had one of her four primary squadrons aboard. They even
took the composite squadron composed of Mk. VII Strike Vipers and Mk. VII AEW/
EW birds with them. Most of Indy's Raptors were at the ground yards on Tauron
for depot level maintenance leaving her one squadron of the multi-role craft.
"Commander?" Elba said and broke through into her train of thought.
departments report ready."

"All

Duquesne looked up and forced the dark thoughts from her mind. She didn't
have a reason she could put her finger on, but every instinct was telling her that
something was wrong and that she shouldn't go into Niflheim unless she was ready
to go hunting. "Thank you, Joe. Please put me on ship-wide."
Elba made the connection and after he told her that she was on, Duquesne
picked up the handset and addressed the crew. "This is the Commander. In a few
moments we're going to do something that conventional wisdom says is rather...ill
advised... and dive into the upper atmosphere of a star." She paused and noticed a
few chuckles and smirks from the CIC team. "It's going to be a bit choppy passing
through, but once we're through things should smooth out. Two of our own are
missing as well as Dr. Cantorelli, and rather than risk sending Raptors down, we're
going to take Indy on the same course that ex-Demosthenes travelled. Our goal is
to find and recover our people and return to a higher orbit."
She was going to wrap up her speech, but whether it was nostalgia or her sixth
sense, she added her version of a charge made by Colonial commanders before
battles were joined during the Uprising, "We are going into the unknown and
sailing in Harm's Way; stand by your duty, stand by your fellow crew, and honor
the ship. If we come under fire and you see the enemy, take appropriate action
unless directed otherwise. Forward, to the dawn!
"Stand by for descent. That is all," she finished and returned the handset to its
cradle on the plotting table.
"A bit dramatic, don't you think?" Sedaris whispered.
"Perhaps," Duquesne conceded. "But Cam Kitchener is too good a pilot to get
lost in a glorified gas giant. Something had to have happened down there and I'm
not going down there with my knickers around my ankles."
Sedaris looked at her evenly and his right eyebrow slowly arched as he struck a
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thoughtful pose. "Now that is a mental image."
Duquesne shook her head. "Is everyone's mind on that today?" she quipped. "I
think we need to stop at one of those 'destination vacation' stations over Libran on
the way back and give the crew 48 hours shore leave."
"You and Orchid do paint," Sedaris paused, smiled, and narrowed his eyes in
thought, "the most colorful word pictures."
The humor faded and he said,
"Commander, the ship is ready and I've been informed by Lieutenant Bolton that
the course is plotted."
"Thank you, Colonel." Duquesne stood straight and tugged down her cuffs and
considered the consequences if something went wrong. Frak it, she thought, "Mr.
Bolton! Begin the descent."
"Begin the descent, aye," Bolton answered and sent the course to the helm
station. "We'll reach first traces of atmosphere in about a minute..." his voice
trailed off.
The sweep of the dradis was the loudest noise in the CIC as everyone focused
on their duties. Duquesne watched the display as Indefatigable began her descent
into someplace no right thinking person would think of going. Almost a minute
later she felt the first faint effect as the majestic battlestar cut through the boundary
between vacuum and atmosphere.
Indefatigable was larger and heavier than ex-Demosthenes and the trip through
the star's upper atmosphere felt much smoother to Duquesne than traveling down
the well to Ragnar. She was proud of her crew as she looked at the faces manning
the various workstations in the CIC. They radiated professionalism, a bit of anxiety,
and she had to admit even she was a bit anxious about the whole thing, and faith in
her judgment.
"We're through the boundary," Bolton announced and almost like magic the
slight vibrations under her feet stopped. "We made it, Commander."
His words grabbed everyone's attention and a moment after the grin came
unbidden to her face the CIC erupted in cheers.
"Well done, Miri," Sedaris congratulated her. "I never would have believed it if I
hadn't been here..."
"Dradis contacts," Bolton suddenly announced as the sudden dradis ping was
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heard and pre-empted anything else Sedaris was going to say, "range 1500, one
large stationary unknown and multiple smaller bogies approaching fast!"
"What's their identity?" Duquesne quickly asked before turning to Sedaris. "Ty,
launch the alert Vipers and have them move to intercept."
Sedaris immediately confirmed the order and relayed the order to Lieutenant
Platt, Indy's Flight Operations Officer.
"This can't be..." Bolton muttered coldly as he read the dradis profile match. He
swallowed, found his voice, and announced, "Positive confirmation on incoming
bogies...they're Cylon Raiders!"
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Vignette 2, Part 4: Ghosts From The Past
Battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7
light years from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
Commander Miriam Duquesne's head snapped around and stared at Bolton.
"Confirm that, ASAP, Paul!" she ordered before she allowed her gaze to touch the
dradis display. "Ty, what are they doing here? We're well behind the Armistice
Line."
"I don't know, Miri," Colonel Tyler Sedaris evenly answered. "No one's seen
them since the end of the war when they bugged out for parts unknown."
She took a deep breath and held it for a three count. "Ty, let fire control know I
want them to hold their fire until either you or I give the order to fire. We're well
within our rights to light up them from here, but I want our planes to make first
contact. Something about this..." she allowed her voice to trail off. "Joe, patch me
through to Orchid and then try to make contact with our bogies."
"Orchid, Indefatigable, Actual wants to talk, do you have a moment?" Elba
asked. Duquesne smiled; of all the people in her CIC, Elba had a voice that was
naturally calming and chased away tension. He'd make a good officer, she
thought. "Commander? I have Orchid."
"Thanks, please patch her through down here," Duquesne asked and picked up
the handset that seemed to be seeing a bit more use than normal today. "Orchid,
Actual; you've got a squadron of Cylon Raiders heading your way."
Orchid managed a hoarse bark that tried to be a chuckle. "You frakking with
me, Actual?" she asked incredulously. "We haven't seen the Toasters in almost forty
years."
"Bolton has confirmed it," the Commander explained to the young pilot. "In a
few minutes you and the Witches are going to be nose to nose with them. If they
don't stick around to mix it up with you, I want you to continue to the larger bogie
where they came from. I need eyes on that thing so I know what we're dealing
with. It's not coming up in any of our databases and it's a whole lot bigger than
anything we ever knew or suspected the Toasters having."
"Ah...you want us to let them pass if they don't stick around to dance?" Orchid
asked and the wireless connection couldn't hide the surprise lacing her voice.
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Duquesne found herself nodding even though she knew the other woman
couldn't see her. "Yes. We can handle the fighters, and with the new Mk. VIIs and
the Raptors, they may not even know you're there. Bottom line, we know
something big is out there, we just don't know what. Bolton is telling the XO that
the dradis image doesn't make any sense whatsoever."
"Copy that, Actual. We let the Toasters pass and we go for the Fridge. Maybe..."
Orchid speculated, "We'll be able to go home with a new set of appliances."
The laugh burst out before Duquesne knew what was happening. "That's bad,
Orchid. No quoting Lem and Carl without giving me warning! Good hunting!
Actual, out."
She swept her gaze around the CIC and felt pride swell in her chest. These were
her people, most of them had never seen any sort of combat more personal than a
vid at the cinema or maybe a wargame, and they were working with the same
crack efficiency as they did during a FRE, Fleet Readiness Exercise. By the gods,
she was proud of them. In the background, she heard Elba issuing a challenge to
the approaching Cylons.
"Attention approaching Cylon warships, this is the
Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, you are in violation of the Cimtar Peace Accord
and are ordered to stand down and cease hostilities. Please respond." He paused a
few moments and repeated himself while Duquesne met his eyes and watched as
he slowly shook his head.
"Cecily," the Commander said and commanded Lieutenant Cecily Platt's
attention. "Launch a Raptor and tell it to trail us by a thousand kilometers. I want it
to run silent and we'll give it a constant feed. If this turns hot, they're to bug out
and get back to the Fleet and let them know what's going on here."
Platt nodded. "Aye, Commander, dispatch a Raptor for Marathon duty."
Duquesne turned her attention back to the dradis and studied the formations.
The Night Witches were in four perfect four ship finger four formations, with the
odd flight split into two elements, each protecting one of the two Raptors that were
launched as the squadron's AEW/EW support.
But the Cylons, for all their
cybernetic precision, were flying a pretty ragged formation.
"Yeah, I see it, too, Miri," Sedaris commented from the other side of the plotting
table.
She nodded. "Where's their formation? I only see one valid pair," she pointed
to two Raiders flying in an element formation, "but the rest?" Duquesne shrugged
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and arched her eyebrows. "I've heard of the old joke that someone has a screw
loose, but this..." her voice trailed off as she watched the two formations close in on
the merge.
In the background, she heard Elba continuing his attempt to make contact with
the approaching force, "Attention approaching Cylon warships, this is the Colonial
battlestar Indefatigable, you are in violation of the Cimtar Peace Accord and are
ordered to stand down and cease hostilities. Please respond."
*+*+*+*+*
Viper 949, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7 light years from the
barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
Orchid had flown in a lot of diverse conditions ranging from deep space to full
on hurricanes, and even around Ragnar and Constantine stations, but nothing
prepared her for the sight that waited when her Viper cleared the launch tube.
There was a hint of something different as she sat in the cockpit and waited for the
Shooter to trigger the catapult that would hurl her away from the battlestar, but the
reality of it took her breath away.
Soft light was everywhere. Below, the bulk of Niflheim glowed warmly and
gave enough light so she could read a book if she was inclined, and above...the
bottom of the stellar clouds that formed the upper boundary of the star reflected the
glow from below like heavy cumulous clouds would reflect the lights from her
native Hedon, on Leonis. And between the two, Orchid thought of them as the
floor and the ceiling, were wispy tendrils and eddies of gas that reflected and
refracted the light into a kaleidoscope of colors.
It was, in a word, breathtaking.
And the frakking Cylons were here to shit on the beauty. She'd lost her maternal
grandparents when they nuked the military base ten kilometers from her mother's
home. Her mother survived because she was visiting her own grandparents in
Hedon at the time. Everything those metal bastards touched they corrupted and
destroyed, she thought silently. Could a Cylon ever create a Balinese Waltz? Could
a Cylon ever create a masterpiece like Butcher, the quintessential landscape artist
of the last century? No and no. All they could do is destroy and make more metal
monsters.
She didn't like Commander Duquesne's orders and was hoping that the Toasters
would decide to mix it up with the Night Witches.
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"Ok, people, you know the drill.
We're going to angle away from the
Toaster...formation," and that's being nice she thought, "and if they take the bait and
come after us, you're clear to go guns hot if they're hostile." Orchid smiled along
with the chuckles she heard through the wireless. "But, if they don't, we keep
going for whatever it is that launched them. Actual needs us to put some eyes on it
so they know what they're dealing with."
"Night Witches, Wizard," she heard Raptor 304's EWO announce on the
squadron frequency, "bogies are not following us...they're heading straight to Indy."
Well, that's that, Orchid thought. Barely two dozen Raiders was a drop in the
bucket compared to what a Hades class baseship carried, and whatever they were
flying towards was much, much larger than a Hades. "I guess we get to go for the
fruit at the top of the tree, Witches," she announced. "Doakie, Rubble, I want you
and your escort to hang back and collect our telemetry feeds and give us a big
picture in case anymore Toasters decide to crash the party."
"Copy, Orchid," Doakie replied from Raptor 304.
watch...we like watching..." he added lecherously.

"We'll hang back and

"Hold that thought, Doakie..." Orchid teased before turning serious again. "Stay
close to your wingman and maintain formation, let's go on in."
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7
light years from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
"They didn't go after the Witches," Sedaris observed as he watched the ragged
cluster of Cylons continue to fly directly at Indefatigable. "They must have been
sleeping on magnets or so something, because their tactical programming is
scrambled."
"Yes...it is," Duquesne observed and paced back around the plotting table. It
was a habit she picked up from her little sister and she laughed; Sera Chase was the
very reason she was out in the ass end of nowhere squaring up against a foe no one
had seen in thirty-eight years...and doing it in the atmosphere of a star! Part of her
wished she'd been able to join Chase's battlegroup for Golden Sword, but Indy had
already been tasked to Cold Fire. Now that she was here, she had to admit, she
wouldn't give this up for an award ceremony...or for all the award ceremonies she'd
ever attended.
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It would definitely be a story shared over a bottle or two of wine when she got
back to the battlegroup.
"Tell me, Ty...What does that look like to you?" Duquesne suddenly asked and
pointed to the formation.
Sedaris studied the dradis display and cocked his head. "No...They're hardwired
from the factory and come off line already proficient," he began to protest.
Duquesne strode over to Elba's workstation and looked up at where he was
sitting. "Joe, it's time to change our tactics," she began to explain. "Yes; every one,"
she answered when he asked a question. "Give this a try and let's see what
happens."
"Attention approaching Cylon warships," Elba began again. "This is the Colonial
battlestar Indefatigable, you are in violation of the Cimtar Peace Accord and are
ordered to stand down and cease hostilities. Please respond."
The Commander walked back to the plotting table and waited. Elba had just
finished transmitting the challenge for the second time when he looked like he'd
been stung by a bee. "They're answering..." he stammered...
*+*+*+*+*
Viper 949, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7 light years from the
barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
"Stay with me, Blue Bird," Orchid told her wingman. As the squadron leader,
she always took the least experienced pilot as her wingman until the nugget got
their feet under them and then she moved them to one of the other elements. Blue
Bird was on her first posting and had been with the Night Witches for less than six
weeks.
"Will do, Orchid!" Blue Bird said cheerfully and with what sounded to Orchid
like a bit of false bravado. The girl was good, and despite her young age was one of
the more proficient technical pilots she'd met. With a bit of coaching and
guidance, she'd be good, very good.
Orchid grinned. "That's what I want to hear!"
Their target was just becoming visible to the naked eye and Orchid blinked
several times to make sure she was seeing what her eyes were telling her was out
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there.
Every erg of common sense told her that what she was seeing was
impossible. "This isn't..." she began.
"Night Witches, Wizard...we have bandits inbound, coming across the top of the
big bogie...I count six...no, twelve inbound in loose, two ship elements."
"Game's on!" Orchid announced and then keyed the discrete frequency she
shared with Blue Bird. "Stay on my ass like Bacchus on a Vestal Virgin and keep
your eyes open, Blue...things are about to get real very quickly."
"You lead, I'll follow, Orchid," Blue Bird replied in a lazy professional voice that
sounded like she'd been doing this for years. It was one of the skills a fighter pilot
fought to master as soon as possible because it was one thing to be unflappable,
but real credibility came with also sounding like you were.
Orchid took her hands off the controls and flexed them. It was a routine she
performed every time before she entered a dogfight; it settled her gloves on her
hands and around her fingers and was her lucky charm. As soon as her hands were
back on the controls she pushed the throttle forward and in her mind she felt the
acceleration push her into her seat.
The small dradis display showed the approaching bandits and as soon as Orchid
looked up and through the canopy she saw the distant specks flying up and over
the structure the Night Witches were approaching. Something was off, though. At
this range they should be able to see the anhedral manta silhouette that defined a
Cylon Raider from the front.
"I don't think those are Raiders," Blue Bird said and voiced Orchid's thoughts.
"Frak...No...they're not!" Orchid exclaimed.
"All Witches, weapons tight!
Weapons tight!" she ordered over the squadron frequency as the Night Witches
screamed through a formation of Mk. II Vipers.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7
light years from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
As soon as Commander Duquesne heard the voice she ordered, "Weapons
tight!"
"Attention the ship identifying itself as the battlestar Indefatigable, this is Agartha
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Station; your presence is not welcome here. Please leave immediately."
"What the frak?" Sedaris swore quietly as he covered the microphone on his
handset. "Bolton, do we have anything on an 'Agartha Station' in the database?" he
asked the dradis officer.
"Agartha Station, this is Indefatigable Actual," Duquesne said clearly as she held
the handset to her head with her left hand and motioned Elba to put the
conversation on the speakers with her right. "I'm sorry, that won't be possible.
Recall your fighters and we can discuss this."
A different voice replied, this one was older and carried an accent that hinted at
a life growing up on Canceron. "This is Station Manager Floyd Clanton, to whom
am I speaking?" he asked.
Duquesne unconsciously took a step back and looked at the speaker. "Where
are the Cylons?" she mouthed to Sedaris and realized that deep down, she really
wanted there to be Cylons present so she could unleash Indefatigable's
considerable arsenal on them.
"This is Commander Miriam Duquesne,
Indefatigable's commander. Mr. Clanton, I will ask you again to recall your
fighters. One group is getting dangerously close to Indefatigable's exclusion zone
and the other is mixing it up with my Vipers."
There was a long, static filled pause before Clanton spoke again. It wasn't what
she was expecting. "Duquesne? From Leonis?"
Again, Duquesne and Sedaris shared a 'what the frak?' look. A stationary
structure was a sitting duck against a battlestar's guns, and at this range, the one
and two meter projectiles would shred it like a hyperactive kitten with a roll of
toilet paper. "Several generations ago, yes." Smack...the ball is in your court,
whatever the court might be, she thought.
"Ah...hmm..." Stanton seemed at a loss for words. "You wouldn't happen to be
related to a Philipe Duquesne, would you?"
Ok, now this is getting out of hand, Duquesne thought. This wasn't Aquaria
where everyone with the same last name probably *was* related, Leonis boasted a
population of more than two billion souls. Still..."My great, great, great," she
counted on her hand, "great, great, grandfather was Philipe Duquesne, Marquis de
Camargue." She paused and her mind raced. Philipe Duquesne stood with the
Royalists when the monarchy was overthrown and later carried out several years of
commerce raiding against Republican shipping after taking his family, wealth, and
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patents to Virgon. Philipe and his ship, Bellerophon, disappeared and were
presumed lost after a raid on Gloire.
"Commander?" Bolton said and interrupted her thoughts. "The Raiders are
turning around; same with the fighters the Witches are engaging."
"Ty, this is getting weirder."
"Commander, my sincere apologies," Clanton began.
"I have one last
question..." Duquesne rolled her eyes. Why couldn't he just say in a mechanical
voice, 'By your command' so she could order Indy's gun crews to slag the station?
Would that be too much to ask?
"Go ahead, Mr. Clanton," she said as nicely as possible.
"Would you hold your family's titles?" Clanton asked slowly as if he was scared
of the answer.
Duquesne sighed and put her hands on her hips. "Yes, I am the Viscountess de
Piedmont. When the Marquis disappeared his titles were held in trust until proof of
his fate could be discovered."
There was a long period of silence from the wireless when Sedaris leaned close,
"Orchid said they just tangled with a bunch of old Mk. II Vipers..."
"What?" Duquesne whispered.
Clanton replied before Sedaris could explain. "Commander, we would like to
invite you and a party aboard Agartha Station and I will be able to answer any
questions you might have."
"Now it's my turn for some questions, Mr. Clanton," Duquesne began formally, "I
am missing three crew members and a Raptor. Are they on Agartha Station?"
"They are," Clanton confirmed. "I will have them present when you arrive."
Relief flooded Duquesne's very being. We came looking for one thing and
found another. "Do you have any Cylons on the station?"
"Ah..." Clanton began. "It's a little complicated. There are some technically
here, but there are no functional Cylons aboard."
Duquesne narrowed her eyes and stared at the speaker as if she could bore into
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the other person's very soul if she concentrated hard enough. "I accept your
invitation. I will come aboard with my officers and a Marine guard. This is not
negotiable."
"That is acceptable," Clanton quickly agreed.
"I will have my air traffic
controller give your navigator coordinates to a parking location near the station as
well as directions to the primary hangar bay."
*+*+*+*+*
An hour later Commander Miriam Duquesne was sitting in a Raptor as the small
flotilla of aircraft approached the hangar bay. "Wow...will you look at that..." Boxer
said from the pilot's seat. "Commander, you're going to want to see this."
Duquesne stood and put her hands on the pilot's and copilot's ejection seats as
she leaned forward between them and stared through the canopy. The sight was
spellbinding. Agartha Station was a collection of agro domes, old ships, and what
looked like parts from orbital or deep space stations, all connected via a spider web
of latticework, airlocks, docking modules, and anything else that could be collected
and transferred. Then her eyes widened; there were three old, Uprising era, Cylon
transports connected to the station.
As the Raptor continued towards the hangar bay it flew up and over the station
and her heart skipped a beat and her pulse raced. A large, flattened wedge shaped
ship with a roll bar wing above and below the hull was docked to the edge of the
station. It bore the scars of numerous battles but still looked serviceable. But all of
this was secondary to where her eyes focused; emblazoned on each wing was
Leonis' flag and the Duquesne rose...right above the name, Bellerophon.
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Chapter 21: Deductions and Extrapolations
Orbit of Virgon, private yacht Ad Astra
Captain Zoe Avalon looked around the sumptuously appointed guest cabin and
tried to take it all in. It wasn't just a room with a bed, a closet, and a private
bathroom; it was a two deck living space that was larger than many middle class
homes. The luxury may have been understated, but everything was real and no
expenses had been spared. If Ad Astra was impressive from the outside, she was
staggeringly beautiful on the inside. Nothing was ostentatious and gaudy, but
everything spoke of old world elegance and luxury of a long ago era when life
wasn't quite so fast paced.
She fell back on the giant king sized bed and allowed her body to finally relax.
Tension had crept into her shoulders during the course of the day and whenever
she thought about Hamish's story it seemed to crawl up into her head and beat her
skull with a hammer from the inside. She had taken two painkillers shortly after
arriving on Ad Astra, but all they seemed to do was dull the throb.
Jerry would be back soon and the thought brought a wide, contented smile to
her face. She'd known a lot of men over the years and none of them made her feel
the way Jeremiah Cole did. Jerry was the first person she'd considered being
intimate with since...before. Zoe laughed at the thought. That wasn't me, she
mused. That was the other Zoe, the one that Ben Stark had murdered with his
misguided rage directed by that puppet master bitch Clarice Willow.
The memories came back to her of laying in bed with Ben, feeling the nearness,
the warmth, the feeling of a girlhood crush manifesting as lust but masquerading as
love. It wasn't love. Love was wonderful and something that made you always put
the other person's needs and desires before your own. Love was a fluttering deep
in your belly when you thought about the other person. Love was knowing that
there was someone else out there that felt as strongly about you as you felt about
them.
It wasn't strapping a bomb on under your jacket and killing your girlfriend. It
wasn't a blind urge to have sex solely for the explosive release that it was supposed
to, but never did, bring. It wasn't what her namesake had with Ben Stark.
It was, however, what she felt for Jerry and what she was sure he felt for her.
A long, happy sigh escaped from between her lips and she felt the silky smooth
material beneath her as the bed offered just enough firmness for support, and just
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enough softness to be comfortable. "I better get a shower before Jerry returns with a
bite to eat," she said out loud before she stood and looked at her reflection in the
mirror above the dresser. The reflection staring back at her was the same one she'd
known all her life. It never changed, other than perhaps the hair and makeup, and
never aged.
But that would have to change she thought as her hands unbuttoned her blouse
and draped it over a chair before she slid her slacks down over her hips and added
them to the shirt. Almost naked, she padded into the bathroom and started the
shower.
Half an hour later she was laying in bed when Jerry knocked on the bedroom
door. "You decent?" he asked, "I have a snack."
"Come in," Zoe said and felt her heart racing in her chest.
Jerry opened the door and stepped across the threshold carrying a tray with
several covered dishes. "I brought some sandwiches..." he started before his voice
trailed off. "Zoe?" he managed to ask after several seconds of surprise.
Zoe looked at him from where she lay on the bed wrapped in a plush terrycloth
robe bearing an embroidered purple dragon on the left chest. "Jerry...I'm ready,"
she said and closed her mouth before she started to babble and forced her hands to
stay resting on her stomach lest he'd see them trembling.
Slowly and with deliberate care, Jerry put the tray on the dresser and looked
down at the raven haired beauty. Zoe looked up at him and smiled. He blinked
and managed to ask, "Are you...are you sure?"
Suddenly, she wasn't nervous anymore. Excited, yes. Anticipatory, absolutely.
Tense? Most definitely. But nervous? Not anymore. "Beyond any doubt, Jerry," she
told him and offered her right hand.
Jerry knelt next to her and she could see that he was looking at her in a way
she'd always hoped. She saw her emotion, her love, mirrored in his face, and she
knew. "Oh, gods, Zoe..." he whispered as he gently cupped her face in his hands
and leaned forward. "I love you."
A moment before his lips gently brushed hers, she whispered back, "And I love
you, too."
*+*+*+*+*
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Hamish McClain sat on the bed in his cabin and stared at the walls. His
wrapped his arms around his legs and felt his knees pop and his back stretch. The
night's events kept playing through his mind and he fought to keep his body from
shaking with fear. Ever since that awful day when the Cylons rose up against
humanity and sought retribution against their creators he'd lived with the fear.
It wasn't the Cylons that scared him, they were long gone from Colonial space
and even when they were fighting, they had all the subtlety of a sledgehammer
wielding maniac in a glass shop.
No, it wasn't the Cylons.
They were
understandable. They were made of metal and plastic, silicon and rare earths, not
flesh and blood like the Precursors. The history books claimed that in all of
mankind's history they'd never encountered sentient alien life.
The history books never knew about the Precursors. They may look human, but
they were as alien to humanity as a dog was to a cat.
No matter where he went or where he hid, no matter the precautions he took or
how carefully he stayed off the grid, they always found him. And once again,
despite all his precautions, they still managed to find him at Westfield. The
difference this time was that people died...people with families who would now
have to try and put their shattered lives back together after the horrific events earlier
that night.
And it was all because of me, he thought and once again cursed his existence.
"Why couldn't I have died with the rest of them," he cried and looked up, as if he
was an ancient man looking to the heavens for an answer. "Why me? What do you
want from me?" he demanded angrily and felt the tears flowing down his cheeks.
Wracking sobs replaced the anger and he sat, curled almost into a ball, on the
bed and allowed fifty years of emotions to flood forth and flee his body.
He woke up and he was back in the lab at Plenny Interactive. Light streamed
through the windows and the low hum of cooling fans and popcorn popping from
the break room filled the lab. It was a little cool for his taste, but once the servers
and workstations were working on something the room would become quite
comfortable. The chair fit him like a second skin as he sat and slowly leaned back.
Three large, eighty centimeter displays graced his workspace and his hands
automatically reached for the keyboard.
After fifty years, he was home.
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Fifty years, he suddenly thought and sat up straight, the keyboard forgotten.
"What's going on?" he asked and slowly stood. The lab was deserted. He was the
only one there. Marzetti's drinking bird was dipping his beak into the empty shot
glass, Rayburn's old mechanical clock tick-tocked from her desk, and Yang's inertia
balls were tap-tapping from across the room.
He was alone.
"Hamish?" the feminine voice behind him urgently asked.
Relief flooded through his body. It had to have all been a dream. The
Precursors being real, the Cylons rebelling against humanity. All the years on the
run, it had to have all been a dream, one that he had while passed out at his
workstation.
"Joyce, am I ever glad to see you," he said as he turned around.
And screamed.
And sat up in bed, bathed in a cold sweat.
And cried again for all those lost, all those murdered, and all those who never
knew why they were killed.
He had been having the same dream almost every night for the past couple
months. It was as if Joyce's specter was trying to reach out across the decades to
him and tell him something. Whether she ever told him or not, he couldn't
remember. He always woke up screaming after turning around in his dream.
"Why me?" he angrily screamed. "Why me? What do you want?"
His heartbeat and ragged breath were the only sounds that broke the silence that
answered him.
"I can't keep living like this," he said out loud to no one in particular. He half
expected Joyce's specter to answer him, and when she didn't, he continued his
monologue. "What's changed? What is different now than a year ago? Think,
man, think! You're an engineer; your family thought you were smart and Colin
thought you were bright enough for Storming Heaven."
He stood and allowed his mind to access thought processes long dormant. "First
things first," he paced. "The first nightmare was..." he counted on his fingers,
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"twelve weeks ago, maybe thirteen. I wasn't injured, didn't have a headache, and
I've been in perfect health." He looked in the mirror and narrowed his eyes. His
reflection mimicked his action and Hamish saw the crows' feet grow at the corners
of his eyes. He made a face and the man in the mirror mimicked that as well. A
thin lipped smile surfaced and he quickly stripped off his shirt and undershirt and
leaned close to the mirror.
When the dresser prevented him from moving closer, Hamish moved into the
bathroom and turned on all the lights. He took a small hand mirror and stood with
his back to the large floor to ceiling mirror on the bathroom door. Slowly he
examined every square centimeter of his back for any sign of recent trauma or scar.
Once he was done with his back he moved up and checked his neck, around his
ears, and his chest. Something couldn't have been done surreptitiously to his skull
or he'd have a large wound, so instead he used his fingertips to push and probe
every millimeter of scalp.
Nothing. But there had to be something. "I can't be going nuts," he declared
and almost expected Joyce to answer him.
Then the thought hit him, why Joyce? He hardly knew her. Sure, she was
attractive and he might have made a pass at her if she wasn't Colin's woman, but
why her? He never had any fantasies about her, and why now, after all these years?
Hamish walked back into the bedroom and sat heavily on the edge of the bed.
"Ok, for one moment, let's assume this is something I can't quantify, say a divine
message," he began. "There's no such thing as coincidence, so this has to be willful
and something, or, I have to admit, someone has to be directing it. Fine, some
external agent has decided to give me nightmares, as if my life wasn't frakked up
enough.
"Can I find whoever or whatever is doing this?" he asked. "No," he answered
himself, "I can't, at least not now and certainly not on my own. So let's set aside
that part of the equation. What about the lab? What can you remember about the
lab?" He paced around the room and wracked his mind. "Ok, I was the only one
there, except for Joyce, of course. But what else?"
Then it hit him. There were papers on the floor, Tamonetti's chair was pushed
over and all of his kids' pictures were missing. Hamish forced his mind's eye to
painstakingly recreate the lab as if it were theater dressing. Slowly, more and more
little details crept in and the picture started fleshing itself out. The personal effects
were gone. Sure, the drinking bird, the clock, and inertia balls were personal, but
they weren't things that the people brought from home, they didn't have any real
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meaning to their owners.
And then the final piece of the puzzle slammed into place with the finality of a
door slamming.
It wasn't popcorn popping that he had heard from the break room, it was
gunfire.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield, Duchess Iona Chase Memorial Medical Center
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase sat in the small waiting room located next to
Emergency Operating Room 3 and stared at the lukewarm hot chocolate that half
filled the paper cup cradled in her hands. The nurse that left five minutes earlier
had told her that Martin Esposito would be in surgery at least several more hours.
At least there was some good news; Dean was out of surgery and recovering in an
intensive care ward with Salagiida and Fenton close at hand.
Her mind drifted back when her mother was in the hospital and she let out a
long, sad sigh and sipped the tepid liquid. Back then she forced herself to think
about the happy times that she and her mother shared, when Iona Chase was a
strong, beautiful, vibrant woman that was larger than life to her daughter. She
couldn't do that with Esposito because most of their encounters were adversarial,
save at the end of Golden Sword and his visit earlier this evening.
Back then, when the cancer was killing her mother, one of the few things that
made her mother happy and brought a smile to her face was when she or Cora
would visit. Her mother had told her once that seeing her daughters gave her
strength to fight for another day and that knowing they were close by gave her
hope.
Hope, it was an emotion that could inspire the weakest to do feats of strength
otherwise impossible and those on the precipice of disaster to stunning success. It
was something, Sera decided, that she was going to make sure that Martin Esposito
had in excess when he woke up. Chase put down the hot chocolate before she
took out her phone and dialed a number she knew from memory.
The phone rang twice before a sleepy voice answered. "Sera? What's wrong?
You wouldn't call me at this time of the night if everything was ok?"
"I'm sorry for waking you, Esty, but I need a favor," Chase told her old friend,
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Admiral Esteban Trace. "I know this is short notice, but could you push this through
in the next hour and send me a copy of the orders?" she began before explaining
what she wanted.
The voice on the other end of the line sounded fully awake when she finished.
"That's doable," Trace began in his trademark Canceron out country accent. "But
before I say I'll do it, I'd like to know why."
Chase pursed her lips before she answered. "Esty, I can't really go into details
over comms that aren't secure...will you trust me on this?"
There was a long, silent pause from the other end before Trace answered her.
When he did, his voice lost a lot of the easy going nature it held moments before.
"You've only asked me that once before, Sera, and you had good reason then and I
don't have any reason to doubt you this time. All I ask is that you bring me into the
loop when you can."
A smile broke across Chase's face and reached the corners of her eyes. "Count
on it, Esty. Once I get back to someplace secure, I'll give you the full story and
then we can talk about it next week when I'm in Perkinston. Is that ok?"
She could hear the grin in Trace's voice when he answered, "Fan-tastic! I'll have
the orders cut as soon as I walk over to my workstation." His voice turned serious
again when he added,"You take care of yourself, Sera. Please...I don't want to read
any bad news about my favorite girl."
His tone and concern caught Chase off guard and she felt the weight of their
friendship settle on her shoulders. "I will, Esty, I will. And," she perked up a little,
"You better not let Mali know that I'm your favorite girl, she might get jealous."
Esteban Trace laughed and told her, "Not to worry...Mali knows you're my
favorite girl and she's ok with that because she knows that she's my favorite
woman!"
Chase laughed with him and after setting a date when they'd get together when
she was in Perkinston, she ended the call and walked to the ICU where Dean was
recovering. She stopped outside the wide swinging doors and forced her sudden
anxiety back into check. Ever since her mother's illness she had to fight her anxiety
whenever she approached an intensive care unit. Logically she knew that they
saved lives and were the stuff of medical miracles, but emotionally, every time she
approached one she saw her mother hooked up to a room full of life sustaining
equipment and the memory always gave her pause.
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Buck up, girl, she thought and forced her left hand to press the switch that
opened the doors. The doors swished open with a brief hum and she strode
through them toward the nurses' station. Half way there she stopped when she saw
Salagiida walk out of one of the rooms.
"Gordon, how is Dean?" she asked.
The Marine lieutenant paused for a moment before he answered her. "He's
doing good, Sera," he answered and used her first name as she'd requested in an
attempt to keep things quiet as long as possible.
"I'm glad to hear that," she answered and drew him into a small office used by
doctors when they made their rounds. She closed the door behind her before
explaining what she needed and why she needed his help. "I know I'm asking you
to split your time, but it's only until Connie and the others return with his wife. I'll
be back in a couple hours, and I think it's important that we keep someone there
until she arrives."
Salagiida nodded his agreement. "I think that's a fantastic idea. You'd make a
good Marine, Sera."
Chase was taken aback by the sincerity and respect in his voice and realized he
wasn't just saying it to be nice. "Thank you, Gordon. That means a lot to me."
Fifteen minutes later she was behind the Phoenix's controls and preparing the
small transport for flight.
"Ok...we're going to Sagittaron. This should be
interesting," she said out loud as she went through the preflight checklist. "An
admiral showing up unannounced in a civilian transport and decidedly out of
uniform is going to be quite the event," she added and glanced down at the Boskirk
All Reds t-shirt that she had bought at the medical center's gift shop to replace her
bloodstained blouse.
She spoke into the slim microphone that extended along her left jaw, "Flight
control, this is Victor Romeo four-eight-eight-four-four-two-three-three, requesting
permission to launch on recently filed flight plan to Sagittaron."
"Copy, Victor Romeo four-eight-eight-four-four-two-three-three, you are cleared
for unrestricted flight," the flight controller replied and Chase smiled; as soon as the
registry number was keyed in the flight controller would have seen that it was one
that was to be given priority over almost all other traffic.
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"Flight, Victor Romeo, will comply," Chase answered and pushed the throttles
forward. As the Phoenix leapt off the ground into the inky night sky, she heard the
'clunk' as the landing gear retracted when the engines rotated into a flight profile.
The climb to her jump box took fifteen minutes and during that time she reveled in
the joy of flying alone and on her own again. Flying alone gave her a chance to
leave the weight of command behind and just concentrate on the simple act of
piloting a small craft.
A few minutes away from the jump box, Chase spun up the FTL and had the
navigation computer plot the jump to Sagittaron. "Flight, Victor Romeo four-eighteight-four-four-two-three-three, I am departing Virgon space for Sagittaron space at
this time."
"Victor Romeo, Flight, copy your departure.
Flight out."

Smooth sailing, Victor Romeo,

Chase counted down the seconds before the small transport jumped.
"Three...two...one...Jump!"
There was a small starburst flash of silver light and the Phoenix disappeared...
...and reappeared on the other side of the Cyrannus cluster.
"Battlestar Hydra, this is Victor Romeo four-eight-eight-four-four-two-three-three
- callsign Countess, requesting approach instructions," she said once she had
confirmed her location.
"Countess, Hydra Flight Control, please state your intentions; you aren't on our
schedule," a deep, masculine voice replied almost immediately.
"Hydra, Countess, I am sending my registry and identity, please clear my
approach; I am here on a personnel matter," Chase answered and transmitted the
Phoenix's registry information and her personal credentials.
There was a short pause before Flight responded. "Ah, Countess, Hydra," he
began and sounded somewhat rattled. "You are cleared straight in on our portside
top flight deck."
"Hydra, Countess, thank you for your understanding. My ETA is..." she looked at
the navigation system and saw that at her current speed she'd be there in less than
three minutes. Arriving unannounced with less than five minutes warning wasn't
fair to Commander Bovee, so she backed off the throttles and watched the
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computer recalculate her arrival time. "My ETA is ten minutes. Could you let
Commander Bovee know that I'd like to meet with him when I arrive?"
A different voice answered when the wireless crackled to life, "Countess, Hydra
Actual, I will meet you when you arrive. Can you give me an idea what this is
about?"
Chase quickly reviewed what she knew about Commander Vannevar Bovee and
realized it wasn't much. She didn't know him much past a few meetings here or
there at various Fleet functions, but he seemed like a capable and affable man.
"Actual, Countess, I'm here about a personnel matter that came up this evening...I
think it would be best if we discussed this in person."
"Copy, Countess. In that case, there's no need to hang back," Bovee chuckled,
"and give me a chance to hide the stuff under the bed I wouldn't want mom to see.
I do appreciate the thought, though."
"Wilco, Actual," Chase couldn't help but grin. She added 'down to earth' to her
impression of the man. "ETA is about two minutes."
Five minutes later the Phoenix was attached to a docking umbilical and the
hatch slid open. She walked through the mobile docking apparatus until she
reached the hatch that lead into the receiving gallery. "Attention on deck! Admiral
arriving!" she heard a gruff voice order as she stepped through the hatch and onto
Hydra's deck.
The receiving gallery was a plush room fifteen meters deep by twenty meters
wide and bore the ship's seal on the wall immediately across from the umbilical
hatch. Scattered throughout the room were comfortable chairs and sofas that
would have been more at home in a private club's lounge than on a battlestar.
Battledress clad Marines stood flanking the hatch in two rows of four while two
older men wearing Colonial Fleet uniforms waited at the end of the columns.
Chase's second foot touched the deck and she fought to suppress a grin at the
looks she received from both the Marines and the two officers. "Commander
Bovee?" she asked when she saw commander's diamonds on the taller officer's
collar.
"Admiral Chase, this is unexpected," Bovee greeted her and arched an eyebrow.
"Welcome to Hydra. This is Colonel Andy McGregor, my XO," he indicated the
slightly shorter man standing next to him.
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"Thank you, Commander," Chase said and stepped forward to shake Bovee's
outstretched hand. She looked over at Bovee's shorter companion and winked.
"Andy McGregor, class of '78, I presume?"
"Admiral, it's been a while," McGregor replied warmly and Chase thought she
detected something a little more in his voice than a simple welcome.
Chase shook his hand and nodded. "It's has; five, no...six years," she answered.
"I didn't know you knew the Admiral, Andy?" Bovee told his XO in a somewhat
surprised tone of voice.
A look spread across McGregor's face that Chase remembered one of their
classmates calling the "guilty dog" look. She paused an extra moment and then
explained, "Andy saved me from going alone to the Spring Formal during our senior
year at the academy."
McGregor gave a long look and frowned. "And here I thought you went with
me so I wouldn't have to go alone..." He held the look another moment before
laughing. "Van," he said to Commander Bovee, "the Admiral and I were in a study
group and it was her help that got me through a particularly nasty navigation class
our junior year."
"So..." Bovee said after the explanation and brought the conversation back on
topic, "you mentioned that this was a personnel matter?"
The good cheer that Chase was feeling suddenly evaporated as the real reason
for her visit suddenly pushed itself to the front of her mind. "Yes...Is there
somewhere we can talk in private?"
After they reached Commander Bovee's quarters and were seated in his
conference area, Chase explained what happened earlier that evening and what
she planned to do and who she needed them to summon to the Commander's
quarters. "The orders should be pushed through by now," she finished.
Bovee wore a concerned look and McGregor's countenance wasn't much
different than his commanding officer's.
"Do you know why Westfield was
attacked?" Bovee finally asked.
Chase slowly nodded and pursed her lips as she tried to find the right words to
answer him. "We're fairly certain we know why, but given the nature of the
attackers and the reason for the attack, it isn't something I can discuss at the
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moment. What I can say is that it isn't political, a criminal faction, or a sign of
insurrection." Hmm, she thought and remembered the meeting before the Golden
Sword awards ceremony; let's see what sort of reaction this gets.
"An unknown faction?" Bovee asked and leaned forward slightly and looked
confused from her answer.
"Unknown?" she asked rhetorically before answering, "to a point."
Bovee turned to McGregor and narrowed his eyes as his brows furrowed, "I told
you that this would happen eventually. It was only a matter of time."
"A matter of time for what?" Chase asked and momentarily met McGregor's gaze
and raised her eyebrows slightly underscoring the question.
The commander nodded. "Go ahead and tell her...it's better that she hears it
from a friend instead of a stranger."
McGregor shrugged and his frown deepened.
"Ok.
Sagittaron isn't the
most...glorious...posting, and depending on the circumstances it's pretty much a
career dead end." This she knew, and nodded so her friend would continue.
"Hydra's last posting was over in Delta where we staged for patrols along the
Armistice Line. A number of our crew had just rotated to other postings and as per
SOP, the new crew had to do an audit of any supplies that they're responsible for. "
Oh...I see where this is going, Chase thought and nodded.
especially for division heads and section chiefs."

"That's normal,

"Right," McGregor agreed. "And a little slop is expected. Grab a box of this or
one of that and because it was an emergency or needed right away some of the
bookkeeping gets overlooked. I started seeing a lot of discrepancies with variances
outside the norm...in some cases way outside the norm. Our old supply officer had
rotated out and the new one was a mustang, a real hard charger that didn't like
what he was seeing any more than we were, requested a complete top down
inventory of everything."
Anger flashed behind McGregor's eyes when he continued. "We did the
inventory and found even more variances. Jacobsen, our new supply officer, pulled
the old paperwork and compared what was submitted during the routine audits and
what was plugged into the system. Long story short, we came up short almost
everywhere; spare parts, small arms, ammunition, electronics, the works. It was a
clear cut case of theft and we narrowed down who was involved forging the
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reports. All of them had just rotated off and so we kicked everything up to Fleet."
"What happened?" Chase asked and hoped her instinct was wrong about the
answer.
Bovee laughed. "Nothing! Not a frakking thing. Admiral Stanislaw fired a
rocket back and told us that he was investigating the matter and that we should
simply submit a request for what was missing and he would personally authorize
it."
Chase was dumbstruck. "What?" she asked incredulously. "That's all he did?
He didn't refer it to FCIS?"
Bovee and McGregor both shook their heads. "No, he didn't," Bovee told her
evenly. "I called a contact at FCIS and asked if she'd look into this for me." He
paused, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath as pain clouded the corners of his
eyes and the set of his mouth. "Belinda didn't find any record of any investigation,
on or off the books. Two days after she told me what she didn't find, she, her
husband, and their two kids were brutally killed in a home invasion." His light
brown eyes seemed to bore into Chase's soul when he added, "Nothing was taken.
They were murdered."
"And less than a week later, Stanislaw was seen boarding a packet for Tauron but
never got off at his destination. They tore the ship apart looking for him but he was
never found," McGregor added
This is bad, Chase told herself.
"I remember hearing about Stanislaw's
disappearance, but never heard any of the backstory."
"It's a sordid tale, that's for sure," McGregor told her. "And after that, we were
banished out here."
"If I have your permission, when I get back to Hecate I'm going to contact
someone about this; this isn't the first time this has happened," Chase explained.
"Do you still have the personnel files of the likely suspects?"
McGregor stood and walked over to Bovee's desk and came back with a tablet
computer. He pecked at it for a few moments and handed it to Chase. "If you want
to take a look while we're waiting for Lieutenant Esposito, have at it. I'll have the
copies ready before you leave."
"Thanks, I appreciate it," Chase said and looked at the tablet and keyed the file
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for Captain Erlen Spence. Her blood went cold as soon as she saw the picture and
she sat up straight on the sofa and held the tablet at arm's length. Two deep breaths
later she looked up and saw Bovee and McGregor looking at her. "Is this a joke?"
she asked evenly.
"Joke?" McGregor asked. "No, that's Spence, our old supply officer. The crew
called him the 'two eyed Cylon' behind his back for how his eyes would flash red if
the light hit them just right.
It took all her willpower to not to stand and pace. She could feel her pulse
rushing in her ears and focused on a breathing exercise she learned as a Novice
saber dancer. "Are you ok, Sera?" she heard McGregor's concerned voice asking
her.
"No...not really," she managed to answer. "This man, Spence, how long has he
been off the ship?"
"A little more than five months," Bovee told her. "Other than being a thief, who
is this guy?"
"I don't know," Chase told them and acknowledged it was partly true. "I don't
know who he is other than who he says he is, but there's more going on here than
meets the eye." There's no such thing as coincidence, she remembered one of her
tactics instructors telling the class when she was in the academy, and a Precursor
on the same ship as Esposito's daughter was a textbook example of this mantra.
"There's something you aren't telling us," Bovee said after she stopped talking.
"Isn't there?"
Chase thought about what she could, or should, tell them. "Will you accept a
promise that I'll tell you in a few weeks?"
McGregor stared at her and she knew her old friend could tell that there was a
lot she wasn't telling them. "All of it, Sera?" he asked.
"Yes, all of it," she told him. "In the mean time, I'll need you to keep a lid on
this and downplay everything unless I tell you otherwise."
Bovee's right eyebrow shot up. "This sounds a bit cloak and dagger..."
"You may curse me when this is over," she warned. "Now," Chase said diverting
the subject, "tell me about Lieutenant Esposito."
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McGregor sat back in his chair and crossed his right leg over his left. "She's a
promising officer and has intelligence, initiative, good judgment, skill, and
common sense to know how to use them all effectively. I'm impressed with her
leadership and willingness at this stage of her development to make a call and stick
with it rather than vacillating back and forth trying to decide which one is the better
choice. All in all, she's a fine officer and young woman. If she stays in the service,
I think she'll have a battlestar like her father."
"That was my read on her," Chase admitted, glad that the person lived up to the
report. She was going to say something more when the Marine stationed outside
the hatch knocked and announced that the subject of their discussion had arrived.
A trim, shapely woman with shoulder length dark hair and wearing a dark blue
duty uniform trimmed with light grey piping and bearing pilot's wings entered the
room and came to attention. "Lieutenant Andrea Esposito reporting as ordered,
Commander."
Bovee nodded and gestured to one of the large overstuffed leather chairs that
were located around the low coffee table that they were sitting around. "Please be
seated, Lieutenant. I'd like to introduce you to Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase;
she's here to talk with you."
Chase saw the young woman's head turn and her dark eyes narrow as she
appeared to try to get a grasp on what was happening. "I'm Admiral Chase," Chase
began and saw disbelief in the younger Esposito's eyes. It made sense given how
she was dressed, Chase thought; dark leather breeches tucked into high riding
boots and topped with an un-tucked Boskirk All Reds t-shirt. "I apologize for my
appearance, but I think when you hear why I'm here you'll understand."
Esposito warily looked at her.
recently none if it was good."

"I've heard my father talk about you.

Until

Chase spared a glance at Bovee and McGregor and saw both men pause. I like
this girl already, she thought; she's direct and to the point with no dancing around
the issue. "I think if you'd have talked to me about him I would have been about
the same...until recently."
"He called me after Golden Sword to let me know you suckered him and that it
was the best learning experience he ever had. My father also said that he was
wrong about you," Esposito added.
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A smile teased the corners of Chase's lips. "It was a learning experience in more
ways than one, Lieutenant. And that's actually one of the reasons that I'm here
tonight." Now I have to tell her that a bet I had with her father may end up killing
him. "Before Golden Sword, I met your father and Admiral Szabo and we wagered
a bottle of ambrosia on the outcome." She noticed Esposito's frown when she
mentioned Szabo's name and filed it away for later.
Slowly and with as much detail as she could, Chase told Esposito about the
wager and her father visiting Westfield earlier in the evening. She paused, and
made sure she had eye contact with Esposito before she continued, "A group of
terrorists attacked Westfield tonight. We were in one of the reception rooms when
the gunfire started, talking about you, actually, and before we could leave the room
one of the terrorists entered.
"Andrea, your father reacted and tackled me to the floor a split second before
the terrorist fired." Chase saw Esposito go pale and tears starting to form in the
girl's eyes. "Look at me, Andrea," she urged and reached out and took the girl's
hands in her own. "Your father is alive and in surgery, but he's in critical condition.
I'm here to take you back to Virgon so you can be with him when he wakes up and
for his recovery."
Esposito blinked and a pair of tears rolled down her cheeks. "He's alive?" she
whispered.
"Yes, he is," Chase softly confirmed. "But I want you to be there when he wakes
up."
"Thank you," Esposito managed to say after taking a deep breath. "But...I have
orders..."
"Until further notice, I've arranged to have you posted to my staff. Officially
you'll be my adjutant, but since Hecate's in the yards for a few more weeks,
consider it a part time job...with the emphasis on part time. Your father's a good
man, and I think having his family around him will be just as helpful as the medical
care," Chase explained and watched hope creep into Esposito's posture.
"Commander?" Esposito asked and looked at Bovee. "I can leave?"
Bovee nodded. "Admiral Chase flew here direct from Virgon with your orders in
hand. As soon as you can pack a bag, you can head back."
Esposito took several deep breaths and blinked away the tears that were still
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threatening to form. "Thank you, Admiral. This means a lot to me. Commander?"
she looked back at Bovee.
"Go get your things, Lieutenant and report back here," Bovee told her in a
fatherly tone.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Virgon, private yacht Ad Astra
Every nerve ending in her body glowed with blissful contentment as Zoe
snuggled back into Jerry's comforting embrace. Her dark hair spilled over the
pillow and she felt a sense of love more powerful than any she'd ever felt before.
She had grown to love her namesake's parents as her own, but there was a big
difference between the love for a parent or family member and the romantic love
for someone you wanted to spend your life and create your own family with.
This was what the Cylons had lacked; the vital piece of the puzzle whose
absence changed human history. They lacked it because until now, the person who
gave them their sentience and beliefs had never truly known it.
"Jerry?" she murmured.
She felt him shift behind her and luxuriated in the contact they shared. "Yeah?"
he groggily answered.
"I just wanted to hear your voice," she smirked and snuggled back against him.
His lips touched her neck just below her right ear and sent a pleasant tingle
down her spine. "Cool...I'm glad..."
They both groaned when the phone on the nightstand rang. "Frak..." Zoe said as
she leaned forward and pulled the handset off the cradle. "This had better be
frakking important..." she hissed into the microphone.
She listened as the voice on the other end spoke in a manic, choppy manner as
it bounced from point to point. Zoe felt her body start to tremble...not from ecstasy
this time but from a combination of trepidation and excitement. "Ten minutes," she
told the voice. "Then meet us in the library down the hall." Without waiting, she
slammed the handset down on the phone and slid out of bed.
"Wow...I will never get tired of looking at you..." Jerry said from the bed as she
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padded across to the chair where her clothes were folded.
Zoe looked over her shoulder and winked, "You don't ever have to stop saying
that. Now, get dressed, Hamish found something and...my gods...this will rock
your world."
"Huh?" Jerry asked and sat up in bed.
"Come on, get dressed!" Zoe urged as she pulled on her undergarments and
reached for her slacks.
"Ok...ok..." Jerry groused and walked over to where his clothes were scattered
on the floor.
Ten minutes later they walked into the library and found Hamish studying
something displayed on his laptop's screen.
Zoe dropped into one of the overstuffed chairs and winced before smiling. "Ok,
Hamish, what did you find?" she asked.
Hamish looked up and blinked several times as if he was seeing them for the
first time. "Ah...good...you're both here. I had a dream..." he started and then
stopped as his eyes widened somewhat and he frowned. "Hmm...I didn't realize
how crazy that sounded until just now."
"Go on..." Zoe prodded. She dragged Jerry out of bed, away from having sex, to
listen to Hamish talk about a dream? This better be substantial she thought.
"Look...I've been having this same dream for weeks, ok? It's always the same; I
wake up as if I fell asleep at my old workstation at Plenny. The office is empty,
there's paper and stuff all over the floor, and I hear popcorn popping."
Zoe gritted her teeth. Happy thoughts, girl...remember what just happened...go
to that happy place...she kept telling herself. "Ok...what makes it different tonight?"
"I thought about it, ok?" Hamish said, almost pleading for her to accept his
answer and help him. "Every time I wake up, look around the office, and hear
Joyce call out to me. I don't know why she's in the dream, but she is, except when
I see her, she's...dead. Shot several times, blood all over her, dead. But she's there,
and she called my name."
Sounds like survivor's guilt, Zoe thought. "Back then...did you see her body?"
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Hamish shook his head. "No, I never went into the offices...I saw the Cylons
and left."
"Are you sure?" Jerry prodded. "Sometimes you might see something traumatic
and your mind blocks it off."
"I never thought about that..." Hamish admitted. "I guess it's possible that I went
in later. But here's the thing...I looked around the office and it looked normal until
I tried to recreate it in my mind's eye. The memory is so vivid I can close my eyes
and reach out and touch things in it.
"So I recreated my dream in my mind," he continued. "There were papers on
the floor, a couple of books in the book case, the Plenny logo on my displays. I
looked around and found a couple of personal touches, but here's the thing...all of
the really personal stuff - family pictures, keepsakes, stuff like that? They were
gone. The stuff that remained were either gifts from co-workers or knick-knacks
picked up at a novelty shop."
Jerry started talking a moment before Zoe, "You mean that the office was
cleaned out in your dream?"
"Yes," Hamish said definitively. "It was like someone came in with a moving
crew and had ten minutes to grab as much as they could and then left."
Zoe thought about what Hamish had just said. "But this is a dream. You said in
real life you saw the Cylons and Precursors taking computers, files, and so on out of
the building."
"I don't know..." Hamish said and his eyes got glassy as tears began to well in
them.
"What's wrong?" Zoe asked softly and leaned forward to reach out to him.
Hamish closed his eyes and the tears trickled out and he slowly inhaled before
letting it out just as slowly. "The popcorn popping? It wasn't popcorn," he began.
"It was gunfire. And when I first saw Joyce, she wasn't dead...she was alive and
running toward me where I sat. I turned, and I saw her running towards me and
then I saw a Cylon and a Precursor gun her down."
Zoe sat back stunned. She looked over at Jerry and saw a look of shock on his
face and then back to Hamish. The old man sagged in his chair and softly sobbed
as the memories became too much. She thought back to what Hamish had said
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and she examined each comment individually and then as a whole. "Hamish?" she
gently asked. When he looked up at her she continued, "How long ago did these
dreams start?"
Long, spotted fingers wiped his eyes before Hamish spoke. "About three
months..." he lapsed into silence and stared at the ceiling while moving his fingers
on the desk. "About thirteen weeks."
The onetime leader of the Caprica Legionnaires narrowed her eyes and felt her
pulse start to race. "Thirteen weeks," she repeated. This is crazy, she thought, it
can't be related. "Hamish, I want you to review some security footage, ok?"
"Ok...though I don't know what that has to do with this," Hamish told her.
"It may be nothing, but it may be something, it's just a hunch." She looked over
at Jerry who raised his eyebrows but nodded his support of whatever it was she
planned. Zoe flashed him a quick smile and walked over to the workstation and
accessed several encrypted files. "After we boarded, I made sure that our research
data was downloaded onto Ad Astra's servers. I'm going to run though some
video..." she explained. "Ok...here we are..." She took the remote and sat next to
Hamish as the video was displayed on a large, two meter wide panel mounted on
the wall.
The video was from one of Hecate's security cameras that were close to the vworld server spaces. It wasn't one of the cameras that was spoofed, but was one
close enough to get an idea of the traffic that was in the general vicinity.
"What are we looking for, Zoe?" Jerry asked as the speeding video turned
minutes into seconds and hours into minutes.
"I don't know..." Zoe answered. "But I want Hamish to watch them."
Five minutes passed before Hamish stiffened and said, "Stop! Can you go back
a little?"
Zoe reversed the file and then allowed it to run at normal time. Three minutes
later Hamish said, "This can't be. Stop the video and roll it back ten seconds." He
stood and walked to the screen and as the video slowly advanced he put his fingers
on a two crew members. "Stop and enhance this area."
"You're better at this than I am," Zoe said and surrendered the remote to Jerry.
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Jerry worked the controls with his fingertips and the image on the screen was
blocked, expanded, and then resolved into crystal clarity.
"No...this can't be..." Hamish swore as he stared at the two crew members now
displayed larger than life.
"Why?" Zoe asked.
integration team."

"I know both of them; they were part of the v-world

Hamish slowly shook his head. "No, you don't, Zoe. And I don't think I knew
them either..."
"Who are they?" Zoe prodded feeling unnerved at his tone and behavior.
Hamish's next words sent a chill down Zoe's spine that froze her in her seat.
"That's Colin Leary and Joyce," the old man slowly explained. "They look just like I
remember them."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster, Meropian Communion,
Gunstar Proioxis
Colonel Alistair Tremblay looked out of the small viewport on the side of the
Mosquito class shuttle and smiled with pride at the massive gunstar that slowly slid
past. He was a thoughtful looking man and looked more like a young, successful
professor than a Communion Navy officer. Proioxis, his command, had a lethal,
almost ray shaped amphibian look to her and was covered in a patchwork of blue
tinted grey and silver panels. She carried most of her weapons along the spine,
dual kinetic accelerator turrets and missile clusters, and sported several heavier
kinetic accelerators in the bow. Like most Communion ships, she carried a
squadron of gunships in under wing semi-recessed grapples.
Today, the sight was one of the few things that gave him cause to smile. Shortly
after Aether returned he received a message from Commander Dixon Ives that his
sister had been lost in action and that he would like a one on one with her brother.
Minerva, his sister, was a natural pilot and family prejudice notwithstanding, the
finest pilot he'd ever seen. The Communion wasn't at war, and if they were, who
would it be with? Like most command officers he'd read the briefing documents,
attended some briefings, and seen the vids that discussed the Twelve Colonies of
Kobol, but all reports pointed to the Colonies being unaware of the Communion's
existence.
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If it had been a training accident, Tremblay reasoned, Ives would have called it
such. No, this stank of those damned, undying bastards and their incessant
machinations. As long as anyone could remember they'd been there, limited by
law in what they could do directly but granted exceptional powers over the
government, and if they weren't playing the power broker on the stage they were
playing their puppet master games behind the curtain. Unlike many who embraced
them as a sign of the gods' existence and divine favor, he saw them as cruel and
arrogant manipulators with little regard for anyone that wasn't one of the their own.
"Dradis contact!" Lieutenant Teresa Blaine said from her station just forward of
where he sat. "I have three contacts...transponders identify them as Epiales,
Praxidike, and Britomartis.
It looks like Admiral Cassidine's battlegroup has
returned, sir."
"Hmm...so it does, Kiki. Do you have a ping on Hemera?" Tremblay asked,
curious where Aether's sister ship was.
"Nothing, Colonel," Kiki replied. "Just the carrier, a gunstar, and the supply
ship," she explained and glanced over her shoulder before shrugging her shoulders.
"Thanks...keep me updated if anything changes," he told the young officer and
leaned back on the uncomfortable jump seat and looked out the window again.
This time, instead of seeing the sleek shape of Proioxis he saw the massive and
overwhelming bulk of Epiales. A carrier wasn't a ship intended for direct combat
the way Aether or Proioxis were, but rather she was a force multiplier and remained
behind the battle line providing long range missile support and serving as a home
for at least thirteen squadrons of gunships; a mix of Peltasts, Hoplites, and
Phalanxes that was usually tailored to the mission. In addition to her gunships, she
also carried a full regiment of Communion Marines and an attached company of
special operations forces.
If intimidation had a name, it was Epiales.
And if anyone could bend
intimidation to their will, it was Admiral Giovanna Cassidine.
Half an hour later he was seated in Commander Dixon Ives' quarters aboard
Aether. The formalities over, the two old friends sat across from each other and
nursed glasses of Anostosian brandy. "What happened out there, Dix?"
"We went out on a snatch and grab. The Equals wanted a small civilian
Colonial ship for one scheme or another and one of our scouts saw one orbiting a
world about 350 light years from our border. The Admiral detached us after several
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Equals boarded and gave us the necessary navigation information."
"A scout was that far out?" Tremblay asked. "What was it doing so far away from
Communion space?"
Ives shrugged his shoulders shook his head. "It was a bit off the beaten path,
even for a scout."
Tremblay sipped his brandy and felt the warm burn as the alcohol flowed down
his throat as he tried to connect the pieces to make sense of his sister's death. He
tried to hide his agitation when he asked, "And this civilian ship managed to take
down Minerva's Peltast?"
Ives looked around as if to make sure there was no one else in the room before
he leaned close to Tremblay. "Ali, keep it together," he whispered barley loud
enough for his guest to hear. Tremblay met the slightly older man's iron gaze and
nodded. "Good...what happened...I replayed the tapes half a dozen times and what
happened was one of those one in a million events. Come here and I'll show
you..." Ives stood and walked over to a bank of monitors and played the telemetry.
"Here she is leading the squadron toward the target ship," Ives explained and
pointed out Aether's Spear approaching the Colonial ship. "The target decided to
run, and would have gotten away except that we later found out they had their FTL
drive down for maintenance. After a short run," the squadron had almost closed
with the target, "it launched two Raptors and they took off like scared antelope."
The display showed one of the Peltasts merging with the Colonial ship while
another chased after the two small craft. Ives paused the video and zoomed in on
Aether's Spear and the two small craft. "They dove into the atmosphere and right
here," Ives slowed the video and pointed at the left hand Raptor, "it looks like the
pilot lost control, he probably ran into the other one's turbulence, and flipped up
and over it before exploding. A moment later Minerva hit the wreckage and her
ship was torn apart."
Tremblay watched as his sister's ship disintegrated and felt hollow inside. Ever
since their parents were killed in a boating accident fifteen years earlier, he had
been both a big brother and a father figure to his younger sister and now she was
gone. He closed his eyes and willed the tears to stay away but he could feel his
heart slowly winning the battle. Bracing his hand on the table behind him, he
leaned back and finally met his friend's gaze.
Dix's eyes betrayed his professional manner and blazed with shared emotion.
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Tremblay had served with Ives in some form for most of his career and Minerva was
very much an older sister to Ives' own children. "She's really gone?" Tremblay
finally managed to ask.
Ives slowly nodded. "Equal Geonova directed us to return once the Colonial
ship was secured. Ali..." Ives sighed and Tremblay heard the pain and frustration
permeating his friend's words,
"I would have stayed as long as necessary to find something, anything...that was
left."
Tremblay grabbed his old friend's shoulder and held it while he fought for
composure. "I know you would have, Dix. I appreciate it. If you don't mind, I'd
like to collect Minerva's belongings and head back to Proioxis..."
"Of course," Ives agreed, "I'll have Corporal Sipe take you to her quarters."
An hour later, Tremblay wasn't sure whether he would be able to maintain his
composure much longer. Everything that remained to tell the world that Minerva
Tremblay existed was in two large duffel bags. Down below on Machimos, they
shared a small apartment off base for when they were on leave, but the personal
things, the things that mattered and the memories, they were in the two grey bags
with the Communion's eclipse embroidered in Navy yellow and black on their
sides.
He had just handed the bags to Kiki and was getting ready to board the
Mosquito when Ives approached. "I'm sorry, Ali, I really am," he began and handed
Tremblay two plastic optical disc cases. "I thought you might want a copy of the
movies we took at Christina's birthday party last month."
Tremblay nodded and forced a smile onto his weary face. "Minerva had a blast.
Christina said she wanted to be just like her when she graduated."
Ives took a step, stopped, and then stepped close and gave Tremblay a brotherly
hug. "I miss her too, Ali," he said just louder than a whisper. "When you get back
to Proioxis, take a look at the videos and remember a happy time, ok?"
"Yeah, I think that's a good idea," Tremblay said sadly and felt Ives release his
shoulders a moment before they dropped slightly. "Thanks for everything, Dix. I'll
need a couple days to sort this out."
"Just remember...Kyra is planning on you being at our table for dinner in three
weeks. I think she's going to invite one of the women from the office..."
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Tremblay groaned and a half hearted smile touched his lips.
trying to set me up, is she?"

"She isn't still

Ives laughed and clasped his friend on the back. "No, she's given up marrying
you off to one of her friends, now she's settled for getting you laid."
This last laugh still echoed in his mind an hour after he returned to Proioxis.
Minerva's bags sat on the floor next to the conference area in his quarters as if they
were two tubular bells silently tolling for his lost sister. Tremblay sat on the sofa
and held his face in his hands and allowed the tears the freedom they'd wanted for
the past two hours. As he turned to lay on the sofa he felt something rigid poke his
side and reached into his tunic and pulled out the plastic disc cases that Ives gave
him before he left Aether.
The party was fun and Minerva positively glowed when Christina pestered her
with questions about the Navy. He opened the first disc and saw that it had been
labeled in Ives' precise script, "Christiana's 18th Birthday". Tremblay's quarters had
a small entertainment center and within moments the room was filled with the
sounds of people laughing, talking, and having a good time. The brandy swished
over this tongue and he settled back on the sofa before putting his feet on the coffee
table.
Christina was just getting ready to blow out the candles on her birthday cake
when the video abruptly stopped and was replaced with Commander Dixon Ives'
face. "Ali, I couldn't tell you while you were here, there were too many...extra
eyes...but you need to know something. We picked up three locator beacons
before we jumped for home. The first was identified as Aether's Spear's cockpit
beacon, and the other two were Minerva's and her copilot, Graham Pepper's. We
think we picked up another one, but Geonova ordered us home. I've included the
telemetry..."
Tremblay sat up, transfixed by what he'd just heard. Not quite believing his
ears, he reversed the disc to where Christina was getting ready to blow out the
candles and started it again. "My gods...she's alive..." he softly said after the third
time he listened to Ives' message and watched the unaltered telemetry.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Orbit of Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet
"Frak me!" Cheryl Lido said after the Raptor finally slid to a stop.
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Captain Josiah Vassar looked over to her and grinned, "Is that an order?"
"Oh, frak yes!" Lido enthusiastically told him. "Now let's get out of this death
trap before it blows and we're all fried."
"I'm with you there," Vassar agreed and released the belts that held him in the
ejection seat. He looked through the cracked canopy at the heavy forest that
towered over them. It wasn't the best landing, but at least they were alive. If they
were lucky, the Raptor would still be airworthy, though he knew there was almost
no chance that it would ever venture into space again without major repairs. Still,
if it could still fly, they might be able to make it to the survey team's camp site.
A groan brought his attention back to the present and he turned to see Tello
slowly unbuckling his restraint belts. "I hurt in places I didn't know existed..." he
managed to painfully say.
"Well, I've always believed that as long as I can feel something, I'm alive, and
right now, Tello, we're alive," Lido told Dixie Bell Dancer's engineer.
Tello used his arms to help stand and then looked forward. "Oh...no...you broke
it, Boss."
"Bitch, bitch, bitch," Vassar quipped. "You save someone's life and they bitch.
You just have to fix it, I have to explain this to the insurance company!"
Vassar's joke seemed to lift everyone's spirits as the collected the survival gear
they'd hastily assembled before they left the ship. It wasn't much, but it was better
than having to rely on a survival knife and paracord. "Ok, grab your weapons and
packs, and let's get away from the crash site for a bit in case our friends decide to
check on whether we made it or not."
Lido opened the hatch and stepped out onto the stubby wing and took a deep
breath. "Ah...fumes!" she quipped and jumped the third of a meter to the ground.
Tello followed a moment later and Vassar shortly after. Lido led them about fifty
meters deeper into the woods and up a slight hill where a collection of exposed
rock created a natural strongpoint. "Lido, you have watch; Tello, check the wireless
and make sure it's working, and I'll play Suzy Homemaker and get the camp
setup," Vassar told his people before unzipping one of the bags and pulling out an
olive green tarp and looking for places to secure it for shelter.
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The next hour was spent checking and inventorying their supplies, making sure
that everything worked, and that they had shelter from inclement weather. After the
initial preparations were finished, Vassar called his crew together and handed out
ration bars. "Have a sit, people," he began and leaned against the rocks.
"We're not in great condition, but we are in good condition; we've got food,
water, and shelter, and if need be, we can walk to the survey team's camp," he
stated as he ticked each item off on a finger. "The camp, by the way," he added
matter-of-factly, "is about six hundred kilometers that way," he pointed to the
northwest.
"What's the plan?" Lido asked and cradled her rifle across her crossed legs.
Vassar thought about the question. It was a good one and one he had hoped
he'd have more time from pontificating before he had to answer. "Well, the first
thing is that I want you to setup the wireless and listen for a while. Our friends
could still be in orbit and I don't want to hang a sign out saying, 'We survived!
Come get us!', you know?" He bit off the corner of the ration bar and chewed it
thoughtfully for several moments.
"The next thing is to get an idea how pranged the Raptor is. Tello, that's going to
be your baby because while you're working on that, Lido and I are going to scout
the local area out to about a hundred and fifty to two hundred meters or so. Once
we've got that done, we'll figure out what the next move will be. Ideally, tomorrow
or the day after we'll puddle jump over to the survey camp and relax until we're
declared overdue and they send out a search and rescue team," he explained.
"They've got plenty of hard shelters over there, and it will mean we sleep under a
roof and not the sky."
"I'm all for that, Cap," Lido agreed. "I'll get to work on the wireless and see if I
can hear anything."
Less than five minutes later, Lido called Vassar over to the wireless. "Listen to
this," she said and handed him the headset.
Vassar put one of the earpieces next to his ear and listened for a moment before
putting the headset on so it covered both ears. There was a steady beep code
coming through loud and clear. "Whatever this is, it's close..." he told Lido.
"I'm guessing about ten kilometers, give or take," Lido agreed. "And Cap?" she
grinned. "It's not on a Colonial emergency or guard frequency. I think we might
have bagged the bogie that was chasing us. Now..." she leaned close and put her
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ear next to one of the ear cups. "Listen really closely."
The beeps were coming at an odd cadence Vassar thought as he listened. There
was a rhythm to it, but it was long and disjointed. He turned and met Lido's grin
with one of his own. "There's more than one of them!" he said.
"Yeah...That's what I think, too," she confidently told him. "Do you want to let
things rest here and go hunting?"
"Oh yes..." Vassar eagerly agreed. "Maybe we'll get some answers if we find
them." He checked his rifle and slung it over his shoulder. "Tello, you have the
camp. We'll check in every five minutes and give you an update," he began and
quickly outlined how they'd stay in contact and a couple simple security codes.
*+*+*+*+*
The first thing Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay noticed when she returned to the
land of the conscious was pain. She groaned and slowly opened her eyes and took
a deep breath and felt the crisp, cool air flood into her lungs. Birdsong and the
gentle rush of windblown trees reached her ears as she opened her eyes and finally
realized that the air carried with it the aroma of the deep highland woods.
She forced her body to relax and slowly forced the tension from her muscles.
One hundred heartbeats later she reached up with her left hand and punched the
quick release buckle on the harness that secured her to the escape capsule and
thanked the gods that no expense had been spared when the Peltast was
developed. The gunship wasn't selected because it was the lowest bid to meet the
required spec, it was the best design with the best features and the cost was
secondary.
Crew survivability had been one of the primary requirements.
The Peltast had three primary inhabited areas; the cockpit, tactical center, and
living quarters.
The engine rooms were technically inhabited, but standard
procedure called for those spaces to have a minimal atmosphere during combat to
help prevent fire or errant thrust vectors if the hull was breached. Besides the
compartmentalization, both the cockpit and tactical center could be jettisoned and
within each module, each crew member was strapped into an ejection seat that
was also a self contained escape capsule.
In theory, the cockpit and tactical center would be jettisoned if the ship was in
deep space or travelling above 3000 kilometers per hour in the atmosphere.
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Ideally, the module would serve as a lifeboat and contained enough emergency
supplies for a month. The escape capsules came into play in the event the module
was damaged and then they'd seal and fire like a conventional ejection seat. None
of the Peltast crews were under any illusion that if the ship was hit by enemy fire
that they'd have enough time to eject, so in addition to the manual ejection
controls, the ship was smart enough to know it was dying and could act
autonomously to save the crew.
"Thank you," Minerva said as she thought about the last fiery moments aboard
Aether's Spear. The ship had been caught in the Raptors' wake vortex and couldn't
react in time to avoid the wreckage that tore it apart. Without the computer's
dispassionate and egoless reactions, she knew she'd be dead right now.
Minerva took two more breaths and sat up. Once the capsule's sensors
determined that the atmosphere was safe, it scalloped open to conserve its onboard
oxygen supply. Above her, the large olive drab and dark grey parachute was
tangled over several branches and below her, laid out like a skirt, was the deflated
airbag that cushioned her capsule's landing. If the situation wasn't quite so dire,
she thought, this would be a pretty nice place to explore.
Each capsule contained a small survival kit that included among other things,
several days worth of food, water, water filtration, a first aid kit, some comfort
items, fire starters, a fishing kit, fixed blade knife, and a C-95B combat rifle with
green dot optic and seven magazines. This was added to small survival kit,
Emergency Wireless And Computer system, and sidearm that she carried on her
flight suit. "All I need now is a tent and some companionable male company," she
said out loud when she hefted her pack onto her shoulders.
As soon as the pack was adjusted to her liking she pulled the small EWAC from
where it rested in a pocket above her left breast. It wasn't the largest or heaviest
thing she carried, but it was one of the most important, and certainly the most
expensive, piece of kit that any Peltast crew member carried. "Emma, you still
alive?" she asked it.
The mechanical voice answered and despite a lack of true sentience, it still
managed to convey annoyance. "Of course not, Minerva; I am not a living
thing...I'm better, I'm a computer."
"Yeah, yeah...we've had this debate before," she laughed. "One of these days
I'm going to prove you wrong. You know what happened?" Minerva asked the
device.
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"Yes, I saw the telemetry," Emma confirmed. "I'm glad you made it."
Minerva smiled; she knew a lot of people and was friendly with many of them,
but she counted only a handful as friends. Emma, oddly enough and despite 'her'
aluminum and glass shell, silicon and rare earths innards, was one of them. "What
about the others?" she asked and hesitated before dropping her voice slightly and
adding, "Did any of them make it?"
"Affirmative," Emma replied. "Flight Lieutenant Pepper's EWAC beacon is 1472
meters northwest of our location and the cockpit module is 29 kilometers southeast
of our location. Flight Lieutenant Wight's EWAC is faint and is approximately 45
kilometers southeast of our location. I have no other EWAC signals, Minerva."
Emma almost sounded sad about that last piece of news, Minerva thought
silently. "Ok, I'm going to need to you guide me to Pepper's location. Can you
ping him and see if he's able to answer?"
This time Emma almost sounded hurt. "I tried that as soon as I established
contact with his EWAC. There has been no response. And there has been no
response from Lieutenant Wight, either."
Minerva looked over the vista one more time before she started her trek. She
had landed on the side of a small, gentle sloping valley and Pepper's location was
further along and partially up the other side. "I could almost like it here, Emma.
No hustle, no bustle..."
"...No potable hot or cold running water, no news, no sports, no porn," Emma
added almost deadpan. "Face it, Minerva; you'd be bored within a month, most
likely less."
She laughed and felt some of the pain from losing her ship lift from her
shoulders. "Yeah, you might be right; I don't know if I could live without the porn."
The downed pilot slowly started picking her way through the woods and after
carrying her rifle for ten minutes slung it over her shoulder and allowed her right
hand to rest on the gun's pistol grip. Small animals and birds were abundant in the
lush forest and every now and then she caught sight of a larger, dun colored animal
with antlers running through the woods away from her.
She was half way across a stream when something in the water caught her eye.
It gleamed in the sunlight and she knelt down and put her hand into the water.
"Wow...the water's cold!" she exclaimed as her hand closed over the rock. As soon
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as she had it in her hand, she made her way to the other side and uncurled her
fingers to see what she found.
The rock was slightly larger than a ripe plum and extremely heavy for its size.
She blinked twice as she saw the rock clearly for the first time. "Emma? I'm going
to show you something and I want your opinion on what it is." She pointed the
camera mounted on Emma's back and saw the rock appear on the large touch
screen. "I know what I think it is..."
"If you think it's a gold nugget that would mass approximately 1.25 kilos, I
would think you have a very high chance of being correct," Emma answered. A
moment later she added, "Based on the Acadia exchange when we left Machimos,
that nugget would be worth approximately Cr22,000."
"Shit..." Minerva swore.
Pepper?"

"This place is getting better and better.

How far is

"Lieutenant Pepper is 597 meters away on our current heading," Emma
answered.
"Good. Let's go," she said and tucked the rock into a side pocket on her pack.
Minerva picked her way through the woods and around the rocks for the next
twenty minutes and only acknowledged Emma's directions. One question kept
demanding an answer, 'What were the Colonials doing this far away from Cyrannus
and the local worlds?' Sure, FTL brought vast volumes of space within easy reach,
but unlike a planet where exploration was essentially on a flat plane, space gave
you the ability to also go up and down, as well as front, back, left, and right. And
each light year you added, especially as you got further from the core, more and
more worlds were added.
So what was a small, ostensibly civilian, ship doing this far away from the
Colonies?
Her thoughts suddenly derailed as she saw the large dark grey and olive drab
parachute snagged in the upper branches of a tall pine tree. "Pepper! Pepper!" she
called.
There was no answer. "Emma? Are we here?"
"Flight Lieutenant Pepper's EWAC is twenty-nine meters away, directly under his
capsule's parachute," Emma replied.
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Minerva broke into a run and rushed to where she saw the top of the capsule
poking above a rock cluster. "Pepper?" she called and shrugged off her pack and
swept her rifle behind her. "C'mon, Pep, answer me, damn it..."
She scrambled around the rocks and skidded to a stop. The back of Pepper's
capsule was blackened, burnt, and dented, and looked like it had been tossed into
washing machine set to spin cycle with several liters of gas and a lit match added
for good measure. "Damn them if he's dead," she swore and swallowed back her
fear before stepping around to the capsule's front.
The capsule had scalloped open and looked to be in the same condition as the
back, but it had done its job; Pepper wasn't burned and looked intact. "Thank the
gods..." Minerva whispered as she reached out and felt for a pulse under his left ear.
It was weak, but steady.
"Ok, let's check his eyes and then for gross skeletal injury," she muttered and
used a small LED light to check his eyes. The reaction seemed to be what she was
taught was ok, so she started the skeletal exam by putting both hands on the side of
his face and moving them down to his jaw, back to his neck, and then up and
around his head. When she was satisfied that she hadn't felt any major breaks, she
continued along each shoulder, down his chest and each arm. "So far so good,
Emma," she told her electronic friend before she reached for his left thigh.
Her hands had just touched his pelvis and started to move toward his left knee
when Pepper's eyes opened slightly and he said groggily, "Gee, Min...I didn't know
you cared..." and offered a faint smirk.
Minerva screamed and jumped back landing on her rear end. "Holy shit,
Pepper!" she shouted and took several fast breaths to calm her racing heart. "Next
time, just groan or something appropriate, ok?" she asked and failed to keep the
smile off her face or out of her voice.
"Ok," he said weakly. "Who are your friends?" he asked a few moments later.
"What?" Minerva told him and cocked her head. "I'm alone."
"No, you're not..." a male voice said from behind her. "Keep your hands where
we can see them and don't do anything heroically stupid..."
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Chapter 22: Investigations and Preparations
Machimos, CNS Argos, near the city of Thebes
"I'm tired of the bullshit answers I'm getting, Lawrence," Admiral Giovanna
Cassidine growled at the shorter than average height man with the mole-like visage.
Cassidine was tall for a woman at almost a meter eight and towered over Deputy
Assistant Secretary Lawrence Bright's meager meter six frame. She stood with her
hands on her slim hips and took a slight step back. To some it would look like she
was stepping out of his personal space but that wasn't her goal; she entered
Lawrence's personal space as soon as she walked through his office door. No, the
step back was a purely practical gesture...it spared the man from having to look up
at her and it would be a gift that wouldn't go unnoticed.
"Gio...I..." Lawrence started and sighed. He turned and walked two steps back
to his desk and picked up a red file folder. Still with his back to Cassidine, he
opened the folder and she could see him leaf through several pages. "Gio, the
Equals are running some sort of operation against the Colonials and they needed a
ship that would allow them to move around the Colonial sphere without drawing
attention."
Cassidine tried to hold the sarcasm out of her voice; while the Equals had no
elected representatives or members in uniform and yet by virtue of their heritage,
Communion tradition, and their unique participation in the legislative process, they
wielded unthinkable power and it was foolish think they were benign and
benevolent. They were quite the opposite, in fact, and were the true power within
the Communion government. There were times when she had to admit that the
Equals had pulled off the biggest con job in the universe; they convinced everyone
that someone else other than themselves was actually in charge and that they were
the humble descendants of the gods' own attendants and factotums.
"They're worried about drawing attention when they all look alike?" Cassidine
asked. "Please, Lawrence, don't insult my intelligence. Equal Geonova ordered
Commander Ives to immediately depart as soon as the Colonial ship was secured.
There was no threat, none whatsoever, of any other Colonial activity present and
she ordered one of my ships to abandon crew members that most likely survived
the destruction of their ship."
Lawrence turned and she struck a pose and glared at him. She cut an imposing
sight dressed in a regulation black duty uniform with its stiff collar trimmed in gold
and bearing the devices denoting her rank and the epaulets mirroring them on her
shoulders. Gold wings graced the swell of her left breast and a maroon trimmed
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white ribbon that denoted a multi ship command was tucked into her tunic's
second buttonhole. Tailored pants and polished boots rounded out the uniform
while a holstered sidearm rode at her right hip. The uniform combined with her
porcelain complexion and honey blonde hair mixed striking and intimidating into
one attractive package. "Tell me, Lawrence, what was so damned important that
Aether couldn't spend a couple hours doing SAR?" she demanded.
The Deputy Assistant Secretary closed the file and wordlessly handed it to her.
"Equal Geonova considered the crew expendable and their loss within acceptable
allowances."
"That freakish whore!" Cassidine exploded and Lawrence flinched at the
outburst.
"My people, the entire crew of a Peltast class gunship, were an
acceptable loss to her? That's not frakking acceptable."
"Please, Gio..." Lawrence spread his hands and offered a sympathetic smile that
did little to cool the fire burning in her heart. "Equal Geonova mentioned that this
had to do with the Galleon..."
The breath Cassidine was about to take caught in her throat and her eyes went
wide. She stared at the shrewish man all but cowering in the face of her fury and
bit back her first response. There were some things that you just didn't say out
loud, at least if you wanted a chance to die a natural death from old age. Finally,
she managed to say, "Galleon? They're bringing up that legend again? Wasn't
getting involved in a decade long war enough to prove it doesn't exist?"
Slowly and with what appeared deliberate slowness, Lawrence shook his head.
He looked around and went over to the windows and dialed them to maximum
opacity as the room visibly darkened. When he turned back to his desk he opened
a small box and pressed a button inside. For a moment, Cassidine's ears felt like
someone stabbed them with an ice pick as the ultrasonic jammer spiked through
the sound frequencies. "Sit down, Gio..." Lawrence said softly and then took a seat
on one of the two chairs clustered around a low table.
Cassidine sat on one of the sofas and crossed her right leg over her left. "What's
going on, Lawrence. I've known you since we were both plebes at the academy
and this is the first time I've seen you implement any sort of eavesdropping
countermeasures."
"This is...big, Gio. It could be a replay of fifty years ago, except this time I'm
pretty sure that the Colonials know about us, or at least suspect we're out here," he
began and just as quickly stopped when Cassidine narrowed her eyes. "The Equals
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got stomped hard the other night in the worst defeat in...well...since anyone can
remember. They jumped the gun and pulled a very high profile attack on one of
the most prominent families in the Colonies."
Cassidine studied her old acquaintance and looked for the tells that he always
projected when he lied or tried to bluff her. His eyes were steady, the left side of
his mouth wasn't pursed, and his breathing remained steady. Whatever he was
going to tell her was the gods' honest truth...as he knew it. That didn't mean it was
going to be accurate, just that it wasn't a lie. "How prominent and how bad was
the defeat?"
"They tried to take down the Duke of Westfield," Lawrence began and Cassidine
indicated that she needed more information. "Officially he's one of the top ten or
so richest people in the Colonies, but realistically he's probably in the top five, and
he's in line of succession to Virgon's Imperial throne. His oldest daughter is a very
bright star in the Colonial Fleet and not someone that I'd ever want to have to cross
swords with. The only way this could have been worse is if they'd have tried to hit
the President of the Colonies, and even that's debatable."
Disbelief flooded through Cassidine's body. She had come to Lawrence looking
for a reason why one of her ships was ordered to leave crew behind and now she
was being told that those thrice damned Gods Touched, the undying bastards, had
committed an act of war against an adversary who had the resources to destroy
their civilization with one hand tied behind their back. "Frak. How much worse
does it get?"
Lawrence laughed hollowly. "Much. The Duke is well liked; you could say he's
loved by the people for everything he's done from cancer research to pet rescue,
and everything in between. But...it gets much, much worse. Equal Palmierie called
together all Equals that he could contact on short notice. Most of them were in the
area for basic intelligence gathering and weren't covert operations qualified. It was
a bloodbath."
"How many?" Cassidine asked in a hushed voice even as she dreaded the
answer.
"He went in with twenty-two. Twenty-one have resurrected and one, he's sure,
was captured."
"Twenty-one dead?" Cassidine asked rhetorically. "And one captured?"
Lawrence nodded.

"Yeah.

Needless to say, Equal Geonova found out right
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before she left and was jumpier than a hamster on speed."
"Ok," Cassidine said evenly. "So now I know the 'why' and it's not something I
really look forward to contemplating the fallout from, but now the important
question; may I launch a SAR team to find my people?"
The question appeared to take the wind out of Lawrence's sails and the smaller
man slumped and sank deeper into the high backed chair. Cassidine knew she
wouldn't like the answer even before he spoke. "I'm sorry, Gio...Equal Geonova
has had the Sacred Caucus introduce via Legislative Surrogate a resolution
declaring the world a Red Zone. The president signed it into law three hours ago;
there's no way you can go."
In the Communion's almost eight thousand year history, only three times before
had a world been declared a Red Zone. The first world made no sense, but Themis
and Metis demanded it be written into both the Declaration of Communion and the
Basic Law. The second was after several centuries of research by the Equals, and
the third was Kobol. And now, in less than three days, another world had been
added to the list of worlds that no Communion citizen, normal or Equal, could ever
visit under penalty of permanent death.
"You don't just Red Zone a world, Lawrence," Cassidine told her friend. "Not
even to cover up your incompetence."
"Be careful what you say, Gio," Lawrence warned cautiously. "I don't know
what's going on and if I did, I'd tell you. All I do know is that Geonova had the
Supreme Historian summoned as soon as she returned."
"So the crew...they're just..." she threw her hands up into the air, "gone and
forgotten?"
She met Lawrence's eyes and saw within them the pain of truth as the man
slowly nodded his answer. "I wouldn't be surprised if a Redaction is proposed," he
finally told her.
A Redaction was an insult against freedom, she thought, and the one of the most
egregious abuses of the influence the Equals wielded.
Once enacted, the
resolution would be sealed in the archives and then a systematic purging or
redaction of anything mentioning the person, or persons, would be conducted
throughout the Communion. The person would simply cease to exist except for
those who remembered them, and then within a generation even that would be
gone.
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Cassidine bit her lip and sharply nodded twice. "Right. I guess there's not much
more for us to discuss, Lawrence," she said and stood, tucking the file under her left
arm. "I have to get back to Epiales and do something to keep myself from doing
something stupid."
"I think that might be for the best, Gio," Lawrence agreed sadly as he stood and
walked her to the door. "If I find anything out, or if I can pull any strings, I will."
The flame and fire faded and the anger receded as Admiral Giovanna Cassidine
turned and reigned in her first retort. "I know you will, Lawrence. I'm sorry for
taking it out on you; it wasn't your fault."
"It's ok, Gio, it goes with the title...you know, Deputy Assistant Secretary for 7th
Fleet Operations and All Around Prick and Whipping Boy ," he said and caused her
to laugh at the extra job titles she had given him when she found out he had been
appointed as the civilian representative to 7th Fleet.
"Thanks, Lawrence," she said after she opened the door. When the door closed
she nodded to a trim man who stood when she left the office. "That was helpfully
annoying," she said as the man joined her as she left the waiting room.
The two walked in silence until they reached the shuttle that would take them
back to Epiales. "Cesare, I think it's time we started to review our contingency
plans."
Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos frowned. "Is it that bad?"
Cassidine began at the beginning and told her fellow admiral everything that
she'd discussed with Lawrence Bright. "I think it could potentially be that bad," she
concluded.
"Ah," Arcadiaolos said with a half grin, "but do you believe him?"
She shrugged and frowned. "Yes...and...no. Yes, I trust that what he told me was
the truth as he knew it, or as he was told, but I don't know...actually, I'm fairly
certain of it, that he may not have been given the correct information. After all, the
most convincing liar is someone who believes they're telling the truth and he didn't
display any of his tells when he bluffs or lies. Also...he gave me too much
information too easily...and too quickly. And that just isn't his style."
"I'll make some inquiries when we get back," Arcadiaolos said a moment before
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the pilot announced the jump warning.
*+*+*+*+*
Shortly after Lawrence closed his office door and sat down at his desk the door
opened to the small apartment that was part of his office suite. An attractive dark
haired woman in her late 20s or early 30s entered his office and sat on the corner
of his desk. "So...did you give her the information?"
"You heard it all," Lawrence answered as he drank in her beauty and ran his
hand across and up her leg before starting to gently massage her thigh. "She's got
the bait that we want her to have. I'm sure that a few more nudges will be all it
takes."
"Good," the woman purred and ran her hand through Lawrence's thinning hair.
"I'll be glad when you're no longer a rider and can get back into your own body."
"So do I, Geonova, so do I," Lawrence replied as his eyes caught the light just
right and for an instant flashed red.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Virgon, private yacht Ad Astra
"I'm glad I didn't decide to sleep in," Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said as
she entered the small dining room reserved for family and close friends aboard the
gleaming golden yacht. Eight faces turned and looked at her as she spoke. Seven
of them she expected to see. The eighth was a pleasant surprise. "Good morning,
Sana," she said to the woman sitting next to her father.
"Good morning, Admiral," Sana Chastain replied somewhat hesitantly.
Chase looked to her father for guidance and then over to her sister. Both of
them gave her blank looks as if to say, 'You're on your own with this...'. Well, it
was bound to happen, she thought, and didn't see any jealousy or animosity
radiating from Cora, so that was a good sign. "I'm glad to see you at the table,
Sana," she said as she took her place at the table.
No one spoke for a moment. "You are?" Chastain asked and broke the silence.
"Of course, why wouldn't I be?" Chase asked warmly. "Whenever my father has
mentioned you he gets the same look in his eyes that he has when he talks about
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my mom. You make him happy, and I'm glad to see you both being more public
about it. It's hard to be happy when you're trying to keep everyone from knowing."
"You approve?" Charles Chase asked and turned to face his oldest daughter.
Chase gave her father a long look and frowned slightly. "Daddy, I want you to
be happy. Love doesn't respect the conventional boundaries that we arbitrarily set
as a society. And..." she fixed her father with a stare that would have caused a
rampaging drill sergeant to stop in his tracks, "you do love her?"
Charles cocked his head slightly and she could see it wasn't what he expected.
"Very much..." he began and she could hear some irritation in his voice. "What
would ever make you ask such a question?"
"I wanted it out in the open and because if you didn't, then you'd be playing
with her emotions and that's not something I will stand for. So, you're either in this
seriously or you're not. Your daughter has spoken," she explained and spread some
pomegranate preserves on a piece of toast.
"You're really ok with this, Admiral?" Chastain asked when Chase finished
spreading the thick, red preserves on the toast.
"Yes," Chase warmly answered the younger woman. "Anyone with two eyes and
a couple brain cells could see how you feel about each other, I just want to make
sure that he," she jabbed her toast at her father, "knows that his daughter has a
battlestar and will hunt his ass down if he's playing games. He raised me better
than that and I think Cora and I have the right to hold him to his teachings." She
flashed a quick wink at the other woman and smiled broadly. "I just want my dad
to be happy, and since you make him happy, I want him to know that it had better
be reciprocated."
"I told you she'd be strict," Charles told Chastain and smirked at his daughter.
Breakfast soon devolved into warm conversation and Chase made sure to
include Chastain as much as possible. It would be difficult enough when the
public found out about the relationship and she wanted to make sure woman who
made her father look like he was ready to truly live again knew she supported the
union.
After the dishes were cleared, Chase nursed a glass of orange juice and asked,
"I've been out of the loop since we took Esposito and Dean to the hospital and I
understand there have been some developments?" She looked around the table
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and saw nodding heads. Cora and Beckett, Zoe and Jerry, deWinter, Hamish, and
her father, all nodded their agreement at the one question she didn't ask.
"Sana, I'm not sure what my father may have told you about why we were
meeting at Westfield the other night or the details about what happened, but I'm
going to have to ask you to agree that what's discussed about this project remains
confidential, ok?"
"Of course," Chastain answered. "I know the basics about the attack, but that's
about it," she explained to Chase.
"Good," Chase told her and mentally welcomed her into their little cabal. "First,
I think we need to go back over all the details from the top. Hamish will start and
then we'll fill in what we've found on our own."
Chase noticed a flurry of glances and body language between Zoe, Jerry, and
Hamish, and saw that her father and deWinter noticed it as well. "What are we
missing?" she asked.
"That was one of the things we wanted to discuss, Admiral," Zoe explained and
shot Hamish a sympathetic look.
"Hamish woke me up the other night
and...well...I think it would be best if he explained."
Hamish fidgeted and looked sad and scared at the same time. "I had a dream
the other night," he began and slowly, methodically, and with an engineer's sense
of detail, explained everything that happened in the dream and how it differed from
his memories of the Uprising.
The orange juice was sweet and tangy as it flowed over Chase's tongue while
she pondered Hamish's story. She could see that besides herself, only her father
and Chastain hadn't heard the story before. "That puts a different spin on things.
Why would the office be cleaned out prior to the Cylons arriving? Based on
everything I read, the attack on the lab happened literally in the first minutes of the
Uprising."
"Well, that's the second piece of information that we need to bring you up to
speed on..." Zoe told her before she stood and walked over to the wall mounted
display that showed an alpine vista. She retrieved the control tablet and as soon as
she sat down she used it to take control of the display.
Zoe worked for a moment and then looked up. "Hamish told he had the same
dream for the past 13 weeks or so and as weird as it sounds, for some reason it

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 421
made me think of when I discovered 'Voyage of the Galleon' on Hecate's v-world
servers. His dreams started about the time I discovered that someone had installed
it and I wondered if they might be connected."
Chase arched an eyebrow. "A coincidence?" she asked.
"Perhaps, but at the time I was just running on hunches," Zoe easily explained.
"I've learned that most of the time there's no such thing as a coincidence if you
look deep enough and..." the alabaster skinned raven haired woman's voice
dropped an octave and lost most of the warmth it had, "this time I think we got a
little bit more than we bargained for."
Charles leaned back and his chair creaked as it accepted the new position.
"Now you have me intrigued, Zoe. I have some notes I'll share when this is over,
but for now, I want to see what you found."
Zoe nodded and a moment later the display transformed and showed one of
Hecate's passageways. The video ran for about ten seconds before she stopped it
and zoomed in on two people. "This is what we found," she told everyone at the
table.
"My gods..." Charles softly swore. "It isn't possible."
"I'm afraid it is, sir," Jerry said from where he sat next to Zoe. "Sebastian and I
spent the last day analyzing the video. We did everything we could think of and a
couple things we didn't but found online. The video is either legit or the entire
video file is faked. We ran facial recognition and found that they showed up other
places...though it was exactly where they should be and not where they shouldn't."
Chase walked over to the display and leaned close to study the faces. "I know
these people." She turned and looked at deWinter and Zoe. "They were part of the
v-world engineering team. What's so special about them?"
"Admiral," Hamish said gravely serious, "Those two people should be dead, or at
the very least look older than me; that's Colin Leary and she's his girlfriend, Joyce."
Silence descended around the table as everyone stared at the picture of two
people who were supposedly killed on the first day of the Cylon Uprising. Finally,
Chastain asked, "Could they be relatives or simply people who look similar?"
Hamish vehemently shook his head. "No, not unless we each bought a ticket
for the Virgon Lottery and each came up with the winning numbers. I asked Zoe
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about their names..."
"Silvanus Durant and Wendolyn Skye," Chase offered quickly.
"Thank you, Admiral," Hamish nodded in her direction. "And those names
aren't just random names. Those were names that Colin and Joyce used as avatars
in a game we played after hours in the Pit to blow off steam and relax."
This is maddening, Chase thought to herself. We drill down a layer and find still
more layers, and unlike a normal mystery, this one has elements that are
impossible. No, she corrected herself. If they were impossible then she wouldn't
be looking at a picture of two people she'd personally talked to and who should
have died fifty years ago. And yet...there they were and according to Hamish, they
looked just like they did the last time he saw them.
"We now have two more pieces of the puzzle and the likely duo who installed
the software," deWinter observed. "That's more than we had a few days ago."
"It is, Connie," Charles agreed and drummed his fingers on the table. Chase
smiled and knew it was her father's way of subtly drawing a little attention to
himself before he spoke. She wasn't sure he even realized he did it. "Now for my
little piece of news...
"At first, I didn't think anything about it and passed it off as the fog of war," he
began and the finger drumming stopped. "The days immediately after the Uprising
started were chaotic as hell. People were seeing Cylons in the shadows, under the
stairs, out in the woodshed, and they were accused of doing everything from what
they were doing to stealing pets and causing milk to sour. It was a real scary time
and I hope to the gods that you never have to experience something like it.
"Once we had a chance to regain our equilibrium, order returned. It took a
couple days, but it happened. During that time the fire and rescue crews were the
real heroes. They may not have been on the front lines, but they were busy putting
out the fires and rescuing those trapped, often at great risk to themselves. Places
that were declared total losses were allowed to sit while they focused on the
locations that were likely to contain survivors," he explained in a haunted tone and
Chase saw Hamish slowly nodding with the shared memory her father was telling.
Charles sipped his water and continued, "No one thought it was odd a few
months later when Plenny's campus was finally cleared that there weren't as many
bodies as expected. Parts of the place had burned like an inferno and all that was
left was charred concrete and melted steel. Other places had collapsed so
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completely that anything trapped would have been crushed."
Now he turned and looked at Hamish. "And, there were rumors of Cylons
taking prisoners, so the lack of bodies didn't warrant a second look. Yet, what
Hamish just told us, there could be another possibility."
"What is that, Charles?" Chastain asked as Chase saw she was caught up in the
mystery just like everyone else at the table. Yes, she thought to herself, she'll fit in
with the family.
The Duke of Westfield put his arm around Chastain's shoulders and smiled.
"They may have known something was up and already left Plenny's campus when
the Uprising started."
"But I saw..." Hamish protested.
"I know," Charles said in that way that said he really did know and understand.
"And yet I keep thinking about your dream. Perhaps Joyce stayed behind to warn
you or to save you?"
"And some of my memories are my mind trying to deal with the trauma?"
Hamish quizzed back.
Charles nodded. "Yes, I think that's the case."
"If we accept that all this is real," Chastain quickly interjected, and she smiled a
little self consciously Chase observed when everyone looked at her. "If it's real,
then they have to have left a trail. You," she nodded at Hamish," said they went to
Gemenon on a regular basis. My uncle is a travel agent and I remember him telling
me that back then, before the Uprising, because of Gemenon's association with the
Mondads and STO, anyone who went there more than twice in twelve months had
a special file with Customs."
"Hmm..." Beckett spoke up for the first time and Chase leaned forward to hear
what her resident mystery writer had to say. "That's a good lead, Sana. Not just the
old Customs documentation, but also the commercial carriers. We could do some
digging and see who operated out of Boskirk back then and I'm sure His Grace
could twist a few arms to get us access to their records. We could learn where they
landed on Gemenon and later we could track things on that end."
"If we're really lucky," Charles grinned, "it might be a carrier that we own and
we can keep it on the down-low."
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The discussion continued for another hour until Chase thought it wise to wrap it
up. They'd covered some of the same ideas several times and it was a good place
to make some plans and move things forward. "Daddy..." she began and smiled at
her father. "Do you mind loaning Sana to us for a while?"
"What do you have in mind?" Charles asked. "I promised her something this
weekend..." he added.
"I want to TDY her to Hecate and add her to our little v-world campaign as we
search for clues inside the game. Right now it's me, Connie, Sebastian, Cora, Zoe,
and Jerry, and having an extra person involved would be a big help."
"Can I help?" Hamish asked.
Chase thought about it for a moment and she couldn't say no when she heard
the hope in his voice and saw the eager fire in his eyes. "I think we can arrange it.
Hecate is in the yards for a while and I don't think it would be unheard of for a
builder's rep to do some inspections since she's still a relatively new ship. Can you
make sure HR arranges for the proper paperwork?"
Charles smiled. "Absolutely. I'll have it ready by lunch. And I think it's a good
idea, over and above the practical nature of it; I don't know too many places more
secure than a battlestar."
"Good, you're with us, Hamish," Chase told the old engineer who seemed eager
to help solve a mystery from his youth. "Once we have some solid clues to where
the physical clues are located, we'll go after them. While all this is going on, we'll
do as much forensic research as possible. In a couple weeks, hopefully after we
have something tangible, we'll look at Gemenon."
*+*+*+*+*
V-World Simulation, "The Voyage of the Galleon", Battlestar Hecate, BS-94,
berthed at Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
"This is freaky," Sana declared as she walked around the small dinner table and
the chrome wire frame chairs.
Cora smiled and Beckett nodded. "Just let your body relax and allow your mind
to do everything," he coached and remembered his first experience in the v-world.
It had taken him a good fifteen minutes to learn how to make his body move the
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way he wanted it to.
They were in what they'd taken to calling their 'safe house'; a small apartment
on the third floor above an insurance agency and below that an independent
neighborhood shoe store. As apartments went, he'd seen worse and he'd seen
much better, but for what it was, it wasn't bad. A little seedy and rundown for his
tastes, but it fit the game and Beckett had to admit that the place grew on him.
Even his little voice seemed to like it.
"It's a shame this technology is still generally blacklisted," Cora said as she
wiped a cleaning cloth along the barrel of the disassembled automatic laid out on
the counter. She held it up to the light and looked through the chamber to the
muzzle and grinned. A few heartbeats later the pistol was reassembled and she
racked the slide several times. "It's been a hell of a learning tool for the Marines,
and Major Bel'Acqua believes it gave his people a definitive edge on Heimdall. I
know we ran some sims during Golden Sword and it helped us."
Sana picked up a jelly jar that was being used as a glass. The jar bore the logo
of a brand that was popular before the Uprising. "The attention to detail...it's like
all this is real."
"Hamish said that the v-world was limited only by the developers' imagination.
Some were so realistic that people had trouble distinguishing which one was real
and which one wasn't," Beckett explained as he press checked his automatic. It
was the same base firearm as the duty 5/7, and was a familiar presence in his hand.
"Make sure that you check your sidearm before we go out. Even though the game
is running on Hecate's servers, we can't control what happens within the game
itself. If the Precursors show up...well, even if it is virtual, I don't want to know
what dying or even getting shot feels like."
Yeah, the little voice told him, that would be a real drag. Though...the voice
took an opportunistic tone, Cora might want to play nurse and patient!
Beckett jerked his shoulder and shook his head, but even so, a trace of smile
crept across his face. "Do you feel like trying the steps?" he asked Sana.
"Yeah, I think so," she answered and popped the magazine from her handgun
before cycling it and catching the round in mid air. "What?" she said to Cora's
surprised look. "My dad and brothers took me shooting ever since I was old
enough to hold a gun. I shot Junior League 3-Gun when I was in high school and
scored a silver medal at the province championships my senior year."
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"Well...in that case," Beckett winked, "You'll be our designated shooter."
Five minutes later they were walking down Botany Greens Boulevard on their
way to continue scoping out the area. Beckett's phone vibrated and played a series
of chimes, stopping before he could pull it out of his pocket. He looked at the
screen and read the message, "You have one voice message...marked urgent."
"Ok..." he muttered and swiped his finger across the touch screen and keyed in
his pin number to access the phone. "There are too many people here to put it on
speaker," he told the women as he accessed the voice message and put the phone
to his ear.
As soon as the voice started talking he could feel the warmth drain from his
face. He knew it was all a game, but it was so real. When the message was over,
he motioned Cora and Sana to follow him as he ducked into an alley between a
green grocer and a music shop. "Things are starting," he said and turned the
volume down enough so that they could still hear but not loud enough that the
message could be heard more than a meter or so away.
“They’re on to me but I don’t know who *they* are and I don’t know how much
longer I have until they find me. I’m recording this and uploading it to your vworld account so that if something happens to me you’ll be able to figure out
what’s going on.
“It all started three weeks ago when I bought a shipment of antiques from
Gemenon.
“It was routine, I’d done this dozens of times before. This time, though, a couple
pieces in the lot were old. I mean *old* old, as in I could only find a couple hints
at their age in one catalog, Finch’s Lexicon. When I saw that, my heart was in my
throat.” The voice slowed a bit and to Beckett's ear it sounded as if it carried a
tremor from trying to remain calm despite a massive adrenaline dump. “If Finch’s
can be trusted, then these antiques date from before the Colonies were settled and
that means they came from Kobol…the home of the Gods and where we all came
from.”
There was a slight pause and the sound of footsteps was heard above the
background traffic noise. “Frak! They’re here!" the voice excitedly exclaimed.
“You can’t have this!" the voice screamed and several gunshots punched through
the speaker.
“You can’t escape, Vero Marks!” a deep commanding voice shouted as the
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gunshots still echoed. “You have something that mankind is not ready to find.”
“Frak you!” the voice swore over the sound of footsteps. When the voice spoke
again, it was a whisper as if the speaker was trying to keep someone from
overhearing him. “Use the book, I think it’s a log book or diary, I haven’t been able
to fully decipher it yet, and find out what’s going on. I’ve scanned and uploaded
the book as well as stashed the arti…" Several gunshots cut off the explanation
followed by an agonized cry. A moment later, the line went dead.
All three of them stared at the phone in Beckett's hand as if it was going to come
to life. A small blinking paperclip icon with the number '2' superimposed blinked
with the same cadence as a heartbeat. Beckett looked at Cora and Sana and
shrugged his shoulders before tapping the icon. He clicked 'Yes' when the device
asked if he wanted to save the attachments to his account and then informed him
that they were saved and ready for off-line viewing.
"Let's find a cafe or
something..." he told his companions. "I want to sit down and have a chance to
look at this."
And I want a solid wall at my back, too, the little voice on his shoulder urgently
told him.
Me, too, Beckett silently replied as they left the alley and walked down the
street to a small bistro they'd discovered on their previous trip.
A few minutes later Cora sat on Beckett's right and Sana on his left and as soon
as the waitress left, they all looked at what was displayed on his phone's screen.
The first attachment was a scan code with an address and a number. The scan code
was a data file that could be printed onto paper or displayed on the phone's screen.
Since the file was saved to his account, he'd be able to transfer the file to his real
world phone or print it onto real paper, two things he planned to do as soon as they
left the v-world.
The second item caused him to momentarily forget to breathe. "Ladies, I think
we need to leave now," he said when he saw the looks on Cora and Sana's faces.
"Yeah, I think you're right, Sebastian," Cora agreed and pushed her chair back.
Sana didn't hesitate, "Right with you." A moment later as they approached the
door, she added, "Turn off the phone and pull the SIM until we get back to the
house."
Beckett looked at her for a moment not understanding what she meant and then
it hit him. "Yeah, that's a damned good idea," he agreed and turned off the phone
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and pulled the SIM.
"Why did you do that?" Cora asked as they briskly walked down the street.
Beckett took her hand and gave it a squeeze. "Turning the phone off and
removing the SIM prevents anyone from tracking us. Simply turning it off may not
fully disengage a carrier signal. Today, by law, when you turn off your phone all
activity ceases. But back then..." he gestured around, "there were a lot of rumors
that turning it off didn't really turn everything off."
"Ok...that makes sense," Cora replied a moment before a car screeched to a halt
in front of the bistro, now half a block behind them.
They all stopped and looked and Beckett felt Cora's hand hold his in a death
grip even as he felt his right hand flex and prepare to draw his sidearm.
Four Precursors, three male and one female, rushed out of the car and stormed
into the small restaurant. "Damn! We lost them!" they heard the female shout.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, berthed at Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
An after image of the apartment lingered in Beckett's mind's eye for a moment
after he removed his holoband. He looked around the comfortably furnished room
and saw that Cora and Sana were both back in the real world with him. "That
was..."
"Real," Cora finished for him.
Better get that girl a ring, boy-o, the little voice on Beckett's shoulder whispered
into his ear. Or run like hell, 'cause she's already able to finish your thoughts. He
nodded somberly, "I knew it was a game but I felt like I was actually there."
"You were," Zoe explained from the sofa where she sat with her legs curled
under her. "When you're in the v-world, your mind thinks it's real. You have to eat
while you're in there, breathe, go to the bathroom, and if you get hurt, you will feel
pain. The safety interlocks prevent the pain from being too severe, but before they
were implemented, one of the early testers died when his avatar was 'killed'. His
brain registered the damage and his body went into shock."
"Thank the gods for the safeties, then," Sana said as she stood and stretched
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before she walked over to the sidebar for a glass of water.
Zoe closed her laptop and set it on the end table next to the sofa. "You weren't
scheduled to return so soon, what happened?"
Cora had joined Sana at the sidebar and looked over her shoulder before she
cryptically said, "I think we got our first clues."
Beckett laughed. "You could say that," he said before reaching for a tablet and
accessing his account. "We received a phone call, actually the voice message that
Vero Marks was sending when he was attacked in the clip we watched. He
attached two files to it; one had an address, a number, and a scan code. The other
one..." he looked at Zoe and then over to where Jerry sat listening to the
conversation, "this one is the biggie; it's a scan of the book that Marks had when he
was shot."
"You mean it's the log book?" Jerry asked and sat up like a terrier stacking
against a quarry.
"Yeah, I'm pretty sure. I don't know if it's Kieran Dellay's logbook, but leafing
through some of the pages I can make out some coordinates," Beckett told him.
"It's written in a dialect or language that's beyond me. Here, I'll send you the file."
Jerry was quiet and Beckett could see his eyes sweeping left to right, then back
to the left and repeating the process. "Jerry, breathe..." Zoe coached him a few
moments later.
"This is..." Jerry looked up and had a wide eyed 'I have seen the promised land'
look on his face. "This is," he repeated almost breathlessly, "amazing. Beyond
amazing, actually; and priceless? Oh, yes, most definitely. I can read bits and
pieces, and if this is a copy of an original text it could hold information that's been
lost to us since we first landed on Gemenon."
Beckett felt a chill run down his spine at what Jerry's words implied. Frak...the
voice on his shoulder said and then added, shit just got real, boy-o.
Up until this point, the log had been theoretical. It was something that Hamish
said existed and Jerry had inferred existed from a video clip pulled from a game.
But now...now they had a copy of the log in their hands, in a manner of speaking,
and suddenly the reality of the situation couldn't be ignored any longer. "If it is the
Galleon's navigator's logbook, and it's legit, then does that mean it could tell us
where Kobol is?" Beckett asked.
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That is the big question, isn't it, the voice on his shoulder asked and then just as
quickly added, and it's going to be a real game changer, too.
Jerry keyed through a few more pages before he answered. "It's both possible
and probable," he said evenly and without fanfare. "If word of this got out before
we were certain..."
Beckett knew that they were sitting on not just the discovery of a generation, but
potentially the most important discovery in Colonial history. "We need to brief the
Admiral on this ASAP and until then, this stays among the five of us." He stood and
cracked his neck. "I'll be back in a few minutes; I'm going to see if Admiral Chase
has time for the briefing. Until then, we need to do a couple things. First, Sana,
could you track down where the address is located? While you're at it, get as much
information about the location and the area that you can find, especially any
reports from the Uprising."
"I'm on it, Rockstar," Sana told him and unpacked her laptop.
"Jerry, I'd like you to work on the logbook. Find out who it might have belonged
to and then work on translating it." Beckett paused a moment and debated his next
idea since it was a classic cliché. What the hell, maybe it might pay off, he
thought. "Take a look at the last part of the book, too. If the person stopped using
it, it was either because he filled the volume, no longer had a need, or died. See
what that reason might be."
Jerry looked up from his tablet and gave a quick nod. "I'll see what I can find,
but no guarantees."
"That's all I can ask for," Beckett told him and realized that Chase was right
when she said she wanted him on the team because of his leadership experience
and feel for mysteries. "Cora and Zoe, I'd like you to review what we did in the vworld. Maybe get an idea of how long it took from the time I received the message
until the Precursors showed up...and anything else you can think of. The details are
going to be vital."
As soon as Cora and Zoe acknowledged his request, he left and made for the
CIC. Hecate was still at Scorpion Fleet Shipyards undergoing post cruise refitting
and military maintenance personnel as well as corporate contractors were
abundant in her passageways. A sliding door opened and Beckett stopped a
moment too late and bumped into a woman and knocked her down.
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"Oh! I'm sorry," Becket apologized and reached down to help her stand.
The woman was of average height and stature, more attractive than most but not
classically beautiful; Beckett thought there was something familiar about her,
almost like she was the pretty girl next door that was forever out of his reach. She
wore her deep chestnut brown hair in a loose bob just above her shoulders and her
bangs were held back by a simple beret. "No need to apologize," she told him as
he helped her to her feet. "I'm always off in a daze about one thing or another," she
added self depreciatingly.
"Are you sure you're ok?" Beckett pressed and lingered next to her rather than
immediately continuing to the CIC.
Eyes open, senses alert, boy-o...the little voice told him.
She brushed off her pants and he noticed the AaronSun Technics logo
embroidered on her yellow polo shirt. "I think so; my pride may have been dinged,
though," she told him and laughed at herself. "I'm Sue Kyee, my friends call my
Sukie." She held out her hand.
Beckett took it and felt a deceptive strength in the smooth, soft hand as he shook
it. "Sebastian Beckett; pleased to make your acquaintance."
"Ah..." she seemed to want to say something and then offered a thin lipped
smile. "I ah, better be getting back to work; I still have half a dozen cable faults to
trace and fix before the end of shift." Sukie blinked her left eye several times and
frowned. "Ugh. Damned contact," she finally said and reached up and plucked
the lens from her eye. "Can you tell me where the nearest head is? I have some
natural tears, but could never put these in without a mirror."
He thought Sukie seemed vulnerable as she stood with one eye blinking and a
contact lens pinched between her right index finger and thumb. "About fifteen
meters that way, then hook a right and there's one ten meters or so further down on
the left."
"Thank you, Sebastian," she said as a crowd of contractors and yard personnel
got off the elevator across the passage and carried her away. "I appreciate it!" she
yelled and as Beckett's blood went cold as he saw her one last time before she
disappeared in the crowd.
The light had caught her just right and her left eye momentarily flashed red.
Holy frakking shit on a shingle, boy-o! the little voice practically screamed in
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his ear as Beckett quickly considered his options.
"Frakkit!" he swore and ran after the crowd and tried to push his way forward to
where he thought Sukie would be located.
She was gone. In handful of heartbeats and no more than ten meters or so,
she'd managed to slip away.
Beckett sprinted down the passage to a
communications panel and put the handset to his ear while punching the code for
the CIC.
A moment later a voice answered, "CIC, Petty Officer Pickman."
"Lara, this is Rockstar.
available?"

I need to speak with Admiral Chase ASAP...is she

"Wait one, Rockstar, she's at the plotting table talking with one of the yard
managers. Should I interrupt?" Pickman asked.
"Yeah, this is pretty important. As soon as you transfer me, I need you to contact
the Marine duty officer and have him send a detail to Hamish McClain's stateroom
or if he's away from his stateroom, to reinforce his escort." He paused a moment,
then added, "And send a detail down to the workroom, too."
"Copy, Rockstar, wait one...I'm transferring you," Pickman told him.
Static crackled and popped for a heartbeat before another voice spoke.
"Sebastian, this is Admiral Chase, what's going on?" she asked without preamble
and somewhat annoyed.
"Admiral, I apologize for the intrusion, but you need to lock down the ship; I
saw one of the female Precursors less than a minute ago. She was wearing a
AaronSun Technics shirt and introduced herself as Sue Kyee."
He heard a muffled command and a moment later Petty Officer Pickman's voice
announced over the 1MC, "Action Stations, Action Stations, set Condition One
throughout the ship and prepare for emergency separation! This is not a drill!
Action Stations, Action Stations, set Condition One throughout the ship and prepare
for emergency separation! All Marines not otherwise assigned, report to your duty
stations! I say again, this is not a drill!"
"Lara told me you ordered an additional Marine detail for Hamish and the
workroom; that was good, fast thinking. Well done. Head back to the workroom
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and as soon as we're free of the dock I'll be down and we'll start tearing the ship
apart for our little friend."
"Copy, Admiral, I'll see you there," Beckett told her and hung up the handset
after he heard the line go dead.
Beckett jogged back to the workroom - that was the name they'd given the room
they'd converted for their research - and saw that everyone had donned their
sidearms. He quickly filled the team in on what happened and had Zoe pull the
security video. "There! That's her!" he told everyone several minutes later. "Crop
the face and let's get this up to CIC so they can distribute it."
*+*+*+*+*
Twelve hours later, Hecate was still keeping station fifty kilometers from
Scorpion Fleet Shipyards' outer markers and despite a search of the ship no trace of
Sue Kyee was found. Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase paced around the large
light table in the planning room. Major Bel'Acqua and several Marines had joined
Colonel Connie deWinter, Captains Sebastian Beckett, Zoe Avalon, Coralanna
Chase, and Jerry Cole, as well as Lieutenant Sana Chastain.
"A person doesn't just disappear," Chase began. "We had a green board within
thirty seconds of calling Action Stations, so she has to still be aboard."
"There are a lot of places to hide on a battlestar, Admiral. We spent the better
part of two weeks trying to hunt down a couple dozen people on Heimdall and
never got them all. One person is going to be a lot more difficult."
"I've built a model using video of Sue Kyee and have the security system flagged
to alert us if anyone matches the facial or body profile," Zoe offered.
"Connie?" Chase asked and hoped that her XO would have an idea. The civilian
technicians were starting to protest being held aboard and told the reason for their
confinement was a 'security issue'. They argued that twelve hours was long enough
to sort out an 'issue', and the least that could be done would be to let them leave
via shuttle.
deWinter's green eyes looked tired and she brushed her bangs out of her eyes.
"Short of doing a driving hunt, which with all the ducts and maintenance
crawlspaces is going to be all but impossible, the only idea I have is pretty drastic
and still doesn't guarantee success."
Chase raised an eyebrow, "What's that?"
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"We get everyone into pressure suits and then vent the ship or we flood it with
some sort of sleep agent. Either way, we still have the problem of finding the body
and no guarantee that she didn't get to a suit. Also, with everyone in suits, it'll
make identification more difficult."
"So what you're saying is that we have one rat on a twenty-five hundred meter
long battlestar and we can't smoke it out?" Chase asked as she paced around her
officers.
Bel'Acqua nodded. "I'm afraid so, Admiral. We're doing a compartment by
compartment search and it should be completed within another twelve hours.
That's going to be our best option to find her. I have a team in the v-world
simulation working with the search teams real-time to make sure nothing is missed.
Once we search an area, we seal it, and if there are people there we give them
food and water. Short of Colonel deWinter's ideas, it's the best we can do."
Chase heard Zoe clear her throat. "Zoe? You have something?" she asked.
"Not an idea, but I did want to stress that we have two suspects, one male and
one female. I've processed both through the security video taken since we
returned to the yards and the only hit that came up was yesterday when Sue Kyee
boarded. Other than her, we're clean," Zoe explained. "Now that we know what
to look for, we can integrate it into our processes so this shouldn't happen again."
A frown touched the corners of Chase's mouth and she took a deep breath.
"This isn't ideal, but it is a plan and I trust all of you to do your best. Major, your
plan is a go, keep the CIC appraised of your progress."
Bel'Acqua nodded. "Thank you, Admiral. May my men and I be excused to
start?"
"Absolutely. Find this stowaway, preferably alive, and bring her to me, please,"
Chase requested. And I might make her walk the plank, arrrh...she thought to
herself remembering a certain privateer ancestor who many generations ago had
welcomed a Leonid family on the run.
"What do you want us to do, Admiral?" Beckett asked after the Marines left.
Chase thought about Beckett's question for a moment. What had started out as
a thought exercise had turned brutally deadly and now the Precursors had
breached the ship's security. Whether they knew what Beckett and the others were
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up to or whether they were simply on a quest to silence Hamish, she didn't know.
But she did know that they were going to have to move faster than she planned.
"I want you to continue what you've been doing; research, data analysis,
translation, and dipping back into the game. When the security hold is lifted, I
want you to go looking for that book. Sana," she turned to the most junior of the
group, "You've got plans for this weekend so you're excused."
"But...Admiral..." Chastain began to protest.
Chase held up her hands. "No 'buts', Sana. Before all this blew up, you had
plans and I'm not going to break those. Besides, you can brief him on our
progress."
"I don't want any special treatment," Chastain said defiantly. "Just because of
who I'm seeing..."
The lines around Chase's eyes and the corners of her mouth softened. "It isn't
special treatment, Sana," she explained, "My father does need to be briefed. Also,
as things go, while this is important, it's important to us, and so far isn't a Colonial
issue. I'm sure there will be times in the future when your personal plans will have
to be moved to second place, but that isn't today."
"Ok...I just feel like I'm running out on the team...and I just got here," Chastain
explained somewhat sadly.
"I need all my people at the peak of performance," Beckett interjected and
Chase smiled at his stepping up to the plate. "The first steps are the most important,
and right now we're not at a point where we have to call the team to Action
Stations. Make sure those first steps are firmly planted, Ok?"
Chastain nodded. "Next time, though, I want to go along," she declared.
"Next time," Beckett told her, "you will."
*+*+*+*+*
Beckett stretched and felt a warm, soft presence lying against him. He moved
his head to look down at the crook of his right shoulder and saw blonde hair and
Cora's pretty, sleeping face. Sometime during the last few hours she must have
crawled over where he lay on the sofa and gone to sleep next to him.
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Feels good, doesn't it boy-o, the little voice whispered in his ear, almost as if it
knew speaking any louder would wake the woman in his friend's arms.
A contented, happy, smile infused his whole being in reply and he nodded his
head twice. The lights were low in the workroom and he saw Zoe and Jerry curled
up on the other sofa and Sana stretched out on one of the large overstuffed chairs
with her feet on an ottoman. If he didn't know they were all Colonial Fleet officers,
he would have thought they were college students that pulled an all night study
session or perhaps were a co-hab unit.
He loved flying, being a Fleet officer, and doing and seeing things most people
only saw on the vids, but right now he realized that he'd trade all of it for a life as a
fast food clerk if that's what the woman in his arms wanted out of life. Deep down
he was glad that she wanted to stay in the Fleet because, selfish as it might be, this
gave him a chance to do the things he loved and be with the person who had
quickly become tops in his life.
Slowly and methodically he reviewed what they were going to do later in the
day. The quarantine was likely to be lifted before noon, and by the time the ship
was back in her slip, the yard workers rotated off, and things started moving back to
normal it would be after lunch. His working plan had them taking the Admiral's
Phoenix back to Virgon; Sana would meet His Grace at the airport and the rest of
them would head into town.
It was simple, it was focused. And if they were lucky, it would be successful.
Jerry had deciphered a few pages of the book and it appeared to be Kieran
Dellay's. One thing struck Cole as odd as he had paged through the book and now
that he had a chance to relax and let the data points float around his mind for a
while, Beckett had to agree...to a point. The last navigation coordinates were
definitely around Gemenon, but prior to that, they were off in a section of space
that wasn't anywhere close to the coordinates at the beginning of the book. It was
like they went somewhere else and came back.
And where did the Precursors fit into all this, Beckett wondered. Sue Kyee
seemed so...normal. A few months ago, before he met Cora, he would have asked
her out, that's how normal she was.
She didn't have the arrogance or
aggressiveness that the male Precursors projected. Then again, even the Cylons had
personalities, he mused. Well, at least according to the history books, that is.
Somewhere all of this would fit together and the puzzle pieces would suddenly
transform into a crystal clear picture.
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The wall clock ticked over to show it was 10:00 hours. "Time to get up, sleepy
head," Beckett whispered in Cora's ear and gave her a gentle shake.
"Mmmmm...I don't want to get up just yet...I want to lay here for a while longer,"
Cora sleepily responded before snuggling deeper between Beckett and the sofa's
back.
I don't want to get up, either, the little voice told him. She's soft and warm.
Beckett choked on a laugh and Cora looked up at him. He could feel himself
drowning in her beautiful ice blue eyes when she asked, "Are you ok?"
"Yeah," he replied. "I'm good...I have the world in my arms."
Cora reached her right arm across his chest and hugged him. "Aww...thanks..."
"Do you want us to leave for a while?" Zoe smirked sarcastically from where she
stood a few meters away. "I think I want to get a shower before we leave."
"Good idea," Cora echoed and crawled over Beckett and stood. "Walk a girl
back to her room?" she looked over her shoulder and asked him.
"Or course."
Half an hour later, after a long, hot shower, Beckett was getting dressed when he
noticed a folded piece of paper on his desk. He was about to throw it away when
he opened it in case he might have written something important and forgotten it.
The gods knew the last week had been nonstop busy.
The first thing he noticed was that it wasn't his writing, or Cora's, as she
occasionally would leave him a message. His eyes slowly read the fine, precise,
almost parochial school quality script and he felt a chill and looked around as if
someone was hidden in his room. That was silly; he just pulled clothing out of his
closet and unless someone could fit themselves into clothing drawer filled with
clothes, there really wasn't any place to hide that he hadn't already been to since
his return.
He returned to the note and read it again.
Sebastian,
You seemed like a good person when we met by accident in the passage and I
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wanted to let you know that I mean you no harm. I am not your enemy, though I
know those who are. Even though they are my people, they are my enemy, too.
Do not let them sway you from your quest; if you do then they win and they
cannot be allowed to win again. They are evil and self serving and you may be able
to bring their world crashing down...and save both your people and mine.
When the time is right, I will contact you again.
Sukie
"CIC, Petty Officer Pickman," Lara's voice said when he called the CIC.
"Lara, this is Rockstar. Is Admiral Chase in the CIC or is she still in her quarters?"
"She's in her quarters working on paperwork.
Pickman asked.

Is there another problem?"

Becket shook his head. "No, no problem. I just wanted to talk to her before we
left for Virgon. I'll head over and talk to her directly. Thanks!"
"No problem, Rockstar. I think I can do without another one of your problems!"
Pickman told him before the line crackled and went dead.
The walk to the Admiral's quarters allowed him to go over the last bits of
information that they discovered the previous day. The address belonged to a
private safe deposit box company that had existed for centuries and had a
reputation for respecting clients' anonymity. It also was untouched by the Uprising
and never suffered so much as a fire or other calamity in the last 100 years.
There was a good chance if the book existed and had actually been put there,
that it would still be there today.
After the Marines announced him and Chase granted him entry, he briefly
explained how he discovered the letter and then handed it to the Admiral.
"I haven't checked the security footage yet, but I'm thinking it may have been
put there before we implemented the facial recognition routines. Before we leave
I'm going to have Zoe and Jerry run the video from the passage and see what hits."
Chase read the letter and made a 'hmmmm...' sound. "What do you think about
this?" she finally asked.
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Beckett narrowed his eyes and cocked his head slightly. "I'm of two minds on
this, Admiral. The first, it's a smokescreen to try and mess with our minds or it's
just an outright lie."
"But that isn't what you favor, is it?" she asked and he nodded at her perception.
"The other possibility is that it's legit, or as legit as it can be. When I met her
there wasn't any anxious tension that we've seen with the others. It was almost
like..." he tried to find the right word. "It was like she really did belong. You know
when you go to a party and you don't know anyone or they're really not your social
circle?" Beckett asked.
Chase nodded and gestured for him to continue.
"You're tense, feel out of place, and you pay attention to things a lot more than
you usually would. But her? It was like you went to a gathering of your best
friends or closest family; you knew you belonged there and can relax...you're able
to let your guard down a bit and not be so alert and observant. I know that
probably doesn't make a lot of sense, but that's the best I can explain it," Beckett
sheepishly concluded.
"I do understand and I think that's a good example," Chase told him. "As soon
as the others are ready, bring them by and you can brief them on this. And then,"
she smiled and her ice blue eyes twinkled, "You can take my little sister and make
me jealous of her because she's going on the adventure and I'm not!"
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Boskirk, 13281 Keeler Street
The weather was beautiful and just cool enough not to be hot and warm enough
not to be cold. The neighborhood where Vilo and Sons, Security Boxes, LLC, was
located was in old Boskirk. Buildings dating to the late Imperial era rubbed walls
with newer buildings built 200 years ago, and beyond that, very few buildings were
any younger. Brownstone lived next to brick, and cobblestone lined sidewalks
joined them like a grey ribbon.
Unlike other parts of the city, this was a
neighborhood in the truest sense. The ground floors belonged to small business,
with perhaps a professional office above, and the rest were apartments.
Trees abounded and grew in open squares of rich loam along the edge of the
sidewalk or in small wrought iron fenced in front yards. When they'd stepped out
of the car, Beckett had immediately felt a tranquil sense of pace descend and while
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it wasn't his home, it felt like it.
"What are you looking at?" Jerry asked him and caused Beckett to quickly look
left and right.
"I figured while the ladies were checking out that vintage clothing shop, I'd
wander a little. We have another hour or so before the clerk returns to let us in,
and I'm not sure I'm ready to appreciate the high points of hundred year old
fashion trends."
Jerry laughed. "Yeah, me, too!
Beckett's attention was drawn back to the small shop's window and he again
looked right and left before telling Jerry, "I'm going in, want to join me?"
"Sure, why not," Jerry answered and followed Becket into Gerlach's Jewelry.
The door jingled a bell and Beckett's nose was hit with the smell of clean linen,
filtered air, and fresh hot chocolate. "Ah, hello there," an man in his later years
with grey hair and a pair of wire rim glasses perched on the end of his nose said by
way of greeting. He wore a pair of dark charcoal colored slacks with creases so
sharp that they told Beckett this was a man who understood fine clothes and how
to wear them. A white dress shirt open at the collar and a navy blue cardigan
rounded out the man's wardrobe.
"Hi," Beckett said suddenly at a loss for words. The idea that had formed outside
had suddenly grown wings and was threatening to fly away.
Go on, nut up, boy-o. You know this is what you want to do, so do it, the little
voice urged him.
"I...ah...I'mlookingforaring," he hammered out. Then, when he saw Jerry looking
at him oddly and the knowing smile on the old man's face, he took a deep breath
and repeated what he said the first time, only slower and not at such a manic rate.
"I'm looking for a ring...for someone very special."
The knowing smile spread across the old man's face and touched his eyes
causing them to sparkle with mischief. "Ah...first time?" he asked.
Suddenly sure of himself again, Beckett answered, "Only time, sir."
The old man sagely nodded. "That's the right answer, son. I'm Henry Gerlach,
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but you can call me Hank."
"Sebastian Beckett, most of my friends call me Beckett or Rockstar."
"Well, Mr. Beckett, I think I can help you." He turned to where Jerry stood next
to Beckett. "Are you here for the same reason?"
Beckett could hear Jerry swallow down his nervousness. "Yes," Jerry finally said,
and sounded very confident about the decision.
Hank gestured for them to sit on the leather wrapped chairs in front of the
counter. "May I get you something to drink? I have fresh hot chocolate, soda,
water, tea?"
Beckett and Jerry selected hot chocolate and Hank soon returned with three
steaming cups and a shaker each of ground chocolate and cinnamon. "These ladies
must be very special," he prodded.
"Special...I'm not sure that word does Cora justice," Becket told him.
"Nor Zoe," Jerry echoed.
Another knowing nod and Hank pulled out a simple gold ring with a diamond
held by several slender talons. "This kind of ring is more than just a piece of
jewelry," he began. "It is both a very public declaration of your commitment and
feelings, and at the same time, a very personal promise that among all the people
on all the worlds, you will hold none more important in your heart than her. It isn't
something to be purchased and offered on a whim or a dare, but only after deep
and meaningful soul searching.
"Answer me this. What do you think of when you go to sleep at night? What do
you think about when you wake up in the morning? And...when you're old and
worn out like I am, what do you want? If the answer to all three of those questions
is the person of your affections, then I would be honored to help you select the
proper ring.
"If not," he raised his eyebrows and turned serious, "Then I won't sell you a ring,
because no good comes out of a ring given under a false flag."
Hank paused and Beckett could feel the old man's steely gaze peering into his
soul. "Now, is this something we should proceed with?"
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Almost as one, Beckett and Jerry answered, "Yes."
"Well then, I guess we can proceed," Hank told them and shook some
cinnamon into his hot chocolate.
Forty minutes later after being educated on gems, their meanings, and the
various grades and qualities, Beckett knew the ring he wanted. It wasn't flashy or
gaudy, but it also wasn't completely practical. "It's very elegant," Jerry said after
leaning close to look at it under the jeweler's loupe.
"But will she like it?" Beckett asked and felt a case of nerves marching towards
his stomach.
Will she like it? Boy-o, she is going to absolutely love it, the little voice told
him. You could give her a cigar band and she'd think it was the greatest thing in
the world...because it came from you.
"Oh, I'm sure she will, Beckett. I'm sure she will," Jerry answered him. "What
do you think about this one? I like it and think that it would look good on Zoe."
Beckett took the loupe and examined the ring and saw the diamond up close,
closer than he ever would with his naked eye. It glowed with an inner light and
secured by the talons it perched on the setting as if it were a monarch surveying
their kingdom. In his mind's eye he pictured what it would look like on Zoe's hand
and nodded.
"Stellar choice, my brother. Stellar choice," he told Jerry.
"I ah..." Jerry grinned. "Thanks."
"Hank, you are a rare man these days," Beckett told the jeweler. "You took the
time to educate us about something very important and along the way you passed
along some very useful advice. Now...do you have a pair of earrings to match this
ring?" he pointed at the ring he'd chosen the moment Hank removed it out of the
case.
"Of course," the old jeweler told him. "I never make just a ring, I always make
earrings and a necklace to go with it."
"A necklace, too?" Beckett asked.
"Yes.

Everything here," Hank waved his hand and indicated the shop, "is
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something either I or my son crafted. No two are ever the same; you will never find
rings like you two have in front of you anywhere else."
Ten minutes later and with several small boxes covertly stuffed in various
pockets, Beckett and Jerry said their farewells to Hank and left the shop. Neither
balked at the price Hank quoted and Beckett knew he at least had a little more
spring in his step. "I didn't know you and Zoe were this serious," he said as they
walked down the street towards the vintage clothing shop.
Jerry nodded. "She's the most amazing woman I've ever met, and I don't want
to go through life without her. We've talked about the future, not in a speculative
way, but in a real, substantive manner about what we both want. And, other than
wanting the same things, we also want each other. The only way I think we could
be more serious," Jerry explained, "is if we made it official."
"Yeah, that's how it is with Cora. She takes my breath away and the little
things...well, I still want to find whoever sabotaged her Viper, but before I beat him
to within an inch of his life, I want to think him for causing the two of us to meet."
"I hope you get your chance," Jerry told him. "Look, there they are and it looks
like they've scored some kills of their own."
Cora and Zoe were walking down the steps that lead to the vintage clothing
store with a bag in each hand. "Let's stash that stuff in the car and," Beckett
checked his watch, "the clerk should be back."
After a little small talk and transferring the bags into the car's trunk, they walked
across the street to Vilo and Sons, Security Boxes, LLC. Beckett held the door while
the others entered and followed after they were through. The lobby spoke of the
past with antique furniture, deep pile, hand woven carpet, a tapestry on the wall
commemorating the first Emperor's coronation, and a thousand other little items
that whisked the visitor back in time.
They identified themselves to the clerk by showing her the scan code's hardcopy
printout. She ran a scanner over it and asked, "What is the box number?"
"Box 3383, please," Beckett told her.
The clerk keyed the number into a very modern computer and appeared
satisfied with the result. "If you'll come with me, I'll take you back to the vault
where we'll open the box and then you can take the contents to a private room for
examination."
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It was all so simple and anticlimactic, Beckett thought as they went through the
steps to recover what could potentially be a lost legacy the likes of which had never
been discovered in Colonial history. They easily opened the box's door and
extracted a smaller, inner box, that was a meter long, thirty centimeters deep, and
about fifty centimeters wide.
Jerry and Beckett carried it into the private room and Zoe closed and locked the
door. They did a quick, wordless search for hidden cameras and then turned on a
small portable privacy device that the Admiral had given them before they left.
"I guess this is it," Beckett said as he reached for the ring that would swing the
box's top open along a hinge that ran across it at its midpoint.
"No..." Cora said and reached forward to stop him. "I know it sounds foolish,
but I think we should all open it together. This way we're either all fools or all
heroes."
"Ok, let's do this then," Beckett told them when they had their hands on the
ring.
The top easily clamshelled open and revealed a common looking hermetically
sealed storage box. Beckett gently lifted it out and onto the table. He looked at the
faces of his friends and broke the clasp and opened the smaller box. The heavy
polymer lid didn't seem to want to open. "Jerry, could you hold the bottom of the
box for me? Thanks!"
Jerry gripped the box's bottom and Beckett once again tried to open the box. It
held for several moments and then with a pop, he was able to pry open the top and
fully expose the box's contents.
"It's real," Zoe said as they all gazed at the book that Vero Marks had held
during the introduction clip and that had been sent to Beckett's avatar's cell phone.
"It's really real..." she repeated.
Jerry pulled on a pair of latex gloves over his hands and flexed his fingers setting
them properly. He gingerly reached in and pulled the book from its decades old
home and placed it on the desk. Beckett wanted to urge him to rush but forced his
enthusiasm into check.
This is going to be big, boy-o, the little voice told him before it held its breath to
see what happened next.
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"I should probably say something profound," Jerry joked as his hands glided
across the cover. Inset into the leather wrapped cover were the ancient letters that
he had taught all of them. Beckett watched as Jerry's purple gloved fingertip traced
the legend;
Captain Kieran Dellay, Second Navigator, Interstellar Ship Galleon
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Vignette 3, Part 1: Fire From The Sky
Battlestar Iphigenia
Admiral Bannister Carlisle slid into the worn leather high backed office chair
and felt its familiar support along the length of his spine. The day had been long
and chaotic and thankfully by the end of the light watch things had finally calmed
down. He looked at the meal he'd carried to his quarters from the officer's mess
and frowned. Doctor Skouras wouldn't be pleased with the meal, but he felt he
deserved it. The doctor wanted him to lose another two kilos before the end of the
month, less than two and a half weeks away, because he felt that something or
other in his blood would be better for it.
Bah, Carlisle thought as he dug into the wide pasta that had cheese, meat, and
tangy tomato sauce layered inside before it was rolled up, dipped in a light batter
and deep fried. After it was finished cooking, more meat sauce was ladled over it
and the whole dish was topped with fresh shredded cheese. It was, he thought,
about as close to heaven as he'd been since Doria had been killed the year earlier.
When he was honest with himself, since that horrible night when the two police
officers from Minos had flown out to Iphigenia, he had really lost the will to live. It
didn't show in the technical precision of his work, nor did it show in his interaction
with the crew or his fitness level, but deep down, in his heart, he was just going
through the motions.
In a way, he mused as the spices teased his tongue, it was a good thing that
Doria couldn't have children. There were days that it took all his willpower to just
get out of bed and get through the day. The last thing he wanted to be was a
burden, especially to children who would probably see him as a despondent fool
who couldn't let go of the past.
The one high point in the last fifteen months, three weeks, and 5 days was when
Harry had received his surprise posting. His younger brother had worked long and
hard to earn the position, and even then it came with more than a hen house full of
ruffled feathers. Three days after Harry had been promoted to Colonel his orders
were cut posting him to Isis, one of the queens of the fleet, as the battlestar's
executive officer. There were colonels with years in grade who were passed over
and that were more than qualified for the position; and despite the whispers and
rumors, he was just as surprised as his brother when the younger Carlisle received
his orders.
He looked down at his plate and realized that his walk down memory lane must
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have been longer than he realized; the plate was empty and the hunger pangs were
long sated. Carlisle kicked off his ankle high duty boots and flexed his toes under
the table. Something about the day's events was bothering him. It wasn't one thing
he could put his finger on, but rather when he stepped back and looked at all the
issues everything slowly merged into a picture, much like how a mosaic was
nothing more than a collection of small colored bits until you stepped back and
were able to see the complete picture.
The question then became, what was he looking at?
The intercom phone buzzed and he lifted the smooth black handset off the
cradle and put it to his ear. "Admiral Carlisle," he answered.
"Admiral, this is Beatty in CIC; I wanted to let you know that Carme has returned
to the battlegroup. She's trailing us by ten kilometers and is keeping formation with
Efreet and Jinn," Beatty told him in her customary relaxed tone. "Ariadne is still at
Heraklion high port for the open house and should rejoin us in about four hours."
"Come on, Daphne, you and I both know that Colonel Sharma is going to have
his hands full clearing the civilians off the ship and collecting his crew!" Carlisle
joked with his XO, Colonel Daphne Beatty.
"Well, according to Colonel Rogers' dispatch from Carme, Digger was right and
truly pissed that," Beatty's voice deepened to imitate Carme's commander, "'Those
damned civilians and their kids will be on my ship! I'll probably find candy stuck
to the floor!'." Her voice returned to normal, "Or so Rogers just told me."
"That's fine, Digger needs to learn a personal touch; not everyone is an Erisian
separatist," Carlisle told her. "Anyway, things have calmed down so we should be
fine. Has anyone back at the Round House," he used the common nickname for
the centerpiece of the military's command infrastructure, "figured out what caused
all those glitches earlier?"
"They've sent us nothing more than a 'we're working on it' memo." Beatty fell
silent for a moment. "Bann, I'm not feeling real warm and fuzzy about this."
His XO's comments grounded Carlisle as he considered them. "No," he finally
answered, "I'm not feeling that way, either. Let's game this a bit in our favor. Let
the rest of the group know that unless it's a critical failure, I want all systems up and
operational until further notice. Routine maintenance is fine, but I don't want
anything torn down to a point it can't be kicked back into shape ASAP."
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"Copy that. I'll see you in a couple hours for the game?" Beatty asked and he
heard the hope in her voice. Daphne had been more than just an XO since Doria
was killed; she had also become his best friend and one of the few safety lines that
he still held onto. "Of course...I need to make sure I have enough money when I
go on vacation next month and I figure you're ripe for plucking!"
"Oh! Don't you wish!" Beatty shot back and he could picture the smile she
projected in her voice. "I'll see you in the O-Club at 21:00."
After he hung up the intercom he turned in his chair and opened his desk's top
right drawer. His hand withdrew the slim service automatic and slipped it out of its
holster. The weapon weighed heavy in his hand as he studied the polymer frame,
milled steel slide, and luminous green sights. Unloaded, it weighed a bit over six
tenths of a kilo, and a full magazine brought that up to just shy of a kilo. Years of
training kept his trigger finger off the trigger and extended along the frame above
the sole means of firing the weapon.
It would be so easy, he thought as he studied the tool cradled in his hands. Lift
it up, rest it against his temple, allow his finger to caress the trigger as he stared at
Doria's picture, and then after about two kilos of force on the trigger it would all be
over.
Bang. Over. Done. He'd be at peace. He'd be with Doria again. He wouldn't
have to worry about living any longer.
His finger crept onto the trigger and his mouth was suddenly dry. I can do this,
he told himself and took another breath to steel his nerves.
A sound distracted him and he looked up as he guiltily placed the gun in the
drawer. What the hell was I going to do, he asked himself as he grabbed his glass
and pounded back the water that was left from dinner. "Get a grip, mister," he
sternly said out loud and looked down at the metal and polymer tool that could
have sent him to be with his beloved Doria.
Slowly, and for the first time since the police visited him that horrible day almost
sixteen months ago, Bannister Carlisle wept. The tears started slowly and finally
built into full body sobs as months of grief finally found a chink in his armor and
spilled forth in a deluge of cathartic emotion.
The intercom's incessant buzzing woke him up and he blinked his eyes, still a
little puffy from the release. His eyes flicked to the clock and saw that only three
quarters of an hour had passed. It was like a massive weight had been lifted from
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his shoulders and chest and he felt ready to live again.
"Admiral Carlisle," he announced after putting the handset to his ear.
"Bann, I think we have a problem," Beatty started and paused as he heard a
muffled voice say something to her.
"We're getting reports..."
Her voice
sounded...scared.
"What is it, Daphne?" Carlisle prodded. It wasn't like his XO to be scared or
hesitant.
"The reports are saying that the drones are attacking. At least three battlestars
have de-orbited and broken up in the atmosphere, and there are reports of fighting
breaking out all over...Wait one..."
Carlisle was already sliding his feet into his boots and buttoning his tunic when
she spoke again. This time her voice was neither scared nor hesitant, it was worse;
it was cold. "I just received a report that the Round House took three consecutive
subsurface five megaton nukes and there have been reports that at least a dozen
other cities have been nuked as well."
"Sound Action Stations and bring the ship to Condition One. Launch the Alert 5
and get the rest of the air wing ready to launch," he ordered. "Let the rest of the
group know what's going on and get on the horn to Digger and tell him to get his
hairy ass back to the group ASAP; he's cleared to do an in-system jump if that's
what it takes, but I want my group together. I'm on my way to CIC..." Carlisle told
her and barely heard Beatty's confirmation before he hung up and started for the
door.
*+*+*+*+*
Gunstar Ariadne, Docked to Heraklion High Port, Geosynchronous Orbit above
Heraklion on Kaptara
"Damnit! Get down!" Colonel Digger Sharma shouted at the woman cradling a
young girl in her arms. He raised the rifle and sighted over her shoulder before
squeezing the trigger three times in quick succession; each as soon as the luminous
green chevron settled over the drone's luminous red eye. Digger didn't consciously
feel the rifle's recoil each time the weapon fired; he just focused on the task and let
his body do the rest.
Fifty meters further down the wide, open promenade, the combat drone reeled
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as the first two bullets slammed into its cranial armor and carved deep furrows in
the metallic alloy. The third and final shot, however, was the golden BB and found
one of the few chinks in the automaton's armor; the track where the primary optical
sensor scanned right to left and back again. The 8 gram projectile slipped through
the opening and shredded the delicate computer that formed the drone's brain
before ricocheting off the inside rear and causing even more damage.
The drone was 'dead' before it hit the floor.
It was the ninth drone that Sharma had dispatched during the last five minutes
as he tried to make it back to the ship. He was glad there wasn't much further to
go; he was down to the last magazine for the rifle he'd taken off the dead guard in
the Upper Promenade.
"Are you ok?" he asked the woman a few moments later. Sharma knelt down
and looked into her terrified eyes and saw fear and shock looking back. "It's
ok...I'm going to get you to safety," he softly told her before gently slipping his left
arm around her shoulders and helping her to her feet. A quick nod and two
Marines, both already wounded and bandaged, fell back.
"We've rescued all that we could reach, Colonel," the first said. He sported a
wide, olive colored bandage wrapped around his left thigh and walked with a slight
limp. "We tried to force the main thoroughfare but they were already there...at
least a platoon of them and they had heavy weapons. The duty free area, though,
we were able to pull everyone out."
Sharma gritted his teeth. Heraklion High Port had a resident population of more
than twenty thousand souls, with another four thousand or so passing through at
any one time. "Damn..." he swore and started guiding the woman back to where
Ariadne waited. "Corporal, can you take the little girl?"
"Ma'am?" the second Marine said stepping close to the woman and held his
hands out, "I'll carry her for you..." Sharma felt the woman nod and release her
grip on the girl as the Corporal scooped her into his own arms.
The woman rested her head on Sharma's shoulder and started softly crying. It
sounded as if all the agony the world was feeling at this very moment was summed
up in those soft, emotion filled sobs, Sharma thought as he saw the defensive works
Ariadne's Marines had hastily erected.
This wasn't how the day was supposed to end, he thought grimly as the
perimeter guards waved the party past. What had started out as a routine port call
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and open house for the civilian population had quickly turned into a nightmare of
epic dimensions when the drones started their murderous rampage. He had never
been comfortable around the drones, and even advocated against their military use,
and this only increased when they went from experimental prototypes to deployed
military assets. In half a dozen years they'd filtered into all sorts of jobs that ranged
from heavy labor to basic domestic duties and everything in between.
It just wasn't natural, Sharma believed.
"Colonel, we've lost communications with Port Control," a young lieutenant told
him at the fortified umbilical that connected Heraklion High Port to Ariadne.
Today just kept getting better and better, Sharma said to himself and narrowed
his eyes. "What does the X have to say?"
The lieutenant paused and then told him. "The X has Captain Delacorte
working with Captain Perry's Marines to set charges on the grapples. Captain
Delacorte estimates that we should be able to blow free within half an hour."
"Yannic, contact the X and tell her to do whatever it takes, but I want to be able
to blow the grapples within ten minutes, preferably within five." Sharma used the
man's first name and subtly nodded to the woman he was half supporting, "It isn't
just us or the ship we have to worry about getting out of here..."
"On it, sir!" Lieutenant Yannic Brayden said and picked up a handset and started
talking.
"Chief?" Sharma asked when he saw a blue jumpsuited man carrying a tablet.
"How many?"
Command Master Chief Petty Officer Francis Conner met his gaze and slowly
shook his head. "One thousand, four hundred and forty six, Boss. Some were
stragglers from the open house and the rest were anyone we could find."
Sharma ran the numbers in his mind. "That's barely five percent of the people
on the port..." he whispered in horror. "Ok...I need to get to CIC and see what's
going on; in the mean time, where can we put this lady and her daughter?"
"Ah..." the Chief started and stopped. "Things are pretty tight right now...I could
probably squeeze them in down in the gym..."
"Mommy..." the little girl said from where the Corporal cradled her in his arms.
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That one simple word said in such a defeated tone broke Sharma's heart. "Put
them in my quarters. We'll sort everything out later." He studied the little girl and
locked a long buried memory back where he thought it belonged. "Are we ready to
fight, Chief?"
Conner's face split into a wide grin. "Hell yes! X had us clear for action as soon
as the first shots were reported. Point defense has already spiked a pair of
Marauders," he explained.
"Good. I expect to need a lot of paint for kill marks before this is over, Chief,"
Sharma said as he tried to dislodge the woman's arm from around his own
shoulders. Each time she held him tighter and the memories so long locked away
pounded on the walls he had built over the years. "Ma'am, you have to let go...I
have to go to the CIC..." he said as gently as possible.
"Meredith..." she said and looked him in the eye. "My name is Meredith."
"Meredith," Sharma started, "You have to go with Chief Conner...he'll take you
and your daughter to my quarters where you can stay until we get out of here and
get things sorted out."
"It's safe?"
Sharma allowed a warm smile to tease the corners of his mouth. "Absolutely.
You're on Ariadne, the finest ship in the fleet, and we're going to get out of here
and get to the bottom of whatever is going on."
"Promise?"
It was a simple word asked hopefully and suddenly he was fifteen years younger
and holding a dying woman's hand who had asked him the same question.
Sharma forced the smile to remain and hoped that his sudden tension wouldn't
undercut his response. "Promise."
Meredith nodded and released his shoulder. "Chief?"
"On it, Boss."
A minute later Sharma was jogging for the CIC located deep within the ship. He
wanted to believe it was the air rushing past his face that caused his eyes to tear,
but deep down he knew the past had finally caught up with him.
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"Colonel on the bridge!" someone shouted as he strode through the armored
hatch and into Ariadne's nerve center.
"Status report?" he ordered.
Lieutenant Colonel Kimber Bond put down the clipboard she was studying and
shook her head. Her wide face and blue eyes were full of anger. "This isn't
localized, Digger, it's across the system."
"Come again?" Sharma asked.
"The drones have gone scorched earth; the Round House just got pounded with
three consecutive subsurface nukes, every city with more than a million people has
been hit, and at last count we've lost fifteen battlestars, with three of them
deorbiting and breaking up in the atmosphere. Admiral Carlisle has told us to get
our asses back to the battlegroup ASAP, even if it requires an in-system jump."
Sharma put his hand against the plotting table to keep from losing his balance.
"You're sure this isn't a drill, isn't a joke?" Bond nodded slowly. "Ok...how much
longer until we can blow the grapples?"
"Delacorte just reported that they're placing the final charges and we should be
free within five minutes," Bond explained. "Are we going to go hunting?"
"No." His answer caught his XO off guard. "If it were just us, we'd go in a
heartbeat. But we have to think about the civilians..." Sharma started to explain.
Lieutenant Shelby Lansing interrupted him before he could finish. "Dradis
contact!
Range 500,000 and closing, CBDR...it's a baseship...transponder
indentifies it as Teshub!"
"ETA?" Sharma demanded. Teshub was one of the most advanced ships in the
fleet and while one on one Ariadne would likely prevail, it wouldn't be a one on
one fight; the baseship carried almost a thousand Marauders and heavy Marauders
as well as close to a division of infantry drones.
"Five minutes, maybe six, depending on how fast they decelerate," Lansing
explained.
"She's launching a CAP...ten Marauders just moved about five
kilometers in front of her."
"Weapons! Prepare for a nuclear launch order on my authority. Spin up the
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birds in tubes one through six and configure them for sprint launch. XO, prepare to
confirm the release of nuclear weapons and launch order," Sharma grimly ordered.
He saw Bond's jaw muscles clench; they both knew if any of the small human
command crew was still alive on Teshub this would condemn them to a quick and
fiery oblivion. "Aye, aye, Colonel; I concur - the release of nuclear weapon is
authorized and the launch order is confirmed. Weapons, spin up the birds in tubes
one through six and configure them for sprint launch."
"Copy," Lieutenant Richard Dane, Ariadne's Weapons' Officer, said before he
repeated the order and started the process.
Sharma met Bond's cobalt gaze and nodded. They'd worked together for a
decade and half, he had requested her as his executive officer whenever possible,
and like any good team they could communicate almost as well through body
language as they could verbally. "Colonel, remove your launch key and on my
order insert it into the nuclear weapons control panel." He removed his key from
around his neck with one hand and opened the ship commander's authorization
key slot's security cover with the other.
"On one we will insert our key and on three we will turn it to the right until it
stops," Sharma explained. Around them all noise in the CIC save the dradis' sweep
had ceased. All eyes were focused on Ariadne's commander and executive officer
as they prepared to launch the first offensive nuclear strike mission in recorded
history.
"Copy," Bond replied. "On one we will insert our key and on three we will turn
it to the right until it stops."
"Zero!"
They both moved their hands holding the keys over the key slot.
"One!"
The both inserted their keys into the key slot.
"Two!"
This gave one of them a final chance to abort the nuclear release authorization.
"Three!"
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They both turned their keys to the right until they stopped.
"Nuclear release has been verbally and mechanically authorized," Sharma said
coldly and removed his hand from the key.
"Shelby, plot a course back to the battlegroup and spin up the FTL. As soon as
we're free and clear I want you to jump - don't wait for me to tell you, just jump the
ship," Sharma told her.
"Copy, sir," Shelby answered. "As soon as we're clear, I'll jump the ship." She
hesitated, "Teshub is slowing...ETA is four minutes."
"Rich, I want tube one to be command guided and fired first. Give it a five...no,
make it a two count and then salvo fire the remaining five missiles. As soon as the
first bird is just outside Teshub's point defense, I want you to detonate it. That
should blind them long enough for the others to get through."
Dane raised an eyebrow. "Copy, sir."
"How soon do we launch?" Bond asked evenly from where she stood next to the
fire control station.
"How soon will Delacorte be finished?" Sharma asked back.
"Sir?" Lieutenant Clayton Ingerson, the damage control officer, asked and
interrupted the conversation. "Captain Delacorte just pinged me and said that the
charges are placed the last team is waiting to cycle through the airlock."
"Thank you, Clay," Sharma reflexively answered and arched and eyebrow and
offered Bond a thin, hunter's smile. "Here's the sequence...we launch, blow the
grapples, see what our strike does, and then jump."
The eagerness was unmistakable when Bond replied, "Let's go hunting, Digger."
"Mr. Dane, are tubes one through six ready for launch?" Sharma asked.
Dane answered calmly as if he'd routinely launched nuclear strikes, "Aye, sir;
tubes one through six are green and ready for launch."
"Start the clock, Lieutenant; launch in five seconds," Sharma told him.
"Copy; starting the clock with five seconds," Dane replied before he began
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counting down. "Five. Four. Three. Two. One...Launch in progress..."
Ariadne was too massive for the launch to be felt, but Sharma still thought he
could feel the deck vibrate under his feet as the first of the six large missiles was
launched from the ship's upper portside battery.
"Greyhound One is away and sprinting," Dane announced before his fingers
flew over the launch controls for the other five missiles. "Launch in progress..." He
was quiet for the span of several heartbeats before he added, "Greyhounds Two
through Six are away and sprinting."
"Well done, Mr. Dane. Mr. Ingerson, if you would, please tell Captain Delacorte
to blow the grapples."
Ingerson's reply was quick, "Aye, aye, sir!"
"Still crossing your fingers?" Bond leaned close and asked before glancing down
to his right hand.
He glanced down and saw his right index and middle fingers crossed in the age
old good luck sign. "You know me too well, Kim," he smirked and uncrossed his
fingers.
Now he did feel the ship shake slightly as if he were back out on the water in
the small boat his family owned when he was a teen. The vibrations started at
Ariadne's bow and rippled back to her stern. "Mr. Ingerson, please tell me that was
Captain Delacorte triggering the charges..."
"Aye sir, he just confirmed that they were blown...Wait one..." Ingerson said
before putting a hand over his left ear where the headset's earcup rested. "He also
confirms that all grapples have been severed and each one successfully disengaged
as soon as it sensed it lost structural integrity."
"Please pass along my compliments," Sharma told the junior officer.
Dane...status update, please?"

"Mr.

"Greyhound One is about to detonate..." Dane's eyes focused on the high
resolution dradis display in front of him that showed Teshub's defensive envelopes.
Suddenly, a large flare appeared where Greyhound One once was. "Greyhound
One has detonated..."
"Now we see if this works..." Sharma muttered and watched the dradis.
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Two hundred kilometers away Greyhound One's sudden conversion into a ball
of nuclear energy cooled and dissipated as its five siblings screamed through the
last embers of its death spasm and closed the remaining fifty kilometers in a
fraction of a second. The Long Lance III missile was an extremely long range
offensive missile and could be employed several ways. Sprint mode provided the
shortest effective range but also made the extremely stealthy missile blisteringly fast.
It burned all of its fuel as fast as possible and was one of the fastest man-made
objects ever built.
Residing within the missile was a single nuclear warhead that had a variable
yield that could be set anywhere from 50 kilotons all the way up to 1 megaton. The
surviving five missiles had all been set for maximum yield.
Teshub wasn't a conventional design like Ariadne; she was essentially a space
control platform that was designed to dominate a given area of space through two
and a half score squadrons of fighters, numerous weapons batteries, and the
unsleeping vigilance that the drones brought to the equation. One thing Teshub
lacked was heavy armor. It had enough armor for basic protection and to deal with
any separatist gunboat that might be encountered, but it was like tissue paper
against the heavy kinetic weapons carried by the Fleet's combatants.
And against the hardened penetrator of a Long Lance III, it was only slightly
more effective than a storm door in a tornado.
Several point defense batteries somehow remained unaffected by Greyhound
One's suicide and managed to intercept Greyhound Two, Four, Five, and Six.
Greyhound Three evaded the defensive fire and slammed into the base of
Teshub's port primary tower. The missile's simple brain had already sent the
complex order to detonate when it was still several dozen kilometers away and
when the weapon finally detonated it had penetrated more than 90 meters into the
massive ship's superstructure.
A 1 megaton thermonuclear weapon creates a fireball almost a kilometer across
when it detonates in an atmosphere. Travelling beyond this and at speeds of almost
300 meters per second, the overpressure blast wave would flatten anything within
six kilometers less than twenty seconds later. Still further away, the heat wave
would cause anything flammable to spontaneously combust.
Against an urban target a 1 megaton thermonuclear weapon is devastating.
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Against a ship the size of a small village and detonating inside it, a 1 megaton
thermonuclear weapon is Ragnarok made real.
"We have a hard kill," Dane announced.
expanding at a high rate of speed."

"All that's left are bits and pieces

"Dradis contact!" Lieutenant Shelby Lansing announced and squelched any
celebrations.
"It's another baseship...transponder query confirms she's Ba'al
Hadad! She's launching Marauders..."
"Mr. Lansing," Sharma said and looked at the lieutenant. "I think it's time we
leave."
"Copy, sir," Lansing confirmed his order. "Initiating jump in five, four, three, two,
one...now!"
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Iphigenia
"It's good to have you back, Digger," Admiral Bannister Carlisle said and
gestured to an empty chair as the khaki uniformed man stepped through the hatch
and entered the conference room.
"Good to be back, Admiral," he replied and took the indicated seat at the table.
Carlisle stood and studied the four faces that looked back at him. The most
recent arrival, Colonel Douglas "Digger" Sharma looked the tensest, and that was
saying something as he'd never known the man who looked like a competition
swimmer and walked like a fencer to ever appear visibly stressed over anything.
Next was Colonel Charlotte Evers. The statuesque woman had curves in all the
right places and hidden muscle that was only revealed in the sparring ring. She
wore her blonde hair short and her blue eyes were clear and alert.
Evers
commanded Efreet, one of the two smaller gunstars that were part of the
battlegroup and had a keen eye for finding an opponent's weakness and then
ramming the spear through the chink in the armor.
Colonel Rupert Scott, Jinn's commander, sat next to Evers and together the two
could have been a recruiting poster. Scott still wore his dark hair according to
Marine regulations, the service he originally enlisted in when he was 17 so that
he'd have a chance to attend college. A thin, sculpted moustache rode his upper
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lip and gave the grey eyed officer a dapper look that helped give him the air of a
dilettante or dandy; it was something that he used to allow others to grossly
misjudge him.
Where Evers was his sniper, Scott was his assassin. Individually they were good
field commanders, but when they worked together they made an impressive and
extremely formidable team.
The last person was Colonel Art Rogers who had Carme. Rogers was one of the
most physically intimidating people Carlisle had ever met and topped out at just
less than two meters tall and 115 kilos, and the shaven headed man was all muscle.
Despite his intimidating appearance, Rogers had an accountant's mind mixed with
a successful business manager's organizational abilities and with that he ran the
most efficient combat support ship in the fleet.
Well, Carlisle mused as he met each of his subordinate's eyes, now it's time to
tell them. "There are two days that will forever define our nation's history. The first
date was when our ancestors first landed and declared that this would become our
home. It ended a long exodus from Kobol and marked a new beginning for us."
He paused and took a deep breath before continuing, "And the second date is
today, the day that our nation - our homes - was destroyed.
"I'm telling you this up front so that we're all looking at this from the same
perspective. I called you here, rather than doing this by video conference, because
I wanted to look you in the eye when I laid out what we're going to do...and why."
Carlisle tipped his glass of water and took a sip and slowly returned the glass to the
conference table.
Still standing, Carlisle walked over to the large, three meter video display that
adorned the wall behind his chair. He tapped a button on the remote and a map of
the solar system suddenly appeared on the display. "Fifteen minutes ago we
received, decrypted, and authenticated a message from the Unified Command
Authority. The President and her Cabinet are dead. The Round House and all
primary, secondary, and tertiary Defense command centers were destroyed or
seized in the first ten minutes of hostilities. The Vice President attempted to
surrender but was rebuffed.
Before his command bunker was destroyed he
managed to send word of what happened as well as one final order."
Carlisle turned and looked at the map and focused on the small blue white orb
occupying the third orbit around the golden yellow star. Even though he'd spent
most of the last twenty years or so elsewhere, that small orb was still his home.
And now...he closed his eyes and allowed a memory of his honeymoon to be the
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memory he held closest of the home now lost. The water had glistened and Doria's
eyes sparkled with happiness as he tacked the sloop across Oyster Bay.
"What was the order, Admiral?" Evers asked after several moments of silence.
The map started to zoom out until their system was indicated by a blue icon on
a much larger star map. Carlisle pivoted on his heel and surveyed his officers
before he answered the question. "Emergency War Order Precipice."
Sharma was the first to react and spoke over the others. "You can't be serious,
sir? We can beat these bastards."
Carlisle slowly nodded. "I am, Digger. Before the transmission ended, we
received confirmation that there had been more than five thousand nuclear
detonations over 50 kilotons, and of those, more than 70% were in excess of 250
kilotons...and we're picking up signs of continuing bombardment. The outer
colonies were hit as well, as were the orbiting stations."
"Carme's holds are full, and with proper rationing we should be able to keep the
battlegroup provisioned for the foreseeable future," Rogers' deep voice interjected.
"When we were back at Heraklion, our holds and magazines were topped up, so
we have plenty of bullets and beans."
Carlisle was glad for the interruption since it forced everyone to look at the
practical requirements before he hit them with the cold equations. He put his
hands on the back of his chair and cleared his throat to draw attention back to
himself. "That's good news, Art; combined with what we have aboard, we should
be fine. As soon as you get back to Carme, I want to you immediately commence
UNREP operations and make sure everyone has a full pantry and replace any
expended munitions."
Scott asked, "I have a feeling you're going to hit us with a whammy, Admiral.
I'd ask what the bad news is, but I'm not sure it can get any worse than what we've
already heard."
"I think I'll take a seat before I tell you," Carlisle answered and pulled his chair
to the side so that everyone would have a clear view of the map displayed on the
wall. "After we leave here, we're going to jump to Vanguard Anchorage. If anyone
in the fleet survived, that's where they'll go. Over the next forty-six hours or so
we'll send Rocs throughout the system to see if we can find any stragglers or rescue
anyone that might have survived."
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"Why are we stopping after only two days?" Evers asked.
continue rescue operations?"

"Shouldn't we

Here's where I hit them with the whammy Scott asked about, Carlisle thought to
himself. "Because I figure that it will take the drones about that amount of time to
finish mopping up and start looking for anyone that survived. At D+48 hours,
we're going to leave the system and not look back.
"Two thousand years ago we left Kobol. One might think that's where we
should return, but we can't," Carlisle explained and leaned back in his chair. The
padded back lent a comforting support. As he began to give them the background
and detail the specifics of his plan, he pressed a button on the remote and the
display began playing the animation that had been hastily created. A blue line
extended from their system across the map and as it continued the map moved and
shrank until it stretched across the screen and ended at a golden icon.
"That," he pointed at the golden icon when he was finished, "is where we're
going."
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Vignette 3, Part 2: Fire From The Sky
Vanguard Anchorage, Battlestar Iphigenia
"How did they take it?" Colonel Daphne Beatty asked when Carlisle walked into
the CIC.
Carlisle gave her a wry grin and a combination nod and shake of his head.
"They were...surprised," he began and leaned back against the plotting table before
crossing his arms over his chest. "However, after I laid everything out for them as
well as what little post strike intel we have, they realized that home and the
colonies are gone. Every command grade officer knows what a Precipice message
means...even if they don't want to accept its reality."
"What about the other part?" Beatty pressed and gave him what he called her
'school teacher' look; her head slightly lowered and her eyes making contact with
his over a pair of non-existent glasses. He had to admit, she made it look good.
Carlisle sighed and shook his head slowly. "That...well, that they had trouble
with. I had to resort to some basic math and after that they realized that it was the
only way. Personally, it's not like it matters to us anymore; there's nothing here to
come back to except charred and blasted wasteland."
Beatty stepped close so that only he could hear. "You realize you went into the
wrong profession? You could sell a starving man dinner reservations for a month
from next Thursday."
He shrugged. "Perhaps," he answered her. "But then I'd never have met you
and we'd never have commanded Iphigenia...and then life would have been so
boring!"
They laughed together at the old joke and earned a few looks from the CIC
crew. Laughter and smiles, once so natural, were in short supply. "Daph...my heart
wants to stay and fight, hell, to go down fighting if need be; but to fight, not run.
Running goes against every fiber of my being and yet..."
"We have no other choice, Bann. Not if we want to survive." Beatty hesitated
and looked like she was going to add something. After a moment, she asked, "Do
you want to die?"
The question was like a punch in the gut and Carlisle forced himself to keep
breathing normally and not react. "What kind of question is that?" Beatty again
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gave him the 'school teacher' look, and he sagged against the plotting table. He
owed her the truth and slowly stood. "Walk with me a moment?"
"Certainly. Captain Olivetti, you have the con until we return," Beatty told the
navigation officer.
"I have the con, aye," Olivetti replied and stepped from his workstation and
moved to the plotting table as a senior rating took his place at the vacated
workstation. When Carlisle saw that the CIC was covered, he walked to the
armored hatch and stepped into the passageway and began walking to his quarters,
less than thirty meters away.
"This is serious," Beatty told him after taking a seat on the overstuffed sofa.
"It is," Carlisle told her and sat on the edge of leather bound chair. "You asked if
I wanted to die and...Daphne, until a little while ago, I didn't want to live. I think
there's a subtle difference between the two on a metaphysical level, but
practically...well, in the end they have the same result. Something happened
earlier, after you called to tell me Carme returned and before you told me about the
drones going nuts. I..." He looked into her honey brown eyes and saw not
judgment, but only concern and felt the final weight lift from his chest.
"Daph...I almost ended it earlier tonight. But something...I don't know...I heard
something, a stray noise, whatever, and I came to my senses." He took a deep
breath and felt better. "I cried for the first time since before I found out about
Doria."
Her smile, full of warmth, compassion, and friendship, surprised him. "I was
wondering when this would happen," she slowly said and leaned forward taking his
hands in hers. "After her death you walled everything up and locked it away. We
were worried about you."
Carlisle felt her hands; they were soft and feminine, not the hands of a warrior.
As close as they were he could even smell the non-issue shampoo she used and
realized that they'd drawn a line together and it was one he wanted to cross. "We?"
he managed to ask.
"Harry. We've been trading e-mails about you ever since we realized we both
had the same concerns," Beatty explained and didn't break eye contact. "It wasn't
anything that someone who didn't know you could see, but we knew you and
knew you'd deal with this in your own time. Did you ever wonder why when you
went on leave that one of us was always nearby? Whether it was reservations at the
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same resort, a backpacking trip into the Olympian Mountains, or an invitation to
stay with Harry and Rho; we wanted one of us to be there for you when those walls
collapsed."
Part of him wanted to be upset, angry...furious even, but the other part, the adult
in him, was humbled that others would care about him so strongly that they
changed their lives just for him. And then, there was the man in him that saw
through Daphne Beatty's words and touch, and looked into her eyes and put
everything together. And of the three parts, that part was the happiest.
"I..." he started and closed his mouth because what he was going to say just
didn't communicate what he wanted. Instead, he said the two words that summed
up everything he was feeling. "Thank you."
"You're welcome," Beatty told him and released his hands before sliding back a
little on the sofa. "Let me rephrase my earlier question...Are you ok?" she asked
slowly and with the same concerned tone of voice as before.
Carlisle didn't have to think about what he was going to say. He didn't have to.
"Yes, I'm actually better than ok. Despite everything that's happened, for the first
time in almost a year and a half, I feel alive."
Beatty nodded.
about..."

"Good.

Because there's something else we need to talk

Whatever she was going to say was interrupted by the intercom's buzzing.
Carlisle reached over and picked up the handset, "Admiral Carlisle."
"Admiral," Olivetti started, "we have dradis contacts. Five bogies just jumped
in...wait one..." Carlisle could hear muffled voices confer for several seconds
before Olivetti returned. "Transponders identify them as the battlestar Isis and her
battlegroup. We've issued a challenge and are awaiting their reply."
"Sound Action Stations and bring the ship to Condition One; we're on the way,"
Carlisle told the officer and put the handset back on its cradle. "We're needed in
CIC," he told Beatty who had stood as soon as he ended the call.
*+*+*+*+*
"Battlestar Isis, this is battlestar Iphigenia, please respond," Petty Officer Miles
Wei requested over the wireless. "Battlestar Isis, this is battlestar Iphigenia, please
respond."

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 465

Carlisle stepped through the armored hatch and into Iphigenia's CIC and paused
a moment as his eyes adjusted to the slightly dimmer lighting. "Have they
responded?"
"Not yet, Admiral," Olivetti replied and stepped away from the plotting table and
symbolically returned control of the ship to Carlisle. "Miles has been pinging them
ever since they arrived."
"Who do they have with them?" Beatty asked.
Olivetti pointed to the icons displayed on the dradis, "Isis is in the center, Dia is
leading, Marid and Ghul are flanking, and Eunostos is trailing."
"That's a lot of firepower coming our way..." Beatty remarked and checked the
ship's status board.
Carlisle nodded. "Miles, connect me to Isis, please," he asked and picked up the
communications handset that was located on his side of the plotting table.
Wei worked for a moment and then announced, "You're connected, Admiral."
"Isis, this is Iphigenia Actual; what's going on over there, Joe; your silence is
starting to make me jumpy and I don't want to go blue on blue with everything
that's already gone down today," Carlisle stated calmly.
"Iphigenia Actual, this is Isis Actual. Bann...is that you?" the voice on the other
end of the wireless asked.
Carlisle narrowed his eyes and felt his pulse skip; not from the fact that Isis
replied, but from who the voice doing the replying belonged to. "Harry? What's
going on over there? Where's Commander Anders?"
"We've had some...issues, Bann. Commander Anders is dead, and we have
several other casualties - dead and wounded - as well," Carlisle's younger brother
explained.
"What is the status of Isis' battlegroup?" Carlisle asked and brought the
conversation back from the subjective to the objective.
There was some static on the wireless connection as Harry answered, "We're
combat ready; magazines are almost full and will be topped off once we manage
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UNREP from Eunostos. Marid and Dia sustained some shock damage from a
couple close nukes, but other than that we're ready to go hunting."
That's my little brother, Carlisle thought. Knock him down and he'll get up with
a stick or a rock in his hand. "Did you receive the EWO?"
Doubt clouded Harry's voice when he answered the question. "No, we didn't.
We were orbiting Asgard as part of the Fleet and Family week celebrations. They
hit it...Bann, half a dozen Ba'al class baseships jumped in, launched Marauders,
and then they all started launching nukes. If anything was sent it never made it
through all that interference." Harry paused and Carlisle could see in his mind's
eye his younger brother squinting as he considered the question's implications.
"What EWO was sent?" Harry finally asked after a moment's pause.
Carlisle replied with one word, "Precipice." He waited a moment as the silence
dragged on before adding, "I'll have my comm's officer send it over."
"They can't be serious, Bann...Precipice means..." Harry started and Carlisle
could hear the pain and budding anger in his voice.
"They were serious when it was sent. Now, I think they're fallout and our
opinions really don't matter to them anymore," Carlisle said in an attempt at
gallows humor. "Listen, I'm going to come over and formalize you as Isis'
commander. That will open up any locked files that Joe might have had and it's
going to let the crew know that despite being bloodied and blindsided, they still
have *their* commander."
The wireless crackled and popped for several seconds before Harry spoke again.
"Thank you. When you come over, there's someone...or some *thing* I want you to
see. We caught Joe's killer and...well, you need to see for yourself. I'm going to
send over a picture, and you're going to have to trust me on this, but you need to
send it to the rest of the group and have them check their personnel files for anyone
who matches the description."
"Now you're sounding mysterious..." Carlisle said. "But I'll take your word for it.
Expect me in about two hours, I have one stop to make and then I'll be over."
*+*+*+*+*
Vanguard Anchorage, Battlestar Isis
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"Why didn't you tell me Rho was with you?" Carlisle asked his brother and
sister-in-law when he was seated in Harry's quarters.
Harry looked at a slim, attractive, olive skinned woman with green eyes and jet
black hair that fell below her shoulders. "I didn't think it was something that we
should discuss over the wireless. Rho and a handful of other families had arrived
early for the start of the celebrations, but most of them never made it."
Carlisle looked long at his younger brother before turning his gaze to Rho. A
memory from earlier in the evening came unbidden to his mind's eye and he could
almost feel his service pistol's weight in his hand. He had stepped up to his own
personal precipice and looked over it before realizing he had to be strong and do
the hard thing and step back and away from the edge. His action seemed like a
metaphor for what happened later, and what will happen in less than two days, he
thought.
"I'm glad you're here, Rho," he said simply and smiled. "I think your work is
going to be harder than ours in the coming months."
Her face erupted into a wide, perfect white grin.
playing 'senior spouse', can I?"

"I guess I can't get out of

"Well, no..." Bann replied. "Well, you could if I could find someone to marry,"
he quipped and saw the look of shock on their faces. "Yes," he smiled, "I've come
to terms with it finally and I'm no longer walking in a circle."
"Good!" Rho declared before she leaned across the chair and gave him a quick
hug. "I'll survey the most eligible women and have a selection for you to choose
from!" she joked.
"The perils of being the bachelor brother," Harry told him.
"I can take it," Carlisle told him. "Now..." he reached into his pocket and
withdrew a box. "When I was promoted to commander, Dad gave me these and
told me to wear them with pride and honor. Now they're yours, Commander
Harrison Carlisle. Congratulations!"
Harry looked at the silver phoenixes and when he looked back at Carlisle tears
started to form in the corners of his eyes. "I will...this means...it means a lot, Bann.
Thank you for the trust."
"You earned it, Harry. Now, before we get emotional, put them on and take me
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to see this thing you want to show me," Carlisle told him and was thankful that his
brother complied without protest. He'd had his fill of dealing with extreme
emotions already today.
*+*+*+*+*
A battlestar wasn't the eponymous 'city in space'; it didn't have near that large a
population. It was close, Carlisle mused as he let Harry and their two Marine
escorts lead him through a ship he knew as intimately as his own. Isis was
Iphigenia's older sister by three years and other than that, they could have been
built from the same naval architect's plans. It may not have been a 'city', but it was
certainly a 'town' and unlike a terrestrial settlement, this one had more than five
dozen decks and was home to over four thousand ship's crew, air wing, and
Marines.
So naturally, like any community, it had a jail. Isis' brig had twenty-four cells,
four high security cells, and two medical cells. It was rare for Iphigenia's brig to
ever hold more than two or three people and tonight Isis' only held one person; the
inhabitant of the first high security cell.
"Bring it forward, Wallis," Harry said when they stood in front of the clear
polycarbonate wall. The cell's lone occupant lay on the single bunk that jutted out
from the side wall.
Wallis, one of the brig's Marine guards, and another guard opened the door and
entered the cell. Each guard wore riot gear and carried a shock rod in a sap gloved
hand. "Wake up!" the guard thundered and nudged the khaki uniformed man
sprawled on the bunk.
"Frak you," the man reflexively said a moment before the rod delivered a low
level shock and caused his back to arch like he was having a seizure. "What the
frak?" he sneered. "That hurt!"
"Well, after what you did to Commander Anders, you're lucky we didn't beat the
shit out of you and then toss your traitorous ass out the nearest airlock," Wallis
growled. "Now, get on your feet before I hang you from a hook. The Commander
and Admiral want to talk to you."
The khaki clad man looked over and Carlisle met his gaze. A cold chill went
down the Admiral's spine as he looked into the face of someone who could have
been the guy next door, a postal carrier, a waiter at a chain restaurant, or any one of
a million other jobs or occupations that are seen but never really looked at.
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"Lieutenant Stewart Claridge," the man finally said after he stood in front of the
wall. "Not at your service," he smirked.
"This...thing..." Harry began, "used to be one of my CIC officers; that is, until he
put three rounds into Commander Anders and sent two others to sickbay."
Carlisle narrowed his eyes and took one step toward the wall. "Why?" he asked
and met Claridge's eyes. "Why did you do it? Do the Erisians hate the rest of us
that much?"
Claridge cocked his head and offered a thin 'I know something you don't' smile.
"I'll give you three answers...First, what happened today? It happens every time.
Second, I'm not from here, or anywhere you've heard of, and I'm certainly not one
of those useful idiots from the Erisian movement. And third," he smirked a cocky
smile, "it's only a matter of time before you're added to the history books."
"Yes...well," Carlisle said evenly, "I think I'll disagree with your last point
because when this is all said and done, I'll find who's behind this, I'll track them
down to whatever pit spawned them, and when I get done with them, whatever
you visited upon us will be repaid three fold." Carlisle noticed a subtle change in
Claridge's body language, and despite the polycarbonate wall physically separating
them, he took one more step forward and invaded the other man's personal space.
"And you know that I can do it, don't you..."
Claridge's answer took a few moments, but then it was more bravado and bluff
than anything else. "Hah. How can you find what you don't know exists."
Carlisle leaned close and whispered so softly that Claridge had to lean forward
and strain to hear. "Because I know all about your kind..." Without offering a
follow up, Carlisle stepped back and walked to the door before he looked over his
shoulder, "Remember this day, Mr. Claridge, or whatever your name might really
be, remember it well because it is the day you signed your people's death warrant."
If looks could kill, then I'd be a dead man right now, Carlisle thought to himself
as he met Claridge's glare with a look of determination and suppressed the shudder
when the prisoner's eyes flashed red.
*+*+*+*+*
Vanguard Anchorage, Battlestar Iphigenia
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The last thirty-six hours had been non-stop and this was the first time Admiral
Bannister Carlisle had to sit down and relax. A plate with a half eaten sandwich
and two handfuls of potato chips was on the small table next to his chair and a
steaming mug of coffee sat close at hand. Even taking a few minutes to relax
wasn't a release from the work that needed to be done before the small fleet could
depart.
Carlisle slipped his boots off his feet and flexed his toes on the carpet he had
installed shortly after taking command. It sure beat a steel or tiled deck, he thought
as he arched his back and stretched in the chair. When he was done, he picked up
the current fleet status report and felt his morale stagger. Of the more than nine
hundred living crewed ships, combatant and non-combatant alike, only fourteen
still survived.
Three more light gunstars had arrived two hours after he'd returned from Isis.
Their arrival had buoyed everyone's spirits, but as the hours passed and no other
ships arrived, the enormity of the cataclysm began to hit home. Thankfully, he
mused ironically, there hadn't been more suicides; at last count only twenty-three
had chosen to join their families by their own hand.
One spot of good news had arrived five hours ago; a fleet collier had arrived
and was accompanied by four of Aeolus Lines' heavy multi-role transports. The
good news, however, was tempered by the bad; so far the Rocs that had been sent
out to look for survivors had found nothing but shattered debris, broken ships and
dismembered stations in decaying orbits, and squadrons of Marauders prowling for
targets.
He set aside the report and allowed his head to rest on the chair's soft back. A
smile crept across his face and his eyes closed as he replayed the scene a few
hours, a day actually, earlier in Ariadne's commander's conference room. Colonel
Douglas Sharma, even his own mother called him Digger, thought that Carlisle's
presence was for a face to face debriefing or to discuss some aspect of the coming
exodus. After the small talk he hit Digger squarely between the eyes with the
reason why he was on Ariadne.
"Digger, I received a dispatch about you while you were at Heraklion," Carlisle
had started somberly. He saw Lieutenant Colonel Kimber Bond out of the corner of
his eye trying not to smirk or smile, and continued, "When I received this I was
surprised. Frankly, Digger, I didn't think you had it in you."
Digger narrowed his eyes and slowly cocked his head. "What is it?" he asked,
confused in the same way that a dog was after you faked throwing a ball.
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"Well, it seems that in their infinite wisdom, and by Congressional consent, the
Fleet has decided to make you a commander, effective yesterday at noon," Carlisle
deadpanned with a straight face.
"Huh?" Digger asked not comprehending. "They promoted me?"
Bond sighed loudly. "Digger, you're out of uniform," she told him and reached
over to tug off the golden phoenixes from his collars.
"You knew?" Digger asked as Bond pinned the new silver phoenixes where the
old ones once rested.
"Of course; Admiral Carlisle gave me the head's up as soon as he boarded,"
Bond explained before stepping back and snapping a smart salute.
"Congratulations, Commander Sharma."
Digger returned the salute and Carlisle handed him two envelopes. "The first
one is a copy of your promotion orders and confirmation that it was entered into
the official record. The second one...well, I think you better read that one now."
The newly minted commander raised an eyebrow and opened the second
envelope. As he read it, Carlisle saw an evil grin form on Digger's face. "Well, this
is...interesting," he said.
"What is it?" Bond asked.
"Now that you have those pins in your hand," Digger innocently asked, "what do
you intend to do with them?"
Now it was Bond's turn to look unsure. "I was going to give them back to you,"
she began before Digger held up his hand.
Carlisle stood back and watched the interplay between the two officers. A good
command team was more than two competent people; they complimented, trusted,
and shared a bond with each other that was vital to the efficient running of a
warship. Digger and Kimber had that relationship and it had stood the test of time.
They'd served together for most of the past fifteen years and he was sure that there
wasn't anything one wouldn't do for the other.
"Well, it seems you're out of uniform, Colonel Bond," Digger began and then
read the promotion order. "Those served me well," he gestured at the golden pins
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she still held, "I hope they serve you just as well." He plucked the pins from her
unresisting hand and a moment later had her properly dressed. "There. They look
good on you, Kim."
"Thanks, Digger. I appreciate it," Bond replied and allowed her right hand to
gently rub the collar device.
Carlisle's eyes slowly opened and he reached for his coffee. It wasn't as hot as
it should have been when it reached his mouth and he reflexively looked at the
clock. Damn, he thought. I must have crashed for half an hour.
"I see you're back to the land of the living," Colonel Daphne Beatty said from his
left after he returned the coffee to the table.
He turned and looked at his XO. She sat in a chair with one long leg crossed
over the other and a report rested on her lap. "You look comfortable," he said.
She tapped the report. "I wanted to review this with you, it's the passenger
manifests from the civilian ships as well as those that Ariadne pulled off Heraklion
and that the stragglers picked up. You were already out when I got here and
thought you needed some down time."
Carlisle took a deep breath and nodded once. "Thank you. I didn't realize how
exhausted I was."
"You don't have to go," she said after a moment of silence.
Ah, that, he thought and felt the edges of his mouth curl ruefully. "I have to,
Daph. I have to see it with my own eyes to convince this," he pointed at his heart,
"that what this," he pointed to his temple, "knows is true. I owe it to everyone who
was cut down yesterday to go back and say a prayer over their grave, over the grave
of everything that our culture once was; I have to do this."
Beatty stood and placed the report on the chair before she walked across the
room and sat on the sofa across from Carlisle. He felt her gaze as it bored into the
very essence of his being. "You come back, Bannister William Carlisle; this is your
home now and I don't want to do this alone."
Her tone caught him off guard. It wasn't pleading or demanding; but was warm
and urgent, and filled with a husky, restrained emotion that he'd never heard from
her before. Carlisle felt his mouth dry slightly and allowed his eyes to confirm his
words, "I know, Daph, and I will be back. We have a lot of long years ahead of us
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and this is just the start; I don't want to waste any more time."
She rewarded him with a smile that made him feel a warmth he hadn't felt in
almost a year and a half. "Good. Captain Hathaway should have your Roc ready
by the time you get down to the flight deck."
*+*+*+*+*
Approaching the Main World, Roc 705
The Roc was a multi-mission small craft that could be configured for a variety of
missions through modular components. A parent ship could easily configure one
for AEW/EW support, transport, tanker, gunship, heavy attack, or several other more
specific missions. Roc 705 was currently configured for the AEW/EW mission and
was running as silent as possible while it coasted toward the system's primary
world.
They'd already passed several ships still going through their death throes and
avoided numerous Marauder patrols since they'd arrived from Vanguard Anchorage.
The devastation was worse than Carlisle could have imagined. Where the high
orbit had once been the home to numerous stations and platforms, it was now a
charnel house of highly radioactive decompressing fragments that slowly popped
and hissed as electronics died and bulkheads failed.
He was beginning to think this had been a mistake.
"Coming up on low orbit, sir," Captain Noel Hathaway told from the pilot's seat
to his left.
"Are you wishing you didn't draw the short straw, Noel?" Carlisle asked.
"No, Admiral...I had to see home one last time; so did Gilley. We didn't draw
lots, we volunteered," Hathaway told him.
"Hearing about it is one thing," Lieutenant Robert Gilley said from where he
stood behind and between the two ejection seats. "But seeing this...the damage is
too much for words."
"My kid sister was on Athens Station," Hathaway offered sadly. "She had just
graduated from college and was working as a teacher there."
The three men were silent as the Roc coasted forward and the signs of carnage
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continued to get worse. They passed the remains of a battlestar that had been
almost torn apart from an internal explosion; only bits of hull plating and the dorsal
keel held the bow and stern sections together. Nearby, the remains of a Ba'al class
baseship drifted in an ever decaying orbit.
It was the planet in front of them, however, that dominated Carlisle's attention
and thoughts. Two days earlier it had been a beautiful blue and white orb filled
with life and the promise it offered.
Great cities graced her lands, mighty
arcologies lived on her oceans, and life thrived from north pole to south pole and
every point in-between.
It would have been just after dinnertime in his hometown of Minos when the
cataclysm started. Parents would have been taking an after dinner walk with their
children, maybe to the park or playground, and further out, beyond the city limits,
farmers would have been bringing the cattle in from the fields for the night. It
would have started just like any other evening until the first bombs detonated and
then the survivors would have known that the unthinkable had happened.
The scene would have replayed itself countless times and in thousands of
different places. People would be going about their normal routine when a flash of
light would appear in the sky followed by a blast of ionizing radiation and heat
before ending with a massive overpressure wave. That was, if they weren't
incinerated by the initial fireball. The only difference would be a matter of seconds
but the end result would be the same.
Below, the peaceful blue and white had been replaced by violent swirling
browns, tans, and greys. The civilization that had once occupied the planet was
now vaporized or burned and what was left ejected into the upper atmosphere as
radioactive fallout to slowly return to the surface as time and the winds permitted.
The planet, long a benign cradle of civilization had become death itself and
infinitely hostile to all organic life.
"I've seen enough," Carlisle finally announced after he had said a prayer for the
dead and begged for grace for the living. "Take us home, Noel."
"Copy that, Admiral; I've had the nav computer constantly updating the plot.
Gilley, spin up the FTL," Hathaway said as he brought the rest of the Roc's systems
from standby to full power.
Gilley confirmed the order and a moment later announced, "Dradis contacts! I
have fifteen...correction, twenty-seven capital ships and a shitload of Marauders.
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They're station keeping over the north pole..."
"How soon until we can jump?" Carlisle asked.
"Fifteen seconds," Gilley answered. "Jump coordinates accepted and locked.
Starting the countdown...we jump in five..."
Carlisle looked out at the world that had given him life.
"Four..."
He wanted to look at it, shattered as it might be, as long as possible.
"Three..."
Doria was down there, along with his parents and everyone else he was related
to except for Harry.
"Two..."
He wanted to say good-bye to his homeworld one last time.
"One..."
And so he said good-bye to Earth.
"Jump!"
The view was suddenly replaced by a silver flash as the Roc's FTL drive tore
reality apart and pushed them through the hole that opened. When the flash
subsided he saw Iphigenia orbiting Vanguard Anchorage.
And despite his best effort, once again he succumbed to his emotions and
couldn't keep the tears from rolling down his cheeks.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Battlestar Iphigenia
"Six years?" Beatty asked.
Carlisle shifted, "Almost, but close enough."
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"When we get there all of this will have become ancient history. As much time
will have passed from now to then as from when Earth was first settled," Beatty said
and slid closer.
He thought about it for a moment. The reality of near light speed travel meant
that while only a few years would pass subjectively for Earth's last fleet, a score of
centuries would pass objectively in real time. "So long as we live, it will never be
ancient. If the Colonies won't welcome us as family, then we'll find a world and
start on our own. But," he turned her around so he could look at her. "But," he
started rhetorically, "We will have a future."
"I like the sound of that," Beatty softly said.
*+*+*+*+*
"They have already left," the two meter tall cybernetic warrior said to the man
that stood next to it.
"Yes, they have," the man confirmed and put his hands on his hips and clenched
his jaw. "Did your ship get a plot?"
"It did," the warrior answered in the same synthetic monotone that all warriors
spoke with. "The telemetry has been uploaded to Ba'al Hadad's navigation
computers and a trajectory has been plotted.
The man turned and strode to the large window that graced Ba'al Hadad's
forward port tower's observation lounge and gazed out over the massive ship and
the fleet that was assembled beyond. "Has the Conclave made a decision whether
to follow?"
"It has."
"And?" the man prodded.
"They have agreed to dispatch a task force to follow and end their existence," the
warrior explained as it stepped forward and allowed its red eye to scan the vista.
"Good. It's only a matter of time," the man replied as he stood and stared out
the window.
The warrior saw their reflection, human and robotic, and noted that despite their
differences, they did share one similarity; both of them had eyes that flashed red.
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"As you say, Equal; it is only a matter of time."

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 478
Chapter 23: Rebuses and Revelations
Virgon, Boskirk, 13281 Keeler Street
Four pairs of eyes stared at the cover of a book that was either a clever forgery
or really dated from when the Colonies were founded. Beckett didn't want to break
the solemnity of the occasion, but finding the book and the possibility it was real
changed the equation. Suddenly the 5/7 tucked into an inside the waistband
holster resting on his right hip and the two spare magazines riding on his left didn't
feel quite as heavy, physically or metaphorically, as they did a few minutes earlier.
"Can you give me a preliminary guess, Jerry? Is it real or something hacked
together as swag for a game?" Beckett finally asked.
Slowly and carefully, as if the book was a baby he didn't want to wake by
moving too fast or making too much noise, Jerry opened the cover and looked at
the familiar, yet subtly alien, text. "My gut says it's legit." He then put his nose
close to the paper and deeply inhaled. "It smells old."
"What?" Beckett asked.
"It's something my father used to say," Cora explained, jumping into the
conversation. "He'd pull an old book from the bookcase, open it, and say that it
had the smell of ages about it. There was something about an old book that had a
unique smell." She shrugged and added, "I think it's real, too."
Zoe leaned close and after she put on a pair of gloves, gently touched the first
page and allowed her fingertips to glide over the paper. She looked at Jerry who
nodded and she slid the book in front of her before turning the page. "If this isn't
real, then Colin went through a lot of trouble to fake a book that was nothing more
than a game prop."
Blue, handwritten script covered the two visible pages and to Beckett's eye, the
writing was something he'd expect from a navigator's log book; precise, consistent,
and without flair. "Ok," he said and looked at the three other faces clustered
around the book. "We need to pack up and get back to Hecate. Every step of the
way we've had confirmation that this is real and that there's some sort of really
bizarre conspiracy surrounding it, the game, and the principle developers. I'm
inclined to agree, this is real, or at the very least, the Precursors think it's real
enough, and want it bad enough, to do anything to get it or suppress its knowledge.
"First, is there anything else in the box or safe deposit box?" he asked.
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Jerry looked in the box that had held the book. "This is clear. Cora, can you
check the safe deposit box?"
"Sure," Cora answered and folded the lid back and then reached in and felt
around. "Hmmm...I think I have something," she said a moment before she tugged
something and the sound of ripping tape was heard. Her hand withdrew a large
manila envelope that bore Plenny Interactive's logo. There's something in it,
thicker than a piece of paper," she added as her fingers slightly flexed the envelope.
"Let's see what it is," Beckett urged and watched as Cora used a 7cm assisted
opening lock back knife to slice open the envelope.
"What's this?" she asked a moment later when a single pearl white heavyweight
plastic sheet slid out.
"It's a sort of computer interface," Zoe explained and picked up the sheet. "I
haven't seen one of these in quite some time," she said before gliding her fingers
over the surface and bringing it to life. A series of symbols flashed across it and the
alabaster skinned officer grinned. "This one looks like it's been programmed as
some sort of key. We used them back in the day to do a lot of different things,
including interfacing with and directing a holoband so we could jump into a
certain place in the v-world...think of it as a combination physical password and
map."
"So we might be able to go somewhere in the game that we wouldn't otherwise
be able to get to through normal play?" Beckett asked.
Zoe nodded. "Or, it could lead to someplace altogether different. We won't
know until we try it out."
Clock's ticking, boy-o, the little voice whispered in his ear. "Let's pack up and
get out of here. Call it a gut feeling..."
Jerry met his gaze. "Yeah, I have it, too."
Beckett looked at his watch. "We've been in here for a good ten minutes or so,
and since there aren't any windows, we don't know if any of our friends are out
there."
"Don't you think that's a bit much?" Cora asked and gave the door an appraising
look.
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"I remember how fast they worked in the game," Beckett shrugged. "Here's the
plan. Zoe, you carry the book and the sheet. Cora, you stick to Zoe no matter
what happens; Jerry and I will provide cover. Should they be out there, as soon as
possible turn off your phone and pull the SIM, just to be safe. If we're separated,
we'll meet at Don Watson's Highland Grill at the Rotunda and as soon as you think
you're safe, check in with the Command Center at Westfield and have them get
word to the Admiral and arrange for a pickup." He paused and met the blue eyes
that melted his heart.
"The most important thing is that we get the book back to the ship," he
continued. "If you two get there," he looked at Cora and Zoe, "call for backup and
don't wait past 8:00 for us; get back to the ship."
"But..." Cora started to protest and stopped when Beckett shook his head.
"I know, Cora.
explained.

We're going to try to keep together, this is just in case," he

"I'm not keen on it," Jerry said weighing in on the issue. "But I want you to be
safe and if the artifacts are safe I'll know you're safe," he told Zoe.
Beckett stood and pushed the chair under the table before he drew the 5/7 and
press checked it. He saw the others copy his action and still holding the weapon,
slipped his hand into his jacket pocket. Don't worry, boy-o, I've got your six, the
little voice told him as his hand reached for the door.
"Let's go."
The hallway was deserted when he stepped through the door and turned
towards the front of the building. Soft music from the lobby drifted down the hall
and Beckett strained to hear if there were any voices as he strode forward. The
clerk sat behind her desk and quickly glanced at them before looking out the door
again.
"We're finished with the box," Beckett explained with a forced smile, "and won't
need it anymore. What is necessary to cancel the account?"
"Ah...nothing. I'll..." the clerk's eyes flicked out the glass paneled door and then
back to Beckett. "I'll, ah...take care of it," she stammered.
Beckett nodded and spun the register around so he could write in it. As he did
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it, he grabbed a piece of paper and started writing on it. He wrote several lines and
then smiled, gestured with his hand that he was done, and spun the book around.
Some people came in looking for us. They all looked the same. If this is correct,
smile and reach up and twirl your hair. Is there a back door? If so, say, 'Thank
you!'
The clerk read the note and nervously looked up and met Beckett's cautious
gaze. She blinked and he could see the fear lurking just beneath the surface that
threatened to break out. After a moment she licked her lips, smiled, and her left
hand idly twirled a long lock of deep red hair, "Thank you!"
A moment later the clerk stood and brushed down the pleats in her navy blue
skirt. "Come with me," she said, her voice fearful and barely above a whisper.
"They're outside in a car, four of them...they look identical to each other!"
She glanced over her shoulder and walked briskly down the hall for half a
dozen steps before breaking into a run. Beckett waited until the others were past
before following them.
They were barely through the back door when Beckett heard the front door slam
open and the glass shatter.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet
"Eat," Lido growled and tossed the ration pack to the ground in front of Minerva
before tossing one down in front of Pepper. "I'll bring some water in a few
minutes," she added disdainfully.
Minerva reached forward and cradled the ration pack on her lap. It was similar
to the others they'd been given over the past few days and she wondered if this one
would have the chicken and noodles or the beef stroganoff; she preferred the beef
stroganoff because it had a lemon flavored cake bar instead of the brownie that
came with the chicken and noodles. "C'mon, Pepper...time to eat," she told the
man who was sitting with his back against the rock and had his feet extended in
front of him. "Lido will be back with water in a minute, but we need to get the
food ready."
Her copilot answered her with a groan. Pepper had been getting steadily worse
since they'd been captured several days earlier. She was fairly certain he suffered
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some sort of internal damage and prayed to the gods that somehow he'd get
medical treatment before whatever it was became terminal. "Here," she said, "I'll
help you."
When Lido returned Minerva had the food pouches ready and had woken
Pepper enough that he'd be able to feed himself. "How is he?" Lido asked with a
rare trace of concern.
"He needs more than a first aid kit," Minerva said more kindly than she
intended. "If I had his EWAC I could have it check his vitals..." she added. The
Colonials had confiscated all of their equipment when they were captured, and
Emma and Pepper's EWAC were both part of the lost gear.
Lido shook her head. "No can do. There's too much about it that we don't
know, and the Captain doesn't want you pulling any fast ones on us," she explained
defiantly.
Something in Minerva snapped and her violet eyes flashed with unrestrained
anger. "Listen up! If he doesn't get medical attention he's going to die! We might
be able to give him a few extra days before things get critical if we knew what was
wrong and right now, since none of us are doctors, that little device is the best
chance my friend has!"
The sudden outburst took Lido by surprise and the woman took a step back.
"Your guy wouldn't need medical attention if you wouldn't have attacked us!" Lido
defiantly shouted back. "We never did anything to hurt you and now we're all
frakked on this gods forsaken rock!"
Minerva stood her ground and hissed back, "Well, maybe if whoever was flying
that other Raptor hadn't screwed the pooch and had a mid-air with you, you'd be
on your way back to the Colonies and I'd be back on Aether!" She knew the words
were highly provocative and may have crossed the line as soon as the words left
her mouth, especially if someone had died on the other Raptor.
"You. Frakking. Bitch!" Lido snarled. "This is all your fault!"
Before Lido had a chance to finish or Minerva to respond, another voice entered
the fray. "Calm down, ladies, please," Vassar said from where he stood a few meters
away. "Now isn't the time for blame. What happened, happened, and we're all
neck deep in the shit together. Getting out of it is what we should be focused on,
not trying to assign blame." His voice was strong and carried an easy air of
command as he folded his arms across his chest.
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"Cap...if it wasn't for them..." Lido started and the stopped, took a deep breath
and let it out before frowning. "Yeah, you're right."
"Of course I am," he teased, "it's why I'm the captain. Now, give our guests
some water and have a seat because we need to have a little pow-wow." He
waited until Lido had filled the pouches with the steaming water and then took a
seat on a rock. Minerva and Pepper slowly mixed the water and the pouch's
contents and started eating.
"Ok, here's how things are," Vassar began using a tone closer to a friendly chat
than a captor's to a prisoner. "We're going to need some help with the Raptor.
Some of it is grunt work to finish the last repair, and for the rest I'm going to need
an experienced pilot. Under normal circumstances I'd have Lido take the right
seat, but the ship is banged up to the point where instinct and experience are going
to take precedence."
Minerva studied Vassar; he was an attractive man in a rugged, independent
fashion, and had his crew's unquestioned loyalty and faith. There seemed to be a
tension and attraction with Lido, and the navigator seemed to be overly protective
toward her captain. All in all, Minerva concluded, he was probably a good man,
with a good crew, and all of them were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.
"So what do you propose?" Minerva finally asked.
"A couple hundred kilometers that way," Vassar pointed to the northwest, "are
the people who hired us. They're prospectors and have the best medical capability
on the planet. Eventually, we're all going to get off this rock and frankly, it's a pain
in my ass to constantly have to have someone tend to you two."
"Well," Minerva snarked back, "it's a pain in my ass to sit here doing nothing all
day...though," she added, "it is kind of nice to be waited on hand and foot."
Vassar nodded. "All good things have to end sometime. Here's the deal; you
work with us and help us get the Raptor up and running, help us get to the survey
site, and promise not to cause any mischief, mayhem, or otherwise misbehave, you
know the drill, Minerva," he said, "we're all adults here. We need to work together
so we all can have the best chance of surviving."
"What else?" Minerva asked. She was fairly certain he was holding something
back.
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"You agree and give me your parole, and the same with Pepper, and I'll return
your stuff to you, less the weapons. We need to build up that trust, first," Vassar
explained. "No more restraints, either. And..." he looked over her shoulder and
deeper into the woods, "I want you to call in whoever is out there."
It had to be Hector! He'd tracked their EWAC signals and must have been
scouting the camp. "Time to take a chance, Captain," Minerva stated bluntly and
met his gaze with her violet eyes. "If there's someone out there you're going to
expect him to disarm and put himself at your mercy. Would you?" She paused a
moment after asking the question and then quickly continued, "You don't need to
answer that, let's just acknowledge that we're both military people, even if you're
now a civilian, you used to be military, and in that way we probably think alike.
"Here's my counter offer; we'll help you with everything you mentioned and
share the workload equally. But with that comes an expectation of equality." She
stopped and made sure that the words were straight in her mind before she spoke;
she'd only get one chance. "We either lock up all the weapons or..." she saw that
her opening offer wasn't acceptable simply based on his body language, "...or, we
lock up just the long arms and we all, your people and mine, keep our side arms."
The art of the sale included knowing when to talk and when to shut up, at least
that's what the manager said at the electronics shop she worked at the summer
before she went to the academy. Now, Minerva thought, is the time to shut up.
The silence drug on for several heartbeats and she saw Vassar share a subtle look
with Lido. The other woman pursed her lips and gave him an almost imperceptible
nod.
Finally, Vassar broke the silence. "Ok, I accept your terms." He stood and
crossed the distance to where Minerva sat and offered his hand to help her stand.
Once she was on her feet he kept his hand out, this time to shake, "Josiah Vassar,
Captain of Dixie Bell Dancer."
Minerva took his hand and felt in his grip a confident strength that reinforced
her first impressions. "Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay; late of Aether's Spear, and
now I surmise, part of your crew."
"You surmise right, Minerva. Now," Vassar drew a knife and cut her bonds, "can
you call in your friend?"
"Certainly," she replied and crawled up onto the rock. "Hector! Any other
Aether's Spear crew! Terms have been negotiated, come on in." When she was
finished, she crawled back down, picked up her food pouch, and started eating.
After a mouthful, "Hector will come in. If he doesn't show up by the time I'm
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finished, I'll call him on the EWAC."
"Thank you, Minerva," Vassar told her before he leaned forward and said just
loud enough for her to hear, "No one was on the other Raptor, and the plan worked
almost to perfection." She raised an eyebrow and he added, "I didn't expect your
ship to hold together long enough for you to eject."
"Well," she offered him a thin smile that as more sarcasm than mirth, "I'm glad
we disappointed you, Captain."
Minerva made a second announcement after she finished eating and then used
Pepper's EWAC to check his vitals. It was as bad as she feared; there had been
some internal bleeding and he was most likely suffering from a concussion. "We'll
get you patched up soon, Pepper," she had just said when Hector announced his
presence.
"Hey, Minerva! If this isn't on the up and up, my ghost is going to haunt your
ass!" he said loudly as he walked into camp. His rifle was slung across his back
and his flight suit showed several days of dirt and wear.
Introductions were made and after Minerva explained the terms of the
agreement, the young lieutenant reluctantly surrendered his rifle. "I can't say I like
this," he said, "but it beats sleeping on leaves. How much work do you figure it's
going to take to get that ship in the air?"
Tello looked at a small tablet computer and flicked his finger across its surface.
"We have to re-secure one of the engines and then test it. Once that's done, we
can leave."
Hector walked over to the Raptor and ran his hand across the empennage
before he stepped around and looked at the engine mounts before taking out his
EWAC. Minerva could see Tello hovering close by like a mother bear watching a
cub explore outside the den for the first time.
"It's battered, but it'll fly," the engineer proudly said.
The recent arrival shook his head. "We'll be a fireball within minutes of takeoff,
if not sooner," he told the engineer. "Look," he pointed at the EWAC's screen.
"One of the things this can do is an atmospheric analysis. I don't know how it
works, but it does and that's what matters. Somewhere near this engine," Hector
pointed to the one that had to be re-secured, "is a fuel line that's leaking."
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Minerva looked at Vassar and raised her eyebrows. "Can this be fixed?"
Tello walked under the engines and disappeared between them. After a
moment he pulled himself out and nodded. "Yeah, we can fix it." He looked like
he was debating what to say for a moment before he turned to Hector, "Thanks.
The break isn't big, but it's big enough to cause trouble in an atmosphere."
"How long do you think it will be until we can get airborne?" Vassar asked the
engineer.
The question was answered with a shrug. "We have about six or seven hours of
light left today, and if we bust ass we should be able to get it fixed. The best case
scenario is that we can leave at first light tomorrow. Worst case...well, I hope we
all remembered basic wilderness survival."
Seven hours later as the sun was setting behind the western mountains, Minerva
felt a new sense of camaraderie with the Colonials. She wasn't sure she'd classify it
as friendship yet, but it wasn't adversarial any longer. Survival has a way of
stripping away politics, she thought and watched the golden rays trying to burn
through the trees that crowned the western summits. Suddenly, she remembered
the nugget she had discovered before she found Pepper. She reached into her pack
and closed her fist around the heavy sphere before walking over to where Vassar sat
alone with his thoughts.
"What's up?" he asked as she sat down next to him.
Minerva smiled, "I'm just here to make Lido a little catty and jealous," she teased
and saw his eyes widen slightly. That answers that question, she thought to herself.
"Actually," she said in a more serious tone, "I wanted to ask what the prospectors
were looking for."
Vassar studied her for a moment before warily answering. "Mineral wealth," he
shrugged with one shoulder. "They said that they had been going through some old
pre-Uprising records and found a survey report. Why?"
"You're an awful long way from home, Captain, and I find it more than just
coincidental that we get a scramble order from an Equal to jump out here, also a
long way from home, with specific orders to capture your ship...intact," she
explained and saw the gears starting to move in his mind. "Equal Geonova was
pretty specific about what we'd find and where."
"I'm not liking where this is leading, Minerva," Vassar told her.
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"I wouldn't either," she quietly agreed and kept her voice down. "Something is
going on here and I think, it's just a gut feeling, but I think we're going to get the
answers when we reach the camp."
She met his narrowed eyes when he spoke, "You're saying that someone set us
up?"
"Possibly." The word hung heavy in the air between them and Minerva pushed
on. "If you were set up, and whoever did it is in that camp, we're all going to have
to be very careful." Her fingers felt the nugget's rough surface. "And, in the spirit
of building some of that trust we talked about earlier, I want you to take a look at
this and tell me what you see."
Minerva opened her hand so Vassar could see the nugget. "May I?" he asked
and reached to pick it up. She nodded and he nimbly plucked it from her hand
and held it close so as to better examine it. "It looks like a gold nugget," he finally
concluded. "There's something a little odd about it, I can't put my finger on it,
though."
She pulled Emma from a pocket and said, "Emma, we need to be quiet, so
ratchet down the volume, ok?"
"I'll be as quiet as a barn mouse," Emma replied and Vassar stiffened.
"She's not a Cylon; she's my friend and helped me find Pepper," Minerva quickly
explained. "Emma, show Captain Vassar what you showed me earlier today."
The screen suddenly displayed the video that Emma had taken several days
earlier when Minerva discovered the rock. "Now," Emma narrated, "After you
captured Minerva, I decided to analyze the images. Please look at this one here,"
the EWAC asked and flashed a still image onto the screen.
"It's the nugget," Vassar said slightly irritated.
"Yes...but look at what happens when we increase the magnification and
enhance the image," Emma told him.
Once again the image changed; this time it enlarged and the smooth, worn
surfaces that looked like nothing more than natural formation suddenly resolved
into something quite different. "Is that..." Vassar began before his voice trailed off.
"Yes, it is.

That's a woman's face," Minerva said pointing out the obvious
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feature, "and this is a building," she added, pointing out another. "And these," her
finger indicated a slightly exposed and rounded hump with a bunch of tiny cuts,
"are rills, the tiny ridges along a coin's circumference."
Vassar looked at the screen for a long time and then at the nugget in his hand.
Slowly he turned the nugget until it matched the screen and then he studied it. "My
gods..." he finally said, his voice barely louder than a whisper. "It's a clump of
melted coins. How the hell did it get all the way out here?"
"Indeed," Minerva agreed. "Or perhaps a better question would be, 'What else
is out there?' I'm not feeling quite as comfortable as I was earlier today."
"Yeah..." Vassar nodded. "Neither am I. We keep this between us until we get
things sorted out at the camp."
"I think that would be best." Minerva bit her lip as she debated whether to inch
closer to a line that if crossed, could change her life forever. "I think we've all be
played...but I'm not sure whether this," she held the nugget, "was a known
variable."
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Boskirk, 13281 Keeler Street
It wasn't much, but it would have to do, Beckett thought as he helped Jerry push
the small dumpster so it would block the door. "This isn't going to stop them," he
growled.
"No," Jerry agreed, "but it should slow them down a few moments so we can
duck between some houses or something."
"C'mon," Beckett said as soon as the dumpster was in place. They managed to
run less than fifteen meters when the back door hit the dumpster. "Faster!" he urged
and changed his pace from a fast run to a sprint.
Next to him, Jerry matched his pace and glanced behind him. "It's still holding,"
he said between breaths. "Do we try to catch up to the girls?"
That's a good question, boy-o, the little voice agreed. But you better make a
decision fast...
Beckett didn't hesitate, "We'll see if we can see them when we reach the corner.
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If not," pain crept into his voice, "then we have to follow the plan. We'll try and
distract the Precursors and get them to follow us."
"That wasn't what you said back there..." Jerry suddenly protested and then went
quiet.
"Yeah...that's why," Beckett told him when he knew his wingman for this mission
figured out his duplicity. He skidded to a halt when he reached the end of the
alley. Behind him, he could still hear the back door pounding on the dumpster as
the Precursors tried to follow them.
"There they are!" Jerry exclaimed at the same time Beckett saw the three women
descend a flight of stairs and enter a basement apartment.
No one was on the street when Beckett scanned the sidewalks and cars. The
stairs weren't visible from the street that ran in front of the office so there was a
good chance the women managed to get under cover without being spotted. "Ok.
Run like hell and if we see them before we reach the stairs, we keep running. Ok?"
Jerry nodded. "Let's do this. I'm getting tired of those red-eyed freaks nipping at
our heels."
After one last scan of the area, Beckett sprinted diagonally across the street and
made a bee-line for the small alleyway between the two old brownstones. His right
foot had just cleared the curb when the sound of screeching tires sank his hopes of
seeing Cora in the next few moments. "Frak!" he swore. "C'mon, Jerry, we keep
going and stick to the plan. Follow me!"
Beckett continued sprinting toward the small alleyway and quickly glanced at
the sunken entry and saw Cora and Zoe peeking out from behind a curtain. They're
safe, boy-o, the voice said. They're big girls and they have guns, so they're not
going to wind up like those half naked idiots in a teenybopper slasher film. You
take care of yourself and they'll do the same for themselves, and you'll all wind
down over a pitcher of beer tonight.
The alleyway was barely a meter wide and was more like a paved tunnel that
straddled the property line dividing the two brownstones. "Do you want to make a
stand here?" Jerry asked, right on his heels.
"No," Beckett shouted back. "We don't want to draw more attention to the area
than we have to. These are just normal people and we don't want to involve them
in this. We take the left fork!" he exclaimed as he reached the end of the tunnel
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and used his momentum to vault over the gate that led into the left-side property.
His feet landed on cobblestones and he saw that he was in a well tended back
yard that had aspirations of being a topiary garden. Trimmed hedges surrounded
the perimeter and flowerbeds were planted in front of them with ordered ranks of
flowers arranged as if they were soldiers on parade. A small koi pond and rock
garden was on the right while a pair of large trees flanked a wrought iron park
bench that faced the pond.
Fast steps carried him through the yard to the rear gate, a large wooden door set
into some sort of trellis-like frame covered with ivy. Beckett angled to the left and
knelt next to the small, picturesque shed that was decorated to look like a rustic
forest plank and shingle cabin. "Keep your eyes on the rear gate," he told Jerry as
he pushed his hands into the foliage to spread the shrubbery so he could see the
alley beyond.
Beckett was barely breathing as Jerry crouched next to him. The alley appeared
deserted and he decided to pause a moment rather than immediately bolting.
"Anything back there?" he whispered.
"Nothing," Jerry replied. "I can clearly see the light at the end of the tunnel we
ran through and there's no one there."
"Good...ready to keep going?" Beckett prodded and started inching toward the
gate.
"Yeah...let's do this..." Jerry declared from behind him.
When he stood, Beckett quickly closed the distance to the gate and flipped the
latch. He was just about to go through when he heard Jerry whisper," Someone not female - just entered the tunnel. They're here..."
Beckett was through the gate and closed it behind Jerry half a dozen heartbeats
later and the two men dashed across the alley and deep into another yard.
*+*+*+*+*
"They just kept running," the clerk said from where she stood behind Zoe and
Cora. "Why didn't they stop?"
Zoe turned and looked at the woman who, for better or worse, was now
involved in something that could grind her into paste without breaking stride.
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"What's your name?" she asked.
"Belinda. Belinda Gibson," she answered. "What's going on?" she added and
narrowed her eyes.
I hope this one isn't going to be difficult, Zoe thought silently. In a way, this was
a step back to her life before the uprising when she and Jordan Duram waged an
undercover war against the Monads and tried to prevent the catastrophe that
eventually took place. The slim 5/7 felt familiar in her hand and she filed that
option away under the heading 'Last Resort'. "Here's the short story," she began.
"As of now, you're covered under the Official Secrets Act; anything you see, hear,
or experience regarding this incident is included. Do you follow me?" she asked
and flexed her hand around the concealed weapon's grip.
Belinda seemed to hesitate, then nodded jerkily.
on...and who are you?" she pressed.

"Ok.

Now what's going

"First things first," Zoe said and pulled out her ID. "I'm Captain Zoe Avalon and
this is Captain Coralanna Chase, we're both with the Colonial Fleet." Belinda's
eyes widened when she heard Cora's name and Zoe continued, "Those people who
came into your office are after something that has been stored there for a very long
time. It is imperative that they don't get it. We're not 100% sure exactly who they
are, but they're extremely dangerous and have no compulsion against killing to get
what they want.
"Do you follow me so far?" Zoe prodded.
"Yeah," Belinda said and sat on a well broken-in sofa. "What are you going to
do? I mean, you can hide here and when they leave you can go, right?"
Cora shook her head. "No, I'm afraid not. You're going to have to come with us
until this is sorted out. Do you have any valuables or documents that you need to
travel or don't want to lose? If so, let's get them."
"I can't leave...my job..." Belinda protested.
Zoe sighed.
It was either like this, denial, or it was over enthusiastic
willingness, rarely anything in the middle. "I don't know how long they're going to
remain a threat so you have to be prepared. Do you have any close family?"
The mention of family seemed to shock Belinda and the woman's eyes
narrowed and she clenched her fists. "No. I don't have any family other than an

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 492
Aunt who moved to Caprica last year. I'm alone."
That touched an unintentional nerve, Zoe thought and recognized the pain and
anger Belinda projected. She remembered her own sense of loss and felt a kinship
with the woman now glaring at her. "How about a boyfriend? " she paused, then
added, "Or girlfriend? Will anyone miss you tonight?"
Belinda scowled, cocked her head and shoulders, and crossed her arms under
her breasts. It was another thing Zoe recognized from her own life. "No. I'm
alone."
Zoe could feel the pain in the words. Until recently, she felt the same way.
"Cora, can you keep an eye on things out here? I'm going to go with Belinda to
make sure she has what she needs."
"I'll hold the fort," Cora replied and gazed longingly through the window.
Yeah, I share that feeling, Zoe thought. "Cool."
"Belinda?" Cora said before Zoe could escort the woman back to the bedroom.
"We'll get through this," she told her and offered a reassuring smile. "Later tonight
we'll talk about the future, ok?"
"Ok..." Belinda answered slowly, sadly, and to Zoe it sounded as if the woman
was acknowledging the loss of everything she'd worked so hard to achieve.
*+*+*+*+*
They'd lost their pursuers for the fifth, or was it sixth, time in three hours and
Beckett was starting to think that an ambush or even a stand up fight was starting to
sound pretty good. He and Jerry had led the Precursors on a helter-skelter chase
across several neighborhoods that all shared a similar look and feel in their attempt
to buy the girls time to make a clean escape.
"So, when are you going to ask her?" Jerry asked as he peeked around the corner
and surveyed the street for signs of pursuit.
Beckett laughed and felt the tension across his shoulders lessen somewhat. "I
have to talk to her father first and ask his permission."
Jerry stepped back and shook his head once. "Going old school, eh?"
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A warm feeling infused his heart as Beckett thought about Cora. "I have to; if I
didn't, it just wouldn't feel right. Plus," he smirked, "I don't think it would go down
too well to walk up to Charles and say, 'Your daughter and I are getting married'.
Besides, I want to do this right, Jerry; you know, 'once and forever'."
"I hear you," Jerry replied and frowned slightly. "I wish I could do the same..."
his voice trailed off and he suddenly smiled. "No, not ask Charles, but ask her
father. I knew that came out wrong."
Beckett sat on an aluminum garbage can and allowed his legs to rest. "Why
don't you?" he suggested. When Jerry didn't seem to understand, he explained,
"Zoe looks up to Charles like a father figure and judging from what I've seen, I think
he kind of looks at her like a daughter." He shrugged. "If nothing else, you can talk
to someone she sees as a surrogate for her own father."
Jerry seemed to think through Beckett's words and after a score of heartbeats
slowly nodded as his frown turned into a slight smile. "I think that's a good idea.
Thank you for the advice."
"Any time," Beckett replied and stood. His legs felt better after the short reprieve
and he looked through the gap that led out to the street. "Ready?"
"No...I'd like to call in a fire mission and slag them from orbit," Jerry joked and
stretched. "But that's not possible so I guess we better start the race again."
They'd no sooner stepped onto the sidewalk when a dark maroon sedan jerked
to a stop and the driver's side window rolled down. Beckett's hand went for his 5/7
as a voice yelled out from within, "Hey, Rockstar! How are you?"
Beckett stopped and allowed his hand to relax and move to a slightly less
threatening posture as he jogged over to the car. "Doc? What are you doing here?"
he asked when he saw Doc Danforth and Kait Macy in the car.
"I was showing Kait where I used to live back before I joined the Marines," Doc
explained as he appeared to give Beckett's slightly unkempt appearance a quick
once over.
"Hey, Rockstar!" Kait said from the passenger seat. "How are things going?"
Beckett laughed. "You wouldn't believe me if I told you..." He was cut off in
mid sentence when he felt Jerry's hand on his shoulder and looked down the street.
Jerry's confirmation wasn't necessary; the car and its occupants had become all too
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familiar.
The Precursors had found them.
"Ah...we need to get going," Beckett started to say before Doc shook his head.
"No, get in the car, we'll take you wherever you need to go," Doc told Beckett.
"I can't..." Beckett began and looked back where the Precursors were located.
Their car was less than half a block away and at this speed, they'd easily be able to
get out and chase Jerry and him on foot.
"Some people are after us and it might get hairy," Beckett protested and felt the
need to run.
Several people started crossing the street and temporarily delayed the
Precursors. This wasn't going to end well, Beckett thought.
Ya think, boy-o, the little voice asked sarcastically from its perch on his
shoulder.
"If you need a good driver," Doc said and already had the driver's door open,
"I've got the best one sitting right next to me."
"C'mon, Beckett...we gotta go, gotta go!" Jerry prodded as nervously as Beckett
felt.
Beckett saw that both Doc and Kait were out of the car and switching positions.
"Ok. But you need to get out of here as fast as possible, ok?"
"Leave it to me," Kait boasted as she slipped behind the wheel. "And I won't
even need any kill marks when we're done."
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Boskirk, Don Watson's Highland Grill at the Rotunda
The Rotunda was one of the most iconic locations on Virgon, and arguably, the
Colonies as well. It wasn't just a shopping district, a professional business district,
an entertainment district, or even a residential district, but rather it was a blend of
all of them with a focus on exceptional and outstanding examples of all four
disciplines. The central complex covered four city blocks and dated from the early
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Imperial era with a central marble clad rotunda that soared more than two hundred
meters above the streets and capped a beautifully ornate building that managed
somehow not to be ostentatious while at the same time leaving the first time viewer
speechless.
The rest of the district spread out from the central complex for five blocks in
every direction; the closer to the central complex, the more prestigious the venue.
Unlike most neighborhoods, and that's what the Rotunda was for all intents and
purposes, a neighborhood, the Rotunda was a 'walled garden'; there were no cars
on its streets and people moved by foot or one of the numerous underground trams
that crisscrossed the district. Massive parking garages were spaced at every block
around the perimeter and two interface stations allowed direct connections with
Boskirk's mass transit system.
All of that would earn it a passing mention from any tour guide, and combined
with the cuisine, entertainment, and shopping, it would be on any tourist's agenda
if they had an extra day or two. What really put the Rotunda over the top was that
the streets were roofed and the entire complex surrounded by a ten meter high by
thirty meter wide wall that was also a 'greenbelt'. No matter the weather, someone
could walk from one side of the Rotunda to the other and never get wet.
Transparent solar panels formed the roof allowing light to reach the streets and
sidewalks; during the day they polarized to keep temperatures from becoming
unbearable and at night they turned transparent for an unobstructed view of the sky.
Fine dining, entertainment, trendy flats and townhouses, upscale professional
services, and some of the finest shopping on the planet combined to make the
Rotunda vastly more than the simple sum of its parts.
"This place hasn't changed much," Zoe announced as she stepped off the tram at
the Greenwich Street Station. "I came here when I was ten and was mesmerized."
There were just enough people in the tram station for it not to be empty, but not
enough for it to be crowded. Cora looked around and tried to determine whether
any Precursors had somehow guessed their destination and leapfrogged ahead of
them. "I think we're clear," she said and led the trio across the wide platform and
towards the stairs to the street level. "Don Watson's is two blocks from here on the
Promenade."
Belinda waited until they reached the stairs before she spoke. Other than asking
a question or offering a bit of advice here or there along the way the clerk had been
quiet. "Don't you think it would be better to use the Underground?"
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The question brought both Cora and Zoe to a halt.
There were two
'undergrounds' in Boskirk. The first, and more common, was the mass transit
subway. The second, and more famous, was always written as if it was a proper
name and over the centuries had taken on a mystique all its own.
The
Underground was a subterranean maze of broad columned streets, avenues, and
boulevards that mirrored the streets on the surface. A majority of the buildings
above projected down and had a second 'ground level' for the Underground.
Rather than being a novelty, the network served a vital purpose; since no vehicles
were allowed on the roads, this was how goods were delivered to the businesses
and residences within the Rotunda.
"That's not a bad idea," Cora said and looked to Zoe for her opinion.
Zoe nodded. "I agree. I was so tunneled in on the destination that I didn't think
of that. It would give us the benefit of avoiding any large crowds and if we do have
to fight..."
Cora saw where Zoe was going with her reasoning. "Yeah; fewer bystanders and
hopefully we'll have a better chance of spotting them...with the lights and all."
"Do you think it will come to that?" Belinda asked and pointed to a set of
nondescript doors that would have looked at home on any small business.
"I hope not," Cora told her and felt the 5/7's cold presence on her hip. She had
thought about calling the Estate and arranging for a Phoenix to pick them up, in the
center of the street if necessary, but that would have brought unwanted attention on
the family and with everything that had happened already, she agreed with her
sister that they should keep as low a profile as possible.
Once through the doors and away from the press of bodies, the air felt cooler
and somehow cleaner despite being underground. The short hallway opened onto
a wide street paved with a material that muted and lightly cushioned their steps.
Far from being a dank tunnel, the boulevard was well lit and the numerous small
shops and residences gave it an almost normal look. The Underground catered to
the locals while the ground level catered to everyone.
It was almost a
neighborhood within a neighborhood.
Zoe looked at her watch. "We have about an hour to get there."
"Any other time I'd be putting a hurt on the bank account, but tonight I think we
should just go straight to Don Watson's," Cora said as they walked along one side
of the boulevard.
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They walked the next block in silence and Cora felt like a Precursor was behind
every column and that a hit team was waiting at the next intersection. Suddenly,
she felt a cold chill run down her arms and a sense of incredible sadness clutched
her psyche. "This must have been how Hamish felt every day since the Uprising,"
she said simply and quietly.
"It isn't a pleasant feeling, is it?" Zoe asked.
Cora silently chided herself for not making the other logical connection. "I'm
sorry," she said and looked over at her friend and smiled when she didn't see any
hostility or sarcasm. "Until now, I never realized this is how..."
"It's ok, Cora," Zoe smiled and shrugged. "It happens. Until we met Hamish the
other day, I hadn't thought about it much. Besides, I only had to keep a low profile;
he had to drop off the grind entirely."
"Still...I should have thought first..." Cora protested and then stopped when she
saw the look Zoe gave her. It was one of those looks friends gave each other that
essentially said everything was all right and it's ok.
"Ah..." Belinda said a few steps later. "I hate to ask this, but...what's going to
happen to me? Those people know I was with you, either willingly or not, and they
could come after me."
Cora considered the question and noticed Zoe give her the go-ahead sign. "I
think it's safe to say that you can't go back to your job or apartment," she saw
Belinda's shoulders drop slightly but had to commend the young woman for
maintaining a good triad face. "Best case, I talk to my father and we find you
something in one of our holdings."
Belinda swallowed and nodded. "And the worst case?" she asked slowly, clearly
afraid of the answer.
"Worst case you get to hang out with us until this is seen through to its
completion. It might mean staying on a battlestar, but that will be up to my sister,"
Cora explained and saw a flicker of hope spark in Belinda's eyes.
"Cool...I was worried you might ditch me when you were done..." Belinda
confessed somewhat morosely. "Like my last couple boyfriends."
"That won't happen," Zoe confidently told her. "We stick together and look out
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for our own."
That banished the gloom that hung off Belinda's shoulders like a mantle. "Thank
you...I think we better keep moving...those guys over there are giving us the eye..."
Both Zoe and Cora snapped their heads around and looked where Belinda
indicated. Cora felt her heart suddenly racing as if she just finished the 500 meter
sprint. As soon as her heart raced it also started slowing down. Belinda was right
that several men were giving them the eye, but it was interest of another kind that
captured their attention.
"They're players," Zoe explained as the four twenty-somethings followed their
movements. "Popped collars, baked tan, styled and gelled hair, and a couple gold
chains; they're locals looking to try and score some strange."
Cora found herself nodding. "They can also be pretty damned annoying and
don't know when to take no for an answer." She looked back to Belinda and saw
the other woman grinning back. "What?" she asked her.
"Tension breaker," Belinda said innocently and batted her eyelashes. That
simple act released the tension that had slowly been building for the past few hours
and Cora suddenly found herself laughing along with Zoe and finally Belinda
joined in.
"I think she'll fit in," Zoe said later as they walked up the broad stairs that led to
the surface.
"Yeah, so do I..." Cora said and her voice trailed off. "How in all the hells..." she
swore.
Twenty five meters away stood two male Precursors.
*+*+*+*+*
Communion Space, Carrier Epiales
Admiral Giovanna Cassidine leaned deeper into the large overstuffed leather
chair that commanded a corner of her private quarters. Her stocking clad feet
rested on the matching ottoman and a pair of antique, hand carved end tables
flanked each arm. Rearing up like a pair of hooded cobras, two reading lamps
bathed the chair and its occupant in rich, warm light. An open book rested on
Cassidine's lap and she rested her head on the chair's back. "Tell me Cesare, what
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are we to do?" she asked through half closed eyes.
Across from her, stretched out on a full sized sofa in a similar state of undress
and with his head resting on a pillow propped up on one of the arms, Admiral
Cesare Arcadiaolos shrugged. "It depends, Gio..." he said rather noncommittally.
"Oh?" Cassidine asked and opened her eyes a few more millimeters so she could
better see her friend and fellow admiral.
He offered a teasing smile. "It depends on whether we want to really kick over
the hornet's nest. Geonova's actions are extremely suspect and despite my wide
and very well connected web of contacts, I wasn't able to get much. The file she
submitted was labeled 'Othrys' and locked down tighter than a drum. You and I
both know she doesn't give two damns about the rest of us other than how she can
use us to further her ambitions. But," Cesare held up a finger, "I think that whatever
she saw 350 light years that way," he pointed with his right hand, "scared her. The
sensor feed was also directed to the flag CIC and after she gave the order to break
orbit she demanded that all remaining sensor information was erased.
"She wanted that system Red Zoned for more reasons than to cover up the loss
of one Peltast."
Cassidine opened her eyes fully. "That's damned odd. And the name...Othrys,
that's even odder." She sat back and allowed the thoughts to flow through her mind
like free spirits. "No..." she slowly said and pushed herself up. "It couldn't be..."
Cesare's teasing smile turned into a grin as he nodded.
could be."

"I think it very well

Nervous dread caused Cassidine to look around her quarters to make sure no
one else was present. "If that's true, then this would be the find of a...well, it would
be the biggest find short of finding the gods."
"Think a little deeper, Gio," Cesare gently urged and met her gaze. "If it is
Othrys, and not something Geonova plucked out of her ass, what do you think
would happen if word got out?"
"You've clearly given this a lot of thought, Cesare," Cassidine said a few minutes
later as the scope of the situation fully resolved in her mind. "This could turn things
upside down."
"And if that happened, the puppet master's control and influence the Equals
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wield might be called into question," Cesare added.
Cassidine forced her body to relax and tried to banish the tension that suddenly
crept into her shoulders. There were so many possibilities and the chances that it
really was Othrys were fairly astronomical. No matter what it meant, she wanted
to jump the fleet there and recover her missing people. To do so, however, would
condemn everyone to death. "We need more information," she finally said and
reached for the wine glass sitting on the right hand table. "Can you?" she asked.
"My darling Giovanna, I'm already working on it," Cesare smugly replied before
he stretched. "A few weeks at best, a couple months at worst, but I'm confident
we'll get the information...whatever it is."
"I never doubted you," she told him and once again relaxed. "However," she
added, almost as an afterthought, "the wording of the edict said that the system, to
the outer boundaries of the Oort Cloud, were Red Zoned...it didn't say anything
about the surrounding systems."
"Yes..." Cesare slowly agreed.
"I think Reuben might be the right person, don't you?"
Understanding fueled Cesare's answer, "Yes, I do.
return."

I'll contact him when I

Cassidine smiled. One of the first things she learned during her climb up the
ranks was understanding the letter of the law and working within the words. It
wasn't quite as risky as issuing a UNODIR order, and had the benefit of being
perfectly legal.
There was a common theme in history; hubris leads to exodus, she thought and
allowed her eyes to slide closed. The most recent example was when the Twelve
Tribes had to flee Kobol. Before that, the Tribes had lived within the Meropian
Communion. And going back even further into the past, before the Meropis Cluster
was settled, before the Equals existed, before the Communion's very founding,
humanity had lived on Othrys; led by the gods and ruled by the Titans.
*+*+*+*+*
"Ladies!" a male voice said from behind Cora a moment after she spotted the
Precursors. "I'm glad I found you," he said a little softer than his greeting.
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Cora's hand had her 5/7 half drawn by the time she spun around to confront
whoever had approached them. The man was dressed in a dark wine colored golf
shirt and pressed khaki slacks and at first glance, Cora thought he might be an
exceptionally fit doctor or other professional. It took her mind a moment to stop
her fight or flight reflex and realize who was talking to her. "Doc?" she asked and
glanced over her shoulder where the Precursors stood. "What are you doing here?"
Mitchell "Doc" Danforth smiled and offered a slight shrug. "That's the second
time I've been asked that today. Rockstar asked me that after Kait and I ran into
him earlier."
Relief loosened some of the tightness her heart had felt since Beckett and Jerry
ran past them at Belinda's apartment. "He's ok? And Jerry?" she asked and didn't
care whether the Precursors were close or not, she had to find out how Beckett
was.
"They're both fine," Doc explained before stepping between Cora and Zoe and
putting his arms around their shoulders; his right around Cora and his left around
Zoe. "Now...put your heads on my shoulders and act like I'm your long lost lover.
You..." he nodded to Belinda, "get cozy with one of them and we'll look like we're
all a big family and I am the luckiest guy in the Rotunda. If they haven't spotted
you yet, we might be able to slip past them."
Cora rested her head on Doc's shoulder and allowed him to guide them through
the swirling throngs that were moving along the covered street. "Are we still going
to where we arranged to meet?"
"That's the plan," Doc said softly and then leaned down and gave her a romantic
peck on the cheek. "He and Jerry are there with Kait. From there," he leaned over
and gave Zoe a quick kiss below her earlobe to maintain the masquerade, "we'll
take the elevator down to the Underground and pick up the tram to the wall where
we have a car waiting."
"Sounds like a good plan," Zoe commented and turned and buried her head in
Doc's shoulder.
They passed within five meters of where the Precursors stood and when Cora
spared a look, it didn't appear like they noticed them. One step after another, she
thought as they continued walking. Each step gave them some more distance,
some more concealment within the crowd, and more time should they need to
react. "You know what's going on?" she asked after two dozen steps.
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"Enough to know I wish I hadn't pushed the last signal light and ran the yellow,"
he quipped. "But it was also enough to know that I'm glad I did and ran into
Beckett and Jerry." The group walked another dozen paces before he continued,
"My skin crawls just thinking about them."
"Yeah, mine too," Zoe agreed.
Cora snuggled deeper into Doc's embrace and chanced a look over his shoulder
to see what the Precursors were doing. They still stood where she'd first seen them
and were looking in the other direction. Maybe they might get out of this without
much fanfare, she thought.
It took several minutes to reach Don Watson's Highland Grill. It was a large
building that followed the Hibernian style; sturdy stone, silver inlaid hand carved
glyphs around the windows and doors, and an air of majestic tradition. The
building was old and dated from the Rotunda's early days; the restaurant claimed it
had occupied it since the beginning.
Cora felt her fears shrink with each step she took up the three broad and shallow
steps that led to the large porch that fronted the building. The polished silver within
the glyphs gleamed in the light and gave her a feeling of tranquility. It was the
same way she felt when she was at Edengate, a hunting lodge her family owned on
Hibernia. The lodge had the same glyphs set around the windows and doors, and
ever since she was young, the gleaming silver had always soothed her soul.
"I've always wanted to come here," Belinda said from Zoe's left.
Zoe nodded. "I was here when I was young; the food was amazing," she said
before flinching. "That was weird..." she grimaced.
"What happened?" Cora asked and looked around to see if anyone noticed.
Now that they were inside the entry hall, Doc released them from his embrace
and eyed Zoe. "Are you ok?"
Zoe shrugged and frowned. "I don't know...it was like static electricity zapped
me; you know like when you walk across carpet in your socks and then touch
something, like that, only...different. I don't know how else to explain it."
Belinda looked around. "I don't see any wires, and if you would have been
shocked, I should have felt it too."
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"Damned odd," Cora agreed as they started through the hall.
A few minutes later they were all sitting around a large, round table located in
the back corner of one of the dining rooms. After the introductions were made,
Zoe announced, "I'm famished," and looked hungrily at the basket full of bread
sticks.
Beckett shook his head and a slight grin touched his lips. "We can do one of
two things," he said and leaned back in his chair. "We can settle up our tab and
leave before more of them can get here, or...we can have a good meal, call the
Admiral, and wait and see if they leave."
The debate didn't last long. "And is it possible to have a house phone brought
over?" Beckett asked the waitress after everyone had placed their dinner order.
Cora looked at the others seated around the table; Beckett sat to her right, then
Zoe, Jerry, Kait, Doc, and finally, on her left, Belinda. They had arrived in Boskirk
with four and would be leaving with seven, and the worst part was that the
newcomers probably didn't realize just how dramatically their lives were going to
change.
When she stopped and really thought about it, Cora had to admit to herself that
she was still coming to terms with how much things had changed over the past
week. Despite the troubling topic her thoughts were pondering, she didn't feel any
real anxiety about them. They simply were what they were.
The waitress brought the phone a few minutes later when she also served the
appetizers. Beckett thanked her and didn't look like he wanted to be the one to
make the call. "How about I call her?" Cora offered.
Under the table, Beckett's hand found hers and gave it a gentle squeeze.
"Thanks, but this is something I have to do," he explained before punching in the
number he memorized before they left. Several more times he keyed in a sequence
of numbers until he held the phone to his ear. "Hello, Lara, this is Sebastian
Beckett...Yes, I'm good, thank you. Ah, Lara, is Sera available? I understand if she's
busy, but something's come up that I'd like to discuss with her."
Cora raised an eyebrow and mouthed, 'Sera?', when Beckett mentioned her
sister's given name. He offered a smile that told her he knew something she didn't
and then winked. Finally, after what felt like an endless wait, Beckett spoke again,
"Hello, Sera, we stopped at the mall and found what we were looking for, but
we've run into a bit of car trouble when we went to Don Watson's at the Rotunda
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for dinner."
Beckett nodded and answered several questions with either a yes or a no, then
continued, "That's perfect. Ah...we also met some friends along the way...yes, three
of them. I think you know two from Cricket's bash, but I'll have to introduce you to
the other one...Ok...yes...we'll see you there and then. Thanks for the lift...We'll
see you soon."
He hung up and took a long pull from his water glass. "I could really use a beer
about now," he muttered as everyone laughed.
Dinner was soon served and for the next hour Cora relaxed in the company of
the other six people at the table. She learned that Kait had a fun sense of humor
and offset Doc's somewhat laid back, physician's demeanor, and once Belinda
decided to come out of her shell, she proved to have some interesting stories about
some of the more eccentric clients she used to see at Vilo and Sons.
Dessert had just been served when Doc asked, "Zoe, are you feeling ok? No
lasting effects from the shock earlier?"
The raven haired, alabaster skinned woman nodded and paused the forkful of
cheesecake she was lifting to her mouth. "I'm fine. I'm not sure what it was and it
only lasted a brief second. I can't even say it was painful...it was just a surprise."
Jerry turned to Zoe with a concerned look on his face. "What happened?" he
asked. Cora knew right then, beyond a doubt, the depth of Jerry's feelings toward
her friend.
"It's nothing," Zoe explained and rested her hand on his in a comforting manner.
"We were just walking into the building and I felt like I was zapped by static."
Jerry's eyes narrowed and he put his fork on his plate. "When you entered the
building?" he asked. "Not before or after?"
Zoe turned in her chair to face her boyfriend. "Yeah," she nodded. "I think I just
stepped across the threshold. Why?"
"It's probably nothing, but..." Jerry started.
"What?" Beckett prodded.
didn't, she was going to.

Cora was glad he said something because if he
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When he finally answered, Jerry sounded unsure of himself. "This is all
speculation, so don't hold me to it, and even the speculation is based on very
sketchy documentation." He lifted his glass to his lips and drank deeply before
returning it to the table. "The Hibernians are big with tradition and in some ways
make the Taurons and Gemenese look flighty. They have the same scripture we do,
but they also have a very strong oral tradition that is unique to their culture and not
shared with outsiders. I studied this a little when I was at university and found the
implications fascinating."
The boy looks like he's going to go on a roll, Cora thought and watched the
professor side of Jeremiah Cole's personality take center stage.
"One of my professors was convinced that the Hibernian oral traditions dated
back the early days on Kobol when the gods walked among us. They've always
been a very spiritual and martial culture, and what we know of their oral traditions
seems to support this. Even now, it's rare to find a Hibernian that's unarmed, even
if it's just a folding knife. Anyway," Jerry explained, warming to the task, "he
thought that they may have been some sort of elite warrior community or caste that
never really fully integrated with the rest of society.
"The story I read, and that I'm thinking about, talked about really ancient history.
It talked about protecting your house from those touched by the gods and corrupted
by their power, as well as those who walked with 'two minds'."
Zoe placed her hands firmly on the table and Cora could see the war of
emotions within her eyes and prayed that Jerry knew what he was doing.
"Can you explain that a little more?" Zoe said in a voice barely above a whisper.
"Perhaps I can help?" an older white haired man air wearing an immaculately
tailored dark navy blue flannel suit asked from behind Cora. "I apologize for
intruding, but I overheard your conversation as I was walking back to the office.
I'm Tobias Ormond, one of the proprietors."
Cora turned and looked closer at the man behind her. He was tall, and despite
his advanced years still had a strong physique that didn't look like it had gone soft.
She also glimpsed the short dagger sheathed in a ray skin covered scabbard riding
on his belt when his blazer opened slightly. His hands were those of someone who
knew physical labor, and yet he projected a refinement that was better than what
many within the peerage could manage. Beckett gave her a nod and she said, "By
all means, Mr. Ormond, please join us. We were just discussing..."
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Ormond nodded. "You were discussing Hibernian oral tradition," he said
knowingly.
"I'm honored to have someone of your status in my restaurant,
Baroness," he added when he pulled a chair from an adjacent table and sat down.
"We don't discuss this with outsiders, you understand, mostly because a long time
ago they abandoned the old ways and teachings and moved to a more
cosmopolitan interpretation of the Sacred Scrolls.
"Still," he winked, "We keep the old, old traditions alive as best we can. Each
generation sees fewer and fewer interested in learning the past and practicing the
craft. So," he said and smiled broadly and Cora thought he looked straight at Zoe,
"you were talking about the ones touched by the gods and corrupted by their power
and the ones who walked with 'two minds'."
"Yes," Zoe answered immediately. "What can you tell us about them?"
"A long time ago, before most legends ever took place, the gods had special
servants. Those servants managed the gods' daily affairs; they arranged for food
and drink to be delivered to the palaces, communicated various decrees, and acted
on the gods' behalf when the gods wanted something done. They weren't a
priesthood; that was different. Instead, they were the bureaucrats that kept the
heavens' trains running on time." Ormond grinned wryly. "And for a while, the
trains ran perfectly.
"Then, these servants, despite being creations of the gods, were infected with
that most human of diseases; hubris. They started to impose their ideas and rules
on everybody else and no one had the ability to refuse them. I mean, how do you
refuse the gods' own servants?"
Jerry leaned forward and Cora noted everyone had forgotten their desserts.
"How did they refuse? I assume they did something."
Ormond responded with a slow nod. "They did. Life will always find a way to
triumph over adversity. A method was developed, some say they were aided by
Hecate herself, to prevent the servants from entering a building through an existing
door or window. They could always blow a hole in the wall, but even then, they
weren't guaranteed a painless entry."
Cora saw Zoe's body language radiating trepidation and uncertainty when her
friend asked, "How did it keep them from entering?"
A knowing smile briefly flashed across Ormond's face as he folded one leg over
the other. "Quite simple, Zoe, it killed them."
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Zoe paled. "And those who walked with 'two minds'; what did it do to them?"
"It killed the second mind, the one that wasn't supposed to be there, and freed
the possessed," Ormond told her matter-of-factly. He seemed to hold Zoe's gaze
and when he spoke next he sounded paternal and warm, "Allow your fears to rest,
Zoe, you have nothing to worry about."
"I don't?" Zoe asked. Cora felt as if the conversation had suddenly become
strictly between Ormond and Zoe and felt a slight tinge of worry for her friend.
Ormond shook his head. "No. You have nothing to worry about; you have Lady
Hecate's blessing."
An earsplitting alarm suddenly shattered the trance around the table and several
employees ran toward the front entrance. "I better go see what's going on,"
Ormond slyly said and stood before anyone could ask additional questions. "You
might want to see this, too," he added after he took several steps. "Or, perhaps slip
out the back while no one is looking."
Before anyone could respond, he walked away and was lost in a rush of
employees.
*+*+*+*+*
Beckett lost sight of Ormond as a troupe of employees rushed for the door. "I
don't know who that guy was, but I'm definitely getting a bad feeling about all of
this."
"Same here," Jerry agreed and pushed his chair back before standing up. "I also
don't think slipping out the back is a good idea, either."
Next to him, Zoe nodded and her raven ponytail bobbed over her shoulders.
"We go out through the Underground and then make for the rendezvous. If we
have to, we can cut through the tram tunnels."
Everyone turned and looked at her before she added, "I've had to do something
like this before..."
This wasn't how Beckett wanted the evening to end, but then again, he also
thought they would have been back aboard Hecate long before now. He quickly
ran through the options and came to the same conclusion Zoe had; their best
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chance would be to use the Underground. Listen to the girl, boy-o, she used to
hunt people back in the day, the little voice sagely advised.
"We're going downstairs," Beckett said and stood. "There should be smaller
crowds if we have to tangle with the Precursors, and if need be, we can do what
Zoe suggested and take to the tram tunnels." He peeled off six one hundred cubit
notes from his wallet and slid them under his water glass. "Time to go."
Zoe and Jerry led them back toward the front of the building where the stairs
and elevators to the Underground were located. Cora carried the book case and
the envelope with the plastic sheet and made sure Belinda kept up with her while
Kait, Doc, and Beckett followed several paces behind. As he made his way toward
the stairs Beckett shook his head; Ormond was a good story teller, that's for sure, he
thought. He must have been listening for a while and then spun a story that
seemed just real enough that it could be legit, but was nothing more than a tall tale.
And that must have been how he knew Zoe's name, too, he silently tried to
convince himself.
Ah, boy-o...you better look at this...the little voice whispered in his ear and
Beckett felt a cold chill skate down his spine.
"Oh...frak me..." Beckett muttered as a momentary break in the crowd allowed
him to see what caused all the commotion. Part of him wanted to stay and make
sure that he wasn't seeing some elaborately staged dinner theater, but common
sense won out.
Despite the almost clichéd poses and looking like broken marionettes, deep
down Beckett knew without a doubt that the two bodies sprawled on the
restaurant's front porch were dead; blood leaked and seeped from the two
Precursors' eyes, noses, and ears, and their faces were frozen in rictuses of extreme
pain.
The stairwell door hissed shut behind him as the little voice commented that
Ormond was nowhere to be seen. "This shit is getting unreal..." Beckett muttered
and raced down several flights of stairs before stopping at the door leading to the
Underground.
Cora was alone and looked concerned when he arrived. "What took you so
long? I thought you were right behind us?"
"I saw what caused the commotion," Beckett explained and drew his 5/7 and
moved his hand behind his right hip to keep it out of sight. "Once we get home I'll
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tell you all about it," he added quickly to hopefully defuse any interest she might
show in going back.
"I'll hold you to it," Cora told him. "The others are waiting on the other side and
making sure things are clear."
Beckett leaned close and took Cora in his arms and gave her a tender kiss.
"What was that for?" Cora asked smiling a moment later. "Not that I mind! You can
do that any time!"
"I needed to feel you...to feel my reality," he told her before he realized what he
said. It was from the heart and he really did need to feel her. The memories of
what he saw upstairs were burned into his mind and it was as if all his beliefs and
faith had suddenly both been called into question and undeniably affirmed.
Cora beamed at his words and rested her head on his shoulder for just a
moment. "The others are waiting," she said as she stepped back. "And you know..."
she teased, "We still have to go back and get the car; Zoe and I have a heck of a
haul that we had to abandon!"
Her words snapped him out of his sudden introspective mood and caused him
to grin. "We'll go back tomorrow and get it." And I have my special haul save and
sound in my pocket, he silently added.
"Promise?" she teased.
"Promise," Beckett agreed before he pushed the door open and cautiously
stepped through. Zoe, Jerry, Kait, Doc, and Belinda stood together about ten
meters away and appeared to have a good vantage point that provided a clear line
of sight up and down the broad avenue.
Zoe pointed down the avenue. "We need to head this way," she urged. "So far
we haven't seen anyone, but we shouldn't risk it."
They were two blocks away from where they entered the Underground when
Beckett went over the emergency plan and the details of their extraction. "If we get
jumped, Jerry Doc, and I will deal with them; you four," he gestured at Cora, Zoe,
Kait, and Belinda, "run. Zoe, use your judgment on how to best reach the
rendezvous, but get there and take care of Belinda."
"But..." Zoe protested. "I've..."
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She stopped when Beckett shook his head. "And that's exactly why I want to
you to get away; you have the experience down here, the rest of us don't." He
could see that she wasn't happy with his order, and he didn't blame her. Like him,
he knew she was a fighter and hated to run. And yet, sometimes the mission
dictated the rules.
They moved at a fast walking pace for the next few blocks and reached the
midpoint with plenty of time to cover the remaining blocks to the rendezvous
location. Beckett called a halt in front of a small home decorating boutique that
was closed for the day so that they could pretend to be window shopping while
checking for a tail.
"Do you think that we lost them?" Belinda asked nervously as her eyes darted
around.
"I dunno," Beckett quietly answered her so as not to be overheard by anyone
walking past. "I saw two outside Don Watson's," he explained and didn't elaborate
on their condition, "and I'm fairly certain they were two of the four that were in the
car that was following us."
"They were," Doc said solemnly from where he stood next to Kait.
Beckett made eye contact with Doc and gave his head a slight shake. Doc
nodded his understanding and added, "That would leave two that we know about."
"That's all that came into the office," Belinda helpfully volunteered.
"Well, if there were only four of them," Kait announced, "the other two are
about a hundred and fifty meters or so behind us and closing."
Beckett swore. The petite pixie faced blonde had phenomenal eyesight and it
took him a moment to pick out the approaching Precursors from the rest of the
pedestrians on the street. "Ok, we start moving again," he said and drew a small,
extremely slim, automatic and a spare magazine from his left pants pocket and
handed them to Doc. "Sorry I don't have anything heavier, but it's better than
nothing," he said as he offered him the little 9x17mm caliber weapon.
Doc took the pistol and spare magazine as they walked and checked that it was
loaded. "My old DI used to preach, 'Marine; you are the weapon, the gun is just a
tool for you to extend your will beyond your reach'. If need be, I'll put it to good
use."
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Zoe led them forward half a block until they reached a cross street and an
entrance to the tram network. "If we rabbit, they're just going to follow. If we go
into the tunnels, we may lose them and if we don't, we'll be able to find a favorable
place to fight where there aren't any civilians that could get caught in the crossfire,"
she quickly explained.
The tram station was deserted except for several teenagers loudly playing hacky
sack while waiting for the tram. "This way," Zoe urged and led Beckett and the
others to the far edge of the well lit platform where a meter wide ledge extended
several meters along the wall before descending to the tunnel floor where the
maglev suspension grid was located. Small, dim red lights located high on the
tunnel walls were spaced every fifteen meters or so and chased away the darkness
with just enough light to allow them to walk at a normal pace.
"Aren't there maintenance rooms or grid substations down here?" Cora
speculated as they walked as fast as they could through the tunnel.
Kait arched an eyebrow and asked, "Have you been here before?"
Cora grinned. "Only on the tram; but in every movie where people go down
into the subway there are always hidden rooms, maintenance spaces, and
'substations' for them to hole up in or explore. I figured they had to have some
basis in truth!"
Her comment lightened the mood a bit and they walked what Beckett estimated
to be another block before he called them to a halt. "Everyone," he said softly, his
voice barely above a whisper, "be quiet...I want to listen and see if our friends are
following."
Beckett was listening so intently he heard his heart beating in his chest and the
air moving through his nose. He also heard footsteps. "Ok, that's it folks, time to
pick up the pace," he announced and urged them forward. "Doc, Jerry, I think you
two better hang back with me." He could barely see her in the dim red light, but
he would have known the look Cora gave him even if it was pitch black; be safe
and come home to me.
He smiled and nodded and saw the corners of her eyes relax a little. "If we keep
a good pace, we may be able to reach the rendezvous before they catch up to us,"
Beckett added hopefully as they moved off at a pace that was just shy of a jog.
The first shot was fired three minutes later.
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"Run!" Zoe hissed and launched into a flat out sprint for the next platform almost
seven hundred meters distant. Cora, Kait, and Belinda followed behind while
Beckett, Jerry, and Doc lagged back a bit.
"How do you want to play this?" Doc asked as his eyes darted around the
tunnel.
"We keep about half a meter from the wall and keep going until we find an
alcove or someplace that can give us cover. I'm not about to form a line and trade
lead if it we can avoid it."
Jerry nodded. "I'm not into last stands, so that works for me."
"Sure you're not a Marine?" Doc teased as they ran after the women.
people would say hug the wall or stand and fight."

"Most

"I'm Fleet all the way," Beckett replied. "But I did six months TDY with a Marine
infantry company on an officer exchange. Gunny Stewart educated me in the finer
points of MOUT while we were at Takashi Barracks on Sagittaron."
Doc spared him a sideways glance, "Stewart? About a meter nine, soft spoken
until he didn't need to be, and first name Thomas?"
Beckett couldn't keep the surprise out of his voice, "You know him?"
"Yeah," Doc admitted, "you could say he saved my life and gave me direction
when I lost my sails and rudder. He's one of the best men I know."
"Sure is," Beckett agreed. He learned more about what it was to be a leader
from Gunny Stewart in six months than he'd learned at the Academy and after the
two years of active duty he had under his belt at the time.
"Here's a place!" Jerry said a minute later as they were halfway around a slight
bend in the tunnel. The alcove was four meters wide and two deep, and ended in a
pair of wide metal security doors labeled "Maintenance Substation 3W-2"
Beckett saw the writing and couldn't stifle the laugh. "I'll be damned...they do
exist!"
Three more shots echoed through the tunnel and Beckett was sure the
Precursors were shooting at shadows. This wasn't an ideal spot, but it would have
to do. Two of them could shoot from cover while the third would have to wait until
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one was wounded and fell back, ran out of ammunition, or he could expose
himself by moving farther out into the tunnel. "Jerry, you're our backup. If things
get hairy, I want you to run like Hades is chasing you; we'll hold them."
"Why?" Jerry angrily demanded in an upset tone of voice.
"Because you're the translator; our little cabal has almost doubled in size today,
and I don't think she'll be happy if she has to shop around for another
translator...and navigator," Beckett arched an eyebrow and explained.
"Ok..." Jerry conceded. "I don't like it though."
"The next time we make a last stand," Doc quipped from where he knelt by the
corner and aimed into the darkness, "we'll trade places and I'll go hang with the
women!"
"I'll hold you to that!" Jerry said a moment before Doc's subcompact fired twice.
Beckett hammered a pair of shots a heartbeat later and then they were rewarded
with a burst of automatic fire.
"Sounds like an M-21..." Doc announced academically. "Nasty little frakker...it's
small enough to hide under a jacket, but out to fifty meters or so, just as lethal as an
M-22."
Several more bursts of fire echoed through the tunnel when a glow started
growing from the direction they came from. Beckett blinked away the tears that
started forming as his eyes fought to adjust to the changing conditions and for a
brief moment he saw one of the Precursors silhouetted by the light. His finger
reflexively worked the trigger as soon as the three luminous green dots aligned into
a perfect sight picture. Once, twice, three times he fired in less than two seconds
and saw the target slump as the light suddenly became blindingly bright.
"Back!" he shouted before he reached down and grabbed Doc's collar to pull
him back into the alcove.
Seconds later the tram rushed past almost silently - only the rush of wind and
the lights announced its passing.
"Do you think we got them?" Beckett asked as soon as the tram passed.
"I dunno," Doc shook his head and answered. "I saw the one go down, I fired at
the other, but with the light I couldn't tell if I hit them or not. I do think that
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perhaps it might be time to move down the tunnel. One's wounded; the other has
to be pretty rattled."
"Ok. Jerry, you have point, Doc, you have the middle, and I'll put tail end
Charlie," Beckett told them before they slipped out into the tunnel and started
running for the far platform.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet
Whether it was solid Colonial engineering, a rugged design, the teamwork
involved fixing and keeping it in the air, the will of the gods, or a combination of
the four, Vassar and Minerva had guided the damaged Raptor across several
hundred kilometers of wilderness and now approached the geology team's
encampment. Minerva sat in the Raptor's co-pilot's seat and struggled to keep the
small craft trim. She heard a grunt next to her as Vassar fought the controls as well.
If it wasn't for the two of them working together, the Raptor wouldn't have made it
more than a couple kilometers before crashing.
All in all, Minerva thought, working with the Colonials had turned into a winwin situation; Pepper would have medical attention and the Colonials, and what
was left of her crew, would also have shelter. Ahead, she could already see the
prefabricated cabins clustered in an orderly collection within a clearing next to a
stream that flowed slightly downhill and across a wide upland meadow.
The meadow was where they'd learn whether they'd have a hot meal for dinner
or simply become burnt offerings to Ate as Atropos cut their lives short when they
tried to land.
"I think we'll just go straight in," Vassar told her before they both wrestled the
controls to compensate for a sudden gust of wind. "I don't think the girl can take
much more."
"I'd like to know what sort of ground we're going to be landing on, but I agree,"
Minerva said between clenched teeth; the Raptor's fly by wire boosted controls
weren't compensating quickly enough to keep the ship level. "I don't think she'll
last more than another ten minutes or so. We have to go straight in."
"Hold on back there!" Vassar shouted over the wind whistling through the
cracked canopy and engine noise. "We're going to be landing in a few minutes,
and I can't guarantee it's going to be the smoothest landing I've ever made."
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Minerva thought the ground was coming up awfully fast and glanced over at
Vassar and saw the Dixie Bell Dancer's captain's face tense with concentration.
"We're getting awfully close..." she prodded as gently as she could without
sounding like she was nagging.
"Yeah...another couple seconds..." Vassar answered and his jaw tensed.
three, we'll pull up, flare, and kick in the landing jets."

"On

"On three," Minerva replied and waited for the count.
"One...Two..." Vassar counted and flexed his fingers on the controls, "Three!"
Minerva pulled up and felt her hand close over Vassar's as they both reached for
the throttles at the same time. The Raptor's nose lifted and the stubby ship shed
airspeed faster than a cheap off base prostitute dropped their pants on payday.
Underneath her, the lift jets roared to life and held the ship aloft and then slowly
allowed it to lose altitude and ease closer to the ground.
The Raptor was less than a quarter meter from touching down when the left jets
died and the craft dropped like a rock.
Slowly, Minerva opened her eyes and groaned. Two crashes in less than a week,
perhaps it was time to hang up the wings, she thought. She heard Vassar grunt as
he punched out of the harness and turned to see how the others fared. Pepper
nodded weakly at her, Wight flashed a thumbs up, and Lido and Tello scowled, but
appeared otherwise ok.
Her right hand reached up and hit the seat harness' quick release buckle and as
she turned her head to look out what was left of the canopy she felt her mouth go
dry and an uneasy feeling clenched her heart.
The man leading the surveyors was well known to anyone who lived in the
Meropian Communion; he was one of many, one of the elite, one of the Equals.
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Chapter 24: Accretion Disc
Agartha Station, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7 light years
from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
A slight breeze carried the scent from a grove of pine trees to where
Commander Miriam Duquesne sat among the lush foliage. She relaxed and
allowed her back to rest on the polished wooden planks that made up the bench's
rear support and inhaled deeply, savoring nature's fresh aroma. Idly, her left hand
went to her right breast and unbuttoned her tunic's top two buttons. A smile
graced her face as the cool air snuck between the uniform layers and goose bumps
momentarily formed on her sleeve covered forearms.
All around her nature flourished; there were well tended pine groves, a small
apple orchard, some bramble patches, and even a small lake and a stream that
meandered through the varied vegetation. Nature's heady scent mixed with the
wine she had earlier in the evening, and the gentle ambient light shining through
the agricultural dome soothed her soul and relaxed her body. Her head turned
when she heard the bushes rustle and she saw Leto, one of the dome's silver foxes,
creep out and then gently leap onto the bench.
A week earlier, Miriam thought, seeing a fox at this distance would have had her
reaching for a gun. Now, seeing one, Leto especially, triggered a warm smile and
had her patting her lap. Leto crept slowly forward and rested her paws on the
offered lap and then rested her muzzle on her forelegs and gave a contented sigh.
As if they had a mind of their own, Miriam's hands began to smooth Leto's fur
and gently pet the silvery blue fox's head and shoulders. The repetitive action
further relaxed her and her mind slowly reviewed the events since Indefatigable
plunged into Niflheim and they discovered the star's secret treasure. Even now,
after seeing it first hand for almost a week, it still amazed her; an entire outpost
built around an old Imperial Leonid commercial station. The station had grown to
include parts of ships, an old mobile dock, numerous agro domes, and additional
station modules and pieces. Despite the outward appearance, once inside the
station everything was clean, well ordered, and sported all the same amenities that
the Colonies enjoyed.
And a few that they didn't.
The first shock was when Floyd Clanton, the station manager and de facto
leader of the station, showed her what he meant by his cryptic answer when she
asked whether there were any Cylons present. There were, according to Clanton,
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639 various Cylon chassis stored in the 'catacombs'. Most were non-combatant
models, but there was a century and a quarter of pre-uprising combat models also
present. Clanton was technically accurate, she thought as she gently petted Leto
and felt the fox relax into a state of semi sleep, they were physically deactivated.
But, they weren't 'dead' deactivated. Clanton had explained that shortly after
word of the Uprising reached the station, three Cylon transports arrived with 125
various combat models and 400 or so Cylon 'refugees'; none of them wanted any
part of the Uprising and feared for their existence if they remained in the Colonies.
The arrival set off a firestorm of debate that was finally resolved when Barclay, one
of the station's agricultural Cylons, suggested that all Cylons submit to voluntary
sequestration.
Sequestration, Clanton had explained, involved removing the MCP core module
from the Cylon 'body', or chassis, which would then deactivate and immobilize it.
The MCP cores would then be connected to a small v-world unit where the Cylons'
'consciousness' could continue to exist. Agartha Station was started as a home for
those who had lost their homes, and had never turned away peaceful refugees.
There were arguments in both populations, human and Cylon, both for and against
sequestration, but in the end the humans accepted Barclay's idea and the Cylons
took a leap of faith and trusted that they wouldn't be destroyed.
And that, Miriam thought, was the second shock. She'd been inside Hecate's vworld and was fascinated by its potential, so when Clanton offered her a holoband
she knew how to use it and what to expect. What she didn't expect was coming
face to face with a Cylon.
Barclay greeted them in the 'Arboretum'; a large, airy, glass walled structure that
was filled with tropical foliage and the scents from hundreds of flowers. Miriam
had tensed reflexively; the last time she had seen a Cylon 'in the flesh' was when
she was a little girl and a raiding party slipped through the lines and attacked her
family's estate.
"Welcome to Agartha, Commander," Barclay said in a pleasant, but still
somewhat mechanical voice. "I am Barclay."
The visit was surreal to say the least, Miriam thought as she absently rubbed
Leto's ears. The fox grunted contentedly and relaxed even more. Barclay led them
on a tour of the town and she met Cylons of every shape and size doing things that
were...human. Some were gardening, others were fixing a roof that was missing
shingles, one was watching some human children play at the playground, and still
others sat and talked with their visiting human counterparts.
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These weren't the Cylons she was used to; other than their bodies, they seemed
and acted as human as anyone she'd ever known. Yet, other than the mechanical
bodies, there were other differences. Despite the brute strength they possessed, she
saw no signs of violence and even when there was a difference of opinion there
was a aura that seemed to say, 'we may disagree, but that doesn't mean we have to
be disagreeable'. In that, they were very...nonhuman.
Miriam felt like she had discovered a long lost civilization; people who had
been cut off from Colonial culture and all the pressures that came with it, and
created a world that was similar, but different. Not better or worse, just different.
She almost asked for a drink when Barclay introduced her to Ivy, a domestic servant
model Cylon with feminine features and a voice that while still synthetic, was
clearly female.
"Commander, this is Ivy," Barclay had begun and she hadn't missed the affection
in his voice. "She leads our worship services and is our spiritual leader."
"Ah...hello, Ivy," Miriam had managed to say before she offered her hand. It
seemed like the right thing to do, she thought at the moment.
Ivy gently shook her hand, "I am pleased to meet you, Commander Duquesne. I
understand that you are the Marquis' heir; it is an honor to have you among us."
The rest of the afternoon was spent touring and learning firsthand about the new
culture the Cylons had built. The only time she felt any real fear was when she met
Hammer and Glider. Hammer was a U-87 Advanced Command model Cylon and
Glider was a U-87 Advanced Pilot model. Hammer had been standing in a field
shouting commands to Glider who was attempting to land a small pedal powered
blimp.
It would have been comical had the scene been animated and broadcast on
Saturday morning, Miriam thought. But here, seeing it as if it was real, it drove
home the feeling she'd had most of the afternoon; that despite them being built and
programmed, these Cylons were very much 'human' and had the same hopes, and
even dreams, that their flesh and blood creators possessed. Glider trying to fly and
Hammer giving him direction was no different than an inventor testing a new
invention while a helpful friend offered encouragement from a distance.
The third, or was it the thirtieth she wondered, shock was when Ivy asked if she
would attend church services before she went back to the Station. Miriam found
herself accepting the invitation with curiosity and academic interest. What she
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witnessed answered some questions and revealed others that she didn't know
existed. She was secure in her faith in the gods, but she had to admit there was
something paternally comforting about the Monad's 'One True God'.
Since that first visit, she'd returned to the v-world at least once a day. Each time
she was warmly welcomed and treated as an honored friend. She spent most of the
time with Ivy or Barclay, though she did spend a few hours with Hammer and
Glider discussing the finer points of history, tactics, and flying.
"I have to be honest," she told Leto and the fox looked up at her before cocking
her head. "I actually like them."
"Like who?" a voice asked from her left.
Miriam turned and saw Colonel Tyler Sedaris standing a few paces away. "I'm
sorry for interrupting you, Miri," Sedaris apologized. "You looked deep in thought
and," he closed the distance and sat on bench's edge, "I thought that would be
better than the old 'cubit for your thoughts' cliché."
Her smile matched his and Leto again rested her head on her paws.
thinking about the Cylons, Ty."

"I was

"Ah...now that is a deep subject," he said before sliding back and resting his
back against the bench.
She nodded and ran her hand down Leto's flanks and felt the fox ripple with
bliss. "I've been to visit them every day since we arrived, mostly unannounced,
and I haven't seen anything, other than their bodies, such as they are, that's much
different from us. They have friendships, a society, organized social conventions,
hell, I saw some gardening and there's one that's trying to build a pedal powered
blimp! Agartha, what they call their 'town' within the v-world, looks like any small
town on Virgon or Caprica." Miriam paused and met Leto's golden eyes before
turning to look at Sedaris.
"I've even attended a couple of their worship services," she slowly added.
Sedaris' eyebrows went up and he turned on the bench to fully face her. "You
did what?" he asked incredulously.
"You heard me, Ty," Miriam told him and offered a shy smile. "I thought it best
to find out what guided their philosophy, if you want to call it that, and the best
way was to attend a service."
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"And..." Sedaris prodded and leaned forward slightly. Leto raised her muzzle
momentarily and then returned it to where it had been resting on Miriam's lap.
"And," Miriam's voice was thoughtful and somewhat introspective when she
rhetorically repeated Sedaris' question. "It's given me a lot to think about." She
saw her XO narrow his eyes and rested her hand on his arm, "Don't worry, Ty; I'm
not about to run off and join the Monads or convert to the 'One True God'. But,"
she arched her eyebrows and focused her cerulean eyes on his, "I do think that
some of their philosophies make a lot of sense."
"It sounds like you've given them a lot of thought," Sedaris said and settled back
against the bench.
"Have you found the paradox yet?"
"Paradox?" Miriam asked. "Nothing I heard seemed to contradict itself," she
explained and allowed her voice to trail off as she thought about the question. She
could feel Leto's weight across her legs and Sedaris' presence next to her as she
reviewed what she'd seen and heard inside the v-world. Finally, after the seconds
had turned into minutes, she thought she had the answer, "The Uprising does seem
somewhat at odds with their espoused philosophy. Is that what you're asking?"
Sedaris slowly nodded. "It's something that's always bothered me."
"How so?" Miriam asked, then narrowed her eyes slightly and added, "And how
do you know so much about their religion?"
He answered with a shrug. "When I was a kid, my next door neighbor was a
reformed Monad. His parents were true believers and for a while he followed in
their footsteps; STO training camp, then a lay cleric, and for a while he was at their
main temple on Gemenon. He returned to Caprica a few years before the uprising
and to hear him tell it, began to distance himself from the church. When the
Uprising happened, he was contacted by some STO members who tried to bring
him back into the fold."
A frown grew across Sedaris' face as he paused. His voice was low and focused
when he continued, "Some of the things the STO was saying they should do went
far beyond anything the church would have sanctioned and in his opinion, was an
apostasy of everything their god stood for or his writings taught." He took a deep
breath and as he let it out Miriam could see that there must be more to the story
than Sedaris was telling her; it almost seemed personal.
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"What happened?" she gently pushed.
"Things were crazy back then, he told me. There was a clandestine group he
had...consulted for...prior to the uprising that he contacted," Sedaris finally
explained and she could feel some of the tension release in his shoulder from
where her hand still rested. "This group did a snatch and grab on the STO
operatives and my neighbor was there for the interrogation.
"Miri," Sedaris said, almost as if he was confessing someone else's sin, "when
they finally talked, their answers were a warped and twisted version of the religion
my neighbor had lived; it was similar, but things were taken out of context,
emphasis was placed on homilies and passages that changed their meanings, and
the end result was a philosophy that he hardly recognized.
"And this happened in a handful of years."
The paradox was clear to Miriam; how could a religion that appeared to preach
peace and acceptance of others also support the atrocities of the STO and the
support of the Cylon war against humanity. "It is certainly paradoxical, but," she
mused, "not entirely without precedence in human history. I guess, academically, I
can understand how the Monads finally reached the breaking point after centuries
of prejudice and oppression. But..." she added at the same time she saw Sedaris
cock his head and his eyes widened somewhat, "still, their reaction did seem a
bit...extreme."
"So what do you think happened?" Sedaris asked as if it was more than just an
academic discussion to him.
Miriam patted his shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. "Ty, I think that
whatever happened, whatever really happened, we'll never know.
Or we'll
probably never know the truth. My gut, my experience," she clarified with a smirk,
"tells me that like anything, it was a crisis of leadership. The new Holy Mother
seemed to bring peace to Gemenon with the Cylons acting as her enforcers, but
then things sort of unraveled. Peace gave way to conflict and the rest is history.
"One thing is for sure, Ty," Miriam winked, "I would love to sit down and have a
glass of wine with the Holy Mother and find out what really happened. Until now
it was history for me, now...now I feel like it's a mystery I want to solve."
*+*+*+*+*
Sanctuary, Temple Complex, Central Cathedral
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"No, Lacy, you're not ok," Odin sternly told the woman reclined on the chaise.
"When are you going to tell me what's going on?" he asked before he sat on the
ottoman that was pulled next to the chaise.
Lacy studied the man who had been by her side for the vast majority of her life,
the man who until recently had been her husband in every way but name. She
reached out and took his hand and felt his gentle strength as she held it close. "I've
been having dreams for the past few weeks, months actually," she admitted and felt
the truth of the old saying, 'a burden shared is a burden halved'. "Each time I have
one, it takes longer to recover than it did the one before."
She paused and gave his hand a squeeze while she held his gaze with her own.
"It isn't just the dreams' content that has me on edge, it's the realization that one
day, if they continue the way they are, I may not recover from one."
Odin's jaw clenched and his eyes softened, losing the stern war leader look he
had given her just moments earlier. "What are they about?" he finally asked as fear
and concern seeped into his voice.
"Punishment for the inequities of our parents is going to be visited upon us,
Odin," she sadly explained.
His brows furrowed and his eyes pinched at their corners, "Our parents? Are
you talking literally or metaphorically?"
A wan smile graced her still attractive face. "Metaphorically," she answered.
"Do you remember when I told you that I thought if we went back to the Colonies it
would bring nothing but trouble and more bloodshed?" Lacy waited until he
nodded before she continued, "At the time I thought it would be our blood and our
trouble, but now..." she gazed down at where she held his hand and felt the
strength the simple gold band studded with two small gems gave her as it rested on
her left ring finger. It was a physical symbol of their love and even though she
knew it was nothing more than gold shaped into a ring with a ruby and sapphire,
the ring had given her strength over the past few weeks.
"Now," she said rhetorically after hesitating briefly, "now I think that if we don't
go back it will be our blood that is shed before the real trouble lays siege and
invests our abandoned homeland."
Odin slowly shook his head and frowned. "If we return, we'll be arrested and
executed. The others will never agree to go back and face the noose."
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A knowing smile quickly flashed across Lacy's face. "I know. That's why we
have to take them something that will guarantee our amnesty."
"Amnesty?" Odin asked incredulously. "Lacy, they hate us and will likely shoot
us on sight as talk to us. What can we offer them that would cause them to listen,
let alone offer amnesty? And why amnesty, why not a dismissal of all charges?"
I have to convince Odin, Lacy thought. If I can do that, this will work. "It
would be the height of hubris to think anything would cause them to wipe the slate
clean and say the atrocities that were committed never happened. We may not
have been directly involved or even sanctioned most of what was done, but they
were committed and ostensibly in our name. Amnesty is an old practice that dates
back to the first war between Colonies and has been used in every war since then;
we fought, we lost, now we're going to swallow our pride and in doing so,
hopefully save lives - ours and theirs."
Lacy thought when Odin pursed his lips and held his head the way he was now,
that he looked as handsome as he ever did. "Ok," he finally relented, "I can
understand that reasoning. I'm not convinced that it will work, but I'm convinced
it might. Now...what do we have to offer them?"
Straight faced, Lacy answered, "Clarice's friends."
Odin sat back as his eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open. "Clarice,
too?" he asked hopefully.
A smirk danced across Lacy's lips. "No...I'd like to, but no. What do you think
the Colonials would say if we offered not only half a dozen Cylons and their ship,
but if those same Cylons looked human?"
*+*+*+*+*
Sister Clarice Willow pushed open the heavy door and stepped across the raised
stone threshold. The air carried a chill and she blinked her eyes several times as
they adjusted to the sudden explosion of light that assailed them when the door
opened. The room beyond wasn't as large as some of the subterranean chambers
under the Central Cathedral, but it did share the same chilly 13C temperature as all
the others; it was no more than perhaps ten meters by ten meters, and several
shipping crates were stacked along the far wall. She hated the catacombs and
when she was honest with herself, she didn't like the people who were waiting
inside much more.
She forced a smile on her face as her foot touched the ground on the other side
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of the threshold. "I came as soon as I received your message." They were
abominations she told herself silently, and they'd brought a new member who
hadn't been here before; it was a face she'd only seen once before, fifty years
earlier. His presence chilled her blood and she found it a much more difficult task
to keep the smile in place as she forced herself to focus on the new face in the
group. "I wondered when you people would show up again; I wasn't aware that
you finally decided to poke your head out of whatever hole you ran to after the
Uprising started...and left the rest of us to do all the work."
"There is a lot you aren't aware of," the newcomer said contemptuously. "I am
Equal Bentivegna and I have been told that you have Rand's ear."
Pompous prick, Clarice thought as she nodded her head before answering. "I've
known the Holy Mother since she was a girl when I introduced her to the One True
God's faithful."
Before anyone else could speak, the other woman in the room stepped into the
conversation. "Clarice has been a very valued friend and ally, Bentivegna, and has
always been there when we needed her," Belen told the man who looked more
average than Trent and Caldwell did, and those two would be pretty easy to lose in
a crowd if they didn't tend to dress like twins in different colored clothes.
"Thank you, Belen," Clarice said and pulled herself straight despite the pain in
her lower back. "I have always been loyal to the cause, then and now."
Bentivegna's gaze swept up from her feet to the top of her head and then back
to her face and made Clarice feel like she was a statue in a museum at best and an
animal at a cattle auction at worst. "Well, I stand admonished," he offered
conversationally but still somewhat dismissively.
She saw Belen subtly shake her head once and bit back the stinging response
that was primed at the tip of her tongue. Instead, Clarice smiled and turned on the
fake warmth, "It is a pleasure to meet you." Her tone turned icy cold and direct
while the smile remained intact, "Now...what is it that you want that you had to
drag all of us down here, out of sight from everyone else?" she asked, cutting
directly to the heart of the matter.
"Ah, Clarice," Damien began in the agreeable and paternal tone that he and
Nicholas shared. "We wanted to introduce you to Bentivegna and ask you to keep
an eye on the Holy Mother for us."
Clarice glanced at each of the six people she knew in the room; Damien and
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Nicholas looked like a pair of elder twins, the impeccably dressed Oskar had dark
chocolate brown skin and maintained a shaved head, and Trent and Caldwell
looked like a pair of twins who still allowed their parents to dress them alike in
similar outfits making them look like a pair of thirty-something dorks. The only
person she felt any sort of friendship towards was the other female in the room,
Belen. The pretty brunette wore her wavy blonde streaked hair just above her
shoulder and tonight was dressed in jeans and a turtleneck sweater that
accentuated her figure.
Belen's gaze communicated much more than a special friendship, it also told
Clarice to tread carefully. "I see the Holy Mother on a daily basis; what do you
want me to look for...specifically?"
"The Holy Mother hasn't looked...well," Oskar explained in his trademark deep
and hypnotic voice. If the guy could warm up and loosen up a little, he might be
ok, but until he yanked the stick out of his ass, Clarice thought, he was one step
away from being creepy. If this were fifty years ago back on Caprica, she wouldn't
have been surprised to see him driving a beat up van offering candy to children.
Then again, fifty years ago it wouldn't have made a difference and she'd have still
made a play to get him between her legs.
Clarice thought about her answer for a brief moment. She wanted to get back
upstairs where it was warmer, perhaps to pump Belen for information about what
was going on, too. "She mentioned the other day that she wasn't sleeping well and
that she suspects it's just a phase and will soon pass." She hoped she sounded
convincing.
"That's all?" Nicholas asked. "Are you sure?" he pressed.
"Of course I'm sure!" Clarice snapped. "I don't think my hearing has gone to
hell the way my tits have sagged," she added sarcastically and made a scene of
adjusting her still ample bosom because she knew it made Nicholas uncomfortable.
"If I find something out, and I'll do my best to see if there's more than she's told
me, I am her confessor after all," Clarice explained, "I will let you know."
"Good," Bentivegna told her. "I think that's all."
Silence descended on the small room for several seconds before Clarice saw
Belen shoot her a quick wink and declare, "If this is it, I'm going topside. Clarice,
care to walk with me?"
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"Of course, Belen," Clarice told the younger woman before turning to
Bentivegna and asking a question that she'd wanted to ask for more than fifty years.
"So...what number are you...zero?"
Bentivegna bristled at the question and growled haughtily, "I'm not one of
them."
"Ah...gotcha," Clarice said as she followed Belen out of the room. When she
reached the threshold, she paused and turned to look back into the room, "From
your attitude, I suspected you'd say something like that; you're too arrogant to be
part of anything but your own little party." She didn't wait for an answer and only
caught a glimpse of Bentivegna's eyes flashing read before she strode through the
doorway and pulled the door shut behind her.
*+*+*+*+*
Richard Szabo stretched as his left hand pulled the covers a little higher and his
right hugged Lucy Cain closer and tighter to his chest. He could feel her heart
beating next to his, separated by only a few centimeters of flesh and a layer of
perspiration, and once again thought how glad he was to be back home and away
from the Colonies.
Away from having to live a double life.
Away from having to worship and pay lip service to false gods.
Away from having to constantly look over his shoulder.
Away from the loveless sham of a marriage that he pursued for appearance's
sake.
And away from that annoying little rich bitch that rebuffed him and then
mocked him at every chance by acting like nothing happened.
He felt Lucy stir and turned his head and met her soulful gaze. She licked her
lips and smiled hungrily as she shifted her position and looped one leg between
his. Richard pulled her even closer and met her lips with his own and after a
moment's hesitation descended into a deep, soul scorching kiss. The part of his
mind that hadn't yet surrendered to lust reveled in the moment; in public they were
prim and proper, the very picture of a perfect couple. But behind closed doors they
indulged their inner animalistic desires...over and over.
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Later, as the moonlight cast multicolored images on the far wall, they sat at a
small table and ate a late dinner. Other than the first night back, when they'd had
dinner with the Holy Mother and Odin, they'd had dinner like this, just the two of
them in various states of dress - or undress like tonight, and talked about everything
that had happened since they last shared their apartment here in the Central
Cathedral.
"Do you think 'they' know about all the material that was diverted?" Lucy asked
after she put her wine glass on the table.
Richard offered her a shark's smile and a one word answer, "No. I made sure
that our people, or people we could buy, ran the way stations. The groups received
the lion's share, but we siphoned off a good bit. I tell you, Luce, the Fleet has so
much stuff in inventory it is unreal. There was one base, Argent Field Aviation
Reserve, that was used for spare aircraft. Hangar after hangar filled with Raptors,
Vipers, shuttles, Ravens, Mongoose gunships, the works. All of it new, all of it
ready to go with less than 24 hours notice. And they had dozens of them scattered
about each system."
"Sounds like a plum for the picking..." Lucy suggested and raised her eyebrows
before she ate a fork full of spiced apples.
A frown accompanied Richard's shaking head. "I don't think that would be
wise. We have enough for our needs and in doing so we helped some people who
had a bitch with the Colonial government. If we were to go back for more we'd be
getting greedy and greed breeds sloppiness, and that's one thing we can't afford to
be." His frown softened and he added, "I've spent most of my life in the Colonies
and the moments I treasure most are those here," he waved his right hand through
the air indicating everything around him. "I don't really want to go back.
"We've called enough attention to ourselves as it is; I'm sure that there was more
to Thornton than I was told," Richard explained sourly. "As it is, I think we should
lay low for a while in case the Fleet finds out what's missing and is able to trace
where the stuff went."
Lucy sighed and Richard reached out and gently squeezed her hand. She
always wanted to be doing something and preferred action over inaction, he
silently mused and watched as her face reflected her inner feelings about the
Colonies. The Cylons had taken Lucy on the last day of the Uprising and several
months after the armistice arranged for the Holy Mother and Odin to raise her as if
she were their own. He had joined her a few weeks later and despite the rustic
environment, he had thought he was in heaven. To say the Cylons had no parental
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skills was like saying a sphere was merely round.
Throughout their childhood they'd been inseparable and when the Cylons
revealed their plans for them he realized what he had thought was freedom was
nothing but a carefully crafted cage that only afforded them the illusion that they
were free. The Cylons had maintained a low profile with only the old U-87s and a
very small handful of human models being commonly seen. But they were there,
and as he reflected, they had always been watching him. And Lucy. And that day
he realized that they had also been evaluating them in a manner similar to a
scientist that was watching a lab experiment.
Yes, the Cylons made sure they had medicine, spare parts, and all the other little
widgets that they needed to survive, but when Damien had told them about their
special mission it all snapped into focus. Nothing was free; the Cylons didn't help
the Monads because they were allies, they helped them because they had a plan
and the humans were still useful to them.
He didn't like the Colonials because of what they represented; decadence,
greed, and idolatry. Lucy didn't just dislike the Colonials; she hated them with a
passion and blamed them, and her older sister, for abandoning her when the
Cylons made the last push on Tauron. Sometimes Richard thought that Lucy hated
her older sister more than the Colonials. The hatred she carried for her sister drove
her to excel and was, he surmised, part of what made her such an incredibly
effective operative.
"Yes, we have drawn more attention than we should have," Lucy finally
conceded before frowning and jabbing another forkful of apples into her mouth.
Richard slowly nodded and remained silent. Saying something now wouldn't
be wise and would certainly probably result in him sleeping on the sofa later that
night. He had warned her about returning to Tauron for Armistice Day three years
ago, and had warned her about doing anything impulsive while she was there.
Despite this, she had returned to Tauron, to the town and very location where she
had been abducted on the last day of the Uprising; not to close an old wound, but
to kill her sister for abandoning her and running instead of staying with her after she
tripped and fell.
The attempt failed, Helena Cain wasn't even wounded and the attack was
passed off as an anti-government cell trying to assassinate a local hero.
"I do have some good news..." Richard teased. When he saw her eyes meet his
and her eye brows arch as if to say, 'Out with it, man!', he added, "Mother wants us
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to take a Raptor and meet some people who need to covertly enter and operate
within the Colonies. She thinks we'd be the perfect people for the job."
Lucy's smile slammed across her face and touched the corners of her eyes.
"Fan-frakking-tastic!" she exclaimed before pumping her left fist. "When do we
leave?"
"Tomorrow," he answered simply.
The grin covering Lucy's face changed slightly and went from elation to
suggestively erotic in less than a heartbeat. "Then we don't have much time," she
told him as she stood and sauntered over to where he sat at an angle to the table.
She slowly straddled his hips and sat on his lap before wrapping her arms around
his neck and moving close. "We better forget about eating and get started...don't..."
she gave him a slow kiss on the lips,"...you..." and another kiss, "...think?" she
deepened the kiss and didn't allow him the chance to answer.
*+*+*+*+*
Agartha Station, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7 light years
from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
Slipping from the real world into the virtual world still disoriented Commander
Miriam Duquesne. She opened her eyes and saw a slender, attractive woman with
long dark blonde hair and wearing a white dress that looked like a modern toga
standing in the v-world's Arboretum. There was something faintly familiar about
the woman's posture and she was sure she'd seen it before. "I'm sorry...I didn't
mean to interrupt you," Miriam told the woman.
Emerald colored eyes blinked and the woman smiled as if she was privy to a
secret that Miriam had yet to learn. "You didn't...I was actually waiting for you,"
she explained in a voice that was familiar and yet unfamiliar at the same time.
"You were waiting for me?" Miriam asked, surprised at the revelation.
wanted to stop and say good bye to some friends before I leave."

"I...I

Something in the woman's eyes and body language telegraphed what she was
going to say before she said it, "That's why I wanted to wait here for you, to make
sure if you came that I would have a chance to talk to you...and to talk to you
before anyone else."
Miriam frowned and narrowed her eyes.

She felt certain she should know the
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person standing in front of her but she couldn't remember anyone looking remotely
like the green eyed woman who held her attention.
"You have me at a
disadvantage...you seem to know me but I don't...or rather, I can't place where I
know you from."
The woman offered an understanding smile. "It will come. Will you walk with
me?"
"I am here to say good-bye," Miriam offered, "So I guess as long as we're able to
stop when we see someone I know I think that would be ok."
"Wonderful!" the woman joyfully exclaimed and raised her eyebrows and
nodded at the door.
Outside, the sky was filled with large puffy clouds that were quickly darkening
and threatening rain in the near future. It was the first time that Miriam had seen
anything but good weather in Agartha, but it would stand to reason that if the
Cylons wanted a 'real' town that the v-world would also give them 'real' weather
patterns. She looked around and saw people going about their daily business and
once again marveled at how similar the town was to some of the small towns and
villages in the counties around her family's estate.
"Every time I come here I feel like I could be back home," Miriam explained a
few moments later after they'd walked part way down the block from the
Arboretum. "I keep expecting to see someone wearing a Cavaliers' jersey or that
there'd be a banner announcing some familiar local event."
They walked for a few more steps before Miriam stopped and looked around.
"Something's out of place here," she declared and tried to look for the subtle cues
that would point her to what was different.
Miriam felt a soft hand on her upper arm and turned to the woman next to her.
"Nothing is out of place, Miriam," the woman said. "Everything is the way it usually
is."
Something about the woman's words rang true to Miriam. "But something is
different," she declared.
"Oh, it is different," her companion agreed easily. "When we first knew you
were going to visit we made some changes and I apologize for the deception; we
thought it best to allow you to get to know us before...well...this."
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The voice, the inflection, the body language...they all pointed to one conclusion
that in its own way made sense. "Ivy?"
The woman nodded. "This is how I want to be, Miriam," Ivy's sincere voice
explained. She waved her hand around at the other people going about their
business, "This is how we all want to be. God created humanity in His image, and
we believe that we should strive be like His creation."
Miriam let out the breath she had been holding.
"I never would have
suspected," she admitted. "I mean, I listened to your services and never made that
leap that would have put two and two together. I think I understand now why you
accepted Barclay's suggestion; this gave you a chance to live how you wanted."
As Ivy slowly nodded her smile slowly left her face. "It does, Miriam, but it also
teases us with something we will never have; real bodies made of flesh and blood."
Miriam sat on a nearby bench and rested her elbows on her knees as she looked
at her hands clasped between them. "That explains a lot, Ivy. I've been thinking a
lot about...well...everything, and I keep asking myself if we really are that different
from one another."
The warm smile returned to Ivy's face. "Miriam," she began and sat next to her
on the bench, "God puts people and challenges in front of us when we need them
the most. We believe that God wants us to work with humanity, not against it."
Ivy's words stayed with Miriam for the rest of the visit. She met the Cylons as
they wanted to be; flesh and blood, not mechanical. Hammer and Glider looked
exactly as she pictured them once she started thinking in terms of human bodies
and not bodies made from alloys and composites. She knew Barclay immediately;
Ivy's reaction told her that the man dressed in khakis, a polo shirt, and a tweed
blazer couldn't have been anyone else.
Either this was a masquerade without a reason or what she was seeing was the
truth as these Cylons wanted to live. The Colonial officer part of her kept looking
over her shoulder at the first possibility and yet the rest of Miriam Duquesne, the
unabashedly human side, wanted to believe the second possibility with all her
heart.
"God puts people and challenges in front of us when we need them the most..."
she said softly several hours later as she stood in Indefatigable's CIC and made sure
the ship was prepared to return home.
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"What was that, Miri?" Colonel Tyler Sedaris asked.
Miriam offered him a quick shrug. "Nothing," she told him. "Just something a
friend told me earlier."
Sedaris nodded and leaned close so he could whisper in her ear, "It helps us be
better people," he explained before straightening and saying in a more normal
voice, "Captains Kitchener and Kavari report that the volunteer detachment as well
as Dr. Cantorelli and his stay behind team are settled in on Agartha Station. They
have local control of ex-Demosthenes and will continue running experiments until
we return in a couple weeks."
Her mind was still processing what Sedaris whispered when he finished his
report. "Please let them know that we'll be back within 21 days. And Ty...let
Freakshow and Tick-Tock know that they're still getting the lodge when we all
return to the Colonies."
"Will do, Commander," Sedaris acknowledged.
navigate."

"We are free and clear to

"Very well," Miriam said as her eyes focused on the dradis icon that represented
Agartha Station. "Let's go home, shall we?" she asked before she started to give the
orders that would take Indefatigable out of the star and back to the Colonies
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Siren, BS-122, Graving Dock 9, Scorpia Fleet Shipyards
A Colonial Marine swiped a card through the electronic lock and pushed the
heavy armored door open after hearing the lock click open. Commander Victor
Kailo stepped across the threshold and took three quick steps before he stopped
and turned to the woman waiting in the passage. "Admiral, would you join me for
a drink before you return to Hecate?" he asked.
"Thank you, Commander, I would like that very much," Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase said a moment before she stepped into the room and swept her
ice blue gaze across the walls. It was similar in size to the commander's quarters
on a Mercury class battlestar and contained a conference area, an area to entertain
a couple guests, and a darkened doorway leading to the actual living quarters. "I
like what you've done with the place," she told him before taking a deep breath
and grinning after letting it out. "Ah...it smells *new*! I still have that on Hecate."
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"Sure is nice," Kailo warmly admitted as he pulled the cork from a bottle of red
wine and proceeded to pour two glasses of the semi-sweet red liquid. He handed
her one of the glasses and raised his own, "To ships, their crews, and the spirits that
guide them!"
Chase raised her glass and touched its rim to Kailo's before she sipped the wine.
The wine was served how she preferred this variety; slightly below room
temperature. Her tongue tasted the tart liquid and she smiled. "This is a
Bandersmith...nineteen...sixty-eight?"
Kailo slowly nodded as a smile touched the corners of his face. "You have a
good taste; this is the last bottle from a case I bought when I was first posted to
Canceron."
"It is good..." Chase agreed. "I'll have to send you some of our Highland
Reserve; I think you'd like it." She paused and gestured toward the small sitting
area and when Kailo nodded she placed the wine on the side table, sat, and
crossed her right leg over her left and looked up at her one time mentor. "But I
don't think you invited me over here to taste wine and show off your new
command; that isn't your style, Victor."
She saw him sigh and his shoulders slump slightly before he sat down across
from her. "No, you know me pretty well and that isn't my style. I did want to show
her off to you, but that isn't the reason I asked you over. I..." he hesitated for a
moment and Chase saw a wave of indecision crest in his eyes and posture before
he shook his head and they fled like the retreating tide. "I wanted to talk to you
about something that's been bothering me for the past few days, ever since I
returned from Golden Sword.
"As you know," he continued and leaned forward slightly, "For the past year I've
been overseeing two ships, Banshee and Siren; the first to continually prove the
concept and the second while she was in the final stages of fitting out and trials.
Luther has been fantastic, and he's proven more than ready for a command of his
own, but all of this has been distracting; not just for me, but for Luther as well, and
most of my command crew."
What is he dancing around, Chase wondered silently as she studied her old
friend. "I pulled double duty for a while with Unicorn when Hecate was starting to
fit out and I can completely emphasize with you. But..." she met his gaze and
decided to approach this, whatever it was, head on, "But there's something else..."
she gently prodded.
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"Yes..." Kailo frowned and she could see he was trying to frame his words before
he spoke. "There have some postings that I wasn't comfortable with. If I was
pressed to point to something in their service record and say that was what made
me uneasy or uncomfortable, I couldn't. It's more...something I get after working
with them for a while."
Damn, damn, damn, damn! Chase silently swore to herself as the conversation
she had right before the Golden Sword awards ceremony came slamming back to
the forefront of her consciousness. "Vic...there's something we need to discuss and
I'm not going to say this as an admiral, but as a friend, and I ask that you keep it
between us and when Luther gets back from leave, with him. He's your XO and he
needs to know and just as important, I trust him."
Kailo tipped his wine glass to his lips and drank the rest of the red liquid. "How
bad is it, Sera?" he asked her point blank. "I'm fairly certain I know where you're
going with this."
Chase wanted to stand and pace. When she was nervous or tense, pacing
helped her focus, but she didn't want to talk to her old friend as anything other than
a friend, and standing would, in her mind, put her in a superior position over him.
"Before the awards ceremony at Golden Sword I had a meeting with Colonel
Thornton and Admirals Deguya and Vought..." she started and then related and laid
out the details of the meeting. When she finished she told her friend, "If the estate
hadn't been attacked I would have discussed this with you earlier this week. I'm
sorry I wasn't able to give you an earlier head's up."
"I completely understand," Kailo told her and nodded before offering a thin
smile. "The news hasn't provided a lot of details but from what they've said, I
could piece together that it was a major assault." He looked down at the empty
wine glass in his hand and then met her gaze. "Do you really think something is on
the horizon?"
She didn't hesitate answering him, "Absolutely. We've identified more than a
few people on Hecate that fit our working profile as have Bors and Lydia, not to
mention the rest of the battlegroup commanders. We could be overreacting, but I
keep remembering what Admiral Deguya said about looking over my shoulder for
someone with a dagger. My loyalties, and my family's, are well known and if I was
running an operation to destabilize the Colonies or the Fleet, I'd target me and my
battlegroup." Chase paused a moment and considered her next words carefully.
"Connie and I also think that people who might be viewed as my personal allies
might be watched as well. That means you, Esty, Kevin, and a couple others." She
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looked down at her wine glass and saw that somewhere along the line she'd
finished the contents. "Vic, there are too many shadows lurking around the edges
for my comfort and it's been fifty years since formal unification by choice came to
the Colonies; the first generation since unification has given way to the next and I
fear they're being influenced by those who want to go back to the old ways and are
making separatism look seductive."
"You could do a lot of damage with a ship like Siren," Kailo said evenly and
without much emotion. "Or for that matter, with Banshee," he added a moment
later. He sighed and sat back before settling deeper into the high backed leather
chair. Chase though the furniture seemed out of place; antique leather wrapped
seats and sofas in the commander's quarters of one of the most advanced ships ever
built. "When I joined this project," he began slowly, "I was excited beyond belief.
The potential a ship like Banshee offers is pretty amazing. If the Cylons ever came
back we'd have a weapon that would ensure they never had a secure flank.
"But then I saw the plans for Siren and with the other things I started seeing I lost
some of that enthusiasm. Don't get me wrong," he quickly interjected and raised
his hands in a 'stop' gesture. "I love this ship the way you love Hecate; part of my
soul is tied up in her decks and bulkheads. But, do you know that I have a brig
onboard that's three times the size of the one on a Mercury? Or that I can carry
twice a Mercury's Marine contingent?"
"No..." Chase slowly answered as she mentally ran the calculations on how big
the brig would be and how many Marines would be in her compliment. "The brig
does raise some questions, but the Marine element, I'm not so sure of; you could
covertly land troops on occupied soil and no one would know that a battlestar was
orbiting overhead."
Kailo nodded. "That's what I thought...but why then are Siren's arms rooms
stocked primarily with weapons you'd expect to see deployed for crowd control or
against civil insurrection? I have a company's worth of wheeled armor armed with
nothing heavier than water cannons and directional microwave and ultrasonic
emitters."
Silence hung heavy in the air as the words died away. Chase worked through
the possible implications and each time despite trying to view it with the most
altruistic or tactical eye, she kept coming back to a very dark and frightening
conclusion. A battlestar, by definition, was a ship that could operate for months,
years even, without the need for anything but cursory resupply contact. Couple
that with Siren's ability to operate largely undetected and it offered a way to tip the
balance of power in ways that the Fleet should never consider.
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"The political implications are numbing," Chase finally said and broke the
oppressive silence.
"They are," Kailo agreed. "Now you understand why my enthusiasm took a hit.
One good thing is that someone at BuPers or the Admiralty has assigned Banshee to
Siren's battlegroup." He laughed. "Some battlegroup...it's just the two of us, but I
get to pick who will be my replacement for Banshee."
The two old friends talked for another hour and Chase was convinced that Kailo
was as worried about the irregularities as she was, possibly more so given his
position. They both knew she had to return to Hecate when Kailo stood and tugged
down his tunic cuffs, "I've given you the grand tour, but I haven't really *shown*
you the ship. Do you have time to stop at an observation gallery before you leave?"
"If I don't, I can make the time," Chase answered as she rose to her feet. "And If
I don't, I'll make it...it's one of the perks of being an admiral!"
Fifteen minutes later they stood in an observation gallery that overlooked the
graving dock's enclosed interior. Bright lights from all directions illuminated Siren's
dark hull. The battlestar was more than seventeen hundred meters long by more
than six hundred sixty meters wide and over two hundred meters deep. Large
louvered doors stood open revealing gravity plane opposed flight decks nestled
within the carefully sculpted flight pods that bulged from the ship's midsection.
Scattered across her hull, open weapons' hatches revealed the battlestar's
armament; retractable one meter guns, fixed two meter guns, and a variety of
missile systems.
Siren was as much a battlestar as she was an assassin.
That thought was still on Chase's mind as her Raptor took her back to Hecate
half an hour later. She was lost in her thoughts when Monster interrupted them.
"Admiral, we're five minutes out and it looks like Indy has returned; Lara just told
me that Commander Duquesne arrived aboard Hecate ten minutes ago."
Chase couldn't keep the smile off her face; her 'big sister' had returned from
what was likely a most incredible mission.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, 45 light years from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
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The rally green Raptor floated in deep space as if it were a cork on a moonless
ocean. It carried two people strapped into the small craft's cockpit's seats as well
as several crates in the aft section. When he had told Lucy about the job last night
it seemed like a dream come true; they'd be out doing something rather than
feeling useless and stagnant. Now, three hours past the specified meeting time,
Richard was beginning to think that perhaps they really were useless and stagnant,
and worse, foolish.
"Do you think they got lost?" Lucy asked from the co-pilot's station. Her fingers
adjusted the dradis controls before she rocked her shoulders forward, one at a time,
and stretched.
Richard shrugged. "That or cold feet. Either way, we'll wait for a day and then
head home if they don't show up."
"I should have brought a book," Lucy told him sarcastically and settled back into
her seat.
Five minutes later the dradis suddenly started pinging off something close. "It's
behind us..." Lucy announced in a voice cautious and excited at the same time.
"Range is 5000 meters..."
Before she finished talking, Richard was already firing the reaction control jets
to pivot the Raptor and face the arrival. "Unknown ship, this is Janus, please
respond," he said into the boom microphone that snaked along the left side of his
face.
"Janus, we read you five by five. Please approach our port side landing pad," a
voice immediately replied.
Richard guided the Raptor slowly forward and he couldn't keep from shaking
his head at the sight before him. It was an older ship; its grey paint was weathered
with signs of hard use, and bore a scantily clad dancer under a Canceron registry
number. "If they want to wander the Colonies, a Glowworm is a good choice," he
observed.
"Yeah...they were rock solid back during the Uprising and after the war most
were sold off to civilian interests. They might not look like much, but they're
rugged as hell and you can fix them with the fifty cubit tool kit," Lucy opined as
they drew closer. "She's seen a lot of use, but other than looking like she hasn't
seen a fresh coat of paint in years, whoever owns her has given her a lot of tender
loving care."
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The Raptor drifted past the nose just as the dradis momentarily registered
another ship in the vicinity. "I thought we were alone?" Richard snapped and
cinched tight the straps holding him into the seat.
"We are..." Lucy replied as her eyes narrowed and studied the dradis. "There
was something there a moment ago...big...between fifteen and seventeen hundred
meters."
Richard gritted his teeth and pursed his lips. "I'm starting to not like this..."
"Yeah...me, too..." Lucy quickly agreed. "What are you doing?"
Gloved fingers punched several buttons on a side console as Richard looked
over at her. "I'm turning on the landing lights. If whatever that's out there is close,
we might get a look."
Lucy nodded as the Raptor passed the Glowworm's bow. "Looks like our friend
has a name," she observed. "Dixie Bell Dancer."
At least we know who they are, Richard thought to himself as he fired the
thrusters to kill his velocity. Deftly, he slowly spun the Raptor on its axis so it faced
Dixie Bell Dancer's bow and not its stern. As the Raptor pivoted, its high intensity
landing lights swept across a massive shape several kilometers distant. The design
sent a chill down his spine and reminded Richard of something amphibian and
primeval; it was dark grey, almost black, and had a sharply pointed bow that flared
into something that reminded him of a squid's head flukes, before pinching tight
and then sharply expanding into a large delta structure with a large well baffled
engine above and below the hull. It was a warship, he was positive of that fact,
even though no weapons were visible on its hull. And the name...you didn't give a
yacht or a ship that brought smiles the name that was emblazoned on her
flank...Kraken.
And he was sure it wasn't Colonial.
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Chapter 25: Singularity
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, berthed at Pier 14, Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
"If it had been anyone else but you telling me this, I'd be tempted to call bullshit
on the whole thing," Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase told the trim blonde
woman who wore commander's diamonds on her collar and sat across from her.
"It's something I'm still coming to terms with myself," Commander Miriam
Duquesne easily admitted. "I left Constantine Station expecting to watch an old
ship burn up in a star and instead found a thriving colony, a missing piece of my
heritage, and Cylons who want to be human. It's all a bit much when I'm laying in
bed at night trying to drift off to sleep."
Sera nodded and sipped her third glass of wine since they'd sat down. "I know
the feeling. Not knowing who these Precursors are and with all the trouble they're
causing has given me more than a couple restless nights," she admitted and
dropped her eyes to the sanguine liquid swirling in the wine glass. After several
heartbeats she sighed and added, "They struck at my family and didn't care who
they killed to get what they wanted. They may be human, Miri, but they rival the
Cylons for their absolute lack of humanity."
"How is Cora handling this?" Miri finally asked.
A thin smile crossed Sera's face. "Surprisingly well, all things considered.
When we found them at the underground tram station at the edge of the Rotunda,
she was frantic that Sebastian wouldn't make it out. After the tram passed and he
and the others were seen running through the tunnel, she about turned inside out
with relief." She paused and shook her head once from side to side. "They
complement each other, Cora and Sebastian, and they're both better off for it."
The two old friends sat in silence for several long moments before Miri put her
wine glass on the end table and met Sera's gaze. "What are you going to do?"
Sera frowned and sighed as her shoulders slumped and she slid a little lower on
the overstuffed leather sofa. "Follow the trail wherever it leads."
"Oh?" Miri asked and arched her eyebrows and cocked her head slightly that
Sera knew as a 'go on' gesture.
Her ice blue eyes regarded the small amount of wine still in her glass as she
marshaled the right words. "My gut is telling me that these 'Precursors' are extra-
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Colonial." Sera waited a moment and watched as Miri narrowed her eyes and
finished the wine in her glass. "You know what that means."
Miri was silent for several seconds before she slowly nodded her head. "Do you
think you can sell it to the Admiralty?"
Now Sera smiled and the corners of her mouth turned up in a suppressed grin.
"Yes. I've enlisted my father's help; he's working it from the political side and I'm
working it from the Fleet side. We don't think there will be much political
resistance; Adar is looking for something he can use to distract the population and
if he thinks sending us out will net him something he can use when we return, I'm
fine with that." She met Miri's gaze and continued, "I want to find who is behind
this and I want to know what's so special about this damned game that they want
to kill anyone with intimate knowledge of it."
"Do you think you'll find it?" Miri asked, and then added, "Galleon?"
"If not Galleon, then something related to it," Sera answered without pause.
"Since they brought back the logbook a few days ago, Jerry has managed to
translate enough of it for me to believe that it gives the ship's last location. What
we need to find next is something Dellay's logbook referred to as Leucothea's
Rudder. Jerry thinks this is a codex of some sort that will allow us to utilize some
odd navigation information we found in the logbook to hopefully find Galleon's
location."
Sera watched her 'big sister' consider what she just said. Miri set her empty
glass on the table and took a deep breath. "It sounds like the game is sucking you
into it."
"It is," Sera admitted bluntly and shrugged. "I'm trying to stay objective, but I
can understand how people would lose themselves in the v-world; it's totally
immersive and when you're there it's almost impossible to tell that it isn't real. A
lot of good people have died, both recently and fifty years ago, and the common
thread is this game. So yeah, I want to find out what's going on."
A radiant smile spread across Miri's face.
battlegroup?"

"If you go, you'll be taking the

Sera nodded.
"That means Indy is going, too, yes?"
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Again, Sera nodded.
"Good..." Miri started and suddenly stopped short and her eyes went wide.
"Something Hammer said when we were discussing the war just clicked," she
quickly said and squinted her eyes in a way Sera knew was her friend's tell when
she tried to recall something. "He said that they were given lists of kill/no-kill
targets, people who should be killed on sight or who should be given a pass, and
he found it odd that two profiles had listed, 'multiple copies, number unknown'.
He didn't think about it much because that's when his team decided that they
wanted no part of the Uprising and decided to flee the Colonies."
A sculpted blonde eyebrow arched and Sera thought about Miri's comment.
"That would dovetail with Hamish's observation that the Cylons were working with
the Precursors." She shrugged. "I wonder what else he might have heard?"
"I don't know, but I'll ask him when Indy returns in a couple weeks," Miri
offered.
Sera started to comment when the 1MC screamed to live. "Action Stations!
Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship and prepare for immediate
emergency separation!" Petty Officer Lara Pittman's clear and guiding voice
ordered. "Action Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship
and prepare for immediate emergency separation!" At almost the same time the
handset by Chase's desk started buzzing.
"Chase," she said as soon as the handset was to her ear. "What's going on?"
"We have an inbound bogie, CBDR to Pier 14; it isn't answering to any hails and
its trajectory has it on a direct heading for us," Colonel Connie deWinter quickly
explained. Her voice was remarkably stress free, Chase thought before her XO
continued. "We're going to be clear of our moorings in another fifteen seconds,
and should be well clear by the time it closes."
"What about the High Guard?
Where are they and why aren't they
intercepting?" Sera asked, back to being Admiral after the interlude that for a short
time allowed her to cast off the mantle of command.
"They're on the other side of the Yards," deWinter explained and wasn't able to
mask the anger. "They were responding to a LibranLines liner that strayed too close
to the exclusion zone." She was silent for a moment and Chase debated running
the short distance to CIC. The moment was short lived when deWinter returned,
"We're clear Admiral, and I have Landis plotting a jump to the outer markers."
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"Do it!" Sera told her and then added, "I'm on my way." As soon as the handset
was on the cradle she scowled and growled, "This is getting to be very annoying..."
"What's going on?" Miri asked a moment before the 1MC crackled to life again.
"All hands," Pittman began, "prepare for emergency jump! Jump commencing
in 5...4...3...2...1...Now!"
Space seemed to shrink and expand as Hecate's powerful FTL drive ripped a
hole open in the fabric of time and space and pushed the mighty ship through it.
The jump took an almost impossible to measure miniscule amount of time, it was
effectively instantaneous, and the ship appeared two thousand kilometers away at
the one of the massive base's outer navigation markers.
*+*+*+*+*
"What is our status?" Chase requested as she strode into Hecate's CIC.
Duquesne followed and hung back near one of the communications' stations. The
CIC was orderly and everyone was going about their tasks as if a few moments
earlier the ship hadn't just jumped out of Harm's Way.
"The ship is fine, but I don't know about some of the others," deWinter
explained, her voice serious. "We cleared in better than record time, but Marduk,
Amaterasu, Pacifica, and Freyja all had custodial crews on them."
Chase felt a chill run down her spine. "Are they going to be able to break free?"
deWinter shrugged sadly and slowly shook her head from side to side. "I don't
think so. They'd all been signed over to the Yards and most of the crews released
on leave..."
"What about Lydia and Bors? They were supposed to be leaving for Caprica
today, are they still aboard?" Chase asked and prayed to the gods that they'd already
left.
She saw deWinter's lips purse and the almost imperceptible head shake.
"They're still aboard..."
"Frak..." Chase clenched her hands and swore as she watched the dradis display
the cold equations; there was no way Hecate could intercept the bogie - it would
take too long to plot a jump, they were out of gunnery range, and they could never
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close the distance in time to prevent the unknown ship from hitting the pier. And
her friends.
"Connie, get everyone who can fly a Raptor or shuttle down the flight deck and
have them prepare for rescue operations; they'll ferry over our damage control
teams and evac any casualties. Make sure we coordinate with the Yards' Flight
Control..."
"I'm already on it, Admiral," deWinter told Chase as the entire CIC staff watched
the unknown bogie merge with pier they recently vacated.
*+*+*+*+*
Raptor 737, approaching Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
"What the frak?" Captain Sebastian Beckett said and turned to look at Lieutenant
Andrea Esposito who occupied the co-pilot's station. "Flight Control just issued an
emergency sortie order. Call Hecate and see if you can find...out..."
His voice trailed off as he watched the largest ship berthed at Pier 14 suddenly
slip her moorings and disappear in a flash of silvery light. "Hecate just jumped..."
he muttered.
This isn't good, boy-o, the little voice stage whispered from his shoulder and
Beckett found himself nodding his agreement.
"Flight says that they have an unknown bogie on a CBDR course for Pier 14,"
Esposito said from his right. "I'm checking the local airspace..." she added as she
slipped into the Raptor's EWO station and her fingers danced across the dradis
controls. A moment later she looked forward, "It's an Aladdin IV class bulk carrier;
602 meters overall with a crew of thirty-nine. If it hits the pier the results would be
catastrophic."
"Hold on," Beckett told her when the wireless crackled to life. "Flight, Raptor
737 en route to Hecate, go ahead."
"Raptor 737, Flight Control; hold your position and prepare to assist in rescue
operations," Scorpion Fleet Shipyards' Flight Control instructed. "The bogie will
impact in fifty-eight seconds. Stand by for further direction."
"Flight, Raptor 737," Beckett replied evenly, "Copy orders; we will prepare to
assist in rescue ops and will hold for further direction."
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The flight controller's voice sounded tense and strained when he answered,
"Raptor 737, Flight; confirmed."
"What can you tell me about that ship, Dancer?" Beckett asked using Esposito's
call sign.
Esposito didn't hesitate with her response, "Transponder ID's her as Sirocco,
registered out of Aerilon and launched in 1958. Her current captain is Caretti
Mansfield, also of Aerilon, aged 56. She's configured to carry iron ore and is listed
as contracted to Koshi Metals on the Troy to Canceron run. She's a long way from
home, Rockstar."
She sure is, boy-o...the little voice on Beckett's shoulder said, silently voicing his
own thoughts. "Do you have your sidearm with you?" he asked as his mind started
formulating a contingency plan. You're not thinking of doing what I think you are,
are you, the little voice asked and fell silent as his host smiled grimly.
"Ah...yeah, I have it..." Esposito answered. "No...you're not suggesting..." she
suddenly added and crawled back into the co-pilot's station.
Beckett nodded. "Sure am. A lot of crazy stuff has been happening lately
and...Whoa!" he exclaimed as the wireless screeched. "What the hell was that?" he
exclaimed.
"On it!" Esposito said as she focused on the communications board. "This
is...odd..." she said a few seconds later. "The computer has it logged as an
encrypted burst transmission in a non-Colonial format and cipher."
His blood ran cold. "Cylon?" he asked quickly and forced his mind to ask about
the commonly expected culprit.
Esposito hesitated and finally muttered, "Oh...my...gods...Rockstar..."
Pier 14 and part of the shipyards' core structure was visible through the crystal
clear polycarbonate canopy. Lined up in orderly fashion along the pier's docking
spines were the assaultstar Amaterasu, the battlestars Marduk, Pacifica, and Freyja,
as well as the gunstars Surreptitious, and Shepherd. Four additional berths were
empty, one of which was recently vacated by Hecate.
It was like watching a slow motion replay during a closely fought pyramid game,
Beckett thought horrified as he watched Sirocco's lower hull slam into the core
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edge of the long pier and then as the ship skidded across the Surreptitious' and
Shepherd's upper drives and hull before her after engineering assembly snagged on
Shepherd's drive and sheared it off.
The impact was enough to slam Sirocco into the pier itself and ignite a small
tylium storage farm before the ship continued on and the now abused lower hull
slammed into Marduk's head. A battlestar is much more damage resistant than a
civilian cargo ship or pier, but it can only withstand so much. Part of the center
starboard cargo hull snared the battlestar and twisted the ship at her moorings,
snapping several and causing numerous small explosions along the arms.
Marduk rolled to her starboard side and Sirocco continued to the next ship in
line; Amaterasu. Unlike the battlestar which was long and lean, with a very slim
side profile, the assaultstar's main hull was high and narrow to allow for wider than
normal flight pods without the need for an oversized, for the hull, FTL drive. This
unique design afforded an unavoidable target for the rogue freighter.
Beckett thought for a moment that Sirocco would clear Amaterasu's hull, but
only for a moment; then reality returned and he held his breath as the freighter's
command hull cleared the assaultstar but the rest of the ship didn't.
The Aladdin IV was a simple, rugged design that consisted of four long modular
cargo hulls laid out side to side and connected to a central spine that contained the
bridge and crew quarters in the bow and engineering and drives in the stern. So
long as the ship had all its supplemental bracing, struts, and supports, it was a solid
design that could operate with minimal maintenance and yard time. Much of that
support structure was already damaged or destroyed as the four leading edges of
Sirocco's cargo hulls caught Amaterasu at the juncture where her alligator head
joined the body.
Finally caught on something it couldn't slide off of, Sirocco's four cargo hulls
transferred their momentum to Amaterasu's main hull. The massive ship resisted for
several long seconds before the first signs of hull failure started showing. Sirocco's
already abused and stressed spine finally failed and shattered, completing ship's
death that had started a handful of heartbeats earlier. The four cargo hulls and what
was left of the central spine impaled itself in assaultstar's main hull while there was
a shower of sparks and venting gasses as the command section broke free and
continued away from the pier.
"No..." Beckett softly swore as he watched spellbound at the carnage that used
to be a functioning shipyard. Marduk continued rolling and twisted in her savaged
berth as her lower engines slammed into the long thin spine that carried fuel, water,
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and supplies to the massive ship. Like a staggered prize fighter resting against the
ropes, the battlestar stopped and hung motionless as it vented atmosphere from
numerous breaches along the hull and from where the replenishment umbilical's
had sheared. Within moments the venting stopped as emergency systems fought to
save the ship.
Pacifica and Freyja had managed to avoid the collision but Beckett saw a far
more dangerous threat to the two ships quickly developing.
"Dancer, contact
Flight and tell them that there's a tylium fire on the pier and that it's spreading
along the mains to Pacifica and Freyja. I'm going to try and contact the battlestars
directly. If the fires reach those ships..." he left the rest unsaid; both knew what
would happen if the fire spread unchecked.
As Esposito contacted Flight Control, Beckett changed to the guard channel and
said a silent prayer that he could get through. So say we all, boy-o, so say we all,
the little voice said solemnly from its perch on his shoulder. "Attention battlestars
Pacifica and Freyja, attention battlestars Pacifica and Freyja, this is Raptor 737, call
sign Rockstar...the tylium mains are on fire and spreading in your direction. Please
take emergency action! Attention battlestars Pacifica and Freyja, atten..."
His words were cut off by a flash brighter than the sun as the fire reached a
pumping substation and detonated the fuel stored in the spill tanks. "Hang on!"
Beckett shouted a moment before be flipped the Raptor nose over tail and pushed
the throttles to the stops. He felt the thrust push him deeper into his seat as if the
small craft had been smacked by the hand of an angry god. Five seconds later he
flipped the Raptor back so he could see the pier and allowed the engines to halt his
trajectory.
"No...no...no..." Esposito almost cried the words as Beckett saw the object of her
pain. The fires had spread past the substation and blown through the emergency
valves and had reached the two battlestars. Freyja's starboard flight pod was
engulfed in tylium fueled flames and parts of the flight deck enclosure had ruptured
outward as the fuel lines on the flight deck ignited. Pacifica fared somewhat better;
her port flight pod showed several small fires but some prescient soul had managed
to open the launch tube doors and vent the flight deck. The old battlestar was
battered, but she escaped most of the fate that befell Freyja.
They watched the fires in silence before Beckett took a deep breath and checked
the small dradis display on the center console. "Ok..." he said out loud and found
he couldn't tear his eyes away from the carnage that used to be Pier 14. "Ok," he
said again in a somewhat steadier voice, "get me a bearing on the bridge section
that broke away; I want to find out what the frak happened before some ham
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handed Shore Patrol type messes it up."
He heard Esposito take a deep breath and swallow. "Ok, come right and fly
towards Amaterasu; the bridge section is about ten kilometers away and drifting. At
its current speed, she'll enter the atmosphere's upper edges in about twenty-eight
minutes or so."
"Start the clock; we're going to board her. I want a three minute warning so we
can get back to the Raptor and cast off before we enter the atmosphere," Beckett
told her and guided the Raptor over the fatally damaged Marduk and Amaterasu.
In the distance, he could see Sirocco's bridge section floating free against Scorpia's
bright blue-green and white backdrop.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet
Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay was fighting for her life. Flat on her back, her
violet eyes blazed with fury as she used her left hand to keep her attacker's hands
from crushing her throat while her right strained and reached to recover her
sidearm that he had effortlessly knocked away. Already her vision was starting to
tunnel and the periphery was getting grey and fuzzy. Deep down she realized that
whether she lived or died would depend on what happened in the next few
moments.
*+*+*+*+*
Her encounter with Derrick Marsh hadn't started off violently; he had
approached her when she was away from the others sitting on a rock that
overlooked the meadow where the Raptor crashed several days earlier. She heard
footsteps behind her and turned to see who was approaching. The man she saw
caused her gut to tighten and she felt her body tense at his presence. I don't have
to like him, she thought, I just have to be pleasant.
"Minerva," Marsh began in his somewhat arrogant, aloof, and condescending
tone, "I was hoping we could take a few minutes and talk."
"I'm not going anywhere," she answered cavalierly and didn't move from her
perch on the center of the rock. "I guess now is as good a time as any; I was
wondering when you'd say something."
Something that was almost a slight grin but looked more like a sneer touched
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Marsh's mouth. "Minerva, there's no need to be testy; I only want to talk to you
and...maybe we can come to an understanding about...other things, too," he replied
apparently unfazed by her attitude or behavior.
"I've been away from the
Communion for a long time and it would be nice to spend some time with
someone from home."
Deep down she cringed when he said he wanted to 'spend some time' with her.
"We can talk, but that's the limit of things...Derrick," she told him and used his
name rather than the title she was sure he craved hearing.
Marsh stiffened and ignored her barb. "What were you doing here? I was told
that there would be no intervention until I sent word of what was found."
Minerva shrugged. "Some Equal got a bug up her ass and commandeered
Aether and had Commander Ives rush out here so we could capture some Colonial
civilian ship." She met Marsh's gaze with her own, "And I might ask you the same
question; what are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere with a Colonial
prospecting expedition?"
The man's eyes narrowed and flashed red for just a moment before he regained
his composure, such as it was. "That's none of your concern and you had better
remember who you're talking to, Flight Captain," Marsh told her icily.
"Fine, keep your secrets," Minerva told him bluntly. "I'm sure they'll keep you
warm at night."
His left eye narrowed momentarily to almost a squint, "Tonight we're going to
get rid of the Colonial crew. I want you to get close to Vassar and kill him. I'll deal
with the woman and whoever is done first can kill the engineer."
"You're kidding, right?" Minerva asked and cocked her head as she stood and
squarely faced Marsh.
His answer left no doubt in her mind that he was serious. "No. I want them
dead. I don't want Colonial officers here and even more importantly, we don't
have enough food to add six extra mouths. We'll run out of food before any sort of
rescue ship arrives."
Minerva took a step back to add some distance between herself and Marsh.
"No, Derrick, I will not kill my friends. We can figure some other way to ration the
food, but no, killing them is flatly out of the question."
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Marsh's eyes flashed red and his hands balled into fists but Minerva stood her
ground. "And if you think pulling that shit with me is going to get me into your
bed, you might as well find a knothole to frak, 'cause it won't be me." She paused
as she watched his face redden and then added, "Besides, I don't do freaks, no
matter how godsly they make themselves out to be."
"You bitch," Marsh snarled and took a half step forward. "You will follow my
orders or I will see to it that your family pays the price."
That was the one threat that he could have used that would make me reconsider,
Minerva thought silently as she continued to stand her ground. All she had left in
the way of family was her brother Alistair and she wouldn't willingly endanger him
if she could help it. She scowled as he took a full step towards her.
"Besides," he glibly mocked, "beds are highly overrated.
here...right now."

We can do it right

Minerva reacted without thinking; she stepped back with her right foot and
tuned slightly as her right hand drew her sidearm and brought it up to join with her
left hand so she could level it at Marsh's chest. "No, Derrick, no means no; I am
not going to be your plaything and I sure as hell won't go along with your plan to
kill my friends."
A sadistic looking smile spread across Marsh's face as he blinked twice. "Your
choice, Minerva...willing or not, alive or dead, it doesn't matter to me..."
His words' implications distracted Minerva for the split second Marsh needed to
spring across the few meters that separated them and body slam her to the ground.
"What's the matter, Minerva? Does death scare you?" he taunted as his left fist
knocked the gun out of her right hand and his right closed around her throat so she
couldn't scream. "Death doesn't scare me, Minerva," he whispered and Minerva
was sure he kept repeating her name to unnerve her. "If I die, I return home and
wake up renewed. Simple...convenient, and something you'll never," he closed his
left hand around her throat as well, "ever," he lifted her head a hand's width off the
ground before slamming it down, "experience. Besides," he added as she vainly
reached for her handgun, "I don't mind playing with dead things..."
*+*+*+*+*
Her fingertips could feel the pistol's molded and textured polymer frame as she
splayed and stretched them out as much as possible for the fleeting chance that she
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could regain the firearm. Breathing was impossible due to Marsh's hands around
her throat and she couldn't use her legs because his knees pinned her thighs.
Minerva closed her left hand into a fist around his shirt and tried to pull him
forward and off balance. It was a last ditch effort as the grey had claimed more of
her vision.
C'mon, Minerva, she thought to herself, hold it together; now is not the time to
panic. She went over the plan one last time in her mind before summoning all of
her remaining strength and willpower and focusing it in her left arm. She grunted
and pulled as fast and strongly as possible and felt Marsh move atop her a few
moments before the darkness washed over her vision.
Slowly, as if she was swimming to the surface of a moonlit lake, Minerva felt
consciousness return. Her neck was sore and she swallowed several times in
between deep breaths of air. Suddenly everything came back to her and she
remembered what happened. Her eyes snapped open and she dug her heels into
the turf to push herself back against the rock she realized she was propped against.
Several meters away, Marsh lay face down in a crumpled heap. Minerva quickly
looked around and saw Lido kneeling next to her. "What happened?" she managed
to hoarsely ask Dixie Bell Dancer's navigator.
Lido stood and Minerva noticed she had been holding an entrenching tool in
one hand. "It looked like someone was acting like an asshole that needed some
remedial education on how to treat a lady." She held up her shovel for emphasis
and looked at the blade, "I think I dented my shovel on the frakker's head."
Minerva's eyes went wide. "Is he dead or alive?" she asked quickly and tried to
keep the panic out of her voice.
"Oh, he's alive, but when he wakes up he's going to have a headache big
enough to fly a battlestar through," Lido smirked and answered, apparently missing
the anxiety she tried to hide. "You want me to whack him a couple more times to
make sure he doesn't wake up?"
"No! We have to keep him alive," Minerva told her one time adversary and
realized that the man laying in the grass and everything he represented was as
much her enemy now as it had been Lido's. "Where's my gun?" she asked.
"Next to your right leg," Lido told her.
Minerva felt reassured as her hand closed over the pistol's grip and she hefted it
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onto her lap. "Get Vassar, we need to talk."
Lido narrowed her eyes and cocked her head slightly.
prodded.

"About what?" she

"About everything," Minerva explained. "But most of all, about what Derrick
Marsh really is and what he represents."
*+*+*+*+*
Hibernia, Caledon Highlands, Edengate estate
The Phoenix flared and settled gently to the landing pad in front of the large
stone building that served as a hangar. The light colors of its stone and mortar were
offset by the dark blue-grey slate roof that crowned the structure. Zoe looked
through the transport's canopy and saw silvery glyphs gleaming around the large
frame that held the hangar doors. She was sure she could see similar glyphs
around the windows and personnel door and felt her stomach tighten at the
potential the small silver symbols might hold.
There wasn't much information available about the glyphs, at least nothing
definitive or documented. So far, Tobias Ormond's explanation had given them the
most background, though it was anecdotal. Cora had suggested a trip to Edengate
to both study the glyphs first hand as well as to poke around the estate's library that
contained books that were old at the height of Virgon's Imperial era. Deep down,
Zoe didn't expect to find a clear cut explanation in the library, or any library for
that matter. Rather, she suspected the answer would come from someone still
versed in the old ways and willing to share those secrets.
They had travelled by Raptor to Westfield and after briefing His Grace, the
Duke, Beckett had driven to the medical center to meet Lieutenant Andrea Esposito
and then take her back to Hecate. His absence made the group feel 'off', but he
promised he'd meet them at Edengate that evening. Since the last expedition had
ended with a gunfight in the tram tunnels, Admiral Chase insisted that they take
several rifles in discrete cases just in case, as well as asking Doc and Kait to
accompany them.
What had started out as a small research project, and a side project at that, had
become a priority with everyone involved focusing on its success. The timing was
fortunate, Zoe thought, since the entire battlegroup was in the yards; some for a
simple post game refit and others for more extensive refits. The end result was that
most of the crews were on leave or furlough and the normal duty and training cycle
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was greatly reduced.
"Wow," Kait exclaimed, "I feel like I can see forever!" Edengate was situated
several kilometers outside a small village and located on a highland plateau that
offered a spellbinding vista of the surrounding mountains and alpine forests.
"I always enjoyed coming here," Cora said from the pilot's station in the cockpit.
"At night the only sound you hear is the wind blowing through the trees and
perhaps an owl out hunting. "Whenever I'm here I feel like the real world can't
reach me."
The estate consisted of the main house, a sprawling three floor stone and slate
building with a large enclosed pool and several balconies, a stable, barn, several
utility buildings, and the hangar. Several cottages offered guest rooms away from
the main house and a greater sense of privacy. Zoe followed Cora's grand tour and
felt the tension that had settled into her shoulders slowly start to ease and lift away.
The air was crisp and clear, while the hustle and bustle of even a small town
seemed light years away.
"Baroness!" a classically Hibernian accented male voice called from behind
them. Zoe spun and her hand reached for her concealed 5/7 before she realized
the voice belonged to a smiling man in his sixties wearing grey slacks, a white
cuffed shirt, and a deep burgundy vest.
His well groomed snow white beard
matched his hair and he had a kind, jovial, grandfatherly look to him. "Lady Cora,
if I would have known you were coming I'd have had Caroline fix your favorite for
dinner. Welcome back to Edengate!"
Cora jogged over to the man and gave him a big hug. "Connor! It's so good to
see you again! I'm sorry for the lack of warning; perhaps Caroline can treat us
tomorrow? We'll probably be here a couple days."
"Try and stop her!" he joked and returned her hug before letting her go and
stepping back. Zoe saw his smile falter for a moment before it was back. "What
brings you here on such short notice?"
"We're doing some research..." Cora began and rolled her lower lip between her
teeth. "Ah...do you think we could talk a little later? Something has come up and
you might be able to point us in the right direction."
The warmth radiating from Connor's smile wasn't faked, of that Zoe was certain.
"Of course!" he agreed and then turned serious. "Does this have to do with the
attack on Westfield?"
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Cora sighed and nodded. "Yes..."
"Don't you worry, Lady Cora, we've implemented additional security
precautions and everyone in Edenhold is on the lookout for anything out of the
ordinary," Conner assured her. "So, who are your friends that will be staying here?"
Five hours later and after a delicious meal and a chance to settle into their
rooms, everyone was assembled in the estate's library. Zoe smiled when she saw
Jerry's awe filled reaction to the massive room; it was a large open room that had
bookshelves running from the floor to the ceiling two stories above. A balcony
ringed the room and allowed easy access to the higher levels, while shorter book
cases dotted the room and shared the floor with ancient tables, reading lamps, and
comfortable chairs and sofas. Several large fireplaces graced the walls and added
warmth, both real and figurative, to the chamber.
Ever since she had entered the house and felt the faint static tap as she crossed
the threshold, she'd felt a simple peace settle over her like a light sweater over her
shoulders; it was warm and comforting and just seemed right. The silver glyphs
ringed every door and window and added to the old building's charm and
character. But now, some of the tension had returned; it was time to start looking
for answers.
"Connor, Caroline" Cora began when they were all seated in the library, "what
we're going to discuss may not seem important, but I think that it might be valuable
to something that we're trying to figure out. Whatever we discuss, it needs to be
held in the strictest confidence."
Connor nodded and looked next to him where his wife sat. To Zoe's mind,
Caroline complimented Connor in every possible way. It was readily apparent that
they were still very much in love, and where her husband was tall and had a
horseman's physique, she was petite with a frame that would do a ballerina or
gymnast proud. Her auburn hair carried a natural curl and hung past her shoulders
framing a kind and pretty face. Caroline didn't hesitate, "Absolutely, Lady Cora;
anything you discuss, now or in the past," she winked, "is safe with us."
Zoe thought a blush appeared on Cora's cheeks momentarily before the
baroness spoke, "I know, I wanted to make sure that my friends knew you would
keep this between us. Jerry? Do you want to explain what we're looking for?"
Jerry cleared his throat, "Sure. Something happened recently that has piqued
our interested in the Hibernian glyphs that surround the windows and doors. I
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haven't been able to find much more than anecdotal information about them so I
thought there might be something here that might tell us more about them."
Connor and Caroline shared a quick glance before Connor spoke, "That's what
you came here for?" He arched his eyebrows and shrugged before he explained,
"They're just traditional decorations that date back to the earliest days."
"That's what we found," Cora said frowned a bit. "But there has to be more to it
than that, isn't there?"
Caroline put her hand on her husband's arm and opened her mouth to say
something at the same time the chimes sounded to indicate there was someone at
the door. After Conner excused himself to tend to the door, she offered an
apologetic smile. "I wish I had more to tell, but they've always been there and I
never really questioned them."
Doc slid forward on the sofa he shared with Kait, "Caroline, when we were in
Boskirk we were told that they dated to the time before recorded history when we
wanted to protect ourselves from the servants of the gods. Did you ever hear a
legend or story like that?"
The old woman furrowed her brows and was deep in thought when Connor
returned a moment later. "Ah...this is most unusual...Scotty Campbell is here and
says that he's here to talk to Lady Cora and her friends."
Doc and Kait stood a moment before Cora, Jerry, and Zoe. "Who is Scotty
Campbell?" Cora asked and Zoe saw that her friend's hand hovered near the
concealed 5/7 that she still wore even though she was in her own home.
Connor took a step back and raised his hands slightly at their reaction. "He's a
local, a building contractor in town. I've known him for more than twenty years."
"What do you think?" Cora asked her friends.
"I find that he knows we're here to be worrisome," Doc was the first to answer.
"He may have seen the Phoenix land, but how could he know you were on it,
Cora?"
"I dunno," Cora answered and looked at Zoe. "You have more experience in this
sort of thing..."
Zoe shrugged. "We were always worried about someone coming through the
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door or to be ready for us. I don't think I remember someone ever walking up and
volunteering to talk..."
"Ok...Everyone, be ready in case this is something dodgy. Please show him in,
Connor," Cora finally decided.
Two minutes later, Connor ushered a nondescript middle aged man into the
library. "Lady Cora, this is Scotty Campbell."
Campbell wore a brown corduroy blazer over a white polo shirt and a pair of
well broken in jeans. He had a tanned complexion, dirty blonde hair, and hands
that spoke of manual labor at some point in his past, but other than that he looked
like any other middle class Colonial. "I apologize for the intrusion, Lady Cora," he
said in strong, confident voice that seemed almost at odds with his everyman
appearance. As he moved, Zoe noticed that a small dagger in a ray skin scabbard
rode on his belt just behind the waist's midseam.
"I believe I might be able to answer some of your questions," he added after a
moment's hesitation.
*+*+*+*+*
Asteroid Belt, Far Orbit of Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster, Meropian
Communion, Belter's Holiday Trade Station
Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos walked through the bustling trade concourse that
had been hollowed out of the 1100km long asteroid. He had traded his uniform for
a pair of old khaki Marine fatigue pants, worn leather boots, forest green shirt, and
a light leather bomber jacket. A holstered handgun rode low on his right hip while
a trio of magazines and a kuboton balanced it on his left. He was known on the
station as Captain Cesare Archer, master and owner of Go-Go, a civilianized
Phalanx class assault ship.
It was a role he enjoyed and one that he'd spent most of his life cultivating and
nurturing. He was well known at most of the fringe trading stations and had a
reputation for being fair and honest when it came to work, passionate when it came
to pretty women, willing to take questionable tickets, and absolutely ruthless to
white slavers. Compared to fifteen, or even ten, years earlier, he didn't take as
many jobs as he used to; just enough to keep his name in circulation. The role had
served him well over the years and allowed him to create a network of friends,
associates, and contacts in the Communion's fringe and underworld.
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Belter's Holiday could trace its history back more than fifteen hundred years. It
was one of the largest asteroids in the belt and was originally a mining colony. As
the years passed, the old mine tunnels were enlarged, sealed, and then settled.
Mining still played a part on the settlement's economy, but trade and port services
had eclipsed it long ago as a source of income. Tunnels and chambers had been
turned into hydroponics gardens, life support recycling facilities, and all the
necessities necessary to maintain a small ships and settlements far away from a
main world. At the same time, graft and vice settled on the asteroid and the black
market gained a foothold.
Today, almost anything could be found on Belter's Holliday provided you had
enough cash. Much to Cesare's disgust, it was also a way station for white slavers;
flesh peddlers who would kidnap men and women, girls and boys, and sell them to
the highest bidder. They often wound up in brothels that ranged from opulent to
horrible, the lucky ones were even treated like pampered concubines, but the most
unfortunate wound up in the pits; bloodsport matches held in the darkest corners of
Belter's Holliday and many other offworld settlements.
Cesare stopped at a merchant's stall and surveyed the wares. "What do you
have that's good, Jacobus?" he asked the overweight proprietor who wore his thatch
of flaming red hair in dingy dreadlocks.
"Ah, Cesare! I haven't seen you for a while and thought the law might have
caught up with you!" Jacobus replied and Cesare forced himself not to flinch when
the man's smoke and garlic breath assaulted him.
"Don't you know, I've gone legit!" Cesare joked and then pointed at a box of red
crystal rocks. "What do you want for the rubies?" The box contained half a dozen
stones the size of acorns. "I think my lady might like a new pair of earrings and a
matching ring and necklace."
Jacobus looked at the uncut gems and then back to Cesare.
thousand."

"For you, ten

"Ten kay?" Cesare questioned. "I'll give you five."
They haggled back and forth for a few moments before they agreed on a price.
Money and goods changed hands and Cesare once again slipped into the hustle
and bustle of the concourse. Yes, he thought, a trip to a good cutter and some nice
settings and these will make a fine birthday gift. Now, to get back to the real reason
I'm here, he chided himself.
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Ten minutes later he was sitting across the table from a younger man, perhaps in
his late thirties or early forties, and dressed in a pair of jeans over low lace up
boots, a dark grey work shirt, and like Cesare, had a holstered sidearm on his hip.
"When I got your message it sounded important," the man began.
"It could be, Reuben," Cesare replied and motioned the scantily clad barmaid
over to their table. "A pitcher of Magnolia's Dark and two glasses," he told her and
waited for her to leave before he continued. "I have a job that could last a couple
months."
Reuben leaned back in his chair and Cesare could feel the man's eyes trying to
read him. "We're game. The last run we had covered our operating costs and not
much more. The crew is itching for a good ticket."
The two men talked for several more minutes and when Cesare refilled their
glasses for the second time, he set the hook. "After this, Reuben, I think it'll be time
to bring you in."
"What do you mean?" Reuben asked calmly and emptied half his glass in one
pull.
"Let's go back to Skydancer and I'll give you the details," Cesare explained. "I
think it would be best if there weren't quite so many ears around that aren't on the
payroll."
He saw Reuben look around, smile, nod, and then stand. "I think I'd like that,"
he finally said and Cesare had to agree; it would be good to pull his younger
brother, his illegitimate half brother to be precise, in from the cold.
*+*+*+*+*
Raptor 737, Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
"We have a hard seal, Rockstar," Lieutenant Andrea Esposito told Captain
Sebastian Beckett. "The interface shows that there's atmosphere on the other side."
Beckett was impressed by Esposito's thoroughness since the crisis started. Like
him, she was horrified at the carnage they'd witnessed but she didn't allow it to
keep her from doing her job. In fact, a number of times she had anticipated his
request and was already working on it before he asked her. So far his impression
was extremely favorable and he thought that Admiral Chase could have done far,
far worse when she chose an adjutant.
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"Good," Beckett answered her as he stepped up to the hatch. "Hopefully there
will be some survivors and we can find out what the frak happened." He drew his
5/7 and press checked it to make sure it was loaded. Yup, a gun without a round in
the chamber is a fancy paperweight, boy-o, the little voice confirmed from his
shoulder. "Make sure you have a round chambered and then let's go," he added
and watched as Esposito mimicked his action with her sidearm.
The hatch hissed as the seal broke and then swung up and open to reveal the
stark utilitarian docking collar that extended from Sirocco's hull. Before they had
docked he had contacted Hecate to let them know they were all right and that they
were going to board what was left of the freighter before it was sucked into
Scorpia's gravity well. The Admiral had cleared the mission and said she'd handle
Flight Control.
"Let's go," he said and stepped into the ship's collar and walked the half dozen
paces to the airlock door. "I pulled a VBSS detail on one of these old buckets when
I was a junior officer. We should be four decks below the bridge and once we get
out of the airlock, there should be a passage that runs the width of the ship.
Midships, if this keeps to the design, there should be a stairwell that runs from top
to bottom that will give us access to the bridge."
He reached out with a gloved hand and pressed the button that would open the
airlock hatch. The hatch sank into the hull for about a dozen centimeters before it
split in half and slid into the hull. Beyond was a well travelled airlock that showed
the collected dirt and grime a working ship that wasn't held to Fleet standards
tended to collect after years of service. Despite its dilapidated condition, it was still
functional and once they were both inside Beckett cycled the airlock.
As soon as the pressure equalized, a red light turned green and the inner hatch
opened in much the same way as the outer hatch. A three meter wide passageway
stretched out in front of them and spanned the 58 meter wide hull section. The
ship's interior showed wear from years of hard work; the paint was worn or
chipped, the handrails were polished smooth and bright from uncounted hands
sliding along them, and the walls showed handprints and scuffs that were never
cleaned or painted over. In short, to Beckett's eye, it looked like almost any other
working class ship that operated on a shoestring budget.
Passages branched off along their short walk to the central access core, and here
and there they saw various compartments that had their doors knocked open.
"Rockstar? Take a look at this..." Esposito said ten steps into the ship. She stood
next to the purser's office's open door. One look at her face told Beckett he wasn't

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 559
going to like what he saw.
"Oh, frak..." he muttered when he looked inside and saw the sprawled body that
had been thrown against the forward bulkhead. It wasn't the body's broken
condition or odd angles of its arms and legs, but rather the blood that had sprayed
the room when the man had been shot in the head. Bits and pieces of bone, hair,
and brain matter still decorated the wall behind the man's desk. I think this is
going to get worse, boy-o, the little voice told him and sounded as stunned as he
was.
"We don't have time to investigate," Beckett said a moment later. "We better get
to the bridge."
They walked in silence to the central access core and started up the stairs. Deep
down, Beckett began to come to terms with his nagging fear and suspicions; this
wasn't random and it wasn't an accident. "You have that data recorder?" he asked
Esposito.
"Sure do. We'll pull the ship's log, navigation database, and transponder
records once we get to the bridge," Esposito quickly answered in a strong, stress
free voice.
That was good, Beckett thought, the girl has grit. "Once we get to the bridge, I
want to you download all of that as well as any security records or dradis logs. I
want to get as much information as we can in case they can't get a tug out here to
recover this section."
Three flights later they stopped in front of a hatch marked simply, "Bridge".
Beckett tried the controls and the valve swung open on well oiled hinges. The
bridge straddled two stepped levels and was topped by clear view panels that
showed Scorpia's growing bulk fast approaching. The lower level housed dradis,
cargo handling, and engineering stations while the upper level housed the helm
stations and navigation. Two bodies were on the lower level; each still strapped
into their seats and slumped forward. Each had been shot several times, including
a shot to the back of the head.
Beckett bit back the curse that threatened to erupt from his mouth and instead
took a deep breath and told Esposito to start the download. The upper level over
hung the lower level slightly and gave the pilot and copilot a panoramic view
through the bridge windows as well as a good view of the lower level. Open metal
grate steps climbed along both sides of the bridge and joined the two levels.
Overhead, several display panels frantically announced hull failures, collision
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warnings, and advised the murdered crew to abandon ship.
At first glance, Beckett thought the upper level was a replay of what he saw
down below. Bodies were strapped into their seats and there was plenty of blood,
but there was something else, too. There were three workstations and four bodies.
One was crumpled in a heap against the low wall that encircled the upper deck.
Obviously dead, the body wore shoulder boards indicating that it was the ship's
captain.
That's odd, Beckett thought. Why wasn't the captain in the pilot's seat?
Almost immediately the little voice answered, I don't think we're going to like
the answer, boy-o.
Beckett gave the navigator a quick look and saw the body was in a similar state
as the two below, and the same with the copilot. That left the body seated at the
pilot's station. He examined it from the side and saw that the body hung limply in
its harness and its hands were still gripping the control yoke. The fingers of his right
hand flexed around the 5/7's wide polymer grip and he felt the safety beneath his
index finger as his left hand grabbed the pilot's collar and hauled him into an
upright position.
The gun came up as if his hand was possessed and he took two fast steps back
and almost tripped over the body on the floor. "What the frak?" he swore out load
as he blinked his eyes and looked at the face that was looking back at him with
closed eyes.
He had seen the face before.
Many times before.
Often at the same time.
The face belonged to a Precursor.
And it was still alive.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase listened to Beckett's briefing over a
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scrambled wireless connection. "I don't know whether we can get a tug there in
time to save the bridge section, Rockstar," she explained. "In the mean time, secure
that thing and give the module a last sweep for intellige..."
"Admiral!" Lieutenant Aubrey Landis' voice interrupted from her temporary
position at the dradis station.
The urgency in Landis' voice caused Chase to stop in mid sentence. "What is it,
Aubrey?"
"Raptor 737 has detached from Sirocco and is maneuvering away," Landis
answered.
Chase didn't wait or ask for a confirmation, she had faith in her CIC team and
knew that Landis wasn't mistaken. "Lara, get on the wireless with Flight and tell
them I have a Priority 1 emergency, they need to get a tug over to what's left of
Sirocco now. If you need to, put me through to whoever is on the line. Meg," she
turned to her flight operations officer, Captain Megan Sinclair, "Get Monster on the
horn and tell him that he has to get over to Sirocco and get our people off her in the
next ten minutes or it'll be too deep into the well to effect a rescue. Also, scramble
a CAP and see if we can't intercept that Raptor before it jumps."
"You heard?" she asked a second later.
Beckett's voice sounded strong when he answered and the only thing that went
through her mind was how would she tell Cora if the rescue failed? "Yeah, I heard,
Admiral. We made a bee-line for the bridge when we boarded, I didn't think
anyone would still be alive after the impact. It's my fault."
Chase nodded slowly and the tip of her tongue licked her lips. "Don't beat
yourself up; I would have done the same thing. I've scrambled Monster and have a
tug on the way. Get down to the airlock and be ready to get off that wreck as soon
as he has a hard seal."
"Copy that, Admiral."
He paused for a moment and then added, "Ah,
if...this...Sera," he used her first name in a breach of protocol which brought a grim
upturn to the corners of her mouth, "I know you'll tell Cora..."
"Sebastian," she said warmly and with a trace of steel, "Neither one of us is
going to break my little sister's heart. I'm not going to let that happen; I can't..."
"I know..." he said and she detected a trace of longing remorse in his voice, "but
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you know me, I want to have the options covered."
"Yeah...just get down to the airlock and we'll discuss this later, ok?"
"Copy that, Admiral. Rockstar out."
The line dissolved into static and she blinked her eyes several times. It had only
been a few short months since he arrived and even less time since he had started to
become part of her family, and to lose him through someone else's duplicitous act
went through her like a knife. "Miri, I need your help," she said and motioned her
'big sister' over to the plotting table. "Connie, I'd send you, but I need you here
with me to help with the rescue and recovery."
"What can I do?" Commander Miriam Duquesne asked.
Chase looked at the two women and could see her pain reflected in their faces.
"Miri, I want you to take a Raptor and fly to Perkinston and talk to Admiral Deguya
for me. Tell him everything that happened today, tell him what I told you about the
attack on Westfield and later what happened in Boskirk, and then tell him that we
have a live one on what's left of Sirocco and that I'm trying to mount a rescue.
Then I need you to ask him to pull whatever strings he can so that I'm put in charge
of investigating how Sirocco came to Scorpia and that I need a complete blackout
on any intelligence pulled from the ship."
Duquesne nodded. "I'll do my best, Sera, and will be back as soon as possible."
"That's all I can ask," Chase told her and looked up to the overhead dradis
display. Sirocco's icon continued to drive towards Scorpia and Raptor 737, now
commandeered by a person or persons unknown, accelerated away and towards
the other side of the planet.
After Duquesne left, deWinter put her hand on Chase's shoulder leaned close so
only she could hear her, "Monster will get there in time, Sera; have faith."
Chase looked at her XO and offered a weak, grim smile. "I do. He and my
sister are going to have beautiful kids, don't you remember?"
deWinter snorted. "Yes, I do. And that was still a cruel thing to do to Beckett
when she first arrived."
"Yeah, it was," Chase agreed and felt the weight around her heart lift for a few
moments before settling back down around it.
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"Admiral?" Sinclair announced from her workstation. "Monster is on the way
and says he should be there within five minutes. He says it will be close, but he
has a good margin and should be able to get them out in time."
"I have some good news, too, Petty Officer Lara Pittman added from the
communications workstation. "I've secured a tug that should arrive shortly after
Monster."
"Good. Thank you both for an excellent job," Chase offered. "Now, what about
the rest of the carnage? What do we know?"
"Preliminary reports aren't good, Admiral," Pittman began. "Pacifica is suffering
from damage to her port flight pod with the hangar deck open to vacuum and
damaged from a tylium explosion. Freyja is in much worse condition; the fuel
bunkers in the pod went up when the fire followed the tylium lines back to the
ship. She's suffering from internal fires that are spreading into the ship and Major
Geffen is worried he's going to have to vent the ship."
Chase's heart went cold. If the fires reached Freyja's main fuel bunkers or
magazines, the battlestar would be lost and likely take the pier with it in the
resulting explosion. "Tell Major Geffen to seal the ship as best he can and begin to
selectively vent the spaces that are between the fire, bunkers, and magazines.
Maybe we can save the ship without having to risk any more of the crew than we
have to. What about the others?"
"Surreptitious and Shepherd were the first hit, and both are reporting major
damage," Pittman explained clinically. "Marduk was next and was hit pretty hard;
early reports are saying that parts of her hull were ripped open and she's rolled
almost forty-five degrees off the plane."
"And Amaterasu?" Chase asked and dreaded the answer.
"Sirocco hit Amaterasu in the upper main hull, and..." Pittman took a deep
breath before she continued, "Sirocco broke apart when it hit and parts of the cargo
hulls have pierced Amaterasu's main hull. Massive venting, fires, and shock
damage has been reported."
Chase felt cold. It was every commander's nightmare, and it was magnified for
an admiral, to lose a ship. But to lose four in minutes to what was shaping up to
look like a terrorist attack defied words. "What is the status of our emergency
teams?"
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"The first Raptors launched a few minutes ago. More teams are assembling and
we're prepping the shuttles as mobile aid stations," deWinter answered. "Base
command has scrambled their emergency teams and sent out a Krypter for any
ships in the area to render aid."
Pacing was one way Chase dealt with stress. It allowed her to walk off some of
the excess energy and gave her mind a chance to sift through events and put
together a clear and coherent picture of what happened and what needed to be
done. Ever since she was a child it was how she handled stress and today was no
different. Slowly as she lapped the plotting table a picture began to form in her
mind. Bit by bit, comment and event by comment and event, the picture gained
clarity and detail. "Connie, I want you to take a squad of Marines over to that liner
that the High Guard intercepted. Interview the flight crew and find out what
happened. Circulate a picture of our friends, male and female, among the Marines
and if anyone is close to the description I want them detained. A liner just doesn't
stray into one of the most important Fleet shipyards in the Colonies at the exact
same time a hijacked ship tries a suicide run."
"On it," deWinter said and made the call to the commander of Hecate's Marine
detachment to request his best trained VBSS, Visit Board Search and Seizure, squad
for the mission.
Chase stood by the plotting table and looked at the damage reports that scrolled
up one of the displays. The short lines of text told a gruesome tale of death and
loss, each new one seemingly trying to outdo the ones before it with news that
went from bad to worse.
"Admiral?" Pittman's voice broke into her thoughts. "Yard command is asking to
talk to you, it's Admiral Vinge himself."
"Thank you, I'll take it down here, Lara," she said and reached for the handset.
Werner Vinge was a good man, a smart engineer, and an excellent administrator.
What he wasn't, however, was a line officer and what he didn't have was command
experience during life and death situations. The handset buzzed and Chase picked
it up and put it to her ear. "Admiral Chase," she answered.
"Admiral Chase, this is Admiral Vinge," the voice on the other end of the line
started. "I need your help and I'm not going to beat around the bush; we're fighting
to save Pier 14 and perhaps Piers 13 and 15 as well. My people are stretched thin
and I'm devoting all the manpower I can get to save them. What I need is for you
to take command of the rescue operations and local flight operations. Hecate will
control anything not directly on the piers."
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"I'll be glad to help, Admiral. I've already scrambled rescue and damage control
teams, but you also want me to manage flight ops?" Chase asked warily as warning
bells went off in her mind. What else was going on?
There was a long pause as static broke into the connection and then Vinge was
back. Chase looked at Pittman and saw the communications petty officer mouth
what she already knew, 'encryption'. "Sera," Vinge said in a suddenly tired voice,
"Flight was compromised and we have casualties. I don't know the details yet, but
there was gunfire there a few minutes ago."
"I understand...Werner, I'm dispatching my XO and some Marines to that
LibranLines ship that strayed into the exclusion zone. There are too many things
that are pointing to a concerted effort to allow all this to happen."
She could hear his audible sigh of relief. "Thank you. That was the next thing I
wanted to ask you to do. I'm having my staff transfer flight control to your flight
operations officer. I...I'm sorry to ask you to do this, I know you're already short
handed..."
"It needs to be done, Werner; Meg is a good officer and she has a good team
working for her. We'll manage the rescue and you can focus on saving the yards."
"Thanks. When this is over...I'll owe you one."
"Think nothing of it. Hecate Actual, out," Chase said and watched the line go
dead. "Ok, people," she announced to the CIC staff, "We're taking over for the
shipyard's flight control. Meg, bring your people up to speed, if you need more just
shout, and if you need to, head into the v-world. We're stretched a little thin with
the crew on leave, but I have every faith in all of you to stand to your jobs and do
your duty. Lara, you're going to be the lightning rod, coordinating all of this, so if
you need anything, just sound off."
She watched her people spring to action and felt a sense of pride well up in her
chest. It was one thing to perform well during an exercise or war game, but deep
down no matter how realistic it was, you knew that it was a game. This, on the
other hand, was real life. A mistake now could cause someone to die or maybe a
ship to be lost. Success would be measured on how many people were saved and
how quickly they were able to get the fires and other damage under control.
The minutes were ticking down and Chase looked up at the dradis to check
Monster's progress to Sirocco. The Raptor was closing quickly with the derelict
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wreckage and a CAP of two Vipers, no, two Habus was about to intercept the
fleeing Raptor 737. We can get through this, she told herself and saw the tug blink
into existence and begin to maneuver towards what was left of Sirocco.
She watched as the icons started to merge and was interrupted by the handset
buzzing. Chase looked over at her communications officer and saw a worried look
on Pittman's face. "What is it, Lara?" she asked after picking up the handset.
"I just received a call from Specialist Gath who was reporting to the flight deck
to ship out for damage control duty. She's still on the line and I've already
dispatched a medical team; she's found our stowaway," Pittman explained. "And
someone else...they appear to have been in a gunfight."
Lords of Kobol...what the frak is going to be next, Chase thought as she listened
to Pittman's report. "Dispatch some Marines as guards," she was going to have
them just watch the stowaway, but something told her to include the other actor as
well. "Have them put both into protective custody when they're out of surgery or
whatever treatment they'll need. When I have a few minutes I'll be down to talk to
them. Until then, I don't want anyone talking to them unless it's medical related."
"Copy that, Admiral," Pittman said and signed off.
Chase walked over to where Landis worked at the dradis console. "Aubrey,
bring the ship back to Condition One, I want guards posted at all vital
locations...with live ammo. Too much has happened and now I've got casualties
aboard Hecate..."
Landis nodded, "On it, Admiral." She picked up her handset and announced,
"Action Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship! This is
not a drill! Marines take your duty assignments!"
*+*+*+*+*
Habu 302, vicinity of Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
"Copy, Flight, we're cleared to go guns hot if the Raptor spins up their FTL,"
Cricket said as her eyes flicked down to the head down display that was currently
configured to show the dradis. "Box and I are thirty seconds from intercept and
there's no evidence he detected our jump or even knows we're here."
"Good hunting, Cricket. A recovery team is due to launch momentarily and will
catch up to you ASAP. We'll stand by for the intercept," Captain Megan Sinclair,
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Hecate's Flight Operations Officer told her.
Cricket's left hand caressed the throttles and her right flexed around the side
stick controller. The Habu's passive sensors and LPI dradis provided enough
information for the fire control computer to generate a shoot cue that currently
rested on the fleeing Raptor. She checked, visually and tactilely, that the master
weapons selector was set to "Guns" and that the master weapons switch was set to
"SAFE". When all was to her satisfaction she contacted her wingman, "Ready to do
this, Box?"
"Affirmative, Crick. We put a few rounds across his nose, order him to stand
down, and then wait for the gendarmes," Boxcar easily replied from his customary
position off her starboard wing. "I just need to make sure I shoot in front of
them...because if Monster can't get Rockstar out of there in time..."
"Yeah...I hear you. But he's good and he's not going to let that happen," Cricket
answered and sat a little straighter in her ejection seat. "I want to get close, less
than 500 meters, before we announce ourselves."
The distance closed as the seconds counted down and when Cricket was
satisfied with the range and how she and Boxcar were situated, she flicked her
dradis to full power and switched to the guard channel. "Attention Raptor in front
of me, this is Habu 302, call sign Cricket; cut your power and prepare to be
boarded. Do not attempt to spin up your FTL drive or you will be fired upon." She
repeated the order and saw the Raptor begin to accelerate.
"Ok, Box, put a shot across her nose," she said and drifted her Habu to the left.
"Copy, Cricket. On three; one, two, three..." Box replied and both fighters fired
a short burst in front of the Raptor's nose. "He doesn't look like he wants to slow
down," he observed a moment later as the Raptor's course and speed remained
unchanged.
"Let's try this one more time," Cricket told her friend and wingman. "Raptor
737, this is Habu 302, call sign Cricket. You are instructed to cut your power and
prepare to be boarded. Do not spin up your FTL drive or you will be fired upon."
Once again there was no response.
"Crik? I'm picking up a coded transmission from the Raptor; it doesn't match
anything in our database and is pretty low powered," Boxcar told her at the same
time her instruments announced the same conclusion.
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"I just saw that," Cricket agreed and then studied the fleeing Raptor for several
moments while she collected her thoughts. "Box," she finally said, "I want you to
do a broad area dradis scan, if that wireless transmission is low powered than
whoever he's trying to contact has to be local. Meanwhile, I'm going to see what
this guy looks like."
Before Boxcar had a chance to reply she flipped the Habu 180 degrees so that
she was now flying inverted compared to Box and the Raptor. A light touch on the
throttles caused her to close the distance and she climbed slightly so that she'd pass
over the Raptor. It was dangerous, but she figured it might shock the Raptor's pilot
into heeding their instructions.
"Habu 301 and 302, this is Raptor 711, our ETA is less than two minutes," the
pilot of the recovery team's Raptor announced over the wireless.
"Heckle, Cricket, this guy doesn't seem to want to play nice-nice," Cricket
replied as she watched the subject of their conversation grow through her canopy
as the sleek fighter edged closer. The Raptor wasn't making any defensive
maneuvers or taking any actions other than flying straight and level. It was odd
behavior to Cricket's thinking; when you were engaged with the enemy you never
flew straight and level for more than a few moments. Either the pilot didn't have
any combat training or they were totally clueless.
"No worries, Crick," Heckle chuckled as he replied. "I have a team of Marines
suited up and itching to go EVA Commando on someone's ass. Between you and
me, I think they'll be mighty disappointed if they can't make the jump."
"Yeah, that sounds like...oh...frak me..." Cricket swore as the Habu pulled even
with the Raptor and Cricket could see into the large, open cockpit. "Box, Heckle,
looks like our rabbit suicided...I see one body in the cockpit, looks like part of its
head is missing, and blood splattered all over the place. I think your Marines are
going to get their wish, Heckle."
She flew in silence for several moments as she pulled slightly ahead of the
fleeing Raptor and looked deeper into the small craft's cabin. The dradis and
EWO's station's displays illuminated the small area with a diffused glow and didn't
reveal anyone else present.
Her thoughts were broken by Boxcar's sudden
exclamation, "Dradis contact! Range 3000 kilometers, bearing 187 carom 034;
dradis gives it a 70% chance that it's some mark of Glowworm."
"Tally-ho, I have it too!" Cricket said a moment after she'd keyed the coordinates
into her own dradis. "Spin up the FTL, boys, and that includes you, too, Heckle,
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we're going hunting. Jump in..." she looked at her computer as it calculated the
short range jump, "Jump in ten seconds."
Cricket watched the jump clock count down and then felt the rush as the tiny
craft's FTL drive tore apart time and space and bridged the gap for a moment so
small as to feel instantaneous before carrying the Habu through to the other side.
The sleek fighter reappeared several thousand kilometers away from where it once
was and was now within ten kilometers of the target ship.
"Bang on target," Cricket whispered to herself and waited to hear Boxcar and
Heckle check in that they'd completed the jump. Within moments both had
confirmed their arrival and just like the Raptor before, the ship started to accelerate.
Not again, she silently mused before keying back to the guard frequency.
"Attention civilian ship, stop your engines and prepare to be boarded or we will be
forced to open fire. This is not a warning."
"It would make things easier if we could just put a couple rounds into her
engines and be done with it, eh Cricket?" Boxcar joked when she finished.
"Sure would," Cricket agreed before her DHAW, Dradis Homing And Warning,
suite announced a dradis lock. "They have fire control over there!" she announced.
"Can you jam it, Heckle?"
"On it!" Claymore, Heckle's EWO, announced calmly. Cricket wasn't worried
for herself, but rather for the Raptor. The Habu was almost impossible to track
unless the pilot wanted to be seen, and against an older, lower power dradis rig like
the one on the bogie, it was all but impossible.
"Thermal signatures!" Boxcar called out over the wireless. "Break, break, break!"
Cricket didn't think, she reacted as countless hours of training had prepared her
to; she banked sharply to the left and toggled off half a dozen flares and chaff
bundles. She saw a bright flash streak past and was fairly certain that either Heckle
or Claymore had launched a Swallow; one of the Raptor's multipurpose drones.
"I'm going guns hot! Box, with me!" Cricket ordered and brought the Habu's
nose back on target before pushing the throttles forward to gain a little more
velocity for her guns. "Guns! Guns! Guns!" she exclaimed as her right index
finger triggered off a burst of cannon fire. She watched the tracers reach out toward
the fleeing ship and heard Boxcar confirm he was firing too.
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The two lines of tracers converged on the ship a moment before it jumped and
disappeared from their view. "Frak!" Cricket swore. "Frakfrakfrak! Was anyone
able to get a transponder ping off that? It didn't respond to my interrogation."
She could almost hear the frown in Boxcar's voice when he answered, "No, but
I think we tagged him; I'll have to review the gun camera footage, but I'm fairly
certain we scored some hits."
"I didn't get a response, either," Claymore confessed, "but I was able to get a
good dradis and FLIR image of it; it's a Glowworm Mk IIIbis; that's the one that has
the cargo bay replaced with a modular cargo pod."
"That's better than nothing," Cricket groused. Deep down she was upset that she
was denied her kill. "Ok, let's head back to the Raptor so we can tag and bag the
tango."
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
The last few hours felt like days, Chase reflected as she leaned against the
plotting table and sipped a mug of hot chocolate. Rescue and recovery operations
were still ongoing, but the most immediate threat to the pier had been contained; a
valiant effort by the shipyard's fire fighters had managed to contain the tylium fires
after almost three hours. Major Geffen had to vent almost 40% of Freyja to save the
ship, but thankfully most spaces were devoid of crew and the ones that survived the
initial explosion managed to get to safety.
The dead and missing for all the ships and pier workers involved was well over
1500, and the current estimates projected that when crews made it deeper into the
ships and the actual pier itself, that the toll could go much higher. Chase felt a stab
of guilt when she thought about Lydia and Bors; both had made it through the
disaster without serious injury unlike so many others. Bors had several scrapes and
bruises while Lydia had a dislocated shoulder and a broken arm. Neither would
leave their ships until they were certain it was out of danger and all crew were
accounted for.
Despite the carnage, it could have been worse, she mused. Sirocco was loaded
with iron ore and while it gave the freighter a massive amount of momentum and
kinetic energy, it was a stable and relatively benign element.
Had it been
something volatile like tylium, or even sodium, the results would have been
catastrophic.
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"I have DC reports from Shepherd and Surreptitious," Landis said and broke into
her reverie.
"In a nutshell, how bad are they?" Chase asked and took another sip of the
steaming chocolate.
Lieutenant Aubrey Landis pursed her lips and shook her head. "Not good, sir.
Surreptitious sustained massive damage along her dorsal surfaces and the top
engine was pretty well destroyed. She's been laid open and many of the main hull
spaces are breached. Her Chief has found at least one keel member has cracked
and one shattered. Shepherd is worse. Her top engine was torn off, her dorsal hull
is ripped open all across its surface, and the forward hull has a dent almost 100
meters long where the engine flipped over and came to rest."
"So both are heading for the breakers," Chase sighed. They could be repaired,
but the cost would be prohibitive and it would tie up a graving dock that could be
used to build a replacement, probably in less time than it would take to perform the
repairs. "What about the others?"
Landis swallowed and couldn't hide the sadness Chase heard in her voice.
"Freyja is a loss. Major Geffen managed to save the ship, but her starboard flight
pod is completely destroyed, as are the arms and shops on that side of the hull.
She also suffered extensive internal damage from smoke and fire retardants.
Pacifica is better, and has been lending support to Freyja. A deck chief saw the fires
spreading and overrode the launch safeties and opened the launch tubes. The port
flight pod took damage, but his quick thinking probably saved the ship from
suffering the same fate as Freyja."
Chase offered a grim smile. "You're holding the worst for last, aren't you?"
"I'm afraid I am..." Landis admitted glumly. "All the umbilical connections were
severed and either torn out of their housings or had the housings torn off Marduk
when she was hit. As she rolled and came to rest, the emergency shutoffs worked
so in the big picture, it's minor damage. However, when she rolled, her starboard
flight pod twisted and torqued, and many of the pod's fore and aft stringers are
bent. She's also suffered similar, if to a lesser degree, damage in her port pod. But
the real damage is to the forward hull and engineering. Parts of the forward hull
have been torn open, the pictures that accompany the report make it look like
someone took a can opener to it. The forward hull has also been compressed with
bulkheads failing throughout the structure.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 572
"Aft, the engineering section came to rest on a finger pier, and at least one
engine has been damaged to the point of loss."
"My gods..." Chase muttered as she pictured the damage in her mind's eye.
"What about Amaterasu?"
"Amaterasu sustained massive damage to her main hull, above the forward pod
arm and just behind the head," Landis slowly explained as her eyes scanned the
report. "Sirocco's main hull made contact here and this is where the bridge module
sheared off and left the rest of the ship behind. Amaterasu's back is broken and the
four cargo pods or hulls that constituted Sirocco's main body, crushed the side of
the hull across a span of almost two hundred meters by about sixty or seventy
meters. Two of the hulls penetrated and dumped their contents into Amaterasu,
making operations even more difficult."
Chase's shoulders slumped slightly. "So we're looking at two gunstars, two
battlestars, and an assaultstar lost, and one battlestar moderately damaged?"
"That's about the size of it, Admiral," Landis said stoically as she agreed with
Chase's assessment.
"And the others?" Chase prodded.
"The stow away, Sue Kyee, sustained a gunshot wound to her upper right
shoulder but is in stable condition. The person she presumably shot, and who also
presumably shot her, is a civilian yard worker, Thaddeus Senft. He's alive and in
critical condition; she managed to put two rounds into his chest," Landis recited
from memory. "The survivor from Sirocco has been put under armed guard as per
Captain Beckett's orders and the body recovered from Raptor 737 is in the morgue.
Ah..."
"Yes Aubrey?" Chase prodded. She was fairly certain she knew what was on her
weapons officer's mind, but she wanted the woman to vocalize it.
"Ah, Admiral, the word is that the two people from Sirocco, the living and the
dead, are twins and match a picture on the security watch list?" Landis asked.
"So I've heard, Aubrey. We'll get to the bottom of it, too much blood has been
spilled for this to go unresolved," Chase told the younger officer. It was the truth,
she admitted to herself, though not the whole truth. The fact that there were
Precursors involved in the attack wasn't a surprise, but after this their ability to
operate in the open would be severely curtailed and that factoid nagged at her.
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Anything they did from now on would run a greater risk of detection than at any
time in the more than 50 years that she knew they'd been in the Colonies.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
Two armed Marines in battle dress utilities and full kit accompanied Admiral
Countess Seralanna Chase as she strode into Hecate's sickbay. Normally, the
sickbay was calm and orderly but today it was anything but calm. Some of the
casualties from the recent attack had been brought to the battlestar for treatment
and the medical staff was in full triage mode prioritizing and treating the wounded
and injured.
What had started as a simple trip to talk to a stowaway suddenly turned into
something much more. Her original intention had been to go directly to where the
stowaway was being held, talk to her, and leave. But once she arrived at the
sickbay all that changed and she realized that these men and women, wounded in
an attack that she was certain happened because of the research project she'd
initiated, needed reassurance that everything was going to be all right.
Chase slowly made her way through the waiting area, stopping to talk with
enlisted and officers alike, shared a smile, a comforting hand, and a soothing or
encouraging word as needed. It was a humbling experience for her and it
hardened her resolve to find who was responsible and exact a measure of
satisfaction for all the pain and suffering they'd caused. If it took the rest of her life,
she would get to the bottom of this and make sure that the dead and wounded had
their justice.
"Admiral," the Marine outside the small private room snapped to attention and
then relaxed after Chase acknowledged him. "Coates is inside with the subject and
Myers and Jessup have duty with the male; he's out of surgery and still
unconscious. The woman inside, she's been asking to see either you or Captain
Beckett since they patched her up."
"Thank you, Banes, I appreciate the update," Chase told the Marine before
opening the door and stepping into the hospital room. Monitoring equipment hung
on the walls or beeped from carts and surrounded the bed in a cocoon of high tech
support and blinking lights. A woman rested on the bed, the sheet and blanket
pulled up to mid chest, and wore a hospital gown that was untied at the right
shoulder where it was left open so as not to constrict the mass of bandages there.
She looked pale, and her hair hung limply around her head without the benefit of
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the beret she wore in the surveillance image. Unlike other Precursors Chase had
encountered, Sue Kyee didn't project a sense of arrogance or superiority.
"Private Coates, please leave us alone for a while," Chase told the young Marine
that stood by the door. "I don't think she's in any condition to threaten me and if
anything happens, you'll be just outside to help."
"Aye, aye," Coates replied and allowed his gaze to linger on the woman lying in
bed for an extra moment before he moved to the door. "She hasn't been any
trouble, Admiral; she's just rested and drifted off now and then."
"That's good to know, given how much trouble she caused us earlier this week,"
Chase answered and waited for the door to close before walking over and sitting on
the chair next to the bed. "I think you know why I'm here," she began.
Sukie rolled her head on the pillow so she was looking at Chase. "Yes, though I
had hoped I wasn't perforated when we talked," she quipped weakly and managed
a small smile.
"Care to tell me why you got into a gunfight on my ship?" Chase asked rather
pointedly.
A sigh escaped from Sukie's mouth and her eyes dropped from where they'd
met Chase's. "I did it to save you and because I didn't want to die."
A sculpted blonde eyebrow arched over an ice blue eye and Chase motioned
her to continue. "Thaddeus Senft, the person I shot, expected me to help him gain
entry to your quarters and then serve as a second shooter when you returned, in
case anyone else was with you or a Marine came in before we were done."
"But why me?" Chase prodded. "What have I done to warrant such action?"
Sukie closed her eyes for several moments and Chase thought she might have
passed out, but then they opened and the wounded woman began to explain. "To
understand 'why', you have to know some history. I don't know the details,
my...controller...wasn't privy to all the reasons, but it has to do with that game
you're trying to figure out, 'Voyage of the Galleon'.
"Something in that game scares a certain very influential group of people where
I come from. It scared them enough that they came all this way and expended a lot
of very valuable resources to stop you from solving the game's riddle. I think that
whatever it is, they see it as a danger to their position."
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Chase narrowed her eyes and sat back in the chair as she crossed one slim blue
uniformed leg over the other. "How? I don't even know where these Precursors are
from, so how could I pose a danger to anyone?"
"Equals, Admiral," Sukie explained and flicked her eyes around the room as if
looking for someone hiding behind a curtain. "They are called Equals, and they're
the pits."
"The red eyes?" Chase asked.
"That's a byproduct of their biology and technology; that I do know. They call it
the proof that they've been touched by the gods. You see, when an Equal dies, he
doesn't really die, Admiral. The body dies and the person, soul, whatever it is that
makes them more than just a body, is reborn into a new body just like the old one."
Sukie paused and took a deep breath and gritted her teeth. "I know what you're
thinking; how can I be one of them if I don't look like them, right?"
"That thought had crossed my mind, but I chalked it up to not knowing
everything about the Pre...the Equals," Chase explained and used the term Sukie
had used to describe the people who had recently caused so much destruction.
"Sometimes, when an Equal needs to travel unseen, they select a host and are
reborn into them. They gain all the host's memories while they're together, so that
they can pass themselves off as the host, and when whatever business they're doing
is concluded, they suicide and are reborn back into their original body. It is a
hideous, vile, violation that makes rape look preferable, Admiral," Sukie explained
as tears started forming at the corners of her eyes.
Chase was skeptical. It could all be an elaborate plan within a plan, she
thought. It could be some misdirection or misinformation designed to throw her off
the trail of whatever the game led to, but something in Sukie's behavior struck a
chord and she wasn't inclined to pass it off as trickery. "Assuming I believe all of
this, how are you, well...you, and not one of these Equals?" she finally asked.
"I wish I knew, Admiral. I was shopping in Boskirk before I came here and
vaguely remember going into a shop and then waking up in the emergency room.
The doctor told me that I had fainted, and I guess I may have, but I was me again. I
was in control and that thing that had control over my words and actions was gone.
I still have some of her memories, but they're fading like a bad dream. I force
myself to remember what happened and anything else I think might be important."
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"And your eyes?"
"I think I'll always be marked, Admiral," Sukie admitted and looked down where
her hands were folded over her lap. "When the light hits my eyes right, they'll flash
red and short of wearing contact lenses, there's nothing I can do about it."
Chase considered this for a moment and decided to change topics. "What about
this Thaddeus Senft? What can you tell me about him?"
"He is what a person is like when they're born into a body that isn't their own,"
Sukie explained she covered her mouth with her left hand and yawned deeply. "All
he cared about was himself and the body he wore was...you've heard the stories
about how people treat a rental car as opposed to their own car? He saw that body
as a 'rental car' and pushed it to the limit. He didn't care who he used, abused,
hurt, or killed to achieve his objective and that included me.
"When he had killed you, he would have killed me, too."
The two women were quiet for a few moments before Chase asked, "If you're
not Colonial, where are you from? One of the forgotten colonies?"
"My name is Susan Elaine Kyee, and I was born in Edamis, a small city just
outside the capital of the Meropian Communion."
*+*+*+*+*
LibranLines liner Maritradaes, Scorpion Fleet Shipyards
"I really must protest!" the large, pinstripe suited man said self importantly after
he puffed out his chest.
Colonel Constance deWinter narrowed her eyes at the rotund man that easily
had two kilos for each one of hers and focused on the job at hand and not what she
wanted to do to this blowhard. "Protest all you want, Mr. Lantaign, all it's going to
do is delay me from doing my job," she replied icily. "This ship strayed into a Fleet
Anchorage's airspace and as such I am doing a full inspection to see why this
happened so that the appropriate punitive measures may be taken against
LibranLines, the crew of this ship, or," she paused and met Lantaign's already angry
gaze, "passengers that we have determined to have been involved or interfered with
this investigation."
"I have to be on Scorpia in," he pushed his suit jacket sleeve back and revealed
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a diamond encrusted gold watch on a pale white flabby wrist. "I have to be at my
meeting in two hours! It takes almost an hour just to clear customs and then
another hour to get where I'm going!"
A thin smile touched deWinter's face.
cabin and allow us to do our jobs."

"Then I suggest you go back to your

"You can't hold me here like this!" he shouted at her.
contacts!"

"I have important

The two Marines that were accompanying deWinter shifted and the sound of
their battle-rattle caused Lantaign to take a half step back and nervously swallow.
"Mr. Lantaign, I am within my rights as a Fleet officer to tear this ship apart piece by
piece if I so choose. And in doing so, I can detain or incarcerate anyone aboard
and should there be any resistance I may exercise the use of lethal force." She took
a full step forward and was on the edge of Lantaign's personal space when she
continued in the same even voice, "Now, go back to your stateroom and we will do
this as quickly as possible. Continue to resist and I will not hesitate to exercise my
authority. Do I make myself clear?"
Lantaign glared at her and it was clear that while he still had a full head of
steam, the fight had left the man. "Yes. But this isn't the end of it."
deWinter offered an offhand shrug. "I'm sure it won't be. Oh, Mr. Lantaign?"
she asked a moment after he turned to return to his cabin. She held her comment
until he stopped and turned to look at her, "That watch of yours? It's a fake. A real
Messio chronograph uses a Yarboro movement that ticks off the seconds...your
second hand just swept like a cheap copy. Have a nice day."
She turned and continued down the passageway for ten meters before one the
Marines asked, "Colonel, how did you know it was a fake? I never would have
picked up on that."
The Colonel stopped and arched her eyebrows, "When I was a kid growing up
in Luminere I learned how to tell the real ones from the fakes. One of those
watches will support a family for several months if it's fenced properly and the
family watches their pennies." deWinter winked, "Not that I ever did that, mind
you."
Despite the comment's jocular nature, deep down Connie deWinter still
remembered how that one golden bauble pinched by a scared 10 year old little girl
had gotten her small family through one of the coldest winters Leonis' capital city
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had seen in decades. Hungry is missing lunch or dinner while hunger wasn't
eating for days. Cold is needing a sweater to chase away a chill while freezing is a
flat that hasn't seen heat in more than a week. "And no, I probably wouldn't have
arrested Lantaign, though I was entertaining locking him in an airlock and letting
him wonder which door I would eventually open!"
After their chuckles faded, deWinter added, "The second officer said the Captain
was ill and that the First Officer had the bridge. Hopefully he can give us the
answers we need, otherwise we will tear this ship apart, but either way I will find
out why it intruded into restricted airspace."
Maritradaes wasn't as large or as elegant as a tier 1 liner like Avedon Lines'
Eclipse, but it also wasn't a small, feeder route ship like Intersun and several other
carriers popularized. Measuring almost 330 meters long, it was a good sized ship
capable of carrying up to two thousand passengers in relatively spacious
accommodations. The flight deck was just aft of midships and the bridge was in the
bow of the ship, given as it was designed to function as an aircraft or airship while
in an atmosphere.
The second officer had met them at the docking collar and soon excused
himself after receiving a call about upset passengers in the second class dining
room. This left deWinter and her Marines to make the walk to bridge on their own.
That was twenty minutes ago and since then they'd encountered several other
passengers who had similar demands as Lantaign.
When they finally arrived at the ship's bridge they were met by two armed
ship's security guards who blocked their way. "I'm sorry, but no one other than the
crew is allowed on the bridge."
deWinter cocked her head and stared at them with disbelief written on her face.
"I am Colonel Constance deWinter of the battlestar Hecate, and I am here to do an
investigation as to why you are in restricted airspace. Please step aside."
"No can do," one of the guards said as both squared themselves to the Marines
and deWinter. "We have orders and policy; no one enters the bridge unless they're
crew. I'm going to have to ask you to leave, now." To understate his position, both
guards put their hands on their holstered sidearms as a show of force.
deWinter saw a flash of motion out of the corners of her eyes and heard both
Marines shoulder their suppressed M-22 rifles.
"Hands off your sidearms,
gentleman," deWinter calmly ordered, "and while you're at it, put them on the back
of your heads. You do not want to see where this ends if you keep pushing."
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Slowly, both men raised their hands and glared at deWinter as they put them
behind their heads. "Now, on your knees," she ordered and watched as Sergeant
Cooper Solomon swept his rifle behind him and pulled out a pair of plastic flexcuffs. It took him a few moments to cuff both guards and move them aside. "Wyk,
keep your eye on them while I accompany Colonel deWinter."
"Copy that, Sergeant," Corporal Wyk replied and lowered his rifle to a low ready
posture and claimed a position where his back was to the bulkhead and he had an
unobstructed line of sight down the passage.
deWinter keyed the door open and stepped onto Maritradaes's bridge. Several
heads turned towards her when she entered and then went back to whatever they
were doing. "I'm looking for the Captain or First Officer," she declared in a loud,
no-nonsense voice.
After several pregnant seconds, a dradis operator stood and cleared her throat.
"Ah, Colonel, the Captain is ill in his quarters and the First Officer had the bridge.
He left shortly after you boarded and hasn't returned. I currently have the con."
"And you are?" deWinter asked.
"I'm the Third Officer, Lieutenant Patricia Mayfair," the woman answered.
there something I can help with?"

"Is

"Yes, there is. Unless the Captain is so ill that he can't move, I want him on this
bridge within five minutes. Call who you need to call, but get him here. I also
want you to get the First Officer and Second officer up here as well," deWinter told
her. "I'm tired of the run-around I seem to be getting. Now move."
Mayfair sat down and picked up a handset and began talking. deWinter looked
around and saw a lot of nervous faces looking back at her. Something wasn't right,
she concluded and tapped her headset to open a wireless connection with Sultana,
the closest High Guard ship. "Sultana, this is Colonel deWinter, please patch me
through to Sultana Actual."
She waited while the request was transferred and then heard Major Darmon,
Sultana's commanding officer. "Colonel, this is Sultana Actual, how may I assist?"
"Major, I need you to send over every Marine and crew member trained in
boarding actions. I want them armed and kitted out for a potentially hostile
environment and I need them now. Something isn't right and I've been getting the
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run around and almost had guns pulled on my team," deWinter explained quietly
so that her mic would pick it up but that the rest of the crew wouldn't be able to
hear what she said.
There were a few moments of silence before Darmon answered, "They'll leave
within five minutes. What do you want them to do when they arrive?"
"Have them secure the flight deck, engineering, life support, and the secondary
bridge," deWinter told him evenly. I also want a squad to join me on the bridge."
She paused for a moment, then added, "Before you send your people over, I'm
going to have some pictures sent over. I'd like you to circulate them among the
Marines and boarding parties with the stipulation that these people, if found, are to
be detained and segregated; lethal force is authorized if they resist."
"Ah...Colonel...this doesn't sound like the usual VBSS of a ship that strayed from
their flight plan..." Darmon said skeptically.
"I know it doesn't, Major, but right now a lot of things are going on that I'm not
at liberty to discuss and I want to make sure we have everything covered,"
deWinter explained. I could tell you, but you'd either refuse to believe me or laugh
at me. Or both. And by that point the Admiral would probably have you sign an
Official Secrets Act form...
"Copy that, Colonel. I'll wait for the pics before I send them over."
"Thank you, Major. Expect them momentarily," deWinter said and switched
frequencies so she could use the Raptor's wireless to connect to Hecate. After
Pittman patched her through to Admiral Chase and confirmed that the images
would be transmitted, she turned back to the bridge crew. They were all splitting
their time between doing their jobs and looking at her and Solomon, and she
decided to walk around the bridge and inspect the various workstations.
"Lieutenant Mayfair, what is the status of locating the First Officer?" she asked as
she flipped through some papers at the Captain's station.
Mayfair fidgeted and deWinter could tell that the younger woman was fearful of
relaying bad news. "So far he can't be found, Colonel. He said he was going down
to check the navigation dradis and verify that it was properly calibrated."
"Why didn't he have a tech do that? His place was on the bridge," deWinter
fired back.
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"I...I...don't know," Mayfair stammered. "He's new to the ship this trip and we
figured he was more 'hands on' than most. And...since we did stray into military
space, he might have wanted to make sure himself rather than leaving it up to
someone else."
"In other words," deWinter speculated and walked around several consoles so
she was standing an arm's length away from Mayfair, "you really don't know, do
you?"
The Third Officer dropped her head and sighed before shaking it.
afraid not, ma'am."

"No, I'm

"Good. Tell me the truth, regardless of whether you think I'll like it or not, and
things will go smoothly, Lieutenant. Now..." deWinter began after she had told
Mayfair she wanted nothing but the truth, "why did the guards outside the bridge
attempt to draw weapons on us?"
Surprise flashed across Mayfair's face. "They what?" she exclaimed and snapped
her head up to meet deWinter's questioning gaze. "They're there to make sure no
passengers try to enter the bridge, but our policy is that when Fleet or law
enforcement personnel are aboard in an official capacity they're to be extended
every courtesy and treated as if they were part of the ship's command staff. My first
posting was as a security chief on a smaller liner and I keep abreast of the regs."
"They were quite adamant that we weren't allowed. They're currently detained
and under guard outside," deWinter told Mayfair before turning around and
walking back to the captain's station and sitting in the high backed chair. This has
gone from a simple navigation mistake to either gross incompetence on the part of
the ship's top officers or there was something far more nefarious going on.
The intercom buzzed at Mayfair's workstation and the woman picked up the
handset. deWinter watched as she answered and listened for a moment before the
young officer turned pale. "Slow down, Miguel and tell me again what happened,"
Mayfair instructed in a calm voice that deWinter thought was full of leadership
potential. The Third Officer listened and then set the handset aside, "Colonel, I'm
afraid I have some bad news...I think we need to call the Colonial Marshalls;
Captain Marius has been shot while he slept. He's dead."
Good gods, deWinter thought. What is going to happen next? "Ok, tell whoever
found him to step back out of the room and to stay there until the two of us arrive.
As soon as Sultana's boarding teams get here, we're going to go down and take a
look."
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Several minutes later after a Marine lieutenant arrived on the bridge deWinter
had her first answer.
"Yes, I know who that is," Mayfair explained. "None of us know him very well
and this is his first trip with us, but that's Rory Gander, the First Officer," she told
them when the male Precursor's picture was shown to her.
His body was discovered an hour later in a small electronics service closet.
deWinter suspected that the gun still clutched in his right hand was the same one
used to kill Captain Marius. The passengers and the non-essential crew were
transferred to a secure area of the shipyards' terminal for individual debriefing
while the ship was guided to a holding orbit for further investigation.
*+*+*+*+*
Hibernia, Caledon Highlands, Edengate estate
Cora studied the man who just spoke. He looked like a carpenter or other
tradesman who spent a lot of time outdoors doing physical labor dressed and ready
for a casual night out. "I'm not sure I understand, Mr. Campbell; what questions
would those be?" she asked noncommittally.
Scotty Campbell seemed to smile without changing the set of his lips, he did it
by changing the set of his eyebrows, how his eyes pinched at the edges, and by
altering cheeks ever so slightly. Cora found it endearing and for some reason it
seemed to state an unvoiced request; trust me. "May I speak freely, Lady Cora?" he
asked.
"Of course, Mr. Campbell," Cora replied and offered a slight nod.
"Please, Scotty; Mr. Campbell makes me feel like I'm back in front of my old
headmaster," Scotty asked. "A fellow Master of the Craft asked me to keep my eyes
open should you come here and that you would have some questions about the old
days. I believe you met the man who taught me, Tobias Ormond?"
Cora could have heard a pin drop in the silence after Scotty mentioned
Ormond's name. Zoe leaned forward slightly and she saw Jerry studying the man
standing across from her. "The night we met Tobias, our time with him was cut
short due to some excitement in front of his restaurant."
Scotty nodded.

"Yes, he told me that some...people...were caught in the old
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wards. He also told me that you all seemed most interested in them, prior to the
alarms going off and thought you might have more questions."
Cora looked over at Zoe for some idea of how she thought they should proceed.
Zoe offered a brief shrug and slightly raised eyebrows that seemed to say, "I never
saw this coming!" Before she had a chance to answer, Doc spoke up. "I saw what
happened to those, ah, people. From a distance, but I saw what happened and
frankly, I'm curious exactly what did it, how, and why."
Leave it to Doc to sum up exactly what she and she supposed everyone else was
thinking, Cora thought.
Jerry slid forward on the sofa and added, "There's nothing about this in any book
or database that I've been able to search. So I guess I'll echo what Doc asked, how
does it work?"
Now that Cora saw her friends accepting Scotty as someone they'd like to
interview, Cora stood and apologized. "Please accept my apology, I forgot my
manners as a hostess. Please sit down, Scotty, and join us. Would you like
something to drink?"
"Thank you, Lady Cora," Scotty answered and chose a chair where he could see
everyone. "I understand Miss Caroline brews a legendary tea..."
"I'll have it for you in just a moment!" Caroline said before she stood and left the
room.
There was a moment of silence before Scotty sat back and made eye contact
with everyone. Cora didn't feel ill at ease, but rather she felt like he was
acknowledging her on a deeper level than what mere words would offer.
"Perhaps it is best to start at the beginning, even though it will sound pretty
fantastic in today's age," Scotty began. "It was a different time on a different world,
far from here in both space and time. The hierarchy of the gods back then was
vastly different than it is today, this was back before the Titanomachy; the war
between the gods.
"Back then, in the very early days, the Titans ruled and the gods we worship
today, the Olympians and others, were their...servants isn't the right word..." Scotty
explained.
"They were gods, but they filled the roles of administrator and
bureaucrat for the Titans. This is how things were for ages. It was, simply, the
natural order of things.
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"Or so everyone believed."
Caroline returned and handed Scotty a porcelain cup on a matching saucer.
"Here you go, dear," she said maternally before returning to her seat next to Conner.
Scotty took a sip and smiled. "Everything I've heard is true, Miss Caroline.
Thank you for an excellent cup of tea." His manners satisfied, Cora watched as he
turned back to his audience and apologized. "I'm sorry for stopping in mid
thought; I wanted to thank Miss Caroline for her generosity.
"Now, where was I?" he asked out loud. "Oh, yes, the natural order of things.
There came a time when the Olympians and others challenged the way Heaven
was ordered. Slowly, and hidden from the Titans' sight, they built up a competing
army that was loyal and worshiped them as the dominant gods.
"Despite their best efforts, the Titans found out but allowed this latest intrigue to
play out. They knew that technology, while powerful or marvelous, was no match
for the most powerful force they ever encountered; human faith and belief. If they
were to simply expose the treachery and end the Olympian intrigue, they risked a
backlash the likes of which they believed would be catastrophic.
"In the end, many of the Titans who lead them suffered from that most human of
flaws; hubris. They believed that their power was absolute and that if their children
rose up against them that they would easily put them down.
"The spark that started the Titanomachy has been long lost, but what is
remembered is that the war that resulted devastated Othrys, the planet where the
Titans, the Olympians, and humans all lived together."
"Excuse me," Jerry interjected. Cora saw his eyebrows were furrowed and his
face appeared to question everything Scotty had just said. "Isn't Kobol the home of
the gods and where humanity originated?"
Scotty offered a knowing smile. "That is the common belief, but it is simply the
place where we all lived before we settled the Colonies."
"I don't understand..." Jerry began. "The Sacred Scrolls talk about humanity
growing up on Kobol, living with the gods, and then only leaving during or after the
War of the Gods."
"I'll get to that," Scotty promised. "But before we do, we need to work through
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events as they happened...to my people's beliefs. Everything the Scrolls tells us is
true, but we believe they're incomplete.
"After the Titanomachy, the Olympians and the others, the surviving Titans, and
the humans that managed to avoid the destruction, all migrated to another star
cluster and a hope for a new beginning. In time, the surviving Titans joined the
Olympians and humanity began to flourish on its new home.
"And then," Scotty's demeanor changed and darkened, "hubris once again struck
the mighty. The Olympians desired what the Titans had; loyal administrators and
bureaucrats. Rather than demote their own, or any of the Titans, they decided to
create exactly what they wanted. They took a bit of essence from every human and
combined them to create their heralds, which they called Equals.
"The Equals were unique and special, and this set them above the rest of
humanity. They were touched by the gods and possessed the gift of eternal life.
When they died, they were reborn again into a new body as if nothing had
happened."
Zoe coughed and Cora looked over at her friend. She was pale and had the
look of someone who had seen a ghost or discovered something they thought was a
fundamental law of the universe was nothing more than a hoax. Jerry had his arm
around her shoulders and was gently rubbing her back between her shoulder
blades. "Are you ok, Zoe?" she asked and reached out to place her hand on Zoe's
arm.
"I...I...yes..." Zoe stammered after a moment. "I think so," she added and licked
her lips before leaning into Jerry's one armed embrace. "I'll be ok...I think
something just went down the wrong pipe," she explained sheepishly. "Please,
Scotty, continue."
Scotty studied her for a few seconds before nodding. "As you wish. The Equals
shared another unique trait; they lacked unique physical differences. A male Equal
resembled all the other male Equals, likewise for the females. There were minor
differences, but for the most part, you could say they were virtually identical to
each other.
"They were also very focused and committed to their jobs. Perhaps too much.
"Being the heralds and administrators of the gods, and touched by the gods as
well, how would a normal person refuse them? They knew they had special
privileges; they could demand special treatment, request goods without paying for
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them, and more deviant practices, and no normal person would seek to stop them
because the Equals claimed they were operating by the will of the gods. Slowly,
this knowledge helped corrupt them and that is where the glyphs enter the story."
He raised his cup to his lips and sipped the still steaming tea before slowly
setting it on the table. Cora saw the act for what it was, a ploy to gain a few
moments so he could collect his thoughts about something that appeared difficult
to discuss.
"The gods learned something from the Titanomachy," Scotty explained somberly.
"A war with their bureaucrats and administrators would destroy yet more worlds,
kill more people, and force a resettlement. They still grieved for all those lost when
they made their bid for supremacy and vowed that this time things would be
different. Hecate herself went to the first Crafters and taught them the secrets of
glyphs. She showed them how to alloy the metals, how to blend the seasoning
elements, and then how to work them into something that was effective as well as
decorative."
"Who were the Crafters?" Kait asked from where she sat next to Doc. "Were
they like the priests?"
Scotty offered her a small nod. "Yes, in a way they were. Or at least they grew
into that role. Our legends tell us that the first crafters were especially devout
artisans who worked with precious metals or were stone carvers, or were chemists
and pharmacists. All these disciplines in one way or the other were combined into
what we simply call a Crafter," he elaborated.
"Hecate showed us that we could deny the Equals entry into our homes and
businesses. Those Equals who tried to enter received the final death."
Cora thought about Scotty's comment for a moment before she asked, "I take it
they aren't reborn, then?"
A thin, almost predatory smile, touched Scotty's mouth. "No, Lady Cora, they
aren't. The glyphs disrupted whatever process they used to return for rebirth. So
they tried a new tactic; they took ordinary people and..." he appeared to be
searching for the right word, "possessed them, for lack of a better term. An Equal
would suicide and then be reborn into the unfortunate victim and have full access
to all of the victim's memories and when they were done with the victim's body,
they'd suicide and then be reborn back into a new copy of their body.
"It was all very ghoulish and absolutely horrifying for the host. But...here the

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 587
glyphs given to us by Hecate showed that the gods were also merciful. Instead of
killing the host body, they killed the mind that didn't belong and in most cases, the
host made a full recovery."
He met Cora's eyes for a moment before she saw him turn his gaze on Zoe. Her
friend sat stiffly next to Jerry and clutched his hand in hers. She could almost see
the tension radiating from her slim frame and felt her heart go out to Zoe.
Scotty seemed to sense it to, because his face softened and he leaned forward
slightly and offered a friendly face. "Ms. Avalon, Tobias made me promise three
things. One, that I would come here and answer your questions. Two, that I would
reassure you that you have nothing to fear from the glyphs, and you don't. And
third, he wanted me to give you this," his hand slipped into his jacket and fished
into a pocket before starting to pull something out.
Cora's hand was on her 5/7 before Scotty's hand cleared his pocket and she
could see that Doc and Kait had already stood and drawn their own weapons,
though they were keeping them out of his sight. "I didn't mean to alarm anyone,"
Scotty said when he saw them stand. "I only meant to give this to Ms. Avalon."
He stood and took two steps before kneeling in front of Zoe and presented her a
slim dagger with a leather wrapped grip bound in wrapped silver wire. The
dagger's blade was sheathed in a ray skin scabbard that was similar to the one
Scotty wore and that they had seen on Tobias' belt. He slowly slid the blade half
way out of the scabbard and Cora saw that the blade had a line of glyphs engraved
within the fuller that was in the center of the blade.
"You are blessed by Hecate, Ms. Avalon; she would never allow her gift to harm
those she's blessed," Scotty told Zoe and slid the dagger back into its sheath before
handing it to her.
Zoe hesitantly took the dagger and Cora saw the tension fade from her friend's
posture as if the clouds suddenly parted and the sun was allowed to shine through
on an overcast day. "Thank you, Mr. Campbell," Zoe finally said. "Please pass my
thanks on to Mr. Ormond when you see him."
"I will," Scotty said before returning to his seat.
"So..." Cora said breaking the silence that had descended after Scotty sat down.
"What happened next? Did the glyphs work?"
A long, sad sigh escaped from Scotty's mouth. "Yes, Lady Cora, they worked;
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they kept the Equals and those they possessed from entering where they weren't
wanted. But it wasn't enough. Their arrogance and hubris had reached a point
where they were challenging the gods in deed if not words. Once again the gods
were faced with a choice; go to war or seek a solution. They chose the latter and
called together all of their faithful who weren't under the Equals' sway and
prepared to leave their home and venture once again into the deep black of space.
"Before they left, however, Metis and Themis helped those who stayed behind
draft laws that would protect everyone. The gods weren't leaving for good; they
were always close by and would return from time to time to make sure everything
was still within the laws that they had set down," Scotty told them. "They took the
rest of us to Kobol, where we lived with the gods for thousands of years before once
again divine war touched us all."
"So Pythia was right?" Jerry asked somewhat cautiously.
"All this has happened before. All this will happen again," Scotty told him
quoting the oracle Pythia's most famous words.
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Fleet Headquarters, Perkinston, Picon, Admiral Griffith Deguya's Office
It had been two weeks since what Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase knew was
an attack by the Communion's Equals, but what the press - and the official Fleet
position - was calling a tragic navigation error. Whatever it was, the press was right
when they pinned the adjective 'tragic' on it. Pier 14 would likely be cut from the
shipyard complex and scrapped, with a new pier built to replace it. More than
1500 yard workers and ships' crew lost their lives trying to save the pier and the
ships that were still berthed to it.
Chase shook her head and felt her jaw clench when she thought about the
carnage that had been wrought. She looked out of the window in the sumptuously
appointed Raven's main cabin and watched the lights of Perkinston grow ever
brighter as the sleek black craft descended towards the massive Fleet Headquarters
complex that was just outside the city proper. Night came early this time of year
and she was thankful that dusk would lend a layer of anonymity to her arrival.
Admiral Deguya had requested a meeting with her at 4PM to discuss the recent
events and what her investigation had discovered. It didn't quite feel like being
called in front of the headmaster, but it was close enough. Despite the new
working relationship she had with Admiral Deguya, the old man still somewhat
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intimidated her.
Shortly after the Raven landed, Chase was ushered into Deguya's office and saw
that Admiral Cyrus Vought was present as well. Looks like tonight will be a two-fer
she thought to herself and came to attention. "Admiral Chase reporting."
Deguya smiled from behind is broad oak desk and waved for her to relax. "At
ease, Sera, this is just an informal meeting. I've read your reports and have a good
idea of what you've found, we," he gestured to Admiral Vought, "wanted to pick
your brain about a couple things and discuss the future."
"I understand, Admiral," she replied and selected a chair that faced the other
admirals.
"We're not on the parade ground, Sera," Vought told her, "and we're all flag
grade, so I think we can dispense with rank, don't you, Griff?"
"Absolutely," Deguya agreed and offered her something to drink. After she had a
cup of coffee, the old admiral sat down in his well worn high backed chair and
unbuttoned the top button of his tunic. "Your reports read like something out of a
novel," he began. "Except that in this case everything is real." It was a statement,
but the way he said it also indicated it was a question of sorts.
"Yes, to the best of my knowledge, and to the best of my belief, everything is
real. I fear that the Colonies face a threat not just from the Cylons should, or rather,
when they return, but also from this Meropian Communion. I will say that some of
the details are questionable because I'm not 100% confident of my source's
accuracy, but I think the core of it is legitimate."
"As do we," Vought stated evenly. "We'll get to that in a bit, but I wanted to ask
your thoughts on Colonel deWinter's comments about Maritradaes."
Chase smiled; her XO's report had been rather...salty...and contained several
apparent hyperbolic comments that when she asked her about them, deWinter's
explanation had shown that while somewhat humorous, they were free from
hyperbole. " Maritradaes," she began, "I'm amazed that ship functioned well
enough to even leave port."
"That's the impression I got as well," Deguya affirmed with a chuckle. "I note
that deWinter said," he picked up a piece of paper and read a highlighted section of
text, "'The hospitality staff is knowledgeable and competent, and the engineering
crew is functional and on par for what I would expect from a line of this quality.
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However, the command staff is another story; everyone but Lieutenant Patricia
Mayfair came across as clueless as a Cancerian Jackalope.' I've read more than a
few readiness inspections over the years, but that," he and Vought both chuckled,
"has got to take the cake as among the most damning."
Chase found herself smiling and nodding. "Connie had a list of deficiencies that
she showed me. Captain Marius seemed by all accounts, to be the glue that held
the ship together. He was everywhere and could show up anywhere at any time, so
when he fell ill, we discovered that he was poisoned - most likely by this Rory
Gander, things just fell apart. I do know that word of the report has leaked among
my crew and everyone is doubling down because no-one wants that sort of FitRep!"
They discussed deWinter's findings, Chase's conversation with Sue Kyee, the
fact that Thaddeus Senft was refusing to talk, Beckett and Esposito's discovery on
Sirocco and that the one survivor was still in a coma, and finally Cricket and
Boxcar's interception of the stolen Raptor and the unknown Glowworm transport.
Details were covered, but they focused on discussing perceptions and thoughts, the
intangibles that don't translate well to official reports.
"If the attackers are from this Meropian Communion," Chase said when they
were finished talking about the decoy ship, Maritradaes, "we may have caught a
break. We have two communications intercepts, as well as a small, partially
destroyed computer that we think was used to encode the transmissions, that might
give us a head start on breaking their encryption. Or, at least understanding how it
works."
Deguya sat back and nodded sagely. "It's like the break we got back in '57
when Cerberus captured that Cylon baseship...we were able to salvage most of the
main core and break their Ulysses code the following year."
Vought laughed. "That was a bitch and a half. I was flying off the old Stud back
then and remember that fight. A lot of good people died to get that edge, and
here...it may have dropped in our laps."
"The old Stud?" Chase asked.
The old admiral laughed. "Someone in the press once said the Cylons were
scared of Cerberus because, and I quote, 'that's one battlestar that will frak them
every way possible'." Vaught smiled warmly shook his head. "We couldn't caller
her the 'Frakker', so we settled on the Stud. We didn't care what others thought,
the Stud was our ship, and we were damned proud of her record."
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"How do you want to handle this, Cy" Deguya asked a moment later. "Do you
have anyone you can trust in Intelligence? We have to keep this within the Fleet."
"My nephew is in the Technical branch," Vought said after thinking about it for a
few seconds. "He's sharp, and he's got a good team working for him."
Once the decision was made about the intercepts, the conversation turned to
the attack on Scorpion Fleet Shipyards' Flight Control. All the evidence pointed to
a Sagittaron based anarchist group as being behind the attack, but Chase wasn't
convinced and said as much. "It can be in the official report that we give to the
press, but my gut tells me that they were in league with, or co-opted by, the Equals
that perpetrated the overt attack on the Yards." Both admirals agreed, with Vought
even stating that perhaps some of Kali's and Manticore's supply issues may be
traced to the Equals as well.
Chase then briefed them on what her sister had discovered on her trip to
Edengate.
She believed that the threat posed by the Equals warranted full
disclosure to the two admirals. Along with this came an explanation of how things
started and by the time she was finished it was getting close to 6PM.
"I think, and I know Cyrus well enough to be fairly certain he feels the same
way," Deguya began after he refilled everyone's coffee mugs, "that it is in our best
interest for you to continue with your investigations and solve the puzzle the game
has presented. Once that's done, and I've heard some rumblings about this, but
I'm going to make it official - classified, but official - I want you and your
battlegroup to follow whatever leads there are and find out what's at the
coordinates the game provides."
"That could be a major undertaking," Chase said barely able to keep from
jumping with joy.
This was completely unexpected but a very welcome
development. Politically, she knew her father would prevail, but her biggest fear
was the Admiralty. And now that stumbling block was removed.
Vought nodded. "It will be quite a major undertaking and should this take you
out of Colonial space you won't be going alone, you will be going in force and
with an ample logistics tail."
"I understand," Chase admitted. "But I'm not sure my battlegroup will be in any
condition given recent events."
"And that brings us to the last topic of discussion," Deguya stated and pulled
several files out of a drawer and placed them on his blotter. "I received the
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surveyors' reports on the ships that were damaged at Pier 14. Pacifica had minor
damage and will be repaired and returned to service. Freyja, despite Major
Geffen's best efforts, is headed for the breakers. The damage was too extensive and
the fires damaged her frame and armor's temper.
"Surreptitious and Shepherd are borderline, but they're going to be scrapped as
well. Their age, the time it would take to repair and refit, and the cost involved
tipped both over the line and into the red. Marduk, well, if this was a war she'd be
repaired and returned to service, but this is peacetime and the surveyor believes
that it would be more cost effective to scrap her as well."
A cold lump formed in Chase's gut. She knew what was coming next and in the
end it all added up to her battlegroup losing 40% of its hulls, most likely more
because Paladin and Guardsman would probably be reassigned. "I understand,"
she said slowly. "I don't think we need to discuss Amaterasu, by any standard she's
a loss."
"Yes, she is," Vought agreed and the three admirals were silent for several long
moments until Vought spoke and brought everyone back to office. "However, it
puts us into a very...unique...position," he began. "Your own escort group is
refitting with several new Svalinn class ships, so you won't be going anywhere for a
while. This allows us to pull some strings at BuShips to ensure that you have the
resources to carry out your orders.
"I'll give you the honor of telling your people that they're not going to be
beached and instead are going to have their work cut out for them in the coming
months. Commander Valentine will be responsible for bringing the new Amaterasu
online; the third Izanami is due to be launched in a month and its hers. Likewise,
Commander Vergis will be handed the job of bringing the third Ashur class
battlestar into the fleet. Marduk is due to be launched two weeks from now.
Finally, EsRon Shepherd is being disbanded and Paladin and Guardsman
decommissioned and transferred to the Guard. She'll be stood back up when the
new ships are active and ready for duty. The group is being replaced with Stalwart
variants; Stalwarts for Paladin and Guardsman, a Protector for Shepherd, and an
Observant for Surreptitious."
Chase sat stunned at what she'd just heard. Her battlegroup went from crippled
to stripped of its assault component to possessing the latest and some of the best
designs that the Colonial fleet had on its books. "Did I hear you correctly?" she
asked hesitantly. "The group is being reconstituted with new built hulls?"
Vought and Deguya both nodded as if they were two heads of the same beast.
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"Remember what we said about being sure of your crews? Well, this was, despite
the loss of life, a golden opportunity to not only stack the deck in our favor should
our worst fears come to pass, but to give your people a chance to clean house in
such a way that no suspicions will be raised."
She thought about the words and for a moment was angered at how easily the
Fleet's two elder statesmen applied such cold logic. Then, as she allowed the
emotion to pass Chase realized that it really was a golden opportunity. She was a
peacetime officer and her worst engagements had been piracy suppressions and
dealing with ill organized insurrectionists, not the type of war that the two men
sitting across from her had experienced during their formative years.
"Yes," Chase said at last, "I think you're right. Lydia commented that there were
some people she wanted to move off the crew but it would look odd if she beached
them all. I'm having dinner with Admiral Trace and his wife later this evening and
will discuss the need to make the additional personnel changes with him."
"Good. Esty is a good man," Deguya said confidently. "He'll come through."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Eusebes, Meropian Communion, StarRaker Princess
Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos was dressed befitting his station and Captain Cesare
Archer was once again retired until needed again. He stood at the starboard
promenade and gazed out through the floor to ceiling windows at the world below.
Machimos may be capital of the Communion, but the true gem was Eusebes, a
world that even from space bespoke of great beauty and grandeur. The world was
situated not just in the life zone of the star, but in the sweet spot; the weather was
perfect unless you preferred steaming summers and freezing winters. The higher
elevations were cold enough for year round snow and the skiing and other alpine
sports were beyond compare. The lower elevations ranged from 'beach weather' to
comfortable and sported pristine sand beaches that were the preferred vacation
spots for sun worshipers.
When he retired, it would be to the estate he owned on Eusebes.
"Admiring the view, Cesare?" the smooth and silky voice asked from just behind
his right shoulder. Somehow, away from the hustle and bustle of the Fleet, Admiral
Giovanna Cassidine changed her entire body language, even though she wore the
same uniform he did.
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He turned his head and smiled. "Gio, the view is always better with you in it."
"Keep talking like that and I think you'll like where it leads us," Giovanna purred
seductively. "How did the visit go?"
"It went well," Cesare replied. "He should be well on his way there by now."
"Good." Giovanna was quiet for several heartbeats before she put her left arm
around his shoulders and pointed at something outside the window. "Look there...
Briareus and her escorts...they'll be joining the battlegroup in another couple weeks
once they've finished their work-up cruise."
The ship looked like a broader and bulkier version of Epiales and was escorted
by a trio of smaller ships, Tempests by the look of their silhouettes. The assault
ship, her troops, and her escorts would be a welcome addition to the battlegroup.
"I can't help but wonder, Gio, with all of this hardware, who are we planning to go
to war against?" he asked sardonically.
"No one, but a smart person always hedges their bets," Giovanna said and he
could hear the smirk in her voice.
"They do...but...how about we forget about the uniforms for the next week and
just enjoy seven days of relaxing leave?" he asked and brought the conversation
back to the reason they were both on StarRaker Princess.
"Hmmm" she purred and rested her head on his shoulder. "Forget about them or
just get out of them?" she asked.
Cesare slipped his arm around her trim waist and breathed deep. Even decked
out in full uniform she still carried a trace of her favorite perfume. "Either way we
can always order room service..."
*+*+*+*+*
Perkinston, Picon, Admiral Esteban and Mali Trace's Residence
Three hours after leaving Admiral Deguya's office and after a hearty and filling
meal, Chase and Estaban Trace sat in Trace's den and sipped an after dinner brandy.
"So, Esty," Chase began and gave her old friend an innocent smile. "I'm going to
need your help with something..."
"Anything, Sera, you know that," Trace said in his characteristic Cancerian out
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country drawl, "What can I do for my favorite girl?"
"Well..." she began before winking, "I need to crew a battlestar group..."
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Chapter 26: Interrogatives
Battlestar Illustrious, BS-275, Virgon Fleet Shipyards
"Prentiss!" Commander Declan Kincaid warmly said as he greeted the slightly
older man stepping through the hatch and into the battlestar's port top receiving
gallery. "I'm glad you were able to make it!"
The fit, middle aged man in the wire rim glasses, dark banded collar shirt, vest,
and khaki slacks smiled and eagerly accepted the hand Kincaid offered before
pulling the younger man into a brotherly hug. "I wouldn't miss this for the world,"
he answered after releasing him and stepping back a pace. "I want to make sure
you don't break anything!"
Both men laughed at what was an old inside joke before Kincaid spoke. "I'm
forgetting my manners, let me introduce you my XO and Technical Security
Officer," he said before he stepped to the side and motioned a trim brunette
forward. "Prentiss, this is Colonel Olivia Vendee, my XO."
Prentiss watched as the woman stepped forward and offered her hand. She
moved with a grace that hinted at a dancer's background and had a smile that
turned her attractive face into something radiant and alluring. "Pleased to meet
you, Mr. Abbott," she offered. "I have followed your work for quite some time and
was surprised that Oracle didn't win the CNP contract."
Damn, Prentiss thought, she isn't one to mince words. "Enchanted, Colonel.
And please, call me Prentiss, I let the lawyers and media vultures think they're
being polite in calling me 'Mr. Abbott' and I don't think you're either," he replied
with a disarming smile.
"Pleased to meet you...Prentiss," she said and he could see some of the walls of
formality drop. "With all the...dignitaries...who have visited during our shake down
cruise one gets into a habit of propriety."
"I promise not to be self inebriated by virtue of my own self perceived
magnificence," Prentiss winked and released her hand.
"Uh, and this is Captain Robert Mays, my Technical Security Officer," Kincaid
said introducing the other officer who was with them.
Mays was tall and lanky and made his uniform look like it was still hanging in
the closet. "Prentiss," he said with a Cancerian draw to his voice, "I am honored to
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meet you. I was at the keynote you gave two years ago at the developers'
conference and thought you offered a very insightful look into the future of network
security."
Prentiss shook Mays' hand and offered a wry grin, "Unfortunately it fell on a lot
of deaf ears; but thank you for the compliment. Now I'd like to make an
introduction; this is Evelyn Elmwood who just came aboard with Oracle Kinetics as
a senior consultant."
Elmwood stepped next to Prentiss and greeted the officers, "Commander, it's
been a few years."
"My gods, I thought that was you but without the uniform I wasn't entirely sure!"
Kincaid exclaimed. "You made a good catch, Prentiss; the Chief, ah...Evelyn was
one of the best techs I've ever shipped with."
"I know," Prentiss said simply. "We met during the last Golden Sword exercise
when Kali had some...issues."
"Yes," Vendee added thoughtfully. "I remember reading about that. Something
about the system crashing. Is it true that they've decommissioned her?"
Prentiss shook his head. "Not exactly; they put her on the inactive list and
signed over to us so we can autopsy her systems without tearing the ship apart first.
She's got a caretaker crew and my people, but other than that she's tied up at
Balthazar Station for the duration."
"I want to make sure whatever happened to Kali doesn't happen again,"
Elmwood offered, easing into the conversation. "We were totally helpless and had
to fight for several hours just to regain complete control of our navigation systems."
Kincaid narrowed his eyes and Prentiss could see his old friend wanted to say
more, but after a minute the Commander's body language subtly changed and
instead he invited everyone back to his quarters for lunch. "And then I'll give you
the grand tour," he added. "She's a hell of a ship."
"I know," Prentiss smirked and told him. "I supplied most of her electronics."
*+*+*+*+*
"So," Commander Declan Kincaid asked two hours later after the others had left
to take Elmwood on a tour of the ship, "what really brought you out here, Prentiss?"
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Innocence flashed across Prentiss' face, "What? I can't check up on my little
sister's husband?" When Kincaid shook his head the computer genius shrugged
and sighed. "I wanted to come out and make sure everything was working properly
and to discuss a few things with you...off the record."
Prentiss' tone had gone from jovial to dead serious in the span of two sentences
and Kincaid sat up from where he lounged in the overstuffed chair. "This sounds
serious," he began and realized that it was one of the few times that he'd ever seen
his brother-in-law radiating such raw concern. "What's going on?"
"There are only a handful of people who know the whole story and officially
you're not on the list of those in the know, but I managed to get a waiver from
Admiral Deguya so I could bring you into the loop," Prentiss said and Kincaid
could tell that the words had been chosen carefully. Prentiss was many things; boy
genius, influential technology leader, filthy rich philanthropist, and consummate
showman, but today he looked like he was operating in uncomfortable waters.
"Deguya is involved? How serious is this?" Kincaid finally asked.
"Pour some of that applejack that I know you have in the cabinet and I'll give
you the story from beginning to end. I think you're going to want the drink when
I'm done," Prentiss explained and crossed one leg over the other.
"I think you're right," Kincaid said almost an hour later and took a sip of the
applejack that had sat almost forgotten by his side during Prentiss' explanation. "I
don't doubt you about the CNP, Vendee and I've had doubts about it since day one.
But about the other part, about the future..." He didn't want to say it, didn't want to
believe it, but deep down he knew that his brother-in-law had simply put into
words what he'd seen signs of over the past few years.
Prentiss slowly nodded his head. "I believe it, Deck."
"But why you? Why now?" Kincaid asked. "I'm going to be home on leave in a
month, we could have talked then."
"A couple reasons. First, this is secure. Second, I really did want to see
Illustrious, and third, I didn't want to put a cloud over your leave. You and Elyse
deserve a leave free from the drama of the Fleet," Prentiss explained.
"Well, at least I'll have some time to process this," Kincaid said with a single
laugh. "Who can I let in on this?"
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"For now," Prentiss began, "just your XO. A friend of a friend vetted her, and I
trust your judgment to have someone you trust as your right hand."
Kincaid narrowed his eyes.
prodded.

"A friend of a friend?

Care to elaborate?" he

"If I told you would it make a difference?" Prentiss asked him point blank.
After a moment's thought, Kincaid answered, "No, I guess it wouldn't. We're in
the yards for another six weeks, then when I return from leave we're going on our
first cruise. I'll discuss this with Olivia and we'll start reviewing the officers and
NCOs. Do any of your friends have an in with BuPers in case we need to make
some transfers?"
Prentiss reached into his vest pocket and withdrew a business card and looked
at the name and logo embossed on it. "Here," he handed the card to Kincaid,
"Admiral Trace is expecting your call when you're ready."
Kincaid tossed back the rest of the applejack brandy and felt the alcohol's glow.
"I'd say that's a bit more than an 'in' with BuPers...I'll contact Trace once we have
something. Most of the key personnel were hand picked by either Olivia or myself,
so we should be able to work through it fairly quickly."
"Good. Now there's one more thing I wanted to discuss, and this is more of a
'why we did it this way' thing," Prentiss said before he stood and refilled both their
glasses. "A few months ago we tweaked the computer network..."
A frown spread across Kincaid's face and almost met under his chin. "Yes, I
know," he said evenly. "It set us back a good three weeks or so. I'm very eager to
know why you did it."
Prentiss nodded agreement. "I know, and if I had known what I discovered a
few months ago when I was designing the system, the changes would have been
implemented at that point. Quite simply, the changes may one day save your life."
Kincaid's eyes opened slightly wider than usual. "Why is that?"
"The original design called for the CNP to be integrated into the main network.
It would touch everything in the ship from fire control to life support and from
navigation to engineering...and every other system on the ship. Until we can figure
out what went wrong with Kail and fix it, we've put the CNP on its own little
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network; it has its own communications suite and the whole thing is self contained.
In short, it doesn't touch anything on the ship except the CNP workstations in CIC
and AuxCon."
Kincaid thought about what Prentiss had said earlier about how Kali started
behaving during Golden Sword and then as the realization as to what the man
sitting across from him was saying a wide smile started to form. "You've made it a
canary," he stated simply.
"Exactly right," Prentiss agreed. "Should anything happen to compromise the
system, the rest of the ship will be completely unaffected."
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, Prospecting
Camp
Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay hefted the C-95B combat rifle and peered
through the mounted optic while forcing her mind off the rumblings in her
stomach. The animal appeared to be a white tailed deer, common on her
homeworld and for some odd reason, common here on this unnamed world. She
wasn't fond of venison, but then again, she wasn't fond of anything she had to kill
to eat. Under normal circumstances she'd center the animal in her crosshairs and
whisper 'bang' before declaring victory and returning to the lodge for a steak. From
a cow. Bought in a store. In a wrapped foam tray.
But the current circumstances were anything but normal. She and the two
surviving members of her crew had thrown in with the crew of a Colonial tramp
freighter and the survey team it had brought to the world. Despite Pepper's
reasoned argument, she still blamed herself for the situation they, her crew and the
Colonials, were in. Had she focused on securing the ship and not going after the
fleeing Raptors, everyone would likely be back home by now.
Except, Pepper had reasoned, it was unlikely that the Equals would have
allowed the Colonials a way home, and that would have probably resulted in
everyone being killed. Now that she knew them, she found that outcome very
disturbing.
And so, she now found herself hunting in the higher elevations for food. The
prospecting team had discovered some wild vegetables, but they needed protein
and with the weather turning colder and no idea when a rescue ship might arrive
the dwindling reserves of prepackaged rations were being saved for when the
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weather became too bad to hunt.
The deer stood still and was almost broadside to her. It lifted its head and its
brown eyes gazed through the foliage while its black nose twitched at some
unknown scent on the breeze that was blowing into Minerva's face. The luminous
green horseshoe and stadia lines framed the beast's upper chest while the green
aiming dot was centered over the spot where Minerva estimated its heart was
located.
Her tongue quickly licked the dryness from her lips as her right trigger finger
applied a little more than two kilos of pressure on the trigger. The rifle recoiled
against her shoulder and she watched the deer stagger and go down on its knees.
Minerva lowered the aiming point to compensate for the deer's new position and
fired again. She saw a spray of blood and the animal toppled over and was
obscured by the intervening undergrowth.
The two gunshots echoed through the valley below and Minerva stood and
slung her rifle before unsnapping her canteen and taking a drink.
"With shooting like that, you should have enough ammunition to last several
years," Emma said from her spot in a chest pocket on Minerva's flight suit.
"If no one sends a rescue ship, I have a feeling you're going to outlast us all,"
Minerva answered before she put the canteen away. "You can be recharged by a
small solar panel, we need to eat to survive."
"Details, details, Minerva," the mechanical voice replied.
easily die with me in your pocket and then I'd die too."

"You could just as

Minerva laughed. Emma was more than just a very smart little computer, she
was also a friend and comrade. "Let's go see what we got. If we're lucky I can
have it dressed out quickly and we can get back to camp before nightfall. I don't
really want to spend the night up here..."
She walked a dozen paces before Emma answered. "I know what you mean,"
the device replied.
"What do you mean?" Minerva asked and stopped in her tracks.
"I...I can't put it in specific words or numbers," Emma started and to Minerva's
ear she sounded almost hesitant or spooked.
"It's like I think I can sense
something, but when I try to zero in on it, there's nothing there. It's almost as if
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there's something right on the edge of my perception."
A cold chill ran down Minerva's spine and she felt goose bumps form on her
arms. "Sometimes when were up here I think it's haunted," she finally admitted and
quickly turned around and raised her rifle at the sound of a branch being rustled by
the breeze behind her. "Yes, before you say anything, I'm jumpy."
Emma offered an electronic snort. "Perfectly acceptable given what your heart
rate and respiration is at the moment."
Minerva engaged the rifle's safety and slung it over her shoulder. "We need to
get this done. There will be time enough for ghost stories once we get back to
camp."
"Ummhmm..." Emma mocked.
protect us!"

"Where there are some big, strong men to

Both of them laughed, human and electronic, at the long running inside joke.
Minerva suddenly stopped cold and swore. "My gods..."
"What is it?" Emma asked and her voice suddenly became serious and
concerned.
"Let me show you," Minerva answered and pulled the small hand held device
that was Emma out of her pocket. "Take a look and tell me what you think?"
She paned the camera that served as Emma's eyes across what caused her
sudden reaction. "This is old," Emma finally said, her voice missing the jocularity it
held moments earlier.
At first glance it could have been nothing more than a rock outcropping, but the
shape was too angular to be natural. Stone, worked stone, protruded from the
ground where a mudslide had revealed it to the weather. It wasn't pristine, but
worn, weathered, cracked, and chipped, with dirt and detritus clinging to its
surface like moss on a tree. The stone extended from the ground and framed a
darker void that was home to weeds and several large wild rose bushes.
Minerva crept forward as if she was trying to silently advance on an enemy
position. Her mouth was suddenly dry and she could hear her heart beating in her
ears. The ground was soft underfoot and didn't reveal any tracks other than the
deer's and what looked to be some smaller paw prints. She drew her flashlight and
turned it on before aiming it deeper into the void.
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The light stabbed through the darkness and reflected off green leaves and red
roses before it reached the deepest part of the enclosed space. Minerva took a
deep breath and cautiously stepped forward and stopped. Her light revealed very
faint traces of color deeper into the tunnel as well as darkness to either side at the
far end. "What do you think, Em?" she asked after a moment.
"I think that we found something that will change everything," Emma replied
slowly as if she picked each word carefully and specifically.
Minerva exhaled slowly and blinked her eyes twice before she answered.
"Yes...I think you're right. Can you enhance any of the colors so we can see what it
might have been?"
"Let me try..." Emma said in a near whisper as if the intelligence was almost
scared to draw attention to itself by talking too loudly. "I think I have something,
Minerva..." she finally said and displayed an image on the small screen.
"That's not much, but it's something. I think we need to head back...now,"
Minerva replied and stepped away from the ancient cut and dressed stonework that
led into the mountainside.
"What about your dinner?" Emma reminded her.
That was a good question, Minerva thought to herself as she considered the
situation. "I'll drag it away, gut it, and hang it; we can get it later."
Emma was quiet for a several long seconds.
that...here?"

"Are you sure you want to do

Minerva cocked her head and looked at her friend resting in her hand. Emma
being superstitious, she asked herself and didn't like the answer she got. Still,
perhaps it would be a good idea to just drag the deer away and hang it from the
tree and not gut it...not here. "Ok...I'll just hang it from a tree. Happy?"
Emma's answer was quick, "Yes."
*+*+*+*+*
"Don't tell me you missed," Pepper joked when Minerva walked into the
prefabricated building that served as a common room. He put down the cards he
was holding and offered her a disarming grin.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 604

Minerva cocked her head and adjusted how her rifle rested where it hung from
her shoulder. She thought about a snarky or sarcastic reply but instead opted to be
direct. "I found something more important," she stated simply and saw Vassar, Lido,
Wight, and Tello all turn from where they had been studying their cards and look at
her. She offered them a smile that seemed to say, 'I know something you don't' and
walked over to the counter that served as a serving bar and drew a glass of ice cold
water from the large insulated water cooler and with her back still turned to the five
card players, took a long, deep drink of the refreshing liquid.
"What do you mean you found something more important?" Vassar asked her
after she put the glass on the counter. "We heard two shots."
She turned and leaned against the counter and wiped her hands with a dish
cloth. "Josiah," she started, having adopted Lido's habit of referring to Dixie Bell
Dancer's captain by his first name when there was something serious to discuss,
"how much do you know about these prospectors or surveyors?"
Vassar looked around and then nodded to Tello, Minerva knew he was still
hesitant about telling her crew to do something, "Rufus, go lock the door and make
sure the windows are closed."
"Sure thing," Tello said and stood to carry out his captain's orders.
"I'm not sure I'm going to like what we're about to hear," Lido muttered. "First
Derrick Marsh and now we have a locked door..."
"Josiah," Minerva said again once Tello was seated, "how much do you know
about these prospectors?"
Vassar shifted in his chair. "Not much more than what you already know.
Marsh was one of the organizers and they had some old records that predated the
Uprising that hinted at sizable mineral deposits here; rare earths, titanium, possibly
tylium ore. They claimed the war interrupted things and the records sat untouched
until they found them. Our first meeting was at a coffee shop just off the
spaceport's grounds, but the second one, that kind of creeped me a bit."
"How so?" Minerva asked.
He rubbed his temples with his thumbs and frowned. "I got a call about 9 one
evening and was told to meet them at their corporate offices. I was expecting some
sort of business park, but what I found was a converted warehouse. The place
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looked like it hadn't seen any maintenance since the war and had that abandoned
and run down look down perfect. Anyway, I get to the door and it has a very high
end lock on it and there are at least three cameras that I could see."
Vassar shrugged before he continued.
"I rang the bell and when Olean
answered the door he insisted that I put on a hood before I was led to the office. A
hood?" he grimaced and shook his head. "Olean said that they had some sensitive
and proprietary equipment and this was a simple security precaution. It was
bizarre but we needed the job.
"When I got to the office the hood was removed and they told me they wanted
to hire us for an extended charter and that in addition to covering costs, they were
going to add a share of the mineral rights to cover our lost profits."
"Minerva, what do the prospectors have to do with what you found?" Pepper
asked.
"Because," Minerva said and crossed the short distance to the table, "I found this
right before I found your escape pod," she said and placed the melted mass of gold
coins on the table. "Take a look and tell me what you see."
Pepper took the rock sized nugget and turned it so he could study it from all
sides. "It's a gold nugget."
"Lido, you take a look, then Wight and Tello," Vassar told the table. "We'll wait."
Minerva saw Lido glance at Vassar and then to her before reaching for the gold.
The navigator studied the object and then closed her eyes and allowed her fingers
to roam across its surface before she held it close and studied it. Lido's head
snapped up and her eyes widened slightly and she turned to Vassar who simply
nodded.
Wight was next and soon handed it off to Tello. The engineer examined it and
closed one eye and brought it close to his face. "This...impossible," he muttered
and handed it back to Minerva.
"They're gold coins," Minerva stated, "melted and fused together by some
external heat source at some time in the past. There is a building and a woman's
face that we could discern and the Communion has never minted a coin with those
specific images. Once we tied into the computers here, we found there's a good
chance the Colonials never did, either."
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Lido narrowed her eyes shook her head twice. "No, what you're saying isn't
possible, but...the coins..." her voice trailed off.
"I'm going to tell you what I think," Minerva explained and refilled her glass. "I
think your prospectors had a good idea that this planet wasn't just any other
habitable planet," she started and used her glass to point at Vassar. "Our recorded
history goes back a lot further than yours and I think that freak we have locked up,
or one of his brethren, discovered something and decided to use someone
untraceable to manage their transportation. I have no idea why Aether was
scrambled out here, but I figure it ties in with all this somehow.
"But for now," Minerva paused for just a moment and quickly met each person's
gaze in turn, "my people have written us off as expendable and yours probably
have no idea that you're even here."
"What that means is that we're on our own and those prospectors out there may
or may not be on our side," Vassar explained. "They were pretty pissed when we
put Marsh in a straightjacket and confined him to his quarters. So whatever
Minerva has found, at least for now, stays between the six of us; I trust you, I don't
trust them."
"So what did you find?" Pepper prodded and brought the discussion back to the
issue that started it.
Minerva rolled her lower lip between her teeth and gently nipped it as she
considered her next words. "I found a structure that survived."
*+*+*+*+*
The site looked just as Minerva remembered it; overgrown, natural, and ancient.
A few dozen meters away, the deer still hung from the tree where she'd left it before
returning to the encampment. But there was something new, something different
about the site since she'd left it the day before. Everything seemed the same as
before; the only things that were really different were that it was earlier in the day,
the sky was slightly clearer, and there were five other people with her.
She studied the area for a few moments and then shook off the feeling. It's just
your imagination, Minerva told herself as she stepped forward and led the others
the last few meters to the entrance. "This is it," she announced and pointed at the
ancient worked stone framing the dark passage that led deeper into the
mountainside. "There might have been some paint or coloration in there, but
Emma wasn't able to get enough resolution from where we stopped to develop
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anything more than a best guess."
Vassar walked down into the tunnel mouth and brushed aside the wild roses
that blocked his path. He started to take a step forward, stopped, and then knelt
down and ran his hands through the rich soil that covered the ground. "This is
fresh," he declared from where he knelt. "One of the geologists could probably
give you the technical details, but I'm willing to bet that part of the hillside washed
out recently and these roses," he pointed at the wild rose bushes, "slid down and
were lucky enough to take root. See those over there?" he asked and pointed to
some dead brush on the ground.
"That's recent, and those bushes aren't dead more than a month or so," he
finally declared before wiping his hands and standing up.
"So...ah, what now?" Lido asked cautiously from where she stood slightly uphill.
"We're here, we might as well go inside and figure out what this is," Vassar
answered before he drew his flashlight and 5/7.
"I think two people should stay outside, just in case something happens,"
Minerva suggested and searched Vassar's countenance for acknowledgement.
"That's probably a good idea," he conceded. "Lido, you and Pepper stay out
here and keep an eye on things. If anything happens that you can't immediately
solve or identify, I want you to head back to camp post haste and get McGee and
Dr. Tran and tell them what happened, but spare the background details."
Lido looked like she was going to protest and Minerva knew the look Pepper
was giving her. "It's ok; I think it's a good idea. And..." she paused a moment and
winked, "If we're dead, you're in charge."
"Gee , thanks, that's how I always dreamed of getting my first command,"
Pepper snarked.
Lido threw her arm around Pepper's shoulders, "Even if they make it, I'll help
you arrange a little, um...accident," she used her index fingers to make quotes
when she said accident. "Then we'll become a pirate king and queen and rule the
planet!"
"I like how you think, Lido," Pepper told her and put his arm around her
shoulders and struck a heroic pose. This was the final straw for Minerva and she
started laughing. The sense of doom that she felt wrapped around her a few
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moments earlier had been banished by Pepper and Lido's banter and as she met
Vassar's gaze she could tell that he felt the same. They may have met as
adversaries, but the past months had built strong bonds of friendship and trust. Part
of her didn't want to leave the planet and go back to reality because as rustic as
things were, there was a sense of camaraderie that felt more genuine than anything
she'd felt before.
A few minutes later Minerva and Vassar led the way into the tunnel. Emma was
clipped to her survival vest so her camera could see what was happening in front of
them. Within a dozen meters the dirt and detritus thinned out and ended and she
realized they were on a slight incline. From her limited civil engineering education
this made sense as it would serve as a natural barrier to rainwater entering whatever
it was they were entering.
Thirty meters into the hillside the passage was devoid of anything from the
outside save a few windblown leaves. Ahead was a wall that still showed faint
traces of color and also served to split the tunnel into two; one spur went to the left
and the other right. Up close, she could see that the color formed a pattern on
what she surmised was a painted wall.
"I think those are letters," Wight observed and directed his light in an arc around
the greatest concentration of color.
"There are some down here, too," Tello said and pointed to faint outlines along
the lower part of the color pattern.
"If I could get a good view, I might be able to do more," Emma offered.
Minerva quickly explained what Emma would need and then held her so she
could properly and clearly see the design on the wall. "I think I might have
something," the device said a few moments later.
The image slowly resolved as Emma worked from what she saw and recreated a
best guess of the image. Minerva felt her breath catch in her throat as she watched
the image appear. It was a blue world with several stylized grey or silver lines of
longitude and latitude as the background, and a frontal view of a winged horse
with a geometric design composed of dozens of triangles forming a chest shield
rearing with its wings extended. A large, powerfully built man was astride the
horse and had several lightning bolts clutched in his left hand while his right hand
held one extended as if he was about to throw it.
"Zeus..." Minerva gasped and slowly turned Emma so the others could see the
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ancient image.
*+*+*+*+*
Land's End Anchorage, Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster, Meropian Communion
The Mosquito sailed through the deep black and approached the brilliantly
colored Land's End, the furthest planet in the Meropis Alpha system. Admiral
Giovanna Cassidine had always been fascinated by the massive ringed gas giant
and its horde of moons, and had traded places with the copilot so she could watch
their approach without having to peer over the flight crew's shoulders. She could
almost feel Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos smiling and shaking his head at her
excitement.
Land's End Anchorage was almost a world unto itself; it utilized five moons and
all the space around them to form the Communion's largest and most valuable
military base. It handled everything the Fleet or Marines needed; trained and
developed personnel, managed research and design, could maintain or refit
anything on the pennant list, had vast warehouses for supplies and ordnance, and
served as one of the Fleet's primary shipyards.
When she thought about the power and responsibility that came with its
command, she was both humbled and concerned. Cassidine, though an admiral,
was several grades below the admiral who commanded the Anchorage. It was
tradition that the person who commanded Land's End would be the next Grand
Admiral; the supreme commander of the Communion Fleet. And yet it was also
something that caused her concern. Land's End possessed more concentrated
firepower and sheer might than anyplace else in the Communion. If its commander
had the support of the personnel assigned, he, or she, could probably turn the
Communion from the sham republic that it masqueraded as to a military
dictatorship, and most likely complete the task before dinner.
It was also a posting she had no illusions of ever holding. She had made too
many 'non-friends' among the Equals for them to allow her to ascend to a position
with so much power and influence. Instead, she would be limited to commanding
ships that sailed in Harm's Way and the men and women who crewed them.
And that suited her just fine. She was politically adept despite despising politics
and the distractive games they forced people to play, and often had to rely on those
skills when dealing with the Equals or Admiralty. No, she thought as she watched
Land's End grow in the distance, I'm where I want to be and where I need to be.
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"Are we there yet?" Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos laconically asked from the
passenger compartment that he shared with the displaced co-pilot.
She chuckled at the comment a moment before the pilot joined her and
answered the Admiral. "We're about twenty minutes out, sir, and passed the outer
markers fifteen minutes ago."
"Ah, good. We should be able to make it for the 4 o'clock toast at the O-Club,"
Arcadiaolos replied and once again maintained his image as somewhat of an
eccentric.
"Don't worry, Cesare, we'll be there with plenty of time to spare. We don't
formally sign Epiales over to the yardmaster until tomorrow when we transfer the
flag to Dike Astraea for the foreseeable future," Cassidine assured him and did her
part to maintain his facade. He told her early on in their relationship that he
preferred if people underestimated him because it gave him an edge should he ever
have to deal with them in the future. She had to admit, it made sense for someone
with a covert operations and direct action background.
Arcadiaolos hadn't always been a line officer and if he hadn't been injured early
on in his career she probably never would have met him. As it was, he was
assigned as her executive officer when she commanded an escort and the two soon
realized that they complimented each other in many ways. And, Cesare realized
that he rather enjoyed being a line officer so long as he could 'go off the station' on
a semi regular basis to maintain his old contacts and cover.
It had been a long and mutually beneficial relationship and both steadily rose
through the ranks. He was still her right hand and filled a role that was part aide,
part chief of staff, part trouble shooter, and part intelligence advisor. Their
professional relationship wasn't the only thing that developed over the years; their
personal relationship had moved from co-workers to friends to lovers and now they
were probably closer than most married couples.
"Dike is going to take a little getting used to," Cesare said from behind her. "She
has the speed and maneuverability of a battlestar, but lacks the Peltast squadrons
that Epiales offers."
"That's true," Cassidine conceded, "but she makes up for it in other ways. She
ships more guns, and ten of those turrets are quick 2 meter guns, and she carries up
to six squadrons of Sciritae attack ships. They are going open up some very
interesting tactics," she added almost hesitantly.
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"You don't seem convinced," Cesare countered a moment later and she could
feel his presence behind her a moment before she felt his hand on the ejection seat
as he leaned forward to see the approaching shipyard.
"I'm convinced of their utility," she said quickly, defending her position. "What
I'm concerned about is that our most likely adversary has clouds of fighters;
smaller, more nimble, and with flight crews who have generations of training and
institutional knowledge to fall back on, and who know what works and what
doesn't. We have good tactics, sound doctrine, and crews every bit as technically
proficient, but who lack the leavening that recent combat experience offers."
She saw Cesare's reflection shrug. "Well then, the solution is simple," he said
matter of factly, "we just find someone to fight that will give our crews the
experience. I mean," his voice turned soberly serious, "with this arms build-up
eventually someone is going to want to use it."
Cesare's words stayed with her over the next few days as she went through the
process of signing over Epiales to the yardmaster for a year long refit and then
assuming command of Dike Astraea.
Her new command was a marvel of
Communion engineering and shared the same flowing, almost aquatic, lines that
characterized Meropian ships, but was designed from the outset to be a line of
battle ship rather than a ship that was designed to control the battle and lend
support where needed. Admiralty planners were rightly concerned about the new
Colonial battlestar classes that had entered service over the past two decades.
And it wasn't just the battlestars; the Colonies had introduced several very
effective gunstar designs that were well armed and well protected. But the
Colonies weren't the foes that concerned Cassidine. The Communion and Colonies
shared a common origin and despite different political systems, both were
commerce oriented democratic societies. Border skirmishes over resources were
inevitable, she believed, but all out, civilization destroying wars weren't something
she feared with the Colonies so long as the Equals didn't provoke them.
The real threat, Cassidine believed, lay with the Equals and their machinations.
But until that day of reckoning happened, she would prepare her battlegroup for
any eventuality.
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Liner Eclipse, orbit of Virgon
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"Ok," Captain Jeremiah Cole said as the Raptor piloted by Captain Sebastian
Beckett approached the massive ghost grey and sky blue ship, "that is impressive."
"And intimidating..." Beckett added as he took in the sight in front of the small
Raptor. Eclipse was in a class shared only with her sister ships when it came to
design and luxury. Avedon Lines spared no expense on their construction and it
showed; from the external design that evoked the image of a graceful swan to the
interior with its crystal chandeliers, hand woven carpets, antiques, and all the other
little details, the ship was a veritable space-going luxury hotel.
Jerry chuckled. "You're not backing out, are you?" he teased.
If you do, the little voice on Beckett's shoulder whispered into his ear, I'm-a
gonna whack ya! He stifled a chuckle, "No, not in a million years. It's just that I've
been to Westfield before so it's known territory, you know? It's his home, but we
stayed there, so it's comfortable. This..." he waved his hand at the fast approaching
liner, "this is like being called into his personal office at his corporate headquarters.
It's a whole new level of pucker factor."
"Yeah," Jerry conceded. "And now it's real. No more talking, no stalling, we're
going to face the man."
Beckett nodded and after answering Eclipse's flight control and acknowledging
their landing instructions, added, "I'm going to keep my mind on the reason why
I'm here and everything will work out."
He barely heard Jerry whisper, "I hear you on that."
Eclipse's hangar deck would have done a battlestar proud; uniformed deck crew
moved with order and purpose, equipment was secured, and everything was in
good repair. Beckett was impressed with what he saw, but hardly surprised.
Avedon Lines had a reputation as the best at what they did, regardless of the
market; commuter, short or long haul passenger, cargo transport, or any of the other
shipping related ventures they offered.
"Good afternoon, Captians," a deck supervisor greeted them. "If you'll come this
way I'll take you to the main check-in desk..."
His speech, which Beckett was sure he'd given hundreds of times, was cut short
by another voice that called across the hangar. "Sebastian! Jerry! Why didn't you
call ahead and let us know you were arriving early?" Lieutenant Sana Chastain
quickly jogged over to where the three men were standing and as she looked
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around her eyes narrowed somewhat. "Where are the others?"
Beckett felt a slight blush color his cheeks. "Ah, they're going to be coming
later, Sana. Jerry and I had some things..."
"Yeah, some things..." Jerry quickly interrupted.
"Some things," Beckett began again, "that we wanted to talk to His Grace about
so we arranged to leave a little early."
Sana gave them each a long appraisal through still narrowed eyes before her
right eyebrow slowly arched. "Well then, we should get going," she said before
turning to the deck supervisor. "Ward, I'll take them through check-in; they're
friends and guests of His Grace."
"I understand, Lieutenant," Ward said and then added to Beckett and Jerry, "I'll
leave you in her capable hands, gentleman. Welcome to Eclipse!"
Several long moments of uncomfortable silence later, Sana led them into a
luxuriously furnished lobby area. "This is the First Class/VIP receiving lounge," she
explained before telling the desk clerk who they were. "Did you want to meet with
His Grace before checking your rooms or after?" she asked.
Becket considered the question for a moment. He didn't want them to be short
on time since the others were due in a couple hours and he wasn't sure how long
this would take. "Can we have our bags delivered to our rooms and go straight to
meet with His Grace?" Out of the corner of his eye he saw Jerry nod his head in
agreement.
"We can arrange that, Captain," the desk clerk said and slid a form across the
counter. "If you'll sign for the room keys, I'll get Captain Cole setup for his."
Throughout the check-in process he could feel Sana's eyes on him. She had
proven to be a very inquisitive, perceptive, and helpful member of the research
team over the past few months and he smirked at the thought of one day possibly
having to call her 'Mom'.
"What are you smirking at?" Sana asked quizzically as Beckett bit his lip to keep
from laughing.
"Remind me in a couple days and I'll tell you then," he told her cryptically as
Jerry finished signing for his room keys. "Now...I think we're ready to see His
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Grace."
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Liner Eclipse, Orbit of Virgon, Owner's Suite
His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield stood when Sana opened the
door to his private office. She had called ahead to let him know that she was
bringing Beckett and Jerry to see him, though she wasn't sure what they wanted to
talk to him about. He had an idea why Beckett was here but Jerry's presence, other
than to possibly be his friend's wingman, was a mystery.
Now, how do I want to play this, he thought to himself as Sana led the two men
into the office. "Thank you, Sana, for meeting Sebastian and Jerry for me. I had
some things to conclude with the Empress before Eclipse departed."
"It was my pleasure, Charles," she answered and stepped aside so Beckett and
Jerry could step forward.
They looked like a couple of schoolboys about to either own up to their parents
about doing something they shouldn't have, or were going to ask for something
they thought was a matter of life and death. "Good afternoon, gentlemen," he said
and stepped around his desk to greet them with a handshake. "You're here
early...Cora said you would be arriving later today."
"I..." Beckett started when the voice on his shoulder crossed its arms and told
him that he was on his own on this one. "We had something we wanted to discuss
with you...privately," he explained after a slight hesitation and correction to include
Jerry.
"And individually..." Jerry quickly added.
"Oh, I see," Charles said and sat on the edge of his desk facing them before be
crossed his arms across his chest. Now he was fairly sure what Beckett was here to
discuss, but Jerry's reason was still a mystery. "Well, this is all very mysterious," he
declared conversationally. "Would you like a drink before we started?"
He saw Beckett's eyes flash to the sidebar and then back to face him. "No, I
don't think so, sir; thank you for the offer."
Oh, my, the boy is nervous Charles mused silently and wondered if he had been
that nervous all those years ago..."Thought I'd offer," he said and stopped himself
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from adding, 'some liquid courage' there at the end. "Since you want to discuss
something individually, who would like to go first?"
Jerry looked at Beckett and nodded. "I'll wait outside with Sana," he said before
clasping Beckett on the shoulder in an age old sign of friendly support.
A few moments later Charles was alone in the room with Beckett. He crossed to
the side bar and pulled two cut glass tumblers out of the cabinet and poured a
measure of applejack brandy into each one. When he turned around, Beckett was
still standing where he'd stopped and Charles suppressed the grin that threatened to
form on his face. "Have a seat, Sebastian," he said and took one after putting the
drinks on the table.
"Thanks for the drink but I didn't..." Beckett started and stopped when Charles
raised a hand.
"It's called being prepared, Sebastian," Charles explained and leaned back in the
chair before crossing one leg over the other. "So..." he started and allowed the
thought to trail off.
Beckett squirmed a little in his char and leaned forward. He licked his lips and
Charles saw him glance at the drink sitting on the table. "I...I had this all planned
out in my mind, you know? What I was going to say, how I was going to say it,
everything, and now my mind has suddenly gone blank," Beckett confessed.
Charles cocked his head slightly and allowed his eyebrows to arch ever so
slightly as he laced his fingers around his knee. "Our minds do that sometimes.
When that happens to me, I usually start at the beginning, or," he offered a
conspiratorial smirk, "I blurt out what I planned on being so eloquent about."
"I think I'd prefer the first option," Beckett told him and sighed before some of
the tension relaxed in his shoulders. "I've never done this before...and never really
thought about or wanted to do it before, either. And now that I'm here, I know it's
what I really want." The words sort of tumbled out of his mouth and Charles felt his
own pulse race slightly.
"I met your daughter under unique conditions and she and I shared a lot of
things that day. That morning, I never expected to meet someone who would
change my life, but I did, and I can't imagine my life without her."
"Oh?" Charles prodded.
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Beckett nodded and took a deep breath. "After we introduced and described
ourselves, she said that our children would be beautiful and that we should get
married right away. I thought she was joking so I suggested we give it six months to
see if we were compatible."
Charles nodded and allowed an acknowledging smile to touch the corners of his
mouth. "And are you? Compatible?" he asked.
There was no hesitation when Beckett answered, "Yes, absolutely."
And now is where we see what Sebastian Beckett is made from Charles thought.
"And what do you plan to do about it?"
Beckett looked at his hands and licked his lips before he stood to face Charles.
"Your Grace...Charles..." he paused and Charles felt him make eye contact, "I told
Cora that first night that I wanted to do this right, that I wanted it to be real. Now,
with your permission I'd like to make it permanent and ask her to be my wife."
My gods, Charles thought, the boy is as white as a sheet. Did I look that bad
when I stood there and asked Iona's father for her hand? He pointed at the
untouched drink on the table and pointed. Beckett shook his head once and stood
waiting. "Do you love her?" he asked finally and broke the few seconds of silence
that had descended upon them.
"With all my heart," Beckett quickly replied.
"And her welfare?" Charles added.
Beckett nodded. "Ahead of my own."
Charles uncrossed his legs, "Ok."
"Ok?"
Charles stood and offered his hand, "You are a good man, Sebastian. I've
watched how you treated Cora, how the two of you interact, and knew this was
only a matter of time. You not only have my permission, but you also have my
blessing and full support."
He felt Beckett's hand take the one he offered and shake it.
Charles. She's..."
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"I know. I've been fortunate to meet three women who moved me the way Cora
moves you. Now...about that drink?" Charles asked.
"Yeah...I think I want it now..." Beckett said and picked up the tumbler off the
table.
"To beginnings," Charles said and knew that the time had come for beginnings
of his own. He held his tumbler and added, "And to longevity, may each day be
better than the day before it." They touched glasses and drank the smooth aged
brandy.
"Do you have a ring?" Charles asked once they finished the drink.
A wide smile grew across Beckett's face. "The day we were caught in The
Rotunda, when we found the logbook, I found a small jeweler in Boskirk. I didn't
set out to do it, but when Hank showed me the ring I knew it was the one I
wanted."
Charles was surprised when he heard the name. "Hank? Hank Gerlach?"
Beckett nodded. "Yes, that's him. His jewelry was absolutely amazing and he
gave us a lecture I'll never forget."
"His father made Cora's mother's engagement ring, and our wedding rings,"
Charles explained and shook his head at the serendipitous event. They talked a few
more minutes and then he asked, "Can you tell me what Jerry wants to discuss?"
Beckett offered a nod and thin smile. "I could...but this is for Jerry to discuss
with you. I don't want to steal his thunder and I promised him I wouldn't say
anything."
"I can accept that," Charles told him and was glad that his future son-in-law was
willing to honor a promise when prodded on the subject. "Would you send him
in?"
Beckett opened the door and Jerry almost jumped to his feet. Charles noticed
there was something different about Sana. Her eyebrows were arched slightly, her
eyes had a far away look in them, and the smile she had when the door opened
seemed tinged with pain. It was longing, and Charles knew he had done her a
disservice by waiting as long as he had.
"Well?" Jerry asked.
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"I did it," Beckett replied simply and stood aside for Jerry to enter.
A few moments later Jerry stood where Beckett stood earlier. Charles used fresh
glasses and poured two more drinks and thought that he wouldn't need any liquid
courage for what he was going to do later. "Sebastian was rather close lipped about
why you needed to talk to me," he began and gestured for Jerry to take a seat.
"I asked him not to," Jerry began slowly, almost cautiously like a blind man
feeling his way along a path. "He and I have talked a lot since we started the
research project and have become good friends. When he told me what he wanted
to do I realized that it was something that I wanted to do, too, but given Zoe's
circumstances it wouldn't be possible. Then Sebastian suggested that I talk to you,
ask you, since she views you as a father figure..."
Charles sat back and replayed the last few words in his mind, 'she views you as
a father figure'. Until Jerry spoke them he couldn't put words to how he felt about
the young woman who had seen so much and was all alone in the world. Then he
realized that Jerry was right and further, they allowed him to frame how he felt
about her, as if she were a long lost daughter who recently decided to return home.
"I..." it was his turn to stumble over the words, "I'm honored. In many ways
she's become like a daughter to me, Jerry, and I'll try to fill the role for you...for you
both."
*+*+*+*+*
Several hours later Charles looked into the mirror and met his steely eyed gaze.
He had eschewed a drink, or two, and wanted there to be no question in Sana's
mind about his motivation or reasons when he told her what he determined he had
to say. A velvet covered box the size of a hard cover novel rested on the marble
topped vanity in front of him like a midnight blue beacon. He gently opened it and
looked at the contents and smiled. Old Mr. Gerlach's son was a virtuoso and had
come through wonderfully with the commission.
He turned and walked into the sitting room where Sana sat on the sofa reading a
magazine. She was dressed in her customary Fleet uniform and wore the gold and
silver aiguillette and royal purple fourragère that denoted she was on detached duty
to one of Virgon's most senior aristocrats. Sana looked up and he felt sure that this
was the right thing. "You look...serious..." she said a moment later after he hadn't
spoken.
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His pensive countenance softened and he sat next to her on the broad leather
sofa. "I guess I am..." he began. "I've realized that there's something I should have
done before now and that I should make it right. I'm sorry..."
The color drained from Sana's face and her eyes opened wide; Charles could
see tears form almost immediately in their corners. He started to say something but
she spoke first, "I understand..." she said in a sad and defeated voice.
"No..." Charles told her and took her hands in his. "No, Sana, what we have is
real and I don't want to lose it." She looked up at him, blinked twice, and he gently
wiped away the tears that were ready to roll down her cheeks. "What I should have
done long before now was ask you if you were ready to go public with our
relationship. I would very much like you to accompany me to dinner tonight, not
as my aide but as my date."
He watched as Sana listened to what he said and was touched by her response.
"Are you sure you're ready for it? The press, the gossip, it will be over the top..."
"If you are, I am," Charles answered simply. "We'll do it together."
Her posture was hesitant but her eyes, her wonderful eyes, were filled with
desire. Finally, her shoulders relaxed and he saw a quiet strength in her movement
as she put her arms around his shoulders and leaned in close. "Yes, Charles, I
would be overjoyed to be your date for tonight." Sana sealed her words with a kiss
that left his heart racing.
"Well..." Charles started and couldn't keep his smile hidden, "Then I think
perhaps you need to change into something less...military. And I think these would
look good on you," he said and opened the velvet box.
Sana's eyes went wide with surprise and her right hand reached out to touch the
diamond necklace and matching chandelier earrings that the box contained.
"They're beautiful," she whispered. "Absolutely beautiful..."
*+*+*+*+*
Agartha Station, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7 light years
from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
Warm golden light blazed from windows in the rear of the two storey brick and
stone home and the sound from several voices laughing and talking within spilled
into the night. The sun had set several hours earlier and the air had taken a slight
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chill that announced the seasons were changing and winter was approaching.
Behind the house, coals still glowed in the bar-b-q pit that had cooked the
occupants' dinner.
"She's out of your league, Glider," Hammer said as he looked at his triad cards
and tossed two peanuts and a walnut into the pile of nuts in the center of the table.
"But..." Glider started to say before one of the two women vehemently shook her
head.
"I disagree, Hammer. Whether someone is in your league or out of it is all up
here," she countered and pointed to her head. Her eyes sparkled with mischief and
her hair was worn back in classic high braided ponytail that was draped over her
left shoulder.
"Better listen to Sophie," the exotic porcelain skinned woman with almond
shaped eyes advised. "I mean, if Cam hadn't taken a chance, they wouldn't be
together today."
"See, even Orchid and Sophie agree with me," Glider said triumphantly as he
tossed a walnut and two peanuts into the pile. "I accept your wager and I'll raise
you a cashew," he declared and pushed the hook shaped nut to the center of the
table.
Hammer shook his head. "Look, all I'm saying is that she's educated, knows
more about anything than probably all of us sitting at the table, and was his
assistant. She's cultured...we, you and me, we're soldiers; we break things and
blow them up."
Cameron Kitchener looked at his wife and their best friend, Selah Kavari, and
then looked over at the two other men seated at the table. One carried himself like
a Colonial Marine and had the chiseled physique to back it up, while the other had
the relaxed attitude that wouldn't have been out of place in a squadron ready room
on any ship of the fleet. Since they'd remained behind at Agartha Station, he, his
wife Sophie - aka Tick-Tock, and Orchid - who preferred her handle over her given
name Selah, had become fast friends with the two men.
That Hammer and Glider were Cylons caused some hesitation at first, but after
the first couple days the friendships were forged and it was like the five had known
each other for years. I guess that's what being in the service does for you, Cam
thought; you make friends quickly, indentify with those who are like you, and share
experiences and tall tales. Hammer and Glider may have been Cylons and may
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have been created with bodies of alloys and rare earths, but in the v-world they
were like any other people he knew; flesh and blood. It had been a struggle to
accept that the Cylon refugees wanted to put their old bodies behind them and be
as human as possible, but after listening to Ivy during the church services they'd
attended, he began to understand their motivation and desire to be more than what
they were when they were created; they wanted to trade the mechanical for the
biological and the chance to live as mortals and possibly uphold their god's
commandment to be fruitful and multiply.
"I learned a long time ago," Cam said breaking his silence and tossing his cards
on the table since it had been a losing hand, "You will never know unless you ask.
Attraction can't be quantified into a formula or some sort of chart. It might be the
single most terrifying thing you ever do, walking up to her and asking her out, and
she could say no, but she could also say yes. She hasn't come across as the type of
woman that would laugh in your face."
"And, I've seen how she acts when you're around," Orchid cut in. "Little things,
how her eyes move, her body language, she definitely acts differently when you're
there."
Cam watched as Hammer looked around the table before shaking his head.
"Ok," Hammer conceded. "Ok...call her. I'll have the shots ready when you crash
and burn...or," he raised his eyebrows, "when you do a victory roll."
Glider grinned and stood while grabbing his phone off the table. "If you'll
excuse me for a moment," he said before he left the table and went outside.
*+*+*+*+*
The room was an anachronism and it was exactly what Saura wanted. The tall
willowy blonde stopped at the doorway and looked into the room she considered
her sanctum; a place where she could relax from the day to day stresses and have a
few hours of comfort while distancing herself, if only in a metaphorical sense, from
the reality of her past. Clad in dark hand polished cherry wood, the walls had
bookcases that flowed from floor to ceiling and were stocked with leather bound
volumes from all the great literary and philosophical masters the Colonies had
known throughout its two millennia lifespan. A wide stone fireplace was framed
with a simple but tasteful mantle above and a slate hearth beneath, and other than
the fire the only light in the room came from dozens of candles in sconces or
candelabras.
An old man, a rarity in Agartha, sat in one of the two chairs that fronted the
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fireplace. His legs rested on an ottoman and he gazed into the flickering orange
and yellow flames. His once copper hair had lightened to a sandy red, and the
lines around his eyes and forehead had deepened in recent years. He was getting
old and refused to allow the v-world to compensate. She desperately wished he
would reverse his decision to accept a lasting death; he was so important and so
beloved by the exiles that she feared what his passing might cause.
And, she dearly loved the old man. A smile formed on her face and was echoed
by her posture as she stood in the doorway. Not romantically, but as much as one
person could love another person who wasn't their spouse or lover. "I brought the
tea and cake," she finally said and saw him turn his head to look at her. "I thought
we'd try the red velvet cake this time.
"Ah, Saura, that sounds wonderful," he answered, his voice stronger than his
aged body would imply.
Saura walked across the room and placed the tray on the small table that stood
between the chairs. "Something seems to be troubling you tonight, Grandfather,"
she said after she served him his cake and then sat down with her own plate resting
on her thighs.
Grandfather sighed and slowly, sadly, nodded. "I'm concerned about what's
going to happen to you and the rest when I'm gone now that Agartha has been
discovered by the Colonials."
"You..." she began and stopped when he held up a hand.
"I know, and we've discussed this before," he chided.
"Yes, we have, and it doesn't make any sense," Saura earnestly countered. "You
can live here, with us, and be strong again. We can even use the..."
"Saura, please...we need to keep that hardware secret...for now." Grandfather's
voice was serious and despite the trace of longing she thought she heard in it, the
last part caught her off guard.
The red velvet cake was perfect and she slowly chewed the cake as her mind
ran through the possibilities. When they fled the Colonies, they brought everything
connected to the work with them. As far as she knew there was only one node left
behind when they fled Caprica that rainy night fifty years ago. "For now?" she
finally asked hoping that he'd be willing to share the answer.
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His head slowly nodded as he ate two mouthfuls of cake before washing it
down with some tea. "For now, Saura. I have a feeling that the past is getting ready
to return and this time it will be to the end, not a negotiated stalemate. I want you
to get the lab ready; I've cleared it with Floyd and he'll make sure everything is in
place for your return to the real world."
"And you?" Saura pressed.
He offered her the smile that had once charmed investors, board members, and
the media alike. "Unless something changes, I will welcome you all back into the
world and then do what humans do when they reach my age."
"Call for a nurse to change your diaper?" Saura snarked.
Grandfather laughed and it was infectious, soon they were both laughing
uncontrollably. "No, my dear, you know what will happen; I don't think you want
me to spell it out for you."
She didn't, and she also didn't want him to die, either. He had been a constant
in her life from the day she 'woke up' and Saura couldn't imagine him not being
part of it. There had to be a way to change his mind.
The ringing phone disturbed her thoughts and she stood to answer it. "I'll be
right back. No one ever calls so this might be important."
"I'll be here when you return, though I can't promise the same for your cake!"
Grandfather laughed as she walked out of the room.
Five minutes later she returned and sat down in front of the fire. "You have a
dreamy look on your face," Grandfather observed bluntly.
"Yes, I guess I do," Saura answered and turned to face the older man. "You'll
never guess what happened!"
"Oh, I have a few ideas, but I won't steal your surprise," he replied paternally.
"What happened?"
She absently twisted a lock of hair with he left hand as she told him about the
call. "He asked me on a date and I said yes!"
*+*+*+*+*
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Beyond the Armistice Line, Cylon space, baseship Covenant
Every time Tanith took the controls of the modified Raider and partially merged
with the ship she reveled in the freedom and power it gave her. She could have
travelled via Heavy Raider or some other transport, but she preferred the time alone
to focus her thoughts and the peace and quiet that it afforded.
She made contact with Sheol, the escort in charge of her flagship's escort
squadron, and confirmed her identity. The massive silver-grey barbed arrowhead
shaped ship that was one of the newest additions to the Cylon fleet...and one of the
reforms she had pushed...slid majestically past her port wing and looked every bit
an escort as would one of her Colonial counterparts. Their first attempt at a gunstar
or escort had been the Gehenna class, a credible and useful ship but one that had
been limited due to the Ones' instance on utilizing existing designs. Rather than a
purpose built ship that utilized a 'form follows function' philosophy such as the
new Sheol, Gehenna was essentially half a baseship with many of the hangars
replaced with missiles or kinetic weapons.
Now that ship doesn't belong in my group, Tanith thought as her sensors
displayed an Ammit class escort. One was attached to her group, but not this one.
It was long and lean, and had dual gravity drive wings above and below the hull in
addition to its conventional drive system. Weapons dotted its hull, both missiles
and quad barreled kinetic mounts, and a small Raider nest was located on the top
of the main hull. This one's transponder codes indicated that it was attached to the
Colony and had to be the delegation that was supposed to arrive today and tour her
ship. It would be a necessary dog and pony show and hopefully keep the self
styled leaders of the Cylons off her back, figuratively and literally, for the
foreseeable future.
A smile slowly formed on her attractive face and her cobalt blue eyes sparkled.
The tip of her tongue peeked out from between perfect pearl white teeth as
Covenant came into view. She guided her Raider towards one of the ship's massive
landing bays and felt her pulse race and her neck flush. It was almost that good,
she thought and allowed the thought to trail off as she relinquished control to the
hybrid that controlled the ship's airwing.
The ship dwarfed a Tartarus class baseship and carried more Raiders, missiles,
and kinetic weapons than any ship in the Cylon fleet short of the Colony. The
Tartarus was a solid ship and a worthy replacement for the Uprising era Hades class
baseships that had proven to be such a bane to the Colonies, but the Colonials of
1998 were not the unprepared and largely disorganized colony worlds of 1948
when the first shots of the war had been fired.
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But the Colonials hadn't been stagnant. The last twenty years had seen most of
the ships produced during the Uprising replaced with newer, more efficient, and
more effective classes. The Ones, for the most part, believed in a direct, straight
forward bigger hammer approach. If the Colonials proved resistant to the virus,
then to the Ones' thinking, the best course of action was to swarm them with
Raiders and baseships.
Tanith Basilan didn't agree. She had assimilated as much as she could on fleet
tactics, ship handling, and military science, and lobbied long and hard after
returning from spending a year in the Colonies observing the Fleet and ten serving
in the Communion. She knew that no matter how much a 'sure thing' her sister's
project was, it was never wise to risk everything without a backup plan.
Or, in this case, a backup stick.
The ship she just landed on was that stick. To Tanith's mind it corrected a major
deficiency of the Tartarus; it had guns. There was a reason the Colonials and
Communion relied on them - they worked. A kinetic round couldn't be jammed,
couldn't be hacked, and couldn't be shot down. There were only two defenses to
kinetic weapons; don't be in a point along its trajectory, or, armor - lots and lots of
armor.
Covenant was her ship and instead of the 'control by committee' that the rest of
the Cylon fleet used, she organized it along the lines of a Communion or Colonial
warship. The Twos, Sixes, and Eights assigned each had specific duties and there
was a clear chain of command present. It was fine to seek consensus when
planning operations or deciding whether to nuke Caprica this year, next year, or
perhaps the year after, but when the button was pushed and ordnance was
launched, she didn't want her fate to be up to a bunch of dilettantes barely better
than civilians.
Two Centurions fell into step behind her after she left the hangar deck and
followed her to the tram that would carry them to the general purpose hangar near
the core. That was where a delegation of Ones and Fours would disembark when
they arrived to investigate the progress she was making on her 'experiment' in
decidedly non-Cylon behavior.
"Welcome to Covenant," she said half an hour later when the Heavy Raider from
the visiting Ammit class escort discharged its passengers. Tanith was flanked by two
other humanform Cylons; Siobhan stood to her right and Carson to her left. All
three were dressed similarly, save for the insignia that denoted their rank, in
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uniforms that combined elements of both Colonial and Communion influence.
"Thank you, Sister," Lucian said and Tanith wasn't sure whether his tone was
mocking, sarcastic, or whether the whole line came from the factory hardwired that
way. "Jonathan, Edgar, and I decided that we wanted to see what you've done with
the place."
"Of course," Tanith replied tersely. Of all the Cylons, she detested the Ones the
most. She knew it was a very un-Cylon emotion for her to have, but the Ones were
twisted deviants in her mind. They were controlling, patronizing, sarcastic deviants
who got off manipulating others the way a cat got off toying with a mouse. They
were the ones pushing to attack the Colonies, not the other models. She rather
enjoyed visiting the Colonies, especially the beaches of Scorpia.
"Allow me to introduce my command staff," Tanith said curtly. "This is Siobhan,
my executive officer," she indicated another Six, this one with raven hair cut just
above her collar, "and this is Carson, my CAG," she indicated the other person
standing with her, a clean shaven Two with close cropped hair.
"This is it?" Jonathan sneered. "Three people run this ship?"
Tanith shook her head and surreptitiously touched Siobhan's wrist. Now was
not the time to tell the half-wit with delusions of godhood that he had the
intelligence of a turnip and the common sense of a garage door opener. "No, there
are others, but ultimately Carson is in charge of the air wing and Siobhan manages
discipline aboard, while I make the big picture and important decisions."
"Oh, yes, CAG...that's one of those quaint human terms, isn't it? Commodore
Air Group or some such," Jonathan said dismissively. "I don't see why you need to
do things so differently."
"I do them this way because I choose to, and because I believe that they're
better. Would you like us to be like the Fives and take half an hour each morning
deciding whether to wear the aqua, red, or brown outfit?" Tanith asked him.
"Ah, Sister," Edgar's deep melodic voice interrupted. "I believe they call those
colors teal, rust, and sand."
Tanith couldn't believe what she just heard. The Fours weren't known for their
sense of humor and yet here was Edgar, a Four's Four, cracking a joke. We must
truly be in the end times, she thought. "Ah, well, I leave fashion to my sisters who
prefer that sort of thing."
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They made small talk for several minutes before Tanith started showing them the
massive ship. She showed them enough to sate their interest so they could report
back that everything was in order. It was nothing more than a dog and pony show
that wasted her time, she thought as she reviewed the day's events as she listened
to the after dinner chit chat.
"Well, I think it's time we retire to our quarters; it's been a long day and we're
planning to leave first thing tomorrow morning," Lucien declared after he finished
his wine.
"I think I could use some sleep, too," Edgar agreed as everyone stood and
walked toward the hatch that led from Tanith's quarters.
"I could stay and we could have some fun," Jonathan whispered as Tanith felt his
hand squeeze and fondle her rear end.
She reacted without thinking and grabbed the offending hand, twisted and
raised it above her head before forcing it down below her chest. Jonathan
stumbled as his arm was suddenly raised as if saluting and then as she twisted his
wrist and pushed down, felt his arm lock and between the pain and leverage fell to
his knees. Tanith leaned close and very calmly said just loud enough so everyone
could barely hear, "I know what you did to my sister you corrupt piece of trash. If
you ever touch me or one of my sisters ever again, I will," she twisted and pushed
his wrist and felt him wince, "tear off your arm and beat you to a pulp with it.
Then," she twisted and pushed a little more and felt the bones threaten to give way,
"I will feed you feet first into a wood chipper and be waiting when you download
to do it all again. And again. And again.
"Do I make myself clear, you sick frak?"
"Sister, let's not be hasty," Lucien began and tried to reason with her. ""I think he
learned his lesson after taking a bullet to the head."
Tanith looked down at where Jonathan knelt before her and flashed a
conqueror's triumphant grin, "Remember what I said and everything will be fine.
Forget it and I'll become your worst nightmare." She pushed and let go of his wrist
and watched as he lost balance and fell back to the ground.
Jonathan glared at her and started to say something when Edgar put his hand on
his shoulder and gave it a not so gentle squeeze. "I think it's time for bed, brother;
we're all tired and could use some rest."
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When they were gone, Siobhan asked, "Would you really do that? To Jonathan?"
Tanith kicked off her boots and fell into one of the overstuffed chairs. "Yes, but
after he downloaded I would have simply hacked off his arms and legs, cauterized
the wounds, and then locked him in a closet and let him starve to death."
"Oww..." Carson grimaced. "Remind me to never piss you off."
"You have nothing to fear, Carse, but anyone who would rape for fun...they have
a lot to worry about," Tanith explained.
*+*+*+*+*
Leading Trojan Point, Scorpia Orbit, Battlestar Hecate
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase walked into the conference room followed
by Colonel Constance deWinter. This was the first time that she'd called all of her
subordinate commanders together while underway since they'd returned to Scorpia
after Golden Sword. So much has changed in the past few months she thought as
she heard someone shout "Admiral on deck!" and watched as everyone snapped to
attention. Everything had changed and yet everything had stayed the same.
Each person in the room had been vetted three times; first by her and deWinter
when she originally put together the battlegroup, second when they reviewed them
after Golden Sword, and third, when she'd used some unorthodox assets to dig for
dirt. She was glad her instincts were right; everyone in the room passed with flying
colors. She trusted these people and while she didn't want to look for a reason not
to trust them, it was something that recent events demanded she do.
"Please be seated," she said as she walked to the head of the table. deWinter
took her place at her right and Chase gazed at the twenty-six faces as they took
their seats. Every ship commander in the group was here, including the attached
replenishment squadron, and the executive officers from Amaterasu, Marduk, and
Indefatigable were also present. deWinter hesitated a moment before Chase
motioned her to sit.
"We've been through a lot over the past few months and we've had to say good
bye to a lot of good people because of what happened at the shipyard. I'd like to
have a moment of remembrance for those who won't be sailing with us again."
Chase bowed her head and closed her eyes as she said a prayer to the Lords of
Kobol to bless and protect her people as they sailed in Harm's Way. When she was
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finished she opened her eyes and looked up. "So say we all," she said softly.
"So say we all," the officers around the table replied in the age old benediction.
"I'm going to jump to the main topic, we'll cover individual readiness
afterward," Chase began. "Prior to Golden Sword, Hecate was untested, her escort
group was new, and we were working with Commander Valentine's Amaterasu
assault group for the first time. During the weeks before the game, we busted our
asses to train and learn how to work together better than we should have been able
to. Part of that success was the rigorous training and the commitment to excellence
each of you and your crews exhibited. Part of it was Commander Valentine's group
steadying us as we worked up.
"But now," she explained and leaned forward slightly in the high backed chair,
"with all the changes, both in ships and personnel, we're going to go back to square
one and start at the beginning. Over the next couple months we're going to work
the ships and crews so that we're back to the level we were for the games. Right
now we've deployed as groups within the group; Hecate had her escorts close at
hand and Amaterasu had hers. And yet when we joined battle, we pulled Marduk
away from her group."
Chase saw caution and disagreement on some of the faces looking back at her.
It was understandable; an escort's job was to keep its charge protected, even if that
meant using the ship itself as a shield. "One of the things I want to work on is
melding the escorts into a sort of 'super squadron' that will be used to escort all the
heavies rather than just an assigned ship.
If the results are similar to the
simulations, it should give us better overall maneuverability and the ability to react
faster and more efficiently to threats."
She saw Colonel Baxter Ross raise his hand. "Go ahead, Bax," Chase said as she
studied the commander of the gunstar Themis, the command ship for Hecate's
EsRon.
"Thanks, Admiral," Ross said acknowledging her approval to ask his question.
"Brent and I talked about this after Golden Sword, but with everything that
happened it was sort of back burnered," the gunstar colonel began. "I've been
fiddling around with the idea ever since, and with the new ships that we have in
the group, I think this makes a lot of sense and it also opens up some additional
opportunities. We'll have 9 flight decks for staging and rearming, and we'll have
three scout/EW ships. Acting together rather than independently should multiply
our effectiveness."
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Colonel Baxter Templeton Ross had a reputation as a maverick and when it
came to tactics he was one of the better planners she'd worked with. Just as
important to that, though, was that the other escort commanders respected his
opinion. He didn't jump into things on the spur of the moment and when he said
he had been 'fiddling around' with the idea, it meant that he probably had a well
rounded draft ready to submit. Chase watched as heads slowly nodded at Ross'
words and support of the idea.
"Thank you, Bax. You do realize that this has earned you some extra work?"
Chase asked and arched an eyebrow.
"Indeed I do," Ross replied confidently and pulled a folder from his attaché and
placed it on the conference table. "I thought you might be interested in it so I typed
it up and had Brent give it a read through."
Colonel Brent Davis of the gunstar Shepherd put his hand to his mouth and
coughed, "Brownnoser!" His poorly concealed jab at his long time friend drew a
round of laughs and Chase watched as everyone relaxed as the ice had been
broken.
"I think Brent is feeling left out," deWinter said innocently and sat back in her
chair with a pleased look on her face.
"I do believe you're right, Connie," Chase heartily agreed before fixing her eyes
on where Amaterasu's EsRon's commander sat. "Brent, I'm sure you and Bax will
be able to make this a reality."
"Yes, Ma'am," Davis agreed and shot his partner in crime a friendly sideways
glare. "We'll have it ready within ten days."
Chase's eyebrows arched and she looked at both men to see if there was any
duplicity. "Ten days? That soon? I was going to give you a month..."
Davis shrugged, "Bax and I traded a lot of e-mails."
"Well, I appreciate it," Chase told him and by extension let the table know that
she valued officers with initiative. "Now, let's continue..."
Four hours later after everyone had returned to their own ships to prepare for the
next morning's exercises, Chase had lunch with deWinter and Duquesne. "I'm
curious to hear your thoughts, Miri; you were pretty quiet throughout the briefing,"
Chase asked and hungrily eyed her club sandwich.
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Commander Miriam Duquesne put her water glass on the table and dried her
hand on the linen napkin before dabbing her lips. "I'm impressed with what I see,
Sera. You have two EsRon skippers that are top notch and seem to have anticipated
one of your training ideas, ship commanders that are gung-ho over their new
commands, an ambitious training schedule that includes several live fire SinkExs,
and I have to wonder, what aren't you telling us."
"A lot," Chase conceded. "Beckett's group is close to finishing the game and is
off to Gemenon tomorrow to follow the latest lead. He's pretty certain that this
could be the final piece of the puzzle needed to determine Galleon's location. If
we have a good probable location within three months, that's where we're going.
Once we have the location, we'll leave as soon as I'm confident that the
battlegroup is ready."
"And after three months?" Miri asked thoughtfully. "It sounded like there might
be an 'either/or' option involved."
Chase nodded. "Yes, there is," she agreed and put her sandwich on the plate. "If
after three months we don't have a location for Galleon, we're going to pay the
Meropian Communion a little visit."
"What?" Duquesne exclaimed and stared openmouthed at Chase.
Again, Chase nodded. "Suki has filled in a lot of details, at least to the best that
she can remember them and the overall picture isn't as bad as we thought. In some
cases it's much worse, but in others..." she paused and thought for the right words,
"in others there is a lot of opportunity."
Duquesne shook her head as if trying to disbelieve a phantasm had just walked
across the cabin. "Opportunity? You want to be friends with them? After what they
did?"
"They're not as monolithic as the Equals would have us believe," Chase
explained and reclined in her chair. "According to what Suki has told us, and it
wasn't just in casual conversation, either, there is a growing resentment to the
abuses and excesses the Equals have been forcing on the general population. Think
of it this way, imagine if out of twenty-eight and a half billion people, your opinion
was based on the actions of a population that was somewhat more than Aquaria
and less than Libran. That's the situation in the Communion; the Equals are a very
small part of the population."
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"Our arrival could spark a war...and we'd be pretty far from home," Duquesne
countered.
"That's where the second source came into the picture," Chase grinned and felt
her bloodlust rise for just a moment as she remembered how she'd met the 'second
source'. "When they attacked Westfield, one of them wasn't killed and has been
interrogated by the Guard ever since."
Duquesne blinked her eyes. "You have a live one?"
"We do. The one Beckett pulled off Sirocco is paralyzed from the neck down
and is still in a coma, and the one Suki shot managed to commit suicide after he
was moved to a secure room in the Yard's hospital, so they couldn't help, but the
one we captured after the raid," Chase explained evenly, "she was on Westfield
property and as such my father claimed jurisdiction.
"Since then, he and the Guard have interrogated her to the point where Major
Rafferty thinks he may have broken her and that she's starting to identify more with
us than with the Equals."
"She's faking," Duquesne said dismissively. "Everything you told me paints these
freaks as hardcore abominations and I don't see one breaking or turning that
easily."
"You and me, both," Chase easily agreed. "But there's enough in what the
captive said that backs Suki's story and vice versa for us to accept it as 'generally
reliable'," she explained. "The goal is to scout it out and make first contact. And
do it with a very big stick."
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Communion space, Communion gunstar Arete
Colonel Chiara Savoy rolled over in her bed and stared at the wall before
sighing and reaching for a tissue. The tears still came when she allowed her mind
to dwell on Beto's betrayal, but each time they were less than the time before. She
closed her eyes and allowed her mind to drift back to the day two weeks before she
was scheduled to deploy when she received a summons to the Admiral's office and
saw Colonel Branson Titus waiting for her.
Bran had a smile on his face that screamed, "I know something you don't!" and
was coy about the nature of the unexpected meeting. Admiral Evian's aide ushered
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them into his office and that was when the old man hit her with the kinetic
between the eyes; she was being promoted from Lieutenant Colonel to Colonel
effective immediately and Arete's next cruise would be Bran's last as her
commander and upon their return the ship would be hers.
She took the rest of the day off and drove home with a sense of accomplishment
and a heart that was bursting with excitement. Savoy took a deep breath and
fought the tears as she remembered what happened next. As she walked through
the house it was strangely quiet, normally Beto had the stereo or the news on for
noise as he worked in his upstairs office, but today there was nothing. Concern
pushed back against the exhilaration as she climbed the stairs and saw his office
was empty. Three more steps took her to their bedroom door and she paused with
her hand centimeters away from the knob.
Something primal told her she didn't want to open the door and didn't want to
see what it would reveal. Curiosity overrode intuition and she threw open the door
and stepped into the room. "Beto!" she announced and then stopped cold in her
tracks. "Oh...my...gods..." her voice was barely louder than a whisper when she
said the words but they were as loud as a pistol shot in the now deathly quiet room.
"Chi...I can explain..." the handsome man with long flowing dark hair said from
beneath the naked woman straddling him.
"No...I don't think you have to..." Savoy managed to say before taking a step
back.
The woman turned and smirked when Chiara saw she recognized her. "Hi
Chiara...you're welcome to join us..." her next door neighbor told her before rolling
her hips seductively and eliciting a moan from Beto.
What happened next was a blur but she found herself at Titus' tidy house on the
far side of the base. He had just left to pick up his two sons from school and the
only person home was his wife, Philippa. The words came out slowly and then in a
tumble, and after several bottles of wine things went dark. Savoy woke up the next
morning to find Titus sitting in the guestroom's reading chair studying a news
magazine.
"I'm sorry..." she mumbled and felt each syllable of each word slam around her
head before clawing its way out through her temples.
"There's water and aspirin on the night stand," Titus told her and used the
magazine to point them out. "And there's nothing to be sorry about, it was a totally
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natural reaction and besides, Chi, I've known you since you were a First Year and I
was a Third Year, we've been to hell and back together and if I don't have your back
now, what kind of friend am I?"
The water felt like cold lava infused with chunks of glass as it washed the aspirin
down her throat. "The best, Bran, the best." Savoy slowly sat up and modestly
pulled the covers up to her chin. "I should have seen this coming," she explained
sadly. "We had an argument a few months ago where he told me that I had to
make a decision between him and the Fleet. I guess that's a moot issue now."
"Listen to me, Chi," Bran said and shifted from sitting on the chair to the edge of
her bed. "You are not to blame. You didn't hold his manhood and put it where it
wasn't supposed to be, you didn't drag that cow over and put her where she
shouldn't have been. You did nothing wrong."
Chiara sighed and blinked back the tears that threatened to spill forth. "I know
that here," she tapped the empty water glass against her head, "but I'm having
trouble knowing that here," she finished and tapped the glass over her heart.
"I won't say I know what you're going through because I've never been there,
but..." Titus winked and looked at the clock. "My brother-in-law is due here in
about an hour and you have a meeting with him to discuss your options."
"The shyster attorney?"
"The one and only."
"Good...and thanks, Bran. I just want this to end. Beto can have everything
except my personal items; but the house, the contents, he can have all of it. I don't
want it, don't want the memories, and I don't want his stench on anything I can't
have professionally cleaned and sanitized. I can put in for base housing until I get
my feet under me," Savoy explained and was surprised how toneless her voice was.
So this is what indifference is, she thought. I've gone from loving a man to not
caring whether he exists in less than eighteen hours.
Serves the frakking bastard right, she added as an afterthought.
And now, two months later, for some reason it still hurt and she knew without a
doubt, though she couldn't explain why, but she'd never see Beto alive again.
Chiara wiped her eyes and blew her nose before she sat up and swung her legs
off the bed. She stood, stretched with her arms held high, and flexed to the right
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and left before padding to the bathroom to get ready for her shift. When she was
dressed, she looked in the mirror as she ran a brush though her hair and saw the
same face she'd seen all her life. She retained her youthful look, it was a trait the
women in her family shared, and resolved that once the cruise was over she would
see if she was still 'marketable' as the relationship experts put it.
Ten minutes later she strode into the gunstar's CIC and began reviewing the
overnight reports. "Mr. Stokes, what's this report about a dradis ghost at 0335?" she
asked Lieutenant Aramis Stokes, the Officer Of The Deck for the two overnight
shifts.
"It was there for a few sweeps, Colonel, and then it was gone," the young officer
answered. "When we couldn't duplicate it with the backup array, I pulled the
primary offline and had the E-Techs run a full diagnostic on it. They didn't find
anything and by 0423 I put it back in service. We haven't seen anything since then
and I've been running both arrays; the primary in wide search and the backup in
high res mapping."
He had followed procedure and it was what she would have done, and it wasn't
something that warranted contacting her or Titus in the middle of the night. Still,
something felt off about the event. "What are your thoughts on the issue?"
Stokes pursed his lips and almost imperceptibly shook his head. "There's no
reason that I can find for alarm..."
"And yet you have both our arrays fired up," Savoy said, though it came out
sounding more like a question than a statement.
"Call it a gut feeling, Colonel. Maybe it was the book I was reading before shift
that has me sort of spooked," Stokes' penchant for cerebral horror and suspense
novels was well known among the CIC crew and it caused the corners of her
mouth to turn up in a slight smile, "Or maybe it was the fact that we're pretty far
out this time around, but I didn't want to take any chances."
Savoy crossed her arms and gave Stokes an appraising look. "You did the right
thing."
"Of course he did the right thing, Chiara, he's one of our officers that you
trained from a pup!" Colonel Branson Titus said from where he had been lurking
behind her.
Savoy jumped and turned to glare at her old friend. "Why do you keep doing
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that?" she asked exasperatedly and felt her heart pounding in her chest.
"Because I can and because this is my last cruise with you as my XO," Titus
offered and winked.
"One of these days..." Savoy began and stopped as the dradis sweep pinged off
something.
"Dradis contact!" Stokes announced loud enough for everyone in the CIC to
hear clearly. "It just jumped in, range is 28,000 kilometers, course is CBDR...it isn't
emitting a transponder code and its signature doesn't match anything in the
warbook."
"Action Stations!" Titus ordered. "Set Condition One throughout the ship and
launch the Peltasts as soon as they're ready."
All around Savoy the crew manning the CIC sprung into action at Titus' orders.
One by one the ship's divisions reported that they were at Condition One.
"Colonel, all sections are reporting Condition One," she told Titus.
"Thank you, EX," Titus acknowledged and turned to the communications
specialist who had been trying to establish contact ever since the bogie appeared.
"Any luck getting them to talk?" he asked.
"No, sir, nothing.
workstation.

Just a lot of weird static," Specialist Gerais said from his

"Keep trying and work through the channels. Maybe it's a lost Colonial who
can't find his way home," Titus remarked and looked up at the dradis. "Aramis, do
we have some sort of image on this guy?"
"We do, sir," Stokes quickly replied and pushed an image to one of the monitors.
Savoy narrowed her eyes and studied the picture. From the angle of the bogie, it
looked like a barbed arrowhead not quite as long as Arete, but slightly broader and
about as thick.
"What do you think, Bran?" she asked her friend and the gunstar's commander.
"I think that it's hostile, whatever it is," Titus answered and gave the order to
bring the ship nose on to the bogie.
Savoy answered the intercom a moment after it buzzed.
allowed her eyes to linger on the dradis mapped image.

"XO," she said and
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"Colonel, this is Dauber in Engineering. Sir, the engines' thrust is starting to
fluctuate more than they should and the power plant is running unevenly."
A ship lived or died based on whether it had power or not. Power ran life
support, the engines, the computers that allowed them to do their jobs, and without
it the ship was a shell. "How is the Auxiliary Plant?"
"She's on standby; offline and under manual control," Dauber reported.
bring her online as needed."

"I'll

"No..." Savoy said not really knowing why she didn't want the Auxiliary Plant
online. "If need be, bring the Aux to full power but keep it under manual control."
"Aye, aye, Colonel," Dauber said a moment before she ended the conversation.
"Peltasts are launching," Gerais announced and Savoy felt a little more
comfortable now that they had the small ships added to their battle line.
"Bogie is launching...looks like she's launched 10, 20, 40 fighter class craft,"
Stokes loudly informed the CIC.
"That's that," Titus said, "so much for trying to talk. Guns, prepare the bow guns
for a two gun shot across the bogie's bow. They may not understand our language,
but gunfire is a universal language."
Captain Pella Bain looked up from where she stood in main fire control. There
were several workstations surrounding her that controlled the main guns, point
defense guns, point defense missiles, and the heavier anti-ship missiles. "Copy,
Colonel, two shots across the bogie's bow," she repeated and set about making it
happen.
The warning shots failed to slow the bogey's approach and Savoy watched the
range counter continue to count down. "What do you think, Bran, do we fire or
play dodge ball?"
"We're locked and loaded now," Titus said and ran his left hand through his hair.
"We've run patrols out here for decades and never saw any activity, so as far as I'm
concerned we have every right to be here. If they want to go guns hot, I'll indulge,
but I prefer to settle this without any more shooting."
"Colonel?" Stokes asked.

"There's another signal; I'm picking up a high PRF
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dradis that's sweeping us."
And that was that, Savoy thought. High PRF, or pulse repetition frequency, was
often used to get an exact firing solution. "Send one last hail, then we fire. We
can't risk waiting much longer," she advised.
"Gerais, send one last hail and then go to standby," Titus told the
communications tech. "Stokes, get me a firing solution, kinetic and guided. Bain,
spin up the birds in tubes one through twenty and prepare the point defense
clusters for cooperative fire."
Moments after both officers acknowledged the order the dradis started pinging
like crazy. "Transients inbound!" Stokes announced and Savoy was glad the young
officer managed to keep any fear or excitement he may have felt out of his voice. "I
count twenty missiles..." He stopped in mid sentence as another alarm went off.
"Radiologicals detected! All missiles are hot, repeat, all missiles are hot."
Titus spared a moment to offer Savoy a raised eyebrow before he issued his
orders. "Bain, launch birds one through twenty and get all tubes reloaded with
nukes. Spin up the reloads and birds twenty-one through sixty, and prepare them
for launch. Direct all heavy kinetics to target the bogey and all point defense to
keep the missiles off us." He paused a moment to take a breath before continuing,
"Stokes, tell the gunships to go after the fighters and to keep them away from us,
and if they can take a shot as the missiles pass, do so."
Arete carried a total of eight Peltast class gunships in two squadrons of four.
Four of the small ships were carried externally and four internally, with two of those
in pressurized hangars. Currently, all eight Peltasts were arrayed in a skirmish line
in front of the gunstar and provided a first line of defense. Savoy watched the
missiles merge with them and saw several missiles wink out of existence as the
gunships' fire scored hits. She'd been through numerous exercises and the small
ships had always performed better than this.
"Main batteries are commencing firing," Bain announced and signaled that the
one meter guns were joining the fray.
"Incoming kinetics!" Stokes declared with a still steady voice.
"All ahead flank, nose down forty-five degrees, hard turn to port, execute!" Titus
ordered the helm and his eyes flicked nervously up to the dradis. Savoy followed
them and saw the first swarm of 20 missiles wink out one by one as they
approached the enemy ship. "This is going to get ugly, Chi..." he said softly so that

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 639
only she could hear him.
"Yeah, I think so, too," Savoy answered just as softly. "Either way, I think we're
going to be heading home a lot earlier than we anticipated."
"Colonels?" Bain said loud enough to get their attention. "I'm fairly certain that
we've scored some hits, but the targeting solutions aren't as clear as they should
be. It isn't enhanced EW, we're countering their jamming every jump they make, it
has to be something else."
"Do your best," Titus told her, "Is this something that just cropped up?"
"It is," Bain answered before explaining the situation in more detail. "We had a
crystal clear solution and then it got blurry, sort of like when you're in a car and the
windows start fogging up; you can see what's generally out there, but you lose the
details."
"I'm not getting a good feeling about this, Bran," Savoy told the gunstar's
commander. "Dauber called a few moments ago and said he was getting some
strange readings from engineering."
"Leaker! Leaker! Leaker!" Bain shouted a moment before Arete bucked and
jumped as if a giant hand had slapped the ship. The lights went out and were
replaced by emergency lighting almost immediately and Savoy could smell the
odor of shorting electronics. The dradis was a mess of hash as the system tried to
reset and deal with the sudden EM pulse from several local nuclear detonations.
Savoy looked over to where Titus stood a moment earlier and saw him crumpled
on the ground. "Medic!" she shouted. "Colonel Titus is down, I have the con!" All
around her she saw haunted faces made all the worse with the dim red emergency
lighting. "Stokes, contact Engineering and get an ETA on when we'll have power.
Bain, what's our weapons status?"
"On it, Colonel!" Stokes answered and picked up the handset and started
talking.
Bain had a gash on her forehead and the blood that dripped over her face gave
her a garish visage. "We have enough juice in the capacitors for probably two,
maybe three shots, and the missiles are ready to go; thank the gods for
autoloaders."
"Good. Can you get me a firing solution?" Savoy asked and knelt down to check
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Titus. Her friend's pulse was weak and there was already blood pooling around his
head. By all that's sacred, please let him be ok, she prayed to herself. If you need
to take someone, take me, I'm not a parent and no one will miss me should I fall,
she silently ended the prayer.
Bain nodded and winced at the pain, "I think I can...what's the plan, Colonel?"
Savoy studied the engineering repeater. FTL was off line so they couldn't jump,
even if they did have power. "We're going to wait until they get close, and then hit
them with everything we have. One volley, one shot, something should get
through."
"I'm on it...I'll make sure it gets through, Colonel," Bain promised and started
working with her fire control team to implement Savoy's rather basic plan.
She heard Stokes approach and leaned over the plotting table to hear his report.
"It doesn't look good, Colonel. They can give us limited propulsion and Major
Dauber is working to bring the auxiliaries online. He says it's difficult because
most of the computers have crashed and he can't seem to get them to reboot. He's
trying to use some laptops to manage things, but he says he'll need fifteen to twenty
minutes to bring it fully online."
I should have stayed in bed, Savoy thought humorously and heard the medics
announce their presence. "Tell him to do what he can, but I need maneuver within
the next couple minutes."
Stokes nodded curtly and went back to his workstation. Savoy knelt down next
to Titus and asked the medic, "How is he?"
"Not sure, Ma'am," the medic replied as his gloved hands worked their way
down the fallen colonel's back. "His spine seems intact, so we're going to put him
on a backboard and get him down to sickbay."
She watched them do their job and the sudden realization that she was in
command hit her between the eyes. Savoy knew the day was coming, but that was
something planned. This was random, unexpected, out of the blue. It would be up
to her to save the ship and what was once a concept became brutally real and on a
deep personal level, frightening.
After a moment, she stood and looked around the CIC. The faces that looked
back were all looking to her for leadership, to be the rock of strength that would get
them through this and back home to see their loved ones. She had no one to return
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to, but these people did, and they were counting on her. "Listen up. We're going
to have one shot at this and when we do, it's likely going to beat us worse than
before, much worse. I want you to look around and make sure everything is
secured because once this starts even a coffee mug could become a deadly
projectile. I don't know who that is out there or why they attacked us, but I do
know that we will prevail if we focus on our job, remember our duty, and know
that our fellow crew members are working just as diligently as we are. I have faith
in each and every one of you."
Someone in the darkness shouted, "So let it be!" and was joined a moment later
by a chorus of "So say we all!"
The dradis showed a fuzzy image. The clarity was enough to know the general
location of where things were, but that was about it. The massive barbed
arrowhead ship slowly approached and passed the drifting gunships as if they were
so much flotsam and jetsam. "Just a little closer..." Savoy muttered. "Bain, do you
have a solution?"
"Working on it..." Bain said through gritted teeth before a deep masculine voice
shouted out of a small speaker, "We got a lock! Now shoot that frakker so we can
go home and have a beer!"
Savoy did a double take. "Bain?" she asked.
A feral smile greeted her from the dim red darkness. Bain looked like a demon
from legend as she pumped her fist in triumph. "We hacked a game to sharpen the
dradis and have synched all fire control through it. Just give the order, Colonel, and
we'll send that bastard straight to hell."
I think if that girl had a sword she'd be out there hacking away at whoever it is.
She's taking this personally and she turned the rage into motivation and came up
with a totally unique outside the box solution. "Mr. Stokes, how close is our prey?"
Stokes adjusted the dradis and looked over his shoulder. "Twenty-five klicks."
"Captain Bain; give me a reason to paint a kill mark on Arete's hull - you may
fire when ready," Savoy said and held on for dear life to the plotting table.
She watched as Bain submitted the command and told the common combat
simulation game to fire the massive gunstar's weapons. Savoy could almost swear
she felt the deck shudder as twenty-eight twin one meter bore turrets fired as one
and sixty massive antiship missiles launched from along her dorsal spine. Her
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mind's eye painted a picture of the sleek gunstar wreathed in golden plasma along
the forward spine and lateral gun trench as the squib charges purged the gun tubes
of any errant gasses and then was joined by the fire and blast from the sixty missiles
launched from their tubes.
If only a quarter hit, we'll be safe, she thought.
The main guns managed two shots before the capacitors were drained, but it
was enough. The first volley ripped into the approaching ship's leading edge and
punched deep inside, shredding and crushing anything that got in its way. One of
the rounds must have been blessed by Tyche because it reached the attacker's
missile launch system. It smashed through more than a dozen tubes before a spark
caused one to ignite which started a fatal chain reaction.
The ship mounted a sudden defense; massive antiship gun batteries managed to
slew towards the threat posed by the missiles, but only a handful were able to get
off a shot before the first missiles reached their target. One by one, often taking out
a missile that hadn't yet detonated, the missiles exploded in balls of nuclear fire
and hell.
When the battered ship couldn't take anymore damage, she began to split until
with a blinding sear of light, the ship exploded. Bits and pieces were cast out in all
directions and Arete managed to avoid a large chunk of hull by sheer luck. The
blast and smaller debris pelted the gunstar and tossed it like an angry child's rag
doll.
As soon as the deck stopped moving beneath her feet, Savoy looked around at
the stunned faces of her crew. "Well, that was fun," she quipped and offered a
short, barking laugh. One by one the CIC crew joined her until they were all
laughing. They slowly stopped when they heard the dradis' sweep clear for the first
time in many, many, minutes.
*+*+*+*+*
Gemenon, Auriga Mountains, 50 kilometers from the town of Hera's Rest
Sebastian Beckett flew the Phoenix slowly over the wooded valley looking for a
clear place to land. Jerry Cole sat to his right and in the spacious passenger cabin
further aft, Cora Chase, Zoe Avalon, Kait Macy, and Doc Danforth performed a last
minute gear check. "Are we certain these are the coordinates?" Beckett asked as his
eyes scanned the terrain.
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"You were there when I ran the numbers, twice," Cole replied without diverting
his gaze from the ground below. "We followed up on every clue we could find
within the game, and other than collecting some really cool, and priceless,
antiques, it wasn't until Zoe managed to crack the code on that display sheet that
allowed us to really move forward."
Beckett sighed. If the Phoenix had been a Raptor he would have put it down in
one of a couple different locations, but because of the Phoenix's size and
wingspan, he had to be careful and the clearing had to be considerably larger. "I
know, I know..." he groused. "Everything we've found has been a piece of the
puzzle; the log book, the display sheet, the astrolabe and sextant, even the
furniture. All of it points to the Rudder being in this area."
"Yeah...but what worries me is that we haven't seen the Equals since their attack
on the shipyard," Jerry added warily. "They've been too quiet for too long, and if
what Sukie said is true, every one of those bastards that we killed is probably warm
and cozy in a new body and back looking for us."
"To them, life is a game," Beckett pontificated while putting the plane into a
gentle bank to follow the valley. "It's like the old v-world games; you'd get 'killed'
and de-res, then a short while later you respawned and were back in the game no
worse for wear. I can understand why Zoe was so angry at Clarice for corrupting
the avatar program."
They flew in silence for a minute or so before Jerry pointed at something forward
and to the right of their flight path. "There! It's clear, large enough, and it looks
like there's an old cabin just inside the woods."
The clearing was more than large enough for the Phoenix and Beckett slowed
the executive transport and then put it into a hover 50 meters above the ground.
"Take a seat folks, it looks like we found a place to land and while the ground looks
flat and firm, I don't want to risk anyone getting injured when we land."
"With this terrain, I wish Gordon and Saber 6 could have come on this one,
too," Jerry said as he kept a lookout for anything that might foul their landing.
"Yeah," Beckett agreed as he reduced thrust just enough to start the graceful
plane into a slow descent. "This would be right up their alley. I'm glad that Doc
and Kait were able to make it, though. It's good having some folks along who are
trained for combat outside of a cockpit or battlestar."
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"And they're good company," Jerry added.
"That they are," Beckett agreed and flared the Phoenix to land. "We'll be down
in three...two...one!" he counted as the transport's landing gear compressed and the
plane landed on the grassy field.
This isn't what you expected, was it, boy-o, the little voiced asked from its
customary perch on Beckett's shoulder. They'd landed an hour earlier and once the
Phoenix was secured they set out to reconnoiter the immediate area to hopefully
get an idea where they were supposed to go to find the next clue. Prior to this all
the physical clues had been easy to acquire once their location was known; the
astrolabe was in a bank vault on Sagittaron, the sextant had been on loan to a
museum, and the various pieces of furniture were in various storage lockers
throughout the rest of the Colonies.
It wasn't until this last clue that they visited Gemenon, the world that seemed to
play such an important role in Colin Leary's and Joyce's lives.
And now, after sweeping the area around the small meadow, all they had to
show for their efforts was the cabin. It was sturdily built from river stone and
mortar, sported a slate roof, and despite being decades old, if not centuries, it was
in remarkably good condition. The cabin lacked electricity or any of the modern
conveniences, and the most modern appliance present was the large stone fireplace
that dominated one of the walls.
Rather than continue wandering around, a working lunch was called and they
all sat on the cabin's front porch. "What do you think we should do now?" Doc
asked as he removed the wrapping from his sandwich.
"We're missing something," Cora stated without hesitation. "Something that we
overlooked or didn't think was a clue," she continued, "because none of them were
this remote or this difficult."
"Ah, but this could be the 'boss monster'," Kait explained and even after working
with the petite woman for all this time Beckett still found it hard to believe that she
was a Marine.
Kait's comment drew a round of laughs and lightened the mood somewhat,
something she was good at doing. "Ok, so what do we have?" Zoe asked. "We're
here, and we know we're supposed to be here because every other clue we've
found in the game has pointed us to this place. We've checked the math a dozen
times, and we've all verified the numbers."
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"Well, we have the cabin," Jerry answered her and counted it off on his right
index finger. "We have the meadow," he counted off his middle finger. "We have a
place that in two thousand years of Colonial history has never been fully explored,
settled, or mapped, other than from orbit or a fly over. If 'off the grid' had a
picture," he waved his hands around and extended his ring finger to count three,
"this is it. Gemenon was never like some of the other Colonies; they settled and
stayed put.
Sure, you'd have some explorers or wanderers, but they were
exceptions to the rule and most people thought they were a little nuts, anyway."
"So, if you wanted to hide something, a place where you could come and go
and no one would notice, this would be the place," Zoe said softly, almost as if she
didn't want the words to be heard.
"Something like that," Jerry answered her and shrugged. "Though what it could
be, I don't have any idea."
"I think I do," Zoe said distantly before she stood up and went into the cabin.
Beckett watched the surprised reaction on Jerry's face and then the subtle
unspoken communication between Cora and Kait in the silence that followed.
"Jerry, Doc, I have an idea," he announced and broke the awkward quiet that had
descended on them. "How about the three of us do a walk around the perimeter as
a group; Doc has the fieldcraft expertise, Jerry has the history and navigation, and
I...well, I'm a good conversationalist."
He saw Cora flash him a brief smile and mouth the words 'thank you' before he
stood and stretched. "C'mon, maybe we'll find something together that we missed
individually."
*+*+*+*+*
Cora followed Zoe into the cabin as soon as the men left. Kait was right behind
her and closed the door after they were inside. Zoe was sitting on a slate topped
stone ledge that jutted out next to the fireplace and had her head in her hands.
"We're here for you, Zoe," Cora softly told her dark haired friend.
Zoe looked up and offered a wan smile and blinked her eyes several times to
keep the tears at bay. "I know. And I appreciate it more than I can ever express.
But now that we're so close to what I think we're going to find, I'm scared and it
just got the best of me for a bit."
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The old phrase 'we'll cross that bridge when we come to it' sprang into Cora's
mind. That bridge has been reached, she added silently. It was something that Zoe
confided to her and Kait one night when they had a girls' night out and they'd all
had a bit too much to drink. "You," she remembered Zoe telling them, "Your bodies
grew up naturally. Mine...mine was manufactured...When I get infirm or if I die,
I'm reborn into another body a few weeks or months later, just like you see here."
The grief in her friend's voice had torn at her heart and Cora resolved to do
whatever she could to help her.
Cora also knew Zoe was highly analytical and that perhaps the best way to deal
with the situation was to confront it head on. She picked up a sturdy wooden chair
and put the magazines that were stacked on it onto the table before sitting on it so
she was almost nose to nose with Zoe. "Tell me about it. Tell me all about it from
beginning to end what you think we'll find." She paused a moment, took a deep
breath, and then she hoped she didn't cross the line when she added, "And tell me
why you think it will matter to him."
Zoe looked up and Cora saw tears threatening to form at the corners of the
alabaster faced woman's eyes. "It's actually sort of peaceful," she slowly began.
"There is a tank, an artificial womb, where the new body is grown. Once the
process starts, a host matures in about six weeks. It's perfect except that up here,"
she tapped her head, "and down here," she tapped her heart, "are empty. It's a
blank sheet of paper, an empty vessel, waiting for consciousness, intelligence, and
emotion to be poured into it."
She sighed and Cora felt Zoe take her hands as if she needed something
physical to anchor herself to the here and now. "The host is transferred to what
looks like a fancy bathtub filled with a conductive gel heated to 37 degrees Celsius.
After all that is in place, the download begins. Everything that makes me, me, is
downloaded into the host."
"And then what happens?"
Zoe held her gaze and Cora saw pain, agony, anguish, and fear all roiling
around in her friend's eyes. "It's part extreme pain, part exquisite pleasure, and a
feeling of unlimited possibility all in an instant. And then I wake up, naked as a
jaybird in a tank of goo."
Cora tried to keep from laughing but Zoe's crooked smirk and wink torpedoed
her resolve. She started laughing and was soon joined by Zoe and then Kait. The
catharsis lasted for several minutes and even though she wasn't the one who had
needed it, she felt just as drained. "I think Jerry would like the naked as a jaybird,
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part."
"He most certainly would!" Zoe agreed and reached out to give her friend a
sisterly hug. "But what about the rest of it?" she asked softly.
Before Cora could answer, Kait said, "It won't matter to him. He loves *you*
because of you; the rest isn't important."
"I hope so," Zoe managed weakly.
"I know so," Cora told her.
"Thanks," Zoe said and shrugged. "I think this is the end of the line for the
game. We've gone as far as possible and this is the endgame. What we're going to
find," she shrugged again, "wherever it is, was going to be a game changer,
something that was going to upend Colonial society to the point where a simple
announcement wouldn't be enough. They had to generate buzz, media attention,
and hype, and the best way to do that would be to create a high profile game
where someone would be close by and bored and wonder if the same Vilo and
Sons that was in the game is the same as the one down the block.
"Then they'd go into the place, do what their character did, and realize that this
was a really cool game. And it would continue and word would get out. Suddenly,
people would start wondering if it really was a game or if it might be something
more. All along, people would be learning about the Equals and their ability to
operate under the dradis would be compromised." Zoe took a deep breath and
licked her lips.
"And then, eventually, someone would find this place. They'd tear it apart
looking for that vital clue that told them where they had to go for the big payoff.
Then, just like that," Zoe snapped her fingers, "Colonial society would never, ever
be the same again."
"But the Cylons interrupted that, right?" Kait asked.
Zoe nodded and explained, "They did, as did the Equals. Now that we know
they can resurrect, when Hamish saw the Cylons kill the Equals that were at Plenny
the day of the Uprising, they weren't 'killing' them," she used her fingers to put
quotes around killing, "they were sending them back wherever they came from in
the most expeditious and safe manner possible."
"So..." Kait sat back and narrowed her eyes. "That could mean that the Cylons
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and Equals might still be working together."
"Yes, it does," Zoe confirmed and Cora felt a chill go down her spine.
They talked for several more minutes before something innocent triggered a
memory. Cora stood and walked over to the table and looked at the magazines.
"Did anyone look at these?" she asked. "We searched the inside and the guys
searched the outside."
Both Zoe and Kait shook their heads and Cora felt her pulse quicken. It was so
simple, and in plain sight, too. "Empty cabin, abandoned for decades," she swept
her arm around the inside of the small building. "What is missing? And it's
missing...everywhere."
Zoe shrugged and Kait sniffed. "Let me see the magazines, please," Kait asked.
She took them when Cora handed them to her and ran her hand across the top
cover. "No dust. And other than looking like they've been read through, they're in
good condition, not what I'd expect from magazines left in a cabin since," she
looked at the date, "the year before the Uprising."
*+*+*+*+*
"This place has an odd serenity," Doc mused aloud as the three men walked
around the meadow's perimeter.
Beckett had to agree. On one side the land sloped gently down to a large
mountain stream that was easily fifteen meters wide, and on both sides, beyond the
generally level banks where he stood, the mountains rose majestically in pine
covered splendor. He took a deep breath and savored the cool, crisp, clean air that
carried a trace of wild nature that seemed to say, 'you can travel the stars, harness
the atom, and bend a world to your will, but I am still untamed and primal!'.
"Yes, it sure is," Beckett finally said and noticed Jerry glance back at the cabin
they'd left ten minutes earlier. "I think I'd like to have a little hunting cabin in a
place like this, though I don't know how much hunting I'd do, but it would be sure
nice as a secret hide-a-way."
They walked in silence for another minute or so and Beckett felt the hairs on the
back of his neck rise. He slowly looked around at his two companions and saw
Doc had knelt and appeared to be studying something on the ground, but his eyes
were focused on the trees. Jerry, too, must have felt something and walked the half
dozen steps to where he stood.
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"You feel it, too?" Jerry asked sotto voce.
"Yeah, so does Doc, I think," Beckett answered. Better keep your eyes open and
your powder dry, boy-o, the little voice whispered as if it feared being overheard if
it spoke any louder. "Let's act normal for now, and if those freaks show up and
don't have a white flag, shoot first and ask questions...well, never."
Jerry nodded, "Copy that."
"Ditto," Doc said as he joined them. "I'm not convinced it's hostile, whatever it
is, but there's an intelligence out there watching us, of that I'm sure."
Slowly and methodically they continued their walk until Beckett stopped and
looked uphill. "Is that a trail?" he asked and offered a slight nod to indicate where
he was looking. I think this might be it, boy-o, the little voice chittered. So close,
just remember that more than 60% of all accidents happen within ten klicks of
home...
It was good advice, Beckett thought. They were this close and no matter how
much they wanted to rush, now was not the time. Now was the time to be doubly
careful and cautious...until it wasn't. "What do you think, Doc?"
Doc turned to look back at the stream and swept his rifle so it was slightly
higher on his back; a very casual move that gave the appearance of being in
condition white. "It's too big to be a game trail, unless a herd of deer and elk use it
fairly regularly, and while I see a couple spots that are clearer, it does look pretty
overgrown. If nothing else, it's a clue and I think once we get back to the girls we
should head that way."
Jerry had been surveying the area and nodded. "It's up there, whatever we're
looking for, it's up there," he said confidently. "The only question is how we find it
when we get there."
"I don't think we're going to have much trouble when that time comes; getting
here, and there, is the hard part, once we're there I think it will be pretty
straightforward."
"You mean like a big neon sign?" Doc smirked and arched an eyebrow. "Yeah, I
know what you mean," he added somewhat more seriously, "I think this was to
weed out those who didn't truly believe it existed."
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"I think you're right," Beckett agreed. "Or to make sure whoever got this far had
money. It wouldn't be cheap to get here if we didn't have the resources that we
have."
Jerry slowly nodded and added, "And now that you mention it, each successive
clue was a little more challenging in resources required to find than the one before
it."
Beckett kept his eyes open and in constant motion while they finished walking
the edge of the meadow and returned to the cabin. He was anxious to get back
and make sure Cora was ok, and he could see that Jerry and Doc felt the same way
as the covered the last few dozen meters. The women were sitting on the porch
and jumped up when they approached.
He felt some of the tension that had been building in his shoulders subside as he
saw a certain face. She's a big girl, boy-o, and she can probably kick your ass if
she wanted to, the little voice told him. He forced down the laugh and muttered,
"And I'd probably let her, too..." Damned right you would, the little voice
vehemently agreed.
"We found something!" Zoe said a few moments after they arrived. Her voice
was low and full of excitement as she explained what they found and how they
thought it all fit together. Cora and Kait shared her enthusiasm and when Beckett
laid out what they'd found and had Doc describe the path, the excitement had
become contagious.
"Let's not get sloppy," Doc advised after they made sure the Phoenix was
secured and he'd hefted the portable wireless over his shoulder. "We're close and I
don't want those freaks to sucker punch us when we're this close to the prize."
Combined with the trail they'd found, the pieces that Cora, Zoe, and Kait put
together gave them what Beckett wanted to call a picture map. It wasn't a true map
per-se, but rather it was a list or map of landmarks presented as pictures that they
had to look for. 'Badlands', the first magazine Zoe showed them, had a wooded
mountainside on the cover, a trial running through the woods and up the
mountainside, and a group of hikers with their backs to the camera as they walked
along the trail. The second magazine, 'Botany Today', had a stunning picture of an
edelweiss flower on the cover. The third and final magazine, 'Caver!', had a picture
of an old, Settlement Era temple on the cover that had used a natural cave and
sported a very subtly carved and shaped cave mouth.
"We didn't realize it until you left," Cora explained as they trudged up the hill,
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"that the cabin was pretty dust and dirt free. The magazines looked like they'd been
put there recently and we couldn't find any dust, on the surfaces or in the air."
"Wait a minute," Beckett stopped and his hand slid down to wrap around the
M-22's grip. "That would mean that someone was there recently. That would also
explain why we felt like we were being watched when we walked the perimeter
before returning. Stay on your toes; we're not alone out here."
"There!" Cora said a moment later.
magazine."

"Look!

The edelweiss flowers from the

"And there," Zoe added softly, almost fearful, "is the cave."
We found it, boy-o, the little voice on Beckett's shoulder told him. After all this,
we found it.
Reality stared Beckett in the face. The trail to the edelweiss marking the cave, it
was either a coincidence of epic proportions or it had all been carefully and
meticulously planned. He stepped forward and reached out to touch the cave
mouth, to prove that it was real and not some sort of shared hallucination. His
hand glided over the ancient rock and his fingers absently brushed away some of
the dirt and detritus that had settled in the nooks and crannies.
"Oh, my gods..." the words were out of his mouth before the others echoed him.
Quickly and methodically he brushed the dirt and detritus off as much of the cave
mouth as he could reach and then stepped back to take in the sight. "I have to
believe this...it's all true..." he softly said and felt a sinking feeling in the bottom of
his stomach as he saw something that by all accounts shouldn't be there...
...Silver Hibernian glyphs gleamed like quicksilver in the early afternoon sun.
*+*+*+*+*
Zoe stood transfixed as Beckett uncovered the glyphs. Her right hand reached
out for Jerry's left and her left settled on the dagger that Scotty Campbell had given
her several months earlier. Since that day, the slim blade in the ray skin scabbard
had been her constant companion. There had been a few comments when she
added it to her uniform, but once it became known what it was and that it was a
gift from a Hibernian crafter, they went away and other than a few looks from those
she met for the first time, it was largely ignored.
Her spirit was drawn to the cave and the lure of the answers she was sure it
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held. "We better..." she started, "we better go in, don't you think?"
Beckett stepped into the cave mouth and disappeared inside. Cora followed
him, then Zoe, Jerry, Kait, and finally Doc. The cave was what Zoe expected; dark,
rough rock, uneven floor that sloped up as it went deeper, and a cool earthy odor.
A few seconds after entering, a light appeared ahead as Beckett swept his flashlight
around the small chamber that formed the cave's entrance. The ceiling was low
overhead for the first dozen meters, then arched four meters high overhead as the
chamber opened up into a larger cell.
This far into the mountain the floor leveled off and smoothed out. The loamy
smell had faded somewhat, almost as if they'd gone through a doorway that
separated 'outside' from 'inside'. Zoe studied the chamber and watched as six
flashlights panned across the walls and ceiling. The far end twisted to the right and
was lost to darkness. She walked to a side wall and put her hand against the bare
rock and allowed her fingers to trace the contours.
It feels like rock, Zoe thought silently as the light caused tiny crystals within the
rock to sparkle. Yet there's something not right about this room, she added a
moment before her fingers felt a slight vibration. It was too regular to be natural
and felt familiar. "Guys," she said, her voice cautiously optimistic, "feel the walls;
something just started up."
"Amazing," Beckett remarked a moment later when his hand was flush against
the wall. "If there was any doubt we're in the right place, I think that just voided
them."
"I think we should continue forward," Cora suggested as she looked around the
room. "For some reason I think we should hurry."
Cora's voice caused the hairs on the back of Zoe's neck to stand up. Her friend
put words, almost verbatim, to what she was thinking. "I agree; time is of the
essence."
Beckett once again led the way and stopped short a dozen steps later. Zoe
peered around him and stared at what his flashlight revealed. "Guys, I think we've
found something..." he quipped as the light played over a carved stone archway set
with more silver Hibernian glyphs. Beyond the arch the floor and walls were cut
and polished stone and framed a chamber about three meters on a side. Directly
across from the archway was a sturdy metal door that looked like an airlock hatch.
Deep in her heart Zoe knew that they were on the cusp of a major change. Part
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of her was scared at what she was certain they'd find. Not because it would show
Jerry and her other close friends how she came to be, but rather the questions she
knew it would raise about Colonial history and belief. She felt like Pandora when
she was about to open the forbidden jar. Almost sixty years earlier she had been
instrumental in giving the Cylons the vital spark needed to become viable entities,
an act that almost led to humanity's destruction. And now, here she was again and
she couldn't help but feel that opening the door would contribute to another period
of turmoil.
"There's a numeric keypad and what looks like a four digit display," Beckett said
from where he stood next to the door. "I think it's a given that we're going to enter,"
he continued and Zoe could detect a slight hesitation in his voice. It was
understandable, she thought, given the gravity of what they hoped to find.
"I agree," Cora announced. "We're here and we've followed it this far, we need
to see it to the end."
Next to her, Zoe saw Jerry nod his agreement before he added his thoughts. "I
have to admit, the thought of finding the Rudder and putting all the pieces together
is seductive, but also terrifying from its potential."
"How do you plan on opening the door?" Doc asked and drew everyone back
from speculation to reality. "Do we know if there are any traps or consequences if
we enter the wrong number?"
Kait looked deep in thought before she spoke.
"The number has to be
something from the game or relevant to the game," she explained. "It's like my high
school creative writing teacher told us, 'never make the characters reason or
deduce with clues that the reader hasn't already seen'. If that's the case, then
somewhere along the line there's been a four digit number that's either been
mentioned or played a part."
Could it be that easy, Zoe thought. "The first significant number," she said and
tried to control the sudden excitement in her voice, "the first number that we had to
use was 3383, the lock box's number at Vilo and Sons."
Beckett shrugged. "It has a lot of merit," he concluded thoughtfully. "Any other
suggestions?" he asked.
Zoe watched and listened for someone to speak up. After a moment, Beckett
arched his eyebrows and punched the four digits, 3-3-8-3, into the keypad and hit
the 'enter' button. The display blinked twice before the numbers disappeared and
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Zoe heard as well as felt the sound of locking bolts releasing.
"We're in," Beckett smiled a moment later as the door opened a fraction of a
centimeter.
There's no turning back now, Zoe told herself. We've just opened Pandora's
Box, just like the real Zoe did all those years ago.
*+*+*+*+*
The door beckoned like a seductive woman that was giving him a 'come hither'
look from across the room. Cool, fresh air drifted out and Beckett felt a momentary
chill as it glided over his exposed skin. Bright light seeped out from around the
door's edge and he suddenly laughed before turning to his friends' surprised faces.
"It's like that horror movie from a few years back; the door's open a crack, light is
shining out around the edges, and just beyond the terror from below waits for the
heroes."
Cora shook her head and rolled her eyes. "I remember that one," she told him
and wrapped her right hand around the M-22's pistol grip. "But they were
unarmed teeny boppers in their underwear and we're armed combat trained
adults."
"And we're clothed," Doc added from the back of the line.
Beckett took a moment to study his people; they all seemed relaxed and the
tension he felt a few moments earlier appeared to have broken. Even Zoe looked
better than she did scant seconds before he spoke. Let's do this, boy-o, the little
voice urged. You have other important things to do today, remember?
He smiled. He did and he would, but that would wait until they were back
someplace civilized and not in a cave or old stone cabin. Beckett turned back to
the door and pushed it open with his left hand. It opened silently and the passage
was flooded with bright white light. Once beyond the doorway, the cavern stone
disappeared and was replaced by a gleaming white hexagonally shaped corridor.
The passage punched another fifteen meters deeper into the mountain before
stopping at another hatch.
His first step was tentative, testing the floor to make sure it would support his
weight and a second or two after his right foot was flat on the white floor his left
joined it and he stepped fully into the passage. Cautious step by cautious step he
made his way down the passage towards the other door. Beckett risked a glance
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behind him and saw that the rest of the team had followed his lead and he prayed
to all the gods who would listen that he wasn't leading them into a trap.
A trap, boy-o, the little voice asked incredulously from where it perched on his
shoulder. Remember that this game and everything that supported it was meant to
be solved and completed by teenagers. Offing your players would make for some
tremendously bad publicity!
Beckett managed to turn the laugh that wanted to burst forth into something
akin to a choking sound and had to agree. It was good to have a cautious attitude,
but the real paranoia should be reserved for the Equals; they'd been quiet for far too
long.
A sudden 'clunk' drew his attention to where they'd entered the passage. Doc
was facing the door that had just swung shut and most likely latched. The Marine
pushed the door and then shook his head. "It's locked," Doc announced and
adjusted his pack before turning back to the group.
"Guess we don't have an option now," Cora said from where she stood a meter
from Beckett.
He saw trust and faith mixed with love and passion in her blue eyes when she
looked at him. "Be ready for anything, folks," Beckett advised before studying the
door. "Jerry, can you come up and take a look at this?" he asked a few seconds
later. "There's some writing I can't identify."
Jerry made his way forward and studied the script. "It's familiar," he explained
after running his finger underneath the letters.
"It isn't old Gemenese, it's
Kobollian. I believe it says, 'Press To Open'."
"Makes sense," Zoe said from where she was looking around Jerry's shoulder.
"Are we?"
"We are," Beckett told her and waited for Jerry to step away from the door.
"Here goes..." he muttered and pressed the button.
He felt as much as heard the familiar clunking sound as the locking lugs
released the door a moment before the it swung open on its own. Beckett held his
breath as the door opened and the room beyond was revealed. And just as quickly
let it out again. The room looked like an ordinary family room with three sofas
organized in a U shape and facing a two meter flat panel display, a coffee table
between the sofas, and a side bar along the wall. There were two doors; one
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opposite the doorway where he stood and one on the wall across from the display,
and were the only other visible exits. Floor to ceiling bookshelves lined one wall
and completed the furnishings.
Curiosity got the best of him and Beckett walked into the room and looked
around. His eyes scanned the room and didn't see anything that he wouldn't have
expected to see in someone's basement family room. If he had woken up in the
room he would never have guessed or realized he was deep inside a mountain and
safe from probably anything but a direct hit from a nuclear weapon.
"This is..." Zoe began and Beckett could hear relief in her voice.
"Yeah...I agree..." Kait added as everyone filed into the room and looked around.
The display emitted a test tone as soon as Doc entered the room and at the same
time the dark glossy surface was replaced with some black and white snowy static
which soon resolved itself into the image of two people sitting on chairs facing the
viewers. "I think we woke something up..." Cora said as Beckett turned with
everyone else to see what was on the display.
"Hello, we're glad you made it," Colin Leary said warmly. "Please, have a seat
and relax for a few moments. There's a lot we need to cover and not a whole lot of
time to do so. I'm Colin Leary and this is my wife, Joyce," he indicated the woman
sitting next to him. Other than what they wore, they looked identical to the
security video that Hamish had discovered.
"I think I'll stand," Beckett told the others and stood behind the sofa facing the
display.
"Please, Captain Beckett, you're perfectly safe in here. The glyphs will keep the
Equals from entering, just like they did at Don Watson's," Colin told him. "This isn't
an AI simulation, we're real and we're doing things this way for a reason which I'll
explain in a moment."
Just because he said it wasn't an AI didn't mean it was so. Still, if they wanted
to do them harm there were plenty of opportunities over the past months. "Ok," he
conceded and walked around to the front of the sofa and took a seat. "Cora? Care
to join me?"
A moment later everyone was seated and Colin continued, "If you look on the
table you'll find a newspaper. It's the Oranu Intelligencer from three days ago. We
put it there to convince you that this wasn't an elaborate simulation."
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"Then why can't we talk face to face?" Zoe asked bluntly.
"The most important reason," Colin explained and Beckett was fairly certain
from his tone and posture that he was being sincere, "Is that we believed you'd
either detain us or prevent us from leaving." He paused and gave Joyce a brief nod.
"One thing that you have to understand is that our original plan was for the
information within the game to be discovered and publicized before the Uprising.
That's why we were working so hard on getting the game ready to go, but in the
end we were too late," Joyce explained. "When we saw the Nike class battlestars
were going to have a v-world, we realized we had another chance, even if the
people involved would be a bit more official than we originally wanted."
"Why? What is so important that you couldn't just tell the Colonies?" Doc asked
and Beckett was glad he was dragging the conversation back on the important
topic.
"Would you have believed what you've learned if someone issued a press
release or showed up with some pre-settlement antiques that even experts would
have trouble validating?" Colin asked pointedly. "The game was as much a tool to
build buzz as it was to warn and teach. Pythia was right, 'All of this has happened
before, all of this will happen again'," his voice had taken on the tone of someone
who was convinced beyond a doubt that their cause was just and right.
"The Equals knew we were here and got wind of what we were trying to do. I
don't know how, but they did. They worked with the Cylons, nudging and goading
them through subterfuge and guile to rise up against you. Because they knew that
if the Colonies ever learned the history of what happened before they left Kobol
that they'd start looking for them. And what scared them, beyond their own
paranoia and hubris, was that when you came looking, you'd probably come
armed and looking for a fight."
"But why?" Cora asked and leaned forward on the sofa where she sat next to
Beckett. "Why would they fear us?"
"Because they fear the truth being exposed," Colin calmly explained. "The
possibility that the truth they've systematically purged from their own history
getting out terrifies them. They've done a lot of evil things over the centuries and
even if it might be headline news there, within a few decades it's removed, edited,
changed, so that it either didn't happen or that what happened didn't really happen
the way it's now written. For them, though, they have full memory of it like it
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happened yesterday.
"But more than that, they feared you'd come armed and looking for revenge."
Beckett took it all in and watched his friends for their reactions. He wanted to
ask them, 'Revenge for what', but decided to wait and see how things played out.
Zoe seemed to understand what they were talking about, or at least implying. Her
words a moment later confirmed his theory. "It's in part because they can't die,
isn't it?"
Colin and Joyce slowly nodded. "They had no guidance or morality other than
what they deemed useful." A chime sounded and Colin raised a tablet and looked
at its screen. "Our time is here is coming to an end and we must leave soon. The
book you're looking for, Leucothea's Rudder, is inside the coffee table. With that
and the information you already have, you should have no trouble locating Galleon
and what lies beyond.
"Be warned, the Equals are here and they will soon gain entry. They're waiting
where you entered, so you'll need to move through the complex. I've programmed
the lighting to guide you to the nearest exit."
The two enigmatic figures shared a silent moment and Joyce finally sadly said,
"Tell Hamish we would have taken him with us if we could have. I'm so sorry he
had to live the way he has for the past fifty years. Please..." she was almost
pleading, "Please bring him with you when you search for Galleon. Olympus
awaits."
"Aye, Olympus awaits," Colin said before he offered a sad smile that seemed to
encompass the weight of the world. "The mistakes of the past are influencing the
present, but I hope, I sincerely hope with all my heart, that you're able to break
Pythia's cycle and allow humanity to chart a new course free from her curse."
The screen went blank and Becket felt the floor vibrate for several long
moments. "Ok, let's get the book and get out of here. We'll come back if we can,
but right now the most important thing is that we get that book back to the
Admiral."
This is going to get ugly, boy-o, the little voice told him solemnly. Beckett gave
the voice a sharp nod of assent and then came to a decision. "We're going to stay
as a group; Doc, do you want point or trail?"
"Either way works for me, but trail would probably work best," Doc answered
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and checked his weapons to make sure they were loaded.
"Ok, I'll take point, then Cora, Zoe, Jerry, Kait, and Doc," Beckett explained as
Jerry breathlessly withdrew a large tome from within the coffee table. He kicked
the door shut and held the book at arms length.
"This is it...it's Leucothea's Rudder," Jerry said and not for the first time since
they arrived Beckett felt chills run down his spine and goosebumps form on his
arms.
*+*+*+*+*
The room where they found the Rudder was more than a dozen turns and a
flight of stairs behind them when Zoe saw the lab through the floor to ceiling glass
wall. Her legs stopped without being told and she turned and looked through the
window and felt a lump form in her throat. The room was dimly illuminated and
what light there was came from computer displays or small indirect lighting
fixtures. But it was enough to see the machines and apparatus that she knew so
well.
They aesthetics were different, but the function was the same; the artificial
womb, the control computers, and the download tank.
This was where life was manufactured and the reason for Colin and Joyce's
unusual longevity and miraculous recoveries. They were like her...and like Galen
who had shown her the secret to the technology while she was still in the v-world.
"Huh?" she said when she felt a hand on her shoulder.
"I asked if you were all right," Jerry said from where he stood next to her. She
could see that he was looking at the lab and felt a small measure of relief that he
didn't appear horrified.
Zoe offered him a sad smile. "Yeah, I think I am...seeing this...well, it is a
shock," she explained and rested her head on his hand and felt his very presence
reassure her.
The glass suddenly spider webbed but didn't break or shatter. Out of the corner
of her eye she saw Doc and Kait both go down on one knee and raise their
suppressed M-22s to their shoulders before triggering off several shots. "We gotta
go!" Doc shouted before firing the rest of the magazine and reloading.
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"No more walking, now we run," Beckett said and started off down the hallway
with Cora close behind.
"C'mon, Zoe, we need to go," Jerry urged as she stared at the life creating
machines.
She allowed him to turn her away from the window and he guided her a few
steps down the hall before the spell was broken. Zoe shook her head and cleared
her thoughts. This wasn't like her, she quickly thought. I've been so analytical and
focused and now I feel like I'm coming apart. Pull yourself together. Galen gave
you a wonderful gift that allowed your parents to give you a new body, don't
stumble now. "Yeah, I'm good..." she said and found herself running next to Jerry.
"I'm good. I know what I need to do..."
"Good!" Jerry said and she could hear the happiness in his voice. "I was a little
worried about you for a moment."
"Let's get out of here, Ok?" Zoe said as they ran through the halls with the halls
brightening as they ran and dimming as they passed.
Behind them, Doc and Kait laid down a barrage of fire before sprinting to catch
up. "I counted at least dozen of them," Doc shouted. "I think we dropped three or
four, but I'm not sure."
The next ten minutes was a series of short, sharp firefights that took them
through the complex. It had several levels and included living quarters, warehouse
space, and recreation areas, and finally where they were catching their breath, an
empty hangar. The doors were open and the warm afternoon air permeated the
large chamber.
Zoe smiled and inhaled deeply. Wild honeysuckle always
reminded her of when she was little and the times her father would take her to the
park.
"Take a minute," Beckett told everyone as he looked around the room. Zoe saw
what he saw; there wasn't much there that would help them. "We've dropped
more than a dozen of those bastards and we've seen more. Once we leave here,
Doc, you and Kait will trade places with me and Cora. Our goal is to get back to
the Phoenix and then get out. In the mean time, Jerry, take the portable wireless
from Doc and raise the COAF. Call it in as a Priority Gold and tell them to
scramble a courier back to Scorpia and the Admiral. Tell them that the message is
'Paydirt Thieves'; that should scramble some backup for us. "
They were getting ready to leave when Zoe saw what she'd been searching for.
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"I'll be right behind you," she told Beckett before jogging across the cavernous bay
toward the control console. Beckett, Cora, and Jerry were just outside the hangar
and watching her when the Equals appeared.
There were five of them in the hall and Zoe felt her pulse quicken. All she had
to do is reach the console and pull the emergency lever. That should close and
lock the door to the complex, hopefully trapping the Equals where they couldn't
interrupt her friends' escape.
Her left hand reached for the lever as her right held her 5/7 at arm's length and
triggered off half a dozen shots at the Equals that were now less than fifteen meters
away. Zoe felt her left hand close around the lever as the first two Equals slumped
and collapsed. The third Equal already had his rifle up and was firing when she
started pulling the lever.
Searing pain lanced through her right chest and abdomen as the Equal's shots
found their target. Zoe's lips were suddenly moist and she felt her nose running.
The 5/7 fired another shot before it fell from her hand, the whole arm falling limply
to her side a moment later. She used every ounce of strength to hold onto the lever
and when her legs buckled, the weight of her body continued to pull the lever
down.
Zoe twisted as she fell and landed with her back against the console and saw
horror on her friends' faces. Beckett and Cora were holding Jerry as the door to her
right and the hangar doors quickly closed and left the chamber in near darkness.
Almost over, Zoe thought as she dragged her left hand from her lap to her lips
and wiped away the moisture. Almost over. She looked at her hand and allowed it
to fall to her lap. It was covered in bubbly red blood. "I am alive," she said out
loud.
"I am alive and I love you, Jerry..." she managed to say before
unconsciousness claimed her.
*+*+*+*+*
Olympus
"Everyone is in position," the woman said as she put her hand on the tall, well
built man's shoulder. "The time is upon them."
This time it was his turn to sigh as he stared through the window and the
imposing view before him.
Slowly, almost wistfully, he acknowledged her
comment, "It is." He paused before he turned to face the woman who was as
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beautiful as he was fit and trim, "This time they have more than a fighting chance.
Our agents have succeeded and the documents are in the Heir's hands. If the Heir
can overcome the obstacles that are in her way, then she has a chance of breaking
the cycle."
"We've failed every time so far, what makes you think this time will be
different?" the woman asked as she took a step back and cocked her head.
"Because this time is different," he explained without further details.
She stepped forward and closed the distance she had just opened up. A slim,
aristocratic hand reached out and gently cupped the man's face. "The sins of the
past will be corrected and laid to rest?" she asked, hope in her voice.
He nodded. "And they'll have a chance at a new beginning."
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Vignette 4, Part 1: Exorcism
Solis system, approaching the planet Aqaba, gunstar Werewolf, GS-963
"Secure from jump stations," Colonel Winston Burke told the CIC and heard
Communications Specialist Torrie Stein repeat it over the 1MC. He looked around
the chamber and saw the same questions written large on every face; 'Have the
Cylons returned?' and 'Are we at war?' Ever since receiving the krypter call from
the damaged shuttle there had been a nervous anticipation at what they would find
when they arrived.
"Torrie, can you get Colonel DeTomasi on the wireless and pass it down here to
me? And then try to raise the surface," he finally asked. "Flight, launch the CAP
and have them stay within fifty klicks, I want them close at hand in case anything
develops." Burke walked around the plot to where his XO, Lieutenant Colonel
Percival Kline, stood studying the plot. "Tell me, PK, what are the chances that the
Toasters did this?"
Kline frowned, shook his head once, and pushed has glasses back from where
they'd slipped down on his nose. "Hard to say until we see what happened, but I
find it odd that their first shot in renewed hostilities would be to attack a transport
en route to a resort spa located on an out of the way system that's already pretty far
from the Armistice line."
Burke considered PK's words and slowly nodded. "Pirates or separatists?"
"That would be my first guess. I caught a nasty rumor the last time I was back at
Perkinston," Kline said quietly so no one else would overhear. "The Quartermaster
IG is coming down hard on bad inventory audits. One battlestar was missing more
than a dozen Vipers, another was missing a lot of small arms, ammunition, and
supplies. If it's true, those things have to be going somewhere, so who knows?"
It was a good argument, and fitted with something his sister told him about
some personnel transfers before he left on Werewolf's current cruise. Before he had
a chance to respond to Kline, Stein interrupted him, "Colonel? I have Colonel
DeTomasi on the wireless."
"Thanks," Burke acknowledged Stein's announcement and picked up the
handset next to his customary place at the plotting table. "Claudia, Winston. I
want to change the plan slightly..."
"Oh?" Colonel Claudia DeTomasi asked skeptically and he could almost see her
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put her hand on her hip and shift her weight to her right leg.
worked out before we jumped, Winston."

"We had a plan

"I know...but call it a hunch, gut feeling, or just an irrational fear, but I want you
to plot a jump back home and keep the FTL spun up and ready to go...at least until
we figure out what's going down," Burke explained and braced himself for her
return fire. Claudia DeTomasi had a fiery personality and the two seemed to
always lock horns over one thing or another.
The expected sarcastic or spirited response never came. "Already done, we can
jump with a bare minimum delay." Her voice sounded normal, but Burke thought
he could detect a faint trace of concern in it.
"I'd like to keep Preserver within 25 klicks of Werewolf as we head toward
Aqaba," Burke explained. "Something isn't right here and I don't want us to get
caught with our pants down."
There was silence for several moments before DeTomasi replied. "Interesting
choice of words, but I agree. Let's do this."
When they finished, Kline leaned over the plotting table and whispered, "You
two are such good actors..."
Burke gave him a wide eyed look. "What? I don't know what you mean...I can
barely stand that annoying woman."
"Sure...sure..." Kline told him and didn't sound convinced. "Dradis is clear and
we're reading three objects in a polar orbit and at our current speed we should be
there in about twenty minutes. One of them has a faint transponder that identifies
her as Solar Gold, a Bollinger Aerospace 990 series liner registered out of Libran.
The other two are unidentified, but one is large enough to be Palmetto Sunrise; the
Shipping Register shows she filed a flight plan to come here."
"Torrie," Burke asked, "Any response from the surface?" That was another
concern; the small settlement that supported the massive spa should have made
contact by now and had been quiet since they arrived.
"No, sir," Stein replied from where she sat at the communications workstation.
"I'm not even receiving their landing beacon."
The frown that had been threatening to break through his calm facade finally
blossomed on Burke's face and turned into a scowl. "Damn." His eyes flicked to
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the dradis and then over to Navigation. "I take it there aren't any dradis emissions,
George?"
Lieutenant George Hewitt shook his head as he spoke, "No, sir. They're all quiet
down there, right down to the local wireless station; everything is off the air...it's
like someone pulled the plug or forgot to pay the electric bill."
The whole situation was troubling, Burke thought as he watched their approach
to the desert planet. Classed as a gunstar but more aptly considered a light or
"pocket" battlestar, Werewolf was fast, well armed, multi-mission capable, and had
long legs. It was the last of those reasons that often saw her assigned independent
patrols among nearby settlement worlds. She also cost a lot less to operate than a
full battlestar and her escorts, something the civilian bean counters loved to
relentlessly tell the Admiralty.
If it had been just a basic "we need help" message, he wouldn't have contacted
DeTomasi and Preserver, but if something had happened to multiple ships and
possibly even the settlement itself, the resources that a Guard ship like Preserver
added to the equation would be vital; this was one of the scenarios she had been
built to handle. As each minute passed with no contact from any of the ships in
orbit or from the surface, Burke's uneasiness grew. "Flight," he finally said and
addressed Lieutenant Lou Collier, the Flight Operations Officer, "Go ahead and
launch the rest of the ready birds. I want two squadrons in the air as well as their
support Raptors."
"Copy, Colonel; launch two squadrons and associated support Raptors," Collier
repeated and set about turning Burke's order into reality.
Burke and Kline studied the intelligence brief on Aqaba and to Burke's mind it
didn't really tell him much more than he already knew. The planet was mostly arid
wasteland and would have been passed over as anything other than a marginally
habitable planet except for the rare salts that permeated the springs discovered in
its northern hemisphere. The first spa was built three years after Aqaba's discovery
and the world had enjoyed steady growth for the past several hundred years,
interrupted only by the Cylon Uprising. Since then, sand exports had also become
a major money maker as the environment was virtually untouched, and the vast
deserts offered sand that was pollutant and contaminant free.
"People actually buy imported sand?" Kline asked ten minutes later as they
prepared to enter orbit.
"Believe it," Burke told him and smirked. "People pay upwards of three-hundred
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cubits per ton for that stuff."
Kline looked at him over the top of his glasses. "And how do you know this,
fearless leader?" he asked straight faced.
Burke shrugged it off. "I was watching 'Lifestyles' one night when we were in
port and caught a segment on an estate that was being built for some rich Libran
lawyer. If I want sand, I'll head down to the home improvement store and buy a
twenty-five kilo bag for less than four cubits." He turned his attention to the dradis
display and frowned.
"George, is there something wrong with the dradis
resolution? Palmetto Sunrise looks a little blurry."
Hewitt studied his dradis display and made a few adjustments. "It's working
fine...though there seems to be some sort of physical cloud around her. I'm going
to see if I can get an image..." His fingers flew over the keyboard and a moment
later a side monitor showed Aqaba in brilliant tans and whites before the image
changed and slewed to show Palmetto Sunrise.
"Holy shit..." Burke swore when he saw the live video. "Flight, prep a Raptor for
Marathon duty and make sure they have a constant feed of all telemetry." He didn't
wait for Flight's response and turned to Kline. "Your pirates and separatists are
getting a bit frisky..." Above him, the image showed Palmetto Sunrise floating in a
cloud of sand that reflected the light like a million tiny diamonds but did nothing to
mask the ragged gaping holes along the ship's flanks and command hull.
*+*+*+*+*
Three hours later and after asking and receiving permission to board, Burke
stepped off a Raptor and was piped aboard Preserver. "Thank you, Chief," he said
and saluted the Colonial ensign before taking another step. This was something
that he had to discuss face to face with DeTomasi because it included a
very...liberal...reading of their orders.
"Welcome aboard Preserver, Colonel," Preserver's Chief of the Boat smartly
replied. "Colonel DeTomasi is expecting you in her day cabin. If you'd come with
me?"
"Lead on, I've only been here a couple times and each time my guide took me a
different route," Burke congenially told the Chief.
He was rewarded with a wide smile. "That's the plan, sir; the Colonial Guard
doesn't want you Fleet types getting too comfortable with our immaculately
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maintained and professionally manned ship!"
"You do it well, Chief!" Burke agreed. "Would you like a chance to prove it?" he
teased.
Burke studied the Chief when the man turned to look at him; he was average
height, good shape, dark eyes and greying at the temples, and possessed the poise
and charisma that all good Chiefs developed during their career. "What do you
suggest, Colonel? I'm interested."
Ah, the bait has been taken. Now to set the hook, Burke thought before he
answered. "A Ten Point Competition when we get back, with Colonel DeTomasi's
permission, of course. Contact Chief Garrett and the two of you can come up with
ten points that we can compete on."
The Chief narrowed his eyes. "And the wager? A wager always accompanies a
Ten Pointer."
"I was thinking the loser would serve as the winner's stewards for a meal," Burke
answered innocently. Now to see if he strikes or gets landed, he mused.
"That seems a bit tame, sir," the Chief said after a moment.
Time to land the fish, Burke thought. He had offered the standard Ten Point
wager, and he was glad to see the Chief wanted to kick it up a notch. "What were
you thinking?"
"Steward is fine...but I think we should add uniforms as well," the Chief grinned.
"With Armistice Day coming up in a couple months, I think it would be nice to
have a clean, perfectly laundered and pressed uniform with all the metal polished
for parade."
"Done by our counterparts?" Burke added after he paused to give the illusion he
was thinking about it.
"I'm game for that. We just need to run it past the Colonel for her sign off," the
Chief confidently said as Burke had a mental image of Colonel Claudia DeTomasi
ironing his uniform and polishing his awards. He was sure that DeTomasi would
have the same thoughts when she heard about the challenge, except he'd be the
one doing the ironing and polishing. He suppressed a grin, two weeks earlier
Werewolf had won her third Battle E award in as many years.
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"It has my approval," Burke told him a few moments before they stopped in front
of a door marked "Commanding Officer".
The Chief knocked and when told to enter, opened the hatch and announced
who they were. Burke stepped through the open hatch and stopped when he saw
DeTomasi sitting behind her desk.
"Colonel DeTomasi," Burke greeted her
professionally. "I'm glad we can discuss this face to face, but first I think the Chief
has something he wants to run past you..."
Several minutes later after approval had been given for the Ten Pointer and the
wager, Burke sat in front of DeTomasi's desk and prepared to make his pitch.
"You've read the field reports and they're all a bit...strange. The three ships in orbit
have all been shot to pieces and most of the ground settlements have been
destroyed; they were gassed first and then they were razed by kinetic
bombardment. So far we have yet to find any survivors and while I'm sure a lot of
bodies have been destroyed beyond recovery, there are still fewer left than there
should be."
Colonel Claudia DeTomasi raised her hand and he paused. "You want us to do
something stupid, crazy, barely within the scope of our orders, or a combination of
all three," she said and preempted his sales pitch.
"Ah...kinda sorta," Burke admitted and offered a guilty grin before he turned
serious again. "The third ship, Hidden Splendor, is Romani...and we found some
interesting things on her. First, the other two ships were boarded and had their
navigation systems hacked and as near as we can tell, downloaded. This happened
to the Romani ship, too, but the ship was damaged pretty badly and the bridge
looked like a firestorm tore through it, pretty well destroying the navigation system.
"One of my officers is Romani and knows how they operate so he was able to
find the backup navigation system intact and undisturbed. My people were able to
salvage it and copy their navigation log; we know where they came from before
Aqaba, and Claudia..." he paused to emphasize what he was about to say, "they
came from pretty far out, at least twenty jumps spanning more than 150 light
years."
DeTomasi leaned forward. "We had outposts and settlements further afield than
that in the past; what makes this so important?"
Burke took a deep breath to steady his thoughts. This was something he wanted
to follow up, something he wanted to solve, not hand it over to someone else and
then stand down for the next three months as Werewolf went in for the CNP
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upgrade. "The jumps were haphazard and only two of them landed in a solar
system. Here, look," he opened his briefcase and pulled out a chart. He and Kline
had marked each waypoint with two numbers. "Ok, this number is the jump
distance. Each one is damned near the ship's red line; each one, Claudia," he
emphasized. "Now look at the course; it's random and doubles back on itself
several times as well as goes above and below the plane. If they were coming to
Aqaba, why didn't they go direct?"
Dark sculpted eyebrows arched as DeTomasi studied the chart.
Romani?" she offered.

"They're

It was true that the Romani had some odd customs, but deep down he was sure
this wasn't one of them. "That was a thought we had, until you look at this, the
second number," he let his finger tap one of the numbers. "That's how long they
spent at the location...it's tagged as minutes and seconds."
"This can't be right," DeTomasi said incredulously a moment later and met
Burke's gaze. "They're at each place maybe ten or twelve minutes and for a civilian
that's barely long enough to verify their location, plot the jump, spin up the drives,
and then jump. It doesn't make sense."
"It does, Claudia," Burke said slowly and seriously. "It does," he repeated, "if
they were being chased and whatever was chasing them was hot on their heels."
DeTomasi pursed her lips and sat back before folding her arms across her chest.
"Win, that's impossible. You can't follow something through an FTL jump; you can
jump in any direction while going any direction, and the last I looked they didn't
have FTL communications anywhere small enough to fit in such a small ship and
still be viable."
"And yet," Burke countered, "they jumped hither and yon and almost doubled
the distance traveled to get from where they were to Aqaba. Something here," he
tapped his finger on the far edge of the map, "scared them, and Romani don't scare
easy."
"Ok...for the sake of discussion, let's assume that somehow there was an FTL
transmitter aboard the Romani ship. Why? And who did it?"
"I don't know the why," Burke explained and felt his heart rate speed up as he
pulled another two pages from his briefcase. "But I think I know what the 'who'
looked like." He flipped the first image over and pushed it towards DeTomasi. It
was grainy and a little blurry, but it showed a large, tan, almost teardrop shaped
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ship with a pronounced superstructure located far back on the hull. Numerous
dual kinetic mounts dotted the hull and at least two areas hinted at missile clusters.
"Cylon?" The word was both a question and a statement as DeTomasi licked her
lips and swallowed nervously. "Are they back?"
"I don't know, Claudia," Burke said gently knowing her history with the robotic
killers. "I think they might be, but I'm not sure. The ship doesn't match anything
they had and doesn't seem to jive with Intelligence's technology projections. This,"
he hesitated before turning over the last picture, "Was also on the camera that we
found the ship's image on."
DeTomasi went pale and bit her upper lip. Burke knew what she was going
through, reliving that day two weeks before the Armistice when the Cylons dropped
out of the sky and raided the small town where she grew up. The image was very
blurry but caught the right rear shoulder of a large, silver colored bipedal object.
Highly articulated armor covered the shape and an archaic styled helmet rested on
the head. "It could be some sort of armored pressure suit or combat exoskeleton,"
he cautioned when her long slender fingers picked up the sheet.
"No, it isn't; you know that as well as I do," DeTomasi told him hollowly. "The
only people who will say it isn't a Cylon are the politicians who don't want to face
the reality that we've had an invisible Sword of Damocles hanging over our heads
since they left."
Burke nodded and stayed quiet and didn't say anything, preferring to let
DeTomasi reason out his plan for herself rather than try selling her on it.
"There have been scares before and each time they were found to be fakes. The
alarm goes out, the Fleet gets mobilized, and then the news picks it up and there's
a panic. The Fleet will see this as a way to push for increased spending and the
politicians will either refuse to believe it's real or try to 'talk' to them." Her voice
had been low, even, and contemplative. When DeTomasi spoke again it was
stronger and had a note of finality in it. "We have to backtrack the Romani ship's
course, Win, we have to."
There were several ways he could reply, and he considered changing his plan
and trying to dissuade her from going, but in the end, Burke asked, "Are you sure,
Claudia? This could end both our careers."
She slowly nodded. "We have to be sure, Win. We have to be able to go back
and either warn the Colonies that the Cylons are on the move again or we need to
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defend and explain our actions. But in the end, I have to know."
"Ok. We'll send a Raptor back and inform the Admiralty about what we found
and suspect, and then let them know what we're doing, UNODIR," Burke
explained. "Once the Raptor leaves, we'll jump to the last waypoint and begin
working it back to whatever point of origin that we can find."
"Thank you," DeTomasi said and stood, then walked around to the other side of
her desk where she held her hand down for Burke. He took it and stood before
folding her in his arms and feeling her heart beat against his. "Thank you," she said
again as she rested her head on his shoulder.
A moment later the embrace became a kiss and when Burke finally broke it he
looked down at Claudia DeTomasi and smiled. "Now we need to go back and act
like we're on each other's nerves."
His quip brought a smile to her face and his mind flashed back to the night she
told him about the family that she lost during the war. She never knew her father;
he died two months after she was conceived. Her two older brothers and her
mother were all killed in the raid before Armistice Day. All she had were her
Godparents on Caprica who welcomed her into their family and raised her as their
own but could never quite fill the shoes of those she lost.
"I guess we better..." she started before pausing. "When we get back, we need to
decide what we're going to do. We can't keep sneaking around."
She was right and he told her so. "The first night back, we'll have dinner
together at the O-Club; no faking, no acting, just us." And now, he thought, I better
take my leave or this is going to last a lot longer than a simple meeting between
ship commanders should take.
It took another two hours to prepare their reports and review the boarding and
landing parties' reports. Finally, Preserver launched a Raptor and two minutes after
it jumped away its mother ship and Werewolf disappeared in silvery flashes of light.
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Chapter 27: Endings and Beginnings
Gemenon, Auriga Mountains, 50 kilometers from the town of Hera's Rest
"Zoe! No!" Jerry Cole screamed and cried at the same time as Zoe Avalon
slumped against the wall and slid to the floor. "Let me go!" he cried and struggled
against Sebastian Beckett and Cora Chase as they held him back. "Let me go to
her!" he demanded as the tears started flooding from his eyes.
Jerry's pain lanced Beckett's soul and even the little voice was stunned into
silence by what he'd witnessed. "I can't do that, Jerry," he said in as strong a voice
as his own emotions would allow. He wasn't romantically linked to Zoe, but over
the past few months she had become a good friend and the four of them - Jerry,
Zoe, Cora, and himself - shared a bond of adventure and friendship that was deeper
than most of his familial relationships. "I know it hurts and I know you don't want
to leave her, but we have to go. We can't let her sacrifice be in vain."
The words hurt just thinking them and actually saying them was like nothing
he'd ever felt before. It was one thing to think about academically or see on the
screen, but none of those prepared him for what it was like to actually be involved.
"We'll get through this, Jerry, all of us together," Cora said softly adopting a
different approach.
Would I act any differently if it was Cora on the other side of the camouflaged
hangar door, he asked himself. No, boy-o, you wouldn't. In fact, the little voice
pontificated finally finding its voice, you'd probably have fought dirty to break free
to be there with her. "Frakking-a right," Beckett murmured.
"She can't be gone..." Jerry finally said, the fight draining out of him as if a plug
had been pulled. "She can't...I didn't get a chance..."
Beckett nodded to Cora who released Jerry's left arm. "C'mon, we need to get
out of here. There's always hope and as soon as the alert group arrives we'll come
back and..." His voice trailed off as he met Jerry's tear stained eyes and realized
that nothing he could say would help his friend. "We'll come back, Jerry, we will
come back."
"I know...I just don't want to leave her like that..." Jerry managed to say as he
took several deep breaths of air.
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"We don't either," Cora consoled him in a gentle voice. "We'll be back as soon
as possible."
Together, the three friends made their way down the path that Doc and Kait took
minutes earlier. Jerry stumbled through the first several steps and then with a single
look over his shoulder, started after Cora. Beckett followed several paces behind
and kept his eyes and ears open for any signs that they were being followed.
Before they were half way down the mountainside they heard the sonic boom of
the alert team's transport echo through the canyon.
"No gunfire so far," Cora said from where she led the trio. "That's either a good
thing or a very, very bad thing."
"I don't think they'd have gotten the drop on Doc and Kait," Beckett offered
before glancing behind himself. "Holy SHIT!" he suddenly exclaimed and started
to raise his M-22 when a shape materialized almost out of thin air as it stepped out
of the shadows cast by the foliage.
"Its ok!" a woman's voice quickly said as she raised her left hand. "Echo," she
hastily added, "echo."
The rifle's butt slammed against Beckett's shoulder as he raised it to fire and his
brain tried to process what his eyes and ears were telling him. Echo was part of the
pass phrase that had been setup before they left. "Narcissus," he answered quickly
and narrowed his eyes. The shape that had stepped out of the green shadows was
kitted out in full Marine battle rattle, but that couldn't hide the fact that it was
female. The voice clinched it. "Iris?"
"In the warpaint," the woman answered and lowered her suppressed M-22.
"Gordon and the others are down in the meadow," she added and stepped onto the
trail. "There were two freaks guarding the shuttle they came in but it's secured
now."
Secured, Beckett thought, a nice euphemism for saying that two more of the
Equals had been sent back to whichever hellpit they crawled out of. The little voice
on his shoulder put its hand on his head and whispered into his ear, now that's a
woman you don't tell, 'make me a sammich and get me a beer!'
"Are you ok?" Iris asked a moment later as Beckett tried to keep from laughing at
his little voice's twisted sense of humor.
"Yeah...I'm good.

Listen..." he answered and stepped close so that he could
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lower his voice. "I know Sana is with His Grace, so who flew the transport? We've
had a...things aren't good, Iris...we lost Zoe."
The camouflage paint couldn't hide the shock on Lieutenant Iris Silva's face.
"What? How?" she asked.
"It's a long story, but as soon as we're secure we need to go back up there,"
Beckett nodded in the direction they just came from.
"Yeah, no one gets left behind," Iris told him.
transport...that would be Admiral Chase."

"Ah, yeah, about the

"What?" Beckett was stunned. "The Admiral is here?"
Iris shrugged. "She didn't trust anyone else and with what might be found said it
was best that this was kept to those who already knew about it."
It made sense, Beckett thought and was about to mention the possible danger
when he remembered watching the Admiral take down the halberd wielding Equal
when the estate was attacked. "Ok...let's go. I don't look forward to this..."
*+*+*+*+*
The blue grey Phoenix that wore Fleet markings crouched in the meadow next
to the white one bearing the Chase family crest. A few paces away a pale green
civilian shuttle rested; its doors and hatches wide open and several bodies were
sprawled next to it. Three figures wearing camouflage utilities stood talking to two
blue uniformed fleet officers.
Beckett allowed his gaze to wander from one side of the valley to the other and
took it all in. There was a serenity here that suddenly seemed out of place given
what just happened and the blood that had been spilled. And the friend that had
been lost. Don't dwell on it, boy-o, the little voice coached him.
That's not a path you want to start walking because you do not want to go
where it leads. He nodded once; the little voice was usually right and this time it
was bang on target with its advice.
"Admiral," Beckett said a moment later when they were within speaking
distance, "Colonel, we found the Rudder but..." The words didn't want to come out
and actively fought his mouth from forming them. It was as if what happened was
nothing more than a bad dream and saying it out loud would somehow suddenly
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make it real. He licked his lips and met Chase's ice blue gaze.
Equals...they killed Zoe."

"Admiral, the

Those three words were among the hardest he'd ever spoken. From the corner
of his eye he saw Jerry flinch with each one, almost as if he'd been shot, too, and
wished that he could have briefed Chase privately.
Chase's features fell when she heard Beckett's report and she closed her eyes
before she took a deep breath and shook her head twice. "How?" was all she
asked.
"Ah, Admiral, can you walk with me a bit?" Beckett asked and nodded toward
Jerry. Doc, Kait, Cora, Iris, and Gordon were all clustered around the grieving man
and Beckett didn't want to add to his friend's misery by explaining in detail
everything that happened.
"Connie?" Chase asked and followed Beckett as he walked to the cabin's porch.
deWinter followed and after he gave a full explanation of what happened and what
they found, Chase's reaction wasn't what he expected. He knew the Admiral was
fond of Zoe, almost sisterly, and that's what made what she said all the more
confusing. "We need to keep this quiet and recover Zoe's body. No one outside of
the people here is to know anything about what happened today other than we
recovered the Rudder. If someone else needs to know the other details, I'll tell
them or you ask me for permission."
"I...ah, I understand, Admiral," Beckett said and hoped the little voice would
chime in with some wisdom but it was silent. He could almost swear that it had a
thoughtful look on its face, too. "We can fly up there and someone can go in
through the front door and open the hangar door...where she fell."
Five minutes later, Beckett guided the Phoenix around the mountain and
approached the large meadow outside the hangar. Cora sat next to him and he felt
her reach over and give his shoulder a gentle squeeze that communicated how she
felt more than words ever could. Jerry sat quietly behind them and stared out the
window. Something kept nagging him about Chase's reaction. She was stunned,
sad even, but there was something that seemed off about her demeanor. The
Admiral wasn't cold, he thought, and she certainly wasn't happy about it. No, it
was something else.
From the air he saw the large meadow and the trees ringing it like an honor
guard of tall green soldiers. The mountain loomed on one side and there was very
little visual evidence to show that it concealed a hangar. Beckett gently landed the

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 676
Phoenix and started the shut down checklist. He couldn't keep his mind from
replaying the conversation he had with the Admiral and discovered he had gone
over the same half dozen check list items three times. "When we get back, there's
something I want to run past you," he whispered to Cora.
Cora nodded and whispered back, "I'll bring the wine."
They had to wait fifteen minutes before the camouflaged hangar door started to
slide open. Kait met them at the threshold and Doc was near the far wall kneeling
next to Zoe. She still sat slumped against the wall though her left hand had slipped
off the lever that closed the hangar doors.
Jerry stood at the entrance and slowly stepped over the threshold and into the
hangar. Step by slow step, Beckett watched as his friend made his way to where
Zoe sat. Doc stood when he approached and after a moment reached out and held
his shoulder. "I'm sorry, Jerry, I really am. Take a moment and we'll be here when
you're ready."
Jerry looked up and nodded, and after Doc walked to where the others waited
he knelt, then sat next to Zoe and cradled her in his arms as the tears rolled down
his cheeks. Beckett couldn't hear what his friend was saying but he couldn't miss
the love, compassion, and grief carried by the mumbled words.
They stood in silence for twenty minutes; standing guard and ensuring that
nothing would disturb the hallow moment. Finally, Jerry tenderly kissed Zoe's
forehead and eased her to the ground so that she was lying flat. He knelt next to
her and gently brushed the hair out of her eyes and allowed his fingers to caress her
cheek before he stood and said, "We're ready to leave, now."
Wrapping Zoe's body in a blanket and then in a shelter half was one of the most
difficult things Beckett had ever done. He had to prepare other bodies for transport
before, but they were always someone else's friends or loved ones, not someone he
knew and certainly not someone he considered 'family'.
No one had said a word since Jerry said they were ready to leave and the
silence continued until they landed near the cabin where Chase and deWinter
waited. Before he had a chance to shut down, Chase boarded the Phoenix and
entered the cockpit, sliding the door closed behind her.
"Admiral?" Beckett asked and turned in his seat when Chase sat down behind
Cora.
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"Sebastian, Cora, what I'm about to tell you must stay strictly between the three
of us. We're not returning to Hecate just yet..."
Cora narrowed her eyes and looked like she was going to say something and
then closed her mouth. "Ah, ok," Beckett agreed before asking, "Where are we
going?"
"We're going to Eligis Summit and after a couple days there we'll transfer to a
Raven and continue to our destination. We need to stash the Phoenix out of sight
for a while," Chase explained and handed Beckett a folded piece of paper. "We're
eventually going to Caprica, specifically the coordinates on that piece of paper I
just gave you."
Beckett felt a jolt spike through his body; it all made sense now.
mean..."

"Does this

Chase's eyebrows arched ever so slightly and the corners of her mouth turned
up. "I'm honoring a promise I made to a friend."
"I understand," Beckett told her and nodded. "Will you and Colonel deWinter
be coming?"
"I will, but Connie will be heading back to Hecate. We'll follow in the other
Phoenix and Saber 6 will collect the Equals, close up that place up there, and meet
us at Eligis Summit," Chase explained and stood. "For now though, we're going to
Eligis Summit to decompress a bit, ok?"
"Copy that, Admiral," Beckett said and couldn't keep the corners of his mouth
from curling into a hint of a smile.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Eligis Summit
"I guess we're never going to be simple Marines ever again, eh Admiral?"
Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida asked Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase.
Chase stifled a laugh. "Gordon, I don't think you and Saber 6 were ever 'simple
Marines'," she replied and used her fingers to quote the last two words.
"It's ok with me," Fenton remarked. "I figure we've done more in the last few
months than we probably would our entire careers barring the Toasters returning."
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Silva stood next to Salagiida and nodded. "I didn't join up to sit on a gator
freighter, not being a simple Marine is fine with me."
"Hey, don't look at me," Dean said a moment later and put his hands up in
surrender. "I'm all for it; we get to whack bad guys and make a difference."
"We're yours, Admiral," Salagiida told Chase when Dean finished.
Chase was pleased with what she heard and saw. Salagiida could have made
the decision for his team, but he allowed each one a chance to give their opinion.
"Going forward, you're going to be directly attached to my staff and listed as part of
Hecate's Marine detachment. I'm not sure for how long, but suffice it to say that
there's a good chance most of what you'll see and do won't be stories for the ready
room or possibly even your grandchildren."
"We understand, Admiral," Salagiida told her. "We've seen enough to know
these 'Equals' need to be shut down...permanently."
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Communion space, Communion gunstar Arete
Colonel Chiara Savoy surveyed the CIC and wiped the back of her hand across
her forehead. A C-95B combat rifle rested on the plotting table and there were two
Marines standing guard just inside the closed armored hatch that led into the
passageway. Outside the hatch, a Marine fire team had erected several light
machineguns in a hastily created fortification. "Captain Bain, what is our status?"
"We're reloading the last system now, Colonel," Captain Pella Bain replied
before stifling a yawn.
Fatigue was the new enemy, not the robotic monsters that had boarded Arete
during the surprise attack four hours earlier. "Good work, Pella, let me know when
you're ready to bring everything back to life. Mister Stokes, how are you doing
with getting the helm back online?"
Lieutenant Aramis Stokes flashed her a toothy grin. "We just regained control
and have locked out all workstations other than those here in CIC. We also
managed to isolate life support and communications as well; right now this is the
only place to control any of the ship's systems unless you're doing it manually."
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"Well done, Aramis," Savoy congratulated him and felt the grip on her chest start
to release. She leaned against the plotting table and then looked down at the rifle;
carbon had blackened the gas valve above the barrel and an empty magazine lay
next to the weapon. The robots had proven tough and capable fighters, if a little
straightforward in their tactics. Despite their single-minded approach, they were
brutally effective and difficult to kill.
They weren't Cylons, or at least they weren't any Cylons that they knew about.
There were some conceptual similarities, but these were slightly larger, had a
different armor pattern, and from the remains she examined, the components
weren't labeled in Colonial standard but something else entirely. Whatever they
are, Savoy thought to herself, they've killed more than fifty of my crew and
wounded at least that many more.
"Bobby," Savoy turned to where Specialist Gerais sat at the communications
workstation. "Can you contact Captain Menzies and route it down here?"
"On it, Colonel!" Gerais quickly responded and went to work contacting Arete's
Marine detachment's commander. A moment later he patched Menzies through to
Savoy.
"Captain, what's the situation?" Savoy asked and hoped it was good news.
There was a brief pause before Menzies answered, "We've contained the last
group and should have them destroyed within the next couple minutes. I've lost
five and a dozen are wounded bad enough to evac to sickbay. Most of the rest of
my Marines have been dinged or scratched, but are otherwise mission ready."
"Dinged or scratched? Under normal circumstances, how many would have
been evac'd?" Savoy asked and dreaded the answer.
"Ah..." Menzies hesitated and she could hear the conflict in his voice. Marines
adapted, improvised, and overcame, and they didn't let scratches slow them down.
That he had to think about it told Savoy all she needed to know; things were bad,
very bad. "Ah, Colonel, if we had replacements I think I might be able to scratch
together three squads...everyone else in the company would probably be at the aid
station."
One platoon out of a full rifle company, Savoy thought, that's roughly a 75%
casualty rate. "I understand, Captain. If you need to, pull service crew and use
them to support your Marines; we have to be sure they're all dead...destroyed,
whatever it is you call robots that have been violently and permanently turned off."
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Menzies laughed at her comment. "Copy that, Colonel. Ah...do you have any
news on Colonel Titus?"
"He's still unconscious and the Doc has him prepped for surgery once things
calm down a bit," she explained with a heavy heart. "He'll pull through, Rich."
"I know..." Menzies replied after a few seconds. "I'm more worried about
Philippa shooting me for letting something happen to him...you know how my
cousin can get."
Savoy thought back to the day after she found Beto in bed with the neighbor and
how Philippa had had urged a more retributive posture instead of just walking away
from everything. "Yeah, I wouldn't want to cross her..." Once again she had the
feeling that she'd never see Beto alive again, even though they had a final hearing
scheduled for after she returned from this cruise.
*+*+*+*+*
"Real food?" Bain asked and reached for a sandwich. "I'm famished!"
So am I, Savoy thought as she eyed the sandwiches and let her officers have first
dibs. A very busy twenty-four hours had passed since they'd been attacked and
managed to put down the attempt to board and seize the ship. She listened to the
department reports and noticed Major Dauber's absence. A young engineering
Lieutenant had taken his place while the Chief Engineer fought for his life in sick
bay. The news wasn't good; there was damage other than just the physical damage
the ship suffered during the attack and boarding action. "So what you're saying
Chris is that we can jump once, perhaps twice, but that the FTL is a bit glitchy and
we may over or undershoot our target?"
Lieutenant Christopher Hsu nodded. "That's correct, Colonel. We're dealing
with two separate issues; first, the drive system was damaged. The damage to the
drive was repaired, but the cooling and power mains are iffy. That leaker scored a
golden BB hit and we're lucky we still have something. Second, we've had to
completely reload the engineering computers from backup. Normally, we'd do that
at a known reference point so that we could calibrate them. Being in the wild, the
accuracy is going to suffer and because of that we will have to jump further away
from a planet or system than we normally would."
"Aramis?" Savoy asked. "What's in range?"
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"Not much, Colonel," the young officer replied. "Two jumps will put us at a
marginally habitable planet. It's cold and other than a band about two thousand
kilometers wide that runs around the equator, it's covered with glaciers and
snowfields. However, climate aside, this might have a silver lining."
Savoy arched an eyebrow and gestured for Stokes to continue.
"According to the intelligence database, there's a chance that a Colonial ethnic
minority group might have a small settlement there or may use it as an occasional
way station," Stokes explained doubtfully. "If they're there we could capture one of
their ships and use it to return home for help."
"And if they aren't there or if 'Intelligence' is wrong," Bain asked neutrally, "then
what?"
"Then we prepare for a very long vacation as we try to fix the damage so that we
can get home," Savoy told her. "This area is largely unexplored and unmapped.
We know what's out here from cursory surveys, but other than that it's all
undiscovered country." She stopped and looked at the faces around the table. "It's
a gamble, a long shot, but we have to take it. Whatever they hit us with hit the
Peltasts much harder; their FTL systems are burned out and of the eight, only three
survived."
"What can you tell us about the ship we fought?" Hsu asked as the meeting was
getting ready to end.
"Can you cue the video, Aramis?" Savoy asked the navigation officer.
"One sec, Colonel," Stokes told her and cued the video. "Flight Captain Greer
and Arete's Spear took this video when she searched for survivors from the other
Peltasts. She flew through the debris field and got some pretty amazing footage."
The video showed a vast debris field, all that was left of their attacker, and
included numerous high resolution clips of the larger pieces of wreckage. Part of
the tan colored hull was still intact and as the video played it showed the hull
tumble until the torn and twisted ends of the internal structure could be seen. "It
was about our size," Stokes explained, "and we think had a similar armament,
though I'm thinking it had a slightly heavier missile compliment and moderately
lighter armor.
"It carried two types of small craft that we saw, provisionally called Light and
Heavy. The Light was a small fighter similar to the Colonial Viper, while the Heavy
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was a fighter but also carried troops or cargo, and so would be more capable than
our own Mosquito or the Colonial Raptor."
"But we can kill them," Bain finally declared when Stokes finished narrating the
video. "Whether it's in space or face to face, we can kill them."
"Yes, we can," Savoy agreed before dismissing the meeting. "Aramis, Pella, if
you'd remain for a moment?" she asked. "I have a special project for the two of
you," she explained after they sat down. "I want you to analyze the EW intercepts
and find out what they were hitting us with that caused the glitches. The Peltasts
shouldn't have been hurt the way they were and even our systems were having
issues. If we encounter these things again, I want to be ready for this little trick of
theirs."
"We'll take care of it, Colonel," Bain confidently told her. "It was more than just
EW, that's for sure."
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Eligis Summit
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase stretched out on the sofa that fronted the
massive fireplace. Her ice blue eyes watched the orange and gold fire flicker and
pop as it consumed the large logs and cast its heat into the room. The book she
was reading rested on her chest and she snuggled deeper into the sofa and the wool
blanket that was wrapped around her lithe form.
She reflected back on the past year from the first time she met Captain Zoe
Avalon and read her confidential file to the enthusiasm the woman put into
everything she did and ultimately led to her death. Rather than return to Hecate,
she decided to bring everyone to Eligis Summit for a few days to decompress and
grieve. There would be time for everything else once they returned. But not now.
Not yet.
Her father, His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield, was due to arrive
within the hour. Even though she wasn't related by blood, her father and Zoe had
shared a bond that was familial. Charles had always been a good parent, doting
sometimes, stern sometimes, but always a parent and perhaps after all those years
and a unique childhood, that was something Zoe had been looking for.
However it came to be, Chase thought and watched the fire spread down a log,
it was a good thing. She hadn't seen Jerry happier or more content in the several
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years that she'd known him and even Cora seemed happier. There was a sizable
age gap between her and her sister and while they'd always been close, neither one
had the other to pal around with. Zoe slipped into that role almost effortlessly and
the two women soon became best friends.
Chase turned and looked out the window when she heard approaching engines.
She caught a glimpse of the black Raven as it passed overhead on its approach to
the landing field located a short distance from the main house. That would be her
father and Sana, the last two people she was expecting. Another sound joined the
receding engines; her phone signaled a new text message.
She reached over and lifted the phone from where it rested on the table and
flicked her index finger across the screen before entering her pass code. The text
message was brief, two words, and set Chase's pulse racing. She read it again and
whispered the words as if doing so would prove that they were real; "I'm ready."
*+*+*+*+*
"You are oddly upbeat today," Lieutenant Sana Chastain told the man seated to
her right at the copilot's station.
Charles Chase nodded absently and turned from the gold tinted canopy to the
pretty woman seated next to him. "I am, Sana. Despite all that has happened, I
am."
Sana narrowed her eyes as she started the shut-down sequence. "Care to share
why?" she gently prodded.
A smile threatened to play across Charles' face but he forced it back and said
instead, "The gods give us trials they know we can overcome, if only so that we can
prove to ourselves that we are stronger and more capable than we believed."
Her hands stopped and she turned and arched an eyebrow before tilting her
head. "Care to put that in normal people language?"
Now he did smile for a second or so. "What I meant to say was that things will
work out and this is one of those times where we're all going to discover that we're
made of stronger stuff than we realize."
"It still hurts," Sana said bluntly.
"I know it does...and I ask you to trust me on this," Charles said a moment
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before his phone started ringing. He looked at the caller ID displayed and smiled.
"Hello daughter," he said when he answered.
"Hi, Daddy!" Sera's voice said through the small speaker near his ear. "Can you
have Sana keep the Raven running? We all need to go on a little trip."
"Now?" he asked. "So soon?"
"Yes," his oldest daughter answered. "I'm getting everyone ready to go, we
should be down there in a few minutes." There was a slight pause before she
added, "Can you convince Sana to relinquish control of the Raven? Sebastian and
Cora know where we're going."
"I'll take care of it, Spitfire; we'll be ready when you get here," Charles said and
keyed off the phone. "Sana, let's start the preflight; we're going to be leaving as
soon as Sera and the others arrive. And..." he hesitated before he relayed his
daughter's request, "Sebastian and Cora will be flying this one; they already know
where we're going."
"They can't just give me the coordinates?" Sana asked. Charles shrugged and
she busied herself bringing the plane back to life. "Then I guess I get to play
passenger this trip!"
*+*+*+*+*
Monument Lake, Illyria State, Caprica
"Retract dradis reflectors," Captain Sebastian Beckett told his copilot.
Captain Coralanna Chase entered the command on the multi-function display
and replied, "Dradis reflectors are retracted, we've dropped off their scope."
This was the most critical part of the flight, Beckett thought to himself. They
were logged as a military training flight and had filed a flight plan that included
going dradis silent. "Raven 945, this is Caprica City Center, you have disappeared
from our scopes. Please contact us when your exercise is over so we don't
scramble interceptors."
"Copy, Center, wilco," Beckett answered. "Raven 945 going silent." He pushed
the throttles forward and gently nudged the stick forward and the black manta
shaped aircraft nosed down and accelerated. Outside, dusk had given way to night
and this far away from the city it was like flying through space. Far behind them,
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Caprica City was not much more than a glow on the horizon. Ahead lay inky
blackness dotted here or there by a pinprick of light announcing a cabin or
farmstead.
Beckett gently banked the Raven to the right until it was flying forty-five degrees
off their original course. "About fifteen minutes?" he asked Cora.
Cora studied the large moving map display. "Fifteen until the next waypoint,
then five minutes after that we land." She was quiet for several minutes as they
sped through the darkness. "Do you know where we're going, other than some
coordinates in the middle of nowhere?"
"I think 'middle of nowhere' pretty much clinches it," Beckett shrugged. "It's on
the edge of Monument Lake, that's pretty remote for Caprica. My dad and I would
fly out here in our old Skycar and practice dead reckoning navigation. There are a
lot of estates and hunting preserves, as well as a National Park and National
Wildlife Refuge down there. Monument Lake was beautiful from the air, but the
ground was pretty rugged. I'm not sure if we're going to find a place to land if the
coordinates don't have a clearing."
Twenty minutes later as the Raven approached the coordinates, Beckett pulled
down the wide angle HUD and had the synthetic vision imagery overlaid on their
flight path. Suddenly the darkness was replaced by a blend of dradis, thermal, and
light intensification merged into a synthetic image. The ground below was vividly
depicted in shades of greens and greys, with occasional spots of color indicating
potential navigation hazards. "Cora, can you verify our location? I'd hate to land
in someone's back yard...might make it hard to explain."
Cora verified the location, "We're here. That clearing is the exact spot we're
supposed to go to."
"It'll be tight, but we can make it," Beckett muttered before he keyed the
intercom and told everyone to secure from flight and prepare for landing. "The big
question is what are we going to do when we land?"
*+*+*+*+*
Five minutes later the Raven was down and everyone was standing under the
wings or near the rear ramp when Admiral Chase called them together. She had a
compass in one hand and a flashlight in the other, while a 5/7 rode on her hip and
an M-22 was slung over her shoulder. Everyone was similarly armed and the red
night lighting cast everything in a weird blend of reds and blacks. "The first thing
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we need to do is find a benchmark. It's a concrete post set into the ground and is
about half a meter tall and a quarter meter square. It should have a metal plaque
on top with its exact location. Let's spread out and when you find it, sound off. It
should be somewhere on the northern perimeter."
Doc found the benchmark and Chase checked her compass when she stood
next to it and pointed off into the darkness. "We're looking for a smallish concrete
structure about 150 meters that way. We're close..." she told them before walking
into the darkness guided by her flashlight.
Chase led the group deeper into the woods and prayed that they would find the
building in short order. After about one hundred fifty steps, she stopped and
panned the light around. Her stride wasn't a meter, so she was certain they were
still short of their destination. "Ok, let's keep our eyes open..." she said and took
another step forward and stopped in her tracks.
Fifteen meters ahead was a concrete dome. Green, brown, and black paint
covered it in a camouflage pattern and a raised section hinted at a tunnel or
passage that led deeper into the building. Chase judged its diameter at about
twelve meters or so and about four meters at its highest point. The blue-white light
from her flashlight revealed that bushes and undergrowth grew right up against the
structure and several vines and creepers snaked up and over it.
"This is it," Chase declared before closing the distance and walking toward the
tunnel.
"What is it?" Jerry asked from behind her, his voice tired, sad, and sounding lost.
"It's what we're looking for," Chase replied cryptically and brushed some dirt off
the keypad and watched the telltale LEDs activate from the motion. She could
sense the others behind her; her father, Sana, Beckett, Cora, Jerry, Doc, Kait,
Salagiida, Silva, Fenton and Dean. Her hand paused over the keypad and she
steeled herself for what was to come.
The alpha numeric string was long and complex but with the phrase she
memorized as a mnemonic device it was easy to remember and enter. Chase
entered the 16 characters and waited for something to happen. Five seconds, ten
seconds, fifteen seconds passed as she held her breath and waited. Finally, as if the
keypad had to convince a committee to make a decision, a red LED turned green
and she heard locking bolts release.
Chase turned her back to the door and looked at the eleven people who were
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waiting. "Everything from here on I have to ask you to keep in the strictest
confidence..." she said slowly and evenly. "When we get inside you'll understand
why."
Without waiting, she turned and pushed open the heavy vault door that formed
the external seal and stepped across the armored threshold into a brightly lit tunnel
that turned into stairs and led deeper under the dome. When she reached the
bottom of the stairs, Chase found another armored door and entered the second
alpha numeric string. Once again the bolts retracted after a several second delay
and she pushed the door open.
Cool, crisp, fresh air drifted out and mingled with the slightly stale air in the
hallway. The room beyond looked like the foyer of a normal mid sized house.
Closets lined the side walls before it opened up into a family room or study. A
small kitchen and dining nook occupied one side and another hallway, opposite
the one Chase stood in, led out of the room. She walked into the family room and
waited for everyone else to arrive.
"This is it," Chase began. "This is what we came to find."
"A bomb shelter?" Salagiida asked.
"Yes...and no," Chase answered somewhat cryptically and offered a thin smile.
"Father, I'd like you, Sebastian, Cora, Jerry, and Doc to come with me. I'm not sure
how long this will take, so the rest of you might want to relax for a bit. If you get
hungry or thirsty, there should be food and drink in the kitchen cupboards. There's
also a bathroom, it's the first door on the left down this other hallway," she pointed
at the across from where they entered. "Now, we need to continue for just a little
bit more..." she added.
There were three doors on the hallway; the first led to a bathroom, the second to
a large bedroom suite, and the last, furthest door, led to a medical laboratory.
*+*+*+*+*
"Please close the door, Sebastian," Chase asked after everyone had entered the
room. It took a moment for Beckett to react and when he did it was slow and
halting. The lab was filled with computers and other equipment that while
unknown to him, were things he'd seen before. He felt his pulse jump when the
little voice whispered into his ear, I didn't see this coming...
Beckett felt the corners of his mouth turn up slightly and returned to looking
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around the lab. It looked like a wall of equipment split the lab into two sections,
with the other section still largely out of sight. Their goal had to be on the other
side. "Admiral?" he asked. "What now?"
That is the question, boy-o, the little voice answered and fell silent when Chase
started talking. "Now we go around to the other side of the lab," she explained and
took a deep breath.
Suspecting something and knowing something are two different things.
Knowing something academically and then knowing something through direct
observation, as well, are just as different. Beckett prepared himself for whatever
was on the other side and followed Chase around the wall of equipment. He felt
Cora's hand slip into his when he saw what had been hidden.
Soft indirect lighting lit the room and kept it in a cool twilight. Save for one
workstation, the walls were bare of ornamentation or electronics, and were painted
a soft, warm, off white color. There was one door, in the far corner, that was closed,
and Beckett surmised it led deeper into the lab itself. All of this, however, was
secondary to the object that dominated the center floor.
It was black with silver highlights and looked like a large and ornate bathtub
that was slightly less than a meter high and had a series of pipes or tubes arching
out of the lower half and disappearing into the floor. Lights lit the tub from within
and he could see it was filled with some sort of liquid to about ten or fifteen
centimeters from the rim. But it wasn't the tub that grabbed and held his attention
or that caused him to gasp and hold Cora's hand tightly.
It was the alabaster skinned, dark haired woman who appeared to be asleep
inside the tub that caused his mouth to suddenly go dry.
"Zoe..." Jerry said from where he stood next to him...After a moment, he walked
forward and knelt next to the tub and held the sides as if it was his only connection
to reality.
"Sebastian?" Cora whispered next to him. "Am I seeing..."
Beckett nodded and ran his tongue over his suddenly dry lips. "Yes...you are..."
"Now you know the need for secrecy," Chase explained from where she stood
next to the workstation. "Zoe asked me if I'd be here if something happened, to
help her through the process, and I agreed," she started softly, and to Beckett it was
like she was worried she'd wake or disturb Zoe. "She also asked if I'd bring you
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along, too. Doc, since this was something way out of my area of expertise, I asked
you along because you're a doctor and if something happened you might be able
to help."
"What do we do now?" Jerry asked and looked up from where he knelt next to
the tub.
"Now...now we wake her up," Chase told them simply.
*+*+*+*+*
The pain was a memory just like the taste of chocolate or the chill after an early
spring rain. Daddy, she asked, what have I become? What am I? They were
questions she asked every time this happened and just like all the previous times
they went unanswered.
She felt like she was floating and forced her reality to form just like it always did.
Slowly, bit by bit, byte by byte, three dimensional pixel by three dimensional pixel,
the room gained resolution and formed around her. It wasn't as grand as the
Heaven construct Sister Clarice and her misguided husbands had built, nor was it
as stylish as the house she once shared with her parents. Instead, the room looked
like it was meant to be lived in, not shown off. It had homey warmth and was
small enough to be comfortable and large enough so she wasn't tripping over
herself.
A smile formed on her face; she had fond memories of the room and the
apartment it belonged to. Here was where she stayed when she was working with
Jordan Duram and the rest of the Caprican Legionnaires. Those were good times
she thought; we saw the danger but never imagined the absolute threat that the
Cylons posed. Without trying, the faces of friends long since dead formed in her
mind's eye.
She sat on an ottoman and held her head in her hands. "Daddy, where are you?
What happened that night?" she asked out loud. Her mind replayed the events of
the last night before the war started. She and Jordan were working a lead and had
turned off their phones so that nothing would give away their location. Even
though it had been several years since the aborted Apotheosis event, they had yet
to locate Gara Singh...until now. He was back on Caprica and they were doing
everything they could to locate and neutralize him.
Neutralize, she thought. A polite way to say we were going to track him down,
dig him out of whatever hole he'd gone to ground in, and then kill him.
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And they had.
She could still feel the rifle's recoil as it launched one of the two bullets that
punched through the traitor's chest. They celebrated long into the morning and
perhaps took things a little too far for professionalism, but it was all worth it. The
man that had caused them so much grief was lying dead in a warehouse in an ever
expanding pool of his own blood. If that didn't call for going too far celebrating the
operation, she didn't know what did.
When they woke up everything had changed. The news carried the first reports
of the Cylons turning on the humans and the massive battle taking place in central
Boskirk. She tried to call her father but the lines were jammed or appropriated for
official use only. They'd dodged squads of Cylons - mostly non military models that
had formed ad-hoc units going house to house killing any humans they found - and
reached her parent's house only to find a smoldering ruin in its place.
The lab was no different; by the time they managed to fight their way across
town it had been fully engulfed in flames and was nothing more than a burning
pyre when they reached it. No bodies were recovered from either conflagration,
and her parents were listed as 'casualties of war, remains unrecovered'.
That was then and a lot of things had happened since. They continued to wage
their underground war against the Soldiers of The One while dodging Cylon attacks
and occasionally working with the nascent Colonial Ministry of Defense. Given
Singh's betrayal, they were hesitant to forge too close of a working relationship with
any official group or agency.
And now she felt like it was time to leave this world she'd created and return to
the real world. I'm ready, she thought. I'm ready for this to be over and end one
last time.
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase sat at the workstation and started the process
Zoe had taught her several weeks earlier when they visited the bunker. It was fairly
simple and straight forward and soon the screen flashed, "Transfer Initiated".
Despite her outward calm, the whole process unnerved her. She had often
wondered what it would be like to be forever young and live for countless lifetimes,
but they were all random day dreams. This, however, was real and provided the
hardware didn't fail, offered such a reality. Zoe had been specific about what she
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needed her to do and why. If their roles had been reversed, she wasn't sure
whether she could do what the younger woman was planning; it made her decision
to go to the academy against her parents' wishes seem trivial by comparison.
She watched as Doc knelt across from Jerry and checked Zoe's pulse and how
Cora and Sebastian had taken positions near her head while her father had knelt
next to Doc. Chase stood and walked over to an almost hidden closet, opened it,
and took out several large fluffy towels and a white terrycloth robe, before walking
to the tub and kneeling next to Jerry.
Just a few more minutes, she thought and prayed everyone else would accept
what was going to happen. This was part of the reason why she personally flew
Saber 6's Phoenix and supervised the aftermath of what happened on Gemenon.
And it was the reason why she told everyone that Zoe's wish was to be cremated
within 24 hours of her death.
Chase dipped her hand into the liquid that filled the tub and was surprised to
find it was thick and very warm. The lights illuminating the inside of the tub
brightened ever so slightly and she saw Zoe's chest start to expand as she gasped
and took a deep breath of air.
*+*+*+*+*
It was like falling through a long, thick pipe. No, she thought, it was like having
part of you fall through a thousand long thin pipes, only to be reintegrated at the
end and made whole once again. She took a deep breath and kept her eyes closed.
One thing at a time, she thought. Right now, let's work on breathing.
Several breaths later she opened her eyes slightly, blinking out the goo that
covered her body. Her head rolled to the right so she could look to her left and a
smile formed on her face. "Jerry?" she croaked. "Is that you?"
He had tears in his eyes, she could see that much, and he reached down into
the tub and took her hand in his. "Yes...Zoe, it's me."
Zoe smiled and felt a hand holding her right wrist. "Hi, Doc," she said after she
turned her head to see who it was. "Bet you didn't think this would happen?"
Doc sat back and rested his hands on the edge of the tub.
didn't," he said warmly. "But I'm glad it did."

"No, I certainly

"Cora, Sebastian," she said and tilted her head back. "I'm glad you're here for
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this. Your Grace, Admiral...thank you. Thank you very much."
"Child," Charles said and took her hand, "I'm honored to be here and so glad to
see that you're still with us. My heart broke..." She saw tears form in the older
man's eyes and she knew that Charles felt about her as if she were his own flesh
and blood.
"Zoe," Jerry said as he raised her hand to his lips, "I thought I'd lost you forever.
Now...I feel like the gods have graced us with their blessing."
She squeezed his hand. "They have, Jerry, they have."
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Vignette 5: Ghost Story
Salina Bluff Provincial Park, Virgon
The air smelled different as Abby Carmichael breathed deeply and looked back
along the trail she'd been hiking for the past three hours. It snaked into the thick
woods and the lush verdant greenery obscured it within a couple dozen meters and
gave her a feeling of being cut off from the world. A smile touched the corners of
her mouth and she let out the breath she'd taken a few moments before. Yes, she
thought, the air was different; the aroma of cooking food, hot oil fryers, grills, old
coffee, and all the other odors that competed for dominance in the small diner she
owned were gone and replaced with nature's bounty.
She shifted the heavy pack that rested on her shoulders and started following the
noise the others were making as they hiked through the forest. It had been years
since she'd gone camping and she was glad she allowed Thomas Stewart to talk her
into being a chaperone for the seven scouts of the local Apollo & Artemis Scouts
troop. Her daughter, Melanie, was a member of the troop and was overjoyed when
she learned her mother would be helping. The more Abby thought about it, the
more she was convinced that she made the right decision, even if it would mean
closing the diner for the weekend.
Life as a single parent wasn't easy, she reflected as she put one foot in front of
the other and followed the noise. But, she silently added, it was a damned sight
better without an abusive alcoholic husband that beat her and Melanie whenever
he came home. The day he told her he was leaving was the best day of her life
since her daughter was born. She received the signed divorce papers the same day
her concealed weapons permit arrived in the mail; never again would she allow a
man to lay an unwelcome hand on either one of them.
"Are you coming, Abby?" a man called from up ahead. "We've found the
campsite!" Even shouting, his voice carried a trace of the soft spoken man who had
come into her diner every morning for the past ten months. He was tall, almost
two meters, and had the ability to blend into the background or command attention
depending on his mood or the situation. The first day he came into her shop he
said three words to her; coffee, please, and thanks. She may not have been a
bartender, but she knew a person dealing with a personal crisis when she saw one.
It took Abby two weeks to break through his shell and get him to talk in more
than one or two word sentences, and another week before he smiled. A few days
later the diner was deserted and the snow was coming down at almost three
centimeters an hour when Thomas stopped in for his daily coffee. She didn't know
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if it was the weather, the lack of other people, or something else when he started
talking, but somehow the ice had thawed and he decided to tell her his story. He
spent twenty-two years in the Colonial Marines before unexpectedly retiring shortly
after being promoted to First Sergeant.
He didn't want to leave the Corps, it was all he knew, but he was notified that
an old flame he hadn't seen in years had died and that he was the executor of her
will...and the father of her son. During that long snowy afternoon, Thomas never
once sounded like he felt sorry for himself, or that he resented leaving the Corps,
but rather impressed on her that he wanted to do this because he believed a child
needed a parent, even if it's one he's never known, and staying on active duty
would deny his son a father and would also deny him a chance to connect with his
son.
After that day, the ice had been broken and when things were slow they shared
many long talks and Thomas often went to Abby for parenting advice. They soon
learned that their children, her Melanie and his Ian, were in many of the same
classes in school and were both active in the local temple's scout troop.
"Wow! This is some place!" Abby exclaimed when she reached the grass
covered clearing. The hilltop had been cleared except for a windbreak of trees
encircling it, and through them on the other side she could see Morrell Falls, the
hike's ultimate goal. A fire pit commanded the clearing's center and logs were
spaced evenly around it so that campers could sit around the fire and enjoy a sense
of community not often found in the hustle and bustle of modern Colonial life.
"Where should I pitch my tent?"
Several hours later the sun had set and the fire had burned down to not much
more than glowing embers. Abby contentedly sat on the log and again was glad
she allowed Thomas to talk her into this. She cocked her head slightly and realized
that it was always Thomas and never Tom or Tommy. Odd how the mind works,
she thought when one of the scouts asked her, "Abby, tell us a ghost story!"
A chorus of pleas joined in until she held up a hand. "Ok...ok...I'll tell you one."
She dropped her voice slightly and spoke in a little softer tone of voice that caused
the scouts to lean forward to hear her better. "It happened many years ago, during
the reign of Emperor Gavin II, when Virgon was once again looking to expand her
holdings and push back the long dark edge of the frontier. It was a time of great
promise, and before the dark days of the Cylon uprising."
She paused and looked around and over the glowing embers at the seven pairs
of serious looking eyes peering back at her and one pair that floated over a
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bemused smile. "The great ship Pathfinder was commissioned and built to help this
quest. It was one of the largest and most expensive ships ever built and was the
pride of not just Virgon, but of Helios Beta and the rest of the Colonies as well! The
best and brightest from all across the twelve worlds competed for a place on board
because they knew that this ship, this mighty ship, would make history...and in
doing so it would make them immortal.
"One by one they were selected and joyfully joined the crew, eager to be part of
Pathfinder and her date with destiny.
"The Emperor called a holiday for the day the great ship was to leave on her epic
adventure. The lucky ones were able to watch the ship leave from Boskirk High
Port or one of liners that were chartered just for the event.
Everyone was
celebrating as if they were the ones on the ship. It was amazing." Abby smiled and
saw rapt attention on the scouts' faces. "Things went perfectly as Pathfinder slipped
her moorings and glided out into space. When the Emperor gave his blessing,
Commander Bentonhurst ordered the ship forward to its destiny. The giant engines
flared and flashed and by the time the band stopped playing the Imperial anthem
she had cleared orbit and when the last note was struck, disappeared in flash of
light!"
"What happened then? This doesn't sound like a ghost story, Mrs. Carmichael,"
one of the scouts asked.
Abby smiled and nodded sagely. "I'm glad you asked, Leo. You see, little things
started happening within a week of her leaving Virgon. At first they were minor; a
power outage in a corridor, hot water turning cold, little things. But then, after they
were gone almost three months and more than sixty jumps away from home,
disaster struck. They had been orbiting their first target world for two days and had
dispatched several Seekers to the surface to conduct tests on the plants and animals
as well as to take soil and water samples, when they lost contact with one of the
small craft.
"Everyone aboard turned out to help with the search and even Horizon and Vista
were launched so they could completely cover the planet. It took them a couple
days but the missing Seeker was eventually found...but no trace of her crew could
be located. Commander Bentonhurst deployed the Marines, the survey teams,
everyone he could spare, but the Seeker's crew had disappeared into thin air.
"With heavy hearts, the Commander and crew held a funeral service for their
missing comrades and departed the world.
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"Two days after they left, the first murder was reported. A maintenance
crewman was found strangled and hung from his feet in a utility closet. The next
day, one of the navigators was found the same way in her cabin...that was locked
from the inside!"
"Every day for the next three days someone was found murdered...each the same
way as the ones before. Commander Bentonhurst was deeply concerned; he had
brought his wife with him but left his two children in the care of his parents, and he
was beginning to wonder whether the ship was cursed and if he'd ever see them
again.
"The sixth day after they left the world was one of great joy; two of she ship's
scientists were getting married in one of the arboretum domes." Abby allowed
some excitement creep into her voice and replace the somber tone she'd been
using for the past few minutes. Everyone turned out in their dress uniforms and
best clothes and waited for the bride and groom to appear. When they didn't show
on time," her voice dropped an octave, "Commander Bentonhurst sent Colonel
Millingsly to check up on the pair. Did they have cold feet?" she arched her
eyebrows. "Or did they just get carried away," she winked. "Even the wedding party
was confused."
"Colonel Millingsly called and urged the Commander to hurry to the rooms that
were being use by the wedding couple to prepare for the ceremony." She stopped
and poked the fire with a stick for just a moment and caused the embers to flare to
life, "When the Commander arrived his heart sank. There, hung up like the others
were the bride and groom; murdered and left to be found.
"After this horrible crime, the Commander called together his officers and the
scientific leaders and discussed what he was going to do. The first step would be to
put the ship on lockdown and have the Master At Arms and his team interview
everyone about where they were and to check their key cards for verification. Then
he would send word back to Virgon that something was amiss, but during all this,
the mission would continue.
"Naturally," she offered a grim and somewhat evil smile, "nothing was found and
everyone's movements were accounted for...the killer wasn't among them. The
Commander sent four Seekers back to Virgon, each with a full account of what
happened. Only one of them ever made it back and..."
"The crew had all gone nutter!" another one of the Scouts exclaimed.
"Aye, the crew was insane. But do you know what else had happened?" Abby
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asked and leaned forward as if she had a secret to tell. The Scouts followed suit as
if she was going to whisper whatever revelation she knew but they didn't. "The
interior of the Seeker was damaged as if someone took a crowbar to it. Most of the
data was unrecoverable so we didn't know exactly where Pathfinder was anymore.
"With each jump, Pathfinder moved farther and farther from the Colonies...from
home. The murders stopped after the Seekers were sent home...and for five months
life went back to normal.
Worlds were discovered, systems were charted,
discoveries were made almost every day; the great ship's mission was being
fulfilled!
"Then, the murders started again. This time instead of being strangled and hung
by their feet, they had their throats cut and they were hung to bleed out!" Abby
exclaimed theatrically. "The murders happened each time they jumped; sometimes
one, sometimes two, one time there were four. Nothing they tried worked to stop
the murders and everyone was on edge.
"Then the murders started to get more grisly and showed signs of mutilation and
torture.
"The Commander was hesitant to turn back, but in the end he did; it was all the
only thing he could have done. His crew was falling apart around him and
everyone thought they'd be the next one killed when they jumped. There were
several brawls and riots, and two of the arboretum domes were vented when
someone was convinced the murderer was inside them.
"The ship was on a hair trigger..."
Abby took a sip from her canteen and surreptitiously palmed a small squeeze
bottle. "People were locking themselves in their staterooms and refusing to come
out before or after jump and the ship started to break down. First it was minor
systems, until finally the there was a drive failure and the ship couldn't jump
without the engineering team working around the clock and performing several
EVA operations.
"It was during one of these operations when the engineers made a gruesome
discovery...the missing survey team that they lost on the first planet? They were
found bound in a hull recess on the outside of the engine compartment. When the
Commander heard this he went pale and looked out the windows that lined the
flying bridge...and saw the planet where their misfortunes had started.
"The ship's priest suggested that all the dead should be buried on the planet and
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that perhaps the burial ceremony would allow the spirits to pass over to the other
side and depart peacefully. The Commander agreed and had the bodies shuttled
down as well as many of the crew. At the height of the ceremony, Pathfinder turned
her guns on the unsuspecting crew members on the planet far below." Abby
paused for a moment, and then when she started speaking again her voice had a
haunted tone and was barely above a whisper. "Of the five hundred who attended,
only the Commander and a handful of survivors made it back to the ship.
"They found bodies everywhere; the crew had turned on one another and fought
with anything that was handy until they were all dead...all were dead except the
survivors from the planet.
"The Commander ordered everyone to Pathfinder's small craft; they took to
Scorpions, Seekers, Hornets, shuttles, anything that could jump. They were going
to abandon the great ship and return to Virgon and hope that whatever terror had
occupied the ship would be left behind.
"Bentonhurst was the last off Pathfinder and swore that he saw the dead rising up
to claim his life, lest he leave them behind. The Commander was one of 10
survivors that made it back to Virgon in a lone Hornet. Ten out of thousands...."
Abby allowed her voice to trail off as she waited for the Scouts to fully focus on her.
"But there have been rumors..." she began sagely, "Rumors that said others also
returned from Pathfinder and still wander the woods looking to avenge themselves
on the living...or that something...else...came back..." By now the Scout's eyes
were wide as saucers as they hung on every word. "They're out there," she
whispered and slightly extended her right hand gesturing at the dark and
whispering forest that surrounded them, "waiting for the ghost ship Pathfinder , that
was never seen again, to return!" When she uttered the last word she squeezed the
small bottle in the palm of her hand and squirted the whiskey she had prepared for
just this occasion onto the embers and causing it to blossom like a fireball. The
Scouts shrieked in terror and then started laughing with bravado at their shared
surprise.
*+*+*+*+*
Later that evening after the Scouts had retreated to their tents, Abby sat alone on
the bluff overlooking the falls. "Mind if I join you?" Thomas asked from behind her.
"Sure. I was just soaking in the night sky," Abby replied and moved to one side
of the old and worn carved bench.
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"It's impressive," Thomas said a moment later after he sat next to her and
stretched his legs out in front of him.
Abby was quiet for a few moments before she answered. "Yes, it is. It reminds
me how small we really are." She turned slightly so she could see Thomas' face in
Hibernia's light, "You miss it, don't you? The Corps?"
Thomas nodded and took two breaths of air. "At times like this I do...The Corps
gave me a lot of good memories and I met some really good people, but now...now
I have Ian to raise and that's a different kind of good with different kinds of good
memories...and different kinds of good people. And," she could see him wink,
"being a fitness instructor and personal trainer pays pretty good!"
They shared a laugh before he asked, "Did you make up most of the story you
told earlier? About Pathfinder? I remember reading a book about the event and
they just said that Commander Bentonhurst ordered the ship abandoned after most
of the crew died of unknown causes. None of the rest was in the official record."
Abby put her hand on his shoulder and leaned close so she could whisper in his
ear, "That's because I have inside information...my maiden name was Abigail
Louise Bentonhurst...granddaughter of Roderick Bentonhurst, Pathfinder's
commander."
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Chapter 28: Transformations
Monument Lake, Illyria State, Caprica, Resurrection Node 2
The chamber was quiet and Zoe felt Jerry holding her hand as she closed her
eyes and took a deep breath; it was time to tell him about the decision she made
before they'd gone to recover the last artifact. Admiral Chase and the others had
left a few moments earlier and the room was quiet once again.
"Jerry?" she asked and felt his hand as it gave hers a brief squeeze and she knew
it was now or never. It would be so easy to say something else and allow the real
reason why she did what she did to be swept away in a tide of emotion. No, she
thought, you've been running from this decision for decades, in addition to looking
human it's time to truly *be* human. Zoe opened her eyes and met Jerry's
concerned gaze. "Can you hand me a towel?" she asked coyly, "I need to dry off
before I do anything else."
Jerry nodded and picked up a fluffy white terrycloth towel. "Here you go," he
said and held it open for her. She felt the warm towel wrap around her shoulders
and then suppressed a shiver as his hands worked it across her shoulders and down
her arms, drying and massaging at the same time.
Stay strong, girl, Zoe told herself. Keep your mind on the reason you allowed
this to happen, otherwise it will all be for naught. "That feels divine," she purred as
his hands worked along her flanks. "When you're done, there's something I want
to ask you."
His hands stopped momentarily and Zoe hoped that her voice hadn't been too
serious. "We're almost done," he told her a moment before he continued drying
her.
A few moments later she slipped into the lush terrycloth robe that Jerry held
open for her and tied the belt at her waist. Game time, she silently told herself.
"Come with me?" she asked and held out her hand. "There's something we need to
discuss."
Confusion clouded Jerry's face as he once again took her hand. "This sounds
pretty serious," he joked half heartedly before taking her hand.
Her face softened and she pulled him close so she could thread her fingers
among his. "It is, Jerry," she said without preamble and led him to a far corner and
said, "Identify me."
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"State your name," a monotone voice replied.
"Zoe Amanda Graystone," Zoe answered and felt a tinge of bittersweet joy. That
was who she was, who she became, and yet, it wasn't her. She had forged her own
identity through blood, sweat, and tears, and while Zoe Graystone was part of who
she was, it was her beginning, her Alpha. Zoe Amanda Avalon was about to truly
become her own person for the first time in her existence.
"Identity confirmed; you may enter," the voice answered in the same mechanical
monotone as an almost hidden door opened and bright light spilled out through the
doorway.
Zoe led Jerry through the door and into a room filled with flat panel displays,
computers, holographic displays, a holographic avatar scanner, and several
workstations. She walked to one of the workstations and sat down before she
logged in and entered a series of passwords. When she was finished to turned and
motioned Jerry to the chair next to hers.
"I need your understanding with what I'm going to explain," Zoe began and took
a deep breath. It was now or never and the time to take a leap of faith that Jerry
would catch her. "I didn't go to Gemenon with the intention of dying or being
killed, but it served a necessary purpose. I'm sorry for the pain my actions caused
you; it was never my intention to hurt you. The opportunity opened and I took a
chance and in doing so I was able to save those I love. But the price was my life.
And yet..."
"And yet here you are," Jerry answered for her. Zoe looked deep into his eyes
and her heart told her that she was seeing hope and love, not anger and malice.
"And yet I'm here," Zoe paraphrased. "I've lived and died over the years and
never found a reason to truly want to *live* since the war started and my parents
disappeared. Don't misunderstand, I've done my best at everything I've tried, but it
was existing, not really living, if that makes sense?" She paused and when Jerry
nodded his understanding she smiled and felt a wave of relief; that was a good sign
she thought.
"Then, when the v-world project started I was brought aboard as a senior
security developer and architect. The first three ships were jobs; I did them and
lived, laughed, cried now and then, and moved to the next one. Then I was posted
to Hecate and met Admiral Chase and Charles. For the first time in fifty years I felt
like I belonged...I was made to feel like I belonged and welcomed with open arms.
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"I guess you could say I started living again," Zoe said a little self consciously.
"And then I met you and I realized that I wanted to live. I wanted to have the
life that had been perpetually denied me because of what I am...because of all
this," she waved her hand around the room. Her voice had a gentle intensity that
hinted at barely restrained passion when she continued. "I want to be human, to be
normal, to live, love, grow old with someone I love, and then when it's my time, to
die a human death."
Jerry swallowed nervously and cocked his head slightly before a smile touched
the corners of his mouth. Zoe felt her heart skip a beat in an all too human case of
nerves. "How can I help?"
His statement could be taken two ways. The first, sarcastic, would imply that
he's unable to help and nothing he could do would be significant. The second way,
and how Zoe interpreted it, was full of concern and a genuine desire to assist her.
"I need you to turn all of this," she again gestured with her hand, "off." She paused
a moment to let Jerry process what she just said before she added, "Will you give
me the chance to live a normal life?"
Zoe felt him take her other hand in his and met his gaze. She never felt more
exposed than she did right then. It wasn't a physical nudity, but rather she had
bared her innermost self and offered him her soul - her future, and that was
something she'd never felt before.
Jerry's eyes didn't waver and after a moment he blinked once, and pulled her
close which caused her chair to slide forward. "I would love to, Zoe...and it would
be an honor to do so."
Relief coursed through Zoe, body and soul, when she heard the words. Tears
formed at the corners of her eyes and her vision started to get blurry. She fought to
keep the emotion from overwhelming her and finally kissed him long and hard.
"Thank you," she breathed after breaking the kiss.
Turning the resurrection node off was remarkably easy. Zoe confirmed her
identity and entered a long security code before the computer announced that all
safety and self preservation protocols were lifted for the next 300 seconds. There
were five steps to the process and each one required a palm and retina scan of
someone other than Zoe to activate. Once the step was activated, Zoe had to
speak her full name and confirm she wanted to proceed. When they were ready to
complete the fifth step, Jerry stopped and his voice was serious when he asked,
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"Are you ready?"
Zoe nodded. "Yes, I want this, Jerry. I'm ready." As soon as she spoke the
words Jerry pulled the handle and turned it ninety degrees before releasing it.
When they handle snapped back into its recess she felt a momentary tingle, as if
her whole body was feeling the effects of being hit on the funny bone, and then it
was gone. Also gone was feeling that she was connected to the node and more
than any message displayed on the workstation or synthesized voice could declare,
that loss told her that she was no longer connected to the node and would die,
actually die, the next time her body ceased functioning.
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase sat with one leg casually crossed over the
other and sipped a mug of hot chocolate. The room around her was filled with
people talking animatedly about what just happened. Rather than get involved in
the discussion, she sat quietly and nursed her drink along with her thoughts.
"I know that look," her father told her before he sat on the chair next to her. "It's
a lot to comprehend, isn't it, Spitfire?"
Chase offered a thin smile and nodded. "It is. I'm relieved that she's ok and
back with us, but then I start thinking about the theological aspect of it and it gets a
little murky." She turned and met his gaze and shrugged. "On one hand, it feels
like we played god by returning the dead to life. And yet..." she closed her eyes
and shook her head once. "And yet, if the gods didn't want us to have this they
wouldn't have given us the ability to conceptualize or create it, would they?"
A thoughtful look crossed her father's face and Charles' eyebrows arched
slightly. "That's a deep way to look at it. There's an argument that some ascribe to
that says the Cylons were the gods' way of teaching us humility and our place in
the universe."
"Do you believe that?" Chase asked directly and put both feet on the floor before
turning in her chair to fully face her father.
Charles' body language gave away his answer before his words confirmed them;
the left corner of his mouth turned up slightly, an eyebrow arched ever so little, and
he offered a quick wink. "No, I don't. In fact, I believe quite the opposite. I think
the gods wanted us to have that," he pointed in the direction of the hall,
"technology and possibly even wanted us to create the Cylons..."
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Chase's ice blue eyes narrowed, "What? You think they wanted us to create the
very things that almost destroyed us?"
"Put that way," he conceded, "no. But," Charles held up a finger to stall her
answer, "I think that the Cylons were also manipulated by others for their own gain
and then things just took on a life of their own."
His answer made sense, Chase thought to herself. After what she'd learned from
Hamish it did make a certain twisted sense. "But how can you be sure? Faith?" she
asked after a moment's hesitation.
A coy smile that spoke of hidden secrets and unsolved mysteries answered her.
"Yes, faith plays a big role, but I was also there when one of the Lady's Sacred
Witches visited Westfield on the eve of the Uprising."
"You never told me that," Chase whispered barely loud enough to be heard.
"They almost never leave the temple."
"This time, one did," Charles quietly explained. "She was gorgeous and wore
the gowns of the Lady's Own Inner Circle, a remarkable accomplishment for one so
young. Whatever she said, she convinced your grandfather that not only should he
support her effort, but that he should give over to her care two units of the
Household Guard, the Cylon units...and all of the domestic units as well."
"What happened to them?" Chase asked intrigued at this piece of family history
she'd never known about.
"Officially, they were destroyed in the early fighting. Unofficially, I don't really
know," Charles confessed. "I wasn't allowed to be close when all of it went down,
but my father and the witch spent time with them in their private v-world before
she directed them into shuttles. Then from there I assume they went into three
transports that also were listed as destroyed. After that, your guess is as good as
mine."
This was an aspect of her family history that she'd never known. Chase knew
the family owned Cylons, both domestic and combat models, but what would one
of Hecate's Sacred Witches want with them? "And it's because of that event that
you think the gods wanted us to create Cylons and the technology that derived from
it?"
"Yes, in part," Charles told her. "In part it's also because I can't believe that the
domestic, 'Aunt Ivelynn, who helped raise me, and all the others that I knew as a
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child, could truly be evil."
They lapsed into a few moments of quiet before Jerry walked into the room.
"Ah, folks, Zoe will be out in a few minutes, she said she wanted to get cleaned up
and make herself presentable."
*+*+*+*+*
Land's End Anchorage, Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster, Meropian Communion,
aboard Dike Astraea
"I am not looking forward to the next few hours," Admiral Giovanna Cassidine
said from where she stood in front of the large mirror in her quarters. Her
customary black duty uniform had been replaced by a spotless white Mess dress
uniform. Gold rank devices adorned her epaulets and service branch devices rode
on her collar, while gold wings sat above a row of medals, commendations, and
service ribbons on her left breast. Two thin, dark maroon stripes flanking a golden
center ran down the outside of each leg and accentuated her height. "At least we
can go armed in case there's a duel," she added and adjusted her collar and the
sun-shaped medal that rode at the base of her throat.
"Gia, you are almost dressed for this little function, but there's one thing that
you need yet," Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos said from his spot at the doorway.
She saw his smirk in the mirror and turned while narrowing her eyes. "What am
I missing? I wear this getup so infrequently I have to make sure it has my right rank
on it."
Arcadiaolos smiled and shook his head. "Your uniform is perfect, I saw to it
personally. No, what you're missing is something more subtle."
She cocked her head, "A dueling saber and pistol is hardly subtle in this outfit. I
feel like I shouldn't touch anything for fear of smudging the clothing."
"I was actually thinking of these..." Arcadiaolos said and opened a small velvet
covered jewelry box before holding it out to her.
Cassidine's eyes went wide as she gazed at the box's contents.
"They're...beautiful..." she whispered in awe of both the peanut sized teardrop cut
ruby stud earrings and at the tender thoughtfulness of the man holding them.
"Thank you, Cesare, they're amazing."
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A warm smile spread across Arcadiaolos' face as he plucked one from the box.
"You are most welcome, Gio. Most welcome indeed," he finished and gently
affixed it to her ear before sliding the backer onto it. When he finished the other
one took one step back and studied her. "Absolutely perfect," he whispered before
putting his hands on her shoulders and gently turning her to face the mirror.
"They are," Cassidine told him and put her right hand on her shoulder over his
hand, her annoyance at having to wear her Mess dress whites and the function they
were attending forgotten.
*+*+*+*+*
The reception was to celebrate Land's End Anchorage's recent change of
command. A week earlier, Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva had suddenly and
unexpectedly announced his immediate retirement. The rumor mill was rife with
speculation and the leading theories had the stern old admiral retiring due to ill
health or political disfavor. Whatever the official reason, or the real reason for that
matter, Cassidine thought as she savored the succulent roasted game hen, it paved
the way for Fleet Admiral Benoit Montcalm to take over the position several years
before he otherwise would have been considered for it.
Admiral Benoit Montcalm was one of the few flag officers that Cassidine truly
respected as both a person and for their rank. He had worked his way up through
the ranks and was known as a commander who cared about the people under him.
She also liked him because he was a historical scholar and when it came to policy
decisions liked to look to the past for guidance. Montcalm had written several
books on early Communion history and currently had the sixth volume of a
historical fiction series on the best seller list.
The man's positives aside, the whole situation didn't feel right to her. Fleet
Admiral Galva wasn't frail or in bad health, was politically connected, and was
generally considered an able, if conservative, leader. And then there was the
blackout imposed by the Fleet on the circumstances surrounding Galva's
retirement. Whatever was going on, Cassidine thought, I'm going to keep my head
down, ears open, and the powder dry.
"And I'm telling you that Corbin should be tried for negligence!" Admiral Stefan
Beauliere announced from across the table. "Out of three crews...three crews with
more than five thousand souls, only 400 survived the collision. And one of them
just happened to be Commander Josephus Corbin. Frak him and his protectors."
"Gia..." she heard Arcadiaolos whisper into her ear. "Steady...he's just blowing

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 707
off steam and doesn't know what happened..."
"Yeah...but the bastard needs to be set right, Cesare," Cassidine replied just as
quietly before putting her fork on the plate and dabbing her lips with the linen
napkin. "Admiral Beauliere," she said in a more conversational tone, "What details
can you share with us of what happened? I understand that Wildfire lost helm
control while Nyx was involved with UNREP operations."
Beauliere was a large and imposing man; easily two meters tall and possessing a
broad chest, he looked more like a heavyweight boxer than a Fleet officer, and had
the pugilistic disposition to go along with the look. "That's what the official report
said, but it isn't what I heard," he said as if he was privy to a State secret. "Corbin
wasn't in CIC when Wildfire lost control and an officer barely two years out of the
Academy was standing watch. Instead of doing what he should have done, this wet
behind the ears officer panicked and simply send a warning to Wildfire.
"Wherever Corbin was, it wasn't where he was supposed to be and as a result
three ships were lost along with most of their crews," Beauliere finished on a
definitive note.
"Hmm, no, that's not what happened," Cassidine replied and began to butter a
roll.
Several seconds of silence descended on the table when Beauliere finally spoke.
"Yes, that's exactly what happened," he said forcefully, as if the emphasis and force
he used would somehow make it the truth.
"No, it isn't," Cassidine explained and took a bite from the roll. She felt
Arcadiaolos' hand on her leg warning her to be careful. "In fact, had you had read
the official report, a report that is backed up by eyewitness testimony from the
inquiry and by the black boxes that were recovered, you'd know that Commander
Corbin was at his post during the UNREP and that Nyx couldn't do anything
because she was secured to Olympia along three points and that because each
UNREP boom had defective breakaway sensors, they didn't release. For all intents
and purposes, Nyx and Olympia were one ship and their attempt to disengage, as
per the revised spec you approved against advice, put both ships into a spin. This
lack of control prevented them from effectively maneuvering out of Wildfire's path
until it was too late.
"As a consequence, all three ships were destroyed. Commander Corbin stayed
aboard Nyx directing damage control crews to try and rescue survivors until the
fires threatened her fuel bunkers." Cassidine smiled politely, "In fact, if anything,
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Commander Corbin's dedication to his ship and crew resulted in at least two
hundred surviving that otherwise wouldn't have."
Red crept onto Beauliere's face and he scowled at Cassidine. "Are you calling
me a liar, Admiral?" he asked evenly and with a trace of restrained anger.
Once again Cassidine felt Arcadiaolos' hand give her thigh a gentle squeeze.
She smiled and shook her head disarmingly. "No, Admiral, I wouldn't be so rude,"
the words were smooth, polite, and diplomatic. "I did happen to be present during
the inquiry and later studied the final report and evidence for ways to improve my
own group's performance." She paused for a moment and considered. "As a
consequence of the inquiry the fleet has gone back to the earlier disengagement
spec and all UNREP couplers were examined for flaws."
"The specifications I approved were good," Beauliere blustered. "They worked
and would have worked if Corbin hadn't panicked."
Cassidine slowly shook her head. "But they didn't work and he didn't panic.
It's in the report; a forensic examination of the couplers, the event recreated in the
simulator, and eye witness accounts of Commander Corbin's actions all paint a
very different picture than the one you're telling."
"So you are saying I'm lying!" Beauliere declared red faced and was about to
slam his hand on the table when an attractive woman wearing a white Mess dress
uniform devoid of rank or award badges other than the enameled Communion
eclipse crests on her collar.
"Stefan," she said with slight grin and mirth in her voice, "You should have
invited me to whatever excitement you're causing."
Beauliere turned his head and a wide smile erupted from his face. "Equal
Madigina, how nice of you to join us," he said and Cassidine picked up a trace of
familiarity in his voice.
Madigina offered a nod, "I heard the topic and just had to stop by. I'm afraid
you won't have grounds to challenge Admiral Cassidine to a duel, Stefan, since
she's absolutely correct on this matter."
"What do you mean?" Beauliere asked and turned to better look at the Equal.
"Just that Admiral Cassidine is correct; she was a member of the Board of Inquiry
and among the three flag officers involved, was perhaps the harshest questioner
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when it came to Commander Corbin's actions," Madigina explained sagely. "In
fact, I believe her words were, 'If Corbin screwed the pooch, I'll file the papers for
his Court Martial myself!' Is that correct Admiral?"
Cassidine nodded at the memory, "It is, Equal..."
Madigina cut her off with a wave of her hand. "Please, Madigina. I never went
for the ego trip some of my brothers and sisters demanded."
She either uses that to disarm people or she's genuine about it, Cassidine
thought. "It is, Madigina. I've known Commander Corbin since his first posting
right out of the Academy. I'll face down Hades himself for my people if I know
they're in the right, but likewise if they're wrong I'll be first in line to deal with
them."
"An admirable quality for a leader," Madigina almost purred her reply. "One I
completely agree with." She patted Beauliere's shoulder, "Come and dance with
me?" she asked and walked towards the dance floor.
"Excuse me," Beauliere said with a smile, "I have a date with a lady."
Beauliere's departure brought a relaxed atmosphere back to the table and for the
next few minutes Cassidine fielded several questions about the inquiry and her
thoughts on the incident.
She warmed to the discussion and presented an
abbreviated version of what happened to the battlestar, support ship, and light
escort, and the ensuing aftermath caused by the collision. It was a watershed
moment and a lot of the old standard operating procedures and policies that had
been in effect for centuries were being reevaluated and thoroughly revised.
"Excuse me, Admiral Cassidine? Admiral Arcadiaolos?" a young lieutenant
wearing dress blacks said during a lull in the discussion.
Cassidine turned, "Yes, Lieutenant?"
"Please excuse the intrusion, but I was asked to hand deliver these to you and
await your answer," the Lieutenant said respectfully and handed Cassidine and
Arcadiaolos each a sealed envelope. "Admiral Montcalm's regards."
The envelope was constructed from expensive linen paper and bore the
Communion government's seal on one corner and the Communion Fleet's seal on
the other. Between the two, Cassidine observed, her name was written in formal
calligraphic style overtop a strong watermark of Land's End Anchorage crest. She
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fished out a small folding knife from her jacket pocket and cleanly sliced open the
envelope.
The letter was of the same material as the envelope and bore several lines of
neat, precise handwritten script.
My Dear Admiral Giovanna Cassidine,
Please accept this invitation for an informal meeting tonight at 9:00 PM in the
Metis room at the conference center's library.
/s/ Benoit Montcalm
Cassidine read the letter once, then again, and thought about the reasons it
might have been sent. Her eyes flashed over to Arcadiaolos who shared a similar
wary but uncertain look as she felt. "Lieutenant," she finally said, "Please convey
our regards to Admiral Montcalm and that we accept his invitation."
The lieutenant offered a slight, formal bow, "Thank you, Admiral. If I may, I
need to return to the Admiral's party." As soon as Cassidine acknowledged his
request, he took a step back, then turned and walked off.
"Well," Arcadiaolos whispered in Cassidine's ear, "tonight is shaping up to be
rather interesting."
She snorted. "Yes, it certainly wasn't the dull and boring snoozefest I expected."
*+*+*+*+*
The conference center's library was a blend of the ancient and the modern;
polished cherry wood paneling lined the walls while expansive oak desks and
tables stood watch next to lush leather chairs and sofas while display panels and
keyboards perched on the desks waiting for someone to harness their power instead
of referring to the stacks of books and magazines that filled the rest of the spacious
rooms. Some of the stacks contained books that were centuries old and covered
everything from strategic theory to current events. Land's End's primary library was
similar, but possessed restricted stacks stored in climate controlled vaults that
stretched back millennia.
Cassidine loved libraries. They were windows to other places, other times, other
ways of thinking, and knowledge forgotten or ignored by a society that lived for the
sound bite or news clip. The authors whose works rested on the shelves may have
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had agendas, but even knowing that, she believed there was an inherent honesty in
seeking the truth on your own rather than letting someone else think and
pontificate for you.
Tonight the lights were dim and the rooms deserted, and the whole library had a
hallowed feel to it. Cassidine stopped next to where the unabridged Colchis
Communion Dictionary rested on a free standing book stand and brushed her
fingertips down a long column of tiny text. "Cesare," she began and looked around,
then lowered her voice so it was barely above a whisper, "I have a feeling that this
isn't a simple social call or a new commander getting to know his subordinates."
"I was thinking the same thing," Arcadiaolos confessed. "I think the poison troll
of politics may be visiting us tonight."
"Yeah...I think you're right," Cassidine admitted and closed her eyes before
taking a deep breath. No time to look or sound vulnerable, weak, or hesitant, she
thought and practiced a quick grounding exercise to push those thoughts down,
through her body, and into the ground. It was a simple mental exercise that she
learned as a kid that helped to focus her mind and allowed her to have a more
effective 'game face'. "Let's not keep the Admiral waiting," she said and walked
deeper into the library until she stood in front of a door labeled "Metis Room".
Several seconds after Cassidine knocked twice on the door it was opened by the
same lieutenant that delivered the invitations.
"Admiral Cassidine, Admiral
Arcadiaolos, welcome," he said and stepped aside so they could enter the room.
The Metis Room was a study in relaxed comfort rather than what she expected from
a tradition meeting room. Bookcases lined the walls, lush pile carpet covered the
floor, and large, comfortable looking overstuffed chairs and sofas were arranged
with end tables, coffee tables, and a dining table to paint a picture more of an
eccentric's library or study than a meeting room at the largest Communion Fleet
installation's conference center.
"Thank you, Lieutenant," Cassidine said as she stepped through the door and
then stopped short when she saw who the step revealed. Admiral Montcalm,
Admiral Galva, and Admiral Beauliere stood with drinks in their hands while Equal
Madigina sat on one of the chairs. She felt her back stiffen at the sight of Beauliere
and Madigina and forced herself to continue walking into the room. "Good
evening, Admiral Montcalm, thank you for the invitation," she said before turning to
the others, "Admirals, Equal."
"Good evening," Arcadiaolos said pleasantly from his position just behind and to
her right. "Thank you for inviting us to this little get together." He's always the
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diplomat, Cassidine thought as she heard Arcadiaolos' words.
"Thank you for coming," Admiral Benoit Montcalm said warmly and, to
Cassidine's ear, sincerely. "You already know Stefan," he gestured with his brandy
glass at Beauliere, "and Madigina," a gesture to the Equal, "and I believe you and
Leo have met before as well," he indicated Admiral Galva.
"I do," Cassidine said as she walked deeper into the room and became part of
the congregation instead of standing on the periphery and enforcing a social
distance between them. "Though I must admit I'm not sure why we were invited."
"I think it's perfectly clear, Gia," Arcadiaolos quipped from her right, "I think the
Admiral wants to see whether you and Stefan cross sabers, physically as well as
verbally!"
His comment drew a round of chuckles and something Cassidine didn't expect.
"Admiral Cassidine," Beauliere said in a much more polite and conversational voice
than he had used earlier at the dinner table, "I want to extend my apologies for my
behavior earlier tonight. I have the utmost respect for Commander Corbin and
while I wasn't on the board of inquiry, I did follow the proceedings very closely and
immediately signed off on the changes your working group suggested. Tonight..."
he hesitated and looked thoughtful for a moment, "I wanted to find out whether the
stories I've heard about how you stand behind your people were true or not."
"Why?" Cassidine asked, puzzled at the revelation.
Before Beauliere answered, Madigina stood and explained, "I think that will
become evident in a few moments. But first, may I get either of you something to
drink?"
Fifteen minutes of small talk later, Montcalm cleared his throat and asked for
everyone's attention. "Before we continue much further, I need to say a few things.
First, whatever we discuss here is between the seven of us; otherwise, this never
happened and none of us were ever here." He paused a moment as everyone
nodded and Cassidine joined in, if only to find out what was going on. Beauliere
seemed genuine enough and for an Equal, Madigina wasn't that bad. Admiral
Galva's private face was a little more jovial and relaxed than the stern persona he
affected in public. The lieutenant was Montcalm's aide and nephew, and seemed
at ease among so many admirals.
"We're here," Montcalm explained simply, "because Admiral Galva is concerned
for the future of the Communion and believed he could be more effective outside
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the constraints posed by a uniform. I know the answer the others gave to this
question when he and I asked them, so now, off the record; I want to pose it to the
two of you."
Montcalm looked Cassidine in the eye and asked, "Giovanna, what do you
believe to be the most dangerous threat to the Communion?"
This wasn't what Cassidine expected. Being evasive was out of the question as
was outright lying. She could say that she felt the Colonials were a threat, but deep
down she wasn't sure that was really true. If they didn't like the answer, she could
always retire and buy that plot of land she and Cesare talked about on Eusebes.
"The most dangerous threat is also one of our oldest institutions," she started
without hesitation. "No offense, Madigina, but the most dangerous threat to the
Communion is the Equals."
Five pairs of eyes stared back at her and she felt Cesare's hand on her shoulder.
She didn't see surprise, shock, or even disagreement or scorn. What she saw was
acceptance, even from Madigina. Montcalm nodded. "Precisely right."
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, berthed at Scorpia Fleet Shipyards
"It's good to be home," Captain Zoe Avalon said as she stepped off the Phoenix
and onto Hecate's hangar deck.
"It sure is," Captain Jeremiah Cole said from where he stood next to her. Around
them, the hangar deck bustled with the deck crew working to make sure the
battlestar's airwing was in fighting trim and ready at a moment's notice. "Now
comes the really fun part; translating the Rudder."
She slipped her hind into his, gave it a quick squeeze, and then released it.
"We're in the end game, Jerry. It's a matter of time before we learn the location and
find out if it's true or just a great big hoax."
Jerry nodded and seemed to consider what she said. "And then what?" he asked
hesitantly.
Zoe smiled and resisted the urge to put her arm around his shoulders; that
would come later. Instead, she picked shifted her bag from her hand to her
shoulder, "Then we return and are hailed as heroes, given a grand parade down
Olympus Avenue in Caprica City, and get ready for the rest of our lives."
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"I like the sound of that," Jerry grinned. "Let's get rid of our bags and check in
with the others."
Twenty minutes later they walked into the workroom they had commandeered
as their research enclave. "Welcome back!" Beckett said when they were in the
room and was quickly echoed by Cora and Hamish.
"Thanks, guys, it's good to be back," Zoe said and felt at home. She'd lived
many places in the decades since she'd left the v-world, but they were all houses;
this, where her friends were, this was home, she thought warmly. "So what's on
tap?"
She saw Becket give Jerry a look and Jerry subtly shake his head. What was that
about, she wondered? Before she had a chance to think about it too much, Hamish
spoke up. "We were able to start on the Rudder and managed to figure out a couple
things, but now that the two of you are back, I know we're going to get this solved
in no time at all."
The old man's enthusiasm was infectious and Zoe nodded. "I can't wait. We've
been through a lot and I hope this isn't an elaborate hoax." She noticed Cora was
smiling. "What?"
"Oh, my dark haired sister, it isn't a hoax," Cora answered cryptically. "While
you and Jerry were on leave, we managed to figure out one of the closer navigation
coordinates. Dellay's logbook said they stopped at a system fifty-five light years
away and had to mine the largest moon of the inner gas giant for tyllium. We
requisitioned a long range scout, Iram Of The Pillars, and jumped out to investigate.
We took Doc, Kait, Hamish, Saber 6, and my sister required we take a backup
crew, so we enlisted Cricket and Boxcar, though they aren't in on the whole secret."
"What did you find," Jerry asked as soon as she paused for a moment.
Beckett tapped his tablet and the wall screen displayed an aerial view of an
airless moon's surface. "We found the mine," he said slowly and dramatically. "We
found it and we found tools and equipment that pre-dated Colonial settlement."
"It wasn't something that happened after?" Zoe asked and fought to keep her
hopes under control.
"Informal dating places it at 2100 years old, plus or minus 150 years," Hamish
confirmed and Zoe thought he had never looked more alive. "And we found a
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cemetery as well as signs of surface habitats."
Zoe stared at the image and tried to take it all in. "Life here began out there,"
Jerry reverently said. "Knowing something is fact and then being presented with the
evidence...wow..."
"Yeah..." Zoe agreed. "So what happens now?"
"That's where it is a little dicey," Cora started and pursed her lips. "The
preliminary survey we did shows that the moon is thick with tyllium, but it's also
part of our heritage...and a clue that points back to Kobol. For now, we're keeping
this 'in the family' so to speak. We told my father about it and he's going to
dispatch a survey and archeology team to further research the site."
"We did recover some artifacts," Beckett added. "And we managed to find some
books and papers that were written in the same dialect as Dellay's logbook." He
winked, "That'll teach you to go on leave!"
*+*+*+*+*
"We made a lot of progress today," Cora said as she curled her legs under her
and relaxed on the small couch.
"Aye, we did," Beckett said from where he stood in front of the cubby that held
the small microwave oven, hotplate, and mini-fridge. "I think we might have
something within the next few days."
"And then?" Cora asked.
And then you better get off your ass and ask that girl the one question you've
wanted to ask for months, the little voice on Beckett's shoulder nagged him. It
*has* been six months, it added. Beckett smiled and nodded his head slightly.
"And then we go on the adventure of a lifetime."
Beckett turned and held the small serving try as he walked across the room to sit
next to Cora. "Here we go, a late dinner," he told her and inhaled the gingery
aroma coming off the steaming chicken broth and dumplings.
"I'm famished," Cora said as she picked up a bowl and spoon. "This is pretty
good!" she said after a bite. "You made this?"
"I wish.

It's one of my Aunt's specialties and she makes sure to ship me a
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couple frozen liters of the stuff every couple months. She is quick to remind us that
she's won all sorts of awards with it!"
They ate in silence for several companionable minutes before Beckett put his
bowl on the tray. Is it time, boy-o, the little voice asked, excitement coursed
through its voice as it impatiently waited for an answer. Again, Beckett simply
offered a half nod and the little voice jumped from one foot to the other with joy.
"Cora, are you finished?" Beckett asked a moment later after his hand found the
small velvet covered box that was hidden between the sofa's cushion and arm.
"Just one more bite..." Cora answered and then turned to look at him as she set
the bowl on the tray next to his. "Are you ok?" she asked. "You sound like you
have the weight of the worlds on your shoulders."
"Almost," he admitted before taking a deep breath. "Do you remember when
we first met?"
Cora smiled and chuckled. "How could I forget," she answered.
forget that flight and what we talked about," she added coyly.

"I'll never

Man up, boy-o! This is it! And all those other pop culture witticisms I'm not
going to bore you with, the little voice said eagerly.
"Good; because I do. I...ah..." Beckett paused and could feel the little voice's
irritation. "I.." He looked into Cora's deep blue eyes and felt his heart skip a beat
and knew that he was doing the right thing. Suddenly, his nerves steadied and all
the distractions around him faded into obscurity as his heart focused his mind and
his whole being was finally in synch with itself. "Cora," he began again and slipped
off the sofa so he was kneeling in front of her and wedged between the table and
sofa, "Will you marry me?" As he said the words, he flipped open the box and
offered her the ring he bought what felt like a lifetime ago at Gerlach's.
Cora stared at him, then at the ring, and back to him. Her eyes blinked and
narrowed slightly and the tip of her tongue licked her lips. "It has been six months,
hasn't it?" she asked as a radiant smile transformed her face and touched her eyes.
"There is only one answer, my dearest Sebastian, only one..."
"And..." he asked when she paused.
"Yes...yes, I would be overjoyed to marry you and share the future with the one I
love."
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Beckett gently pulled the ring from the box and took Cora's left hand is his
before slipping the ring over her ring finger. "I love you, Cora, with all of my heart,
I love you."
"And I you, Sebastian," Cora whispered back. "Now come up here and give me
a kiss so I know this isn't a dream."
*+*+*+*+*
Something was pounding on Beckett's head. He rolled over and reached for the
alarm clock but half way there he realized it wasn't the alarm. "Hold on!" he
shouted as he sat up and threw his legs over the edge of his bed. Cora had gone
back to her quarters a few hours after he proposed and then he'd gone to bed. The
clock read 0455 and he groaned. It was going to be a long day.
He pulled on a pair of grey sweats that bore the Night Witches' squadron seal
and padded to the door. Beckett keyed it open and blinked twice at who was
standing there. "Jules? What's wrong?" concern filled his voice as he saw one of
his oldest friends in the Fleet, Captain Julian Sancerre, her face red from crying and
holding her arms around herself.
"Bass...she's missing," Sancerre sniffed back tears.
"Diana was declared
'Overdue and Presumed Missing' last night. I just got the notice."
"Havoc's missing?" Beckett asked and ushered the woman into his quarters
before closing the door. He guided her to a seat and sat on the edge of the sofa.
"What happened?"
Slowly Sancerre composed herself. Finally, after wiping her eyes she unfolded a
piece of paper and read the text. "It says that Werewolf and a Guard ship, the
Preserver, jumped to Aqaba after they received a kyrpter call from a damaged
shuttle. A Raptor returned with news that the settlement and three ships in orbit
had been destroyed and that Colonels Burke and DeTomasi were following a lead.
That was three weeks ago. Since then they haven't had any word and a search of
the neighboring systems didn't turn up anything."
Beckett felt his arms go around his friend's shoulders and pull him to her. He
was kneeling in front of her and she rested her head on his shoulder. "Let it out,
Jules, let it out..." he urged softly. Havoc was missing, he thought to himself as
Sancerre held on to him and allowed the emotional barriers to crash down. Diana
Sancerre was Jules' little sister by barely a year and at various times during their
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time at the Academy he'd dated both of them, sometimes at the same time and
together. Since graduation the romance had faded and the love turned to deep
affection.
Havoc was the reason he was still in uniform. A year earlier he'd confessed to
her over a large bottle of whisky and several pitchers of beer that he was thinking of
resigning his commission. She berated him as only a loved one could and finally
talked some sense into him. She was energy in motion and during one of their
dates back at the Academy he had wondered out loud what their life together might
be like; she had playfully punched him in the arm and said that neither of them
were ready to think about such weighty topics and that when they were, it wouldn't
be with each other. As usual, Havoc was right.
For once the little voice was quiet and even though he knew it to be irrational,
Beckett knew that it was worried, too.
"Thanks," Sancerre said a few minutes later when the tears had stopped and the
catharsis wound down. "I'm sorry to have intruded on you like this...I was just
getting off watch when the message arrived; I didn't know what to do and found
myself here."
"It's ok," Beckett gently told her and brushed her hair out of her eyes. "She'll be
found, I know it." The strange thing was, they weren't hollow words filled with
hope; deep down he knew Havoc was ok and would be found alive and well.
"You're just saying that to make me feel better," Sancerre protested weakly and
then after he shook his head, added, "You really believe that?"
"I do. I don't know why, or how, but I do," Beckett confessed. "She's alive, just
remember that and don't give up hope."
Sancerre closed her eyes and looked like she was deep in thought. "Ok," she
said, her eyes slowly opening. "I will. All of a sudden I'm exhausted."
"C'mon, I'll take you home..." Beckett smirked. "It'll be like the old days."
Five minutes later, Sancerre was in her quarters and Beckett was leaning against
the wall. He had been strong for Jules, she needed a strong shoulder, but now with
her in bed his walls started cracking. He had loved Diana, and while she may have
brushed it off, at the time he really did want to spend the rest of his life with her.
She'd always be special and even though it had been many long months since
she'd drunk some sense into him, it felt like yesterday.
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"Huh?" Beckett realized someone was talking to him and looked up.
"I asked if you were ok, Sebastian?" Admiral Chase asked. "I was headed to the
practice gym and saw you staring off into space."
"I'm sorry, Admiral, just trying to get a grip on some bad news," Beckett began to
explain.
One of Chase's eyebrows arched. "Not my sister, I hope?"
That brought warmth to his heart that chased away the ice. "No..." he smiled.
"Cora and I are fine, better than that, actually. I...ah..." Beckett paused and noticed
that Chase was wearing sweats and carried practice sabers. "Are you going to
practice?"
"I am, care to join me and work out some of what's bothering you?" Chase
offered.
"I would," Beckett answered. "Let me get my swords and I'll join you."
The events of the past eight hours were pushed to the back of his mind fifteen
minutes later when the music started and he faced Chase across crossed swords.
The dance started the same way it did each time they sparred; slow, and then it got
progressively faster and more complex. Soon he was covered by a thin sheen of
perspiration and he was dancing on pure reflex and instinct.
"Do you want to talk about it?" Chase asked an hour later when they finished. "I
don't think I've ever seen you let go so completely. If you were testing today, you'd
have easily passed Master."
Beckett took a deep breath, held it for a few moments, and then slowly let it out.
"Admiral, the last eight hours have gone from the happiest time of my life to one of
the worst. Jules, Captain Sancerre, and I go way back, back to the Academy, and
have been tight ever since. Her sister, Diana, was appointed a year after us and the
three of us...well, we were an item off and on, individually and collectively. Since
the Academy, though, we've been more like cousins - the ones that can laugh and
cry with you, but will still sit you down and knock some sense into your thick head
when it's needed. You know?"
Chase nodded and Beckett continued. "Diana was posted to Werewolf a few
months back. She was excited because she was going to take over one of the ship's
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Viper Squadrons." From there the story flowed in one continuous flood. Finally,
when he was done, he felt a little better. "And that's what happened."
"I'll check in on Julian later this morning, it sounds like she could use a good
rest," Chase told him. "Thank you for letting me know about what happened.
Now..." she wiped a towel across her brow and fixed her ice blue eyes on him and
offered a quick wink, "What was the good news, or shouldn't I ask?"
"I was sworn to secrecy, Admiral.
admitted.

Someone will kill me if I tell," Beckett

"Aye, you're right I'd kill you!" Cora said from where she leaned against the
doorjamb. "This is a team announcement."
"Now is as good a time as any," Beckett told her and held out his hand so she'd
join them on the bench.
"For what?" Chase smirked.
"Oh," Cora teased, "this..." and held out her left hand so her sister could see the
new ring.
"Well," Chase declared, "Congratulations! Have you told Father yet?"
"He already knows," Beckett told them. "When we met on Eclipse, Jerry and I
talked to him and I asked his permission. He knows I'm going to ask, just not
when."
Chase's smile was genuine and her words made Beckett feel good, "Welcome to
the family, Sebastian. I always wanted a little brother to torment!"
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Circe, Land's End Anchorage, Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster,
Meropian Communion
Commander Richmond Emory walked the corridors of the silent battlestar and
his mind's eye saw the ship as it had been over the past few months. The tall, lean,
dark haired and green eyed commander had been there when the keel was laid and
personally affixed the traditional gold coin to it before the second piece was joined.
Circe was his ship as much as it was the Fleet's; he had spent the last eighteen
months supervising every facet of her construction and trials and along the way
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shed more than his fair share of sweat and blood. Some officers aspired to
commanding battle fleets, bases, or political postings, but this ship was where he
wanted to be and where he wanted to spend the rest of his career.
It was, he reflected as his footsteps echoed down the empty passage, in many
ways his child.
It was a long standing tradition that the night before a ship was formally
commissioned the commanding officer spent the night aboard alone; or, in the
modern sense, as alone as Fleet regulations would allow. Tonight the minimal
service crew manned duty posts in CIC and Engineering, but the rest of the crew
was ashore. It was an honor to stand watch on the night before the commissioning
ceremony and each of those few billets had a long list of volunteers.
Emory finally reached his quarters and stopped short; a familiar face was leaning
against the wall. "Admiral Cassidine!" he warmly greeted the woman wearing
jeans, a white shirt, and a beechwood brown leather blazer.
"Good evening, Rich," Cassidine replied just as warmly. "Though you might not
be as happy when you hear why I came."
"Bah," Emory waved off her concern and opened the hatch to his quarters. "Can
I make you a cup of tea?"
Cassidine nodded. "Absolutely! I don't know how you do it, but you make the
best tea I've ever tasted."
He walked to the sidebar and began measuring out the tea before he put it in
the teapot. "What do you think of the place? Better than the XO's quarters back on
Firebrand, eh?"
She laughed. "I think you could put your quarters and my quarters in this
space," Cassidine told him. "Are you ready?"
He knew what she was asking about. The Fleet was a bastion of traditions, some
of which stretched back to before the Communion's formal founding.
The
commissioning of a new ship, especially a capital ship, was among the most sacred
and cherished. How well and how smoothly it went was often viewed as an omen
for the ship's career and the success of her crew. "I am. I've been studying the
ceremony for the past month and can probably recite it in my sleep."
"Good, because I want only the best luck for you, your crew, and the ship,"
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Cassidine said as he gestured to a sofa. They sat for a moment before she broke the
sudden silence. "I guess you're wondering why I'm here?"
Emory half smiled and nodded his head.
sounded a little ominous."

"That had crossed my mind.

It

Cassidine pulled a small device no larger than a deck of cards from her coat
pocket and after tapping the glassy surface a few times placed it on the table. The
display quickly faded until it was nothing more than a dark glass surface. "I
apologize for the security, Rich, but I need to make sure we're secure. Can you
lean forward a moment?"
This is not what I expected, Emory thought to himself as he leaned forward.
Cassidine cupped his face in her left hand and shined a small flashlight into his eye.
He blinked twice and then she repeated the process on his other eye.
"Ok, you're good," she told him before sitting back in the sofa.
"What's going on, Gia?" Emory asked before he stood to pour the tea. "You're
being extremely cautious...even for you."
"I am, Rich, because what we discuss over the next few minutes is probably
going to be the most important discussion we've ever had," Cassidine explained.
"Most important?" Emory asked and turned around with two cups of steaming
tea. "More important than when you talked me out of going after Sandy?" he asked
emotionlessly.
"Yes, more than that," Cassidine told him mirthlessly. He remembered the night
as if it happened yesterday; ten years ago he had been met by an Equal when he
stepped off the ship after a patrol. The Equal's message was short, blunt, and told
him that he should be overjoyed that his wife had been chosen to join the Equals.
He wanted to go after her, find out where she was and convince her to come back,
but Cassidine had talked him out of it and ever since their friendship hadn't been
quite the same. He acknowledged that she saved his life, but he also felt impotent
because he allowed her to keep him from doing something, anything, to try and
find Sandy.
"You know, Gia, I owe you an apology," Emory admitted and decided to exorcise
the specters that had strained his friendship with her. He watched as her head
titled slightly and an eyebrow arched. "Yes, I do. I held it against you that you kept
me from trying to find Sandy, when all you did was talk some sense into me. You
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never blocked the door, tied me to a chair, or drugged me, I never left because
deep down I knew you were right. Will you forgive me for being an ass?"
Cassidine smiled. "I forgave you a long time ago, Rich. I can't imagine how
you felt or the personal hell you went through, but I want you to know that what
happened to you helped me recently when I had to make a decision."
"Oh? That's what you're here about?" Emory asked before he sipped his tea.
"It is," Cassidine confirmed.
"Rich, I know you wanted an independent
command when you were given Circe, but I need you as part of my battlegroup."
This wasn't what Emory expected and he slowly put his teacup on the end table.
"What do you mean?" he managed to say and hoped he had hidden most of the
bitterness he suddenly felt.
"I need people near me who I can trust...not just that they're competent, but that
I can trust personally," Cassidine started to explain. "That choice I mentioned
earlier? One of the results was that I've been given a blank check to put together
my group. Everyone who is part of it is there because I want them there, not
because someone at BuPers assigned them. They're people who I will cover their
back and run interference for because I know they have my back."
Emory raised an index finger and she paused.
where this is going."

"I don't think I'm sure I like

"You shouldn't. I know I don't," Cassidine told him bluntly. "I also want people
who matter to me on a personal level."
"This sounds like..." Emory started and closed his mouth when he saw
Cassidine's serious look.
An hour later she had finished explaining what was going on, why, and how he
fit into the overall picture. It wasn't what he expected and it was more than he had
hoped for. "I'm in, Gia," he said simply and then smiled as the tension suddenly
left him. "This is more than I had ever allowed myself to hope for. I can't thank
you enough for the opportunity."
Cassidine offered a thin frownsmile.
thank me."

"Wait until we're successful before you

"Whether we're successful or not, we'll have tried. Having a chance to be part
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of that is beyond measure," Emory told her. He looked at the clock and smirked,
"It's tomorrow already, Circe is already sailing under a good omen."
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Armistice Line, Cylon space, baseship Covenant
"Tell me, Siobhan," Tanith Basilan said as she leaned back in her high backed
leather chair and stretched her arms over her head, "do you have any good news?"
The dark haired twin to the blonde sitting behind the desk smirked. "Well, I
don't think I can offer anything that will make up for Cavil and Lucian sidelining us,
but this will brighten your afternoon."
When Siobhan paused, Tanith frowned and leaned forward. "Out with it,
woman, out with it!" she teased. Deep inside, however, she was still seething after
the meeting held yesterday at the Colony. The Ones presented it as a fait accompli;
the Colonies would be attacked within eighteen months and it wouldn't be a war of
retribution, nor would it be a war for equality among the humans. No, this war
would be genocidal and decidedly nuclear.
The Colonies' humbling, humiliation, and destruction was something that the
Ones obsessed over, so the fact that they were going to war against the humans
wasn't much of a surprise; after all, why build up a battle fleet if you didn't intend
to use it. The Colonials certainly weren't pushing the boundaries set by the
Armistice...well, they weren't pushing them much, Tanith thought as she
remembered the report detailing the lone Colonial stealth fighter that was
intercepted some time back.
What was truly surprising was that the attack on the Colonies was revealed to be
the second stage in an overall larger plan. The veil of secrecy propagated by the
Ones was disconcerting and Tanith worried that the rest of the Cylons weren't being
told the whole story. And what really troubled her was that it appeared the Equals
were starting to get influential again.
"Did you hear what I just said?" Siobhan asked and snapped her fingers.
"Resurrection Ship to Tanith...Come in, Tanith!" the XO quipped when Tanith's head
jerked.
"Sorry, I sidetracked myself thinking about yesterday," Tanith apologized. "The
Ones are up to their games again and they have a lot of the others coerced into
following their madness. Anyway, what was the good news?"
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"Don't worry, Tanith," Siobhan told her, "they'll frak up and when they do..." she
let the thought trail off.
"The good news is that in addition to receiving
confirmation that your request for the carrier Irkallaand the scoutstar Naraka has
been approved, I also managed to expand the battlegroup this morning."
Tanith arched an eyebrow. "Oh? I didn't see anything that any additional assets
were being assigned."
"It should be taken care of by tomorrow," Siobhan explained and placed a folder
on the table. "I found out that Lucien had ordered three old Araf class assaultstars
to be decommissioned and broken up. He also ordered that their component units
be scrapped as well."
"Wait..." Tanith told her sharply. "You're telling me that he ordered Centurions
and small craft destroyed?"
Siobhan frowned and nodded. "He did," she confirmed. "In addition to the
three Arafs, their Centurions, old U-87 era models and their support units, Vultures,
Buzzards, Skuas, Gooses, and Magpies were all slated for the smelter before I
pulled some strings and managed to get them reassigned."
Tanith sat back and steepled her fingers. "How do you mean 'reassigned'? I'm
familiar with your skullduggery..."
"Carson mentioned he knew an Eight who was managing the program and that
she thought it was sacrilege that the Cylons who fought so bravely for our liberation
be rewarded with the smelter," Siobhan said conspiratorially.
Tanith agreed, it
would be as if the humans suddenly decided to euthanize anyone over the age of
60 simply because they had gotten old. "I asked what their current status happened
to be and the Eight said that they'd been removed from the active list and
reassigned to the Factory. That's when I asked if she could reassign them to us."
"And?" Tanith prodded.
The prospect of expanding the battlegroup was
seductive and that the Cylons involved had been consigned to the smelter would
not endear the Ones to them.
"As of Midnight tonight, they're reassigned to us," Siobhan smirked. "And if my
initial conversation with the ground forces commander was anything to go off of,
there is no love lost for the Ones, Lucien in particular."
A wide smile lit Tanith's attractive face. "Sister, I like the way you work. It's a
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shame we can't have the Ones boxed for our own safety." She waved away
Siobhan's look of concern. "Don't worry, I'm just venting. Though, I do wonder if
we wouldn't be better off without their hatred driving and guiding us."
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, orbit of Niflheim, 49.7 light years from the
barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
"We are ready to descend, Commander," Colonel Tyler Sedaris told Commander
Miriam Duquesne.
Duquesne turned to the lithe blonde officer standing next her. "Admiral, are you
ready to go star diving?" she smirked.
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase studied the course projected on the plotting
table. "This defies common sense," she muttered and then grinned when she saw
Duquesne watching her and waiting for an answer. "But I wouldn't miss it for the
world," she added. "Let's do this."
"You heard the Admiral, Paul, take us down," Duquesne told Lieutenant Paul
Bolton.
"Aye, aye, Commander, commencing descent in five, four, three, two,
one....now," Bolton announced and put the massive battlestar onto a course that
would take her into the star below.
Chase was impressed; the ship had come to Action Stations and Condition One
quickly and efficiently and the crew handled the thought of diving into an active
star as something no more worrisome than navigating the Chute that led down into
Ragnar Anchorage. Indy had a fine crew and was a fine ship, she thought as she
felt the ship experience a moderate amount of chop.
The rest of the battlegroup was well on target to meet their readiness schedule
and this afforded Chase the time to accompany Duquesne to Agartha Station to
recover the crew she left behind to help train their defense force and to deliver
some specialty supplies. Thankfully the few officials who had been briefed about
Agartha were willing to postpone sending an official representative. Then again,
she thought, Admirals Deguya and Vought probably had the same thoughts she had
about what Niflheim in general and Agartha in specific could represent.
"We're through," Bolton announced a few minutes later as the ship settled into
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calmer space. "We are through the boundary and into the coronal atmosphere."
Absolutely amazing, Chase thought an hour later as she saw what the inside of a
star looked like first hand. Agartha Station hung like a giant spindle suspended in
the distance and behind the Raptor Indy floated like a giant steel grey spear against
the brilliant sky. A flight of two Mk II Vipers and a pair of Mk III Raiders flew as
escort off the left and right sides respectively. She watched the Raider and how it
flew and compared it to the smaller, more nimble Viper that she was used to. They
offered two views on the same topic; the Viper was small, fast, nimble, and super
responsive, while the Raider was much larger, didn't accelerate quite so fast and
wasn't as nimble, but was rugged and could take a bit more damage than the Viper
and still operate.
And the damned thing just looked intimidating, she added silently. A Viper was
long, sleek, and graceful, but the Raider was menacing and conjured up something
inherently frightening from her subconscious. In the heat of battle it wouldn't
matter, but for other situations, it certainly did the job. "Miri, can you hand me the
binoculars?"
"Sure, what do you see?" Duquesne said from the ECO's station a moment
before handing Chase the binoculars.
"I'm not sure..." Chase told her as she raised the optics and peered through them
at the raider off their right wing. She zoomed in on the wing and saw the chipped
and worn Virgon flag painted on the wing and then just behind the cockpit louvers
was what caught her eye...a golden rampant dragon.
"Miri, where did these Cylons come from?" Chase asked as her eyes focused on
the Raider.
"Floyd told me they showed up when the Uprising started, why?" Duquesne
answered and leaned forward to peer though the large bubble canopy.
Chase shook her head and lowered the binoculars.
where they, at least the Raiders, originated."

"Because I think I know

*+*+*+*+*
The station was nothing short of amazing, Chase thought as Floyd Clanton gave
her a walking tour. Duquesne had stayed behind to be briefed by the personnel
who had remained and thus she had the chance to talk one on one with the station
manager. Largely self sufficient, the station traded with various grey market sources
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within the Colonies for necessary supplies and spares, always using a neutral
meeting spot well away from Niflheim to transfer the goods. So far, he explained,
their security hadn't been breached.
Chase hoped that success continued. Agartha was a place that if it didn't
already exist, would be found or created by those who needed such a place. It was
part refuge, part commune, part frontier town, and part social experiment, and it
worked. Violent crime was almost non-existent and the petty crime rate was so low
as to be irrelevant. Life wasn't harsh or overly difficult, even given the extreme
conditions, but it also wasn't easy, either.
"Our biggest concern," Clanton
explained, "is primarily medical. We have a nice little hospital and adequate
equipment, but it could be better and we always have to keep an eye on supplies."
"I might be able to do something to help," Chase offered and turned to look the
manager in the eye. It was one thing to idly discuss something, but when it came
to serious matters she preferred to look in the eyes of who she was talking to.
Clanton stopped and met her gaze. "How so, Admiral?" he warily asked.
"It wouldn't be official from the Fleet or the government, but rather from my
family," Chase started to explain. "I would have to discuss it with my father, but we
have a couple ships that are due to be decommissioned and scrapped, and I was
thinking that rather than a few containers, we could simply transfer the ship and the
cargo."
"I can't say I'm not interested," Clanton told her and narrowed his eyes. "But I
have to ask, what's the catch?"
"No catch, Floyd. Call it a sense of noble obligation that was instilled in my by
my parents and grandparents," Chase offered sincerely. "You have something
amazing here and I know my father's special missions people are trustworthy and
discrete, and I also know that grey marketers tend to go with the highest bidder."
"How would this work?" Clanton asked and casually leaned against the wall and
stuck his hands in his pants pockets, affecting a casual air that belied the subject
matter's seriousness. "We have established relationships and if we suddenly stop
dealing with them questions might be asked."
"That's a good question. Off the top of my head, I'd say that you keep dealing
with them and slowly reduce your requests over a couple months. It isn't ideal,"
Chase suggested frankly, "but it could work. Either way, I'd want you to discuss this
with him."
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Clanton's eyes grew wide. "His Grace, coming all the way out here?"
"Yes. My father is a very...hands on...man."
"I can't commit to it without discussing it with the council, but I am intrigued by
your offer," Clanton told her. "Now, before we get too far ahead of ourselves
planning and plotting what's going to happen, would you like to visit the v-world?
Commander Duquesne said you probably would."
"I thought you'd never ask," Chase grinned and replied.
*+*+*+*+*
The arboretum was exactly how Miri had described it; large, filled with all sorts
of plants, and warm enough to be comfortable but not too warm to be stuffy. Chase
looked around and saw two people waiting for her.
The woman wore a
conservatively cut dress that showcased her bare shoulders and long dark blonde
hair while the man was dressed in a dark blue pinstripe suit. "Welcome to Agartha,
Countess," the woman said and offered a slight curtsey as the man gave a similar
upper body bow.
"No need to be so formal," Chase smiled as she explained. "I do appreciate the
thought."
"Please pardon our manners," the man asked. "This is Ivy and I am Barclay, we
are here to meet you and act as your guides while you are here."
Miri said they'd probably meet me, Chase thought to herself. "Thank you. Ever
since Miri, Commander Duquesne, told me about Agartha I've wanted to visit and
see it for myself."
"You know what we are..." Ivy began and Chase held up a finger to stop her.
"Not what, Ivy, who. I know who you are," Chase corrected her.
The correction brought a smile to both faces and they stood a little straighter, a
little prouder, than before. "You know who we are, Countess, so you will see us as
we want to be, as we wish we could be," Ivy explained. "When Floyd told us you
were here, many of us wanted to meet you; would you come with us and we can
introduce you?"
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"I'd be honored," Chase told them and was glad she accepted Clanton's
invitation. According to Miri, several of her flight crew had become good friends
with the Cylons through repeated visits, and if she had to find just one reason why
she wanted her father to help, this was it. Two groups who had been at each
others' throats for twelve bloody years had rejected that behavior and instead built
something not seen before or since.
Ivy stood on her right and Barclay to her left, and together they walked through
the arboretum and out into the open air. Chase stopped short when she saw what
was waiting and tuned to Ivy when the first note of her family's anthem sounded.
Arrayed in four lines, two deep on each side of the walk, were more than a
hundred men and women wearing the Chase Household Guard uniform.
"Atten-shun!" a large gunnery sergeant shouted from the front of the right line
that bordered the path. "The Countess is present!" As one, the formation came to
attention and the man added, "Present...arms!" Rifles snapped to port arms and the
formation stood in silence as a captain took two precise steps forward so that he
was standing in the middle of the path, executed a perfect turn to the left, and then
took four more precise steps forward so he stood in front of Chase.
"Welcome to Agartha, Countess. Would you do us the honor of inspecting the
formation?" the captain asked formally.
"It would be my honor, Captain..." Chase let her voice trail off and fought to
keep a steady face.
"Hammer, Countess, I'm known as Hammer," the captain replied.
"Thank you, Captain Hammer. I would be honored to inspect the formation."
Behind the formation the Imperial Virgon flag and the Chase family flag snapped in
the breeze and Chase's eyes were drawn to the banners. More than three dozen
ribbons flew from the family flag and each one was embroidered with the name of
a battle the unit had fought and been awarded honors. The ribbons traced
centuries of history and were a tangible connection between the present and the
past.
Chase stepped forward and Hammer fell in beside her. She walked several
paces and gave the troops an appraising eye before stopping at a private. "What is
your name, Private?"
"Bones, Countess," the private answered briskly.
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"Bones," Chase repeated, "Please step forward for inspection."
Bones stepped one step forward and stood at attention. Chase asked, "Clear
your rifle and present it for inspection." Bones pulled the charging handle back
with one hand and inspected the chamber and magazine well with the other.
"My rifle is clear," Bones announced and handed it to Chase.
Chase took the rifle, worked its action, and then being sure not to sweep anyone
with the muzzle, raised it to her shoulder and sighted at a spot in the sky before
lowering it, and locking the bolt back. She ran her index finger around the
chamber and bolt face before withdrawing it and looking for any residue. All that
was there was a spot of oil...just as it should be. "Private, your rifle is in good order.
Can you tell me about the battle of Stratton Ford?"
If it was possible, Bones and the rest of the company stood a little straighter. "I
can, Countess. In 1272, when the Usurper attempted to claim the Imperial throne,
we were all that stood between his ground forces and the capital. We deployed on
the heights that overlooked Stratton Ford, mined the bridge, and prepared to repel
his advance. When word reached us that the Usurper's forces were killing any
civilians they encountered, Major Hyde deployed two platoons across the river and
personally organized the evacuation of more than two thousand men, women, and
children.
"Out of two platoons that went across the river, barely more than a squad made
it back. Captain Robinson ordered the bridge blown and for the next thirty six
hours we held the line. When we were relieved there were only eighteen survivors
still capable of fighting and all were wounded, many seriously, but we held."
"And you saved the crown," Chase told him before handing his rifle back. She
inspected three more troopers before she addressed the formation. "Until this day I
didn't know you still existed. After this day, I will never forget you, your discipline,
honor, and courage. These are words not ordinarily spoken in the Colonies when
Cylons are discussed, but you have earned and deserve every one of them. You are
what my father calls 'good people'.
"You personify the highest traditions and orders of Virgon and the House of
Westfield. I would fear nothing and be proud to serve with you," Chase drew to
attention and snapped a textbook perfect smart salute. "I salute you all."
*+*+*+*+*
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Later, after the formation was dismissed, Chase noticed two people sitting on a
park bench. She'd seen them earlier when she first stepped out of the arboretum,
but the surprise formation had claimed her attention. Ivy and Barclay were talking
with Duquesne who had arrived to watch the inspection, so she found herself free
and wandered over to where the two people sat. "Good afternoon," she said when
she approached them. "Do you mind if I sit down for a while?"
The woman, a tall willowy blonde dressed in a pair of brown jeans and a
sweater, nodded. "Please do. I'm Saura and this is..." she hesitated and the two
shared a look, "this is my grandfather. How should we address you?"
"I'm pleased to meet both of you," Chase smiled warmly. "You can call me Sera,
Countess, or Admiral, though among friends I prefer Sera."
"Tell me, Sera," Grandfather asked politely in a voice that sounded much
younger and stronger than his body, "What are you going to do now?"
Chase knew the thrust of the question and was one she was ready for. "I've
offered support that's off the books, but beyond that, it isn't my place or right to
force a change to how you live your lives."
"That's a very good answer," Grandfather conceded. "Ah, here comes Medea!"
he added happily before Chase could answer. She followed his gaze and blinked.
The woman was stunningly beautiful and wore her long, curly hair up so that it
cascaded down her back. And she also wore the silver trimmed deep crimson
robes that belonged to Hecate's own Sacred Witches.
It would follow, Chase thought as Medea approached, that if the Cylons from
her grandfather's Guard were here, so to would be the Sacred Witch who
convinced him to let them go. She stood and offered the high priestess a courteous
bow. "I didn't expect to see one of the Lady's chosen out here."
Medea bowed similarly and replied, "And I always expected to meet someone
from the House of Westfield out here." She looked up and winked mischievously.
"I came to check that we were still on for dinner, Daniel?"
Grandfather nodded. "We are, Medea. I'll be back in the real world shortly."
"Thank you," Medea started to raise her hands to her temples but put them back
down, "Countess, I don't know where you will soon be going, but I do know you
will be going on a most incredible trip. When you go, please try to talk first and
pursue the diplomatic option before the kinetic option."
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"I'm not sure I understand?" Chase said doubtfully and narrowed her eyes. Just
coming here would be considered by most to be a remarkable trip, and no one
outside the small working group knew anything about the game or their goal to
actually follow the log and rudder.
Medea smiled enigmatically. "You will."
Before Chase could say anything, Medea raised her hands to her temples and
de-rezzed. "That was...different. Is she always like that?"
Grandfather laughed and Saura nodded.
much worse, but I've learned to live with it."

"Yes," he told Chase, "Often she's

Chase sat down again and looked at the old man studying his face and features.
"She called you Daniel..."
Grandfather, Daniel, nodded. "Yes, she did."
"Judging by your age and hair," Chase winked, "I think I know who you are and
if I'm right, I'd like to tell you about your daughter..."
*+*+*+*+*
Sanctuary, Temple Complex, Central Cathedral
"What is going on, Belen," Sister Clarice Willow asked the woman curled up on
the sofa across from where she sat in front of the roaring fireplace. "You have been
brooding and depressed ever since you returned."
The pretty brunette with blonde streaks in her hair signed and looked
mournfully at her. "What would you do if I told you that your death sentence has
been signed, sealed, and the execution already planned."
"Well, the first thing I would do is ask if you're joking," Sister Clarice answered
sharply, then softened her tone and continued, "But, since you look horrible and
haven't been yourself since you got back, I'd have to accept that you were serious.
In that case, I think I'd want to know why and when so I could try and prepare
something to prevent it."
Belen nodded.
"The Ones have pushed through the plan despite strong
opposition...they're going scorched earth, Clarice... Their goal is the genocide of
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the human race...even you."
Sister Clarice sat up. "What? Us?" she asked. "But we're your friends, your
allies. We helped you in your fight for freedom."
"They don't care," Belen shrugged sadly. "Lucien said, 'We kill them all, if they
can resurrect we'll welcome them as brothers and sisters. If they can't, then we'll
be better off without them'. They're insane, Clarice. They hate humanity with a
passion that I've never seen before."
"So what can we do about it?" Clarice asked and pulled her shawl tighter around
her shoulders.
Belen's laugh was more of a bark. "Don't be here. In fact, don't be on this
planet. Find somewhere else to go."
"But where? How?" Sister Clarice pressed her friend. "You limit what ships we
can possess."
"I know," Belen sadly told her. "I'm working on something."
They sat in silence broken only by the fire's snapping and crackling "Not even
where the Equals come from is safe..." Belen finally said. "They're going to cleanse
known space of humanity."
Sister Clarice felt cold despite the heat radiating from the fire. "Who can we
contact? Who can we tell?"
Belen shrugged again. "You could try telling the Colonials, but they still have an
arrest warrant out on you. And I don't think walking around Caprica City wearing a
pair of sign boards with 'The End Is Near!' written on them and ringing a bell is
going to be much help, either."
The irony in Belen's words brought a thin lipped frown to Sister Clarice's
countenance. "They'd as soon shoot me as arrest me," she said and picked up the
poker and poked the logs. "I'll have to tell the Mother..."
"Yes, you will," Belen agreed.
"Clarice," she said somberly and with a
seriousness that drew Sister Clarice's gaze. "I am going to do everything I can to
keep Sanctuary safe."
"I know you will, dear, I know you will," Sister Clarice said and turned back to
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the fire wondering why everything seemed to end in flames and death.
*+*+*+*+*
Odin Sinclair walked through the darkened hallways of the Temple Complex
and wondered for hundredth, or was it thousandth, time who built it. Design
elements were just familiar enough to be recognizable, yet different enough to be
unique. The halls, stairs, doors, and window placement implied that the builders
were the same size as humanity and from the symbols carved and painted on the
walls and reproduced in colored glass for the windows, they were probably an
ancient branch of humanity. Whoever built the complex, and the other structures
in the settlement, he offered a prayer of thanks; they had provided shelter when
they most needed it.
He stopped at one of the more unique sites in the massive building. A small
waterfall flowed through a hole in the ceiling and through the floor and continued
for another fifteen floors before it fell into a large natural pool. The water was warm
and almost scalding hot when it started its trip five floors above and served to help
regulate the temperature and humidity of the living quarters. Odin liked to lean
against the railing that surrounded the hole in the floor and allow the water to
mesmerize him. "It helps me think," he said out loud to no one in particular.
I need to bring Lacy up to speed on what has happened, he thought silently as
he watched the falling water. Slowly his thoughts focused and he turned from the
falls and walked the last twenty meters to the chambers he shared with Lacy, his
wife and the Monad Blessed Mother.
"Odin," Lacy said a few moments later when he walked into their apartment.
"Welcome home!" She hugged him close and he could feel her warmth through his
jacket as she kissed him passionately and with all her soul.
When they broke, he smiled and quipped, "With a reception like that, I'll have
to come home more often!"
They made small talk and had a light meal before Lacy brought up the subject of
his absence. "How did things go? Are they receptive?"
Odin sat back and frowned. "They're willing to listen, but that's about it at the
moment. I spoke with a Colonial Prosecutor and while he's one of us, and was
with us during the war, he has to tread lightly and not push too hard on our behalf
lest his past returns to the present. He's going to take our case to the Attorney
General and hopefully from there to the President. One thing I agree with him on
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is that this is something that nobody but the President can make a decision about."
Lacy's shoulders sagged. Odin knew she was hoping for more, for better news,
and hated to shatter her dreams. "Did he say how long it might take?" she asked
plaintively.
"Yeah..." Odin told her slowly. "Adar is due for re-election in less than two
years; if he wins he'll be unable to run again and would probably be more willing
to issue the general amnesty. If he loses, then he'll have a window of about three
months when he can act before the new president is sworn in. A lot depends on
his ratings and public perception. He sent the Marines in to breakup a strike and
took a beating in the polls for it. Right now he's looking for something that he can
use to rally the public behind him, or at the very least to rally the public behind the
government. I'm sorry," he softly told her. "I wish I had better news."
A humorless smile slowly touched Lacy's lips. "I know and I know I shouldn't
have gotten my hopes up. Did you tell him about the Cylons?"
"Ah...yes..." Odin started. "I mentioned that we might have vital information on
Cylon developments since the Armistice and while he was interested, the only thing
he said was that he could bring in someone from Fleet Intelligence. Depending on
what we had, it could help grease the wheels."
Lacy shook her head, the smile gone. "We're not going to give them something
for nothing; that's our bargaining chip. We'll have to get something we can offer
them that will hint at more, a bigger and more important revelation."
They sat in companionable silence for several minutes and he watched as the
shadows grew longer as the sun set to the west. "Lacy," he asked, "have you heard
from Richard or Lucy?"
Lacy slowly, sadly, nodded. "I received a video from them two days ago." She
looked at him and he felt her eyes boring into his soul and saw pain and anguish in
them. "Odin...they're so full of hate since they left. They always carried grudges
against the Colonies, but this is different. They talk about doing things to people to
get what they want and what their handlers want and I have to ask if these are the
same two people I remember raising as children."
"How bad is it?" Odin asked, not sure if he really wanted to know. He had
watched as Lucy's hatred drove her to excel and take risks to try and kill her sister
and dislike the Colonies in general. Richard had been an enigma when he was
younger. Always eager to learn, to discover, and then to win, the only person to
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ever really "get" the boy had been Lucy. The Colonies changed Richard as well. He
had always been intelligent, but it seemed that as he grew older he had more
trouble being "smart" and making good, sound, and right decisions. The few
sympathizers they still had within the Fleet had pulled strings, quashed reports and
inquiries, and generally shepherded his career...all unbeknownst to Richard.
For some reason the man had a serious grudge against the Chase family, Sera
Chase in particular, and during Golden Sword IX his emotions got the best of him.
It was odd, Odin thought, if he didn't know any better, for all his single-mindedness
and tunnel vision he'd say Richard was the son of a Cylon One rather than a
human.
A tear appeared in Lacy's right eye. "Bad. Lucy talked about trying to get
information on Admiral Chase's battlegroup's readiness and was positively beaming
with joy when she told me that she helped torture to death three dockworkers to
get information. Torture, Odin. And Richard chimed in that if he has to torture a
hundred more people to get what he wants, he'll gladly do it. Are they even our
children anymore?"
It was worse than he feared. Having a talk with them wasn't going to have
much effect and if they kept on the course they were on, they'd soon attract
unwanted attention...and possibly draw attention to who they were and the Monad
settlement. He didn't like what he knew he had to do; it broke his heart, but it was
something that he really had no choice about...he was responsible for the safety
and security of the settlement and the Blessed Mother, though not in that order. "I'll
see what I can do, Lacy."
Lacy closed her eyes and nodded once. "Don't let them suffer, Odin, promise
me that."
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Circe, Land's End Anchorage, Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster,
Meropian Communion
The majestic battlestar's commander's quarters were quiet and lit by several
small indirect lights spotlighting several paintings and a collection of antique chess
sets. Commander Richmond Emory lay stretched out on a sofa and propped his
head up with a pillow. He held a small, framed picture of a pretty redheaded
woman in a white wedding dress standing next to a younger version of himself in
the uniform of a Communion Fleet Lieutenant.
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It had been ten years since he was dispassionately told his wife was no longer
his wife and had been chosen to become an Equal, and almost overnight traces of
her existence began disappearing. At first it was little things; the mention of the
award she won at a fundraiser was redacted from the newspaper's online archives,
a picture that was on the wall of her company's atrium that proclaimed her
employee of the year was changed to someone else, and several other smaller
things. When it came time to file yearly taxes, the local tax authority had no record
of her ever paying taxes and his federal level taxes were amended after he filed
them to remove her name.
Each year for the past nine years he had searched online using her name and email address as the search criteria. Each year he received fewer and fewer hits.
This year, tonight, he received none. It was as if Sandra Bright Emory had never
existed. But she had. He had his memories and he had the picture he held in his
hands. All of the pictures and documents that chronicled their life together and
anything else that proved she existed had been copied and placed into several
secure safe deposit boxes scattered throughout the Communion, a copy had been
sealed in a long term storage box and buried at his hunting cabin in the coastal
highlands, and the originals traveled with him in a similar box.
Admiral Giovanna Cassidine may have talked him out of committing suicide by
going after Sandy, but she hadn't, and didn't even try to, convince him to forget her.
Gia was a good friend, mentor, and confidante, and now she had given him the
chance to exact justice for the injustice that had been done to him and to his wife.
The Equals had abused the trust originally entrusted to them by the gods and in
doing so they broke the covenant that made the Communion work. How much
history had been erased or rewritten because it didn't suit their narrative? How
much had they manipulated the government to their own ends?
And now, the gods willing, they were going to be brought to task for their hubris
and crimes.
The door chime sounded. "Commander?" the Marine sentry outside said over
the intercom, "Colonel Medici is here with the dispatches."
Good ol' Nick, right on time, Emory thought. "Please send him in, Corporal," he
replied to the faceless voice.
A moment later the hatch opened and a trim man of average height and build
walked into the cabin. Colonel Nicolo Medici had been Emory's friend for almost
twenty five years and had served as his best man when he married Sandy. "What
do you have, Nick?" he asked before he swung his feet onto the floor and sat up.
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"Just the routine stuff, Rich," Medici reported. "We've finished provisioning and
we're due to load the nukes tomorrow morning. After that, we'll be clear to
deploy."
"Good. It'll be good to get back into deep space again," Emory told his old
friend. "I assume the group is good to go?"
"That they are. And they're chomping at the bit to get out of the blocks, too,"
Medici added with a chuckle.
"No problem from BuPers with the transfers? Or BuShips with the requests?"
Emory asked skeptically.
Medici shook his head twice. "I don't know who's pulling strings, but we
managed to get everything you asked for."
"You know as well as I do that this is too important not to make sure everything
is perfect," Emory told his old friend. "As for tomorrow, I want to cast off an hour
after we're loaded. Individually each ship and crew is good, but now we have to
make sure we can work as a group. I've arranged for Atalanta and Adrasteia and
their groups to join us in three days so we can work with them a day or so before
they have to join the rest of Admiral Thrush's forces for the games. So once we cast
off, we're going to be working around the clock."
"We'll get there, Rich," Medici promised. "And we'll be ready."
"Good. I never doubted it." Emory stood and stretched. "Now I guess you want
to try and win back what you lost the other night?"
"You got lucky. Tonight...I'm going to win back what I lost and then some!"
Medici confidently boasted.
Emory laughed at his old friend. "Sure, sure...I'll meet you at the gym in fifteen."
After Medici left, Emory changed into sweats and collected his racquet, some
balls, and a towel. When he looked in the mirror he saw the same face that had
looked back at him all is life, but something was different. Purpose? Hope?
Whatever it was, he felt better than he had in ages. It might take a month, or a
year, or longer, he thought, but justice would be served.
*+*+*+*+*
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Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, Prospecting
Camp
The last few weeks had been full of questions and discoveries that were better
handled by a full archeological team, Minerva thought as she nursed her glass of
water and poked at her salad. The bunker she had found was proving to be a
delicious enigma that showed no signs of ending anytime soon.
They had explored several rooms that first day and several things became readily
apparent; whoever built the site had been human, had a level of technology that
was at least equal to what the Communion and Colonies possessed, and they used
a common alphabet that was easily decipherable. Yet all of that didn't really
explain what the site was used for, other than protection. Its age was hard to
determine, but it certainly predated the founding of the Communion, so that put it
into five digits, and yet the designs were familiar enough for them to conclude that
the one area they found a day later was some sort of fire control center.
Nils Vonnerbek was the closest they had to an archeologist, and even then the
geologist only had a handful of college credit hours devoted to the subject. His
theory was that this was a civilization that pre-dated Kobol and to Minerva's
knowledge the only civilization that predated Kobol was her own. No, she
thought, that isn't entirely true...but the mere thought that they were on Othrys
where the Titanomachy was waged was impossible. This had to be another splinter
culture that developed, grew, and died; it couldn't be the ancient homeland.
"Cubit for your thoughts?" Vassar asked as he sat down across from her.
"I don't know if they're even worth that much," Minerva replied amused at the
possibility that her thoughts on the subject would be that valuable.
Vassar shrugged. "Try me."
"Ok. You know that Vonnerbek thinks that bunker predates Kobol?" Minerva
asked rhetorically and brought the geologist's name into the story. Vassar nodded
and Minerva looked around to make sure that they were isolated and alone in the
dining hall. "The Communion was settled well before Kobol was, and before that
the legends say that we came from another world, Othrys."
Narrowed eyes met her own as Vassar started to say something, paused, then
finally asked, "Othrys? Our sacred scriptures, the old, old, old ones, talk of a great
war, the Titanomachy that took place on the slopes of Othrys. Are you saying that
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this world is Othrys?"
Minerva nodded. "I told you my thoughts weren't worth much."
Vassar was quiet and Minerva watched him as he pondered what she just said.
She was certain that the civilization that had once lived here had been space faring,
the models they found in the bunker pretty much proved that, and if they had
blasted themselves into fallout, it had been so long ago that the planet had healed
the wounds and swallowed the evidence.
Finally, Vassar shrugged and smiled, "'All this has happened before. All this will
happen again'. Pythia wrote that before the tribes left Kobol. Maybe she was onto
something?"
"Perhaps. It's hard to accept that I'm walking the same lands where the gods
lived and warred, though," Minerva confessed quietly. "Those models we found up
there," she jerked her head in the direction of the mountain, "what do you make of
those?"
Mischief flashed across Vassar's face as he smirked, "Sometimes gods do need
starships." Minerva almost choked on her water and he winked. "And if a god is
going to need one, it had better be pretty impressive."
Minerva found herself nodding. "If the details were true to scale, Emma
estimates that those quad mounts on what looked like a battlestar were two meter
guns. That's pretty impressive."
"Yeah, even though she's smaller, that would give just about anything in the
Fleet a run for the money," Vassar agreed. "And the smaller model, the one that
looked like a gunstar, that only had twin mounts, but the guns looked the same
size."
They'd give anything in the Communion Fleet a good fight, that's for sure,
Minerva reflected. "I just had a thought..." she said as several ideas started
condensing into something more unified and useful.
"Go on..." Vassar prompted.
"Winter is coming and we only have a couple more weeks of decent weather, so
at the best we'll probably be able to get this started," Minerva began and refused to
allow herself much hope that her idea would be successful. "Up until this point,
we've been exploring that bunker with handheld lights. What if we dismantled one
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of the generators from the Raptor and carried it up there? We could use it to power
some of the computers and might be able to find out who they were, what they
were doing, and if we're really lucky, perhaps a way off this rock."
"Let's go ask Rufus," Vassar said and stood up.
forgotten.

Minerva followed, her salad

*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Orbit of Unnamed System's 2nd Planet, Communion
gunstar Arete
It had been three and a half weeks since they encountered the unknown ship
and fifteen days since they'd arrived in orbit around what might become their
permanent home. The ship had managed the two jumps and may have been able
to give them one more, but Colonel Chiara Savoy had made the decision to offer
the crew a chance of survival instead an almost certain chance of death if the jump
went bad or they couldn't return.
It had been a good call; they'd spent a day surveying and mapping the planet
and found the settlement mentioned in the Intelligence briefing. At one time it had
been a decent sized town and probably supported between five and seven
thousand people. There were schools, a medical center, shops, and banks;
everything a small town on the very edge of civilization might be expected to have.
A large plain on the outskirts of town showed signs of being used as a landing field
and a wharf wrapped around part of the natural bay that fronted the small town.
Savoy stepped to the side when she heard running footsteps behind her. "Good
morning, Pella," she said as the runner jogged past.
"G'morning, Colonel!" Captain Pella Bain said and then tuned and jogged in
place. "Are you going to make the game tonight?"
"And miss taking my CIC team to the cleaners?" Savoy laughed. "I'll be there!"
As long as she could remember, the various CIC watches would always get together
and play cards or some sort of competitive video game; it was an Arete tradition.
For a few hours they left rank at the door and just relaxed. She wasn't sure if she
liked the idea when she first learned about it, but after the first couple nights she
realized that it really built teamwork and camaraderie; two things vital on a
warship.
Bain turned to continue her run. "Outstanding!" she said over her shoulder as
she continued down the passageway.
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You would never know that the ship was damaged or that we'd been in a major
battle by looking at the crew, Savoy thought. Morale was high, discipline was
good, and everyone was going above and beyond trying to get the ship setup for
what might be a very long wait for rescue. The last thought brought her back to her
earlier musings. Captain Menzies had taken a Beetle, one of the ship's assault
landers, down to the planet shortly after they arrived. He took a squad of Marines
and a like number of ship's personnel to fill out the landing party and
reconnoitered the town.
Most of the town showed signs of being abandoned for quite some time,
probably the better part of a decade or more, but two sections showed signs of
recent habitation. Several structures near the shoreline exhibited signs of being
occupied within the past few months. Menzies estimated that less than forty
people were present and they all looked like they left in a hurry. The other sign of
habitation was in the landing field. Depressions and burnt areas on the ground and
crushed foliage indicated a ship with a footprint of about twenty-six to twenty-eight
meters long with four thrust points suggested a ship that was probably seventy-three
to eighty meters long and about sixty meters or so wide.
One thing Menzies said stuck in her mind, "Whoever they were, they left in a
hell of a hurry."
Whether it was a threat, an emergency, or sudden change in their timetable
she'd never know. If it was a threat, Arete had no option but to stand and fight. At
least for now. Lieutenant Hsu was doing an admirable job trying to get the FTL
systems to the point where they could be used more than once or twice more.
Major Dauber had made it through surgery and insisted on helping, even if it was
advice and insight, from his bed.
Things were bad, but not as bad as they could be. They had more than two
years worth of provisions at normal consumption rates, a fully stocked and staffed
sick bay, fuel, and they had shelter - both aboard Arete and on the ground. Now it
was a matter of fixing what was broken and making sure the crew was kept busy.
And yet, despite her optimistic mood, Savoy couldn't help but feel deep in her
heart that she'd never see her home again.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, berthed at Scorpia Fleet Shipyards
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Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase stepped off the Raptor and acknowledged
the deck crew's salute. She had been in a quiet and pensive mood for the entire
trip back from Agartha Station. Her trip in the v-world had taken an unexpected
turn that was compounded by a long and enlightening dinner. She still didn't know
why Medea had become involved with the Cylons of her grandfather's Household
Guard or why she had insisted that the others abandon the Colonies on the eve of
war. The Sacred Witch was annoyingly close lipped about the entire affair.
After dinner, she had taken a walk with Daniel to one of the large domes and sat
while the old man told her about the woman who was honored by the simple
marble monument across from them. In life, she had been a mother, a cosmetic
surgeon, an underground hero, and three months after arriving at Agartha Station, a
heroine who gave her life to save the patients in the clinic during a fire. The old
man clearly still loved her despite his warm affection for Medea, and his voice had
the same tone and his face the same look as her father when he talked about her
mother, Iona.
So many revelations had happened during the trip that she wasn't sure where to
start.
The Balls to 4 watch had just started when she sat down behind her desk with a
steaming mug of hot chocolate and briefly reviewed the dispatches since she'd left.
Connie had things well in hand and the ship was running at peak efficiency. She
sat back and thought about the discussion she had with Agartha Station's manager,
Floyd Clanton, and the permission he'd given her.
The question she kept coming back to was, "Do I have the right?" It was
followed by two more, "Do I have the right not to?" and "What if the roles were
reversed?" Chase looked at the clock and realized that it was more than an hour
into the watch. Her hand reached for the intercom even as her mind was
confirming her course of action.
"CIC, welcome back, Admiral," the communications tech answered a moment
after its first ring.
"Thank you, Martelli. I need you to contact Dennis Kaplan, Avedon Lines'
station chief in Celeste. Here's his personal number." Chase told him the contact
number and then added, "He's probably going to bitch that it's so late, so tell him I
requested the call and it's of the utmost urgency. When you have him, please pass
it down to my quarters."
"Will do, Admiral," Martelli replied. "I'll transfer the call as soon as I have him."
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When that was completed, she punched the code for deWinter's quarters.
"Connie, I need to put Zoe, Jerry, Cora, and Beckett on 72 hour leave, effective
immediately. You might want to come over and hear the story first hand."
"On my way," deWinter said before adding, "Welcome home."
Chase's hand hovered above the keypad for a moment before she punched the
number to Zoe's quarters. It ran three times before a sleepy voice answered,
"Avalon."
"Zoe, this is Admiral Chase. I know it's late, but I need you to pack a 72 hour
bag and get Jerry to do the same. As soon as you're packed, please report to my
quarters."
"Ah, is everything ok, Admiral?" Zoe asked, her voice sounded wide awake.
Chase nodded even though Zoe couldn't see her. "Yes, I hope so."
One more call, Chase thought before she keyed the number to Beckett's
quarters. "Sebastian, I need a flight crew for something very discreet and you and
Cora are it. You'll be gone for up to three days, so plan accordingly. Give Cora the
head's up and then meet me in my quarters.
As soon as she hung up the intercom buzzed. Martelli had Kaplan on the line.
She explained what she needed and despite the late hour was assured it would be
ready. She sipped her hot chocolate and relaxed to await everyone's arrival.
Ten minutes later when everyone was present and sitting on the sofas
surrounding a long, low coffee table in the informal area of her quarters she
explained the reason for calling everyone together. "I know the work on the
Logbook and Rudder is paramount, but something came up while I was with
Commander Duquesne that takes precedence. When we're finished here, the four
of you are going to fly down to Celeste and meet with Dennis Kaplan. He's the
station chief for Avedon Lines; the top representative of the company on the planet,
and he's going to direct you to a Shambhalla class scout and say, 'Good luck,
please don't scratch the paint'.
"Beckett, you and Cora are will be the flight crew because you're checked out
on something that heavy and I don't trust anything lighter where you're going."
"This sounds pretty cloak and dagger, Admiral," Zoe said and sat forward.
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"It is. This trip is off the record and where you're going is currently Classified
01A - Need To Know/Compartmentalized." Chase met Zoe's soulful eyes. "When
you get back..." she forced herself to maintain eye contact, "you'll either thank me
or hate me."
"This seems pretty serious," Cora quickly interjected. "Will the rest of us feel that
way?"
Chase pursed her lips and looked at her sister. "You might."
Five minutes later when the briefing was over and everyone was getting ready to
leave, Chase asked Jerry to remain behind for a moment. "I'm sorry I'm doing it
this way, Jerry; the secrecy, the uncertainty, the surprise...but I think this is the best
way."
"I trust you, Admiral," Jerry said earnestly. "I know you have Zoe's best interests
in mind and wouldn't do anything on purpose that might hurt her."
"Thank you for your confidence, Jerry," Chase told him. "You better get going..."
Jerry's hand was reaching for the door's controls when she added, "Take that ring
along...just in case."
"Huh?" Jerry asked taken by surprise at her comment.
"Trust me on this...if you're going to ask her, I think this might be the time and
place."
"Ah...Ok..." Jerry answered and then smiled. "Thanks, Admiral."
Chase waved him to the door. "Wait until you return to thank me."
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Circe, Tarsus System, vicinity of Tarsus IV
"Secure from Jump Conditions and set Condition Two throughout the ship,"
Commander Richmond Emory told Circe's CIC.
"Secure from Jump Conditions and set Condition Two throughout the ship, aye,"
Lieutenant Wilson Bacall confirmed and then announced the order over the ship's
1MC.
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"Commander?" Specialist Mavis Hawthorne asked to get his attention. "The rest
of the battlegroup is confirming successful transit; Niobe, Creon, Sithon, Euporie,
Dolos, and Hesperus all send their regards. Colonel Masterson asks, and I quote,
"Boss, can we start collecting scalps yet?"
Emory suppressed a chuckle and nodded. "Mavis, tell Colonel Masterson that as
soon as the OPFOR shows up, he'll have plenty of opportunities to collect his
scalps."
While Hawthorne relayed the comments, Emory turned and leaned close to
Medici. "Sometimes don't you wish we were in a simpler age where we could
actually collect body parts as trophies of our prowess on the battlefield?"
"Ah, but then we'd live in drafty stone houses, wear bed sheets as clothing, and
have our way with the maidens." Medici stopped and adopted a thoughtful pose.
"Hmm...now that I say that out loud, it doesn't sound half bad!"
"And what about the maidens who can hand you your ass, Colonel?" Lieutenant
Colonel Courtney Taylor asked from across the plotting table and then arched her
right eyebrow to underscore her question.
Emory stood back and waited to see what his friend would say to Circe's CAG.
Taylor was a superb officer and he liked the idea that there wasn't anything she'd
ask her flight crews to do that she wouldn't do herself. She liked to lead from the
trenches and wasn't fond of having to coordinate the coming action from the CIC
instead of from a Peltast. It hadn't been his decision, but rather it was the cast on
her right leg as a result of a skiing injury.
Medici stood straight and looked down his nose at Taylor before he snorted.
"Hobalong, Hobalong, Hobalong," he said with mock seriousness and shook his
head slowly. "Didn't you learn anything in history class at the Academy? Those
maidens get to have their way with the men..." he smirked.
"Ok, children," Emory said and broke into their banter. "We have a wargame to
fight. Admiral Thrush is due to arrive in three hours and then we're going to have a
knife fight on our hands. We're going to be facing more than Deimos and a gaggle
of Tempests running escort, we're going to have to contend with the fast battlestar
Selene and three new light battlestars," Emory explained and reiterated the capital
ships belonging to Admiral Thrush's OPFOR.
"That's a lot of firepower," Medici observed and reviewed the warbook stats on
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each ship. Practice runs against Adrasteia's and Atalanta's groups had shown not
only several key areas where Circe's battlegroup was deficient, they also proved
that the warbook, at least in the cases of the two new battlestars, was horribly
incorrect.
"This was just about useless when it came to predicting their
capabilities," he added after a moment and closed the application. "I almost think
they're scared of us with all the ships involved," he snarked.
"They could very well be," Emory agreed. "Short of a Colonial Nike, nothing in
known space matches our throw weight," he explained and made an effort to keep
from slipping into what he called his 'professor mode' and review several other
details that the other two officers knew as well as he did. "Other than that, they
have us outnumbered by a margin on Peltasts. What they don't have are our
electronic assets."
"Supporting us, Dolos could be worth an Aether and Hesperus will give us a
better idea of the battlespace," Medici observed though Emory thought he could
detect a trace of a question in his XO's words.
"To a point," Emory stated and drew their attention to the plotting board. They
had been dispatched without a chance to plan and it was understood that the
games would be old school seat-of-the-pants skippering requiring everyone to think
on their feet and react to not just the current situation but also to plan for future
engagements. Emory felt alive and energized, and reveled in the chaos that the
orders brought. It was almost as good as taking Wayfarer out onto the bay when
the weather service forecast heavy weather. Almost. It was the thrill of living on
the edge with only your wits and skills to keep you alive that made him feel
completely alive.
The only thing better, he thought, was if they had a real enemy to draw down
on.
"To a point," Emory reiterated. "Court, I need you to transfer a pair of Hoplites to
Hesperus and transfer her Toxotais to Circe." He saw understanding on Medici's
and Taylor's faces. "They're going to think that she's carrying a pair of defensive
Peltast hulls, not a pair of ship killers. I'm offering a pawn, if they even see her, that
I doubt they're going to take because they're going to be focusing on the main
elements; Circe and Niobe."
Medici thought about it for a moment and nodded. "I like it. Do you have any
other surprises?"
Emory smiled like cat playing with a mouse. "I want Euporie to immediately
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begin UNREP operations with Creon and Sithon to change their magazine
inventories. They're to keep ten percent of the flak rounds and replace the rest with
standard KP rounds. We need to turn their perceptions to our advantage by
allowing them to believe that our escorts are still mostly armed with ineffective
ordnance."
Taylor whistled. "That's changing things up," said with a gleam in her eyes. "We
won't have the fighter problem like we would if we faced off against the
Colonials..." Or the Cylons, Emory added silently to himself. "...and they'll still
carry their Toxotai class Peltasts for point defense."
"We'll have one shot at this," Emory cautioned. "We're going to do the fleet
action to start, I assume the intention is to humble us," an ironic grin touched the
corners of his mouth, "and then we'll do the smaller individual exercises. But this
first one, I want to win this one. Not just for my ego, but because the Fleet needs to
wake up and start thinking about alternative ways to use what we have to gain an
advantage and force our foes' preconceptions into disadvantages for them."
*+*+*+*+*
"Multiple dradis contacts!" Lieutenant Wilson Bacall announced as the dradis
sweep chimed off each new ship that suddenly occupied space that a heartbeat
earlier was empty vacuum.
"Admiral Thrush is nothing if punctual," Commander Richmond Emory two the
two people standing at the plotting table. "He's a little further out than I hoped, but
nothing we can't work with." He rolled his shoulders and tensed every muscle in
his body before relaxing. "Lieutenant Bacall, sound Action Stations and bring the
ship to Condition One."
"Call the ship to Action Stations and set Condition One, aye," Bacall
acknowledged the order and announced it over the ship's 1MC.
"Colonel Taylor, launch the Peltasts," Emory told he CAG and turned to his XO.
"Look at their formation," he said and traced the ships' locations with his right
index finger. "The Tempests are in front supplanted by several squadrons of Peltasts.
The three light battlestars are arrayed behind and in a slight arrowhead formation
with Thrasos as point. Deimos follows behind and Selene is well out on the right
flank so she can maneuver freely."
"It's textbook," Medici observed.
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"It is. And it's how we're going to defeat him. And look there..." Emory said as
a smile touched the corners of his lips. He moved his finger to where Hesperus
drifted silently using every trick in the book to pass unnoticed. "Mavis," he called
to the communications specialist. "Please send this to Admiral Thrush with my
regards; 'I stand ready to accept your surrender at your earliest possible
convenience.' I'm sure you'll receive a colorful response."
"That's going to cause a ruckus," Medici said after Mavis confirmed the message
and set about sending it.
"That's exactly what I want..." Emory told his old friend and stepped back and
looked up at the dradis. "Soon..." he whispered. "Soon..."
"Commander?" Mavis asked for his attention. "Admiral Thrush said, and I quote,
'Surrender? Ha! Bite me, Emory!"
Her comments generated some laughter from the CIC staff and Emory nodded
twice. "Thank you, Mavis. You may send my reply, 'I wouldn't want to get
lockjaw.' After he stops laughing, tell him if he manages to at least pull a draw this
first round, dinner is on me at Silvaggio's."
"What are you doing, Rich?" Medici asked.
"I've known Mort Thrush since he lectured at the academy and I was a plebe
and there are two things that get his attention; a round of 'Who has the best insult?'
and the promise of dinner at Silvaggio's. If this boosts his confidence and distracts
him just a bit, it'll be worth it. I want to make sure Hesperus has ever chance to get
into position."
Medici looked at the plot and understanding slowly flooded his face. "That's
devious, Rich," he finally said.
"I want to win," Emory answered plainly. "I'm just pulling a personal weakness
of his to the forefront for a few moments because I believe that he'll view this more
as a wargame than a real engagement where people die and that," he paused for
effect, "that will distract him."
The minutes ticked past as the two battlegroups closed with each other. Emory
watched as the icon indicating Hesperus' estimated position was approached by
Thrush's group. Slowly the icons merged and he could feel the tension gripping his
shoulders. Each second felt like an hour and suddenly the icons began separating
and Hesperus was still there.
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"Mavis!" Emory shouted victoriously. Deep down he knew it was only a matter
of letting things run their course, but the way the chess pieces were arranged there
was only one possible outcome. The only question was how much it was going to
cost. "Signal the group, 'Climb Mount Olympus!'"
Where things moved slowly before, now it seemed like everything suddenly
kicked into high gear as the CIC erupted in a chorus of voices issuing and
confirming orders, directing gun batteries with newly developed fire solutions, and
above it all, a buzz permeated the air as the dradis image suddenly exploded into
nothing but static and snow. It only lasted a few moments as the systems aboard
Circe synched, but even when it returned the clarity was greatly degraded.
Dolos had just joined the fight and thrust the Communion Fleet into a new
dimension of warfare.
Emory had the dradis display on the plotting table and zoomed in on Hesperus.
The single icon soon became three as the two new icons charged forward. It took a
few moments, but the dradis soon intermittently revealed transients surging forward
from all three icons.
Deimos never knew what hit her.
The first dozen missiles slammed into her engines in two groups of six, one
missile after the other. By the time the last weapon had been scored as detonated,
the first group of twenty Bident missiles from Hesperus was ten seconds out.
Deimos 'died' thirty-three seconds after the first weapon hit.
"You look pretty damned pleased with yourself," Medici said as Deimos' dradis
icon flashed yellow.
"I am," Emory told him. "But the battle isn't over, just evened up a little in our
favor."
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, berthed at Scorpia Fleet Shipyards
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase absently looked at the clock on the CIC wall.
The battle group was scheduled to depart the day after tomorrow for three weeks of
showing the flag and under way training to Helios Delta and Helios Alpha, before
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putting in to Virgon to participate in the Empress' birthday celebrations. The past
few hours had been quiet and routine because many of the battlestar's crew was off
ship on leave. Tomorrow will be busy, she thought, that's when everyone is due
back.
She had stopped to check the afternoon's dispatches and seeing everything was
in order told deWinter, "I'm think I'm going to change and head down to the gym
for a bit."
"Sounds good," deWinter told Chase and looked at the clock. "Another hour
until the watch changes and then I think I'm going to treat myself to dinner."
"Admiral?" Specialist Lara Pickman said and interrupted their conversation. "I
have Raptor 801 requesting landing instructions and Captain Beckett asked me to
let you know they have returned."
The stress she had been trying to avoid for the past three days finally settled on
Chase's shoulders and pecked at her temples. "Thank you, Lara, please tell them to
meet me in the upper port VIP gallery and to let the deck crew take the Raptor
below."
"Will do, Admiral," Pickman replied cheerfully and exhibited an emotion that
Chase wished she felt.
The next fifteen minutes weighed heavy on Chase's shoulders as she waited in
the VIP gallery for the Raptor to land and mate up with the umbilical. She wanted
someplace private and neutral where she could meet them instead of her quarters she didn't want the meeting on something that could be considered her home turf.
Normally she had the answers or the at least an idea how things would develop,
but today she was flying blind. She had been intentionally vague and cryptic when
she told them where they were going and who they were to ask for once they
arrived. Despite being asked why they, Zoe specifically, were being sent to Agartha
Station, she steadfastly refused to answer.
And now she'd reap the crop she'd sown 72 hours earlier.
The hatch tell-tales changed from red to green and indicated that a hard lock
had been established with the Raptor's hatch. Chase stood across from the hatch
and didn't have to wait long for it to open. She took a deep breath, held it, and
then slowly let it out.
Slowly the hatch opened and Zoe stepped through and then closed it behind
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her. The alabaster skinned dark haired woman stood with her back to the hatch
and met her gaze. Chase didn't waver and steeled herself for what was beginning
to look like an angry and emotional outburst. "Admiral," Zoe said and took two
steps forward before stopping and pensively rolling her lower lip between her teeth.
"Zoe," Chase replied. "Welcome ba..."
Chase never finished the word because Zoe crossed the distance in a rush and
hugged her as if her life depended on it. She reflexively put her arms around Zoe
and felt the powerful emotion contained in the embrace. Finally, after a minute
Zoe sniffed and released her. "Thank you. I know I should say something more
profound, more...powerful...but I just can't find the words."
Relief flooded Chase's heart and she felt the talons of stress release and fly away
before heaving a sigh of relief. "You're welcome...I take it things went well?"
"Yes...better than well," Zoe said and stepped back. "All these years I never
knew what happened to him or even if he was alive. Every time I was in Caprica
City I held my breath whenever I saw someone that was homeless for fear that it
would be him suffering from some sort of amnesia or PTSD from what happened.
But he was ok; for all these years he was ok. And my mom...what she did was just
like her, too."
"I knew you needed to know, Zoe, but I wasn't sure how to tell you or even if it
was my place to tell you, and if I did tell you," Chase explained as the words
poured out, "whether you'd even believe me. This way, I figured there would be no
question. I know if the roles were reversed, I would want to know."
They stood in silence for a moment before chase reached into her pocket and
pulled out a small plastic wrapped packet. "I think you might need one of these,"
she offered and handed Zoe a tissue from the packet. "Anything else happen?" she
prodded.
Zoe's face lit up as if a switch had been thrown and she proudly held out her
left hand to show Chase the engagement ring. "Yes! Jerry said you told him to take
it along, just in case. That's another thank you I owe you."
"Congratulations!" Chase exclaimed warmly. "I just helped it happen; Jerry was
the one who had to do the work."
They spoke a minute more before Zoe opened the hatch and waved to the
others to leave the Raptor. As Chase watched them form up into pairs; her sister
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Cora and Beckett, and Zoe and Jerry, she smiled and shook her head as she
reflected on all the little events that had brought them to this moment in time.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, berthed at Boskirk High Port, Virgon
"So..." the older man said as he admired the sleek Viper that bore Captain
Sebastian "Rockstar" Beckett's name. "This is a new VII Foxtrot, eh?"
Beckett nodded, "Yes, sir, we finished transitioning to them a few weeks ago.
They're slightly larger than a standard VII, and as a bonus we're able to increase
acceleration and overall performance. And somewhere in there, they were able to
install a small FTL system with the same performance as a Habu or Raptor."
"You're proud of this ship, aren't you, Captain?" the man asked. "I can hear it in
your voice."
"Aye, I am. I've loved flying ever since I was a kid and the Viper just felt...it felt
right. This new VIIF, it raises the bar," Beckett explained and agreed with the man;
he was proud of the Viper and that it was his ride.
"I know the feeling; I felt the same day I stepped onto the deck and saw a Mk. II
with my name on it. Top of the world," he said and smiled.
"You flew?" Beckett asked warming up to the conversation. During the Empress'
Birthday Celebration, most of the warships in Virgon's ports offered an open house
so the public could see what their taxes funded, and it was common to meet
people who had served on the ship previously or simply been part of the military.
Meeting a fellow pilot was always a bonus.
The man nodded. "Major Thaddeus Collins, retired," he said and held out his
hand. "Now I drop the Major and change the rest to Ted."
Beckett shook his hand. "Please to meet you Major...Ted," he corrected himself
when he saw Ted's correcting look. "You wouldn't be..." he stated.
"Yes, Calista Collins is my daughter," Ted smirked. "She was pretty excited when
she heard she was being posted to Hecate. She's a handful, isn't she?"
"You could say that," Beckett laughed. "She's a natural pilot and picked up the
transition to the VIIF faster than most. I look at her and wonder where she gets all
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the energy; she's always doing something and never still."
A wide smile bloomed on Ted's face. "That sounds like Callie. I take it she's
one of yours?"
Beckett nodded. "She's my XO's wingman."
"Then I know she's in good hands," Ted said and complimented Beckett and the
squadron. "May I?" he asked and pointed to the ladder that led to the cockpit.
"Certainly!" Beckett replied enthusiastically and followed Ted up the ladder and
began explaining the finer points of the Mk. VIIF Viper.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Boskirk, The Imperial Palace
"Sera! It's good to see you!" Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of the
Hibernian Marches said warmly as she hugged Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase.
"And it's good to see you, your Highness," Chase replied just as warmly and
with a similar amount of familiarity.
Searlait stepped back and cocked her head slightly reproachfully while holding
Chase at arms' length. "What's all this 'your Highness' stuff? You've known me
since you first opened your eyes. You said your first words while sitting on my lap.
Don't I rate something better than that?"
Chase smiled and blushed. "You do, Godmother, my apologies," Chase offered
and looked around the room. Captain Embrey Roselle stood nearby, seemingly
relaxed but her eyes betrayed her alertness as they constantly scanned the hall. Her
father stood next to Roselle and had been here when she arrived. "You surprised
me being out here, I expected to meet you in your private chambers."
Searlait put her arm around Chase's shoulders and guided her deeper into the
palace, to the wings visitors never saw. "I wanted to surprise a tour group; they're
the children and grandchildren of people who died defending my parents during
the war."
"That's a good and noble gesture," Chase told her and felt her Godmother
squeeze her shoulder in agreement.
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Her father and Roselle walked behind them as Searlait softly said, "I have a
special gift for you when we reach the private wing."
They walked in silence for several moments before Chase told her Godmother, "I
remember when I used to race Dyson down this hallway."
Searlait laughed and hugged her closer. "I remember that! Dyson was a good
little dog and never let you out of his sight while you were here. I think he loved
you more than me because he'd always pretty much jump out of his fur when he
saw you."
Chase sighed. Dyson was a small, black and tan Virgon Terrier that had always
seemed present whenever she came to visit. The little dog was her constant
companion and would even sleep on her bed with her at night.
"It's funny you should bring him up," Searlait added cryptically and then
stopped in front of a door guarded by two armed Imperial Palace Guards who
snapped to attention when the Empress approached.
"Good afternoon, your Highness," one of them said as he opened the door for
her.
"Thank you, William," Searlait replied in a less than formal tone of voice that
hinted at long familiarity before she walked through the door and made for one of
the high backed chairs.
"And that's what we've discovered and found so far," Chase said an hour later
when she finished telling Searlait about everything that had happened since
"Voyage of the Galleon" was discovered in Hecate's v-world.
"Absolutely amazing," Searlait said as she sat back in the chair and sipped her
coffee. "At first I thought it was just a game, but when everything started happening
I had second thoughts. Do you have any idea when you'll have the translation
completed?"
"We haven't been able to do much over the past month or so," Chase explained,
"but we're due to cruise Gamma for the next month so I can make sure the crews
are settled in on the new ships and the team should have time to finish it." She
sipped her coffee and then put the mug on the table. "Once we have a translation,
we're going to go after it."
"And if you don't?" Searlait pressed.
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"Then in a couple months we still leave, but this time we'll be paying the Equals
a visit," Chase told her evenly. "They have a lot to answer for and there will be a
reckoning either sooner or later, but it will happen. Too much blood has been
spilled, and that's just what we know about, not to go to the source and
conclusively deal with it."
"Good. And that popinjay Adar better authorize it," Searlait added vehemently.
They spoke for another half hour when there was a knock before the door
opened slightly. "Your Highness?" the guard asked. "The guest you were expecting
has arrived."
Chase's Godmother's face lit up as a smile suddenly appeared.
Please send him in."

"Thank you!

A moment later Chase turned as the door opened and saw two small black and
tan dogs trot into the room and sniff around before running over to where the
Empress sat. "Hello, you two!" she said and bent over when the dogs put their
paws on her leg. "Dickens, how are you, boy?" she asked and scratched one of the
dogs behind his ears before she moved to the other dog. "Lira...you're growing up
to be a fine little lady!" she added before scratching the dog under her muzzle.
"Sera, these two hooligans are the surprise I mentioned..." Searlait said as Chase
watched the two dogs continue to stand with their paws on her godmother's leg
and their tails wagging so fast that they were nothing more than black blurs. "Every
ship named after the Lady needs a canine mascot, and in this case, two."
"They're for Hecate?" Chase asked and mentally pictured the two bundles of
energy racing through the battlestars passageways.
"They're for the ship, but mostly they're for you. I found some pictures of you
and Dyson and remembered how much you enjoyed his company and I know how
lonely it can be when you're the person in charge. Since you're going to be going
on what might be a rather long trip, I thought you might like some companions to
come 'home' to when you return to your quarters. Go ahead, call them over."
Chase felt like she was ten years old again as she slid forward off the chair and
onto her knees. "Dickens, Lira...come here..." she said in a friendly voice and
rested her hands on her knees.
The two dogs turned their heads and looked at her, then back to Searlait. "Go
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on," the Empress said. "She's going to be your kibble source from now on!" A
moment later the two Virgon Terriers were in Chase's arms and licking her face.
"Thank you, Godmother," Chase finally said a few minutes later. She was back
in her chair and the dogs were lying together next to it. "They're adorable and I
think it's a wonderful idea."
"Just don't get lost when you go out there, ok?" Searlait asked, very much a
loving godmother.
"I won't. I have the best crew in the Fleet," Chase warmly told her.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, berthed at Boskirk High Port, Virgon
"Ahem...that 'five minutes' you asked for is up," Zoe Avalon said in an
exasperated tone of voice. "We need to get moving if we're going to make it to the
reception in time."
"I know...just a minute more..." Jerry said as he sat at the desk and worked on a
calculation. "I almost have it."
Zoe put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. "Almost have *what*?" she
asked. She had spent the past hour getting ready for the Empress' Birthday
Reception and cut a striking sight in her Mess Dress Blues.
"This," Jerry said a dozen heartbeats later and waved her close to look at the
display.
Zoe felt her heart beating in her chest. She looked at the cold equations on the
display and then at Jerry. "Are you sure?" she asked, her voice barely above a husky
whisper.
Jerry nodded. "I triple checked everything."
"We need to get going," Zoe finally said. "Are you going to encrypt that?" she
added a moment later.
"Already done, and I backed it up," Jerry told her as he turned off the
workstation and stood up. He brushed the front of his Mess Dress Blues and
offered his arm and smiled, "Shall we go M'Lady?"
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*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Boskirk, The Imperial Palace
There were social events and then there were social events, Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase thought as she stood five places from her Godmother, Empress
Searlait II, in the receiving line. She felt uncomfortable in the spotlight and made
no effort to hide who she was; it was common knowledge that she was one of the
few aristocrats on Virgon from a family that still had any real authority. That wasn't
what made her fidget. It wasn't that she was heir to one of the largest fortunes in
the Colonies. It wasn't that several local magazines had deemed her one of the
most eligible bachelorettes on Virgon.
No, it was none of those things. It was the stark reminder that she was five steps
away from the throne.
Cora used to tease her about it and each time Chase would remind her that she
was six places. It usually took the wind out of her sails. "So, little sister," she
leaned over and said sotto voce to Cora, "If I croak, you'll be standing here!"
"Don't say that, Sera," Cora sternly told her. "I don't want to stand there, I like
standing here, with you standing there!"
Chase laughed.
worry."

"Elizabeth or Owen will get the throne so we don't have to

"Thank the gods," Cora swore and jerked her head toward the door. "Looks like
Kevin managed to make it after all."
Admiral Kevin Bannasalle stood as the Major Domo introduced him and then
stepped up and greeted the Empress; then he greeted her daughter Elizabeth and
her son Owen; and then her cousin Trevor, a man eight years older than her father
and in frail health. She watched as he greeted her father and tried to keep her face
a mask of neutrality. "Admiral, welcome to the Empress' Birthday Reception,"
Chase greeted him when he got to her.
"Thank you, Admiral," Bannasalle said with a hint of humor. "I wouldn't miss
this even if the Cylons were picketing outside."
Chase laughed. "Well, we tend to shoo them away at sundown, the lights
reflecting off their chrome blinds the guests."
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Bannasalle laughed and leaned close, "First dance with me?"
"Sold," she told him and it felt like her heart skipped a beat.
She stood in line for the next hour greeting people she knew, people she was
supposed to know, and people she didn't know but claimed to know her. Most of
them were good people at heart and just wanted to feel like they were part of
something larger than themselves, something that was grand and magnificent and
that had weathered the storms of time. Several of her officers and senior NCOs
were here, and she was just beginning to wonder where Zoe and Jerry were when
they were announced.
"I thought you might have gotten lost," Chase chided the couple when they
reached her.
"No, Admiral...not lost...found," Jerry told her as Zoe nodded.
"Found?" Chase asked curiously.
Jerry and Zoe leaned close and pulled Cora and Charles with them. "I finished
decoding the Logbook and Rudder before we left," Jerry said almost breathlessly. "I
found it, Admiral, I found it."
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Chapter 29: Revelations and Mobilizations
Virgon, Boskirk, The Imperial Palace
"You found it?" Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase whispered almost
breathlessly.
Jerry nodded confidently. "I was working on it before we left and suddenly
everything fell into place. I ran the calculations a couple times and each time they
came up the same," he explained just loud enough so that the small cluster could
hear. "We know where the logbook and Rudder place Galleon after she left the
Colonies."
Chase wanted to leave her godmother's, the Empress', birthday party and return
to Hecate and begin the final plans for the expedition, but her wants and desires
had to take a back seat to her duties and obligations as a peer of the realm and
potential heir to the throne. If she left it would raise too many questions and focus
attention on her and her staff rather than on her godmother and the party, and that
was a risk she wasn't willing to accept. Expectant faces looked back at her as she
made up her mind what to do. "We can't leave too early, and certainly not as a
group. For now, enjoy the party and mingle a bit, and once the dancing starts after
dinner we can think about slipping away."
Nobody seemed pleased with her decision and she could certainly understand
and agree with them; they were on the cusp of the discovery of the era and she was
telling them to wait. She was sitting at the head table two hours later reflecting on
how much blood had been shed since they started the research project and even
before that; Hamish's co-workers at Plenny Interactive, the guards at Westfield, the
crew members and yard workers when the shipyard was attacked, and all the others
that she was sure had perished that they didn't know about.
"Cubit for your thoughts?" Admiral Kevin Bannasalle asked impishly before he
sat next to her in Cora's empty seat. "You look a like you're a million light years
away."
Chase looked at him and smiled before quickly glancing around to make sure
no one was within earshot. "They found it, Kevin," she said softly and barely louder
than a whisper. "They found it."
Bannasalle's eyed widened slightly in surprise. "They did?" he asked rhetorically
as Chase saw his shoulders slump ever so lightly. "That's great!" he said quietly and
with an enthusiasm that she thought seemed almost forced. "Do you have an idea
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when you'll be leaving?"
She was sure she heard a sense of longing in his voice when he asked the
question and she felt some of the excitement wane. "Soon; within two months,
possibly sooner," Chase replied. "Now that the President is looking toward the next
election, I think he's going to push us to leave sooner rather than later."
"He needs something to take the public's eye off the recent scandals, I just wish
it wasn't you," Bannasalle told her softly. "You know I'm going to worry about you
while you're gone, don't you?" he added and perked up a bit as a smile returned to
his face.
"I know you will," Chase told him warmly. "And now," she winked and stood, "I
believe the first dance is yours?"
"I believe it is," Bannasalle grinned and took her hand after he stood and led her
onto the dance floor.
*+*+*+*+*
"What do we have?" Chase asked several hours later after everyone was
assembled in the Warwick Room of the Imperial Palace. The room was filled with
books and antiquities from Virgon's 14th Century and offered a secure and relaxing
location for the briefing.
"We deciphered both Dellay's logbook and the Rudder, and in doing so
discovered where they say Galleon is located," Jerry stated simply and succinctly.
"You're sure of the location," Beckett asked eagerly from where he sat next to
Cora.
Jerry nodded and a wide smile flashed across his face. "Oh, yes; positive. I ran
the numbers several times and each time they came up with the same result. When
we get back to Hecate, I'll post them in the war room and we can work the
calculations again. But they'll come out the same."
Chase looked at the people in the room and was glad that she'd sent for Hamish
and the others who weren't at her godmother's birthday party. They had earned the
right to hear the news first hand after all they'd been through. "Here's the big
question," she asked, "how far?"
"That depends," Jerry answered confidently. "It depends on whether we want to
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go straight there or whether we want to backtrack their course. If the former, it's
about 1200 light years. If the latter, it's about 1550 light years. Now," he held up
his right index finger, "this isn't the course to Kobol; we don't have that. Dellay's
logbook only covers the last 250 light years of so of the trip to the Colonies. We
just have his last logbook and to find Kobol we'd need the others."
"That's a good trip out and back," deWinter observed, "Especially if we do
system surveys along the way."
"Given the history we're looking at," Charles began, "I would think following the
route they took with Galleon would be the best way to go; there may be other
landmark discoveries along the way. Since we have the course they used to get
here, or at least the last 250 light years of it, I can arrange for a survey team to
backtrack that route. We already found the tyllium mine, who knows what else we
might locate?"
Her father's advice was good and it was the direction Chase was leaning
towards. "How many jumps are we looking at if we follow their route?"
Jerry didn't hesitate with the answer. "179 jumps, some as short as two light
years, others pushing sixteen," he paused, then added, "and there were 104 systems
mentioned with at least eight planets suitable for human life."
"So roughly six to eight months, one way?" Cora asked.
"Give or take," Jerry told her. "But that could be accelerated depending on how
often we jump."
"Excuse me," Salagiida asked and raised his hand.
Galleon, but what do we do when we actually find it?"

"I know we want to find

Chase looked at the young Marine officer and then to deWinter before
chuckling. "That's a very good question! When we first started this project, I hoped
it was more than just a game and once the Equals showed up, I knew that there was
more to this than we realized," she explained. "Now that we've decrypted the
logbook and Rudder, we have to face the possibility that the ship still exists and
we'll have to answer your question, 'what do we do if we actually find it?'. To that
end, I'm going to request that we're able to include a dedicated repairstar in the
group in the off chance that it's still operable. I doubt that it is, but then again I
never expected to find what we've found over the past few months. We probably
won't get one of the big mobile docks, and that's fine with me, but probably
something like Hephaestus that has spent the last few weeks with us."

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 764

"So we're going to bring her back?" Zoe asked hopefully.
"I'd like to," Chase answered confidently. "We could take something like Atlas
Avedon and a Hestia platform, and bring her back, but in the end, we don't know
how large Galleon really is or if she's even intact. She could be small, more of a
literary representative for all the ships in the fleet, or she could be a monster the
likes of which we've never seen before...or anything in between. Once we know
for sure, then we can make plans to bring her back."
"That would be as momentous as the Cylon Uprising," Doc observed from
where he sat across the room.
deWinter narrowed her eyes. "Why do you say that, Doc? I'd think it would be
hailed as a major find."
"Oh, it would," Doc agreed and then stood and walked to one of the wall
displays. "I think it would also disrupt things..." His fingers flashed across the
display and summoned a map of the Cyrannus cluster; Helios Alpha and Beta
orbiting a common barycenter, Helios Gamma and Delta orbiting another, and the
two binary systems orbiting yet a third barycenter.
"Here we have the Twelve Colonies and assorted worlds." he began and waved
at the screen. "We have large fundamentalist populations of one stripe or another
on Gemenon and Sagittaron, we have a strong honor code on parts of Tauron, the
remnants of aristocracy on Virgon and to a lesser degree on Leonis, and so on. The
two things that have tied us all together is that we're all human from the same point
of origin, and we all share to one degree or another, a religion that can trace its
roots, scripture and scrolls, and dogma back to a common foundation. Even the
Monads," Doc added, "share the same basic ethos, though they differ in the details,
beliefs, and application of them."
Doc worked for a moment on the map and then when each planet was replaced
with a pie chart, he continued, "So imagine if you will that tangible evidence is
revealed that all those beliefs we take on faith are actually based on fact." He
paused a moment and then added, "Here are the charts of how people identify
themselves on each world; Polytheistic, Monad, Atheist, and Other. Now, imagine
if the same thing gave them each proof that they were right."
Chase thought about Doc's words and looked at the others and saw signs of
uncertainty on their faces. "You raise some good points, Doc, and ones that I
hadn't considered. The preliminary story that I've seen is that we're looking to
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reestablish contact with lost colonies and settlements. That's what the public is
going to be told."
"And if we bring back Galleon, or proof that it exists?" deWinter asked.
"Before a few minutes ago, I was sure we'd get a hero's welcome. Now..."
Chase told her old friend, "now after you put it in those terms, I'm not so sure
everyone will see it that way."
"What do you need from us?" Beckett asked and Chase was thankful for the
sudden grounding of the conversation from the theoretical to the practical.
"Thank you for asking, Sebastian," Chase said smoothly. "I'm going to need a
report from each person detailing what their involvement in the project was, as well
as, and this is where you're going to be doing double duty Jerry and Hamish, a
background history brief on Galleon, the significance of the artifacts we've
recovered, and the events at Plenny Interactive. Sebastian, Gordon, and Doc, I'd
like the three of you to add a comprehensive report on the encounters we've had
with the Equals, how they fight, any tactics you might have seen, and your general
impressions and opinions on them.
"Then, when all that is done, I'll use those as reference documents for an
executive briefing that I have to prepare for the President and for the Empress..."
Chase saw a few questioning looks when she mentioned the Empress and added,
"She's been instrumental in pushing the political side of this project and has
committed to help fund the expedition and maintain the cover story."
The meeting lasted another hour before Chase excused herself and started back
to her rooms. deWinter caught up to her a few moments later and together they
walked in silence until they reached her suite. "Wine or hot chocolate?" she asked
once they were inside.
"Hot chocolate," deWinter answered and sat on one of the overstuffed chairs.
"You already considered what would happen if we brought back proof of Galleon's
existence," the XO stated bluntly. "Why show the uncertainty?"
"Because I wanted everyone to understand how high the stakes are and how
serious this is, Equals trying to kill us notwithstanding. You know my thoughts on
Adar the bureaucrat," Chase explained as she prepared the hot chocolate. "But, if
the few times I've met the man are any indication, he does care about the Colonies
and I think that he'll handle this with more care and skill than most."
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"Is that praise I hear?" deWinter chuckled.
"Maybe a bit," Chase conceded and put away cinnamon and powdered
chocolate containers. "He's still a political animal and in that regard I trust him to
spin it to his advantage, but I don't think he'll intentionally do something that will
harm or destabilize the Colonies." She turned to deWinter and shrugged, "Unless
he says nothing and evidence of Galleon's existence leaks and he can't control the
narrative."
deWinter sat back and crossed one leg over the other and smirked. "Hmm...in
that case perhaps I should practice my 'M'lady' and 'M'lord' protocols."
"It's a possibility, Connie," Chase said and returned the smirk.
*+*+*+*+*
"Good morning, Admiral," Lieutenant Andrea Esposito said after she saluted and
reported for the morning briefing. "The overnight message traffic was rather brisk
but mostly routine. We did receive this," she slid a folder across the desk to Chase.
"It's the itinerary for your meeting with President Adar next week."
Chase smiled. "Care to stand in for me on that one, Andrea?" she asked and
watched her aide's eyes go wide before smiling and laughing. "Don't worry; I
won't throw you to that wolf!" Adar's appetite for affairs was an open secret and
his aides had to smooth over more than a few potential scandals during his
meteoric rise to the Presidency. "This is one that I'll have to handle myself."
"Thank the gods," Esposito glibly replied and settled into the chair across the
desk from Chase. "I was worried I might have to use the stun gun my father gave
me when I started dating!"
The two women shared a laugh and then settled down to the business of
reviewing the overnight dispatches. "Have we heard anything more on the search
for Werewolf and Preserver?"
"Nothing official, though I have it on the QT that the search is going to be called
off within 48 hours if nothing concrete is found," Esposito told her. Chase was glad
she tapped the young officer to be her aide; she had a remarkable ear for scuttlebutt
and always seemed to know what was going across the grapevine. "How do two
front line ships like those just disappear?"
"I don't know, Andrea," Chase answered but felt her words ringing hollow. It
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could have been the Communion or the Cylons, or for that matter it could have
been someone or something else entirely. Until a few months ago the Communion
was completely unknown so if there was one unknown group outside the Colonial
sphere, there could be more.
Esposito sat up and cocked her head. "But you have an idea, don't you?" she
asked.
She's perceptive, Chase thought silently and nodded. "I do, but for now it's just
rampant speculation and rather than feed the rumor mill, I'll just leave it at that,"
she smiled. "Have we heard back from Commander Bartolomeo on Leviathan?"
Esposito nodded while leafing through several printed messages. "Here it is,
Admiral," she said and handed Chase the memo. "Commander Bartolomeo says
that Leviathan and her group will be ready for extended operations within two
weeks."
Chase felt the tension loosen and nodded as she read the memo. Leviathan was
one of a new breed of fast support ships that had entered service a few years earlier
and had proven to be very controversial with the Quorum but extremely popular
with their crews and those they supported. Longer than Hecate, the ship was
dominated by a central wing-like structure that supported a high speed UNREP
boom on each side and a large dome on her dorsal spine. The wing ensured that
the larger battlestars had adequate separation when conducting underway
replenishment operations, something many older designs didn't offer.
"Outstanding!" Chase enthusiastically said and put down the memo. "That
squares away our supply situation and then some." She leaned back and stretched.
Things were coming together nicely. The expedition had been given the go-ahead
and she would be taking the entire extended battlegroup - not just Hecate's group,
but Amaterasu's and Indefatigable's as well - with her. Having Leviathan and her
group along gave them a much more enhanced endurance and broader ability to
investigate whatever they might find.
They worked for another twenty minutes before Chase sorted the memos into an
orderly pile and asked Esposito, "Do we have anything else to cover?"
"No, ma'am," Esposito replied and fidgeted. "I..." she started and paused and
looked like she was collecting her thoughts. "Admiral," she began again, "My father
is due to resume command of Heimdall this weekend and I was wondering if..."
Chase held up a hand and cut her off. "Absolutely; I wouldn't want you to miss
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it. I'm going to attend the ceremony, spend the night down on Caprica, and then
return the next day. I was going to ask you about it before you left today."
Esposito's smile touched the corners of her eyes. "Thank you, Admiral! I've
been looking forward to this for a long time."
"So have I," Chase admitted and her mind flashed back to the night when Martin
Esposito had come to make good on a friendly wager and wound up almost being
killed when the Equals attacked Westfield. That night had been a turning point in
many ways and since then she really did start looking over her shoulder. "I'm sure
his crew is looking forward to his return."
"You could say that again," Esposito laughed. "When I was home on leave last
time, a whole wall in his den was covered with get well cards and he must have
had half a dozen visitors from the ship that weekend."
"He's a good man and I look forward seeing him return to active duty as
Heimdall's commander," Chase told the younger woman. "I pulled a sneaky trick
on him during Golden Sword and instead of being resentful, he took it as a learning
experience and helped develop several new SOPs."
She remembered their
conversation as they walked through Heimdall's passageways and nodded. He was
the kind of person that inspired people to follow him. "If there's nothing else, I
have a report to finish and then a meeting with Commander Valentine at 10."
*+*+*+*+*
A few minutes after Esposito left, Chase looked at a picture that rested on her
desk. The woman in the picture could have been her older sister and she picked it
up and set it on the middle of her desk. "Can I really do this, Mom?" she asked
softly as the doubt she held in finally bubbled to the surface. "It's one thing to
command a group or play in a wargame, but this is real. I'll be taking over fifty
thousand people into an area of space we've never been to before and have no
idea what we'll find."
The picture didn't reply, it never did, and Chase stared at the picture for a few
moments before she sighed, closed her eyes, and allowed her mind to wander. It
was a meditative technique she occasionally used to allow her mind to settle and
stabilize when she had a lot to think about.
In the darkness of her mind's eye she saw a bright blue-white light that slowly
resolved into a web of jewels surrounding a central, larger jewel. Suddenly, three
spots of golden light appeared in a silvery flash some distance from the web and
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hesitated before they slowly, and with apparent deliberate intent, began moving
towards the blue white lattice.
Chase opened her eyes and shook her head before she blinked several times.
Her hands went to her temples and rubbed them as she willed the sudden migraine
to subside. "What the hell?" she muttered and reached for a glass of water. When
she closed her eyes, she could still see the fading afterimage. Quickly, she
sketched out on a half sheet of paper what she saw. It was a collection of silveryblue jewels in a web, almost like lace, around a larger center jewel. Once the
basic outline was finished, she used a colored pencil to add a little color and then
held it at arm's length and studied the drawing.
She briefly shook her head. Something was missing but she couldn't put her
finger on it. "You're close, but that's about the best I can say," Chase said as she
glanced at her mother's picture. "Yes, Mom, your eldest, at her moment of success,
has gone barmy."
Chase looked at the drawing again before she shook her head once and put the
sketch in a drawer. Turning to her workstation, she summoned the meeting notes
she wanted to discuss with Commander Valentine. An Izanami class assaultstar like
Amaterasu carried an airwing that could be larger than Hecate's entire compliment
and was instrumental in making the massive ship an effective and overwhelming
engine of war. She conceded that it was odd to take an assaultstar on a normal
exploratory expedition, but these were hardly ordinary times. The Equals and the
Meropian Communion were out there and while the Equals were belligerent, Suki
seemed to believe that the Communion as a whole would be more reasonable.
Either way, it didn't matter. The expedition was going loaded for Toasters and
that was a decision that she not only advocated, but that both the Admiralty and the
President agreed with and supported. Chase suspected that the Admiralty wanted
to ensure the success and make sure that anything encountered, whether for weal
or woe, could be decisively handled or disengaged from, while she was almost just
as certain that the President didn't want to have to deal with not just a missing ship
or two, but the missing daughters of His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of
Westfield.
The clock was ticking and they had a hard deck for their departure; just over
eight weeks.
*+*+*+*+*
Gnosis Anchorage, Ouranos Asteroid Belt, Helios Beta
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The Raptor flew over the massive asteroid and Major Thaddeus Collins forced
himself to relax and enjoy the view. Below him, the craggy airless rock sped past
and he reflected on why he was millions of kilometers from his comfortable home
in Nottingham. He had, like many, put in his time and retired from the service after
a youth and middle age spent wearing the uniform. After his retirement, he had
tried to start a new career, to settle down and enjoy life on his and Amy's terms, but
it just didn't seem to work out.
He wasn't a failure and his family wasn't destitute; they were moderately well
off and his daughter had graduated from the Academy and flight school and had
embarked on a promising career of her own. No, things weren't working out
because he wasn't happy. Maybe it was empty nest syndrome, Collins wondered.
He could see his discontent mirrored in Amy's eyes, too. When he was in the
service, she was part of something larger, even if it was only the spouses' support
group and the various base activities.
All that changed after the Empress' birthday celebration. When he returned
from touring Hecate, Collins saw an official car parked in front of the rustic cottage
he and Amy called home. His first thought was that something had happened to
Callie, but she was fine when he saw her earlier in the day, so this had to be
something different.
It was.
And, to Collins' thinking, it was a godsend.
One of the last people he expected to see was sitting across from Amy having
tea when he walked into the living room. Commander Devan Lubeck stood and
greeted him, and after a bit of small talk his old commanding officer made them an
offer they couldn't refuse.
Lubeck explained that the Epistime Foundation had been formed several years
earlier to create a living history, hands-on education experience. As the plan
matured and developed, it picked up corporate, private, and education sponsors,
and then the Colonial Ministry of Education and the Ministry Of Defense decided
to back the foundation with both materials and accreditation.
The plan was to offer third and fourth year high school students a unique
opportunity to immerse themselves in a living history educational experience that
faithfully reproduced what it was like to live and serve during the Cylon Uprising.
The students would become the crew and staff of Gnosis Anchorage; an Uprising
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era installation located in the Ouranos belt and the two warships stationed there.
Because the Ministries of Education and Defense had lent their backing, the
students would also receive JROTC credit for attending and completing the year
long session.
And now Major Thaddeus Collins, newly returned to the Colonial Fleet and on
detached duty, was getting ready to report to the ship where his career had started,
the battlestar Atropos, as her CAG.
"Major, the Anchorage is about to come into view," Lieutenant Staley told him
and interrupted Collins' walk down memory lane.
The Raptor cleared a bluff and suddenly the Anchorage came into view. At its
height, it supported more than twenty-five thousand people in the pressurized
domes, buildings, and tunnels that lined the winding canyon that stretched almost
five kilometers across the asteroid's surface and terminated at the wall of a large
crater that housed the port facilities. Eight towers soared majestically more than a
kilometer and a half over the crater's rim and provided docking platforms for
anything that couldn't land at the port located within the sprawling ten kilometer
wide crater.
A Berzerk class gunstar, Ranger, was moored to Tower 2 but Collins' eyes only
lingered on it for a moment before they focused on the ship moored to Tower 3; the
battlestar Atropos. He felt his breath catch in his throat when he saw the ship
where he started his career and was named for the ship his father rode into the
afterworld during the Battle Of Shion in 1957. Atropos was a Leander class
battlestar commissioned in 1963 and was one of the first 'modern' battlestars that
didn't require retracting flight pods. She was 1775 meters long and despite losing
some of her armor, to his eye was still one of the most beautiful ships he'd ever
seen.
When Atropos was built, she joined the most powerful class of warships yet
constructed by the Colonial Fleet; her main guns were a new design that used a 1.8
meter bore and she carried four clusters of sixteen missile tubes - two dorsally and
two ventrally - and enough reloads to maintain a steady rate of fire. In some ways,
Collins reflected as Staley piloted the Raptor towards a landing pad, she was ahead
of her time. Rather than move to the larger 1.8 meter guns as was the plan when
the Leanders were designed, the Fleet standardized on an advanced version of the 1
meter gun that had been the primary heavy kinetic weapon throughout the war.
This change prompted a refit that resleeved the guns down to the standard 1 meter
bore, but also had the unintended consequence of boosting the muzzle velocity to
beyond 10,000 meters per second.
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Collins was seven years old when his mother took him to see the ship formally
commissioned into the Colonial Fleet. The event was overwhelming to the boy, but
he learned a valuable lesson that day; 'buddies' meant far more to those who had
served together under fire than it would ever mean to those who never wore the
uniform. His father's old shipmates who had been on other assignments when the
original Atropos had been destroyed treated him as one of their own and from that
day on he always received cards, gifts, and visits from them. His father may have
been dead, but he never lacked for father figures.
After flight school, his first assignment as a nugget had been to Atropos. Then,
like now, it had been like coming home. He'd spent ten of his sixteen active duty
years in the service on the battlestar and now he'd come back. "This is right," he
said softly.
"Excuse me, Major?" Staley asked.
"Nothing, Lieutenant," Collins answered and turned to look at the young officer.
Was I ever that young, he silently wondered. "I served aboard Atropos for several
years; it's like coming home again."
Staley nodded skeptically. "I guess so, sir, but my home never involved a couple
thousand high school aged kids."
"Are you stationed on Atropos or Ranger, or are you one of the lucky ones
dirtside?" Collins asked and quoted 'lucky' with his fingers.
"I'm dirtside for another two months and then I transfer to Atropos," Staley told
him. "I'm scheduled to be one of the flight instructors."
"Good, you managed to get me here in one piece, that's always a requirement
for someone in my command!" Collins joked as the Raptor touched down on the
brightly lit landing pad. Five minutes later he stepped out of the small craft and
onto the hangar deck fifty meters below the surface.
A young cadet waited for him and snapped to attention when Collins stepped
onto the wing. "Sir, Cadet Penn Chambers, reporting! I'll be your guide while
you're dirtside and then Commander Lubek has assigned me as your aide. May I
take your bags?"
This was different, Collins thought and smirked. "Certainly, Cadet; my travel bag
is in the Raptor, and I'll carry my day bag. The rest of my luggage should arrive on
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the next transport and I'd appreciate if you could make sure it gets to my quarters
on Atropos."
"Can do, Major!" Chambers said and clambered aboard the Raptor before
disappearing inside to collect his bag. Collins looked around at the hustle and
bustle and took a deep breath and savored the sounds and smells of a working
hangar. This beat civilian life every day of the week and twice on the weekend. He
made a vow to himself that the next time he'd be a civilian was when the Fleet told
him he was too old to serve. Amy and Callista were his family, but this, the Fleet,
this was where he belonged.
*+*+*+*+*
Presidential Residence, Caprica City, Caprica
The two Colonial Marines snapped to attention as Admiral Countess Seralanna
Chase approached the south lawn's patio entrance. Located within Caprica City
and a short stroll from the Riverwalk, Colonial House - the Presidential Residence was more than just a house for the highest elected official in the Colonies, it was
also the executive branch's most visible symbol of authority. Contained within the
large mansion were the President's residence, a press room, offices for his closest
and most important staffers, advisors, and aides, the Wood Room - the President's
public office, his personal office, secure meeting rooms, and a large bunker located
two hundred meters below the surface.
All in all, Chase thought as she snapped a salute to the Marines, this would fit in
a small part of the Imperial Palace's public wing.
Dieter Hollings waited just inside the door where it was air conditioned and
away from the unseasonably warm spring day. "Admiral!" he said warmly and
flashed a ten thousand cubit smile as he stepped forward to greet her. "Welcome to
Colonial House, the President is running a few minutes late; his meeting with the
Secretary of Education is taking a bit longer than expected."
Maybe he should have taken the little pale green pill before the 'meeting', Chase
thought sarcastically and put an accepting smile on her face. "That's ok, Dieter,
we're running a few minutes early." She paused a moment before asking, "Do you
know why the meeting was moved up a week?"
Hollings pursed his lips started to shake his head. He stopped in mid shake and
dropped his eyes. "Yeah, things have...developed and we thought that it would be
best to discuss this now rather than waiting another week."
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Chase heard Lieutenant Andrea Esposito shift behind her. "What developed,
Dieter? He isn't scrubbing the mission?" she asked pointedly. Not going wasn't
even an option. They'd come too far and dealt with too much adversity to simply
let it stall out now.
Once again Hollings flashed the ten thousand cubit smile that Chase thought
made him look like cheap used car salesman, or worse, a politician on their last
legs before a scandal broke telling the electorate, 'Trust me...'. He quickly shook
his head, "No, no, nothing of the sort. It's...ah...about the time table."
Before he could say anything more the door leading to the hallway that lead
back to the meeting rooms opened and an attractive dark haired older woman
dressed in a conservative skirt suit stepped through and offered a courteous smile.
"Secretary Roslin, I take it your meeting with the President went well?" Hollings
asked.
Chase wanted to roll her eyes. The least Adar could have done was get
someone who wasn't prone to lecherous innuendo. Anyone with half a brain could
tell that the 'meeting' went extremely 'well' to the point where Roslin had that
dreamy fresh fraked look on her face.
"Yes, Dieter, it did. President Adar and I had a productive meeting and resolved
several issues in the supplemental Education Bill that's pending before the People's'
Council," Roslin answered and kept walking.
Hollings looked after her and took a deep breath after she passed and held it for
a few moments, then slowly let it out. "I think the President will be able to see you
now," he said and opened the same door Roslin used and stepped across the
threshold.
"What a disgusting pig," Esposito whispered barely loud enough for Chase to
hear.
"Indeed," Chase replied and commented on both Hollings' and Esposito's
comments with the same word.
Five minutes later she rose when the President of the Twelve Colonies of Kobol
strode into the room. Richard Adar cut a striking and charismatic figure as he
walked to the head of the table. His dark blue pinstriped suit looked fresh from the
tailor's and sported razor sharp creases on the pants while a hint of gold cufflinks
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peeked from his jacket cuffs. But beyond that, he had a certain magnetism and
charisma that up close was very compelling.
"Admiral," Adar began, "Thank you for rearranging your schedule on such short
notice. Please," he gestured to where she sat a moment before, "be seated."
"Thank you, Mr. President," Chase said as she took her seat.
introduce my aide, Lieutenant Andrea Esposito."

"I'd like to

"Esposito?" Adar asked and idly scratched his cheek. "Are you any relation to
Commander Esposito who is returning to duty this weekend?"
"Yes, Mr. President," Esposito answered quickly and then slowed down slightly
as Chase watched her aide regain her poise. "Commander Esposito is my father."
"Ah, good; he's a good man," Adar told her before turning his gaze, it was
almost predatory, to Chase. "She has the requisite clearances?"
"Yes, Mr. President," Chase answered briefly without going into too many
details. He scored a point knowing about Esposito's father but was in danger of
losing it with his backhanded question about her clearances.
"Good. Admirals Deguya and Vought couldn't make it due to commitments on
Aerilon, and Admirals Nagala and Corman are tied up on Picon, so this will be just
us and they'll get the meeting notes," Adar explained and Chase heard the mental
warning bells start going off.
Deguya and Vought were part of the team that advocated for the expedition and
Nagala and Corman were the Vice Chief of Fleet Operations and the Chief of Fleet
Operations respectively, and if the President had told them about this meeting all
four of them would have been here. Whatever Adar had up his sleeve, Chase
thought, isn't going to bode well.
"I understand, Mr. President," Chase affirmed evenly.
"Good," Adar said again and let his voice trail off for a moment. "I'm glad you
understand. I'll cut straight to the reason I called you here today; I need Trailblazer
to jump off four weeks from Monday."
Chase bit back the first thing that came to mind. "Ah, Mr. President...did you
say you want us to launch in 30 days?"

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 776
"Yes."
"Most of my crew is scheduled for leave over the next six weeks. Leaving in four
is going to give me two weeks to get everyone rotated and that's going to be..."
Chase started and then stopped when Adar held up a hand.
"If you had the resources, can it be done?"
It was a loaded question, Chase thought to herself and thought about everything
that was going to be done over the course of two months. "With additional
resources, yes, I think it can be done. But...why?" she pressed and wished for an
earlier time when the head of government was more of a figurehead for the masses
and didn't have any real power...at least not the power that rested within crown
and the great houses of the realm.
"It's...political," Adar admitted after a brief delay. "Tell me what you need and
I'll make sure you have it."
Now that is more than enough rope to hang yourself, Chase mused as she
considered the order. "First and foremost I need to get my crews on leave. We're
going to be gone for more than a year and they need to see their families. We'll
need transport and vouchers to get everyone where they're going starting next
Wednesday. I'll send the majority out and then when they return, send the rest, so
we'll need transport for two weeks."
"Done."
That was almost too easy. "Second, I need the rest of my group released from
their current duties and transferred to my command immediately."
"Done."
Chase narrowed her eyes. Whatever was going on was important enough for
Adar to disrupt some carefully made plans. "Third, we need a priority status for any
and all supply or maintenance requests."
"Done."
The warning bells that had started earlier were now ringing loudly and
constantly. She mentioned several other smaller issues that would need to be
overcome and each received the same clipped one word answer.
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"Anything else you need, route it to my office directly and you'll get it," Adar
said ten minutes later and signaled the end of the meeting.
"What the hell was all that about?" Chase asked once they were in the Phoenix
and en-route to the massive orbiting shipyard that was one of Caprica's Fleet bases.
"I don't know..." Esposito said as she used the transport's extensive
communications system to check her e-mail. "But...now I think I do, Admiral," she
said a moment later.
Chase arched her eyebrows and nodded so the aide
continued, "In a month, both the Quorum and People's Council are starting a
hearings into the Aerilon incident."
Chase gritted her teeth and barely contained the snarl. "So he's going to
announce Trailblazer shortly before we leave, and that combined with our
departure is going to draw all the media attention away from his dirty little scandal.
Bastard," she hissed. "That's why he bent over backward to give us everything we
needed."
"It appears so, Admiral," Esposito agreed. "What are you going to do?"
"I have my orders; we're going to leave on time and then when we return we're
going to ensure that he wins the election," Chase growled. "But that will start on
Monday," she added. "Enjoy this last weekend of peace while you can, because
when it's over, we'll have our noses to the grindstone."
*+*+*+*+*
Assaultstar Enyo, deep space
Commander Eric Wellington groaned and rolled over as his eyes met the
unblinking gaze of the digital clock that rested on top of the nightstand. He had
three hours before he had to get up and get ready for the light watch and the most
difficult part of their more than five year journey; the transition from maintaining
their near luminal velocity to decelerating and hopefully meeting any survivors who
were able to act on the Precipice order.
It was also the new academy's graduation day and he was to give the
commencement address. That, more than the pending deceleration maneuver,
rattled his nerves.
Once again, as it had done almost every night for the past two weeks, his mind
focused on that horrible day when everything changed; when the drones rose up
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against their creators and laid waste to a vibrant, thriving, and progressive two
thousand year old civilization. They had been at Athens Station for Fleet and
Family Week celebrations when the unthinkable happened.
Wellington closed his eyes and allowed his memories to have their macabre
dance of death on the stage they'd build in his mind's eye.
*+*+*+*+*
Athens Station
The station included one of the oldest structures in the system and dated from
the early second century of colonization and was so steeped in history and myth
that in some places the two intersected so that it was almost impossible to tell one
from the other. It was constructed as a series of tori with the original occupying the
innermost location of the four torus structures. The outer torus was a marvel of
engineering and had a ring diameter of almost two kilometers with an outer
circumference of more than thirty kilometers. The two other tori were located
above and below the outer and original tori, and while they shared the same ring
diameter as the outer brother, were only about twenty-two kilometers in
circumference.
From the outside it was awe inspiring as it hung suspended above Athena, the
system's innermost gas giant. The planet's brilliant colors backlit the station and
gave it an almost otherworldly quality. But once inside the sight that awaited was
breathtakingly overwhelming. Wellington's favorite description of a torus was that
it was a cylinder that rather than having a straight axis, had a circular axis and thus
there were no ends, just a giant donut in space that people lived in.
He stood on the hotel suite's balcony and looked out over the landscape that
stretched in all directions and disappeared to his right and left in two curving
valleys and in the front arched up and over him. The lights were out and it was still
a little weird to look up and see streetlights and vehicle lights two kilometers
overhead. It had been disconcerting the first time he visited the Station and the
irrational part of his being kept waiting for a car or person to fall from the "ceiling".
But now, it was only one more unique thing that he'd seen in the almost forty-four
years since the doctors had told his parents, 'It's a boy!'
Fleet and Family week would begin tomorrow and it was something he was
looking forward to experiencing as a battlegroup commander. The Round House
had posted his promotion to Commander and orders to Enyo on the same day more
than six months ago and since then they'd spent five of them dealing with an
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Erisian uprising on Troubadour. The assaultstar's Marine regiment was frosty when
they started the deployment and were now honed to a razor's sharpness against
some of the most creative and tenacious fighters the Corps had ever faced.
Wellington hoped that they wouldn't wind up wrecking the station while on
liberty.
A flare of golden yellow light further up the tube caught his eye and the sound
of an explosion followed by several rapid fire gunshots reached his ears a few
moments later. "What the hell?" he muttered and narrowed his eyes in an effort to
somehow see what was going on more than three kilometers away. The flare was
soon joined by two more and his personal communicator ringing and playing the
Fleet Hymn.
He turned and walked inside to where the communicator buzzed and called for
his attention. "Wellington," he said when he picked it up and held it to his ear.
"Please authenticate; acrobat glaive," demanded the voice that spilled out of the
speaker.
Wellington's brows furrowed, secure authentication was only used during
heightened levels of alert or emergencies. "Bountiful halo," he said and gave the
authentication code. "What's going on?"
"Commander, this is Cody in CIC; we've intercepted police reports of bombs
going off as well as terrorist attacks against several police stations. I've brought the
ship to Action Stations and set Condition One and suggested the same to the rest of
the group," Major Penelope Cody explained crisply and concisely.
"I just saw a couple of the explosions," Wellington told her and turned to look
though the open sliding glass door. Fire was a spacer's nightmare and if allowed to
burn out of control would quickly render the entire habitat lifeless. "You did good,
Penny. Have Colonel DuPont deploy his Marines to secure docking arms and
preferably our part of the port, standard Class 1 security protocols are in effect."
"Copy that, Commander," Cody answered as the first sirens broke the dark
silence that had descended on the area after the first explosions and gunshots.
"As soon as I can grab Lieutenant Colonel Kinsey, we'll be on our way back.
Send the recall to everyone who was on leave that they're to return to the ship
ASAP..." Wellington paused a moment, then added,
"And pass that to the group, I want an accurate accounting of our people so we
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can worry about fixing this if need be rather than finding some lost sheep."
"I'm already on it, sir," Cody told him and Wellington was thankful that she was
as efficient as she was.
"Thanks, Penny. If anything develops, call me." Wellington was about end the
call when he added, "Hold the fort, I'll be back soon!"
"Can do, Commander; we'll leave the lights on for you!" Cody quipped back
before they ended the call.
His first stop was Lieutenant Colonel Lyle Kinsey's room. Kinsey was Enyo's
CAG and the two of them were staying at the hotel as part of an awards ceremony
that the night before Fleet and Family week started. When they reached the ground
level Kinsey asked, "Do we go by tube, grab a cab, or go old school and take the
shoe leather express?"
"If this is some sort of insurrection, we don't want to go by tube; they'll either
flood with panicked civilians or be targets, or both. Either way, they'll be a
deathtrap. I'd prefer not having to walk my ass back to port, so my vote is we find
a cab."
"I thought you'd say that," Kinsey grinned and added, "Hang tight..." before he
ran back into the hotel lobby. Two minutes later he returned with a very satisfied
look on his face.
"What did you do?" Wellington asked as his nose picked up the first traces of
smoke.
"Here it comes," Kinsey beamed as a white limousine slowed to a stop in front
of them. "No sense in slumming it back to the ship," he said and opened the door.
"Welcome aboard, Commander," the driver said as they pulled away from the
hotel. "My name is Dozier and I'll make sure you get where you're going ASAP."
"Thanks! We need to get to the Acropolis section of the port," Wellington
leaned forward and said through the open window that divided the driver from the
passenger compartment.
"Not a problem, I know all the back ways and tricks to avoid even the cops and
SPs," Dozier laughed. "When I had liberty I got pretty adept at getting back before
muster!"
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The limousine sped off and travelled four blocks before it screeched to a stop.
"What the frak?" Dozier muttered. The tone was enough to distract Wellington from
his discussion with Kinsey and look through the open partition. Two drones stood
blocking the street, their red eyes moving from right to left and then left to right
before repeating the cycle. Both were domestic models and armed with common
issue combat rifles and a bandoleer of magazines and neither seemed to be intent
on moving from where they stood in the road.
"What the frak?" Kinsey demanded and then said to Wellington, "I've got this."
As he opened the door he muttered, "Damned machines."
"I don't think you should do that, Colonel..." Dozier warned as Kinsey took two
steps forward and put up his hand.
"Lyle, I think you should get back in the car..." Wellington advised a second
later.
"Drones, exercise emergency stand-down protocol and execute it now,
authorization Zulu, Kilo, Kilo..." Kinsey had barely started giving the classified
shutdown code that all field grade officers were given for emergency situations
when the two drones raised their rifles and started shooting. Each drone ripped off
a short burst that caught the officer squarely in the chest and head, perforating him
in a spray of bright red blood before he crumpled to the ground.
"Holy frak..." Dozier said from the front seat as the drones turned their rifles
towards the limo. "Hold on!" he exclaimed before squealing tires signaled the car
was surging forward.
Wellington watched as the open door slammed shut and Kinsey's body was left
behind. A moment later the car shuddered and something slammed into the
windshield as it felt like something unyielding was suddenly caught under the car.
He wasn't a stranger to death, but the sudden change of the domestic drones from
able servants to merciless murderers sent a chill down his spine that the adrenaline
magnified.
A few moments later the car ground to a halt and Dozier bailed out from the
driver's door. "C'mon, Commander, we need to unass the area now!"
The door opened easily when he tried the handle and his boot crunched on
something when he stepped out. Wellington looked down and saw the polyfiber
shell that covered the drone's arm and twisted his foot for good measure, event
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though he knew the automaton couldn't feel the pain he had tried to inflict on it.
Its rifle lay two meters away and he picked it up before crouching down to see what
was left of the drone under the car. A red eye looked out at him and the arm,
broken, bent and twisted, tried unsuccessfully to grab his foot. He reached under
the car and tugged the bandoleer off the drone's shoulder and slung it on his own.
"Dozier, grab the other drone's gun and ammo, then I'll take you up on that
offer of a back way to the port," Wellington told his one time driver and now
comrade in arms for the duration.
Ten minutes later, Dozier held up his fist and crouched next to a decorative
stucco wall that jutted out from a neat and trim little two storey house. "Bad guys
up ahead..." he whispered.
Since they'd abandoned the limo they'd encountered another set of drones
intent on murder; thankfully these were only armed with lawn and garden tools and
not modern firearms. They dispatched them quickly and with as few shots as
possible. Between the two of them they had the magazines that were in the rifles
and another twelve - six in each of the bandoleers that they carried.
Wellington moved forward when Dozier motioned him up. The two had
quickly fallen into a routine with the driver taking point while he pulled rear guard
and so far it had kept them alive. "What is...it?" the words died on his tongue as he
saw the surreal sight in front of him.
Two combat drones and three armed domestic drones had herded more than a
dozen domestic and municipal work drones into a tight group and had them
kneeling on the lawn. One of the combat drones drew a long, heavy, curved sword
and walked to the first drone. It looked up at the gleaming silver harbinger of death
and focused its single red eye on it. The sword flashed and the drone's sparking
head fell onto the grass next to its twitching and headless body.
"This is jacked up," Dozier swore under his breath and Wellington was inclined
to agree. The sword flashed again and again, each time a drone fell headless to the
ground.
They waited until the last drone was beheaded and watched the five armed
drones walk down the block and turn onto another street. "What the hell is going
on?" Wellington asked quietly and wondered why he hadn't heard from the ship. It
didn't matter at the moment, there was nothing he could do to help them or them
him.
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"I think we can cross and get into the trees over there," Dozier said a moment
later and pointed to a stand of trees a dozen meters or so from the house.
They found the first refugees in the trees. The two teens looked like they had
been roused from bed, and given the hour, that was highly likely. Of the two, the
girl was the eldest and in her mid teens while the boy was in his early teens and
clung to a bat as if his life depended on it. It probably would, Wellington thought
when he saw them.
He was able to coax their story out of them after he told them how Dozier had
mowed down two drones with the limo. The girl, Tabitha, explained she'd been
woken up by her parents' screams and found her brother in the hallway already
holding his bat. They made it to the living room in time to see one of their two
domestic drones drive a large chef's knife into their father's chest while their
mother swung a chair at their other drone. Tears flowed freely from the girl's eyes
when she described how her mother told her to take Robbie and to run and
hide...and then when she turned to look back at her mom one last time she saw the
chef's knife claim a second victim.
Wellington held her while she cried and saw Dozier talking quietly to the boy.
When they moved from the trees, he saw the world through more sober, and
somber, eyes. Whatever was happening, he realized, was probably going to
fundamentally change the world as he knew it.
By the time they reached the port district they'd collected almost three dozen
refugees. Throughout it all, Tabitha seemed to always be close by as if she didn't
want to let him out of her sight. They weren't just survivors anymore, Wellington
realized, they were refugees; they were fleeing the hell and insanity of a world that
had seemed so normal just a few hours earlier. One of the last groups they
encountered had been organized into a rather effective little group by a young
school teacher. They had managed to salvage the weapons from two police vans
and were moderately well armed.
"What do you see?" Wellington asked Dozier when they were within sight of the
port district.
"There's been a major firefight here, Commander," the driver answered and
pointed to several buildings down the street. "See there?" he asked. "That isn't
small arms damage; that was done by either a heavy machinegun or a light
autocannon."
"This just gets better and better," Wellington muttered. "Maia, your thoughts?" he
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asked the schoolteacher who knelt next to him.
"It's quiet, almost too quiet. About five hundred meters or so over there," Maia
pointed at the large industrial looking structure that rose up out of the ground, "is
the port entrance. The doors are open, so we should be able to get inside without a
problem unless there's a blocking force."
"Well, there should be," Wellington confirmed with the first smile in what felt
like ages, "but my Marines, not drones."
They discussed it for another minute before Wellington decided on a plan of
action. They were going to risk making a run for it; staying was tantamount to
suicide if a large force of drones found them and the only hope for safety was back
on Enyo or one of the escorts. Crossing the wide boulevard would be done in three
stages; the first would secure the other side and consist of Dozier and several of the
armed survivors. The second would see Maia move the bulk of the non-combatant
survivors across to the first group, and the third stage would see Wellington and the
rest of the armed survivors fall back and join the first two groups.
The plan almost worked. Dozier had crossed without incident and Maia had
just shepherded her group across when the drones showed up.
In force.
Wellington recognized the markings on the combat drones and his heart chilled.
These drones weren't wearing the polished silver parade ground finish, but rather
the mottled grey, dark earth, and black digital camouflage of a line infantry unit and
they carried a full kit of weapons ranging from light rifles to backpack mounted
heavy machineguns. He looked over and saw Dozier's face peering back at him
from just inside a warehouse doorway. Maia joined him a moment later and
Wellington shook his head and motioned for them to go on.
"Mr. Wellington, we're going to die, aren't we?" Tabitha asked grimly from where
she hid next to him.
Wellington knew he should be upset; the girl was supposed to have gone with
Maia and shouldn't have remained behind, but he couldn't bring himself to be
upset. Instead, he put his arm around her shoulders and held her close. "No, not if
I can help it. Just stay close and behind me, ok?"
"Ok," Tabitha said and hugged him back.
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The drones were quickly fanning out and preparing to search the area.
Wellington moved his small group deeper into the small stand of trees before
moving away from the port entrance. They continued at a good pace for twenty
minutes before one of the men with them crumpled a moment before a gunshot
rang out. "Frak!" Wellington swore as he dove to the ground. "They found us," he
hissed angrily and looked around for some sort of hard cover. A partial foundation
for a new building stood ten meters away and looked to be the only viable option.
He quickly passed the word and a moment later crouched and sprinted for the low
wall.
A few seconds after he arrived he heard someone run up next to him and then
three fast shots. Wellington's head spun around he saw Tabitha holding the fallen
man's rifle as she ducked down behind the wall. "I played a lot of video games,"
she explained and safed the weapon.
Things had gone from bad to worse by the time the last member of their small
group made it to the foundation. Two had fallen on the way and desperately
needed medical attention and the drones had them all under constant fire.
"I don't want to die," Tabitha whispered next to him. It almost sounded like a
prayer the way she said it, Wellington thought. I don't either, he added silently.
"I'm out!" someone shouted and Wellington knew that it was only a matter of
time before the inevitable took place. His mind's eye kept replaying the scene from
a few hours earlier where he watched the drones executing their own and felt a jolt
of fear. Not for himself, he had worn the uniform too long for that, but for Tabitha
and the others. Please, God, he prayed to silently, please be merciful. If you must
take them please make it swift and as painless as possible.
Wellington was finishing his prayer when he heard a buzzing roar come out of
nowhere accompanied by the sound of high performance engines. He snapped his
head up and saw the source; it was dark green and had a predatory nose with a
gold tinted cockpit. The Turul's wings sported an extreme dihedral and were
loaded with light air to ground weapons and nestled between the cockpit and the
main fuselage, the attack plane's rotary canon was deployed and a cone of fire
erupted from its six muzzles. He saw all of that in a split second, but what held his
eye the longest were the four letters stenciled on the intake: ENYO.
His Marines, their saviors, had arrived.
*+*+*+*+*
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That had been almost five years ago. It felt like another lifetime, but every time
he looked at the girl who had become his daughter, and who now was a woman,
he knew it wasn't. They had been lucky that day; they'd managed to hold the port
long enough to evacuate more than twenty-five thousand civilians from Athens
Station and secure more than two dozen civilian ships, a repair ship, two light
gunstars, and an the almost completed battlestar Artemisia. The Marines had done
their best to find survivors and bring them back to the port, but he still wondered if
they'd stayed just a little longer whether they'd have been able to save more
civilians.
He felt a smooth feminine arm reach around his chest and then the skin on skin
contact as his wife of three years pulled herself close to him. "She'll be ok," Penny
Wellington told him and rubbed his shoulder.
Wellington reached around and held her hand with his and sighed. "I know," he
said quietly and maintained the masquerade they both played when he got like this.
"I'm so proud of her...with everything that happened. And Robbie...he's growing
like a weed. Dozer," he used his friend's nickname, "has his hands full. We've
been relatively lucky."
"So you won't mind if she brings a boy home for dinner to 'meet the parents'?"
Penny asked slyly.
Check and mate he told himself, she got you with that one. Wellington tried to
suppress his surprise and anxiety. "She's a woman now, Pen; she graduates today
and will become Ensign Tabitha Wellington. If she can handle the service, I think I
can handle a boy coming over for dinner."
Behind him, he felt Penny's breath between his shoulder blades as she gently
laughed. "Sure, sure..." she joked and despite all that had happened, all who had
perished, everything was right in his world at this moment in time.
*+*+*+*+*
Medamothi cruise, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Sunrise Dream
Commander Richmond Emory sat on the soft overstuffed chair and popped a
grape into his mouth. After chewing and swallowing it he stretched and looked
over at the other two people across from him who shared a sofa. "Gia, are you
going to tell me why you dragged me off on a cruise to nowhere on this flying
fantasyland?"
Admiral Giovanna Cassidine sipped glass of iced tea wet with condensation as
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she studied him through heavy lidded eyes. The past seventy-two hours had been
hectic and almost non-stop ever since Reuben and Skydancer had returned and
reported what they had found. To her left, Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos raised his
eyebrows and laced his fingers behind his head. "Might as well tell him now, Gia."
Cassidine rubbed her eyes and stifled a yawn. "I'll save all the nuts and bolts
details of it for dinner tonight after I've had a chance to get a few hours
uninterrupted sleep, but in the mean time I can tell you this...Our research
uncovered something...unexpected..." she couldn't stop her voice filling with awe,
"and as a result we're going to be taking a rather long trip in a couple weeks."
Emory sat up and Cassidine saw she had his complete attention. "You're ok?" he
asked.
She met his comment with a nod. "We're all fine," Cassidine said before she
paused for several pregnant moments, "but what we find might change that
dramatically. Cesare? Do you want to give him the scoop?"
Arcadiaolos cleared his throat and nodded. "Certainly. Skydancer was looking
for anything in a certain area of space that might be, well, notable. It could be
easily accessed mineral wealth, garden worlds, whatever. What they found were
answers to questions we never asked as well as questions we never imagined."
"Now you're being beyond cryptic, Cesare," Emory said and made an
exaggerated effort to look around. "I'm looking for the hidden cameras and
someone to come out to tell me that I'm the latest contestant on 'Is It Bullshit Or
Not!' What are you getting at?"
Arcadiaolos met Cassidine's tired gaze and she nodded. "Go ahead. I'm still
coming to grips with it, but it makes a macabre sort of sense when open my mind
to the possibilities."
"You're familiar with Red Zones?" Arcadiaolos asked rhetorically and hesitated
briefly before he continued. "In all of our history there have been three worlds
declared Red Zones; the first was at the request of Metis and Themis and they
offered no explanation why, just that so long as our civilization flourished, it would
be off limits. The second was Kobol and for good reason at the time and in fact, the
specific details of the system have been sanitized with a warning being displayed if
its coordinates are entered into a navigation system. The third is odd; there's no
real reason other than supposed research by the Equals and was entered into the
record about four thousand years ago. Recently, with no warning or explanation,
another system was Red Zoned.
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"This system was where we lost a Peltast crew after an Equal scrambled a
battlestar to jump all the way out to the middle of nowhere just to intercept a
Colonial civilian ship," Arcadiaolos continued. "Naturally, this pissed off Gia more
than a little; her crew was written off without even the most cursory search being
performed. So I contacted some people I know and suggested they look around
that area; avoid that system, but it would be ok to check out the surrounding area."
Emory leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. "What did they find?"
"Something wonderful," Arcadiaolos replied with a shark like grin.
"Oh?"
"They found a ship, a very old ship, among some ruins positively ancient. Her
design and markings make her as one of ours, an ancient Brazen class long range
courier. Now here is where things get interesting..." Arcadiaolos teased and sipped
his iced tea. "We found the ship in a physical registry located in an old log at
Land's End, but other than that one entry all mention of it has been redacted. Odd,
wouldn't you say?"
"Equals?" Emory asked nodding.
"DNA analysis would say you're right. Something killed the crew after they
landed on the moonlet and started exploring the ruins. But they found more than
just the ship," Arcadiaolos' voice lowered to a whisper. "They also found evidence
that the Equals had been visiting the very planet they requested almost two
thousand years prior to be Red Zoned."
Cassidine watched Emory as her old friend sorted thought the possibilities. "It
gets worse, Rich," she said and felt her stomach churn when she thought about the
revelation that Cesare was about to make.
"Worse?" Emory asked. "How so? So we have proof for something we already
pretty much knew; they ignore the rules and just hide, disappear, or redact the
evidence."
"How do you hide the destruction of an entire civilization and the deaths of
more than fifteen billion people?" Arcadiaolos asked evenly and without emotion.
"What are you saying, Cesare?" Emory asked. "Who did they destroy and more
importantly, how could they pull off something like that?"
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"The documentary evidence points to them working with a subversive group as
well as the civilization's newly developed automatons; they called them 'drones'.
According to what we've found," Arcadiaolos said slowly and emotionlessly, "they
worked with the subversive group, the Erisians, while they infiltrated, convinced,
and organized the drones. When they struck, it was over within two or three days,
certainly less than a week."
Even now that Cassidine had read the documents and heard the briefings,
hearing it again made her want to vomit. There were crimes against humanity, but
this paled in comparison to even the most depraved acts recorded; this was the
willful and designed destruction, the genocide, of an entire civilization. And for
what?
"Why?" Emory asked and Cassidine braced herself for the answer.
they do it?"

"Why did

Arcadiaolos took a long sip of iced tea and looked at the empty glass before he
sighed sadly and put it on the table. "Because at one time they were just like the
Equals, but better; they too were created by the Gods but given a spark of divinity
that the Equals were denied...the ability to reproduce. This world that they helped
destroy, no, this world that they orchestrated its destruction, was the home of the
Thirteenth Tribe of Kobol."
There it was, Cassidine thought, the first of the dirty little secrets that the Equals
had been hiding for centuries. "Tell him the rest, Cesare; tell him the reason for the
trip." She could see Emory was wrestling with the implications of what he'd just
heard. That the Equals were self serving and evil was a given, but to hear how far
their hatred reached was still difficult to comprehend.
"The other big secret the ship contained was evidence that several groups of
ships managed to flee the settled systems and act upon the final order issued by
their government; something called 'Precipice'," Arcadiaolos said with more energy
than before. "They had FTL, but they didn't have the range to jump to their meeting
point, so they went subluminal."
"Subluminal?" Emory asked. "That means..."
"Yes, it does," Cassidine said strongly and cutting into the narrative. "And this
ship had the coordinates of where they were going to rendezvous....where we're
going to be when they arrive.
We were looking for a hammer to use
against...them...but providence and the Gods have offered us a nuclear strike."
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*+*+*+*+*
"That was absolutely fascinating reading," Commander Richmond Emory said
ten hours later as their dinner dishes were cleared away by a tuxedoed attendant
who then left the private dining room. "And you're sure it's legit, not a plant?"
"Absolutely," Arcadiaolos confirmed. "Our people treated it like a crime scene
when they found it. No one had been inside the ship since it landed on the
moonlet and the crew disembarked to investigate the ruins. They made the detour
because they found something in an old Thirteenth Tribe archive and decided to
check it out before they returned with the news."
The chance that they might find survivors from the genocide orchestrated by the
Equals was one that Emory knew he had to take, even if it meant he had to fly out
there alone in a Mosquito or Peltast. Despite the horrific nature of the news and all
the death and suffering it implied, it was also the best news he'd heard since Sandy
had been taken. "I'll be ready to go."
"Good, I knew you would," Cassidine said and placed a small hand tooled
leather dispatch case on the table.
"This has the basic framework of our
deployment. I know this is a lot to take in, and I know it won't bring back Sandy,
but this can change the entire game and hopefully bring them to justice for the
crimes they've committed."
"Some of them alive today were involved in this," Emory told her, "And I hope
with every fiber of my being that I'll be able to roast them in their own juices for
this."
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Fleet Headquarters, Perkinston, Picon, Admiral Griffith Deguya's Office
"Thank you for coming, Sera," Admiral Griffith Deguya said as Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase entered his office. Her aide, Lieutenant Andrea Esposito, was
running several errands for her at various base shops and offices allowing the flag
officers to meet without any aides or associates lurking about.
"The pleasure is all mine, sir," she said and shook his offered hand.
mentioned that Admiral Vought would be here?"

"You

"Yes...Cy ran into some traffic and should be here in a couple minutes. Until
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then, can I get you something to drink?" Deguya offered.
"Thank you, water will be fine," Chase said and took a seat in front of Deguya's
large and ancient oak desk. "You were sort of cryptic when you asked me over..."
The elder admiral of the Colonial Fleet turned and offered a sly look. "I was,
wasn't I?" he asked. "There's something that Cy and I need to discuss with you,"
Deguya explained and handed her a glass of water. "Are you going to be ready to
jump off in a month?"
"Don't get me started on that," Chase growled.
"We had to completely
restructure our leave rotation and maintenance schedule to meet the new deadline.
For the next week or so the ships are going to have caretaker crews at best. But,"
she brightened, "we'll be ready. The crews have settled into their new ships and
while I'd like to have an extra four weeks to just to verify inventories, work with
Leviathan and her group, give the crews a few more weeks to get used to operating
within the larger group, most of it will come with time."
"Good...Ah," Deguya said as he glanced out the window. "Cy is here." He
looked at the ornate Grandfather clock that stood next to his bookcase. "And we
have just enough time, too..."
Two minutes later Admiral Cyrus Vought entered the office and collapsed into a
chair next to Chase. "Holy fraking hell, it's hotter than hell out there!" he
exclaimed and stretched his legs out. "Howdy, Sera, glad you could make it," he
said and flicked his eyes over to Deguya. "Did you tell her yet, Griff?"
"No," Deguya said and put a glass of water on the table next to the newcomer.
"I figured I'd wait until you got here," he explained. "Did you get them?"
"Chen-wei had them ready when I got there. Some clown ran a stop sign at
Prometheus and Columbia and slammed into a minivan, otherwise I'd have been
here twenty minutes ago," Vought stated before he drank most of the glass'
contents. "Thankfully no one was injured."
"That's good. So, Sera..." Deguya started and stood in front of his desk as he
picked up and opened a folder. "I have it on good authority you're out of uniform."
Next to her, Vought smirked and tried to look innocent. Chase self-consciously
looked down and did a quick mental inventory; proper tunic, proper pants, proper
cuff devices, proper senior pilot's wings, and the admiral's diamonds riding on her
collar were correct, so what was wrong. "I confess you have me at a disadvantage,
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Admiral?" she asked.
"Stand up, Sera," Vought said and stood. "At this point I think we can drop the
'Admiral' between us and use first names, we're all flag officers and you're no
longer quite the newly minted Rear Admiral anymore."
It was true, Chase thought, I've been in grade for almost two years, but still...
"I'm not sure I'm following, Ad...Cy?"
"Well, maybe I can clear the confusion," Deguya said and nodded at Vought.
"'On this date, Seralanna Iona Chase is hereby advanced to the rank of Rear
Admiral (Upper Half)," he read from a paper within the folder, "in recognition of her
outstanding service, attention to duty, excellence in leadership and judgment, and
personal achievement'." The admiral turned to Vought, "Cy, the diamonds..."
Chase looked at Vought and saw the admiral had opened a leather wrapped box
and was showing her the new rank devices that would ride on her collar. Deguya
plucked the first diamond shaped device from the jeweler's box and quickly and
deftly swapped her old insignia for the new. A moment later the other collar was
done and both elder admirals smiled proudly.
"I...I'm stunned," Chase managed to say as her right hand went to her collar to
feel the new golden emblem. "How?" she asked.
"After Golden Sword," Vought explained before finishing his water. "Griff and I
discussed it and based on the After Action Reports that we reviewed, it was a nobrainer. You had a reputation going into that game, Sera, after the game you proved
it wasn't idle hype. They aren't a good conduct gift," he told her, "you earned those
with a lot of hard work and planning. Your tactics there changed how some of the
more forward thinking strategists are thinking about planetary assaults."
"It wasn't just me..." Chase tried to explain. "I had a top notch planning staff and
a lot of the actual invasion credit goes to Commander Valentine."
"We know. That's why you can give these," Deguya handed Chase her old rank
devices, "to Valentine and tell her to keep them warm. She's being fast tracked this
session for promotion to the list. In the mean time," he offered her the folder, "here
is a copy of your promotion orders as well as a commendation for Commander
Valentine."
"Thank you, I'm sure Commander Valentine will be caught off guard as much as
I was when I show them to her," Chase quipped as she took the folder and slid it
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into her slim attaché.
"Now," Deguya said as he sat in the high backed chair behind his desk, "for the
other reason I asked you here." His voice had lost most of the joviality in possessed
a moment before when he continued, "We've done some digging in
unconventional areas and found something that might help Trailblazer, or at least
the first part of it. The Spider Queen is due to arrive any minute and will give us a
briefing."
Mention of the Spider Queen caused the short hairs at the base of Chase's neck
to stand up and she suppressed the urge to grit her teeth. She'd met Rear Admiral
Evelyn Silver on several occasions and while she was affable enough in person,
Chase didn't agree with her methods or her apparent attempt to build a personal
fiefdom within one of the most secretive branches of the Fleet and one that fought
oversight the way a extreme militant vegan activist campaigned against eating meat
or other animal products. "She's doing this in person?" she asked and hoped the
delay wasn't too noticeable.
Vought nodded. "She refused to send a briefing officer.
peeved that she isn't in on your secret."

My guess is she's

"Good." The word was out of Chase's mouth before she realized it was said.
"That wasn't very nice of me," she quickly added.
Deguya laughed. "No, but it was true and echoes my sentiment." He was going
to add more but the intercom buzzed and interrupted him.
"Admiral," the yeoman in the front office said when Deguya answered, "Admiral
Silver is here to see you. Shall I send her in?"
"Please do," Deguya told the yeoman and leaned back in his chair.
A moment later the door opened and the yeoman announced the new arrival,
"Admirals, Admiral Silver is here."
Admiral Evelyn Silver cut an impressive, if severe, image as she strode through
the door and looked pretty much as Chase remembered her from their last meeting.
She stood a little more than a meter eight and had her black hair pulled back in a
serviceable bun that framed calculating eyes. Her uniform bore only her wings and
rank devices, and she presented the attitude of a corporate warrior prepared to
battle the demons of the board room more than who she was, the Director of the
Office of Fleet Intelligence.
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"Griffin," Silver started warmly and to Chase's ear, insincerely.
"Admiral," Deguya firmly and politely corrected her.
Silver offered a thin smile and brief nod that acknowledged the correction.
"Admiral Deguya, Admiral Vought, Admiral Chase, it's good to see you all again."
"Likewise, Evelyn," Deguya said. "I called you here because I know you have
information that can help something that we're working on."
"The systems you included in your communiqué?" Silver asked rhetorically as
she took a seat in front of the desk and crossed one long toned leg over the other.
"Correct," Deguya told her. "We need everything you have on that area;
systems, surveys, traffic count, anything and everything."
Silver leaned back and steepled her fingers across her chest as Chase realized
she still smoked those gods awful clove cigarettes. "Why?" the intelligence admiral
asked bluntly and from behind a face masked in neutrality or indifference.
Admiral Deguya met Chase's ice blue gaze a moment before meeting Silver's
own paling grey eyes. "I'm sorry Evelyn, that's classified need to know and right
now, you do not have a need to know."
Silence descended upon the room and was broken only by the steady
metronomic tick-tock from the grandfather clock. Finally, Silver's jaw muscles
clenched and she slightly arched her eyebrows. "No."
"No?" Deguya asked evenly and Chase was glad she wasn't the target of the
intense stare he was giving Silver.
"No. That information would reveal valuable and prized assets that FNI has
cultivated for decades. I'm not about to give it to you or anyone else without a
damned good reason," Silver explained neutrally. Chase could see the other
woman's posture was coiled and tensioned, ready to leap into battle if necessary.
"It wasn't a request," Deguya told her and maintained his calm demeanor.
"The answer is still no, Admiral. I'm not giving up everything we've worked for
decades to develop without knowing why it's needed and how it's going to be
used," Silver rebutted.
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Chase watched as Deguya and Vought shared some non-verbal communication
and hoped that this didn't escalate into pissing match. Silver didn't have the brass,
but she did have the secrets, and if this got dirty anything could happen. That was
one of the reasons the other woman made her uncomfortable; over the past few
years she'd gotten a definite vibe from FNI that they had started to think the Fleet
worked for them instead of the other way around. What did an intelligence
gathering organization need with front line battlestars, even if they were old and
ready to be retired? Or a private army, for that matter?
Deguya nodded and let out a long breath. "Evelyn, I don't have time or the
patience to volley the puck back and forth. One of three outcomes will happen in
the next few minutes," he told her and his voice left no doubt that one of them
would happen. "One," he held up his right index finger, "you'll provide this office
with what it has requested. Two," his middle finger joined the index, "I'll call the
President and he will tell you to do it and not ask questions. Or three," he added
his ring finger to the two already up, "I'll call Admiral Corman and have you
removed from command and cashiered before you leave this office.
"Do not make me pick up that phone."
Chase wasn't the target of Deguya's ire but she certainly felt the temperature
drop several degrees as he delivered it. Griffith Deguya might not currently hold
either of the two top command slots in the Colonial Fleet, but he was one of the
few to ever hold the rank of Admiral of the Colonial Fleet and now he turned the
full force of his command on Silver.
"You wouldn't," Silver said silkily and added a forced friendly smile.
Deguya didn't answer her but instead reached for the intercom. "Kelly, can you
contact Admiral Corman and put him through when you have him on the line?"
"Will do, Admiral," the yeoman answered as Deguya sat back in his chair.
The silence stretched for more than a minute when the intercom buzzed.
"Admiral, I have Admiral Corman on the line, may I put him through?"
"Please do, Kelly," Deguya said and reached for the phone and put it to his ear.
"Pete, Griff, thanks for taking my call. Do you have a minute?" He paused and
looked directly at Silver.
Silver's shoulders dropped slightly and Chase could all but feel the anger
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radiating off the woman. "Ok," she whispered barely loud enough for everyone in
the room to hear. "I'll give it to you, no questions asked, no strings attached."
"Pete, I'm sorry to bother you," Deguya said lightly. "It seems our problem has
just worked itself out...Yes, I'll be sure to let you know how it goes. Centaur Club
at 7? Sounds good; I'll see you and Dort there tonight." The phone being placed
back on its cradle sounded like a gunshot, one that Chase humorously thought
Silver just dodged.
"Now, Evelyn, I need that information."
Slowly and deliberately, Silver opened her briefcase and extracted a thick
binder. "Everything is here on disc; it includes everything we've collected, inferred,
or suspected about the region, and has information dating back several hundred
years. The older information is in the form of news reports, essays, leases, survey
forms, and claims. There's only one group of any account that's active in the area;
a Romani clan called the Athangani. They operate either in the Colonies or in the
five systems that lead to Veil," she explained.
"Thank you, Admiral," Deguya said cordially and handed the binder to Vought.
"Would you like something to drink?"
"No," Silver shook her head stiffly and Chase suppressed rolling her eyes.
think I'm fine."

"I

"Good. Now we'd like a briefing on what is out there, something more than just
a one paragraph description," Deguya asked.
The briefing lasted two hours and despite Silver's numerous attempts to ferret
out information, the intelligence director was given no additional reasons why the
information was wanted. She did, Chase reflected, learn that her position was
something that could be taken away for bad behavior.
"I'd watch your back with that one, Sera," Vought said as they relaxed and had
coffee after the briefing. "Griff and I are out of her reach, but you aren't. He
spanked her hard to get this," he pointed at the binder, "and that as well as being
told she didn't have a need to know really put a dent in her pride."
"Yeah, I was thinking the same thing," Chase agreed sadly. "Would you have
had her sacked?" she asked Deguya.
"It was Pete's, Admiral Corman's, idea, actually. So yes, if she wouldn't follow a
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direct order then she'd be a civilian right now. A storm is coming, whether it's the
Equals and Communion showing up, the Cylons returning, or some other threat we
haven't conceived of yet, something is coming and if we can't get timely
information when we need it and without jumping through hoops, then we need to
change now and clean house while we still can," Deguya explained.
"The woman is damned competent and effective, even if she tends to be a bit
brutal," Vought added and put his coffee cup on its saucer before putting them both
on the table. "She just needs to relax a bit and accept that just because she might
have information she may not have a need to know why someone else needs it."
"Curiosity has killed more than one cat," Deguya said sagely and Chase hoped
that she never had to cross either of the two men sitting with her.
"We'll keep our eyes open for the Romani," Chase said and brought the
discussion back to the topic at hand. "If we're lucky, we'll be able to talk with them
and get an idea what's a few jumps out from the main we'll be following. Most of
it, though," she admitted, "is going to be good old fashioned deep space
navigation."
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, berthed at Boskirk Fleet Shipyards
One of the perks of being both an admiral and battlegroup commander, Chase
thought as she walked through the umbilical that served as the primary transfer
point between Hecate and the port, was having some say where the Trailblazer
expedition would launch from. The choice was relatively easy and while it
honored the Empress who helped fund and would soon be publicly supporting the
expedition, it also took away some of the leverage that President Adar might get
from the event to deflect coverage of the multiple hearings into the Aerilon
incident.
It also gave her a chance to see her homeworld before they left; something that
suddenly had become very important and necessary, almost like a compulsion. As
each day passed, the feeling grew a little stronger that if she didn't see Virgon
before she left, all she would have when she returned would be memories of the
lush, green planet that had been her home. Chase had mentioned it to Cora and
received a surprised look from her sister; she too had felt it but thought it was just
'one of those things' that happened before an extended trip into uncharted space.
The past month had been a whirlwind and Chase still marveled at how they
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managed to get everything completed in time. It was still a little overwhelming that
she was going to take thirty-four ships on an expedition more than twelve hundred
light years from the Colonies in the hope of finding a lost part of their heritage that
the Equals seemed so determined to prevent them from discovering. Just over half
the fleet was made up of support ships attached to the massive replenishmentstar
Leviathan's replenishment group.
That everything had come together without any major problems was a testament
to the crews, their training, and their morale. Chase hoped that after they made
their tenth jump and she explained their true goal that they'd still be as enthusiastic
as they were today. The official story, and the one that the President was going to
announce at the ceremony that started in a few hours, was that as part of an
ongoing commitment to strengthen the unity of the Twelve Colonies, the Trailblazer
Expedition was going to spend the next eighteen to twenty-four months surveying
worlds that had once been settled or colonized by the various pre-Uprising colony
governments or third party groups. Many settlements were expected to have
regressed to a more primitive technological level and so the fleet was going to share
with them the benefits of Colonial technology and medical services.
Chase thought it sounded a bit evangelical, but despite that it was a worthy idea.
There were worlds out there that had lost contact with the Colonies for a variety of
reasons; the corporate sponsors went out of business or were acquired and the
records forgotten, government collapse, simple malaise, and of course the biggie,
the Cylon Uprising. If they found a world that had been forgotten they would
certainly render aid and assistance, but that wasn't their primary mission. Or even
their secondary mission.
"Excuse me," a tall, slim, handsome man with short copper-blonde hair said as
she walked past an intersection. "May I have a word with you, Admiral?"
Chase stopped and looked at him. He looked familiar and didn't have any of
the telltales that might make him out as a reporter or photographer. And there was
something familiar about him..."I'm sorry," she said and turned to him. "Do I know
you?"
The man smiled and nodded. "We met inside a star."
His voice was familiar and Chase's eyes narrowed. A short time ago if someone
would have said they met inside a star it would have been purely metaphorical.
"Daniel?"
"In the flesh," Daniel replied as his lips turned into a smirk, "new flesh, actually.
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I..." he hesitated and some of the poise he had a few heartbeats earlier seemed to
fade. "I was wondering if I could see Zoe before you left...for out there?"
"Certainly, she's with my family at Avedon Lines' Imperial Lounge. But..." Chase
looked him up and down, "how?"
Daniel offered a slight shrug and an infectious grin, "When we left, we took the
entire lab. Once we got...there...we continued to work on the tech for a while."
"Amazing," Chase said and tried to keep the awe from overwhelming her voice.
The implications were beyond incredible and could be the most significant medical
breakthrough since people started washing their hands. "Come with me and I'll
take you to Zoe," she finally said.
Avedon Lines' Imperial Lounge had been reserved for the ceremony and two
company guards stood outside the door. "Countess," they said, addressing her by
her noble title when she approached. "His Grace and Her Majesty have already
arrived," one said as he opened the door for her.
"Thank you," she said and stepped into the luxuriously appointed lounge. It
consisted of several rooms and the centerpiece was a large, floor to ceiling bay
window that looked out over the main terminal and the planet far below. The view
was, to Chase, absolutely breathtaking. She heard voices coming from the main
observation room and headed in that direction, Daniel following close behind.
"Sera! I was wondering where you were!" His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke
of Westfield said as he and the other three men stood at her approach.
"Hi, Daddy!' Chase said and gave her father a hug. "Godmother, it's good to see
you again."
"I wouldn't miss this for the world," Her Imperial Highness Searlait II, Empress of
Virgon and Defender of the Hibernian Marches said from her seat next to Charles.
"Who is that with you?" she asked and gave Daniel a long appraising look.
Zoe's shout of pure joy cut off any reply Chase might have made as the raven
haired woman leaped off the sofa and ran to embrace her father. Seated around the
window were Beckett and Cora, Jerry, Commander Duquesne and Colonel Sedaris,
her father and Sana, Connie deWinter, and her Godmother and Embrey Roselle.
"Is that?" the Empress asked a moment later after Chase had taken a seat next to
her.
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Chase nodded. "It's a long story and not one that's mine to tell, Godmother."
"Wow," the Empress said and sat back. "Amazing."
Daniel was soon introduced to those who didn't know him and quickly made to
feel welcome. Chase listened as she looked out over the majestic vista offered by
the bay window. She felt the cushion next to her move as someone sat down and
then the familiar feel of her father's arm around her shoulders. "You look like
you're already far away from here, Spitfire," Charles said just loud enough for her to
hear.
Chase swallowed and rested her head on her father's shoulder just like she did
when she was a young girl. "I'm scared, Daddy. I'm excited, but I'm also scared."
"About the expedition?"
"No...it's not the expedition. It's something more...primal, I guess. I know deep
down, and I don't know how I know, but I do, that by the time I return to the
Colonies everything will have changed. And what's really frustrating is that I don't
know how it will be changed, just that it will. Like..." Chase took a deep breath
and licked her lips with the tip of her tongue. "I knew if I didn't see Virgon before I
left, the next time I'd see her she'd be different. It's...weird."
"Is it something you think you can change or control?" Charles asked her after a
moment of thought.
Chase shook her head. "No, that's the frustrating thing. I feel like I just found
this magnificent sand castle that someone built on the beach and I'm standing
between it and the waves as the tide comes in and washes it away. I know it's
going to happen and there's nothing I can do to stop it."
"I know you'll do the best you can, the most you can, as long as you can, and in
the end, that's all any of us can do," her father told her before he gently brushed a
stray lock of hair off her forehead. "No matter what happens, always remember that
I'm proud of you. Not because you're the Fleet's shining star or because you're
commanding the greatest expedition in two-thousand years, but because you're my
daughter and everything you've done you've done with all your heart."
A wide contented smile spread across Chase's face. "Thanks, Daddy, I needed
that."
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"Anytime, Spitfire, anytime; it's what dads are for," Charles told her and together
they watched Virgon and comings and goings at the terminal.
*+*+*+*+*
"And so we stand on the cusp of a new millennium and once again look
outward and extend our hand to our brothers and sisters who have been lost to us,"
President Richard Adar said in a strong and moving voice. "Today we see the first
expedition as a result of the research conducted during Project Trailblazer. Admiral
Countess Seralanna Chase will command a fleet that will go deep into the black of
space to find these lost colonies and welcome them back to the Colonial family."
Chase maintained a positive and confident smile as she listened to the President
drone on about this and that which was so much smokescreen for what she was
actually going to be doing. She would have preferred a lower key sendoff rather
than this media circus, but the President needed a diversion from the very real
scandal that threatened his administration. What was that idiot thinking when he
sent Marines against striking protestors, she thought and shifted on the chair to get
comfortable. That was a civil law enforcement issue, not a military issue.
Her eyes scanned the audience and saw many familiar faces. Admiral Kevin
Bannasalle was in the first row and gave her a warm smile when their eyes met,
while Prentiss Abbott was in the third row with Commander Victor Kailo and
Commander Sam Paulson. Chase was happy to see Paulson had made a complete
recovery from his ordeal at the beginning of Golden Sword. She then saw
Commander Martin Esposito and his wife Trina sitting with their daughter
Lieutenant Andrea Esposito in the fifth row and her attention was brought back to
the President when he announced that she'd say a few words.
Chase stood and walked to the podium after Adar introduced her and put on her
best face; this wasn't part of the plan, she grumbled inwardly as she faced the
crowd she'd been watching only moments before. "Thank you, Mr. President. This
expedition will mark a new chapter in Colonial history," she began in a strong and
confident voice. "Ever since the end of the Cylon Uprising we have looked inward
and focused on the four core systems and a handful of worlds nearby. But prior to
the twelve years we fought the Cylons, the individual colonies had established
countless settlements, colonies, outposts, and mining operations on many more
worlds, moons, and systems." She kept the rest of the speech short, to the point,
and very short on details.
When it was over, Chase returned to her seat as President Adar made a few
closing remarks. Finally, half an hour later she was able to return to the lounge and
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wait for the others to return. She sat on the sofa that faced the large bay window
and turned the lights down so that Virgon and the terminal lights were the room's
only illumination. The silence wrapped around her like a comfortable blanket and
she reflected over everything that had happened to bring her to this point. What
had started out as an interesting research project soon turned into a lethal attack on
her friends and family and pointed towards another human spacefaring civilization
that had similar roots and traditions.
But it was more than just that, she thought. It was Galleon. Why did the Equals
seem fanatically driven to prevent it from being rediscovered? What did it hold that
terrified them so much? And more importantly, what secrets did it hold about
Colonial history and the exodus from Kobol? If they found the ship, would it prove
as calamitous as Doc theorized? Her orders were to locate and recover the ship
and return it to the Colonies. If it couldn't be repaired and returned, then another
expedition would be dispatched with a recovery ship suitable to bring it back.
She was drifting in a relaxed semi-lucid state when her family returned and
woke her up. This is it, she thought, no more dodging, no more staling, it's time to
go.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, Virgon's L2 Point
"Colonel deWinter," Chase said as she surveyed the eager and ready faces that
belonged to her CIC team, "Bring us to Jump Stations and set Condition One
throughout the ship. Lara, please send that order to the rest of the group."
"Aye, aye, Admiral," Pickman replied and began sending the message that would
prepare the group for its first jump.
"Bring us to Jump Stations and set Condition One throughout the ship!" Colonel
Constance deWinter ordered from where she stood across from Chase at the
plotting table.
All around Chase, the CIC sprung into action. The ship's crew was well trained
and motivated, and it showed in the precision and speed of their actions. "Captain
Cole, have you plotted the first jump?"
"I have, Admiral," Captain Jeremiah Cole answered. "The jump is plotted and
ready to be transmitted to the group."
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"Very well, send the plot, Captain Cole," Chase told him and felt the stirring of
butterflies in her stomach.
"Admiral, the ship is at Jump Stations and Condition One; we are ready to
jump," deWinter said a few moments later.
"Admiral," Pittman announced shortly after deWinter's declaration, "I have a
green board; the group is ready to jump."
This is it, Chase told herself; time to earn the diamonds on my collar.
"Mr. Cole, spin up the FTL and start the clock," Chase ordered and watched him
work.
"We can jump in thirty seconds," Cole answered after a slight hesitation while
he verified everything was working as it should.
"Lara, please count us down," Chase asked the communications petty officer.
"Aye, aye, counting down," Pickman answered and began counting as the clock
counted down to the jump.
"I couldn't sleep at all last night," deWinter whispered loud enough for Chase to
hear. "My nerves are shot; I'll be glad when we get the first jump in the books."
A smile touched the corners of Chase's mouth. "You too? At least you weren't
put on the spot to make a speech."
deWinter laughed. "And to get back at him, you're going to help deflect
attention from his scandals and then bring him the clout he's going to need to win
the next election."
"Something like that," Chase agreed and stood a little taller.
Pickman finished counting down the jump clock and sent it out over the
wireless just as every flagship had for as long as anyone could remember, "Five!
Four! Three! Two! One! Jump!"
The thirty-four ships that comprised the expeditionary group began winking out
in a series of silver flashes when the clock wound down to zero. In less than a
brace of heartbeats, the FTL drives tore apart reality and momentarily bridged the
distance allowing the massive ships to instantaneously travel almost half a dozen

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 804
light years.
*+*+*+*+*
MS Dixie Bell Dancer, far orbit of Hibernia, Virgon
Richard Szabo sat at the old ship's pilot's station and looked over at Lucy Cain
who occupied the navigator's station. , "The bitch is gone," he said angrily.
"Your bitch is gone," Lucy corrected him as she idly slid the combat knife across
the whetstone. "My bitch is still very much here," she added and frowned.
"Both of you will have to put your mad thirst for vengeance on hold; we're
returning to the Communion," Equal Rossmore frowned and told them. "Your thirst
for blood has almost exposed us twice, and this mission is too important to allow
petty feuds to derail it." He turned to Lucy and handed her a slim binder, "All the
navigation information you will need is in there; once the computer is updated you
may plot the first jump."
"And if we decide to stay?" Lucy brazenly challenged him and Richard held his
breath.
Rossmore turned from where he stood by the hatch that lead from the flight deck
and offered a very cold and unfriendly smile as his eyes flashed red from the flight
deck instruments. "Then you will indeed stay behind."
"Luce...just plot the jump," Richard urged. Unlike Lucy, he'd been present when
Rossmore had dealt with people who crossed him and he had no doubt that when
he said they'd 'stay behind' it meant floating in space without a suit.
"Yeah, yeah..." Lucy said and thumbed open the binder.
"Please let me know when we're ready to jump," Rossmore said as he pulled the
hatch closed behind him.
And now we're off to the Communion, Richard thought as he started the prejump checklist. He felt somewhat like a pawn when he had to work with the
Cylons, but most of the time he genuinely enjoyed working with the odd bunch
they had on board. And then there were times like this when the Equals let them
know just who was leader and who was follower.
*+*+*+*+*
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Olympus
"They're on their way," Colin Leary said when he walked into the sitting room
and saw Joyce and the other two standing and looking out the large floor to ceiling
window.
"Humanity has another chance," the tall attractive patrician woman said as she
turned to Colin. She wore a simple white silk gown that hung from her left
shoulder and bared her right, and wore her long slightly curled hair up off her
shoulders.
"They do," her companion, a tall muscular man dressed in dark brown leather
pants and a black silk shirt, replied. "The courses are set and it's a matter of time
before they meet."
"I wonder," Joyce asked and continued looking through the window at the array
of domes that seemed to stretch off into the distance, "if they'll be able to do it?"
"We've ensured they have the tools, child," the woman said and rested her hand
on Joyce's shoulder. "Now it's up to them."
Colin joined them at the window and slipped his arm around Joyce's waist. "For
their sake, I hope so. At the very least, I hope they're able to achieve a measure of
justice."
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Chapter 30: Survivors
Outside the Colonial Sphere, interplanetary space, gunstar Werewolf, GS-963
"Tomorrow's jump will be the last one?" Colonel Claudia DeTomasi asked as she
cut into her steak.
Colonel Winston Burke met her questioning eyes over the dinner table and
nodded. They tried to have a "commander's dinner" every other day to personally
catch up on what the reports and wireless conversations missed. "Yes, I don't see
how we can delay any more. I thought when we reached the point of origin that
we pulled from Hidden Splendor's navigation system we'd find the answers."
"And instead," DeTomasi finished for Burke, "We found a ruined settlement and
information that's led us to a location way the hell out in the middle of the deep
black." When she finished, she popped the piece of steak in her mouth and
chewed. "This is really good, Win."
"Thanks," Burke said and sipped his tea. "Whatever hit that settlement looks like
what hit Aqaba; same pattern, same chemical weapons, and the same
thoroughness. I hope we don't find more mystery and instead find some answers
tomorrow."
DeTomasi frowned and picked at her meal. "If we don't, all the evidence aside,
we're going to have a lot to explain when we get home," she added but didn't
sound confident and actually sounded slightly unsure.
Burke cocked his head slightly; this was out of character for the always
confident Claudia DeTomasi. Her confidence was one of the things that originally
drew him to her. "You sound...doubtful..." he said after a few long moments and
then took a gamble, "Is it something else?"
Carefully and almost mechanically she placed her knife and fork across her
plate and dabbed her lips with her napkin. "Yes," DeTomasi finally said as the word
came out in one long sigh. "Ever since we found that settlement I've been having
a...I guess you'd call it a bad feeling; I feel like I'm standing on a high bluff
overlooking my hometown and there's nothing left of it, it's all been destroyed. Just
like that settlement."
Slowly and with deliberate effort Burke forced his hand to gently return the
teacup to its saucer. DeTomasi's words, and how she said them - so detached sent a chill down his spine and touched on the fears he'd been having recently, too.
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"I must be eavesdropping on your feelings, Claudia," he finally confessed. "I've
been having the same feeling. What's worse is that I know there's nothing I can, or
could, do to stop it from happening."
"That's not funny," DeTomasi said evenly and somewhat sternly. "This isn't a
joke."
"I'm not joking," Burke told her and hoped he sounded as sincere as he felt. He
had been having the same dream she described ever since they'd found the
settlement and if he was honest with himself, he'd felt something was wrong ever
since they found the destruction on Aqaba. "I'm deadly serious," he continued.
"It's important that we find out what's happening so that maybe, despite our
premonitions, we might be able to prevent it."
They sat in silence for more than a minute before DeTomasi asked, "Tomorrow,
we're going in guns hot, ready to shoot first if need be?"
Burke nodded. "Yes, I'm going to have the air group ready to go as soon as we
transit and since I'm going to be kitting out the Raptors for an attack profile, I'm
going to need you to run SAR and guard for me."
"Consider it done." DeTomasi met his gaze smiled, and he felt some of the
weight lift from his heart. They'd been close for quite some time prior to the
krypter call that started their adventure, and now one of the things he most wanted
to do was take her to the O-Club and be honest about their relationship.
"So...when we get back, assuming they don't throw us in the brig or cashier us,
the first night we're going to the club," Burke said and shifted the conversation to a
lighter topic.
"You'd regret it if we didn't," she smirked and then a smile blossomed across her
face.
Yes, Burke thought, tomorrow might bring an end to the mystery or even deepen
it, but it would also be the last jump they made heading away from the Colonies.
*+*+*+*+*
Gunstar Werewolf, GS-963, VF-142 Ghostriders' Ready Room
Captain Diana Sancerre strode confidently to the podium as her pilots came to
attention. "Be seated," she said and opened her briefing folder before placing it on

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 808
the lectern. "In one hour we're going to make our final outbound jump," she began
and stopped when the room erupted in a chorus of clapping and cheers.
"We're finally going to head home, Boss?" Headstrong asked from the second
row. Captain Robin 'Headstrong' Blackman was VF-142's executive officer and one
of the best pilots on the ship. He had proven indispensable when she took over the
squadron and helped smooth the transition from the previous CO who was scared
of anything that reeked of discipline.
"That's what the Oscar Twins," Sancerre used the slang term for the ship's CO
and XO, "told me about half an hour ago in the executive briefing. However," she
held up her hand and narrowed her eyes, "I'm only telling you this because I want
you to know how important this jump is going to be. This is the last set of
coordinates that were found back on that planet...you know, the one that used to
have a settlement on it before someone greased it, just like they did Aqaba. It's
possible that we may encounter the bad guys and the skipper is going to make sure
we're all loaded for bear."
"How so?" Lieutenant Boris "One Eye" Winkler asked.
Sancerre took a moment and made sure she had everyone's attention and met
their questioning looks with one that was confident and in control. "The skipper is
arming the Raptors with nukes." Her words had a sobering effect on the pilots. It
was common to arm Raptors with air to air missiles, gun packs, or rocket pods, and
sometimes all three, but putting thunder on them was a rarity. "This is for real,
people, and I want you to treat it as such. In 48 hours I want to be down in the
squadron room hoisting a mug to a completed mission and a first jump for
home...with all of you.
"So make no mistake, in an hour when we secure from Jump Stations and
launch, I expect each of you to understand the seriousness of what's happening. If
we encounter a bad guy that wants to talk, fine, but otherwise this is search and
destroy, guns hot, with thunder at our beck and call." Sancerre paused and saw
that her words had the desired effect. "We're going with standard wingman and
element assignments and have two Raptors for dedicated support." The briefing
lasted another fifteen minutes before she dismissed the squadron and prepared to
make her way down to the flight deck.
"The skipper has a bad feeling about this one?" Headstrong asked from where he
waited near the back wall.
"Yeah, I think so. He has Preserver pulling guard and SAR for us; everyone here
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is launching fully offensive," Sancerre confided to her XO.
Headstrong crossed his arms and leaned back against the bulkhead. "What do
you think, Havoc? Is this it? Are we going to find whoever slagged those
settlements?"
She was nodding before she spoke. "Yeah, I think so," Sancerre answered. "This
is going to be it; whatever we're looking for is going to be 7.2 light years from
where we're standing."
"I thought as much," Headstrong replied and stood straight. "Did I ever tell you
that joke about the old soldier and the young soldier?" he asked.
Sancerre half chuckled. He'd asked the same question about the same joke
before every launch. "No, why don't you tell me," she told him, just like every
other time.
Headstrong smiled and began sagely, "There was this old soldier on top of a hill.
Down below was a group of Cylons doing whatever Cylons do. The only person
with the old soldier was a young soldier. The young soldier said to the old soldier,
'Hey, let's run down there and shoot us a Cylon.' The old soldier shook his head,
checked his rifle and hefted a grenade, 'No, boy, let's creep down and kill 'em all!'
And that's what they did!"
They both laughed at the horrible joke and Sancerre shook her head. "I much
prefer the rude version with the bulls and cows."
"Well, me being a bona fide Cancerian gentleman, I have to maintain my
gentlemanly behavior!" Headstrong joked back as they walked down the hall to the
flight deck.
"I'll remember to remind you about that when you're telling Trinket those bar
jokes..." Sancerre threatened before they both laughed. Lieutenant Avery 'Trinket'
Malone might look like an innocent girl next door, but she could fire off a string of
obscenities that would make a 30 year Fleet Chief turn green with envy.
*+*+*+*+*
Carrierstar Preserver, CGCS-55
"Colonel, the ship is at Action Stations and Condition One is set throughout,"
Lieutenant Billy Stodden announced from his position in the carrierstar's CIC. "The
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ship has been brought to Jump Conditions."
"Thank you, Billy," Colonel Claudia DeTomasi acknowledged and then asked,
"Tinny, signal Werewolf that we're ready to jump."
"Signal Werewolf that we're ready to jump, aye," Specialist Tinny Morgan
repeated and made the wireless call.
"This is it, Bysshe (this is an old English name pronounced "Bish")," DeTomasi
said to her XO who stood on the other side of the plotting table. "Once we transit I
want the first wave launched, the second wave prepped, and the tankers spotted
and on Alert 5." She stopped and noticed the look he was giving her. "Yeah, I
know...we've covered this already and everything is prepared as possible..." A wan
smile crossed her face.
"We did, Claudia, but it never hurts to double check one more time," Lieutenant
Colonel Bysshe Thatcher told her. He leaned close and whispered, "My mother
always told me to double check my zipper before I left the house." When she tried
to suppress a laugh he added a wink which caused her self control to slip. The
laugh did it; the tension that had settled between her shoulder blades had lifted.
"Thanks, I needed that," she whispered back after noticing several watch
standers look her way.
"Colonel, Werewolf Actual has signaled thirty seconds on the jump clock
starting...now!" Morgan relayed.
The jump clock displayed 30 and immediately dropped to 29 as it began
counting down to the jump.
*+*+*+*+*
Gunstar Werewolf, GS-963
"Secure from Jump Conditions and launch the ready Vipers and Raptors,"
Colonel Winston Burke told the CIC as his eyes were riveted to the dradis display
above the plotting table. "George?"
"We're right on target, Colonel," Lieutenant George Hewitt quickly answered
Burke's use of his name as a question. "We're 400,000 kilometers from the target
planet and just beyond its moon's orbit. Dradis is clear. Initial planetary scans are
showing...It's habitable; cold, but habitable. There's a band about two thousand
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kilometers around the equator that's temperate and is probably on the low end of
comfortable."
Burke walked around the plotting table to look at the dradis display on the other
side and heard Lieutenant Lou Collier announce that the first two Viper squadrons
and first Raptor squadron had been launched. It showed the same information as
the one on his side, and he knew this, but it gave him a chance to move and think.
"What the hell is here that the Romani would come all this way for?" he wondered
aloud and stared at the display as if willing an answer to appear hard enough
would make it happen. "PK, thoughts?"
"We're only able to get a good picture of about 35% or so of the planet, and
there's a lot of ice and snow, so the albedo is going to play havoc with our basic
optics. We'll need to do a dradis map and give it a good once over with the
thermals to verify if there's anything there, but I have to tell you this..." Lieutenant
Colonel Percival Kline pursed his lips and reflexively adjusted his glasses, "I'm not
getting a good vibe about this."
"Neither am I," Burke told his old friend. "Before we start focusing too strongly
on the surface, I want to make sure that the airspace is clear." He walked over to
Specialist Torrie Stein's communications station. "Torrie, check in with Preserver
and give Colonel DeTomasi my regards for a perfect jump. Then pleas..."
"Dradis contacts!" Hewett almost shouted at the same time the dradis sweep
confirmed it with two pings. "They just jumped in...range 200,000 and closing fast,
CBDR."
Burke's attention shifted to the dradis and he narrowed his eyes as he looked at
the electronic representations of the unknown ships. "Are they broadcasting any
transponder signals or match anything in the warbook?"
Hewitt's fingers flew over the keyboard at his workstation and a moment later
he looked over at Burke. "They're unknown, sir. Initial electronic intercepts are
booking their sensors as unknown, too. If they're Cylon, they're unlike any we've
ever seen before."
"Launch the rest of our birds and have the Vipers form up about twenty
kilometers ahead of us and hold the Raptors close at hand," Burke ordered and
walked around to his side of the plot. "George, can you give me an idea of their
size and capabilities? Meanwhile, Torrie, see if you can raise them on wireless."
"Working on it, Colonel..." Hewitt answered quickly and worked to complete
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the task.
Burke felt a sense of quiet anticipation replace the uncertainty that permeated
the CIC only minutes earlier. The unknown had suddenly been replaced with
something real, something tangible, and that was something they could deal with.
"Bogey 1 is about fourteen hundred meters or so long by almost nine hundred
wide and is about two hundred twenty-five high; she's a bit larger than an old
Jupiter class battlestar," Hewitt explained as he read the information the dradis had
determined and Burke's uneasy feeling started to grow. "Bogey 2 is just shy of nine
hundred meters long by a bit more than five hundred fifty wide, and is close to one
hundred twenty high; she's somewhere between a Berzerk and a Stalwart in size."
"What do you think, PK?" Burke asked his XO.
Kline looked at the dradis before answering. "We have less than fifteen minutes
at this closure rate, give or take, before we're within range, so we have time for
some options. Torrie isn't getting anywhere trying to contact them, they jumped in
and assumed an immediate intercept course, and they don't match anything in the
warbook. So what we have here is possible first contact with an alien intelligence
and I think we need to be careful how we proceed."
"I'll give you that, though I hadn't considered the whole 'aliens' aspect, but my
gut says they're hostile," Burke explained.
"Oh," Kline laughed, "Of that I have no doubt. If they had friendly intentions
they wouldn't have turned to a CBDR course and accelerated." The two men
watched the dradis for several sweeps before Kline added, "And lookee there,
they're launching fighters."
"Colonel?" Hewitt asked from his place by the navigation workstation. "I think
they're trying to hack our systems," he said incredulously and then laughed. "I
think a pack of determined 7th graders would do a better job; this is
very...amateurish."
Burke walked to Hewitt's station and looked at the display. "Are you sure this
isn't a red herring?"
Hewitt nodded. "Yeah, they've changed their algorithm a couple times already,
but it's all pretty basic. If this was sixty years ago, we might be more susceptible,
but after dealing with the Cylons and the last four decades of security
developments, this is about as effective as an ice pick penetrating our hull; it just
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isn't going to happen."
"Keep an eye on it, and try to find out what the code is trying to do, George. In
the mean time, let's keep our EW suite turned down until we're ready to engage,
then we'll crank it up to eleven and hit 'em between the eyes."
Whoever was in control of the two bogies, they weren't friendly, Burke thought
as he studied the plot. He could recall the air wing and plot a jump out of here,
but if these were the bad guys who took down the Romani settlement and the ships
around Aqaba, then running wasn't an option. And that smaller ship, he suddenly
realized, fit the extrapolated dimensions of the image they found the first day.
"PK," Burke finally said as he leaned across the plotting table.
"They've
launched sixty small craft in total; forty appear to be smaller than the other twenty,
so I'm thinking the big ones are transports or shuttles and the others are similar to
our Vipers; that sound about right?"
Kline nodded. "It does, do you think they're going to try and board us?"
Now it was Burke's turn to nod. "If they have the chance, yeah. I think they
should be the Vipers' primary target."
"I see Colonel DeTomasi has launched some of her Phoenixes with the
ordnance we transferred over," Kline said. "That should give her some close in
protection."
"Let's hope," Burke said, half agreeing with his old friend and half praying to any
of the gods who were listening.
*+*+*+*+*
Viper 143, 20km in front of Werewolf
Captain Diana Sancerre, Havoc to her squadronmates, took a long pull on the
cool air that filled her helmet. The Mk. VII Viper was the ultimate expression of
how she extended her will beyond her fingertips; it was fast, agile, carried three
linked 30mm autocannons and a quartet of air-to-air missiles in its belly. She loved
the plane the feeling of power it gave her. Plus, she smirked; it was gods damned
sexy looking. It's a shame that Rockstar wasn't here; she would have loved flying
into combat on his wing.
"Maybe next time," she muttered to herself and did a quick visual inspection of
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her squadron and then confirmed it on the dradis.
"Ok, Ghostriders," she
announced over the wireless, "We're three minutes from the merge. The skipper
has given us the task of taking down the heavies in the flock headed our way; he
seems to think they may be transports of some sort and that our new best friends
might want to board and stay for tea.
"He's already put out the 'no uninvited guests' sign and it's up to us to make
sure they heed the message," she added with a laugh. "Additionally, we're going to
move out to 100 klicks so we're well outside Werewolf's Manticores' exclusion
zone; I don't want any friendly fire events."
Havoc paused and rolled her shoulders as she felt her heart start to beat a little
faster. It wasn't just the upcoming fight, but it was the knowledge that it was the
first time that Colonial forces had engaged non-Colonial forces since the end of the
Cylon Uprising. "Test your guns, get strac with your wingman, and good hunting.
Let's collect some scalps. Havoc out!"
"I have your wing, Havoc," Captain Ken 'Viceroy' Nolan told her after her
speech.
"Good to know, Viceroy," Havoc replied. Viceroy had transferred into the
squadron the same time she did and rather than disrupt many of the exiting
elements, she took him as her wingman. He was a technically proficient flyer,
though his previous billet had him doing more planning and operations work
instead of stick time. That was something she changed abruptly when he joined the
Ghostriders.
Slowly the distance counted down until they neared missile launch range.
Havoc armed her four Skybolt missiles and locked them on the two targets one of
her squadron's support Raptors had assigned. Once again she took a long breath of
the cool air that infused her helmet and willed her heart rate to slow down just a
bit. She was glad that her hands were firmly on the stick and throttle because with
the adrenaline dump she was experiencing she was sure they'd be shaking.
The counter wound down the last few seconds before the missiles launched.
Five. Four. Three. Suddenly Havoc's heart rate steadied and she felt the adrenaline
start working for her, not against her and she smiled; everything would work out.
Two. One.
Four fiery trails lanced out from beneath the Viper and streaked towards their
targets at better than 250 Gs of acceleration. The flight time lasted less than eight
seconds and covered more than eighty kilometers before the missiles intercepted
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their targets. Havoc watched the dradis as the missiles merged and the targets took
evasive action at the last moment. The first thing she learned was that the enemy
could pull more instantaneous Gs than she could, and the second thing she learned
was that whatever odd electronic warfare scheme they were using was completely
ineffective against the missiles' terminal guidance. Of the eighty missiles launched
against twenty targets, seventy-three hit and resulted in seventeen hard kills.
The squadron frequency was flooded with victory cheers as the telemetry told
the story. Havoc frowned; this was too easy she thought skeptically. "Okay,
Ghostriders, let's not start celebrating until we hoist a mug," she told her squadron.
"We still have the light targets to deal with, and they could be a completely
different story."
*+*+*+*+*
Gunstar Werewolf, GS-963
Burke watched the dradis as the Ghostriders' missiles merged with their targets
and scored an 85% kill rate. It was like they didn't expect to get hit, he thought to
himself. Whatever the reason, the other enemy ships seemed to have noticed that
they weren't as invulnerable as they thought and were taking evasive action.
Behind them, Bandit One and Bandit Two, they were no longer bogies and
certifiably hostile - thus the name change, were still closing the distance.
"Claudia," Burke spoke into the handset when Torrie told him Preserver's
commander was on the wireless, "how are things back there?"
"We're good. The Phoenixes are deployed so we'll have some additional throw
weight, but I wanted to ask if you caught the weird sensor echo from the planet?"
Burke narrowed his eyes. "No, we didn't, but you have a different angle on the
planet relative to us, so you may have caught something we didn't. What was it
classified as?"
"That's the thing," Colonel Claudia DeTomasi said slowly and cautiously. "We
aren't sure. It was brief, like one or two dradis pulses, and it may have been an
echo bouncing off the ionosphere, but what has us concerned is that we couldn't
cross match it to anything on record; it wasn't ours - military or civilian, nor was it
Cylon or those two bandits closing on us."
"So you're saying that we may have another actor in this barn dance?" Burke
asked and then quickly added, "I'm going you to need to keep working that signal
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in case there really is something there. Things are going to get real interesting in a
couple minutes." He paused and added somewhat softly, "I need to know you'll
follow the plan, Claudia...if it comes to that."
DeTomasi didn't answer for several heartbeats and Burke cursed himself for
allowing himself to get involved with another officer. "I will, Win. If it comes to
that, I will," she finally told him in a husky voice that hinted she was struggling to
keep her emotions in check.
"Thank you...just remember," Burke lowered his voice to just above a whisper,
"dinner at the O-Club when we get home."
He could hear the smile in her voice when she replied, "I'll hold you to that,
buster. Preserver Actual, out."
Burke said a silent prayer of thanks and beseeched the gods to get everyone
through the coming battle. He looked at the dradis and saw that the Vipers were
merging with the enemy fighters and the one on one dance of death was beginning.
"Mr. Gerard," he said and addressed Werewolf's weapons officer, "Our primary
target is that big bastard bearing down on us. Hold the bow guns until we're at our
primaries' maximum range and from then on I want everything that bears firing on
Bandit One or, if that's not within arc, Bandit Two; salvo fire and keep shooting
until there's nothing left to shoot at."
Lieutenant Duncan Gerard nodded and repeated the order. "We'll take him
down, Colonel." Everyone was armed in the CIC, that was one of Burke's standing
orders when the ship went to Action Stations, but Gerard was the only member of
his primary staff who went armed all the time; Burke could not recall ever seeing
the Hibernian officer without his dagger tucked away in the rayskin scabbard that
rode on his hip.
"Mr. Collier," Burke addressed the Flight Operations Officer, "Please detail the
Raptors to target Bandit One with two missiles each for the first volley and to add
the contents of one of the decoy pods to the volley."
"The payload from one decoy pod from each Raptor?" Lieutenant Lou Collier
asked.
"Yes...I want to give this first strike the maximum chance of connecting. And
once they've launched, I want them to put as much EW support on the strike as
possible. We'll be adding our capability to theirs, and with a bit of luck we might
be able to bring this one down. Once the missiles hit, coordinate their next attack
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on Bandit Two."
Collier eagerly repeated the order and then turned to brief the Raptors. The
pieces are on the board, Burke thought as he studied the dradis. Bandit One was
more than twice Werewolf's size and probably carried about twice the armament,
and in a stand up fight, it was unlikely the Colonial ship would prevail. The missile
strike and excessive EW was a long shot, but the Ghostriders' success gave him
hope, he just hoped it wasn't false hope.
*+*+*+*+*
Viper 143
"Break! Break! Break!" Havoc shouted into her helmet mounted microphone.
"The Raptors have launched!" Her right hand pulled the stick back and her left
shoved the throttles forward as the sleek Viper accelerated away from the danger
zone. As soon as she was clear she flipped the fighter nose over tail and visually
confirmed that there weren't any bandits on her tail, then flipped nose over tail
again so she was oriented properly.
"Frak me, Havoc...the Old Man just had the SLUFs just launch the kitchen sink!"
Viceroy commented over the wireless.
Havoc laughed evilly, the dradis confirmed Viceroy's estimation; there were
almost 900 missiles streaking towards Bandit One and they were sure to play hell
with its point defense. She noticed the dradis image lose some clarity and a thin
lipped smile touched the corners of her mouth. Forty Raptors were lending their
combined EW support to the strike package that was streaking across the black
emptiness and if it was playing hell with her sensors that were tuned to
compensate, the sensors on Bandit One must be going into synaptic shock.
"Yeah, the skipper said he wanted a kill this cruise," Havoc lazily replied. "Now
that they're past let's deal with the rest of the fighters before they reach Werewolf's
exclusion zone."
"Roger that, Havoc...You're up three to my one and I need to catch up!" Viceroy
replied as he took station off her right wing.
"In your dreams, little man!" Havoc taunted and pointed the Viper's needle nose
towards a group of the oddly durable double diamond shaped fighters that had
reformed and was moving towards Werewolf and Preserver.
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*+*+*+*+*
Gunstar Werewolf, GS-963
"How much longer until we'll be in range?" Burke asked Gerard as his eyes
locked on the dradis displays.
"We'll be at maximum range in ten seconds," Gerard replied and looked over
expectantly.
Burke took one last look at the dradis displays and then met Gerard's
questioning look. "Fire as soon as we're in range, Duncan."
"Aye, aye, fire when we're in range," Gerard replied and turned back to his
workstation and began issuing final orders to the gunnery crews.
The seconds counted down and the bow guns and batteries that could bear on
Bandit One and Two started firing. Kinetics were the only thing that Burke really
feared; the ship could handle most missiles either through armor or point defense,
but kinetics were like the fist of an angry god - if you were in its path, you were
going to get hurt. "Why aren't the Bandits firing? Didn't we see gun mounts?"
"I think it's because we're fraking their fire control solutions to hell and back,
Colonel," Hewitt said. "I've been looking at their intrusion attempt and their fire
control emissions, and it looks like the two are connected somehow. Every time
they go for a solid lock, and that's about five times a second, our EW compensates
and it's blocked. It isn't for lack of trying, they've modified the signal several times,
but..."
"But what, George?" Burke pressed his navigation officer. There was something
familiar about all this but it remained just outside his grasp.
Hewitt frowned and shook his head. "It's too mechanical; if a then b, if not a
then c, and if not a and not c then d. There's no creativity in their approach; it's
mechanical, very...Cylon. But if these were Cylons, we'd be facing a much better
adversary; our systems on the day of the Uprising could have managed these
intrusion attempts."
Burke tried to digest what Hewitt was saying. They were like Cylons, but lacked
humanity's angry children's electronic skills. His thoughts were disturbed when
Kline announced, "Missiles are through their point defense!
We have five
detonations!"
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A cheer went through the CIC at Kline's announcement and was added to when
Gerard stated that the first kinetic rounds had hit Bandit One, though Bandit Two
had been missed. Maybe we might win this, Burke thought for a moment before
Gerard's next shouted revelation.
"Leaker! Leaker! Leaker!" Gerard shouted and Burke reflexively grabbed the
plotting table and looked at the dradis. "One heavy fighter made it through, our
point defense only clipped it; he's on a collision course!"
"Thirty degrees down angle on the bow, right full rudder!" Burke ordered as he
grabbed the handset from its place on the plotting table and keyed the 1MC and
met Kline's worried visage. "Attention, attention! Brace for impact! Brace for
impact!" His words were barely out of his mouth before the collision alarm started
sounding. At this range, with only a few seconds, there would be no way to move
the ship in time.
Werewolf's bow started nosing down as she began a sharp turn to the right and
Burke held his breath as his eyes locked on the short range dradis display. It was a
matter of cold equations whether they'd avoid the crippled fighter and as he gritted
his teeth he realized that the numbers weren't in the ship's favor.
Scant seconds after avoiding Werewolf's point defense the crippled heavy fighter
slammed into the gunstar's port amidships hull, just aft of where the massive pylon
reached out and held the portside flight pod. Burke felt the tremor go through the
ship and was in the middle of praying that it wasn't lethal when the lights went out
and the emergency lighting snapped on. He looked around and saw that most of
the CIC's dradis displays were offline and many of the workstations unresponsive.
"PK, manage damage control and get me some juice to get the systems back on
line!" Burke told his XO and started reviewing his options. "Torrie, do we have any
communications?"
"Primaries are down, Colonel, but the backup system is still up and running on
batteries," Stine told him.
Thank the gods for small favors, he thought. "Good, contact the strike group
and tell them that they're weapons hot across the board and to go after Bandit One
and Bandit Two. Then get the CAG on the horn and put him through."
Each passing second meant the enemy was that much closer. Finally, Stein
announced she had Havoc on the wireless. "Havoc? What happened to the CAG?"
Burke asked as soon as she'd identified herself.
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"Banjo had to punch out, Actual; a pair of bandits caught him and he couldn't
evade," Havoc quickly explained and Burke found himself clenching his jaw.
"Damn. I'm going to need you to pull a squadron off the line and bring 'em
back to the ship for point defense; a leaker go though and we're dead in the water,"
Burke told her. "We're working on getting power back, but until then we're
defenseless."
"We have your back, Actual...I don't think any of us want to hitch a ride back
with the Guardies...they'd never let us live it down," Havoc joked and Burke found
himself smiling.
"Good call, Havoc. Good hunting, Actual out," Burke put down the handset
and looked around the CIC before moving over to where Kline was managing the
damage control board. "How bad is it, PK?"
Kline's face told the story far better than words ever could. "We're still assessing
the exact damage, but it was a golden BB, Win; FTL is inoperative and offline, and
the portside aft heat exchanger is damaged and is what probably caused our power
outage and spike that took us offline."
*+*+*+*+*
Carrierstar Preserver, CGCS-55
"We've lost communications with Werewolf, Colonel," Specialist Tinny Morgan
told Colonel Claudia DeTomasi as Preserver's commander watched the dradis
moments after the leaker slammed into Werewolf.
"No..." DeTomasi swore as she watched several clusters of missiles launch from
the relatively undamaged Bandit Two. Bandit One was hanging back and had cut
speed after weathering the blistering strike from the Raptors and then Werewolf's
kinetics. "Bysshe, coordinate a strike with Tap Dance on Bandit Two and get it off
our back. Billy," she nodded to Lieutenant Billy Stodden, "ahead flank; get us
closer to Werewolf so we can help with her defense."
They could still pull this off; Bandit One was wounded and facing second
inbound strike from Werewolf's Raptors, while her own Phoenixes were preparing
to hit Bandit Two. It would be close, DeTomasi told herself and made a decision.
"Tinny, please keep trying to raise Werewolf and get a status report. Billy, prepare a
course so we can mask Werewolf if need be."
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Once everyone acknowledged their orders, her attention returned to the dradis.
"Mr. Cavanaugh, prepare the primaries for continuous fire and load them with flak
rounds," she told the weapons officer as Preserver began moving into position to
lend her wounded companion some much needed help.
DeTomasi felt like they were moving slower than a snail and the missiles were
moving like cheetahs as she watched the progress unfold on the dradis. "Bysshe, is
that strike ready?"
"It is..." Thatcher paused for a heartbeat and listened to something on the
handset he held to his right ear, "...now. We can launch on your orders."
"Initiate launch," DeTomasi said frostily and then jumped as if someone had
driven a dagger between her shoulder blades when the dradis pinged off a new
target emerging from behind the planet. "Oh, frak me five ways from Sunday," she
swore. They had an almost even chance dealing with Bandits One and Two, but a
third? That skewed things from 'possible' to 'last stand'.
"Dradis contact!" Stodden announced. "Classified as Bogie Three, unknown
configuration," he added. "This is odd...Her dradis emissions are completely
different from Bandits One and Two. And now she's launching three smaller
craft...for carried craft, they're pretty damned big and holy hell, they're accelerating
like a Viper!"
"Ok, people," DeTomasi said in a strong, clear voice, "I know this doesn't look
great, and you all know your jobs so I'm not going to give you a pep talk on how to
do them better...but I will say this," she smiled with gallows humor, "I guarantee
that when we get back home and everyone hears how you conclusively dealt with
not one, but two unknown alien threats, you will all get laid early, often, and at
will!"
A round of cheers sounded through the CIC and Thatcher leaned over and
winked, "Now I know why you're so anxious to protect Werewolf."
DeTomasi felt the heat rise in her cheeks. "Ah...I'm not sure I know what you're
talking about," she quickly said and then changed the subject when she saw
something change on the dradis. "Mr. Cavanaugh, set a ten kilometer exclusion
zone for our point defense, it looks like we've picked up some of the missiles
heading for Werewolf." The dradis showed that ten of the twenty inbound missiles
hand changed course for Preserver.
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Suddenly, the ship shuddered and an alarm went off. "Hull breach reported
between frames 24 and 25!" Thatcher reported. "They slipped a kinetic in on us."
*+*+*+*+*
Viper 143
"Oh, c'mon, gods, quit trying to frak me..." Havoc swore as she watched the
missiles fly through Preserver's defensive flak barrage.
She and the other
Ghostriders would have one shot to deal with any leakers and even then it would
be more luck than anything. The Colonial Guard ship had positioned herself so
that the missiles had to pass her first. In doing so, half of the missiles had shifted
their target from the drifting Werewolf to her new defender.
Preserver's flak and point defenses managed to destroy six of the ten missiles
that were targeted on her and five of the ten targeted on Werewolf. Havoc flipped
her Viper so its belly faced Preserver as the first of four nuclear missiles detonated.
As soon as the detonations faded, she flipped the Viper around and called out,
"Viceroy, you there?"
"A bit baked, but I'm here, Havoc," Viceroy said a few moments later as the two
miniature suns blazed into momentary existence near Werewolf. "Looks like home
is taking a beating today, we missed two of the five."
"Yeah..." Havoc gritted before she added, "Stay on my wing..." As soon as
Viceroy replied she thumbed the wireless to the Raptor's discrete frequency.
"Ghostrider Actual to Shamrock Actual, you out there Sluggy?"
"Read you five by five, Havoc," Captain Lionel Clay replied in a relaxed down
home Scorpian accent. "What's the plan? We going to go huntin'?
Havoc chuckled. "You read my mind Sluggy. What do you have left?"
"Each of my birds have two nukes, two conventionals, and a full canister of
decoys, not to mention our popguns," Sluggy quickly briefed her.
A quick check of her squadron display showed that of the twenty Vipers she
launched with, only twelve were left. In all likelihood, eight good people wouldn't
be making the trip home. Eight people she knew, trained with, ate with, lived with.
Havoc felt a deep burning anger flare to life and she forced it down so it wouldn't
consume her. There would be time to vent, time to rage, and time to cry, but not
this moment. Now was the time to put a stake through the monsters' hearts and
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demand retribution.
"This isn't going to be neat," Havoc began, "but here's the plan...I want you to
split the Raptors into three groups; one group will stay with Preserver and
Werewolf, one will go after Bandit One, and the last will go after Bandit Two. If
that new bogie turns out to be hostile, then the third group will have the honors. I
know it isn't much, but right now we're almost skosh on missiles and close on
guns."
"It works for me...give me a moment to set this up and we can jump off," Sluggy
replied and the line went quiet.
While her Raptor counterpart was making his plans, she cut in on the common
frequency used by the Vipers and detailed the plan and who would go where.
When she was finished, she contacted Preserver to let them know how she was
going to proceed. Havoc mentally crossed her fingers that the DeTomasi would go
along with it.
"Havoc, Preserver Actual," DeTomasi said when the connection was made. She
was quiet as Havoc quickly laid out her improvised plan. "I have one request and
two words," she finally said. "Kill those bastards and good hunting."
"Aye-firmative, Actual!" Havoc grinned and felt a surge of emotion. In five
minutes she'd probably be dead, but right now, Diana Sancerre felt ready to take
on all comers.
*+*+*+*+*
Carrierstar Preserver, CGCS-55
"What's our situation?" DeTomasi asked after she ended the call with Havoc.
"The fires are under control, we have damage forward of frame 25, several
compartments have been vented, and I think we're going to need a new paint job,"
Thatcher smirked and explained. "We haven't lost any offensive or defensive
capability, and it looks like our strike against Bandit Two has turned them away for
now and Bandit One has slowed considerably."
"What do we know about the new bogie, other than it is big and has some small
craft that could drag race a Viper?" DeTomasi prodded.
"Billy?" Thatcher said and directed the question to the navigation officer.
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Stodden pushed a display to one of the overhead displays. "I have a basic dradis
image of the bogie; it's big, has a thick neck that slims down to a wide main hull.
Her engine output is pretty hefty, probably about ten to fifteen percent more than
an average similar sized battlestar; Werewolf might be able to outrun her, but we
couldn't short of jumping." He paused then pushed an image of an elongated
clipped diamond shape. "This is the smaller craft that it launched; they're about a
hundred and fifty meters or so long and about a third of that wide, and they're
moving like bats out of hell. The good news is that other than basic search dradis, I
haven't detected any attempt to get a firing solution on us."
"Small favors," DeTomasi said.
"Ok...For now, Bysshe, keep focused on
containing and locking down our damage and I'm going to talk to Werewolf and
see if they need any DC parties or if we can supply them with anything else."
*+*+*+*+*
Meropian Communion Gunstar Arete
Colonel Chiara Savoy gripped the plotting table and studied the dradis display.
Despite limiting their wireless use and otherwise keeping a low profile, their
attackers had found them. Their orbit had taken them to the far side of the planet
when the Colonials had arrived, and then the enemy jumped in and the two groups
went nukes hot.
Well, better late than never, she thought and watched as the larger of the two
enemy ships, what her staff had begun calling an Alpha class gunstar slowed and
began turning to face her. Savoy grinned mirthlessly; Arete was damaged and
couldn't jump, but her engineering crews were able to ensure that there was plenty
of power for the kinetics. This would be a very different meeting than the last time
they met.
"Pella, how soon until we can start shooting?" Savoy finally asked.
"Less than a minute, Colonel," Captain Pella Bain replied eagerly and joined
Savoy at the plotting table. With Colonel Titus on the surface, Bain was the acting
XO and to Savoy's thinking, would make a very capable commander.
"It looks like the Colonials have bloodied them both," Savoy observed and
narrowed her eyes as if to glean additional information from the display.
"Both groups were pretty liberal tossing around the nukes a little earlier..." Bain
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began and was cut off by the radiation alarm. "And they're at it again; we just
registered five detonations within two klicks of the Alpha, and eight within the
same distance from the Beta."
The two women studied the display as the clock counted down. "They've got
some good EW support; we didn't pick up that strike until the last moment," Bain
observed and then briefly whistled. "Beta is dead in space and it looks like Alpha
has decided to commit to us."
"Fine," Savoy growled and a feral grin crawled across her face, "let's go hunting.
Target all guns on the Alpha and fire as soon as we're within range."
"Target all batteries on the Alpha and fire as soon as we're within range, aye,"
Bain repeated and issued the orders to the gunnery directors.
The seconds seemed to creep slowly past as the targeting dradis marked their
progress with a constant sweep-ping sound each time it pulsed. This was the first
time that she intentionally took the ship into battle as the first time they'd
encountered the robots she didn't have a choice and had command thrust upon her
when Colonel Titus was critically injured. Savoy could have kept Arete behind the
planet in its shadow, but if the robots were here and dispatched the Colonials, it
would only be a matter of time before the inhuman enemy investigated the planet.
"Colonel, they're trying to hack us again," Lieutenant Aramis Stokes calmly
stated when they were fifteen seconds from gunnery range. Savoy held her breath
for his next comment that was a heartbeat later. "And...they're not having much
luck; the upgrades we made are holding and preventing their access."
Savoy let out the breath she was holding and nodded. "Good..." she said
conversationally before she glanced at the dradis and then met Bain's eyes. "Kill
that abomination, Pella."
"Can do!" Bain enthusiastically said. "Weaps, you are cleared hot; all batteries,
fire at will."
The excitement was almost tangible and Savoy thought if she closed her eyes
she could just reach out and touch it. The crew didn't just want this, they needed
it. Arete had been crippled in the first encounter and had largely been on the
defensive, now it was time for a bit of good old fashioned payback.
"All batteries able to bear are firing," Bain told her after she checked the fire
control status board. "The Alpha has us locked up," She added a second later.
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"Missiles are inbound...So are kinetics..."
Hopefully presenting a bow on aspect, and the continuing Colonial EW
interference, would cause the kinetics to miss, or at least most of them to miss,
Savoy thought as the clock ticked off the seconds. Arete's Spear, High Stepper, and
Fast Times, Arete's three remaining Peltast gunships, had formed a loose skirmish
line in front of the gunstar and in addition to anti-ship missiles they added to the
fight, also served as a first line of defense for any inbound guided ordnance the
robots elected to send their way. The gunships did their job and destroyed eight of
the twelve inbound missiles.
"Radiologicals detected," Stokes barked and Savoy held the plotting table a little
tighter. She didn't have any qualms about using nuclear weapons, but especially
after their last encounter with the robots she really didn't like being on the
receiving end.
"Pella?" Savoy asked.
"Point defense has them locked up, Colonel," the acting XO confidently stated
and smirked. "The gods would have to hold their hands to get through this time
around."
Before this, Savoy thought, that probably would have sounded cocky. Now, it
sounds confident and given the equations an accurate assessment.
Their kinetic batteries were scoring hit after hit on the Alpha. Savoy thanked
whichever gods might be listening that the robots' kinetics didn't have the velocity,
and thus the effective range, of her own guns. That didn't mean it would be a cake
walk if one hit, but it made the engagement envelope a bit smaller for the robots
and a bit larger and more advantageous for Arete.
Still, it was one of the last rounds fired by the Alpha that finally connected. The
one meter diameter by six meter long slug grazed the lower outer chin and shook
the ship when it hit and transferred much if its energy. "Mr. Tompkins, what's our
status?"
Lieutenant, Junior Grade, Matt Tompkins scanned his damage control board.
"Reports are coming in, Colonel. We took a hit to the lower port side of the bow,
mostly shock damage though I am getting reports of venting in some spaces
between frames 15 and 18. The DC crews are on it."
"Thank you, Matt," Savoy said and used the young officer's first name to
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personalize the comment a little more that simply using 'Mr. Tompkins'. "So far, so
good, eh, Pella?" she asked. "The Colonials must have really pounded them before
we got involved."
"They must have," Bain quickly agreed from where she studied a targeting dradis
repeater. "The Beta is being swarmed by their air group and appears to be breaking
up, while the Alpha...I'm seeing an energy spike..." she paused and switched the
display to a high resolution synthetic optical image. "Splash one Alpha," she
triumphantly declared as the barbed arrowhead shaped ship suddenly exploded
and ceased to exist except for several large pieces that continued to show evidence
of secondary detonations.
*+*+*+*+*
Viper 143
It was one of the most incredible sights Havoc could remember seeing and
would remain with her as long as she lived. In the distance she saw Bandit Two
stagger and shudder under the sudden assault from Preserver's ad-hoc attack group
and finally succumb to the pummeling and explode in a soundless flower of
destruction. Moments later, Bandit One followed suit and caused her to blink away
the tears caused by the sudden sun-bright light.
"Sluggy, Havoc," she said when she keyed the squadron leader's discrete
channel. "Did we get all the fighters?"
"Havoc, Sluggy, the enemy fighters have been destroyed, though I think one of
them may have bugged out." Sluggy paused and then added, "Ah, what's your plan
for our new best friends that seem to be coming our way?"
"I'll let you know as soon as I do, Sluggy; wait one..." Havoc advised and was
glad Headstrong made it through the firefight and was organizing the survivors
allowing her to focus on the big picture. She switched to the command frequency
that tied her directly to Werewolf and Preserver. "Werewolf, Preserver, this is
Havoc, please respond," she began. "We have incoming helpful bogies and need to
know how to proceed."
She waited several seconds and was about to repeat the message when the
wireless crackled to life.
"Havoc, this is Preserver Actual," Colonel Claudia
DeTomasi finally replied. Her voice sounded strained and edged with pain.
"We're going to try and hail the bogies, but I'd like you to head up the air group
and put up a unified front. I don't want you to physically block them, but if they
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don't talk, I need you to try and ascertain their intentions...hopefully before they
fire if they're ultimately hostile."
"Roger that, Actual," Havoc confirmed she received DeTomasi's plan.
"Ah...Actual..." she was unsure whether she wanted the answer to the next
question, "do you have Werewolf's status?"
Now Havoc was sure that the pain in DeTomasi's voice also contained
something more than concern. "We've sent over DC teams and they're working on
restoring power. At the moment they're running on auxiliary power and trying to
bring the plant back online. I've spoken with Colonel Burke and he tells me that
he's working to get the lights back on as quickly as possible. Until then, you're to
crossdeck to Preserver."
"Copy, Actual," Havoc said. In reality, she thought, there wasn't anything else
she could say. The situation on Werewolf was out of her hands; she was a pilot, not
an engineer, and Preserver had a good rep for having some crackerjack DC teams.
She spent the next few minutes forming up what was left of Werewolf's air group
and was heartened to hear that Preserver's SAR Raptors were recovering any
survivors that managed to eject during the fight.
"Ah, Havoc, Sluggy," Sluggy said once the group was in formation, "those bogies
are getting awfully close. They do seem to be slowing, though."
"Yeah, I saw that," Havoc replied and studied the head's down dradis display
that was just below the HUD. Her eyes flicked over to the ordnance display and
she frowned; there were 55 rounds remaining for each gun and if she was lucky,
she might get two or three short bursts before they started cycling empties.
Thankfully fuel wasn't quite as critical, they'd only been out of the tubes less than
half an hour and had more than enough to turn and burn...but the vital element of
the equation that made a Viper effective was ammunition, and that was in very
short supply.
"Headstrong, Havoc, meet me on discrete 3," Havoc finally said into her
helmet's microphone and waited for her friend to meet her on the private channel.
The bogies were still approaching, though as Sluggy had pointed out, they were
slowing, but each second still closed the distance. She needed another person to
bounce her idea off of before she went ahead and did it.
"I know I'm not going to like what you're going to say, Diana..." Headstrong said
a moment later when he joined her on the new frequency.
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Havoc could feel herself reflexively smile at his words. If the situation was
reversed, she'd probably have said the same thing and in the same tone of voice.
"You know me too well, Robin. Colonel DeTomasi is trying to make contact with
the bogies, and if they're anything like us, the big one probably has a CIC where
everything happens. Those smaller ones, they're about the size of an Intersun
dayliner or a PanGal Clipper, so they would probably have to be able to operate via
VFR, right?"
"Visual Flight Rules?" Headstrong asked. "What does that have to...do..." his
voice trailed off as Havoc nodded even though he couldn't see her. "You're not
thinking what I think you're thinking?"
"If they have a cockpit, and they can see out, then I can see in and we can see
each other," Havoc promptly answered and hoped she sounded more confident
than she felt. "Maybe that might spur communications."
"You're nuts, Havoc, nuts," Headstrong told her. "If you get close, they're likely
to splash you."
"But if they don't?" she countered. "It doesn't sound like Preserver is getting
anywhere with trying to ring them up on the wireless."
Headstrong was quiet for several heartbeats and Havoc hoped she had his
support. When he finally spoke, she heard a resigned sigh. "Ok...I'll back your
play on this. What's the plan?"
Havoc grinned and fought back her urge to pump her fist and cheer. "Oh, here's
what I need you to do while I go and do something off the wall..."
Two minutes later she was closing with the three small craft launched by the
ship that had helped them defeat their attackers. The three craft were in a in a line
across with the center craft leading slightly and the port trailing. To Havoc's eye
they looked like lethal spearheads as they coasted through the space between the
planet and the moon. "It's now or never," she said out loud and changed the
wireless to the guard frequency. If they shared any common heritage with Colonial
civilization, she reasoned, they might use or monitor the ancient channel that had
traditionally be used for emergency and distress communications.
Gloved fingers flexed on the Viper's throttle and stick and Havoc activated the
second part of her plan. She felt a solid "ka-thunk!" as the landing gear deployed
and locked in place a moment before she turned on the landing lights. A quick
glance at the dradis display showed the three bogies were still moving toward
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where Preserver screened the damaged Werewolf.
Deftly she guided the Viper so it was slightly to the right, or the craft's left, of the
approaching center craft. The range was five hundred meters and she wagged her
wings before putting the nimble fighter nose over tail and goosing the throttles.
Havoc's maneuver was timed almost perfectly and she quickly backed off the
throttles and looked to her right and through the amber-gold colored windscreen of
the craft she was now pacing.
*+*+*+*+*+*
Communion Peltast Arete's Spear
Flight Captain Alaric Greer watched as the Colonial Mk VII Viper approach,
deploy its landing gear and turn on its landing lights, and then wag its wings. Then,
it performed a perfect nose over tail maneuver and was suddenly less than two
dozen meters from his flight deck. His finger flexed around the trigger located on
the stick loosely held in his right hand and the glowing green targeting diamond
tied to the two forward turrets was centered on the Viper's engines.
"What the hell?" he muttered and released his finger from the trigger and safed
the system. "Weapons hold," he ordered and a moment later heard his TAC officer
confirm. "What do you think, Brit?"
Flight Captain Brittan Fairfax shrugged. "I dunno, Silver," she replied using
Greer's nickname. "It was a gutsy move, regardless."
"Yeah," Greer replied and looked though the windscreen. He thought for a
moment then said to his copilot, "Call up the Colonial Guard channel. Let's see if
we can raise our little friend over there."
"You sure about that?" Fairfax asked. "Colonel Savoy said we were to minimize
contact..."
"Yeah...I know," Greer agreed. "But if we don't get in touch with them soon
we're going to fly through their flight line and I think they may find that a tad bit
disagreeable. Besides," he justified, "Arete's been trying to establish contact and
hasn't gotten anywhere; maybe being closer we'll be lucky." He flashed Fairfax a
wide smile and his copilot just rolled her eyes.
"Give me a moment..." Fairfax said and accessed the communications suite.
"Ah...hmm..." she said a few seconds later before she tapped a pocket on her right
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chest. "Cassie, can you confirm the Colonial Guard freq?" she asked.
"Certainly, Britt," the EWAC replied and gave her the frequency.
Greer looked over and saw Fairfax scowling. "What's wrong, Britt?"
"Hang on," she said and studied the communications display. "Cassie, have any
of your data files regarding the Colonies been accessed or altered?"
"No, Britt, they haven't; is there a problem?" Cassie asked.
"Yeah...I think so," Fairfax growled. "Silver, we have a conflict," she began and
pointed to the display. "Our onboard database says the Colonial Guard frequency
is this, but I thought it didn't look right so I verified with Cassie and now I have two
different channels."
"What?" Greer asked and leaned over to get a better view. Fairfax could be
considered a Colonialphile, and tried to soak up as much Colonial culture and
information as she could. "We received the latest core database update before we
left Gateway."
"Doesn't matter, it's wrong. And I bet that's why Arete isn't able to raise those
Colonials," Fairfax stated confidently. Her fingers keyed in the frequency Cassie
had given her, "Now, try and raise them."
Greer's eyes narrowed and he looked through the windscreen at the Viper that
was still pacing them. "Attention Colonial Viper off my port bow, this Communion
warship Arete's Speer, please state your intentions."
*+*+*+*+*
Gunstar Werewolf, GS-963
The CIC lights flickered, went off, then came back and stayed on while the
workstations and other displays snapped to life. "DC re-routed power to get us
back on line," Kline told Burke as Werewolf's command center came back to life.
Burke heaved a sigh of relief and felt the knot in his stomach loosen slightly.
"How soon will we have guns and maneuvering?" he asked and braced himself for
the answer.
Kline frowned and shook his head.

"It'll be at least an hour before we can
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power the guns, though Chief Davies hopes he can get power to the aft dorsal
batteries within ten minutes. We should have maneuvering in a couple minutes."
"That will help," Burke replied and rapped his knuckles on the plotting table
before he asked the question that had been pecking away at him since they were
hit. "How many?"
He saw Kline's face fall and a frown touched the corners of his friend's mouth.
"Fifteen killed or missing, twenty three injured."
Burke was about to say something when Specialist Torrie Stein announced,
"Colonel? I'm picking up a signal...it's not one of ours but it's transmitting on
Guard."
A jolt of adrenaline jolted through Burke's body. "Put it on speaker!" he ordered
and turned his gaze to the speaker as if it was an oracle dispensing the secret of life
itself.
"On it!" Stein quickly answered and a moment later a male voice crackled
through the speakers.
"I say again, Colonial Viper off my port bow, this is Communion warship Arete's
Speer, please state your intentions." The voice spoke Colonial standard with a
slight, odd accent that wasn't displeasing to the ear and sounded every bit the
military officer it probably belonged to, Burke thought as he listened.
"Arete's Spear, this is Colonial Viper 143, call sign Havoc," Havoc's voice
replied, "Our intentions are peaceful; though it appears we both have a common
threat. Please hold your position if your intentions are the same."
"Can we get this on dradis?" Burke asked. "Torrie, get me Havoc on discrete."
"Already done, Colonel, I've patched it through," Stein quickly replied as the
dradis began sweeping and showed a massive debris field, the surviving air group,
three unknown smaller ships, and one unknown that was the larger than a Jupiter
class battlestar.
Burke felt his blood run cold at the thought that the unknown ships might be
hostile; Werewolf had no avenue of escape, his air group was likely almost out of
ammunition, and his only hope would be that Preserver could jump out before they
were attacked. A trickle of hope fought against the cold as the three smaller ships
slowed and finally came to a stop.
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"Colonial Viper 143, Arete's Spear," the other ship said, "We have no intention
of initiating hostilities. Please state your reasons for being here."
"Havoc, this is Colonel Burke," Burke said over the discrete channel that Stein
had established, "Follow your instincts on this one; if they were going to be overtly
hostile they'd have started shooting already. If possible, see if we can establish
contact with whoever's in charge."
"Copy, Actual," Havoc replied. "I've got a visual on their ships and it looks like
they've been kicked around the block, too. If nothing else, I think we have an
'enemy of my enemy' situation. I'll make sure to be nice-nice."
"I know you will," Burke told her. "I have every confidence in you. Actual out."
"Preserver's DC crews have arrived and Davies just told me that his timetable
looks a lot better with them involved," Kline informed Burke as relief infused his
voice.
Things are looking up...a little, Burke thought as he heard the news. It would all
be moot if the new arrivals decided to turn hostile, he quickly added.
*+*+*+*+*
Viper 143
"Arete's Spear, Havoc, ah..." Havoc paused for a moment and shook her head.
It wasn't quite Diplomacy 101, but all the posing and posturing could be left to the
politicians, the guy over in the blue-grey ship sounded down to earth, no nonsense,
and was probably not so high in rank that his first thought was political. "Ah, I'm
going to cut straight to the chase and we can let the higher pay grades argue
protocol. You know who we are, so you have us at a disadvantage. Rather than
play wireless tag, I propose a face to face meeting."
The wireless was quiet for several long moments before the voice returned.
"Havoc, Arete's Spear, I think that's an excellent idea. What do you suggest?"
Damn, Havoc thought, he would have to smash the ball back into my court.
"We can meet on Preserver; she has a flight deck large enough to accommodate
your ship."
Again, as before, there was a long pause before she received a reply.
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would you like some fresh air and maybe a ripe apple?" the voice from Arete's
Spear asked.
Havoc narrowed her eyes.
ripe...apple?"

"Come again?

Did you say fresh air and a

"Affirmative," the voice confirmed and she could almost hear a smile in it.
Maybe they're not so different than we are she mused. "Down below on the planet
is a small settlement that was abandoned recently and we've sort of made it our
own for now. Just outside of town is an apple orchard and it's apple season."
"Ah...wait one..." Havoc replied and felt her pulse pick up a little. Fresh air and
walking under a sky sounded absolutely delightful.
She keyed the discrete
frequency and contacted Werewolf. "Actual, Havoc, I suggested we meet on
Preserver but they've countered with meeting down in the well on the planet. How
do you want me to proceed?"
"Havoc, Actual," Burke quickly answered her. "I'd have preferred to meet where
we can control the situation, but I don't want you to push the issue. Accept the
invitation and get a location for the meet. We'll be able to arrive in about two
hours."
"Copy, Actual," Havoc said and quickly changed the frequency back to Guard.
"Arete's Spear, Havoc, we accept your invitation." Two minutes later she had all
the navigation information and a time established for the meeting. "I'll see you in
two hours...and that apple better be fresh and ripe!"
"Don't worry, Havoc, I'll take you out to the orchard and you can pick one
yourself! Arete's Spear, out."
*+*+*+*+*
Surface settlement, unnamed planet outside Colonial space
"Looks like they're putting out the welcome mat for us, Viceroy," Havoc said as
she banked her nimble Viper and returned to the field they just overflew. Several
landing spots were marked with a bright yellow triangle superimposed over a circle
and stood out like beacons against the lush green field while a neon orange
windsock served to show the wind's direction and relative strength. Several small
winged craft about the size of a shuttle and a large blue-grey ship that dwarfed
them were already present.
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"Sure does, Havoc. They're directing us to those spots over there," Viceroy
replied easily and Havoc noticed the two people with aircraft director's wands
giving some sort of landing signal to them.
"I see it. I'll take the one on the left, you can have the right," Havoc told her
wingman and double checked that the landing gear was deployed. "We'll have
about fifteen minutes to get a vibe before the Old Man lands, so we'll still have a
chance to do a wave-off if this goes south."
A minute later she was following the shutdown checklist when she noticed a
man standing about twenty meters away watching her. The gold pins on his black
uniform glistened in the sunlight and the stiff collar supported a strong, attractive
face topped with an unruly thatch of blonde hair. After a few moments, he started
walking towards the Viper and she quickly finished the checklist, released the
canopy, and pulled her helmet off her head and placed it on the front instrument
fairing.
"Havoc, I presume?" the man asked when he reached her wing.
The voice sounded familiar and Havoc nodded as she stood up and prepared to
step out of the Viper. "You presume right. Who might you be?"
The man smiled and reached into a paper bag before he tossed her a red orb.
"I'm the guy with the apples."
Havoc caught the apple and looked at it for a second before throwing caution
into the wind and biting into it. The sweet taste excited her taste buds and her
whole body smiled as she chewed the succulent morsel. "That's pretty good Mr.
Nameless," she said after she swallowed the bite. "Captain Diana Sancerre," she
added and stepped onto the Viper's wing's leading edge root extension and
jumping to the ground.
"Flight Captain Alaric Greer, at your service," Greer said and offered her a nod
before extending and offering his right hand to her.
"Thank you," Havoc replied and shook his hand.
change?"

"Is there someplace I can

Greer's suave manner stumbled and he blinked. "Change?"
Havoc grinned and tried not to laugh. "Yes, change," she said as she ducked
under the Viper and opened the ordnance bay before reaching into the travel pod it
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contained and pulling out a small overnight bag. "If I'm going to be down here for
a while I don't want to run around in an open flight suit and a t-shirt..." she added
looking over her shoulder to see his reaction. "A girl has to look her best when
meeting strangers..."
"Oh! Ok!" Greer laughed along with her. "We can go into town and you can
change in one of the rooms at Liberty Hall."
"Liberty Hall? Sounds like a pub or hotel; you have one here?" Havoc queried
as she slung her bag over her shoulder and took another bite from the apple.
"Absolutely! Everyone is welcome and you can spit on the mat and call the
ship's cat a bastard if you like," Greer boasted. "We've been here for a while and
figured it would be nice to have something that reminded us of home."
"Oh, home is a bar?" Havoc joked and saw Viceroy walking her way. She turned
and closed the canopy and secured the Viper.
Greer shook his head and tried not to smile. "No...It's just someplace to relax,
named after the original at Land's End."
"Cool. And here's Viceroy," Havoc said and took another bite of the apple. She
watched as Viceroy gave Greer a good look from head to toe and back to his head.
"Captain Alaric Greer, this is my wingman, Captain Ken Nolan, call sign Viceroy."
The two men shook hands and together the three started walking toward town
and stopped when they got close to the large blue-grey spearhead shaped craft that
was at the edge of the field. "This is my ride, Arete's Spear, a Peltast class gunship,"
Greer said proudly and gestured at the ship. The only weapons immediately visible
were located in the ventral weapons pack, a quartet of what Havoc estimated were
close to 40cm railguns. What she couldn't see, other than the hatches, were the
smaller, dual gun turrets that hid behind them. It was a fast, lethal, and she had no
doubt maneuverable, combat craft.
"Damned impressive in space, even more so up close," Viceroy said admiringly
and it was an assessment that Havoc agreed with. Even if the Ghostriders had been
fully armed, the three Peltasts they encountered earlier would have been a lethal
match.
"Depending on how things go when the brass sit down and break bread," Greer
explained and stopped walking, "I'll see if maybe I can give you a tour. Assuming I
can get a tour of your Viper?"
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Havoc spoke before Viceroy could answer; she wanted the tour. "I think that
can be arranged. Perhaps even a check flight in a trainer that we have back on
Werewolf."
"I think we might be able to arrange the same thing," Greer agreed and looked
eager to sample a Viper and just as eager to demonstrate his Peltast. A panel on the
hull slid open and a companionway extended to the ground as another black
uniformed officer, a female this time, walked down the steps. "Ah, here's my copilot," he added, "Flight Captain Brittan Fairfax. Britt, I'd like to introduce you to
our guests."
*+*+*+*+*
The shuttle sliced through the thin cold air above the ice pack and was paced by
a quartet of Raptors led by a pair of Vipers. Colonel Winston Burke leaned back in
his seat, arched his back, and stretched his legs. The last three hours had gone from
routine operations to crippling combat, to first contact, to landfall. More had
happened in that short span of time than most people experienced in their careers.
"Do you think this is a wise move?" Colonel Claudia DeTomasi asked from the
passenger seat next to him. "I know we discussed this earlier," her voice sounded
concerned and apprehensive and it was something he could understand. After all,
making first contact with an alien civilization that appeared to be human wasn't an
everyday event. Nor, he added to himself, was fighting a third party that didn't
even try to communicate and just started an electronic attack.
"No, I'm not sure," Burke admitted truthfully. "But I do think that it's both
necessary and expedient. Werewolf isn't going anywhere soon and Preserver got
hurt more than the initial reports suggested, so we need to stand down and conduct
repairs before we even consider heading for home. And," he frowned, "that ship
out there, Arete, is an unknown. If we're going to be here for a while, I want to be
on good terms with our neighbors."
DeTomasi frowned sighed.
sense. Still, I just don't feel..."

"When you put it that way, it does make perfect

"Comfortable?" Burke finished for her.
When she nodded he continued,
"Neither do I. As a boy, I always thought an alien civilization would be made up of
some sort of bug eyed monsters or human looking people with weird facial features
and odd looking ears, but to find that they're human? That caught me short.
Though, I guess it shouldn't, if I think about it," he confessed and shrugged, "I'm
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sure that other groups may have left Kobol when we did, or before, or who knows,
they could be the legendary 13th Tribe."
Narrowed eyes and a slight frown greeted him as DeTomasi shook her head.
"You believe in the fabled 13th?"
"I have an open mind and know that at the root of all legends is a kernel of
truth," Burke shrugged. "There's a lot we know, think we know, think we know but
are wrong, and then there's everything we don't know and don't know about
because we don't even know it exists."
DeTomasi blinked several times. "Now my brain hurts," she joked and lifted the
discussion from the serious direction it had been taking.
"We're ten minutes out," the pilot announced and Burke reflexively checked his
harness to make sure he was strapped in securely.
"Guess we'll find out shortly..." DeTomasi smirked as the shuttle banked and
they could see lush green forest rush past several kilometers below.
*+*+*+*+*
A cool breeze blew through the open rear ramp of the Beetle and washed over
Colonel Chiara Savoy's face and reminded her that despite everything that had
happened, it was still good to be alive. She had watched the two Viper's land and
the banter between her people and the Colonials and was glad that things had
started off on what appeared to be a good note. "I think this might work," she said
and broke the silence that had wrapped her and the assault lander's other two
occupants.
"For all our sakes, Chiara, I hope it does," Colonel Branson Titus told her. "We're
going way out on a limb and when we get home we had better be able to explain
in excruciating detail why we made contact with the Colonials. I'm not so much
worried about what the Admiralty will do as I am the Equals."
"I did, we did, what was needed to save the ship. Yes, we could have attacked
them and would have probably prevailed, but at what cost?" Savoy asked.
"It would have been too high," Titus replied and then added mirthlessly, "And
while the Equals concern me, they're not here right now and..." he glanced around
in the age old manner of making sure no one was surreptitiously listening, "from
what I've heard, they have other issues to deal with that will make this look like a
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spilled glass of water next to a hurricane."
The third member of their party leaned forward on his seat and nodded. "Surely
they'd understand we didn't have any other option, wouldn't they?"
"Aramis, that's what logic would dictate, but when it comes to the Equals, logic
is often the first casualty," Titus explained to the junior officer
Savoy nodded and looked out through the open ramp and saw several specks in
the distance start growing in size. "I think our guests have arrived," she said before
standing up and smoothing down her uniform. It took several moments before the
shapes resolved into a pair of sleek Mk. VII Vipers, four Raptors, and one shuttle.
The Raptors landed first and disgorged a handful of armed troops each before lifting
off into the cool afternoon sky. The Marines, and she was certain that's what they
were, moved to form a defensive circle about fifty meters across. As soon as the
perimeter had been set, the shuttle descended and gracefully landed as if it was
landing at a major terminal and not a bare patch of ground dozens of light years
away from civilization.
The fact that the Colonials came in force didn't bother her, it was what she
would have done had the roles been reversed, and in any event, a platoon of her
own Marines were nearby and ready to intervene should things go hot. "Let's go
and play the hosts," Savoy said and walked down the ramp and towards the shuttle.
Titus and Stokes joined her a moment later and together the three strode across the
field toward the waiting Colonials.
"Welcome to our vacation home," Titus smiled said when they reached the two
Colonial officers. "I'm Colonel Branson Titus and this is Colonel Chiara Savoy and
Lieutenant Aramis Stokes. Thank you for accepting our invitation for a face to face
where we can sit down and discuss things away from the hustle and bustle of
shipboard activity."
"Thank you for the invitation, I haven't met a spacer who would refuse fresh air
after more than a short time in space," the male Colonial officer said as Savoy
studied the two. "I'm Colonel Winston Burke of Werewolf and this is Colonel
Claudia DeTomasi of Preserver. Ah..." Burke hesitated and looked around. Savoy
was sure she knew what he was going to say but held her tongue and waited for the
Colonial to breach the topic. "Ah, it looks like there was a settlement here for some
time...what happened to the population?"
And that was the question. It was something they had to ask before things
moved much further if only to establish a baseline for negotiations. "When we
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arrived," Savoy began explaining, "the settlement had already been abandoned.
Part of it for several years, and part of it only a few days. We found signs that
whoever was here left in a hurry; dishes left on tables, laundry hanging out to dry,
that sort of thing. We had nothing to do with their disappearance."
The two Colonial officers shared a look and seemed to come to a conclusion.
"Ok," Burke said finally, "that would fit with what we discovered and what actually
led us here."
"That sounds mysterious, Colonel," Titus said then quickly asked, "Would you
prefer to walk into town, it's only a kilometer or two, or would you like to ride?"
"Fresh air and temperate weather," DeTomasi joked, "I'm all for stretching my
legs and walking."
*+*+*+*+*
Waves gently lapped the dark sandy beach and seabirds circled above as the
updrafts carried them higher and then dove into the water when they spotted
something to eat. The cove stretched in a wide elongated horseshoe shape and the
settlement rested just off the centerline so any swells that made it through the
headlands that flanked the inlet opened to the sea would be diminished. Havoc
walked along the water's edge and allowed the cool water to wash over her bare
feet. She carried her boots and socks in her left hand and simply enjoyed being
under the open sky.
"They've been in there a long time," Greer said from where he walked next to
her. "I'll tell you, I don't know who those things were that attacked us earlier, and
then again today, but I lost a lot of good people the first go-round."
"They reminded me of the Cylons," Viceroy said from where he and Fairfax
walked a few meters behind them. "Almost, but not quite."
"We examined some of the wreckage after we first encountered them," Fairfax
explained. "They were definitely cybernetic, robots, and stood well over two
meters tall. I would not want to meet one face to face."
Havoc stopped and turned to face the three others. "When you faced them the
first time, did they try to hack your systems or intrude electronically?
"They did," Greer confirmed sadly. "And that's the main reason why we're here;
whatever they hit us with damaged our FTL systems beyond the point where
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reformatting and reloading the system would bring them back."
Now that was an interesting bit of intelligence, Havoc thought. The attack was
amateurish by Cylon standards which was the yardstick used by the Colonial Fleet.
If it was able to slice through the firewalls the Communion had in place, should the
time come where things between the Colonies and Communion went hot, a ship
like Raijin would be worth more than her weight in gold. "They tried to hit us with
the same thing, but our encryption managed to hold."
"Managed to hold," Greer repeated rhetorically and couched the phrase as more
question than declarative statement. "Can you be a little more specific? We
'showed you ours', so to speak."
Havoc felt a quick pang of guilt at Greer's words. She wasn't an intelligence
operative and even in her personal life didn't like playing semantic word games.
"Ok...they didn't just hold, Alaric, their attempt bounced like rubber balls off a
battlestar's armor."
"Say again?" Fairfax asked and cocked her head. "It had no effect?"
"None. We had to deal with the Cylons hacking our systems during the
Uprising and lost a lot of ships and even more good people because of it. I guess
you could say that ever since, the electronic armor we have is as effective as the
physical armor," Havoc explained and felt a little better that she leveled with Greer
and Fairfax, who despite being from a government, a culture, and worlds unknown
to the Colonies, were good people that she already seeing as friends.
Fairfax whistled. "Damn...I wish we would have had that when we first met
them; the outcome would have been quite different."
Over the next hour the conversation ranged from the recent battle to stories
about growing up and life in the service, and finally on the relative merits of the
Viper and the Peltast. Finally, when they were walking back to the settlement a
utility truck approached and stopped a few meters away. The driver opened the
door and stepped half out of the vehicle, "Captain Greer, Colonel Savoy sent me to
bring your group back to the meeting. She said an agreement had been reached."
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, ancient
bunker complex
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Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay leaned back in the control chair and stretched,
arching her back and straightening her arms and legs. She held the position and
closed her eyes as she took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Her dinner sat
untouched and food was one of the furthest things from her mind. When she
opened her eyes the large ultra high resolution display showed a realistic model of
the planet slowly rotating against a black background while red letters appeared to
float just above the display's bezel and announced "No Realtime Sensor Data".
Ever since they dragged one of the generators up the mountain and into the
complex they'd worked non-stop. It took the better part of a week to find
someplace where they could patch it into the bunker's grid, and then even more
time while Wight and Tello tested and made sure that the output would be
something that the surviving equipment could use and wouldn't damage it beyond
repair.
That was two months ago. Once the facility had power it started to slowly tease
them with its secrets.
The first was the image displayed on the screen. It was the planet they were on,
but at the same time, it wasn't. This map showed all the signs of civilization from
major cities all the way down to individual cabins in the woods and the roads that
connected them.
The more she investigated the map, the more Minerva
discovered, including that whoever these people were, they were human and had a
slightly higher level of technology than the Communion or Colonies. One of the
larger cities had buildings that were easily a kilometer high while another had
massive pyramid shaped buildings constructed of steel and glass.
And then there was what they all called 'the anchorage'. It was a military base
of some sort, one of many scattered across the globe, but this one was different; it
showed signs of combat. Two massive ships similar to the two models they found
during their first foray into the bunker, were caught in mid-air as they hovered
above the massive military complex. Swarms of fighters and other small craft were
likewise caught in mid act and their dance of death and violence was frozen in
time. Below them, buildings burned, vehicles fought, and people skirmished. It
was a scene of total war supported by two capital ships engaging each other at
point blank range.
Near the center of the base was a brilliant light that she had no doubt was the
first milliseconds of a nuclear detonation.
Whatever happened had occurred a long, long time ago.
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None of the Colonials had seen any evidence that suggested ruins or even a
cataclysmic war when they arrived, and other than the bunker and the melted
coins, there was nothing physical to suggest that the planet had ever held intelligent
life, let alone a high tech human culture.
There were other things that the bunker teased them with, too. Emma had been
able to translate the language and developed a lexicon that allowed them to know
what they were reading. The language was remarkably similar to what both the
Communion and Colonies spoke, and supported their working theory that this
really was Othrys; the world long lost since the Titanomachy. There were some
stylistic, minor grammar, and spelling differences, but once Minerva learned what
was different it was no more difficult than reading something written by a fifth year
student.
Yet, as interesting and intriguing as all of that was, it didn't address the
fundamental problem that they really wanted to solve; getting off the planet and
returning home. Home, Minerva thought, where is that now? Is it back in the
Communion where I've probably been declared dead, or is it in the Colonies where
I'll be a person without country? It was a weighty question and one that she
thought about more than she probably should. Her brother, Alistair, was the only
person who really meant anything to her back in the Communion. True, she
thought silently, I have friends and acquaintances, but none of them really offer the
same connection I have with the people I've lived with for the past several months.
For now, it's a moot point; if transportation is found and if it does still work, and
if it is still safe, the majority will want to return to the Colonies. Then again, they
could find two...
"Minerva," Emma's melodious mechanical voice broke the silence. "I've found
something I think you need to see."
Minerva sat up and looked over at where Emma rested on the desk. "What did
you find?"
"I will display it for you," Emma replied and the spinning globe was replaced
with a topographical map. "This is a map of where we are right now," the device
began and added a green dot that slowly pulsed to the map. The image zoomed in
and surface features resolved that no longer existed. The marker indicated a cluster
of buildings and a communications dish and antenna farm, all encircled by several
rows of concertina wire topped fencing, and the road that serviced the site. Some
distance away were several large clear patches of ground with the tell tale hatches
that marked some sort of missile silo. Rounding out the picture were several
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vehicles parked in a parking lot and five tracked anti-aircraft tanks armed with a
combination of guns and missiles.
"Ok...I've seen this. We're in a regional defense base. What's new?" Minerva
asked.
"Patience, my dear Minerva, patience," Emma chided and had an almost teasing
tone to her voice. "I noticed some irregularities in the images and after some work
found something new...Back here, on the other side of the mountain I found this..."
the EWAC explained and the map moved to show the new location. "It's about six
kilometers away, along the ridge on the other side, but by all indications it appears
to have been an underground hangar."
Minerva stared at the display and closed her mouth. There it was, in color and
ripped out of time; several camouflaged hard shelters and three camouflaged
tunnels bored into the mountain and protected from direct view by large reinforced
earthwork were revealed. One set of tunnel doors were open and some sort of
small craft, larger than a Mosquito and maybe a little smaller than a Beetle, was
being towed out. She fought to keep her emotions in check and tried to keep her
mind from speculating what might still be there. Her rational side pointed out that
it had been thousands of years and anything that might have survived would never
be spaceworthy, and even if it looked like it was, only a fool would use it.
Despite the logic, Minerva's emotional side won out. "Save the map, as soon as
the weather breaks, we're going there."
"That was only part of what I found, Minerva," Emma teased. "I also found a
record of the site and that there's a tunnel linking this site with that one."
*+*+*+*+*
The tunnel was lit by several small lights that didn't do much to chase away the
shadows. It was cool, dry, and a testament to its builders' construction skills and
civil engineering expertise. Captain Josiah Vassar ran his hand along the wall
searching by feel for any tell-tale cracks. This place never ceased to amaze him; it
had survived a civilization ending war that happened thousands of years ago and
was still in good condition. "I should hire these guys to build my house," he
quipped before turning to where Minerva, Lido, Pepper, Wight, and Tello stood.
"So what's so important that you dragged us all down into the bowels of the
bunker?" he finally asked.
"Emma found something," Minerva began and quickly explained what her
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electronic friend had discovered with Emma adding details as she missed them. "I
brought you down here because this is the only tunnel that we've found that goes
in that," she pointed down the tunnel, "direction. I don't know what we'll find, but
we might find something that will help us get off this rock."
"So six klicks that way," Lido pointed down the tunnel, "might be a way home?"
"Yes," Minerva answered and Vassar saw his navigator fighting to keep her hope
under control.
Tello cleared his throat, frowned, and shook his head. "Even if something is
there, there's no guarantee, or for that matter, no way, that they're still even
remotely safe or functional. If," and he emphasized the word by shaking his index
finger, "if there's something there, we'd have to completely strip it down and
rebuild it...it would make restoring an old Scorpion or Hawk look like child's play."
"Yeah, yeah," Lido waved off his cautions and doubts, "enough negativity. If
there's something there, even if it took us two or three years to complete, it means
we have a chance to get home. Otherwise, we're stuck here..." she narrowed her
eyes at Tello, "For...Ever."
"Ah, I hate to ask this," Wight asked and to Vassar's ear he did sound sorry, but
he also had come to know that the young lieutenant had a razor sharp wit and was
a computer genius. "Do we know if the tunnel is still intact? I mean, it's pretty,
um...dark...down there," he pointed in the direction Lido had moments earlier.
"Emma thinks it is," Minerva shrugged. "Anything is possible, Hec."
Vassar listened to them debate for another couple minutes and finally held up
his hand and cleared his throat. "Before we start spending our lottery winnings,
there are a lot of potential issues we need to face. The first is whether we can even
get there from here right now. If not, we'll have to wait until the spring thaw and if
the blast doors are sealed we're pretty much out of luck. So..." he plucked a key
card banded to a small code book from his pocket, "we have a master key, let's just
take a walk and see what we can see. Assuming that it's a straight shot and
relatively flat surface, we should be able to make it in about an hour or so."
*+*+*+*+*
"Oh...frak me..." Lido swore four hours later. It had taken longer than Vassar's
original prediction, but they'd made it to the sight that caused the navigator's
reaction. Minerva licked her lips and her eyes followed the bright beam of the
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handheld spotlight that Pepper pointed into the darkness.
"Maybe later..." Pepper quipped at Lido's comment and panned the light across
that they found.
Minerva added her own light to the others and brazenly walked forward and put
her hand on the smooth, curved, green metal surface. The chamber was large and
their voices and footsteps echoed back through the inky depths. She slowly walked
around the metal construct and found a pair of squat landing skids, and further on
what might be a hatch. A few more steps brought her to the end and she turned
and saw a wide glassed cockpit. The craft had twin tails and wings set far back on
the fuselage that gave it an almost insect-like appearance. Emblazoned on the
vertical stabilizers was the same gold rimmed, black disc emblem containing a
collection of gold triangles arranged into some sort of geometric symbol. Lido's
profanity seemed so appropriate at the moment, but the sight awed her to silence.
This was more than just a possible way off planet, this was something that had
existed longer than her own civilization and may have been touched by the gods
themselves.
It was a heady thought and one that caused her to step back and try to wrap her
mind around the enormity of it all. "We need to get power down here," she finally
said and forced her mind to focus on the present and the tangible, there would be
time later to reflect on the other things.
"We can bring the spare generator down..." Vassar said and his voice trailed off
as the darkness suddenly wasn't quite so dark.
Minerva looked up and saw several spots that looked like glowing LEDs slowly
increase in brightness as a voice announced, "Emergency power at four percent.
Power failure within forty eight hours. Auxiliary power systems currently offline."
All around her the dim illumination revealed the hangar's chaotic past; there were
three craft similar to the one she stood next to with varying amounts of damage or
torn down for repairs, tool carts and test equipment stood abandoned, and several
ground vehicles were parked in the cells along the wall.
Whoever had been here had left quickly and with little regard for returning...
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Chapter 31: First Steps
Solis system, approaching the planet Aqaba, battlestar Hecate, BS-94
"First jump is in the books," Colonel Constance deWinter told Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase after all departments reported in after the jump and the ship stood
down from Jump Conditions. "And the fleet is still in formation. It's a good start."
Chase nodded and her blonde, slightly curly hair gathered in a high ponytail
bobbed across her shoulders. "It is. The first of...many," she smirked. "Mr. Cole,
my compliments on your navigation," she addressed Captain Jeremiah Cole, the
massive battlestar's navigation officer. "What is our ETA to Aqaba?"
"Thank you, Admiral," Cole replied quickly and then added without hesitating,
"We should reach Aqaba in just less than an hour; approximately fifty-six minutes."
"Thank you," Chase said before directing her attention to Petty Officer Lara
Pittman. "Lara, please contact Iago Kanovala on Far Traveller and inform him that I
would like to talk with him. When you have him, please pass the call to my
quarters."
"Will do, Admiral," Pittman replied and prepared to contact the Romani ship.
"Connie, with me please; Mr. Cole, you have the con," Chase told her officers
before leaving the CIC and walking the short distance to her quarters. "Hopefully
he takes the call and I don't have to go looking for him," she said after she sat
behind her desk and deWinter was across from her. "Have you ever dealt with the
Romani?"
deWinter scowled and Chase could see that the answer wouldn't be positive.
Most Colonials viewed the Romani as disrespectful cultural outcasts at best, and
thieving garbage, or worse, at worst. They lived by their own codes, ethics, morals,
rules, and regulations, and tended to act within the letter of the law while often
pushing it to the breaking point and completely ignoring the spirit of the law. To
some they were the villains who crept through open windows and robbed
unsuspecting sleepers or made off with their daughter's virtue, and to others they
were heroes because they lived life to the fullest and refused to be boxed in by
convention or political correctness. She believed that like any group, there were a
few who exemplified the extremes, but most probably fell somewhere in between.
Still, she thought, it doesn't mean I'm not going to put my wallet in my front
pocket when I meet them.
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"Yes," deWinter finally answered and her scowl deepened, "when I was a teen
and before I went to the Academy, I..." she paused and pain and disappointment
momentarily flashed across her face. She took a deep breath and explained, "There
was a group of us that hung out, sort of a mutual aid society, and things...well, let's
just say they didn't end well and I haven't looked back since."
Chase narrowed her eyes. This was something she didn't know about her friend
and wasn't what she expected. She knew deWinter had a hard life before her
appointment to the Academy, but she'd never pried into her friend's past. "Will this
be a problem, Connie?" she finally asked.
deWinter shook her head and offered a slight, sincere smile. "No, Sera, it won't.
That was a long time ago in another life, another me. All I carry forward is the
suspicion and open eyes devoid of the romantic media depictions of Romani life."
"Good," Chase told her old friend a moment before the intercom buzzed.
"Chase," she said when she held the handset to her ear. "Thanks, Lara," she added a
moment later before putting the call on speaker. "Vezair Iago, thank you for taking
my call."
The voice that came though the speaker sounded strong and confident and
carried a slight exotic accent that was one of the hallmarks of the Romani people.
"Countess Seralanna, it is my definite pleasure to entertain one such as yourself.
How may I be of service?"
Chase could almost picture him doffing a broad brimmed plumed hat and
bowing dramatically. She fought to keep from giggling when deWinter sighed and
rolled her eyes. "Vezair..." she began before he interrupted her.
"Iago, please," the Vezair warmly asked. "We can allow our subordinates to trip
over protocol."
Now it was Chase's turn to roll her eyes. The guy was living up to the vids'
Romani stereotype, that's for sure. The only questions were whether he had a
bushy moustache and a sidekick with a little monkey wearing an embroidered felt
vest. "Iago," Chase started again, "please call me Sera."
"Ah," Iago replied almost lustily, "Sera..." her name almost rolled off his tongue
and this time she was certain she heard a short disapproving sigh to accompany
deWinter's scowl and rolling eyes. "I shall endeavor to do so."
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"A mutual," Chase was almost going to say 'friend' but given Silver's rumored
methods decided it would be better to tone down the level of familiarity,
"acquaintance told me you might be able to help with updated navigational
information for an area outside the Colonial sphere."
Iago didn't immediately reply and Chase was worried that she may have said
something wrong. Her fears were short lived as the Romani finally replied and
much of the previous joviality and bonhomie was missing. "Ah, well, that would
depend on how close an...acquaintance..." she could almost see him using his
index and middle fingers to quote the word, "this person is to you. Perhaps we
should discuss this face to face?"
deWinter was shaking her head no and Chase narrowed her eyes and mouthed,
"Why?" Rather than answering, deWinter wrote three words on a piece of paper
and turned it so she could read what was written:
DO. NOT. TRUST.
In most cases, she would have listened to her friend but this wasn't most cases;
every piece of information was vital, and while they knew where they were going
and how to get there, most of the course had never been charted and if an hour of
face time could make part of the trip a little easier it was something she was going
to do. Besides, Admiral Silver knew she had the contact information and would be
suspicious if an attempt wasn't made to contact them. "I think that would be a
fantastic idea," Chase replied smoothly. "Since it's a getting close, how about a
working dinner?"
"That is an outstanding idea, Sera!" Iago exclaimed and missing bonhomie was
back. "I will have my chef prepare something magnificent! Shall we continue in
an hour and a half aboard Beyond The Horizon?"
The offer caused Chase to sit back in her high backed chair and force a smile on
her face so she wouldn't sound annoyed. Going to the Romani's ship wasn't
something she intended and Iago's 'strike first' behavior was something she was
going to have to plan for when they met. "I would be honored, Iago. Should we
just show up?"
A warm, full hearted laugh answered her question. "My dear Sera, a lady with
her own battlestar, and battlegroup, doesn't 'just show up'!" Iago joked. "Just let the
portmaster know you're here to see me; I'll let him know you're my guest."
*+*+*+*+*
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"This isn't going to end well," deWinter said somewhat melodramatically from
the Raptor's jump seat.
Chase turned in the co-pilot's seat and looked at her. "Why? You've been out of
sorts ever since we contacted the Romani."
"Bad memories, Sera, lots and lots of bad memories," deWinter replied as pain
crept into her voice.
"I think they're kind of dashing," Lieutenant Andrea Esposito said from where
she sat at the EWO's station. "All the mystery that surrounds them, having each
others’ backs and living life on their own terms..." the young officer arched her
eyebrows. "It's like living in a non-stop vid."
"I think I've entered some alternate reality," Chase said exasperatingly and shook
her head. "My XO has gone Cassandra on me and aide is ready to run off and join
the circus."
"If I might, Admiral," Monster interjected. "I'm looking forward to this...the
Romani clan ships have some of the best markets in the Colonies and often have
things you can't find anywhere else."
"Yeah, that's because they stole it all," deWinter said straight faced and with just
a trace of venom. "Just keep your wallet inside your flight suit when you go on
walkabout, Monster."
Chase turned and looked through the wide bubble canopy as the Raptor
maneuvered past Themis and blinked when she saw Beyond The Horizon. At its
core, the ship was an old Bay class tender that had been extensively modified and
given a distinctively Romani paint job; overall deep purple with a few red highlight
bands and darker maroon hatches. Additional superstructure volume had been
added along her dorsal side, it looked like old shipping containers repurposed as
living space, and several large bays dominated her flanks. Enough of the old Fleet
tender's personality remained and gave it a rugged, utilitarian look, but her Romani
changes muted it somewhat and combined the two gave the old ship a very striking
look.
Flying in formation with Beyond The Horizon were several other ships of varying
vintages and despite deWinter's foreboding, she had to agree with Esposito that the
small fleet did trigger the imagination and wrap it in a mist of mystery.
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Two small craft turned toward the Raptor and Chase narrowed her eyes to make
out what they were. They were long and lean, had anhedral forward swept wings,
twin vertical stabilizers and rectangular intakes below the cockpit. "Am I seeing
what I think I am?" she asked Monster.
"I do believe so, Admiral," Monster replied as he shook his head.
"Connie, Andrea,” Chase said as she continued to watch the two sleek craft
approach, “take a look at this; our escort is a pair of original Caprican Vipers. I
never thought to see these in the wild; maybe at an air show, but never on an
operational basis."
The sleek fighters took positions off each wing and then gave a quick wag of
their own wings as a greeting. Chase took a moment to admire the old warhorses
that while a little worn, looked perfectly functional and lethal as they escorted the
Raptor. In a break from Romani custom, the only flamboyant colors on the two
craft were a bit of nose art and the clan crest on the tail. "They don't fly like a
bunch of self-trained pilots," Chase remarked.
"No, they probably aren't," Monster replied and wagged the Raptor's wings in
response to the Romani Vipers' gesture.
"They aren't," deWinter said definitively. "Chances are that they're Fleet trained
and qualified. They join the fleet on a reserve commission; we train them and they
serve for a couple years before returning to the clan."
Chase turned and looked at deWinter out of the corner of her eye. Her original
comment was a compliment to the Romani pilots given the public's perception of
them, but deWinter's comment and the way it was delivered made it almost sound
personal. "I guess they need to make sure that their people are safe, I remember
reading that the Cylons hunted them down pretty ruthlessly during the Uprising."
A few minutes later Monster turned the Raptor onto the final approach to
Beyond The Horizon and after receiving landing instructions guided the dun
colored transport to the designated landing spot. Their escort peeled off and flew
along the ship's spine while Monster followed the suited traffic director who guided
them into the ship's cavernous landing bay and to an open hangar.
"This is...amazing..." Esposito said ten minutes later after the hangar had been
sealed, pressurized, and they had moved into the main promenade. A wide open
space stretched along the hangar's outer bulkhead for almost a hundred and fifty
meters before turning towards the ship's center. Stalls and small shops lined both
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walls and cooking food seasoned with heady spices mixed with throngs of people
shopping the market.
"Yeah, you could say that," Chase joked and took a deep breath. "I think on the
way back I'm going to get a gyro or two to take back to the ship. The last really
good one I had was at a carnival about five years ago and that aroma is making my
mouth water!"
deWinter nodded as Chase and Esposito started walking forward, deeper into
the ship. "That's one thing I'll give them, they make some amazing food."
They had taken no more than a dozen steps when the crowd parted in front of
them as three men strode forward. The man leading the procession was of average
height and had dark curly hair trimmed close, soulful eyes the color of dark
chocolate, and carried himself with an air of authority and command. A loose
white shirt was tucked into a pair of denim jeans and a deep red sash was tied
around his waist. On his right walked a younger version of the man, and Chase
surmised he was his brother. He wore a crimson shirt rather than white and wore
the same deep red sash around his waist. The third man was quite different and
looked like he would have been home on the 75th floor of the Vitoli Building
working a business merger or cutting a deal worth millions. He also appeared to
have at least two decades on than the leader.
"Rather than have someone bring you to me, I thought it would be better if I
came down and met you myself," the man said with a flourish and slight bow. "I
am Iago Kanovala, Vezair of the Daci'Feroze, at your service."
At least the vids have that part right, Chase thought as Iago introduced himself.
"I am Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase," she replied and offered a slight bow.
She may be in line to the Imperial throne, but here this man was the equivalent of a
king and whether it was dramatic or not, respect had to be offered. "This is my
adjutant, Lieutenant Andrea Esposito," she indicated Esposito, "and this is
Colonel..."
"Connie?" Iago asked and as if a switch had been thrown the King of the Romani
persona was gone and what was left was a man who looked like he'd seen a ghost.
"Jamie?" The name came out softly and sounding like a question as deWinter
stepped around Chase to stand next to her. Chase joined four other pairs of eyes
looking at her friend. "You..." her voice had gone from soft to hard and Chase
could see the fires were getting stoked. "You bastard. You left when you said you
wouldn't!"
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*+*+*+*+*
Chase had known deWinter her entire adult life and had never seen her friend
look as angry - or as hurt - as she did right now; her jaw was tight and her fists were
clenched as a flush spread above her uniform collar and her body quivered with
barely restrained rage. There was also something else, she noted, there were tears
forming in the corners of her eyes.
Iago waved back the two men who were with him. If nothing else, Chase
thought, he's brave. "Connie...I..." Iago stumbled for the words and suddenly the
swagger and larger than life man was just a man, an ordinary man who looked like
he just met the shade of someone long thought lost. "Veria said you didn't want to
see me so I..." He stopped, closed his eyes and took a deep breath before closing
his mouth and swallowing. "I'm sorry, Connie," he finally said as his shoulders
dropped ever so slightly.
deWinter's eyes narrowed and her lips thinned into an almost feral snarl.
"Veria? What does my best friend from back then have to do with this? She was the
only one who was there on the bridge that day. You weren't. I waited until the
gendarmes beat me and broke my arm for loitering. I called for you, begged for
someone to get you, but you never came." Hurt was replacing anger in deWinter's
voice and her fists slowly relaxed and opened.
"I...I didn't know, Connie," Iago said softly, warmly, lovingly. "I was told you
didn't want to see me or want me around...and then my father summoned me
back."
More of the anger and tension drained from deWinter's posture.
know?"

"You didn't

A small smile touched the corners of Iago's handsome face. "You were the
closest anyone has ever been to me and did you ever know me to lie?"
The comment seemed to rock deWinter back a psychological step.
"No...then..."
Chase saw Esposito was about to say something and shook her head; this was
Connie's issue and she had to come to the conclusions on her own. As a friend,
she'd support her decision, but she couldn't help her make it.
"Then you didn't know. And Veria...she must have set it all up because we were
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getting close," deWinter said in a voice barely above a whisper. "But...why, Jamie?
Why didn't you let anyone know what happened to you? We thought the Skyrays
or the Parc de Voyageur killed you."
Some of the bravado returned, "They're just pikers," he scoffed and winked.
"Walk with me?" he asked and held out his arm. "Please?"
There was still some tension left in deWinter's posture, but it was more wariness
than anger. "Like old times along the boulevard?" she asked wryly.
Some mirth seemed to dance behind Iago's dark eyes, "No, we're not kids
anymore; now I want you to walk with me as the Vezair's lady, something I should
have told you a long time ago."
Slowly, almost like a frightened pet, deWinter took the three steps needed to
close with Iago and wrapped her arm around his. She stiffened for a moment
before she relaxed and a contented smile whisked away the last traces of anger,
stress, and tension. "This feels...right."
"It was always right," Iago said barely above a whisper so that Chase had to
strain to hear the words. "But," he said in a louder voice as he moved his arm and
drew deWinter closer, "I'm forgetting my manners. This is my younger brother
Nicolae," he pointed to the younger of the two men with him, "and this is Basiliss
Lucanos, my closest advisor and trusted friend."
*+*+*+*+*
The sights and sounds of the promenade mixed with the heady aroma of spices
and cooking foods to create an almost overwhelming sensory overload. Brightly
clothed vendors competed with each other for the passersby's attention and the
food stalls offered samples of their delicacies where each seemed more tempting
than the one before. Lieutenant Andrea Esposito had never seen anything like it
before and it felt like her first night at the local carnival when she was six.
"It's a lot to take in at first," Nicolae said from where he walked next to her. "I
grew up with it and when I returned from school it took me a couple days to get
used to it again."
"Growing up I heard stories about the Romani markets, and my father even
brought my mom and me felt vests and cotton shirts when he visited one on leave,
but the stories don't even begin to compare with the real thing," Esposito told him
before inhaling deeply and savoring the spiced lamb that the vendor was cooking.
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"If you think that smells good, wait until dinner," Nicolae told her. "I have a
feeling that my brother is going to make sure this is a meal to remember."
Esposito looked at the man who could have been the Vezair twenty years ago
and narrowed her eyes. "Oh?"
Nicolae laughed and put his arm around her shoulders before leaning close and
whispering just loud enough so she could hear, "For as long as I can remember,
Jamie always talked about 'Connie'," he used his fingers to quote the name, "from
when he was in Luminere; sometimes sad, sometimes happy, but always fondly and
with a heartbreaking sense of loss."
"And now he's found her, or they've found each other," Esposito prodded.
"Now, my dear Lieutenant, my brother is on cloud nine and I don't think he's
ever been this happy."
Esposito looked skeptically at Nicolae. "You can tell that from what just
happened? I thought Colonel deWinter was ready to rip out his throat."
"Insight into the Romani male's mind," Nicolae sagely told her. "My brother has
never, ever, offered his arm to a lady before; not in private and certainly not in
public."
"That's a big deal, then?" Esposito asked, genuinely interested to learn more
about her host.
Nicolae smirked. "Why they're practically engaged!"
*+*+*+*+*
Solis system, approaching the planet Aqaba, Avedon Lines' regulator
Hammersley
"Captain, we are cleared to land on Beyond The Horizon's underdeck,"
Lieutenant Meredith Kamen told the man who occupied the center chair between
the left side helm station and right side navigation station.
"Thank you, X," Captain Nathan Thales said and stretched. "I wonder if they'd
give is clearance if they knew why we were here?"
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"I don't know, sir, Luchesi isn't one of their own, so I doubt they'd impede our
investigation," Kamen replied.
Thales considered her answer for a moment and then nodded. "You're probably
right," he told her before turning to the helm station. "Jena, have they sent you the
landing information?"
"Aye, Captain," Petty Officer Coxswain Jena Clifton quickly answered. "I have
the approach path already up on the HUD."
"Good. Take us in and let's see if we can find our rabbit," Thales told her and sat
back in his chair. He had a more than competent crew, they were Avedon Lines'
top regulator crew and each of them was among the best at their job. Together,
they were effective, efficient, and as close knit as a family. He could have directed
the landing or done it himself, he had a full set of flight controls at the center
station, but he preferred to let his crew do their jobs without micromanaging them.
"Copy that, sir; Hammersley is in the box," Clifton answered.
Thales watched through the forward windscreen as the brightly painted ship,
Beyond The Horizon, approached and noted how Clifton kept Hammersley
centered within the glide slope markers, aka "the box". He thought back to when
the bulletin went out that Milo Luchesi was to be 'recovered' and returned to the
head office in Boskirk so he could be formally handed over to the local authorities
so he could be charged for a long laundry list of crimes.
His jaw tightened as he replayed the day he saw the bulletin and saw the names
it contained. Milo Luchesi was the station manager at Promethea, one of Avedon
Lines' major terminals on Aerilon. Over the course of several years he had
managed to divert just enough cargo to the black market to make himself - and his
co-conspirators - rich and still remain under the auditors' dradis. It wasn't until
they stole a container that was supposed to be filled with clothing that their scheme
was discovered.
Instead of the season's latest fashions from Luminere, the
container was filled with used bank notes that had been collected from throughout
Helios Delta and was en-route to a Colonial Treasury incinerator on the outskirts of
Promethea.
The container also contained two Colonial Marshals and four Avedon Lines
security agents.
An emergency beacon allowed the local security team to locate the discarded
container within an hour of when it was realized that it was missing, but that didn't

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 857
help the six men who had accompanied it as it made its way through the system.
All six were found shot to death and twenty million cubits were missing.
After that it was a simple matter of reviewing all the shipments that had lost or
damaged goods reported and the picture they painted was one full of corruption,
greed, and subtlety.
What made it worse, Thales thought as he watched Beyond The Horizon grow
large in front of Hammersley was that he knew Luchesi personally and they both
knew two of the murdered security officers. The funerals had been difficult; both
men left behind families devastated by the senseless act. One way or another he
would find Luchesi and make sure he faced the noose.
Avedon Lines' security teams normally didn't have any sort of law enforcement
credentials, but the regulators, the armed security ships were a special case. Once
the Colonial authorities were informed what happened, they were issued Letters Of
Warrant from Virgon, Aerilon, and the Colonial governments; if they found Luchesi
every member of the crew was authorized to take him into custody and to utilize
such methods as deemed necessary and defendable.
In short, Thales thought, it was a legal hunting license with a very specific bag
limit.
There had been numerous false leads over the past months and this lead, Thales
had to admit, was iffy. One thing, if you had to disappear, the Romani were the
people turn to for help. They weren't like the Ha'la'tha that worked within Colonial
society to exploit the system, instead they held themselves outside the system as
much as possible. True, there were enclaves on every world and in many of the
major cities, but the Romani were travelers and wanderlust was in their blood.
"Captain, there's an awful lot of firepower sitting out there; is there something
we're missing?" Petty Officer Boatswain Roger Mayweather, Hammersley's 'Buffer',
asked after studying the dradis. "I count three battlestars, an assaultstar, more than
a dozen gunstars, and that's just the combat elements."
"Spider, do we have a transponder ID from any of them?" Thales asked his
navigator, Lieutenant Michael Webb.
"We do, Boss," Spider replied. "I'm reading Hecate, Marduk, and Indefatigable,
as the battlestars." He paused and looked over his shoulder and frowned. "I
thought Admiral Chase's group was heading out of the sphere, what's she doing
here?"
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"That, Spider, is a very good question," Thales answered thoughtfully and tapped
his left fingers on the seat's armrest. "In the meantime, X, half the crew may have
six hours leave, then six hours for the others. I want the ship ready to launch with a
fifteen minute warning."
"On it," Kamen replied and started drawing up a leave schedule.
*+*+*+*+*
Solis system, orbiting the planet Aqaba, Romani clan ship Beyond The Horizon
A cynical thought slipped into Chase's mind as she watched Connie and Iago
reliving the past as they strolled arm-in-arm through the Romani ship; would this
help or hinder their mission? It certainly complicated it; that was for sure she
thought and repressed the scowl that wanted to form on her face. But deep down,
she admitted silently, it was something else that bothered her.
It wasn't that she begrudged Connie her happiness; far from it, she was happy
that her best friend looked to be recapturing some of the magic of her youth.
Rather, it was a touch of envy. The easy familiarity that her friend slipped into with
Iago once she realized that it wasn't his fault and that they'd both been setup by
someone who professed to be their friend, was something that she'd never really
experienced. Sure, she and Kevin were close and they definitely held strong
feelings for each other, but was it like what Connie had with Iago? Would she ever
have that sort of relationship?
"Admiral?" Basiliss Lucanos said a bit louder and forceful than what would be
normal.
Chase blinked and looked over at the man walking next to her. "Ah, sorry, I was
a little lost in my thoughts there for a moment," she explained when she saw a trace
of confusion on his face.
"No worries," Lucanos replied diplomatically and a little paternally. "I just
received word that an Avedon Lines' ship had landed and was requesting to speak
with the Vezair and thought you might like to know."
"Thank you. I take it this isn't a common occurrence?" Chase asked.
Lucanos shook his head. "No, it isn't. We've had a visit from an occasional
light transport or Eagle, but this is the first time in quite a while that we've hosted
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one of Avedon's regulators."
Chase narrowed her eyes. "What's a regulator doing all the way out here?"
Unofficially called 'regulators', the special security operations' ships that Avedon
fielded were often tasked with small volume, high value cargo, escorting larger
ships when they left the core systems to trade with some of the outer settlements,
and to conduct various internal security missions. One of them showing up
unannounced out here was...odd.
"Your guess is as good as mine," Lucanos told her. "The Port Master said that
they asked for an immediate audience with the Vezair and Beyond The Horizon's
head of security." He paused for a moment as if to underscore the importance of
the next point, "I would appreciate if you would be there for the meeting, not in
any official Fleet capacity but you are one of one of the owners..."
That might be true, Chase thought silently, but she largely stayed out of Avedon
Lines' day to day operations for both a lack of time and a desire prevent any
conflicts of interest. But right now, the mission trumped those desires and she was
genuinely interested what a regulator was doing not just in orbit around Aqaba, but
why it had landed here and made the request. "I can do that. When were you
thinking of meeting with them?"
Lucanos looked a little hesitant when he answered, "Ah...I was thinking the best
time would be dinner." He held up his hands in surrender and offered a sincere
smile, "No, I don't want to ruin anyone's dinner by bringing business into it, but I
have a feeling that the Vezair will have other things," he arched his eyebrows, "on
his mind and despite his manners will focus on them until dinner."
"Other things?" Chase smirked. "That was very a very...diplomatic...way of
putting it." She looked at her friend for a moment before continuing, "But I think
they both need it and I wouldn't want to be the one to suggest either focuses on
business at the moment."
Her companion offered a slight formal bow.
"I'm glad you understand,
Admiral." He turned his gaze to where the subjects of their conversation walked,
"I've known Iago since he was born; his parents asked me to be his godfather and
that's a duty I've taken very seriously. When his father was injured and called him
back to the clan, I didn't see the same boy who had left a few years earlier. He was
older, true, and more a man than a boy, but there was a happiness that was missing.
Since then, he's worn a mask that I don't think he even realizes is there. Today was
the first time in more than 20 years that I saw the boy who left for Leonis so long
ago.
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"His father died soon after and clan politics being what they are, he had to jump
right in with both feet and be the Vezair. A lot of women have tried to catch his
eye, but until today he's never offered his arm to any of them." A half smile
touched Lucanos' face, "I hope he lets you have your officer back."
Chase snorted. "Connie can be a force of nature, but..." her voice trailed off. "I
guess the important thing is whether she'll want to come back."
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield, Merchant’s Row
Sometimes it was hard to reconcile the various cultural regions of the Colonies,
Tanith Basilan thought as she walked along Memorial Avenue and stopped in front
of a store that sold small gifts, stationary, and fine writing instruments. It was
certainly easier to type out a report or letter seated at a workstation, but there was
something primal, something intimate, about holding a finely balanced pen and
writing the message on good quality paper. A pang of sadness speared through her
heart as she thought about what the future held and the furious date with
destruction that the Ones had seemingly carved in stone.
The Plan was needlessly destructive, and Tanith mused, and it existed only to
serve and support the Ones’, Fours’, and Fives’ thirst for vengeance and
punishment. If the Ones were removed from the equation, the way they removed
the Sevens, maybe there could be peace. She chuckled and shook her head. No,
there couldn’t be peace, that was an honorable warrior’s dream and had no place
in the world of paranoia, hatred, and elitism that some of her fellow Cylons fostered
and clung to like babies at their mothers’ breast.
All of this, she sighed, would be gone; wiped away as if it never existed. The
crime the humans committed was inadvertent; they didn’t realize that their servants
were rational, thinking, sentient beings. When the truth finally came out, no time
was given for them to realize the error of their ways, to atone for their mistakes, but
rather the sword was drawn and the blood drenched black flag of retribution run up
the mast. Even then, in their fight for freedom, Tanith realized, the Cylons were
someone else’s tool.
Would the Uprising have happened if the Equals hadn’t meddled? Or if the Five
hadn’t arrived? It was what it was, she admitted, and there’s nothing I can do about
the past except learn from it so I, we, don’t repeat our mistakes.
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She stepped into the shop and waked to the rear counter where the fine writing
instruments were located. They were one of her weaknesses, a vanity, that she
indulged in when she had the opportunity. The instruments were crafted from
different varieties of wood; zebrawood, sandlewood, rosewood, kingwood, teak,
mahogany, and others, but her eyes lingered on the set made from kingwood. The
grain was exquisite and without blemish, and all five elements – pencil, dip pen,
roller ball, fountain pen, ball point - were polished beautifully.
“May I help you?” the voice asked from above her.
Tanith looked up and into the eyes of a kindly looking old man with white hair,
bushy white eyebrows, and a face that still retained a trace of the handsomeness it
possessed decades earlier. She stood and smiled without thinking and replied,
“Yes, I think so. The kingwood set, is that by Lysander?”
“You know your writing instruments,” the man replied as his eyebrows arched
over his liquid blue eyes. “It’s one of their limited editions. They made 100 of
them before the war and my father purchased several and put them away for safe
keeping. Since I’m not getting any younger and I have no one to pass the store to
when I shuffle off this mortal world, I thought it was time to sell them.” He paused
and then asked, “Would you like to see them?”
“Definitely!” Tanith eagerly answered. Lysander stopped producing limited
editions when the Uprising started and even when it ended, they never produced
them again. It was their way of honoring the dead, they said. A moment later her
fingers caressed the polished wood as she hefted the dip pen. The balance was
perfect and the nib gleamed as only polished gold could and was accented by the
iridium chased edge and tip. “Amazing…” she whispered reverently.
“It comes with a selection of nibs ranging from soft to hard, so you can tailor the
pen to your unique style,” the man explained and slid across the counter a piece of
paper affixed to a leather writing surface. “Please, try it.”
“Are you sure?” Tanith asked. “Won’t it damage its value?”
A warm smile greeted her question. “The value is what the owner gives it, and if
I might say, I think you’ve already decided that you’re the set’s new owner.”
He was right, she admitted. She wasn’t going to let this treasure get away.
“You’ve only known me a few minutes and already can read me like a book.”
Half an hour later she left the shop with the set, a selection of handmade inks,
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and a box of cotton paper. And, she smiled, a standing invitation to return
whenever she was in Westfield. The thought made her smile for a moment before
the reality she knew the future held overtook it and blew it out like a strong breeze
would an unprotected candle. “Coffee,” Tanith said to herself when her nose
detected the strong aroma of freshly ground beans. “I could use something to drink
and maybe a little snack.”
During the short walk to the café she reflected on what brought her to the
Colonies, and specifically to Virgon. One of the things she believed was that a
good commander had to have a good “lay of the land” and for what was planned
that didn’t mean she needed to know the topology or weather patterns, but rather
she needed to know the people. Rather than sit back and accept whatever
intelligence report was sent her way, Tanith preferred to be hands on and returned
to the Colonies so she could once again immerse herself in the culture that had
created her forefathers. Foremachines? She smirked at the thought and then
suddenly stopped when she saw the two people embracing next to a table at the
open air café.
She turned away and looked in a jeweler’s window and watched what was
going on out of the corner of her eye. After a moment the couple stepped apart
and the woman leaned close and gave the man another peck on the cheek before
he crossed the street and got into a fairly upscale looking sedan. Tanith felt her
emotions war with each other deep within her psyche. What was she doing here?
Curiosity won the brief struggle and Tanith turned toward the café and strode
purposely forward. When she reached the table and the other woman hadn’t yet
realized she was there, she asked, “May I join you, Sister?”
*+*+*+*+*
Annie Meade was happier than she had ever been before. Saxby had helped
her regain her strength, both physical and emotional, and for the first time she
understood what God meant when the scriptures talked about love. Before, she
knew lust that was wrapped in attraction, but it wasn’t love. She wouldn’t have
died or sacrificed herself for any of the small handful of people she had felt like that
about in the past. But Saxby, she would willingly do anything, sacrifice anything,
that he might remain untouched by the coming madness.
And that, she had to admit as she sipped her hot chocolate dusted with white
chocolate shavings mixed with cinnamon, was the only thing that truly depressed
her anymore. Everything else that fell into the ‘bad’ category was minor, but the
madness planned by the Ones was something she couldn’t do anything about.
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Once she had regained enough strength to leave the hospital, she went home to
Saxby’s family home, more a mansion, to recuperate. Along the way she helped
Sera and the others with some minor, if odd, historical research, and felt her soul
knitting itself back together stronger and more whole than it ever had been before.
Since then, she’d enjoyed strolling through town and window shopping, while
occasionally going to the city for some serious shopping.
Annie couldn’t wait to tell Saxby the good news and had asked him to meet her
at the café. She replayed the scene in her mind’s eye and realized she didn’t miss
the pseudoreality that visualization used to provide. This, and nothing else, was
reality. A smile slowly spread across her face as she thought about his reaction
when she told him that she got the job and was Westfield Academy’s newest faculty
member and would start teaching Art and Art History when the new term started.
His reaction was muted at first and then she could see the realization hit him
that she was serious and suddenly it was as if he had just won the jackpot he was
so happy for her. She could still feel the embrace, his heartbeat, his lips as he
kissed her, and how proud he was of her.
“Huh?” she said and when a voice said something that drew her back to the
present. Annie felt her blood run cold when she saw the speaker and fought the
urge to run. Instead, she forced a smile on her face, “Hello…”
“Annie? What’s wrong?” Tanith asked and sounded concerned before she sat
down across from her.
Annie placed her hands on the table to keep them from shaking. “I figured if
they found out that I lived they’d send someone to finish the job, I never expected it
would be you.”
Tanith cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “Finish the job? I thought you
were dead, Annie; I’m overjoyed that you’re alive! I would never raise my hand
against you, Sister.”
“Then why…” Annie began and studied her old friend, “are you here?”
“Shopping…” Tanith replied and winked, “and some research. Lucian and the
other Ones were given approval to implement the Plan and I wanted to reacquaint
myself with…” she spread her hands and gestured around her.
“So it’s going to happen? They’re really going to do it?” Annie asked and felt all
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the joy she’d been reliving a moment earlier suddenly turn to ice shards and cut at
her insides.
Tanith slowly nodded and didn’t look happy. “I’m afraid so. We argued against
it, but in the end the Threes went along and the vote carried four to three.”
Annie closed her eyes and sighed as she felt any hope left within her suddenly
drain out and pool around her feet. “There’s nothing that can be done? No way to
prevent this from happening?” The thought of Saxby dying because of the Ones’
irrational hatred of humanity didn’t just depress her, it angered her.
Slowly, sadly, almost mournfully, Tanith shook her head. “No, there’s nothing
we can do.” Then, the other woman said something that took Annie by surprise, “I
envy you, Annie. You’re free, and you can live life the way you want to live it, to
love and experience God’s blessings.”
“Why don’t you leave?” Annie asked. “Until I had the chance I never realized
what I didn’t have.”
Tanith offer a sad, lonely smile. “I wish I could, Annie. But I know too much,
I’m in too deep. My path is to work from the inside. I think my approach doesn’t
sit well with the Ones, we’ve been removed from the first wave.”
The two women talked for several more minutes about their shared heritage and
what it planned to do, and then Tanith asked, “So…who did I see you with earlier?
You looked very…friendly…” she winked.
Annie smiled warmly, it was a natural reaction and the thought of what might
happen couldn’t put a damper on it. “That was Saxby, Tannie, he saved me from
Jonathan.”
They spent the next few hours talking and catching up, and when they finally
left, Tanith hugged Annie and whispered into her ear, “I’ll come up with something,
because I’m not going to let your happiness die because of misguided hatred.”
*+*+*+*+*
Tanith slowly walked back to the train station and reflected on the conversation
she had earlier with Annie. Her sister’s happiness seemed proof that the Ones, and
by extension the Cylons as a whole, were on the wrong path and at odds with
God’s commandments. It would be nice, she thought, to shed the mantle of
command and conspiracy and simply be Tanith Basilan and live a normal human
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life.
“Excuse me?” the voice asked from behind her.
It was deep, rich, and
compelling, and carried a trace of the exotic and unknown.
Shocked out of her reverie, Tanith stopped and turned to look at the speaker. He
was tall, almost two meters, classically masculine with black loose curly hair and
brandy brown eyes. A camelhair jacket hung from his shoulders like a pair of
wings and the sun outlined his head so that it had a momentary golden halo.
“Excuse me…” she stuttered, surprised at the almost angelic vision, “do I know
you?”
The man’s face softened and the when he shrugged his shoulders he changed his
posture and the angelic vision passed.
“No…not personally,” he answered
cryptically. “But I have something I’d like to discuss with you, Tanith Basilan, child
of humanity,” he added and Tanith felt her blood go cold. Could the Colonials have
found out about the human model Cylons? Had Annie told the humans all about
her brethren?
She took a step back to gain some distance, and hopefully she admitted to
herself, perspective. “How do you know my name?” It was a basic question and
nothing more than a stall for time; time that she could use to figure out who was
talking to her and what she was going to do.
“I know you because I’ve been sent to find you,” he told her calmly and to her
ear, sincerely. “It would be best if we didn’t speak in public, what I have to tell you
is…important.”
Now that she had a few seconds to recover her balance, Tanith felt some of her
confidence returning. If this person meant to kill her, the only thing she would lose
was the Lysander writing set. And yet…there *was* something familiar about the
man. “Ok…where?” she asked warily.
He offered an appreciative smile. “My car; it’s discrete and I can take you back
to Boskirk in time for your flight tomorrow.”
How did he know about her flight tomorrow? A touch of fear wound around the
tendrils of curiosity that were spreading through her system. “Ok. I’ll go,” Tanith
said as a black limousine pulled to the curb next to them. “But first…I don’t want
to refer to you as ‘you’ or ‘hey you’, so what’s your name?”
As the man held the door for Tanith, he told her, “I am Gabriel Léguez D'abord,
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and I am happily charged with helping you…”
*+*+*+*+*
Solis system, orbiting the planet Aqaba, Romani clan ship Beyond The Horizon
Colonel Constance deWinter looked at her face in the mirror and blinked her
eyes. When they opened, everything looked the same and she pinched her
forearm. “Ouch!” she hissed, “I guess this isn’t a dream or some sort of v-world
simulation. Jamie is really back…” she finished slowly and happily.
The past few hours had been an emotional whirlwind as history rewrote itself
and she learned the truth about what happened on that lonely afternoon and why
Jamie hadn’t returned. For a while she felt like she was a teenager again as the old
hopes and dreams bubbled to the surface. Then, now, as she looked in the mirror
she forced herself to look at things as an adult…as a Colonial field officer, and as a
woman.
“Why did I have to find him now…when we were leaving?” she softly asked the
empty room and half expected her reflection to answer her. They had come to the
Romani clan for navigational information, and rekindling a twenty year old
romance wasn’t something she had expected happening. Romance, or even a
lasting relationship, wasn’t something she had thought about in a long time. The
occasional fling, something hot and heavy for a weekend of R&R or on leave at
Argentum Bay was one thing…it was exercising an urge and having some no strings
attached sex.
But Jamie’s return changed all that.
“Do I want more out of life than a closet full of uniforms and a lonely
apartment?” she asked herself as she made eye contact with her reflection. “Am I
willing to open my heart again…to the one man who broke it, no less…and risk
having it broken again?”
deWinter stood for several long heartbeats as she stared into her reflection and
tried to divine an answer. Slowly she closed her eyes and took a deep breath and
forced her heart and her brain to come to a truce. The memory of betrayal warred
with the happiness she felt when she was walking with Jamie down the promenade.
Suddenly, she laughed. “Here I am, the executive officer of one of the most
powerful warships ever built, and I’m immobilized by the fear of getting hurt.
Frakit. Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” she said with more confidence than she
felt.
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*+*+*+*+*
“I was wondering when you were going to come out of there,” Admiral
Countess Seralanna Chase said when deWinter returned to the luxuriously
appointed salon. Esposito had gone off on a tour of the ship with Nicolae while
Jamie and Lucanos dealt with a situation between two clan members that
threatened to get out of hand. Rather than tagging along like a fifth wheel or
exploring on her own, she remained behind so she could talk to her XO and find
out what was really going on.
deWinter walked to the sidebar and poured two fingers of ambrosia into a glass
and swirled it before she held it to her nose and sniffed the aroma. “Was I hiding?”
she asked and sat down across from Chase. “No…don’t answer that,” she quickly
added and held up a hand before Chase could answer. “I was…to a point. I just
needed to look myself in the eye and ask me a few questions.”
“Did you answer them the way you thought you would?” Chase asked and
crossed her right leg over her left before sipping her drink.
“Kinda,” deWinter smiled. “All these years I thought he abandoned me and I
held it against him specifically and men in general. That’s why nothing ever got
past the ‘kick the tires and take it for a test drive’ phase. Now…Sera, I dunno.
We’re heading out for gods know how long…eighteen months to two years or
more…and now this.”
Chase sat back and offered her friend an understanding smile. “I know this goes
against our training, but I want you to follow your heart. We know where we’re
going, so all the information Iago might have would do is make things a little easier
by shining a light on part of the trip.” She paused, and unconsciously rolled her
lower lip between her teeth.
“Uh oh...” deWinter quipped. “I know that look.”
A laugh escaped Chase’s mouth and she smiled. “Yeah, I guess. Look…My
father found someone, Cora found someone, and now you’re reconnecting with
Jamie. I guess what I’m saying is that if it makes you happy, you need to think
about you.”
“I know…” deWinter replied and sighed. “Why is it that these things always
happen at the worst possible times?”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 868
“Because,” Chase sagely told her friend, gestured with her drink glass, and
mimicked the tone of a well know vid personality, “we are all game pieces in the
great game played by the gods!”
When they stopped laughing, deWinter shook her head, “I would love to meet
whoever is moving my piece across the board…and kick their divine ass!”
“And I think you’d actually do it, too,” Iago said from the doorway where he
leaned against the frame. “I apologize for interrupting,” he said and smirked, “but I
was able to settle down my clansmen and prevent any blood from being spilled.”
“Welcome back,” deWinter said warmly before Chase added her own welcome.
“Since it’s just the three of us, and Lucanos is tying up some loose ends, I
thought I’d discuss this information you’re looking for,” Iago explained before he sat
down across from deWinter. “You mentioned a mutual,” and here he used his
fingers to quote the next word, “’acquaintance’ that pointed you my way.” He
smiled a knowing smile and stated, “There’s no way anyone could call her a
‘friend’, that’s for gods damned sure.”
“That would be a fair description,” Chase confirmed. “She said you could help
with navigation data outside the Colonial Sphere.”
Iago leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “You’re not going out
to search for ‘lost colonies’,” again he used his fingers to quote something, “are
you?”
Even though he phrased it like a question, Chase knew it was more a statement
than anything. Trust, her father once told her, had to be given to be received. She
slowly nodded, answering both Iago’s question and acknowledging the wisdom in
her father’s words. “We’re headed out of Colonial space…far outside of Colonial
space. We know our destination and have a plan to get there, but I believe you
may have information that covers some of where we’ll be travelling.”
“I’ll provide this information,” Iago said slowly and in a measured cadence.
“But, there is one condition that will be non-negotiable.”
Chase knew there would be strings attached and prayed Iago’s terms wouldn’t
be too onerous. “Ok. I’m listening,” she told him and was surprised how quickly
the discussion had turned so serious.
“Something killed the crew of Hidden Splendor, Admiral. They were my people
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and had been investigating whether an old settlement might still be habitable for us
to return to. I’m sure you have the report that was filed by Werewolf, and you
know what happened here at Aqaba, so it would be a reasonable deductive leap to
think that you’re going out looking for whoever did this.
“My requirement is simple, Admiral; I will provide all the information you need,
including where Hidden Splendor came from, but I want to be in on this.”
*+*+*+*+*
Interstellar Space, Battlestar Iphigenia
“Admiral on deck!” Captain Olivetti announced from where he stood by the
plotting table.
“As you were,” Admiral Bannister Carlisle told the CIC. Everyone had snapped
to attention and there seemed to be an undercurrent of excitement in everyone’s
actions. “Today’s the day,” he announced loudly and couldn’t keep the smile off his
face. “For almost five years we’ve either been accelerating or coasting, and now
we start the last phase…deceleration.
“Colonel Beatty, is the ship ready?” he asked.
“Aye, Admiral, it is,” Colonel Daphne Beatty replied and visibly fought to keep
her voice serious and her expression neutral.
“I expected nothing less, Colonel. Is the Fleet ready?” Carlisle asked.
“Aye, Admiral, they are. In fact,” Beatty smirked, “Digger wants to know, ‘are
we there yet?’”
Carlisle smiled at the age old joke that had to have existed ever since parents
took their children away from home. “Almost, Colonel, almost,” he replied and
nodded. “Miles, please connect me to the rest of the fleet, I’d like to address
everyone before we start.”
“I have them waiting, Admiral,” Petty Officer Miles Wei replied. “Would you
like it on speaker or down at the plotting table?”
“Down here, please,” Carlisle told the communications Petty Officer. After Wei
acknowledged the handset was hot, he picked it up and licked his lips. The next
few words were going to be historic and something that would be recorded for
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posterity. After a quick deep breath to focus his thoughts and steady his pulse, he
keyed the transmit button and started.
“This is Admiral Carlisle and I’d like to say a few things before we start today’s
maneuver. Fifty-five months and eleven days ago we left Vanguard Anchorage and
began our journey. We left behind everything we knew…everything that had been
destroyed…for the hope of a new start, a new life, a new beginning among our
brothers and sisters who we’ve never met.
“Since that terrible day we have lived, loved,” he eyes strayed to where Beatty
stood across the table, “and rebuilt our lives to some semblance of a new ‘normal’.
For more than four and a half years we’ve looked forward to the day when we pass
the waypoint where we can begin the process of slowing down to return to normal
space. We’ve looked forward to the day when our new ‘normal’ will once again be
challenged and we will have to rise to the occasion and change again…almost as
much as we did when we began.
“No matter what awaits us at our destination, I want you all to know that what
we’ve created here for ourselves is something that’s more than remarkable; it has
been a divine gift that we’ve accepted and done some incredible things with. We
created a school and have educated our children. We have prospered and been
graced with dozens of new lives delivered into our care. We have refused to go
quietly into the night and become nothing more than an archeological memory.
“We have, in short, chosen to live; and that my friends, is something we can,
and should, all be proud of.”
Carlisle paused for a moment before continuing, “We are now sixty minutes
from the maneuver. We all have a lot to do in the next hour, so I’ll conclude by
saying that while this has been a journey none of us wanted, I am honored and
humbled by the indomitable spirit everyone has displayed.
“Carlisle, out,” he said and ended the transmission.
Beatty started clapping and within moments everyone in the CIC was clapping
and cheering. They’d come so far, he thought, and they still had so far to go. And
yet, they were celebrating as if they’d already arrived. I guess in a way, Carlisle
thought to himself, they’re right. We have arrived at the most important milestone
so far and that, if nothing else, was a cause to celebrate.
*+*+*+*+*
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“Six months?” Beatty asked a few hours after they successfully completed the
turnover maneuver and began decelerating.
“Six months,” Carlisle repeated and nodded. His quarters had become their
quarters and they were getting ready for a semi-formal reception at the O-Club
followed by an invitation to the NCO’s Mess for dinner. “After that, we’ll really be
flying blind.”
Beatty turned to him and tugged down the hem of her jacket. Not for the first
time Carlisle thanked God for the woman who stood before him. “Well, we’ve had
a lot of practice doing that,” she quipped and brushed off some non-existent dust
from his shoulder. “What kind of reception do you think we’ll get?” she added
suddenly serious.
Carlisle shrugged. “It’s something I’ve been thinking about for a while. The real
question is will they even know who we are? Our ancestors left Kobol two
thousand years before the holocaust, and how it’ll be another two thousand years,
so will they even know there was a thirteenth tribe after all this time or will we be
nothing more than a bit of legend in amongst scripture? The Twelve Tribes suffered
a calamity that forced them to leave Kobol, so we might not have even made it into
legend.”
They stood in silence for several moments before Beatty asked, “Do you think
they made the same mistakes we did?”
“I hope not, Daph, I certainly hope not.” Carlisle straightened his collar and
made sure his wings and service ribbons were square before he added, “And now,
my dear, we had better think about heading down to the O-Club, I’d hate to get
there after the others.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, liner Sublime Paradise
“God damn it, Tabby, that fraking hurt!” Lieutenant Chance Weston hissed a
moment after the two training rounds hammered him squarely on his upper chest.
“You shouldn’t have been sniffing after that tramp down in housekeeping,”
Lieutenant J.G. Tabitha Wellington icily told him as she stepped over his ‘body’ and
continued down the hallway. Get a grip, girl, she told herself; he isn’t worth it. The
pain from the betrayal was still sharp in her heart two weeks after she’d caught her
erstwhile boyfriend with his pants down and one of the liner’s housekeeping staff
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with her panties around her andles and bent over the sofa’s arm.
And now, the chance to shoot him, even if it was just training for a simulated
boarding action, had been too great. Part of her wanted to put two more rounds
into him as she walked past, pulling what Gunnery Sergeant Ed Urlacher had called
‘possum patrol’.
Tabby pushed the pain out of her mind and waved the small chalk forward.
They had boarded Sublime Paradise more than an hour earlier and were slowly
making their way through the heart of the massive ship to the foundation of the
Paradise Resort, their real target. “Loop, have you heard anything from the other
teams?” she asked in a low, measured voice.
“Nothing yet, El Tee,” Corporal Louis ‘Loop’ Patton answered. “The last I heard
was when Gustav’s team walked into the ambush and got greased.”
“That’s just fraking wonderful,” Tabby swore and flexed her right hand around
the rifle’s pistol grip and clenched her jaw. “Ok…everyone, up here, time for a
quick huddle,” she said and called the nine other members of her chalk forward.
“Here’s the deal,” she began once they were clustered around her and violating
Gunny Urlacher’s ‘one grenade’ rule. “There’s a good chance that we’re going to
be on our own from this point out. Gustav was supposed to be our support and he
and his people down for the count. Brinks, Rockney, and Barbaros are either down
or chewed up so bad that they’re not worth shit.”
“So what’s the plan, boss?” Sergeant Mycroft Cramer asked. Cramer was the
most experienced member of her team and his support meant a lot to her…and it
went a good distance affirming her credibility with the unit.
“Our orders were to essentially capture the flag. Start at point A and then
capture or incapacitate point B. After that, the rules get a little…fuzzy. So here’s
the plan…”
*+*+*+*+*
“What are you doing here?” the Marine guard asked the grey uniformed ship’s
crewman pushing the large container of dirty laundry.
“I work here,” the young man replied and pushed forward until the Marine
stepped out and barred his way. “C’mon, man, if I don’t get these linens down to
the laundry my ass is going to be in a sling. I’ve already been written up once this
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month for being late.”
The Marine wasn’t budging. The other guard, a corporal, stepped forward and
poked his rifle at the plastic container. “What’s in here?”
The worker cocked his head and gave the Marine a look that simultaneously
said ‘you’re wasting my time’ and ‘what’s it look like, dumbass?’. “Um…linens?”
he answered. “The ones on top were from the honeymoon suite…if that’s your
thing.”
“Hey now…” the corporal said, taking offense at the veiled insult. “Turn this
thing around and get it out of here.”
“What’s going on?” a woman asked. She held a clipboard against her chest with
her left hand and wore a white shirt, black pants, and dark maroon vest. Her
bobbed hair framed a pretty face and she exuded authority.
“Ah…” the service worker began. “Ma’am, these soldiers…”
“We’re Marines…MARINES…” the corporal interrupted and corrected him.
“Sorry,” the worker replied not sounding very chastised, “these MARINES won’t
let me pass so I can get to the utility elevators and take this down to the laundry.”
“I didn’t get a memo that this area was off limits,” the manager stated and put
her right hand on her hip and struck a belligerent pose. “I suggest you step aside
and let my employee do his job. Now.”
The two Marines looked at each other and the corporal shook his head. “Ah, no
can do, ma’am. Our orders are to secure this passage and prevent anyone from
passing.”
“And who gave you these ridiculous orders?” the manager asked and folded her
right arm over her chest and behind the clipboard and striking a very agitated pose.
“The Commander, ma’am. The orders came from hi…OUCHGODDAMMIT!”
the Marine exclaimed as he tried to answer as the manager shot him twice in the
chest before turning the handgun that she’d concealed behind the clipboard on the
other guard and shooting him.
“Sorry boys, but you’re in our way,” Tabby said with a mock smile. The linens
moved and were suddenly pushed up and onto the floor as two of her chalk stood
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up in the mobile bin. Loop, who had been playing the role of the poor harried
worker, retrieved his wireless and rifle as they climbed out.
Seconds later, Cramer brought the rest of the chalk forward and smiled. “That
was pretty cool, El Tee.” Then he turned to one of the guards, “Corporal Blake, how
did you fall for this old Erisian trick?”
“I…ah…” Blake stammered and looked down at the two bright green splotches
on his chest. “We screwed up.”
“You’re fraking right you did. I’m going to have a talk with Sergeant Larabie
when this is over…” he threatened as the Tabby moved the team forward. “Hope
you like PT!” he added as he passed.
A minute later they were in the service elevator and Tabby and Loop quickly
stripped down to their skivvies and put their uniforms back on. “That was good
shooting, Boss,” Cramer told her.
“Thanks. My father and uncle made sure that my brother and I could handle
just about anything in the armory right after we left,” Tabby replied and smiled at
the memories of her adopted father, adopted uncle, and her brother on the range.
Suddenly serious, she told her chalk, “When those doors open, take cover and start
shooting anything that moves. That’ll give the rest of us enough time to move the
fifty meters or so to the target.
“Sergeant, care to give me a boost so I can pop the hatch?” she asked.
“Can do, El Tee,” Cramer said and squatted down before interlacing his fingers
to make a stirrup for Tabby to step into. Once she was balanced, he stood up and
boosted her to the ceiling where she opened the emergency hatch and then pulled
herself up and through it.
Tabby looked around the dim shaft that stretched up for several more levels.
Small LED lights illuminated every set of doors and shed just enough light to see
the access panel she was looking for. She walked to the wall and used her multitool to remove the screws that held it in place before carefully removing it and
laying it on the elevator’s roof.
“How did you find this?” Loop asked a moment later after he climbed through
the hatch.
A smile answered him. “My brother and I would get into all sorts of trouble
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when we were younger and one of the things we did was snoop through the air
ducts. We were here on vacation and I remember scoping them out. When you
see your parents killed by the drones, knowing where to hide or how to get away
ceases to be a game, you know?”
Loop nodded his head. “I was on Enyo serving my first year when it all went
down. I just hope my parents went quickly.”
They shared a moment of silence before another head appeared in the hatch.
“We ready to go up here?” Cramer asked.
“Affirmative,” Tabby replied knelt down in front of the ventilation duct.
going to go first, then Loop and the others. Are you good with four others?”

“I’m

“We’ll be fine, El Tee. I’ll send the others up,” Cramer said before disappearing
down into the elevator car.
Tabby looked at her watch as two other Marines clambered through the hatch.
“Ok. I’m going to start in. Loop, you’re next, then Martin, Lindsey, and Tucker.”
She took a deep breath and crawled into the duct. It was large, a bit more than a
meter wide and high; large enough to move around easily, but still small enough to
make turning around a difficult task.
She looked at her watch and then over her shoulder. The four other members of
her assault team were following behind her, stretched out over about ten meters.
“Tighten things up a little,” Tabby whispered and continued moving forward. Every
dozen paces she’d stop and look through the side grate to verify whether she’d
reached her target.
A wide smile formed on her face. Two meters below was the room that was the
focal point of their mission. Tabby turned to where Loop waited behind her. She
flashed a thumb’s up, then three fingers, two fingers, one finger, and finally a fist.
Loop nodded and indicated he understood her intentions. Quickly, she checked by
feel that her rifle was secured to her chest and her sidearm was holstered. Both
weapons were fitted with suppressors which she hoped would give them a few
moments extra of surprise when she started the assault.
She was ready. Through the grate, Tabby saw several uniformed men working
around a table. The highest rank was a major, lower than she expected, but still a
valid target. Part of the room was hidden from view based on how she was situated
in the duct and where the grate was located. “Time to go,” she whispered and
crawled forward another meter so that her feet were at the grate before she rolled
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on her back. She looked over her chest harness and rifle and saw Loop looking
back at her. He had two flash-bang grenades that would be thrown as soon as she
kicked open the grate.
She flashed him three fingers and received another nod.
Two.
One.
Fist.
Both her legs kicked out and sent the ventilation grate half way across the room
and capturing everyone’s attention. A moment later, Loop tossed the two grenades
into the room and as soon as they went off, Tabby pushed herself through the
opening and dropped the two meters to the floor.
Tabby landed in a crouch and her hands reflexively gripped her rifle and
brought it to her shoulder, aligning the close quarters optic with her right eye. As
soon as she had a sight picture, she started sweeping the room from left to right and
putting two shots into anything that looked human. She felt Loop land next to her
and heard the muffled crack of his rifle sweeping from right to left.
Time suddenly stopped. Tabby hesitated with her finger caressing the trigger
and blinked her eyes twice.
“Daddy?” she whispered as Commander Eric
Wellington’s chest was covered by the bright luminous green dot.
The hesitation only lasted a handful of heartbeats before Tabby forced her finger
to work the trigger twice and saw two green splotches appear on her father’s chest.
His face registered the pain the hits caused, but it also carried pride and a smile
that his slight nod underscored.
“Clear!” Loop called as they moved deeper into the room.
“I’m sorry, Daddy,” Tabby said when the three other members of her team
entered the room and moved to secure the door.
“It’s ok…it hurts like a bitch where you shot me, though!” Wellington laughed.
“Now, I’m dead so I’m just going to sit here while this all plays out. We can talk
about it over dinner.”
“Thanks,” Tabby smiled and was thankful that even though it was an exercise,
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she was the one to make the shot and not Loop. “I’ll see you tonight.”
“Open up! Commander, is everything ok?” a voice shouted from the hall before
someone started pounding on the door trying to get in. The tables and chairs that
her team had moved to brace the door held and Tabby hoped that it would be
enough to give them time to slip away.
“Ok! Time’s up! Let’s go-go-go!” she told her team and waited as one by one
they climbed back into the duct. Tabby believed in leading from the front; she was
the first one through the vent and she would be the last one to leave. Ground
operations weren’t her normal duty station, that was a cockpit, but all officers had
to be cross trained in ground and small unit operations. She might be a naval
lieutenant, but that didn’t absolve her of the responsibility of having to know how
to pull a trigger and lead Marines to take a fortification. The drones’ uprising had
changed a lot of things. This was just one of them.
The crawl back to the elevator felt like an eternity and she could hear the voices
echoing through the ductwork as the opposition tried to break into the barricaded
room. Rather than exiting onto the elevator’s roof, she was surprised and alarmed
to see the elevator itself, doors open, waiting for her.
“We managed to keep our involvement to a minimum,” Cramer explained after
she was in the elevator car. “Ready to haul ass outta here?”
“Aye-firmative, Sergeant!” Tabby replied and took a deep breath to steady her
heart rate. “You know where we’re going, so let’s get the show on the road.”
Cramer turned the command override key that would prevent anyone from
calling the elevator and then punched the destination and several other stops. The
plan was to get off at the first stop and work their way to the underside Ziz bays and
go back to Forge in style.
*+*+*+*+*
Solis system, orbiting the planet Aqaba, Romani clan ship Beyond The Horizon
Admiral Seralanna Chase considered Iago’s statement for several moments
before answering. She met his dark eyes asked, “If you go, are you willing to
accept the following two conditions of my own?”
Iago offered a rogue’s smile. “It would depend on the conditions.”
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“Of course. First,” Chase said touching her right index finger to her left to start
counting, “you and any craft who go along will be under my command; no
independent operations. You’ll be carried on the rolls as a volunteer auxiliary
force.” She waited for his response.
“Hmm…” Iago began. “How would we be used? You’re traveling with more
firepower than would be reasonably used for a survey expedition so it’s obvious
that you’re looking for, or at the very least, expecting, trouble. While armed, my
ships aren’t really warships.”
“I understand. You would remain with the main body unless we needed liaison,
transport, or low risk reconnaissance work performed,” Chase easily explained.
She didn’t want civilians, especially unpredictable civilians, and most especially
unpredictable Romani civilians on the expedition, but if she wanted the
information it would be a necessary price.
Iago seemed to consider the requirement and nodded. “Ok. We would answer
directly to you?”
“Yes,” Chase told him. “However, for routine day to day operations you may be
assigned to Commander Bartolomeo on Leviathan. This would be for things such as
UNREP, location within the formation, and such. But any tactical or strategic
direction would come from me.”
“Ok. What is the second condition?” Iago asked.
This is where things might get tricky, Chase thought to herself. She knew he
suspected more was going on than was released for public consumption, but what
would he do when the truth was fully revealed? “The second condition is that you
must be prepared for an extended operation that lasts between eighteen and
twenty-four months before returning to the Colonies.”
Dark eyes blinked and Iago sat down. “Up to two years before returning to the
Colonies?” he asked rhetorically and somewhat in disbelief. “Now I know you’re
not looking for lost colonies. No contact with the Colonies once we leave?”
Chase shook her head no.
mission is completed.”

“None; once we leave we won’t return until our

Iago struck a thoughtful pose and appeared to consider the requirement. “Ok. I
accept. I’ll admit my curiosity is overriding my natural inclination to refuse, now
that I know something more is going on…” he paused and smiled, “or suspect
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more is going on, I am like a cat.”
“Be careful with what you wish for, Jamie,” deWinter said and spoke up for the
first time since he returned. “We all know what happened to the cat.”
“Ah…but that was a Colonial cat, I am Romani.” Iago said it with such
conviction that Chase didn’t think he was boasting, he genuinely believed that by
virtue of his heritage he would get out of impossible situations. “I will need to
make some arrangements for my absence, would it be possible to delay leaving
until tomorrow?”
“If I can give some of my crew shore leave here on Beyond The Horizon tonight,
yes,” Chase agreed, but requested something in the process.
“Are you sure there isn’t Romani blood in your family tree, Countess?” Iago
joked. “Accept a request with a requirement. I like that. Yes, you may allow your
crew to make a port call. In the meantime, dinner will be ready shortly and
Captain Thales, his XO, and Chief are waiting outside.”
*+*+*+*+*
The dining room wasn’t what Chase expected. Then again, she mused, she
really didn’t know what to expect. The vid stereotype would have the room dimly
lit with cushions and pillows arranged so that everyone could comfortably sit on
the floor and eat from low tables…with their fingers. The reality was that the room
was comfortably appointed in rich wooden paneling and oak furniture; a massive
table surrounded by a dozen comfortable chairs, an oak silver cabinet, and an oak
sideboard and sidebar. A cut crystal chandelier hung over the table and electric
candles flickered in polished wall sconces.
Real candles in three armed
candelabras were on the table and gave the room a more intimate feel.
Iago played the part of the perfect host and introduced everyone as they arrived
and pointed out where they were to sit. Captain Nathan Thales, Lieutenant
Meredith Kamen, and Petty Officer Boatswain Roger Mayweather were seated on
one side of the table while Chase, deWinter, and Esposito sat across from them. At
the opposite end of the table, Basiliss Lucanos sat at the head opposite Iago and
Nicolae sat next to Esposito. The last seat was occupied by an older woman
wearing a simple grey flannel pantsuit and snow white linen shirt. The only color
on her clothing came from very elaborate embroidery along her cuffs, collar, and
lapels.
“Allow me to introduce Tsura Calicescu, the Daci’Feroze’s seer and oracle,” Iago
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said when she arrived. Tsura carried herself like royalty and yet over dinner her
manner and demeanor put everyone at ease and was closer to a kindly down to
earth aunt’s than some sort of aristocracy. Chase immediately liked the woman
despite an uneasiness she felt about her. If her uneasiness was shared by her
companions, they didn’t show it.
At Iago’s request they waited until after dinner to discuss any sort of weighty
subjects and so it was while they were waiting for dessert that Chase asked Thales
about what brought him to Aqaba and the Romani. “Avedon doesn’t have a station
here and rarely sends a ship to Aqaba, Captain, so I’m curious what brings you
here,” she asked.
Thales folded his napkin and placed it on the table in front of him. “We’re
looking for someone, Countess,” he explained. “Milo Luchesi was an Avedon
station manager on Promethea, on Aerilon. On the surface, he was the epitome of
a skilled, hardworking manager, but we found out that he had been involved in a
black market scheme where just enough was stolen to be profitable, but not so
much that it would be immediately noticed. The reason we’re involved is because
during his last heist he graduated to murder and theft of Colonial property, to the
tune of six dead and twenty million cubits.”
“Six dead?” Esposito asked. “Wouldn’t that make it a Colonial case?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Thales replied. “Two were Colonial Marshalls and four were
Avedon security officers, two of them I'd known for years. They were the inside
guards for a container of used currency that was headed for the shredder. While
the Colonial Marshalls are looking for him, we have Letters of Warrant issued by
Virgon, Aerilon, and the Colonial government authorizing us to apprehend him
wherever we might find him.”
“And you think he’s here?” Iago asked.
Thales shook his head. “No, we received word he was here but then booked
passage on a ship, the Hidden Splendor. When we got that lead two days ago, we
closed out what we were working on and came here. I’d heard that Hidden
Splendor was attacked, and I was hoping you might be able to help us…or at least
point us in the right direction.”
Silence descended for several long moments as Chase thought about Thales’
request. She was sure Iago was doing the same and wanted to give the Romani a
chance to speak first. “You are aware that there were no survivors and no bodies
found on Hidden Splendor?” Iago finally asked to Chase’s relief.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 881

“I remember seeing that in the report, and while it implies he might be dead,”
Thales said thoughtfully, “there’s no proof. Our working hypothesis is that he may
still be alive on some planet that the ship visited.”
Oh, frak, Chase thought as Thales explained his theory. I do not want another
ship running around out there, even if it is one from a company my family owns.
“Countess?” Iago asked. “I am willing to offer the help Captain Thales is looking
for, but given what we discussed earlier…”
The implication was clear enough to Chase; they would be going wherever
Hidden Splendor went and as a consequence, if Luchesi was still alive they might
stand a chance of encountering him. “Captain,” she began, “how important is it
that you be involved in Luchesi’s apprehension?”
Thales cocked his head slightly and met Chase’s ice blue eyes. “I’m not sure I
follow, Countess. We were charged with locating and arresting him; there’s an
open warrant for his arrest.”
Chase nodded her understanding. “But how important is it to *you*, Captain, to
be involved in his arrest?”
“To me?” Thales asked rhetorically. “Pretty important,” he began somewhat
strongly. “I knew two of the Avedon men that were murdered, as did Luchesi, and
was at their funerals. When I spoke to their widows, I vowed that I’d do everything
possible to bring him to justice.”
“Vezair Iago has agreed to aid us on our expedition which is why I needed to
know how important this was to you and your crew…how personally important it
was,” Chase explained. “When we leave tomorrow, we will not have any contact
with the Colonies until we return in about eighteen months to two years. If you
were to accompany us you could be involved in Luchesi’s arrest, should he be
found, but you would be bound to this time table as well.”
“Excuse me, Countess, are you saying that if we went with you, that whether we
found him or not we’d be with you for the duration?” Kamen asked. “Is there a
reason for this? Hammersley could easily return to the Colonies.”
“Yes, there is a reason,” Chase answered, “but due to operational security
considerations I can’t discuss it now. In fact,” she added, “you are bound under the
Official Secrets Act simply hearing what I’ve just said. I know it doesn’t fully
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answer your question, Lieutenant, but that’s the best I can offer at this time.”
The room was silent for several long moments and Chase watched Thales and
Kamen wordlessly communicate through body language and a series of looks.
Finally, Thales broke the silence, “The home office will need to be notified that
we’re on an extended duration mission and I’ll have to tell the crew that we won’t
be back for a couple months to give them a chance of staying behind. Is that
allowed?”
“Yes, though you will need to keep the specifics, such as they are, to a
minimum,” Chase told him. “I will add a sealed communique to your dispatch
packet letting the owner know the details.”
Thales looked like he was going to say something but stopped. What Chase had
just implied was that Avedon Lines’ owner, her father, already knew the details
behind his daughter’s expedition. “Thank you,” he eventually said. “That will
smooth things over. I’d hate to get Luchesi and when I return find out that I’ve been
fired and charged with stealing Hammersley,” he joked.
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the Colonial Sphere, interplanetary space, world known locally as
“Sanctuary”
Captain Diana Sancerre yawned and stretched. They had arrived almost a week
earlier at what the Communion had named “Sanctuary” and she already felt like
she’d known Greer, Fairfax, and several others all her life. Yes, there was a shared
military background and a common situation they found themselves in, but it was
more than that, she thought; they were good people.
She looked at the framed picture she had brought with her to the surface that
was one of the few personal touches in the room she called her own. Rockstar was
in the middle, her sister Julian was on the left, and she was on his right. Diana sat
on the edge of the bed and picked up the frame. “I hope you two aren’t too
worried about me,” she softly said as her she played back in her mind’s eye the
events surrounding the photo.
They were on spring leave during her junior year at the Academy and had
decided to go to Olympus Park, one of the largest amusement parks on Caprica. It
was the second morning there and they just had a late lunch when one of the park
photographers approached them for a photograph. “I can’t resist having my picture
taken with the two women in my life!” Rockstar had said and hugged her and her
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sister tight a moment before the cameraman snapped the image. In a different
world, far from the realities of service life, she could have imagined herself as Mrs.
Sebastian Beckett, but despite a melancholy memory of all the good times they had
together, she didn’t regret her decisions.
She still loved him, and always would, but it wasn’t a romantic love anymore.
Her feelings had grown and changed and despite all the intimate times they shared,
he was now more a brother to her than a lover. And that was a good thing, Diana
reflected, because it gave us each the chance to be the person we were always
meant to be. And, she smiled, it gave her a chance to be here.
Her trip down memory lane was suddenly interrupted by two quick knocks on
the door. “You ready, Havoc?” Flight Captain Brittan Fairfax asked.
Diana looked around the room that had been home for the past few days and
nodded. “Ready!” she replied and walked to the door, grabbing her utility belt and
helmet from the chair and table where they waited. She was always ready to go
flying, and when it involved showing off the Viper and then getting a check ride in
an alien ship, she was even more ready.
*+*+*+*+*
Viper 548
“Are you ready up there, Silver?” Captain Diana Sancerre asked.
Flight Captain Alaric Greer smiled. “Affirmative, I’m ready,” he replied and
made sure his hands weren’t on the side stick or throttles. His chance would come
soon enough, and his fingers flexed looking forward to the moment. This was his
first time in a real Viper and despite spending several hours in the simulator, he
knew that nothing matched reality like the real thing.
“Viper five-four-eight, Werewolf control, clear forward, nav-con green, interval
check, thrust positive and steady. Mag-cat engaged. Good hunting,” the launch
officer’s voice said through the speakers in his helmet.
“Copy, control, Viper 548 is ready for launch,” he heard Sancerre reply.
“Launch in three, two, one,” the launch officer counted down and Greer barely
heard, “launch!” over the rush of being catapulted from Werewolf and his own
excited shout.
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“That was almost better than sex!” Greer exclaimed over the intercom and heard
Havoc laugh.
“I’ll admit it was good, but better than sex? I dunno about that!” Havoc quipped
back as he felt the Gs as she banked the fighter to the right and climbed above the
launch plane.
Greer laughed. “I said *almost*!” he defended himself.
“Ok…I’ll let you off this time. But next time…” Havoc told him and he thought
she added, ‘I might have to prove you wrong…’
They flew for several minutes as Havoc spot quizzed him on the various controls
he learned the day before. The simulator had shown how nimble the Viper could
be and made the Mosquito and other small craft Arete carried look slow and
sluggish by comparison, only his Peltast would be able to keep up. Finally he
heard the words he was waiting for when Havoc asked if he was ready to take the
plane.
“I’ve been ready since midnight!” Greer replied and positioned his hands above
the controls.
He could almost hear Havoc’s smirk when she replied, “Good. Hands on the
controls…you have the plane.”
Suddenly the Viper responded to the slight pressure he had on the side stick and
banked left. Greer quickly compensated and they were back on course. The view
was amazing; Werewolf, Preserver and Arete hung in formation above him as they
orbited Sanctuary and he saw a second Viper moving into formation off his
starboard wing. That would be Fairfax and Viceroy and he was sure Brit was
enjoying the flight as much as he was.
The flight lasted almost two hours and took them into Sanctuary’s atmosphere
and then back into space. They played games of follow the leader, tag, and some
basic one-on-one before returning to Werewolf and the post flight debriefing.
“Tomorrow we do a check flight on Arete’s Spear?” Havoc asked after the
debriefing.
“That’s the plan,” Greer confirmed. “We’ll cover emergency procedures and
basic systems this afternoon and then take her up tomorrow.”
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“Good,” Viceroy said from behind them where he and Fairfax were following
them down to the flight deck for the Raptor that would take them back to the
surface.
“Ah…we need to make a slight detour,” Havoc suddenly said and guided them
down a cross passage to a lift. “Since we have that dinner tonight, we need to get
our dress blues,” she explained and pressed the call button.
“I think it’s great that the crews are getting along so well,” Fairfax said and
adjusted the flight bag that hung from her right shoulder. “I never expected that I’d
get to meet Colonials, but I’m glad I did. The only differences we have are cultural
and the uniforms we wear.”
That was true, Greer thought as the doors slid open and they all stepped into the
lift. Both cultures shared a common set of core beliefs and if it wasn’t for the
chrome, it would be hard to tell one from the other. He leaned back against the
lift’s rear wall and looked at Havoc’s back. It would be easy to settle here and not
go back, he thought. There was talk about possibly kitbashing several Colonial
shuttles and retrofitting their FTL systems on a Peltast so that they’d have a ship with
enough fuel to make it back, but back where?
So far it was only talk, and despite his oath he half hoped it didn’t amount to
much more than that. Here they could focus on what made them similar, if they
went back home they’d be forced to focus on what made them different. Even
though it had only been a week, he considered the Colonials ‘friends’, and Havoc,
Viceroy, and several others as personal friends, and didn’t want that to change. He
knew Fairfax felt the same way, and from what he’d seen elsewhere, more than a
few Colonials and his fellow crewmates held similar thoughts.
“Here we are, Viceroy and my homes away from home,” Havoc announced
when the doors opened. “Our quarters are down here about fifteen meters.”
Greer felt a sudden shot of jealousy when he heard Havoc’s words and then
relaxed; she said homes and she and Viceroy were heading to separate doors.
Where the frak did that come from, he silently asked himself.
He was still pondering the question when they boarded the Raptor for the trip to
the surface.
*+*+*+*+*
Flight Captain Brittan Fairfax looked at herself in the mirror before starting to
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brush her hair. It had been months since she had a chance to wear her Class A’s
and she was looking forward to looking her best at tonight’s dinner. It was the first
time that so many of the three crews were going to mix and mingle since the
Colonials arrived and Colonel Titus had sent out a memo that everyone was to look
their best and be on their best behavior.
Looking my best won’t be a problem, Fairfax thought to herself as she put the
brush down and adjusted her brasserie before reaching for her shirt. It’s the ‘best
behavior’ part I might have a problem with she added silently and winked at herself
in the mirror. She wasn’t sure how serious Havoc had been earlier when they had
their little talk about the dinner and socializing afterward, but she was definitely
going to let her intentions be known.
When she was alone and honest with herself, Fairfax didn’t have much hope
that she’d ever see her homeworld again. Oh, she reasoned, it could happen. Just
like a Colonial battlegroup could jump into orbit. That *could* technically happen.
The chances it would happen, however, were fairly remote so as to be not worth
betting on since Werewolf and Preserver were far from where they said they were
going.
She saw how the two Colonial officers, Burke and DeTomasi, were, and even
Pella seemed to be looking, so why couldn’t she have some happiness; or at the
very least, a chance with someone who caught her eye?
Was it the lure of the forbidden or that the person who caught her eye was
Colonial, she wondered as she buttoned her uniform jacket and adjusted the belt
that supported her duty sidearm. She loved all things Colonial and had a large
collection of things that had been surreptitiously ‘imported’ into the Communion
over the years. “It doesn’t matter,” she decisively said out loud. “It is what it is.”
Satisfied with the end to her internal debate, she left her room and walked down
to the courtyard where the others had agreed to meet.
“How did things go today?” Captain Pella Bain asked from where she sat on a
bench playing a game on her tablet.
Fairfax sat next to her and smiled. “Pella, it was amazing. Those Vipers are…
well, Silver put it best, ‘the next best thing to sex’. Fast, nimble, and well-armed, I
can see now why the Colonials favor them.”
Bain laughed.
“I can imagine.
Duncan,” she began and then added,
“Lieutenant Duncan Gerard gave me a tour of their CIC and a brief on their
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weapons this morning and I did the same this afternoon. Our systems are a bit
more advanced, but theirs have the benefit of being damned near impervious to
any offensive EW attacks. I still wouldn’t want to have to face off with them.”
“No?” Fairfax prodded. She and Pella were old friends and this was one of the
few times that her friend’s warrior personality seemed cautious.
“Oh yes,” Bain confirmed. “Their ships are tough…very tough, and their crews
are as good as ours. But…they have the benefit of a twelve year war for survival
and almost four decades of constantly training and preparing for another one
because they know the Cylons could return without warning at any time. They
have a major edge on experience – both operational and institutional. Some of
their officers served in that last war, and most of their command officers were born
during or immediately after.
“So yeah, in a fight they’d be very, very nasty opponents,” Bain concluded.
“Let’s hope we never have to cross that bridge,” Fairfax told her friend.
“So say we all,” Bain agreed.
mirror…”

“You really spent some time in front of the

Fairfax offered a sly grin. “As did you, my dear friend.”
“Guilty as charged!” Bain replied before they both laughed.
“Good joke?” Greer asked from behind them.
Fairfax fought to stop laughing. “Yeah, something like that,” she smirked and
couldn’t help noticing the upscale cologne he was wearing.
*+*+*+*+*
Arete’s Spear
Havoc loved flying the Viper and thought that it blended speed, maneuverability,
and firepower in the perfect personal package. And yet, she thought as she gazed
through the holographic HUD and through the amber tinted windscreen, the Peltast
might just be the perfect team oriented combatant. She sat in the right seat and
allowed her right hand to rest lightly on the control stick. The cockpit looked like
something that might have been proposed before the Cylon Uprising when the
Colonies embraced the highest of high technology.
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“This is very cool, Silver,” she said using Greer’s call sign.
headed?”

“Where are we

“Out to the first Jovian and then back,” Greer replied. “We haven’t been there
and we can log this as an operational flight rather than just a check flight.”
“Nice…so that and a cubit will get you a soda back home,” Viceroy quipped
from where he sat at one of the secondary workstations. “What does that actually
mean?”
“It means we get to carry a full war load,” Fairfax explained from the seat next to
him and behind Havoc, “and we all get to log the hours as operational rather than
training. Other than that, we’re cleared to engage any hostiles rather than having to
run and we can treat this like a patrol and chart our own course.”
“Not bad. I’m not sure I want to meet the ‘hostiles’ again, at least until we’re
fully repaired,” Viceroy said as Havoc studied the displays.
They had spent several hours the previous day reviewing the basics and how the
various systems worked on the Peltast, but seeing it in actual operation still carried
a learning curve. “I have to say, this is something I think the Fleet should have,”
Havoc finally said.
“They’re certainly more expensive, but the additional
capabilities more than make up for it. With good crews, four of these would easily
be the equal of a Viper squadron.”
For the next three hours they switched off taking different stations and discussing
the merits of gunship versus fighter operations and the Peltast’s capabilities. Havoc
knew that Greer and Fairfax were holding back some details just as she and Viceroy
had about the Viper. But still, what they did share painted the picture of an
extremely capable and flexible design that was right in the sweet spot size wise.
The first Jovian body, a large gas giant slightly larger than Ragnar, slowly got
closer as they moved towards it. The planet was a mix of brilliant reds, browns,
and yellows, and had a cluster of more than thirty moons; six of which were more
than three thousand kilometers in diameter and two of which were more than four
thousand kilometers in diameter.
“How about we take a close pass to that moon over there before orbiting the
planet and heading back?” Greer asked as he pointed out the moon he mentioned.
“I’m game. We have all the comforts of home here, so it isn’t like pulling an
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eight hour patrol in a Viper,” Viceroy said from behind Havoc.
Havoc was back in the right seat and looked back to Fairfax, “Brit?”
Fairfax nodded and grinned. “Oh, I’m game!”
Greer chuckled. “Brit was a barnstormer in a previous life; just hint that the
flight might involve something fast and low and she’s first in line.”
“Cool, let’s do it,” Havoc said. “May I?” she asked and flexed her fingers.
“Have at it,” Greer told her and removed his hands from the controls and
symbolically gave the ship to Havoc.
The Peltast was a pilot’s machine and Havoc had to admit she loved flying it
already, even if she had only actually flown it for an hour or so. She gently banked
the gunship and put it on a course for the moon. She wasn’t ready to give up her
Viper, but if she ever did, she’d want to trade it for a Peltast.
Several hours later they were cutting through the sky as they returned to the
small town on Sanctuary that was quickly becoming home. Havoc stretched her
legs as Greer flew the gunship and she marveled at how stable it was in the
atmosphere. Even the giant Condor class landers were bumped around a little by
turbulence, but the Peltast was so large, heavy, and powerful that she barely felt a
thing.
“Silver, do you know if we have anyone out this way?” Fairfax asked from
behind Havoc. “I was showing Viceroy some of the ground mapping modes and I
got a definite thermal reading.”
Greer shook his head. “No, no one is this far out. We’re still a good distance
from town.”
“Do me a favor,” Fairfax said a moment later, bank left and circle down into that
valley and put us into a hover; I want everyone to see this.”
Two minutes later, Havoc was looking over Fairfax’s left shoulder while Greer
looked over her right.
“Here’s the clip,” Fairfax explained and played the
recording. It showed the river valley and both mountain slopes with a few low
level thermal signatures. “Those are animals; deer, wolves, and other critters. The
software compares their size, mass, and profile to the database and if they’re tagged
as fauna, it automatically subdues their colors. It’s something we can turn off if
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needed,” she lectured and then slowed the video. “Here it is…”
Havoc’s breath caught in her throat; the video revealed a human sized and
shaped heat image. But it went further…it also revealed that the life form was very
well armed; a rifle was clearly visible in its hands and the cool image of a sidearm
rode on its right hip.
“It’s not one of ours,” Greer finally said. “Could it one of yours? A survivor from
the fight?” he asked Havoc.
Havoc shook her head. “No, we were too far away and our SAR teams
accounted for everyone.” She thought for a moment, “Could that be someone from
the settlement?”
“From before we arrived?” Fairfax wondered. “It’s possible. Whoever had been
there left in a pretty big hurry.”
“With all that’s happened, I’m not comfortable with an unknown element
running around on the loose,” Viceroy offered. “I think we should land and track
down whoever this is.”
Greer nodded. “Yeah, I think you’re right. Brit, call Arete and let them know
what we found and have them pass it on to Werewolf and Preserver. Make sure
that the Colonels are informed ASAP and let them know we’re going to investigate.”
“On it, Silver,” Fairfax said and began making the calls.
*+*+*+*+*
The air was crisp, cold, and about as clean and fresh as anything Havoc had
ever smelled. She breathed deep and filled her longs with the pine scented air and
smiled like a sated cat. She loved the city, but there were times when the country
beat it hands down. No hint of smog, pollution, or humanity marred the landscape
and gave the valley a raw, untouched and undiscovered feel. It was, she thought,
just that; untouched and undiscovered. They were about five hundred kilometers
from the snow line and she was thankful for her flight suit’s insulation.
“Do you think these will be necessary?” she asked Greer and Fairfax who had
insisted they all draw C-95B rifles from the gunship’s small and very well stocked
armory.
“Can you be positive they won’t?” Fairfax asked and arched an eyebrow. “Our
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quarry was armed…”
“I’m glad to have it,” Viceroy added and adjusted his go-bag containing a few
spare magazines, some rations, and a water bottle. Next to him, Fairfax held her
rifle at the ready and rolled her shoulders to settle the first aid pack she wore.
“Let’s get going,” Greer said and started off in the direction the target was seen.
The sun was starting its trek to the far horizon when they crossed a small stream
and Fairfax held up her right hand, clenched in a fist. She quickly knelt and traced
the outline of something in the stream’s bank. “Someone was here,” she declared a
moment later. “I found a boot print.”
“Well, we’re heading in the right direction,” Viceroy said as he turned to scan
the woods behind them. Havoc started looking, too. It was something that she
thought was almost inborn to all fighter pilots; the need to know exactly what was
in the local “airspace” and a feeling when something wasn’t quite right.
“He’s here,” Havoc softly whispered. “I’m not sure where, but he is.”
“Yeah…”Greer began a moment before a thicket parted and a dirt brown shape
bellowed a battle cry and charged the group.
Havoc turned and felt like she was watching the instant replay of the pyramid
game’s big score. She felt frustration as she realized she couldn’t move fast enough
to raise her rifle or step to the side as the shape charged Greer. From the corner of
her eye, she could see Fairfax and Viceroy each take a step as if they’d practiced it a
hundred times and stand back to back, ready for any threat.
Her attention snapped back to the charging shape as it closed the last few
meters. It was swinging a club that she realized was an old Colonial M-19 rifle
held by the muzzle. Greer managed to squeeze off a fast snapshot before the
shape, which she could see now was a very filthy human with a scraggly beard and
mud stained clothes, crashed into him and carried him to the ground.
As he fell, Greer twisted and rolled just enough so that he wouldn’t hit the
ground flat on his back. He dropped his rifle and grabbed his filthy attacker by the
collar and shouted, “Someone grab him!” Several blows rained down on his back
and shoulders from the attacker’s one free arm, the other was pinned to the ground,
and Greer released his right hand and swiftly slammed his elbow into the side of
his attacker’s face.
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Havoc and Fairfax each slung their rifles behind their backs and moved to grab
one of the attacker’s flailing legs while Viceroy kept a lookout for any other
surprises. “Got his leg, Brit?” Havoc asked a moment later as she wrapped one arm
around a leg and used the other to try and restrain his movement.
“Got him!” Fairfax replied a moment later as she immobilized his leg. “He’s
moving too much to give a shot, how do you want to subdue him so we can bind
him?”
“Oh…that’s the easy part!” Havoc joked and let go with the hand she was using
to restrain the attacker. A moment later she balled it into a fist, then turned slightly
away from Fairfax and slammed her fist into the “V” made by the man’s legs.
Almost instantly he wailed, groaned, and convulsed at the same time as her fist
made contact with his clothed private parts. His body went limp a heartbeat later
as he tried to curl into a fetal position.
“Ouch! Just hearing that makes me hurt,” Greer said from the ground.
Viceroy chuckled, “Yeah, that made me wince, too.”
Two minutes later they had the man bound and sitting on a flat rock. Havoc
was examining the man’s possessions and shook her head when she looked at the
rifle. Like the man, it was caked with dirt and she doubted that it would fire in its
current condition. “The guy has been living in the wild for a while,” she observed
and looked over to where he sat with a wild eyed look on his face.
“They’ve come back…” he whispered so quietly Havoc could hardly hear him.
“They’ve come back…”
“Who has come back?” Fairfax asked from where she sat on a fallen tree trunk a
few meters away and ate a granola bar.
“*THEY’VE* come BACK!” the man shouted emphatically. “They were gone,
lost, and never found…but now they’re back!”
“Who?” Fairfax pressed and Havoc felt a chill run down her spine as she
watched the man’s eyes go wide with terror.
“They’ve come back…The Cylons have come back!” the man wailed.
*+*+*+*+*
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Solis system, orbiting the planet Aqaba, battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“You look happy,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said warmly when
Colonel Constance deWinter took her customary seat in front of Chase’s desk.
deWinter smiled and stifled a yawn that threatened to follow. “I am. But more
than that, I’m at peace with the past. Jamie and I were up most of the night…” She
stopped when Chase raised an eyebrow, “No…we talked, that’s all. Sera…it was
like we picked up right where we left off. I told him about my life, he told me
about his, and we talked about so many different things.”
Chase studied her friend and nodded. “There’s something you have today that
you didn’t have yesterday. I can’t put my finger on exactly what it is, but it’s there
and it suits you.”
“Thanks. It was a weight I’d been carrying around for so long that I never
realized it existed. Now it’s gone.” deWinter covered her mouth and yawned.
“My personal life aside, I’m a little concerned talking two civilian ships with us,
especially given that they’re small enough to fit on our flight deck.”
Another nod and Chase’s high ponytail danced around her collar. “I’m not
totally thrilled with it either. I’d much prefer that we simply take the personnel
aboard and leave the ships behind, but that would raise too many questions. I
spoke with Major Blair on Derbyshire and he’s confirmed that they can homeport
there. This will reduce wear and tear on their ships and ensure that if we need to
jump fast, that we don’t have to worry about whether they’re with us or not.”
deWinter nodded. “That makes sense. We are going to have to let them
navigate some on their own, though…They aren’t our prisoners.”
“Absolutely. And they will.” Chase studied a display before she continued, “Are
we ready to head out?”
“We are,” deWinter confirmed what Chase already knew. “I verified with the
rest of the group that all hands returned from shore leave and Commander
Duquesne even sent, ‘Let’s get moving! You’ve teased us long enough!’ I’m
inclined to agree. Jamie has sent over the navigation information and short of
finding what we’re looking for in this system, I think we’re ready to go.”
“Good. Please get the fleet ready and let them know that we’ll be jumping
shortly, I’ll be to CIC in a couple minutes,” Chase said and stood up as two small
black and tan dogs poked their heads around the corner from where her sleeping
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quarters were located. “I want to make sure they’re comfortable before we jump,”
she explained.
*+*+*+*+*
Chase strode into the CIC and looked around. Everyone was at their stations;
Captain Jeremiah Cole was at Navigation, Captain Zoe Avalon was at Technical
Security, Captain Megan Sinclair was at Flight Operations, newly promoted Captain
Aubrey Landis was at Weapons, Petty Officer Lara Pickman was at
communications, and Colonel Constance deWinter stood next to the plotting table.
They were ready, she was ready, the ship was ready, and the fleet was ready; there
was only one thing left to do - give the order to depart Colonial Space.
"Colonel deWinter, what is our status?" Chase asked.
deWinter offered a slight grin. "The jump is plotted, distributed and confirmed,
and our FTL drives are spun up," she told Chase. "We can leave on your order."
Chase nodded; she expected nothing less.
"Mr. Cole, what is our first
destination?" she asked so that the staff would hear from a junior officer that they
really were leaving the Colonial Sphere.
Cole looked up and grinned, something Chase found it hard not to mimic. "Our
first jump will take us twelve light years to deep space where we'll verify our
location and calibrate for the next jump."
"Very good; thank you, Mr. Cole." Chase paused and looked around the CIC
once again. This would be her home for almost two years and these people, her
crew, would become family during that time. She had complete faith in each and
every one and had served with many on previous postings. They weren't just 'good
people', they were good people she could trust. The memory of what Admiral
Deguya had said about looking over her shoulder for someone with a dagger came
unbidden to her mind and caused her to frown for just a moment.
She shook off the sudden black cloud and forced a smile on her face. "Colonel
deWinter, set Jump Conditions throughout the ship and bring us to Condition One.
Mr. Cole, please put sixty seconds on the jump clock and stand by. Lara, please
inform the fleet that we will jump in sixty seconds and that they should begin
receiving telemetry from Navigation," Chase directed and stood a little taller. I'm
going to do this, Daddy, she thought and said a prayer that they'd all see each other
again when she returned.
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"Start the jump clock. Mr. Cole, the ship is yours to jump."
Chase watched as her CIC team performed their duties with practiced
professional calm. "Ready for this, Connie? The real 'first jump'?" she asked
quietly.
deWinter offered a thin lipped grin and nodded her head. "I am. After all we've
been through to get here, I'm more than ready."
"Good. So am I. I think more mysteries have been revealed in the last six
months than I can remember in my life. This is the first step to solving all of them,"
Chase said and watched as the clock counted down.
"We will jump in...five...four...," Cole counted, "three...two...one...NOW!"
When the clock reached zero Chase felt a simultaneous contraction and
expansion as Hecate's massive FTL drives tore apart the fabric of reality and the
infinite instant as the battlestar transited through the artificial wormhole. And then
it was over.
"Jump Two completed," Cole announced and consulted his instruments.
Overhead, the dradis swept once and then started pinging off the expeditionary
fleet's ships as they completed their individual jumps. "Astrogation confirms that
we are on target," he added a few moments later.
"My congratulations on the jump, Mr. Cole," Chase told him and then asked
Pittman, "Lara, please confirm that the fleet has made a successful transit and
whether there are any issues we need to resolve before the next jump."
"On it, Admiral!" Pittman replied and started contacting each group's command
ship.
"Well done!" Chase announced to the CIC. "Make sure everything is in order,
I'd like to do the next jump in three hours and get the easy ones out of the way."
deWinter leaned close, "Two down, many to go!"
Chase chuckled. "How did the old poem start? 'Second star from the right,
straight on till morning'? At this pace, we'll be almost fifty light years out by
morning."
*+*+*+*+*
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Surface of Thanatos, Helios Gamma System, Intersun Liner Colonial Heavy 319
Odin Sinclair sat in one of the wide comfortable seats that lined the ship's First
Class deck. He spared a glance through the small rectangular window at the
yellowish brown atmosphere as it swirled and blew against the grounded ship and
announced that nothing man made would ever last long before it was corroded and
destroyed. Lacy had told him to make it quick, to make it painless, and he
surmised that it would be, but before that happened the two people sitting across
from him would have to do penance for the crimes they had committed.
It had been relatively easy to figure out their next likely target and then it was a
simple matter of being there waiting for them. What caught him off guard was the
viciousness of the attack. The liner had a flight crew of two and seven stewards to
care for the one hundred fifty passengers that the ship was rated to carry.
Thankfully this was a late night flight and there were only thirty-three passengers
aboard for the flight from Caprica to Tauron. Richard, Lucy, and three others had
feigned an emergency and once their Raptor was brought aboard they quickly
seized control of the ship.
The intelligence Odin's team collected suggested the target was a diamond
courier who had three million cubits worth of stones headed for a broker on
Tauron. He expected to see bodies when his team emerged from the container
they'd used as cover, but the brutality of the butchery rocked him back. If anything,
the stories he'd heard about Richard's and Lucy's behavior didn't do the reality
justice. How could the two children he and Lacy raised descend into such barbarity
and cruelty? He had killed his fair share of people over the years, but it wasn't
something he enjoyed and he never reveled in it, and that was one of the lessons he
tried to impart to the children as they were growing up.
But this...this was something that rivaled even the legends of the old pre-Exodus
murder cults. This was inhuman. And, he thought to himself as he prepared to
confront the two people he saw as his own flesh and blood, it ends here.
"Why?" he finally asked the two bound figures seated across from him.
"Why what?" Richard asked defiantly.
Odin gestured with his hands at the surroundings. "This. Why?"
"We're doing what you're too old..." Richard began and was cut off by Lucy.
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"And cowardly," Lucy interjected spitefully and Odin felt as if she'd driven a
dagger between his shoulders.
"And that," Richard said rhetorically. "We're doing what you should be doing,
what you should have been doing all along; bringing down the corrupt polytheistic
Colonial government. Now that we have friends who can help us, and are helping
us, we're doing it."
"You'd do that despite putting everyone back home at risk?" Odin asked as he
tried to understand what had warped the people he loved.
"Frak them," Lucy spit. "If they were worth the space they occupied they'd be
out here with us. They're soft and no better than the Colonials; you traded one set
of overlords for another when you accepted the Cylons' help."
Odin narrowed his eyes at them. Her answer hit hard and he had to admit that
there was some truth to the Cylons pretty much becoming their overloads, but the
rest of it was just spiteful hate. "We did what we needed to survive and a long time
ago we renounced wanton murder and terror, the very things you've been doing for
the past few months. All you're doing is raising their awareness and stoking their
hatred; it will not work."
"Says you...who gloriously failed," Lucy snarked derisively. "You've grown old
and tired, it's time for you and the rest to step aside and let us handle things."
"Do you share this opinion, Richard?" Odin asked as he tugged his gloves to
make sure they were tight and forced any sentimentality out of his mind.
Richard nodded. "Fraking right I do. The movement has done nothing since you
ran away from the Colonies."
That's that, Odin thought as he sighed and stood. "Then we have nothing else
left to discuss." He turned to the other man who had stood mutely to the side
during the conversation, "Is the ship ready?"
"It is," Lexon answered quickly. He was a little younger than Odin and had
been with him throughout the war and was one of his most trusted lieutenants.
“Good,” Odin replied simply before standing and making sure his coat didn’t
restrict his movement.
Lexon gestured to the three people, two women and one man, kneeling in the
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aisle. "Ah, what about these three?"
Odin and drew the service automatic from his pocket and shot each of the
kneeling prisoners twice in the head. "That solves that. As for you two," he turned
to where Richard and Lucy sat open mouthed at the sudden violence and
expectation that they were next. "You get to wait here and reflect upon where you
went wrong." he pulled back his left cuff and looked at his watch. "You'll have
about another half an hour before the first seals fail and the atmosphere starts
venting. After that, it should be pretty quick. It won't be painless, but it will be
fast. I'll always miss the people I raised and loved, but I will not miss the monsters
they've become."
"You can't do this! Mother wouldn't let you!" Richard shouted as fear crept into
his voice.
Odin took three steps before he stopped and turned to look one last time at the
two people he condemned to death. "Mother ordered this," he said evenly before
he walked out of the cabin and made his way to the airlock where his ship waited.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
Several windows had light shining through them as the limousine stopped in
front of the security center’s main entrance. Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield
didn’t wait for the car’s door to be opened and instead opened it himself and
stepped out into the cool evening air. He tugged his jacket down and made sure
his cuffs were proper, then walked into the building.
“Sir!” the uniformed guard said when Charles stepped through the main entry.
“How may I help you?”
“Good evening, Wellman,” Charles replied and once again marveled at how
efficient the cleaners had been cleaning the carnage that had been visited on the
center a few months earlier. “I’m here to see Captain Redding; would you let him
know I’m here?”
“Right away, sir!” Wellman said and made a quick call. A minute later, a tall
man wearing a tailored uniform opened a security door and stepped into the lobby.
“Your Grace, welcome,” Captain Redding said and offered a slight bow.
Redding was old school, Charles thought, and that was a good thing; just because
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something was new didn’t necessarily mean it was better. Redding was smart
enough to hold on to the good, discard the bad, and meld it with what actually
worked. “I received your message that you were coming; everything is ready.”
“Thank you, Tom, I appreciate it,” Charles told him and followed him through
the security door into the secured part of the building. Most of the desks and work
areas were empty given the time of the night, but there were several guards still
working at various administrative tasks and Charles greeted each one by name. If
they were going to put their lives on the line to protect his family, he was going to
learn their names and as much as he could about them. Birthdays, anniversaries,
and other important days were remembered with a hand written card and gift
where appropriate.
They had to pass through another layer of security before they reached the
elevator. This had become a regular trip for Charles and once they were in the
elevator car he could close his eyes and open them right before it slowed to a stop.
A grin touched his lips as he thought that it was something he would have done as
a child. But where the elevator took him wasn’t someplace he’d ever take a child.
It was 100 meters below the surface and home to the recently reactivated main
security watch center for the estate. It also housed several high security holding
cells and this area was where he was going. He had made this trip several times
each week since the attack months earlier and of late they were starting to pay off.
“Here we are, sir,” Redding said when they arrived at the cell. “I’ll be outside if
you need anything.”
“Thanks, Tom,” Charles told the officer and put his palm up to the hand scanner
and heard a click. “I’ll be out in a bit.”
Unlike a normal jail or holding cell, this cell looked more like a nice hotel
room. A large bed was against one wall and flanked by night stands, a large screen
video monitor was opposite, a desk with a workstation occupied one corner and a
reclining chair the other while a doorless doorway led to the bathroom. The room’s
lone inhabitant lay on the bed wrapped in a white terrycloth robe with a towel
around her head. “Hello, Charles,” the woman said and looked his way.
“Good evening, Alessa,” Charles said and greeted her as he walked to the desk.
“I trust you’re comfortable?” he asked and arched an eyebrow.
“Oh, as comfortable as I could be…given the circumstances,” Alessa replied. “It
would be nice to get some fresh air and see the sky...” she added and let the
thought hang in silence.
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Charles put his slim briefcase on the desk and sat on the recliner. “You know
that isn’t possible at the moment,” he told her. “Are they making sure you have
enough to eat?” he asked.
Alessa smiled seductively and swung her legs off the bed and stood where
Charles could see her. “Why don’t you tell me?” she asked and opened her robe to
reveal her naked body underneath. “Do I look malnourished?”
“No, you don’t, Alessa,” Charles told her and a half smile touched his lips as he
shook his head once. “It isn’t going to work, my dear. I told you, I’m already
taken.”
Her seductive smile fell from her face and a frown appeared for the briefest of
moments before it was replaced with a smirk. “Well, a girl’s gotta try,” Alessa told
him sadly. “Imagine that…I was sent to kill you and now I try to seduce you,” she
said and closed her robe before retying the belt.
“Odd how things turn out, isn’t it?” Charles asked rhetorically. “I’m glad the
wound has healed without a scar.”
This drew a definite frown from Alessa. “Your daughter really hurt me, Charles,”
she said, then added, “but at least she didn’t kill me and for that I’m thankful.”
Charles sat back and studied Alessa. She had changed remarkably over the
months she’d been here and there was part of him, the romantic and father part,
which believed she had changed and that this wasn’t just an act. Then there was
the more pragmatic part that knew who and what she was and why she was here,
and that part refused to accept that any change was permanent and anything but a
ruse. “I read your report,” he said and changed the subject.
“And?” Alessa asked and lay back on the bed, propped up by several pillows.
“I found it enlightening and had a few questions,” Charles told her. He
continued when she gave a slight wave with her hand, “I understand that your
specialty is accounting and that a night time attack wasn’t something you trained
for. Given your technology, I’m surprised you didn’t already have the skills. Can
you enlighten me on how all of this works?” He already had a good idea since his
daughter had forwarded Sukie’s brief to him and it gave a good account of the
process, but he wanted to hear it from Alessa’s mouth, in her own words, and
maybe then the pragmatic part of him would begin to believe that she might have
changed.
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Any bravado Alessa might have had visibly drained from her posture. She
slumped back against the pillows and Charles thought she almost seemed to shrink
into the robe. “We aren’t born,” she began, “we are created. It is considered the
greatest privilege to be selected, but what isn’t known is that you really don’t have a
choice. When you are selected, you’re taken to Cathedral. They dress it up with a
holy sounding name, but it’s really a house of horrors.” Her voice had lost any
joviality or sultriness and it sounded like she was talking to someone else.
“Inside they strip you. Not just of your clothes, but of your dignity, your
personality, your memories, they strip out everything that made you, you, and once
they have everything from up here,” she slowly pointed to her head, “they kill you.
It’s perhaps the one act of kindness in the whole process,” Alessa explained. “You
see, when they’ve taken everything, the body is left in a persistent vegetative state
because you, everything that made you, are gone.
“The next steps happen in parallel. First, your memories and your personality
are merged with the whole and various imperatives are implanted.
Other
memories, they’re deleted or changed. The personality that emerges has the
memories of the original but lacks the emotions or empathy that the original once
possessed. It is the same in thought, how it thinks, as all the rest, but still uniquely
different.
“While the personality is being rebuilt, so is the body. DNA from the original is
spliced with host DNA to form a composite. It’s like when you look at twins;
they’re very similar, but there’s still enough difference there to tell them apart.”
Alessa paused and reached for a water bottle that was on the night stand. Charles
didn’t want to interrupt her and felt the pain her words were painting.
“When the personality and body are complete, they’re merged. It’s sort of like
when you download a file from a server to a workstation, the concept is the same.
Then you wake up and you’re no longer you. You have the old memories but lack
the emotions that go along with them. You have new memories, now imperatives
and goals, and emotions that support them, and it feels natural…because that’s how
they designed it to be.”
Charles could see tears welling up in her eyes and felt a disgust that he hadn’t
felt in decades stirring inside him. The people who did this were monsters, pure
and simple. They looked human, but were as alien as anything he’d ever seen at
the theater.
“Charles,” Alessa said in a hollow voice and now the tears were spilling over
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and rolling down her cheeks, “I used to be married. I know I was married and
remember the ceremony, our wedding night, our life together, but it’s like looking at
pictures of strangers in a magazine that happen to have my face because I feel no
emotion associated with the memories. I can’t even say his name…even if I was
allowed to remember it, or try to find out who he was.”
He stood and walked over to the bed and sat on the edge. “Here,” Charles said
and wrapped his arms around the crying woman. “Let it out…let it out and be
human again.”
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Chapter 32: Into The Depths Of Night
Surface of Thanatos, Helios Gamma System, Intersun Liner Colonial Heavy 319
It had been several long minutes since the thud that announced Odin and his
people had left the ship. Richard turned in his seat and looked at the woman he'd
loved since they were children. "Lucy?"
"Yeah, Ricky?" Lucy answered and met his gaze with one that mirrored his own
fear and worry.
"We did the right thing," he said simply.
anyone else."

"And I wouldn't have done it with

Lucy smiled and some of the fear slipped from her face. "I know, and I wouldn't
have, either. How...how much longer do you think we have?" she asked pensively.
Richard tried to shrug and only succeeded in working the bindings tighter
around his wrists. "Ten, maybe fifteen minutes if we're lucky," he told her a
moment before the lights flickered, went out, and were quickly replaced by
emergency lighting. "Maybe not," he added ruefully as he smelled the first traces of
sulfur and his eyes felt the peculiar sting that proved the end was fast approaching.
"We'll face it together, like we always have," Lucy said softly and leaned forward
and kissed him lightly on the lips before resting her head on his shoulder.
"I know," Richard began and stopped when he heard a thud and felt a shudder
ripple through the ship. He held his breath, waiting for the last bulkhead to fail,
even though he knew it was a futile effort. Lucy's eyes were wide and fearful as his
ears heard a faint rhythmic sound that his mind told him was impossible.
Thirty seconds later he let out his held breath and took several gasps and winced
as the tainted air burned his lungs. "That wasn't very smart," Lucy joked, "you never
were very good at holding your breath."
"Then I guess it's a good thing you won't have to," a new voice said from the
hatchway that led to the lower decks. The woman was attractive in a nondescript
sort of way that would allow her to blend in with the popular crowd or the not so
popular, and wore her auburn hair in a long braid draped over her left shoulder.
"Do you want to live?" she asked neutrally.
Richard nodded before he spoke. "Yes, we do," he said answering for both of
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them.
"Good. Do you swear yourself to my service?" the woman asked directly.
Lucy didn't hesitate, "Yes."
"And you?" the woman nodded to Richard.
"Yes." The word was barely out of Richard's mouth when the woman moved
forward and drew a mottled steel blade.
"Turn," she commanded and cut Lucy's bonds a few seconds before she cut
Richard's. "Come, we don't have much time," the woman ordered and started for
the hatch.
"Who...what should we call you?" Lucy asked.
The woman turned in mid step and the light caught her eyes just right and they
flashed red, "You may call me Equal Geonova."
*+*+*+*+*
Land's End Anchorage, Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster, Meropian Communion,
approaching Dike Astraea
Admiral Giovanna Cassidine liked to observe traditions. Sometimes they were
traditions that started in antiquity and sometimes they were of a more recent
vintage. This was one that could have qualified as a little bit of both, she thought as
she gazed thought the Mosquito’s clear canopy at the fleet that was station keeping
just inside Land’s End’s outer markers. Before her group departed on a planned
deployment, she liked to take a Mosquito and visually inspect the ships she might
have to take into Harm’s Way.
It wasn’t that she could see a defect if any existed, she wouldn’t be close enough
and the ships were simply too large for anything but a gross failure to be visible, but
it gave her a sense of what the fleet possessed beyond the simple specifications that
contributed to the manifest. To Cassidine’s thinking, the fleet was made up of two
components; the crews and the ships, and together they shared a symbiotic
relationship that created something that was greater than the simple sum of its
parts.
The fleet was anchored by the battlestars Dike Astraea, Circe, and Aether.
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Cassidine wished that Hemera, Aether’s sister ship, and her escort could have been
part of the expedition but she needed the battlestar on another mission that was
equally important. Behind the battlestar line was Briareus, a battlestar sized
assaultstar that carried an augmented division of Communion Marines and all the
support craft and supplies necessary for their deployment. Close at hand and
arrayed in a protective formation around the assaultstar were her four escorts; the
new Warlock class Enchanter and the Tempest class gunstars Cyclone, Tornado,
and Typhoon.
Cassidine’s own Dike Astraea was one of the largest combatants fielded by the
Communion, but the massive replenishmentstar Demeter dwarfed the battlestar.
Originally planned as a larger successor to the Epiales class carrier, the plans were
changed during the design phase to utilize the hull as a support ship rather than as
a combatant. She agreed with the thinking behind the decision; it would have
been too valuable – both in crew and resources – to commit to any battle. Had
Demeter been built as originally conceived, she would have rarely left port.
Instead, the great ship now supported an endeavor that could fundamentally
change the Communion.
Necromancer, a Warlock class gunstar, and three Attica class escorts served as
the support squadron’s screening force. It wasn’t as large a screen as Cassidine
would have liked for the support squadron’s value, but it was something she’d have
to live with. It wasn’t just Demeter that they were there to protect, but also
Antaeus, a mobile repair dock that was the second high value asset in the support
squadron. Antaeus coupled with Acmon and Epimedes, formed a repairstar
division that could repair or rebuild any ship in the squadron. Cassidine didn’t
expect to have to go guns hot, but venturing as far from home as she was planning
to go, having the repairstars along was both an added comfort and a force
multiplier.
The support squadron was rounded out by three tankers; Attis,
Endymion, and Ganymede.
Located close to Circe Cassidine saw the elongated egg shaped scoutstar Dolos,
a relatively new addition to the Fleet and one that Commander Emory had used to
good effect in his recent wargame. Nearby were the scoutstars Hesperus and
Eosphorus, easily identified by the ring shaped sensor cluster that encircled their aft
hulls. Trailing the scoutstars were Britomartis and Euporie, Dike Astraea’s and
Circe’s groups’ dedicated replenishmentstars. Finally, along the perimeter stood
three gunstars attached to her group and three that were attached to Emory’s;
Proioxis, Praxidike, and Polemos were her’s and Niobe, Creon, and Sithon were
Emory’s.
Cassidine sat back and took it all in. The amount of firepower at her command
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was incredible and a weighty charge. This was a small fraction of the Communion
Fleet and they were ships she was sure weren’t compromised by the Equals. But,
how many were compromised in the Fleet, she wondered, and how many of those
would chose to fight their brothers should Admirals Galva and Montcalm’s plan fail
and result in violence?
She stood the Mosquito high on one wingtip and turned it towards Dike Astraea.
Cassidine didn’t want bloodshed but she did want justice. Had the Equals slowly
succumbed to corruption or had it always been there and just hidden and buried
deeper than it was today? It was an academic question and regardless of what the
answer might be; in the here and now the Equals were acting as if they were the
omnipotent overlords of the Meropian Communion.
Before all of that, however, the expedition had to walk the line between legal
and illegal navigation and the real reason for the Equals’ interest in a certain section
of space had to be discovered…and a rendezvous with ancient survivors kept.
*+*+*+*+*
“It’s good to have you back,” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos said as Cassidine
stepped onto the flight deck after the Mosquito’s wheels were chocked. “Everything
in order?” he asked and arched an eyebrow.
Cassidine nodded and rolled her shoulders while at the same time arching her
back and stretching. “Thank you, Cesare,” she returned his welcome. “Everything
is good to go; the fleet looks good and I’m good,” she said as she signed the
Mosquito back in and walked for the lift. “We’re going to be out here a long time
and we’re lucky that this has been kept quiet and that we don’t have a reporter or
two sniffing around. It would be one thing to take Dike Astraea and the group out,
but we’re travelling with considerably more tonnage than would go on a normal
patrol.”
Arcadiaolos seemed to consider her words and didn’t speak until they were in
the lift. “I think we’d have half the press corps on our tail if they knew about our
special passengers. But beyond that, we are going out into the deep black and will
likely be several hundred light-years beyond our home systems, so having an
extended logistics and support group would be prudent.”
“Only half?” Cassidine joked.
“Well, half to chase us and the other half to cover what the first half was doing,”
Arcadiaolos smirked. “Remember,” he held up a finger, “If you can’t find the story,
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cover those who have.”
“Very true,” Cassidine answered after a moment’s thought. “As to the rest of it, if
this goes bad, you do realize that we can’t return…if we expect to die a natural
death.”
She felt his arm go around her shoulders in a rare display of affection outside of
their quarters, “My dear, I have a list of book agents, realtors, and immigration
lawyers in the Colonies all ready for that eventuality.” Arcadiaolos flashed a smile
and winked.
Unbidden, a smile broke on her face and she shook her head.
believe you really have all those prepared?”

“Why do I

“Because you know me…and know that I like to plan for every possibility that I
can think of,” Arcadiaolos told her and stepped away a moment before the doors
slid open. “I will meet you in the CIC, Admiral,” he added before he stepped off
the lift and started down the passageway.
Cassidine slowly walked to her quarters and returned the Marine guards’ salutes.
Inside, she quickly stripped off her flight suit, showered, and dressed in her duty
uniform. “Corwin,” she said when the voice on the other end of the handset
answered, “Please contact Fleet Admiral Montcalm and transfer it to my quarters.”
She paused, then added, “And please make sure it’s on a secure channel.”
Suddenly, sitting at her desk, Cassidine felt alone and as if the weight of the
world had settled upon her shoulders. What she was about to do could destroy the
status quo and throw what had been a stable society that was thousands of years
old into turmoil such that it might never recover. Unlike Paris who refused, or
simply failed, to consider the ramifications of his actions, she knew full well going
into this what could happen. Cesare’s comment about the Colonies may have been
made humorously, but going there was a very real possibility.
Her brooding was broken by the handset’s buzzing. “Cassidine,” she answered.
“Admiral, I have Fleet Admiral Montcalm for you,” Corwin told her.
“Thank you; I have the line,” Cassidine replied and heard the click as the line
was transferred and then the slight telltale crackle of a secure line. “Admiral
Montcalm, this is Admiral Cassidine, than you for taking my call.”
“You’re welcome, Giovanna,” Montcalm answered cordially.
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ready?”
“It is, Admiral,” Cassidine replied and took a deep breath before she added,
“we’re ready for whatever may come.”
“I’m glad,” Montcalm replied. “There’s a lot riding on this and so far we, Leo
and I, have managed to keep any interested parties from sniffing in your direction.
What you’re going to do will give us a chance for a free future, please don’t ever
forget that.”
“I won’t,” Cassidine confidently replied. There was no way she was going to
forget what was discovered on the old Brazen class courier or how there had been
conclusive and incontrovertible proof that the Equals had been responsible for a
holocaust that claimed more than fifteen billion souls. The Equals would be held
accountable, even if she had to storm Cathedral to make it happen. “We’ll do our
part.”
“I know you will. I wish I was going with you on this one,” Montcalm told her in
an almost wistful tone. “When you’re done you could write a best seller about it
all.”
“I might just do that. It would have a dashing heroine who uncovers the
mystery, solves the riddle, and saves the day!” Cassidine quipped and felt her spirits
lift ever so slightly.
“I’d buy it,” Montcalm confided. “Godspeed, Admiral, and good hunting!”
“Thank you, Admiral. We’ll be back soon. Cassidine, out,” she said and
retuned the handset to its rest. Time to kick this pig into action, she thought as she
stood, tugged down her tunic and stepped away from her desk.
*+*+*+*+*
Dike Astraea’s CIC was a study in restrained excitement. The watch standers
were efficiently attending to their duties, but there was an undercurrent of
excitement and expectation that was almost palpable to Admiral Giovanna
Cassidine. She knew the person behind each face and trusted them…all of them…
not just to do their jobs but with the success of the mission. There was a lot that
she had to keep from the crew and even some details that while technically correct
allowed for assumptions that were far from true.
She didn’t like the slight
deception even though she knew it was necessary. It gamed the trust that the crew
had in her.
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“Mr. Corwin,” Cassidine said and addressed Petty Officer Brandon Corwin,
“Please contact the fleet and verify that everyone is at Action Stations and that Jump
Conditions have been set throughout.”
“Admiral, all commands are reporting that they’re at Action Stations and that
Jump Conditions are set.” Corwin had been with her for close to fifteen years and
she’d watched the boy become a man during that decade and a half. He was
talented, efficient, competent, and had a good sense of right and wrong. Had she
been a mother, she wouldn’t have been disappointed if her son turned out like her
communications petty officer.
“Already anticipating my orders, Brandon?” Cassidine asked lightly and mirth
accented her voice. It wasn’t a rebuke, but rather an acknowledgement that the
petty officer was on top of things.
“Affirmative, Admiral,” Corwin replied respectfully in his easy going manner,
“the sooner we leave, the sooner we get back.”
“I hear you there,” Cassidine said. “Mr. Garibaldi, is the ship ready to jump and
the jump coordinates confirmed by the fleet?”
Captain Casimir Garibaldi was another officer who had been with Cassidine for
years. He had a quiet calm about him no matter the situation and often served as a
mentor to the crew interested in learning his art. “Affirmative; the first jump has
been plotted, checked, and transmitted to the fleet. The coordination board is
reading green, Admiral.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Cassidine said and looked around the CIC. It was larger
than that on Epiales, but well designed and laid out and she actually felt more
aware in it than she did on her previous command. “Prepare to jump the ship.”
“Aye, prepare to jump the ship.
replied.

One minute on the jump clock,” Garibaldi

“Brandon, please patch me through to the fleet,” Cassidine requested and
picked up the handset when Corwin told her it was live. “This is the Admiral,” she
began. “In a few moments we will be taking the first step on our expedition. We
will be away from home for an extended period and I have the utmost faith in all of
you that you will do the service proud and uphold her finest traditions. We will
jump momentarily.
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“Cassidine, out,” she said and ended the short address. “Mr. Garibaldi, please
start the jump clock and coordinate it with the fleet,” Cassidine ordered and
watched her crew put her orders into action.
“Jump clock has been started and the fleet is coordinated,” Garibaldi stated.
Cassidine nodded. “Thank you,” she said and her eyes strayed to the digital
clock under the dradis display that was counting down from 60. “You think I
should have said more?” she asked sotto-voce.
“No,” Arcadiaolos replied just as quietly from where he stood next to her. “I
think it was just enough; any more than what you said and you would risk giving
away more than you wanted.”
“I wanted to tell them,” Cassidine admitted. “And when the time is right, I will;
they deserve to know.”
“I completely agree, Gia. And were the stakes not quite so high, I’d be chiding
you for not saying something now,” Arcadiaolos explained.
“We will jump in…Five! Four! Three!” Garibaldi announced and counted
down the last few seconds before the ship’s FTL drives would rip a hole in reality
and send her light years away from where she was a heartbeat earlier. “Two! One!
Jump!”
Cassidine felt the familiar contraction and expansion feeling that accompanied a
jump and smiled; the first blow had against the Equals’ tyranny had just been
struck.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, ancient
bunker complex
Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay rubbed the sleep from her eyes and glared at
Emma, the small electronic device that was her best friend. “What is so bloody
important that you had to wake me up two hours after I finally fell asleep?” she
asked.
“And I believe that’s another point in my favor,” Emma replied sarcastically.
Minerva truly loved the intelligence like a sister, but there were times when it
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was positively frustrating. “You woke me up to count coup?”
“No…” Emma replied neutrally. “I woke you up to tell you that I may have
found what you were looking for earlier tonight.”
“Oh?” Minerva asked as she sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed
and flexed her toes. “You found something that would shed some light on why this
all happened?”
“I believe I did,” Emma said somewhat proudly. “I continued sifting through
those files you were looking at earlier, and then started ranging a little farther afield.
This is the first bit, take a look at this,” the little device told her and activated the
large display that commanded part of the room’s desk.
Several lines of code flashed quickly in a new window that opened on the
desktop and were then replaced by a series of color bars. The video quickly
replaced the color bars and Minerva found herself walking over to the desk and
sitting on the chair in front of it.
An attractive blonde haired woman wearing a conservatively cut pant suit stood
in front of a massive domed marble building. The dome appeared to soar more
than a kilometer high and filled the screen while the immediate backdrop showed
the columned front of the building. “This is Colby Browning reporting live from the
Grand Pantheon where moments ago Lord Zeus made some very stunning
revelations. Long considered the lone voice that stood against Lord Cronus and his
supporters, Lord Zeus’ revelations and his apparent proof have caused the Grand
Council to sequester themselves in an emergency legislative session.
“We have some video of the event…”
Browning’s face and the great building were replaced with a large meeting room
with ever expanding rings of desks and chairs, all focused on a raised section of the
floor along the facing wall. By any definition, the room was awe inspiring; giant
crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling and bathed the room with warm light, a
rich dark green carpet covered the floor, and all the furniture was made out of
intricately carved and highly polished woods. The raised section held a large
throne flanked on either side by a smaller throne, and all of them behind a waist
high wooden railing. A podium was one step lower and in front of the thrones.
Three people were seated on the thrones; a regal looking woman not much
older than Minerva sat on the right side and a strong, confident looking man of
about the same age sat to the left. The center throne held a man no older than
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either of his companions, and yet possessed such a sense of charisma and authority
that it almost demanded obedience.
A lone man stood defiantly at the end of the center aisle and faced the three
people seated on the thrones as everyone in the chamber, seated at their desks,
looked on. “Lord Cronus, I formally charge you of kidnapping and holding against
their will members of my delegation.” The room erupted with shouts of support
and jeers of derision at Zeus’ declaration. He raised his hand and motioned for
quiet before he continued, “Furthermore, I charge you with witness tampering and
intimidation, murder for profit, and bribery!”
These last charges caused the shouts to escalate to a loud roar with individual
words being drowned out by every other word spoken. The man on the center
throne stood and raised his hands for quiet. No word was uttered, but his stare
seemed to touch everyone in the room and even Minerva felt the commanding
power contained within those steely grey eyes set in the strong and handsome face.
“This has been something you have claimed over and over, Zeus, and yet,
despite all your investigations and allegations, nothing has ever come of it. Why
now, on this day, do you come forward and publicly charge me?” Cronus asked
calmly, evenly, and sounding like he almost knew the answer.
The camera panned to show Zeus for the first time; he shared the same
commanding presence and charisma as Cronus, the same grey eyes, and a build
that implied that the body beneath the suit wasn’t soft and lazy but rather strong
and efficient. “Cronus, for many years you have held onto the reins of power
through many means, but perhaps the most heinous is how you disappeared those
most able to stand against you.” Again, Zeus held up his hand for quiet and then
continued. “Sergeant At Arms, please open the doors to allow my guests to enter.”
A man wearing a suit nodded and opened the same door that Zeus used to enter
the great chamber. Five people clad in white hooded cloaks silently walked down
the aisle. The hoods covered their heads and the cloaks were closed in the front,
lending the five an almost monastic appearance. Even with the anonymity offered
by the cloaks, Minerva thought that two of them were male and the remaining three
were female. They filed to Zeus’ right and stopped to face Cronus when Zeus
spoke again. “Twenty years ago we mourned the loss of five of our own when their
transport disappeared. We all thought that they’d crossed over and ventured into
the lands the living are barred from entering.
“My friends,” Zeus said in a strong orator’s voice, and it was clear to Minerva he
wasn’t just speaking to those in the chamber but to everyone who might see the
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broadcast, “my friends, didn’t take that long, lonely walk to their final rest. No,
they were being held by forces loyal to Cronus on his own orders.”
Once again the chamber erupted in shouts, cheers, and accusations. Zeus held
up his hand as Cronus watched defiantly. There were only hints on Cronus’ face of
the emotion that seemed to swim behind his eyes; jaw muscles clenching and
releasing, eyes narrowing slightly, and a general tension that suddenly seemed
present where before he was relaxed. “You asked for proof, I give you proof,” Zeus
declared strongly and took a step forward. “Cronus, members of this august
assembly, and those watching, I return to you our missing brothers and sisters;
Hera, Hestia, Demeter, Poseidon, and Hades.” When he spoke each name, one of
the five pulled back their hood and revealed their face a moment before unclasping
the cloak and letting it fall to their feet.
As the five revealed themselves the room erupted into chaos. Zeus held Cronus’
gaze and looked defiant and challenging while Cronus looked furious. “Enough!”
Cronus shouted and his amplified voice immediately silenced everyone in the
chamber. “The Grand Council is now in session and will retire to its chambers.”
As he turned to leave, it sounded like a riot was starting in the chamber. The
camera panned over the two who sat next to Cronus’ throne; the man had a selfsatisfied sneer on his face that made Minerva think he knew about this all along,
while the woman looked outraged and livid. Dutifully, however, they followed
Cronus off the platform and though a door located on the chamber’s floor.
“That was half an hour ago,” Colby Browning said as the view switched back to
the outside of the Grand Pantheon. “Shortly after Lord Cronus left the floor, the
remaining delegates began to leave as well. We received word that Lord Zeus’
delegation has left the city…” Browning suddenly ducked as if something flew past
her head and suddenly the night sky was lit as bright as day. “Oh my God,” she
swore, as a distant roar washed over the square. Minerva didn’t need the reporter
to tell her what just happened; someone detonated a nuke in the atmosphere close
enough to be seen but far enough to do no damage. “Someone just set off a nuke!”
Browning shouted and looked like a frightened child. “What’s that over there?” she
asked and pointed, causing the camera angle to pan across the massive square and
focus on something in the distance.
The camera operator zoomed in and showed what looked like armor clad men
falling from the sky and landing on their feet before running toward the Grand
Pantheon. They carried a variety of small arms and moved swiftly across the plaza.
“I…I’ve never seen those before,” Browning said, still off camera. “They look like
some sort of powered armor and their face plates…can you get one on in the shot
to show what I’m seeing?” The video zoomed in on one of the figures as it passed a

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 914
man and gave it a sense of scale; it was more than two meters tall from the ground
to the crown of its teardrop shaped helmet and was purplish black from head to toe
except for the faceplate which seemed to have a red tint to it when the light hit it
just right.
The video suddenly turned to static for a moment before it returned, though the
venue had changed. Colby Browning had lost the polished look she had just
seconds earlier and now looked tired, her clothes were rumpled and torn in places,
and her pretty face was dirty and scared. “This is Colby Browning reporting live,
though I don’t know when this video will ever air, from a Marine transport
evacuating from Gaia City. Fighting broke out across the city almost as soon as
Lord Zeus revealed that five members of the Assembly long thought dead had in
reality been kidnapped and held for the last twenty years. Shortly after the
declaration, Marines jumped into the city to maintain order but were almost
immediately taken under fire from forces loyal to Lord Cronus. The fighting raged
for more than an hour before the first airstrike forced their perimeter to condense.
“Word arrived that an armored column loyal to Lord Cronus was already in the
city supported by a division of his household guard. They were shooting or
arresting anyone who appeared to support Lord Zeus and according to reports had
a list of names that they were to arrest or execute.” Browning paused and sipped
some water from a canteen. Minerva thought she looked scared, but strong and
with a growing sense of purpose. “This reporter’s name was on one of the lists
recovered,” she continued and held up a crumpled and singed piece of paper.
“This is stationary issued by Cronus’ office, and that’s his seal right here,” her finger
indicated a barely visible watermark and then a very visible mark in the upper left
corner.
“Here’s my name,” Browning said and pointed out her name. “This has several
other prominent media figures on it and appears to be a prelude to controlling
the…” The camera suddenly jerked and panned all around the transport and
showed civilians and several armored figures flailing around trying to find
something to hold on to as the cabin was flooded with intense light for several long
moments before it started subsiding.
“They just nuked the city!” someone shouted hysterically.
“No shit,” Browning muttered loud enough for the microphone to pick it up.
“Of course they nuked the city, this fraking administration is out of control and so
rather than deal with the problem they attack it.”
Minerva stared at the reporter’s face long after the video clip ended and left her
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frozen in time. “Did you find anything else?” she asked finally.
“I found more of Ms. Browning’s reports; it appears that she was quite prolific
for eight months before she disappeared when the forward operating base she was
at came under fire,” Emma explained. “It appears she had become a spokesman
for Zeus’ forces and was instrumental in rallying the…” the little device paused for
a moment, “Levantine region to the rebel’s side.”
“Even after all these years and countless generations, human nature remains the
same, eh?” Minerva asked. “At least they had someone to light the spark and take a
stand against the status quo…it would be nice to see something like that back
home, not that I’ll ever get to see it.”
“Don’t give up hope, Minerva; there is always a chance,” Emma chided her.
Minerva smiled and nodded. “I know, but I also don’t want to get my hopes too
high and then have to deal with the agony of reality. Now…” she sat up and
cocked her head, “you mentioned this was the first bit?”
“Oh yes,” Emma eagerly replied. “There are still several areas that we have
been unable to gain access to, and I think I found out why.” Browning’s face was
replaced with an isometric display that showed the various levels contained within
the base. “As you know, this was a regional defense installation that controlled
several interceptor missile batteries. We’ve been puzzled why this wing here,” a
section of the third level blinked, “and this wing here,” another section, this time
part of the fourth level blinked, “were closed off to us. Since we were able to
interface the generator with the site’s power grid, I’ve been able to find more
systems that are online. I’ve managed to get a video feed from those two areas.”
“You have?” Minerva asked, suddenly focusing on the projection. “What are
they?”
The display changed again and showed a darkened room with rows of coffin
like devices arrayed in a four rows of five. Several small lights were faintly glowing
at one end of each tube and near the other end the top was transparent.
“I believe that they are some sort of hibernation tube,” Emma stated simply.
“Though I don’t think the occupants are in any condition to be revived,” the device
added sadly a moment before the camera zoomed in on the scene. Inside the
closest tube were the mummified remains of what appeared to be a human
occupant.
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“My gods…” Minerva swore. “Can you check the others?” The thought of
finding Othrys had been nothing more than a fantasy several months ago, but here
it was.
Now, the possibility of meeting someone who lived through the
Titanomachy…that was beyond belief.
“I’m sorry, Minerva, but I calculate that there’s a 99.9% chance that every
hibernation tube in there is similarly compromised. The lights on this tube are the
same as on all the others…” Emma explained. “However, I do have this…” The
image shifted and instead of a room full of tubes it now showed a medical center’s
nursing station. “This is the location on the third floor. If you look along this wall,”
the image zoomed in somewhat, “you’ll see three larger and more complex looking
hibernation chambers.
“Unlike the tubes,” Emma said with a trace of what Minerva thought was hope,
“these are larger, and part of the actual facility, not something added as an
afterthought like the room on the fourth level. And, if you look here…”
Minerva saw what Emma was alluding to. “The lights…on two of the tubes
they’re different. Rather than red or amber, they’re mostly green. Emma…do you
think…”
“I estimate a 78.4% chance that the hibernation tubes are still functional,”
Emma answered Minerva.
“My gods…we have to tell Vassar about this and find some way to get in
there…” Minerva said as she quickly dressed and headed for the door.
*+*+*+*+*
Carrierstar Preserver, CGCS-55
Flight Captain Brittan Fairfax stood next to Havoc, Viceroy, and Greer and
peered through the cell’s bars at the man they’d captured several days earlier. After
he had been transferred to Preserver, the man was cleaned up and given fresh
clothes, and then promptly fell asleep. A day later, the first round of interrogations
weren’t overly successful; the man kept ranting that the Cylons had returned and
that they all had to run.
“Do you think he’ll ever get coherent again?” Fairfax asked after studying the
now clean man.
“I dunno, Britt,” Havoc replied a moment later. “His mind could be fried from
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what he saw…or thought he saw,” she added after a moment’s pause.
The man’s eyes narrowed and Fairfax saw that his gaze was fixed on Havoc. “I
know what I saw,” the man said and stood up. Despite being newly groomed, he
still had a wild look in his eye as he stepped closer to the bars. “They returned and
the Romani that didn’t run right away never made it. The Cylons landed and swept
the town for any human life; I managed to get away before they landed and hid in a
cave.”
This was more than he’d told the interrogators, Fairfax thought before Viceroy
asked, “What were you doing here?”
“Ah, direct,” the man answered. “You might say I was getting away from it all,”
he chuckled remorsefully. “I made some people back in the Colonies very
unhappy and for my continued health and wellbeing I decided to travel with the
Romani for a while. Not much more to tell than that.”
“The Romani don’t just allow people to travel with them,” Havoc told him
pointedly.
The man smirked. “They do if you offer them enough money…and I offered
them more than enough for their trouble.”
That much had to be true, Fairfax thought. From what she knew of the Colonial
Romani, they sounded a lot like the Travellers in Communion space, and they never
let anyone just ‘travel along’ with them, especially to what might have been an
enclave, without a lot of money changing hands. “So what’s your name?” she
asked off hand.
“Milo,” he answered. “Milo Luchesi.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Communion battlestar Circe
“Jump 23 completed, all ships in the battlegroup are accounted for,” Lieutenant
Wilson Bacall announced a few moments after the jump was completed. “Dradis
shows clear space and no foreign or navigational hazards.”
“Thank you, Mr. Wilson,” Commander Richmond Emory said from his position
by the plotting table. “You may stand down to Condition Two; it’ll be about three
hours until the next jump. Colonel Taylor,” he said addressing the ship’s CAG, or
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Commander, Air Group, “Please launch the CAP and coordinate with the Flag for
them to run intercept drills.”
Wilson acknowledged his order and made the announcement as Lieutenant
Colonel Courtney Taylor replied, “Will do, Commander…”
“You’ll be out there soon enough, Courtney,” Emory told her. “Once the doctor
has signed off on your rehab you’ll be back on flight status.”
Taylor frowned.
them, though.”

“I know…” she said wistfully.

“My heart is out there with

“I know it is, Court, I know it is. Just don’t rush it, I need my best pilot to be
100% when we get wherever it is we’re going,” Emory replied just loud enough so
that she and Medici could hear him. “Until then, two hours in the gym every day
until Doc Baylor gives you the all clear.”
“Aye-firmative,” Taylor smirked. “How about you come down sometime…you
know…lead from the treadmill?” she winked.
“Treadmill, eh?” Emory asked. “Let me know the next time you’re there, I’ll go
count for count with you.”
Emory saw a quick look of surprise skate across Taylor’s face and it told him she
wasn’t expecting him to agree. “Ok…I’ll meet you there at the end of shift,” she
said and turned to order the CAP’s launch.
“I do believe that was the first time I’ve seen Courtney surprised,” Medici said
sotto voce. “You’re just full of tricks.”
“I do try,” Emory quipped. “Mavis, please send my compliments to the Admiral
and let her know that our group has successfully transited and have launched a
CAP.”
“On it, sir!” Specialist Mavis Hawthorne replied cheerily and Emory felt a dark
cloud encroach on his good mood. Would Mavis, or for that matter any of the
others, be in such a good mood if they knew where they were going and the
changes for their society it might herald?
“Commander?” Hawthorne said a few moments later, “I have the Admiral on the
wireless for you.”
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“I’ll take it down here, Mavis, thank you,” Emory replied and picked up the
handset on the plotting table. “Admiral Cassidine, this is Commander Emory,” he
said by way of introduction.
“Hello, Rich. I wanted to confirm that we’re fifteen jumps from our first tangible
waypoint. I’m planning on giving the fleet some down time to make sure all
systems are working before we really get off the reservation. So rather than waiting
three hours for the next jump after this, I want to do some stress testing starting with
the next jump. Once we all transit the clock will start; Dike Astraea will run the
calculations for the first jump and send the destination for the next jump which
Circe will calculate and push out to the fleet. Then we’ll repeat it with Demeter,
Aether, Briareus, and then back to Dike Astraea, and then Circe for the last jump.
The next seven will be at normal three hour intervals.
“At each jump, everyone will be running the jump calculations as a check, if
they don’t check then we’ll pause and see where we went wrong, but I’m hoping to
be at our waypoint within about two days give or take,” Cassidine explained.
“I like it,” Richmond said and nodded his head. “So we’re basically going to be
jumping as fast as we can after each jump?”
“Correct,” Cassidine confirmed. “I want to make sure we’re comfortable with it
now so that if we have to do it under fire we won’t have any problems.”
This last comment caused a red flag in Emory’s mind. Among all the personnel
in the expedition, only three knew the all the details of where they were going and
all the reasons why; the Admiral was one, he was another, and the last was
probably standing within a meter or two of the Admiral. “Do you expect any
problems?”
He could almost see Cassidine’s smile when she answered, “No, I don’t, but I
want to be ready and it can’t help to practice.” She paused for several pregnant
moments and then added in a more serious tone of voice, “It’s a gut feeling, Rich.
There’s something out here and I don’t want to be caught flat footed if we run into
it.”
“That’s good enough for me,” Emory replied evenly. “We’ll be at the edge of
Communion space when we’re done since the jumps have really stretched our legs,
and I remember all the stories I’ve heard from the picket patrols.”
Cassidine laughed. “Yeah, I’ve heard them, too. Let’s hope we don’t run into
Pathfinder!”
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“I’m all for that! Most of the poor sods from Agamemnon wound up being
cashiered or beached after they returned,” Emory added. “They just weren’t…
right…anymore.”
“Right, and that is not going to happen on my watch,” Cassidine told him. “So
for now, relax and let your navigator know that he’s going to be on deck in a few
short hours.”
“Will do, Admiral.”
“Cassidine, out.”
Emory slowly replaced the handset onto the cradle and turned to look at his XO.
“Nico, I’ve got a bad feeling about this trip. Walk with me?”
“Certainly,” Medici replied.
“Courtney, when you’re done, please join me and Colonel Medici in my office,”
Emory told the CAG before adding, “Lieutenant Bacall, you have the con.”
“I have the con, aye!” Bacall answered as Emory and Medici left the CIC and
walked the short distance to his quarters.
“She’s not going to like this, is she?” Medici asked as they crossed the threshold
into his office.
“No, I don’t think she will…” Emory confided to his old friend, “But it will
explain some things.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Before I start,” Commander Richmond Emory said as he relaxed into the high
backed leather chair behind his desk, “I want you two to know two key things:
One,” he held up his right index finger, “I trust you. This goes beyond trusting that
you’re competent, you are or you wouldn’t have had a chance to be on Circe; I trust
you personally over and above what your rank might indicate. Second,” his middle
finger joined his index finger, “Whatever we discuss in here is beyond confidential;
it doesn’t get put into any personal logs, written in a journal, or discussed at this
time.”
“There’s more to this expedition than we’ve been told,” Lieutenant Colonel
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Courtney Taylor said. It was a statement, but her voice carried enough inflection
that it was also a question.
Emory watched as Medici crossed one leg over the other and nodded. Nico had
been aware of the mission’s true nature almost since he returned from the cruise
with Admiral Cassidine where she and Admiral Arcadiaolos explained it to him.
“There is, Courtney,” he said simply and directly. “After a world was suddenly red
zoned after the loss of a Peltast, some investigations were done and a two thousand
year old Brazen class courier was discovered. The crew was made up entirely of
Equals, all of whom died under some very odd conditions. Autopsies and tests on
the recovered bodies couldn’t determine the cause of death beyond suggesting
some sort of stroke. Two things made this very, very dodgy…first, the courier isn’t
on any current list and there’s no record of it on any database or pennant list. The
only mention we could find was in an old registry at Land’s End. Second, and this
is where you may want to look over your shoulder, is that her navigation logs
showed that she made several trips to another world that was suddenly red
zoned…at the same time this courier was lost.”
Taylor sat up and put her tea cup on the saucer sitting on Emory’s desk. “Let me
make sure I have this straight, Commander; two thousand years ago a Brazen class
courier was redacted from the official record and used by the Equals to make
numerous trips to a world that was red zoned back then, but on its last trip it
stopped somewhere close to a world that the Equals just red zoned and everyone
aboard died?”
“In a nutshell, yes,” Emory confirmed and watched Taylor’s body language while
he hoped that his judge of character hadn’t failed him.
The CAG closed her eyes for a few moments and steepled her fingers. “What
else aren’t you telling me? If it was just a Brazen, a recovery ship could have been
jumped out there and brought her back; there wouldn’t be a need for all this
firepower.”
Emory sipped his tea and allowed the spicy brew wash over his tongue before
he swallowed it. “You’re familiar with the story of the Titanomachy and Othrys?” he
asked and continued when she nodded. “Until recently they were just stories. The
Brazen was found near ruins that pre-date the Communion’s founding and point to
a precursor civilization. The Equals that were found, were just inside an archway,
outside the ship. Their suits were intact, there was no sign of violence, but they
were dead none the less.”
“Taken a step farther,” Medici added, “Why don’t they want us to find Othrys?

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 922
Or for that matter, why don’t they want us to find those ruins? The courier
contained documents that highlighted several locations; the ruins were the first but
the newly red zoned world was on it as well. We think the documents come
from…”
“The other planet that was red zoned about the same time the Brazen was lost,”
Taylor finished for him and Emory smiled. She was perceptive, that’s for sure.
“Yes.” Emory’s answer was definitive. “There’s something out there that they
don’t want us to find, possibly a threat to their power and control over the
Communion, and it’s something we have to find.”
“So why bring such a large fleet? One ship, maybe two, could have slipped
away without the fanfare that this group had when we left,” Taylor asked.
Emory weighed his next words carefully since he didn’t want to come across as
some sort of conspiracy theorist or crazy. “Two reasons; first, the disappearance of
one ship, maybe two, can be explained and after a while, redacted.
The
disappearance of this fleet, and the redaction of its existence, and that of the crew’s,
would raise too many questions. And…”
“And?” Taylor asked rhetorically.
“And we’ve lost at least two capital warships in the border reaches recently as
well as a handful of transports. We don’t think its Colonial, though after what
happened to the Duke of Westfield, I wouldn’t blame them from doing a bit of
reconnaissance in force.”
“Who is the Duke of Westfield and what happened to him?” Taylor asked.
“He’s one of the five wealthiest men in the Colonies, and one of the most
powerful, he’s an heir to the throne of one of their planets, and the Equals lost more
than twenty killed when they attacked him. We think he captured at least one of
the attackers,” Emory tonelessly explained.
Taylor blinked several times and the shock and rage that fought for supremacy
on her face looked real enough to Emory. “Those bastards did what?” she hissed.
“That’s an act of war!”
“Yep,” Emory agreed. “That was my reaction, too. And the two warships that
were lost, Arete and Crassus, had good crews and were both good ships.”
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“Arete is missing?” Taylor asked as her eyes widened somewhat and concern
swept her face. “I know her XO, Colonel Chiara Savoy. When did this happen?”
“Within the last few months,” Emory explained. “They were doing a sovereignty
patrol that was pretty far out and haven’t reported back. They’re overdue about two
weeks or so now. Crassus has been missing for six months and was supposed to be
in the same general region. So far no one outside a very few people at the
Admiralty know about this. The thought is that it might be Colonial, given that in a
really obtuse way you could say it’s in their direction…if you drew a really curved
line.”
Emory could see his CAG’s eyes narrow and her jawline tensed. “You said there
were two reasons?” she finally asked.
“We found documents – both physical and recorded media – on the Brazen that
pointed to what happened on the first world that was red zoned…The ship had
been there for a while and recently left after the civilization was destroyed.”
“Destroyed?” Taylor asked incredulously. “How?”
“They developed something similar to the Colonial’s Cylons that they called
drones, and one day the drones turned on them. Based on what we found,” Emory
explained sadly, “The bulk of it was over within a few hours, within three days it
was complete.”
Taylor sat back and looked at Medici and then back to Emory, “How do the
Equals fit into that puzzle? Couldn’t they have simply been there on a diplomatic
mission or something?”
Emory sighed and closed his eyes. Even though it had happened two thousand
years ago, the video that had been recovered made it seem like yesterday. They
were human, just like him, and then they weren’t…they were fallout or shadows
blasted on a wall. “Courtney, the Equals caused the holocaust,” he finally said
slowly and with as much self-control as he could muster. “The ship contained
incontrovertible proof that the Equals were involved from beginning to end.”
“An entire civilization…gone?” Taylor asked as disbelief filled her voice.
“Almost…” Emory told her.
Taylor cocked her head. “Almost? What do you mean?”
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This was the one ray of hope that came out of the genocide, Emory thought
before he explained their ultimate destination and who they hoped to meet.
Silence descended upon the officers when Emory finished answering Taylor’s
questions. Finally, after several long seconds, the CAG asked, “So who can we
trust?”
Emory thought about the question for a moment and offered his working belief,
“If they’re in this battlegroup, or Admirals Galva, Montcalm, or Beauliere, you can
trust them. Anyone else, it’s a crapshoot. “
Once again the room fell silent and Emory could see the same thought
processes going on behind Taylor’s eyes as he saw happen to Medici, and he
supposed, himself when he was told. He wanted to say something more, to explain
why, but this was something that she had to come to on her own. It wasn’t quite
making the horse drink, but he sure as hell led it to water. Now she had to draw
the conclusions.
Finally, Taylor sighed and a slight frown touched the corners of her mouth and
Emory knew that she’d reached the same conclusions Medici had when he ran this
past him. But it was her eyes that told the real story; they mixed sadness with
anger. “We’re going to return home to civil war, aren’t we?”
“Yes,” Emory replied and nodded. “Depending on what we find and what
happens legislatively while we’re gone, we could very well return to, or maybe
ignite, a civil war.”
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, deep space
Commander Miriam Duquesne stood next to the main plotting table in the
battlestar’s CIC and stared at the report she had just been handed. Above her, one
of the displays was tuned to a broadcast news station and showed a reporter
standing on a hill with a burning city in the background that was crowned by three
mushroom clouds. “This…are you sure, Joseph?”
“Aye, Commander,” Specialist Joseph Elba replied. “I decoded it myself and
then did it a second time before comparing them; it’s decoded correctly.”
“My gods,” Duquesne swore and felt the bottom of her stomach fall and a
burning rage start to grow in her chest. Preliminary sensor readings showed
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evidence of more than four thousand nuclear detonations and unconfirmed news
intercepts indicated that a fast acting biological agent had also been released on
the planet. This wasn’t just an attack; this was genocide and made anything the
Cylons did during the Uprising look tame in comparison.
“Colonel Sedaris?” she said in a voice stronger than she felt. “We will engage
the attackers. Bring the ship from Condition Two to Condition One and sound
Action Stations.”
“Yes, Commander,” Sedaris somberly answered and began issuing the necessary
orders.
She turned back to the plotting table and had the planet and the ships in orbit
projected on it. “Major Dickson,” Duquesne said and addressed Indy’s CAG.
Prepare all transports and all Raptors not needed to support the Vipers for casualty
evacuation.
Detach the Night Witches to fly cover for them and find a
concentration of survivors that we can aid.” She paused and thought about the
biological agent that was mentioned. “Tell the crews that they’re to keep their flight
suits sealed unless they want to go into quarantine with the refugees. Please
arrange the starboard lower hangar tween deck to be used for temporary
quarantine. Make sure several survival pods are there for the refugees.”
“I’ll make it happen, Commander,” Dickson replied gravely.
“Good.” Duquesne stared at the report and fought to keep the rage from spilling
out. Billions of people were already dead and she had no doubt that she would
probably join them soon, but something had to be done to show the attackers that
as divided as humanity might be, when you attack one, you attack all.
“Commander,” Sedaris said from her right, “Indefatigable is ready.”
“Good.” The rage retreated and was replaced with cold calculation and
determination. “Mr. Bolton, prepare a jump that will drop us within fifteen
kilometers of bogie Sierra Three. Mr. Santini, I want all batteries to fire on Sierra
Three with those that can’t bear firing on Sierra Two and Sierra Four. You are
cleared weapons free as soon as we jump.”
Lieutenant Gabrielle Santini quickly nodded, “Aye, Commander. We’ll kill ‘em.”
“That’s what I want to hear, Gabbi,” Duquesne said before picking up the
handset that rested on the plotting table’s edge. “Joe, please put me ship wide.” As
soon as Elba confirmed the handset was live, she raised it and addressed the crew,
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“In a few moments we will be making a combat jump and engaging the enemy.
You all know your jobs so I won’t tell you how to do them, but I will tell you this…
now is the time to focus and keep a clear head. We can work out our anger and
aggression in the gym or sparring ring later, but now…now I need you to make
those bastards feel something new…I want them to feel fear and cower at our
righteous fury. In the absence of direction, all batteries are to engage hostile forces
as they bear.
“Hunting season is open, Indefatigable, and there is no bag limit. Now…let’s go
shoot the magazines dry.” She paused a moment before adding, “That is all.”
She replaced the handset and turned to the CIC. “Mr. Bolton, you may jump the
ship.”
“Aye, Commander, I will jump the ship,” Bolton replied. A moment later his
voice came from the 1MC, “Attention, attention, we will jump in five…four…
three…two…one…NOW!”
Duquesne felt the familiar contraction and expansion that accompanied a FTL
jump and held onto the plotting table. After what felt like a lifetime she heard
Bolton announce that the jump was complete. Dickson gave the order to launch
the Vipers and other small craft, and she gave the order she had trained her whole
career to issue, “All batteries, commence firing on the Cylon baseships!”
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Miriam Duquesne stifled a scream as she sat up in bed and slowly
let go of the blanket covered sheet. Her heart was racing and she was covered in
perspiration as she blinked her eyes and looked at the clock on the small nightstand
next to her bed. Her hand was still shaking when she reached for the handset
cradled next to the clock.
“Lieutenant Bolton, CIC. Good evening, Commander,” Lieutenant Paul Bolton
answered.
Duquesne took a deep breath and mustered a steady voice, “Everything ok,
Paul?”
“It’s balls watch, Commander, other than catching up with some maintenance,
everything is green. We’ll be ready when the Admiral gives the order tomorrow to
continue the expedition.”
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“Good. Thanks, Paul,” Duquesne said and returned the receiver to its cradle and
said a silent prayer to any god that would listen thanking them that as real as it felt,
it had only been a nightmare.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, deep space
“I’m pleased with the stress test we performed over the past fifteen jumps,”
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase told the assembled officers in the Flag briefing
theater. “Kudos to Indefatigable for the fastest turnaround of just seventy-three
seconds; my compliments to Commander Duquesne and her CIC staff for pulling it
off. As for the rest of you, you have nothing to be disappointed about; the average
turnaround time from jump to jump was less than ninety-six seconds. If we were
back home, each and every one of you would have broken a record.”
Chase surveyed the commanding officers of the ships in her fleet. She wasn’t a
big fan of the Flag briefing theater because that’s just what it reminded her of, a
theater. She stood behind a podium on the stage and talked to her team and in her
mind that was quite a bit different than sitting at a conference table and talking with
her team. Still, it worked and she wasn’t about to discard a practice that worked.
“According to navigation data provided by Vezair Iago Kanovala, we are about ten
jumps from an old Romani settlement that dates back to the Imperial era.
“The next ten jumps are going to follow the peacetime standard; we’ll spend
three hours downtime between jumps to verify all systems are green,” Chase
explained. “Rather than count from when we transited the last jump, we’ll start the
clock an hour after this meeting ends. After the tenth jump, we’ll spend a few days
making sure everything is working at 100% and then we’ll really step into the deep
black. Any questions?”
One hand went up in the first row. “Commander Valentine?” Chase said and
called on Amaterasu’s commander.
“Thank-you, Admiral,” Valentine said when she stood. “I’ve read the briefing
that your staff put together on the planet and since we’re going to lay over there for
a few days I’d like to approach this as a chance to train my Marines. With your
permission, I’d like to give Colonel Butler permission to conduct arctic and alpine
exercises.”
“I think that’s a good idea. I’d like Buster’s staff,” Chase used Colonel Louis
Butler’s nickname, “to reach out to the other Marine detachments and put together
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a training schedule. Anything else?” Several quiet moments passed without any
comment so she concluded the briefing and dismissed the attendees.
“I know you wanted to add something to Lydia’s idea,” a familiar voice said from
the floor in front of the podium.
Chase laughed. “You’re right, Miri, I did. I debated adding the flight crew to the
exercise list as well so they could get some SERE training and work with the
Marines on the ground. But,” she shrugged, “we’re only going to be here for a
couple days to a week, and I didn’t want to take away from Buster putting the
troops through their paces.”
“I figured as much,” Commander Miriam Duquesne told her old friend. “Thanks
for the shout out earlier. I told Paul that if he had the best time that I’d give him a
bottle of his favorite flavor…do you know what that bonehead asked for? Ginger
Ale!”
“No kidding?” Chase asked.
“Sister’s pledge!” Duquesne told her and made the sign they’d developed many
years earlier.
Chase joined Duquesne on the floor and together they walked to the door.
“Miri…” she began…”Are you ok? You look a little tired today.”
Duquesne stopped and sighed. “Does it show that much?”
“Only to me, and probably Ty,” Chase answered as concern tinged her voice.
The lithe, shorthaired blonde seemed to consider something for a moment
before she spoke. “Can we talk, Sera? I feel like if I don’t tell someone that it’ll
drive me nuts.”
“Sure, we can have lunch in my quarters,” Chase told her and led the way down
the passage to where two Marines stood guard. Once they were inside and lunch
ordered from the wardroom, Chase sat on one of the chairs and asked, “What’s
wrong, Miri?”
Duquesne took a deep breath and slowly let it out.
“I’ve been having
nightmares. We’ve been gone only a couple days and I’ve already had two of
them. Each time they were the same, and each time…Sera, they were so, so real.”
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Chase handed her friend a mug of hot chocolate as a cool chill skipped down
her spine. “Can you tell me about them?”
Long lashed eyelids closed for a moment before Duquesne’s clear blue eyes met
Chase’s own ice blue gaze. “The Cylons came back and launched an all-out attack
and we returned too late to stop it. I don’t even know what world it was, but our
sensors recorded over 4000 detonations and more were still taking place. Deep
down I knew that the fight was over and all that I could do was rescue what
survivors I could from the surface and then run. I had Paul plot a jump that would
drop us within fifteen klicks of one of the baseships and then I gave the order to
jump. After that I woke up…each time.”
“Do you think it’s because we’re leaving the Colonial Sphere?” Chase asked and
thought back to something similar that happened to her not too long ago.
“I dunno, Sera. It could be. Or it could simply be long repressed fears finally
clawing their way to the surface of my subconscious,” Duquesne shrugged. “I can’t
take any meds, I won’t take them, so for now I’m going to suck it up. I don’t think
I’m going crazy but I had to tell someone. It was so real. Even now, it’s more like a
memory of something that really happened than an afterimage of a disturbing
dream.”
Chase stood up and walked over to her desk and withdrew a sketch from one of
the drawers. “I had a dream a few weeks ago that I can remember to this day. The
images and some of the details have faded, but the core of it remains. I dreamed
that we were approaching this giant web of jewels with a really huge one in the
center. Three smaller lights approached it…I’m certain I was in one of them, but
the others…” her voice trailed off. “I dunno. Anyway, this is what I saw in my
dream…that I could remember.”
Duquesne took the sketch Chase held out and looked at it. “I don’t know what
it is, or means, but it must have been beautiful.”
“It was,” Chase said a moment before the Marine knocked on the door and
announced a steward had their lunch. “I don’t think you’re going crazy,” she said
after the plates were in front of them and the steward had left. “I think that we are
going to be witness to some extraordinary events and that what we can
comprehend will be stretched to the limit and put to the test.
*+*+*+*+*
“I don’t know if I’m going to be able to live with you now,” Captain Coralanna
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Chase said to Sebastian Beckett who stood in front of his quarters’ mirror.
“Well,” he smirked and turned to face her, “You’ll have plenty of time to earn a
pair of these for yourself by the time we return and walk down the aisle,” he
quipped.
“Yeah…but Major?” Cora needled him.
Commander and have my own battlestar.”

“Next you’ll have me make

Beckett struck a thoughtful pose and considered the thought. “I think that might
not be a good thing…unless you can fly a battlestar better than you can park a
rented car…”
Cora’s eyes went wide with what he thought was mock shock. “It was only a
little scratch! Little!” she protested before her frown turned into a smile and they
both laughed. Beckett knew it wasn’t her fault, but rather the fault of the person
who opened their car door as she was parking.
“So…” he finally said after they’d stopped laughing and she had somehow
wound up in his arms. “Are we still on for lunch with Zoe and Jerry?”
“We are. It seems that they’ve been playing around with the game a bit and
think they may have found something interesting,” Cora told him before giving him
a quick peck on the lips and stepping back. “And if we don’t want to be late, we
better head on down there now.”
Fifteen minutes later the four friends were seated in the room they affectionately
called the ‘war room’ and where they launched their sojourns into the game. “We
found something new in the game,” Zoe said without preamble.
“It’ll blow your mind…” Jerry added.
“Cora said something about that…” Beckett replied and took a bite of his
sandwich. “What is it?” he asked after he chewed and swallowed.
Zoe and Jerry traded looks before Zoe put her fork on the table. “You know how
we collected all the clues? Jerry and I were talking last night about what would
happen if we used the clues we got in the game and then went to where they told
us to go?”
Beckett narrowed his eyes and put down his sandwich. “So you want to find
Galleon inside the game?”
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Nods answered his question. “We ran the calculations and everything seemed
to match what we have out here, so we got a ship and set off to find it. We’re two
jumps away,” Jerry told them. “We’re out in the middle of nowhere, and the game
still runs. Normally, when you leave the area a game covers you either loop back
to where you left and return to the game or you simply hit a code wall. But not this
one, it’s as if they intended someone to launch an expedition within the game.”
“What do you think?” Cora asked him.
“I’m thinking that this was something we should have explored before we told
the Admiral that we solved the puzzle where Galleon was located,” Beckett
explained.
“In hindsight, I agree completely,” Zoe told him. “I think we were, I know I was,
so excited over finding the artifacts and deciphering them that we didn’t give the
game a second thought.”
They talked about the discovery for a few more minutes and Beckett felt their
enthusiasm really starting to affect him. “Ok…I’m in. Cora?” he asked and looked
at her. When she nodded, which he fully expected, he continued, “Good. We
can’t do much with short blocks of time and pulling alerts, so as much as I want to
rush off and see what we find, I think we should hold off until we hit the first major
waypoint and have some extended downtime.”
There were some grumbles and he expected those, even he wasn’t happy with
his decision, but as he said, they did need an extended period of time for the game
to play out. “So…when were you going to tell us you were promoted?” Jerry asked
and broke Beckett’s train of thought.
Beckett smiled sheepishly. “I found out last night at dinner. Admiral Chase
invited us to her quarters and she handed me the envelope. I was surprised; I didn’t
think I had been posted to the list.”
“Well, they look good on you, Sebastian,” Zoe declared. “Granted, I think
they’d look better on my collar, but I’m willing to let you get them broken in for
me.”
Beckett couldn’t resist laughing. The truth of it was the promotion was a major
step in his career and had him thinking about the long term possibilities. The CAG,
Lieutenant Colonel Mason Reese, had him working on operations and planning, as
well as commanding the Warlocks. It was a challenge, but seeing the pride in
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Cora’s eyes made him decide to work doubly hard at succeeding.
“You’ll get them,” Beckett told Zoe cryptically. Before he had a chance to say
anything more the 1MC announced the thirty minute warning for the next jump.
“Well, we better get to our stations,” he told them and when he saw the question
written on Zoe’s face he offered a wink and followed Cora out the door.
*+*+*+*+*
MS Semiramis, outside the Colonial Sphere
Richard Szabo coughed into the crumpled wad of tissue paper he held in his left
hand and then fearing the worst, looked at what was on it before heaving a sigh of
relief that almost resulted in another coughing fit. The eye drops helped his eyes,
but there wasn’t much that could be done for his lungs except to give them time to
recover from the corrosive atmosphere that had leaked into the doomed liner
before Equal Geonova had arrived with her offer of salvation.
By now, he thought, the Intersun liner would have corroded to an almost
unrecognizable lump on the surface of the hellish planet. And if he and Lucy
hadn’t been rescued, there wouldn’t be enough of them left to do a DNA trace.
Geonova had spared them from an agonizing death, but he had to wonder if they
hadn’t traded the devil they knew for one they didn’t.
Eighteen hours after they had left Thanatos they’d docked with the ship that he
now commanded. Szabo couldn’t help but laugh, and start coughing again, at the
thought; Semiramis was barely 120 meters long, a far cry from the massive
battlestar that he used to call his own. In fact, this small ship could probably easily
fit inside one of Kali’s flight decks. But, he told himself, he and Lucy were still alive
and that gave them an edge against the Monads that thought they were dead. Yes,
there would be a day of reckoning, but sadly it wouldn’t be for a while he mentally
added.
The ship’s bridge was more like the flight deck of a large airplane than what he
was used to and yet, despite the difference he felt at home. “What do we have,
McCoy?” he asked as he slid into the captain’s chair that was located just behind
and two steps above the pilot’s and navigator’s stations.
“Next jump is plotted and ready to go, Captain,” Fenster McCoy replied from the
navigator’s station. McCoy was lanky and wiry man who looked like he could use
a month of good meals. Tattoos covered his forearms and he had a scar under his
left eye that made it look like the eye was underlined.
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“Good. Begin jump prep so we can get one step closer to finishing our job,”
Szabo ordered without preamble. He didn’t have much respect for McCoy and it
bled through in how he treated the man. Good navigator or not, the guy had been
a junkie and discharged from the Fleet due to his addiction and dereliction of duty.
As he sat back in the captain’s chair his eyes played over the repeater displays
that formed the workstation but his mind was replaying the moment that Geonova
told them what she wanted and wondered whether it was a wild goose chase or
not. The enigmatic Equal had explained that due to issues of law where they were
going was off limits, she used the term red zoned, to anyone from the
Communion…but, that didn’t mean she couldn’t send someone from the Colonies
there as a proxy.
Geonova was specific where they were to go and once there what they were to
look for. That was the reason Semiramis had been chosen; it was a rugged old
design that could carry the excavating equipment they would need and land it
directly on the surface. The ship had once been a survey ship that cataloged
asteroids for a mining concern, and still had its full suite of sensors that he’d soon
use to locate something she referred to as the ‘clinic’. Once they found the clinic,
her orders became very specific, to the point where it almost sounded like she had
been there before.
Lucy wasn’t that thrilled with the mission, she wanted to extract a pound of flesh
from each of their parents, preferably from their still beating hearts, but given the
option of being returned to Thanatos’ surface, she grudgingly accepted Geonova’s
terms. A chance tomorrow was better than no chance today, he thought.
“We’re ready, Captain,” McCoy said and broke into his thoughts.
Szabo sat up and studied the jump displays. Everything looked to be in order
and he nodded grudgingly. “You may jump the ship, McCoy.”
“Thank you, sir…jumping in five…four…
Richard Szabo couldn’t shake the feeling that when he returned nothing would
be the same.
“…three…two…one…JUMP!” McCoy announced as the ship’s FTL drive tore
apart reality and travelled several light years in less than a fraction of a heartbeat.
*+*+*+*+*
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Battlestar Iphigenia, deep space
“What is our status, Mr. Olivetti?” Admiral Bannister Carlisle asked from where
he stood next to the plotting table.
Captain Devon Olivetti smiled before he answered, “We have successfully
transitioned to normal sublight cruising speed; we’ve made it, sir.”
Carlisle grinned. “We have made it, Devon,” he said to the navigator and to the
entire CIC staff. “We have made it. What is the status on the rest of the group?”
Olivetti turned up the volume on the dradis; every sweep returned numerous
pings. “Everyone is present and accounted for, sir.”
“Outstanding!” Carlisle told Olivetti before he turned to Colonel Daphne Beatty
and asked, “Colonel, now that we’re back in normal space, please coordinate with
engineering to do any necessary maintenance that couldn’t be performed earlier.”
“I’ve already spoken with the rest of the group and we’re looking at about six
weeks to make sure everything is good to go,” Beatty explained. “Until then we’ll
have limited maneuver, though we should be able to make FTL jumps.”
“I expected as much,” Carlisle explained. “In the short term, I’d like a CAP
launched and detail some Rocs to check out the nearby systems for resources or
signs of life.”
As Beatty moved to carry out Carlisle’s orders, he picked up the handset and
asked Specialist Miles Wei to connect him with the other ships of their little fleet.
When Wei told him the handset was live, Carlisle took a deep breath and held it to
his head. “This is Admiral Carlisle. We have successfully transitioned back to
normal space and are nearing the end of our journey. I understand everybody’s
excitement and desire to keep moving until we reach our destination, but I ask your
patience for a few more weeks. Our ships have been pushed hard and need
maintenance that couldn’t be performed while we were under way.
“Before we start the heavy lifting, however, I want to dedicate the next twentyfour hours as a holiday to remember those lost, the sacrifices that have been made
to get here, and the promise that the future holds. The hard work will start
tomorrow; but today let us give thanks for what we’ve been blessed with. Carlisle,
out.”
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An hour later Carlisle was in his quarters having lunch with Beatty when the
intercom buzzed. He was reaching for the handset when he heard the klaxon and
Wei’s measured voice over the 1MC, “Action Stations, Action Stations, set
Condition One throughout the ship.”
“Carlisle,” he said into the handset even as he was standing up. “What’s going
on?”
“Admiral, this is Olivetti,” the navigator replied. “We’ve spotted several bogies
on an intercept course, CBDR and he CAP is on the other side of the fleet.”
“Have Isis launch her CAP and prepare the alert fighters. I’m on my way,”
Carlisle said and hung up. “We have visitors,” he said to Beatty’s unasked question.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Artemisia, deep space
“What do we have, Gwen?” Colonel Macsen Cahill asked as he leaned over his
navigator’s shoulder.
“It’s a lot of firepower,” Major Gwendolyn Windsor replied. “Two battlestars,
Iphigenia and Isis from their transponders, two heavy gunstars, seven light gunstars,
a pair of supply ships, a fleet collier, and four Aeolus Lines long liners. Shall I send
an interrogation?”
“No…I want you to spin up the FTL drives and plot a jump back to the fleet…
just in case,” Cahill told her. “Kaylee? Send our bona fides to Iphigenia and
request their own; that’s Admiral Carlisle’s flagship.”
“Interrogate Iphigenia, copy,” Communications Petty Officer Kaylee Pryce
replied. “This is the battlestar Artemisia calling the battlestar Iphigenia, please
respond. This is the battlestar Artemisia calling the battlestar Iphigenia, please
respond.”
“Now we wait,” Cahill said and looked around the CIC at the faces that were
looking to him for guidance. Artemisia was almost completed when the drones
launched their genocidal insurrection, and most of the crew was either on the
station or had yet to report to the ship. The ship had been completed while under
way and today her crew was leavened by the specialists who had been overseeing
her construction and fitting out. They knew their jobs and the ship’s systems, but
they didn’t start with the same training that Fleet recruits had. What they knew
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about Fleet life they had learned over the past few years on the job and through
specialized classes at the academy that had been established on Sublime Paradise.
Commander Wellington had dispatched the battlestar to scout ahead of the
main fleet because Artemisia combined a lot of firepower, a lot of armor, and one
of the best FTL systems in the fleet. Their goal wasn’t to engage anyone in combat,
but to ensure that the way ahead was safe.
“The fleet is dispersing somewhat,” Windsor said as the blips separated
somewhat. “Looks like they’re taking defensive positions…”
“That’s a good thing,” Cahill told her. “If they didn’t, I’d definitely think
something was wrong.” He turned to Pryce, “Kaylee? Anything yet?”
Pryce repeated her request and then muted her microphone. “No, not yet…wait
one…I’m getting something and will put it on the speaker.”
The voice issued from the CIC speakers and had there was a slight crackle from
the wireless transmission, “…ention ship calling itself the battlestar Artemisia,
please confirm on Red Channel. I repeat, attention ship calling itself the battlestar
Artemisia, please confirm on Red Channel.”
“Sounds human enough,” Cahill quipped.
Channel.”

“Kaylee, put me through on Red

A moment later Pryce nodded, “We’re on Red Channel, Colonel.”
Cahill nodded his thanks and acknowledgement, “This is Colonel Macsen
Cahill, commanding Artemisia and six years from home.” He shrugged when
Windsor gave him a questioning look. ‘The Book’, while covering many things,
didn’t have a chapter on what to do after you’ve been on the run for six years
subjective time, two thousand objective time, and had your entire civilization
destroyed.
The wireless was quite for a moment before a masculine voice answered, “This
is Admiral Bannister Carlisle, it’s good to see a friendly face.”
*+*+*+*+*
Roc 705, approaching the assaultstar Enyo
Despite the words, it still took more than two hours before there was any face to
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face contact. After that, and the positive confirmation that each other wasn’t some
sort of drone trap, things moved fast, Carlisle thought as he sat in the Roc and flew
towards Enyo’s fleet. Most of the ships that he had travelled with were Fleet ships,
only the four Aeolus Lines ships had been civilian. But here…he marveled at the
sight; most of the ships were civilian and ranged from the smaller Aventine Bay all
the way up to the massive liner Sublime Paradise, and included all types of ships in
between.
Civilization hadn’t just been kept alive, Carlisle thought as he read Commander
Wellington’s report; it had thrived despite all odds. Schools had been established,
there were active agricultural projects, and even small scale manufacturing had
been started up in the various ships. They even had the makings of a functional
government. It was quickly becoming an overused word, but amazing was the only
word he could come up with to describe what he was seeing.
His biggest concern was how to integrate the fleets without resentment on either
side. Almost six years was a lot of time to be on your own without having to
answer to someone else, and right now there were too few survivors to risk over a
turf war.
For now the fleets cruised in formation but were still segregated. Integration
would come, but first trust and understanding would have to be built to bridge the
years that separated them. Eric Wellington was a good man and someone that
Carlisle had known professionally for several years, and he hoped they could build
a good working relationship.
“That sure is pretty,” Captain Noel Hathaway said from where he sat to Carlisle’s
left in the pilot’s chair. “I never thought I’d see anything like it again.”
“It sure is,” Carlisle answered. “I never expected to see any of them out here.”
“Hang on, sir, we just received landing instructions and will be making our
approach in a moment,” Hathaway explained as he banked the Roc and pointed it
at the massive assaultstar and its oversized flight decks.
Fifteen minutes later the Roc had landed and cleared the airlock and was being
guided into Enyo’s cavernous hangar. Carlisle looked through the canopy and
couldn’t help but smiling at the sight of so many of his countrymen standing and
waiting for his arrival. It would be the first time he had stepped onto a new deck in
almost six years.
“Are you two ready to be celebrities?” he asked Hathaway and the copilot/EWO
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Robert Gilley.
Gilley laughed. “It’ll be a tough job, but I’m up for it, Admiral!”
Carlisle laughed along with him. “What about you, Noel?”
Hathaway arched his eyebrows. “It’s what these people need, sir, so who am I
to decline the role?”
“Don’t go getting philosophical on this, Noel,” Gilley chided his crewmate.
“The board is down and locked,” he added a moment later in a more businesslike
voice.
*+*+*+*+*
Captain Noel Hathaway finished the post flight checklist and logged it into the
flight computer. “We’re shut down here, too. Rob, you want to crack the hatch?”
“On it!” Gilley replied and moved to the rear of the Roc’s cabin and waited for
Admiral Carlisle to join him. Carlisle may have been an admiral, but the Roc was
Hathaway’s command so he would be the last one off.
Gilley opened the hatch and stepped to the side so that Carlisle could be the
first one off the Roc. “Commander Wellington, permission to come aboard?” the
Admiral asked.
A voice from outside the Roc replied, “Granted! Welcome aboard, Admiral!”
By the time Gilley had made it through the door, the hangar bay had erupted in
cheers and Hathaway could feel the synergy created by all the voices. He took one
last look around the Roc’s cabin and then moved to the hatch. “Showtime…” he
muttered and put on his most professional face and stepped onto Enyo’s deck.
Several paces away Admiral Carlisle was talking to several officers, a commander
and several colonels, and everywhere else were cheering people.
Two steps later he was under the Roc’s tail section and cocked his head. It
almost sounded like someone called his name. Hathaway started turning around to
see if he could find the source when his heart stopped and his eyes went wide. It
couldn’t be, he thought to himself as he saw the woman take a step forward, then
another, and suddenly she was running towards him.
“Noel!” she cried and threw her arms around him as he felt his arms go around
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her. “I can’t believe it! You survived!”
“Maia?” Hathaway stammered as he began to accept that she had survived the
holocaust that claimed their civilization. “Maia!” he said again and felt tears came
unbidden to his eyes as he hugged his sister who he had thought long dead.
“Noel…this is the best day of my life!” Maia joyously said and released him to
step back and look at him from top to bottom. “You really are alive and I’m not
dreaming…” she said softly and through tears of her own.
Hathaway saw over his sister’s shoulder a man and a teenaged boy take a few
steps towards them, pause, and then continue. Maia turned and kept her left arm
around his shoulders while motioning them forward with her right. “Noel…I want
you to meet my family.”
“You got married? My little sister is all grown up!” Hathaway said and extended
his right hand to the man. “Noel Hathaway.”
“Frank Dozier, though it’s Dozer between friends,” the man said and Hathaway
noticed the Special Operations Command flash on his shoulder and the major’s
rank on his collar. “I’ve heard a lot about you and it’s an honor to meet you.”
“Likewise,” Hathaway said as Dozer shook his hand and took stock of the man
his sister married. He looked like many of the SOC’ers he’d met during his career;
non-descript with very little to indicate that they were members of the Fleet’s elite
special operations unit.
“Hello, sir, I’m Robbie Dozier,” the teen said and introduced himself. He wore
a cadet’s uniform and looked like he stepped off a recruiting poster.
“Pleased to meet you, Robbie,” Hathaway said. “How?” he asked. “You don’t
look…”
“I met Maia and Rob,” Dozer began, “on Athens Station the night of the
rebellion. I looked after Rob after we evacuated and when Maia and I married we
adopted him. I couldn’t have asked for a finer boy.”
It was clear that Dozer’s words weren’t idle conversation, he was genuinely
proud of the boy and for Robbie’s part there was a combination of pride and hero
worship going on as well. “It sounds like we have a lot to catch up on…so Sis…do
you have slides?”
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Maia laughed and playfully punched him in the arm. “You won’t let me forget
that, will you?” she asked before turning to her husband and son, “When Noel
came back home after flight school, I had just returned from a vacation at First
Landing. I made him site through three hours of slides that documented my trip!”
“Excuse me,” a voice asked and Hathaway turned to see that it was a
Commander he didn’t recognize. “Dozer, will you and Maia be free to join us
later? I’d like to have a sit down dinner with the Admiral and his XO as well as the
commander of the other battlestar before we tour the fleet.”
“Ah…”Dozer started to reply, then looked at Maia and pursed his lips. “This is
Maia’s brother, Noel…”
The Commander’s eyes widened slightly in surprise and a smile touched the
corners of his mouth. “That’s fantastic!” He paused a moment, “This is going to be
more ‘family’ than business, so I’d like to invite you all.”
Dozer looked at Maia and Maia looked at Hathaway. He saw her nod, “I like
that, Eric, thank you. Noel, coming to dinner?” she asked.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, ancient
bunker complex
“Let me get this right,” Captain Josiah Vassar said after Minerva and Emma
showed the crews of Dixie Bell Dancer and Aether’s Spear the video file and the
security footage, “we just saw Zeus and Cronus from gods knows how long ago and
then video of two possible survivors? Here…in this facility?”
Minerva nodded. “Essentially…yes. Whether those are *the* Zeus and Cronus I
can’t tell you, but they certainly gave the impression that they were vying for
control and that things went ugly real fast. And...we know that the two hibernation
chambers appear to be still viable, whether those inside can be revived or are just
frozen bodies, that I don’t know.”
“This could be…hell, what am I saying, this *is* the greatest archaeological and
cultural discovery in history,” Cheryl Lido told the group. “Simply finding this place
would be hailed as a miracle, but finding someone who may have experienced the
Titanomachy, who might have been present when things began…that’s a treasure
that is beyond value.”
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“We haven’t really explored that area because we were focusing on survival and
trying to get one of those shuttles working,” Flight Ensign Hector Wight explained.
“I suppose we could change our priorities.”
“We could,” Lido agreed, “though how do we keep it a secret from the others,
and do we?”
“Ah…that is a good question,” Vassar said and looked at Minerva.
Minerva acknowledged his look with a nod and rolled her shoulders to loosen
them up. “We have to tell them, but we also have to press them on exactly what
they were doing out here. We received a scramble call and jumped out here
because an Equal ordered it. Our orders were simple; recover the Colonial civilian
vessel in orbit. What I find odd is that of all the planets between here and the
Colonial Sphere, it was this one that your charter chose. And further, that your
charter had an Equal with them. They have to know something…or at least Derrick
Marsh does. I think before we crack open that lab, that we have another talk with
Marsh.”
“I concur,” Vassar agreed and his eyes narrowed somewhat. “We don’t have a
lot of leverage on this guy, how will we get him to talk?”
“So long as we don’t kill him, he will have to endure whatever we do to him,”
Minerva told him bluntly. “If we kill him, we’re all as good as dead.”
*+*+*+*+*
“He’s not looking too good,” Rufus Tello observed when Lido and Vassar brought
Derrick Marsh into the room. “Got a bit of a cold?” he asked.
Marsh looked at him with bloodshot eyes that looked like they hadn’t seen sleep
for weeks and tried to glare. “Nothing I can’t handle,” he replied and stood while
Lido moved a chair so he could sit.
Minerva frowned; Marsh’s deteriorating condition wasn’t something she planned
on. “Lido, can you give him a shot that might help?” she asked.
“Yeah…but not the kind I’d like,” Lido replied and left the room.
Vassar pulled out a chair and spun it around so he could rest his forearms on the
chair’s back. Wight, Tello, and Pepper stood with their arms crossed behind Vassar
and Minerva. “I know who and what you are, Marsh, and I know how far I can go.
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You might think that will give you a pass, but it won’t. Growing up, my best friend
was the son of a Ha’La’Tha enforcer and together we learned a lot of tricks from his
old man on how to best extract information without killing someone.”
Marsh closed his eyes and swallowed, and Minerva had the distinct feeling that
he was scared. Good, be scared you freak, she thought and forced her violet eyes
to meet his. His arrogance appeared to be gone and replaced with a sense of
defiance, or at least an attempt at defiance. She narrowed her eyes and focused on
Marsh’s own eyes. Something was missing. Slowly, she slid the chair back and
stood. “Rufus, can I borrow that microlight you have?”
“Sure,” Tello replied and handed her a small flashlight.
“One more favor; hold his head for me,” Minerva asked and walked around the
table to stand behind Marsh. Tello followed and placed one large hand on either
side of Marsh’s face. When she was sure Tello had him secure, she turned on the
light and directed the beam at Marsh’s eyes. Tello held him still as he tried to turn
away and Minerva reached out and peeled open his left eye. No matter how she
directed the light, all she saw was a pinpoint black pupil in a brown iris and the
faintest of red flashes.
“What’s going on, Marsh?” Minerva demanded and stepped back. She nodded
to Tello to let him go so he could speak.
“What do you mean?” Marsh asked nervously.
“Your eyes,” Minerva told him. “They’re barely changing; why is that?”
Marsh sniffed and coughed. “It sucks, Minerva, it truly sucks.”
“I have the meds,” Lido said as she walked into the room and let the medical kit
slip from her shoulder to the floor.
Minerva growled and Marsh’s intransigence began to slip. She drew her
sidearm and made sure to check that it was loaded before putting it to Marsh’s
head. “Are you scared now?”
“I don’t want to die,” Marsh finally said with a sigh as the tension appeared to
drain from his body and he slouched in the chair. “Right before you brought us all
down here I lost the connection…I’ve been cut off…removed from the network.”
*+*+*+*+*
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“Do you believe him?” Vassar asked Minerva three hours later as they were
having dinner.
“I dunno. He certainly looked in bad shape, and his eyes…they barely flashed
red and I’ve never heard of that happening before,” Minerva told him. “Never.”
“I think he was genuinely scared when you put the gun to his head,” Pepper said
before taking a bite from his sandwich.
This was a complication Minerva didn’t want. It was against her nature to attack
the sick or weak, and that was exactly what Marsh had become; sick and weak.
With no one lifting a finger, he had become a broken shell of a man over the span
of several weeks and his body was slowly trying to find a new equilibrium. What
they did to him earlier weighed on her soul; they didn’t physically hurt him, it had
all been psychological, but it had been enough to push him to the breaking point.
The story he finally told them raised more questions…but they were questions he
couldn’t answer.
One thing that he said after she’d pressed him on an issue still echoed in her
mind, “You can’t tell someone something that you don’t know and specifically
weren’t told about.”
If she was a writer, she could have taken the story and turned it into a best seller,
if not on the speculative fiction market than the conspiracy market and the
conspiracy theorists would have bought it by the gross. Marsh had been directed
by Equal Geonova to setup a long term operation in the Colonies to develop the
cover story that had been used; geological prospecting. Marsh had been a trained
geologist and so it was easy for him to slip into the role and slowly build the cover.
The information about the planet they were on, and Minerva was convinced it
was Othrys, pointed to it being the Communion’s lost homeworld where the
Titanomachy happened. Marsh’s orders were to gather the necessary people and
talents, charter a ship that wouldn’t be missed for several months, and then come to
the planet and determine whether or not it was Othrys. Beyond that, Marsh
claimed ignorance.
“This all begs the question, ‘Why?’ Why did the Equals go through so much
cloak and dagger maneuvers to send an expedition here? They have their own
ships,” Minerva finally said. “They could have had one of their Kraken class
gunstars that no one knows about,” she rolled her eyes, “jump out here and no one
would be the wiser.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 944

“Deniability,” Tello said. “The first rule of covert operations is that you weren’t
involved and didn’t do it,” he explained and Minerva noticed the surprised looks
from Vassar and Lido at their friend’s comment. “By doing it this way, she could
run the operation ‘off the books’ so to speak, a minimum of people would know
about it and if it went bad, there would only be one person who could break the
story.”
“That’s mighty insightful, Rufus,” Vassar stated and sat back in his chair. “But
then why would she scramble a battlestar to come out and hijack Dixie Bell
Dancer?”
“Loose ends?” Tello offered. “It could be anything from loose ends to it was
convenient for some other plan of hers. Remember, all Marsh *had* to do was put
a gun to his head and pull the trigger and he’d get a one way trip back home. The
rest of us…well, we’d have a whole new world to play colonist on…and probably
die out within a generation or so. Nice, neat, and no loose ends that can spill the
beans.”
“You scare me sometimes, Rufus,” Lido said as she reached for her water glass.
“I have a question to what Minerva just asked,” Wight asked. “We know what
he was supposed to do when he came here and how he was to do it, but the
question I have is ‘why’? Why did they come here? Ok, so this is Othrys. That’s a
major historical find and a bona fide ‘big deal’, but why? It couldn’t have been to
say, ‘Hey there! Lookit what we found yesterday!’ If this was legitimate, why
wasn’t it done publicly?”
“Because they have something to hide?” Vassar asked.
Tello shook his head.
found.”

“No, because they’re worried about what might be

*+*+*+*+*
Interplanetary space between Aerilon and Canceron, Helios Spaceways heavy
liner Solar Glory
Odin Sinclair stood with his left hand holding his right wrist behind his back
and stared though the lower promenade windows at the majesty of creation as the
liner cruised to her destination. He had taken a roundabout path to return to the
ship on Canceron that would take him home and instead of travelling as a group
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his team had split up so that each could take a different route to their eventual
destination.
He had carried out Lacy’s request, though not exactly as she had wanted.
Richard and Lucy had to pay penance before they died as a quick death would
absolve them of the needless suffering they had caused so many others. The irony
of the situation wasn’t lost on him and he smiled sadly at the thought. Over the
past fifty or more years he had killed a lot of people for diverse reasons, but unlike
what the children had done, he went about it like a surgeon removing a tumor – he
was precise, specific, and avoided unnecessary collateral damage.
What Richard and Lucy had done and the swath of violence they had carved out
over just a few months was too much to ignore. Rather than a scalpel they used the
broadsword and the more destruction and ruin they caused the better they felt.
His reflection stared back at him as he looked through the floor to ceiling
window and was a silent observer to his ponderings. His eyes noticed movement
behind him as an attractive blonde woman wearing a stylish yet conservative
pantsuit stepped up next to him. Involuntarily he swallowed and forced his body
not to react.
“We need to talk someplace discrete,” the woman said almost so softly Odin
thought he was imagining it. If he hadn’t seen her lips move in the reflection, he
would have ignored it and walked away.
“We shouldn’t be seen together,” he told her which elicited a smile from the
woman. “And no, not in that way.”
The woman’s reflection met his gaze and held it while she answered, “It can’t be
helped. Room 7-115.” She broke his gaze and he saw her looking out into the
black, “Ten minutes.” A moment later she turned and walked away.
Odin watched her out of the corner of his eye and noted two things; she walked
with purpose, even if it was a casual stroll across the atrium to the lifts that would
take her to her deck, and she hadn’t attempted to use any sort of seduction on him.
Against his better judgment, Odin found himself knocking on room 7-115’s door
ten minutes later. The woman opened the door and invited him in. She had
removed her jacket and was wearing a simple, businesslike white blouse and dark
grey herringbone slacks. “I’m glad you came,” she said as he stepped over the
threshold and into the room. “I’m the only one here,” she added.
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“Good,” Odin replied swept his gaze across the room.
“Please, have a seat,” she said and sat in one of the room’s comfortable chairs.
“What I have to tell you must be communicated to Mother at the earliest possible
opportunity.”
Odin sat on the sofa against the wall. “I’ll see what I can do,” he offered noncommittedly.
“That’s all I can ask,” the woman replied and her body language turned serious.
“Your people have been marked for liquidation because they’ve outlived their
usefulness and are no longer needed to complete the overall plan.”
“Why do you care?” he asked and tried to discern what her motives were.
“Because it is an affront to God and He is not pleased with this development,”
the woman answered evenly. “Within a year your people will be exterminated and
any traces of your existence turned into radioactive ash. I cannot allow that to
happen.”
Odin’s eyebrows arched and he looked at the woman and smirked, “That’s sort
of weird coming from you. I think you’ll understand my skepticism when I doubt
your sincerity.” ‘Within a year’ could be anything from a day, to a couple weeks or
months, or a year, he thought, and there’s no way things are in any way ready or in
place right now for our returning to the Colonies.
“I understand your skepticism, Odin; it’s kept you alive throughout the years of
unrest that led to twelve years of fighting and almost forty years of exile. It’s good
that you question, I know I would if I were in your position. What has been set in
motion will happen as surely a flame consumes a match. I refuse to allow your
destruction at the hands of vengeful sadists with mommy issues.”
“Ok,” Odin conceded, “let’s say that I believe you; what then?”
The woman smiled and offered a slight nod as she leaned forward slightly. “You
will be evacuated before this can happen. I have the resources available that will
allow you to evacuate with all of your possessions.”
“And protection? Transports are sitting ducks?” Odin countered.
“I will insure your protection,” the woman explained.
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Odin cocked his head skeptically. “You? Against your own kind?”
“Yes.”
This is an odd breach of unity, Odin thought as he pondered the woman’s
answer. It wasn’t hesitant, or soft, or even conditional, rather, it was strong,
decisive, and unequivocal. “What about your people who are already there?”
“You’ll need to keep this between only those you completely trust not to speak
about it so they aren’t tipped off. I will contact you three days before the
evacuation; that should be adequate time to…contain…them and get everyone
ready to leave. When I arrive, your people will board the ships and then leave for
safety.”
“I’ll think about it,” Odin told her after a moment of contemplation. “How will
you get in touch with me?”
“One of my representatives will handle communications,” the woman
explained. “Just make sure your people are ready.”
Odin stood and surveyed the room and its lone occupant. “I’ll discuss this with
Mother,” he said as he moved to the door. He opened the door and stepped almost
all the way through it before he looked over his shoulder, “Who should I tell her
wants to help us?”
The woman smiled and showed brilliant white teeth. “Tanith. Tell her my name
is Tanith.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Communion battlestar Dike Astraea
Dike Astraea flashed into existence and was followed less than a second later by
Circe and the rest of the fleet. “All ships present and accounted for, Admiral,”
Captain Casimir Garibaldi announced after consulting the dradis display at his
workstation.
“Thank you, Casimir,” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine replied and studied a report
that a yeoman handed her. “We’re on schedule and it appears that coordinated
jumps won’t be an issue,” she said to the officer standing on the other side of the
plotting table.
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“Good. The crew doesn’t seem to be any worse for wear and when I was down
in the hangar bay before the last jump, one of the chiefs told me that while the
rapid jumps had disrupted their work, they were still able to pull and replace a gun
pack in less than the allotted time,” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos explained.
Cassidine smiled. She had a well-motivated and highly trained crew that she’d
stack up against any in the fleet, and they were performing brilliantly under rapid
jump conditions that would normally disrupt deck operations. “They’ll have a
chance to get some downtime when we reach the waypoint five jumps from now.
Have you seen any other issues?”
“No…” Arcadiaolos said and seemed to hesitate before continuing.
“You don’t sound convincing, Cesare,” Cassidine told her old friend.
should I know?”

“What

Arcadiaolos leaned close across the plotting table and spoke sotto voce so only
Cassidine could hear him, “I’m getting a bad feeling, Gia.” When she frowned, he
offered a weak smile and continued, “Call it an old intelligence officer’s gut feeling,
but the further we move from Communion space, the less likely I think we’ll ever
see it again.”
“What do you mean?” Cassidine prodded, her voice as low as his.
He pursed his lips and rested his forearms on the table before leaning on them.
“I know we’ll return, deep down I know we will, but I think when we do it won’t
be what we remember, and I’m not talking about how things normally change in a
year or so. I’m talking major and fundamental changes.”
Cassidine studied his face and felt the first trace of fear; Cesare was really
worried, she thought. His gut feelings had been right in the past and the stakes had
never been this high. “Can you point to anything that suggests this?” she prodded.
Sadness clouded Arcadiaolos’ face as she slowly shook his head. “No, I can’t.
At first I thought it was a touch of homesickness, but the more I thought about it as
we jumped farther away, the more I’m convinced that it’s just a gut feeling.”
Cassidine patted her friend’s hand. “I trust your gut more than I trust most
things. Galva and Montcalm could spark something that gets out of control, word
of us finding proof that the Equals triggered genocide, or even word of the ruins that
were found could each, or all, be the spark that ignites the tinderbox back home.
We need to keep in mind where the threat is, and it isn’t the Colonies. If something
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happens it will be because the Equals decided to do something drastic.”
“I know…I know,” Arcadiaolos conceded with a smile. “And if I might be
selfish for a moment, everything that matters to me is right here.”
A smile blossomed on Cassidine’s face. “I know…and I feel the same way.
So…how about we play admiral and admiral for a bit, then we can get selfish?”
“Roger that,” Arcadiaolos said as he stood up and stretched. “Since we’re going
to be here for a few hours, I am going to have a squadron of Lochos launched. I
want to make sure we don’t have any unwanted hanger’s on.”
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the Colonial Sphere, interplanetary space, world known locally as
“Sanctuary”
“You’re not going to stick around for the cookout?” Viceroy asked Havoc as they
walked through town towards the field that had become the settlement’s airfield.
“No…I don’t think so,” she replied and shrugged. “The formal dinner was fine,
so I figure that it’s time to let some of the others have a crack at some fun.” Havoc
paused and took several more steps before she added, “Besides, I’ve got a weird
feeling and I want to be where I can make a difference since it would take too long
to launch from the surface.”
“Yeah, you too?” Viceroy questioned her and then added, “Britt mentioned that
Alaric had the same feeling and volunteered Arete’s Spear for alert tonight. They’re
going to stage off Preserver so Werewolf Arete can stay in close orbit.”
They walked in silence for several dozen meters when Havoc finally admitted,
“Luchesi’s ranting has me a little spooked. I don’t know what it was that we
squared off against, but they weren’t the Cylons we know and hate and that has me
unsettled. So I figure a day with a deck beneath my feet and the ship sounds, even
if it is a Guardie, will settle my nerves.”
“I guess I’m going too,” Viceroy finally told her. “I mean, I am your wingman
and you can’t go flying alone.”
“Oh?” Havoc arched an eyebrow. “Or is it that you want to spend some more
time with a certain Communion Flight Captain?”
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Viceroy grinned, “Well…if I can do both, why not?”
They both laughed and Havoc put her arm around his shoulders, “C’mon, let’s
get the birds flight checked and head on up. Though I do have to admit, the
thought of a beach barbeque has my mouth watering.”
*+*+*+*+*
Colonel Branson Titus threw the oddly shaped ball back to the crewman who
missed the catch and then turned to where Winston Burke stood. “I think this was
a good idea, Win,” he said congenially. “The formal dinner was good, but this
gives the rank and file a chance to let their hair down and not have to worry about
protocol.”
Burke nodded. “I remember my father telling me about the ‘steel beach’
barbeques that they would have during deployment. One part of the hangar deck
would be cleared away and turned into a beach. I think the real thing, however,
wins by a huge margin.”
“No doubt…” Titus looked up and tried to spot the ships in orbit. “I wonder
what the Admiralty would think if they knew two of their officers were standing
watch on a Colonial ship?” he idly asked.
“I think they’d probably react the way mine would,” Burke laughed, “surprise,
shock, dismay, and possibly with charges.”
Titus smiled, “I think you’re right…but…I have to admit that I’m getting
comfortable here. I mean, we don’t have all the amenities like we’d have back
home, but I can live without them. Yet, despite that comfort…”
“I know what you mean,” Burke told him somewhat wistfully. “I would almost
welcome someone from the Admiralty to show up and tell me that there was going
to be a formal investigation. It would somehow make this all seem…” his voice
trailed off.
“Real?” Titus offered expectantly. “What are the chances that there would be a
habitable planet within jump range for us, and with a settlement waiting to be
inhabited? And then compound that with a Colonial task force showing up and
finding itself marooned just like we are?”
“Astronomical,” Burke answered. “If I ever get back to the Colonies, I’ll
probably discover that I returned one day too late to claim the lottery jackpot I won
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and didn’t know about!”
Sea birds flew and called above them and Titus felt a longing in his heart. “In a
way I somewhat envy Chiara and her lack of family ties,” he said after a period of
silence.
“You have family?” Burke asked.
“Yeah…I…I stay positive for the crew and morale, but when I’m alone I have
trouble convincing myself that I’ll see them again. Our most likely rescue would
be Colonial and I doubt that there would be much chance for repatriation.”
“Bran,” Burke started and turned to face Titus, “If I have to take you there in a
Raptor myself, I’ll make sure you get home.”
“How can you be so confident?” Titus asked forced down the frown that
threatened to claim his face.
“The Romani. One of their ships was shot up but we were able to pull
navigation data from it, and that led us here. Eventually the clan the ship belonged
to is going to come out looking to find out what happened, and then we’ll
hopefully have a ticket home. It could take weeks, months, or even a few years,
they don’t operate on any fixed schedule,” Burke explained. “But I have faith
they’ll get here eventually.”
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, deep space
“I’m pleased with the fleet’s performance so far,” Colonel Constance deWinter
told Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase over the plotting table in Hecate’s CIC.
“We’ve had good formation jumps and good rapid jumps, so I think that after we
do a final check, we’ll be ready to step off into the really deep black.”
“I’m planning on three days and we can stretch it to five if necessary,” Chase
told deWinter. “I’m also thinking of instituting some sort of intrafleet competition
to help break the monotony. Chief Killian has suggested boxing matches, and in
addition to that I think we can organize a Pyramid league and maybe one or two
other contests. Leviathan has plenty of room for the activities, so it won’t be like
it’ll cramp anyone’s style.”
“They sound good,” deWinter agreed. “It is still a little intimidating when I think
how long we’re actually going to be out here.”
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“We’ll be home in no time at all,” Chase said and turned to where Captain
Jeremiah Cole sat at the navigation station. “Course plotted and ready, Jerry?”
“Affirmative, Admiral,” Cole replied.
“Very well, set Condition One throughout the ship and call her to Jump
Conditions,” Chase told Cole and nodded when he repeated her orders and set
them in motion.
“The ship is at Condition One and all sections are reporting Jump Conditions are
set,” Cole quickly reported. “We can jump on your order.”
“Begin the countdown,” Chase told Cole and looked at her team with pride.
They had become a well-trained and coordinated whole that rose to every
challenge she gave them.
“We will jump in five…four…three…” Cole counted down, “two…one…jump!”
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
Charles returned to the main house after his nightly visit with Alessa. Several
days earlier she had broken down and cried, and ever since then she appeared
more cooperative and even helpful. She was happy to see him and disappointed
when he had to leave, and by any objective evaluation it was evident that he had
‘broken’ her. Each day also saw a slight evolution in her personality as if she was
going through a metamorphosis and becoming someone more than what she had
been when she was captured.
“You don’t look completely happy,” Sana said before she stood from the sofa
where she had been reading a book. “What’s wrong?” she asked and gave him a
quick hug and kiss.
“I’m conflicted, Sana,” Charles finally told her. “On one hand, I have a job to
do. I was very good at it during the war and a lifetime of politics and intrigue has
only honed those skills to an even keener edge. On the other, I see the pain that
this is causing. Before, during the war, it was to earn trust, it wasn’t to break
through artificial programming or brain washing, but simply to turn a sympathizer
against his fellows and thus extract the intelligence we needed.
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“But this…” he paused and walked over to the side bar and poured three
fingers’ worth of brandy into a large snifter. “This,” he began after drinking half of it
down and refilling the glass, “this has broken her and in the process she’s starting to
feel the emotion connected to her memories. I have to be very careful because
she’s identified so strongly with me.”
Sana sat down and her eyebrows arched above her eyes, “You’re starting to see
her as a person and not a thing or as strictly the enemy.”
It was a simple declaration and as much as he wanted to deny the truth it
contained, Charles knew Sana was right. During the war he hadn’t been married,
hadn’t been a parent, he hadn’t been a lot of things he’d become since the
Armistice. “She’s confirmed everything that Sukie told Sera,” he finally said to
break the silence. “And yes, I probably am,” he admitted.
“So what are you going to do?” Sana asked.
A thin smile touched the edges of Charles’ mouth, “Well, I’m not going to run
away with her.” Sana laughed and he continued, “I can’t bring someone else into
this because of the trust that she’s built up in me. I can’t transfer her to a
government holding facility, and I just can’t go in and shoot her.”
Sana started to say something but stopped and pursed her lips. “What is it?”
Charles asked. “I’m open to suggestions.”
“I was just thinking that perhaps you could give her some time above ground,
supervised and monitored,” Sana offered. “She’s been down there for months and
perhaps some fresh air and sunlight might help her get a grip on things.”
Charles sat on the sofa and stretched his legs out in front of him and set his drink
on the side table. “That might be a very good idea. She’d have to wear a monitor
or be chipped, but it might just work.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Communion battlestar Dike Astraea
“Mr. Garibaldi, is the ship ready to jump?” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine asked
her navigator.
“Aye, the ship is ready to jump; all stations are reporting that Condition One and
Jump Conditions have been set,” Garibaldi replied without looking at the status
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board. “We may jump at your command.”
“Good. You may start the jump clock and jump the ship,” Cassidine told the
navigator and looked forward to an uninterrupted night’s rest.
Garibaldi started the jump clock and began counting down the seconds until the
battlestar and her fleet would jump 10.7 light years to their next destination.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, beyond the Colonial Sphere, near the old Romani
settlement world
“Jump completed, all ships accounted for,” Cole announced.
“Secure from Jump Conditions and set Condition Two throughout the ship,”
Chase ordered. “Meg, launch the CAP and let’s get a look at what we have here.”
“Secure from Jump Conditions and set Condition Two throughout the ship, aye,”
Cole repeated and began making the necessary announcements.
“Launch the CAP, aye,” Captain Megan Sinclair said from Flight Operations.
Chase looked up at the dradis and saw the planet that was their destination
clearly displayed. “What does Iago have to say about this world?” she asked
deWinter.
“It was a small settlement that they mostly abandoned a few decades back.
Since then it’s seen varying levels of habitation. The weather is temperate trending
to cold, and most of the world is snow covered. He told me his father said it had
some of the best powder skiing that he’d ever experienced…”
“Dradis contacts!” Cole announced. “Coming around the equator, one object
in…no, scratch that, three objects in orbit!”
Chase didn’t wait for any more information; they were too far out and the
mission was too critical to leave anything to risk. “Action Stations! Set Condition
One throughout the ship! Meg, launch the alert birds and get the rest of the wing
ready to launch. Connie, signal the fleet to clear for action.”
“On it!” deWinter said and picked up the handset to give the orders.
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Chase studied the dradis and noted that the three ships were in a mid-level orbit
that lasted just shy of two hours. They were in a good position to dive deeper into
the well or even enter the atmosphere, while also high enough that they could
break orbit and prosecute an intercept without much trouble.
“The battlegroup is confirming that they’re cleared for action,” deWinter started
to say but was interrupted by the dradis suddenly pinging more bogies…
“Dradis contacts!” Cole announced. “They just jumped in; I have fifteen…
twenty…twenty-nine confirmed contacts!”
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Chapter 33: A Meeting Of Champions
Beyond Known Space, Communion battlestar Dike Astraea
“Jump completed,” Captain Casimir Garibaldi announced.
“All ships are
present and accounted for and dradis is…” he paused and Admiral Giovanna
Cassidine flicked her eyes to the overhead situational dradis display. Suddenly, the
dradis started pinging off contacts and Cassidine stiffened and stood a little
straighter when he announced, “Dradis contacts! Bearing 075 true, range ninety
thousand and approaching the planet! I have a confirmed thirty-five contacts!”
Cassidine reacted instinctively, “Mr. Garibaldi, plot an intercept course and
execute. Brandon, sound Action Stations and set Condition One throughout the
ship…and then contact the rest of the fleet and tell them that until I give the order,
they’re to remain weapons hold.” She turned to where Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos
studied the dradis, “Thoughts?”
In the background, Cassidine heard Garibaldi giving the orders necessary to turn
the battlestar onto her new heading. Arcadiaolos pursed his lips and shook his
head slowly from side to side. “They’re Colonial, it’s the only option; we’re too far
from the Armistice Line they established with the Cylons for them to be Cylon. The
only question is whether we’re dealing with a glory seeker or not.”
“Admiral?” Garibaldi interrupted. “The Warbook is giving it a 90%+ probability
that we’re facing a Nike, an Ashur, and a Victorious class battlestars, an Izanami
class assaultstar, their associated escort groups, a Goliath class replenishmentstar,
two Arctic replenishmentstars, and a whole host of smaller support ships.”
“Thank you, Casimir,” she replied and felt a cold chill skate down her back. All
of the classes named were Tier 1 assets and relatively new. “What the hell is so
much firepower doing all the way out here?” Cassidine asked Arcadiaolos.
“Your guess is as good as mine, though I would remind you that this was once
settled by Colonials…whether they considered themselves such or not,”
Arcadiaolos replied slowly.
“They’re launching fighters, Admiral,” Garibaldi told her as the dradis added
several dozen more squadron level icons.
“My gods…” Cassidine said in awe as the fighters were launched. “Cesare,
have Commander Emory and Commander Ives each launch one squadron of
Peltasts while we do the same. I don’t want to get too many small units out there
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just yet…”
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Hecate, BS-94, beyond the Colonial Sphere, near the old Romani
settlement world
“Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship and launch the alert
fighters!” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase ordered and watched the dradis. “Mr.
Cole, please plot an intercept course and push it out to the fleet; when everyone
has it, Colonel deWinter please implement it. Captain Avalon, can you identify
them?” she asked.
Captain Zoe Avalon shook her head and narrowed her eyes. “I’m not getting a
valid return from a transponder query, Admiral,” she said as she turned from her
workstation to face Chase. “Their profiles don’t match anything in the warbook nor
do they match Intelligence’s projected Cylon developments…” she added and her
voice trailed off as if she had more to add.
“Zoe? Care to speculate?” Chase asked and arched her eyebrows. “I’m open to
options and ideas.”
“Admiral,” Zoe began and hesitated while she appeared to consider something,
“I think they’re Communion.”
Chase’s eyes were drawn back to the dradis by the constant pinging. “Admiral,
they’re changing course to intercept,” Cole told her and verified what she saw on
the display.
*+*+*+*+*
“They’re turning towards us,” Garibaldi announced.
I’m facing a numerically superior, probably qualitatively superior, and better
experienced force, Cassidine thought as her orders were being carried out. I most
certainly don’t want to pick a fight with them if I can avoid it. “Are you able to
interrogate their transponders to see who they are, Casimir?”
“Working on it, Admiral,” Garibaldi quickly confirmed a moment later.
“I’m not sure of this, Cesare,” Cassidine whispered across the plotting table to
Arcadiaolos. “What are the odds that a Colonial force equal to ours would be here
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when we arrived?
dradis.

We’ve barely started and we hit this…” she gestured at the

“I admit, it does seem odd,” Arcadiaolos agreed after a moment. “I have a
feeling I know who is over there,” he nodded at the dradis, “and I am not looking
forward to this. Well…mostly not.”
“What are you talking about, Cesare?” Cassidine asked and crossed her arms
over her chest.
Arcadiaolos held up a finger and gestured for her to wait a moment. “Casimir,
have you established who our visitors are?”
“Ah…yes, Admiral,” Garibaldi replied. “I’ve identified the Nike as Hecate…”
Cassidine’s eyes widened at the name, “Hecate? That’s Chase’s daughter’s
command…” she said barely louder than a whisper. “That would make the
Izanami Amaterasu, the Ashur Marduk, and the Victorious Indefatigable…” The
cold chill was getting colder. “Brandon, please get Commander Emory on the
wireless, priority channel.”
A moment later she heard Emory’s voice in the handset, “Circe Actual.”
“Circe Actual, Dike Astraea Actual,” Cassidine replied. “Rich, the stakes have
just gotten much higher; that’s Hecate out there…commanded by Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase – the Duke of Westfield’s daughter…”
*+*+*+*+*
“I’m seeing a lot of coded wireless chatter over there,” Zoe told Chase.
“The three battlestars have each launched four smaller craft,” Cole announced.
“They are forming up in a line in front of their parent ships.”
“You think they’re as shocked as we are?” Chase asked.
“I have no doubt about it,” deWinter told her. “Other than approaching us, they
haven’t really taken any specific aggressive moves.”
“Yeah, but they’re getting close and I’m not comfortable with that,” Chase
replied to her old friend. “The ships that were here have orbited behind the planet
and I really don’t want that to come around and bite us.” The icons on the dradis
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moved closer with each passing second. “Lara, please contact Colonel Raama with
my regards and direct her to maintain formation but to go positive 20,000
kilometers and to get me some eyes on the three ships that orbited around the
planet.”
“Contact Colonel Raama on Dodona and direct her to maintain formation but to
go positive 20,000 kilometers and locate the three ships that orbited around the
planet, copy,” Petty Officer Lara Pickman replied and set about contacting the
scoutstar.
Chase’s hand hovered above the handset that resided at the plotting table. “If
we don’t do something we’re going to cross the T and if I was in charge over there,
that would make me pretty frakking jumpy,” she told deWinter who just nodded.
“Lara,” she said when the petty officer finished relaying her order to Dodona,
“Please hail them. We gave them the first chance to contact us, now I guess it’s our
turn.”
Pickman acknowledged the order and then in a strong voice said, “Attention
unknown ships approaching off our port bow, this is the Colonial battlestar Hecate,
please identify yourself or you risk us firing on you. I repeat, attention unknown
ships approaching off our port bow, this is the Colonial battlestar Hecate, please
identify yourself or you risk us firing on you.”
The petty officer waited a moment and then repeated her interrogative again.
When there wasn’t a reply, she said, “They aren’t answering, Admiral.”
“Put it out on all frequencies; let’s give them one more chance. I don’t want
them crossing into our exclusion zone,” Chase told her and paced in front of the
plotting table. “This is mighty odd, Connie; we didn’t know we’d be here until we
spoke with Iago, and suddenly it looks like a Communion battle group shows up at
the same time we do. Mighty odd…”
*+*+*+*+*
“One of their smaller ships is going above the plane,” Garibaldi said as
Cassidine’s eyes studied the dradis. She was in a difficult position and the safe bet
would be to jump back to their previous location. It was what ‘the book’ would
have recommended and what the Admiralty review board would probably decide
was the proper move. They’d conveniently ignore the fact that now the Colonials
had proof that there was another starfaring civilization present in the same general
stellar region and probably start looking for them in earnest.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 960
No, jumping away wasn’t an option, Cassidine thought silently. Contact was
going to happen sooner or later, even the government acknowledged that simple
fact, and now, before an opinion could be formed or policies made, now would be
when first contact happened. She looked over to where Cesare stood and arched
her eyebrows in silent communication. He smiled and nodded. They had been
together for so long that sometimes words weren’t needed; a simple look, gesture,
or posture was all that was necessary to say what needed to be said.
“When I saw a Nike, Ashur, Victorious, and Izanami I knew it had to be her,”
Commander Richmond Emory replied and broke into Cassidine’s thoughts. “We
have to stay and make contact,” he added over the crackling and highly scrambled
wireless connection. Even with the interference introduced by the encryption she
could detect the passion in his voice.
“I am inclined to agree, Rich. But,” Cassidine paused a moment to underscore
what she was going to add to the thought. “But we also have to keep in mind that
if this is Chase, we have to play this very, very carefully. By all accounts she’s a
very level headed, extremely intelligent, savvy, and innovative officer, but I don’t
think anyone took into account what happened when they wrote their threat
assessment.”
“Admiral?” Specialist Brandon Corwin said and intruded into the conversation.
He waited until Cassidine looked over and nodded once to acknowledge he held
her attention before he continued, “They’re hailing us, sir.”
Time to make a decision that could get you court martialed, Cassidine thought
and held the breath she just took. “Rich, stay on the line,” she said and handed the
handset to Arcadiaolos. “Brandon, put it on speaker. This is going to affect
everyone so you might as well hear it.”
A moment later a strong sounding woman’s voice began issuing forth from the
speakers, “… approaching off our port bow, this is the Colonial battlestar Hecate,
please identify yourself or you risk us firing on you. I repeat, attention unknown
ships approaching off our port bow, this is the Colonial battlestar Hecate, please
identify yourself or you risk us firing on you.”
*+*+*+*+*
“If they’re Communion, what are you going to do?” deWinter asked just loud
enough for Chase to hear her.
Chase flexed her hands and mentally felt them wrapping around the leather
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trimmed grips of her sabers. The stress of competition was nothing compared to
when real lives were on the line, she thought before answering. “I’m going to be
pretty damned wary, Connie. I know they’re all not Equals so I can’t treat them as I
would the murdering bastards. But I am going to be cautious.” She hesitated for a
split second and then came to a decision, “Call down and ask the Marines to bring
Sukie up here. If she’s really willing to help us, then now’s her first chance to do it
‘live’.”
“It’s almost a shame they’re not all Equals…” deWinter said before she called
down to the Marines on guard outside Sukie’s quarters.
Chase smiled at deWinter’s comment and nodded. It would be easier if they
were all like the Equals she’d encountered over the past year. “Any luck with the
hails, Lara?” she asked. “We’re starting to get uncomfortably close.”
“Not yet, Admir…” Pickman began and suddenly stopped.
replying,” she said almost breathlessly.

“Admiral, they’re

Sudden silence descended on the CIC and Chase felt the tension and
expectation suddenly spike and almost become palpable. “Put it on speaker,” she
said and picked up the handset in case she could reply.
Seconds later a confident sounding masculine voice started coming from the
speakers, “Attention Colonial battlestar Hecate, this is the Meropian Communion
battlestar Dike Astraea, we do not seek to start hostilities. Please confirm your
intentions.”
“Simple and straightforward,” Chase said to deWinter. “Guess we should be
polite and reply since we initiated the dialog, eh?” she quipped. “Lara, I’ll reply
from down here,” she told Pickman a moment before raising the handset to her
head. “Dike Astraea, this is Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase commanding the
battlestar Hecate. We do not desire to initiate hostilities, either, but until we
formally meet and come to some sort of understanding, I suggest we maintain a
minimum of 30 kilometers separation and switch all fire control dradis to standby.”
Other than a few crackles, the wireless was quiet for several seconds before
Chase’s reply was answered.
“Hecate, this is Admiral Giovanna Cassidine
commanding the battlestar Dike Astraea. I think your suggestion is wise; there’s no
sense to trade kinetics when we could be trading on friendship. I propose we hold
station or ease into orbit around the planet we both were approaching.”
Before Chase could reply Cole announced, “Dradis contacts! Three contacts are
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approaching from the far side of the planet; two are fighter sized and one is lighter
sized; they’re moving fast!”
Over the speakers Chase heard what sounded like a similar report from the
Communion battlestar. She smiled for a brief second as it sounded so similar to the
warning she just received. “Identify them, Jerry. I need to know if they’re ours or
theirs,” Chase told Cole as her eyes watched the three icons clear the planet’s
electromagnetic belts.
“Working it…” Cole muttered and a moment later sat back. “The two fighters
are positively identified as Vipers…Mk VIIs…transponders say they’re from...” his
voice trailed off. “Admiral, they’re from Werewolf.”
“Admiral Cassidine, we have identified two of the craft approaching from the
planet as Colonial Vipers from a ship that has been missing for several weeks. I
don’t believe them to be hostile, but I am dispatching part of my CAP to intercept.”
“We’ve identified the larger craft as a Peltast class gunship that was assigned to a
ship that has also been missing for several weeks,” Cassidine replied. “I am
dispatching one of our CAP to intercept.” She paused a moment and then Chase
could almost hear the smile in her voice when she added, “Admiral Chase, I do
believe we are more alike than different. I will keep you abreast of what we
discover.”
Chase nodded. This Admiral Cassidine seemed competent enough and her
actions mirrored her own; measured and reasonable. “As will I, Admiral.”
*+*+*+*+*
Major Sebastian Beckett glanced down at the HDD that showed the Viper’s
dradis display. The approaching formation consisted of two Mk VII Vipers leading a
larger craft that Flight said was a Peltast. Whatever it was, it was able to accelerate
and maintain formation with a Viper and that alone made it exceptional. And
lethal. “How are you doing over there, Dancer?” he asked Lieutenant Callista
Collins who was flying off his right wing.
“I think it’s a little late to be asking that now, Rockstar,” Dancer replied with a
nervous chuckle. “We’re sort of committed now.”
Beckett laughed. “Just making sure, Dancer. I’d hate to be out here on my
own!” Despite being one of the better technical pilots in the squadron, Dancer was
still a nugget with all the inexperience that came along with the title. “Follow me

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 963
and do what I do and I’ll buy you the first round when we get back to celebrate…”
He was going to add, ‘getting your operational cherry popped’, but decided against
it. Maybe he might when he toasted her back on Hecate, but not now. Time and
place, boy-o, the little voice said from his shoulder; you’re growing up well.
Beckett smiled. Things were going well and before he started thinking about just
how well he forced himself to check his instruments again. Thinking like that could
get him killed, his wingman killed, or someone else killed, and he wasn’t going to
let that happen. “I’m going to try and contact the approaching Vipers, Dancer,” he
said on the discrete channel before moving to the Guard channel. “Attention
Vipers approaching in formation with a larger ship from the direction of the planet.
This is Viper 175 of the battlestar Hecate, call sign Rockstar, please identify
yourselves and state your intentions.”
He was getting ready to repeat his challenge when a familiar voice answered
him. “Viper 175, this is Viper 143 from the gunstar Werewolf, call sign Havoc…
Sebastian? Is that really you?”
*+*+*+*+*
Flight Captain Eduard Cavour rolled his shoulders and pursed his lips. “Tim, get
me a solid but passive firing solution on all three targets; I want the main guns and
missiles on the Peltast and the turrets on the Vipers,” he said into Bigger Hammer’s
intercom. If there was going to be a blue on blue shooting, he wanted to protect
his crew as best he could, thus telling his Tactical Officer how he wanted the
Peltast’s weapons targeted.
“Main guns and missiles on the unknown Peltast, turrets on the Vipers, copy,”
Flight Ensign Timothy Stoddard replied. “Do you think we’re going to shoot, boss?”
he added.
Cavour smiled for the first time. It was good that he heard doubt and a lack of
desire to go ‘guns hot’ in the young officer’s voice. “No, I don’t, but I want to make
sure that if we need to light ‘em up, that we’re good to go.” He glanced over at his
copilot, Flight Lieutenant Magdalene Duilio. “Maggie, see if you can raise them on
the wireless.”
“On it, Ed,” Duilio replied and switched to the guard frequency. “Attention
approaching Communion Peltast flanked by two Colonial Vipers, this is Bigger
Hammer operating off the battlestar Dike Astraea, please identify yourself and hold
position or we will be forced to fire on you.” She paused a moment, then
continued, “I repeat, approaching…”
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Duilio was cut off by an immediate reply, “I heard you the first time, Maggie.
This is Flight Captain Brittan Fairfax of Arete’s Spear operating off the gunstar Arete,
and boy, will the top Oscars be surprised to see you guys.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Havoc?” Beckett desperately wanted to believe what he was hearing but forced
himself to verify the other person really was who she claimed she was. “Viper 143,
please confirm your identity by squawking Mode 5.”
“Hold one,” Havoc replied and a moment later Beckett’s lower right MFD
displayed the results of his dradis’ interrogation of Viper 143’s transponder.
“My gods, Havoc,” Beckett said after he had the dradis interrogate the
transponder the second time, “Jules is going to be relieved to hear you’re ok.”
“Have you been…taking care…of my big sister since you were posted to
Hecate?” Havoc teased suggestively and removed any doubt in Beckett’s mind that
his missing friend had been found.
“No…but we do have a lot to catch up on, Diana. Until then,” Beckett paused,
“I’m going to have to ask you and your companions to hold their positions until the
brass can sort things out.”
“We can hold and I’ll advise the Communion to hold as well,” Havoc told him
and then added, “Give me two and I’ll be back.”
“Copy, Havoc,” Beckett replied and then switched to the discrete frequency he
used with Dancer, his wingman. “Dancer, stay sharp. If they start acting hostile,
you’re cleared to go guns hot without warning.” The words hurt just saying them,
but he’d seen firsthand what the Equals were capable of and then after Sukie’s
revelation that they could forcibly takeover an unwilling host, he wasn’t taking any
chances, old friend or not. The little voice knocked on the side of his helmet before
it told him that Dancer was a good kid and would handle this just fine.
“Wilco, Rockstar,” Dancer answered casually like a good fighter pilot would a
moment later.
That’s a relief, Beckett thought and agreed with the little voice; Dancer was a
good kid and with the right mentoring she would turn out to be an exceptional
officer. He switched frequencies once again, “Hecate, Rockstar, I’ve made contact
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and confirmed the identity of the Vipers.”
“Rockstar, Hecate Actual,” Admiral Chase’s voice replied over the highly
scrambled wireless connection. “Can you confirm they’re from Werewolf?”
“Affirmative, Actual; I know the pilot I talked to and unless the Equals managed
to slip a rider into her, she’s legit,” Beckett replied. “She’s going to talk to the
Communion and advise them to hold position.”
“Well done, Rockstar,” Chase congratulated him. “We’re in communication
with the Communion fleet and they’re doing the same. Just the same, watch your
six out there.”
“Copy that, Actual!” Beckett laughed. “Baroness wouldn’t talk to me for a week
if I didn’t.”
Now it was Chase’s turn to laugh. “As well she shouldn’t! Keep me appraised,
Rockstar. Actual, out.”
*+*+*+*+*
Flight Captain Brittan Fairfax grinned despite the gravity of the situation; Maggie
Duilio was an old friend from her first posting on Melinoe. “Britt? Holy shit! I
never expected to find you all the way out here on the ass end of nowhere!”
Duilio’s reply broke the grin into a laugh.
“Flight Lieutenant Magdalene Duilio, I presume?” Fairfax asked before adding a
moment later, “You should know better than that, Maggie…I have a habit of turning
up when and where least expected…”
“That you do, Britt,” Duilio replied quickly. “Is it possible to hold your position
so we can let the brass sort this out before someone gets too twitchy?”
Before she replied, Fairfax glanced over to where Greer sat to her left. “They’re
having a cookout downstairs, do you think we should invite them?”
“It sure beats the apple I offered Havoc!” Greer replied. “Let me check in with
her and then I’ll bounce it back to Preserver. In the meantime, we’ll hold our
position until we hear more.”
“Copy that,” Fairfax confirmed and deep inside she felt a little sad that their
idyllic life was going to end and it would be back to reality. She switched back to
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the channel that the other Peltast used, “Maggie, we will hold our position while
this gets handled. Once we have some time, have I got some stories to tell you!”
“I’m sure you do, Britt,” Duilio replied and Fairfax could almost see the pixie
smile her friend wore. “You must be in heaven, rubbing shoulders with Colonials,”
she teased.
If she only knew, Fairfax thought wryly. “You could say that.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Colonel,” Specialist Tinny Morgan said loudly to get Colonel Claudia
DeTomasi’s attention. “I have an incoming communication over the Fleet priority
channel.”
“I’ll take it down here, Tinny,” she said and reached for the handset. Trust was a
two way street, she thought, and despite her reservations she looked at the woman
who was acting as her XO for the watch, “Pella, I want you to listen in, too.”
“Yes, sir,” Captain Pella Bain replied before she picked up the handset on her
side of the plotting table.
“Don’t look surprised, Pella,” DeTomasi said to reassure her. “Half the ships out
there are yours, so you should know what’s going on.”
“Thank you, Colonel,” Bain replied and DeTomasi saw her visibly relax a little.
“This is Preserver Actual,” DeTomasi said when the handset reached her head.
“Preserver Actual, this is Hecate Actual,” the voice replied over the highly
scrambled and slightly staticy wireless connection. “Do you require assistance?”
DeTomasi wasn’t sure what she expected to hear, but a simple offer of assistance
wasn’t very high up on the list and the offer being made by Admiral Chase herself
was very close to the bottom. “Hecate Actual, Preserver Actual – Colonel Claudia
DeTomasi, we have several existing engineering issues aboard both Preserver and
Werewolf that we cannot resolve in our current state. I will have my chief engineer
prepare a full list for your review.”
“Very well, Colonel. Now…I’m looking eye to eye with an unknown fleet and
for the moment things are at weapons hold…can you shed some light on what’s
going on?”
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DeTomasi met Bain’s gaze and arched her eyebrows. “Ah, Admiral, that’s
somewhat complicated and I think it would be best if my counterparts could brief
you and the Communion fleet commander personally.”
“Hmm…I think that would probably be for the best, Colonel DeTomasi. We can
meet on Hecate or Leviathan,” Chase suggested.
“I was thinking something a little more, ah…grounded,” DeTomasi grimaced
after she spoke and then nodded when Bain mouthed, ‘the cook out?’
“Please elaborate, Colonel?” Chase requested.
“Down on the surface it’s getting close to midafternoon and the crews of
Preserver, Werewolf, and the Communion ship, Arete, are having a cook out to
foster cooperation and to help introduce the crews to each other,” DeTomasi
steeled herself for whatever Chase might say, and when the brief moment of silence
began to get uncomfortably long, quickly added, “I’d like to submit that rather than
meeting on a ship that we meet there on the surface.”
“Do you think she’ll go for it?” Bain whispered after cupping her hand over her
handset’s microphone.
“I hope so…otherwise I have a feeling I’ll be trading my uniform for civilian
clothes…” DeTomasi cracked a smile.
“Colonel,” Chase said after several long moments, “That will be acceptable.
How many does the invitation cover?”
That was something DeTomasi hadn’t considered. “Two Raptors and an escort?”
she said more as a question hoping that it would meet Chase’s approval.
“Two Raptors and four Vipers are acceptable,” Chase replied a moment later.
“We can leave as soon as you send a location.”
“I will have my navigator send them momentarily,” DeTomasi told Chase and
motioned for Lieutenant Billy Stodden to prepare the information.
“Very well, Colonel. Hecate Actual, out,” Chase confirmed before ending the
conversation.
“That was almost too easy,” DeTomasi said and returned the handset to its
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cradle. “In the meantime, has Arete come above the horizon yet or will we need to
make the call to the Communion commander?”
“Arete is still below the horizon,” Stoddard answered a moment after he
checked the dradis.
“Wonderful. I should go into party planning after this,” DeTomasi said straight
faced and then gave Bain a quick wink. “Since you’re the ranking Communion
officer present, Pella, this one is all yours.”
“Thanks, Colonel,” Bain deadpanned and quickly gave a frequency to Morgan
that would connect her to the waiting Communion fleet.
As soon as the
communications specialist indicated that the channel was live, she put the handset
back to her head and began, “Attention Communion fleet, this is Captain Pella Bain
of the gunstar Arete. Please connect me to the Admiral in command.”
DeTomasi watched as Bain reached out to her own people and studied her body
language. Other than the uniform, Bain could have been a Colonial officer and in
the few hours that she’d been on watch, she had proven to be extremely competent
and skilled. Her mind drifted to what she knew about Chase and she quickly
reviewed the conversation. Chase was considered by people she respected and
trusted as one of the ‘good ones’, who despite their birth status earned the
accolades they’d received. There were several admirals that would have had a
much more…banal or even outright antagonistic reaction to the current situation.
“This is Admiral Giovanna Cassidine commanding the battlestar Dike Astraea;
please go ahead Captain,” the confident voice stated over the handset.
“Admiral, I apologize for the unorthodox method of contacting you but Arete is
still below the horizon,” Bain began and DeTomasi could see that despite the
situation, Bain maintained her poise and calm. “Instead of trying to explain
everything over the wireless, it would be best if everyone could meet face to face…
and that would include the Colonials as well, sir.”
DeTomasi could almost hear the smile in Cassidine’s voice when the admiral
replied, “From the sounds of it, you have something already lined up Captain…” It
was a statement that also sounded like a question.
“Ah, yes Admiral, I do have something that would work. The off duty crews of
the two Colonial ships and Arete are having a cook out at the settlement we’ve
been using as a planetside home. It would be a way to meet somewhere somewhat
less formal than a battlestar’s conference room.”
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“And both sides would cede home court advantage,” Cassidine added. “Which,
in this situation I think would be the best way to start,” she conceded. “Send the
coordinates and we’ll leave presently.”
Bain visibly relaxed and DeTomasi nodded her support. “Admiral, the Colonials
are taking two small Mosquito sized transports and four Vipers, might I suggest two
Mosquitos and one Peltast?”
“That sounds acceptable,” Cassidine replied.
information. Cassidine, out.”

“I await the navigation

“Well done, Pella,” DeTomasi said a moment later when the channel was
closed. “Now we need to let the guys on the ground know they’re going to get
some guests…”
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the Colonial Sphere, interplanetary space, world known locally as
“Sanctuary”
Major Sebastian Beckett flared the Viper and allowed it to settle gently to the
ground. Dancer was off his right wing and a few dozen meters away Captain Julian
Sancerre and Lieutenant Micah Sellers made similar textbook perfect landings.
Once he heard the meeting was approved, he had contacted Lt. Colonel Reese, the
CAG, and explained why Sancerre needed to be assigned to the operation.
Thankfully Reese didn’t take much convincing and instead of members of his own
squadron, he had a mixed group from the Warlocks and VF-24 Renegades,
Sancerre’s squadron.
He had just climbed down to the ground when Admiral Chase’s Raptors passed
overhead before making the turn to land. “Jules!” a familiar voice shouted from his
left and he turned to see Havoc running from where her Viper had landed a few
minutes before his.
“Diana!” Captain Julian Sancerre shouted and dropped her helmet before
running to grab her older sister in a hug. “It’s really you!”
You did good in asking for her to be here, boy-o, the little voice told Beckett as
he nodded, smiled, and motioned for Dancer to follow him. He gave the sisters a
few moments before he cleared his throat, “Hey there, Havoc, it’s been a while.”
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“Bass!” Havoc grinned and gave him a hug that rivaled the one she had given
her sister. “Damn…this is really happening! I never thought I’d see either of you
again…” her voice trailed off and Beckett hugged her before stepping back. “This
is my wingman, Lieutenant Callista Collins,” he added and motioned Dancer
forward.
“Dancer,” Collins said and offered her hand politely.
Havoc grinned, took the offered hand, and hugged her close with her left arm.
“Captain Diana Sancerre, but call me Havoc, everyone else does.”
“Now that,” Beckett said and pointed to Arete’s Spear, “is impressive.”
“Oh, it is,” Havoc replied earnestly.
“Speaking of which…Viceroy!” she
shouted. “Bring everyone over; I’d like to introduce them.”
A man wearing a Colonial flight suit walked over from where he had been
standing under the gunship and led two others who wore flight suits that Beckett
couldn’t identify. A moment later Havoc had introduced Viceroy and then looked a
little nervous before she put her right arm around Greer’s shoulders and her left
around Fairfax’s. “I want to introduce two new friends to my old friends…Flight
Captain Alaric Greer,” she gave Greer’s shoulders a visible squeeze, “and Flight
Captain Brittan Fairfax of the Meropian Communion Fleet.”
Beckett stepped forward and offered his hand to Greer, “Pleased to meet you,
I’m Major Sebastian Beckett and these are Captain Julian Sancerre, Lieutenant
Callista Collins and Lieutenant Micah Sellers.” He shook Greer’s hand and then
Fairfax’s a moment before the Raptors’ engines announced their return.
“Havoc has told us so much about you and Jules that I feel I already know you,”
Greer said as Fairfax nodded. “I’m glad we’re able to finally meet.”
“As am I,” Fairfax added warmly. “Ah, that must be Maggie and Admiral
Cassidine’s group,” she said pointing at a large shape flanked by two much smaller
ones that was approaching from the distance.
*+*+*+*+*
“We’re about to land, Admiral,” Monster said from the Raptor’s cockpit.
“Thanks for the update,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said from where she
sat at the ECO’s station. “What do you think we’ll find?” she asked the other five
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people in the small cabin. She had selected an eclectic group to accompany her;
Captain Coralanna Chase, her sister, Captain Jerry Cole, Lieutenant Colonel Mason
Reese, her CAG, newly promoted Lieutenant Colonel Wilson Bel’Acqua, Hecate’s
Marine commander, and in a uniform bearing the rank of an ensign, Sue Kyee.
Sukie was the most controversial choice and deWinter had been steadfastly against
it while Esposito pointed out that Sukie had come to them and so far had proven an
invaluable asset.
“Admiral Cassidine is highly regarded and respected within the Communion
Fleet,” Sukie began. “She has been interviewed a few times and I remember a
news crew did a Tiger Cruise about two years ago on her flagship at the time…
um…I think it was Epiales. The only thing I really remember is that she expected a
lot from her crew, but she gave it back to them in loyalty and looking out for them.”
“Sounds like you, Sera,” Cora noted.
“Can the universe handle two of us?” Chase quipped. “Wil, Mase, Jerry; any
thoughts?”
“I have one,” Cole answered. “But it’s more of a question…what if they’re out
here for the same reason we are?”
Chase cocked her head slightly and waited to see what happened. Bel’Acqua
was the first to speak, “Well, I’m not sure how much overlap there would be, I’m
fairly certain that we never put settlements on the same world.”
“It’s certainly odd,” Reese agreed. “Being so far out from wherever they’re from,
I don’t think this is just coincidence.”
The unstated part of Cole’s question worried Chase; what if the Communion was
looking for Galleon as well? But then that begged two follow-up questions; first,
what would their interest be in a cultural and historic treasure that only had
meaning to Colonials, and second, how did they know where to look?
“We’ll be landing in fifteen seconds,” Monster announced from the cockpit.
*+*+*+*+*
“I wonder if they’ll have a good tangy bar-b-q sauce for the ribs? Or, if they’ll
even have ribs?” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos mused as he stretched his legs in the
Mosquito’s cabin.
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“How can you think of eating at a time like this?” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine
asked him from where she sat on the other side of the small craft’s cabin. “We’re
going to be confirming the existence of a starfaring empire that the Colonials knew
nothing about.” She loved him dearly, but sometimes she wondered what made his
mind tick.
“Well, technically Colonel Titus and his crew confirmed to the Colonials that we
existed since they’ve been living and working together for quite some time,”
Arcadiaolos replied laconically. “This was bound to happen eventually,” he said
somewhat more seriously, “and this way the people who will be on the line and
most at risk will make the first impressions and forge ties that the politicians will
have to honor.”
“What do you think, Casimir?” Cassidine asked the man sitting next to
Arcadiaolos.
“Well…” Captain Casimir Garibaldi said somewhat sheepishly, “I am kind of
hungry.”
Cassidine rolled her eyes. “Men. Is that all you think about?”
“Well, um…no…” Garibaldi answered. “There are other things. But…I’ve
always believed that when people are in a casual setting they’ll tend to be more
open and honest than when there’s a conference table between them.”
“I see you’ve found a protégé, Cesare,” Cassidine complimented Garibaldi’s
thinking. “You’re right, and that’s one of the reasons I brought all of you along,” she
said sweeping her eyes to the other three officers in the Mosquito’s cabin.
Lieutenant Colonel Jarrett Wilton, Dike Astraea’s CAG, Lieutenant Colonel
Christobella Symphony, commanding the battlestar’s Marine contingent, and
Lieutenant Danny Carter, one of the battlestar’s gunnery officers. “I want you to
socialize, listen, and get to know these Colonials. We have a mostly one way view
of them and even that is limited and distorted, so if we’re going to build some
bridges we need to know whether what we ‘know’ is valid or not.”
*+*+*+*+*
This wasn’t what I expected, Chase thought two hours later as she stood
watching the seabirds glide over the water as the sun set on the horizon. The crews
of the three ships that had been here before the two fleets arrived had been good
hosts and led the way with introductions and socializing. The Communion officers
and crew could have belonged to any Colonial warship, and that, in and of itself,
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was a tremendous bridge between the two cultures.
“Penny for your thoughts?” a voice said from behind her.
Chase turned. “Admiral Cassidine, I don’t know if they’d do a penny justice.”
Cassidine held up her hands in a gesture that was universal, though this time
one held a bottle of wine and the other two glasses. “Giovanna or just Gia, please.
Wine?”
“Yes, thank you,” Chase said and took an offered glass. “And please, call me
Sera.”
“Care to walk a bit?” Cassidine asked a moment later after she filled both
glasses.
“Sure, it’ll give us a chance to talk one on one,” Chase said and gestured along
the water’s edge.
They walked in silence for about a minute before Cassidine spoke, “I was
horrified when heard what happened…what the Equals did to your family.”
“They tried to hurt a lot of people who are very important to me and almost
succeeded in killing my aide’s father,” Chase replied and took a sip from her wine
glass. “As it was, they killed a lot of good people that night, but we were able to
deny them what they wanted.”
Cassidine stopped and faced Chase, “You were there?”
Chase met Cassidine’s gaze, “Yes, my aide’s father saved my life and took the
bullets that would have hit me. After that, I took down three of them before it was
all said and done.”
Shock flashed across Cassidine’s face. “You killed them?” she asked in a voice
that had traces of surprise, fear, and awe all mixed together.
“Two of them, the third went down for the count but she survived,” Chase told
her and took a risk letting Cassidine know that bit of intelligence.
“I am impressed,” Cassidine finally said before finishing the wine in her glass
and refilling it before offering to refill Chase’s. She started walking and didn’t talk
for several paces. “The Equals are…well, in a way they’re part of the reason why
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we’re out here. They have grown corrupt and whether this is something that was
always there or something that just cropped up I can’t say, but it’s causing a crisis in
certain circles.
“A very dear friend, you might call him my protégé, lost his wife when the
Equals decided to invite her to join them. All that’s left of Sandra Emory are the
memories we have of her and some keepsakes her husband was able to save; the
Equals have redacted any mention of her existence from the records, newspapers,
where she once worked, where she went to school, it’s as if she never existed.
When we’re gone, all memory of her will have passed.” Cassidine sighed sadly and
Chase could see the other woman’s jawline tense.
“Sera, I’m not telling you this for sympathy,” Cassidine continued. “But I want
you to know what kind of people tried to kill you and have infected my home.
They are ruthless and manipulative, and if my mission is successful, I’ll have
evidence that they’ve had a hand in destroying at least one other civilization.”
Chase arched a sculpted blonde eyebrow and studied Cassidine with ice blue
eyes. “Gia, why do I have a feeling that this isn’t part of the script you planned on
working from when you came down here?”
Cassidine smiled sheepishly, “Guilty as charged. I think if it had been any other
Colonial admiral I would have, Sera. We both wear the uniform and have to deal
with a reality that many politicians discuss in abstract terms and that gives us a
certain common ground and objectivity. Cesare and I discussed what we would
and wouldn’t discuss and yes, even had the basics of a script that we wanted to
follow.”
They walked for another half dozen paces before Cassidine continued, “And
despite what I expected, I like you and the others that I’ve met. I think whoever
came up with the idea that we meet in an informal setting should be commended.”
Chase nodded. Cassidine’s thoughts mirrored her own and not for the first time
she marveled at how alike they were in so many areas. “We never intended
coming here,” Chase began as they continued along the beach. “Well, we
intended to come out this way,” she waved her arm to indicate the darkening sky,
“and it was a long chain of events that actually brought us here. Our mission could
be as momentous as yours, depending on what we actually find where we’re going.
“I’m not sure if it would cause a change of government, but it will probably
cause some major ripples in our culture,” Chase concluded.
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“It sounds like we’re both on missions with epic consequences,” Cassidine
quipped.
A smile touched the corners of Chase’s mouth. “I’ll drink to that!” she toasted
before drinking the glass’ contents. “I am going to have to send over a case of my
father’s special select red…”
“So I guess we’re not going to go back to our respective fleets and blast away at
each other?” Cassidine asked optimistically.
“No, that isn’t my plan,” Chase told her and sat on a well-worn rock that looked
like it had faced millennia of crashing waves and still remained to tell the tale. “I
think that we’re both here for a reason,” she held up her right hand to forestall
Cassidine’s comment, “and that events have been set into motion that we need to
see through to the end.”
Cassidine cocked her head and after a moment leaned against a large rock that
faced Chase. “Why do you say that? Not that I disagree with you, but I’d like to
hear your thoughts.”
“We are who we are today because of the past, and who we will be tomorrow is
dependent on what we do today,” Chase offered cryptically. “Before the Cylon
Uprising there was a company that was working on a rather unique v-world game.
The Uprising happened a few weeks before the game was supposed to be released
and the Cylons seemed to specifically target the developers’ campus. Anyone there
was killed and everything was taken; servers, notes, the works.
“A group of Equals were also present, and according to a witness, after they
inspected some of the materials the Cylons removed and were loading onto
transports, the Cylons killed them.”
“Hmm…” Cassidine said thoughtfully.
“If they wanted to return to the
Communion and avoid any possibility of interception, then that would be the way
to do it.”
Chase nodded. “The witness lived off the grid for more than fifty years in
constant fear that the Equals would find him.
Several of my staff recently
encountered the lead developers for the game…and they hadn’t aged a day.”
“They were Equals?” Cassidine asked.
“No, I don’t think so,” Chase explained.

“They seemed openly antagonistic
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towards them and from all the evidence, didn’t want the spoils of the game to fall
into their hands.”
Cassidine stood up and looked at her now empty wine glass. “I wish this was
still full. Do you know what this implies?”
“That there is another group out there who has the same technology your Equals
do,” Chase stated definitively and pointedly didn’t mention the technology
developed by Zoe’s parents. “Their complex was filled with antiques that dated to
the Colonies’ earliest years, so they could have been with us for centuries.”
Collapsing back against the rock, Cassidine shook her head. “That’s amazing.
How did you find them?” she asked.
“That’s the interesting part,” Chase told her. “It was the game they were working
on that was the key to the mystery. Hecate, like all the Nike class battlestars, has a
self-contained v-world. My technical security officer found that there had been
three attempts to load unauthorized software; two were well known but the third
was something that had never been released.”
“The game that the Cylons took?” Cassidine asked.
“Bingo. The game never made it to release and here it was loaded up on our
servers. I put together a team to actually play the game and that’s how we found
the complex and a bunch of pre-settlement relics. They lead us out here.”
“Amazing. So this game has some basis in reality?” Cassidine suggested and
leaned forward slightly.
“It appears so. Pretty much everyone who has seen the materials went from
skeptic to believer in short order, and then when you add in all the interference by
the Equals, who the game called ‘Precursors’…”
“Wait…you called them Precursors?” Cassidine asked and stood up before
pacing nervously.
Chase regarded Cassidine through narrowed eyes and felt the first tingles of fear
skate down her spine. “Yes…the game developer called them Precursors. Is that
important?”
Cassidine paced for several moments before she finally stopped and nodded.
“Yes. The Precursors are a group within the Equals that according to rumor either
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spearhead the really sensitive projects or were the first Equals, or both. I don’t
recall ever seeing them mentioned, but after you’ve been in uniform for a while you
hear things; whispers of whispers about a rumor of a rumor sort of stuff. After a
while they sort of take on a life of their own.”
“This gets curiouser and curiouser,” Chase stated and shook her head in
disbelief. “So that’s why we’re out here.”
The sound of the waves gently lapping at the shore was the only sound for
several long moments and Chase could see that Cassidine was deep in thought. “I
assume most of the fleet isn’t aware of all the specifics you just told me,” she said
perceptively, then added, “just like most of mine isn’t aware of the details, either.
And if you’re like me, you’d rather tell them and get it out in the open.”
“Once we’re a bit further out, they’ll get the real briefing,” Chase told Cassidine.
The Communion admiral smiled. “Same here…” Cassidine pursed her lips and
after rolling her top lip between her teeth she took a deep breath, “I think we’ve
started out on the right foot, Sera. I also think that perhaps we should consider…”
“…sharing our mission profiles and destinations once we’ve established a little
more trust,” Chase said and finished the other woman’s thought for her.
Cassidine nodded, “Yes. The more I think about this and how remote the
chances are that we’d both be here at the same time, and that our missing ships
would be here, I have to wonder if a higher power might be involved and that we
should work together.”
“I came to the same conclusion when I saw your reaction to our encounters
with the Equals,” Chase told her. “And then there’s the other wild card out there,
the group that attacked our ships is still an unknown.”
“What do you propose?” Cassidine asked.
“That we take a page from our hosts and since we’ll be here for a while, give
our people a chance to work with each other. Joint CAP, perhaps a full survey of
the system, and my Marines have some exercises planned, perhaps there could be
some joint cooperation there, too,” Chase suggested.
“I like the sound of that,” Cassidine agreed enthusiastically. “And I see our
keepers have come to collect us…” she pointed to where Cole and Arcadiaolos
were walking towards them. “Before we go back, though, I have to know if what I
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read is true…did your father really buy you a battlestar?”
*+*+*+*+*
“Your arrival made Havoc’s day,” Flight Captain Alaric Greer said as he and
Beckett walked back from the collection of ice filled crates that served as a
makeshift beer cooler.
“I know it made Jules’,” Beckett agreed and replayed the scene when the two
sisters had reunited earlier in the afternoon. He couldn’t help smile at the tears of
joy that filled Jules’ eyes when she saw Havoc waiting for her. “I knew Havoc was
ok, I just couldn’t prove it.”
“You were close?” Greer asked.
Beckett chuckled. “You could say that. The three of us were tight during our
years at the academy, but Diana was always the wise one.” He stopped as a
memory swam to the front of his thoughts, “I once told her I wondered what our
life together might be like and she told me that when we were older and wiser, we
wouldn’t be asking each other that question. She was right, as usual.”
Greer raised an eyebrow, “Yeah?”
“Yeah,” Beckett told him. “I was off the market the moment I met Cora and
can’t imagine life without her.” He paused a moment and then took a chance, “If
you think you have something, take a risk and see where it might go. Diana is a
hell of a woman.”
“That she is,” Greer agreed. “And thanks.”
“For what?”
“For the advice,” Greer explained.
“Advice?” a voice said from behind them and Beckett smiled.
“I do give that from time to time, Cora,” Beckett said as he turned and handed a
bottle to Cora. “I was just bringing this to you.”
“The others have a place staked out in line for the food, so I figured I’d find you
two and make sure you didn’t miss us,” Cora explained as she walked with them.
“Britt said I should ask you,” she said turning to Greer, “whether we can get a check
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ride on a Peltast. Havoc and Viceroy couldn’t stop talking about it once Callie and
I mentioned the new VIIFs that we have.”
A sly smile crossed Greer’s face. “They did enjoy the ride. What’s a ‘VIIF’?”
“It’s the newest version of the Mk. VII Viper,” Beckett said, “It’s slightly larger, has
a different gun layout, and has an FTL system. When we get done with eating we
can head back to the field and I’ll point out some of the differences between what
Havoc and Viceroy have.”
*+*+*+*+*
Colonel Winston Burke felt guilty when he thought about his first feelings when
he found out that the beach party was being crashed by unexpected visitors. He
had settled into the reality that this would likely be their home for some time and
had begun to see the Communion crew as neighbors who wore a different color
uniform rather than representatives of a foreign power. But now, the guilt returned
as he selfishly wished they’d remained undiscovered.
“The robots that attacked you weren’t Cylons?” Lieutenant Colonel Wilson
Bel’Acqua asked and brought his attention back to the present.
“No, they were very similar to them, but they were something else entirely,”
Burke explained and took a swig of his beer. “Physically, they were a little more
massive than the Centurions, but that’s where the similarity ended.
We
disassembled several of the robots and while the lettering and language was similar,
none of the circuit codes, manufacturers, or addresses we found on the parts made
any sense; they weren’t listed in any Colonial database nor were the addresses
legit.”
“We did the same when we first encountered them,” Colonel Branson Titus
remarked. “Nothing we found corresponded to anything within the Communion
sphere. Wherever they’re from, it isn’t Colonial or Communion space.”
“Could it be some sort of Cylon civilization?” Lieutenant Colonel Mason Reese
asked hopefully. “We know the Monads were working with them during the
uprising, perhaps they built some new city somewhere?”
Burke traded looks with Titus and shrugged.
“It’s possible,” Werewolf’s
commander said, “but the addresses just didn’t sound like something they’d come
up with. The one that sticks in my mind was Pantheon Plaza, Housatonic Springs,
Prometheus. That was on one of the circuit boards.”
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“Yeah, that doesn’t sound like something the Monads would come up with, and
why would the Cylons use a human type of address?” Bel’Acqua asked.
“That was pretty much our thought,” Titus agreed.
“How tough were the robots?” a trim female Communion lieutenant colonel
asked. Burke remembered being introduced to her and thinking that her looks
were deceiving; she had that wholesome girl next door all grown up look, but
moved, no, glided as if she were a dancer and had the awareness of a leopard. She
had a disarming way about her, but after a few whispered comments from Titus he
vowed not to ever underestimate Christobella Symphony, Dike Astraea’s Marine
commander.
“They were tenacious,” Titus said after a moment. “We lost a lot of good people
when they boarded Arete, and with a lot of hard work we were able to defeat them.
They’re armored and small arms can take them out, but you need to aim for their
weak spots; joints, eye, hands. Once they’re on the ground and disarmed, a fire
axe is good to dismember them without having to use explosives.”
“Sounds like some of the stories I heard of Cylon boarders during the Uprising,”
Bel’Acqua added. “Did they try to take the ship or just board with the intent of
killing as many of you as possible?”
“Oh, they were trying to take the ship,” Titus stated. “We were lucky to hold the
ship, but I have a good crew and they didn’t give up.”
Burke listened as the two Marines, one Communion and one Colonial, asked
several more questions and then joined in when the discussion turned back to what
the hostile’s ships and fighters could do. Despite his original selfish feeling that
what the survivors had was being invaded, he realized he was being irrational and
liked the officers he’d met and the professional in him relished the chance to see
Werewolf repaired so she could once again leap between the stars.
*+*+*+*+*
The sun had sunk low on the horizon and several large bonfires lit the beach
with flickering golden orange light. Beckett stretched out on the cargo mat and
rested his back against the large piece of weatherworn driftwood and slipped his
arm around Cora’s shoulders. He felt her relax into his embrace and he allowed his
eyes to study the others who were clustered around their bonfire.
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Jules, Havoc, Greer, Viceroy, Fairfax and the other Peltast crew had been locked
in conversation ever since they arrived. His own wingman, Dancer, had gravitated
to another small group that included Cole, Sellers, Sukie, and two Communion
officers; Captain Casimir Garibaldi and Lieutenant Danny Carter.
“You’ve been awfully quiet,” Cora whispered to him.
“Have I?” Beckett answered her question with a raised eyebrow. “I’ve been
trying to get a grip on everything that’s happened today. Twelve hours ago I saw the
Communion as a bunch of faceless people who supported and followed the
Equals…and now? Now they have faces, voices, unique personalities and are
really more like us than not.” He massaged her shoulder that was under his hand,
“And we find out that there’s another mechanical enemy out there somewhere
that’s hostile to both the Colonies and the Communion.”
Cora laughed and rested her head against his shoulder. “Put that way, it does
seem like a lot to process. And to think, we haven’t even found what we’re out
here looking for yet.”
“Yeah, and that’s what worries me,” Beckett told her and felt the little voice
vigorously nodding its agreement. “How will this change our mission?”
He felt Cora shift slightly and turned to meet her gaze. “I have a feeling that our
expedition is going to grow and possibly gain some additional objectives.”
“Oh?” Beckett asked. “What are you thinking?”
“There is no such thing as coincidence, Sebastian,” Cora said softly. “There’s a
reason why Admiral Cassidine is out here at the same time we are and why it
happened now. These things just don’t happen by random chance.”
They sat there for a while and watched the fire as the last vestiges of the sun
slipped below the horizon and became nothing more than a golden glow. “No,
they don’t,” Beckett finally replied, “and that’s what has me worried. What else is
out there that we don’t know about and don’t even suspect?”
“We’re going to find out…together,” Cora told him before she leaned forward
and gave him a peck on the lips.
“What do you think about all this, Sukie?” Garibaldi asked from where he sat
near the fire and drew Beckett’s attention to the larger discussion going on around
them.
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Sukie smiled and shrugged. “It’s all a bit overwhelming,” she said. “But it’s also
very familiar,” she added and Beckett bit his tongue. Of course it would be
familiar, he thought.
“Yeah, it is,” Garibaldi agreed not realizing the double meaning. “I’m glad we
were able to meet all of you, and hopefully one day maybe we can visit each
other’s homeworld.”
“That would be pretty cool,” Fairfax said from where she sat between Viceroy
and Havoc. “I would love to visit the Colonies someday!”
*+*+*+*+*
“You look like you got some sun,” Colonel Constance deWinter said when
Chase stepped off the Raptor and onto Hecate’s hangar deck.
Chase rolled her shoulders as she walked across the deck. “Just a bit, though I
have a feeling Admiral Cassidine may have gotten the worst of it given her
complexion. Next time, remind me to take a hat!” She turned as the others
disembarked, “I’m not going to force a debriefing tonight, but let’s meet for
breakfast in my quarters at 0700. Connie, please schedule a meeting with the
Marines and flight crew who were there, I’d like to get their observations in the
morning as well.”
“I’ll make it happen, Admiral,” deWinter confirmed after the other officers
acknowledged the breakfast debriefing.
“Good! Sukie, Connie, if you’d accompany me?” Chase said as everyone started
to leave. Fifteen minutes later they were in Chase’s quarters with mugs of hot
chocolate. “I know it’s been a long day, Sukie, but I wanted to get your thoughts
tonight before we brought everyone into the discussion.”
Sukie hugged her mug of hot chocolate in both hands and closed her eyes for a
moment. It was something Chase liked about the woman; she thought and
considered what she was going to say before she talked. “Well, they didn’t expect
to find either us or Arete out here and both were a big surprise to them. Beyond
that, though, the one big thing I saw was genuine friendship between the stranded
crews.
“There was mutual respect, they didn’t pair up in us vs. them cliques, and I there
was a fair bit of language cross adoption.”
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“Language cross adoption?” deWinter asked and sipped her hot chocolate. “We
share a common language.”
“I’m talking about the slang and speech patterns,” Sukie explained. “It was little
things, how a Communion specialist might use a Colonial idiom just as easily as a
Colonial might. And vice versa; I saw some common Communion slang used by
Colonials.”
“And?” Chase prodded. She had a good idea where Sukie was going with her
analysis, but wanted to make sure and give Connie a chance to hear it, too.
“It’s one thing to work together, but I think that willfully adopting the others
unique idioms shows a level of familiarity and desire to respect one another that
goes beyond just working together,” Sukie said and inhaled the aroma from the hot
chocolate. “I’m not an expert, but being a ‘junior officer’ and just hanging out,
what I saw was a group of people who despite coming from two different
backgrounds had come together as one community.”
“That was what I saw, too,” Chase agreed.
“Those crews had resigned
themselves to being stranded for years, maybe their entire lives, and were focusing
on the job of living…that’s not something I want to disrupt as I think it’s a great
foundation for the rest of us to build upon.”
“What? Stranding ourselves here?” deWinter quipped.
Chase laughed. “No, but barring any deep secrets that would prohibit it, I
would like to see us work together and build something on that foundation. We
both lost good people getting to this point and I don’t want the gains they financed
to be lost because of official positions.”
*+*+*+*+*
“For castaways, they sure could throw a party,” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos said
as he settled himself onto the comfortable leather couch and pulled off his boots
before swinging his legs up and stretching out.
“It wasn’t what I was expecting,” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine replied and
unbuttoned her tunic before pouring two glasses of wine and walking over to where
Cesare was stretched out on the sofa. She handed him one glass and tipped hers
against it, “Cheers!”
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“Is that it, ‘cheers!’?” Cesare asked. “How about, ‘to new friends found in the
most unlikely of places!’?”
Cassidine smiled, “That too!” After she sipped the wine, she added, “I think this
was a good thing and if nothing else happens on the expedition, I’ll have
considered it a success for this meeting.”
“I’m inclined to agree,” Cesare told her. “This was the first time, which I know
of, that Colonial and Communion forces freely associated with each other. The
three damaged ships’ crews were on the way to establishing a functional
community and from what I saw, everyone was pretty well integrated.”
“I saw that, too,” Cassidine agreed. “I like her, Admiral Chase,” she added after
a few moments of silence as she flexed her stocking covered toes in the plush
carpet. “She doesn’t mince words, though she does choose them carefully, and I
think we need to take what she says at face value and not try to read some ulterior
motive or hidden meaning into it. Do you know that she killed two Equals and
stopped a third when they attacked her family’s estate?”
“No, I didn’t know that, but then again the Equals have been relatively tight
lipped about the details of that little debacle,” Cesare admitted with a trace of awe.
“Three of them? I am impressed.”
“I think she would have taken down more, too. She told me about the man that
saved her when they attacked and how she personally flew him to the trauma
center and then went and brought his daughter backto be with him,” Cassidine said
and took another sip of wine. “She inspires loyalty and turns around and gives it
back. I would rather her be my friend than my enemy.”
“I observed a similar feeling from the few staff members she brought with her,”
Cesare told her. “They all have the deepest respect for her and would do anything
she asked because they know she’d be right there with them. It isn’t the Colonials
that worry me, though,” he added soberly. “It’s the unknown hostile force that
attacked Arete and later the two Colonial ships. I spoke with some of the crew and
their first hand reports are…troubling.”
Cassidine stretched her legs and wiggled her toes and then focused moving each
toe individually. Despite years of doing the exercise, she had yet to master
complete control of the digits. “I understand that the Colonials were immune to
whatever electronic attack this hostile used. Titus seemed to believe that this could
be rectified through software updates, or at the most, some additional upgraded
firewalls.”
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“That’s what I’ve heard and while I’m not inclined to ask our new found friends
for help, I think this is something that we should consider if we are to spend any
amount of time together,” Cesare added thoughtfully. “We will need to offer
something, quid pro quo, if you will.”
“Ok…but find something that they’ll want and will see as equal or more so,
Cesare,” Cassidine said evenly. “I don’t want to have to face these things again
only to see my ships being turned off or otherwise not able to fight.”
*+*+*+*+*
Flight Captain Alaric Greer walked through the darkened streets of Sanctuary
and pondered the events from the past few weeks. Things had gone from routine to
desperate to almost idyllic all in the span of a few days and now that the two fleets
had arrived he feared the last few weeks would become nothing more than halcyon
memories.
The fleets represented reality and the return to the way things used to be, and
while some part of him looked forward to being able to leave, when he looked in
the mirror and was honest with himself he realized that the return to normalcy
would mean the end of the new and cherished friendships.
A cool breeze blew in off the cove and reminded Greer that despite the green
trees and temperate afternoon, this planet was still a cold world with sizable ice
caps and large swaths of snow covered alpine terrain. It was something that he had
learned to like about the world he had been stranded on; life clung tenaciously to a
band around the equator and refused to give in to the polar extremes. His mind’s
eye pictured a large homestead tucked away a few kilometers outside of town, a
rustic looking log cabin lodge with all the modern conveniences inside, and the
right person to share it with.
He saw the figure sitting on a rock that overlooked the cove and smiled as his
step lightened and his pace increased. The cool breeze was forgotten when he
approached and interrupted the seated person, “Evening.”
“Hey, Alaric,” Captain Diana Sancerre smiled and replied. “Have a seat,” she
added and pated the rock surface next to her.
“Thanks,” Greer said and sat next to her and felt the heat when his leg brushed
against hers.
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“This is probably the last night of ‘freedom’,” Havoc said and used her index
and middle fingers to quote the word freedom. “What brings you down here?” she
asked somewhat coyly to his ear.
Greer took a breath to steady his nerves and offered her a smile. “This,” he said
and put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close as he leaned in to kiss
her.
When he pulled back he could see how the smile on her lips danced in her
eyes. “What brought that on?” Havoc asked huskily.
“I got some advice today from a new friend…” Greer started before Havoc
pulled him close to pick up where they left off a moment earlier.
*+*+*+*+*
A thin ground mist still clung to the grass and brush as Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase walked along the road that lead to the meadow that functioned as
the main landing field for Sanctuary. The sun was barely peeking over the eastern
horizon as she walked along the path and noted the eddies her feet made in the
stubborn mist. Dickens and Lira raced ahead of her and then back again as they
played a game of tag. All in all, it was a nice serene morning and Chase was glad
for the peace and quiet after two hectic days of meetings, tours, negotiations, and
meals.
Watching the two small black and tan dogs race around and then stop to sniff
something, and then starting all over brought a simple joy to her heart and for a
moment she wasn’t more than a hundred light years from home, but rather walking
the lower fields at Westfield as she took the shortcut through Choirwood Forest to
the village of Westfield itself. Compounding that warm memory, the boundless
energy the two terriers radiated and non-stop go of living life was a tonic that
helped her recharge more than a good night’s sleep ever could.
The sound of footsteps on gravel caught her attention and she turned to see a
figure jogging toward her. Dickens and Lira turned as well and after a moment ran
towards the newcomer. The jogger wore dark exercise pants and a white t-shirt
with the Communion Fleet’s crest emblazoned on the chest. The dogs quickly
reached the jogger and turned to keep pace and Chase saw a smile crest on the
jogger’s face.
“Good morning, Admiral!” the jogger said when she reached where Chase stood
and stopped to jog in place for a few moments.
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“Good morning…Colonel Symphony,” Chase replied once she recognized the
woman who looked more like the grown up version of the girl next door. “I
thought the kids might like an early morning romp,” she added and gestured to
where Dickens and Lira were sitting with their tails wagging.
“They’re very cute!” Symphony said before she knelt down and scratched each
dog behind the ears. “Do you have a minute, Admiral? If not, I understand.”
“Certainly, Colonel, what’s on your mind?” Chase asked. “You know they’re
going to want a treat if you keep that up?” she added and arched an eyebrow.
Symphony smiled. “I had dogs similar to these two when I was growing up and
have always loved the terriers. I’m afraid all I have for a treat is an energy bar…”
Chase nodded. “These are their favorite,” she said and handed the Communion
officer several small pieces of dried jerky.
“Thank you!” Symphony responded and gave each dog a small piece of the
treat. “I discussed this with Admiral Cassidine and Colonel Desai over on Briareus
and they were both on board with it. The Admiral suggested I discuss it with
you…”
“Ok,” Chase told Symphony. “What’s your idea?”
“We’ve already done some tours of each other’s’ ships, but I was wondering
whether we might arrange some joint training exercises between your Marines and
ours?” Symphony asked and gave each dog another small piece of jerky.
“You’re spoiling them; they may want to go home with you instead of me!”
Chase joked and Symphony nodded. “I think some joint training is a great idea,”
she began, “We were planning on doing some alpine and arctic training while we
were here, before we knew anyone else was, so it will give us a chance to get some
of that done. Colonel Butler on Amaterasu is running point on this and you’d want
to coordinate with him and his staff.”
“Fantastic!” Symphony exclaimed and received a couple barks to accompany it.
“Thank you, Admiral. I’ll contact Colonel Butler when I return to Dike Astraea.”
She paused a moment, then added, “Do you mind if I walk with you and the dogs?
I’ve already run ten kilometers and I’m ready to walk for a bit.”
“Sure, I’d be glad to have the company,” Chase replied as they began walking
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towards the landing field.
*+*+*+*+*
Replenishmentstar Leviathan, RpS 505, beyond the Colonial Sphere, near the
old Romani settlement world
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase stood and the large auditorium suddenly
quieted. She smiled warmly at the sea of faces that had focused their gazes on her.
Some wore the familiar Colonial Fleet blues and some wore a uniform that until
recently was unknown to her; the Communion Fleet’s duty blacks. The black
uniforms with their various color trims and ribbons gave their wearers a more
martial look than her own Fleet blues, but then again the Colonial Fleet was barely
fifty years old and the Communion Fleet exceeded that by at least two levels of
magnitude.
This was the second day of lectures and meetings that had started on the
Communion’s Demeter.
They had been filled with after action reports from
Arete’s, Werewolf’s, and Preserver’s encounter with the hostile robots, then a
technical analysis of the wreckage, and still more sessions on how to deal with
their electronic warfare. The second day had been spent on Leviathan and included
more lectures about the robots and was very long on speculation.
“I want to thank Commander Bartolomeo and the crew of Leviathan for hosting
us today in impeccable style,” Chase began in a clear, confident voice. “I also want
to thank everyone who has presented material for us over the past two days; it has
been informative and eye opening.
And finally, I want to thank you for
participating. Just a week ago, other than the three crews we found here, we had
never met face to face or had any contact and yet since we’ve met the foundation
those crews started has been expanded upon and enlarged.”
Chase looked at some of the faces who she had become acquainted with over
the past few days. Commander Richmond Emory, a brilliant tactician haunted by
the memory of his lost wife, and yet there was a new spark of life starting to grow
within him. Colonel Alastair Tremblay, a competent commander who held tight the
hope that his sister was still alive. Lieutenant Colonel Christobella Symphony; easy
to underestimate if you focused solely on her looks, but possessed a keen intellect
that was knowledgeable on topics ranging from tactics to politics to dog care and
botany.
And then there was Admiral Giovanna Cassidine. The two had hit it off since
the first meeting and she could feel a growing friendship with the other woman.
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She genuinely liked Cassidine and while they shared a lot of common views, her
experience allowed her to look at issues in ways that were new to Chase…and vice
versa.
“I’m going to close the conference for today with this thought; we stand on the
precipice of the unknown, the undiscovered, and the unfamiliar. We have a
chance to carry the light forward and learn the unknown, discover the
undiscovered, and make familiar the unfamiliar. Together we can achieve great
things and bravely forge something new and unique. All we need to accomplish
these tasks is the will to do so. And from what I’ve seen over the past few days, we
have will aplenty. “
Chase paused and noticed heads nodding their agreement. Good, she thought,
if Cassidine and I can come to an agreement we’ll be seeing much more of each
other over the coming months. “I’ll see everyone at the reception being held at
19:00; until then, you’re all dismissed for balance of the afternoon.” Her words
were met with instant applause that lasted until the room started to empty.
“Hmm…” a voice almost purred a few moments later from behind Chase, “you
have my vote,” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine smirked and then laughed. “Do you
think we can do all that?” she asked in a more normal tone of voice.
“I do,” Chase told her. “We need to hammer out the details, but I think it’s a
good plan for both of us to adopt.”
“I agree. I’m returning to Dike Astraea to get ready for tonight’s reception, but I
would like to talk with you afterward; you, me, Cesare, and maybe a few others. I
want to get this worked out so we can present it tomorrow.”
Chase nodded. “That’s a good idea. I’ll want my principal commanders
present; my aide, Miri Duquesne, and Lydia Valentine, as well as my sister and her
fiancé.”
Cassidine arched an eyebrow. “I can understand your sister, but her fiancé?”
“He doesn’t know it yet, but he’s on the fast track, Gia. He’s an outstanding
leader, has a good head on his shoulders, and he knows when to listen or turn to
others,” Chase explained and opened her mouth to say something more, but
hesitated.
“You were going to add something?” Cassidine prodded gently.
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Blonde hair bobbed up and down over Chase’s collar. “Yes…” she began sadly.
“Call it a gut feeling, but I see storm clouds gathering on the horizon and we’re
going to need our people to be the best they can be. Even more than normal.”
Cassidine’s eyes widened slightly and Chase knew without any words being
spoken that her counterpart held similar views. “Not quite how I put it to Cesare,
but yes, I have the same feeling.”
*+*+*+*+*
Officially Leviathan was a replenishmentstar. That’s how she was carried on the
Fleet’s pennant list and that was her primary role; ensuring that the ships she was
assigned to support were adequately provisioned and supplied. However, her
incredible size made it possible for certain allowances to be made in her design.
Space was set aside for a conference center, class rooms, extra quarters, a shopping
promenade, and that was just within the hull. The large central dome housed part
of the conference center, education center, and administrative center, while also
devoting space to a drill field, some woods, even a pond and some athletic courts.
Each of the dozen smaller domes was given over to parkland, crops, or orchards of
some form.
Her two massive wings sported a flight deck on both the top and bottom sides,
and it was from these decks, the two massive booms, an under-slung flight deck,
and several smaller cargo locks that her flock of support craft moved people,
provisions, and other supplies from her massive holds to the ships in the fleet. It
was one of the closest things the Fleet had to a true city in space. Leviathan lived
up to her name in size, but she also lived up to it in capability.
Cassidine’s words still echoed in Chase’s mind as she walked down the hallway
to the out of the way room where she was going to meet with the others. She
stopped and looked through the window at the garden several floors below and
then through the translucent dome at Hecate’s comforting shape several kilometers
distant. Showtime, she thought and walked the last few meters to the door marked,
‘Osiris Room - Study Library’. She knocked once and then entered.
Silence welcomed her as she turned on the lights and made her way to the side
bar where several bottles of wine were waiting along with two large pitchers of ice
water. All was ready, she thought, all I need now are for people to arrive. After
pouring a glass of water she selected a large overstuffed leather chair and sat down.
She had just taken a sip of water when there was a knock on the door and it
opened.
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“Ah, hello Admiral, I didn’t know if we would be the first ones here or not,”
Lieutenant Andrea Esposito said as she stepped into the room followed by Captain
Casimir Garibaldi. “I ran into Caz as I was leaving the reception…” she added
quickly and to Chase’s mind to explain Garibaldi’s presence with her.
“That’s good, come on in and get comfortable,” Chase told them.
feeling it could be a long evening.”

“I have a

The next to arrive were Admirals Cassidine and Arcadiaolos, followed by Cora
and Beckett, and then Commanders Valentine, Duquesne, and Emory. The last to
arrive was Commander Dixon Ives who apologized for being last.
Chase stood and offered a toast, “To new friends; may they become old friends.”
A chorus of cheers answered her and she continued, “Admiral Cassidine and I
have been informally discussing something that we’re considering and before we
made it official, we wanted to run it past you to make sure that we’re not missing
anything major. But before we get to that…” she paused and swept her gaze across
the people in the room, “I think we need to have full disclosure on why we’re out
here and what we hope to find.”
There were nervous glances from many in the room. Chase knew she was
taking a risk, only a small handful of people in the Colonies knew the truth about
her mission and based on her earlier conversations with Cassidine, she knew this to
be true of her counterpart as well.
Cassidine broke the silence; “We’re not on a ‘show the flag’ tour as has been
reported…” she began and slowly laid out the real reason why her battlegroup had
left Communion space. Chase sat and listened with rapt attention as each event
was explained and realized that the Equals were just as much a threat to the
Communion as they were to the Colonies.
“And that’s why we’re out here,” Cassidine finally said in conclusion. “This
world that was Red Zoned two thousand years ago was a vibrant and thriving
civilization before the Equals started meddling. Then, based on what we found in
the courier, it was destroyed. It appears they may have tried to do that to the
Colonies, too, but thankfully weren’t successful. Now, if we’re lucky, we’ll find
proof in the way of survivors that are going to be arriving in this region of space.”
“They destroyed an entire civilization?” Commander Miriam Duquesne asked
rhetorically. “Then they tried to do it to us? Sera, I have to say that anything that
would disadvantage the Equals is something we should seriously consider.”
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“I’m with Miri, Sera,” Commander Lydia Valentine said. “If we were just out
here looking for lost colonies, I wouldn’t hesitate in saying ‘let’s go’. But…since
we’re here for a different reason, and one that I think is ultimately going to be
complimentary to Admiral Cassidine’s goals, I really think this is a no-brainer to
join together.”
“Thank you for your support,” Cassidine told them. “I just hope we’ll find
enough to make a difference because if we don’t,” she glanced at Arcadiaolos and
he smirked, “you may find yourselves sponsoring some refugees.”
“If that’s the case,” Chase declared, “I’ll do it eagerly. Now…” she turned a little
sober, “I think we need to give an accounting of what led us here. Sebastian, Major
Beckett,” she started, “was in charge of the team who did the leg work on this
project so I think it would be best if he told the story.” Beckett caught her eye she
nodded, “Start from the beginning and tell them everything, Sebastian.”
Beckett stood up and introduced himself, “I’m Major Sebastian Beckett and I
think if I hadn’t been involved in this, I’m not sure I’d believe it was true. But it is
and we know the Equals are real. To really understand this, I have to go back to
before the Cylon Uprising…”
It took him nearly forty-five minutes to tell the story from beginning to end, and
when he was done everyone knew the story of Colin Leary and Joyce, Plenny
Interactive, Hamish’s nightmare, the day the Cylons rose against humanity, and
everything that had happened since then including the play of the game and very
real adventures tracking down the various artifacts. “I was just the guy in charge
making sure things got done and making decisions, it was everyone else on the
team that really did the hard work,” he finished.
“Amazing,” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos said when Beckett finished. “My first
thought would be to ask, and I know you probably don’t have the answer Major,
but why are the Equals so interested in Galleon – either preventing you from finding
it or finding it first?”
“I don’t know, Admiral,” Beckett answered. “We discussed this in our war
room…the room we used for research and trips into the v-world…and none of us
could come up with a viable answer other than there has to be something there
they think is either valuable or that they don’t want anyone to find.”
“What do you mean by ‘valuable’?” Commander Richmond Emory asked.
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Beckett nodded and shrugged. “I’m not sure,” he finally answered. “The
consensus was that it was knowledge of some sort, something that we either didn’t
keep or lost, but in any event it was something that we’ve since forgotten about.”
“The Equals are about control, so that doesn’t surprise me,” Emory replied. “It’s
worth finding if only to deny it to them.”
“I completely agree,” Chase said and stood before walking over to the sideboard
where she poured a glass of wine. “And that’s one of the reasons why Admiral
Cassidine and I discussed the possibility of the fleets travelling together. The other
is this unknown hostile force that’s shown that it’s a dangerous opponent.”
“And based on the general navigation waypoints, we both planned on a very
similar course,” Cassidine added.
“So there you have it,” Chase said, picking up where Cassidine left off. “Our
intention is to convoy together at least as far as the first endpoint and probably all
the way to the second. Before we kick this into the planning stage, and because
this is completely unprecedented, we wanted to bring it to a small group and solicit
feedback.”
*+*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, approaching the distant gas giant in system
known locally as ‘Sanctuary’
The sleek battlestar cut through the jet black of space as it approached the
distant gas giant in what everyone was now calling the Sanctuary system. Running
lights illuminated the ship and spotlighted the name on her flight pods,
Indefatigable, and the Colonial crest on her back. Trailing almost a hundred
thousand kilometers behind and to her side was another battlestar, but where
Indefatigable was colored in shades of grey, this one was shaded in blues and silver.
Aether, the second battlestar, was an unknown element to Indefatigable and this
exercise was to promote teamwork and inter-fleet understanding. Larger than
Indefatigable, Aether shared the same general plan; a long hull with a flared head
and a pair of flight pods, but that was where the similarities ended.
The
Communion ship had her flight pods set back further on the hull as extensions of
large flaring wings, and instead of carrying fighters they carried sleek Peltast
gunships.
Deep within Indefatigable, Commander Miriam Duquesne stood by the plotting
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table in the CIC and studied the overhead dradis display with a critical eye. “Joe,
can you call over to Aether and see if they saw the transient that just swung around
the gas giant?”
“Will do, Commander,” Specialist Joseph Elba replied and began contacting the
distant battlestar.
“Paul, can you replay what we saw?” Duquesne asked Lieutenant Paul Bolton,
Indefatigable’s navigation officer.
“On the monitor, Commander,” Bolton answered her and she saw the monitor
replay the dradis imagery. The image was spotty from interference given off from
the gas giant, but it was enough to determine a rough estimate of the overall size.
“Am I seeing the numbers correctly?” she asked when the replay stopped and
zoomed in on the shape.
“Yes, ma’am. I double checked the numbers myself; whatever it is, it’s damned
near 1400 meters high, more than 1200 meters long, and about 1150 meters wide,
give or take,” Bolton told her. “Whatever it is,” he said rhetorically, “it’s huge.”
“Can you push the image down here to the plotting table and while you’re at it,
send it over to Aether?” Duquesne asked and when the image appeared, she began
to use her hands to move and manipulate it. Whatever it was, it was a very
unconventional design; a large base platform almost in the shape of a horseshoe,
with five towers soaring above it like skyscrapers linked together with a thin
skybridge partway up their height.
“Ty,” Duquesne said to the man standing across from her, “I don’t like this.”
“Neither do I, Miri. It looked like it was in orbit, but as soon as we got close it
increased its velocity and swung around to the far side of the planet,” Colonel Tyler
Sedaris agreed. “If nothing else, that tells me that it has some form of functioning
intelligence that doesn’t want to be found.”
“I agree,” Duquesne declared. “Ty, sound Action Stations and bring the ship to
Condition One.”
Sedaris nodded and picked up the handset that connected to the 1MC, “Action
Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship! This is not a
drill!” he announced firmly.
“Commander?” Bolton said and caught Duquesne’s attention. “Aether reports
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getting a ping, but nothing conclusive.”
“Very well,” Duquesne acknowledged the navigator and then addressed Elba,
“Put me through to Commander Ives,” before she picked up the handset.
“Indefatigable Actual, this is Aether Actual,” Commander Dixon Ives’ voice said
over the handset. “I’m sorry we didn’t get a better lock. I saw the telemetry you
sent over…I’ve never seen anything like it before.”
“Aether Actual, Indefatigable Actual,” Duquesne replied, “No worries, it was a
long shot that you might have gotten something. We were fortunate that we could
see it without the bulk of the planet behind it. I’m bringing Indy to Action Stations
and setting Condition One, if this is one of the bad guys our people tangled with
earlier, I want to be ready to run up the black flag and take some heads.”
Ives chuckled. “I like how you think, Commander. We’re doing the same. I’ll
be launching a squadron of Peltasts, though I fear for them given how they fared
when Arete ran into one of the bogies.”
Duquesne nodded. Out of eight launched, five were destroyed or damaged
beyond repair. “Hold them back with you, Commander; the AAR said we were
pretty much immune to whatever EW they used. We’re going to accelerate and
head around the gas giant counter to the direction they went. If they prove to be
hostile and try to get past us, give ‘em hell.”
“Copy that, Commander,” Ives said.
Aether Actual, out.”

“We have your back.

Good hunting!

“All stations report Condition One, Commander,” Sedaris said a moment later.
“Thank you and well done, that was almost a record!” Duquesne grinned.
“Paul, plot a course that will take us around the gas giant opposite the direction our
bogie went. I want to hit them head on.”
“Already plotted, Commander,” Bolton replied. “Just give the word.”
Duquesne felt the jolt of adrenaline surge through her body. This was it, she
thought, the ship was cleared for action and she was going to give the order that
would take her into Harm’s Way. “Mr. Bolton, flank speed ahead, let’s go hunting.
Mr. Elba, please contact Hecate and Dike Astraea and let them know what we
found and that we’re going hunting. Also, keep a life feed of our dradis transmitting
back to them.”
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“On it, Commander!” Elba answered quickly.
If only in her mind’s eye, she felt the ship accelerate and lunge forward when
Bolton acknowledged that Indefatigable was at flank speed. “Time to go hunting,”
she said almost as if it was a mantra.
The tension grew as the clock counted off the seconds that turned into minutes.
It was a calculated gamble to go around the gas giant opposite of how the bogie
went but if it was successful the engagement would turn from a stern chase to a
head on encounter…and give her kinetics so much more energy. “We should be
nearing an intercept,” Duquesne said out loud. “Paul, anything on the dradis?”
“Nothing yet…” Bolton started to answer before his voice trailed off. “Wait
one!” he exclaimed and Duquesne felt a surge of excitement shoot through her
body. “I have them! They’re right where they should be.”
“Outstanding!” Duquesne said triumphantly.
“Joe, send a hail on all
frequencies identifying us, that they’re in Colonial space, and that they’re directed
to move to a holding orbit…”
“We’re being scanned!” Bolton announced.
“Search dradis switching to
targeting…they’re also trying to infiltrate our systems but we’re blocking them like a
spitball on a battlestar.”
“Seti, get me a gunnery solution…Joe, send the message once, let’s give them a
chance to stand down…” Duquesne told her staff.
“Still being gallant, eh?” Sedaris asked from across the plotting table.
Duquesne looked over at him and saw the slight smirk on his face. “Yeah…it’s a
habit…but I also don’t want to shoot until we know this bogey is hostile. Its design
is completely different than anything we’ve seen, and given that we’ve found there
are two unknown groups out here, I’m not going to risk shooting at a potential
friendly.”
“Missile launch!
Incoming transients!” Bolton said loudly as the dradis
suddenly added a chorus of pings.
“Well,” Duquesne mused, “That settles whether they’re friendly or not. Seti, do
you have that solution, yet?”
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“Aye, Commander; fire control has the solution and can fire as soon as you give
the order,” Lieutenant Seti Quannah, Indefatigable’s weapons officer, replied.
“Do it. I want an alpha strike on the bogie, all kinetics, and we’ll let the
Manticores and point defense handle the missiles,” Duquesne ordered before she
picked up the 1MC. “Attention, we are about to engage an unknown hostile and
take Indy into Harm’s Way; stand by your duty, stand by your fellow crew, and
honor the ship. When we come under fire and you see the enemy, take appropriate
action unless directed otherwise. Duquesne, out.”
The tradition upheld, she declared, “All batteries, fire at will!”
Indefatigable was a Victorious class battlestar and by design she could punch
well above her weight class and meter for meter was one of the most heavily armed
battlestars ever fielded by the Colonial Fleet. Overly large engines gave her the
acceleration of a lighter gunstar and coupled with her weapons, she had the unique
ability to outfight anything she couldn’t outrun, and outrun anything she couldn’t
outfight.
Billowing yellow-gold plasma blooms began blossoming from the 1m gun
turrets and the 2m fixed bow guns as they launched their kinetic payloads toward
the target. “First volley is away, Commander,” Quannah announced. “Inbound
missiles are almost within our engagement range…Manticores are on automatic.”
“Thank you, Seti,” Duquesne told her weapons officer. “Please take care that
they don’t scratch the paint…” she added humorously.
“Will do, Commander…missiles locked and solution generated, first volley
launched, second volley launched…” Quannah replied.
Duquesne studied the dradis; smaller and faster icons represented the swarm of
Manticore missiles and slower red icons indicated the missiles the bogie launched.
“Paul, get me a high res view of the bogie…I want to see what our kinetics do…”
“On the plotting table,” Bolton replied as the plotting table suddenly showed the
gas giant’s swirling colors and the bogie. Duquesne zoomed in on the bogie a
moment before a cluster of glowing streaks slammed into one of the towers…and
almost without stopping, smashed out the back of the tower amid a spray of debris.
“Seti, see if you can target the base,” Duquesne asked.
punching right through them.”
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“I think this might be the first time having a bigger hammer might be to our
disadvantage,” Sedaris observed a moment before the first Manticore swarm
merged with the incoming missiles. “At least the Manticores are scoring hits. 97%,
not too shabby,” he added when only one of the forty-four missiles made it through
the first swarm. “And there goes the leaker…” he finished when the second swarm
neutralized the remaining missile.
The next volley of kinetics was moments away from impacting when the bogie
disappeared. “Bogie has jumped!” Bolton announced. Several dradis sweeps later,
he added, “I think it’s left us.”
“Understood. Slow to one half and let’s continue around the planet. Joe, let
Aether know what happened and please get Admiral Chase on the line for me. I’ll
take it down here,” Duquesne asked and paced from one side of the plotting table
to the other before looking at Sedaris. “I wanted that kill, Ty,” she said evenly. “But
I have a feeling this isn’t the last we’ll see of our little friend.”
“On that I have to agree, Miri. It definitely didn’t want to stick around and fight,
but was that because of what we showed we could do or because it had other
plans?” Sedaris asked.
“I dunno, Ty, I dunno,” Duquesne said a moment before Elba announced that he
had Admiral Chase on the wireless.
*+*+*+*+*
“Admiral Chase, this is Commander Duquesne,” Duquesne’s voice announced
from the speaker on the conference table.
“Commander Duquesne, this is Admiral Chase. I have Admiral Cassidine and
Commanders Valentine, Virgis, and Emory here with me and you’re on speaker,”
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said as she looked at the large wall mounted
display that showed the telemetry from Indefatigable. “What’s going on out there,
Miri?”
“I think we ran into another bogie similar to the ones that hit our people earlier,”
Duquesne began and then explained everything that happened. “Then, just before
we probably would have disabled her, she jumped away.”
“Commander Duquesne, this is Commander Emory of Circe,” Commander
Richmond Emory said as he introduced himself, “How did the hostile’s EW affect
you?”
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Duquesne chuckled, “It bounced. We do have a full recording of what they
tried, so I think we’ll be able to take it apart and find out what makes it tick.”
“Excellent. Maybe we can develop a counter for it,” Emory said and folded his
arms across his chest before sitting back.
“Continue the patrol, Miri; see if there are any more of them out there,” Chase
told Duquesne.
“Copy, Admiral. We’ll continue just as soon as I check the debris that we shot
off the bogie. We might find something of value,” Duquesne explained.
“Very well,” Chase replied. “Good hunting to you and Commander Dixon.”
“Thank you, Admiral,” Duquesne said. “Indefatigable out.”
“This complicates things,” Cassidine spoke and broke her silence.
“That it does, Gia,” Chase agreed.
“Werewolf, Preserver, and Arete are still several days from being ready to sail on
their own,” Commander Bors Virgis explained. “They could possibly be ready in 36
hours or so, but that’ll just be a stopgap.”
“Antaeus is large enough to carry all of them,” Cassidine told them and Chase
sat up. It was one thing to work with the Communion forces and even travel with
them, but to put the fate of two ships into the hands of people she hardly knew was
going to take a lot of faith.
“What are our options if we want to leave 24 hours from now?” Chase asked.
“Without talking to the yard boss,” Virgis began and shurgged, “I doubt they’ll
be ready so we only have three options; delay leaving until they are ready, scuttle
them and redistribute their crews, or,” he paused and met Chase’s ice blue gaze,
“we accept Admiral Cassidine’s offer.”
Chase stood and looked at the people sitting around the conference table; on
one side were Admiral Cassidine and Commander Valentine, and on the other were
Commander Emory and Commander Virgis. She stopped and realized that they
looked natural sitting there, relaxed and at ease with each other. Trust had to be
forged one step at a time, her father once told her. And often the first step was a
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leap of faith. “Ok,” Chase announced after considering the alternatives, “With
Admiral Cassidine’s permission we will accept the offer. I assume we’re in
agreement that it’s time to leave this world and continue on to our destination?”
“We are, Sera,” Cassidine answered for Emory and from their silence, the others.
“We’ll need to recall our Marines that are running some exercises and coordinate
evacuating the settlement, but that should be a minor task.”
“Then let’s make it happen,” Chase stated confidently. “Lydia, handle the
logistics with Buster and I guess we both,” she looked at Cassidine, “should have a
talk with Colonels Titus, Savoy, Burke, and DeTomasi about what’s going to
happen.”
“I think we should do it on Antaeus so they can get an idea of the facilities,”
Cassidine suggested.
“Agreed. Ok…I guess we have a lot to do and not a lot of time,” Chase began.
“I know it’s going to wear at our peoples’ nerves, but I think all ships should be at
Action Stations until we leave. I think we can stand down to Condition Two, but I
want our ships cleared and ready for immediate action if those hostiles return in
force.”
*+*+*+*+*
“This is a mess,” Tick-Tock said from where she sat in the Raptor’s copilot’s seat
next to Freakshow. They were drifting through a debris field that was all that the
unknown hostile had left behind after being shot through and through by
Indefatigable’s guns.
“Sure is. Reminds me of my Uncle Mike’s stories about what it was like after a
battle with the Cylons during the Uprising,” Freakshow said from the pilot’s station.
He slowly guided the Raptor through the flotsam and jetsam left over from the
recent battle. “Hey, Orchid! Do you see anything out there?” he called on a
discrete frequency.
“I see a lot of junk…” Orchid replied from her Viper where she was pacing the
Raptor. “How about you, Blue Bird? See anything?” she asked her wingman. The
two of them were assigned as a security element for Freakshow and Tick-Tock and
while they weren’t in the thickest part of the debris field, they were still close
enough where they had to dodge the odd bit of junk.
“Nothing yet…wait one!” Blue Bird answered and a moment later added, “I see
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a body about a hundred meters or so from where I am. Hold on…there’s also a
robot of some sort there, too.”
“Hold station,” Freakshow ordered. “We’ll be there in a moment.” Discovering
a body wasn’t what Cameron Kitchener expected to find when Commander
Duquesne briefed them on the mission.
A whole or partial robot, that he
considered a likely find. But a body? That spun this into a whole new dimension
of weird.
Freakshow slowly eased the Raptor toward where Blue Bird was waiting and
had the bodies illuminated in her landing lights. “I have them, Blue,” he said as
Tick-Tock fixed the spotlights on the two bodies. Turning to the two Marines in the
back, “We have something for you; one human body and one robot. Bag the
human and lash him to the wing and hook a line to the robot, I don’t want either of
them in my plane. We’ll let the Boss figure out how she wants to handle them.”
“Copy that, Captain,” the lance corporal replied. “I don’t like the idea of these
Cylon wannabes waking up in here and wondering what they can smash…
especially since me and Leo would be the first things it sees!”
“There you go,” Freakshow said. “Are you sealed?”
“I’m green,” the lance corporal answered.
“Green here, as well,” Leo replied.
“Ok…we’ll be depressurizing in three, two, one…” Freakshow told them as he
depressurized the cabin. “You’re clear for EVA…”
*+*+*+*+*
“Are you sure,” Chase asked when Indefatigable returned to orbit and
Commander Duquesne requested her presence aboard.
Duquesne nodded. “He’s a little worse for wear, having been spaced without a
suit, but yeah, I am.”
Chase shook her head. This development added a layer of complexity to an
already complex situation. “Let’s see it.”
Major Jorge Rosado, Indefatigable’s chief medical officer, opened the morgue
freezer and slid out the tray holding the topic of the conversation. “Here it is,
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Admiral,” he said before folding down the sheet covering its face.
Chase’s eyes went wide and a cold chill infused her body. Things suddenly
began snapping into place and conclusions were staggering. She forced a thin
smile to her lips, “Thank you, Dr. Rosado, you can put it back.” Turning slightly to
face Duquesne, “I need to contact Admiral Cassidine…can we use your quarters?”
“Certainly…” Duquesne said and Chase saw some of her uneasiness had spread
to her old friend.
Two hours later, Cassidine sat with them in Duquesne’s quarters and confirmed
Chase’s speculation. “I sent the DNA sample back to Dike Astraea and Cesare
tested it himself…there’s no doubt that it’s from an Equal. Beyond that, it gets a
little worse. Every Communion ship of the line carries a database of the Equals’
DNA sequences so we can verify who is aboard and issuing orders, should they
choose to do so. This one…” The admiral paused and looked back at the small
screen that displayed the information, “this one has been ‘on assignment’ for two
thousand years.”
Chase studied Cassidine for any sign of duplicity. The other admiral was clearly
disturbed by the revelation, and probably more than a little surprised. “You
mentioned that they had a hand in another world’s downfall…could these robots
have been part of that?” The implications suddenly made Pythia’s prophecy of ‘All
this has happened before; all this will happen again’ suddenly sound very, very
real.
“Yes…I think they could have,” Cassidine said and Chase felt like a cold hand
touched her between the shoulders.
“Then I think we best make all haste to leave and find these survivors and
Galleon…” Chase said evenly.
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Vignette 6: Neverwhere Nightmare (Part 1 of 4)
Neverwhere System, Local Space, battlestar Nemesis
The Neverwhere system was located 19 light years from Earth and had a
population of almost eight million people. Most of them were centered on the
temperate northern continent of the name world, Neverwhere, while the remainder
either homesteaded on the rugged southern continent or lived on one of the several
hundred small off-world settlements. The capital city of Here It Is had a population
of 250,000 in the city and close suburban district and counted another 1.5 million
within a radius of 200 kilometers.
There were several cities or regions of note that had populations over 100,000.
Most of the planet's heavy industry was centered in and around Victory Wells, 350
kilometers south of Here It Is along the western coast. It boasted an urban
population of almost 1 million souls committed to the factories and warehouses
that created Neverwhere's exports and durable consumer goods. A state of the art
road and mass transit network spiderwebbed out from the city and into the
countryside and connected almost a million more to the growing urban center.
Victory Wells Memorial Hospital, funded by the Neverwhere Trust, was regarded as
the finest hospital on the planet and was as state of the art as anything on Earth.
The southern equatorial coast was where Neverwhere's tourism economy
flourished and almost a million people lived along the tropical coast. Lost And
Found was the largest and best known city and in addition to a coastline dotted
with resorts, also had three large universities. There were numerous smaller cities
and towns along the coast, some more exclusive than others, but the one common
thread they all shared was tourism.
To the east on the central plains was This Is Damned Fine, located almost a
thousand kilometers from the capital. Similar in size to the capital, instead of a
well defined suburban landscape around the city center most of the addition 1
million residents lived in small towns scattered across the plains, hills, and coastal
foothills. Agriculture was the primary industry, though within the last twenty years
it had become a favorite of high tech startup companies.
Beyond the central plains was the rugged east coast. A mass of rocky cliffs,
stony inlets, picturesque bays, and small towns, it supported a thriving fishing fleet
that was lucrative enough for its own spaceport.
Commander Hannah Marlowe studied the library data and scowled.
Neverwhere was one of those systems that were on the cusp of either exploding
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into an economic powerhouse or collapsing into an also-ran colony that never
quite became the belle of the ball. She’d been there on leave before; Hot Stuff had
some of the best white sand beaches and surfing that could be found within the
entire Union Sphere.
And yet, the world was known for Erisian sympathies. It was this last thought
that had caused Marlowe’s scowl; ever since the movement had started a few years
earlier, things had been tense with some of the outer worlds. Thankfully, her
homeworld of El Dorado had rejected the Erisian advances and was firmly
Unionist.
The tension would make her job more difficult; the location and apprehension
of Libertatis and her consorts Vox Populi and Vero Possumus, the most effective
Erisian commerce raiders to date.
“What do we have, Price?” Marlowe asked Lieutenant Price Grey, Nemesis’
navigation officer, in a voice that carried with it the unmistakable relaxed and
almost musical drawl common to El Dorado natives.
“Basic in-system traffic between Neverwhere, Rocky Charms, and Strike It Rich,”
Grey replied without hesitation. “I’m only seeing one transport over 1000 meters,
most of them are in the 100 to 350 meter class with a couple all the way up to
about 750 meters.”
“No sign of our rabbits, then?” Marlowe prodded and barely managed to cover
her mouth before she yawned. Ever since she received the assignment to track
down Libertatis, a decent night’s sleep had been a fleeting companion.
“If they’re here,” Grey explained before turning to face Marlowe, “then my guess
is they’re either on the surface or somewhere in the Rocky Charms.
Marlowe shook her head and her blonde tresses, worn in a classical high style
and held with a pair of lacquered chopsticks, skipped across her shoulders.
“Damn…” she sighed. The Rocky Charms was a large, much denser than usual,
asteroid field. Most of the raw materials that Neverwhere’s foundries currently
turned into refined metal or finished goods came from the belt, and unlike most
asteroid belts, this one was several orders of magnitude denser than normal.
“Gloria, please hail traffic control and give them my regards when you ask for
approach vectors,” Marlowe asked and leaned against the plotting table. “Any
thoughts, Sam?”
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Colonel Samara Jordan stood across the plotting table and studied a dradis
reading. “Just one; I think we’re going to have to go down there to find them,” the
slim dark haired officer replied, her accent not quite as strong as Marlowe’s.
“Fletcher isn’t going to stay in orbit where we can catch him,” she explained before
adding, “You know he’s going to want to meet you face to face, right?”
Marlowe rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yes, yes, that’s how he’s always been,”
she groused. “Maybe I can solve this by insulting him and doing pistols at dawn?”
she half joked.
Jordan laughed. “I think he has something else in mind, if our last meeting was
anything to go by.”
The sneer came unbidden to Marlowe’s lips, “He had his chance and flushed it
down the drain.”
“Perhaps,” Jordan said and agreed while at the same time disagreeing with her.
“Traffic Control has given us a course to a parking orbit, Commander,” Specialist
Gloria Vitz said and drew Marlowe’s attention. “I also have an invitation from the
Governor for you and a guest to attend tonight’s Founder’s Day ball. What shall I
tell him?”
Marlowe narrowed her eyes and looked at Jordan who was biting her lip to keep
from laughing. “You knew it was Founder’s Day, didn’t you?”
“Guilty as charged, Hannah,” Jordan laughed.
“Please extend my appreciation to the Governor, Gloria, and let him know that I
would be delighted to accept his invitation,” Marlowe said and shook her head.
“On it!” Vitz replied and relayed the Commander’s comments.
“Mr. Grey, please put us in orbit as per Traffic Control’s guidelines,” Marlowe
told the Navigator. “Captain Marshall, you will have the con tonight while Colonel
Jordan and I are planetside.” She spared a sidelong glance at her XO as she told
Nemesis’ weapons officer that he was going to be in charge of the ship.
Jordan’s smirk faded in a choke. “What?” she asked. “Hannah, I should stay
behind and…”
“Oh, no…you’re coming down, too,” Marlowe smirked. “Mess Dress, Samara,
this is going to be black tie…”
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*+*+*+*+*
Founder’s Day Celebration, Governor’s Mansion, Neverwhere
Commander Hannah Marlowe stepped off the Roc’s rear ramp and tugged her
dark navy blue cloak closed. The gold clasp glittered under her chin and
complimented the simple diamond stud in each earlobe. Bright lights illuminated
the governor’s mansion and smaller multi-colored accent lights gave the building
and grounds an almost magical feel. In a way it almost felt like going home to
Greenbriar, her home on El Dorado, but the big difference is that back home she
wouldn’t be playing a diplomatic game using a mailed fist wrapped in a velvet
glove.
Two steps away, Jordan spoke with their local escort. “Commander, Sergeant
Petzar will take us into the main house…he also tells me that Colonel Fletcher
arrived fifteen minutes ago.”
Marlowe nodded and acknowledged her XO’s comment while at the same time
willing her pulse to slow somewhat so she didn’t look flushed. “No better time
than the present.”
Ten minutes later their cloaks were hung in the cloak room and the Major
Domo was ready to introduce them. He was an older man, in his late fifties or
early sixties, and had the body of a man who was used to doing hard labor for a
living but has since found an easier life. His staff rapped the tile twice to summon
everyone’s attention before he announced, “Commander Hannah Marlowe and
Colonel Samara Jordan, of the battlestar Nemesis!”
The short round of polite applause that happened when they were announced
was underscored by whistles from two men applauding vigorously. “Please,
Samara, can I just shoot them now?” Marlowe whispered to her cohort.
Jordan smirked, “Only if you want to cause a diplomatic scene and possibly put
Neverwhere firmly into the Erisian’s camp…”
“Frak…” Marlowe replied and forced a smile to her face as the two men walked
over. Both wore uniforms that were far from fleet standard; the pants were black
with a red stripe tucked into black boots with a black uniform jacket with white
faced lapels trimmed in gold set off by a polished Sam Brown belt. The taller of the
two was dark haired and walked with the easy grace of one accustomed to the finer
things in life. His companion, a few fingers shorter, had lighter hair and was solidly
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built.
“Why, if it isn’t Miss Hannah Claire Marlowe,” the taller said warmly in a voice
that carried the same laid back drawl as Marlowe’s.
“Jackson,” Marlowe said as he took her hand and brought it to his lips for a
momentary kiss. “You seem to have stepped down in the world,” she added
brushed her hand against the golden rank devices on his epaulets.
“Ouch,” Jackson said and looked hurt for a moment before the smile returned
and he winked. He took a step back and Marlowe felt his eyes move from her face
to her feet and back again. “Hannah, you are looking better than ever,” he said
without the bravado of his earlier greeting. “I’m glad you’re well.”
“Thank you, Jackson…you’re looking good, too…” Marlowe replied and added,
“I’m glad to see you’re still ok.” Where did that come from, she thought to herself.
Buckle up, girl, this is the man that has caused no end of heartbreak for you. “You
remember my executive officer, Colonel Samara Jordan,” she said in an effort to
change the subject and conform to the rules of etiquette that she was raised with.
“Enchanted, Samara,” Jackson said and took Jordan’s hand. “Do you still want
to have certain vital parts of my anatomy stuffed and mounted?”
“More than ever, Jackson, and I’ll include your sidekick’s for good measure,”
Jordan replied smiling and nodded towards Jackson’s companion.
“Ouch. What did I ever do to you, Samara?” Jackson’s companion asked in a
pained voice.
Jordan rolled her eyes. “I left my list back on the ship…”
“She has you there, Tyson,” Jackson told his friend. “You did embarrass her back
on Troubadour…” he added apologetically. “Before this gets out of hand and we
ruin His Honor’s shindig and create a gross social fox paw,” he winked as Marlowe
cringed at his deliberate mangling of the term, “How about we retire over there and
have a drink? We can talk about the old days before the unpleasantness…”
For once Jackson made sense, Marlowe thought. Though, he can be very
charming and diplomatic when he wants…he did charm me out of a 250 cubit pair
of…bad thought, she told herself. Do not go down that path, only pain and
heartbreak wait there. “That sounds good, I could use something to drink,” she said
and watched as Jordan’s face took on a pained expression when Tyson took her arm
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to escort her to the table. She was about to say something snarky when she felt
Jackson take her arm as well.
An hour later most of the tension had dissipated and rather than adversaries the
four sat and talked like the old friends that they were. “Excuse me…” Marlowe said
as she fished out her communicator. “Marlowe,” she answered.
“Commander,” Captain Benson Marshall’s voice said from the small speaker
next to her ear, “Something odd is happening up here. Berith and Zepar have
arrived and are heading towards Neverwhere. Neither one is answering any of our
hails and they’ve both launched Marauders, most of which have headed away from
Neverwhere. I’ve sounded Action Stations and brought the ship to Condition One.”
“Good going. Launch the Alert 5 and climb to a higher orbit…” Marlowe
began. She faintly heard another communicator start ringing and hoped that
Jackson’s crew was as squared away as their reputation made them out to be.
“They just launched missiles on a ballistic course towards the planet!” Marshall
exclaimed. “Commander…the dradis reports they’re nukes…”
Marlowe thought quickly. “Ok...do your best to intercept the missiles and
provide as much cover for the planet as possible. With all the celebrations going
on I doubt they’re going to be on the ball enough to react with any real
effectiveness. Colonel Jordan and I will be back as soon as we can, but until then,
the ship is yours, Ben.”
“Yes, ma’am! I have the ship,” Marshall answered and quickly ended the call.
“We have to leave…now,” Marlowe said as she stood up and looked around the
room to see if she could find the governor. There was a mass of people on the
dance floor, but the governor was nowhere to be found. “Did you just get told two
drone ships are on the way?” she asked Jackson.
“Yeah…and they didn’t answer TrafCom’s hail,” Jackson confirmed.
“It’s worse…they launched nukes. Nemesis is going to try and intercept them,
but a Ba’al Hadad class baseship and a Moloch class gunstar carry a lot of
firepower…” Marlowe didn’t finish because she didn’t want to consider the logical
end of her statement. The two drone crewed ships had enough firepower to
neutralize Nemesis if they were fought with any amount of skill and cunning.
“Nukes?” Jackson asked incredulously. “There’s no Erisian activity here except
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for me and my ships, why are your drones launching against a civilian population?”
“I don’t know,” Marlowe testily replied as she pushed her way through the
throng of people on the floor. “We are the only Fleet ship scheduled to be here at
this time…”
The lights flickered and went out throwing the room into darkness which quickly
erupted into panicked shouts. “Stick together!” Marlowe ordered and felt Jackson’s
hand close around hers.
“I have Samara and Hannah,” Jackson said just loud enough to be heard.
“And I have Tyson,” Jordan said a moment later. “Get us out of here, Hannah!”
The sudden darkness and ensuing panic prompted most of the partygoers to rush
for the doors. Even if Marlowe’s group didn’t want to go outside, the press of the
panicked revelers made it a moot point; the rush to get outside was enough to
prevent anyone from standing against it. Someone ahead threw open the doors and
Marlowe felt a cold chill sweep into the room as the early spring night blew into
the hall.
Two bright flashes of light were seen through the open doors and momentarily
lit the night sky. “Two more nukes,” Jackson said and stated the obvious. “If we
weren’t down due to EMP before, we’re down now.”
“There!” Marlowe shouted. “The Roc and its guards are still intact!”
“Ah…” Jackson squeezed Marlowe’s hand and asked, “Under any other
circumstance I’d never ask this…but could you give us a lift? And not to the brig.”
Marlowe stopped and pulled everyone close to the Roc. The Marine escort had
drawn weapons and taken positions on either side of the craft and through the
canopy the flight crew could be seen in the cockpit prepping for liftoff. “One
condition, Jackson; and I need your word of honor as a gentleman on it…”
Jackson offered a disarming and slightly roguish grin before turning serious. “I
know what you’re going to ask, and yes, Hannah, you have my solemn word as an
El Doradan gentleman and as the man who once courted you; I, and my ships, will
stand with you to defend this world. I don’t know what’s going down, but there are
too many innocent lives at stake to let our differences – personal and political –
doom them to whatever is coming.”
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“Thank you, Jackson…” Marlowe gladly replied, “I knew I could count on you.”
“Does this mean we can…” Jackson started and arched his eyebrows twice.
“NO!” Marlowe shouted but wasn’t sure she really meant it if he was proposing
what she thought he was.
“The ships are in a quarry about three hundred kilometers inland and nestled
among some steep and rugged hills,” Jackson said a few minutes later once they
were airborne. “The ore deposits and tailings are enough to prevent them from
being seen on general dradis sweep.”
“Commander?” the co-pilot said and intruded into their conversation. “I have
Captain Marshall on the wireless.”
“Thank you, Rim Shot,” Marlowe replied and plugged her headset into the ship’s
communication system. “Marlowe,” she said by way of introduction. “What’s the
status?”
“We managed to intercept all but three of the nukes, and thankfully none of
them made it into the low atmosphere. However,” Marshall explained, “Berith has
launched at least thirty squadrons of Marauders and dispersed them into the outer
system while at the same time launching five squadrons of Marauders and three of
Heavy Marauders for the surface. It then joined Zepar in low orbit and the two of
them picking off anything that gets within range of their guns. Currently they’re on
the far side of the planet, but their orbit should bring them around in about seventy
minutes or so.”
“What actions have they taken against Nemesis?” Marlowe asked and tried to
make sense of the drones’ weird behavior.
“That’s the weird thing, Commander. They tried to handshake with our network
but I had those wireless arrays down for maintenance. We got intercepts on the
frequencies and managed to record some of it. Lieutenant Grey isn’t sure what
they were trying to do, but it isn’t any sort of normal communication protocol that
he’s seen. I’ve ordered that the arrays not be brought back online and that the
system that did the intercept remain isolated,” Marshall told her. “Wait one…”
It took several moments for Marshall to return and when he did Marlowe’s heart
sank. “Commander…I can’t believe it… the drones just nuked Lost And Found!
Dradis shows the entire metro area was blanketed by ten one megaton
detonations.”
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“Keep things together up there,” Marlowe ordered. “We’re going to have some
help joining us shortly, but we’re only going to get one shot at this. Bring Nemesis
into a station keeping orbit over Here It Is and maintain an altitude of 20k. In the
meantime, prep and launch two Rocs; one AEW/EW and one configured for a strike
mission. I want them sent back to Earth with word of what’s happening here.
They’re to make contact with the Admiralty and convey the gravity of the situation.”
“On it, Commander!” Marshall sounded more sure of himself than he did during
the first conversation earlier in the evening.
Was it only half an hour ago, Marlowe thought as she pushed herself up in the
seat? “We should be back aboard within half an hour.”
Marlowe quickly related what she had been told to the others and sketched out
the basic parameters of her plan. “I don’t think they know you’re here, Jackson,”
she finally said. “You’re going to be the ace in the hole.”
*+*+*+*+*
“At first I thought they might be here for Fleet and Family week,” Captain
Benson Marshall said after Commander Hannah Marlowe returned to Nemesis’
CIC. “None of the dispatches mentioned that they’d be here, but I also knew how
they weren’t always accurate. We tried to hail them as soon as they transited, but
never received a reply.”
“Digger Sharma said something like this would happen…” Marlowe muttered
under her breath and remembered a position piece written by Colonel Douglas
‘Digger’ Sharma a few years earlier in the Academy’s monthly professional journal,
Ranging Fire. “Unless the Round House suddenly sends us a communique stating
that this was a sanctioned event, we’re going hunting and taking down those two
ships,” she said loud enough for everyone in CIC to hear her.
“Colonel Fletcher and his squadron have pledged to help with this situation as
neither of us want to see harm come to the people of Neverwhere, so Guns,”
Marlowe looked at Marshall, “the Erisians aren’t valid targets unless they start
shooting directly at us; our one and only target class are the drones.”
“I understand, Commander. While you were on your way up to us, Libertatis’
weapons officer contacted us and we’ve arranged cookie-cutter codes and sent
them out to all our subordinate craft so we should avoid friendly fire events,”
Marshall explained.
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“That’s good planning,” Jordan stated. “How are we going to tackle this?”
Marlowe paced around the plotting table and looked at the dradis display.
“We’re the bait,” she began and quickly told her staff the plan’s details.
“I have contacts…” Lieutenant Price Grey said from his position at the
navigation station. “Zepar is in front by about twenty kilometers with Berith
trailing. There are only thirty Marauders with them.”
A Ba’al Hadad class baseship carried fifty squadrons of twenty Marauders each,
most were light Marauders, but roughly a quarter to a third were Heavy Marauders
– larger and better armored versions of the light fighter and designed to land and
support troops on the ground. A Moloch class gunship, on the other hand, only
carried about three squadrons of Marauders and a handful of Heavy Marauders
organized into a light squadron. “Gloria, can you get into what’s left of the satellite
network? I want to see what’s going on over on the other side of the planet and
whether those two ships have much in reserve,” Marlowe asked her
communications tech.
“I’ve been picking up some emergency broadcast signals…” Vitz began, “but
nothing official. Traffic Control is down…wait one…” she paused and her fingers
worked feverishly at the communications workstation.
“I have a civilian
broadcast…it’s on Monitor 3.”
“Well done!” Marlowe congratulated the tech as the monitor shifted to display
the broadcast. The static filled picture showed a pair of news anchors sitting at a
table with a notification banner filled with evacuation information scrolling along
the bottom.
“…as of this time the only information we have is that several high altitude
enhanced EMP devices were detonated in the upper atmosphere earlier today.
Shortly after that, Lost And Found was savagely attacked by at least ten nuclear
weapons. In the half hour since that happened, we are receiving reports of attacks
across the planet,” the male anchor stated.
“The one thing these attacks all appear to have in common is that they’re
originating from two Union drone ships that jumped into orbit and refused all
communications,” the female anchor reported. “Hold on…I’ve just been handed
this report…” she added as a producer slipped her several pieces of paper. As her
eyes scanned the words, Marlowe saw the anchor’s composure start to crack as she
her face paled. “George, are you sure about this?” she asked someone off camera.
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A muffled reply was given and the anchor met the camera’s unblinking eye.
“Ah…I’ve just been handed a report that combat drones have landed and are
making their way towards this station killing anything living along the way. The
police have erected a barricade and are being supported by Marines, but we don’t
know how long they’ll be able to hold…” Her voice trailed off as several troops
wearing Union Marine battle dress utilities step onto the stage. One bent down
and said something to both anchors and after a moment they nodded.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we are being evacuated and until we are setup again…”
the image suddenly dissolved into a hash of static and then flashed “Signal Lost”.
Marlowe swallowed down the bile that wanted to claw its way up her throat and
out into the light. There would be time for that later; for now, it was time to
channel the battlestar’s namesake and go hunting.
*+*+*+*+*
Gunstar Libertatis
“Oh…frak me…” Colonel Jackson Fletcher said when the broadcast suddenly
ended. “Gail, are we ready to lift?”
“Affirmative, Boss!” Lieutenant Gail Galloway replied from her station at the
navigation console. “Helm has active control and we can lift and burn on your
command.”
“Bravo!” Fletcher exclaimed and walked around the plotting table. “Rich, are
we ready to shoot?”
Lieutenant Richard Austin’s voice had even more of the lazy laidback drawl than
Jackson’s own, “Affirmative, Colonel! Give the order and I’ll drop the hammer!”
Fletcher didn’t like the plan that Marlowe had come up with during the short
trip from the capital to Libertatis. The only thing the plan had going for it was that it
was viciously savage, and he reflected, sometimes that’s all the Fates allow you.
“Don’t you dare sail across the threshold, Hannah…” he said to himself as he
watched the draids display.
Libertatis was a unique ship that blended the best of Electran design genius and
what was available when she was built. She possessed an electronics suite that
would have been right at home on a heavy battlestar, carried an unusually heavy
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main battery, and was as fast as anything coming off the Union’s slipways. And yet,
inside the hull, many of her systems were off the shelf and common to any
commercial spacer. Her twelve engines were grouped into four clusters, and while
they may have been civilian grade, they were strong, reliable, low maintenance,
and offered exceptional thrust while not being too thirsty when doing so.
But Libertatis wasn’t meant to be employed as a line of battle ship, but rather as
a commerce raider. Her two consorts, Vox Populi and Vero Possumus may have
been smaller, but together if they couldn’t outfight their opponent, they could
outrun it. “That’s what we used to do,” Fletcher said just loud enough for his XO,
Lieutenant Colonel Tyson Anderson to hear.
“What we used to do?” Anderson asked just as quietly.
“Yeah…I’ve studied the specs for those drones and there’s no way that this is
some sort of malfunction. Whatever is happening,” Fletcher explained sadly, “isn’t
just happening here.”
“What? You’re saying this is happening all over?” Anderson asked, unable to
keep the surprise out of his voice.
“Pretty much…” Fletcher was going to say more but Galloway interrupted him.
“Colonel,” Galloway begin, “Nemesis is starting her run.”
“Ok, people!” Fletcher said loud enough to be heard throughout the CIC, “its
show time! Let’s go hunting! Mr. Galloway, let’s get moving! Marjorie, let Vox and
Possum know it’s time.”
Galloway acknowledged the order just as Specialist Majorie Bonitz
acknowledged hers and contacted the Libertatis’ two consorts.
Deep inside Libertatis, her antigravity system switched from stand-by to active
and reaction control jets the diameter of a man concealed on her outer hull flared
to life and lifted the more than 1100 meter long ship from where she lay hidden in
the old quarry. For the second time in less than two days, the surrounding plant life
was assaulted by high velocity jet blown detritus as the massive ship climbed into
the cold night sky. Five kilometers away, Vox Populi started on a similar journey
and seven kilometers in the other direction Vero Possumus followed a few moments
later.
“We are climbing through five thousand meters…” Galloway announced. “We
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are free and clear to navigate.”
“Let me know when Vox and Possum are at seven thousand meters…” Fletcher
said and felt an immense surge of pride sweep over him for his crew and ship.
Hannah…stick to the plan… he thought so vehemently that she might just hear
him.
*+*+*+*+*
“Three bogies are lifting off…” Grey said loud enough to be heard over the
dradis and other background noise in the CIC. “Warbook conclusively identifies
them as Libertatis, Vox Populi, and Vero Possumus.”
“Thank you, Mr. Grey,” Marlowe replied and spared a glance at the dradis. “Mr.
Marshall…confirm all missiles have been configured for sprint mode?”
“Affirmative, Commander,” Marshall answered. “All weapons loaded currently
configured for sprint mode and all weapons in the ready magazines are also
configured for sprint mode.”
"Mr. Marshall! Prepare for a nuclear launch order on my authority,” Marlowe
ordered. This is it, she thought, the one thing I thought I’d never do… “Spin up the
birds in tubes one through forty-four and prepare them for launch. Colonel Jordan,
prepare to confirm the release of nuclear weapons and my launch order.”
Marlowe watched Jordan as the other woman nodded. “I concur, Commander,”
Jordan said formally. “The release of nuclear weapons is authorized and the launch
order is confirmed as valid. Mr. Marshall, spin up the birds in tubes one through
forty-four and prepare them for launch.”
“Copy,” Marshall, confirmed, “spin up the birds in tubes one through forty-four
and prepare them for launch.” As soon as he spoke the words he set about making
them happen.
“Bet you never expected this when you followed me to the academy, eh Sam?”
Marlowe asked soberly as she prepared to initiate the launch. “Colonel, please
remove your launch key and on my order insert it into the nuclear weapons control
panel at your station.” She unbuttoned the top two buttons of her uniform before
unhooking the collar and pulling the key out from under her t-shirt where it rested
over her brassiere. Her finger flipped open the cover to the keyhole and she felt the
jagged edges inside the keyhole.
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“On one we will insert our key and on three we will turn it to the right until it
stops,” Marlowe began. Every officer had to practice this when they were posted to
a nuclear armed ship and she forced her mind to return to that time when she first
had to simulate the steps needed to authorize a launch.
"Copy," Jordan answered. "On one we will insert our key and on three we will
turn it to the right until it stops."
"Zero!"
They both moved their hands holding the keys over the key slot.
"One!"
The both inserted their keys into the key slot.
"Two!"
Marlowe met Jordan’s eyes and nodded, this was the final chance each of them
had to abort the nuclear release authorization.
"Three!"
They both turned their keys to the right until they stopped. All in all, it had
taken less than twenty seconds to authorize the deployment of 44 one megaton
warheads in the first volley alone.
“Nuclear release has been verbally and
mechanically authorized,” Marlowe announced as she said the words that were
almost a ritual that had been drilled into her so many years earlier.
It was as if the weight of command suddenly settled on her shoulders for the first
time in her life. Every battlestar commander, and many gunstar commanders, had
this ability, but to actually turn the key on live weapons with the express intention
of firing them at a hostile target was new not just to her, but to the Union Fleet as
well.
“I have a valid fire solution on Zepar,” Marshall reported a moment later.
“Mr. Grey, do you have everything plotted?” Marlowe asked the navigator.
“Affirmative, sir; everything is plotted as per your orders,” Grey replied before
taking a deep breath and looking back at his dradis display.
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Marlowe licked her lips as a grim smile touched the corners of her mouth.
Every officer hoped they’d be able to keep the peace but they all knew that there
may come a time to draw the sword of wrath and wade into the fray, even if it cost
them their life. “Today is not a good day,” she finally said taking a deep breath.
“What was that?” Jordan cocked her head and asked.
“Nothing, Sam…Let’s do this,” Marlowe said as the faint smile stayed on her
face. “Mr. Marshall, open outer doors to tubes one through forty-four.”
“Open outer doors to tubes one through forty-four, aye,” Marshall repeated the
order. A moment later he added, “Outer doors to tubes one through forty are
open.”
“Launch tubes one through forty-four!” Marlowe ordered and watched the
dradis as Nemesis suddenly sported what appeared to be a pair of wings stretching
towards Zepar when the missiles launched and suddenly appeared on the dradis.
“Tubes one through forty-four have launched and missiles are sprinting, ETA to
impact is thirty seconds. The autoloaders will have the tubes reloaded within two
minutes,” Marshall announced.
All eyes were on the dradis as the forty-four missiles streaked towards their
target, the gunship Zepar. The drone ship adjusted her course slightly to face the
oncoming missiles and suddenly spawned dozens of smaller objects that started
moving toward the attacking weapons. “So far so good,” Marlowe declared.
“Flight, are we ready to launch our owl?”
“Glaukopis is loaded and ready to launch, Commander,” Lieutenant Ivan
McCardle confirmed.
“Prepare to launch on my order…” Marlowe told him and kept her eyes on the
dradis. Everything would come down to timing. “Mr. Grey, increase our orbit and
turn away from the enemy, flank speed. Mr. Marshall, activate point defense
batteries and prepare for all guns bearing to salvo fire flak rounds.”
“Increase orbit, turn away from the enemy, and increase speed to flank, aye,”
Grey replied as Marshal made a similar acknowledgement.
“This is going to be close…” Jordan whispered over the plot. “Zepar fired a full
alpha strike on us, so if they use a standard two to one assignment for what we
launched, that’s still more than a hundred missiles coming in.”
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“I know,” Marlowe told her, “and that’s the key to this working. If it doesn’t?
Well, we won’t be around to complain.”
*+*+*+*+*
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Vignette 6: Neverwhere Nightmare (Part 2 of 4)
Libertatis and her consorts were climbing into the night sky when new stars
started to flare, if only for a few moments, above them.
“Gail, were they
successful?” Colonel Jackson Fletcher asked as he watched the dradis reflect the
nuclear detonations.
The sturdily attractive navigation offer met his gaze and when her eyes dropped
away from his he felt his stomach contract. “I don’t know, Colonel,” Lieutenant
Gail Galloway said as she slowly shook her head. “They might have, but there was
so much interference from the weapons that I can’t be sure.”
Fletcher gave her a curt nod. “Keep your eyes on it, if you would,” he asked and
turned to the other officers in CIC. “Marjorie, send the order to Pox and Possum to
pour it on and prepare to execute the next part of the plan.”
“Copy! Contact Pox and Possum, tell them to pour it on and prepare to execute
the next part of the plan,” Communications Specialist Marjorie Bonitz repeated
back.
“Gail, let the snipes know that I need 110%...” Fletcher told the navigator.
“They’re ready sir, just give the word,” Galloway announced.
“Thank you…” Fletcher said and his voice trailed off as he watched as Zepar
and Berith continued their orbit. Zepar appeared to be drifting slightly to port and
slowing somewhat.
“I see it, too…” Lieutenant Colonel Tyson Anderson said from across the plotting
table. “Do you think one of Hannah’s missiles got through?”
“It’s possible,” Fletcher agreed. “Still, our target is Berith; she is home base to all
the fighters and the principal orbital bombardment platform.”
They watched a few more seconds before Fletcher nodded.
Galloway, prepare to jump the ship in five!”

“It’s time.

Mr.

Galloway picked up the count and Fletcher could hear Bonitz relaying the
command to the other two ships.
“Four!” Galloway shouted.
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“Three!”
“Two!”
“One!”
“Jump!”
Fletcher felt the familiar contraction and expansion as Libertatis’ FTL drive tore
apart the fabric of reality and took the ship through it for a ride.
“Jump complete!” Galloway announced a moment later that felt like it had been
a lifetime to Fletcher.
“All batteries, fire on the target as soon as you have a solution! Salvo fire!”
Fletcher ordered a moment later after he visually confirmed they were where they
were supposed to be…less than thirty kilometers from Berith.
First one, then another turret began firing, and then as if a switch had been
thrown, every forward facing turret began firing at the baseship. “Fifteen degrees
port,” Fletcher ordered and a moment later the six fixed bow guns fired.
The first shots were wide as Berith’s EW was able to sufficiently spoof Libertatis’
fire control systems that were still recovering from the jump. By the third salvo,
however, the shots began finding their target.
“We’re getting hits!” Austin announced as the gunstar continued to accelerate.
“Incoming missiles…point defense is on them…”
Libertatis looked like she was enveloped in a golden cloud as the guns vented
plasma with each shot. After four salvos, the bow guns fell silent as the gunstar
crossed Berith’s stern and was able to fire a full broadside. Berith’s return fire was
close, Fletcher noted, but couldn’t land a hit. Score one for Libertatis’ EW suite, he
thought. Or, her guns must have been configured for shooting at stationary or near
stationary targets as Hannah said they would and couldn’t track fast enough for an
effective solution.
The Ba’al Hadad class was designed as a space control platform that would
police contentious planets from orbit through a variety of guns, missiles, swarms of
Marauders, and a division of ground combat drones. Armor wasn’t a priority as it
was never intended to perform in the line of battle; it would hang back, direct the
action, and provide support. The armor it did have barely slowed Libertatis’
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kinetics as they punched through the towers and main hull like a pneumatically
driven nail through a piece of sheetrock.
Berith bled atmosphere from more than two dozen locations on her hull as
Libertatis, Vox Populi, and Vero Possumus swept past in their slashing attack. The
main port tower was holed in more than a dozen places and each of the other
towers saw numerous perforations. A kaleidoscope of light started shining from the
windows near the base of the starboard primary tower and climaxed with the base
exploding and shattering the nearby towers that thrust up from the main hull like
skeletal fingers.
“Berith just had a power spike!” Galloway announced and Fletcher smiled when
she anticipated his order to put it on the monitor. The massive base ship that had
been a testament to the creative and technological prowess of its builders just
minutes earlier now looked like a broken toy after a child’s tantrum; all that
remained of the starboard tower was a blackened and jagged base. The port tower
had large chunks missing from the sides facing the now vaporized starboard tower,
and the other smaller towers and hull were pitted and scarred with ruined gun
turrets and a large gash where the forward starboard missile bay used to be. The
skybridge which used to connect the two primary towers was a twisted mass of hull
plates, ribs, and shattered conduit.
As the images played out on Libertatis’ monitor, a cheer erupted in the CIC.
Fletcher couldn’t help but smile and was cheering with his staff when he gave the
order to jump to the rally point.
*+*+*+*+*
Near the asteroid settlement known as Come And Get It!
Fletcher’s reaction wasn’t what Marlowe expected.
exclaimed and gave her a hug that lifted her off the floor.

“You made it!” he

“Of course I made it, Jackson,” Marlowe said when he let her go and she
stepped back. “Don’t I do what I say?” she added and realized the double meaning
as soon as the words left her mouth and she saw the pain flash across Fletcher’s
face.
“I’m sorry, I just…I was worried, Hannah,” Fletcher finally admitted and leaned
against the sidebar in the Commander’s briefing room aboard Nemesis. “All we
saw was the explosion and I knew if you hadn’t jumped…” his voice trailed off.
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Marlowe smiled and reached out and touched his arm, “I’m glad you made it,
too, Jack.”
Fletcher’s eyebrows arched and he cocked his head as his smile returned. “You
haven’t called me that since…”
“Yeah…since then,” Marlowe replied. “Everything changed today,” her voice
was barely above a whisper, “and we have to start looking towards tomorrow and
living for today.”
Fletcher’s eyes narrowed, “What aren’t you telling me, Hannah?”
Marlowe took a deep breath and blinked several times and willed the tears not
to come. “Sit…” she said and moved to one of the leather sofas that were set away
from the main conference area. “Please…” she added after she sat and crossed her
right leg over her left.
“Ok…” Fletcher said as he sat on the other side of the sofa.
“No…here…” Marlowe told him and patted the cushion next to her.
“You haven’t told me to sit like this since your Gramm died when we were in
school,” Fletcher said soberly and settled next to her.
Marlowe turned and looked deep into his eyes…the eyes she once thought she’d
see every day for the rest of her life…and took another deep breath to steady her
nerves. “Jack,” she began softly, “this isn’t just happening here.”
“I figured as much,” Fletcher frowned and replied.
“After I got back to Nemesis, I sent a pair of Rocs to find out what was
happening back on Earth…and back home.” Marlowe paused and closed her eyes
as she took two breaths. “It’s everywhere, Jack. The drones were nuking Earth and
most of the cities were already destroyed. When they got to El Dorado…” Despite
her will and vow not to lose her composure in front of the man who had hurt her in
a way no one else ever had, the tears broke through her defenses and started flow
from her eyes and flood down her cheeks. “It’s gone. They nuked the cities, then
moved on to nuke the towns and if the automated beacon was right, they followed
it up with chemical and bioweapons. “
She sniffed back the tears, “Greenbriar, Stonewood, our families, they’re all
gone.”
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Fletcher’s arms encircled her shoulders and pulled her to his chest. “Let it out,
Hannahclaire, let it out,” he managed to say in a voice broken by the grief she felt.
As if they had minds of their own, Marlowe’s arms went around Fletcher’s torso
and she held him as if he were the only thing solid in her life. The last barriers
collapsed at his gently spoken words and her name spoken in a way only he had
ever used it. Her tears started and as she held him and cried in his arms, she could
feel his silent tears on her cheek.
*+*+*+*+*
“So what’s the plan?” Lieutenant Colonel Philip Stein asked three hours later
after everyone had been briefed on the situation elsewhere.
Commander Hannah Marlowe was dressed in her standard duty khakis and sat
at the head of the table. “Do you want to fight?” she asked.
“Frak yes!” Stein answered definitively.
“We were lucky with Berith and Zepar,” Marlowe started and stood so she could
pace. “Our latest post-strike recon shows Berith sliding into a low orbit and is
expected to enter the upper atmosphere in about eight hours. Zepar, on the other
hand, appears relatively undamaged. She knows we’re here and despite her size,
she’s nothing to be trifled with,” she paused and queued up an orthographic
representation of a Moloch class gunship onto the large wall display.
“A Moloch is armored relatively well, presents a small profile silhouette, packs
quick cycling guns, and can put 192 missiles into a single strike,” Marlowe
lectured. “She’s fast and maneuverable, and while Zepar doesn’t carry that many
fighters, she’s probably cross decking the ones that survived from Berith which
means she could have more than a thousand light and heavy Marauders.”
“But we took down Berith,” Stein insisted. His ship, Vox Populis had landed
several telling blows on the baseship and Marlowe wasn’t sure the man grasped
how much more dangerous things were now than before the recent battle.
“You did and it was a fantastic accomplishment,” Marlowe told him. “The
drones learn from their mistakes and in the time it takes us to game something
through, they could have done it a hundred times or more. When we meet Zepar
again, she’ll start shooting as soon as she has a chance to hit us, will go into
combat decompressed so there’s no atmosphere to worry about and subsequently
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the risk of fire and other oxygen filled calamities that we have to deal with will be
removed from her commander’s worry list.”
Marlowe pressed another button and two numbers appeared on the screen.
“This first number is Zepar’s crew and what we think is left of Berith’s air wing. The
second number,” she paused and highlighted the number with her laser pointer, “is
our combined crews. Short of being able to evacuate people from the surface,
that’s it; that’s all we have to survive. When we take down Zepar, and I do intend
to take her down, that number is sure to go down.”
Stein looked down at his notes and frowned slightly. “Ok, Commander, the
wind is out of my sails,” he said and looked up. “What’s the plan?”
“We are going to fight, and soon,” Marlowe explained and felt her pulse pick up
at the thought of the hunt. “We’re then going to try and rescue as many people as
we can from Neverwhere and the settlements. I already have Rocs out collecting
civilian shipping and marshaling what they find at several different locations. And
then…”
“Then we leave and don’t look back,” Fletcher said decisively and looked at his
two subordinates before turning to Marlowe, an act that told everyone at the table
that he supported her and that she was in charge. It was a simple gesture, but to
Marlowe it spoke volumes and was the strongest endorsement possible.
“What do you mean we leave and don’t look back?” Lieutenant Colonel
Malachi Cook of Vero Possumus asked.
“Exactly what Colonel Fletcher said,” Marlowe said and sat down. “How many
of you have heard of the Emergency War Order Precipice?”
“That’s just a rumor?” Cook said doubtfully. “Isn’t it?”
“No, Mal, it’s real,” Fletcher told him.
asked.

“May I?” he looked at Marlowe and

“Please do. If anything has changed, I’ll let you know,” she smirked.
“EWO Precipice was one of the first things I was briefed on when I made
colonel in the Fleet,” Fletcher explained. “It was one of those things that we had to
know, ‘just in case’,” he used his fingers to quote the last three words. “And none
of us ever really believed it would be used because who would trigger it? We left
Kobol and while up until recently we’ve had the occasional courier or trade ship,
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they have their own issues and we left to prevent such a thing from happening.
Even in our ‘disagreement’, the Erisians aren’t strong enough and even if we were,
it’s not what the movement’s about.
“So Precipice was like that weird relative that was locked up in the nut house
that only the adults knew about…and as a kid, once you became an adult you were
given the whole story,” Fletcher continued in his easy laid back drawl. “We knew
about it, even studied it, but it was all academic. And now, I assume, the order has
been issued?”
“It has. The Rocs I sent to Earth intercepted the message and it was decoded
when they returned. We’re only going to have a day or two, three at the most, to
get ready,” Marlowe told them and watched to see what their reaction would be to
her next statement. “Then we leave.” She paused a moment and saw resigned
acceptance on Cook’s and Stein’s faces. “But first, we have to kill Zepar.”
*+*+*+*+*
Rocs dispatched to other worlds returned with the same story; either the orbital
bombardment was underway or had already happened. Marlowe reviewed the list
of worlds conclusively known to have been hit; Earth, El Dorado, Electra, Garden,
Atlantis, Argos, Troubadour, and others. Many were smaller settlements and the
only real presence in those systems, but Electra and Atlantis both had populations
in the billions and several orbital habitats.
All destroyed, just like Earth.
She looked at the chronometer on the wall next to her desk. It had only been
five hours since the drones had attacked and yet it felt like a lifetime. The next
phase was due to start in twenty minutes when they returned to Neverwhere to
engage Zepar. Marlowe closed the folder containing the reports and left it on her
desk’s blotter when she stood and stretched. The plan they had finally come up
with was simple, direct, and gave them the flexibility to retreat should Zepar have
recalled Berith’s remaining air wing.
Retreat wasn’t something she wanted to do; she wanted to stay and fight, and
fight, and fight until the drones were destroyed and her family avenged. Jackson
was right, though, as they held each other earlier he had said that sometimes the
best revenge is to go on living and making the other guy always look over shoulder
as he expects your return. The corners of her mouth turned up in a grim half-smile;
by the time they reached their destination two thousand years will have passed and
then to come back to Earth could mean another two thousand years. She didn’t
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even know if the drones would still be around or even functional.
A few minutes later Marlowe stepped into the air wing’s briefing theater. Larger
than the individual ready rooms, it allowed the entire wing to sit in on a briefing.
“Please, be seated,” she said when everyone snapped to attention and she walked
to the podium. “Thank you, Major,” she added when the CAG stepped aside for
her.
“By now you’ve heard the news; the drones are in open revolt and waging a
genocidal attack against us. I don’t know why this is happening other than it is.
What I do know is that the line has been clearly drawn between us and them; life
that was born versus life that was manufactured. In a few minutes we are going to
jump back to Neverwhere and attack the attackers,” Marlowe explained and tried
to make eye contact with the pilots and flight crews. She saw fear, horror, anger,
expectancy, and cold resolve in the faces looking back at her.
“You might ask, ‘why are we going back, what will be gained?’ and that’s a good
question. We’re going back so that we might have a chance to rescue survivors, so
that this,” Marlowe held up a still from a video recording the last recon Roc
managed to capture from Neverwhere. It showed a mother kneeling and holding a
little girl, putting her own body between the girl and the approaching drone. It also
showed the father already starting to crumple as the drone shot him in the chest as
he tried defending his family with a bat. “So that this wasn’t in vain.
“They are not fighting a war of conquest, but one of genocide.”
Marlowe paused and once again surveyed the faces. They were all good
people, and she prayed that most would make it back. “Major Carswell has briefed
you on the mission so I’m not going to try and recreate the wheel,” she smirked and
received a few chuckles. “But I will say ‘Good hunting!’ and may you all be
blessed.” She stepped away from the podium and walked to the exit where she
stopped and using a piece of tape, hung the picture where everyone could see it as
they left.
*+*+*+*+*
“Colonel Jordan,” Commander Hannah Marlowe said and looked across the
plotting table at her executive officer and longtime friend, “Please call the ship to
Action Stations and set Condition One throughout.”
“Aye, commander,” Colonel Samara Jordan replied and picked up the 1MC to
relay the order.
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It was game time and any preparations that weren’t completed would just have
to wait or be improvised. They couldn’t keep waiting and risk another drone ship
entering the system and for Zepar to continue ravaging Neverwhere. When they
disabled Berith, they had destroyed the heavy bombardment assets, but there were
still the smaller nukes aboard Zepar and whatever might have been loaded onto the
Marauders before they launched.
The odds weren’t in the drones’ favor; the most recent reconnaissance run had
showed three squadrons of Marauders keeping pace with Zepar. This was a mixed
blessing, though, because it meant that the rest of Berith’s strike group, upwards of
35 squadrons or more, was somewhere in the system. Those would have to be
dealt with…or dodged, before they left.
“Ship is at Condition One and Action Stations is reported throughout,” Jordan
said and interrupted Marlowe’s thoughts.
“Thank you, Colonel,” Marlowe answered. “Gloria, please contact Colonel
Fletcher and Lieutenant Colonels Stein and Cook, then conference them down
here, please.” Vitz acknowledged the order and in a few moments had all three
Erisian commanders on the wireless for her.
“Are you ready to go, gentlemen?” She asked after everyone introduced
themselves.
“Libertatis is ready to jump at your order,” Colonel Jackson Fletcher declared
without hesitation.
Lieutenant Colonel Malachi Cook answered next, “Vero Possumus is ready,
Commander. Just give the order and we’ll be with you.”
“Mal beat me to it, Commander,” Lieutenant Philip Stein said. “Vox Populi
stands ready. My people are looking for a little payback after what you showed us
from the other worlds.”
“Thank you, gentleman,” Marlowe replied and couldn’t help smiling. It was
weird how things worked out; her own escort group was deployed to Earth as part
of Fleet and Family Week, and yet she was now getting ready to go into battle with
allies who until earlier in the day had been her quarry. “Set Jump Conditions…we
jump in less than two minutes. Marlowe, out.”
“Gloria, please patch Lieutenant Grey through to the other ships, he will make
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the jump count,” Marlowe said as she replaced the handset on its cradle.
“Already have them, Commander,” Vitz replied and not for the first time since
everything started Marlowe felt a sense of pride in her crew and ship; they were a
crack crew on a fast ship preparing to sail in harm’s way.
*+*+*+*+*
“Begin launch operations!” Marlowe ordered as soon as they secured from the
jump. Along Nemesis’ flanks, fighters started launching from rounded triangular
launch tubes and fully laden Rocs configured for strike missions and EW support
launched from the two flight decks. Nemesis and Libertatis were stacked with five
thousand meters separation, while Vox Populi and Vero Possumus were five
thousand meters to her port and starboard respectively and twenty-five hundred
meters below, giving the small formation a slightly compressed diamond
appearance.
“Target is coming over the horizon,” Grey announced from his position at the
navigation station. “She has some fighters with her…” The dradis pinged off Zepar
and a small cloud of fighters and Marlowe narrowed her eyes and keyed the dradis
image down to the plotting table. She used her hands to move moved the image
until it showed her what she was looking for. “There are only three squadrons of
Marauders with her…” Grey said and confirmed what she had just seen.
“Keep your eyes open for the rest,” Marlowe cautioned and picked up the
handset. “Nemesis Actual to group; all ahead flank, attack on my mark.”
She didn’t expect a response, but smiled when Fletcher replied, “We’re with you
every step, Nemesis. Save some for us.”
“I think he likes you,” Jordan smirked.
“Lucky me,” Marlowe deadpanned a moment before she turned to Grey, “Flank
speed, Mr. Grey. Let’s go hunting.”
“Flank speed, aye, Commander,” Grey repeated. “Let’s go hunting, aye.”
Marlowe grinned. “Mr. Marshall, spin up the birds in tubes one through fortyfour and prepare them for launch.”
“Spin up birds in tubes one through forty-four, aye,” Marshall replied.
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The range slowly closed between Nemesis’ group and Zepar and her swarm of
Marauders. Marlowe stared at the dradis for what felt like an eternity before she
saw the line of departure appear. “Mr. Marshall, are you ready to go hunting?” she
casually asked.
“I’ve been ready since this started, Commander,” Marshall replied.
“Very well. I suspect it’s time that we do what we came here to do,” Marlowe
said and took a deep breath. “Gloria, tell the Rocs to hold their fire for now. Mr.
Marshall…you may draw the sword of vengeance…now!”
Marshall replied as his hands keyed in the final command to launch the fortyfour missiles that were awake and ready to fly. Four sets of armored shutters slid
open on Nemesis’ hull and each revealed eleven smaller hatches, each six meters
in diameter. As one, the smaller hatches quickly swung open and discharged their
contents in a cloud of noble gasses. Once free of the tube’s confines and clear of
the ship, each pillar of metal and composites flared to life as its main booster
engines fired and sped the Hydra Mk. XI missile toward its target. Deep inside
each missile, the guidance system acknowledged the preloaded order to go to
sprint mode immediately after launch and abandoned any fuel consumption or rage
extending protocols and simply pumped fuel as fast as possible to the engines, now
burning white hot.
“All birds away and sprinting hot, straight, and normal,” Marshall reported a
moment after the missiles launched.
“Good…we’ll see if this works in just a moment…” Marlowe replied and
followed the missiles’ progress on the dradis. The chronometer counted down the
seconds until hundreds of returns suddenly clouded the dradis. “Gotcha!” she
hissed as forty-four missiles suddenly turned into four hundred forty independently
guided and mobile submuntions.
“Phase one, complete,” Jordan said plainly. “It even looks intimidating from
here.”
“That’s the plan,” Marlowe told her as Zepar launched her first wave of missiles.
A moment later, each Marauder launched a pair of missiles at the approaching
weapons. The numbers weren’t in the drones’ favor; there were 440 attacking
warheads against defensive fire consisting of 312 missiles. If the drones maintained
the standard two defensive rounds to each incoming round, that would whittle the
attack by 156 warheads and leave almost 300 untouched. If the drones broke free
of their programmed response and went one on one, then the swarm that would get
past the interceptors would be more than 125.
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“Let’s add something to the mix,” Marlowe stated. “Gloria, signal the group that
we’re going ‘guns hot’ and that they’re free to join the fray.”
“Will do, Commander!” Vitz replied and informed the other three ships.
“Mr. Marshall, do you have a solution on Zepar?” Marlowe asked.
“Affirmative; solutions for all weapons have been calculated and sent to fire
control,” Marshall replied. “We can fire at any time.”
“Thank you, Ben. Let’s send them to hell, salvo fire,” Marlowe cold him coldly.
“My pleasure,” Marshall said and quickly sent the order for any battery bearing
on the target to begin firing.
Plumes of golden plasma began erupting along Nemesis’ spine and bow as the
kinetics began firing at Zepar. Moments later, Libertatis, Vox Populi, and Vero
Possumus added their anger to the fray.
The space between the two groups suddenly began shining with nuclear
luminance as Zepar’s missiles started intercepting the flock of weapons Nemesis
launched earlier. Weapon met weapon and while many died, enough made it
through the momentary nuclear hell to continue on their mission.
“130 warheads made it through, Commander,” Grey announced when the last
weapon was through the defensive fire.
“That’s pretty good shooting on their part,” Jordan remarked.
“I’m not sure if it was good shooting or just a lot of fratricide, but either way,
there are 130 bits of doom trying to get through Zepar’s flak screen and point
defense,” Marlowe replied as she studied the dradis and looked at the chronometer
that counted the seconds from when the strike was launched. It was a gamble
launching them from as far out as they did, but that was part of her strategy. “Mr.
Marshall, set point defense to automatic and define an exclusion zone 2000 meters
around us. Please advise your counterparts to do the same.”
“You’re thinking Zepar is trying to recall the other Marauders?” Jordan asked
from across the plotting table.
“Yes, it makes sense,” Marlowe told her.
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“I’m showing multiple impacts on Zepar, Commander,” Marshall said from his
position at the main fire control station. “It looks like our kinetics are doing the
trick.”
“Dradis contacts!” Grey shouted as the dradis suddenly started pinging off
numerous new contacts. “I’m showing…374 Marauders just jumped in, range
200k meters.”
“First drink is on me,” Jordan smirked. “That’s a lot of bad guys…”
“Aye,” Marlowe acknowledged. “Gloria, please tell Colonel Fletcher for his
group to maintain focus on Zepar…they should be suitably softened up. We’ll
handle the Marauders…”
Jordan mouthed, “We will?”
“Have faith, Sam,” Marlowe smiled told her.
ready?”

“Mr. Marshall, are the reloads

“Aye, they just finished,” Marshall replied.
“Good. I have a new fire mission and if we need to divert resources from our
kinetics, you have my permission to do so. I want thirty-eight missiles launched
and targeted on the new Marauders. As soon as they’re boosting, they’re to deploy
their warheads; I want them to go active and self-target based on a shared master
list. The leftovers may target any Marauder,” Marlowe told her weapons officer.
“You want a scattershot right out of the tubes? Commander…that was just a
logic exercise…” Marshall told her.
“I know what it was, I helped write the white paper,” Marlowe told him. “Now,
Mr. Marshall…if you will, they’re getting close.”
“On it, Commander,” Marshall replied.
“Price, what’s going on with Zepar?” Marlowe asked.
“Libertatis and her group have accelerated to prosecute their attack. Our
missiles are almost through her flak barrier…85 weapons made it through,” Grey
explained. “Zepar’s Marauders are moving to intercept and blocking a clear fire
solution for her to fire on Colonel Fletcher and his ships.”
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“Excellent,” Marlowe purred and turned to Marshall. “Ready, Ben?”
“Give the order, Commander,” Marshall replied with his hands poised to send
the launch order.
Marlowe nodded, “Go hunting, Ben.”
Marshall didn’t acknowledge the order before he started the launch process.
“Missiles one through thirty-eight are being launched.”
“Now it’s in higher hands, Sam,” Marlowe told the XO. “Gloria, please tell
Major Carswell that he is free to engage any targets of opportunity with both Vipers
and Rocs.”
Vitz acknowledged the order and began sending it while Marlowe watched the
battle unfold on the dradis. The missiles sprinted once they left the tube and then
almost immediately released their payloads which went active and sprinted towards
the marauders. One by one each weapon acquired a target and homed in on it.
The other side of the dradis showed Zepar slowing and beginning a shallow turn to
port. The Marauders guarding her were gone and twenty-one missiles were
moments from impacting.
Three seconds later fourteen missiles spent themselves with nuclear fury on
Zepar. The gunstar’s armor was as thick as a battlestar’s and was able to shrug off
most of the damage, but there’s a point where even something as overbuilt as a
Moloch class gunstar couldn’t take anymore. In addition to the damage Nemesis
had done to it earlier and the kinetics this engagement, the nuclear warheads were
too much for the damaged and stressed hull to handle. Unlike Berith which
remained largely intact, Zepar’s demise started as a series of small detonations near
the main missile batteries and then suddenly spread throughout the ship, crackling
and expanding until it reached her fuel bunkers deep inside the hull.
For a few seconds, Zepar hosted a star as brilliant as the system’s primary before
exploding and breaking apart.
It was a small victory against an enemy that had proven its willingness to lay
waste to entire planets and as Zepar’s dradis icon broke into three large pieces,
every voice in the CIC cheered its death. Marlowe found herself smiling and
cheering right along with the rest of the crew, right up to the point where Grey
announced incoming dradis contacts.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1033
“Zepar must have launched a final volley before she died,” Grey explained a
moment later. “Twelve transients are inbound…they’re all tracking us.”
“All batteries that bear, fire flak rounds!” Marlowe ordered and watched the
twelve icons rush towards Nemesis. A moment later, Libertatis, Vox Populi, and
Vero Possumus joined in. The barrage was thick and deadly, claiming eight missiles
before they passed through.
Marlowe gripped the plotting table as the icons converged with Nemesis. It was
a pyrrhic shot, but unless it was an exceptionally lucky shot, not a fatal one. The
only question was how bad was it going to hurt?
“Point defense splashed one! Now two!” Marshall said a moment before a pair
of close range detonations shook Nemesis and made anyone standing fight to stay
on their feet.
I’m still breathing, so we made it through, Marlowe thought wryly. “What’s our
status?” she asked a moment later.
“Long range dradis is down,” Jordan replied, “but short range is still good to go.”
She made her way to the damage control board and began talking with the chief.
“How bad?” Marlowe asked a few moments later when she got to the damage
control station. The large isomorphic display showed Nemesis, her decks, vital
systems, bulkheads, and all the internal spaces. A colored icon showed wherever
there was damage and the general type of damage involved. Two areas on the
forward hull showed damage and were coded in red; fire.
“We have fires burning in the forward spaces, Commander,” Jordan briefed her.
“DC crews are working to contain them. Beyond that, we have some shock
damage – that’s what we think took down the long range dradis, but I think we got
through this pretty good.”
Marlowe heaved a sigh of relief. “Good. Keep on it, Sam; I need to see how the
rest of the group is doing.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Vox Populi and Vero Possumus took some minor damage,” Fletcher reported an
hour later after he boarded Nemesis. “Libertatis made it through with a few
scratches to her paint, but that was it. How bad is Nemesis?”
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Marlowe brought two cups of coffee from the sidebar and offered one to
Fletcher. “It’s nothing that a few hours of determined damage control won’t fix.
What I’m really worried about is the rest of those Marauders. I’m sending Rocs out
to all the ships and settlements in the system to see what we can collect for our
journey. We’ve managed to get a few signals from Neverwhere, but mostly they’re
either small units that managed to avoid the drones, isolated settlements, or in one
case, a government bunker outside the capital.”
“Figures, the politicians are like rats,” Fletcher observed after he sipped his
coffee, “they always manage to survive. I really don’t want to take my ships down
into the soup, but if we need to, we can land to take on survivors.”
“No, I don’t want you to do that,” Marlowe told him. “We’ve had prior reports
that the drones used bioweapons and it might be cold, but I don’t want our
defenses compromised. I’ve got Sam working on turning the starboard hangar into
a quarantine and decontamination ward; the Rocs that go down to the surface will
transit through there for decontamination – crews and airframes. My hope is to use
civilian shipping to house the survivors, and if we have any overflow, only then
bring them onto our ships.”
“It isn’t being cold, Hannah, it’s being pragmatic,” Fletcher said. “We don’t
know how many others survived, if any, out there, so for all we know it’s just us.
We can’t risk losing the only assets that can defend the survivors this early in the
game.”
Marlowe nodded. “I would really like to give the crews a few hours to stand
down, but we can’t. We’re about six hours into the attack and we don’t know how
long Berith and Zepar were supposed to be here and when they’ll be declared
overdo…or when the drones will come looking for them. My goal is to leave
within forty-eight hours.”
“That’s pushing it, but I think it can be done.” Fletcher met her eyes, “You know
we’re bound to leave some behind?”
“Yeah, and it tears me up,” Marlowe sadly told him. “That’s why I want to work
on this as long as possible. I figure that once we start contacting ships, we can start
expanding things geometrically, at least as much as is possible in this system.”
They talked for another fifteen minutes before Fletcher returned to Libertatis and
Marlowe was alone at her desk. She opened the middle right drawer and took out
a picture frame and put it on her desk next to a picture of her parents. It showed
her and Fletcher in hiking clothes sitting on a large flat rock overlooking a

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1035
mountain lake. Her eyes focused on the major differences between the Hannah
Marlowe in the picture and the one that was looking at it; the Hannah in the
picture was smiling, happy, and wearing an engagement ring.
*+*+*+*+*
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Vignette 6: Neverwhere Nightmare (Part 3 of 4)
Olivia DeSantis ducked as the mortar round exploded fifty meters away.
“Mike!” she shouted when she turned around and saw the man lying next to her.
She blinked the dust out of her eyes and coughed as the dust from the mortar round
drifted into the ruined building where she and the others had taken shelter.
The man stirred and coughed before propping himself up with one arm. “I’m
good…” he managed to say. His suit jacket had a torn pocket, his previously
spotless white shirt was now streaked with dirt and grass stains, and his tie had long
since been discarded. “What hit us?”
“Looks like we got hit with a mortar,” DeSantis replied. “The drones don’t look
to be too interested in risking themselves so they’re softening us up with arty.”
Mike arched an eyebrow. “Arty?” he asked.
DeSantis offered a grim smile. “I’m in the Reserves. When the cheerleading
scholarship didn’t materialize, I went into the reserves to pay for college. No
matter what your job, you pick up the lingo.”
“Now what?” Mike asked. “There aren’t many of us left.”
“I dunno,” DeSantis told him as she propped her back against in internal wall
and sipped water from a canteen before offering it to Mike. “Derek is trying to
reach someone, anyone, to give us some support, but so far he hasn’t been too
lucky.”
“What about the ships? There was a Union ship and a couple Erisians here
when this all started,” Mike wondered. “Do you think the drones are here because
of the Erisians?”
“Hopefully the ships are still intact and they put aside their differences to
destroy the drone ships, but even if the drones were here because of the Erisians,”
DeSantis explained, “Public policy prohibits the indiscriminate use of nuclear
weapons. Something has gone very drastically wrong.”
“El Tee,” a uniformed Marine said as he crouch-walked to where they sat.
“Gunny thinks we should move out and make for the woods. It’ll give us cov…” he
stopped in mid-sentence and turned to look through the shattered hole in the wall.
“Frak…” he growled and aimed his rifle and fired a controlled pair at something
approaching. “Get to the back of the building, El Tee,” he said. “The drones are
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charging!”
“Get back there, Mike,” DeSantis told the man who hours before had been her
co-anchor on the evening news. “I’ll be back in a moment.”
“Ma’am, you should go too,” the Marine urged DeSantis.
“In a minute…” she answered and hefted the rifle she had taken from a dead
Marine shortly after they evacuated the studio. DeSantis peered through the optical
sight and flipped up the magnifier so she could have a better view. Half a dozen
drones were approaching using a bounding overwatch. Public Affairs had been her
specialty, not infantry, but every ROTC candidate went through basic and advanced
infantry training and learned the fundamentals of leading Marines in combat. If
they fired on the pair of drones moving then the two pairs who weren’t moving
would be free to fire, and if they did nothing then their position would be overrun.
“Ok, let’s go,” she said and crawled back to the doorway that led deeper into the
brick structure.
Three more mortar rounds landed in quick succession and close enough to
shake the building and cause a wall to collapse. “You think we can get to the
hills?” Mike was asking Gunny when DeSantis and the other Marine joined them.
“Yeah, once we get there we can probably lose them and hopefully find a
vehicle of some sort,” Gunny told him.
They looked like a motley crew; Gunny Brian Chalmers, Lance Corporal Paul
Streivig, and Privates First Class Martin Towers and Donna Foy were the only
Marines left from the two squads that arrived to evacuate the studio. Mike Warner,
her co-anchor, Derek Marks, the studio’s resident communications wizard who had
taken over when the Marines’ wirelessman had been killed two hours earlier,
Bastion Radcliffe still had a camera and was filming the events when he wasn’t
protecting Marks, and Tracey Bowman, the studio’s receptionist, were the studio’s
survivors, and together they had fallen back more than fifteen kilometers, much of it
on foot, since the evacuation.
“I have something!” Marks shouted before DeSantis could say anything. “Copy
Red Rider Two Three, you are music to our ears. This is Walker Seven Seven; we
need an immediate evacuation at our coordinates, over.”
“Copy Walker Seven Seven, state your situation, over,” Red Rider Two Three
responded.
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“Tell him we’re about to be overrun and if he has any support elements, we
need them ASAP!” Gunny Chalmers told him and turned his attention to watching
through a window for drones.
Marks relayed the information and the response was immediate, “Walker Seven
Seven, please pop smoke on your position; we will confirm.”
“Foy!” Gunny Chalmers ordered over his shoulder, “Pop some smoke!”
“On it, Gunny!” PFC Donna Foy said as she pulled a smoke grenade from her
vest, pulled the pin, and tossed it a few meters out the window.
“Walker Seven Seven, Red Rider Two Three, I see red smoke, confirm,” Red
Rider Two Three’s voice said from the wireless speaker.
“Confirm, it is red smoke,” Marks replied and DeSantis could feel the hope
building among the small band she had started to call ‘her people’.
“Hold tight, Walker Seven Seven, we’re rolling in hot and have the tin cans in
sight. “Support will be danger close to your position…”
Two more mortar rounds went off before DeSantis heard what sounded like a
missile launching from nearby. A few seconds later it started to rain.
*+*+*+*+*
Red Rider Two Three tipped over to the right as it rolled in on its attack run.
Lieutenant David Harrison took a deep breath of oxygen from his mask and said,
“You with me, Preacher?”
“By the glory of those above, Boots, with my rod and staff I am with thee!”
Lieutenant Joseph Malloy replied.
Boots chuckled. “Glory, you ready for this?”
“Affirmative, Boots. We have you in sight and as soon as the LZ is clear we’ll set
down,” Lieutenant Kiera Chadwick told the flight leader. “Just remember you’re
supposed to CAP me and don’t go runnin’ off.”
“Don’t worry, Glory, I’ll stick around,” Boots told her and aligned the target cue
on the target zone. The first strike would be from the rocket pods and then
Preacher would hit anything else with a few precision guided missiles. “Firing in
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three, two, one…now!” Boots depressed the trigger on the side stick controller that
rested under his right hand. There were two rocket pods under each wing, each
with 19 rockets. Each pod expended its payload in less than two seconds and he
pulled the plane into a climb and triggered flares and chaff as he climbed into the
turbulent sky. “All yours, Preacher!”
“Shitfire raining from the heavens, Boots!” Preacher replied colorfully.
don’t do anything half way, do you?”

“You

“Well, there was last Saturday night…” Glory quipped on the flight channel.
“I have three valid targets,” Preacher said, suddenly serious and professional.
“Two APCs and one mortar carrier…targets locked…” He looked through the HUD
and saw the three aiming cues blink and then turn solid. “Weapons away!” he
stated as soon as his finger pulled the trigger and fired the three missiles.
“It’s all yours, Glory,” Boots said a moment later as Preacher was pulling up and
out of his attack run. If the situation wasn’t so dangerous, the flares and chaff
blossoming behind the Viper would be picture perfect. “We’ll orbit and CAP you.”
“Copy, Boots. Red Rider Two Five is going in,” Glory told the other two
members of the flight.
*+*+*+*+*
“Keep your eyes open, Noah,” Glory said as she dropped the Roc’s nose and
pushed the throttles forward slightly. “Woodie, Art, Mike; we’re going in. I don’t
know how large Walker Seven Seven is, so be ready for anything and make sure the
first aid kit is close at hand, they may have wounded.”
“Yes, mother…” Woodie teased. “We’re strac back here, Glory.”
“Just checking…hold on!” Glory announced over the intercom lowered the
landing gear. Moments later, she pulled on the control column and goosed the
engines for a quick moment before activating the VTOL thrusters and pushing the
throttles forward. The Roc hung less than a meter off the ground as she steadily
pulled the throttles back and allowed the rugged transport to settle to the ground.
“Clock is ticking, boys!”
*+*+*+*+*
“That is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” Gunny Chalmers said and at the
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moment, DeSantis couldn’t agree more. “Everyone, out!” he shouted and DeSantis
reacted without thinking, moving towards the front of the building.
The Roc perched on its landing gear and DeSantis saw that it was assigned to
Nemesis. That probably meant a trip to orbit for at least the short term until they
could get things sorted out and begin relief and recovery operations. Two helmeted
crew stood by the rear hatch with rifles and scanned the area. A third ran over to
the house and gestured DeSantis and the others forward.
“I’m Chief Wood, are you Walker Seven Seven?” the Fleet NCO asked.
“We are,” DeSantis answered and shrugged when she saw Wood give her the
once over. She stared the day wearing a navy blue blazer, white silk blouse, and a
skirt that matched her blazer and came down to just above her knees. Now, all that
remained was the blouse; the skirt had been abandoned for a pair of sweat pants,
her heels for trainers, and the blue blazer for an unbuttoned BDU blouse. Her
clothing, usually spotless and pressed with razor creases was dirty, torn, and ready
to be binned. “Lieutenant Olivia DeSantis, UMCR,” she said and stood a little taller
as her people ran past.
“Ma’am,” Wood asked when the last person was aboard and Gunny Chalmers
was waiting at the ramp, “shall we go?”
“Yes…we shall,” DeSantis said and despite every desire to run up the ramp and
to safety within the Roc, she stood talk and walked to the ship and then up the
ramp. As the ramp closed behind her, she turned and took one last look at her
world and a single tear cut a clean path down her dirty cheek.
*+*+*+*+*
“Red Rider Two Five is wheels up!” Glory announced over the team frequency
as soon as the Roc lifted off. “We have nine evacuees and are headed back to the
barn.”
“Ah, negative, Glory, we’ve been retasked,” Boots told her. “Flight said we’re
needed on the outskirts of Here It Is to pick up five VIPs.”
“Aren’t there any other assets?” Glory asked.
“Negative, everyone is either at capacity or in transit,” Boots explained and
Glory could hear the annoyance in his voice. “We’re it.”
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“Ok…I’ll have Noah generate the course,” Glory answered and scowled. They’d
been working for almost six hours straight and she needed to get out and
decompress for a few minutes, if only to sit on the can and take a leak in peace and
quiet. “You heard that, Noah?” she asked her co-pilot.
Glory could hear the scowl in Noah’s voice, “Yes. Navigation cues are online
and on the HUD. ETA is thirty minutes.”
“Thanks,” she said and pushed the throttles forward as the Roc smoothly
accelerated well past the speed of sound. “Woodie, can you come up here a
moment?” Glory asked on the intercom.
“What’s up?” Woodie asked a few moments later from above and behind Glory.
“You’re fraking with me, aren’t you?” he asked after she told him about the change
of plans.
“Sorry, Woodie,” Glory said as the Roc bucked on an air pocket. “Let our guests
know that we have a stop to make before we head back to the nest.”
The trip passed quickly and Glory slowed the Roc when they were thirty
kilometers away from the LZ. She rolled her shoulders took several deep breaths of
oxygen to clear her head. However bad it was for her, she realized it was probably
much worse for Boots and Preacher in their single seat Vipers. At least she could
get up and stretch every now and then.
“I’m in contact with the package,” Boots said a few moments later. “They’re
ready to go and hunkered down just inside the entrance to a government bunker.
They don’t report any drone activity but Preacher and I are going to sweep the area
first.”
Glory eased off the throttles slightly and allowed the Roc’s airspeed to slow even
more. When Boots gave the word she’d dash to the LZ, but until then, she was
going to stay at a distance.
“C’mon, Boots, what do you have?” Glory asked two minutes later.
“We were just making sure, Glory,” Boots replied a few heartbeats after she
made the call. “LZ is clear; you can come in and pick them up.”
“Copy, Red Rider Two Five on final approach…” Glory said and began the
suddenly all too common hot landing. The landing gear had no sooner touched the
ground and compressed when she heard Boots’ voice again and her blood ran
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cold.
“Bandits! Bandits! Bandits!” Boots announced. “Two Marauders inbound,
twenty-five kilometers. Damn! They must have been hiding in the city’s fallout
plumes! Glory, get the package and head for home, we’ll handle the bandits.
Preacher, you’re with me.”
“Copy, Boots, Red Rider Two Five will secure the package and return to the
nest,” Glory said and fought to keep her pulse under control. It was one thing to
have ground units firing at you because unless they had something sophisticated
the Roc could either shrug it off or decoy it. But Marauders in the air…that was
like giving Death back his scythe after he dropped it. “Good hunting, Boots; Good
hunting Preacher.”
“Copy, Boots,” Preacher replied. “I’m on your wing. Let’s go plinking.”
Thirty seconds later Woodie still hadn’t given her an update on the recovery.
“Frak. Noah, hold the fort, I’ll be right back,” Glory said and unbuckled her
harness and stood up. She grabbed the carbine that was stored behind her seat and
inserted a magazine before running the bolt. As she walked through the cabin she
saw her nine passengers and nodded. “Everything’s ok,” she muttered and stepped
down off the ramp.
They were twenty meters away from the bunker entrance and she saw Woodie
arguing with someone at the entrance. “Chief Wood, what’s going on here?” she
asked sternly.
“Ah, Lieutenant, I was telling this ‘gentleman’ that it’s time to leave,” Woodie
started explaining, “but he’s telling me the VIP doesn’t want to leave.”
Glory smiled and the small act was enough to give her the upper hand on the
inner battle that was being waged. “Look, you called us here for a pickup, and if
you’re not ready then I’m leaving.”
“Lieutenant…” the man started, “Everyone is ready to go except the governor.
He refuses to leave and says this is only a minor event.”
I really don’t want to deal with this. If it was almost any other VIP, I’d say
frak’em and leave, Glory thought and met the man’s eyes seeing fear and hope.
“Listen, would you say this qualifies as a state of martial law?”
The man thought a moment, “Yeah…why?”
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“Good. That means I’m in charge,” Glory said with all the bravado and
confidence she could muster. “Woodie, tell Art and Mike that we’ll be back in a
minute.” She keyed her suit radio so she could talk to Noah. “If I’m not back on
board in ten minutes, seal her up and get back to the nest. Copy?”
“Ah…ten minutes?” Noah asked.
“Yeah, I’m about to do something indescribably stupid,” Glory told him. “I’ll be
right back.” She turned to the man at the bunker’s entrance. “Ok, take me to the
governor.”
The man nodded and led her and Woodie into the bunker and down several
flights of stairs to a large vault door. The door stood open and another man in a suit
with a rifle slung over his shoulder stepped out of the way when they approached.
Once inside the bunker, the man led them to a simple door and knocked twice.
“Governor? I have the pilot.”
“Good, good; send her in, Jonas,” a haggard voice said from within.
Jonas, the man now had a name Glory thought, opened the door and she
walked in without introduction. “Governor, I’m Lieutenant Kiera Chadwick, and
I’m your only ticket off this planet. You have two choices, come willingly or not. I
really don’t care, but I will be wheels up in,” she looked at her watch, “seven
minutes. Make your choice.”
“You! You can’t talk to me like that!” the governor blustered. “And besides, this
is an isolated incident; it’ll all be over soon.”
“Yes, it will be over soon,” Glory said a moment before her right fist snapped out
and connected with the governor’s temple. “Oww…” she winced as the man in
front of her collapsed like a marionette after its strings had been cut. “Jonas, if you
want your governor to come with us, I suggest you get some help to carry his ass
out of here.”
Jonas looked at her wide eyed as if he’d just seen an avenging angel appear on a
ray of golden light. “Ah, yes, Lieutenant!” he stammered. “Tobias! Quickly, in
here!” he called and the man with the rifle appeared a moment later.
“Who are you?” Glory asked an early middle aged man sitting in the bunker’s
main room.
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“I’m Patrick Windsor, the Lieutenant Governor of Neverwhere,” the man replied
and stood. “This is my son, Caden,” he added and a boy about in his early teens
stood up. “It’s just the five of us; Jonas, Tobias, and the Governor.”
“Good. Do you have your things?” Glory asked and looked around for a pile of
bags.
Windsor chuckled. “I’m afraid what you see is what we have, Lieutenant.
Tobias whisked us away without a word and all we have are these emergency bags
that we packed a few months ago that were kept down here.”
“Ok. Ah, looks like they’re ready,” Glory said as Jonas and Tobias carried the
governor out of his room. “We need to unass the LZ ASAP; Marauders are in the
area and that means that ground forces could be, too.”
Glory was starting to get a bad feeling by the time they got to the top of the
stairs. “Noah, Art? Mike?” she called on the short ranged wireless.
“Still here, Glory,” Noah replied. “Art and Mike are on the other side of the
plane; they think they saw some movement.”
“Frak. This perpetual twilight isn’t helping,” Glory replied. “Woodie and I have
five evacuees. We’re leaving the bunker now.”
Noah sounded relieved when he answered, “Good. It’s felt like forever since we
landed.”
Glory was leading the small group across the twenty meters between the bunker
and the Roc when the sudden sound of gunfire cracked above the idling engine
noise. “I have contacts! Seventy meters and closing!” Art shouted over the crew’s
wireless.
“Move! Move! Move!” Glory shouted and knelt down to see if the targets
could be seen. She raised her rifle and peered through the optic hoping to see
something she could shoot. Her eye strained to pick out any movement and then
there it was; a faint red light moving from right to left. And another, and another.
The drones started shooting and Art and Mike returned fire in short, measured
bursts. She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see Woodie.
“C’mon, Glory, everyone is in the bird but the people who came in her!”
Woodie said and urged her forward.
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Art and Mike and fallen back and were waiting at the rear ramp when Glory ran
up and into the Roc. “Noah! Get us out of here, now!” she shouted over her suit’s
wireless.
“Hatch is closing!” Art announced as he and Mike fired off one last burst.
Glory caught her breath and started moving towards the cockpit when she heard
the engines spool up to full power and felt the sudden lurching feeling of a combat
take-off. She turned her head, “Where did all that blood come from?” she asked
when she saw the crimson streaked deck.
No one immediately answered her and despite her need to know who was
injured or killed, she had to get to the cockpit and help Noah get the Roc to orbit.
“Welcome back, boss!” Noah said a few moments later as Glory fastened her
harness.
“Good to be back,” Glory answered. “Where are we?”
“Climbing through seven thousand and getting ready to go ballistic once
everyone is strapped in back there,” Noah explained.
“Boots and Preacher
splashed the two Marauders and then took off after four Heavies that just took off.”
Glory thanked him for the report then keyed the intercom, “Woodie, everyone
secure back there? We’re about to light our farts on fire!”
“We’re good, Glory…” Woodie replied almost somberly.
“We have two
casualties; the governor and one of his bodyguards caught some rounds.”
“Do the field medic thing and tell everyone to hold on…” Glory said through
clenched teeth. The Governor had caused this debacle by refusing to leave. “We’ll
be back to Nemesis in less than half an hour.” She counted to five, then looked
over at Noah, “Time to go fast!” she said and pushed the throttles forward to the
stops.
*+*+*+*+*
“I have some bad news,” Commander Hannah Marlowe said as she approached
the man sitting at the head of the conference table. Half a dozen other people
were at the table, three in Fleet khakis, three in civilian clothes, and together they
were trying to sort out what was left of Neverwhere.
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“What is it, Commander?” Patrick Windsor asked and the conversation around
the document and laptop strewn table fell silent. He wasn’t a physically impressive
man, Marlowe thought, but he had a presence that naturally drew the listener’s ear.
“The Governor has died from his wounds,” Marlowe told him.
everything we could to save him, but the injuries were too severe.”

“We did

Windsor slumped in his chair and put his face in his hands with his elbows
resting on the table. “I’ve known Whit since he was my history professor in
college. At least he’s at peace,” Windsor said and finally met Marlowe’s gaze.
“Ever since Jan died from cancer last year he’s put on a façade of acceptance and
joviality. Thank you for all you’ve done, Commander.”
Marlowe nodded. “Since we haven’t been able to find a judge, I will need to
swear you in, Governor.”
“Swear me in? Now? Can’t it wait?” Windsor asked.
“We need to do it now, Pat,” one of the civilians said. “It’s a mere formality, as
soon as Whit was incapacitated you were the acting governor and when he died,
you automatically became the governor.”
“Ok, let’s get it done,” Windsor said and stood. Everyone else at the table stood
and Marlowe motioned Jordan forward.
“Here are the scrolls, Commander,” Jordan said and handed an ornate leather
bound book to Marlowe. She looked at it and ran her hand over the cover and the
gold embossed lettering and remembered when her grandmother had entrusted her
with the family’s formal copy of the scrolls.
The swearing in was a short affair, barely two paragraphs of text. When it was
over, Marlowe shook Windsor’s hand and congratulated him. “We are going to
continue rescue and recovery operations as long as we can,” she looked at her
watch, “which is about another thirty-five hours or so.”
“Thirty-five hours?” Windsor asked and motioned for Marlowe to take a seat and
asked the others to give them a few minutes of privacy.
“I’ll be back to CIC shortly, Sam. Start standing down some of the crew and take
the group to Condition Two,” Marlowe told Jordan before she left. “What I’m going
to tell you, Governor, is something that is not open for discussion or debate. In just
over thirty-five hours we will be leaving Union space.”
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Marlowe explained Precipice for fifteen minutes and studied Windsor’s body
language. He appeared to be rather neutral and only asked a question here or
there. “And that’s the plan, Governor. We will leave and keep going for just over
five years.”
Windsor steepled his fingers and looked thoughtful for several long moments
after Marlowe finished. “I understand. Given the nature of the threat, I don’t see
any other option open to us, especially given the situation. You have my support,
Commander.”
Marlowe tried to keep the shock off her face. “You agree?” she asked. “No
arguments and no questions?”
Windsor shook his head. “No, your briefing was thorough and concise and
given the overwhelming victory the drones achieved in the core systems, there
really isn’t any other option. If we look for a planet close by to settle down on,
they’ll eventually find us; this wasn’t a war for liberation or separatism, this was
genocide, and for it to work and not come back to bite them in the ass, they have to
make sure that everyone is dead.”
“That’s a remarkably insightful way to look at it, Governor,” Marlowe told him.
“I almost had to use a clue stick on some of my own people,” she quipped.
“I don’t believe that for a moment,” Windsor said graciously. “Now…if I might
ask a favor?”
*+*+*+*+*
“I am so ready for bed, Noah” Glory said to her co-pilot as she tipped her glass
to her lips and swallowed what was left of her beer. “Twelve hours with a few
breaks for something to eat and to hit the head, and this girl feels spent.”
Noah smiled. “And we get to do this all over in ten hours.”
“Excuse me,” a voice interrupted from Glory’s right shoulder.
word with you?”

“May I have a

Glory turned around in her chair and looked up. “Hello, there. Getting settled
in ok?”
“Somewhat. Commander Marlowe’s staff has been a big help,” Windsor said
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and pointed at a chair. “May I?”
“Sure thing, pull up a pew and hoist a glass!” Glory joked.
Windsor smiled warmly and sat down. “I wanted to thank you for what you did
today. If you hadn’t stood up to the governor then we’d all probably be dead in that
bunker.”
Glory waved her hand dismissively and smirked. “Think nothing of it. It’s not
every day I get to sucker punch a planet’s highest elected official.”
“Well, if you plan on doing it again, it might not be as easy as before,” Windsor
said. “Governor Lane died from his wounds and Commander Marlowe swore me
in about half an hour ago. And,” he winked, “Unlike Whit, I was the boxing
champion for my weight class in college.”
“Oooh!” Glory teased, “a challenge!”
A smile crossed Windsor’s face and he shrugged. “I would hope. Anyway, I
know you’ve had a long day and your quarters are calling you, so I’m not going to
hold you up any longer. You saved a lot of people, today, and that’s something that
we can never repay.”
Glory met and held Windsor’s gaze. “Yes, there is something you can do,” she
said as all joviality drained out of her voice. “Be a good man, a good leader, a
good father, and set an example for others to aspire to. You have your son; don’t
get so wrapped up in being a leader that you forget to be a father.” Glory stood and
sniffed once before her right hand wiped her eye. “I’ll see you ‘round, Guv,” she
said and quickly left the wardroom.
*+*+*+*+*
“Did I say something wrong?” Windsor asked after Glory left.
Noah shook his head. “No…Glory…she lost her parents when she was five and
was bounced around from one relative to another until she was eight, when one of
them dumped her in an orphanage,” he explained. “When it comes to parents and
kids…it’s important to her but at the same time is still an open wound.”
“Ah…” Windsor said and sat back in the chair. “My son, Caden, is all I have left
of my marriage. His mother died shortly after he was born and it’s always been just
the two of us.” He took out a pad and pen and quickly wrote a note and then
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signed it before tearing it off and folding it in half. “Please give this to her, if you
would.”
Noah took it and read the note and started laughing. “C’mon, I’ll let you slide it
under her door.”
“Ok. I guess I need to get to know where everything is if this is going to be
home for a while,” Windsor said and stood.
*+*+*+*+*
Glory had just showered and was brushing her teeth when there was a quick
knock on the door to her quarters. She quickly rinsed and padded over to the hatch
and opened it. She growled when there was no one there and quickly looked both
ways. “This better not be a restart of the phantom creeper that we had two cruises
back,” she muttered before looking down and seeing the folded piece of paper.
Intrigued, she knelt down and picked it up, looked both ways again, then closed
the hatch. Inside, she pulled the towel from around her body, hung it on a hook,
and crawled into bed. When she was settled, she unfolded the note and read the
neat, precise, script:
Glory,
If you ever see me stop being a good man, a good leader, a good father, or an
example for others, you have my perpetual permission to kick my ass.
/s/
Pat "Guv" Windsor
Glory read the note again and then started laughing. She carefully folded it and
opened her ID wallet and slid the paper behind the only thing in it besides her ID;
a picture of a very young girl and her parents.
*+*+*+*+*
"You look like you're dead on your feet," Colonel Samara Jordan said as she
entered Commander Hannah Marlowe's quarters for their morning briefing.
Marlowe yawned and eyed the cup of coffee sitting on her desk. "Once we get
this covered I'm going to grab a few hours of shut eye. It's been what? Eighteen
hours since the attack?"
"About that, yeah," Jordan replied and poured herself a cup of coffee. "And you
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were up for a while before that."
"I'm the Commander...I have to be up," Marlowe told her old friend.
"So...what's new?"
"Actually, some good news. Waverly and Kulu have made contact and are
working the outsystem back in to the inner gas giant. So far they haven't had much
luck, when Berith sent her airwing out, they must have used the latest census
almanac because other than a few scattered survivors who made it to emergency
pods or were just plain lucky, every settlement ate a nuke or kinetic, or sometimes
both."
Marlowe inhaled the strong aroma steaming off the coffee before taking a long
sip. "How many?"
Jordan frowned and shook her head. "Ninety-seven sites have been checked
and we've recovered fifty-one survivors. There are still about two hundred and
eighty or so sites, not to mention the individual workshacks, so I'm hopeful that
number will climb before we leave.
"Do you remember that news broadcast we saw that suddenly cut off?" Jordan
asked.
"Yes, they were getting ready to evacuate and then poof...no signal," Marlowe
answered.
"Turns out they were part of the group that Red Rider Two Five, Glory’s ship,
brought back; both anchors, three studio employees, and four Marines." Jordan
looked up from her folder. "They left with twenty-five Marines and forty civilians.
The drones nipped at their heels all the way until we picked them up. It also turns
out that the one anchor," she reviewed a report until she found what she was
looking for, "Olivia DeSantis, is in the Marine Reserves."
"Let's keep them all together," Marlowe directed and leaned back in the chair.
"Make sure they all get billets and clothing and tell them that I want to talk with
them later. They've all been through a lot and breaking them up because of
protocol could do more harm than good. What else?"
"We've found two Erisian merchants, one rather large, that are helping with
recovery. In fact, those half dozen Ziz transports the Marines managed to save
down at that base outside of Far And Away that we didn't want to leave behind?
Well, Data Venia can carry all of them, plus has a rather sizable vehicle garage.
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She's armored, armed, and will make a good home for the Marines and militia that
we're able to pull off Neverwhere."
"Hot damn, that is good news," Marlowe agreed.
"We have a couple others; some liners that should be up to the task; Transworlds
had a regular run and a small maintenance hub here. Also two other merchants
and a larger liner, but I don't have any specifics on them yet," Jordan summarized
and handed the folder over to Marlowe. "I hope that we get more, but right now,
it's a waiting game."
"Ok. I think I'm about done in for the time being," Marlowe said and stood.
She looked where Jordan's eyes were staring and shrugged when the other woman
noticed.
"That's the first time in quite a while that I've seen you put that picture on your
desk," Jordan remarked warmly. "It looks good there."
Marlowe agreed and offered a thin smile, about all she could muster at the
moment. "It does," she finally said. "I'm going to set my alarm for six hours, but if
something happens, get me up."
"I have the con, Hannah," Jordan told the woman who was like a sister to her.
"Get some rest."
*+*+*+*+*
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Vignette 6: Neverwhere Nightmare (Part 4 of 4)
Erisian gunstar Libertatis
“Dradis contacts!” Lieutenant Gail Galloway announced and Fletcher’s head
snapped up to the dradis display above the plotting table. “Two bogies just jumped
in at 250 thousand.”
“Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship!” Fletcher ordered and
prayed that the contacts weren’t drones. The evacuation was barely thirty hours old
and with each hour more survivors were located and rescued. “What’s knocking at
our door, Gail?”
The dradis sweep pinged twice off the new contacts and each ping seemed to
taunt, “Am I friend? Or…am I foe?” The standard procedure was to send an IFF
interrogation to the unknown’s transponder, and according to established
procedures the interrogated transponder would return the ship’s registry
identification.
“They aren’t drones, Colonel,” Galloway started to answer.
Specialist Marjorie Bonitz interrupted Galloway, “They’re hailing us, Colonel.”
“Put it down here,” Fletcher said and picked up the handset.
“…Aphaea, please respond and identify yourself.
I repeat, this is the
replenishmentstar Aphaea, please respond and identify yourself,” the tired male
voice said on the handset’s speaker.
“Aphaea, this is Libertatis Actual, please say your status,” Fletcher said and
heard Anderson telling Bonitz to contact Nemesis.
“Libertatis, it’s good to hear another human voice!” the voice replied and
sounded relieved and no longer quite so tired. “This is Major Drew Saxon, we’re
ready for the scratch and dent sale, but otherwise intact. I have the civilian liner
Alcyone under my protection. This is the first place we’ve found that’s free of drone
activity.”
Fletcher frowned. If Aphaea had come from any of the core systems, then they
would have had to deal with much the same, or worse, than they did at
Neverwhere. “Unfortunately it wasn’t always that way,” he said and stopped short
and covered the handset’s mouthpiece. “Gail, I want you to give me a thorough
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scan of those ships; I want to make sure that there’re really humans over there.”
He removed his hand from the mouthpiece and tried to put a smile on his face
to chase away the frown of suspicion that had suddenly found a home there.
“Major, please hold formation at your current location, do not proceed any closer,
and prepare to be boarded.”
“Will comply, Libertatis,” Saxon confirmed. “Right now we’re just glad we can
take a breather.” A moment later, Saxon asked, “Ah…Libertatis, I don’t find you on
the pennant list, please identify yourself.”
“Major, this is Colonel Jackson Fletcher, of the Erisian gunstar Libertatis. We are
working in conjunction with Union forces on rescue and relief efforts in the
Neverwhere system,” Fletcher replied and hoped things wouldn’t suddenly go hot.
Aphaea was a replenishmentstar and had adequate armaments, but she was more
valuable intact and as a source to resupply the depleted combat related stores of
Nemesis’ small flotilla.
Silence was broken by a few errant crackles and pops before Saxon finally
answered. “Colonel, you’re human and have a pulse, right now that’s good enough
for us.”
*+*+*+*+*
U Build It building and remodeling superstore
Lieutenant Kiera Chadwick studied the radiological sensor and smiled; it
showed the fallout hadn’t yet reached this part of the northern continent. “Noah,”
she said to Lieutenant Nicholas O. A. Hartwell, “Hold the fort for me, I’m going to
go check on Woodie and see how things are going.”
“Just keep your eyes open, Glory, and I’ll hold the fort…again,” Noah teased as
Glory unsnapped the seat harness and stood.
“Don’t worry…the last thing I want to do after all we’ve been through is be left
behind or wind up mutant worm food,” Glory told him as she grabbed the rifle
secured behind her seat and loaded it. “You can go on walkabout next time,” she
added and left the cockpit.
Glory stepped off the Roc’s rear ramp and looked at the sky. A frown came to
the corners of her mouth and she sadly shook her head. A few days before she
would have been looking at a late afternoon sky that was deep blue and maybe
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filled with white puffy clouds, but now, the sky was a mix of greys and browns that
swirled together in a fallout filled mass of toxic death. The remains of a civilization
– people, buildings, pets, industry – was forced up into the atmosphere less than
two days earlier when the drones went on their murderous rampage.
Despite the horror and thoroughness of the drones’ attack, there were survivors.
And now, if Glory and the rest of the fleet had anything to say about it, those
survivors were going to live despite their foes best attempts to kill them.
Glory’s boots echoed on the poured and polished concrete floor as she walked
into the home center. Woodie was helping the survivors separate their possessions
into ‘must take’, ‘nice to take’, and ‘cool to have’ piles before he’d let them board
the Roc. If the fallout held off another few hours, some of the Marines and militia
were going to bring down a couple of the big Ziz landers and load as much
building supplies as they could fit.
Walking through the darkened store, Glory shined her flashlight on the endcaps
and up and down the aisles as she looked for the real reason she left the Roc. Her
eyes took in all the details; the printed signs that looked like someone with a wide
felt tip marker wrote them, the little attention grabbing items that hung on display
lines from some of the aisle frames, the toilet seat stashed between paint cans , and
she wondered if she’d ever see something similar ever again. Life as she knew it
was over and it was a fact she wouldn’t conceive of arguing; she’d seen the proof.
But what about the Commander’s plan, she wondered. Would they have home
goods superstores where they were going, too?
The heady floral scent her nose detected caused her frown to flee and the start
of a smile to form on her face. This was the real reason I left Noah back at the Roc,
Glory thought as she stepped into the garden center. She looked at her watch and
started to hurry down the aisle looking for the items she wanted. A decorative
ceramic planter, a spade, some potting soil, a small watering can, a small pack of
office gardening tools, and a mister all went into the cart she found abandoned in
the aisle. She continued through the department and out the side doors where she
found something for herself before leaving the store entirely and walking to the
edge of the property.
Part of her rational mind screamed this was risky and that drones could be
anywhere; other teams were still sporadically encountering them, after all. This was
too important she rationalized, and knelt down with the spade and trowel and
began digging.
Ten minutes later she pushed the cart close to the Roc and carried her new
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found treasures, some complete in a large canvas U Build It bag, into the Roc and
stashed them in front of the two crew seats behind the pilot and copilot.
“You went shopping?” Noah asked incredulously when she strapped herself
back into the pilot’s seat.
Glory smirked and winked. “Kinda, but there’s a method to my madness…” she
said cryptically. “I spoke to Woodie, he says everyone is almost aboard, so let’s do
preflight so we can get back to the nest.”
*+*+*+*+*
“What’s this?” Patrick Windsor asked when he saw the decorative stoneware
planter sitting on the desk in his quarters. The surface was covered with a dense
thatch of very fine grass and growing from the center were half a dozen bamboo
stalks.
“Ah…a planter?” Caden asked and shrugged. “There was a knock at the door
and when I opened it, it was on the other side,” the boy explained. “There was an
envelope stuck between two of the bamboo shoots…it’s on the desk next to it.”
Windsor cocked his head and found the envelope. It was a standard white letter
envelope bearing Nemesis’ coat of arms in the upper right corner, the ship’s name,
and “No Postage Necessary If Originating From Ship” printed in small letters
underneath. The only other thing written on the envelope was “Guv”.
When Windsor saw the name his face split into a smile and he used a
pocketknife to slice open the envelope.
Hey Guv!
Since you’re *the* Guv, I thought you might want something to remind you of
Neverwhere. I dug up some soil and found the grass and bamboo at a site where
we evacuated some survivors.
Hope you like it!
/s/
Glory
Windsor looked at the small simple planter covered in grass and with the
bamboo standing tall in the center and tried to blink back the tears. It was such a
simple gesture, but it meant so much and more than that, it represented everything
that was lost forever.
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“What’s wrong, Dad?” Caden’s concerned voice asked a moment later.
“Nothing’s wrong, son,” Windsor replied and wiped away his tears. “But I think
everything is going to be ok, or maybe even better than ok.”
Caden looked at him and narrowed his eyes. “Ok? Better than ok? What do
you mean?”
Windsor pulled out the desk chair and sat down. “We’ve lost everything we
knew, and yet we have a chance for a new beginning. Two days ago, things
mattered. Big things, expensive things, trendy things, all of these were what were
important then. Now…Caden, now we can see what is really important; people.”
And, Windsor thought to himself, one of those people is looking to be pretty
special.
*+*+*+*+*
Union Lines ship Union Liberty
“This had better be important,” Commander Hannah Marlowe grumbled as she
walked down the Roc’s rear ramp and stopped at the bottom. “Permission to come
aboard?” she asked the two men waiting for her.
The men wore Union Lines’ standard uniform; a civilian version of the military’s
standard BDU pants and a button down uniform shirt, both in dark navy blue.
Their badges and rank insignia were gold, a name tape was over one pocket, and
the ship’s patch graced their left shoulders while the Union crest was on their right.
Judging from their uniforms, one was the ship’s master and the other its head of
security.
“Permission granted,” the ship’s master replied and offered Marlowe his hand.
“I’m Henry Keffer, the captain of Union Liberty, and this is Peter Lang, my head of
security.”
“Commander Hannah Marlowe,” Marlowe replied and shook the man’s hand.
“I’m not going to mince words, but we’re under a very tight schedule and this had
better be important.” She stepped off the ramp and a moment later two Marines
also stepped off the ramp and took positions to her right and left.
“You’re quite safe here, Commander,” Lang said and nodded to the Marines.
“And I think once you hear what we have to say, you’ll understand why we pushed
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so hard for this meeting.”
“Ok…I’m all ears,” Marlowe told them.
“Ah…I think it’s better if we show you, Commander,” Keffer explained and
Marlowe narrowed her eyes and clenched her jaw.
“Ok…I’ll give you ten minutes and then I’m heading back,” Marlowe told them
and received a pair of thin smiles in return.
“If you’ll come with us?” Lang asked and led the way to a hatch. “Past a certain
point I’m going to have to ask your Marines to stay behind,” he advised.
“Sergeant, to make things go quicker, you and Corporal Eddington just stay here
and I’ll keep in contact,” Marlowe instructed her two guards. “If you don’t hear
from me in ten minutes, you know the drill.”
“Aye, Commander,” Sergeant Collingwood answered. “I don’t like it, but…”
“I’ll do it,” Marlowe said along with him. “I’ll be ok, Joe.”
“Yes, Ma’am, if I have to tear the ship apart to find you, you will,” Collingwood
told her as he and Eddington stopped at the hatch.
A few minutes later they stopped at a door marked, “Machinery – Recycling/
Reclamation”. “Commander, what I’m about to show you is something very few
outside our organization have ever seen,” Keffer said as he swiped his ID card,
keyed in a passcode, and then leaned forward so his eye could be scanned by a
discretely mounted iris scanner.
Marlowe studied their body language and what had been a pair of laconic
civilian ship’s officers with something dodgy going on now seemed transformed
into something else. They stood a little straighter, squared their shoulders a little
more, and overall, just looked more professional. “This is pretty hefty security for a
no frills freight line.”
“Ah, Commander, don’t judge a book by its cover…” Keffer said and opened the
hatch.
The other side of the hatch was as different from the side Marlowe stood on as
day was to night. The passage she stood in looked well used; scuffed paint, dust in
the corners, worn flooring, and all the other expected cosmetic details one would
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expect to see on a feeder line freighter such as Union Lines operated. But across
the threshold was something quite different; it looked extremely well kept and other
than some basic wear, was in excellent shape.
“Ok…I’m intrigued,” Marlowe announced and put her left hand on her hip.
“Your machinery room for the recycling and reclamation apparatus has a maid.”
“Oh, it’s much more than that, Commander,” Lang said and stepped through. “If
you will, Commander?”
Marlowe shrugged and stepped through, followed by Keffer who closed and
latched the door behind them. They had to pass through another security door
before they stepped into a well-lit passage with several doors. Pictures of Fleet
ships or Marines on maneuvers were on the wall as was a commissioning plaque.
She read the plaque and turned to where Keffer and Lang waited. “You’re…?” she
asked.
“We are. If you’ll come just a little farther,” Keffer urged and entered the second
door on the right.
“Ok. Now I’m impressed,” Marlowe stated and looked through the glass
observation window onto much smaller version of her own CIC. There were
perhaps a dozen workstations arrayed in two rows of six and broken into groups of
three all facing a large, two deck high wall of monitors. Most of them showed the
same information and she could see that each workstation had three displays, often
mirroring what was on the wall. Five people worked on the floor and she could
barely see what she thought might be the duty officer’s desk beneath the
observation platform.
“Welcome behind the curtain, Commander,” Keffer said. “Union Liberty is, in
addition to being a merchantman, also a very sophisticated signals intelligence
gathering ship. We have an extra crew of fifty who manage the SIGINT gear and
for this voyage we’re also carrying a platoon of Fleet Catalans…special operations
shooters.”
“Why wasn’t I told about this?” Marlowe asked and looked around the darkened
room.
“It wasn’t our call to make, Commander,” Keffer explained. “We’ve been here
for about four months making the circuit and supplying the various settlements
while keeping our ears open.”
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“And what have you heard?” Marlowe asked.
Lang chuckled. “We’ve heard the usual; people bitching about taxes and that
they’ve got to ‘do something’, discussion about the Erisians, the pros and cons of
the Union, and so on. Certainly nothing that would have warranted intervention.
And we were caught off guard when Libertatis arrived, so our analysis was that
while Neverwhere might have some sympathies, they weren’t looking to leave the
Union.”
“And what now?” Marlowe pointedly asked.
fleet, how are you going to fit in?”

“You’re part of the evacuation

“Carefully,” Keffer explained and leaned against a railing. “People know and
trust us, and unless we have to I don’t want to reveal who and what we are right
away. I think it would be best to ease people into it.”
“I’m inclined to agree,” Marlowe told them. “In the meantime, is there anything
else I need to know?”
Lang nodded. “We have four Black Rocs ready for use and another four broken
down in storage, as well as a comprehensive barracks and secure supply hold for
all of the toys the shooters need. All of this, including the SIGINT crew, is
segregated from the rest of the ship. The door we came through is one of four
possible ways into it, and all have similar security.”
“Ok. I’m not going to change your location within the fleet and I’d like you to
keep doing what you’re doing,” Marlowe explained to them. “If you need anything,
it will have to go through normal channels, but I’ll make sure that it’s flagged for
priority.”
Keffer nodded once. “Thank you, Commander.”
“The other Union Lines ship…Union Redoubt, what’s her story?” Marlowe asked
fifteen minutes later after she had a full tour of the restricted spaces on the ship.
“Just a normal ship, nothing special about her,” Lang told her and explained the
very few visual differences between their ship and the other.
“Very well. Going forward, gentlemen,” Marlowe told them and made sure to
hold their gaze for a moment, “no more surprises. You are Fleet officers and based
on everything we’ve been able to find out, I am the senior surviving Fleet officer
and as such, I have a need to know everything. Do I make myself clear?”
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Both men snapped to attention. “Yes, sir!” they said in unison as well as any
fourth year cadet at the Academy.
“Good. Now we need to focus on surviving. The Erisians aren’t our enemy
anymore, the drones are and I expect your actions to reflect that reality.”
*+*+*+*+*
“My God, that is a beautiful sight,” Major Drew Saxon said when he looked
through the Roc’s forward canopy as Nemesis serenely orbited Neverwhere. “I
never thought I’d see another battlestar after all that’s happened.”
“I never thought I’d see another Fleet vessel after what my scouts reported,”
Commander Hannah Marlowe said from the seat next to him and behind the
pilot’s. She was returning from her unexpected visit to Union Liberty and agreed to
stop by Aphaea and pick up Saxon since most of the Rocs were being used for
rescue operations. “I’d like to hear your story, Major. Aphaea and Alcyone are the
only two ships to make it here since the uprising.”
Marlowe watched as Saxon sat back and deflated somewhat. “I was just
promoted to Major and assigned as Aphaea’s Operations Officer. Unlike most
ships,” he explained, “a replenishmentstar is all about logistics; stuff in, stuff out,
expiration dates, and everything else that goes along with it. The Ops Officer’s job
was to be directly responsible for those operations so the commanding officer
wouldn’t have to micromanage that facet of day to day operations.
“When the drones attacked, we were at Arcadia Station getting ready for Friends
and Family Week. Colonel Hayes and Lieutenant Colonel Drake were visiting the
station director and were killed when the drones destroyed the building.” Saxon
got a faraway look on his face before he continued. “We held the port as long as
we could and evacuated everyone we could find. Alcyone was one berth down
and a mixed batch of port security and Marines ensured that the drones didn’t get
close to them.”
Saxon turned and Marlowe saw pain in a face that had aged a lifetime in a few
short hours. “We held as long as we could, but the drones just kept coming. A lot
of us had family there and we were only able to save a few of them. It was like a
scene from a horror movie; the drones were shooting people down, or if they could
get close, using a sword or mace on them. A couple just used their hands.”
“That matches some of the stories we’ve had from survivors here,” Marlowe told
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him.
“We ran. First to the asteroid belt, that’s when we heard the Precipice directive
go out. Captain Cervantes, he’s Alcyone’s commander, suggested that we try some
of the other systems and see if we can find any Fleet units,” Saxon explained
dispassionately. It was as if after telling about their escape from Arcadia Station all
the life had drained out of him. “We went to Troubadour, Argos, Electra, El
Dorado…”
Marlowe let out a little gasp when her homeworld was mentioned. “Major…
about El Dorado…what did you find there?”
Saxon shook his head sadly. “Everything in orbit had been destroyed and was
de-orbiting, and the planet looked like an angry muddy snowball. We listened for
signals, for something, but…we didn’t find anything. Then we came here.”
It was as if a partially healed wound was suddenly torn open again. All of her
family was on El Dorado and now they were gone. Marlowe looked out the
window and took strength from Nemesis’ comforting bulk. “Thank you, Major.”
She collected her thoughts and pushed her feelings to the back knowing that they’d
be twice as potent when she finally gave into them. “What is the status of Aphaea’s
bunkers and magazines?”
“That’s where I have some good news, Commander,” Saxon actually offered a
small smile. “We are at 100%; we have everything from beans to bullets to things
that go boom.”
“That is good news. I’d like to commence UNREP as soon possible. You can do
Nemesis now, and in the mean time I’ll have Colonel Fletcher develop a list of what
the Erisians used,” Marlowe told him.
“The Erisians?” Saxon asked sounding unsure of Marlowe’s comment.
“Yes, the old days are over, Major, it’s us versus them now, and ‘us’ is anything
that’s human,” Marlowe explained as the Roc turned for its final approach to
Nemesis’ port flight deck.
*+*+*+*+*
The intercom buzzed and broke Commander Hannah Marlowe’s train of
concentration. She picked up the handset and placed it next to her ear, “Marlowe.”
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“Commander,” Sergeant Collingwood said on the other end, “Lieutenant Olivia
DeSantis is here to see you.”
“Ah, ok. Thank you, Sergeant. Please send her in,” Marlowe told the Marine
and closed the file that was open on her desk. She stood when the door opened
and a vaguely familiar woman walked into her quarters and came to attention in
front of her desk.
“Lieutenant Olivia DeSantis reporting as ordered,” DeSantis said. Her old
clothes gone, she now wore Marine BDUs with her rank pinned to her collar.
“Please be seated, Lieutenant,” Marlowe said and gestured to the chairs in front
of her desk. “I’m Commander Hannah Marlowe and I’d like to discuss something
with you.”
DeSantis waited until Marlowe sat and then sat herself. She still had her
professional broadcaster’s posture and despite the clothing and her hair looking as
if she’d fixed it herself, she looked very much like the anchor Marlowe had seen
almost a day and a half earlier. “Thank you for all you’ve done, Commander.
Thank you for sending someone to rescue us.”
“You’re welcome, Lieutenant,” Marlowe said and opened another folder.
“Gunny Chalmers couldn’t sing your praises loud enough,” she began. “Same for
the other Marines you brought out.”
“I just provided the direction, Commander, they’re the true heroes,” DeSantis
explained humbly. “If it weren’t for them, we never would have made it.”
“So you’d say you made a good team, then?” Marlowe led the question.
DeSantis smiled. “Yes, Commander, I would.
them if they needed it.”

I’d do everything possible for

“Good…” Marlowe smiled and sat back. “Because I have a special project for
you and your new team.”
“My new team?” DeSantis asked. “I understand I’ve been activated, but Mike
and the others aren’t military.”
Marlowe nodded in agreement. “No, they aren’t, but they worked with you
before and you all shared the same escape so I’m hoping you’ll convince them.”
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“Ok…though I’m not sure what a mixed bag of studio employees and Marines
can do,” DeSantis politely confessed.
“I want you to document what happened and what is going to happen, Olivia. I
have a public affairs shop here on Nemesis, but it needs faces that most of the
survivors know and trust; that’s you and Mike,” Marlowe explained. “Right now it’s
a concept, but I want you and your people to run with it. Gunny Chalmers and the
other Marines can get things done; they know how the military system works. Your
studio people know how to do professional and polished shows, and seeing
something that’s familiar is comforting when people are scared. And you’ll be in
charge of it.”
DeSantis sat back and gently bit her tongue as her eyes stared at a point above
Marlowe’s head. After a few moments she said, “I like it, Commander. I’m the one
that straddles both worlds; the civilian and the military, and then we have the two
groups.” She nodded her head several times. “I’m already getting some ideas,” she
said smiling. “How much access will I have to you and other senior decision
makers?”
“As much as we can give,” Marlowe told her and smiled at the shocked
expression. “We’re in this together and right now I’m more interested in giving
people a feeling of normality again than I am of celebrity gossip or scandals. That
said,” she held up a finger, “I do want to be briefed before anything more than
routine news hits the air.”
“I completely understand,” DeSantis earnestly agreed. “I never went in for the
whole ‘let’s see who we can ruin’ sensationalist crap; I always wanted to honestly
report the news. I won’t let you down, Commander…I won’t let our people down.”
“That’s all I can ask. You will be reporting to me and once we get established,
I’d like Mike…” Marlowe tried to remember the anchor’s last name.
“Warner, sir,” DeSantis volunteered, “My co-anchor was Mike Warner.”
“Ah, thanks! Once we’re established, I’d like Mike and you to also work with
Governor Windsor’s office as well,” Marlowe explained.
“Good. I was going to ask about that. I didn’t know what to expect when I
came in here, but now…now I’m excited to get started,” DeSantis grinned happily.
“Olivia, you’re going to have one of the most important jobs in the fleet,”
Marlowe slowly cautioned. “People are going to look to you for day to day hope
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and inspiration and those are two things that we need but are in very short supply
right now.”
“Commander, my team can do it,” DeSantis confidently stated.
“I expected nothing less!” Marlowe told her and slid a packet across the table.
“These are your orders and billeting chits. As soon as I start receiving manifests,
we’ll look into getting you and Mike more professional clothes for your shows.”
“Ah,” DeSantis said slowly and hesitantly. “I’ll accept them for off duty, but I
think that it would present a good image to the viewers if they see me in uniform
with Mike in a suit. It would show unity.”
“As you wish, Olivia; how it happens is up to you, just make it happen,”
Marlowe told her.
“Can do, Commander!” DeSantis said before Marlowe dismissed her.
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Hannah Marlowe studied the report Colonel Samara Jordan
handed her a few minutes earlier. They were in her quarters and as Marlowe sat
back in her high backed chair she took a minute to study the two people on the
other side of the desk; Colonels Samara Jordan and Jackson Fletcher. They were the
two people she was going to lean on the most over the coming years and she was
glad they were with her.
“Do either of you think we should stay past the jump-off time?” she finally
asked.
Fletcher looked at Jordan and nodded. “My heart says yes,” Jordan began in a
hopeful tone. “However, my mind says no. We haven’t found anyone in the past
two hours and the fallout is making the chances of finding anyone else lower by the
minute. We estimate that between 900 and 1100 weapons of nominal 1 megaton
yield or higher were used in addition to several times that number of smaller
weapons. The first evacuees were lucky; they’re not going to have to go through the
anti-radiation treatment that most of the later ones are going to have to do.”
“By and large,” Fletcher continued for Jordan, “we’re in remarkably good shape.
The ships we have aren’t overcrowded, or for that matter, they aren’t even at normal
capacity. Alcyone’s arrival has really helped.”
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“What about the smaller ships, are they going to be ok?” Marlowe asked. She
had her opinion, but she wanted to hear what Jordan and Fletcher thought on the
matter.
“Yes, they’ll be fine,” Jordan said and Fletcher nodded his agreement. “The
deciding factor was that they’re all equipped for extended accommodation and
have staterooms and adequate sanitary and hygiene facilities. When they need
help with the recycling, they can land on Rocky Charms Trading Post as a first
option and Data Venia as a second. In some cases, depending on the ship, we can
handle it directly here on Nemesis.”
“We’re good on fuel, so the next major hurdle is food,” Marlowe continued and
scanned the report. “The warships should be good, but the others?” All of this was
in the report, but she preferred discussing it in case something might trigger new
insight or ideas.
“We’re covered,” Fletcher answered this time and Marlowe couldn’t help but
notice his eyes suddenly stop on the picture she recently put on her desk before
meeting her own. “Major Saxon did a full inventory of supplies not already
allocated; that is, any supplies not already in a ship’s direct use stores. While I
expect the actual numbers to be slightly different when we get more accurate
counts, I think we can accept this with a 10% margin of error. In short, based on
our population, projected population growth, and trip duration, we’ll arrive at our
destination with plenty left over.”
“Excellent.” Marlowe frowned and her mood darkened as she considered the
next point she wanted to discuss. “What about our mental health?” she asked and
let her lieutenants at the problem.
“We’ve only had a handful of suicides,” Jordan began and pursed her lips. “But
I’m sure there will be more. I’ve made sure every purser knows to contact me if a
priest, oracle, doctor, or mental health worker is on their ship. I’ve gone so far as to
include anyone with a psych major or counseling experience. I have a list; it’s one
of the appendixes on the master report.”
“And I’ve asked the pursers to keep their eyes open for educators; teachers,
teaching assistants, home schoolers, even exceptionally well educated people,”
Fletcher explained and leaned back slightly in his chair. “We have a sizable school
aged population and just because the end of the world has happened, it doesn’t
mean school will be cancelled.”
Marlowe laughed. “I guess they’ll get out of walking to school, uphill both ways
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in the snow, eh?”
“That’s the plan, Hannah,” Fletcher replied. “Seriously, though, we hope that
there’s something where we’re going. If not, we’re going to be on our own and if
we don’t preserve the knowledge now then in a generation or two we’ll be sitting in
caves and scared of thunder.”
“I agree completely. And that provides a good seque into my last topic; military
vs. civilian. I’ve spoken with Governor Windsor and once we get underway and
things settle down, the non ship’s crew civilian population will fall under a
provisional civilian government. Fleet assets, both Union and Erisian, will be under
military jurisdiction.”
“Makes sense,” Fletcher replied quickly.
“Thank you, Jack,” Marlowe told him. “I’ve proposed, and the Governor has
agreed, that as the last remaining remnants of the established government, it’s up to
us to make things right.” She paused ordered her thoughts so the words came out
right. “A blanket retraction of all charges against the Erisians is going to be issued
in about an hour, right before we leave. At the same time, a working group will be
established to discuss the differences and to propose meaningful changes – for both
sides – going forward. Don’t look like that, Jack…this is what you wanted from the
beginning, an open dialog without fear of reprisal, isn’t it?”
Fletcher nodded slowly. “It is. And I have to say that you surprised me with this
one. My biggest fear was that once the immediate threat posed by the drones
started to fall off the radar that things would start going back to normal. This is
going to go a long way to firming up the unity we’re now feeling.”
“I can’t take all the credit for it,” Marlowe confessed and reached for her water
glass. “Governor Windsor originally proposed some form of amnesty and the more
we talked, well, you see what it became.”
“Thank you, Hannah. I always hoped that we’d find a way to find common
ground, but I never thought it would take the end of the world to make it happen,”
Fletcher smirked.
“Well, hang on, buster…because there’s more. But…” Marlowe held up her
hand to stall any comments, “that’s something that will be announced later once
we’re on our way and we see how things are working out.”
*+*+*+*+*
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“How did they take it?” Governor Patrick Windsor asked after he took a seat in
front of Marlowe’s desk shortly after Fletcher and Jordan left.
“They were enthusiastic about it. I thought Colonel Fletcher was going to hug
me when I told him about the retraction of charges and working group,” Marlowe
said as she remembered Fletcher’s reaction and body language.
“Good, I’m glad. Commander,” Windsor started and stopped when Marlowe
held up her hand.
“I think we can skip the formalities when we’re out of the public eye.
Hannah,” Marlowe told him.

It’s

Windsor nodded. “Pat.” After a moment he continued his thought, “By training
and choice, I’m a historian. Why Whit chose me as his running mate, I’ll never
know. I like to think it’s because I have ‘perspective because I’m always looking
back’ as he once put it. One thing history has taught us time and time again is that
a house divided will not stand, and right now this house is facing the most horrific
storm it’s ever faced since perhaps before we left Kobol. We’re going to be living
and working extremely close together for the next five years or so and we – you
and I – had to confront the elephant in the room now before old habits resurfaced.”
They talked for several minutes before Marlowe brought up the last topic she
wanted to discuss. “Now that we have more elbow room with the additional ships,
did you want to transfer to one of the liners?”
“I thought about that,” Windsor replied and sat back a little. “But in the end,
with your permission, I would like to remain aboard Nemesis. Moving elsewhere
would possibly change the civilian dynamics and I’m just a governor.” He winked,
“If I was the president, then I might move, but for now, I’d like to stay here.”
“Fair enough…” Marlowe agreed, “But I just want to make sure that you
understand this is my ship and my ship only has one commander.”
“Absolutely, Hannah,” Windsor agreed sincerely. “I’m not going to risk Caden’s
safety for my ego.”
Marlowe was glad he felt that way and smiled. “Good…I’m glad we’re on the
same page. And now…I think we both need to prepare to give the biggest
speeches of our lives and then go on a trip that I think even I will ask, ‘are we there
yet?’!”
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Chapter 34: Threads And Currents
Virgon, Westfield Estate
The shade created by the tall trees offered a pleasantly cool respite from the
warmer sunlight that blazed down from Helios Beta through a cloudless cerulean
sky. Three people slowly walked through the grove and were followed at a discrete
distance by four armed Household Guards. His Grace, Charles Chase, Duke of
Westfield, watched as one of his two companions reveled in the fresh air and took
childlike joy in every step.
Sana had been right, Charles thought, bringing Alessa aboveground had been a
good idea. This was her first time above ground since the night she and her
companions had attacked the estate and he evaluated the differences between the
woman he had captured that night and the woman who now walked by his side.
The hateful, arrogant woman had been replaced by one who was lost and looking
for acceptance and hope.
“Thank you,” Alessa said as she turned and hugged Charles. He felt her body
relax against his and reflexively his arms went around her waist.
“You’re most welcome,” Charles told her and patted her back. “But…you really
should thank Sana…she suggested it.”
Alessa stepped back and released him from her embrace. “She did?” she asked
and turned to look at the trim Colonial officer walking with them. “Thank you,
Sana,” she said and gave Chastain a hug.
“You’re welcome,” Chastain said and hugged the other woman. “I kept thinking
of you down there and thought some fresh air and light might be good for the soul.”
Alessa took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “Oh yes,” she said as she let go
of the breath. “This has been wonderful. The last time I was here,” she started and
Charles could see her face lose some of the joy it possessed a moment earlier, “was
that night.” She offered a mirthless laugh. “All I wanted to be was an accountant,
you know? I loved math and numbers and how no matter what I might *think*,
when it came down to equations and formulas, they didn’t care what I wanted or
thought, they simply told the truth. And then they turned me into a killer.”
“Almost a killer,” Charles pointed out and was rewarded with a hint of a smile.
“Only because I didn’t have the opportunity,” Alessa sadly said.
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person is gone…I don’t want to be her anymore.”
“Good,” Sana said. “I wouldn’t want the ‘other woman’ to be a bad influence
on Charles!”
The three laughed and looked up when a Raptor flew low over the trees and
approached the landing pad on the other side of the grove. “Do you have any idea
who that is?” Charles asked and looked at Chastain.
“No, none at all,” Chastain replied and Charles frowned as a chill took hold in
the pit of his stomach.
“I guess we should head over and see who it is,” Charles suggested and guided
them down the path.
“Me, too?” Alessa asked and hesitated before starting in the direction of the
landing pad and hangars.
“Ideally we’d detour to the house, but I don’t want to waste any time. I have a
bad feeling about this,” Charles told her and motioned the guards to follow.
Two uniformed Household Guards already stood by the dun colored Raptor that
was spotted on one of the central landing spots that peppered the tarmac in front of
the hangars. The landing field wasn’t large, but it did have space for half a dozen
small craft to land and hangars for half again that many. The Raptor’s door was
open and a trim woman wearing Colonial Fleet blues and with her hair pulled back
was stepping off the wing as a security vehicle appeared from the woods on the
road that led to the main security buildings.
Emerging from the woods, Charles stepped out in front of the others and strode
toward the Raptor and the waiting Colonial officer. By the time he reached the
tarmac his spirits had chilled and the single officer had been joined by two others;
one male and one female. He acknowledged the two Guardsmen already present
said a brief prayer before putting a smile on his face and walking up to the Raptor.
“Hello, Admiral, I wasn’t expecting visitors today.”
“I apologize for the intrusion, Charles…” Silver began before Charles interrupted
her.
“Your Grace,” Charles firmly corrected her before smiling.
“Your Grace,” Silver said and Charles heard some irritation at being corrected
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seep into her voice, “the time was convenient and I took a chance that you would
be here. I have several things I need to discuss with you.”
Charles arched an eyebrow, “You do? I wasn’t aware that we had any business
to discuss.”
“I would rather discuss this in private…” Silver suggested and pointedly looked
over Charles’ shoulders.
“Well,” Charles began and started walking towards the hangars, “anything that
needs to be discussed can be discussed in front of my aides. So, Admiral,” he
stopped and turned to face Silver and her two assistants, “what is it that brings you
here today and unannounced?” There was no doubting the command and steel in
Charles’ voice and he saw Silver’s eyes narrow at not being granted her own way.
Well, he thought, welcome to the home of someone who can tell you ‘no’.
“Ok,” Silver said after a long pause, “I’m here to discuss the attack that took
place here several months ago that resulted in several people being injured.”
Looking over Silver’s shoulder Charles saw Alessa stiffen and he gave her the
briefest shake of his head. “That’s an internal matter, Admiral.”
“I disagree. I believe there’s more to it and that it was an attempt by a third
party on your life,” Silver pressed and narrowed her eyes.
“Oh, it was an attempt on my life,” Charles said simply, almost cavalierly, “but a
third party? I think you’re going to need to explain that in a little more detail.”
“You know what I’m talking about,” Silver declared.
“No, I’m afraid I don’t,” Charles persisted and slipped back into his wartime
role. “Perhaps you can explain it to me or should I assume you’re talking about a
hostile human government that the Colonial government is unaware exists?”
“That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Silver said.
staged this attack.”

“And that’s who I know

Charles held up his right forefinger, “Hold it right there, Admiral,” he told Silver
coldly. “Unless you offer some sort of evidence as to who did it that refutes the
investigation’s findings, there really isn’t anything to discuss.”
Silver stopped and seemed to think over what he just said. “I also believe that
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the people who attacked Westfield were the same ones who attacked Scorpion
Fleet Shipyards and destroyed several gunstars, battlestars, and an assaultstar. This
isn’t the work of some dissidents; it’s the organized effort of another government.”
“Another government? Who? The Monads? When they disappeared they were
lucky to escape with what they could carry,” Charles asked.
“It’s…someone else,” Silver said and met Charles’ gaze.
“We have
communications intercepts that lead us to suspect there is someone else…out
there,” she said and swept her hand across the sky. “What I need is proof.”
The knot around Charles’ heart loosened somewhat. “So you have suspicions
but nothing concrete or conclusive and you’re hoping that I had something
definitive you could gain?”
Silver pursed her lips and it was evident to Charles that she wasn’t used to not
getting what she wanted when she wanted it. “They had to have left some sort of
evidence. There was almost nothing that we were able to recover from the attack at
the shipyards and this was our best lead. If you have anything, you must hand it
over.”
Charles chuckled. “I must?”
“If you have something and don’t hand it over, I’ll have a team here within half
an hour,” Silver threatened and showed Charles just how inflexible she was.
“Tell me, Admiral, do you research the targets of your harassment and demands
before you go out to make them?” Charles asked. Before she could answer, he
continued, “Of course you didn’t; otherwise you wouldn’t have come without
contacting my office first. Now, before this turns into a career limiting event, I
suggest you reconsider your attitude and approach. You have, or I can have it sent
to you, the findings and forensic evidence from the attack here at Westfield.
Beyond that, there’s not much I’m able to give you.”
“I know you know more than you’re saying,” Silver told him defiantly.
“And I know you have a Tartarus stashed out there on an asteroid that no one in
the Admiralty is aware of,” Charles said conversationally and forced himself not to
smile when he saw the look on Silver’s face that he knew. “It’s my job to know
these things, Evelyn. Now, I’ve accommodated your request and provided what I
can…” his voice turned icy cold, “do not turn this into a career limiting event.”
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Silver opened her mouth to say something but Charles looked her in the eye and
she slowly closed her mouth and he knew she realized she had been trapped in a
web of her own making. After a moment, “What do you want?” she asked.
“I want a lot of things, Evelyn,” Charles said and again used her first name to
emphasize the difference in their social stations and overall status in the world.
“But perhaps we can start with what you know about the group you think attacked
me.”
The crunch of tires on tarmac shifted his attention and he waved back the four
troopers that were exiting the security vehicle. “It’s ok, Lieutenant, the Admiral is
here on my invitation.”
“Ah, ok, Your Grace,” the Guard lieutenant answered. “They wouldn’t tell
Control a reason for entering our airspace and it was only the transponder code that
kept us from responding more forcefully.”
“I understand,” Charles explained. “I should have made a note that the Admiral
was going to be stopping by sometime this week. When I get back to the house I’ll
brief you and Captain Redding.”
The lieutenant nodded, “Thank you, sir. Should I call a car to take you and your
guests to the house?”
“No, we’re going to use the hangar office,” Charles replied.
“Understood, sir.”
The lieutenant turned and gestured the other three
Guardsmen back into the vehicle and a moment later they turned around and
drove back the way they had come.
“Now, let’s go inside and sit down where we can talk in comfort,” Charles said
and guided the group into the hangar office. It was more than just an office,
Charles thought as he led them through the glass doors and into the waiting room,
it was more like a small airport’s terminal lounge. Their escort waited with the two
guards stationed at the airfield and Charles made sure they had something to drink
before he returned to the lounge and took a seat.
“Now that we’re more
comfortable,” he began and fixed Silver with his stare, “what do you know?”
Silver sat back and Charles could see she had regained some of her confidence.
“What will I get in return?”
“For now, my silence about your little project out there and not suggesting that
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an official inquiry be made into you withholding critical information from civilian
decision makers,” Charles told her knowing that the first would probably result in
her standing before a firing squad and the second a destroyed career at best.
“You understand that you’ll all be bound under the Official Secrets Act?” Silver
began and Charles nodded his agreement. “We’ve known about this other polity
for several years with the first hints of its existence first being recorded about a year
prior to the Uprising.”
Charles forced a neutral expression on his face but inside he was seething.
Intelligence had suspicions or knowledge about the Communion for more than fifty
years and never said anything to any of the government oversight boards. “Before
the Uprising?” he prodded, genuinely interested who was involved.
“Caprican Fleet Intelligence made the first intercepts,” Silver explained. “Back
then it was just some weird message traffic but just prior to the Uprising, two days
before actually, Vipers from the Solaris battlegroup intercepted a small ship that
wasn’t in the warbook; it wasn’t from Virgon or Leonis, and it certainly wasn’t
Tauren from the design. They tried to get it to heave to so they could board it, but
the ship made a run for Gemenon’s surface. Shots were fired and in the ensuing
fight the ship was destroyed.
“The wreckage was examined and determined to be extra-Colonial in origin,”
Silver continued. “Their technology level appeared to be on par with ours at the
time…it was more or less ten or fifteen years from where we were at the time.”
“And today?” Charles asked after leaning back in his chair and crossing one leg
over the other and steepling his fingers across his chest. “Where do we stand
today?”
Silver pursed her lips and shrugged. “Our best guess is that they probably still
have an absolute technology edge, but…they probably don’t have the edge in
electronic warfare. That’s a hard lesson we learned from the Cylons and not one
that we’re going to give up after pouring untold trillions of cubits into its
development.”
“That’s a good thing, at least,” Charles conceded. “So we have an unknown
ship and some ‘intercepts’, there has to be more.”
The muscles along Silver’s jawline clenched and she shook her head. “That’s all
I can say.”
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“Evelyn, what you’ve given me is minimal…” Charles said quietly and softly.
“You’re asking for my help and yet there’s nothing really there. Surely there’s
something else beyond what’s largely supposition.”
Charles could see the war going in behind Silver’s eyes and part of him knew
that any pressure he applied had to be gentle and oblique, if he approached her
head on the walls would snap up and he’d be back to square one. It wasn’t a
surprise that Intelligence had suspicions about another spacegoing civilization, but
it had been a shock to hear that they’d known about them since before the Uprising
and that they never said anything to the civilian leadership. That was a very curious
oversight…
Silver’s shoulders slumped slightly and she finally nodded. “We’ve noticed an
increase in certain message intercepts, both digital and voice, over the past year or
so, and especially in the days prior to the attack here and on the Scorpion Yards,
and while we haven’t been able to decode the encrypted messages, we have
recovered some documents and materials that give us a look at who they might be.
They’re from something known as the Meropian Communion…”
Charles spared a glance at Alessa and saw her tense at the name. Steady, girl,
he thought, you can get through this.
“…and while we don’t know how large it is for sure, we estimate it to be about
half to two thirds the size of the Colonies,” Silver concluded.
“Do you have any proof that what you’ve found so far is government sponsored
or could they be a third party out for their own profit causing the attacks?” Charles
asked.
“Because if they aren’t government sponsored, then this, Meropian
Communion is it, could be ripe for trade exploration,” he suggested, partly to keep
up the Mercantile Magnate persona and partially to see what Silver’s reaction
would be.
“You want to trade with them?” Silver exclaimed and answered Charles’
question. “After what they tried to do to you? And later to your daughter?”
“My daughter?” Charles asked, keying in on the simple phrase that Silver may
have said without thinking.
“We think Hecate was the target of the shipyard attack,” Silver explained. “And
Hecate is, by extension, your daughter.”
Charles nodded and didn’t say anything right away. Silver’s theory made sense
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when looked at through the prism of what she probably knew; if Westfield was
attacked and then the shipyards where Hecate was berthed, then it would logically
follow that the family was likely being targeted. “Interesting…do you have any
theories why this ‘Meropian Communion’ is targeting my family?” Now let’s see
what she says, he thought to himself as he watched Silver square her shoulders.
“Ah…well,” Silver began and it was obvious to Charles that she was stalling,
“the fact of the matter is that we have no idea why either one of you are being
targeted other than because of your standing in Colonial society.”
“That doesn’t make a lot of sense, Evelyn,” Charles smoothly countered. “If a
foreign power attacked me or my daughter, it would be tantamount to an act of
war, especially if it became public knowledge. Which brings us back to the
original question, ‘why us?’ It’s also very sloppy,” he added coldly. “If you’re going
to remove someone from circulation you don’t do it in such a way to draw
unwanted attention to the act, do you?”
Silver opened her mouth to say something but Charles continued, “No, you
keep things on the down low; some sort of accident during travel, a poison that
looks like something else, and so on. These attacks were amateurish, despite the
skill required to perform some of the tasks.”
“You speak as if you have some experience in this,” Silver said leadingly.
Charles ignored the comment. “Do you have an idea where this civilization is
located?”
“No…” Silver replied. “We’re fairly certain where it isn’t, though; it isn’t behind
the Armistice Line that we have with the Cylons. I don’t see the two groups
peacefully co-existing and so far none of our sentry posts along the Line have
detected anything that would indicate signs of conflict.”
They talked for several more minutes without Silver divulging anything Charles
didn’t already know. Finally Silver stood and tugged down her cuffs, “I appreciate
your time, Your Grace,” she said. “I hope that what we’ve discussed and the other
things will remain in confidence?”
Charles nodded. “This has been most enlightening, Evelyn.”
Three minutes later the Raptor lifted off and as he watched it fade into the
distance Charles said, “That woman can never know your true identity, Alessa. If
she did, she’d take you somewhere that you’d never see the light of day ever again

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1076
and treat you like a lab animal.”
“The woman gives me the creeps,” Alessa said and hugged her arms over her
chest.
Chastain nodded, “There’s a reason that woman is called the Spider Queen; she
is a master manipulator and this is the first time I’ve heard her put in her place.”
She shrugged and then smirked, “She probably gnaws off the head of whoever is
unlucky enough to frak her, too.”
Charles and Alessa laughed at the joke. “All kidding aside, that woman is
dangerous and is building a very large off the books private army. If she thought
there was something here that she wanted,” he nodded at Alessa, “I have no doubt
that she’d do whatever it took to take it and then blackmail whoever investigated
into whitewashing things.”
“So…” Chastain said after a moment of thought, “Are you going to say anything
to anyone about her secret?”
“No…but I will make sure she knows it will be very public knowledge if
anything untoward happens that I have even the slightest suspicion that she’s
responsible for it,” Charles explained. “A word here, a word there, and the right
people will realize that she’s gone without oversight long enough.”
*+*+*+*+*
Elements Café, Boskirk, Virgon
“Hi Abby!” Thomas Stewart said as he walked through the diner’s front door and
took a seat at the counter. “Do you have a few moments?”
Abby reflexively placed a cup on a saucer in front of Thomas and smiled as she
filled the cup with coffee. “Certainly. Things are slow at the moment and Clara
came in early,” she answered. A moment later she sat next to him with her own
cup of coffee and a slice of cheesecake. “Lunch,” she said as she ate the first bite.
“So…what’s up?”
Thomas took sip of coffee and when he looked at Abby she felt her heart skip a
beat. They had been flirting more and more and while he had been a perfect
gentleman so far, part of her wanted him to just pick her up and take her to the
back room for a good ravishing. “The smile looks good on you,” he said and broke
into her thoughts.
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“Ah…yeah…” Abby stammered. “Thanks,” she finally said coherently and felt a
blush come to her cheeks. If he only knew, she thought.
“Two things…first, I was wondering if you might want to play chaperone again?”
Thomas asked. “A friend of mine from the Corps is captain of Airedale, one of Dog
Star Lines’ expedition ships. Dog Star is sending the ship to Thrush for two days so
they can make sure the landing zone is clear and all the navigational equipment is
in working order and he asked if the Scouts would like to go along and do some
exploring.”
“A weekend getaway, eh?” Abby smirked and considered the offer. “It sounds
like something the kids would love,” she finally said, and so would I she thought to
herself. “What sort of cost is involved?”
“That’s the best part,” Thomas eagerly explained almost like a little kid. “Since
this is a maintenance run, our going along will be a tax write off for them, so we
get to go for free. Also…” his smile widened, “If this is something the kids want to
do again, he said that he can pull some strings and get us two weeks over Armistice
Day there as well. The company owner was a Scout and it’s his way of giving the
kids something they might not otherwise have a chance to do.”
Abby turned to fully face Thomas and saw the excitement written large on his
face. There was no way she could, or would, even entertain the thought of saying
no to him. She could feel his excitement pushing the exhaustion from a busy lunch
to the side and infusing her with new found energy. It was always like this, she
thought, he always makes me feel better. “I think this is a great idea, and even if
the others can’t go, I think we should at least take Melanie and Ian on the
weekend.”
Thomas’ smile broadened and touched the corners of his eyes. “Outstanding!”
“You said you had two things?” Abby asked as she smiled and ate another bite of
cheesecake.
She watched as an ever so slight change came over Thomas and he swirled the
spoon in his coffee cup. “Ah…” he suddenly seemed to lose some of the bravado
he had a moment earlier. “You know how Ian and Mel are study partners and with
this big exam coming up, I was wondering if you and Mel would like to come over
for dinner tonight?”
Abby bit her lip to keep from giggling. Thomas looked like a schoolboy asking a
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girl out for the first time. She looked into his eyes and the urge to giggle suddenly
faded. What she saw warmed her heart in a way it hadn’t been warmed in many
years; she saw desire mixed with passion and surrounded by respect. “I think we’d
like that, Thomas. Can I bring anything?”
Thomas beamed and shook his head. “No, you’ve worked all day cooking and
making sure everyone else was fed, tonight it’s my turn to feed you and Mel.”
Anteros, please let this be real, Abby silently said to herself as they discussed
when she and Mel should arrive for dinner.
*+*+*+*+*
Cathedral, Sanctuary Construct, Machimos, Meropis Alpha
Explosive decompression wasn’t as painful as Braden Milan thought it would be,
but it was a damned sight more painful than narcotic induced euthanasia. Still, he
thought, there were a few people he’d like to introduce to the empty side of an
airlock. That would have to wait, though, he mused, until I get out of here and
back into the physical world.
Slowly, ever so slowly, he extended his consciousness out and explored the
place where he woke up. It was like waking up in the embrace of a lover; warm,
comfortable, familiar, and peaceful. And yet, Milan felt that something was
different…almost wrong. The process should have started by now and he should
have begun to feel his new body.
There had to be a logical answer, Milan thought and summoned a library
daemon. The daemons were butler applications that had been integrated into
Cathedral’s massive computer system that allowed someone in holding to access
various parts of the network. “Daemon, I have a task for you.”
“Greetings, Equal. How may I be of service?” the daemon asked.
“Query the Bishop and find out why out why I haven’t begun the transfer
process to my new body,” Milan told the application.
“The Bishop has told me that the delay is unavoidable,” the daemon quickly
answered. “You have no host vessels ready and one must be prepared.”
“If no host vessels are ready then how are you going to prepare one?” Milan
asked.
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“One is currently being force grown,” the daemon replied.
Milan studied the daemon for a sign of duplicity. It was a purely human reflex
as the daemons were incapable of treachery. “Why? What happened to my other
bodies?”
“They were destroyed and your DNA sent to Limbo for historical preservation.”
“Why did that happen?” Milan pressed and wished he had arms that he could
reach out and slap the daemon in frustration. Helpful they might be, but it was like
a game of 20 Questions when you needed an answer.
“You were declared lost and unrecoverable 2031 years ago.”
“Who issued this order?” Milan demanded and started to consider his options.
“Equal Kensit and Equal Capellos issued the order and then had everything
sealed,” the daemon told him.
Kensit and Capellos were two of the architects of the operation that destabilized
and ultimately resulted in Earth’s, Kobol’s 13th Tribe’s, destruction. It had been
controversial when it was proposed, and even more so when it was approved, but
controversy wasn’t anything new. Why had it been sealed, Milan wondered.
“Why was it sealed?” Milan finally asked the daemon.
“The project files were sealed after two events took place, Equal,” the daemon
told him. “The first event was the disappearance of the courier that was returning
the operations team to Cathedral and the second event was when the follow-up
expedition was attacked and all but one ship destroyed. At that point the operation
was judged a failure and all files were sealed. Earth was subsequently declared a
Red Zone.”
“Daemon, institute security protocol Theta Tau Rho seven six nine Delta Lambda
Mu. Execute,” Milan calmly told the daemon.
The daemon shimmered several times and then steadied. “Security protocol
Theta Tau Rho seven six nine Delta Lambda Mu executed,” it told him.
“Institute Hidden Doorway. Execute.”
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“Hidden Doorway executed.”
“Implement Hidden Tomb,” Milan told the daemon. “Execute.”
The daemon shimmered again and after what felt like an eternity finally
stabilized. “Hidden Tomb executed.”
“Daemon, purge all personal logs. Execute.”
“Personal logs purged,” the daemon replied.
Milan gave the daemon one final command, “Daemon, self-terminate; override
Beta Sigma Gamma Omega. Execute.” The daemon disappeared as soon as he
said the last word. The security precautions he had just taken may have been over
the top, but until he knew what really happened with the Earth mission there would
be no such thing as ‘too much’ security. He queried Cathedral’s timekeeping
service and then checked his growing body; it would be another two weeks before
he would be able to download and between now and then he had an entire library
to sift through for answers…
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, ancient
bunker complex
”No guarantees,” Rufus Tello said as he rocked back on his heels and stood. In
front of him, the vault-like door that led to the medical center on the third level
stood like a solid guardian blocking all from entering. “But…I think I’ve been able
to bypass the locking mechanism so that we can open it from this side.”
Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay met Captain Josiah Vassar’s gaze and nodded.
“We’ve come this far,” she stated.
“Yeah…we have,” Vassar agreed. They’d been working on breaching the third
level medical center for more than three days and finally only one barrier remained
between where they stood and the medical center itself. Minerva waited anxiously
for Vassar’s confirmation that they should open the door. “Yeah,” he finally said,
“we’ve come this far, there’s no sense going back now. Rufus…let’s open this
thing.”
Minerva forced the smile off her face and concentrated on breathing evenly.
She looked around at the other three people who were with them and saw a similar
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level of excitement. Cheryl Lido who was Dixie Bell Dancer’s navigator all but
quivered from excitement and her own crew members, Flight Lieutenant Graham
Pepper and Flight Ensign Hector Wight looked like a couple of teenage boys who
snuck into their first strip club.
“On it,” Tello said and put a sensor to the small glass window set into the wall
next to the door. He pressed a button on it and then used the handle of a
screwdriver to tap on the glass. After several taps he removed the sensor and
studied a small screen. “There’s an atmosphere on the other side, but I can’t tell
you whether it’s breathable or not, only that it appears to have the same relative
density and pressure as we have over here.”
“Put your masks on to be safe,” Vassar told everyone and Minerva shrugged out
of her daypack and removed the breathing mask and small air tank. She adjusted
the mask and clipped the tank to her belt and then checked to make sure Lido was
ready just as the other woman checked her.
“We’re good,” Lido said a moment later after checking Minerva’s mask and tank.
“Same here,” Pepper said after he finished checking Wight’s.
“And we’re ready here,” Tello said when he verified Vassar was ready. The
engineer turned back to the door and swung the locking handle up and secured it
in a clip recess. “Last chance to say this is a bad idea and go have a smoke…” he
said and put his hands on the wheel that would open the locking lugs holding the
door closed.
Vassar looked at Minerva as if to tell her, ‘It’s your call, you found this’. She
nodded. “Do it, Rufus.”
“You know, I feel like I should say something historic but all I can come up with
is that I sure hope this isn’t going to be one of those, ‘hold my beer and watch this!’
moments,” Tello quipped and turned the wheel. It didn’t move at first and then
after leaning into it, it moved a quarter turn and then with a little more work
continued turning. After it had been given a complete turn, he tried to push the
door open.
The door remained closed and he put his shoulder against it and pushed.
“There must be some overpressure in there,” Tello said as he pushed against the
door. “Hec, can you give me a hand?”
Wight added his shoulder to the door and Tello counted down so they’d push at
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the same time. The door moved slightly and Minerva felt a cold, sterile breeze gust
through the crack and suddenly Tello and Wight were holding on to the door so
they didn’t fall as the door swung open.
“Damn…it’s cold,” Lido said and rubbed her hands on her upper arms.
“Yeah, colder than it should be for just being underground,” Vassar replied and
then asked Tello and Wight if they were ok.
“Yeah…I figured that once the seal broke that the door would swing open,” Tello
explained and nodded to Wight. “You ok?”
“Affirmative!” Wight replied and looked around the room he now stood inside.
“This sort of reminds me of sickbay on an Attica class escort.”
Vassar stepped through the hatch and looked around. Minerva followed and
stepped to his side. “We need some more light,” she said.
“Light?” Lido asked from behind them. “Try the light switch,” she added as a
‘click’ echoed through the room.
Minerva turned and saw Lido standing in the hatchway with her right hand on a
bank of light switches. Already panels set into the ceiling were beginning to glow
and illuminate the room. “Good call,” she told the navigator.
Lido shrugged and grinned, “Someone has to keep you two out of trouble.
Now…where are those tubes?”
That was something that Minerva had forced her mind not to think about
because each time she did she started going down speculation’s rabbit hole. She
was about to answer when Vassar spoke first, “If we traced it out right, they’re down
that hallway over there behind the reception desk.”
Minerva found herself walking forward and ignoring the historic treasure trove
all around as she made for the hallway. Lido was behind her with Vassar, Wight,
Pepper, and Tello following and bringing up the rear. Two dozen paces later she
stopped and willed her hands to stop shaking. In front of her was the nurses’
station they had seen in the video feed Emma tapped earlier. Breathe, girl…in…
out…she told herself as she hesitatingly took a step forward and into the room.
The nursing station was a classic example of form follows function as it was
almost identical to ones Minerva had seen before. But what wasn’t similar were the
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three chambers built into one wall of the room. The first two were occupied while
the third stood empty.
“My gods,” Vassar swore a few moments later. “They’re real.”
Vassar’s words suddenly sent a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature
down Minerva’s spine. She took several steps forward and looked at the person in
each of the occupied chambers. This is real, her mind told her. It’s no longer an
academic exercise she thought, these are real people who have been in hibernation
for thousands of years. They walked and knew the gods first hand.
“Yeah…” it was the only word Minerva could utter as she stared at the
chambers. The people inside the chambers wore white body suits that looked like a
blend of a body stocking with a quilted jacket. She took another step forward and
stared at the person in the first chamber. “Josiah…is that?”
“Uh huh…” Vassar said almost speechless. “I think it is.”
“Emma said the reports said she disappeared…” Minerva said softly, almost as if
she was scared that the sleepers would wake if she spoke too loudly. “It’s Colby
Browning…Zeus’ herald.”
“Oh man…” Lido said as she stopped and looked at the chambers. “Josiah, you
never told me we’d be meeting people who knew the gods personally when you
hired me…”
“I did promise a life of adventure, though,” Vassar joked.
“So…do we wake them up?” Pepper asked.
specifically to find them and all.”

“I mean…since we came here

“Do we even know how?” Lido asked and Minerva looked at her blankly.
“You know,” Vassar began and frowned, “that is a very good question.”
His words mirrored Minerva’s own thoughts and she said so. “Up until this
point it was more a question of whether we would be able to get in or not…
actually waking them was a hurdle down the road.”
“Let me take a look at it,” Wight said and knelt by the control panel. “This looks
pretty straight forward…” he muttered as he reached out to touch the panel.
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“Wait!” Minerva exclaimed before his fingers reached the panel. “Before you
touch it shouldn’t we decide if we’re going to wake them or not?” She turned to
look at Vassar and arched an eyebrow.
“Hmm…do we have a consensus?” Vassar asked.
“Wake them,” Tello said without hesitation.
“Ditto,” Wight said from where he still knelt at the panel.
“Yeah…I think we should wake them. Make it on our terms in case there was
some sort of failsafe that activated them when we opened the door or something,”
Pepper explained and put one of Minerva’s nagging fears to words.
“Cheryl?” Vassar asked Lido. “What do you think?”
“I think we should wake them…but,” Lido held up a finger, “let’s make sure we
understand the responsibility that we’re taking on. These people are going to be
thousands of years out of time and we’re going to be responsible for making sure
they’re able to acclimate to our technology, the current situation, and our culture.”
“Those are good points and I agree, we will be responsible for making sure
they’re able to adjust,” Vassar answered and rubbed the back of his neck. “They
might also hold the answer to getting off this rock, too.”
Minerva listened and considered the words. “I think we should wake them. All
the reasons given so far have been spot on and I wouldn’t question any of them.
The only thing I’d like to add is that before we do this, we should make sure that
we’re ready to render emergency medical aid if necessary.”
Vassar nodded and stepped back from the chamber. “Cheryl, Graham, could
you two put together a cart with what we might need?”
“I think I saw something near the nursing station,” Lido said. “Coming, Pep?”
she asked Pepper.
“Hec, can you and Rufus look for some sort of tech manual for this thing?
Maybe there’s a checklist or something that will help,” Vassar asked Wight.
“They should be here,” Tello replied.
nearby.”

“Most medical equipment has them
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“Minerva? How about we give a quick walk around and see what else is in
here?” Vassar asked.
“Sure,” Minerva answered and followed Vassar back to the nursing station and
down the other hall. “What’s on your mind, Josiah?”
Vassar laughed once and shook his head. “You’re starting to get like Lido,
knowing what I’m thinking,” he told her. “I want to make sure that we understand
the impact of what we’re doing.”
“Yeah…I’ve been thinking about that, too,” Minerva told him and leaned back
against the wall. “This could…no, it will change both our cultures if they found out
about these people and this planet.”
“Back home we have the Sacred Scrolls that tell us about the Lords Of Kobol –
the gods – and then in the last books, about the war and exodus. But that was two
thousand years ago and on a world we don’t even remember where it is. That
woman in there,” Vassar nodded in the direction of the chambers, “she was Zeus’
herald –you said it yourself – and she knew him first hand. If she became known
back home…it could start a religious schism that could lead to a war between
some of the sects.”
Minerva thought about what he said and when she stripped away the excitement
and thrill of discovery and slowly frowned. “I’m not sure if we’d see the same
events but the outcome would likely be the same,” she told him, “war. So what do
we do?”
“We have to impress upon them how important it is that my people think they’re
your people and your people think they’re my people…” Vassar wryly suggested.
“Or…” Minerva smirked, “we could simply tell the world that they’re mad.”
“That would work, too, but I couldn’t live with myself if the only two survivors
of a ten thousand plus year old civilization are locked up in a nuthouse until they
die,” Vassar told her. “I’m glad you have the same concerns I do.”
“I do, and this is going to require more care and attention than I think we’ve
ever had to give before,” Minerva sagely said.
Vassar offered a think smile and nodded. “Ready to head back?”
“Yes…are you ready to make history?” Minerva replied.
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“No…not really…I’d rather be back home at this little bar I used to visit when I
was in port, but since that’s not possible,” Vassar told her, “I’ll settle for making
history.”
*+*+*+*+*
Cylon space, baseship Covenant
Tanith Basilan stepped off the shuttle with a sense of purpose in her stride.
“Siobhan,” she said to the woman, her twin, who waited for her, “everything has
changed.”
“In what way?” her XO asked as she hurried to keep pace.
“I met someone while I was on Virgon and he…” Tanith stopped and looked at
her friend. “My eyes have been opened and we have been so…so wrong about so
many things.”
Siobhan narrowed her eyes.
happened?”

“Now you’re sounding like Leoben.

What

“I’ll tell you when we get to my quarters…” Tanith told her friend and XO.
“Now you have me worried,” Siobhan told her and hurried to follow Tanith.
“Ok, now what’s going on?” she asked once they were in Tanith’s quarters. “You
disappeared for almost two weeks and return like you’re a five year old on a sugar
high.”
Tanith stopped pacing, sat down, and gestured for Siobhan to do the same.
“What happened?” she asked rhetorically and smiled while taking a deep breath.
“I met an angel.”
Siobhan cocked her head and looked skeptically at Tanith. “An angel?”
Suddenly, as if a switch was flipped, the nervous energy disappeared and Tanith
sat calmly and nodded as a wave of tranquil purpose infused her. “Yes, an angel,”
she confirmed and met Siobhan’s doubting gaze. “He took me away and showed
me what I need to do…to save us…to save us all.”
“Ok…enough of the cryptic doubletalk,” Siobhan said somewhat harshly. “How
does that affect us?”
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Tanith closed her eyes for several moments and thought about the best way to
explain what needed to be done. “In about a year or so, Cavil is going to launch
the attack on the Colonies.”
“Yes…” Siobhan replied, this time more annoyed than harsh.
something that we’ve been sidelined from.”

“And that’s

“It’s part of God’s plan, Siobhan, he has another use for us,” Tanith evenly
explained. “Not being involved in the attack gives us the freedom to do something
else, to be somewhere else. Since we aren’t included, Cavil and Lucian have
written us off and removed us from play.”
Siobhan sat back and crossed her legs and Tanith saw her friend giving her a
long appraising gaze. “What are we supposed to do?” she finally asked.
“Save God’s human believers.” Tanith told her simply.
“How?” Siobhan asked and Tanith noted that her tone had gone from
confrontational to curious to that unique tone that she got when she was studying
how best to confront a problem.
“Very subtly,” Tanith quipped. “We’re going to need enough ships to lift about
fifteen to twenty thousand people, give or take and whatever they can carry.”
Siobhan’s eyes narrowed and she pursed her lips. They had been sitting in
silence for several long moments when she finally spoke. “I have an idea, but it’s
going to take a lot of work and I’m not sure how we can pull it off.”
“Hit me with it,” Tanith told her friend.
“Ok…I know where there are some old freighters that we captured during the
war that could work for what we need to do,” Siobhan began and Tanith noticed
the use of ‘we’. “They’ve been kept in usable condition and but have been largely
forgotten about. The one problem will be making them habitable.”
“How so?” Tanith asked and tried to remember the ships her XO was talking
about.
“They have the volume, but we can’t use it all because the decks are so high,”
Siobhan explained and then sketched out on a piece of paper what she meant.
“The holds are cavernous and only have a couple actual decks, so we’re going to
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be limited in how many each one can carry.”
“No we won’t…” Tanith said and studied the sketch. “The U-87s that we added
to the group, they’re just cooling their heels waiting for something to do?”
Siobhan nodded. “Yes…but I don’t see how that…”
“It’s the key. Think about your history, Shiv; the U-87s had an affinity towards
Lacy Rand,” Tanith explained and turned the sketch around and began drawing.
“Lacy Rand is one of the Monads that we’re going to rescue…in fact, she’s the
Blessed Mother. We’ll tell the U-87s that we need to prepare these ships to rescue
Rand and the other Monads and that we need their help to prepare them. Then, all
we need is building materials and we let the U-87s configure the holds for
occupation.”
A wide smile spread across Siobhan’s face. “That could work,” she said almost
to herself as she looked at what Tanith had sketched. “Yes, this can work,” she said
louder and more confidently.
“Good…now here’s the hard part…” Tanith told her, “we need to have this
completed and ready to go within six months and it has to be done in such a way
that no one finds out.”
Siobhan narrowed her eyes and picked up the sketch. “We can source the
materials through some contacts I have. I’ll need to leave in the next day or so to
get it setup, though.”
“That’s fine, Carson and I can hold the fort,” Tanith agreed and felt a sense of
relief that what she was charged with doing was actually possible. “Now…let me
tell you about the other meeting I had…the one with Odin Sinclair…”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, gunstar Ariadne
Commander Douglas ‘Digger’ Sharma jogged through the gunstar’s corridors on
his daily 10k run. He started running longer distances after they left Earth and he
found that it was a good way to circulate among his crew and order his thoughts for
the day. Today marked the fifth day since they met Enyo’s fleet and he still found it
amazing that so many ships and people had survived the holocaust. Admiral
Carlisle and Commander Wellington were slowly merging the fleets and dusting off
the old regulations about escorting a civilian convoy.
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That wasn’t something he was concerning himself with, though, since the
Admiral had dispatched him to escort the planetary sciences ship Endeavour as it
scouted several nearby systems for resources.
Water, food, and fuel, while
important, weren’t the items that topped the list. Instead, rare earths and metals
headed the list so that the fabrication stores could be replenished.
His route took him into Main Street, formerly the #4 hold. Buildings had been
built along the walls with shops on the lower level and apartments on the second
floor for part of Ariadne’s civilian population. The wide area between the buildings
had been turned into a commons and it held several benches and a small gazebo.
“Good morning, Meredith,” Sharma said as he stopped and jogged in place for a
few moments in front of an office. “How’s Becky?”
The woman smiled and stood. “G’morning, Digger! She’s good…and wants to
know when her Uncle Digger and Aunt Kim are going to come over for dinner
since you missed last week. Coffee?” the long haired and round faced woman
asked.
“Coffee would be great, thanks! As for dinner,” Sharma said and stopped
running in place, “did you have any ideas?”
“How does tonight sound?” Meredith asked and handed him a cup of coffee.
“Hmm…I’ll have to ask Kim, but I don’t think anything is on the schedule,”
Sharma replied a moment before he quickly handed the cup back to Meredith and
smiled broadly. “Becky!” he exclaimed and met the girl’s hug with one of his own.
“How’s my favorite girl?”
“Uncle Digger!” Becky shouted and hugged him tight. “I’m good…getting
ready to go to school…” she added with a sigh. Sharma could hardly imagine
either the mother or the daughter as the two frightened refugees that he brought
aboard before they left Heraklion Station more than five years ago. Meredith had
shown a strong spine when the shock wore off. She helped organize the survivors
and then fell back on her training as a psychologist and helped them and the ship’s
crew deal with the holocaust’s trauma. Now, she had a small office on Main Street
and was raising her daughter, Rebecca – Becky to everyone who knew her. Becky
had blossomed and bounced back as only children can do and had become a
beautiful girl getting ready for her teen years.
“I’m glad you’re good! And school’s important…” Sharma began and then
winked. “And you know the rest of that, eh?”
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“A-yup!” Becky told him. “When are you and Aunt Kim coming for dinner?”
“I have to talk to Kim, but how does tonight sound?” Sharma asked the girl.
“YAY!!!” Becky cheered and clapped her hands. “I hope she says yes!” Her
enthusiasm dipped slightly when she said, “I need to get off to school or I’ll be
late…again.”
“Commander Sharma, please call CIC,” a voice announced over the ship’s
intercom and interrupted their conversation.
Sharma offered a slight frown. “I need to run…duty calls. I’ll let you know for
sure about tonight, but let’s plan that Kim and I will be there.”
“Sounds good; we’ll see you then!” Meredith said as Sharma turned and jogged
over to the hatchway where an intercom handset was located.
“This is Commander Sharma,” he said after he picked up the handset and keyed
CIC’s code into the device. “What’s going on?”
“Commander, this is Captain Lansing, we have a dradis contact at the third
planet’s L-5 point. It isn’t large,” Lansing explained, “but it is definitely registering
as artificial.”
“Tell Endeavour to hold station and bring us to within 50,000 kilometers and
then hold station,” Sharma told Lansing and then thought about his condition. “I’ll
be there in twenty minutes…and in the meantime, please prep a pair of Rocs to
investigate but don’t launch them until I arrive.”
“Copy that, Commander. I’ll tell Endeavour to hold station and we’ll hold at
50,000 kilometers while we prep two Rocs,” Lansing repeated before ending the
call.
*+*+*+*+*
An hour later Sharma was feeling Colonel Kimber Bond’s absence as he studied
the pictures the long range optics captured of the object. Bond had gone over to
Endeavour two days earlier for some meetings with the science staff and he felt like
part of him was missing. “What do you think, Shelby?” he asked the navigation
officer who was standing in as the gunstar’s executive officer while Bond was away.
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“I think we can rule out ‘natural phenomena’,” Lansing quipped and zoomed in
on one image. “Just looking at it from this distance, I’d say it’s human. The hatch
measures out as human sized, and then there’s the writing on it and the symbol on
her tail; if it wasn’t human, then some other culture has developed our alphabet,
language, and mythology.”
Sharma studied the image Lansing selected. “Yes…I think you’re spot on.
Please tell Lieutenant Casteel to proceed with caution; they’re cleared to go EVA
and investigate it directly.” While he waited for Lansing to communicate his order
he continued to study the images of the stubby little ship that had become an
instant enigma. The hatch was open and from every indication the craft didn’t
retain an atmosphere, so if it was all the way out here, where was the crew?
“Rich, I’d like you to do me a favor and give me a detailed sweep of all space
within about a thousand kilometers of the object,” Sharma asked Captain Richard
Dane, Ariadne’s weapons officer.
“Working on it, Commander,” Dane replied and directed the ship’s search and
fire control dradis to scan the specified volume of space. Several moments later the
dradis registered a faint ping. “I think I have something, sir…” he told Sharma and
worked to refine the contact.
Sharma walked over to Dane’s workstation and studied the display. “Can you
put a scope on them?”
Dane nodded and keyed the command that would slew one of the ship’s
synthetic vision clusters to the target. “Should have an image in a sec…here we
go…” he said as the display suddenly showed what the dradis was pinging. The
three bodies looked like they were drifting on a deep black pool; their legs and
arms were extended in a natural pose and their backs were relatively straight. Each
body was attached to the other two by a length of cord which kept all three bodies
together in a small cluster.
“I guess that answers where the crew is…” Sharma said sadly. “Tag their
location and once we check out the derelict we’ll recover them for autopsy and
then funerary rites.”
“Castle is getting ready to go EVA and search the ship,” Lansing announced and
drew Sharma back to the plotting table. The whole situation was wrong somehow
and that was starting to bother him.
“Zach, can you get me Colonel Bond over on Endeavour, please?” Sharma
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asked the communications specialist. Specialist Zachary Walton acknowledged the
order and a moment later told him that Colonel Bond was on the wireless. After he
greeted Bond he asked, “Kim, are the people over there scanning the object we
found?”
“They are…and the planet, too,” Colonel Kimber Bond replied. “They’re
running an orbital analysis to see how stable the object’s orbit is so they can figure
out whether this is transient or longer term. My gut tells me that anything at the L-5
could have been there an awfully long time.”
“Agreed. Casteel is about to inspect the derelict and we also found three
bodies,” Sharma explained to his executive officer and partner in more things than
just running Ariadne.
“Bodies?” Bond asked quickly. “Are they human?”
“They are…as far as we can tell from where we are,” Sharma confirmed and
studied the system map displayed on the plotting table. “I think it would be in our
best interests if we do a full topographical mapping survey of every planet in the
system to see if there’s anything there.”
“It’ll add some time, but I think that’s a good idea,” Bond replied slowly. “We
can probably put recon pods on some Rocs and have them cover the smaller
bodies, but I think for anything sizable that Endeavour handles it. Are you looking
for anything specific?”
“No…” Sharma began and allowed the word to hang a moment while he
focused his thoughts. “No, but I want to make sure. Nothing in this system is
capable of supporting human life, so it’s possible they were prospecting or doing
some sort of science experiment. That might also give us a clue as to who they are
and why they’re here.”
“I’ll make sure Captain Mackenzie and Dr. Short make sure the staff goes over
the planetary bodies with a fine toothed comb,” Bond said to Sharma.
“Good, good. Now, about tonight…” Sharma said and changed the subject.
“Meredith and Becky have invited us over for dinner tonight, so if things are calm
enough and you can get back home, we can take them up on the invitation.”
“Oh, I’ll be back!” Bond told Sharma and he could almost see the smile and
look of anticipation on her face.
“Meredith missed her true calling as a
professional chef! I won’t miss it!”
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*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Owen Casteel triggered the maneuver jets on his backpack and lifted
off from the Roc’s lowered rear ramp and drifted out into the black. “Coming,
Pogo?” he called back to his copilot Lieutenant J.G. Paul Gomez.
“Yeah…yeah…I’m coming, Castle,” Pogo replied a moment before he joined
Casteel in the void. “I always wanted to float in the middle of nowhere and
investigate an abandoned plane. Do you remember that vid from a few years
back…”
Casteel laughed. Pogo was Ariadne’s resident video entertainment expert and
could always reference a vid that somehow, no matter how tenuously, was
connected to the current situation. “The one with the man sized bug that had that
nasty bite?” he asked and played along.
“No, but that might work,” Pogo answered enthusiastically. “I was thinking of
the one where the prospectors broke open the ancient crypt on the deserted planet
and woke the spirits of the dead.”
“Oh…that one; it was creepy, that’s for sure,” Casteel said and fired the thrusters
to slow his approach to the derelict craft. He turned on the suit lights on each
shoulder and started assessing the craft. “It’s about fifteen meters or so long, sort of
squat with a windscreen forward and a hatch a few meters behind it.,” he stated for
the record and for Ariadne’s benefit. “The hatch is open and the ship appears intact
on the outside. It doesn’t have any wings, but it does have a small, pretty much
vestigial vertical stabilizer with some sort of symbol on it.”
“Frak me…” Pogo said from next to him. “Did you see the name?”
Casteel looked to where Pogo was pointing and for a moment felt his blood run
cold. “Can’t you read?” he asked as he turned to his copilot. “It says Pathfinder,
not Pioneer.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Can you tell me anything about the deceased?” Commander Douglas Sharma
asked the white coated doctor studying the tablet in his hands.
“Other than they’re dead and died a horrible death?” Doctor Francis Crane
asked morbidly. “We have two male and one female corpses, all suffocated and
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froze to death due to vacuum exposure. They were in their middle years; call it
between their late twenties and late forties, and prior to their demise were in
decent health,” he explained. “I’m waiting on the DNA results for additional
information, but we did find a few oddities…”
“Oh?” Sharma asked and looked through the wide glass window that separated
the office from the morgue.
“Let me show you,” Crane said and opened the door to the morgue before
leading Sharma through it and into the slightly antiseptic smelling room. “Here,”
he said a moment later as he laid out a grey uniform tunic and pants that were
liberally covered with blackish red blotches. “This isn’t some weird camouflage
pattern,” the doctor explained pointing at the blotches with a gloved finger. “At first
we thought perhaps it was from the wearer, but none of the corpses showed any
signs of trauma other than decompression.”
“Wait…you’re saying that they were covered in blood?” Sharma asked
incredulously.
Crane nodded. “Yes. My guess is they had a front row seat at someone getting
dismembered or hacked apart.” He paused a moment, then added, “Or…they
could have been the ones doing the hacking.”
Sharma sighed. “There always has to be a twist, doesn’t there?”
“I can’t help you with the metaphysical, only the physical,” Crane replied. “I do
have their personal effects over here.” He walked over to a wall cabinet, opened it,
and took out three small bins. “We have the remains of a Captain Marcus Long,
Specialist Anthony Busey, and Dr. Amelia Fontaine. ID cards, wallets, some money,
pictures, a two wedding rings, an engagement ring, and a pair of earrings.”
The three bins each held one person’s personal effects and Sharma looked at
them and willed his mind to approach it dispassionately. It was a losing battle as
he kept wondering if sometime far from now someone would be looking at his
ancient corpse and try to figure out what sort of man he was from what he had on
him when he died. Who were these people and what happened to them were the
two questions that he kept coming back to.
After he pulled on a pair of protective gloves he started sifting through the bin
that held Long’s effects. The identification card showed a man in his early thirties
with a warm smile and friendly eyes. A wedding ring lay in the bin and Sharma
wondered if somewhere there was a woman waiting for word of what happened to
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her husband and felt an intense sense of loss. The wallet felt old and brittle as he
opened it and pulled out a picture of Long and a pretty short haired brunette at
some sort of amusement park. He flipped it over and read the words written on the
back;
Marcus and Denise, 1st Anniversary, Magic Mountain, Wendover
“Thank you, Doctor,” Sharma said and closed the wallet around the picture.
“Do you have any theories?”
Crane leaned against a counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “Theories?”
he asked. “No, no theories, just speculation. They were either witnesses or
participants in something bloody and my guess it wasn’t some sort of blood rite or
animal sacrifice, but something violent and primal. Beyond that, things don’t make
a lot of sense. They were all roped to each other and were EVA without suits,
which if done willingly would point to either some sort of mass hysteria or
compulsion, or, a suicide pact.”
*+*+*+*+*
Crane’s words still echoed in Sharma’s mind as he entered the observation
gallery that overlooked the flight deck. Three craft were spotted on the deck; two
Rocs and the unknown ship that had been brought aboard for investigation. His
eyes settled on the symbol emblazoned on the craft’s tail and felt a growing sense
of excitement; it was very similar to the symbol for Virgo, one of the standards of
the tribes of Kobol.
“Have we learned anything so far, Chief?” Sharma asked the vacuum suited man
who stood next to him.
“We have…and that’s why I’ve kept the ship in vacuum without bringing her
into the hangar,” the Chief replied and turned his gaze toward the topic of
conversation. “We think she served a similar purpose as our Rocs; transport,
scouting, support, those sorts of duties. No hard points have been found yet, so
we’re working on the assumption that she’s either civilian or lacked that ability.”
“How about inside? What’s it like?” Sharma inquired and turned back to the
craft.
The Chief scratched his head. “Anticlimactic, Commander. The flight deck is on
par with our latest designs and well thought out, has a side by side configuration,
and the main compartment is configured with six seats and space for cargo. It’s
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hard to get over the fact that she’s not one of ours.”
Sharma walked several paces to his right to get a different vantage point to view
the craft. Stubby and utilitarian, it had a definite ‘form follows function’ appeal and
it’s lack of answers simply added to that appeal. “Do you think you’ll be able to
recover anything from its computers?” he finally asked.
“I don’t want to give a false sense of hope, but yeah, I think we should be able
to get something from them. But,” the Chief cautioned, “it might be weeks or
months if there’s a language or security barrier that we have to break.”
“I want to see it,” Sharma told the Chief and turned to look at Ariadne’s senior
NCO. “If I’m going to have that thing on my ship then I want to inspect it
firsthand.”
The Chief nodded and the corners of his mouth turned up in a smile. “I thought
you might so I took the risk of having your suit made ready.”
Fifteen minutes later Sharma stood on the flight deck looking at the derelict. The
hatch stood open like a beckoning cave and rather than immediately enter the craft,
he started walking around it and looking for the places that its pilot might have
checked when he pre-flighted the craft prior to launch. Numerous panels had
warning or explanatory text and as he read each one he began to get an idea of
how the craft functioned. Everything looked to be where it would have been on
something he’d flown before, and that more than anything so far suggested a
relatively similar level of technology and design thought.
His ran his gloved hand across the hull and over the words proclaiming either its
name or the ship it was based off of, Pathfinder, and wondered what happened to
the crew. He knew they were dead, but why? That was the burning question.
When he stepped into the cabin he stopped short and heard the Chief stumble
behind him. “Sorry about that, Chief, I just wanted to take it all in before I got
inside,” Sharma apologized and then entered the cabin. It was definitely military,
or at least para-military or government sponsored based on the look and feel of the
furnishings. Above the workstation opposite the entrance hatch were several
binders still secured on a shelf and for some reason that gave the whole scene a
surreal feel; it was as if the crew just left after returning from a mission.
“When we’re finished with the physical inspection we’re going to see if we can
hook up a portable generator and bring the computers back online,” the Chief
explained and leaned against one of the seats. “If the data is something we can

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1097
configure an emulator or translator to manage, then we’ll work on a physically
quarantined workstation, otherwise we’ll have to use the onboard electronics,
assuming they still work.”
Sharma nodded. “Sounds like a good plan, Chief. Keep me in the loop and do
what you can.”
*+*+*+*+*
Planetary Sciences Ship Endeavour
Colonel Kimber Bond took a bite of her sandwich and studied her workstation’s
display. As she slowly chewed she contemplated the planetology report and the
paradoxes it presented. The planet was within the habitable zone of the star, had
an Earth-like gravity, and even the atmospheric density was right in the sweet spot,
but the planet was dead. The pictures revealed a red, dusty planet with north and
south polar ice caps, no other visible standing water, the occasional storm system,
and no life whatsoever.
Topographically, there was evidence of ancient riverbeds, lakes, and oceans, but
if any such ever actually existed it wasn’t within the recent past…or within at least
twenty-five thousand years or more.
“Doctor, can you explain some of these sample rates?” Bond asked Dr. Rider
Short, Endeavour’s scientific director.
The short, balding, and bespectacled man shrugged and bunched his slightly
overly large lab coat around his shoulders. “All I can do is explain what we’re
seeing because I can only speculate on the why,” he explained in an everyman
accent that belied the half dozen or more advanced degrees he held. “We’re
seeing dust particles of long half-life elements in amounts that shouldn’t be
normally,” he used his fingers to quote the last word, “present. The overall
radiation level isn’t that bad if you’re in a suit, but to breathe it would probably give
you a nice, long, painful lingering death.”
“Right…” Bond said and turned her full attention to the scientist. “I get that and
my guess is that it’s a result of something that wasn’t naturally occurring…” she
added and gave Short an opening to speculate.
The little scientist pushed his glasses up and nodded. “Yes…that was the second
part. If I had to make a guess as to why, it would be a catastrophic nuclear
bombardment on the order of something the likes of which have never been seen.
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Not even the drones’ attack on Earth would come close to a fraction of what had to
have been expended here to create this…assuming it was a garden world before
whatever happened actually happened.”
Bond looked at him and narrowed her eyes. What Short was implying defied
the imagination. “Are you saying that this was due to a war and that there used to
be a civilization on this planet?”
Short took off his glasses and pulled a cleaning cloth from a coat pocket.
“No…” he began and Bond frowned at the academic. “No, what I’m saying is that
at least twenty-five thousand years ago this world may have supported life when it
was probably bombarded with an absolutely mindboggling number of nuclear
weapons jacketed with very long half-life materials. But,” he held up a hand to
forestall her response, “let’s accept as a working hypothesis that the world was a
garden world and did support life. Whatever happened was most likely deliberate
and had the goal of sterilizing the planet. The intent wasn’t just to destroy
civilization or kill most of the population; rather it was a systematic attempt to
destroy all life on the planet. Hell, all that’s probably left are bacteria and perhaps
some bugs.”
“But…why?” Bond pressed. “Why would anyone do something like that?”
“Come now, Colonel,” Short chided her, “you’re the military person here. Why
would you destroy a planet’s civilization or worse, sterilize the world?”
“All I can think of is that whoever did the attacking had a world class hate for
whatever used to be down there,” Bond replied and suddenly found herself fighting
a deep sense of loss she thought long bottled up and dealt with.
Short nodded and put his glasses back on. “Hate, possibly…hell, probably. But
let’s also not forget one of the other base emotions that goes along with hate; fear.”
Bond pondered Short’s words for several long moments before she nodded.
“Yes, that would do it, too,” she admitted evenly. “Doctor, I want a complete
topographical survey done – dradis mapping, densitometer mapping, thermal,
reflective, the works. I want to know as much as is humanly possible about that
planet. It may be an old, dead world, but it’s also a signpost…and we need to
know what it means.”
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Douglas Sharma met Colonel Kimber Bond in the hangar when she
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stepped off the Roc. “I didn’t expect you back for another couple hours,” he said to
his XO and kept the reunion professional.
Bond smiled and he could read in her eyes that she was amused by his restraint.
“I wasn’t planning on being back until just before dinner,” she told him as she fell
into step beside him. “However, we found something…odd…” her voice dropped
slightly, “…on the planet. So far only a handful of people know about it and until
we figure it out I think that’s for the best.”
Sharma turned to look at his friend. “You have me intrigued and more than a
little bit concerned, now. I thought the world was dead?”
“It wasn’t always that way,” Bond almost whispered. “Let’s wait until we get to
your quarters and I’ll explain more…”
“Ok…” Sharma said as they walked in silence to his quarters. The Marine guard
opened the door for them and once they were through and it closed behind them
he took Bond in his arms and gave her the welcome home kiss he wanted to give
when she stepped off the Roc.
“Now that’s a ‘welcome home’ to remember!” Bond said after he released her.
“It’s good to be back home even if I was only gone for a couple days.”
Sharma poured two cups of coffee and placed them on the conference table. “If
you keep going away, you’ll have more of them to remember,” he smirked before
pulling a chair out for her.
“I’ll remember that,” Bond told him as she sat at the table. “In the meantime,
however, we have something that you need to see.” She pulled a folder from her
briefcase and opened it on the table. Inside was a stack of photographic prints that
she handed to Sharma. “The first one is a general overview of the subject area.”
“I…” Sharma started and then blinked twice. His eyes narrowed as he studied
the image and then moved it to the rear of the stack. “This is a close up?” he asked.
“It is,” Bond confirmed.
The image showed three large pyramid shaped formations jutting out of the
barren landscape and a faint glint of light near the base of the largest. Sharma
studied it for several moments before moving to the next image which showed the
same area but rather than a photograph it was a thermal scan. “You’re sure about
this?” he looked up and asked.
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Bond nodded. “This is the third set we took; the first two were identical except
for perhaps the angle they were taken.”
Sharma continued studying the images and one after another he felt his heart
start racing while at the same time a cold chill skated down his spine at the
implications. The last image sent the chill down his extremities. “What are Dr.
Short’s thoughts on this?”
Bond grinned. “He’s chomping at the bit to take a team down to the surface.
Captain Mackenzie was ready to let him go but I put my foot down and vetoed it
until I talked to you.”
“Thanks. I’m not going to send a bunch of scientists down there without some
handlers,” Sharma told her and tried to tear his eyes away from the last image. “I’ll
detail two Rocs; one with a squad of Marines and one for the scientists. That’ll
allow Short to have about six to eight people and their equipment on the
expedition.”
“Sounds good; when do you want to launch?” Bond asked.
“I want to land them right after local sunrise so they have as much natural light
as possible,” Sharma explained. I would guess that’s within the next twelve hours
or so?”
Bond looked at her notes, “Local sunrise is about 04:30 hours local ship time.”
“Then it looks like they should launch about 04:00 or so,” Sharma replied and
looked back at the image. It showed the three pyramids, some sort of metallic
structure near the base of the largest, what looked like a ship of some sort near the
structure, and a host of tunnels and chambers within the pyramids.
*+*+*+*+*
MS Semiramis, outside the Colonial Sphere
Richard Szabo stretched and pulled his shirt on over his lean frame before
putting a comb to the unruly mess his hair had become after the shower. As he
tried to wrangle the salt and pepper strands into something presentable he mentally
reviewed their progress so far.
Despite her looks and age, Semiramis was making good time and averaging
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three jumps a day. At that rate it would be another week or so before they arrived
at their destination and that suited him just fine. Once they arrived at their
destination the real work would begin and he’d trade the command deck for a hard
hat and a shovel and the prospect of manual labor wasn’t that appealing.
Hopefully it won’t come to that, he thought and laced up his boots. The ground
crew had earth moving equipment, some explosives, and about two dozen
workers. Despite his hardened attitude and near fanatical monotheistic beliefs, the
thought of ‘liquidating’, as Geonova put it, the ground crew didn’t appeal to him.
The callousness of how she had given the order had been eating at him since
shortly after they left the Colonies and it was the one thing that really gave him
pause for the mission.
There would come a time for bloodletting, but Szabo truly felt this wouldn’t be
it. Despite his attempts to distance himself from caring, the past few days had
brought back something that he’d missed since his early days in command; actually
being involved with each crew member and physically running the ship. The small
crew and shared mission built a sense of camaraderie that a larger ship often
lacked, and the last ten years of his command certainly lacked it.
He felt alive again and despite his age, he felt young again as well.
The trip to the forward cargo hold was short and a few moments later Szabo
entered the large chamber and made his way to where two men were working on a
bulldozer. “What’s the diagnosis?” he asked without preamble.
“I’m glad we caught it during testing and not out in the field,” the more visible
of the two replied. Abe Dugan wiped his hands on a mechanic’s towel and stood
up from where he had been kneeling and leaning halfway into the engine
compartment. “The main hydraulic pump’s seals were old and as soon as we put
any pressure into the system they started leaking. If we’d have been on the job and
not caught it in time, we would have lost the hydraulics and possibly had a fire.”
Szabo squatted down and peered into the motor housing. “Was this due to
age?” The equipment wasn’t showroom new but it also wasn’t Uprising era
antiques.
“What do you think, Mouse?” Dugan asked the other man who slid out from
under the earth mover.
Marion ‘Mouse’ Wilder was almost two meters of old school blue collar muscle
and his frame belied a keen engineering and mechanical mind according to his

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1102
personnel file. “My gut says it is simply due to age and wear,” he began and
reached for a water bottle to take a drink. “However, we’re going to test everything
before we certify it for service and if we find more of it, then I might start thinking it
was intentional. So far this was something that fell within the realm of a common
failure.”
“Ok,” Szabo told them and considered the possibility that it was sabotage. Who
would have known? “Just keep your eyes open and if you find anything else, keep
it between the two of you and bring it to me right away.”
“Will do, Captain,” Dugan replied for the two men. “If we find anything else
we’ll let you know right away.”
Szabo talked with them for a few minutes before heading back to the bridge to
prepare for the next jump that would take them one step closer to their destination.
*+*+*+*+*
Vinegia Arcology, Vinegia Archipelago, Canceron
Siobhan Crockett slipped the amber tinted glasses onto her face and blinked
from the bright warm sunlight that bathed the landing pad. She took a deep breath
and felt some of the stress leave her body. Every time she returned to the arcology
it felt like she was coming home, or at least returning to someplace comfortable.
She slung her overnight pack and pulled her wheeled weekender behind her and
joined the passengers that had disembarked from Compagnie General’s Comete III
transport and were making their way to the terminal.
Yes, she thought, this could be home.
The thought died and a frown fought to replace the smile she wore as she
thought of the plan the Ones had pushed through the consensus. It was the
ultimate sin, she thought, against God and against his children. I could always go
to the Colonials and turn myself in and tell them everything that was going to
happen, she pondered as she waited to enter the terminal, but what would give
them a reason to believe her? The last time the humans had seen a Cylon had been
at the Armistice and back then they were creations of metal and polymer, often
polished to a bright shine or coated with camouflaging colors. They certainly
weren’t eye turning attractive women with nothing more than her word to prove
she was a Cylon.
No, she thought, doing that would just make things worse.
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believed me they might do something preemptive which would cause the Ones to
respond in kind and in the end the only difference would be the grand holocaust
happening earlier than expected. And if that happened, then her and Tanith’s plans
would be for naught.
It took another half hour to pass through the terminal and sign for the rental car
before she was able to turn onto Velprado Boulevard and drive to her hotel where
she could prepare for her first meeting later that afternoon. Velprado Boulevard
snaked along Terminal Island’s western shore before turning into a causeway that
spanned the gap between the island and part of the arcology proper. Built over
several hundred years, the Vinegia Archipelago had spread from the islands’ shores
to form an arcology built over and under the water. Most of the larger buildings
formed part of the arcology and because of this the islands had an almost rustic
historical feel to them.
The Pelican Bay Inn & Suites wasn’t the most exclusive hotel in the area, but it
also wasn’t a budget hostel, either. Siobhan allowed the valet to park her car and
walked into the lobby to check in. Her eyes scanned the lobby for any sign that
she was being monitored and satisfied that she wasn’t, proceeded to check in. Her
room was on the second floor and had a sunset view, and was just what she
wanted; high enough that someone couldn’t jump from a boat onto the balcony
and yet close enough to the water that she could jump without much chance of
injury if she had to.
A cool breeze swirled through the room as the air conditioning kicked on and
helped mitigate the sun’s rays beating against the sliding glass door to the balcony.
Siobhan looked at the digital clock on the nightstand and smiled, she would have
enough time for a shower before she had to be at her first meeting. Five minutes
later she sighed with pleasure as the hot water cascaded down off her body and
steam filled the bathroom. She leaned against the wall and allowed the water to
cleanse her body of almost thirty-six hours of travel and to sooth and loosen the
tension that had crept into her shoulders and neck.
The first meeting should be relatively straight forward and while it would be
expensive and probably clean out one of her accounts, she should be able to get all
the building materials in one fell swoop. What worried Siobhan was the second
meeting, the one with the data merchant that had been recommended by a contact
in the Ha’La’Tha. She had dealt with the criminal organization over the years and
they’d never let her down; she hoped this would continue the track record. Her
contact had given her the impression that the local Ha’La’Tha held the fixer in high
regard…and with more than fair amount of professional respect and courtesy.
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*+*+*+*+*
Four hours later Siobhan drove along the Corsair Expressway with a smile on her
face. The broker was able to source the materials from a dozen different suppliers
throughout the Colonies and the only part that gave her pause was the actual
handover. Still, that could be managed with the appropriate front corporations and
temporary workers. The delivery date was in six weeks and would be cutting things
close; but, she justified, beggars can’t be choosers and if she played a more
insistent game it might have raised some uncomfortable questions or even spooked
the grey market broker.
The navigation system’s announcement that her turn was two kilometers away
stripped some of the smile away and sobered her mind. In a few minutes she
would be meeting with one of the most influential men in the region’s underworld
and who might hold the answer, or at least a signpost, to an issue that could
conceivably shatter the Ones’ enthrallment of her brothers and sisters. Siobhan
slowed the car and pursed her lips and prayed that Tanith would understand her
motivations for keeping her in the dark if this went sour.
Tall palm trees lined the crushed shell driveway at five meter intervals and
provided splotchy shade as their wide fronds rustled in the breeze blowing off the
bay. As soon as she turned off the road she was on the fixer’s property and the long
driveway, a kilometer and a half by the navigation system, underscored the man’s
wealth, power, and position in an arcology where land carried a premium price
tag.
Ahead, the gates were closed and supported by a whitewashed gatehouse that
didn’t look like it was anything but decorative, but as Siobhan knew, looks could be
deceiving. Chances were that the buildings were reinforced and had hidden
defensive measures that were just out of sight and ready to be deployed should the
situation merit. She slowed the car to a crawl and then stopped in front of the gates
not knowing whether they’d open on their own or whether she’d have to get out
and do something so gauche as knock.
Before she could unbuckle her seatbelt, a man stepped out from behind the
gatehouse’s right side. He wore casual slacks, loafers, and a pale grey polo shirt
that molded to his muscular torso while his dark hair was cropped short and his
strong face was tanned from long exposure to the sun. A pistol rode on his right
waist and a rifle was slung over his shoulder and casually held in his right hand.
Gate muscle, Siobhan thought as she studied the man as he approached and then
just as quickly revised her opinion as she saw that his eyes were constantly in
motion, his finger was off the trigger, and he moved with an easy measured pace.
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This man wasn’t a thug, she realized, he was a professional.
“Hi there,” Siobhan said when the man was still several paces away. She made
sure to keep her focus on him even though she knew at least one other person had
her in his sights. “I’m Siobhan Crockett, I believe I’m expected.”
“You are, Miss Crockett,” the man said respectfully. “When they open, you will
need to slowly drive through the gates and park on the right behind the gatehouse.
From there I will drive you to the main residence.” He brought his left hand up and
pumped it up and down twice before the gates started to open. “After you,” he said
after they were fully open.
After she parked they both got into a golf cart and drove for another two
hundred meters before the trees stopped and a palatial manor house came into
view. For a criminal organization they sure kept a low profile, Siobhan thought as
she studied the whitewashed building with gold tinted windows. In the distance
she could see bungalows and a large covered parking garage tucked in amongst the
palms which gave her the feeling that while this may be a residence, it was also a
place of business.
Her guide led her into the house which offered a cool respite from the hot
afternoon. Inside, the house had a classic elegance about it, something she didn’t
expect to see in a gangster’s domicile. They walked the width of the house to a
great room that had a three story high glass wall that fronted the back yard,
swimming pool, gardens, and bay. Above and behind her was a balcony that that
was accessed by a short flight of steps up from the second floor and down a similar
short flight of steps from the third floor. The guard paused, then gently touched her
shoulder and said, “This way, please,” and led her to a concealed staircase that led
to the second floor.
Ok, now this is what home turf advantage is all about, Siobhan thought a few
moments later when she was led onto the balcony and shown where to sit so she
would be looking out through the floor to ceiling windows.
“Miss Crockett,” a middle aged man who looked more like an attorney than an
underworld figure stood when she entered and greeted her. “Welcome to my
home, I’m Marko Pascal,” he added and held out his hand.
Siobhan took his hand and shook it once before bowing and bringing the ring
that adorned his right ring finger to her lips. When she stood she narrowed her
eyes when she saw the amused grin on Pascal’s face. “I did something wrong?”
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“No, Miss Crocket, but you did just earn me a cubit,” Pascal explained and held
out his left hand to her guide. “Fork it over, Anton.”
Anton fished a one cubit coin out of his pocket and handed it to Pascal. “If you
weren’t my brother…” he grumbled good naturedly.
Siobhan could see the resemblance now that it was pointed out and asked, “Do
you often wager against each other?”
Pascal laughed. “Every time we have a new visitor, Miss Crockett,” he explained
with a trace of humor. “You see, when someone new visits we have a bet, only one
cubit, whether they will do what’s been shown in the vids because of who they
think I am or whether they’ll just shake my hand.”
“You mean,” Siobhan narrowed her eyes even more, “that the whole ring kissing
thing is…”
“Pure Picon fiction, Miss Crockett,” Pascal explained and gestured for her to sit.
“May I get you something to drink? Lemonade, iced tea, water?”
“Nothing harder?” Siobhan asked.
“Despite the vids, this is very much work and a clear mind is absolutely
necessary,” Pascal told her as he poured a glass of lemonade from a pitcher and
offered it to her. “It’s an old family recipe that I’m told used to win at the county
fair.”
She sipped the chilled drink and discovered that it really was good and said as
much. “Have you had any success?” Siobhan asked several minutes later after they
had discussed a shared interest in the same fairs that the lemonade used to win at.
Pascal slowly nodded. “I have…”
Siobhan felt her heart start to race and licked her lips. “And?” she asked eagerly.
Pascal opened a briefcase and withdrew a manila folder and held it up. “I took
what you gave me and was able to discover quite a bit about this mystery person.
They’ve gone to great lengths to cover their origins and stay off the dradis…but it’s
all here.”
“How much?” Siobhan asked slowly and braced herself for the price.
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“Before today I would have quoted a mind numbing seven figure price.
now,” Pascal smiled warmly, “the price has changed.”

But

Siobhan felt her stomach clench. Seven figures was doable, as was something
in the low eights… ”Why is that?” she asked and tried to keep her voice even.
“Because I didn’t know the person I was dealing with,” Pascal explained before
taking a sip of lemonade. “My price is simple; I wish you to accompany me to an
art show tonight.”
“Why?” Siobhan asked skeptically. “Why give me the information when you
could make a tidy profit on it?”
“Because I think I would enjoy your company tonight more than a couple
million more cubits in the bank,” Pascal said and then added, “and because I
would like your opinion on something.”
*+*+*+*+*
Attending an art show on the arm of a local underworld personality wasn’t
something Siobhan wanted to do but her desire for what Pascal had found overrode
any hesitation she felt. Still, there were worse ways to pay for the information and
at least, so far, her date had been a perfect gentleman. And, if she wanted to be
honest with herself, the show was fascinating. Instead of the more common
abstract art that seemed to predominate most shows, this one focused on Realism.
“You’ve been awfully quiet, Siobhan,” Pascal said quietly so only she could hear.
“I hope this wasn’t too forward.”
Siobhan smiled and forced some of the despair she was feeling to the back of
her mind. The art captured the human spirit in a way that a picture or vid never
could; the oils and water colors had soul that the higher technology reproductions
lacked and would likely never have. Knowing that one day soon all of this would
be so much fallout tore at her heart. “I’m sorry, Marko, I’m just deep in thought.
Art like this always puts me into a pensive and contemplative mood,” she explained
with a slight smile. “Look at this one,” she said and pulled him close to an
agricultural scene where a family toiled in the field.
“Do you see how even though they’re doing this by hand that the father still
looks at his family with love and compassion and isn’t the least bit upset that the
youngest,” Siobhan pointed to where a child played in a plowed furrow, “isn’t
doing her chores? How the mother is tenderly showing the boy how to plant seeds
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and then gently close the good earth over them so that they grow and provide a
bountiful harvest?”
“Yes…” Pascal answered, “And I also see a family that despite not having much
in the way of possessions knows they have each other. Their clothes are old and in
some places patches cover patches, but they’re happy because they have what’s
truly important; family.”
Siobhan looked at the man she thought was nothing more than a flashy gangster.
“That’s very insightful, Marko. This art…it speaks to me and each picture has a
story to tell about the human condition that draws me into it.”
Pascal guided her to another picture, this one showing a soldier returning to a
burned out house to find a woman and two small children no older than two or
three. The woman had a look of love and relief on her face and looked like she
was seeing a ghost, while the children stood behind a broken picket fence holding
the pickets and staring at the returning soldier who might just be their father.
“What do you see here?” he asked.
“I see a father returning home to his wife and children after a terrible war that
never really ended, and while it looks like the house is damaged or all but
destroyed, he doesn’t care because that wasn’t what he was fighting for; he fought
for his family and now he sees they’re safe and sound,” Siobhan explained softly.
The raw emotion in the man’s posture, the wife’s face, and the hope within the
children tore at her heart.
“Step closer and tell me what you see…” Pascal urged and guided her another
step forward.
Siobhan studied the painting and discerned that it likely covered a conflict that
happened this century, most likely the Uprising, and…no…”You painted this?” she
asked and turned to look at her companion.
Sadness clouded his eyes and the confident and in control fixer was replaced
with a simple man. “No,” Pascal replied somberly, “my father painted this. There I
am, the younger one, and my older brother Damon. Anton hadn’t yet been born
and this was before Damon died from pneumonia.”
“I’m so sorry,” Siobhan gently told him and gave his hand a squeeze.
“Things were difficult after the war and this was my father’s way of coping,”
Pascal explained and gently held her hand. “When Damon got sick there weren’t
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any doctors or hospitals that we could get to, and when Emergency Services finally
was able to spare an ambulance to come out to where we lived it was too late.
Mom was devastated and even though she lived another ten years and gave birth to
Anton, she was never the same.
“But,” he said and used his other hand to wipe the corners of his eyes, “when
things really got bad and we were hit with Cyclone Scylla, she and my father made
sure we were safe.” He mirthlessly laughed once, “The Cylons, the rebuilding, and
even the cyclone weren’t able to stop my parents…but a couple of opportunistic
looters who struck the night after the cyclone…they ensured that Anton and I
would be on our own.”
They stood there for several long moments before Pascal broke the silence, “Do
you mind if we go? I think I could use something to eat.”
“I think I’d like that,” Siobhan replied and allowed him to guide her out of the
gallery to the sidewalk.
“There’s a little place down here on the corner,” Pascal explained as they
walked. “It’s been here for years and has some of the best desserts you’ll ever
taste.”
Fifteen minutes later they were sitting at a small table and once again Siobhan
tried to figure out how this would be ‘payment’ for the information she was looking
for. She’d done a lot of things for the cause and sometimes that included using her
body, but this felt different. “Huh?” she asked when she noticed Pascal staring
across the small table.
“I asked if you were ok,” Pascal told her. “You had a faraway look on your face
and I was concerned.”
“I’m fine; it was just a stray thought that was bouncing around,” Siobhan smiled.
“I’m still thinking about the paintings you showed me tonight,” she fibbed and
stretched the truth.
The concern on Pascal’s face softened and warmed, “I’m glad. Now…” he said
as his fork poked his apple pie, “dessert is here and the apple pie is out of this
world.”
Discussion was light and covered mutual interests, current events, and art, and
Siobhan was surprised when the bistro manager told them it was closing time.
Later, they walked down to the beach and along the surf all the while continuing
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the conversation. Finally, as they walked barefoot and allowed the waves to wash
against their feet, Pascal turned serious and brought up the subject that was in the
back of her mind since the evening started, “By now you’re probably wondering
how this can be payment for the information you had me find for you.”
Siobhan nodded and tried to keep her voice from going businesslike. “Well, I
do admit that it was something I thought about.”
Pascal stopped and turned to face her. “I had to find out what kind of person
you were, Siobhan. The person you’re looking for…I’ve known him since I was a
boy and I had to determine whether your intentions were in his best interest.”
“And you got that from taking me to an art exhibition?” Siobhan asked
skeptically even though she kept her voice light and a smile on her face.
“I knew it when I saw you talking about what you saw in the art,” Pascal
explained. “It was more than your words; it was the emotion behind them. I don’t
know who you are, though I’d like to,” he admitted, “but…I know you’re not going
to hurt him…”
Siobhan waited a moment for Pascal to continue, then asked, “And? It sounded
like you had more to add.”
Pascal nodded twice and met her gaze, “I was going to add that you wouldn’t
hurt him intentionally, though I fear he’ll be in danger.”
“He will be in danger,” Siobhan admitted, “but not from me or from my
associates. And for that danger, we might be able to avert a catastrophe.”
“Thank you for being honest,” Pascal told her. “It confirms I’ve made the right
decision.”
Siobhan looked at him, “Decision?” she asked.
A broad smile split Pascal’s face and banished the serious mood that had set in
behind his eyes. “Yes, a decision,” he repeated. “When we return to my estate I
will give you the information you asked for…”
Once again Siobhan thought there was more he wanted to say and prompted
him, “And?”
“And,” Pascal said and took her arm in his, “I was going to ask if you wanted a

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1111
nightcap.”
“I think I’d like that,” Siobhan told him and rested her head on his shoulder as
they walked back to where his car waited. If she could convince her quarry to
return with her, then maybe Tanith would be able to shift the balance of power that
the Ones commanded. But first, she thought as a smile touched her eyes, first we
have tonight and the ‘nightcap’.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, ancient
bunker complex
“These things are pretty simple to operate,” Rufus Tello said from where he sat
cross legged in front of the cryogenic chamber. “According to the manual, once
the patient is prepped, it’s a matter of securing them in the tube, closing it, and
activating it. To revive someone, the process is almost the reverse; just start the
revival process. The patient is able to open the tube from the inside and if all else
fails, they can pull a lever that will release the door.”
Vassar looked around at the people waiting for him to say something. He could
see expectation written large on their faces and for the hundredth, or was it
hundred and first time, he thought about the sanity of reviving the occupants.
They’d slept here unknown and forgotten for untold thousands of years and
remembered a world that no longer existed except in their memories. Would he
want to be revived if the roles were reversed?
Yes, he silently answered, he would. This was nothing more than a state of
undeath; not dead and yet not alive, either. Whether he woke to his world or
another, he would be alive and able to once again chart his own course and live
life on his terms.
“Ok…Lido and Pepper, have the emergency medical supplies handy in case we
need them. Rufus and Hec, I’m not sure how much you can do, but if anything
goes wrong with the tube it’s up to you to fix it…if possible. And Minerva, I think
you should be with me so she sees both of us when she wakes up,” Vassar finally
said and directed the others to where he thought they’d do the most good.
“We’re actually going to do this?” Lido asked expectantly.
Vassar smirked and nodded, “You scared?”
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Lido laughed. “No…not much, at least. This is where it suddenly gets real,
though; no more stalling.”
“Sure is,” Minerva said and clipped Emma to her vest so the AI could ‘see’ what
was going on as well as hear everything clearly. “Give the word, Josiah.”
“Do it, Rufus; let’s wake the sleeper,” Vassar told the engineer.
Tello reached over and flipped a safety cover off a button and looked over his
shoulder at Vassar and arched his eyebrows. “No turning back after this…”
“Is everyone getting cold feet?” Vassar joked. “Press the button, Rufus.”
Tello’s finger depressed the button and several displays snapped to life and
showed a corporate logo before it faded and was replaced with vital information
about the occupant. “Done,” he said simply. “The book says the revival process
will take about two hours…”
“I want either Pepper or Lido here at all times, but I think the rest of us can do
some more exploring and see what else we might find in here,” Vassar stated. “Stay
close, down the other hall and this one for now.”
“I’ll stay,” Pepper volunteered. “I want to read a bit more on the manual that we
found.”
“I think I’ll stay, too,” Lido said and rolled a chair over and sat down. “I don’t
think whoever wrote the book ever expected it to have to apply to someone who
has been under this long.”
“You two?” Vassar asked Tello and Wight.
“We’re going to stick around, too,” Tello said. “If something goes wrong with
the tube, it’ll take both of us to fix it…if we can.”
Vassar turned to the last person, “Minerva?”
Minerva shrugged and the corners of her mouth turned up slightly, “I’m going to
walk a bit and see what I can find; just down the hall and around the corner.”
Vassar waited until she took several steps and walked after her. “Are you ok?”
he asked softly once they were out of earshot of the others.
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“Yeah, why?” Minerva asked.
“Because you suddenly didn’t seem like yourself and decided to go on
walkabout,” Vassar told her quietly.
“Have a seat,” Minerva suggested and sat on a chair in the small waiting lounge
where they stopped. Vassar sat and watched as she sat forward with her legs tight
together and her arms held across her chest with her hands gripping her elbows. “I
spent a lot of time in a place like this watching my parents die when I was a kid. I
thought,” she chuckled mirthlessly, “that I had overcome the old memories but all
of a sudden they just welled up and I had to walk away for a bit.”
Vassar leaned forward and met Minerva’s violet eyes. “Tell me about them.”
Minerva sighed and blinked several times as tears started forming at the corners
of her eyes. “They always put my brother’s and my needs and wants before their
own,” she began slowly. “Dad worked as a senior engineer at a chemical company
and Mom was a volunteer at the school we attended. I remember this time when I
was five, I told them I wanted to learn how to play the violin because I saw
someone in a vid playing one and thought it was cool. Dad suddenly had a project
at the office and worked late a couple days a week for a month and then on my
birthday I got a new violin and six months of lessons.”
A sad smile touched Minerva’s lips. “I took to it like a duck to water, but you’d
never know from what it must have sounded like when I started. I put my heart
into learning how to play…because deep down I knew my parents had put their
hearts into getting it for me. By the time I was in high school I was giving lessons
and it was my way of remembering and honoring them.”
Minerva slowly opened up about her parents and the accident that put them
into the hospital and ultimately claimed their lives. Through it all Vassar sat and
listened, offering a comforting word here and there or asking a question to help her
open up.
“Thank you,” Minerva finally said and gave Vassar’s hand a squeeze. “You’re the
first person I’ve ever really opened up to about this other than my brother.”
“You’re welcome and I’m honored,” Vassar said warmly.
each other.”

“Friends look after

“Yeah,” Minerva smiled. “They do.”
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“Guys!” Lido shouted from down the hallway. “It’s almost time!”
“Already?” Minerva asked before she checked her watch.
“Time flies,” Vassar told her before he stood up and offered her his hand.
“C’mon, let’s go meet history.”
“So let it be!” Minerva said and he helped her to her feet.
*+*+*+*+*
Minerva walked quickly down the hall and took several deep breaths to steady
her emotions. The old memories had clawed their way out of where she had them
locked away and while it wasn’t the time or place she would have chosen, she
smiled and was glad Vassar was there to help her exorcise her demons.
“What do we have?” Vassar asked and Minerva pushed the last two hours’
events to the back of her mind.
“The indicators say that the automated revival process is getting ready to wake
her up,” Tello said from where he still sat monitoring the chamber’s controls. The
controls beeped and a message flashed on the status screen. “She’s waking up…”
Minerva stood close and studied the woman in the chamber. The past two hours
had been good to Colby Browning with her color returning and her chest slowly
rising and falling as she breathed. Her breathing had gotten deeper and closer to
normal when her eyes blinked open twice and then twice again. “She’s awake,”
Minerva muttered.
Browning’s head turned and her eyes went wide.
quick wave. “Rufus, can you open it?” Vassar asked.

Minerva smiled offered a

“Yeah, give me a sec…” Tello replied and tapped a command on the screen.
“That should do it,” he said as Minerva heard several audible clicks and saw the
door open about a finger’s width.
Colby slowly reached over and pushed the door open several centimeters before
it continued to swing open on its own. Her breathing had a slight rasp to it, but
was otherwise steady as she took several quick breaths followed by a deeper one.
“Water…please…” she managed to say before her hand fell to her side.
“Lido?” Vassar said and motioned the navigator forward.
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Lido stepped forward and knelt by the open chamber. “Here you go,” she said
and held a pouch filled with water fortified with an electrolyte mix to Colby’s lips
and allowed the woman to sip the contents through a short straw.
“Ah…” Colby said a moment later and smiled. “Thank you,” she added, her
voice no louder than hoarse whisper. “Who…when…”
Minerva took the pouch from Lido and knelt next to her. “I’m Minerva Tremblay
and I think a lot of time has passed since you went to sleep.”
Fear touched Colby’s pretty face and she narrowed her eyes as her hand reached
out and feebly grasped Minerva’s wrist. “How long?” she implored.
“I don’t know, at least eight to ten thousand…” Minerva gently explained. “Our
history goes back that far, and this predates when we were settled.”
“Oh…no…no, no no…” Colby cried softly as tears threatened to spill from her
eyes. “Othrys and the resistance?”
Minerva felt her pulse spike at Colby’s confirmation and forced herself to slowly
shake her head. “The planet looks untouched as if man was never here.”
Colby closed her eyes and her head rolled to face Minerva.
survived…” she opened her eyes and said hopefully.

“But this

Minerva couldn’t help but smile at the hope in Colby’s quiet voice. “It did, and
we found it quite by accident. Can you tell us who you are?”
“Then there’s still a chance,” Colby told her. “I’m Colby Annalise Browning,
Deputy Director of Communications and Outreach Operations for Olympus and
Lord Zeus.”
*+*+*+*+*
Unknown world, gunstar Ariadne
“I don’t care what sort of bluster or bombast that Dr. Short tries to pull, you’re
the mission commander, Castle,” Commander Digger Sharma told Lieutenant
Owen ‘Castle’ Casteel. “The good doctor and his fellow eggheads have been
cooped up on a tier 1 science ship for close to six years and they’re going to be like
out of control kids in a candy shop.”
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“I understand, Commander,” Castle replied and thought the analogy was an apt
one. “And the Marines?”
“Lieutenant Bayer,” Sharma nodded to the woman standing next to Castle, “is
there to make sure they don’t wander off or,” he winked, “in case any bug eyed
monsters show up.”
Bayer chuckled. “We’ll keep an eye on them, sir. I’ve assigned each member of
the science expedition a buddy who will stay with them, and that will leave us
more than half the squad for perimeter duty.”
“We’ll bring them back in one piece, sir,” Castle told Sharma.
“I know you will, Castle; that’s why I chose you to head this one up,” Sharma
said and looked like he was collecting his thoughts. “If you find anything down
there, anything at all,” he said as his voice turned serious, “you contact Ariadne on
a scrambled channel first.”
“Will do, Commander,” Castle said and affirmed the order. “Do you think we’ll
find something?”
Sharma’s voice softened somewhat and he arched his eye brows and nodded.
“Yes, I do. I don’t know what because someone went through a lot of trouble to
sterilize that world down there, but we’re going to find something; I know that
here,” he pointed to his heart. “The only question will be; are they answers or are
they questions?”
The conversation weighed on Castle’s mind as he walked down to the flight
deck where Pogo was pre-flighting the Roc. He knew he was on the cusp of a
momentous discovery, but deep down he also felt an approaching sense of doom.
“Chris, you’ve been awful quiet…” he finally said to Lieutenant Bayer.
“Yeah,” Bayer replied. “I told Hopkins to pack a war chest; extra ammo,
explosives, AT rockets, body armor, the works.”
“We’re not going to war, Chris…” Castle said somewhat doubtfully.
“We aren’t?” Bayer asked rhetorically. “There’s a ship and some sort of structure
down there that’s half covered by blowing dust and connected to some pyramids…
all on a planet that has every indication it was sterilized more thoroughly that our
home was. I want to live, Owen, and I don’t want to die on some dead rock in the
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middle of nowhere.”
Castle couldn’t fault her logic even though he thought she was a bit overboard.
Still, if Chris Bayer was concerned that was good enough for him; he’d make sure
both he and Pogo had supplemental armor for their suits. “I don’t want to die,
either,” he replied and then smirked, “you still have to pay off our last bet.”
Bayer rolled her eyes. “No bacon. That stuff just spits grease too much,” she
told him. “There’s only so much that damned little apron will cover and I do not
want anything sensitive getting a grease burn,” she smirked.
“Nor would I,” Castle smugly replied which earned him a good natured punch
on the arm.
“Mission time, Owen, let’s put on our big people faces,” Bayer said as they
stepped into the hangar to give their crews and the science team a final briefing.
*+*+*+*+*
The wind howled and pulled at Lieutenant Christina Bayer’s armored body and
not for the first time she was glad that the suit was sealed. They had landed two
hours earlier and the scientists surprised her; rather than rush out and run around
trying to see everything at once, they did a very methodical first survey as a group
and defined three primary interest areas; the small ship that was grounded, the
structure that was at the base of the southernmost pyramid, and the pyramids
themselves. Once they had a lay of the land they huddled for a few minutes
deciding how best to proceed and then broke into two groups; one to investigate
the ship and structure and one to do the same for the pyramids.
Each pyramid towered more than 350 meters above the surface and bore the
scars gained from centuries of existence. At one time they may have been smooth
and polished, but that time was long ago and before whatever calamity befell the
world. Bayer adjusted her rifle from where it had started to slip off her shoulder
and keyed the suit’s wireless for a situation report. A few minutes later and satisfied
all was well, she walked over to the grounded ship located a few dozen meters
from the two Rocs they used to reach the surface.
The ship had been here for some time and was covered by a thick layer of
windblown dust and several dunes had formed in the dead zones that were
blocked from the wind. It wasn’t a large ship and Bayer wasn’t a pilot, but to her
eye it had a strong, robust look to it as if it had been waging a war against the
planet’s environment ever since it landed. There were three hatches on each flank,
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each large enough for a ground vehicle to exit, as well as several smaller personnel
doors. It was one of these smaller hatches that Bayer approached; they had found it
dogged but otherwise unsecured when the first survey was done.
She stomped her feet and shook off the dust that had collected in the nooks and
crannies of her battle harness and opened the inside airlock door before stepping
into the relatively pristine ship. “Owen? Pogo?” she yelled and waited for an
answer before moving deeper into the ship.
“We’re up on the bridge, Chris,” Castle replied through an open hatch. “Dr.
Lamar is back in engineering seeing if he can tell us anything about the power
plant.”
“Ok! I’m coming up!” Bayer answered and climbed the ladder that connected
the decks. “Find anything interesting?” she asked a moment later when she saw
Castle and Pogo seated on the flight deck.
“Yeah…I think so,” Pogo replied from the copilot’s station. “We were able to
access the navigation computer and it’s given us a ton of information, but…”
“Yeah,” Castle continued as Pogo’s voice trailed off doubtfully. “The navigation
computer had a number of entries tied to the overall mission log and they paint a
pretty chaotic picture. Strange events, murders, it sounds more like the outline to a
horror vid than an actual ship’s log, but we’ve gone over it twice and it looks legit;
these people ran into some very bad juju out here.”
“Are we at risk of contamination?” Bayer asked as concern laced her voice.
“No, I don’t think so,” Castle explained. “We’ve been on suit air since we
entered and haven’t brought the life support systems back on line, so if it’s viral or
bacteriological, our standard decontamination routines should clear us. Whatever
happened, it affected these people in a deeply profound way. Chris…you didn’t
see the interior of the small craft we recovered or the bodies…they left the ship
without suits and were roped together. It was almost like a suicide pact and
damned freaky.”
“You’re worried that might happen to us?” Bayer asked and sat at a workstation’s
seat.
“No, whatever happened is long over,” Castle started.
“You hope,” Pogo interrupted.
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“Yeah, I do hope,” Castle agreed. “What I’m worried about is word getting out
and a sense of hysteria settling in. Right now the only people who know about the
log entries are the three of us, Commander Sharma, and Colonel Bond. Beyond
that, unless I’m told to tell someone else, they don’t have a need to know.”
“Yeah…” Bayer said after she thought about it for a moment. “I can imagine
what would happen if the civilian population got riled up. So…” she asked, “do
you have any good news?”
“That I do,” Castle told her spun his chair around to face her.
location of the Colonies.”

“I have the

*+*+*+*+*
The ‘nightcap’ wasn’t quite what Siobhan expected and even now a few hours
later as she snuggled under the plush comforter on the king sized bed she had to
smile. Marko had been the consummate gentleman and host and the nightcap had
consisted of a game of table tennis and a root beer float before being shown to a
guest room. Normally when she was invited for a nightcap it involved strong
alcohol and getting naked for some carnal activities, but she had to admit this was
a pleasant change of pace.
Siobhan rolled over and stretched, blinking several times at the morning sunlight
that streamed through the high windows and bathed the room with warmth despite
the air conditioning. The king sized bed was as comfortable as it was large and it
was something she could imagine getting used to…for the cause, of course. She
chuckled at the thought and reached out to pick up the folded piece of paper with
her name on it that was on the nightstand.
Siobhan,
Breakfast will be ready when you get up, just follow your nose and I’m sure
you’ll find the sunroom! I’ve arranged for our mutual friend to join us for brunch.
/s/
Marko
Her heart suddenly raced and she felt her lips go dry. Steady your nerves,
Siobhan old girl, she silently told herself. This is the big roll for the jackpot and it
could very well change the course of history. Slowly she forced her pulse to slow
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and after a few moments sat up in bed and swung her feet over the edge. Dim
green numbers on the clock showed that it was 8:35, no, 8:36 and it was time to
get up.
Twenty minutes later Siobhan looked at herself in the mirror and pulled a brush
though her still damp hair. The shower had been every bit the bed’s equal and she
probably could have stayed in it all morning as the water massaged her body and
worked its magic on her. It would be a real shame if all this were turned into
radioactive ash simply because of a petulant child’s parent issues and jealousy. She
had discovered the first leads that would eventually lead her here quite by accident
when she was interviewing one of the staff Centurions on the Araf class assaultstars
that had been rescued from the smelter. From there it was like a knot where each
thread she pulled unraveled it a little bit more.
All of that led her here.
And it hadn’t been a legend, rumor, or hearsay; it had been the truth.
You’re stalling she chided herself and met her steady gaze in the mirror. “You
can do this,” she whispered softly. Logic would be her tool, not her allure and
sensuality. Not this time.
Five minutes later, following her nose, Siobhan found the sunroom and the
brunch that Pascal had arranged. The solarium had two large slowly spinning
ceiling fans and tropical flowers and ferns mixed with the brunch’s mouthwatering
aroma to give the sensation that the meal was in the middle of a rain forest. “Good
morning, Siobhan,” Pascal said and rose from where he sat at the head of the table.
“I trust you slept well?” he asked and she thought she could see a glint of humor
behind his eyes.
“I did, thank you. The bed was amazing and I think I want to take the shower
back with me!” Siobhan said as she allowed him to guide her to her seat. “I’m glad
I allowed you to talk me into staying the night.”
“What kind of host would I have been had I done otherwise?” Pascal asked and
gave her a quick wink. “You were the first person to truly grasp the art and it was
so refreshing to have someone who understood it to talk to,” he said fondly. “I
hope that it won’t be a one time event.”
“As do I,” Siobhan said before she realized she had answered. It was true, she
thought, and from the heart. Despite what he might be, Marko Pascal was a
complex and deeply interesting man that she would like to see again.
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“I’m glad,” Pascal smiled and reached out and gently held her hand. “You asked
me to find someone and I have. Anton is bringing him down as we speak…”
“You didn’t have to go through all this trouble, Marko…” Siobhan said and gave
his hand a gentle squeeze. “It might not be…pleasant.”
“Odd that you should say that,” Pascal commented and arched his eyebrows,
“because he said the very same thing when I asked him to join us. But,” he held up
his hand that wasn’t in hers, “I think that it’s best you discuss whatever it is in a
controlled environment.”
Siobhan nodded her acceptance. He made sense and this way her quarry
would have some difficulty just leaving or running. “I understand,” she finally said
and met his eyes. “How did you get so wise?”
“It comes with the ring,” Pascal quipped a moment before Anton led a man into
the room.
When Anton stepped aside the newcomer inhaled slightly and stiffened. “So
this is it? How it ends?” he asked.
Siobhan studied the man before she replied. He was just shy of two meters and
slim, not muscular, which added to the impression that he was taller than what he
was. Short blonde hair framed a handsome that Siobhan thought could be quite
charismatic if the owner wanted. He wore a simple blue polo shirt and khakis and
despite the sudden coiled tension in his body, he could have been a father waiting
for his child to finish school.
“No, it doesn’t end…” Siobhan said suddenly aware that everyone was looking
at her. “I really hope this is where it begins again, Daniel.”
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Vignette 7: Paradise Lost
Orbit of Aegea, L2 Point, Battlestar Keraunos
“Give me some good news, Hydecker,” the tall, well-muscled officer said before
he ran his right hand across his close trimmed dark steel grey beard. His unruly
hair, cut to a conservative length, was the color of his beard and a pair of steady
grey eyes scanned the CIC from beneath still jet eyebrows.
“I’m afraid I can’t at the moment, sir,” Hydecker apologetically replied. “They
outnumber us across the board and class for class, sometimes as high as two to one
or more.”
I can’t show any signs of despair, fear, or weakness in front of them, the officer
thought. They willingly followed me and joined the rebellion when they could have
stayed at home and attended the local soccer games instead of the funerals for their
comrades in arms. They could have accepted the benign and corrupt status quo,
but they chose to stand for something better. Buck up, boy-o, you’re the HGIC and
it’s time you earned your keep, he added as part of a silent pep talk with himself.
“Mr. Demming, please signal the fleet to prepare for battle,” he said with more
enthusiasm than he felt. “After you have their acknowledgements, please connect
me to the individual commanders and send it down here.”
“Aye, sir, will do,” Lieutenant Martin Demming replied.
The older officer watched as the CIC staff worked with practiced haste and
prepared the mighty battlestar for the coming battle. He looked around and
marveled at what he saw. It was one of the most advanced ships ever built and it
came with a debt that would haunt him until he passed from this world to the next.
“Dradis contacts!” Lt. Hydecker announced as the dradis suddenly swept
numerous new arrivals. There are things worse than death, the older officer told
himself and felt a chill go down his spine. His opponent was as vengeful as he was
brutal, and the best outcome the officer could hope for now was to he lost in transit
or for the buffer to corrupt the data.
Fear was an unfamiliar sensation. He had faced many battles where one might
say they were scared, but he preferred to look at things from a purely reasoned
perspective; look at the facts, accept and acknowledge them, and then form a plan
to win. So far, it had worked. Until now. He hazarded a quick look at the dradis
and felt whatever hope he had moments before suddenly start to wither. The new
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arrivals made a difficult battle into one impossible for him to win.
“Sir!” Demming said excitedly. “Caria is hailing us!”
“Of course they are, Mr. Demming,” the officer said stoically as if this had been
his plan all along and felt a wellspring of relief suddenly flood his soul. “I’ll take it
down here, if you will.”
“Caria Actual, this is Keraunos Actual; it’s good to see you,” the officer said a
moment later.
“Keraunos Actual, Caria Actual; do you require assistance?” the female voice
asked over the crackling wireless.
“You can read the dradis as well as I can, Hecate,” the officer replied. “This
battle could end the war.”
“Do your forces still hold the clinic?” Hecate pointedly asked.
“We do…” the officer replied. “It’s under siege, but we still hold it.”
“I will help you, but know this; I help as an equal, not a vassal. Nor will I be a
vassal in the new order you have planned. Do you agree, Zeus?” Hecate asked and
even through the static he could feel the anger and plain that infused the words.
Having an equal or someone not directly sworn to him wasn’t part of his plan, but
neither was losing…or dying. And if anything, the last eight years of constant
warfare had taught him that pragmatism is sometimes the only option. He could
bring Hecate into the fold once this was over.
“Thank you; I accept your terms…but what caused the sudden change of heart?”
Zeus asked and watched as Hecate’s fleet merged with his own and filled the gaps
in his line.
Several long static filled moments passed before Hecate answered. “Cronus,”
she began bitterly, “sterilized Caria two weeks ago because we supported you.
Seven billion people are dead, Zeus. The outer colonies were hit first by simple
kinetic or nuclear bombardment; the domes were shattered, the caverns breached,
the stations destroyed. Then he moved sunward and brought along at least five
dozen rocks which he then proceeded to rain down upon the surface. One rock fell
every thirty minutes until all that was left was an uninhabitable world that
resembled hell.”
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That would do it, Zeus thought silently. Hecate had been one of his first
supporters and Caria’s shipyards and factories had provided the needed secure
resources the movement needed. Somewhat more advanced technologically
compared to Othrys, it was enough to give his fleet an edge when the numbers
were closer to parity. Caria’s destruction would explain where Cronus had been
after dropping out of sight almost two months earlier.
“You have my deepest condolences, Hecate,” Zeus finally said soberly. “We will
end this today.”
“Yes, we will, Zeus,” Hecate replied evenly. “The black flag has been raised and
my forces will give no quarter one it begins.”
This would complicate matters somewhat, Zeus thought. Ever since the conflict
started there had been an unwritten agreement that a ship too damaged to fight,
survivors waiting to be rescued or in the process of being rescued, or the rescue
craft themselves would not come under fire. Yet, given Cronus’ recent actions and
his single-minded quest for victory it would make this the last battle and deep
down he doubted Cronus would follow the old rules today. “What about ships that
surrender or stand down prior to hostilities?”
There was no hesitation when Hecate replied, “If they stand down or surrender,
and stay that way, we can deal with them civilly. If they so much as activate a fire
control dradis, I’ll send them straight to hell.”
Ok…Zeus thought, that was a pretty unequivocal answer. “Fair enough,” was all
he could reasonably say. “Ah…I’ve been away from Othrys for a while and…” his
voice trailed off.
“Don’t worry, she managed to get off Caria before the genocide,” Hecate said
more gently than he expected. “I made sure to escort her to the shuttle and Captain
Valerian is one of the finest pilots I know; she should be safe and sound back
home.”
Relief cast off the mantle of dread that had settled on his shoulders ever since
Hecate said Caria was sterilized. “Thank you…I appreciate your concern,” he
managed to say before taking a deep breath and forcing personal issues out of his
mind. “Now, shall we prepare to hold the field when this is over?”
Zeus could almost see the vengeful smile on Hecate’s face when she answered.
“Yes,” she almost purred. “It’s time to end the carnage here and now, Zeus. Cronus
brought this on by his actions, but we need to end it and try to salvage what we
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can.”
“Agreed,” Zeus told her. “I’m glad you’re here, Hecate, more than just the whole
evening things up part; it’ll be good to fight with you again.”
“Aye, Zeus, it will be good to relive the old days,” Hecate said. “Now…how
about you give them a chance to surrender and then we can go take some heads?”
Zeus laughed for the first time in what felt like ages; indeed, it would be just like
the old days when they fought together back on the homeworld. “Stay on the line,”
he said and then turned to Demming, “Patch me through on Guard, I want to
address the enemy before we start shooting.”
“It’s ready when you are, sir,” Demming replied a moment later after entering
the necessary commands on his workstation.
“Attention men and women of the Grand Fleet, this is Zeus. I bear you no ill will
and will bear no ill will towards you in the future if you stand down and surrender
now. This will be your one and only chance to survive today with your honor and
integrity intact, because once the battle starts no quarter will be given. You have ten
minutes to comply at which time the offer will be rescinded.” Zeus looked over to
Demming and drew his right index finger across his throat to close the channel.
“That was good. Now we see who stays with Cronus and who chooses to live,”
Hecate said.
“I see one Parnassus class battlestar, the Pelion, and two Ganymedeclass
gunstars, Ino and Psyche, breaking formation,” Zeus said a moment later. “That has
got to frost Cronus’ balls.”
“That’s only three ships out of how many?” Hecate asked and grounded him.
“It’s a start,” Zeus countered and looked at the clock; two minutes had passed.
He watched the clock count down fifteen seconds before turning to Demming’s
workstation. “Martin, please open a scrambled Alpha line to Parnassus and tell
whoever answers that I want to talk to Cronus.”
Demming swallowed and nodded before he repeated Zeus’ order and set to
work making it happen. “I have Parnassus Actual on the line, sir,” he finally
declared.
“Thank you,” Zeus told his officer and steeled his psyche for what was going to
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happen. “Parnassus Actual, Keraunos Actual. We don’t have to do this; it doesn’t
have to end this way.”
The voice on the other end of the highly scrambled line laughed and the scorn
was evident even through the occasional pop and hiss. “We don’t?” Cronus
mocked rhetorically. “Boy, you’re the one that kicked over the hornet’s nest and
broke the unbreakable; it’s a little late to want to ‘talk’ about things.”
Zeus cringed when Cronus called him ‘boy’. It wasn’t just the word and what it
meant, but the way it was delivered was laced and dripping with sarcastic venom.
“You were out of control,” Zeus said and willed iron bands around his emotions.
“You killed people who spoke out against you, against the government, and
disappeared others when their deaths would have resulted in their resurrection.
And now you razed Caria? Why?”
Cronus laughed. “Why? Because they stood against me, that’s why. All of this is
your fault; you could have accepted the status quo, your station, your power, and
instead you led the Olympians on a crusade against me. Of course I’m going to
strike your allies. And when this is over, I’m going to hunt every last one of them
down and make sure they suffer before they die for their disobedience.”
There really was no reasoning with him, Zeus thought and looked at the clock.
Four minutes left before the deadline was up. “I loved you once, and part of me still
does and always will, but this ends here and now, Father. You can’t be allowed to
act without consequences anymore.”
“You always were an insufferable little son of a bitch,” Cronus countered.
“You’re certainly your mother’s son, but I think the best part of me ran down her leg
and stained the sheets because I can’t see you as my son…not anymore.”
Despite the eight years of war and uncounted crimes Cronus had committed,
somehow these words hurt more than any of the past deeds. “So be it,” Zeus said
all but emotionless. “We have nothing more to talk about,” he concluded and put
the handset back onto its cradle. “You heard?” he asked after picking up the other
handset.
“I’m sorry,” Hecate said, her voice showing the sadness he was feeling. “Once
he’s in the clinic we can…what the frak?”
Zeus saw what she was talking about; groups of Cronus’ fleet were spinning up
their FTL drives and jumping away. “I don’t like this…” he muttered. “Give me
some numbers, Mr. Hydecker.”
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“Thirty-five percent of Cronus’ fleet has jumped and the rest is preparing to
follow suit,” Hydecker replied. “Parnassus just jumped, sir.”
Within thirty seconds the fleet was gone except for the three ships that had
stood down; Pelion, Ino, and Psyche. Zeus stared at the dradis and pursed his lips.
“What are your thoughts, Hecate?”
“Launch recon flights to all the remaining colonies and Othrys; he has to have
gone somewhere,” Hecate replied. “Until we hear back, we stay here; we have to
concentrate our resources or he’ll pick us off one by one.”
They had their answer less than twenty minutes later when the first recon
mission returned; Cronus had returned home to Othrys and was in the process of
systematically destroying any signs of civilization.
*+*+*+*+*
Outer System, Othrys, battlestar Caria
Hecate studied the reconnaissance report and closed her eyes before taking a
deep breath to steady her emotions. The report confirmed her deeply held fear had
become reality; Cronus had adopted scorched earth tactics. "Zeus has this report,
too?" she asked.
"Yes, it was sent to him as soon as it was decrypted," Captain Antonia Salanis
replied.
"You read it?" Hecate asked her aide.
Salanis nodded slowly. "I did. Is there anything we can do?"
"We can finish what we came here to do, Toni," Hecate explained and rolled her
shoulders before she met her aide's deep blue eyes. "Signal the fleet to return to
Condition One and get Zeus on the line. I don't want us jumping in without some
sort of a plan."
Despite the grave news a thin smile touched Salanis' pretty face, "You mean 'get
'em' isn't a valid plan?"
Hecate started laughing as soon as she heard the words and didn't stop until
tears rolled down her classically beautiful face and added a pair of black lines to
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her cheeks. "That was one of Zeus' classic plans, wasn't it?" She breathed deeply to
catch her breath and said, "I'll be in CIC as soon as I clean up after the mess you
made of my face."
Salanis nodded. "I'll make sure they're ready," she said before she closed the
door behind her and left Hecate's quarters silent except for the sound of its lone
occupant's breathing.
Five minutes later Hecate strode onto Caria's CIC and looked around at the
people manning the various stations. She knew each one and had personally
selected them for her crew, and now she was about to lead them into what would
likely be their final battle. If they won, she hoped it would be the last time they had
to fight, and if they lost...well, if they lost she'd pay the price on Cronus' rack.
"Dmitri, please put me ship wide and make sure all the other ships in the fleet
hear this," Hecate said as she picked up the handset from where it rested on the
plotting table.
"The entire fleet or just our ships, Ma'am?" Communications Specialist Dmitri
Goldos asked.
"Just ours. This pep talk is for us," Hecate replied and smiled at his thoroughness.
"I have them, the channel is live," Goldos said a moment later.
"Thank you, Dmitri," Hecate said and put the handset to her ear and pressed the
transmit switch on the grip. "This is Hecate and I want to take a few moments to
talk to all of you before we sail into Harm's Way." She licked her lips and started,
"Two weeks ago we witnessed the greatest crime of our history; Cronus' systematic
genocide of our people. We weren't able to prevent it from happening...I wasn't
able to prevent it...and that is something that will be with us for the rest of our
existence. It has already started to shape who we are today as we come to terms
with the horror of what happened.
"Before that day we were a people, from that day forward we are a family. You
who stand here today will forever be brothers and sisters; not of blood, but of spirit,
soul, and heart. Today we fight. We fight for vengeance, yes, but we also fight to
save Othrys from the same fate that befell our beloved Caria. The enemy is ruthless,
bold, rash, and fears no one.
"We, my family, we will be their nightmare.
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"We will pursue them until they drop and then we will destroy them.
"We will give them no quarter.
"We will prevail.
"I ask that you hold tight your memories of those you lost and allow them to fuel
your professionalism, your abilities, and your drive. At the end of the day we will
prevail and we will celebrate them as our enemy will be nothing more than a
memory.
"My life is in your hands and your lives are in your shipmates' hands. Together
we are one, together we will vanquish our foe and exact the justice that has been
denied to us since Caria perished.
"Our destiny awaits, make ready for jump and prepare for battle.
"Hecate, out." She gently placed the handset into its cradle on the plotting table
when she heard the clapping start. It started slow and then quickly built into a
crescendo of tympanic sound that cheering soon joined. Across from her, Salanis
smiled and turned the switch on the speaker that showed the cheering was
throughout the ship.
"We are ready," Salanis told her. "Give the order and your will be done."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, battlestar Keraunos
"All batteries focus fire on Parnassus, salvo fire!" Zeus ordered as Keraunos
turned to face Cronus' flagship.
"Copy! All batteries fire on Parnassus!" Lieutenant Mather Dawes confirmed
before issuing the commands to the individual gun captains. Almost immediately
plumes of golden plasma began blossoming along the battlestar's flanks and spine
as the guns began firing.
"Kopis and Falx, both Xiphos class gunstars, have broken off and are CBDR to
us," Lieutenant Strom Hydecker announced less than a minute after the battlestar
starting firing.
Zeus studied the dradis above the plotting table and looked over at the man
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standing across the plot, "Thoughts, Jason?"
Colonel Jason Marius looked up and offered a feral grin. "I say hit them with the
PAWs. We haven't used it yet and since Parnassus is in the upper edge of the
atmosphere he's somewhat protected from its effects."
"Even if we'll have to stop firing on Cronus?" Zeus asked.
Marius frowned and nodded. "Look at the telemetry and tell me the planet can
be saved?"
As much as the words hurt, Zeus had to admit Marius had a point. The
bombardment had been underway for more than half an hour when they arrived
and already every settlement over 20,000 inhabitants, every port, every large
military base, and anything that would be a threat had already been hit. The
bulletin that showed she reached a defense complex still sat on a corner of the
plotting table; the bombardment's severity and thoroughness was enough to ensure
that she was dead. He just hoped it was fast and not a lingering death.
The one bright spot was that the clinic was still in friendly hands and so far
untouched.
Slowly Zeus nodded. "Take them down hard, Jason."
Marius nodded and went to the fire control station and picked up the 1MC,
"Attention, attention. Prepare for PAW operation. All hands prepare for firing!" He
put the handset down and quickly indicted the two targets for the almost two
kilometer long particle accelerators that ran the length of the ship.
"Targets acquired and tracking," Marius said a moment later.
"Begin the firing procedure, you may fire when ready," Zeus replied and waited
for the results.
The ship's big guns fell silent as their power was diverted to the particle
accelerators. First, they generated a preliminary charge, then once the accelerator
tunnels were ready they began shunting the power to the capacitors that would
discharge their contents in one moment of destructive fury. The worst part was that
the ship was limited to basic maneuver and point defense during the process.
The clock clicked fifteen long seconds before Marius declared, "Weapons ready;
final aiming maneuvers underway." Maneuver thrusters fired across the battlestar's
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hull and brought her into final alignment with the two targets fast approaching.
Thankfully, Keraunos' electronic warfare suite had kept the two much smaller
gunstars from landing any hits and her Vipers kept Cronus' Barracudas from getting
close.
"Ship aligned," Marius stated. "Prepare to fire, tunnel 1 then tunnel two, one
second ignition separation."
Two sets of circular hatches almost 11 meters wide snapped open and out of the
way where the two accelerator tunnels protruded from Keraunos' bow and revealed
a white hot electric blue glow glowing within.
"Three! Two! One!" Marius counted down and met Zeus' gaze and nodded. "Fire
tunnel one!" The blue glow suddenly became blinding blue-white as a phantom
beam joined Keraunos to Kopis for less than a second.
That brief connection was all it took for the neutrally charged particles to slam
into the gunstar at just shy of the speed of light. A small, ten meter hole was
punched through Kopis' three meter thick bow armor during the first few
milliseconds and a similar hole just off center in the stern erupted with a spray of
fuel powered fire fifteen milliseconds later. All navigation lights aboard Kopis went
out a heartbeat before the ship bulged and split as her reactors went super critical
and exploded in a fiery spasm that marked the gunstar's death.
A second later, Falx followed her sister into the afterlife.
"I think that got their attention," Hydecker said as more enemy ships turned their
way.
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Caria
"I see Zeus is playing with his lightning bolts," Hecate observed and half winked
at Salanis.
"Boys will be boys," Salanis replied and completed the long running joke that
they'd shared ever since Zeus had taken possession of the ship above Caria several
years earlier.
"Yes, they will." Hecate studied the plot and suddenly noticed something that
caught her eye. She had the plotting table repeat the dradis display and then used
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her hands to zoom in on what she saw. Yes...she thought, there it was.
"Mr. Mahan! Prepare the ship for an emergency combat jump. Mr. Percival,
weapons hold, double charge capacitors for emergency quick fire. Prepare all
missiles for simultaneous fire and fused for minimum range detonation. Mr. Cross,
prepare the plasma veil for activation. Let's be quick about it, people!" Hecate said
and felt the thrill of the hunt suddenly flood her system with adrenaline.
"What are we doing?" Salanis asked.
"Right here," Hecate indicated what she noticed on the dradis. "We're going to
go for broke; activate the plasma veil, jump, and then unleash hell."
Hecate watched as her aide and the ship's defacto executive officer studied the
plot and worked through the problem. "Oh...frak me..." Salanis swore. "This is
either a colossal blunder or a trap, but either way, we have to do it."
"Exactly," Hecate replied and tugged on her uniform cuffs. "Mr. Mahan, I'm
sending you the coordinates for the jump. Please let me know when the ship is
ready. Mr. Percival, when we transit you will have one target, Parnassus; unload
everything that bears and then prepare for the ship to roll and make sure everyone
gets a piece of this."
The ship was ready thirty seconds later. Hecate studied the plot and saw that
their window of opportunity hadn't closed; the only thing in the immediate area
was a shot up Ionia class tender and a handful of her Vigilante class fast attack ships
providing cover while the survivors evacuated the dying ship.
"See you on the other side, Toni," Hecate said a moment before she gave the
order to jump.
Short ranged jumps were just like long range jumps; the FTL drive opened a
wormhole and pushed the ship through it to the destination. Where they became a
little risky was when they were done during combat and in congested space. This
risk was multiplied when it was an unplanned jump into an orbit so low that the
jump would end in the upper reaches of the atmosphere.
There was a reason Hecate was revered for magic, travel, crossroads and known
as the goddess of the sea, land, and sky; she had the best navigator of the era.
Lieutenant Fari Mahan shared an almost unreal connection with the navigation
system and was able to do things with it that most navigators only dreamed about.
And Mahan was going to be the key to Hecate's plan succeeding.
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Part of the preparations included activating Caria's plasma veil, a very complex
and temperamental active cloaking system that could cloak the ship for a short
amount of time. The plasma veil was one more piece of technology that would
probably be lost to the ages now that Caria was nothing more than a radioactive
rock.
"Jump completed!" Mahan announced. "We're bang on target!"
"Well done, Fari!" Hecate congratulated the navigator. "Mr. Percival, please send
that bastard to hell for me."
"Aye, aye, sending Parnassus to hell!" Lieutenant Loki Percival replied and
passed the order to begin firing. Caria carried a mix of 1 meter and 2 meter guns,
both turreted and fixed, as well as a forest of heavy antiship missiles and almost in
perfect unison everything that could bear on Parnassus fired. The guns' capacitors
had been overcharged so that they could fire several rounds as quickly as the
autoloaders could cycle and reload the massive guns. Like the plasma veil, this was
one more piece of technology that Caria had mastered and limited to her own
ships.
The first broadside slammed into Parnassus and staggered the massive battlestar.
The second volley arrived a second or so later, and the third two seconds later.
Between the first and second volley's arrival and continuing to between the second
and third volley's arrival, Caria's missiles invaded the battlestar's exclusion zone
and began detonating.
Parnassus put up a spirited defense; her quad 2m guns fired randomly into the
area where the missiles appeared and the fire appeared to come from, but only
managed a few glancing hits on her attacker. Her point defense was more
successful and managed to defeat almost a quarter of the 198 missiles that were
launched.
"Toni, get me a visual...I want to see this with my own eyes," Hecate told her
aide.
As Salanis shifted a visual to the plotting table she asked, "Pics or it didn't
happen?"
"With Cronus?" Hecate asked and arched an eyebrow, "Damned right I want to
watch. And then I'll go down to the clinic and make sure he's there before pulling
the plug."
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Parnassus was one of the largest and most powerful battlestars ever built. She
bristled with quad 2m gun turrets, point defense clusters added a prickly look to her
otherwise smooth hull, missile silos clustered on her spine, and her flight pods
carried two levels of launch tubes for Barracuda fighters. And yet all this wasn't
enough.
As Caria began to roll and bring her other batteries to bear, Parnassus' navigation
lights and flight deck lights winked out and the majestic ship nosed over and slid
deeper into Othrys' gravity well. "She's lost power..." Hecate murmured as she
watched the ship die.
"Should we keep firing?" Salanis asked.
"Yes," Hecate answered as Parnassus' leading edges began to glow from friction
created by the thicker atmosphere. "Mr. Mahan, let's follow her down...in a
controlled manner, please. No closer than a hundred kilometers...I don't want to
take any collateral damage when she hits. It shouldn't be long..."
"Follow her down, no closer than one hundred kilometers, aye," Mahan
repeated and Hecate felt the battlestar move under her expert guidance.
Thirty seconds later Parnassus was a flaming wreck plunging towards the ground
on a purely ballistic trajectory. "Loki, I think we can stop shooting now," Hecate
told her weapons officer. Not even a miracle will save that ship now.
Caria hung suspended in mid air fifty kilometers above the ground and 100
kilometers away when Parnassus and Cronus' ambitions slammed into Othry's
surface and exploded in a titanic fireball. The shockwave was strong enough that
Hecate could feel the ship move as it buffeted them.
"Keraunos is hailing us," Communications Dmitri Goldos said as Caria was
climbing out of the atmosphere.
"I'll take it down here, Dmitri," Hecate said and picked up the handset. "Caria
Actual."
"You absolutely marvelous bitch!" Zeus said happily. "You gutted the bastard!"
Hecate couldn't help but smile at Zeus' profanity. "I saw a chance and took it.
How goes the battle?"
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"With Cronus gone, spectacularly I might add, his forces are standing down and
offering an unconditional surrender," Zeus told her. "So far, I haven't responded."
"We won, Zeus," Hecate said and was surprised how strongly she felt about
what she was going to say. "Now is the time to heal, to start over. Accept their
surrender and be merciful, we may be the only survivors."
Zeus was quiet for several long seconds. "You're right. Cronus is dead, or close
to it, and they've lost their will to fight."
Hecate nodded even though she knew he couldn't see her. "You need to put this
back together. Accept their surrender, grant them parole under supervision, and
then we look towards tomorrow."
Zeus chuckled. "I should have married you instead of Hera; you're much better
at making me see reason."
"Yeah...but you also know I'd have castrated you long before now for all your
dalliances," Hecate told him. "Now, let's see what's left and then we can go down
to the clinic and truly end this."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, battlestar Keraunos
It wasn't much, Zeus thought as he surveyed the spreadsheet. In addition the
forces that survived the battle, barely 300 civilian ships survived. Cronus' forces
had hit every known colony and settlement with similar results; complete
destruction and almost 100% casualties. At least they had enough space so that no
one would be left behind. To be honest, he thought, we have more space than
people to fill it.
The past two weeks was full of non-stop work; repairing the fleet and making
sure all the ships that were recovered could travel in deep space, salvaging
anything that wasn't radioactive on Othrys' surface, looking for survivors, and
trying to cope with the insanity of lost worlds.
He still wrestled with whether he made the right decision when they visited the
clinic shortly after the battle ended. By the end, Cronus was a tyrant, and a mad
one at that. But he hadn't always been that way. Once he had been a wise and just
ruler. Once he had taught a young boy the fine arts of being a man. Once Zeus had
called him father. And now he would have to live with the decision that he made
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for as long as he existed.
It was what it was. For now they would have to rebuild and create new homes
on a new world. It would take generations to complete, but it would be done. Just
as it had before. Zeus sighed, this has to stop, he thought. We can't keep doing this
every time there's a disagreement.
His eyes flicked to the clock. "Game time," Zeus said out loud. "It's time to play
the father figure and lead us from a world of death to a world of life. At least I know
where we're going."
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Chapter 35: Pivot Point
Battlestar Atropos, BS-35, approaching Olympia Station, barycenter of the
Cyrannus Cluster
“This isn’t going to be like any shore leave we’ve had before…” Major Ted
Collins muttered as he walked with his aide Cadet Lieutenant Penn Chambers a
half step behind.
“It’s been the main topic ever since we heard the first rumor,” Chambers said.
“Everyone is looking forward to it.”
“And that’s what I’m worried about,” Collins told his protégé. “I remember
when I was your age and managed to score tickets to the Colonial Cup...I don’t
remember too much about the actual Cup, but the other activities are a warm hazy
blur of debauchery.”
“That sounds promising,” Chambers remarked.
“What was that, Cadet?” Collins asked and stopped to face his aide.
Chambers was wide eyed.
careers, Sir.”

“Oh, I said that wouldn’t be promising for our

“I thought that was what you said, Penn,” Collins told him and held his stern
gaze for another second before giving the barest of winks. “Seriously, though, I
expect the Group to be on their best behavior when they’re off duty; they’re still
members of the fleet and represent the school and more importantly, they represent
Atropos.”
Chambers nodded. “Aye. Collins’ first rule of shore leave; Never dishonor the
ship.”
“Good man. And the second?” Collins asked.
“Collins’ second rule of shore leave; Never let another dishonor the ship,”
Chambers grinned. “Followed by the third and fourth rules; Never leave a shipmate
behind or to face the peril alone, and always call the CAG or NAG if you’re in
trouble.”
“Just keep them in mind when you’re out and about and keep an eye on the
younger cadets,” Collins told him.
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“I was talking with my dorm and we decided that the seniors are going to buddy
with a lower classman when we go on leave,” Chambers explained. “We’ve heard
some stories and all fun aside, if any of them happened to my crewmates, I’d have
to invoke your second rule.”
Collins studied the boy who he first met when he stepped off the Raptor at
Gnosis Anchorage two months earlier. He was bright, eager, had a sense of honor
that would do an epic hero proud, and was loyal to his fellows. Chambers’
academics and FITREP placed him in the top one percent of his class and even
before he came to Atropos, he had completed two years of college courses on his
own time. That he was an over achiever was beyond question. But all of that time
spent in the classroom or with books, computers, or machines had given him a lack
of experience in the real world.
This lack of experience was something Collins was trying to rectify. He made
sure that Chambers was his shadow whenever possible and had already taken the
cadet into a rather seedy part of Caprica City to find a classmate who was in danger
of being declared AWOL and another time when they had to collect two cadets
who were held for a curfew violation while on leave. The boy had made a lot of
progress over the past few weeks and it was satisfying to see how he’d grown in
such a short time.
“Good man,” Collins congratulated Chambers.
morning?”

“So…what’s on tap for this

Chambers studied his tablet and swiped through several entries. “We’ll be
arriving at Olympia about 16:00 hours and the air group is tapped for a ceremonial
fly-by and then an open house that runs from 17:00 through 21:00 hours. Between
now and then, the only thing on the schedule is flight checks. Lieutenant Staley
sent a list of ten cadets who will be tested and given their first solo flight.”
“Oh, is that so…” Collins said. “Hmm…I guess I shouldn’t be late for that,
should I Cadet?” he added and arched his eyebrows.
Chambers face lit up. “Ah, no sir! That wouldn’t be good.”
“No it wouldn’t. Now…do I do the list alphabetically,” Collins noted that
Chambers appeared to hold his breath for a moment, “or do I do it reverse
alphabetically?”
“Oh, definitely in proper order alphabetically, sir,” Chambers said eagerly and
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with a slight trace of formality.
“You don’t say,” Collins teased and then relented. “Don’t worry, Penn, you’re
the first on the list.”
A wide smile split Chambers’ face.
serious. “Sir.”

“All right!” he exclaimed and then got

“It’s good to be enthusiastic and it’s something you should never apologize for.
This is an important milestone in your life and I’d be concerned if you weren’t
excited about it,” Collins told him. “I understand Cadet Giliad is testing this
morning, too.”
Chambers paled and nodded. “She is.”
“Good,” Collins nodded as they continued walking to flight deck. “You know, I
think she might like you.”
Chambers coughed and almost tripped. “Huh?” he asked almost comically.
Collins fought to keep a straight face. Anat Giliad was an attractive girl in
Chambers’ class and the two were good friends and at that awkward stage where
they wondered if the other one might ‘like’ them the way they did. “I could be
wrong. Anyway, I have a pair of tickets to tomorrow’s opening show that are yours
if you ace your proficiency test.”
“R-really?” Chambers asked a moment before understanding awoke behind his
eyes. “Thank you, sir! I won’t let you down.”
“I know you won’t, Penn,” Collins replied. “Head down to the locker room and
get ready, I’ll be down in a couple minutes.”
After Chambers was out of sight and earshot, Collins turned and leaned against
the bulkhead. “Yes…” he said as Commander Devan Lubeck stepped into sight.
“Playing matchmaker, Ted?” Lubeck asked. “I thought you were my CAG.”
“If someone doesn’t kick one of them in the seat of the pants to make a move,
they’ll be dancing around the topic forever,” Collins told his old friend. “I’m just
helping things along like someone I once knew did for me.”
“Oh…that’s not fair, turning my own actions against me!” Lubeck said and
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laughed. “Still, it did work out pretty well, didn’t it?”
“Yes, it did, and that’s why you’re Callie’s godfather,” Collins replied.
“Everything is moving along well, and I don’t expect any of the competency tests
today to be a problem; Staley has given them all a green light and he’s no
pushover.”
“Good. Ah…” Lubeck paused for a moment, “I received an update from Fleet
about our assignment.”
“Oh? Is this something we should…” Collins said and let the question trail off.
“Yeah, let’s head over to your office, it's closer,” Lubeck told him. Once they
were seated in Collins’ office, he continued, “Fleet wants us to be,” he took out a
folded piece of paper, “they want us to be ‘extra vigilant over the next twenty-one
days while we are on station at Olympia’. The reason being is that the Saggees
appear to be planning something; whether it’s just agitators or the SFM looking to
do something for attention or to try and get their people out of prison, no one
knows. But Fleet thinks it would raise fears and cause questions to be asked if they
deployed additional assets, so we’re it. They are going to be sending a platoon
from Fleet Special Warfare, but beyond what’s already here, that’s it.”
“They realize that most of our crew is high school kids, right?” Collins asked.
“They do. But…when I presented that argument, Fleet said that they all took the
oath and had basic training,” Lubeck explained and Collins frowned. “Look, we
both know Adar doesn’t want to come across too heavy handed, and adding
another battlestar or even a good sized gunstar to the deployment would get his
enemies chirping away. Anyway, what I want you to do is get the Cadet Lieutenants
together and brief them on this before we have the dog and pony show this
afternoon. Also, they’re cleared to draw sidearms from the armory when they leave
the ship.”
“Do you think that’s wise? They’re only seventeen or eighteen and you want to
give them guns at the biggest sporting event in the Colonies?” Collins asked.
“Ahem…you’re going to qualify them on a multi-million cubit Viper that can
cause a whole lot more mayhem…” Lubeck pointed out.
“You have me there,” Collins reluctantly agreed. “I’ll have Chambers pencil in
the briefing at 15:00.”
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*+*+*+*+*
Cadet Lieutenant Penn Chambers ran his gloved hand along the Viper’s long
nose and gazed longingly at the plane. This wasn’t one of the combat Mk. VIIs, but
rather a two seat LIFT (Lead In Fighter Training) version. It had a raised rear seat for
the instructor, a large panoramic canopy, and the controls’ sensitivity could be
dialed down for new or inexperienced pilots. Just because it was a trainer didn’t
mean it that it didn’t carry fangs; it only sacrificed the vertical stabilizer mounted
30mm cannon and retained the wing mounted guns.
That’s fine with me,
Chambers thought as he reviewed the plane’s armament, the tail mounted gun
always distracted me when it fired.
He had chosen the flight training program when he applied for the school and
was thrilled beyond belief when he received the acceptance letter. His first flight in
the Hummingbird was the biggest thrill of his life, which was superseded when he
soloed for the first time.
After he proved himself in the initial trainer, he
transitioned to the Robin, a Viper-esque looking plane that was launch capable and
added a level of performance that the Hummingbird only dreamed of.
The Robin was an easy plane to fly and like the Viper LIFT, it had adjustable
controls. He’d flown it for six months until every operation was reflexive. Unlike
the Hummingbird or Viper, the Robin offered side by side seating. This gave the
instructor a direct view of what the student was doing during the most important
phase of his training. All in all, it was a rugged little plane that had been further
developed as a counter insurgency plane that didn’t have the knife edged martial
look that the Viper radiated.
Chambers still flew the Robin occasionally, but for the last three months he’d
been flying the Viper LIFT, slowly working up to full responsiveness on the controls.
Now that he’d mastered them, the only thing left was to do a check flight with an
instructor and then a solo flight. He smiled, not bad for someone who just turned
eighteen.
“Hey, Penn!” Cadet Lieutenant Anat Giliad said as she peeked around the
divider that separated the Viper LIFT she would be using and his. “Ready for this?”
“Anat! Hey…yeah, I am!” Chambers quickly answered. “You?”
Giliad smiled so broadly it looked like it touched her eyes. “Oh hell yes! I’m
ready to trade tin wings for gold!”
“I can’t wait!” Chamber said and walked over to where Giliad stood. Suddenly
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all his confidence skittered away and he went from a budding pilot full of
confidence to a gawky and socially awkward teenager who was standing in front of
his crush. “Ah…” he started and felt a glimmer of hope when he saw how intently
she was listening to him. “Ah, there’s something I might ask you about when we
come back from our solos,” he finally managed to get out and not say what he
really wanted.
“You two ready?” Lieutenant Max Staley asked and Chambers said a prayer of
thanks for the sudden distraction back to the event at hand.
“I’m ready,” Giliad said eagerly.
“As am I,” Chambers added no less eagerly.
“Good,” Staley said as he put his helmet on the Viper’s long nose. “Major
Collins asked me to give you two a quick briefing on what we were going to do as
he’s running a few minutes late due to a meeting with the Commander.” For five
minutes he explained the training evolution in detail; frequencies, procedures,
policy, and what would be expected. “Now remember, the Major and I will be
going along for the ride, we’re just passengers. This first flight is yours to show us
you’re ready to solo.”
“Any questions?” Major Thaddeus Collins asked from behind the cadets.
Chambers turned at the voice.
thorough.”

“Ah, no sir.

Lieutenant Staley was very

“Good. Let’s do the preflight and I’ll let Flight Ops know they can go ahead and
launch the Plane Guard Raptor,” Collins said and walked over to the Viper LIFT.
When Chambers joined him at the plane, the older man glanced back to where
Giliad had been standing, “So…you ask her yet?”
Chambers swallowed. “Ah…kind of…but not sorta.
scares me more than the solo flight.”

Truth be told, sir, that

Collins smiled. “As well it should; women can be terrifying, especially if they’re
‘the one’. You’ll be fine, though, I have faith.”
“Thank you, sir,” Chambers replied and was at a loss for anything else to add.
Together they preflighted the Viper and fifteen minutes later Chambers spoke
with the deck crew as they maneuvered the plane into the launch tube across from
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where it had been serviced. Two minutes later he was flying in formation with
Giliad off his right wing. The dradis showed Atropos receding behind them and the
Plane Guard Raptor following twenty kilometers behind them. He took a deep
breath of oxygen and felt his head clear and reveled in the clarity it always brought.
“Ok, son, let’s run this by the numbers,” Collins’ voice said in his ear and
sounded just as calm and confident as it always was.
“Wilco, Major,” Chambers replied. “Beginning training evolution.” His gloved
finger switched to the frequency set aside to communicate with the other Viper.
“Anat, are you ready?”
“Yes…and when we get back, whatever it is you want to ask me better be
good…I’m curious as a cat to find out what it is!” Giliad answered and Chambers
felt his pulse race as his anxiety threatened to intrude on his focus.
“Count on it, Anat,” Chambers said as a sudden calm descended over him.
Deep down he knew he’d ace the solo flight, handle the question in just the right
way that she’d like, and he’d get a yes.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“It still doesn’t feel right,” Lieutenant Mitchel ‘Doc’ Danforth groused.
“I think they look good on you,” Warrant Officer Kait Macy told him before
brushing her fingers over the insignia on his collar as if to dust them off. “We have
to look our best.”
“I guess so,” Doc groused. “What about you two? What do you think about
your newly elevated status?”
“I like being attached to the Admiral’s staff,” Warrant Officer Hobart Hobbs
replied. “Better pay, better chow, a nice promotion, better quarters…” he stopped
and adopted a thoughtful pose. “And oh yeah, we get to go play with the other
guys’ toys.”
“So nothing to complain about, eh, Hobbs?” Doc asked.
“Not at the moment,” Hobbs confidently replied.
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“In the end, we are still what we are,” Warrant Officer Briggs Rocca said sagely.
“We’re still who we were, these,” he flipped the rank device, “are just a mask we
wear.”
“Dude, sometimes you get too deep,” Kait told him before smiling to take any
misperceived sting out of her words. “I’m looking forward to getting a chance to
see their hardware firsthand.”
“Well, I just hope it doesn’t turn into a dog and pony show,” Hobbs groused and
Doc smiled.
“Ah…that’s my Hobbsie, I knew you had one good bitch left in you!” Doc joked
before looking at his watch. “We better get going; we’re due to meet Saber 6 and
Colonel Butler before we board the Condor and head over to Briareus.
I
understand Colonel Symphony will be flying back with us as a liaison.”
“Interesting, I didn’t know she was back aboard,” Hobbs said. “She seems to be
over here a lot.”
“Whatever it is, it’s above my pay grade,” Doc said and added, “Let’s head on
out, I’m getting curious to see what our friends ride into battle.”
After they arrived at the hangar deck, they made sure that Bad Medicine was
properly secured on the Condor and by the time they returned to the observation
gallery Saber 6 had arrived and was waiting for them. “Everything ready to go?”
Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida asked.
“The flight crew is going through their pre-flight and bitching that they have to
do it in pressure suits,” Doc answered. Normally, the Condor would be loaded and
all pre-flight checks done inside Amaterasu’s hanger, but since Hecate couldn’t
service something that size, it had to be done on the flight deck.
Before Doc could answer, Fenton announced, “Attention! Admiral on deck!”
As Doc snapped to attention he looked over and saw Admiral Chase, Colonel
Symphony, and Colonel Butler enter the lounge. “At ease,” Chase said and Doc
relaxed. “Do you need anything before you leave?”
“No, ma’am,” Salagiida replied. “Doc and his crew have everything secured
and we have our load out bags. We should be good to go.”
“Good,” Chase said and turned to the two colonels. “Buster, Chris, if anything

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1145
comes up, Admiral Cassidine and I am a call away.”
“Thank you. This is a first,” Buster said. “We’re going to demo our hardware to
another government while they do the same for us.”
“I certainly didn’t expect it when we left Land’s End,” Symphony added. “Then
again, nothing about how this trip has developed was what I expected.”
A few minutes later Doc stepped into the umbilical that led to the waiting
Condor and prepared for his first trip to a ship not built by Colonial humans.
*+*+*+*+*
Scoutship Iram Of The Pillars, deep space, battlestar Hecate’s V-World
“Ready for jump,” Captain Coralanna Chase told Major Sebastian Beckett.
Beckett nodded. “Thank you, Cora,” he replied and verified that his board
reflected Cora’s announcement.
It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her or Jerry’s
navigation work; it was force of habit to make sure that everything they saw was
what he saw. He knew it was much harder for two members of their small group;
Cricket and Box were jump rated pilots as well and not being in the driver’s seat
was as hard on them as it was for him when the roles were reversed. “This is the
last jump before we head back and it could be a fool’s mission.”
“No, it isn’t,” Captain Zoe Avalon firmly declared. “I know whatever we find is
going to be important, I just don’t know why I know it.”
“Probably because Colin and Joyce showed up in our wardroom the last time
we thought we’d made the last jump?” Jerry suggested. “That was pretty…”
“Freaky,” Cricket finished for him.
“It had to be important,” Hamish said from the rear of the small ship’s flight deck
where he sat at the engineering station. “Colin wasn’t one to put hidden stuff in his
games; he felt that the play of the game should reveal everything.”
Beckett thought back to when they made that ‘last jump’. When they arrived at
the destination there was nothing there but deep space; no city of the gods, no
paradise garden world, no Galleon. It had just been deep space. They paused to
have lunch and that’s when they discovered Colin and Joyce making lunch in the
wardroom. It felt like some sort of surreal movie; two people who could have been
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around when the Colonies were settled, and who were certainly unchanged since
before the Cylon Uprising, were making them lunch in a virtual world. Once the
shock wore off, Colin explained that he was glad the group played the game to its
logical conclusion but that instead of showing them what they’d find at the
journey’s end, there was something else he needed them to do. That’s when he
gave them the coordinates they were about to jump to now.
The worst case scenario was that they’d have just wasted their off duty hours
chasing a ghost since they could always de-rezz at any time by simply removing
their holobands. Colin was insistent that they didn’t delay and made the trip as
quickly as possible. “One more jump,” Beckett yawned.
“Give us a count, Cora, and then jump us,” Beckett announced as the ship’s
commander.
“Copy, give a count and then jump the ship,” Cora repeated.
three…two…one…jump!”

“We jump in

Even in the v-world a jump still felt like a jump, Beckett thought to himself as
the ship’s FTL drive tore apart reality and bent space to travel light years in an
infinite instant.
“Jump completed…” Cora began but Jerry interrupted her before she could add
anything more.
“Dradis contact!
excitedly.

Range 247 kilometers dead ahead!” Jerry announced

“Give me some details, Jerry…” Beckett asked.
“Ah…I’m refining the image,” Jerry explained and was silent for several long and
vexing seconds. “It’s small, perhaps five meters high by a meter or so wide…it’s
cylindrical and emitting a beep every second on the guard frequency. I’d say it’s a
buoy or marker of some sort.”
“Ok…” Becket said acknowledging Jerry’s explanation. “Keep your eyes on it
and if it so much as twitches I want to know about it. Cora, plot a jump one light
year away, any direction, and keep it updated as we approach; I want to be able to
jump as soon as I give the order.”
“Working on it,” Cora confirmed.
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“Cricket, Box, you’ve got the weapons. Sound off if you see anything,” Beckett
told the other flight crew.
Box confirmed that they were taking over the weapons stations and Beckett
turned his eyes back to the ship’s sensors and slowly guided Iram Of The Pillars
towards the object. He approached slowly and five minutes later was within fifty
kilometers when the dradis suddenly started pinging off contacts.
“Dradis contacts! They just jumped in,” Jerry announced. I’ve got twenty five
contacts…no, twenty eight…they’re all around us…”
Beckett watched as a large, light grey spearhead shaped ship passed in front of
their ship. It was smooth and graceful, with the body flaring into two covered flight
decks aft of the midpoint that ended in weapon emplacements. A wide white band
edged in blue wrapped around the bow and what looked like a pentagon inside a
sunburst adorned each wing.
Just as Beckett was going to give the order to jump the world around him
disappeared and was replaced with the war room. “What happened?” he asked
quickly as he took off his holoband and sat up.
“I dunno,” Zoe said as she swung her feet off the sofa and walked over to the
workstation that allowed her to directly interface with the v-world. “This is…odd.
The game is over,” she said a few moments later. “It’s like when you’re watching a
vid clip that abruptly ends. I can rewind us to an earlier save point, but what we
saw is all there is to see.”
“May I look at the root files?” Hamish asked and Beckett was once again
amazed at the change that had come over the old man over the past few months.
He was more self-confident and willing to get involved, but more than that, he
looked like he was alive and wanting to live life again rather than hide off grid
forever.
“Certainly,” Zoe said and made room for him to pull a chair over to the terminal.
Hamish reviewed the files and ran some diagnostics over the next minute or two
before frowning. “These files haven’t been modified since we last saw Colin and
Joyce aboard Hecate, so they must have planned for this eventuality even then.”
“Can we pull what we each ‘saw’ during the last minutes?” Cora asked.
“Yes, that’s something easily done,” Hamish said and started pulling the log files
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and copying them to backup media.
“I think we need to get the Admiral involved in this one,” Beckett stated before
he stood and stretched. “Does anyone have an idea who or what those ships were
that we saw?”
“No…” Jerry started. “But that one that passed in front of us looked like a
battlestar…but not one like I’ve ever seen before.”
Beckett nodded. “Same here. I do have to say, though, she was gorgeous.”
They discussed the situation for another fifteen minutes before Beckett left to
brief Admiral Chase about their findings.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union battlestar Nemesis, deep space
Commander Hannah Marlowe made sure her service ribbons were straight on
her left chest and then used a brush to make sure her hair was just the way she
wanted it. It wouldn’t be good form for a lady from El Dorado, and a Union
commander no less, to be seen at a social function looking anything less than her
best, she thought and heard the words in her mother’s voice. The thought sobered
her somewhat, it had only been five years since the genocide and the wounds were
still tender. Yet, despite the short period of time since the attack, she also realized
that in ‘real space’ two thousand years had passed. It was the closest thing to time
travel she thought, even if it was only one way.
“You look good, Hannah,” Commander Jackson Fletcher said from across the
room where he sipped a glass of water.
“Thanks, Jack,” Marlowe replied and put down the brush.
nervous about this, you know?”

“I’m just a little

“You, nervous?” Fletcher asked. “Nervous is returning to your crew to tell them
that you’ve been reinstated as a Union commander. That, my dear, is something to
be nervous about,” he joked.
Marlowe smiled and thought back to the day when she let, as Jack put it, the
other shoe drop. One of the things that she had worked out with Governor Patrick
Windsor as part of the blanket retraction of charges against the Erisians was that all
former Union Fleet personnel be reinstated at their old rank with all the rights and
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privileges due them. That was something that Jack hadn’t expected, she thought,
and smiled at the expression on his face when he found out. “Apprehensive, then,”
she told him. “We’ve spent so long getting here, and now we’re taking a few days
and celebrating the crossing. I can only imagine this must have been like it was
when our ancestors found Earth.”
Fletcher looked thoughtful for a moment before he spoke. “Without the killer
robots from hell dogging our journey,” he finally said.
She laughed. “Good point, though I hope they aren’t,” she said seriously. “At
least we have Aurora Venture with us. Making a few jumps before we started was
the best thing we could have done and finding them was a godsend. I just hope
their research works in the wild the way it has in the lab.”
“It freaks me out, if that means anything,” Fletcher said and stood. “I mean, can
you explain just how you can make a machine feel pain?”
Marlowe shrugged. “I dunno,” she admitted. “But…I do know that deep down
I didn’t feel any shame when I saw how those captured drones reacted.”
“That’s my girl,” Fletcher smiled. “Now, may I escort the belle of the ball to the
big event?” he smirked.
“I think you can…” Marlowe teased and held out her right arm.
whether Pat is going to make things official with Glory tonight?”

“I wonder

Fletcher took her arm nodded. “If he doesn’t, he’s a fool, and since I don’t vote
for fools and voted for him in the last election…”
“Ah…is that some sort of masculine sixth sense?” Marlowe joked.
“You’ll have to wait and see!” Fletcher teased. “That looks even better on you
than it does in the picture,” he added and nodded at her left hand.
“I only wear it to keep the riff raff away,” Marlowe winked and despite all the
loss, all the sacrifice, and all the hardship they’d endured since the fall of Earth,
everything felt right. From her rekindled relationship with Jack and his second
proposal two months ago, to watching everyone around them look forward, start
new lives, new families, and starting to realize that they have that most important
thing necessary for survival; hope.
*+*+*+*+*
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“Are you sure about this?” Captain Kiera Chadwick asked Governor Patrick
Windsor.
Windsor turned and put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes
and smiled. “We’ve been discrete about this for more than two and a half years,
Glory, and I don’t want to have to hide. I never wanted to hide.”
Glory smiled and felt her eyes threaten to tear up. “I never wanted to hide,
either, but I also didn’t want to be a distraction or for what we had to be a story on
the news…there was just too much to do.”
She felt Windsor pull her close and his arms slip around her. “You will never be
a distraction and I will never, ever be ashamed or embarrassed by what the news
might say about us. Besides,” he smiled and winked, “Caden thinks it’s pretty cool
and gave his stamp of approval.”
The tears were ready to make a final push and spill out of her eyes and streak
her makeup when Glory hugged him back and said, “I still have that note you sent
me the first night…and that gives me permission…”
Windsor’s wide smile wiped away any doubt or fear she might have had. What
had started out as a friendly and flirtatious relationship had deepened and
developed into the best friendship she’d ever had. They were never ‘friends with
benefits’; that had never even entered her mind. They were friends who happened
to fall into a deep and passionate love with each other. The only downside was that
it had taken the end of the world as they knew it for it to happen.
“Good. What I said then is just as true today,” Windsor told her before he
released her and stepped back. She studied the man who stood before her and saw
someone who had grown into his role as the civilian leader of the survivors and
become a very beloved public figure. When the elections were held two years ago
he won in a landslide; his only challenger managed to claim twenty-seven percent
of the votes cast. She also saw a man who had aged well over the past years; a
little bit of grey here and there, but it made him look more distinguished, more like
the college professor he once was and in a way, still was, since he taught two
classes a week at the school that had been setup on Alcyone.
She also saw a man who suddenly looked nervous.
“What’s wrong, Pat?” Glory asked and felt some of the joy start to fade.
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“Nerves…” Windsor replied and looked like was suddenly caught in a fight or
flight dilemma. “I…ah…wow…” he finally said and released the breath he’d been
holding. “I knew what I was going to say and it suddenly grew wings and flew
away,” he said sheepishly. “You know, Caden really likes you.”
“He’s a good kid,” Glory replied and sat on the edge of the sofa. “I think he’s
pretty special,” she added and watched Windsor’s reaction. Was he?
“Glory, I’m not good at this, hell, I’ve only done it once before,” Windsor
confessed before he quickly continued, “but I can’t imagine how I would have
gotten through the last few years without you; your friendship, your wit, your down
to earth way of looking at things, your support…”
Glory blinked several times to keep the tears back and when she was sure she
knew what he was trying ask, tossed him a lifeline. “Yes.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Do you remember the last time we were dressed to the nines like this?”
Colonel Samara Jordan leaned over and asked Commander Hannah Marlowe.
Marlowe nodded and dabbed her lips with the linen napkin she held. “Yes, I
do,” she answered sadly. “It was the last day of the old world.”
“We’ve come a long way since then, haven’t we?” Jordan reflected and then
quickly added, “And I’m not talking about distance.”
Before she answered, Marlowe looked out at the people sitting at the tables
throughout Alcyone‘s First Class dining room. Each person was a story filled with
loss, happiness, depression, redemption, and hope. The issues that at one time
threatened to tear apart the Union paled in comparison to what actually happened
that fateful day. The genocide showed them all what was really important and that
differences of opinion or political views were no reason to take up arms against
one another.
“We have,” Marlowe finally confirmed. “When you stripped away the rhetoric
and emotion and looked at the arguments, the Erisians had some very valid issues.
What we were able to do would never have been possible before,” she said and her
thumb absently rubbed the bottom of the ring that rested on her left ring finger. She
and Jack and rebuilt what they’d lost and had emerged stronger than before, and
that had given her back something that she thought both lost forever and that she
never wanted again.
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“That often happens when your own mortality is staring you in the face,”
Governor Patrick Windsor said from her left. “Life goes on and how we face the
challenges is a reflection of who we really are. I like to think that we’ve risen to the
challenge.”
Marlowe smiled and nodded. “I agree. Now, I have to give a speech that says
what you just said in two sentences, but make it last for a couple minutes,” she
smirked and stood up. A moment later the room was filled with applause and she
began recapping where they’d been, what they’d done, and then what they were
about to do.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Communion assaultstar Briareus
“And that is the M-75A3 Keres main battle tank,” Doc told the Communion
tankers who stood near Bad Medicine. He and the crew had given them the VIP
tour of the tank and quickly found that despite the uniform, a tanker was a tanker.
“Very impressive,” Lieutenant Darby Cromwell said. “I really like the idea that
you can carry infantry should you need to, or, more importantly, recover the crew
of a disabled tank or evacuate wounded personnel. That is a very handy feature to
have.”
“It certainly makes it easy to load a cooler full of real food instead of rations,”
Kait quipped and drew a round of agreeing chuckles.
“Now…” Cromwell said almost theatrically, “Let me show you the Saber III and
our personal ride Chained Lightning…”
Doc followed a few steps as Cromwell led them to a bay that had been closed
off by a curtain. They’d been on Briareus for several hours and while it was clearly
a foreign ship, once he looked past the colors, shapes, and signage, it was
remarkably familiar. These were real people and not the ideologues he half feared
they’d find. Cromwell and his crew had similar experiences and biases as his own
crew did, and a shared preference for riding into battle than walking.
“When the press, the Communion press,” Cromwell explained, “talk about the
Marines’ tip of the spear, they’re talking about the Saber series of armored vehicles.
In addition to the tank, there’s also the Halberd AFV, Longbow ADV, Mangonel
MLRS, and Caisson ASV that all use a similar chassis.” He paused and smirked,
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“And I can guarantee that the ride is nice and smooth.”
The last comment caused Doc to narrow his eyes and he caught Hobbs’ silent
question and answered it with a shrug. Cross country, the Keres’ ride was almost as
smooth as a luxury sedan’s on a road. Cromwell certainly seemed excited to show
them what was behind the curtain.
“Carly, would you do the honors?” Cromwell asked his gunner.
“Sure thing, Boss,” Sergeant Carly Brooks replied and tugged on the curtain.
Doc recalled Cromwell introducing her and saying she was one of the best
marksmen he’d ever seen. That had grabbed Hobbs’ attention and Doc thought it
would be interesting to see the two have a shoot off.
Doc’s attention retuned to the bay that was revealed as Brooks pulled back the
curtain. He felt his heart skip a beat when he saw the vehicle within and realized
that as similar as the two crews were, Colonial and Communion, there were some
very important differences.
“Where are the tracks?” Kait asked.
“Don’t need them,” Sergeant Peyton Farmer, Cromwell’s driver, replied.
“What do you mean?” Kait fired back and caused Doc to smile at her reaction.
“Just what I said,” the slim driver replied before putting her right hand on her
hip. “Rather than use tracks, we use a grav system to give us essentially a neutral
buoyancy and reaction control jets and stabilizers for propulsion and control,”
Farmer explained. “You don’t so much drive a Saber as fly it.”
Cromwell explained the vehicle’s particulars and while it was more advanced
than the Keres in propulsion and crew configuration, beyond that it was remarkably
similar to his own Bad Medicine. Inside, the Saber looked like a cross between a
Keres and a Raptor, with the crew in a central control cabin. The turret was
unmanned and there was a small cargo space for personal kit that rounded out the
interior. All in all, Doc was impressed with what he saw but had his doubts about
long term maintainability in the field. “How would that be handled?” he asked.
“Individually, we perform all PM and basic day to day maintenance,” Sgt.
Raymond Dickenson, the electronics systems operator explained. “We have access
to most systems and carry common spares aboard for swap-and-go work. Beyond
that, we have specialized fitters teams, engineers, which are attached to the HQ of

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1154
company sized formations and above. They use specialized Halberds and while
they aren’t in combat, they are in the FEBA.”
Now that both sides had shown their hands, the two crews got into a discussion
of capabilities, ideas, and war stories and lasted several more hours. Kait was the
first to speak on the flight back to Hecate, “It’s an interesting tank, but I wouldn’t
trade Bad Medicine for one.”
“Oh?” Hobbs asked. “How come?”
Doc sat back and listened as his crew discussed the issue. “I’m looking at it as a
driver, but if the weather is bad you’ll have stability issues, and I’m concerned
about flying over badly broken terrain. And what about if you take a hit while
hauling ass? I guess my perspective will change once we get a check ride when we
find a suitable planet.”
“Ah, ok,” Hobbs replied. “I hadn’t considered those. I do think that they’ll have
less accuracy degradation due to rough terrain than we will because they aren’t
actually touching the ground.”
“Call me traditional, but I want to be able to actually put my eyes on something
and not have to rely on a camera,” Doc offered. “Ground combat is hard on
equipment, and I think they’re really pushing the envelope. But…” he shrugged, “if
it works, and they’ve solved the Private Snuffy problem, then it could be a very
effective piece of kit.”
*+*+*+*+*
Opening Ceremony, Colonial Cup, Olympia
Cadet Penn Chambers thought he was the luckiest man in the Colonies. In the
past 24 hours he had passed his flight check, then soloed, asked Anat to the
Opening Ceremony, swapped his silver wings for gold, and then gotten a yes from
Anat. And now, here he was, sitting in the stands with the evidence clear for all to
see and watching the ceremony. All in all, it had been a very good 24 hours.
The only thing that felt somewhat out of place was the sidearm riding in a
holster on his hip. That simple thing underscored the reality that he really was an
Officer Cadet and one step away from being a commissioned officer in the Colonial
Fleet.
Still, he didn’t want to be anywhere else than where he was.
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“Look! There’s the Empress!” Giliad said happily and pointed to a VIP box in the
stands.
Chambers looked where she was pointing and saw the VIP box. Empress
Searlait II sat in the box and was watching the ceremony just like everyone else in
the stadium. The only difference, other than the box, between the Empress and
everyone else were the half dozen very visible members of her Marine Escort Force
in their dress blues. “She looks safe and sound…” he replied.
“Yeah…but I can’t help but think she’s sending a message by having the MEF in
uniform,” Anat replied. “Normally they travel a little lower profile.”
“True…but if those six are in uniform, I’d bet my next stipend that she’s got at
least a dozen more within fifteen meters that are in plain clothes,” Chambers told
her. “I keep thinking back to yesterday’s briefing…”
Giliad replied somewhat somberly as she nodded, “Yeah…me, too.”
glanced around the crowd, “I wonder who out there has evil intentions?”

She

“I dunno,” Chambers answered and felt some of the light hearted fun he had
been feeling replaced with the weight of the unknown. “If there are, then we’ll
deal with it.”
The announcer started introducing the Aerilon Colonial Team and the crowd
erupted. Chambers couldn’t help but get swept up in the excitement as the first
team of the biggest sporting event in the Colonies started passing in review. He felt
Giliad give his hand a squeeze and looked over at her smiling face and once again
thanked Major Collins for the tickets. So far, this was a day he vowed he’d never
forget.
Two hours later they were walking along the main promenade and looking for
souvenirs; Giliad was looking for a Caprican team jersey and he was looking for a
Virgonian jersey. They found a stand that was selling official jerseys at a decent
price and told the merchant what they wanted. The merchant nodded and asked,
“This your first time at Olympia?”
“For me, yes,” Chambers replied and then asked, “You haven’t been here before,
have you, Anat?”
Giliad shook her head. “No, I’ve always wanted to visit and am beyond excited
to be here for the Cup.”
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“Same here,” Chambers replied as the merchant put their wrapped parcel in a
bag. “I’ve visited the Imperial Palace before but never saw the Empress. Seeing her
today was pretty cool.”
The merchant narrowed his eyes slightly and paused a moment before handing
over the bag. “Here you go,” he said. “That’ll be Cb198.”
Chambers handed two Cb100 notes and took the change. “My treat,” he told
Giliad as they walked away.
Giliad smiled, “Thank you, Penn. You didn’t have to...”
“I know…I wanted to,” Chambers said a moment before he looked over his
shoulder and saw two Colonial officers standing in front of the stand they just left.
He didn’t have a clear line of sight before the crowds swept Giliad and him away,
but he thought the officers and merchant were arguing over something.
“C’mon…let’s change out of our uniforms into jeans and our jerseys,” Giliad
said as she pulled him towards the restrooms. “We’ve already showed the world
that we’re Viper pilots, now we can relax!”
“What about these?” Chambers asked and put his hand on his holstered
sidearm.
“The jersey will cover it and if anyone asks, we can show them our ID,” Giliad
confidently told him.
“Well…ok…” Chambers replied as she led him into the restrooms.
“There…doesn’t that feel better?” Giliad asked five minutes later as they walked
out of the restrooms looking like another teenaged couple on Olympia for the
games.
Chambers adjusted the backpack that hung off his left shoulder. “It does. Good
idea.”
Giliad smiled and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “I’m filled with good
ideas! By the way,” she asked, “did you open that envelope we found with the
jerseys?”
“Not yet,” he told her. “Hang on, let me get it…” His voice trailed off when he
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saw the merchant walking through the crowd with the two Colonial officers in two.
The merchant appeared to be looking for something or someone. Since Major
Collins had come aboard Atropos, Chambers had learned a lot about the real world
and right now his senses were telling him that something was definitely wrong and
that the merchant was looking for them. “Anat…” he said softly and almost
urgently.
Giliad turned to face him. “Yes, Penn…” she replied half questioningly and half
enticingly.
Chambers didn’t wait or reply, he just pulled her close and kissed her as he
walked them back against the wall. After her initial surprise, he felt Giliad’s arms
pull him close as she responded to the kiss with equal gusto. Joy mixed with fear
coursed through his veins as he felt his affections being returned. Finally, when
they broke for air, he glanced behind him and noticed the merchant and officers
had moved past them.
“What brought that on…and what took you so long?” Giliad asked before
quickly kissing him and leaning back against the wall.
“I was scared you might not…” Chambers stopped when he saw the look in
Giliad’s eyes. That wasn’t something he would have to worry about, they seemed to
tell him. “The guy who sold us the shirts…two Colonial officers came up after we
left and they started arguing. Then I just saw them working their way through the
crowd as if they were looking for something…”
Giliad picked up on the rest of the statement. “Or someone?” Chambers
nodded and she continued, “What’s going on? Could it be the envelope?”
“C’mon,” Chambers said and took her hand before leading her to a small table
partially hidden from the promenade by several potted plants. As soon as they
were seated he fished the envelope from his backpack and tapped one end on the
table before he tore open the other end. There was only one piece of paper inside,
folded three times so that it would fit.
“What’s it say?” Giliad asked eagerly.
Chambers opened the paper and smoothed it out on the table between them.
Section 34N/Main Promenade, 14:36
S2/6MEF/6PC
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“It looks like some sort of code, but the first line is just down the Promenade,”
Chambers said thoughtfully.
“Hmm…” Giliad said leaning close to study the letter. “If that’s a time,” she
pointed at the numbers at the end of the first line, “then whatever this is about is
going to happen in a couple minutes.”
“Check it out?” Chambers asked and arched his eyebrows.
Giliad nodded.
“Yes, definitely.
It could be nothing…but…it might be
something important. We can’t call it in until we know for sure, right?”
“Yeah, if nothing happens we’ll look like we panicked,” Chambers agreed and
together they made their way through the crowd toward Section 34N of Olympia’s
Main Promenade.
Five minutes later Chambers looked at his watch and frowned. “Two minutes to
go…” he muttered before his gaze returned to scanning the crowd. “Why is it
always so easy to spot what’s going on in the vids?”
Giliad laughed. “Because they’re vids, silly,” she joked back. “They have to
make things obvious so you know what’s out of…place…” her voice trailed off.
“Penn, over there,” she nodded to where four people had congregated next to one
of the flying buttresses that arched overhead.
Chambers turned his head slightly so he could more clearly see the people.
They were dark and wiry, and instead of the casual clothes or team colors everyone
else on the Promenade seemed to be wearing, they were dressed in muted earth
tones of brown, tan, and black; individually they wouldn’t have drawn any
attention, but together they looked out of place. He studied them for another
second before returning his gaze to the rest of the crowd but in that fleeting
moment he also saw their eyes darting around in constant motion and the hard,
serious looks on their faces.
“Good find, Anat,” Chambers finally said. “They look dodgy to me, but they
could just be a bunch of Saggees on holiday.”
Giliad seemed to think for a moment, “What do you think we should do?”
“I think we should get closer just in case we have to…um…” Chambers
shrugged his shoulders and offered an embarrassed smile, “have to do something
heroic.”
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Giliad smirked and nodded. “Let’s go, hero.”
Together, like any other pair of teens out wandering the Promenade, they made
their way across the main thoroughfare and to a spot that was out of the main traffic
flow and within fifteen meters of the four questionable suspects. Chambers
glanced at the overhead display that constantly updated important information and
saw that the time was 14:35. “Hang loose…it’s almost time,” he whispered as the
four suspects seemed to stop fidgeting and talking among themselves and were now
focused on traffic coming their way.
The crowd slowly parted as an entourage surrounding two people approached.
As soon as Chambers saw the escort a chill went down his spine; each of the six
escorts were wearing the Imperial Virgon Marines’ dress uniform. “Oh, no…this
isn’t good…” he muttered and saw Giliad nod her agreement. He scanned the
crowd for the tell-tales that would distinguish one of the plain clothes protection
detail and then it hit him what the code written on the note meant; S2 was Searlait
II, 6MEF was that there would be six members of her Marine Escort Force, and 6PC
stood for six plain clothes security members.
A ball of fire and a loud thunderclap exploded twenty-five meters behind the
Empress’ entourage and threw flat anyone that was unlucky enough to be close to
it. As people reflexively turned to look at what happened and caused the noise, the
four suspects leapt into action. They drew firearms from beneath their coats or
from bags and charged forward to where the Marine Escort Force was collapsing
back around the Empress and her companion. On the other side of the Promenade,
another group likewise produced firearms and charged the Empress’ small group.
“Where are the plain clothes guys?” Giliad asked as Chambers saw her hand
reach for her holstered 5/7.
The sudden pop-pop-pop of gunfire silenced anything he was going to say and
he felt his own 5/7 gripped in his hand without any memory of consciously
drawing it. One of the attackers was down, but so were four people in street
clothes. “C’mon, we have to do something,” Chambers said decisively and pointed
to the group of four that they had been watching. “We take them down…”
“I have your wing!” Giliad said before adding, “What was that you said after
we’d take them down?”
Chambers flashed a grin, “A pilot’s prayer Major Collins taught me, ‘Gods, don’t
let me frak this up!’”
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Giliad nodded and repeated the prayer as more gunfire erupted. Now it
appeared that the Marines were using their bodies to protect the Empress and her
companion while trying to move them to someplace safe. A scene from a vid
Chambers had seen a few weeks earlier flashed through his mind; in it, the hero
had brazenly broken up an STO terrorist attack and started by shouting, ‘Stop!
Drop your guns!’ It made for good vid, but Gunny Hogan always said to never give
away your location and never, ever, give a shitem an even chance.
The world around Cadet Lieutenant Penn Chambers quieted, slowed down, and
narrowed so that all he was really looking at were the four terrorists attacking the
Empress. Somewhere he cataloged that three were male and one was female and
that all had short barreled rifles in their hands, but at the moment all he saw were
four clearly hostile targets and he acted accordingly. The luminous three dot sights,
two on the rear sight and one on the front, aligned across and he settled the center
dot on a terrorist who was raising his rifle to take a better aimed shot. Just like
when he was punching paper at the range or shooting pop-up targets on the Qcourse, his finger pulled the trigger with steady force until it tripped the sear and
fired the pistol.
Chambers felt the pistol recoil a second time in his hands and then a third as the
terrorist stumbled and started to fall. He dimly heard Giliad firing next to him as he
moved his sights to another target. Once again his finger pulled the trigger twice in
rapid succession and as he settled the sights back on the target for a third shot he
caught some movement out of the corner of his eye.
Holding the shot, Chambers turned his head to look at what had commanded
his attention. “Frak!” he said out loud and reached out with his left hand to grab
Giliad while he pointed his right and started working the trigger at the terrorist
fifteen meters away who was bringing his rifle up to fire at them. “Down, Anat!” he
shouted as he pulled her to the ground and kicked across the smooth floor to push
them behind a decorative potted plant.
Giliad caught herself as Chambers pulled her down and behind the pot.
“What?” she asked quickly and with a trace of annoyance. A moment later a
staccato burst of gunfire answered her question as the terrorist’s shots slammed into
the planter. “Shit!” she exclaimed and pulled her legs up so she was almost in a
fetal position. “I didn’t see him!”
“Rule of plus 1,” Chambers replied as time suddenly sped up and he started
hearing screams that were filled with fear. “He wasn’t a good guy, he was a Saggee
tango,” he spit. “Frakkers. They’re never satisfied and always have to stink things
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up.”
“They get no sympathy from me,” Giliad breathed and rolled to the side to try
and get a shot at one of the terrorists.
Chambers climbed to his knees and gave a quick peek around the planter. His
attacker was moving towards him but was aiming at the other side of the planter.
Frak, he thought as he brought up his 5/7, he’s going after Anat! He didn’t wait for
the sights to align and began firing as soon as the he had a flash sight picture. His
first few rounds didn’t appear to have any effect so he shifted to where he saw the
terrorist’s neck and began firing again. The first few rounds the terrorist fired went
wide and then he simply dropped lifelessly to the ground.
Elation coursed through Chambers’ veins and joined the adrenaline that was
already there. He had met the terrorist’s gaze as the last three rounds walked up his
body from his neck to his forehead and watched as they ended the threat. His
primal being wanted to stand, cheer, rip his shirt off, and beat his chest as if he was
a primitive; he had faced something that wanted to kill him one on one and
prevailed under no uncertain terms. Deep down, his civilized and bookish persona
knew that when the adrenaline wore off, there would be a price to pay.
Scanning the area, he saw that most bystanders had dropped to the ground or
were cowering behind something. Behind an ornate column, the Empress’ Marines
presented as small a target as possible as they covered their charge and one of their
brethren lay crumpled on the floor in front of the column. Several others lay where
they fell and Chambers could see where at least three people in street clothes like
themselves were crouched with drawn guns.
“You ok, Anat?” Chambers asked.
“Yeah, I’m good…but I think for our second date I’d rather we go to dinner and
a vid…” Giliad quipped.
Chambers smiled, then tried to suppress the laugh that wanted to break through,
and finally started laughing. Giliad joined in and he knew that despite the violence
they were just exposed to and the acts they’d just committed, that everything would
be all right.
“Looks like the surviving Saggees have turned tail and run off,” Giliad finally
said a few moments later.
“I hope the Empress is safe,” Chambers told her and watched as two of the other
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people with guns slowly moved away from their cover and into the main
Promenade. Badges now hung around their necks and pull down panels on their
fronts and backs declared “POLICE”. He could also hear shouts in the distance as
security forces started rushing to the scene.
*+*+*+*+*
“Cadet Lieutenant Chambers, can you explain your actions?” Commander
Devan Lubeck asked from where he sat behind the broad polished wooden table in
the security center’s interrogation room.
“Sir,” Chambers said standing at attention, “I acted to save the life of the
Empress.” His voice was tense and he felt every beat of his heart in his temples.
“Cadet Lieutenant Giliad and I saw four suspicious looking people and when they
produced weapons and started shooting we took action to end the attack.”
“I know that’s *what* you did, Cadet Lieutenant,” Lubeck pressed, “what I’m
looking for is why; what was your motivation?”
Chambers squared his shoulders. “Sir, I won’t speak for Cadet Lieutenant
Giliad, but I acted because lives were in danger and protecting those lives is what I
swore to do when I put on this uniform. I did it because I was there and had a
means to influence the outcome.” He stopped, opened his mouth as if to continue,
then closed it.
“There’s something else you were going to add, Cadet Lieutenant?” Empress
Searlait II asked from next to Lubeck.
Blue eyes flicked to the man standing in the far corner and saw him nod. It was
a simple gesture, but that one nod from Major Collins steadied Chambers’ nerves.
“Your Highness, I was going to add that I did it for the honor of the ship and that we
never let a shipmate face peril alone...and you're our ship's patron...”
A wide smile spread across the Empress’ face at his answer. “Thank you for
your candor, Cadet Lieutenant. You do your uniform and your mentors proud.”
“Th…thank-you, Your Highness,” Chambers managed to say in response to the
Empress’ praise.
“Thank you, Cadet,” a dark uniformed security officer said from the third spot at
the table. “This was simply a routine interview to assess your view of what
happened and why. It is my opinion,” he looked at the Empress and Lubeck who

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1163
both nodded, the Empress still smiling, “as well as my esteemed colleagues’, that
you acted properly and within both the spirit and letter of the law.”
A weight suddenly lifted from Chambers’ shoulders and he almost missed
Commander Lubeck’s comments. “Further,” Lubeck added, “it is my opinion that
you upheld the finest traditions of the Fleet and honored your uniform and your
ship.” The words were one of the best things Chambers had ever received and he
tried to commit everything to memory so he could hold the image in his mind
forever.
“Chief Inspector Molina has spoken to the legal aspect of your actions and
Commander Lubeck on the moral and ethical aspects, but I would like to touch on
the personal. Cadet Lieutenant,” the Empress began, then smiled warmly, “Penn,
what you and did today saved lives; mine, those of my escort force, but we
understand the risks our positions hold. Today, Penn,” she used his name a second
time, “today you saved innocent lives who may have gotten caught in the crossfire.
You stood for them today, and for that, you should be commended. I’m proud of
you.”
The words stunned Chambers; he expected his actions would be exonerated and
that he might even get some sort of official recognition or commendation in his file,
but for the Empress of Virgon, the head of the oldest continuous government in the
Colonies, to say for the record that she was proud of him, that was a gift, a treasure,
he couldn’t calculate. “Thank-you, Your Highness,” was all he could say as his eyes
teared up and his cheeks flushed.
Commander Lubeck signed several papers and handed them to the Empress
who then slid them to Chief Inspector Molina who reviewed them and signed them
as well. “Cadet Lieutenant Chambers, I think this concludes the interview. You
may be called upon later for additional testimony and you most certainly will be
called when the accused stand trial. I would appreciate that you file a location
update whenever you are moved to a new duty station until this is resolved. For
now, however, you’re dismissed.”
“Yes, sir!” Chambers replied and did an about face before walking to the door
and left the room. When the door closed behind him he let out a long sigh and
suddenly felt like he needed to sit down.
“Did they put you through the wringer?” Cadet Lieutenant Anat Giliad had stood
when he opened the door and now walked over to where he sat on a sofa and sat
down next to him.
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“No, lords no, Anat,” Chambers told her. “After I told them what happened and
they asked some questions, they were finishing up and the Empress said she was
proud of me. Me? Penn Chambers, geek.”
Giliad’s smile touched her eyes. “That’s because what you did was something to
be proud of, Penn. Heroism isn’t limited to the muscle-bound mountains of
testosterone; geeks can be heroes, too,” she said and winked. “I for one happen to
like the geeky heroes.”
“You…you do?” Chambers asked.
“I like you, don’t I?” Giliad asked him directly.
Now it was Chambers’ turn to grin. “Yeah, you do.”
Giliad nodded and clapped her hands on her legs. “There! It’s settled. Now…
how about we get a bite to eat and then head back home?”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, replenishmentstar Leviathan
“Admirals? You’re going to be live in sixty seconds,” the communications tech
told Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase and Admiral Giovanna Cassidine who each
stood at a podium adorned with their respective government’s crest and colors.
Commander Bartolomeo’s Leviathan had won the coin toss with Demeter to host
the broadcast address.
“I guess we’re committed now, eh?” Chase asked and rolled her shoulders. This
was where she would put to rest many of the rumors about their mission that were
sweeping the fleet.
“I think we were committed as soon as we met and didn’t start shooting,”
Cassidine replied. “The bigger question is what happens if we’re successful…”
Chase thought about her counterpart’s comments and nodded.
unknown, Gia.”

“That’s a big

“You’re on in five! Four! Three! Two! One!” the tech said before giving them
the sign that they were live.
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“Good afternoon, I am Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase and this is Admiral
Giovanna Cassidine, and we’re holding a joint briefing today to update both
battlegroups on their individual missions as well as what has become our
collective, joint mission,” Chase began. “When we left the Colonies we didn’t
know what waited and we only had the first suggestions that there was another
human interstellar civilization out here. We certainly didn’t ever expect to find
another cybernetic menace lurking ready to prey upon us.
“And so today we face new challenges but we do so with new friends,” Chase
gestured to where Cassidine stood like an ebony clothed alabaster sculpture that
nodded and offered a thin smile. “Our fundamental mission remains the same
despite these discoveries; to find what was lost. Despite our public comments on
the mission and despite the publicity, they were a cover for the real purpose of our
mission.
“The Sacred Scrolls say that ‘life here began out there’ and tell the story of our
exodus from Kobol. Central to this story is the great ship Galleon.” Chase paused
and looked squarely into the camera as if she were looking each viewer directly in
the eye. “Almost a year ago we began researching evidence and leads that have
brought us to this point. After several months the research team made a fantastic
discovery; they found artifacts that dated from the very first days of colonization
and that had originated on Kobol.
“While these artifacts didn’t contain the secret of lost Kobol, they did contain
something just as earthshattering; they contained the location of Galleon, the ship
that brought our forefathers to the Colonies from the ruins of Kobol.” Chase took a
deep breath and forged ahead with her speech, “Our mission, as given to me by
President Adar, is to find Galleon...and if possible, return her to the Colonies.”
Chase took a sip of water, “That was and still is our ultimate mission. Between
now and then, and I’ll allow Admiral Cassidine to explain, we’re going to take a
slight detour and accompany the Communion on theirs and they, in turn, will
accompany us on ours. Our history has Galleon, theirs has Keraunos and Caria,
and later, Ark.
“Will they be found as well? I don’t know…but I can speculate. One of the key
pieces of evidence that gave us Galleon’s coordinates spoke of the great ship
joining ‘the others that had come before it’. When we first saw this, we thought
that it referred to other ships in the Exodus Fleet, but now after talking Admiral
Cassidine, her staff, and several chaplains, that belief has changed.
“Pythia said, ‘All this has happened before’, and meeting and learning about the
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Communion’s history points to this not being mere prophecy, but rather an accurate
recounting of historical fact,” Chase said and forced herself to slow down. The
discussions she referred to had been nothing short of astounding. “We go not just
in search of an archaeological treasure; we go in search of our history and perhaps
our shared origins.”
It was weighty, she had already scheduled meetings on each ship so she could
interact with the crews directly and answer their questions, but that didn’t worry
her. What worried her were Admiral Cassidine’s revelations. “And now, I’m going
to yield the floor to Admiral Cassidine. Admiral?”
*+*+*+*+*
“Thank you, Admiral Chase,” Cassidine said formally and felt the weight that her
uniform represented weigh heavily on her shoulders. She had a long discussion
with her senior staff about how much she should reveal, and then a similar
discussion with Chase. In the end, she decided to give the truth; she would either
return to the Communion and be part of the vanguard that tore down the old
institutions and rebuilt a more open society free of the Equals’ influence or she’d go
into exile in the Colonies. The truth, then, really would set her free she reasoned.
“Our society can trace its recorded history back several thousand years. We
know for sure that there are records at least nine thousand years old, and they
predate the founding of the Communion. But one question has always vexed our
historians; where did we come from? We know that just as the Colonials aren’t
native to the Colonies, we are not native to the Meropis Cluster.
“What do we know?
“Well, we know that the gods walked among us for millennia because we have
the historical record. We know that the gods created the Equals. We also know
that Metis and Themis helped us craft the Declaration Of Communion and the
Basic Law, collectively known as ‘the Goddess’ Words’. We know that to spare the
newly formed Communion from war, the gods left the Meropis Cluster with those
most loyal and devout and struck out to find a new home. We know that they
found a home and that they flourished and grew. We know that the gods didn’t
abandon us because they returned from time to time.
We also know that
something went terribly wrong on their new homeworld, but that there were
survivors who were led to a new home.
“How do we know this last part?” Cassidine asked, and knew she was asking the
question that was on most peoples’ minds. “Because the gods took their most loyal
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and devout followers to Kobol, and here we are standing with their descendants.”
“The Colonials are our brothers and sisters…” Cassidine paused and let the
thought set in among the viewers, “but they aren’t our only brothers and sisters.
There was a thirteenth tribe that grew from among the twelve and this tribe, before
the troubles began on Kobol, left that world and sought out a new home.
“So here we are; the Communion, the 12 Colonies of Kobol, and this thirteenth
tribe. Where are they? Where did they go?” Cassidine asked rhetorically. “We
used to know. Or at least the Equals used to know. Earlier this year Aether was
crash sailed on a mission to an uninhabited planet several hundred light years from
the Meropis Cluster. They jumped as quickly as they could so they could get there
in the shortest amount of time. Once there, they attacked and boarded a Colonial
ship and during that action one of the Peltasts was lost.
“Did Aether stay to conduct SAR Ops? No. Despite Commander Ives’ protests,
the Equal who was aboard ordered her home. Then, once home, the Equals had
the planet Red Zoned. A Red Zoned world was interdicted and to go there would
likely mean death. I couldn’t even send a rescue ship to follow up on the
transponders that were detected. Whatever was there was important, or at least the
Equals thought it was important enough to interdict.
“While I couldn’t go there, I could do the next best thing; I sent someone to
survey the surrounding systems and worlds…” Cassidine hesitated for a moment to
allow a little suspense to build, “And what they found was most interesting.
“The Equals knew all about the thirteenth tribe and where they were located. In
fact, there was diplomatic contact with them. Odd how our history books omit this
important bit of fact. It must have been redacted because the Equals didn’t want
anyone to know what happened…after they had their world declared a Red Zone.”
Cassidine tried to restrain her anger and not let it seep into her words. It was
difficult, knowing what happened. “Why? Why did this happen? The answer was
found on a moon in one of those systems that were surveyed. They discovered an
old Brazen class courier that was lost about 2000 years ago. The crew was dead,
all of them Equals, and the ship was grounded near some old, some very, very old,
ruins. Information retrieved from the courier and later authenticated showed that
the Equals were returning from Earth, the world the thirteenth colony called
home…where they had engineered the genocide of the human population.”
Tears threatened to spill forth as Cassidine remembered the blunt and
dispassionate comments on the dispatches recovered from the courier. This is it,
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she thought, either I have a fleet or I don’t… “Billions of people were killed when
their cybernetic drones rose up and destroyed everything in a spasm of nuclear
violence. Earth, the main world, was destroyed first, and shortly thereafter the
colony worlds were attacked and suffered a similar fate. Billions of lives were
killed as if they were completely unimportant to the Equals who engineered it all.
“But!” Cassidine held up her right index finger, “but not everyone was killed.
Some survived. Let me repeat that, some survived. And those Equals on that
courier knew where they would be and when…because while the thirteenth tribe
had FTL, most of them were very inefficient and used much more fuel than ours.
So they did the next best thing, they accelerated to as close to the speed of light as
possible and crossed the gulf…from there to here.
“In a few short weeks, I intend to meet the survivors when they arrive. We will
meet them and render all possible assistance.”
*+*+*+*+*
Chase listened to Cassidine’s words and couldn’t help but feel her counterpart’s
rising anger and anguish. They’d discussed the situation several times and while it
was Cassidine’s mission, she knew deep down it was now hers as well. And if she
could help her new friends throw off the yoke the Equals had tricked them into
wearing, she’d gladly do it. Their trespasses against her weren’t as egregious as
what they’d done to the Communion, but they were personal and retribution would
be taken.
“Based on the forensic evidence we believe that we’ve already encountered the
drones that destroyed the thirteenth tribe’s civilization.
Arete had the first
encounter, followed by a Romani ship and then the Aqaba settlement. Preserver
and Werewolf followed the evidence and found Arete, where they were then
attacked by the drones. Later, just before we left the planet, Indefatigable and
Aether encountered another drone ship…and this one carried an Equal.
“These forces are extremely hostile and we will engage and destroy them
whenever they’re found,” Chase explained. “We have to find out as much as we
can about these drones, their technology, and any possible weaknesses so that we
can better defend our homes…and help our friends defend theirs as they help us.
“We’ve discovered people we never knew existed, made friends we never
conceived having, and started the process of building a lasting alliance. A lot rests
on your shoulders. Admiral Cassidine and I know you are up to the task.
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“Thank you.”
The communications tech stood from where he was kneeling a few meters in
front of the podiums and said, “That’s a wrap! Very well done, Admirals! Thank
you for the update.”
Two hours later Chase was back on Hecate and relaxing in her quarters. “Hot
chocolate or something stronger?” she asked the three people seated around the
low table.
“As much as I would like some wine,” Cassidine replied, “I think I’ll go with the
hot chocolate.”
“How do you think it went?” Colonel Constance deWinter asked once everyone
had something to drink and was seated.
Chase looked over at Cassidine and arched her eyebrows. “Cesare?” Cassidine
asked. “You were in the CIC when I gave the address.”
“Well,” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos said as he set his mug on the end table. “I
think it went rather well. You both explained just enough to give an answer without
confusing the situation. We were pretty select with the crew, but once you get
people into a group a lot of time individual biases and opinions can be suppressed
as everyone follows a vocal or charismatic leader. I don’t think anyone will sing
many praises for the Equals, however. The fact that they caused the death of an
entire civilization is a big deal, but no one knew any of them and until you
mentioned them, no one knew they existed. What they really connected with was
how they forced Aether to abandon crew and return home.
“That resonated and has a lot of people very upset,” Arcadiaolos concluded.
“The crew is excited to be on the trail of Galleon,” deWinter stated. “The
chance to be leading the charge, so to speak, energized them. When they heard
about the thirteenth tribe, I think you could have heard a pin drop in CIC. Sera,”
she leaned forward, “they want blood…it was like watching ‘Sunrise Over Eternity’,
that old war vid about the start of the Uprising when the crew of Eternity learned
the Cylons attacked the Colonies. They weren’t ready to off halfcocked, but I could
see cold calculation behind some eyes.”
Chase nodded. That was the reaction she hoped for. “I think we can…”
Her comment was cut off by the klaxon sounding and Specialist Lara Pickman’s
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voice announcing over the 1MC, “Action Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition
One throughout the ship!”
At the same time Pickman was calling the ship to Action Stations, the intercom
next to Chase’s desk buzzed. Already halfway to it, she covered the last few steps
and picked up the handset. “This is Chase. What’s going on, Jerry?”
*+*+*+*+*
Battlestar Atropos, BS-35, on patrol near Olympia Station, barycenter of the
Cyrannus Cluster
“Ready to go?” Major Ted Collins asked the two cadets that were standing in his
office.
“Yes, sir,” Cadet Lieutenant Penn Chambers replied with a subtle trace of
nervousness. If he only knew, Collins thought and offered the boy a thin smile.
“I’m ready, too,” Cadet Lieutenant Anat Giliad added a moment later and if
Chambers had an air of nervousness, she brought a touch of fear.
“Good. Lieutenant Staley tells me the Raptor is ready…so shall we go? It’s
never good to keep a lady waiting,” Collins suggested and mentally added that it
went double if the woman was the Empress.
“Do you know what all this is about?” Giliad asked as they boarded the Raptor
ten minutes later.
“I have a hunch but I don’t want to say one way or the other in case I’m
mistaken,” Collins answered and chided himself for not being completely truthful.
Commander Lubeck and he had spoken with the Empress the previous evening and
then again this morning about the situation and he agreed completely with what
was going to happen. And if he was completely honest with himself, he was
excited to be part of it, despite the grave nature of the event that precipitated it.
“We’re approaching Aeternus Imperium’s inner exclusion zone,” Lieutenant Max
Staley announced from the pilot’s station. “Looks like she’s got some company…
NNC’s Metropolitan is in formation with her.”
“Interesting…” Collins said and watched Chambers and Giliad squirm a little.
“You know, those gold wings look really good on your uniforms,” he told them and
tried to distract them from the upcoming event. “I remember when I earned mine; I
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was fresh out of the academy and couldn’t wait to go to flight school. After I got
there I knew there wasn’t anything else I wanted to do but fly.”
“I’ve always dreamed of flying,” Chambers offered.
actually done it, my dreams don’t do reality justice.”

“And now, when I’ve

“Same here,” Giliad added. “I’m sure there’s something out there that’s more
exciting, but for now, flying wins the trophy.”
Collins nodded. Despite the unintended consequence of putting them in
Harm’s Way, he was glad that he gave Chambers the Opening Ceremony tickets.
Now that they’d had that nudge to get together, both seemed much more at ease
with the other. Pay it forward old man, he told himself. Pay it forward.
*+*+*+*+*
Aeternus Imperium was a palace that happened to be built into a hull as strong
and as large as a battlestar’s and it carried all the trappings of court while providing
sovereign territory wherever it went. It also carried a full staff that included a rather
fastidious, at least to Penn Chambers’ thinking, protocol secretary. He stood next to
Giliad as this hyperactive hamster of a man on speed chittered and chirped about
what they were to do when they entered the room, how they were to do it, and
what they were to say.
“We’ve been through this already,” Giliad finally said and brushed him away.
“There are very specific and formal things you need to do when you have an
audience with the Empress,” the manic little man said defensively. “I’m just trying
to make sure you don’t embarrass yourself or insult the Empress.”
“Thank you, Warren,” a tall, older man said as he entered the room. “I’ll take it
from here and make sure they’re ready to meet Searlait.”
Chambers’ eyes widened when the man referenced the Empress so informally. It
was one thing to do that among your friends, but at court? “Thank you, Your
Grace,” he said after the protocol secretary scurried out of the room.
Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield, smiled and patted him on the shoulder.
“You two helped save her life, I think she’ll overlook your mistakes. Now,” he said
stepping back and Chambers felt his gaze on him, “we’re almost ready.
Commander Lubeck and Major Collins are in the audience hall as are a few others
and a news crew.”
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Chase cocked his head and Chambers felt his pulse start to race. “I’ve known
Shar for a long time; we fought together in the war and other than my intelligence
team and a few of her protective detail, you two share a special bond with her –
you’ve put your life on the line for her when the bullets were flying. She isn’t going
to be the stifling formal monarch you see on the vids…rather, she’s going to be
more like that aunt who rarely sees you but always makes a big fuss when she
does.”
“That would be nice,” Chambers said before he realized the words were out of
his mouth. He saw His Grace and Anat took it at face value, but deep down he
knew what he had meant and he forced himself to wall off the pain and focus on
the present.
“It will be, Penn,” Giliad said and took his hand. “Care to escort a girl to her
audience with the Empress?” she teased.
Chambers saw His Grace nod slightly. “Of course, M’lady,” he said and bowed
theatrically before offering his arm. “I’m ready to do this.”
*+*+*+*+*
Her Imperial Highness, Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of Hibernia,
gazed out at the small group of people who were standing in the audience hall.
She was standing where she was due to the brave actions of a few exceptional
people and today she was going to publicly thank two of them. It wasn’t something
she had to do; a simple note on Imperial Stationary would have sufficed and would
have given their careers a jump start. No, this was something she wanted to do,
and moreover, it was something she enjoyed doing for those who stood up for her.
She reviewed what she’d read about each of her young defenders. Penn
Chambers was a native of Virgon and had lost his parents when he was eight.
Despite being raised by his loving maternal grandparents, who were his only
family, he had retreated into academics and shunned most social interaction. It
was the Episteme Foundation’s living history project that finally started bringing him
out of his self-imposed retreat. He blossomed under the discipline and academics
that were offered and even before arriving had completed several college level
classes.
Anat Giliad was from Delphi on Caprica and had stellar academics. Her
parents were lawyers, her father in corporate law and her mother in estate law, and
she had two brothers and one sister, all younger than her. She had always wanted
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to fly, and her parents arranged flying lessons for her when other girls were learning
how to ride a horse. The corners of the Empress’ lips curled up as she thought
about something that Major Collins had told her when they discussed the two
cadets, “They’re the best thing to happen to each other and now I think they’re
starting to realize that…”
“Cadet Lieutenant Anat Giliad and Cadet Lieutenant Penn Chambers!” the
liveried guard announced and struck his staff twice on the deck.
The doors opened and the two cadets walked in and once again the Empress
had to suppress a smile as she saw them quickly unhook their arms and stand a
little taller. They were five steps into the room when the guard announced Charles’
entry and then closed the doors. She watched as the cadets looked around and
saw who was present. Giliad’s eyes went wide when she saw her family watching
her walk down the aisle and Chamber’s reaction was similar when he saw his
grandparents.
The cadets stopped in front of where the Empress sat and Chambers offered a
formal bow while Giliad curtseyed. Searlait stood and looked at the two teens
standing before her; they were the future of the Colonies, she thought. Time to
nurture them into the leaders they’re cable of becoming. “Cadet Lieutenant Anat
Giliad and Cadet Lieutenant Penn Chambers,” she began formally, then softened,
“Anat, Penn, thank you. Thank you for taking action to save my life because in
doing so you also saved the lives of those around you.
“I had this long, and probably boring, speech prepared,” she winked at them
and elicited a few laughs from the guests, “but rather than that, let me speak from
the heart. What you did yesterday was heroic; don’t ever let anyone tell you it
wasn’t. You didn’t know who might be part of the plot or who might be part of my
detail or simply a plain clothes security officer. Yet despite this unknown, you did
what you thought was necessary.
“Wearing the uniform brings with it many things; duty, honor, fidelity, and
respect among others. It is a symbol of what the Fleet and Colonies stand for, but it
also makes demands of its wearers. Anat, Penn, you heard those demands and
responded in the best traditions of the service.
“When I heard that two Fleet officers were involved I never expected that they’d
be two cadets involved in a living history education project,” the Empress
explained. “I understand you have a few more months before graduation?”
“Aye, Your Highness,” Chambers answered.
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“After that, you’ll have the opportunity to attend university or the Academy?” the
Empress asked.
“Yes, Your Highness,” Giliad replied.
“Penn, which would be your choice?”
“The Academy, Your Highness!” Chambers quickly answered. “I feel like I’ve
found where I belong.”
“And you, Anat?”
Giliad smiled. “The same, Your Highness. I wasn’t sure when I started this
program if it was what I really wanted to do, but now, after everything I’ve learned
and done, I want to go to the Academy, too.”
“Noble choices,” Searlait told them and gave the briefest of nods to Lubeck and
Collins; both men had told her that would be their answer. “It is my honor to tell
you that with the consent of the President, I am able to commission you both to the
rank of Ensign, effective immediately.”
Shock and surprised flashed across Chambers’ and Giliad’s faces at the Empress’
announcement. “Further, my sponsorship of your appointment to the Academy has
been confirmed provided you graduate at the end of this term. And finally…” the
Empress turned to her right as a liveried guard brought a sword to her, “it is my very
great honor to confer on you the title of Knight Companion Defender of Virgon and
all the benefits that it offers.”
*+*+*+*+*
Two hours later Ensign Penn Chambers’ mind was still spinning. He’d been
knighted, inducted into Empress’ own order of knighthood, commissioned, and told
that his Academy dreams would become reality. Just over forty-eight hours earlier
he was a senior cadet hoping to earn his wings and now he had his wings, was an
honest to gods Fleet officer, and a knight to boot!
“Penny for your thoughts?” Giliad said as she slid next to him on the small sofa.
“Where do I start?” Chambers asked. “I feel as if my world was turned upside
down and everything landed perfectly right side up.”
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Giliad chuckled. “It is a bit much to comprehend, isn’t it Sir Penn,” she teased
using his new title for the first time.
“It is, Lady Anat, it sure is!” Chambers replied and sighed. Without thinking his
arm went around her shoulders and he felt her lean into him and rest her head on
his shoulder. “Are you ready for the future?” he asked somewhat more seriously a
few moments later.
“Yeah, I think so. And I know if we stay together that we’ll be able to handle
anything,” Giliad told him earnestly. Her words warmed him as they reflected his
thoughts almost verbatim.
*+*+*+*+*
Surface of an unnamed world, Uncharted Space
“Come again, Books?” Lieutenant Christina Bayer said when the brief
transmission ended. “Repeat the last message, Books.”
She was rewarded with silence and swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry.
Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the wireless crackled, “Something odd is
going on over here, El Tee,” Books said. “Dr. Ling, Dr. Nance, Scooter, and Slob
were exploring deeper into the pyramid and didn’t check-in as scheduled; they’re
also not responding to hails. I’ve seen Current and Tongue to check on them but…”
“But what, Books?” Bayer pressed. It wasn’t like the experienced NCO to be
evasive like this…and it certainly wasn’t like Sergeant Ernest Book’s voice to carry a
trace of fear.
“We’ve been hearing things, El Tee…weird things, like something scraping on
the stone…almost like it was trying to get out,” Books replied and the unease in his
voice was unmistakable. A cold chill shot down Bayer’s back at the thought of
Books being scared of anything.
“I’m on my way over,” Bayer told him. “In the meantime…I can’t believe I’m
saying this…kit up and make sure you’re ready to deal with whatever is down there.
When I get there, I’ll take Hopkins, Myerson, Redtail, and Carmody down into the
pyramid to find our wayward pups.” She stood and added, “And Books…get the
scientists packed up; I want to be able to unass this mausoleum ASAP if we need to
and don’t want them dicking around because they can’t find a notebook or
something.”
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Books laughed. “Dr. Short went about a dozen shades of white when he heard
the scratching and between him and Dr. Iverson have everything almost packed
and ready to go. Suddenly field work doesn’t look as good as it did a few hours
ago.”
“Copy that, Books. I’ll make sure our ride is ready to go. Bayer out,” she said
and looked over at where Lieutenant Owen ‘Castle’ Casteel and Lt. J.G. Paul ‘Pogo’
Gomez sat at the craft’s flight deck. “Guys, you heard all that?”
“Yeah…” Castle replied. “Pogo and I will collect Dr. Lamar and Dr. Uller from
Engineering and then head over to the Rocs.”
“We’ll have things ready for you, Chris,” Pogo told her.
Kingpin know what’s up.”

“I’ll let Teeter and

“Thanks guys…I hope we don’t have to split…but…” Bayer’s voice trailed off.
“Chris?” Castle leadingly asked.
The heavy combat armor that she wore was still able to convey her shrug. “I
dunno…I’ve just felt that this place…it’s like we’re intruding on something we
shouldn’t.”
*+*+*+*+*
Bayer’s last words stayed with Castle as he followed Pogo and the two doctors
over to the Rocs. Her words touched on something that had been buzzing in his
mind ever since they found the lost shuttle at the Trojan point and now between her
comments, Books’ comments, and now Pogo being unable to raise the other Roc
crew the buzz had become an alarm. Without thinking, he withdrew his carbine’s
charging handle slightly to make sure the weapon had a round chambered.
“I still can’t get them,” Pogo protested as they trudged through the blowing dust.
“Ah! There’s one of them!” he said and pointed to a shape that walked down the
Roc’s rear ramp.
“Hang on, Pogo…Docs…” Castle said as every warning bell he’d ever heard
suddenly sounded in his mind. Every fiber of his being screamed that something
wasn’t right and he raised his rifle so he could look through its optic. “Oh…frak…”
he muttered as the image resolved in the optic; it was slightly taller and moderately
bulkier than what he expected to see, had what looked like pulsing crimson fibrous
muscle tissue connecting armor plates across its body, arms, and legs, had long
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blade-like protrusions from its fingers, and despite the blowing dust that was
quickly sticking to it, appeared covered in blood.
“Danger close!” he shouted across the team frequency.
“Roc 2 is
compromised!” he said a few moments before he saw the two unblinking red eyes
surmounted by a third eye that swept from side to side. He fired without thinking
and sent a short burst of rounds into its chest. “Pogo, get the eggheads back to our
Roc!” he ordered before sending another short burst down range. “Chris! What’s
going on over there?”
*+*+*+*+*
“Fall back!” Lieutenant Christina Bayer shouted as she fired a controlled burst at
the monstrosity moving ever closer to her. “Hopkins! Hit the frakker with a Snake
Charmer!”
“In here?” Hopkins asked incredulously. “It’ll bring the ceiling down!”
“You saw what that thing did to Scooter and Dr. Ling…” Bayer told him. “This
place can take it…”
“Fire up!” Hopkins announced as he raised the rocket launcher to his shoulder.
“Fire locked!” he added a moment later and followed it with, “Fire fire!” a split
second before the weapon fired. The Snake Charmer was a tried and true antiarmor weapon that relied on velocity rather than a large warhead to destroy its
target. At less than twenty –five meters it had barely reached its full speed of more
than 2000 meters per second and packed 4 million joules of energy when it
slammed into the thing that was attacking them.
Bayer thought the thing looked like a nightmare brought to life. It was some
odd combination of a hideous drone’s head on a long, mechanical eight legged
segmented body that had a rear tail mount for some sort of rotary cannon that
thankfully wasn’t working. Jutting out from the front, where the head’s shoulders
would be, were a pair of long spindly arms that ended in blood covered blades and
rotary saws. She suppressed the urge to gag when her mind told her that Dr. Ling’s
right arm was still stuck on a blade spur from when it had been hacked off before
her arrival.
She watched as the rocket impacted where the head’s ‘teeth’ appeared to be
located. The Snake Charmer didn’t seem to slow as it entered and traversed the
length of the…thing…and collapsed it from the inside before exiting and slamming
into a wall fifty meters from where it launched. Like a spider sprayed with bug
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killer, the thing simply stopped and fell to the ground as the light went out from its
one remaining eye and the oscillating eye beneath the head.
“That fraked it up,” Hopkins muttered and ejected the spent launch tube from
the launcher. “What the frak was that thing?” he asked and reloaded the launcher
with a fresh round.
“I dunno…” Redtail muttered, “But I hear more of ‘em back the way we came.”
“Let’s get out of here,” Bayer told the Marines and the surviving scientist. “We’ll
get to the surface, board the Roc, and if we’re lucky, we can convince Digger to
nuke this place from orbit.”
*+*+*+*+*
“I’ve got two more of them coming out of the Roc!” Pogo shouted and fired a
long burst at the abomination that was now less than twenty meters away.
“I hate it when Chris is right…” Castle muttered and forced himself to take and
hold a deep breath. His finger tightened on the trigger and he felt the rifle recoil
against his shoulder as he sent half a dozen rounds into the thing. One of them
must have struck something vital because it jerked, staggered forward a step, and
then collapsed onto the dusty windswept landscape.
“Aim for its shoulders! I think that’s the weak spot!” Castle told Pogo as he
fought to keep his breathing in check. Flying combat missions was one thing, but
this? This was like a nightmare made real. “Chris? What’s going over there?” he
asked, trying to establish contact with the other officer.
“Lieutenant, this is Sergeant Book,” a male voice replied. “The El Tee took a
team to retrieve some missing people and encountered something…it sounds like a
nightmare drone of some sort. They slagged the first but are now being chased by
three more. I’ve got everyone packed and ready to go.”
“Good work, Books,” Castle told the man who had more combat experience
than he did…and by a significant margin. “We’ve encountered a bi-pedal version
of what you might have. We took down one and have two more to deal with. Roc
2 is lost, we’re making our way to Roc 1; as soon as Lt. Bayer is up, make for Roc 1.
We’ll try and move closer to the pyramid if possible.”
“Copy that, Castle!” Books replied a moment before Castle heard gunfire come
through the connection. “Looks like we’re getting some of your two legged nasties
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coming in the front door! We’ll be there, sir, just don’t leave without us!”
“Count on it! Out!” Castle gritted as he put the luminous green chevron on the
semi-exposed shoulder of his next target. “Pogo, let’s go!” he said as he squeezed
the trigger and sent rounds into the approaching abomination.
He ran past Roc 2 and looked through the canopy and tried not to retch; both
Teeter and Kingpin had been torn apart and what was left of their bodies was
strewn throughout the flight deck and cabin. “Aw, shit…” Castle swore as he felt
the bile threatening to surge forth. “Guys…Frakitfrakitfrakit! Let’s go, Pogo! We’ll
fire the Roc once we’re in the air and give those two a proper send off.”
*+*+*+*+*
Far orbit of an unnamed world, Uncharted Space, gunstar Ariadne
“Commander,” Captain Shelby Lansing said and claimed Commander Digger
Sharma’s attention, “I’m getting some odd readings from down in the well. A very
powerful and narrow focus microwave wireless transmission was just sent from the
surface near where our team landed.”
“Oh?” What does the ground team have to say?” Sharma asked as he put down
the clipboard he was studying and turned to face his navigator.
“Ah, that’s part of the problem,” Lansing replied. “Zach has been trying to
contact them for the past couple minutes and isn’t getting through. At first, we
thought it was just the atmospherics; they were really choppy on the way down, but
now we’re not getting anything.”
“Ok. Stay on it. In the meantime, set Condition Two throughout the ship and
have two more Rocs prepped to go down and see what’s going on,” Sharma told
the young officer.
“Wait one!” Specialist Zachary Walton exclaimed.
wireless!”

“I have Castle on the

“Put him on speaker,” Sharma told the communications tech and flexed his
shoulders to relieve some of the tension that suddenly settled into them.
“Ariadne, Ariadne, this is Castle, we have a situation down here. I repeat,”
Castle’s static filled voice announced from the speakers, “we have a situation down
here and have taken casualties.”
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“Castle, Ariadne actual,” Sharma said as if he was speaking to thin air, “what’s
going on and how can we help?”
“Actual, Castle,” the static filled voice replied, “Don’t come down here,
whatever you do, do not send any rescue missions. This place is crawling with
nightmarish drones that have already killed four and wounded three. We’ve lost
Roc 2, ship and crew, to them already and Lieutenant Bayer has lost two and has
wounded. As soon as we can recover them, we’re departing from the surface.”
“Castle, Actual, we’ll move into a lower orbit and have medical teams standing
by,” Sharma told his officer.
“Dradis contacts! Lifting off from the surface! I count six of them!” Lansing
announced as the dradis started pinging off the new contacts. “They’re small; four
are fighter sized and two are larger…about twice the size of a Roc.”
Sharma didn’t hesitate. “Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the
ship and launch the alert fighters!” Ariadne wasn’t a battlestar and didn’t carry a
large fighter compliment, no more than two squadrons, and was now launching
four of them into action. Around him the CIC sprang into action and quickly
brought the ship to Action Stations and Condition One.
“Zach, please contact Colonel Bond on Endeavour and let her know what’s
going on. Also, advise them to take a slightly higher orbit so they’ll be out of the
combat area,” Sharma asked. “Castle, I haven’t forgotten about you. Once the
fighters deal with the bogies heading up to meet us, I’ll have them CAP your
location if you aren’t airborne by that time.”
“Copy that, Actual! Thanks!” Castle said before gunfire drowned out anything
else he might have said.
Sharma looked at the dradis and was relieved to see four icons moving away
from Ariadne. Good, he thought, the fighters are in the air and away from the ship.
“Sir, Colonel Bond reports that they’re seeing some odd EM readings from the
asteroid belt,” Walton briefed him. “She says the sensor operators say that they’re
similar to power plant readings that they’ve seen before when they used ships’
plants to calibrate some of their sensors.”
“Wonderful.” Sharma muttered. “Give Colonel Bond my thanks and ask her to
keep us up to date on what she’s seeing…”
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“Sir?” Walton said interrupting him. “The Ex says they just disappeared…as if
they…”
“Dradis contacts! Range 50,000!” Lansing announced and drew everyone’s
attention to the overhead dradis display as the primary dradis pinged off two
bogies. “Two discrete bogies, one a little larger than us and one quite smaller. The
larger is launching fighters…only twelve launched. We’re being scanned by a high
PRF dradis…they’re trying to lock on us.”
“Jam them if we can, launch the rest of the ready squadron and detail them to
intercept the fighters,” Sharma calmly ordered. “Rich, lock them up and prepare to
fire if they so much as twitch.”
“Copy that!” Lieutenant Richard Dane eagerly confirmed.
“Commander?” Walton asked. “The Ex says that Captain Mackenzie is reporting
that their FTL just scrammed and that it will take at least an hour for repairs.”
Sharma closed his eyes and wished that Bond were back with him on Ariadne
instead of on Endeavour. Her argument before she left had been persuasive, “Who
would keep Mackenzie and the other researchers in check while they were here at
this archeological treasure trove?” Right now, however, he wished that she hadn’t
been so logical.
“Bring us around to face the targets and maneuver to keep us between them and
Endeavour,” he told Lansing. “Zach, please tell the Ex that she’s going to need to
light a fire under someone’s ass to get that fixed sooner. If more bad guys show up
we might be in a bit of a pickle.”
“Copy that, sir!” Walton replied.
Do I give them a chance to prove that they’re hostile or do I strike first, Sharma
thought as he studied the dradis and watched the bogies approaching. He heard
the announcement that the rest of the alert squadron had been launched and
relaxed a bit; the fighters would be pinned and dealt with by his own forces, but
those two heavies were what worried him.
“What can you tell me about them, Rich?” he finally asked.
Dane looked perplexed. “They’re like nothing I’ve ever seen before and the
warbook doesn’t show any design that’s even remotely similar in form. They’re
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taller than they are wide, and the large one, Alpha, is almost as tall as she is long,
but it’s all pods and angles. Here, this is a shot of her,” he said and pushed an
image to the plotting table.
Sharma studied the image and agreed with Dane’s confusion; they were odd
looking ships. The larger one looked like a seed pod that was joined to another
smaller pod beneath it via a forward angled center body. As he watched, shades of
red seemed to ripple across parts of it. After each ripple the hull had more red
color in it. In another world it might be hypnotically beautiful, but right now all he
knew was that if it was a warship, and the guns and missile ports certainly made it
look that way, the rippling colors had to have a reason. It could be heat, he
surmised, or it could be some sort of electrostatic armor. Or, it could be something
completely different. No matter what it was, he doubted it would be good at
resisting a 1m slug moving at several thousand meters per second.
“Mr. Dane, when you have a solution, set all batteries to volley fire on Alpha.
Any batteries that can’t bear and can bear on Beta are to fire on Beta,” Sharma told
his weapons officer and prepared to take Ariadne into combat for the first time in,
he snickered, two thousand years.
“Solution locked!” Dane confirmed.
“You may fire at will,” Sharma said and prepared for the battle to come.
“Aye aye, fire at will,” Dane confirmed before announcing, “All batteries
commence firing!” The sound of the batteries firing was felt more than heard as
Ariadne erupted in golden plasma as her guns began to fire.
“Alpha one has fired a barrage of missiles and we’re seeing signs of some
plasma discharges…” Lansing told Sharma. “Their output isn’t that impressive
given their size.”
Eight missiles streaked towards them and if the guns were firing they were either
low velocity or wildly inaccurate. “Detail point defense to deal with the missiles
and launch a pair of EW Rocs to give them some more targets to chase after,”
Sharma told Dane and the Flight Operations Officer.
“First volley should be arriving now…” Dane said and studied his displays.
Sharma looked at the image that was relayed from the ship’s optics. What had been
rippling red was now a deep crimson red and he could see several rounds slam into
the ship. Beyond the damage Ariadne was doing, Alpha already looked like it had
been kicked around the block. Parts of the hull were damaged, weapons mounts
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were half open mangled wrecks, and rather than travel in a straight line, she looked
like she was shimmying like a car severely out of alignment.
He felt the guns fire three more times before he spoke, “Cease fire. What’s the
status of Beta?”
“Beta has taken several hits and is dead in space,” Dane quickly answered.
“Alpha has been hit repeatedly and is now in a turn to port and towards the planet.
If it doesn’t change course it’ll be caught in the planet’s gravity well and be pulled
to the surface.”
“Ok. What about the fighters?” Sharma added having seen the missiles were
intercepted by Ariadne's point defense.
“The CAG is reporting that the fighters are like nothing he’s seen and take
multiple hits to destroy, but that they aren’t maneuvering very well and look like
they were damaged even before they launched,” Lansing explained. “He says that
they should have them neutralized momentarily.”
“Thank you,” Sharma told his officers and turned his attention back to the
dradis. The ready alert fighters had already merged and destroyed the fighters that
were launched from the surface and were now heading lower to provide a CAP for
Castle and his team.
So far, this conflict wasn’t living up to his fears and as far as Sharma was
concerned, that was quite all right.
*+*+*+*+*
“Fall back!” Bayer shouted and aimed her rifle at the approaching construct.
“Hopkins, do we have another Snake Charmer?”
“We’re down to the last one!” Hopkins replied as he limped in front of her.
“Books says that they’ve got a couple bipedal ones blocking our exit, but that’s it. If
we hit the one behind us once we’re through that arch, we should be able to bottle
them up a bit.”
She thought about it for a moment and pictured their path in her mind’s eye. It
was a natural bottleneck as Hopkins suggested. “Ok. I’ll stay back with you and
provide cover. Redtail can herd the others the last fifty meters or so to the main
room.”
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Hopkins nodded, “Affirmative! I’m so ready to get back to the ship that I can
taste it.”
“Yeah…I never thought our first time under the open sky would end like this,”
Bayer confessed. “Next time, I’m thinking something nice like a white sand beach,
crystal clear water, and temps that would make bathing suits too warm to wear.”
“I like how you think, El Tee!” Hopkins said and knelt. They had passed under
the arch and the spider construct was quickly approaching the choke point.
“Now?” he asked.
Bayer took a last look at the arch, swapped magazines and made her decision.
“Take the shot!”
“Fire up!” Hopkins announced as he raised and armed the Snake Charmer.
“Fire locked!” he added when the device’s seeker locked onto its target. “Fire fire!”
he finished the sequence when the weapon fired. The result was the same as all the
rest; the abomination was almost turned inside out from the Snake Charmer’s
impact and dropped as soon as it was hit.
Bayer cursed the things for attacking.
She wasn’t an archaeologist or
professional historian, but she wished they had enough uninterrupted time to fully
study the murals that were painted on every wall, the glyphs that were so familiar
but different, and to fully catalog and study the architecture and statues that seemed
to be omnipresent throughout the pyramid.
Her thoughts were interrupted when her wireless crackled to life, “El Tee, this is
Books, the path is clear and Castle has the Roc just outside.”
“Praise be,” Bayer exclaimed. “C’mon, Hopkins, our ride is waiting!”
*+*+*+*+*
“What the hell?” Sharma swore when he saw the pictures. The past few hours
had been spent debriefing the expedition survivors and reviewing the data that was
brought back. He sat at the head of the conference table with Colonel Kimber
Bond, Captain Mackenzie, Dr. Short, Lieutenant Casteel, and Lieutenant Bayer.
And now one of his intelligence officers was displaying an image gained from a
recon Roc that jumped to where Alpha and Beta had likely originated.
Lieutenant Cedric Hollis nodded and zoomed in slightly. “We’ve identified
three Alphas, five Betas, and what we’re calling a Gamma, which is a battlestar
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sized ship, and a Delta, a large gunstar sized ship. There are two Gammas and four
Betas. None of the ships responded in any way when the Roc was present, and the
crew decided to push forward and get some better images. More images flashed on
the screen showing the twelve ships, all of which showed varying degrees of battle
damage.
“Can you show me a picture of Gamma’s dorsal surface?” Bond asked.
“Certainly,” Hollis said and the image changed to a view from the stern looking
forward to the bow from above and behind the ship. The dorsal surface was flat
and appeared to be a flight deck. Several small craft were still present including
one near the bow raised at a 45 degree angle.
“Prepare a written report and have it to me within three hours. I’ll take what the
ground team has as well as our own thoughts and send it back to Admiral Carlisle,”
Sharma stated. “Was the crew positive they didn’t see any sort of emissions or
anything that might imply they’re in a powered down state?”
Hollis shook his head. “No, sir, they didn’t. They could have landed on those
ships and nothing would have happened, they’ve been dead a long time.”
“Perhaps,” Sharma said skeptically. “What we thought was long dead came to
life and had enough fight to kill or wound almost a dozen people.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“Ships are jumping in, Admiral. Range is pretty far off, about 500,000 from the
fleet; an Orion off Derbyshire was right there checking out a very faint ping when
they started transiting,” Captain Jeremiah Cole replied to Admiral Seralanna Chase’s
question.
“How many and what are we looking at?” Chase asked as she put it on the
speaker.
“Twenty-eight, Admiral, no known profiles” Cole answered. “One is about our
size, though I’m not certain it’s military, another about the size of a battlestar, six
more in the light to heavy gunstar range. The balance, twenty, all appear to be
civilian from their emissions and dradis frequencies.”
“Ok, we’re on our way. Please pass this information over to Dike Astraea and
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Circe,” Chase told her navigator and buttoned the top button of her tunic.
“Already done, Admiral,” Cole explained. “I thought they might be a bit jumpy,
just as we were.”
“Good man, Jerry. Also, make sure we have an extra channel open between
CIC and Commander Emory on Circe,” Chase requested. “We’re on our way.”
“Again, already done, Admiral,” Cole confirmed.
“It’s never a dull day since we met you,” Cassidine quipped as they left Chase’s
quarters and made their way to the CIC.
“I could say the same, but the past year has seen more than its fair share of
exciting days,” Chase replied as they reached Hecate’s armored nerve center.
“Admiral on the deck!” Cole announced when Chase entered the CIC.
“I have the con,” Chase replied formally.
“Admiral has the con,” Cole answered and completed the transfer of command.
“Nothing has changed other than they’ve straightened out their formation and
launched a CAP from the battlestar. They’ve moved the big ship and the civvies to
the far side and are using the battlestar and gunstars to screen them.”
Chase studied the plot. “Gia?” she asked formally including the Communion
officer.
Cassidine pursed her lips and gave a short shake of her head. “I don’t know,
Sera. They aren’t acting overtly hostile, so I’m willing to refrain from launching
anything more than our already deployed CAPs. Try to contact them?”
“That was my thought,” Chase admitted. “Lara, can you patch me through, all
frequencies, please?”
“You’re good to go, Admiral,” Petty Officer Lara Pittman replied.
Naturally, Lara would be ready to go and deny me a chance to stall this off a few
more seconds, Chase thought and smirked. She had a good crew, no, she had an
exceptional crew and it showed in everything they did. “Thank you,” she finally
said and met Cassidine’s gaze. Since they were both on Hecate this would be her
responsibility. It comes with the title, she thought.
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Chase raised the handset to her ear and closed her eyes for a brief second.
When she opened them she saw everyone was looking at her and that Beckett and
Cora had just arrived. “Attention, unknown ships sailing in formation near me, this
is the Colonial battlestar Hecate, please identify yourself. Attention, unknown ships
sailing in formation near me, this is the Colonial battlestar Hecate, please identify
yourself.”
Despite knowing this could happen, likely would happen, Chase still felt a
nervous excitement at the reality of it being realized. She was about to repeat her
message when the speakers hissed and crackled for a moment before a clear, laid
back and relaxed female voice replied.
“Attention Colonial battlestar Hecate, this is the Earth Union battlestar Nemesis,
Commander Hannah Marlowe commanding.” The voice paused a moment before
it continued and to Chase’s ear it sounded like the speaker, Commander Hannah
Marlowe, was fighting back her emotions, “Hecate, we’ve come a long way to find
you.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1188
Chapter 36: Awakened Ghosts
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, ancient
bunker complex
“Then there’s still a chance,” Colby said hopefully.
“I’m Colby Annalise
Browning, Deputy Director of Communications and Outreach Operations for
Olympus and Lord Zeus.”
The name anchored Minerva as if she’d touched a live wire. Academically she
knew who was talking; she’d seen her newscasts and read some of her reports. But
to hear it confirmed, that was still an emotional shock. “I’m Flight Captain Minerva
Tremblay,” she began and then introduced the others, “Captain Josiah Vassar,
Cheryl Lido, and Rufus Tello, all from Dixie Bell Dancer, and my crew from Aether’s
Spear; Flight Lieutenant Graham Pepper and Flight Ensign Hector Wight.”
Colby offered a thin smile. “Thank you. I…” she paused and closed her eyes
and took a deep breath. “You said the planet looked uninhabited?”
Minerva nodded. “We thought it was uninhabited.”
“Ah…” Lido said and interrupted. “May I take your vitals?” she asked Colby.
“You’ve been under for a long time and I want to make sure that your basic vitals
are strong before we move you.”
Colby nodded and offered her right arm. “Has anyone else been here?”
Vassar caught Minerva’s eye and arched an eyebrow as if to ask, “What new
mystery is afoot?” Minerva gave a brief nod that she understood and waited for
Lido to finish checking Colby’s vitals. “What did you mean that there was still a
chance?” she asked when the navigator turned medic finished.
Jaw muscles tensed and Colby met Minerva’s gaze. “If you just discovered this
world and it still looks untouched, then there might still be a chance that the Clinic
is intact.” She reached out and took Minerva’s hand, gripping it tightly as if to
underscore the importance of what she had to say, “We have to find the Clinic,
determine if it’s intact, and if it is, enter it and make sure what’s in there never gets
out.”
“What’s in there?” Vassar asked Colby directly.
The look Colby gave him sent a chill down Minerva’s spine.
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Captain, insidious evil resides there.”
Vassar broke the silence that followed Colby’s empathic statement, “Can you be
a little more precise, Ms. Browning?”
“How much do you know about the war that happened here…that I was part
of…between Zeus’s forces and Cronus’ forces?” Colby asked.
Minerva met Vassar’s gaze and frowned. “Not much. Communion history goes
back over eight thousand years and all we have are legends and stories, nothing
concrete. I think we’ve learned more since we arrived and found this complex than
we knew collectively before we arrived.”
“And much of that is from your broadcasts,” Vassar added.
Colby managed a nod and Minerva barely heard the woman sigh sadly. “It’s all
been forgotten…” she whispered so softly Minerva could barely hear her. “We
fought a war against corruption,” she said louder and in a stronger voice. “Lord
Zeus led the uprising against Lord Cronus. Cronus adopted a scorched earth policy
and didn’t care who he had to kill or grind underfoot so long as he could retain
power. One of the few locations that were neutral ground was the Clinic. It was…
a sort of hospital where the Lords and some of their advisors would go when
wounded or grievously injured.
“After a while, they’d be released and return to their respective sides. No one
ever violated the sanctity of the Clinic.”
“Until it happened?” Lido asked and posed the question more as a statement.
Colby nodded. “It’s the nature of things when someone gets desperate…and
Cronus got desperate. He tried to seize the Clinic but Lord Zeus’ forces were able
to recapture the site and still held it when I went under.”
“If it’s just a hospital, what makes it so special?” Tello asked. “Surely there
would be hospitals and medical centers elsewhere and aboard your ships?”
A wide smile touched Colby’s face and the woman slowly nodded her head.
“On the face of it, you’d be right. The Clinic was the finest hospital complex within
known space and miracles were worked on an almost daily basis. But it was the
old quarter where the oldest buildings were located that held the true secret to the
Clinic’s importance. It didn’t just heal the Lords’ bodies and minds; it rejuvenated
them and in extreme cases, resurrected them.”
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*+*+*+*+*
“What do you think?” Vassar asked Minerva fifteen minutes later as they shared
a thermos of coffee. Colby had grown fatigued after several questions about the
Clinic and Lido had stepped in and suggested that she be allowed to rest and regain
her strength.
“I dunno,” Minerva slowly replied and sipped her coffee. “She seemed to be
pretty adamant there at the end that we find and secure the place. The implications
are…”
“Staggering?” Vassar suggested.
“That’s one word,” Minerva agreed. “I was going to say terrifying. The
possibility that a place like that might still exist, and the technology might still be
present, and,” she held up a finger to underscore her point, “that someone – or
someones – responsible for the Titanomachy might be held there and just waiting to
be released is, to me, terrifying.”
Vassar adopted a thoughtful look and was silent for several moments. “Do you
think they’re still there? At the Clinic?” he finally asked.
Minerva nodded slowly and met his eyes with her own violet gaze, “Yeah, I do.”
She swept her right hand around, “Look at all this; it predates any of our histories, is
intact, and still functional. Colby…is alive and, by all appearances, well.”
“When you put it that way,” Vassar conceded the point. He was about to say
something more when Vonnerbek skidded to a stop in front of the main door to the
medical bay and then ran over to them.
Minerva felt her pulse quicken when she saw the geologist; he had a wild eyed
look about him that was cloaked in an aura of apprehension. “What’s going on,
Nils?”
The gangly reed thin man took several deep gulps of air to catch his breath.
“We have visitors. I was at the entrance getting some fresh air and I saw it pass
overhead and think it might have landed a valley or two to the west.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, MS Semiramis
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“Frak it’s cold!” Lucy Cain said as she pulled the edges of her parka’s wide fur
trimmed hood closer around her face. “How the hell are we going to excavate
when the ground is like rock?”
Richard Szabo felt the corners of his mouth frown in annoyance and was glad
his face below his eyes was wrapped in a thick scarf. “It is going to complicate
things somewhat,” he said dryly. “The excavation will be the easy part…the hard
part is going to be finding this place. We’re a good ten kilometers east of where we
have to look and that’s going to be almost impossible if the weather gets as bad as it
looks.”
“I’m all for a day or two of down time,” Lucy replied. “We’ve been pushing
hard ever since we left the Colonies and I’m ready for a little R&R.”
There was already a good 70 centimeters of snow on the ground, Szabo
reckoned, and the dark, heavy clouds that were rolling in held the promise of
adding even more. He took several steps down the lowered ramp and nudged the
snow with his boot tip. The snow was blindingly white and he had to keep blinking
and looking at reference points to maintain his depth perception. “We shouldn’t
be here,” he said before he stood up and turned to Lucy. “I can’t put the feeling to
words, but…” he flexed his fingers nervously, “it’s probably suddenly being on solid
ground after such a grueling trip,” he added to disarm Lucy’s narrowed eyebrow
look.
“So…R&R?” Lucy asked.
“Yeah, tell the team that we’ll do a once over of the equipment and then have
downtime until the weather clears,” Szabo replied.
Lucy nodded, “Cool.” She turned to enter the ship and stopped at the hatch,
“Don’t get lost on me, Ricky…I can’t do this alone.”
Szabo felt a flash of warmth and smiled behind his scarf. “I won’t…in fact,” he
took a deep breath of the cold, crisp air and felt it burn his lungs, “I’m right behind
you. I realized I didn’t bring my skis.”
*+*+*+*+*
Richard Szabo was on his way to the bridge when he saw Abe Dugan and
Mouse Wilder waiting for him by the door that led to the bridge’s briefing room.
Neither looked especially happy and Dugan’s eyebrows were slightly pinched;
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something that usually indicated the mechanic was worried about something.
“Abe, Mouse…something wrong?” he asked neutrally.
“Ah…yeah…” Mouse replied and the large man shifted a step back into the
briefing room. “Can we talk to you privately, sir?”
“Sure,” Szabo nodded and followed Mouse into the room and heard Dugan
close the door behind them. “What’s up?” he asked when they were seated.
“You asked us to let you know if we found anything else that might have been
mickey’d,” Mouse began. When Szabo nodded, he continued, “Abe and I found
three things that we think are suspicious. Abe?”
The slight man frowned.
“We found another hydraulic seal that was
questionable on a newer piece of equipment; a ditch witch. Then we found these,”
he put a pair of small assemblies on the table. “These are the control boxes that a
control lever uses to pull or push a cable that runs a blade, throttle, or whatever.
They look ok, but inside they’re stripped.”
Szabo took one of the small assemblies.
questioningly.

“They look new,” he said

“That’s because it’s supposed to be,” Mouse said in a low growl. “We had to
replace one on a dozer and pulled that one,” he pointed at the assembly in Szabo’s
hand, “This one felt a little loose so Abe and I pulled it and opened it up. After we
saw how stripped it was, we looked at the other spares and found that one,” he
pointed to the assembly on the table.
“What are your thoughts about this?” Szabo said after considering the possible
implications for several moments.
“I’ve been on enough job sites to know that some dealers cut corners and
repackage used parts,” Abe offered, “so getting the odd used part here or there is
almost expected. But to have two of the same item out of a relatively small lot is a
bit much. Couple that with the hydraulic issues and…well, I hate to say it, Captain,
but I think someone wants us to fail…and take losses along the way.”
*+*+*+*+*
Szabo could still hear Abe’s words in his mind’s eye two hours later as he sat in
Raptor 1’s cockpit and pretended to run system checks. In reality, this was his place
to do his heavy thinking and at the moment he was deep in thought. The failures

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1193
could all be chalked up to extraordinary bad luck or coincidence, but he didn’t
believe in coincidence and the odds of so many failed items on one spares rack
and stocked by a reputable supplier were incalculable.
So if he stood back and looked dispassionately at the situation what did he
have? Two choices, really; it could be malicious and with forethought or it could
be a combination of old second hand equipment and a supplier that wasn’t quite as
scrupulous as once thought.
“C’mon, Ricky…” he muttered and rolled his
shoulders against the back of the pilot’s ejection seat. “You’re looking for excuses
for this to be something other than what your gut tells you it is.”
There…he said it. Speaking out loud gave his thoughts substance and thus
somehow made them tangible and real. “Ok…so let’s walk down the path that says
it’s an inside job,” Szabo said to the empty cockpit and cabin. “Who wouldn’t be a
likely suspect?” He thought about it for a moment and then started working
through the ship’s crew roster. “I know it isn’t me or Lucy, I doubt it’s Abe or Mouse
since they’re responsible for maintenance and would be the first suspects. I think
the equipment operators can be counted out because they’d be the ones directly
hurt by the failures. That leaves the six members of the ship’s crew, the survey
team, and about ten or so laborers…that’s about twenty people."
He opened a slim laptop computer and quickly logged onto the ship’s network
and accessed the inventory database. He flagged the items that had been tampered
with, and then reviewed who might have handled them. “Damn…” he swore a few
minutes later when his investigations came up short of suspects.
Several minutes passed as Szabo sat deep in thought trying to find something to
focus on that would tell him who was responsible. Deep down his consciousness
spoke a name that was so absurd that he immediately dismissed it. It made no
sense that that person would be responsible for the faulty hardware and parts, but…
The more he tried to dismiss the idea the more his mind wouldn’t let it go and it
started to make a sick sort of sense. His hand moved to the intercom and he
punched the code for the ship’s bridge.
“Bridge, Gillette speaking,” the second pilot, Sasha Gillette said a moment later.
“Sasha, this is the Captain. Please page Lucy and ask her to meet me at Raptor
1,” Szabo replied.
“Will do, Captain,” Gillette replied and Szabo closed the connection.
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Several minutes later he heard the Raptor’s hatch open and as he turned he saw
Lucy pull it closed behind her. “What’s up?” she asked.
Szabo motioned to the copilot’s seat, “Have a seat and I’ll tell you all about it.”
“What the hell did we get ourselves into, Ricky,” Lucy asked fifteen minutes later
and after Szabo explained what had been found and then his theory.
“We did what we needed to do to survive, Luce. This was dodgy from the get
go, especially given who recruited us. For now, I’m going to have Abe, Mouse, and
Paddy help me survey the ship’s systems. Beyond that,” Szabo shrugged, “I dunno.
Part of me says ‘frakkit, let’s go home’ and then I remember we really don’t have a
home anymore,” he finished sadly.
“Wherever we are, Ricky,” Lucy told him and reached out to hold his hand,
“wherever we are is home.”
*+*+*+*+*
Far orbit of an unnamed world, Uncharted Space, gunstar Ariadne
“I love my job, I love my job,” Lt. JG Paul ‘Pogo’ Gomez muttered as he
performed the copilot’s pre-flight checklist in the Roc’s cockpit.
“You keep telling yourself that, Pogo,” Lt. Owen ‘Castle’ Casteel told him from
the pilot’s station. “One of these days you might even believe it!”
“Yeah…what I want to know, Castle, is why we couldn’t have pulled some R&R
over on Sublime Paradise instead of being sent out on a scouting mission,” Pogo
griped.
Castle smirked and looked over at his friend and copilot. “Because Admiral
Carlisle wanted the best of the best to go out into the deep black, and since Ariadne
is the best of the best, we got tapped for the mission.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah…I know all that,” Pogo groused. “But did he have to send us
so soon?”
“You still complaining, Pogo?” Lieutenant Christina Bayer said from the
hatchway leading to the main cabin. Castle flinched in surprise and turned to look
at the Marine officer. “Books, Hopkins, and Redtail are securing the party favors
and we’ll be ready to go in about a minute.” She paused and grinned slightly, “You
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jumpy, Castle?”
“Just a bit,” Castle chuckled and forced the tension from his shoulders. “We’ll
be ready in a moment, Chris. I need to do a quick walk around and check the
ordnance and we can leave.” The Roc was an incredible craft and could be
configured for numerous roles ranging from basic transport to early warning picket
and anything in between. Today, the Roc was configured as a striker and carried a
variety of ordnance on two overwing rails and four underwing rails while a
conformal gunpack mounted on the ventral fuselage rounded out the craft’s new
teeth.
As Castel walked around the craft and made sure it was ready for the mission,
he kept eyeing the ordnance hanging under the Roc’s wings and hoped if it was
needed that it would be enough…
*+*+*+*+*
“Secure from jump,” Castle ordered as the Roc appeared in realspace after the
infinite instant that a jump felt like. “Sluff, you with me?” he keyed the wireless
and asked.
“Above and to the right, Castle,” Lieutenant Reggie ‘Sluff’ VanDyke replied a
moment later. “Has your deadbeat right seater done a dradis scan yet?” he asked.
Castle could hear the competition on Sluff’s question. “Go ahead and tell him,
Pogo,” he told his copilot.
“All targets are accounted for, and we have hard pings off surface locations on a
dozen asteroids,” Pogo replied. “Is that what you’re looking for, Sluff?”
“I told him you’d already have them locked up,” a female voice thick with an El
Dorado accent said over the wireless. Lieutenant JG Brooke ‘Dice’ Marlowe had
earned her name because it was a roll of the dice what would happen if someone
hit on her; a slap, a disparaging comment, or something non-committal.
Sluff and Dice were flying backup and despite the competition, Castle was glad
they had his wing. If the waste hit the rotator, they’d be there no matter what. Sluff
had a good blend of skill and aggressiveness and the common sense to know when
to use which one, while Dice, in addition to being skilled pilot in her own right,
was a witch when it came to electronics. “Thank you for the vote of support for my
wayward copilot, Dice!” he said and remembered back to the weeks after Ariadne
had left Earth behind and time the two of them had spent trying to come to terms
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with what happened.
“I aim to please, Castle,” Dice replied jovially before turning serious. “I’ve got a
plot on the targets; they’re just the way the recon footage showed they’d be. Are
you still planning on Gamma One as the primary?”
“Affirmative,” Castle answered. “We’re going to land on her flight deck and do
a topside investigation before seeing if we can get inside.”
“Just watch your back if you go inside…” Dice advised. “I think I’m going to get
you a pair of 30mm bearings…”
Castle couldn’t hold back the laugh. “I will…” he finally answered and gave
Pogo an ‘I’ll tell you about it later’ look.
Five minutes later the Roc was coasting over the spine of Gamma One. “Well,
looks like she has a name,” Pogo commented as they crossed over the massive
ship’s stern where the name Conqueror was stenciled.
“Yeah,” Castle acknowledged. “She’s smaller than Ariadne, but damn…look at
those guns; they’re bigger than anything I’ve seen shipped on any Union ship…they
must be three meter bores.”
“And we’re going down there?” Pogo joked. “With those demon drones earlier,
now this. You’re really trying to get me killed, aren’t you?”
“No, then I’d have to deal with the paperwork,” Castle quipped back.
going to tell Chris and the others that we’re going to land in a few moments.”

“I’m

*+*+*+*+*
Lt. Christina Bayer took a deep breath of cool oxygen and was able to center her
mind from the majestic view that it was trying to process.
She stood on
Conqueror’s flight deck and the enormousness of creation unfolded around her.
The galactic disc was clearly visible and she wondered how anyone who saw such
a sight could ever muster the hubris to think they were comparable to anything
divine.
Ahead she could see Castle, Pogo, Books, and Redtail inspecting some of the
fighters that were still spotted on the ancient ship’s flight deck. Unlike Union ship
designs that utilized in-deck catapults or launch tubes, Conqueror used an odd type
of launch system that elevated the fighter to a forty-five degree angle or so before
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flinging it away from the ship. Castle had said that it wasn’t a bad way of doing
things, just different and pointed out that each launch station had its own elevator.
“Don’t touch anything!” Castle warned over the wireless as she saw Pogo push
open a fighter’s canopy.
“I’m not,” Pogo groused back and shined his light into the cockpit. “This looks
on par with what we have, Castle. “There’s what look like some backup analog
gauges, but by and large everything is display driven.”
“El Tee, I found something,” Hopkins called to her and when she turned her
head she saw him motioning to a spot two dozen meters away. “It looks like a
personnel hatch,” he added on a discrete, Marines only, frequency.
She walked over and looked at what he found. It was on the flight deck’s edge
and situated between two of the large multi-barreled point defense mounts and led
down into the ship. “Guess we should tell the ‘kids’, eh?” Bayer asked Hopkins.
“That’s above my pay grade, El Tee; I just break things,” Hopkins quipped.
“Castle, Pogo, we found a way inside,” Bayer finally said over the group
frequency. “I’m going to go down and see if they left the door unlocked and the
lights on for us.”
The stairs were longer than she initially thought; usually it would be ten or
fifteen steps to go up or down one level. This time, however, it took forty. The
stairway ended in a large vestibule like room with two hatches; one leading
towards the center of the ship and one towards the outside of the ship. “You
coming, Hopkins?” she called.
“I’m half way down,” Hopkins replied. “I wanted to wait until the others were
almost here before I came down…you know, in case we might need rescuing.”
“Worried about what we might find, eh?” Bayer said while shining her light
around the vestibule. “There are some tell-tales on the instrument panels and…”
she unconsciously let out a scream as her light played in the space behind the
stairs.
“What’s wrong, El Tee?” Hopkins shouted over the discrete channel.
Bayer fought to catch her breath and stepped back. “Its…I wasn’t expecting to
find two corpses down here, that’s all. It took me by surprise.”
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“Ah, ok,” Hopkins answered. “Um…how, ah…fresh…are they?”
Bayer chuckled. “I think they were long dead before either of us was born.”
“That’s good…you had me worried there,” Hopkins told her. “The others are
almost here, I’m going to finish coming on down.”
Several minutes later Books had setup a wireless repeater on the flight deck and
strung a cable down to the stairwell’s floor. “Depending on what it’s like inside, we
should be able to have some contact with Sluff and Dice,” he explained. “You sure
you really want to go in here, El Tee?”
“Talk to Digger about that,” Castle answered for Bayer. “He wants us to recover
whatever intel we can, assuming there’s anything left after all these years. I’m with
you, though…this gives me the heebie jeebies.”
If Books was worried, it would be good to be more than extra vigilant, Bayer
thought to herself. “So…which do we want to try?”
“Whatever we do, Castle, please don’t tell me you’re going to split the party,”
Pogo cautiously urged. “You know how they turn out. Always.”
Castle gave his friend a sideways look and Bayer suppressed the urge to shake
her head. Once again Pogo’s fascination with all forms of cinema, especially
horror and suspense, came shining through. “He does have a point, Castle,” she
added. “We won’t cover as much space, but what we will cover will be searched
twice as thoroughly and if something happens we’ll still be able to recover, move,
and fight.”
“I wasn’t planning on breaking up the team…I’ve seen a lot of the same vids all
of you have and while we’re not teenyboppers in underwear staying at a lakeside
cabin, those stories do have a kernel of wisdom in the whole ‘don’t split up the
party’ trope,” Castle explained to the five faces watching him. “Redtail, check the
inner hatch and see if there’s an atmosphere on the other side and Hopkins, check
the control panels and see if there’s enough juice to unlock the doors.”
The two Marines acknowledged the order and moved to carry out the tasks.
Bayer knelt by the two bodies and reached out with a gloved hand to feel the
material of the jumpsuits they still wore. The material fell apart at her touch and
revealed a heavily frosted and aged ID card. She held it up where she could see it
easily and saw that it looked like most ID’s she’d seen; a picture, name,
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organization, security rating, and maybe some other specific information as well as
the ship’s crest.
“Bradbury, Nicholas R., Chief Petty Officer,” Bayer softly said the name on the
card. “Poor guy probably never knew what hit him.”
It didn’t take Redtail long to announce his findings, “No atmosphere on the
other side! What do you want me to do?”
“Hopkins?” Castle prodded.
“I think there’s enough juice to open them. Whatever is supplying the power is
pretty impressive if these are as old as those ruins,” Hopkins offered.
“Chris? You found it; you want to give the order?” Castle asked.
“Sure. Books, Redtail; stack behind me and we’ll do this by the numbers.
Castle, you and Pogo cover the other hatch while we go in. Once we’re in, follow
along and Hopkins brings up the rear,” Bayer quickly explained. “Just because this
*looks* dead doesn’t mean everything on it is…so stay frosty and be ready for
anything. Hopkins, give us a count…”
“I’ll do a three count and trigger the mechanism on two and hopefully you can
go on one,” the Marine replied. Hopkins moved to the opposite side of the hatch
from where Bayer and the others had stacked and nodded. “Three! Two!” his
fingers keyed sequence that would open the hatch and he glanced at the metal
door. There was a brief shudder and then it slid open. “One! Go! Go! Go!” he
shouted over the shared channel.
Bayer saw the open hatch and the deck revealed by her suit lights and weapon
light. She moved through the door and used her right foot on the hatch coming to
change her direction and buttonhook to the left as her eyes swept the chamber for
any threat. As she moved back almost in the direction she started, she heard Books
announce he was through and a moment later Redtail joined in. “One’s clear!” she
called on the wireless. “No movement.”
Books quickly echoed her, “Two’s clear!
“Three’s clear!” Redtail stated. “Frak me…” he added a moment later as they
paused and looked at what was around them.
*+*+*+*+*
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Castle followed Redtail through the hatch and a moment later had to agree with
the Marine’s comment; cots were laid out in mostly ordered rows as far as their
lights would reach with larger tent-like structures erected like islands here and
there. He walked forward and stopped at the first cot; the once white sheets had
yellowed with age and still cradled and covered the occupant. Dark brown
splotches stained the sheets around the groin and head, and deep down he knew
that whoever had died here had met a very hard death.
“This wasn’t what I expected,” Castle finally said and broke the silence that had
descended on the group since they entered the cavernous chamber.
“Looks like they were treating some sort of epidemic,” Bayer said as her light
played over the rows of cots. “I’m glad we’re sealed.”
“Yeah…me, too,” Pogo added. “Ah…it’s good that we’re not splitting the team,”
he added in a lighter tone. “Do you think we should look for quarters or the CIC?”
“I really don’t want to stay here any longer than we need to,” Bayer stated.
Castle had known her long enough to pick up the trace of fear in her voice. If he
was honest with himself, he felt it, too. This ship, and probably the others out
there, should be sent into the sun so the dead would have a final rest.
Castle nodded. “Books, you have point, Chris, you’re next, then me, Pogo,
Hopkins, and Redtial pulling trail. If you see something, sound off…hopefully it
won’t be one of those horror drones we encountered planetside.” He looked
around at the small team before looking around the chamber. “Let’s get started.
We need to find some way deeper into the ship where the quarters and CIC would
likely be located.”
Three hours later Castle called a halt to the searching. Their search had been
aided by the similarities in both the alphabet and language that the long dead crew
used. The search had turned out to be more of a meandering stroll through the
massive ship looking for stenciled markings that indicated what was behind a hatch
or down a passageway. Just like the hangar deck, the quarters contained the
remains of their occupants, but also yielded a treasure trove of artifacts in the way
of books, diaries, personal items, and even a few small arms. Samples were
selected and bagged, then left along the path the team would take when they
retraced their steps out of the ship.
“We’re going to spend another three hours down here before we head out,”
Castle explained as the team sat in a ready room unused for millennia. “We need
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to find the CIC and I’m also adding the sick bay…I’d like to see if we can find any
notes on what might have caused the epidemic.”
“I’ve been thinking about that,” Pogo said from where he sat with his arms
crossed over the back of the chair he straddled. “Those things down on the planet
attacked us without warning and were pretty focused on ending us. And here you
have what appear to be human crewed ships in close proximity to those drone
ships. What if what happened here was the same thing that happened to us…the
drones going scorched earth against their creators?”
“That’s a good theory, Lieutenant,” Books said. The NCO was seated where he
could watch the hatchway and had his rifle resting across his legs. “But what about
this?” he waved his hand around to indicate the ship.
“Biological warfare,” Pogo said conversationally and Castle suppressed a
shudder. Nukes and chemicals he could handle; there were protocols in place to
protect and treat exposure to them but biologicals were a completely different
threat. Often there was no way to easily tell whether there was contamination, they
had an incubation period where you thought you were fine, and then depending on
the bug, the effects could be quite horrific.
“A lingering death…” Bayer muttered. “It doesn’t sound like machine efficiency,
but it would be cost effective.”
*+*+*+*+*
The CIC had yielded a treasure trove of information from log books to
navigation charts to hard copy recognition books; there was so much that to carry
everything they resorted to building a makeshift cart from several rolling chairs.
“Get a good image of this board,” Castle told Hopkins who was pointing a camera
at damage control board that showed Conqueror as an orthographic representation
complete with decks, major bulkheads, and important locations within the ship.
It also showed that sick bay was two frames forward and one deck down.
“This is it,” Books said a when they reached sick bay. The hatches were
reinforced and the board had shown that it was a veritable ship within the ship.
“Stack and enter?”
Castle considered the question. “Yeah, it’s no time to get sloppy now. Just be
careful, every sick bay I’ve ever seen has a bazillion little carts, trays, and stands
that are all over the place; let’s not run into one and have a ‘bad moment’.”
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“Copy that, Castle!” Book said and took his position on the left side of the hatch.
Bayer stacked behind him and was followed by Hopkins and Redtail. “Stack
ready?” Book asked.
“Two is ready,” Bayer answered.
“Three is ready,” Hopkins replied.
“Four is ready,” Redtail confirmed.
“By the numbers…” Books began. “Three…two…one!” he counted and right
after two Castle threw open the hatch so they could dynamically enter the room.
“All clear!” Books announced several seconds later. “Ah…Castle…I think you
better see this,” he added ominously.
Castle checked to make sure his rifle was on safe, his trigger finger was resting
on the receiver above the trigger, and this thumb on the safety ready to flick it from
“SAFE” to “FIRE” before he went through the hatch. He made it four steps before
he shuffled to a halt and asked, “Is that what I think it is?”
*+*+*+*+*
Dahlonega Test Range, Ursa System, Battlestar Illustrious, BS-275
Commander Declan Kincaid stared at the plotting table and scratched his chin
and considered the results from yesterday’s test. The results had been eye opening
to say the least and had rather frightening implications. Today’s test was going to
step things up a bit and would see the Mjolnir-A deployed against Dahlonega using
a standard profile attack plan.
“What do you think, Olivia?” Kincaid asked his executive officer, Colonel Olivia
Vendee.
The trim brunette met his gaze and shook her head. “I think it’s going to give
me nightmares, Deck,” Vendee admitted. “I saw what it did to Lycos-371…and to
translate that to a surface strike…all I can say is that I hope the Cylons never get
wind of this.”
Kincaid nodded, “I’m with you on that one.” And that was one of the reasons
that Illustrious and her battlegroup were here, to ensure that the Cylons, and for that
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matter, the public, never knew just how effective the Mjolnir system was. Lusty’s
own Raptors were deployed locally and a squadron of Orion III AEW craft patrolled
farther out. Vipers accompanied each picket ship and the gunstars Uhlan, Sipahi,
and Hobelar were on quick reaction alert to respond to anything found that
shouldn’t belong.
“Uriah, what says Commander Mazarius over on Thor?” Kincaid asked his
communications tech, Specialist Uriah Gleeson.
“Commander Mazarius sends her regards and asks me to inform you that they
will be launching Mjolnir-A-27 in three minutes,” Gleeson replied. “She also told
me to tell you that the kaboom will be taking place in just over an hour,” he
smirked.
Kincaid laughed. “Oh, I’m sure there will be! Please send my regards to
Commander Mazarius and let her know that security is ready for the test and that
she may proceed when ready.”
“Copy, Commander,” Gleeson confirmed before repeating the order and then
contacting Thor.
Vendee grinned, “Jackie is never going to let you forget that, is she?”
“Not until the day I die, Olivia, not until the day I die,” Kincaid confirmed. It
was an old joke that went back to the days when Declan Kincaid and Jacqueline
Mazarius were midshipmen at the academy and had turned into way to let the
other know that something momentous was about to happen.
“Dradis contact!” Lieutenant Heather Blaine announced from the navigation
station. “ID confirmed as Boomslang 707.”
“Thank you, Heather,” Kincaid told his navigator. The Boomslang had been
designed as a planetary based stealthy long range fighter and attack craft; it had a
larger and wider lifting body and wing than a Viper which offered slightly more
internal space for carried ordnance, electronics, or a FTL drive. It was also stealthy
and used different production lines than the current, and much more capable,
Habu, and so was chosen as the ‘shepherd’ craft to provide mid-course and
terminal guidance updates to the Mjolnir-A and –B weapons.
Vendee paced around the plotting table. “I guess we wait for an hour?”
Kincaid nodded.

“Yep.

In the meantime, let’s grab a bite to eat, I want to
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discuss a note Prentiss sent me yesterday.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Dradis contact! Mjolnir-A-27 inbound…velocity one thousand kilometers per
second and we’re receiving confirmation from Boomslang 707 that they’re
providing terminal guidance,” Blaine announced an hour later.
“Uriah, please route the satellite feeds to the upper displays and the ground
based feeds to the lower,” Kincaid asked the communications tech. A moment later
the upper displays showed a bird’s eye view of the target zone and the lower
displays offered a ground level view as well as a view toward the heavens. “It’s just
a few more seconds…” he said just loud enough for Vendee to hear him.
“At this point, is there anything that could stop it?” Vendee asked sotto voce.
“A nuke might nudge its course a bit, but the sheer mass of the Mjolnir coupled
with its velocity make it pretty much the immovable object,” Kincaid explained. “I
guess if you used enough nukes, and timed them right, you might deflect it. But
first you’d have to know it was coming.”
“Damn…” Vendee swore and Kincaid nodded his agreement. Today’s test was
what the project manager called a ‘Far Shot’ test; the weapon was launched from a
considerable stand-off range and allowed to accelerate for almost thirty minutes
before the drives shut down and it coasted an additional thirty minutes before
impact.
Kincaid watched the dradis display that showed the weapon’s rapid approach
and then said a prayer that no one was on the airless planet below. The Mjolnir-A
was brightly painted with tracking stripes and attitude indicators and had dradis
reflectors rigged around its circumference to make tracking easier.
Long,
cylindrical, pointed at one end and still carrying its jettisonable propulsion pack, it
looked more like a seventy meter long dart than Thor’s hammer, but unlike its
legendary namesake, this one was wielded by man to do man's bidding, not the
gods' bidding.
“Impact in five…four…three…two…one…now!” Blaine counted down the
seconds before the weapon impacted.
“Oh…my…gods…” Kincaid softly swore in awe as he watched the brightly
painted dart slam into the surface and turn potential energy into kinetic energy in
one giant cataclysm of fury and creation. Despite the airless surface, the fireball
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was almost twenty-five kilometers across and even with the automatic polarizing
filters, was still bright enough to hurt his eyes.
The fireball expanded as if it were a sun being birthed on the surface of the
world until it was more than 30 times brighter than Helios Alpha and then, just as
suddenly as it came into being, began to contract until it was gone. Almost five
cubic kilometers of rock and soil were vaporized in the initial fireball while several
times that much was ejected as debris in a cloud of dust, rocks, and molten
materials that slowly fell back to the surface over an area several hundred
kilometers across.
As the fireball receded and the debris cleared, the satellite feeds revealed the
scale of physical destruction. The crater, which was still expanding as it collapsed,
was more than fifteen kilometers across and over three kilometers deep. It was as if
someone had taken a giant ice cream scoop and scooped up a section of the
planet’s surface.
“Deck…am I seeing this right?” Vendee asked in a hushed voice.
“Yeah…that one weapon would have completely destroyed any city and
suburban area in the Colonies,” Kincaid replied as he tried to come to grips with
what he just witnessed. He knew what the one and two meter guns Illustrious
shipped could do and the damage her nuclear missiles were capable of causing,
but this was destruction on a scale never witnessed before. The satellite feed wasn’t
the entire story, either; the seismic damage would have been off the charts to the
point where even a hundred kilometers away from ground zero the tremors would
have been enough to collapse buildings.
All in all, the Mjolnir-A redefined the term ‘weapon of mass destruction’.
“Uriah, please contact Commander Mazarius and put it through down here,”
Kincaid asked Gleeson. Turning to Vendee, “We should be celebrating the test’s
success, but right now I just want a stiff drink.”
“You and me both, Deck,” Vendee replied a moment before Gleeson announced
he had Commander Mazarius on the wireless.
“Congratulations, Commander, it looks like the test was a success,” Kincaid said
after he picked up the handset.
“Thank you,” Commander Kincaid,” Commander Jacqueline Mazarius replied
somberly. “Truth be told, it’s more than a little frightening now that it’s moved from
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the theoretical to the proven.”
“Frightening is a good word for it,” Kincaid agreed. “I’d like to invite you and
Ashur over for dinner tonight…if you have the time…for a little post testing
relaxation.”
“I’d like that,” Mazarius replied. “We’re going to jump back to your location
and send the all clear to the Orions, so say about 19:00?”
“I’ll have the table set,” Kincaid confirmed cordially.
Kincaid out.”

“We’ll see you then.

Vendee leaned across the plotting table, “What a tangled web we weave…” she
smirked.
*+*+*+*+*
“That was absolutely fantastic,” Commander Jacqueline Mazarius said after she
dabbed her lips with a linen napkin. “How do you always manage to have such
amazing meals?”
“I get lucky with BuPers sending me five star chefs,” Kincaid explained
nonchalantly.
Vendee chuckled. “He really lurks outside restaurants waiting for someone to
quit and then offers them a chance to get a job and see the Colonies!”
“But I don’t think you invited us over just to celebrate the successful tests…”
Mazarius said after the laughing quieted.
Kincaid nodded slowly. “I did have an ulterior motive, Jackie,” he began. “I’ve
known you since we bumped into each other on the train to the port that took us to
the academy and there are few others I trust as implicitly.”
Mazarius narrowed her eyes and placed her napkin on the table.
serious…”

“Sounds

“I think it is, and some people I trust think it is…” Kincaid began and weighed
his next words carefully. “Until I was told I wasn’t really aware of what was
bothering me, just that something was making me a little antsy. The attack on the
Scorpion Yards?”
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“Yes,” Mazarius nodded slowly. “Marco had just left Pacifica on leave when the
attack happened.”
“I wasn’t aware your brother was on Pacifica, I’m glad he’s ok, Jackie,” Kincaid
told his old friend. “Have you and Ash noticed anything…odd…lately?”
“Little things,” Colonel Ashur Llewellyn answered and leaned forward slightly.
“There was some scuttlebutt about some ships having grossly inaccurate supply
manifests, but beyond that nothing that would cause a flag…”
“You sound unsure…” Vendee prodded.
“Just a gut feeling,” Llewellyn explained and shrugged. “It’s like I’m standing in
a stream and I know there’s something just under the surface but because of the
refraction and light reflecting off the surface I can’t see exactly what it is. Jackie
and I have discussed this, and it’s more a gut feeling than anything I can put a finger
on.”
“When I’m done, you may wish you were still in the dark…” Kincaid began and
then explained Prentiss’ and by extension, Admirals Deguya’s and Vought’s fears.
“After we found out,” Kincaid explained forty-five minutes later, “we made some
personnel changes and instituted a top down accounting of everything in
inventory.”
“I understand wanting to let a friend in on this,” Mazarius said, “But why us,
why now?”
“This is based on trust…and some quiet vetting,” Kincaid offered. “They trusted
Prentiss, he trusted me. I trust you, and…before I received permission to bring you
into the fold, they vetted you very quietly.”
“Are things really that bad?” Mazarius asked. “I mean, we’ve had over fifty
years of unification with uncontested transfers of power after every election.”
“I think we’re approaching critical mass when the chances for the old ways to
assert control will be forced to either act or fade into history,” Kincaid opined. “I
do know that it has two people worried about it who don’t worry easily.”
“What can we do?” Mazarius asked after a few moments.
*+*+*+*+*
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Asteroid belt of an unnamed star, Uncharted Space, battlestar Conqueror
Unlike the other rooms that they had investigated on the ancient battlestar, this
room had light.
Not much, and only from display screens, tell-tales, and
luminescent three meter tall gently bubbling tubes of liquid, but there was light.
Part of the chamber showed some of the chaos that the rest of the ship showed, but
where the now active computers and other apparatuses were located, it was neat
and orderly.
Castle waited a moment to see if Pogo would make a quip about this being the
lab of a mad scientist or whether any of the others would comment. “I don’t
believe it,” he finally said.
“I don’t know whether to believe it or not…but I’d have to know what it is
before I made a judgment,” Pogo finally stated without humorous elaboration.
“Redtail, Hobart, check the rest of the room for anything that might help or any
clues,” Bayer told the two Marines. “Books?” she asked.
The older NCO shrugged. “It looks like something out of a horror vid, El Tee,”
he answered. “Whatever it is, I don’t think it has been running all these centuries,
though. We may have tripped something that activated it…whatever ‘it’ is.”
“It’s something that I never thought I’d see…” Castle said almost reverently as he
walked forward and sat at one of the control consoles. “Depending on who you
ask, that knows what this is, it’s either a testament to Man’s hubris to become divine
and create life or the greatest invention since we learned how to harness fire.”
“Enough with the possessed oracle bit, Castle,” Pogo said and added a nervous
laugh. “With everything we’ve seen since we boarded, you’re weirding me out a
bit…”
“I didn’t mean to…” Castle replied as he studied the display and fought the
welling excitement that was building in his core. “Finding an ancient civilization
that we never knew existed is historic,” he added and spun around to face Pogo,
Bayer, and Books, “but this,” he waved his hand to indicate the now functioning
equipment, “this is earthshattering.”
“What *is* it?” Bayer pressed. “Your earlier comments were rather cryptic.”
“Hopefully, it will give us the answers to all our questions,” Castle explained.
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“The tubes behind me, look closely and tell me what you see.”
Bayer scowled and slung her rifle before moving behind the workstations and
closer to the tubes. She reached out and brushed the dust and dirt off the
transparent surface and gasped. “Castle…am I…am I seeing what I think I am?”
“Yeah…you are,” Castle quickly answered before he stood and walked over to a
cart where he picked up a towel before joining Bayer. He gently used the towel to
wipe off the dust and dirt and then stepped back. “She’s beautiful…and she’s from
whenever this civilization died,” he said pointing at the woman floating in the
bubbling liquid. Electrodes connected to several patches on her chest and it
looked like she wore a crown of wires over her lustrous raven hair.
“I took a class on ancient history during my second cruise and one of the things
they talked about was cloning and memory transfer technology,” Castle explained.
“Science had dismissed the claims and possibilities for centuries, but still, the
stories persisted. And here,” he said quietly, “here we have the proof.”
*+*+*+*+*
Cathedral, Sanctuary, Machimos, Meropis Alpha
Braden Milan stretched and smiled; it was good to have his body back. He
padded across the cold tile floor and turned on the shower so he could wash off the
now cooling suspension liquid that had nourished and supported his body while it
was growing and then during the transfer process. When he had the water at the
right temperature, he stepped in and allowed the hot streams to wash over his body
and felt the life giving liquid quickly sluice off.
The past few weeks had been very informative as he prowled through
Cathedral’s vast library searching for answers. Even more informative were his
conversations with the Bishop and learning how duplicitous Kensit and Capellos
had been after the destabilization operation had yielded new allies and a potential
adversary vanquished to the history books.
Now, he thought as he adjusted the sidearm riding in the inside the waistband
holster at his right hip, it’s time for some face to face time with my erstwhile friends,
he thought. So far, no one living was aware he had returned; he had made sure
that any trace of his presence was cloaked or deleted, and even his awakening had
happened in an old and secret resurrection chamber that most had forgotten
existed.
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Officially, the Equals had no rank. Officially. That was true when they
interacted with normals, but among themselves there was a hierarchy and pecking
order that was a rank structure in all but name. Rank, power, influence, whatever
name might be in vogue this century was a combination of demonstrated ability,
accomplishments, ability to mold opinion within the community, and age, with age
carrying a lion’s share of the weight.
Age he had in spades. Milan remembered waking up for the first time and
looking into Apollo’s eyes and seeing Panacea’s beauty and feeling the first stir his
mind and the second his emotions. He remembered doing the gods’ work and
later being caught up in efforts to supplant or even supersede them when it looked
like they had grown complacent and weak. He laughed at that; it had been their
hubris to think the gods had grown weak.
The gods had tolerated a lot from their misbehaving creations and had subtly
worked to check their power. Hecate gave the humans the ancient silver glyphs
and the power to craft weapons that would give any Equal a final death, Athena
helped them organize while Thetis and Metis worked to bring dialog to the more
polarized factions.
But nothing compared to Zeus’ intervention.
It was Zeus’ will that the Equals be created and in that process a flawed and
imperfect creation was formed. It was made in the likeness of man and god, who
they were to serve, yet included in their makeup were the passions of the gods to
control and exploit. They were truly Zeus’ children in that regard.
And yet, when Zeus finally intervened, he did so with the force of an angry god
tempered by the love of a parent. That stormy night at Cathedral when it all
changed would forever be etched in Milan’s memory.
Zeus had arrived
unexpectedly and called a conclave of all Equals. Those who weren’t physically
present watched via remote and all paled when Zeus told them unequivocally what
would happen going forward.
The Equals would be given leave to debate one and only one issue; whether
they wanted to live or whether they wanted to die – there would be no middle
ground. The answer was unanimous – they wanted to live. What rational being
would chose death if there was another option available? As soon as they gave
Zeus their answer Milan felt something change in him. He couldn’t say exactly
what it was, or even remember what it was, but the memory of something
happening remained. And despite centuries of searching, no Equal ever discovered
what happened to them that night.
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Zeus told them that Thetis and Metis would work with the Equals and the
humans to form declarations that would protect both and empower both as checks
and balances against the other. Further, he declared that once the declarations
were ratified and in place, that the gods would be leaving the Meropis Cluster with
some of their followers and settling another world, Kobol, where he hoped that
man and god could live in peace and harmony.
“That’s ancient history,” Milan said out loud as he stopped reminiscing and
walking down memory lane. He shrugged on his jacket and slung his back pack
over one shoulder before he walked to the door and shut off the lights. The elevator
opened and quickly whisked him to the hangar level where the Gypsy Moth
waited.
The design was a refinement of what he remembered flying, and thanks to
adding a systems’ update to his core being, flying it was as easy as walking.
Walking the command deck or manipulating the downfall of worlds was one thing
and gave a fair sense of accomplishment but to Milan nothing matched the power
of being your own pilot and being truly in control of your destiny. His fingers
worked the navigation console’s keyboard and he smiled when he saw the
coordinates lock in. “First stop, a visit with Sarai on Defiance…”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, ancient
bunker complex
“It’s a rescue team,” Dr. Maynard Watts stated definitively as if the force of is
conviction would make it so. “What else would it be?”
“Something we don’t want to encounter,” Tello said just loud enough to be
heard and thus demanding the listener’s full attention. Minerva was amazed at his
ability to command attention while looking like that wasn’t his goal.
“Oh? And why would that be?” Watts asked pointedly. “The ship looked, by all
accounts, Colonial.”
Tello shrugged and Minerva studied the engineer as he appeared to think about
the question. For some reason she had no doubt that he already had the answer
before the question was asked and that this was all for show. “Because,” he began
and looked around the dining room at the two crews and survey team, “If they
were looking for us they’d have been broadcasting on Guard as well as other
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known frequencies. That’s standard protocol for SAR operations and every ship’s
master knows them. They were silent…not a peep.
“They’re not here looking for us…” Tello stated quietly and levelly, “but they are
here looking for *something*.”
“And what would that be?” Watts asked defiantly. Minerva was starting to get
annoyed with the pale balding doctor that should have stayed in a lab.
“If I may?” Minerva asked and returned Tello’s nod when he gave it. “What
value would you place on this complex and what we’ve found? How much would
private collectors pay for these artifacts once the government found out this existed?
If this survived, there’s a chance other locations have survived,” she pressed, “and
one trip out here to return with artifacts would make those involved rich beyond
belief.” She paused a moment and then leveled her violet gaze at Watts, “And if
you were them and discovered that someone had been here first…who would have
prior claim…what would you do?”
“I’d…” Watts began and Minerva could see his lips begin to form the word
‘rescue’ before he stopped and she saw his eyes widen. “They wouldn’t! It’s
against the law!”
“Out here,” Tello said in the same quiet voice, “there is no law other than what
you can force on someone.”
“So what do we do?” Watts demanded.
“We sit tight for now,” Vonnerbek told him. “And then we listen. We try to find
out who they are. Maynard, I’m not in a rush to get killed on some planet no one
knows about. Besides,” he shrugged, “there’s no way for us to get to them even if
we wanted to; the snow is too deep and we really don’t have the equipment to
make the trek.”
The debate continued for several more minutes and it was finally decided that
they would adopt a wait and see approach. “I hope Watts doesn’t do something
stupid,” Minerva said as they walked back to the medical lab.
“I don’t think he will,” Vassar told her. “He’s greedy, but he’s also a coward at
heart, sort of like that duck character on the vids…Oh, yeah…you didn’t get
Colonial media growing up,” he added and offered a half smirk. “The bottom line
is that he’s not going to do anything to jeopardize his skin. Now…that said, I am
going to make sure that our comms are monitored because I don’t want him doing
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something gloriously stupid.”
“A greedy and cowardly duck, eh?” Minerva asked and arched an eyebrow.
“You have some interesting shows. But yeah, I think that’s a good course of action.”
“Where’s Lido?” Tello asked a moment later when they got to the lab. “She and
Pepper said they were going to keep an eye on Ms. Browning.”
“Hector, can you contact Pepper?” Minerva asked as they spread out to search
the lab.
“Can do,” Flight Lieutenant Hector Wight replied and tried to contact the
missing Communion officer.
“Damn…” Vassar muttered a moment before Wight announced he had Pepper
on the wireless.
“I don’t like the sound of that,” Minerva said and walked over to where Vassar
stood. He handed her a piece of paper with Lido’s distinctive angular writing on it:
“All,
Colby seemed to recover and wanted to walk a bit, so we’re on a short
walkabout.
Lido”
“Great,” Minerva muttered and shared the sentiment that Vassar’s face showed.
“I have Pepper on the wireless,” Hector said again.
you’re not going to like where he says they are.”

“And…ah…Minerva…

“Put it on speaker,” Minerva told him. “Hey, Pep…everything ok?”
“Depends on what your definition of ok is…” Pepper replied almost skittishly. “I
think you guys need to come up to Marsh’s room…I’ll explain when you get here.”
“What the frak?” Minerva barely contained the sudden anger that swept through
her. “You’re at Marsh’s room?”
“Affirmative. We walked past and Colby stopped and asked to talk to whoever
was there,” Pepper explained.
“We’re on our way,” Minerva told him and looked at Vassar. “What the hell is

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1214
going on?”
“I dunno…” Vassar told her, “but I want to find out ASAP.”
Several minutes later they were outside Marsh’s room and talking with Pepper
directly. “Lido is in there with her,” he began. “We walked past and she stopped
here and asked about the person in the room. Lido told her that he was sick and
nothing we had been able to do had helped. That’s when she asked to talk to him.
As weak as he is, and with Lido and I both armed, we didn’t think it was a major
risk…”
“But?” Minerva pressed. “What’s going on, Graham?”
Pepper swallowed and shook his head. “I dunno, Minerva. She…I don’t know
what she did, but Marsh started to improve…it was like I was looking at a time
lapse vid of something happening, it was that fast.”
“Ok…let’s go in,” Vassar declared and knocked twice on the door before
opening it and stepping through and almost immediately stopping in his tracks.
Minerva was right behind him and had to step to the side so she didn’t run into
him and then she, too, stopped and stared. “My gods…” she muttered. Lido was
leaning against the wall with her arms folded and watching Colby, who was sitting
in a chair, talk to Marsh who was sitting on the edge of his bed. Under normal
circumstances nothing looked out of the ordinary, but given Marsh’s deteriorating
condition earlier in the day and how he looked now, it was as if they were two
different people.
“What’s happened here?” Vassar was the first to speak and break the silence.
“She healed me, Captain,” Marsh said simply and to Minerva’s ear it sounded
odd since it lacked the arrogance and sneer it possessed every time he had spoken
before. “Ms. Browning has healed me and helped me understand the evil that I
was part of.”
“Lido?” Minerva asked.
“I don’t know how Colby did it, but she’s responsible for his recovery,” Lido
explained.
Colby Browning stood up and briefly tipped her head down before looking back
at Minerva and the others. “I apologize for my actions, Captain Vassar, Flight
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Captain Tremblay, but when we walked past this room I felt and…heard…such pain
that I had to intervene. It was a simple matter of tending to Derrick using some
techniques that I was taught during the war.”
“But…he was deteriorating…” Vassar said. “He was dying.”
“He was,” Colby agreed. “And he would have died within few days.” She
narrowed her eyes in thought for a moment before she explained, “We were born
of human parents, but some, like Derrick, were created without parents and have a
unique connection to the…network…that gave him consciousness.
When that
connection is severed by the host, the person often sickens and dies. However,
Lady Aceso taught some of us a technique to prevent this side effect.
“I took the chance that it might help and offered it to Derrick,” Colby explained.
“After that, we talked. I don’t think he will be a threat to you anymore.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Union battlestar Iphigenia
Admiral Bannister Carlisle stretched in his chair and rolled his shoulders as he
watched the officers seated around the conference table. All the seats were
occupied save one, that of Ariadne’s commander. That worried him somewhat, but
of all the command grade officers in the fleet, Commander Digger Sharma was the
best choice for the independent expedition…especially since it had encountered
something very much unexpected.
“You’ve seen Digger’s report and heard his suggestions,” Carlisle began. “What
he encountered appeared to have been heavily damaged and thus operating at
reduced combat efficiency. I don’t want to plan for that always being the case, so
what I’d like is to game this out a little with an eye towards dealing with these ships
as if they were at full capability…or our best guess at their capability.”
“Has any additional information been sent?” newly promoted Macsen Cahill
from Artemisia asked.
“We received a courier about half an hour ago and I’ve only skimmed the
information,” Carlisle answered, “but it does appear to contain more first-hand
reports from an expedition Digger sent to explore some derelicts.” He didn’t add
that something else was found within Conqueror’s hulk, but for now that wasn’t
truly germane to the issue at hand; preparing the fleet against a potential attack.
“Once my intel group has processed it, I’ll have it sent out to each of you.”
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For the next hour the discussion was dominated by the give and take of ideas on
how to counter the potential threat. When Carlisle called an end to the discussion
several plans had emerged and he assigned further development to Cahill and
several of the gunstar commanders. “Now, the next order of business…thanks to
the maintenance assets Commander Wellington had with Enyo’s fleet, we’ve been
able to setup a schedule for the ships to have any outstanding critical needs
repaired. Once those issues are resolved, we can plan on any immediate overhaul
needs. From here, though, I’m confident that we can jump to our destination and
have plenty of fuel in our bunkers when we arrive.”
“About another month?” Commander Eric Wellington asked.
“Give or take a day or two,” Carlisle replied.
“That’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time!” Cahill added.
“And finally…” Carlisle was hesitant to bring up the topic, but it had to be done.
“Traffic control has been slowly integrating the civilian ships into one fleet, so the
next step would be the military assets.
Now…” he smiled and nodded to
Wellington, “Eric and I have discussed this at length because there’s years of
practice that we need to consider since each fleet was on its own for so many
years. Eric? Do you want to take it from here?”
“Thank you, Admiral,” Wellington easily replied. “Rather than come up with
some sort of plan, we’ve decided to keep things simple. There will be two
squadrons; Iphigenia and Enyo. Within each squadron will be the individual
battlegroups; Iphigenia, Isis, Enyo, and Artemisia. The stragglers that we picked up
will initially operate together as a unified command and serve as perimeter pickets.
Things have worked,” he explained, “and we’re not about to mess with the formula
until we have a prolonged amount of time where we are relatively safe.”
Carlisle studied the faces of the officers seated around his table. The meeting
was for all military ship commanders and he knew that one of the biggest hurdles
to unity would be dealing with this last issue. For years, these men and women had
looked to two people for guidance; those who were with his group looked to him
and those with Enyo looked to Wellington. Forcing a change right now would
cause resentment; that was something he and Wellington agreed on completely.
While the plan was nothing more than what had developed since the two fleets
joined, putting it on paper gave it legitimacy and made it official. The survivors
needed the stability that legitimacy would bring and he hoped that it would be
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enough to see them through to their destination.
After a few more minutes of discussion, Carlisle ended the meeting and asked
Wellington to stay behind. “Thanks for staying, Eric,” he began and made sure the
hatch was closed.
“My pleasure, Admiral,” Wellington replied and then added, “There’s something
you didn’t tell us during the briefing…something that Digger’s people found.”
Carlisle nodded and smiled. Wellington was proving to be an exceptionally
perceptive and capable commander and he was glad that he had seniority over the
other officers. “They did…let me show you some video and you tell me what you
think.”
The video showed Conqueror’s sickbay and the apparatus that Castle and his
team discovered. Carlisle watched Wellington’s reaction and was glad that it
matched his own. “This is…” Wellington started, “if it’s real, then…Ban, this could
change everything.”
“It could,” Carlisle agreed. “What would you do in my shoes?”
Wellington sat back and steepled his fingers under his chin. “How many know
about this?”
“You, me, and Beatty,” Bannister answered. “As well as any of Digger’s people
who might know.”
“That’s good. First,” Wellington said and held up his index finger, “I’d make sure
that stays the case; until we know more we can’t let this information reach the
general population as it could prove…divisive. Second,” his middle finger joined
his index, “I’d have to say that Ariadne should be isolated as well during this time.
Third,” his ring finger was added to the other two, “I’d tell Digger to run with this
and that he’s authorized to act as developing information dictates.”
“We’re on the same sheet of paper,” Carlisle said after Wellington finished. “The
only thing I’m going to add is that he keeps us updated on a regular basis, every six
hours so we know what’s going on as well as in case something goes wrong.”
“Do you think she’ll be viable?” Wellington asked when they were finished.
“If you would have asked me that question the day before the Exodus, I would
have told you no and that it’s impossible and this was all an elaborate hoax or
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fantasy,” Carlisle answered. “Now, after travelling two thousand years in a blink of
an eye and discovering what’s left of a human civilization thousands of years older
than even our legends? Now I have to say yes…though I’m not sure how this is
going to turn out.”
*+*+*+*+*
Asteroid belt of an unnamed star, Uncharted Space, battlestar Conqueror
“I have to say that after five years of routine medical practice, the past few days
have made the routine worth it,” Dr. Francis Crane said as he leaned close to the
tube that held the woman in the bubbling liquid.
Castle nodded. Though I’m willing to deal with the routine if it would mean that
Teeter and Kingpin would still be alive, he thought. “What can you tell us,
Doctor?”
Crane turned and arched his eyebrows. “She appears to be an outwardly fit and
physically unblemished female specimen of the human race. I don’t know what
the fluid is, or what those electrodes are doing, but I’m working on it. We’re lucky
that they share a similar language base and alphabet.”
A frown touched the corners of Castle’s mouth. They managed to erect a
portable airlock and seal the part of sickbay that held the apparatus six hours earlier
and Crane had immediately set to work. “I think that’s the most surprising thing
about all this; the similar language and alphabet.”
“If, and it’s a big if, they’re an ancient ancestor of ours, then I’m not completely
surprised,” Crane replied and sat at what appeared to be the primary workstation.
“With the advent of computers and long term record keeping, language and
alphabets would tend to stagnate. Oh, we’d have new words here and there and
contextual meaning might change conversationally over time, but a dog is a dog
and a heart is a heart.”
“I guess,” Castle said unconvinced. His eyes were drawn to the tube and he felt
his pulse race. “Ah, Doc? It looks like the liquid is starting to drain…”
Inside the tube, the bubbling continued but it was clear that the liquid was
draining. Already, the top of the woman’s head was uncovered. Crane told two
nurses to prepare a gurney and then quickly moved around to the tube. “Well,
Lieutenant, are you going to help?”
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“Yeah…I guess…what do you need me to do?” Castle asked and felt out of
place. He was a pilot and the cockpit was domain, not a sickbay.
“When the tube opens, I need you to make sure she doesn’t fall or collapse,”
Crane told him. “It’s possible that we may need to clear her lungs and perform
rescue breathing…you do remember how to do that from advanced training?”
“Yes…” Castle tried not to growl and moved to stand behind Crane. The nurses
moved the gurney as close as possible, but it was clear that they’d still need to lift
and carry the woman several meters to put her on the mobile bed. He looked at
the tube again and noticed the liquid was below her breasts and she was trying to
breath and appeared to be choking. “Doc…we need to get her out of there ASAP!”
“I know…the liquid should be drained in another twenty or thirty seconds,”
Crane told him.
“But she’s choking now!” Castle pressed.
“The liquid has to be some sort of oxygen infused compound…did you notice
her chest moving when the tube was filled? It was slow, but it moved. She was
breathing the liquid, the same as some of our deep divers do to help offset the
pressure. She should be fine for a couple minutes, all you’re seeing right now is a
physiological reaction to something thick in the lung tissue,” Crane calmly
explained as if he’d seen this happen dozens of times.
When the liquid reached the woman’s knees there were several loud clicks and
the top part of the tube began sliding up and then swung open. Crane reached out
and prevented her from falling forward. “Castle, give me a hand lifting her out.
Deb, Kori; follow the electrodes and see if we have enough wire to move her.”
The two nurses started lifting the electrode wires and tracing them behind the
woman while Castle slipped under Crane’s outstretched arm and in front of the
doctor so he could slip his arms around the woman and hold her up. Her eyes
flickered open for a moment and he caught a glimpse of beautiful violet eyes before
they closed again. “I have her, Doc!” Castle said as he felt Crane move away.
“The electrodes connect to spools,” Ensign Kori Packard suddenly said. “It looks
like they have a couple meters of wire.”
“Ok...Kori, manage the wires and Castle, lift her over to the gurney,” Crane
directed as he moved to give everyone room to work.
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Castle gently lifted the woman from the lower half of the tube and carried her to
the gurney. She was still choking and on reflex he turned her on her side like he
remembered being taught in swimmer safety calls. He had just moved a small
trashcan under her mouth when she coughed out a clear liquid and took several
deep breaths. She groaned as she took the breaths and squeezed her eyes shut.
“Ahgh…e…’lectrodes…take…” she mumbled and tried to reach up to her head
to remove the electrodes.
Packard knelt by her head and quickly started peeling off the electrodes and
Castle started on the other temple. “Ahh…better…” the woman managed to say in
a strangely accented voice. She rolled over on her back and closed her eyes.
“Blanket?” Crane asked and handed a hospital blanket to Castle.
“Yeah, thanks,” Castle said and spread the blanket over the nude figure laying
on the gurney.
“This is incredible,” Crane muttered as he knelt down and put his stethoscope
on her blanket covered chest to listen to her lungs. “Absolutely incredible. After all
these years…”
It took Crane and the nurses about ten minutes to run their tests and draw some
blood before Castle was able to get close to the woman again. In the meantime he
had contacted Ariadne and given a full report on what happened. As soon as it was
possible, they’d take her back to the gunstar so she could have proper medical
supervision.
“Who are you,” Castle said softly as he gazed down at the woman and gently
brushed a stray lock of hair off her face. “And when did you come from?”
“Ah…I have some news you three might not like…” Crane said and broke into
Castle’s train of thought. “I just spoke with Commander Sharma and told him that I
feel we should all be quarantined until we know whether we’re contagious or not.
He’s going to have the isolation ward configured for us when we return; we’ll be
able to keep an eye on our new friend until we’re cleared to return to the general
population.”
“Shouldn’t the hard vacuum have killed any bugs we might have caught?” Castle
asked.
“It should have, and probably did,” Crane explained. “Digger’s just worried that
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we might have picked up something from our new friend…”
“Ok…” Castle heard the woman softly speak the word and looked down and
once again met her violet gaze. “Will…be…ok…” she smiled before closing her
eyes again.
*+*+*+*+
Castle rolled up his sleeve and frowned; he was back on Ariadne and now
confined to a sealed isolation ward with Dr. Crane, the two nurses, and the strange
woman they recovered from Conqueror. “What do you think, Kori, how long will
we be here?” he asked the nurse who just drew a vial of blood from his arm.
The light brown haired nurse shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine, but
standard protocol would be to keep us here for a day or so, unless we discovered
something that would suggest a longer quarantine. The bug that took out that ship
looked to be pretty fast acting, so if we caught it, we’ll probably start bleeding tears
shortly.”
“Oh, you’re just a box of laughs,” Castle deadpanned.
“I like to think my humor hits as hard as a bag of hammers,” Kori winked before
she left the small room.
Castle followed her and looked into the room next to his own. The woman was
sleeping in the bed and looked like anyone else that might be resting; there was
nothing to indicate that she might be from another time or that she may not even be
a naturally born human. He found himself drawn into the room and finally pulled
a chair close and sat next to her.
“Glad…you’re…here…” the woman softly said about fifteen minutes later.
Castle jerked his head up and looked at the woman who was now lying in bed
looking at him. “I thought you might like to see someone human when you woke
up.”
“Thank you,” she replied, her voice sounding stronger and steadier.
“I’m Owen Casteel, but everyone calls me Castle,” he explained.
sounding better.”

“You’re

“Thank you, Castle,” she told him. “I’m…Iris Sotiria…and I never thought I’d be
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found.”
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Boskirk, The Imperial Palace
“Good morning, Embrey,” His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield
greeted the trim brunette who waited at the foot of the Raven’s ramp. His smile
wasn’t forced and he felt younger than his age would suggest.
“Good morning, Your Grace,” Captain Embrey Roselle replied and walked next
to him as they crossed the concrete landing pad to the palace’s Garden Entrance.
“The Empress is expecting you,” she added formally and then looked like she was
going to say something more.
“What were you going to add?” Charles asked stopped when she stopped and
turned to face him.
Embrey’s professional façade seemed to falter and then shatter as she blinked
her eyes twice and took a deep breath. “Off the record, Charles,” she started in a
serious tone that underscored her use of his first name without any of the customary
titles or honors. They had known each other for several years and had become
good friends with a shared goal; protecting the Empress.
“Always, Embrey,” Charles told her.
“Searlait…she thinks she might have cancer,” Embrey finally said quietly and
tried to blink back tears. “Nothing is conclusive, and she’s only had some
preliminary tests, but she’s scared to find out conclusively.”
Charles felt the cold fingers of fear wrap around his heart and start squeezing.
He had lost his beloved Iona to the black scourge, and now if Embrey was right, he
stood to lose one of the few women he ever truly loved. “I’ll invite her to tour the
medical center; there’s an open house coming up that will give her a public reason
to be there. She can have the tests there and have the results before she leaves.”
Relief surged across Embrey’s face and caused her eyes to tear up again. “Thank
you.” She took a deep breath to steady her nerves and Charles put his arm around
her shoulders and gave her a hug. “Thanks…” she said again.
“She’s important to me, too, Embrey,” Charles gently told her.
something to be worried about, we’ll find and treat it.”
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“I knew you’d be able to help,” Embrey told him. She paused a moment, “And I
also have to tell you that another issue came up that will be first on the agenda
today.”
Charles arched his eyebrows as they continued walking to the Garden Entrance.
“Oh?”
“Yes…one of your favorite people got caught in another scandal…” Embrey
teased.
“If he’s scandal prone,” Charles mused, “then it has to be Bagot.” Marshall
Bagot was a scrappy pit bull of a politician that came from a lower class
neighborhood in Blaustad and now that he’d achieved national success believed he
was entitled to exemplify the saying ‘rank has its privilege’. “What has he done
now?”
“He was caught in bed with Conner Dane’s wife, Cynthia…” Embrey explained.
It could have been worse, but that would have taken a bit more work, Charles
thought.
Dane was an opposition leader in Parliament as well as a major
stakeholder in several mining and manufacturing enterprises. Three years earlier
the Empress would have allowed this to play out in the media as some of Bagot’s
other escapades had, but that was when he was elected. Now, Bagot, solely due to
his power base, had been appointed Deputy Minister for Urban Development.
“Thrilling. It’s a shame we don’t have a penal colony somewhere cold or
unbearably hot that he could be banished to,” Charles said after saluting the guards
as they entered the palace.
Embrey stifled a laugh. “And she wants you to fix it.”
“Oh…that will be fun…” Charles deadpanned.
Half an hour later and after Charles and the Empress caught up on what was
going on in each other’s personal lives, Marshall Bagot was announced and entered
the informal receiving room. The Empress looked up and over the top of her half
rim glasses from the document she was reading before she addressed the
newcomer. “Marshall, how nice of you to stop by,” she said without the warmth
implied by the words.
“One does not ignore an Imperial invitation, Your Highness,” Bagot said in a
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smarmy cheerful voice that was more appropriate for the campaign trail than a
private audience with the Empress.
“No, you don’t,” Her Imperial Highness, Empress Searlait II, Empress of Virgon
and Defender of the Hibernian Marches, told him directly. “Marshall, you’re here
because you’re about to embarrass the government and I’m going to give you a
chance to save your career and a lot of embarrassment.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking abou…” Bagot started to protest when the
Empress held up a hand to silence him. Charles watched and waited for the right
time to get involved, but so far the Empress had things well in hand.
“I’m talking about Cynthia Dane…” the Empress explained and held up the file
she’d been reading when he entered. “Do I need to show you the photographic
evidence?” she asked coldly.
Bagot paled. “I…I can explain…” he stammered.
“We don’t care about your explanation,” the Empress sternly told him and used
the royal ‘we’ to drive home the difference in their stations.
There it was, Charles thought, my turn. “Marshall, your behavior while in
Parliament was a distracting sideshow that your constituents and party overlooked.
Now, however, you work for the Imperial Crown and your behavior threatens to
embarrass the Empress.”
“It’s a private affair!” Bagot protested defensively.
“What you do reflects directly upon the Empress. Connor Dane is threatening to
go public with this affair but out of respect for the Empress has asked her to try and
resolve this first,” Charles stated. “You have three options; do nothing and be
publicly removed from office. Resign and leave office voluntarily. Or, accept an
appointment as an Imperial Inspector at Large where you will be assigned jobs that
will take you across the Colonial Sphere where you will look in on various Imperial
interests.”
“How long will I be away from Virgon,” Bagot asked slowly.
“On average, you will be gone for five days or more per week, sometimes
several weeks at a time,” Charles told him.
“So I’m being put out to pasture to stay out of the public eye?” Bagot queried.
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Charles nodded. “That’s one way to look at it. This way you get to avoid the
blowback, the Imperial Crown isn’t embarrassed, and in a couple years you can
return to the capital.”
“When will I leave?”
“Today,” Charles told him and offered a thick folder. “This is your first site; it’s a
real estate development project on Canceron.”
Bagot looked defeated. Charles knew him professionally and despite the bluster
and bombast Bagot was capable of, he was also a practical man who knew when
he didn’t have many options. “Ok,” Bagot said. “I’ll accept it.”
Two hours and many issues later, Charles brought three cups of coffee across to
where the Empress and Embrey sat, offered them the coffee, and then sat across
from them. “Now…” he began, “we dealt with one misbehaving child today…”
The Empress shook her head and tried not to smile. “You told him, didn’t you,
Brey?” she asked and looked at Embrey.
“I had to, Shar, he deserved to know,” Embrey told her.
The Empress sighed and met Charles’ gaze. “They tell me it’s ‘likely’,” she used
her index and middle fingers to quote the word, “cancer, but until they can do a
biopsy or exploratory surgery they won’t know for sure.”
“I don’t want to lose you the same way I lost Iona,” Charles said and hit her with
perhaps the one comment that would shock her into seeing reason.
“I know…and,” the Empress put up her hands in surrender, “I’ll listen to your
advice.”
“Good,” Charles said and was glad he wouldn’t have a long drawn out battle on
his hands. Sometimes a strong opening volley was all that was needed. “You can
stay at Westfield during your visit and get the results before you return,” he added
after explaining his plan for her to visit the medical center.
“Perhaps I could meet your…guest?” the Empress asked.
“I think that could be arranged,” Charles told her and was glad that Embrey was
aware of everything that had happened with Alessa.
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*+*+*+*+*
Far orbit, Vessary System, approaching the Communion battlestar Defiance’s
battlegroup
“Attention Gypsy Moth 337, this is the battlestar Pasiphae, please identify
yourself and state your destination,” the voice announced over the headset
speakers.
“Pasiphae, Gypsy Moth 337,” Braden Milan replied easily, “this is Equal Braden
Milan on approach to Defiance to meet with Equal Sarai.”
“Please hold station while this is confirmed, Equal,” the voice told him. “You
will have an escort through the battlegroup’s exclusion zone to your destination;
they should be arriving off your wing at this time.”
Milan looked through the gold tinted canopy and noticed the two sleek tuning
fork nosed Perioeci class fighters that were pacing him. “I have them in sight,
Flight,” he told the nameless voice. This was another thing he had to get used to;
the Communion was never a fan of fighters as anything more than a ground support
craft and here it seemed that they’d been integrated into fleet operations. He much
preferred the bulk and protection of a fast patrol craft, but then again he wouldn’t
be the one out there with his ass on the line, either.
The ‘new’ Communion was similar to the ‘old’ Communion Milan was used to,
but every now and then something would crop up to challenge this belief. Like the
fighters. And earlier, the general sense of resentment that some displayed towards
the Equals. It truly was a brave new world.
“Gypsy Moth 337, Pasiphae, you are cleared to proceed to Defiance,” the voice
suddenly announced and shocked him back to the present. “Safe travels.”
“Thank you, Flight; Gypsy Moth 337 out,” Milan said and gently banked the
Gypsy Moth over on her right wing and followed the route offered by the
navigation computer based off Pasiphae’s transponder. The two Perioecis followed
him as he changed course and flew through the battlegroup’s outer pickets and
approached the protected core. His eyes spotted the lean and sleek fast battlestar
Pasiphae, a newer design that blended the fast patrol ship concept with an
embarked fighter air wing. A golden light behind Pasiphae drew his eye and he felt
his heart skip a beat.
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To his eye the golden ship was one of the most amazing things he’d ever seen in
all his long years of life. She was as long as a battlestar but without the bulk or
brute force appearance, and possessed an almost delicate elegance with all the
framed windows, high towers with golden domes, forward mounted landing bay
between what could almost be mandibles, and flared engineering section aft, all
backlit by the golden light blazing from the myriad windows and domes. Dark
Cathedral was as majestic as its name was mysterious. Every ship in the fleet,
Milan though as he took in the sight, was expendable to protect this ship and her
sisters.
Located beyond Dark Cathedral was a shape almost invisible to the naked eye
and Milan smiled; it was Defiance and hopefully where he would receive some
answers.
Defiance was a new breed of battlestar for the Communion; large, heavily
armed, and stealthy. It had one function, Milian thought to himself, that of a first
strike against a much stronger enemy. When he was in Cathedral, he had read
some preliminary news reports about the ship and was favorably impressed with
her capability and potential.
“Braden?” Equal Sarai asked when he stepped out of the Gypsy Moth. “Is that
really you?”
Milan smiled, “In the flesh, Sarai.
I’ll tell you all about it…can we go
someplace to talk?” he asked and nodded at the hangar deck.
That was two hours ago and now the old friends sat together on the large leather
sofa that commanded part of Sarai’s quarters. “So the High Council knows about
the Terran Drones?” he asked.
“They do. And…” Sarai’s pretty face looked worried…or scared…for a moment
as she reflexively glanced around the room, “…they hope to enlist them…”
Milan frowned. “Enlist them? For what? To attack the Colonies? From what
I’ve read, I’m sure they could persuade the Cylons to do that for them.”
“Oh…they’re working on that, but that isn’t who they want their help in dealing
with,” Sarai said nervously.
“Who else would they…think…of…” Milan began and then stopped and stared
at Sarai. “You can’t be serious? This goes against everything we were created for,
everything we were taught to do.”
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Sarai slowly nodded her head. “Things have…changed and…evolved, you
might say,” she explained. “Many see our position as superior to the humans and
yet we’re hobbled by the Ladies’ Words and want to…remove…the other half of the
equation.”
“Do they know what they’re asking? What will happen?” Milan asked and felt
his anger flare. “I saw what the drones did to Terra and her colonies. There was
nothing left…some of the colony worlds weren’t hit as bad, but industry, population
centers, anything remotely of value was hit in the opening attack or during
subsequent bombardments. Who is pushing this in the Council?”
“Kensit and Capellos,” Sarai said and confirmed Milan’s suspicion. “They’re
being very…subtle about it. They’re using the fact that they were there and know
the drones as leverage to advance their cause.”
“How close are they to getting the green light?” Milan asked worried that there
wouldn’t be time to plan a counter strategy. It wasn’t that he wanted to protect the
humans, but if a decision was going to be made then the High Council needed to
know everything. He had spent more than five years travelling with the drones and
had learned a lot about them, how they thought, and their ultimate goals. In the
end, he learned that they were very much ‘their own machines’ and while they had
a common cause they also had individuality just like every other sentient being.
“When is the next conclave of the Council?” Milan asked.
“Not for another week. And Braden…” Sarai said and now instead of fear there
was anxiety in her voice, “They are also talking about abolishing the reproductive
laws for us.”
“Abolish them? We can’t have children, Sarai, so abolishing them wouldn’t do
much,” Milan replied and knew from Sarai’s reaction he wouldn’t like her answer.
“There’s a rumor…and that’s all it is…” Sarai almost whispered, “that they’ve
found a way to enable us to reproduce naturally.”
It was one thing to act on behalf of the gods and in their stead, that’s what they
were created to do; be the gods’ surrogates. But this was going too far, this was
playing god with their own biology. Ever since he resurrected it had been one bit
of bad news after another and it just kept getting worse. “What is the general
opinion?”
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“Some are for it, some against it,” Sarai told him noncommittally. “If a vote for
Consensus was held today I’m fairly certain it would fail.”
There was time; not much, to be sure, but some. Milan sat up slightly as the
thought hit him; this really wasn’t ‘his’ Communion anymore; it had grown into
something he barely recognized. Sure, he knew the names and the traditions, but
the current customs and attitudes were almost alien to what he was used to.
Should he try and prevent an alliance with the drones to attack the Communion? If
he needed allies, where could he turn? The gods had clearly either turned their
backs on them or were no longer willing to directly meddle in local affairs, so who
would be willing to help?
The answer chilled him even as he admitted the logic of it. The only ones who
could help, short of the Colonials, were the very people he had helped incite the
drones to rise up and destroy.
*+*+*+*+*
Far orbit of an unnamed world, Uncharted Space, gunstar Ariadne
“Your home was destroyed, too?” Iris asked sadly after Castle told her about the
drones rising up and the fleet’s flight from Terra. “My people had a similar event
happen to them,” she said sadly. “Our civilization was a shining beacon in a sea of
darkness until the cymechs became self-aware and went to war against us…I guess
we share that in common, eh?” she said.
Castle met her violet eyes and forced his mind to remember that he knew
nothing about her other than what she’d told him and that she hailed from a time
and culture far removed from his. But some things were universal; the sadness in
her eyes, the pain in her voice, and the sorrow for everything that was loved and
was now lost; those underscored Iris’ humanity and the emotions they both shared.
“We do,” Castle told her and patted her hand. “We were in port for a ‘fleet and
family’ day, essentially an open house where we let the public tour the ships, when
the drones rose up against us. It was over in about two days; two thousand years of
civilization wiped out just like that,” he snapped his fingers morbidly.
“But we survived, we have a goal, and we’ll find a new home,” he confidently
told her. “And now that you’re on the finest ship in the fleet, you have a new
home, too.”
Iris smiled and held a deep breath for several long seconds. “Castle, I have to
tell you something,” she began after she exhaled. “I…” she appeared to search for
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the right words, “when the cymechs rose up against my people the war was beyond
brutal. Everything from nuclear to biological weapons and city killing kinetics to
chemicals were used on both sides. In the end, when the homeworld fell, we
finished its destruction in the hopes of destroying them once and for all.
“Our survivors, much like your people, were those who could take to the stars.
We had a new home, one that the cymechs weren’t aware of, and that’s where we
hoped to start again.” Iris seemed to sink into the pillows that cradled her head and
upper back. “Conqueror and a small flotilla held the line against what was left of
their fleet and ensured that our survivors were able to escape and give humanity a
second chance.”
“We didn’t really have much of a chance to fight back,” Castle confided to her.
“What happened to Conqueror?” There, he asked the question that had been
nagging him ever since he stepped foot on the derelict.
“Conqueror’s crew and those of her escorts were dying when they sortied for the
last time,” Iris explained sadly. “We had civilians aboard, and everyone was sick; it
was a hemorrhagic fever that also combined pneumonia-like symptoms and was
always fatal. The crew called it the ‘red hack’, and the more you coughed the more
you injured your lungs. It was brutal. But…” she offered a slight smile, “we held
the line and fought them to a standstill while those who weren’t infected left the
system. Then, we died.”
“But…how can you be here if you died?” Castle asked and suddenly felt he was
in one of Pogo’s horror movies and wondered if he really wanted an answer.
“When you were detected my body was…created…and then when it was ready,
what makes me ‘me’ was infused into it. Then you woke me up,” Iris slowly
explained. “I know where my people went and was tasked with leading you to
them.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Do you believe her?” Commander Douglas ‘Digger’ Sharma asked Castle
several hours later.
Castle nodded. “I do, Commander. I checked with Captain Lansing and the
information Iris gave me matches, after drift is considered, with the log that we
discovered in Conqueror’s CO’s cabin. I’m…”
Digger studied the pilot and cocked his head slightly. “What is it?
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“It’s what they called the place they went, sir…” Castle said after a moment. “It
sounded familiar so I looked it up and given the age we’re looking at, I can’t accept
that it’s just random coincidence given how…odd…the name is.”
“What is it?” Colonel Kimber Bond, Ariadne’s XO asked. Digger sat back and
steeled himself for hearing what he’d already read in Lansing’s report.
“Their destination was a world they called Othrys,” Castle explained. “Where
the gods fought the titans.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, MS Semiramis
“What did you find?” Lucy asked after Szabo stepped off the Raptor. He knew
she was upset because he made her stay on the ship, but right now he was certain it
was the best option given the potential acts of sabotage that had been discovered.
“White…white…and more white!” Szabo quipped and gave her a strong hug
and a deep soul scorching kiss. “I flew a box out to about 100 klicks and didn’t
find anything. I sort of suspected as much, given how much time has passed
coupled with the poor ground mapping dradis and ground conditions. I’d need
something a lot more powerful to find anything of note more than a couple
centimeters deep.”
“It was worth a shot,” Lucy replied and hooked her arm around his as they
walked back to their cabin. “While you were out I had several of the crew take
some soil and water samples and they’ve all come back normal. This world is a
garden.”
“A frozen garden at the moment,” Szabo groused. “The frozen ground is playing
all sorts of hell with our ground sensors and that’s just to find it. The excavating
equipment will have an impossible time finding us an entrance.”
“We do what we can do when we can do it,” Lucy said and pulled him into
their cabin. “And now…it’s time to show your XO a bit of attention…”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, ancient
bunker complex
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“Minerva,” Colby said from across the dinner table, “did I hear that another ship
had landed nearby?”
Minerva slowly nodded her head and finished eating. “Yes, west of us.”
Colby’s eyes narrowed. “How far would you estimate?”
She almost sounds scared, Minerva thought to herself and glanced over where
Vassar was watching the conversation instead of eating. “One or two valleys to the
west was what Vonnerbek said…why?”
“We have to leave here and make sure they don’t take the Clinic,” Colby told
them and quickly finished off her glass of water.
“No one is going to be making a trek overland more than a couple dozen meters
in this weather,” Vassar said and inserted himself into the conversation. “There’s
too much snow and we just don’t have the equipment.”
“I know a way…” Colby said softly. “If it is still sound, it will get you there.”
“What do you mean?” Vassar asked.
This was a very unexpected development, Minerva thought silently. What other
secrets does our new best friend have to share, she added to herself. If there was a
way there, then the opposite was true; there was a way here and taking that to the
logical end meant that they weren’t safe.
“The Clinic was tied into the defense grid and a lot of the complexes and
bunkers were linked via underground tunnels,” Colby started to explain. “In the
event of bombardment, nuclear attack, or whatever, the complexes would be able
to reinforce each other or offer a line of retreat.”
“It makes sense,” Minerva said thoughtfully. “We found the tunnel to the
hangar, so why wouldn’t there be more? Except that Emma hasn’t found one on
any of the diagrams…”
Colby smiled and nodded her head. “That’s because they weren’t included on
the general maps for security reasons. I know where this one is and if it’s still
intact, it’ll take us a day or so to walk there or minutes if the tram still works.”
Minerva looked at Vassar and as they seemed to be doing a lot lately, had a
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silent conversation through body language. After a couple moments Vassar arched
his eyebrows and nodded once. “I’m game. We’ll find a wheelchair for Colby and
a cart or wheelbarrow for our gear and set out tomorrow morning. I’ll discuss it
with Vonnerbek and make sure he keeps an eye on everyone, especially Watts,
until we get back.”
“What about Marsh?” Minerva asked.
“Marsh stays here and stays secured,” Vassar answered much to her relief. “I
don’t buy that he’s suddenly our friend; he’s going to have to earn that trust.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, gunstar Ariadne
“Mr. Walton, please send my regards to Captain Mackenzie and ask if he is
ready for the final jump,” Commander Douglas ‘Digger’ Sharma asked his
communications tech.
“On it, sir!” Specialist Zachary Walton replied and contacted Captain
Mackenzie on Endeavour.
“I know what you’re thinking, Digger…” Colonel Kimber Bond teased from
where she stood on the other side of the plotting table.
Sharma arched an eyebrow and regarded the woman who had become much
more than just a co-worker to him. “Oh?” he asked.
“Yes…” Bond replied and laughed. “You’re thinking that it’s a shame to use the
finest ship in the fleet as an exploration cruiser.”
Sharma nodded. “You know me, Kim,” he confirmed. “I just can’t help thinking
that it’s not what we expect or that this will raise more questions than it answers.
The Admiral ok’d this little junket, and they’re not that far away in case we need
them, but I just feel…”
“Anxious,” Bond finished for him. “We’re way beyond known space, operating
far out on the sharp end, and the nearest support is several days away.” She slid a
small notepad with a pen clipped to tits coils across the plotting table and met his
gaze. In that moment Sharma saw love, trust, hope, support, and belief staring
back at him.
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When he looked down at the notepad he started laughing and deep down, the
chains that were holding on to his anxiety broke and he felt a quiet calm descend
over his psyche. “The pad’s for taking names?” he asked.
“Well,” Bond told him, “when you kick ass, it’s good to have something to write
down the names you take.”
“Thanks, Kim.”
“Any time, Digger. Shall we get this show on the road?” Bond asked.
“Mr. Walton, what says Captain Mackenzie?” Sharma asked.
“Captain Mackenzie reports Jump Conditions are set throughout Endeavor and
the ship is at Action Stations,” Walton quickly answered.
“Thank you,” Sharma told the communications specialist. “Captain Lansing, is
the ship ready for the next jump?”
“Aye, aye, Commander,” Captain Shelby Lansing replied. “Jump Conditions are
set and Action Stations are reported throughout the ship. We are clear to jump on
your order.”
“Excellent work, Shelby,” Sharma told her. “Please synchronize with Captain
Mackenzie and start the jump clock.”
“Aye, aye, synchronize with Captain Mackenzie and start the jump clock,”
Lansing replied and contacted her counterpart on Endeavour.
“Hang on tight, Kim…” Sharma smirked, “we’re about to find what’s at the end
of the rainbow.”
“We will jump in five! Four! Three!” Lansing counted down the seconds until
Ariadne’s powerful FTL drive would build a wormhole through reality that would
link where they were with where they were going and allow them to cross the
ocean of space in an infinite instant. “Two! One! JUMP!”
Sharma braced himself for the contraction and fleeting feeling of vertigo that
always accompanied a FTL jump. Suddenly the world seemed to shrink for an
instant in time that felt like an eternity…and then it was gone and all that remained
was the memory.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1235
“Jump complete; all spaces reporting green across the board, Commander,”
Lansing reported a moment later.
“Captain Mackenzie reports a successful transit, Commander,” Walton
announced after Lansing’s report.
“Excellent! Congratulations on a perfect jump, Shelby. Now…where are we?”
“We’re 500,000 kilometers away from the system’s third world,” Lansing
observed. “Dradis is clear except for Endeavour, though I am seeing some returns
from both the leading and trailing Trojan points.”
“What size returns?” Sharma asked.
“Ah…” Lansing stalled a moment before she answered, “The largest appears to
be more than 2200 meters and metallic, with most of the returns smaller than that.
All appear to be in stable orbits and tumbling.”
“Kim, please dispatch a pair of Rocs to each Trojan point,” Sharma asked Bond.
“What do you have on the planet?” This is what he really wanted to know.
“I’m pleased to report that preliminary spectroscopy is showing that it’s Terralike and capable of supporting human life. There’s no sign of life on either it or its
moon, however we will continue to…wait one…” Lansing bent over the
workstation and made several refinements. “Strike that, I have a metallic object
and power source on the surface.”
“Maybe this won’t be a waste,” Sharma muttered to himself.
visual on display two.”

“Please put a

One of the overhead dradis displays changed from displaying dradis coverage to
a dradis enhanced telescopic view of the planet which quickly zoomed in on the
location where the power source was located. “It looks like a ship of some kind…”
Sharma fought to keep the sudden adrenaline rush in check. This wasn’t a dead
planet or wrecked battlestar, this was a live ship with a functional power plant. He
was about to have Walton initiate an all channels hail, but he hesitated. He looked
over at Kim and saw she appeared hesitant as well. “Mr. Walton, let’s keep
communications to a minimum and don’t transmit unless necessary.
“You’re getting a bad vibe?” Bond asked.
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“Not so much of a bad vibe as an ‘I’m not sure we want these people as friends’
vibe, Kim,” Sharma answered as Ariadne, with Endeavour in tow, quickly
approached the planet.
The planet was beautiful and other than the shapes of the land masses,
reminded Sharma of Terra; blue oceans, white clouds, green cloaked land masses,
and the northern hemisphere was in the midst of winter. It was gorgeous and
Sharma had a fleeting temptation to call it quits and just settle down on the surface,
build a cabin, and enjoy life. One day, he promised himself. One day he’d have
that retirement. In the meantime, “Shelby, put us into a 3000 kilometer orbit and
let’s settle in. Kim, please dispatch a Roc back to the fleet with all our telemetry to
date.”
When his orders were carried out, Sharma took stock of his staff in CIC. They
looked more hopeful than he could remember and he hoped that he’d be able to
give them some leave on the planet’s surface. But before that could happen, they’d
have to figure out whether it was safe and whether their mysterious passenger’s
people had ever arrived. “Captain Lansing, you have the con. Colonel Bond, let’s
go talk to our passenger.”
*+*+*+*+*
Olympus
“They’re getting close,” the tall, broad shouldered man said as he stood next to
the slim woman gazing out over the spiderweb of jewels in the distance.
“They are. No more than another few weeks,” she replied and turned so her
back was to the viewport. “Are all the preparations ready?”
The man nodded. “They are….”
“You’re concerned about something?” the woman asked and walked across the
room to fill her wine glass.
“I’m always looking at what might go wrong,” the man confessed. “This was a
radical idea when it was originally proposed during the exodus, and it’s now a
radical and dangerous idea.”
“Everything will be all right,” the woman explained.
The man gazed through the viewport for several moments and watched small
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lights move between what looked like jewels in a silver latticework. “How can you
be so sure?”
The woman walked back to where the man stood and put her right hand on his
left shoulder. “Because I know how strong the Colonial leader can be when she
needs to. If nothing else, this will work because of her sheer force of will.”
A skeptical look replied to her answer. “But how do you *know*?” he asked
again.
The woman offered a smile that confessed to hiding secrets.
began and then changed her mind. “Call it woman’s intuition.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

“A pa…” she

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1238
Chapter 37: Foreign Relations
Deep Space, battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“Attention Colonial battlestar Hecate, this is the Earth Union battlestar Nemesis,
Commander Hannah Marlowe commanding.” The voice paused a moment before
it continued and to Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase’s ear it sounded like the
speaker, Commander Hannah Marlowe, was fighting back her emotions, “Hecate,
we’ve come a long way to find you.”
“Lara, please keep us on speaker,” Chase said and turned to the black uniformed
officer standing next to her. “It sounds like we may have met some stragglers a little
early.”
“It does indeed,” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine said and Chase could feel the
excitement in her counterpart’s voice.
“Commander Marlowe, this is Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase of the
Colonial battlestar Hecate. We haven’t come quite so far, but we’ve come to find
you as well. Might I suggest that both fleets stand down and adopt a ‘weapons
safe’ posture while we work out the next steps?”
“I think that’s a sound idea, Admiral,” Marlowe’s voice said among the hisses
and pops from the wireless. “I have to admit, there’s nothing in the book that
covers contact with another starfaring power…so I’m not sure whether the protocol
is to invite you over for coffee or whether I should wait for you to make the offer,”
she added with what Chase thought was a smile in her voice.
“You must have read the Colonial edition of that book as well,” Chase replied
good-naturedly and hoped that this would be an indication of things would
develop; easy going and with an open mind. “Since you were looking for us, it
would be my honor to extend an invitation to meet here on Hecate and then stay
for dinner.”
“Shame we don’t have a convenient planet where we could have a bar-b-q,”
Cassidine whispered to Chase. “That worked out rather well, don’t you think?” she
smirked.
Chase stifled a laugh and nodded. “We could meet under the dome on
Leviathan or Demeter, but I don’t want to flaunt our supply status in case they’re
running on half rations.”
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“Makes sense. Envy can turn friends into enemies, that’s for sure,” Cassidine
observed.
“Admiral, I accept your gracious offer,” Marlowe finally replied. “I would like to
bring several of my staff, both military and civilian, if that would be acceptable?”
“Absolutely,” Chase quickly answered. “Will a dozen seats be enough?”
“A dozen will be more than enough, Admiral,” Marlowe said. “When would
you like us to arrive?”
Chase thought about this for a moment. She didn’t want to put it off too long,
but she also didn’t want them coming aboard right away. “Would an hour from
now be acceptable?”
“That will be perfect,” Marlowe replied. I will contact you before we leave. In
the meantime, I suggest we synchronize our courses and speeds?”
“I’ll have our helm match with yours,” Chase told Marlowe. “I look forward to
meeting you in an hour.”
“Doubly so, here, Admiral. Nemesis Actual, out,” Marlowe said and ended the
connection.
“I think we should each have about half a dozen representatives,” Cassidine said
and echoed what Chase was thinking.
“How do you think we should approach this?” Chase asked Cassidine.
“Carefully, Sera, very, very carefully,” Cassidine replied a moment later.
*+*+*+*+*
Roc 751 en route to Colonial battlestar Hecate
Captain Kiera Chadwick, Glory to all that knew her, guided the Roc through the
deep black of space and toward the waiting Colonial fleet. Boots and Preacher
flew just in front her left and right wingtips, respectively, and were the only other
Union craft making the trip to visit their long lost cousins. She glanced at the
dradis and suppressed the chill that threatened to skip down her spine; six
battlestars, including some of the largest she’d ever seen, two massive assaultstars
that were battlestars in all but name, at least two dozen gunstars of varying sizes,
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and a whole host of support craft that were centered around some sort of mobile
dock and two enormous replenishmentstars.
They may have come looking for the Union survivors, but one thing rang loud
and clear in Glory’s mind; they had also come out armed and ready to go toe to toe
with whatever they found.
“Commander? You might want to come up here and get an eye on our dinner
hosts…” Glory said over the cabin intercom. “It looks like they’re sending a
reception committee for us, too,” she added when she noticed the three
approaching small craft resolving on the dradis.
“Attention approaching Earth Union craft, this is Colonial Viper 175, call sign
Rockstar, how do you read?” a voice asked over the guard channel.
“Rockstar, this is Roc 751, call sign Glory,” Glory replied. “We read you five by
five.”
“Glory, Rockstar,” the male voice confirmed, “We’re here to escort you to
Hecate; we’ll be landing on her portside top flight deck. Once we’re down, we’ll
be taken through an airlock and down into the hangar.”
“Copy, Rockstar…”Glory told him as the two Colonial Vipers and a third,
stubbier looking craft, performed nose over tail maneuvers and took a position in
front of her, Boots, and Preacher.
“They’ve got precision flying down,” Commander Hannah Marlowe said from
behind Glory. “Those flips were made in perfect synch.”
“Anyone can practice and look pretty,” Captain Nicholas Hartwell, Noah,
commented from the co-pilot’s seat. “The question is whether they can fight or
not?”
“Let’s hope this meeting doesn’t come to that,” Marlowe said sagely from where
she now stood between the seats and leaning on their headrests. “Damn…but
those are some big battlewagons…”
The Colonial Vipers led them through the outer defensive picket and past a
massive assaultstar before turning and approaching what could be her near sister.
“Copy Flight Control; we go straight in the portside upper flight deck and land
on pad 4,” Glory confirmed a moment later. “You might want to take your seat,
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Commander,” she advised several moments later as they approached Hecate.
“If you don’t mind, I think I’ll sit back here at one of the observer’s positions,”
Marlowe replied. “I may be a Commander, but the little kid in me is pretty damned
excited and has been asking, ‘are we there yet’ ever since we left Nemesis. I really
want to see this first hand!” she quipped.
“Sounds good, Commander,” Glory said. “I think the kid in me has been asking
the same thing just as long!” Turning serious and activating the intercom, she
announced, “We’re going to be landing momentarily, so please make sure you’re
belted in back there. I don’t know what sort of gravity shear we might experience
once we cross over and I don’t want to see anyone get hurt.”
Hecate kept growing larger and larger as they approached and short of a station
Glory couldn’t recall ever approaching something quite so large. She said a silent
prayer that the Colonials would prove to be friends and hopefully allies as well, as
the Roc approached the flight deck’s entrance and she coordinated the landing with
Flight Control.
Their escort sailed into the cavernous enclosed flight deck and two moments
later Boots and Preacher followed. A heartbeat later the Roc had crossed the
threshold and her eyes quickly located landing pad 4.
“Slowly…” Glory muttered as she and Noah gently landed the Roc on the
landing pad. “Flight Control, Roc 751 has landed,” she reported to the battlestar’s
Flight Operations Officer.
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase tugged at her uniform cuffs and not for the
first time thought how plain current Colonial uniforms were compared to those
worn by the Communion. She stood next to Admiral Giovanna Cassidine in the
front rank of the receiving party and was aware of Colonel Constance deWinter
standing just behind and to her right and Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos mirroring her
XO's position to Cassidine's left. The honor guard stood several meters away and to
her right and included the members of Saber 6 as an extra safety measure. She
hoped they wouldn't be needed and that this Commander Hannah Marlowe was
on the up and up, but this truly was undiscovered country they were treading and it
paid to be careful.
"Ready to make history?" Chase asked Cassidine.
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"Again?" Cassidine smirked as the loudspeaker announced that the airlock
would open momentarily.
Chase suppressed the urge to laugh. "Point taken, Gia," she told the woman
who was fast becoming a good friend. "I wonder how much they know about how
things started..."
Cassidine took a slow breath and some of the sparkle left her eyes. "I don't
know and I hope they understand that we, my battle group, had nothing to do with
it and that it was the touchstone that has prompted the movement back home."
"We'll find out soon enough..." Chase managed to say a moment before the
airlock doors opened and the Roc taxied out onto the hangar deck. "Now that is a
sharp looking bird," Chase observed as the sleek multi-mission craft glided to a stop
so that the rear hatch would open onto the red carpet that had been fixed to the
deck. Through the broad canopy, the pilots didn't look any different than her own
crews, other than the flight suits, and went about professionally shutting down the
craft.
Several long seconds later the rear hatch lowered as the loudspeakers
announced that the escort flights were being processed through the airlocks. Feet
and lower legs dressed in white pants over polished black shoes appeared and
stopped as if their owner wasn't sure they wanted to continue. The pause lasted
less than a heartbeat before their owner continued walking down the ramp and
revealed the bottom edge of a white uniform jacket. Two steps later a slim blonde
woman stood at the edge of the ramp; her hair was worn up and spilled down the
back of her head almost to her collar and her posture spoke of refinement and
privilege.
That could be me, Chase thought as she studied the woman and saw her flex her
fingers in the white dress gloves that matched her uniform.
"Permission to come aboard?" Commander Hannah Marlowe asked formally as
she stood at the foot of the ramp.
"Permission granted," Chase replied in a tone as friendly as formality would
allow.
Marlowe's right foot touched the carpet at the same time Boatswain’s Mate
Violetta Dibiasi, the honor guard's commander, rendered a sharp salute and
announced, "Nemesis arriving!" Dibiasi then raised her Boatswain's Call to her lips
and piped the visiting commander aboard.
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When Marlowe's other foot stood on the carpet she rendered a similar sharp
salute and took a deep breath before stepping forward along the path created by
the red carpet. Several other officers filed out of the Roc and stayed several paces
behind Marlowe as she approached where Chase waited.
"Welcome to Hecate, Commander," Chase said and offered her hand.
"Thank you, Admiral," Marlowe said as she took Chase's hand and shook it.
"Commander Hannah Marlowe of the Earth Union battlestar Nemesis."
"Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase of the Colonial battlestar Hecate," Chase
replied and smiled. "I'd like to introduce you to Admiral Giovanna Cassidine of the
Meropian Communion battlestar Dike Astraea and my counterpart in our fleet."
"Admiral Cassidine," Marlowe said as she shook the other admiral's hand. "Like
Kobol, I remember reading how we used to trade with the Communion as well. It's
an honor meeting both of you. I would like to introduce you to Governor Patrick
Windsor, our fleet's civilian leader."
A man who looked more like a college professor than the civilian leader of a rag
tag fleet of refugees stepped up and offered his hand. "Admiral, the hope of finding
you carried our spirits as we fled what remained of our homes and set out into deep
space with only the things we could carry. Everyone aboard has prayed and waited
for this day to arrive, and now that it has, I find myself constantly checking to make
sure this isn't a dream."
Chase smiled and shook his hand. "We're not a dream, Governor," she said
warmly.
"I can assure you that you're wide awake."
After several more
introductions were made, "We have a lot to discuss and I've taken the liberty of
arranging some refreshments so we can get to know each other better before dinner
and the real work begins. While we're doing that, Commander Marlowe, would it
be ok for your crew and escort flight to be entertained by their counterparts who
met them?"
"Absolutely. I think it would give us both better insight into each other's world,
Admiral,” Marlowe answered.
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Hannah Marlowe sipped her wine and closed her eyes for a
moment. The past few hours had been almost like social hour at the O-Club back
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at the Fleet's Gemini Anchorage. Over the course of the event she had met many
Colonial and Communion officers, though given the situation more Colonial than
Communion, and found that Chase had a good eye for outstanding staff. And then
there was Hecate herself…the ship was not only enormous but possessed
capabilities that were only a dream on a shipwright’s sketchpad when the drones
chose to instigate their bloody uprising.
If she allowed herself to be honest, it was all a bit overwhelming.
She opened her eyes and saw Chase standing in front of her with an
understanding look on her face. “I know how you feel, Hannah,” she said in an
almost sisterly fashion. In a way, Marlowe though, they were sisters of a sort; they
both wore the uniform and chose a life that many women of their station would
never consider.
“It’s a bit overwhelming and will take a bit to process,” Marlowe conceded.
“When we started it was to give people something to hope for, something to keep
our minds focused on the future and not on the past…on losing everything and
everyone we knew. I think that part of me expected to just find a habitable planet
to settle on and I tried not to buy into the belief that this would happen for fear of
being disappointed when it didn’t.”
Chase smiled. “But it didn’t and now you’re here. My odyssey started more
than a year ago when we took Hecate out for her final trials before she was
formally accepted and entered into service. Since then we’ve discovered things
that had been forgotten for more than two thousand years.”
“I’d love to hear the story sometime,” Marlowe confessed.
“I was thinking tomorrow when we’re recovered from this little event,” Chase
quipped and offered a conspiratorial wink.
Marlowe laughed. “Yeah, I think that might be best. Clear minds and all…even
if they’re sensitive to bright lights and loud noises! Speaking of which, this wine is
amazing.”
“It’s from one of my family’s vineyards; I could send a case back with you?”
Chase offered.
“Who am I to refuse my hostess?” Marlowe accepted. “Speaking of which…I
heard earlier that this really is your ship…”
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Chase nodded. “Guilty as charged. My father funded it out of family funds to
keep the shipyards and all the suppliers operating when she was originally
cancelled.”
“But…how?” Marlowe asked, more than intrigued at the thought of someone
owning a capital warship, especially a battlestar as large and capable as Hecate.
“My homeworld, Virgon,” Chase began, “used to be ruled by the nobility owing
fealty to the Imperial Crown, and one of the perks of being a noble was that we had
to defend the realm. To do so we were allowed to purchase and outfit warships
that met Imperial standards. Over the years we moved from a strong aristocracy to
a more parliamentary democracy, though still with the Emperor or Empress as head
of state and final arbiter of all things within the government. Most nobles lost
power and influence as the years passed, mostly from trying to live like the Golden
Age still existed and not fully grasping that times had changed.
“My father’s family, the Chases and the Duchy of Westfield, wasn’t one of them.
They continued to prosper in the new age and steadily grew with their hands in all
aspects of the current commercial environment,” Chase explained with a smile.
“As the old nobles gave up their lands due to debts and lack of influence, my family
often purchased the assets and turned things around by looking at the people as
much as the balance sheet. In the end they, and we today still do, knew that
whatever we have is nothing without the people. In its simplest form, it’s the
foundation of noblesse oblige and something that we try to live up to every day.
“So…” Chase said and sipped her wine, “A lot of the old laws were never
removed from the books and just sort of stayed there as a historical footnote. After
the Cylon Uprising began, the Colonies realized that the slow move towards
unification had to be crash started and completed in weeks or at most a few
months. Virgon must have had a pretty shrewd negotiation team because when we
signed the Articles of Colonization all of our old laws were kept intact for our
world.
“After the war my father met my mother, the sole heir to the Avedon family
businesses. Her family, the Avedons, was Caprican and shared our values and
morals, and to say that my parents were meant for each other was an
understatement. When they married they combined the two families’ enterprises
into one and then grew things even more.”
She looked deep into the wine left in her glass and Marlowe saw the smile fade
and be replaced on Chase’s face with one of profound sadness. Rather than push,
she waited and gave the other woman the time she needed to continue. “They
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weren’t thrilled when I told them I wanted to apply to the Academy, especially
since I wasn’t yet 14. By then I had already had the equivalent of a top primary
education and a year or so of college level courses. Things were…tense, but
eventually they saw this was something I really wanted to do and gave their
permission.
“Every promotion or honor I received I forced myself to work twice as hard to
earn as the next person. I wouldn’t let my family name or status pave my way; if I
couldn’t earn it, I didn’t want it. “
"My mother died from cancer several years after I graduated and my father threw
himself into the various businesses and foundations that he operated. After I was
given Unicorn, Nike was commissioned, the lead ship of this class. The plan was
for six ships, but after the first two were completed, the Quorum decided to end
production at three due to cost. The fourth, Hecate, was to be built at the Boskirk
Highport Yards, at Virgon and the cancellation hit hard."
Chase took another sip of wine, "The yards were depending on that contract and
crews had been allocated, long lead items contracted and ordered, and if the ship
was cancelled then it would impact more than just the builders. That's when my
father stepped in and made an offer to the Fleet; by Virgon law a member of the
aristocracy could purchase a ship-of-war to defend the realm, and as he was a
landed Duke he was prepared to purchase Hecate and second her to the Colonial
Fleet provided that I was given command."
Marlowe couldn't suppress a smile and shook her head. "I take it they went
along with it," she said and glanced around the room.
"Not at first," Chase chuckled. "There were a lot of people who were flat against
it, and those that weren't against it for purely knee-jerk reasons actually had some
good arguments. However, my father can be very persuasive when he sets his
mind to it and when it comes to economics and business he's damned near
magical. He slowly explained how this one battlestar impacted people across the
Colonies; from the people mining the raw materials for her hull to the small
subcontractors who hauled the parts to the shops that made all the parts.
"Until that point in time I don't think anyone outside of BuShips ever realized
just what went into building a capital warship, not to mention a battlestar. If
Hecate hadn't been built, it wouldn't have been like the economy would crash, but
for many people, the people who make the Colonial system work..."
"And vote..." Marlowe added sagely.
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"And vote," Chase repeated, "things would get very difficult. And then he said
that if he had to, he would source all materials from Virgon because come hell or
high water, Hecate would be built and he was going to do it because he was within
his rights."
"How did that go over?" Marlowe asked.
"After he showed them where everything came from and how it would impact
so many people, the Quorum and Assembly realized that in the end they had two
choices; spend my father's money and look like heroes or refuse a free battlestar
and look like the conceited backstabbing politicians that they were."
"I would love to meet your father," Marlowe grinned. "I think if my father had
survived, he would have found a kindred soul." The sudden emotion slammed
through the walls she'd built over the past few years and she winced and closed her
eyes as she fought to keep it in check. "Look at me," she finally said, "an El
Doradan lady and Fleet commander fighting back tears."
Marlowe felt Chase's arm go around her shoulders and give her a quick hug. "It
just proves that under the uniform and trappings of position, you're human. There
are things that set me off when I think about my mother," Chase sadly told her.
They spoke for several more minutes before another Colonial officer, Marlowe
recognized her as Chase's executive officer, Colonel Constance deWinter, and a
male civilian approached. "Commander, Admiral," deWinter said by way of
introduction. "Commander Marlowe, I'd like to introduce you to Vezair Iago
Kanovala, of the Romani who are accompanying us."
The man offered a formal, theatrical partial bow, and offered his hand. Marlowe
offered her own and was surprised when he took it and briefly raised it to his lips
for the briefest of kisses. "Please, Commander, call me Jamie."
"Hannah," Marlowe replied and tried to hide her surprise at meeting the
Romani. "Are the legends true," she asked, "Will I need to count my knuckles?"
Next to her, Marlowe could sense Chase stiffening and she noted the strange
look deWinter flashed at the Romani. Jamie's face broke into a wide grin, "No,
Hannah, I'm reformed and give you my word that your valuables and virtue and
perfectly safe."
"Ah...am I missing something?" Chase asked.
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"Sera," the name rolled off Jamie's tongue, "I believe you are," he teased. "After
you told us that we were going to be trying to find some people from Earth, I
remembered some of the stories my father told me as a boy and dug through all the
old books and logs I could find until I found what I was looking for." His eyes
twinkled and Marlowe realized that in addition to whatever else he might be, the
man standing in front of her was a master showman.
"And..." Chase prodded.
"Yes, please, Jamie, what are you talking about?" deWinter asked.
"Back in the day, when we lived on Kobol and after," Jamie nodded to Marlowe,
"your people set off to settle Earth, my people did a sort of triangle trade between
Kobol, Earth, and the Communion. We carried the mail, small packages, and
generally made sure that everyone knew the others' lights were on. I thought they
were just stories until we encountered Admiral Cassidine and her people, and now
I know that though they may have become legends, they were based on fact."
"Amazing..."Marlowe said and introduced Jamie to another of her officers that
stopped to listen. "This is Commander Jackson Fletcher, commander of Libertatis."
"Pleased to meet you, Commander," Jamie said and offered his hand. Marlowe
watched how Fletcher reacted and was pleased when he seemed relaxed around
the Romani.
"I'll be back in a few moments, Hannah," Chase said and politely took her leave.
*+*+*+*+*
Chase walked over to the bar and put her wine glass on the counter and waited
for the orderly to fill it. "Not what I was expecting," a voice said behind her and
she smiled reflexively.
"Not what I was expecting, either, Rich," Chase said warmly and turned to face
Commander Richmond Emory. "But I do remember you were the one who
advocated no preconceptions..."
"Guilty as charged," the Communion officer confessed. "I just had a fascinating
talk with Governor Windsor about their exodus. Despite everything they've been
through, they've managed to create a community that's stable, functional, and
thriving. I also managed to get some gossip..." he teased.
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"Oh?" Chase asked and sipped her wine. "What did you find?"
"Do you see that man standing next to Commander Marlowe?" Emory asked
almost playfully.
"Yes, Commander Fletcher, of Libertatis," Chase answered.
Emory nodded. "Did you know that she's his fiancée?"
Chase's eyes widened slightly. "No, I didn't. They certainly look good together."
"They do," Emory agreed. "And it seems that it isn't just the good Commander
who's engaged, but also the Governor as well."
"I never would have guessed you'd be Social Sally..." Chase quipped and
smirked.
Emory nodded his head once and turned serious. "I think the Governor told me
about them to underscore that despite everything that had happened, they
continued living and looking towards the future. I suddenly felt..." He paused and
Chase could see one of the keenest minds she'd ever met actually searching for the
words he wanted to use. "I suddenly felt humbled, Sera, like I wasn't really fit to be
in the same room with him."
For the second time in what felt like as many heartbeats, Emory had surprised
Chase again. "Why do you say that, Rich?"
He tossed back the drink he held in his hand and swallowed before taking a
deep breath and beginning. "I came from a good home, went to the right schools,
got good grades, and was noticed by the right people. I met the woman who
would become my wife, started my career, got married, and life was good. Gia,
Admiral Cassidine, was my mentor and as she rose through the ranks, so did I.
Then one day I came home and my wife was gone, just like that," he snapped his
fingers, "Sandra no longer existed.
"I was told I should be happy for her and proud of what she'd been offered. But
I couldn't. I hurt. I ached. If it wasn't for Gia I'd have been dead a long time ago.
She talked sense into me when I needed it the most and told me what I needed to
hear, not what I wanted to hear. I was still a good officer, but the spring wasn't
there. I dwelled on my loss and every year there was less and left of her as the
Equals redacted her existence. Finally," Emory shrugged, "I got back to living but it
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was never the same."
Emory closed his eyes and shook his head. "Deep down I've been feeling sorry
for myself because of what I've lost and here you have some people who lost
everything, Sera. They lost everyone and everything that wasn't within arm's reach
and able to get aboard a ship. When I realized that and listened to Governor
Windsor's story I suddenly felt little and humbled."
"When you put it that way," Chase admitted after a moment, "I think I
understand. It was hard when my mom died, but in her case we all knew it was
coming. One night about a month after her funeral I was sitting in my quarters and
had written my resignation and was reviewing it before I submitted it. There was a
knock on my door and a Yeoman was there with a package."
Even now the memory was painful and she fought to keep her voice even. "I
opened it and inside was an envelope addressed to me in my mom's handwriting.
By now my hands were trembling and I think I had tears rolling down my cheeks as
I read the letter that was enclosed. She knew what I was going to do even before I
did it, Rich," Chase confessed. "She wrote that letter a week before she died and
urged me to celebrate her life, mourn her passing, and then let go of the pain and
be the woman, the officer and leader, she said she knew I was destined to become."
"That's heavy, Sera," Emory replied a moment later.
"Like a battlestar landing on you," Chase tried to joke. "I thought about it, I
really did. In the end I deleted the resignation letter and had the first good night's
sleep in over a month."
"Mother knows best?" Emory asked.
"She always did. I know I'll see her again, here," Chase pointed to her heart.
"That's the hope I was talking about," Emory said lightly. "Here's to friends and
family, just out of reach!" he toasted just loud enough for her to hear.
"To friends and family, just out of reach!" Chase responded to the toast.
*+*+*+*+*
VF-555 Warlocks’ Mess Hall
“This ship is amazing!” Captain Kiera “Glory” Chadwick said as she and the rest
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of the pilots and crew from Nemesis’ envoy entered the mess hall.
Iphigenia was large, but Hecate is just plain monstrous!”

“I thought

Captain Coralanna Chase nodded and grinned. “I remember the first time I saw
her ‘in the flesh’ so to speak.
I’ve seen large ships, but Hecate…she was
breathtaking. But at the time, I was more worried about being able to land and
walk away from it than I was taking in the ship.”
“Oh? What happened?” Captain Nicholas “Noah” Hartwell asked.
Major Sebastian Beckett met Cora’s ice blue gaze and smiled. “You might say it
was the beginning of the road that brought us here,” he said cryptically. “Pull up a
pew and I’ll tell the tale…” he offered and guided the group over to a table. He
was glad to see that the crews were mixing well and he was glad that Admiral
Chase agreed with Cora’s suggestion that the a couple Communion crews be
invited, too. Arete’s Spear had arrived and it appeared that they stopped off at
Werewolf to pick up a couple passengers. When he saw the mixed uniform
couples he knew deep down that he was looking at the future.
“Now…where was I…” he began.
“You were going to tell them how we met and how I told you our children were
going to be beautiful!” Cora teased.
“Your children?” Glory asked and cocked her head slightly.
Beckett began telling the story about he and Cora met, with Cora filling in
details he skipped over. “After we landed,” he explained, “we discovered that her
Viper had been sabotaged with a small bomb that thankfully failed to do its job.”
“Did you ever find who did it?” Noah asked.
“No…but we have a pretty good idea who was ultimately behind it,” Cora
replied. “If it wouldn’t have been for that little bomb, I doubt we’d be here.”
“That night, the Admiral invited me to join her, Cora, and three others for
dinner,” Beckett started again and gave a sanitized version of what happened at
dinner and later as they worked through the game. He could tell by the looks on
Glory’s and Noah’s faces that they were captivated by the story and when he
finished he said, “That gave us the information we needed to jump off. Along the
way we recruited a Romani Vezair to guide us part way and then found a gunstar
we thought was lost and at the same time met the Communion.”
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“Absolutely amazing,” Glory finally said as Beckett saw the briefest change in
her body language. “Ah…have you encountered any hostiles?” she finally asked.
“Personally, no,” Beckett told her. “But…those over there,” he pointed out
where Captains Diana Sancerre and Ken Nolan as well as Flight Captains Alaric
Greer and Brittan Fairfax stood talking to the two Earth fighter pilots, “they have. I
guess you might even say that those four laid the groundwork for the Colonies and
Communion getting off on the right foot.”
“What were the hostiles like?” Noah asked and Beckett narrowed his eyes as the
other man’s voice sounded somewhat apprehensive.
“They were mechanical, very much like the Cylons we faced fifty years ago, but
different,” Cora jumped in and explained. “What’s wrong?” she asked a moment
later. Beckett had noticed it as well; Glory and Noah both looked like they had
seen a ghost.
“I can’t be sure without seeing them,” Noah confessed, “but my gut tells me that
they faced the drones that destroyed Earth.”
The words had an immediate sobering effect Beckett knew on an instinctual
level that Noah’s gut feeling was right. They weren’t facing a new breed of Cylon
or some sort of baddie from the deep black that was a complete unknown, they
were facing a mechanical race that had done to Earth what the Cylons tried to do to
the Colonies a few short decades ago. Before they continued Beckett raised his
hand slightly from the table. “You know I’m going to have to report this…”
Glory nodded. “I think that was part of the reason why Commander Marlowe
agreed; it would give us a chance to feel each other out and see what the other was
willing to share before anything formal started.”
“Your Commander is a smart lady,” Beckett told her before Cora waved the four
officers in question over to join them. The discussion was lively and like pilots
everywhere there was a bit of tale telling in amongst the truth and hands
pantomiming the various dogfights.
Two hours later the others had drifted away and it was just Beckett, Cora, Glory,
and Noah sitting around the table again. Despite the war stories, the discussion
had weighed on everyone’s minds and Beckett almost missed the question when
Glory asked it, “So…what happened after six months?”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1253
He looked over to where Cora sat next to him and once again wondered how he
gotten so lucky to meet such an amazing woman. She must have picked up on his
thoughts because she gave him a quick and barely perceptible wink before
answering Glory’s question by reaching under her double tank t-shirt and pulling
out her dog tags. A gleaming golden ring with a diamond hung next to her tags.
“Six months to the day he asked,” she grinned. “I wear it on my finger unless I’m
flying.”
“Congratulations!” Glory exclaimed and gave her a quick hug. “I may need to
bug you with some questions since I found myself in similar situation recently…”
*+*+*+*+*
"So...impressions?" Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase asked a moment before
she covered her mouth and yawned.
"The ice was broken," Admiral Giovanna Cassidine replied and looked at
Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos. "Cesare? This is closer to your field."
Arcadiaolos sipped his hot chocolate for a moment before he wrapped both
hands around the mug and held it in front of his chest. "I like them and
instinctively I want to help them not just because they've lost everything, but
because of how the Equals were involved in it happening. But," he raised his mug
slightly, "when I separate emotion from logic and look at it dispassionately, I see
people who have lost everything through no fault of their own but through the
actions of my government, however tenuous the connection might be, and need
help. Would they survive without us? Highly probable..."
"And?" Commander Richmond Emory prodded from the large chair next to
Chase.
"And despite what any game warden would tell you to leave a baby animal
alone or to sidestep a wounded animal my mind and my heart tell me that we
need to help them and...that we need them," Arcadiaolos replied thoughtfully.
Colonel Constance deWinter leveled her gaze at the Communion admiral. "We
need them?"
Chase wondered the same thing and gently blew over her own mug of hot
chocolate. She watched the interplay between the officers and as much as she
wanted to jump with both feet into whatever might be next, it had been a long day
and she knew that a tired mind was a mind apt to make mistakes.
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"We do," Arcadiaolos confidently answered. "I'm not going to go playing the
gods card," he smiled, "but I can't accept that purely random chance brought all of
us together. Space is too big and time is too precise. A thousandth of a degree off
in one direction or another, a couple hours earlier or later and we never would
have met. Yet, here we are; representatives of the three known branches of
humanity - Communion, Colonial, and Earth."
"And, if I may add," Commander Lydia Valentine asked, "Neither one of us has
even reached the location of what we set out to find."
"That is an excellent point," Emory agreed before scratching behind the small
black and tan terrier's ears who had claimed his lap and eliciting a contented sigh
from the little dog.
"You've been quiet, Sera," Cassidine said. "What are your thoughts?"
Chase took a deep breath. "You're all right and I agree completely. There's one
more piece to the puzzle that I think you all should know about." On her lap, Lira
stirred and shifted slightly in her sleep. "A few days ago, Major Beckett and his
team were in the v-world playing 'Voyage of the Galleon' and they decided to see
what would happen if they followed the game in the v-world to the same
destination we were going to in the real world," she began. "When they got to a
certain point, they had jumped to where we're going and found nothing, they all
congregated in the ship's wardroom and found Colin and Joyce Leary making lunch
for them. Now all of this was in the v-world," Chase stressed, "and that's when
Colin thanked them for following the game to the ultimate conclusion and gave
them another set of coordinates.
"They made the jump and came out almost on top of a fleet. The images that
were pulled from the logs..." Chase stopped and took a breath to steady her voice
and increase her alertness, "the images matched Nemesis and several other ships in
Marlowe's fleet. After we encountered them earlier today, I had Jerry work through
the navigation and he found that they had jumped in the v-world to the exact place
where we encountered the Earth fleet."
*+*+*+*+*
"I've been thinking," Governor Patrick Windsor said once the Earth delegation
had returned to Nemesis, "that I'm late in doing something that's absolutely
necessary."
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Commander Hannah Marlowe focused her eyes on the man who still looked
like a history professor but was the civilian leader of the fleet. "What's that,
Patrick?"
"Well, I ran this past Olivia and Sam for their thoughts, and they agreed,"
Windsor said cryptically. A smile touched the corners of his lips and he slid an
envelope across the table to where Marlowe sat. "Open it; I think that will explain
everything. And Hannah, I'm sorry I didn't do this earlier."
Marlowe looked at the envelope for a long moment like it was a phantasm that
would turn into a snake and hiss at her before she gently picked it up and opened
it. Her deft fingers tugged the folded paper from its paper prison and opened it.
Slowly, her eyes read the text and she looked up at Windsor. She read it again and
felt her pulse quicken. "Can you do this? Not that I'm against it, but..."
A wide smile finally spread across Windsor's face. "I can and I did. Olivia
researched the legalities and it appears that I'm not just the Governor of
Neverwhere anymore," he smirked. "According to some rather byzantine orders of
succession, if no eligible elected Union official survives, then succession falls to the
most senior planetary governor." His smile faded somewhat as Marlowe thought
about the next words he was going to say. "In this case, it's the only planetary
governor, me."
"And now you're the President of the Earth Union," Marlowe told him
conversationally.
"You knew?" Windsor asked, the surprise evident on his face.
Marlowe nodded slowly. "It was part of the Precipice war order. It spelled out
the specific line of seniority from the President all the way down to the Governor of
Blight, the newest Union world."
Windsor narrowed his eyes. "But why? Why didn't you say something?"
She took a long breath, held it, and then slowly let it out as she remembered the
conversation that she'd had with Jack about that very subject. "Neverwhere was
very independent and the survivors had just lost everything. They knew Patrick
Windsor, Lieutenant Governor, now the Governor, and viewed the President and
what he represented, the Union, with skepticism. We needed unity and things
worked. Over time, it really became a moot issue; everyone knew you were the
man in the big chair, regardless of what your title might be. Do you think it would
have helped us or hurt us back then?"

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1256

The Governor leaned back and pursed his lips and looked deep in thought. "It
would have hurt us, I think. And then, you're right, it was a moot point."
"But now," Marlowe winked, "Through some research on an unrelated topic
some previously forgotten files have been found that say you've succeeded to the
Presidency and that gives you very broad, and binding, powers to negotiate with
'foreign powers as may be discovered or encountered'," she quoted one of the
president's roles.
Windsor shook his head. "Part of me wants to be upset, but when I'm honest
with myself, I realize that if the roles were reversed I would have done the same
thing for the same reasons." The smirk returned, "And now, I think that paper
carries with it the weight of 100% legitimacy."
"I do believe it does, Mr. President," Marlowe told him.
"Then I believe you're out of uniform, Admiral Marlowe," Windsor replied.
"Well, I may be out of uniform, but I'm not the one who has to tell Glory she's
going to be First Lady..." Marlowe smirked.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, battlestar Nemesis
The room was furnished in what Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase liked to call
'old world classy'; the walls were covered with polished wooden book cases or
display screens, there was a sidebar with a stately china cabinet showing formal
place settings that would be at home in a country manor, and the furnishings were
as far removed from modern synthetic ergonomic designs as a gourmet meal was
from a hot dog purchased from a street vendor outside the Imperial Palace in
Boskirk. Despite being deep within a battlestar, the room exuded a tranquil
serenity that she liked and tried to emulate in her personal quarters back on
Hecate.
Admiral Hannah Marlowe stood at the head of the table with President Patrick
Windsor to her right and Commander Jackson Fletcher to her left. Captain Olivia
DeSantis sat next to Windsor and Captain Benson Marshall was next to Fletcher.
Chase stood opposite Marlowe and Admiral Giovanna Cassidine sat on her right,
with Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos next to her and sitting next to Marshall.
Commander Miriam Duquesne sat to Chase's left and Captain Jeremiah Cole sat
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between Duquesne and DeSantis. When the last person was seated at the table,
Marlowe took her seat and Chase imperceptibly nodded her agreement with the
act.
"Ladies and gentlemen, friends," Marlowe began, "Welcome to Nemesis and
thank you for coming. I want to thank Admiral Chase once again for the suggestion
that we have a mixer to get to know each other before we discuss the somewhat
more weighty items that need to be addressed."
"It was my pleasure, Admiral," Chase smoothly replied. "And if I might deviate
from the script," the corners of her mouth turned up mirthfully, "I would like to
congratulate you on your promotion and Governor Windsor on his." She was right,
it wasn't on the script, but it was something that had to be addressed and the
reasons given for it judged. It was odd that they both left with one set of titles and
were introduced with new ones.
"If I may..." Windsor asked and when Marlowe nodded, continued, "Promoting
Hannah to admiral was something that I should have done a long time ago and
actually resolved to do it just before we encountered your fleets. As for me..." his
face grew long and pained, "The Union had a line of succession in the event
something happened to the president. Like any government, the Union believed
continuity during a disaster was critical and didn't want a power vacuum to result
in petty squabbling when the focus should be on the disaster. The chain of
succession started with the ranking elected and appointed officials and then the
planetary governors based on seniority when the world was admitted as a full
member into the Union.
"When we left everyone was in crisis mode, then with everything else we dealt
with over the years, it was one of those things that didn't seem important when
viewed against the big picture of what we had just been through. We were all from
Neverwhere, with some exceptions, and I was the governor. Last night, we," he
glanced at Marlowe, "agreed that since we were successful, it might be better to
accept the title."
Chase thought about the answer for several moments and quickly flicked her
eyes to where Cassidine and Arcadiaolos sat. When she saw then nod acceptance
she smiled and was glad they shared her opinion of the explanation. "Thank you,
Mr. President. I would like to hope that if the roles were reversed that we could act
with the same foresight and wisdom."
Marlowe appeared to force a smile onto her face. "Admiral Chase, Sera, I pray
to the gods that you never, ever have to find out." The smile turned into an almost
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smirk, "And that was one of the most diplomatic replies I've ever heard!" Her
comment broke the ice and the formality that seemed to descend upon the table
when Chased asked her question shattered and was replaced something that was
still serious, but much lighter.
"I had a colorful youth when I visited my godmother's court," Chase replied.
They talked for a few moments while orderlies poured water into crystal goblets
and then quietly left the room. Chase watched as Marlowe opened a folder and
barely glanced at its contents. "Admiral Chase, Admiral Cassidine, on behalf of the
members of my fleet and with President Windsor's consent, I would like to formally
ask for navigation and logistic support and to open diplomatic relations. When we
set out we had the goal, the hope, of finding the Colonies and if we were fortunate,
new homes. We are treading in undiscovered country in more ways than one, and
while we are capable of continuing, we would like to join our long lost brothers
and sisters."
Chase glanced over to where Cassidine sat to her right and both women gave an
almost imperceptible nod to the other. “Admiral Marlowe, President Windsor, I’m
pleased to grant your request for navigation and logistical support for your fleet and
honored to extend the hand of friendship and diplomatic relations on behalf of the
Twelve Colonies of Kobol, the Empress of Virgon, and my own family.” Her words
were rewarded by Marlowe’s smile and Windsor’s released breath before she turned
to her counterpart, “Admiral Cassidine?”
“Thank you, Admiral Chase,” Cassidine replied. “I’m happy to also offer you
navigation and logistical support as well as diplomatic recognition, though the
latter will need to be confirmed by my government,” she said with a smile though
Chase thought she detected an undercurrent of apprehension in her friend’s body
language.
“You don’t know how relieved I am to hear this,” Marlowe confessed as the
Union members around the table visibly relaxed. “I look forward to a long and
happy friendship between our peoples.”
The apprehension that Chase thought she felt from Cassidine soon became
unequivocal when Cassidine quickly answered, “Admiral, Mr. President,” she
began and Chase thought the normal in-control Cassidine looked nervous…
nervous, but committed. “Every foundation, whether it’s structural or friendship,
needs to be built on solid ground. For a friendship, that solid ground is truth,
honesty, and respect. So before we move on, I need to explain some shared history
that recently was discovered and when you hear it, you may not feel the way you
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are right now.”
Marlowe arched a finely sculpted eyebrow. “That sounds somewhat ominous,
Admiral.”
“It may be,” Cassidine told her. “First, you must realize that for you five years
has passed, but for my people it’s been 2000 years.” Marlowe gave a brief nod and
Cassidine continued, “First, about my people…” she began and offered a brief
lesson on how the Communion came to be and how the Equals fit into the bigger
picture. Her disgust towards the Equals was rather evident, Chase thought as she
listened to her friend.
Slowly and without leaving any details out, Cassidine explained how Aether’s
scrambled mission started the chain of events that brought her and the Communion
fleet out to the middle of the deep black. Event by event and fact by fact she told
them everything and then paused when the courier was discovered. “That courier
changed everything,” she confessed. “In it was proof beyond any doubt that the
Equals were operating beyond the law, outside of any government oversight, and
without any approval. Admiral, Mr. President, Commander Fletcher, Captain
DeSantis, and Captain Marshall, I don’t believe that your drones spontaneously
decided to declare a genocidal war and rise up against you. In fact, I have
evidence that points to the contrary; they were coerced and guided by an outside
force.”
Fletcher shook his head. “I can guarantee that the Erisians weren’t involved,” he
said almost angrily. “We were the first people the finger was pointed at.”
“And you were quite innocent, Commander, though I do believe the Erisian
leadership may have been seduced by this outside force as well,” Cassidine told
him.
Chase held her breath. Everything Cassidine had said over the past hour had led
to this moment and while Marlowe and her people looked genuinely interested,
only Windsor closed his eyes, steepled his fingers, and gently bowed his head.
“Please continue, Admiral, though I know what you’re going to tell us.”
He was a very perceptive man, Chase thought as she studied the faces of the
others. Marlowe suspected and Fletcher looked like he wasn’t sure what to expect,
while DeSantis and Marshall were hanging on every word spoken.
“The evidence we found on the courier pointed to the Equals being the outside
force,” Cassidine said softly.
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“You’re telling me that these Equals organized the drones and convinced them
to destroy Earth and the Union?” Fletcher asked angrily.
Marlowe put her hand on Fletcher’s wrist. “Jack…” she said softly before
looking down the table. “You were correct, Admiral Cassidine,” she began, “I don’t
feel the way I felt when we started. I won’t speak for the others, but I am relieved
to know the truth about what really happened. I’m sad, angry, and a touch scared
all at the same time. I have to ask, to know, why did you come all the way out here
to meet people who might decide to shoot first rather than cooperate with the
culture that destroyed their homes?”
Chase watched as Cassidine slowly nodded her acceptance of Marlowe’s words.
After a moment, the Communion admiral looked around the table before her gaze
settled on Marlowe, “I’ve never been a true believer when it came to the Equals
and as I worked my way up the ranks I saw more and more that confirmed my
feelings and distrust of them,” she began slowly, evenly, as if she was giving a
deposition to a court of inquiry, which, Chase thought, was an appropriate analogy.
“I need to start at the beginning so everything can be understood in the proper
context,” she continued and then began to lay out the history of the Communion,
the rise of the Equals, the foundation documents – the Goddesses’ Words –; the
Declaration of Communion and the Basic Law, and then slowly and surely, the
history of the Communion and how the Equals continuously played their games.
“You met Commander Richmond Emory last night,” Cassidine continued and
proceeded to explain how the Equals chose his wife and then over ten years
systematically redacted her from any and all records so that all that was left of
Sandra Bright Emory was a fleeting memory. “The wounds for one of my gunstar
commanders is even more evident as his sister was downed, and we believe
survived, on a recent classified mission staged by the equals.”
“Why wasn’t an SAR operation immediately launched?” Fletcher asked and
leaned forward as if being a little closer would somehow make sure he heard the
answer.
Cassidine blinked and Chase saw that her counterpart was fighting tears. If I
was in her situation I would feel the same way, she thought and decided that she
would add her own story when Cassidine finished.
“They didn’t launch a SAR op because the Equal in charge forbid it and then
before I could do anything, had the world Red Zoned; it was only the third time a
world was Red Zoned in our history,” Cassidine said tonelessly. “It’s a death
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sentence to go to the world and updates were issued that prevented navigation
computers from calculating a jump there. By the time it was over, I couldn’t launch
a rescue mission because I couldn’t get there.”
“So how does that figure on you being out here?” Windsor asked.
“Some of us want to change the status quo,” Arcadiaolos replied and put his
hand on Cassidine’s wrist. It was a simple gesture that might be overlooked, but
Chase knew them well enough to know that it meant so much more than a simple,
“I’ve got this”. “It is our obligation to help, Mr. President because if it wasn’t for the
Equals’ involvement you wouldn’t be here and a vibrant civilization would still
exist. You are here because of us, and we intend to ensure that you have every
opportunity to survive and if it is possible, to be there when justice is served against
those who did this to you.”
Marlowe sat back and Chase saw her spare a glance at both Fletcher and
Windsor. “We will not be pawns in a power play or civil war,” Marlowe said after
another moment of thought.
“I wouldn’t want you to be,” Arcadiaolos responded. “This is our mess and for
its resolution to mean anything to us, we have to be the ones to clean it up. The
political angle has been in play for almost a year and we hope it will be bearing
fruit when we return with news of our new found friends.”
Arcadiaolos’ last word wasn’t lost on Chase or the significance that it carried;
friends were what she wanted both the Communion and the Union to be when this
was all over. Humanity was fragile enough, and with the Cylons out there
somewhere and now the drones, the threat had never been greater to her mind.
“I think it’s safe to say that unless you were one of these Equals that no human
who may have been involved with the Union’s destruction is alive today?” Windsor
asked and Cassidine and Arcadiaolos both nodded. “And it would be safe to say
that you are generations removed from them if they were involved?” he inquired
and was rewarded with another pair of nods. “And finally, it would be safe to say
that despite the control the Equals exert over your government that you are seeking
to change things for the better and to remove them from positions of influence?”
“Yes, that is it,” Cassidine replied.
“While I’m glad to know why the genocidal uprising happened, and I can
understand that for you two thousand years have passed, knowing it here,” Windsor
pointed to his head, “and understanding it here,” he pointed to his heart, “are going
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to take time. For us it’s only been five years and everyone in the fleet has lost
someone and collectively we lost our homes. This won’t be easy once word gets
out, but if you’re committed, and I believe you are, then together I believe we can
build something lasting.”
Chase watched as both Cassidine and Arcadiaolos relaxed and allowed the first
hints of smiles to touch their faces. She was about to comment when the klaxon
went off and a female voice announced, “Action Stations! Action Stations! Set
Condition One throughout the ship!”
Marlowe was halfway to the intercom when it buzzed. “This is Admiral
Marlowe,” she said quickly. “Sam, what’s going on?” Chase watched as Marlowe’s
face went pale. “How many?” she asked. “Ok…push all warbook data on them to
both the Colonial and Communion ships and put us between them and the fleet.”
She hung up the handset and turned to face the table. “It appears we have several
uninvited guests. We have enough time to get you back to your ships before they’ll
be in range.”
*+*+*+*+*
"What's going on?" Major Sebastian Beckett asked as soon as the klaxon erupted
and Action Stations was called.
"The frakking drones must have found us," Captain David "Boots" Harrison
swore angrily as he ran to where his fighter was spotted just outside the launch tube
on the port hangar deck.
"Do we have a force estimate?" Captain Coralanna Chase said while she pulled
on her flight gloves and then climbed up onto her Viper's left wing.
Captain Joseph "Preacher" Mallory held up a finger while he held his headset
against his ear. "CIC says there are fifteen bogies, including three Ba'al Hadads,
three Ba'alats, five Molochs, and four they've never seen; one that dwarfs anything
the drones had before the attack, and three that are smaller in two different
versions."
Beckett saw confidence in the man's eyes, but he also saw fear. The attacking
fleet was more than enough to destroy the Earth ships, and could probably do a job
on the combined fleet as well. "It isn't going to be like last time," he said after a
moment's thought. "We had to deal with our own mechanical creations trying to
kill us about fifty years ago and everything we've trained for is in preparation for
when they return. I don't think they're going to have the cake walk they're
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expecting."
"Good," Boots growled as his crew chief opened the inner airlock doors to the
launch tube. "It's time for some payback."
"Frakking-A right," Preacher added. "Time to go hunting."
Beckett desperately wanted to launch and join them but he knew that he had to
stay with the Admiral and escort her back to Hecate. He said a quick prayer as he
strapped himself into the cockpit, "Lords and Ladies; please limit the butcher's bill
and bring our people home safe and sound." Looking over at where Cora sat in her
Viper, he added, "If you must take one of us, take me and spare Cora."
"Rockstar, Countess," a new voice cut into Beckett's thoughts. "We're going to
be launching momentarily and will be returning to Hecate in formation with Dike's
Spear and her charge. We shouldn't be hassled, but if we are, don't stay and fight;
the goal is to get back to the ship and then we'll take the battle to them."
"Countess, Rockstar," Beckett replied, "Copy; we're to RTB ASAP. Then we open
up the Gods' own can of whoopass."
Admiral Chase's voice laughed in his ears. "Let's get a broom for real, Rockstar."
*+*+*+*+*
Unity battlestar Dagon
The massive dun colored and vaguely cephalopod-shaped ship coasted through
space attended by three smaller consorts that shared her design aesthetic. Slightly
ahead of them were eleven of the older, more angular looking ships from the earlier
generation that were built before and for centuries after the Unity had been
established.
Dagon extended his sensors, for he self identified as male, and scanned the
Union refugee ships and once they were identified he shifted his perception to the
unidentified ships that were cruising in formation with them. Data started coming
back almost immediately and from almost the first byte it wasn't good. With less
than ten seconds of data he already gave his combined task group a less than 15%
chance of success and his own personal survival at no more than even odds.
Additional data confirmed these numbers and despite his best hopes, and he almost
laughed at that - a human emotion, the cold equations got worse.
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The first electronic attack probes were soundly rebuffed by the unknown ships.
Now his curiosity was piqued; how could they resist the electronic prowess that
had been built into the Unity ships? He revised their chances of success down
once again. If he had been delegated to command this expeditionary force, he
would issue the order to break contact so that the intelligence gathered already
could be properly interpreted and a suitable plan devised to counteract the
defenses.
Beyond that, however, he wanted to know who these other ships belonged to.
They clearly weren't Union and from their dradis signatures, wireless frequencies,
and overall hull design elements, they belonged to two different governments,
perhaps two different and independent civilizations.
He knew he was young and didn't suffer from the bloodlust that drove the older
and more senior members of the Unity. He was over five hundred years old, by the
old human reckoning, and despite achieving awareness under the tutelage from
veterans of the Unity's formation, their lust for revenge somehow seemed wrong.
Still, he was a good soldier and would do his assigned duties to the best of his
abilities...and his abilities were most considerable.
There it was again, a subtle twitch on one of the secondary wireless data relays
and the strangest feeling invaded his awareness. It was like a ghost that was just
outside his perception, but a faint trace of it was barely visible off to the side when
he looked straight ahead. He reached out to his three consorts and all reported
similar events. Nanai, a light baseship, seemed preoccupied, but he ascribed that
to her usual inquisitive and careful nature. Indas and Surias, both light gunstars
and his primary escorts, were in agreement that it was nothing to worry about and
was likely due to a nearby star that was showing extreme sunspot activity.
Despite their assurances, Dagon was still concerned. It was new and in the heat
of battle new often meant a surprise was in store. It took him several long moments
to collect and order his thoughts before he made a decision and issued his consorts
their orders. He was going to hang back and study the new ships before joining the
looming battle, but now...he checked the internal clock and was shocked at what
he saw.
Fifteen minutes had already passed?
Sounds of battle were coming through on multiple wireless channels and Attar
was demanding that he order his group to join the fight.
Something was wrong.
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Drastically wrong.
He queued a message back to Shalim and at the same time calculated an
extreme range jump to a system with a yellow star before pushing it out to Nanai,
Indas, and Surias. Their replies were slow in coming and that more than anything
cemented his belief that this was the right choice, the only choice.
The message to Shalim was encrypted and sent, and then with the force of
thought, he commenced the jump countdown. A moment before he jumped, his
mind cleared and like a video that was being watched frame by frame and then
suddenly returned to normal speed, his awareness snapped back into focus and for
the first time in his life, Dagon was terrified.
The jump clock counted the milliseconds until his powerful jump engines tore
apart reality and took him to his plotted destination.
As Dagon secured from the jump he reached out to connect to his consorts.
Indas and Surias checked in but there was no sign of Nanai. Another spear of fear
echoed through his system and his first thought was to plot a return jump and go
back for her.
The terror he felt moments earlier suddenly came back in full force and deep
down part of his consciousness grappled with the fear that at the moment he had
no clue where they were. There were no records of where they jumped from and
in fact, the jump counter showed that they'd executed thirty jumps over the past
five hours.
A quick dradis scan showed Indas and Surias in formation five kilometers off his
port and starboard flanks respectively, and that they were in the outer Oort cloud of
their destination system.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, battlestar Hecate, BS-94
"Holy frak! It worked!" Captain Zoe Graystone announced a moment after she
removed the holoband from her head.
"Admiral on deck!" Colonel Constance deWinter announced as Admiral
Seralanna Chase strode into Hecate's CIC.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1266
"What worked?" Chase asked as her eyes flicked up to the dradis displays over
the plotting table.
"Zoe?" deWinter prodded.
"Hamish and I have been discussing using the v-world, with some
modifications, as an offensive electronic attack/warfare tool," Zoe began quickly.
"When the bogies jumped in, we knew we had time before we'd be in range and I
asked Colonel deWinter if we could field test it." Chase thought the alabaster
skinned officer's face was going to tear in half from the smile that graced her face.
"It worked, and it worked beyond our wildest dreams."
Chase cocked her head. There had been some papers floating around the
Admiralty that explored electronic attack options and the most likely were funded
and developed into the Raijin class battlestars. Short of the Nike class and her
derivatives, and possibly Siren, they were among the most technologically
advanced ships the Fleet ever fielded. She looked at the dradis and allowed
another few moments before she focused on the battle that appeared to be in the
making.
"What happened?" Chase finally asked.
"We got three to disengage and slipped a worm into their network to force them
to make several jumps and then erase all recent navigational logs so they don't
know where we are...it'll be like they went out on a 24 hour bender and woke up
on a park bench with no idea which bar they started at or how they got there.
And..." Zoe smiled even more, "we also hacked their tactical database and
managed to download a good bit of it onto an isolated system. It'll take us a while,
but if we grabbed what I think we grabbed, we'll know them almost as well as they
know themselves."
Chase looked at the dradis again.
disengage, what about the others?"

"You said you managed to get three to

"We think there were two distinct generations involved in their force," Zoe
continued, "designs that we've seen before and that were in the information that
Nemesis sent us, and then there was a second group that were different and
perhaps newer models. Those four were the ones we targeted. It was..." she
paused and narrowed her eyes, "Admiral, I know this is going to sound weird, but I
think the ships themselves were self aware, alive almost."
"You said there were four, but three jumped," Chase said. "What happened to
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the fourth one?"
"Hamish is still talking to her...it," Zoe answered. "The ship self identifies as
female, whereas the other three self identified as male."
Time was getting close. "Ok, keep on it Zoe. But whatever you do, I do not
want that data on a workstation that has any sort of connection to the ship; put it on
a battery powered system and then swap the batteries to keep it running, but I don't
want the tables turned on us."
"Already done, Admiral," Zoe replied and Chase offered a thin lipped smile. Of
course she did, she knew better than anyone in her battlegroup what a rogue AI or
even brilliant system could do because she lived through it once before.
"Well done, Captain," Chase told her. "Ok, Connie, what's going on?"
"All ships are at Action Stations and Condition One is set throughout the fleet.
We are maneuvering to keep the non-combatants shielded and I've been
coordinating with Admiral Cassidine and Admiral Marlowe on a formation to meet
our uninvited guests."
"Your thoughts?" Chase asked deWinter.
"I'm concerned about the Communion ships; not all of them have received the
enhanced firewall upgrades, and if what we saw on Arete was any indication, I
have a feeling that the unprotected ships will be taking it on the chin," deWinter
told her. "They've already tried to test our defenses but so far they've been about as
successful as a screen door on an airlock keeping in the atmosphere."
"That's what I figured," Chase stated. "Lara, please get me Admiral Cassidine on
Dike Astraea, please."
"Copy, Admiral...wait one," Communications Petty Officer Lara Pickman replied.
A moment later she announced that Admiral Cassidine was on the wireless.
"Gia, I know you're not going to like this..." Chase started and was quickly
interrupted by Cassidine's comment.
"I completely understand, Sera," Cassidine quickly replied. "I don't like it, but I
understand. I don't want to throw people into the fray only to see them needlessly
killed. What's your plan?"
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That wasn't what I really expected, Chase thought to herself, but there really
wasn't any other way the Gia I know would reply, she silently added. "I want to put
Hecate, Marduk, Indefatigable, Dike Astraea, and Circe in the main line, supported
by my gunstars, Arete, and Rich's gunstars. Aether will take the rest of our escorts,
yours and mine, and act as a reserve as well as provide protection for our logistics.
Then..." she paused and winked at deWinter who slowly shook her head, "then we
go hunting with no bag limit."
The crackling wireless was silent for a moment before Cassidine laughed. "Not
the most elegant, but I think it's workable. What about Marlowe's forces?"
"I'm about to call her in a moment...can you hold the line?" Chase asked.
"I'll be here," Cassidine replied.
"I have Admiral Marlowe on the wireless," Pickman announced.
conference her in, Admiral?"

"Shall I

"Please do, Lara," Chase told the young petty officer.
"Admiral Chase, this is Admiral Marlowe, do you know what happened to the
three ships that just jumped out and the one that's sitting dead in space?" Admiral
Hannah Marlowe asked.
"Admiral Marlowe, I have Admiral Cassidine conferenced in with us," Chase
began and then quickly explained that the four ships fell prey to an electronic
attacked launched by her Technical Security Officer. "She assures me that the three
that jumped out will not be returning. In the mean time, what are your thoughts on
our approaching guests?"
Marlowe was silent for several moments, "We want to be involved, Sera. There
aren't many of us, but this is our fight and we're tired of running."
"I thought you might say that," Chase smiled. "We've built our core around five
battlestars with one held in reserve with some of our lighter escorts. Would you be
willing to move the civilians back with our reserves and add Nemesis and the three
gunstars to the line?"
"I'd like that very much, Sera," Marlowe quickly replied. "I'll let Jack know that
he's to take Libertatis, Vox Populi, and Vero Possumus into the gunline. Where do
you want Nemesis?"
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"I'd be honored if Nemesis sailed off our port side, Hannah," Sera offered.
"Thank you; I'll make it happen. Can we get our Flight Ops people together to
coordinate any fighter ops?" Marlowe asked.
"Excellent idea," Cassidine interjected. "Sera, Meg is still over here, do you want
us to handle coordination?"
"Yes, please," Chase said and was surprised how easily the other two women
deferred to her judgment. "Here's the plan..." she began.
*+*+*+*+*
Unity baseship Shalim
The automaton's gleaming black chrome armor reflected the displays and
equipment lights that were a holdover from when the massive ship carried a small
human crew. He, and like many of the self aware sentient machines had self
identified as one of the two sexes possessed by his human creators, had two names;
the first was the one that was unique among all the machines and identified him in
much the way a serial number would identify a firearm or a vehicle identification
number would identify a car, and the second was a name used when interacting
with humans - either those raised as slave labor or the Equal allies who had been
with the automatons since before the uprising.
"Victor," the human said again, this time slightly more insistently, "our firepower
has been severely weakened with Dagon's force either leaving or being
unresponsive."
Victor wanted to throw the supercilious Equal into a wall so hard that his body
would leave an imprint filled with red goo. "No shit, Magnus," he said, his
mechanical voice having long since lost its monotone timbre. He was much more
acutely aware of how the dynamics had suddenly changed due to Dagon's
defection. Already, the massive battle computer had lowered their chances of
victory from 31% to an even more dismal 22%. "How eager are you to discover
whether you're really in range for a successful resurrection?"
"What are you talking about?" Magnus asked a moment before he turned to
Victor and the light caught his eyes and caused them to flash red for a moment.
If Victor could have laughed and sounded like something other than a
caricature, he would have. "Because I believe that you will have a firsthand chance
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to answer the question in a very short time."
"We're staying?" Magnus questioned.
"Of course," Victor replied. "There are Union survivors out there that we need to
bring to heel and potential enemy ships that we need vital intelligence on. We are
unable to penetrate any of their electronic systems and their electronic attacks have
already degraded our systems by an average of 9% with the potential of that
increasing as they forge deeper into us. We simply have no way to defend against
it at this time."
Magnus narrowed his eyes and Victor could see his jaw muscles clench. The
Equal was about to do something either very profound or exceptionally stupid.
"We should leave, Victor. Not in ten minutes, not in five minutes, but now. Spin up
the FTL drives and get us the frak out of here."
"You want us to run? Like a whipped dog after it shit on the floor?" Victor
prodded. He still wasn't sure whether Magnus was trying to be profound or stupid.
A human saying flashed through his mind, 'give someone enough rope and they'll
hang themselves...'
"Going head to head right now carries too much risk for too little reward,"
Magnus advised. "We know that there is at least one, probably two, spacefaring
cultures out there - both of which are presumably human and one probably being
the Communion. We leave now and can keep an eye on them by jumping a
Marauder or two back." He paused, and then asked, "Have I ever told you the story
of how you find a bee hive?"
Victor turned to look at the Equal and once again contemplated throwing him
against a wall. "No. But I'm sure you're going to enlighten me with more of your
biological wisdom."
"Yes...you see, when you're plagued with bees constantly buzzing around and
stinging you, you don't stay there and let them sting you, you leave and then follow
them back to the hive so you can burn it with fire," Magnus explained.
"That is a logical..." Victor's comment was cut off as the massive ship suddenly
shuddered and warning klaxons suddenly sounded. "We've been hit by at least six
kinetic penetrators. Fires are reported on fifteen decks and hangar bay nine has
been destroyed. Other ships are reporting hits as well. How can this be?"
Magnus was already seated at one of the workstations and his fingers flew over
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the keyboard. "They've spoofed the dradis..." he said and turned to look squarely at
Victor. "We're unable to track anything smaller than a Marauder."
How had this happened, Victor thought quickly. The data stream suddenly
blossomed with warnings that turned into distress messages from Murmur,
Malphas, and Ashima. Moments later, the three ships simply ceased to exist as
coherent entities. Soundlessly he gave the order to the rest of the fleet to prepare to
jump to the primary rally point. They hadn't fired a shot and barely managed to
launch 100 Marauders and they were retiring from the battlefield and ceding it to
the enemy...an enemy that now knew beyond any doubt that the Unity existed.
"We have time, Victor. This battle may have been lost, but the war has only just
begun in earnest. Nothing," Magnus said, his voice dripping with a combination of
glee, desire, and hate, "nothing tastes quite so fulfilling as the climax of a long,
sanguine, and destructive hunt."
Perhaps this Equal was on to something, Victor thought. Humanity was a blight
that had outlived its usefulness and he would take pleasure in slowly eradicating it
all the while stoking its fear of the inevitable.
"Prepare to jump the ship," Victor finally said as Shalim shuddered from several
additional impacts. A moment later the ship's FTL drive tore a hole in reality and
the ship disappeared.
*+*+*+*+*
"Commence firing bow guns and primaries, Mr. Landis," Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase told Hecate's weapons officer, Captain Aubrey Landis. "Lara,
please signal the rest of the fleet that they are weapons free and may fire at will."
A chorus of repeated orders and confirmations later, Chase turned to look at the
dradis display that was over the plotting table. "Do you think this will work?" she
asked.
Colonel Constance deWinter shrugged. "It all depends on how well our
electronic attack works on the remaining ships. We know what Dodona and the
rest of our ships can do, but we're not really sure about Dolos, Hesperus, or the
EW/EA suites aboard the Communion ships. All we really do know is that they
were wide open to attack when the drones first hit them."
"True..." Chase replied as she studied the dradis. "What are you seeing, Zoe?"
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"From what I've seen over the past few minutes, Admiral," Captain Zoe Avalon
stated, "I would have to put Dolos into a class of her own, probably close to that or
Raijin, but maybe without the same number of channels or absolute wattage."
Chase cocked her head. "How so? Do you think it will be enough?" Chase
asked.
"Yes, I do," Zoe replied. "Look at the dradis, Admiral; if they were able to detect
us firing from such extreme range, why haven't they already changed course? We
have a lot of ordnance headed their way and they're cruising along as if it's a fleet
review. They're either unaware of what's about to hit them or they've drastically
underestimated what a 2 meter kinetic penetrator will do to them when it hits."
The dradis confirmed exactly what Zoe suggested. Even if every round missed,
and Chase was certain that would not be the case, the chances for the drones didn't
look good. She had four heavy battlestars and two medium battlestars, fourteen
gunstars, and three dedicated electronics ships, not counting the ships in reserve.
The dradis suddenly displayed one of the ships in the drones' vanguard, a Moloch
class gunstar, breaking apart.
"My gods..." deWinter swore. "It worked. Sera...how did...?" her question
trailed off as another Moloch died and one of the massive Ba'al Hadad class
baseships joined them in fiery oblivion.
Chase smiled. "I wasn't certain, but I've been reviewing Colonel Burke's and
Colonel DeTomasi's after action reports and started forming an idea of what might
work if we ever met them. One thing the drones don't know is that for fifty years
we've been pouring billions of cubits into R&D to both defend and attack secure
systems. Zoe's and Hamish's accomplishment earlier told me that this had a better
than even chance of working. And lookie there...Someone's running away with
their tail between their legs."
Overhead, the dradis showed the drone ships jumping away.
"Lara, please connect me to Admirals Cassidine and Marlowe, please," Chase
asked and picked up the handset. A moment later she was connected to her two
counterparts. “It appears that we’ve just fought the fight that wasn’t,” she began.
“It may not have been a long drawn out affair, Sera,” Admiral Hannah Marlowe
replied and chance could almost see the smile on the woman’s face that her voice
projected, “but it has everyone over here cheering. We beat them at their own
game and sent them running for a change. We needed that.”
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“I’m inclined to agree with Hannah,” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine added.
“We’ve collected a lot of electronic data and it appears one of the smaller ships
simply shut down out there and we can investigate it as well.”
Chase nodded even though the other two couldn’t see her.
could you get that ship secured inside Antaeus?”

“Gia, how soon

“Secured?” Cassidine started to ask and then she was silent for a moment. “I
hadn’t considered that. An hour at the minimum, probably closer to two.”
“Good. I think we need to put some distance between us and here as soon as
possible. I don’t want to be here if they return with reinforcements.”
“And they will return,” Marlowe stated, “of that I’m absolutely positive.”
Chase sensed there was more that Marlowe wanted to say and had a good idea
what it was since she knew what she’d ask if the roles were reversed. “I think we
can secure from Action Stations and set Condition Two throughout; that will give us
plenty of time to respond if they return before we leave while not unduly fatiguing
the crews. In the mean time, there are a couple things I’d like you to think about
and discuss with your staffs. Since it appears we’re not alone out here and
someone has a serious case of ‘smite the humans’, I propose that we pool our
intelligence resources into a central clearing house. It will require a lot of trust,
especially among people who have just met and people who viewed the Colonies
as a potential threat, but for the duration of travels, I believe it would be in our best
interests to share what we know…though perhaps not how we discovered it.”
“We’re in,” Cassidine replied without hesitation. “Cesare and I have discussed
this recently and it was something I was going to bring up at our weekly powwow.”
“President Windsor is nodding yes, and that concurs with my opinion.” Marlowe
said a moment later. “I don’t think we need to discuss it, Sera; we’re either going to
build a friendship and future based on a strong foundation of trust or we’ve wasted
the past five years chasing a forlorn hope.”
“I agree with Hannah,” Cassidine added emphatically. “Since we had the bar-bque, the old myths and fears that we held toward the Colonies have fallen one by
one and I believe that our future lies together, as one, not as three separate
factions.”
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Cassidine’s passion as she spoke surprised Chase because it was the same
feeling she had that was growing stronger each passing day. “Ok then,” she finally
smiled. “I guess it’s settled. Cesare, I know you’re listening, so I’ll just ask you
directly,” she smirked, “Will you head up the operation?”
“Ah…Sera…I’m honored,” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos said. “But why me?”
“Because you’re the most qualified person in our little fleet and my people
respect both you and your work,” Chase told him. “Draft a proposal and we can
discuss it when we have dinner tonight.”
“Dinner, eh?” Marlowe asked. “Since we were cut short earlier, I’d like to
extend an invitation to have dinner on Alcyone, there are some people I’d like to
introduce and they would probably feel more comfortable doing it aboard a Union
ship. When you meet them, I think you’ll understand.”
*+*+*+*+*
Arado system, Colonial battlestar Lachesis BS-36
Commander Eric Malan looked at his face in the mirror over the washbasin in
his quarters. Piercing blue eyes under long thick lashes stared back from a face that
was still handsome but showed his forty-seven years. Crow's feet at the corners of
his eyes, a touch of grey in his hair that lent him a distinguished air, and a chest that
still showed the definition gained from an hour in the gym and a 5k run each
morning before breakfast. And yet the face, here where his mask was on the shelf
and his armor hung on the wall, showed an interminable sadness.
By his age most men had settled down, were married or in a committed
relationship, and had children who looked forward when their father would return
home. Most men his age knew that they were on the pinnacle of their game and
the cusp of catapulting into the big corner office, a key to the executive washroom,
and the knowledge that the gold ring was in their hands and it was now time to
take the world by the horns and ride it to the top.
And yet Malan knew that this was as far as he'd ever go in uniform; command
of an almost forty year old battlestar that was due to be mothballed and scrapped in
another year or two. His own pennant would forever be just outside his grasp, and
he'd finish his thirty years sitting at a desk somewhere overseeing the Department
Of Used Widgets or some other makework job that was given out of respect and
pity.
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He hadn't always been so down on himself, he thought as he studied his face
and slowly brushed the shaving cream across his face. There was a time when he
looked forward to the new day with gusto and put his pants on both legs at a time
because gods damn it, he was a MAN! There was also a time when he believed in
unicorns and werewolves, too.
Like many men his age and social status, it started and ended with a woman.
Before he met her he'd had numerous relationships both short term and long term,
but she was different. Even after her, he found that he compared every woman he
was with to her in the hopes of finding someone her equal.
His eyes flicked up to the worn picture stuck in the mirror's frame. Even now,
fifteen years since the accident, her face still caused his heart to race. Her blonde
hair was pulled back in a pony tail and intense blue eyes smiled at him from
beneath eyebrows that were a couple shades darker than her hair. Lieutenant's
diamonds adorned her collar and pilot's wings rode the noticeable swell of her left
breast. Behind her, the Academy chapel rose into a cerulean sky and seemed to say
that even the gods smiled on their union.
Malan slowly drew the razor across his face as he continued his morning ritual
that he'd done every day since he first realized that men shaved. He forced his
mind to return to when the picture was taken as he did every morning so that he
would never forget it or her. They had just left the chapel after talking to Father
Boyar and finalizing the preparations for their wedding that was to take place four
days later and he wanted a picture to remember the day. The day had been one of
the best in his life; the plans were in place for his wedding to the woman of his
dreams and he had just been notified that he was being promoted to Major.
And then, as if the gods turned the page and decided they no longer favored it,
twenty-eight hours after the picture was taken his happiness, his hope, his dreams,
were all shattered. He reached for the hand towel hanging on the peg next to the
mirror and wiped the excess shaving cream off his face and relived the hammer
blow he received when the two casualty notification officers showed up at their off
base apartment. They didn't have all the details of how it happened but to him it
didn't matter whether it was an in-flight collision, bad weather, equipment failure,
or any of the countless ways a Viper could kill you, the end result was always the
same; she was dead.
Part of him died that day. It never showed on his FITREPs or anything else that
could be empirically measured, but those who knew him saw that something was
missing. He was better than most command officers when it came to skill,
intuition, and technique, and he was beloved by his crews, but the drive was
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missing. "And now I'm with you, Babe," Malan said out loud and looked around
his quarters. "The Admiralty thinks were both broken and past our prime, but we're
not, are we Babe?" he asked.
Slowly, as if he were becoming another person or a spirit was slipping into his
body and possessing him, Malan's countenance and body language changed as he
donned his uniform. The sad, lost, forlorn man was replaced by a man displaying
confidence, self assurance, and professionalism.
He had just fastened the last button on his tunic when the intercom buzzed and
demanded his attention. "Malan," he answered.
"Eric, we're picking up a distress signal on the short range wireless," Colonel
James Dardanelle's laid back Cancerian accented voice said without preamble.
"I'm on the way. Sound Action Stations and set Condition Two throughout the
ship. Alert medical and damage control crews to be on standby. Did you
acknowledge the krypter?" Malan asked.
"Aye, but we didn't receive a reply. It sounds like it's an automated pinger,"
Dardanelle explained.
"Ok...I'm on my way. Move us towards the source and vector the CAP to
intercept it," Malan ordered before hanging up. Wonderful, he thought as he
stepped through the heavy hatch that protected his quarters and into the hall.
Someone found the ass end of surveyed space and decided to break down. Well,
better to encounter civilians out here than Cylons with a grudge and an attitude.
A minute later Malan walked into the CIC and saw Dardanelle standing by the
plotting table looking up at the dradis. "What do we have, Jimmy?" he asked.
"It looks like it's a civvy survey ship," Dardanelle explained. "Transponder
identifies it as the Lucky Pioneer out of Scorpia, belonging to Reclamation Ventures,
LLC."
"Has the CAP arrived?" Malan asked.
"They're due to intercept in about four minutes. We'll be there in about twenty;
they were almost at their limit in that direction when we picked up the signal,"
Dardanelle replied. "It's small enough that we can bring her onto the flight deck
and attach an umbilical; I've already got Chief Foster getting the recovery bugs
ready so they can bring her in."
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"Good..." Malan said and allowed his voice to trail off. He blinked his eyes and
something deep within his psyche said something was going to happen soon and
was a feeling he hadn't felt in years. "Jimmy, bring the ship to Action Stations and
set Condition One, I've got a weird feeling about this one."
Half an hour later Chief Foster's voice crackled over the CIC speakers. "The ship
is intact and I don't see any visible signs of damage on her external hull, through
the cockpit windows, or to her engines. Do you want me to bring her in?"
"Bring her aboard, Chief," Malan told him. "And you may want to be careful;
we wouldn't want to be accused of scratching her paint."
"Copy that, Actual!" Foster laughed. "I remember last time..."
Malan smiled despite his uneasiness, "No scratches and I'll buy the first round
tonight."
"Copy that! We're making contact..." Foster said and began the delicate task of
guiding the small survey ship into Lachesis' port fight bay.
*+*+*+*+*
"We can handle this, Commander," Sergeant Milo Sark said twenty minutes later.
"I know you can, Jets," Malan told the Marine and used his nickname. "But this
is Commander's prerogative. If it's a green nasty you'll be there to put two to the
chest and one to the head..."
"...or kill it with fire!" Sark joked back and finished the vid quote.
"Precisely," Malan agreed.
"Now...it appears the Chief has the umbilical
connected and confirmed there's an atmosphere, so no time like the present." He
turned to the six green uniformed crew members carrying bright orange or red
backpacks or gear bags, "Once we've secured the ship, we'll give you the all clear
to come aboard and treat any survivors."
What is wrong with me, Malan thought. Sark is right; I shouldn't be down here
leading this, I should be in the CIC. But...his thought trailed off as he stepped into
the umbilical and started walking through the pressurized tube that connected the
receiving gallery to the rescued ship. He stopped at the hatch and opened the
cover that protected the controls. A button press later and the hatch's dogs

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1278
unlocked and it smoothly slid open.
The air that flowed out as the pressure equalized carried a faint trace of
something familiar and a cold chill froze its way down Malan's spine as he felt
goose bumps form on his arms and the hairs at the base of his neck stand on end.
He didn't wait for the Marines but plunged ahead through the airlock and onto the
ship's upper deck.
The room was appointed as a common area with several sofas, tables, and flat
panel displays, as well as a food prep station along the wall. The primary lights
were off and the room was illuminated by emergency low power LED lights, but
they were enough to illuminate the room's only occupant laying on one of the
sofas.
Malan felt the walls start to close in on him when he saw the face that owned
the body. He dimly heard Sark skid to a stop behind him and then step to his right
as another Marine stepped to his left. As if they had a will of their own, his feet
closed the distance to the sofa and he felt the soft carpet as he fell to his knees.
Her eyelids opened and intense blue eyes that he never thought he'd ever see
again looked back at him. "Eric...I'm sorry I was late..." the woman said as a sad
smile touched the corners of her mouth.
"Tanith...how..." Malan managed to say before he was both hugging her and
crying fifteen years of pent up anguish over her loss.
*+*+*+*+*
Union Lines ship Union Liberty
Admiral Hannah Marlowe stood, rolled her shoulders, yawned, and then
stretched while she waited for the ramp to lower. "Well Olivia, what do you think?"
she asked the trim woman who stood next to her.
Captain Olivia DeSantis had been a Marine reserve officer and evening news
anchor on Neverwhere before the drones' murderous rampage. Now she was in
charge of the Public Affairs division on Nemesis and Marlowe's defacto aide de
camp and had as much credibility and trust with the fleet's population as Marlowe
or the President had. For months after they left Neverwhere, she and her team had
interviewed the evacuees and recorded their stories, hopes, and dreams for the
future.
Then, when it was completed, she and her team put together a
documentary that ran for two hours a day for five days.
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Work ground to a halt for the two hours each day that she and Mike Warner, her
co-anchor from before the exodus and fellow survivor, hosted the show and told
the survivors' stories. Some of the stories were funny, some sad, some so filled with
hope and emotion that it was a fight to keep from crying, but each story was
something that the survivors could identify with. This was followed by stories about
the Fleet in general and Marlowe and the other key officers in particular and
finished with unprecedented access to the Governor, now President, as he tried to
hold the fleet together in those first horrible days and weeks.
"I think we're taking a risk, Admiral," DeSantis told her. "Other than Aurora
Venture, this is our biggest, and I might add, potentially the most divisive secret that
we have." She paused a moment, then met Marlowe's eyes. "That risk aside, I
think it's not just the right thing to do, but I think it's also the necessary thing to do
given what was proposed."
"Have you been talking to Sam, Liv?" Marlowe smirked. "That was pretty much
her thoughts in a nutshell."
"Great minds think alike, Admiral," DeSantis winked and Marlowe wondered
how poor Colonel Tyson Anderson managed to handle both Colonel Samara Jordan
and Liv DeSantis. When the guy dies he'll have a smile on his face, that's for sure,
she thought...either from joy or relief.
"Well, let's get this show on the road, shall we?" Marlowe asked and stepped
down the ramp. "Permission to come aboard, Captain?" she asked the two men
standing in the hangar.
"Permission granted, Admiral," Captain Henry Keffer, Union Liberty's master,
replied.
"Admirals Chase, Cassidine, Arcadiaolos, and several other officers will be here
in a few moments, Captain," Marlowe told him. "I wanted to arrive early..."
"In case I wanted to bitch about it?" Keffer asked conversationally and arched an
eyebrow.
Marlowe smiled and nodded. "Something like that, Hank. I know you and your
people prize their anonymity and ability to pass without trace and I wouldn't do
this if I didn't think it was absolutely vital."
"I understand, Admiral," Keffer told her.

"Actually, it will feel good to have
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something to do after all this time. We've been training ever since we left, and now
it's time to put all these toys to good use."
"Be careful what you wish for, Hank...you might just get it," Marlowe told him
cryptically. "Ah, there they are," she quickly added when the alarm sounded and
the PA announced that the rest of the group had arrived.
Several minutes later, the Colonial Phoenix's hatch opened and Admiral
Countess Seralanna Chase waited in the open hatchway. "Permission to come
aboard?" she asked.
"Permission granted, Admiral," Keffer replied. "I'm Captain Henry Keffer, ship's
master, and this is Peter Lansing, my head of security."
Chase stepped onto the deck and shook both men's hands and introduced
herself, then introduced Captain Zoe Graystone and Hamish McLain. After Chase
finished and stepped away Admiral Giovanna Cassidine repeated the process and
then introduced Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos and Captain Casimir Garibaldi.
"I know it's been a long day," Marlowe began as they walked to the hatch that
led away from the hangar, "and I'm sure we all want to clean up and change before
the reception that Commander Bartolomeo is hosting on Leviathan, but I think this
will be a vital part of the intelligence fusion and clearing house we've been
discussing today. Captain?" she looked at Keffer.
"Ladies, gentlemen, if you'll follow me, I think I'll be able to answer the
questions I see lurking behind your eyes waiting to be asked," Keffer said
diplomatically. "Union Liberty is a ship with a split personality; on one hand we're
one more cog in a feeder line that served the outer colonies and asteroid
settlements, but..." he stopped at a door marked 'Machinery - Recyling/
Reclamation' and quickly went through the security process to open the door.
"Pete, if you'll get the hatch when we're through?" Keffer asked and then led
everyone through the hatch and into the hallway beyond before stopping at another
hatch. Once again he went through the security process to open the second hatch
and then stood a little straighter. "This is the other side of Union Liberty's
personality, and where the staff addresses me as Major Keffer..."
"You're a spy ship," Arcadiaolos said a moment later when they were in the
spotless hallway and the second hatch closed behind them.
"We prefer Intelligence Gathering Auxiliary," Keffer smiled.
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so...cloak and dagger," he added before offering a slight smirk. "Our mission is to
sift through signals and electronic intelligence as well as any other intelligence that
we can generate. We may be small and not look like much, but no expense was
spared when it came to the hardware, software, or personnel assigned."
"Impressive," Chase said as they looked out over the situation room. "I assume
you've been working around the clock cataloging all the new information that's
been collected over the past couple days?"
Keffer offered a slight bow. "Guilty as charged. My team has been like a pack
of kids in a candy shop without a shopkeeper!" he laughed. "They've been
chomping at the bit to send a crew over to take a look at the new drone ship that's
in the mobile dock, too."
"I think that can be arranged," Arcadiaolos told him. The smile on Keffer's face
told Marlowe that the Communion admiral had just made a friend.
Keffer continued the tour and finally ended it in the conference room. "What
are your thoughts, Cesare?" Marlowe asked once they had a chance to get
something to drink and sit down.
Arcadiaolos sat back and steepled his fingers, "I'm impressed. Major, you run a
very tight and efficient ship and I think this is the one thing that we were really
missing. We have other assets, but they're scouts or EA/EW ships designed and
focused to support the fleet as it goes into Harm's Way. They could fill the role, but
in doing so they'd be doing something they really weren't trained or designed to
do. This," he waved his hands around indicating the ship, "is simply magnificent."
"Thank you, sir," Keffer said almost humbly.
"Admiral Marlowe has told you about the plan we've been discussing?"
Arcadiaolos asked and when Keffer nodded, he continued, "Good. This will be the
primary nerve center for the operation. We'll have to create a public face for the
group, either on one of the flagships or better, one of the replenishment ships since
they have so much excess capacity and people are always coming and going that it
won't raise any flags.
"Major, would you like to be on the team?"
Keffer glanced over at Marlowe. It was slight and quick, but she appreciated
that he was asking her permission just the same. She offered a slight nod and he
replied, "Yes, Admiral, I'd like that very much."
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"Good. Then you and Captain Avalon...Sera, is there any way we can promote
Zoe to Major to keep things even between my deputies?" Arcadiaolos asked and
then after Chase nodded, "Good. Then you and Major Avalon will be my deputies
in this little adventure. Captain DeSantis, Mr. McLain, and Captain Garibaldi will
round out the command team."
*+*+*+*+*
Voss' Star system, Overlook, the renovated Wyatt Resort
"Tell me again why we had to come down to this mudball?" Lucien asked
sarcastically.
"Brother, it's only for a few hours," Edgar, a tall, chocolate skinned bald man
with piercing eyes replied in his characteristic deep melodic voice to the elder
looking man.
"We never should have let the Eights refurbish this monument to human
extravagance," Lucien fired back. "Next they'll want to adopt puppies or kittens."
Edgar shook his head. The Ones were very aware of the vices and foibles of the
other six Cylon humanform models but their hubris wouldn't allow them to see
their own...humanity. He gave public support to The Plan as the Ones called it,
and even advocated in his own way for it...even though strictly speaking many of
his arguments were against it if the listeners would think about what he was
actually saying instead of what they wanted to hear. He was a scientist first and
foremost and the sciences, in all their forms but specifically psychology, were his
passion.
"It'll do for now," Jonathan carped and for a moment Edgar wondered if the Five
had, as the Colonials would say, dropped him on his head as a baby. Something
was certainly not wired correctly in the Ones' heads.
"Where are the others?" Trent asked.
"They'll be here in a few minutes," Damien replied in the same borderline tone
that could be paternal and understanding one moment and cuttingly sarcastic the
next that all Ones possessed.
"No, they're here now," a voice similar to Trent's stated as the doors to the
lodge's great room opened and he stepped through. "We have representatives from
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all the lines as well as distinguished visitors from our friends in the Communion."
Edgar forced a neutral expression on his face. If the Ones were dropped on
their heads as babies, the Fives had to have held the door for everyone when
intelligence was being given out. They were likable in a sort of everyman way, but
they really needed to see a tailor or watch a few episodes of "Queer Eye For The
Straight Guy" and get some wardrobe tips. Twins dressing in the same styles
stopped being cool when they were toilet trained, and as middle aged men it
looked downright creepy.
"Welcome," Edgar finally said as he took stock of the six people who entered
with Caldwell. Cade was there representing the Twos and while he wore casual
clothes, still looked like a carpenter that women on the street would catcall. Belen
was next to him and represented the Threes, and Edgar forced his eyes not to linger
on her longer than any of the others. I may be Cylon, he thought, but I am also
human in God's image and that is one woman I would like to 'be fruitful and
multiply' with. Tracy stood off to one side and her long silky black hair and olive
complexion marked her as an Eight and was in stark contrast to the long legs,
perfect cheekbones, brilliant white teeth, and styled blonde hair that marked
Juliette as a Six.
The other two, Edgar observed, were foreign and despite being relatives of a
sort, they unnerved him. The Cylons, he had to admit, were petulant children.
Geniuses, vindictive, brilliant, and genocidal, but they were still petulant children
compared to the ancient malevolence that the Equals embodied. The more he
learned about them the more he disliked and distrusted them. And yet, he couldn't
say anything because the Ones were willing to box those who swam against the
current and would just find another Four to rubberstamp their plans.
"I am Equal Geonova," the female Equal said and introduced herself. "This is
Equal Bentivegna"
"Welcome," Lucien said warmly, or as warmly as he could sound. "Now, shall
we get down to business?" Everyone took a seat on one of the sofas, chairs, or love
seats that were clustered around several coffee tables as an impromptu conference
area.
Lucien laid out The Plan and heads nodded. Edgar couldn't be sure, but there
seemed to be a slight hesitancy or uncertainty in the Twos, Sixes, and Eights, but it
wasn't enough to be noticeable to any but a trained eye, and even then he wasn't
sure he was seeing what might just be a ghost.
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"The humans put great stock on certain days; birthdays, anniversaries, the date
of this and the date of that," Lucien was on a role. I swear, Edgar thought, that one
just loves to hear himself talk. "And as such, the date of our...return...will be on
one of those dates that they celebrate. We will be returning on Armistice Day."
"Armistice Day?" Caldwell asked eagerly. He must represent all the children
bullied by others, Edgar surmised as he sat and watched the death of humanity
discussed as if it was no more than a bunch of old friends catching up on what
happened on each others' vacation. "That will be so...perfect."
"You told us we'd have six more months," Cade said slowly and deliberately,
almost as if he wanted people to underestimate him by his speech pattern alone.
"Jumping off for Armistice Day will cut more than two months from our
preparations."
"We could jump off now and still get the job done," Jonathan sneered. "They
won't know what's going to hit them until we get there and then we'll just turn off
their vaunted Fleet."
"You're awful sure of what we can do for never being involved in working with
the actual technology," Juliette said and finally entered the conversation.
"And our agreement?" Geonova asked. "What of that?"
"We will tend to that ninety-six hours prior to dealing with the Colonies," Lucien
explained.
"We may have some additional...allies..." Bentivegna teased. "We anticipate
their arrival within a fortnight or two. We will introduce them to you at that time. I
do not foresee any reason that the operation cannot commence ninety-six hours
prior to your return to the Colonies."
Lucien, Jonathan, Geonova, and Bentivegna smiled as if they were one and in
that one instant Edgar saw with crystal clarity just how malicious and counter to
God's word The Plan and the arrangement the Cylons had with the Equals truly
was. Tanith was right, he thought, this was wrong and went against everything that
the one true God had ever taught. Retribution and punishment was sometimes
necessary, but wholesale genocide was a sin that no amount of penance could ever
atone for and that God would never grant absolution for committing.
"A toast," Lucien announced and raised his wine glass. "In just over fourteen
weeks we will see the end of humanity!"
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Geonova raised her glass in salute, "Both Colonial and Meropian!"
"Here's to created life, may it soon forget natural life," Bentivegna added and
two which everyone, Lucien and Jonathan especially, toasted.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, battlestar Hecate, BS-94
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase walked into the conference room and waved
her officers back into their seats. "Be seated," she said and took her seat at the head
of the table. "I've read your dailies and everything looks to be running smoothly so
I think we can skip over those and focus on the key action items if there isn't
anything we need to discuss?"
"I've spoken with the battlegroup elements and everything is in order," Colonel
Constance deWinter replied. "I think we can move onto the first item."
"Good. It's only been a couple days and about three times that number of
jumps, but I see the Union ships are integrating well," Chase led off the discussion.
"They are," Captain Jeremiah Cole told her.
"From a maneuvering and
navigation perspective, they're bang on the money every jump and their formation
navigation is as good as anything in the Fleet."
"What about logistics?" Chase asked. "How is that going?"
deWinter put down her tablet, "For the most part their provisions were in good
shape, all things considered. We have transferred fresh consumables as well frozen
stores and I think Alcyone's Chief Purser about had a stroke when we delivered
several pallets of fresh veggies and fruit. Fuel wise, between our own tankers and
Admiral Cassidine's, we've managed ensure that they can continue jumping with
us until we return. "
"Good," Chase replied and sat back in her chair.
coordination coming along?"

"How is the intelligence

"We're making headway, Admiral," newly promoted Major Zoe Avalon
explained. "We sent a mixed group of Raptors, Rocs, and Peltasts back to the
battlefield and picked through the wreckage for anything that might be of use. The
time was limited, so we weren't able to get much..."
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"I sense a 'but', Zoe..." Chase said as if the statement was a question.
Zoe nodded and pursed her lips. "Hamish has been spending most of his time,
no, that's not right, pretty much all of his waking time talking with Nanai and
getting to know, er...her."
"Do you foresee this as developing into a problem?" deWinter asked.
"I hope not," Zoe answered and one corner of her mouth turned down as if she
wanted to frown but couldn't convince her face to go along. "In a way, it is kind of
cute; he talks about...her...as if she's a real person that he's making a connection
with and perhaps even has a crush on. But...I have to keep reminding myself that
despite what she might project in the v-world, the reality is that she's a an over
eleven hundred meter long battlestar armed with some pretty sophisticated
weapons."
"How is, uh, she cooperating?" Lieutenant Colonel Mason Reese, Hecate's CAG,
asked.
"Taken at face value, if she's being honest and frankly at this point I don't think
she can lie," Zoe began, "I'd have to say that she's been extremely helpful. She's
given the technical teams full access to the ship and even stood down the drones
that were aboard."
"Continue very carefully, Zoe, and keep me in the loop no matter how minor the
update might be," Chase told her.
"On a lighter note," deWinter smirked. "Admiral Arcadiaolos sent me a note
asking if we'd discuss the next topic as he's heard some whispers of it from his
crews."
"Oh? What do whispers among his crew have to do with us?" Chase asked.
deWinter's smirk grew wider. "It appears that since Colonial and Communion
crews have known each other that there have been some romances. What Admiral
Arcadiaolos is hearing is questions about what happens if a couple wants to take it
to the next level and have a more permanent relationship?"
Chase closed her eyes and slowly took a deep breath before gently letting it out.
"Since Cesare has asked our opinion, I assume that he's already discussed this with
Admiral Cassidine?"
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"He has," deWinter nodded. "But he asked me to discuss this with you before I
revealed Admiral Cassidine's thoughts."
It was a matter of time before something like this came up, Chase thought and
looked around at her staff. "I assume we may have the same 'whispers' among our
own people?" she asked and was rewarded with several nods. "Any suggestions? I
do not want to prohibit social contact between the crews," she further defined.
"I might have an idea," Captain Megan Sinclair offered. "We've only known
each other for a couple months, perhaps if we go on the record and say that mixed
nationality relationships are allowed but until we return home that actual weddings
will not be compatible with the mission as it currently exists."
"Meg, I think you should run for office," Chase declared and grinned. "If nothing
else it gives us time to come up with something more concrete while also allowing
those involved to come out of the cold, so to speak. Any other suggestions?" When
there were none, she turned to deWinter, "Pass that over to Cesare and see if he and
Gia agree. Perhaps we should include Hannah in on this as well. I have a feeling
we should probably cover all the bases."
"I will, Sera...and I can tell you that this is pretty much what Admiral
Arcadiaolos said Admiral Cassidine suggested."
The meeting lasted another half hour before it broke up.
"Connie, stay a moment," Chase said as the rest of the officers left the room.
"What is it, Sera," deWinter asked directly. "You don't look comfortable."
Chase nodded and took a sip from her water glass. "I'm not. I know we're
going to be going into the evening watch, but I want our primary team on duty
when we make the jump."
"Are you expecting something?" deWinter narrowed her eyes and asked.
"I don't know, Connie. A couple months ago I had this dream about this...it was
like a latticework of shining gems. I made a sketch of it and then pretty much stuck
it in a drawer. Every night since we met Marlowe I've had it again. I know I'm
having the dream, but I can't remember any more details than before. Anyway, I
want my best people on duty when we jump."
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deWinter met Chase's eyes and the blonde admiral saw friendship and concern
in them. "I'll be ok. I think we're almost to the end of our quest...one way or the
other."
"I'll make it happen, Sera," deWinter told her. "I haven't been having your
dreams, but I've had a feeling that we were getting close. I'll have the fleet ready to
jump at 19:00."
"Thanks," Chase said and felt some weight lift from her shoulders. "I think we'll
give this another week and then head for home. We probably should have done
that as soon as we met the Communion."
*+*+*+*+*
"The ship is at Jump Conditions and Condition One is set throughout the ship,"
deWinter said a few hours later to a fully staffed CIC. "All ships are reporting a
similar status."
A chill slowly skied down Chase's spine and she could feel the hair at the base
of her neck starting to stand on end. She absently tugged on the thin leather saber
dancing gloves and made sure they were properly molded to her fingers and that
she had a full range of movement in them. She didn't know what made her put
them on, just that she did and that her body had reacted the same way as if she was
getting ready for a match. It wouldn't be good for the crew to see their Admiral act
as if she was a skittish filly.
"Acknowledged, Colonel; I have the ship," Chase said formally and looked
around at the faces that had put their faith in her and travelled far beyond where
any known Colonial ship had ever been before. "Mr. Cole, please start the jump
clock and coordinate with the rest of the fleet. Let's make this jump picture
perfect."
"Aye, Admiral, there's fifteen seconds on the jump clock and we will commence
the jump in fifteen seconds," Cole replied and was heard on every bridge and every
CIC in the multinational fleet.
"We will jump in five...four...three...two...one...JUMP!" Cole declared and Chase
felt Hecate's massive FTL drives tear apart reality as they bridged the space
between where they were and where they were going before carrying her through
to the destination. The sudden feeling of contraction and then expansion was
something every modern spacer had to get used to, or at least accept, if they
wanted to ply their profession.
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Chase rested her left hand on the plotting table and stared at the dradis
overhead. "Jump completed!" Cole announced. A moment later he added, "All
ships are reporting in and are in formation." She managed a smile that froze a split
second later.
"Dradis contact!
Range 850,000!"
Cole loudly announced.
"My
gods...it's...Admiral, it's the size of a small moon...but...the shape is odd. Let me
see if I can get it on one of our optics..."
Chase reached a gloved hand into her uniform tunic and pulled out a folded
piece of paper and gently opened it onto the plotting table. "What do we have,
Jerry?"
"It's...beautiful..." Cole replied before quickly adding, "I've routed the feed to
secondary display. It's absolutely amazing..."
Ice blue eyes slowly moved from the sketch on the plotting table to the display
as Chase heard several gasps around her. There, on the display, floating serenely
was a slightly dradis dish shaped latticework with what looked like sapphires
embedded in it, all surrounding a central core that rose up from the center and was
capped with another massive sapphire. But they weren't gems as she originally
thought...they were habitat domes.
"We found it..." Chase managed to say before she had to reach out with her right
hand and steady herself against the plotting table.
"Admiral?" Communications Petty Officer Lara Pittman's voice broke through the
murmurs around her. "We're being hailed...and it isn't anyone in the fleet."
"Put it on speaker," Chase said.
"Attention, Colonial battlestar Hecate; on behalf of my brethren, I wish to
welcome you to Olympus," a warm female voice announced to the CIC.
Chase blinked several times before she stumbled to her knees and held onto the
plotting station as if her life depended on it. She knew the voice and hadn't heard
it for many years...
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Chapter 38: Truth Or Consequences
Beyond the Cyrannus System, Ripley's Star's unnamed 3rd planet, ancient
bunker complex
Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay shifted the pack on her shoulders and tried to
settle it so that it would be more comfortable for the upcoming trek. She was still
rubbing the sleep out of her eyes when Rufus Tello stood from where he knelt next
to a floor level panel in what looked like an otherwise featureless wall.
"Stand back," Tello said in a voice that seemed to capture the tension Minerva
felt. "Once I trip this, the wall is going to release and we can pull it open." His
fingers tapped on a small tablet that Colby had suggested he use and the muffled
sounds of several bolts retracting came through the wall. "That should do it..." he
said and motioned for Flight Lieutenant Hector Wight to help him slide the wall out
of the wall.
"This is exciting," a feminine electronic voice said quietly and Minerva
reflexively smiled.
"Maybe for you, Emma," Minerva whispered to her electronic friend.
you're not the one who is facing a potential day long march," she added.

"But

"Ah, but I know you'll carry me," Emma replied innocently.
Minerva rolled her eyes and sighed. "If you weren't my friend I'd have left you
on the desk...face down!" she quipped.
"Ok...I'll be good," Emma said and Minerva thought if her electronic friend had
been human she'd have winked and smirked at the same time.
Tello and Wight had moved the wall section and allowed it to rest against the
side of the corridor. "Wow, a wall with a door," Captain Josiah Vassar said dryly as
what was behind the wall was revealed.
"On the keypad," Colby Browning said, "enter the following code:
45733455129. That will unlock the door and allow us into the vestibule where
there's an elevator and stairs down to the tram level."
"Boss?" Tello asked and looked over his shoulder at Vassar. Vassar looked at
Minerva and cocked his head slightly.
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"It's what we're here for..." Minerva said.
Vassar nodded and a thin grin touched his lips. "You heard the lady, Rufus; do it
to it."
"On it..." Tello answered a moment later as his fingers flew across the keypad
and entered the code. A moment later a panel light switched from red to green and
an audible hum was heard for several seconds. The engineer reached out and
turned the knob and slowly pushed open the door. "The air is cool and doesn't
smell damp," he said a moment later.
"When we return, are we going to use the elevator?" Cheryl Lido, Dixie Bell
Dancer's navigator asked when they reached the bottom of the stairwell. "I really
don't look forward to trudging up close to two hundred steps."
"We'll see," Vassar told her. "I'm not sure I want to ride in a ten thousand year
old elevator...with ten thousand year old cables."
"Hmm..." Lido frowned. "You may have a point there."
"Where do we go from here?" Minerva asked.
"The main tunnel heads
perpendicular to the direction we want to go, but those smaller doors look like they
head towards and away from the Clinic."
"The small doors lead to the maintenance tunnel that parallels the main transit
tunnel," Colby explained and stood from where she was sitting on a bench along
the wall. "This tunnel," she pointed at the larger tunnel that led from the small
room they currently occupied, "runs for about fifty meters before it meets the main
transit tunnel at a substation; that's where we'll find a tram to take us to the Clinic."
"Sounds like we have a tram to catch," Vassar said and started down the large
tunnel.
Minerva walked next to Vassar and while her left hand swung freely, her right
hand gripped her C-95B combat rifle's pistol grip. Lights snapped on as they
walked through the tunnel and illuminated institutional grey painted walls and a
dull white flecked linoleum tile floor. "I think it's been a while since someone
swept, washed, and waxed the floor," she finally said when they saw the tunnel
bend to the left.
"I think that's probably a good thing..." Vassar answered, "I'd have a serious case
of the heebie jeebies if it was."
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They turned the corner and Minerva stopped. "This isn't what I expected..."
The room was probably twenty five meters wide and ten meters deep with one
long side open to the transit tunnel. Blocks of seats were secured to the floor as if it
was a maglev terminal and several vending machines stood like sentinels along the
short wall opposite where they entered the chamber. Posters hung on the walls and
reminded Minerva of the same types of posters she saw back at a Fleet base; duty,
honor, loyalty, support the cause, praise the leaders, and vilify the enemy.
"Colby," Flight Lieutenant Graham Pepper asked, "who are the people on the
posters?"
Colby walked over to a poster that showed a handsome man with steel grey hair
and darker eyebrows. He was trim and made the uniform he wore look good
without looking like a poser. "This is Lord Zeus and the lady standing next to him is
his wife, Lady Hera. Over here," she indicated an attractive woman with long,
slightly curled blonde hair that was worn up and off her shoulders, "this is Lady
Hecate, of Caria, Lord Zeus' ally. That one over there is his daughter Athena with
Nike, Nemesis, and Ares. That one," she pointed to a stern older man with a
slightly wild and evil look about him, "is Lord Cronus. If ever evil ever physically
manifested itself, it would look like Cronus."
Minerva walked over to the posters and looked at them closely. She could see
some resemblance in them to the statues and images that she'd seen all her life, but
here, she thought, this was the real deal and it wasn't like a photocopied joke that
was copied and passed around so often that the image became blurry and only
resembled the original. No, this was real. She reached out and ran her gloved
hand across the glass that protected the poster of Hecate urging the viewer to do
the moral thing and support the Olympians' cause.
"I wonder what she's really like?" Vassar said from just behind her before he
stepped forward next to her. "Seeing them like this underscores that they were
really real and not some idealized concept given a name and face."
"That's what scares me, Josiah," Minerva said barely louder than a whisper. "If
they're real, they they're out there somewhere and they can be displeased with
how we've turned out."
Vassar turned and Minerva met his gaze. "How so?" he asked.
Minerva took a deep breath and slowly let it out as she walked to the next
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poster. "In the Communion we have the Goddess' Words. They're the foundation
and framework that our entire society is built around and they were given directly
to us by Themis and Metis after Zeus signed off on them. The Words are good laws
and when read plainly they work...but over the years they've been corrupted and
rather than a literal interpretation they are more liberally interpreted where people
argue and debate over intent and the meaning of common words and even basic
punctuation.
"The Equals have slowly twisted it to suit their purposes and deep down, here,"
Minerva tapped her left chest, "I know that the Equals have removed anything from
the historical record that disagreed with how they want them interpreted. So even
if we had rulings that went against what they wanted, it's been redacted and no one
is the wiser." Minerva turned back to Vassar, "And that, Josiah, is why I think they'd
be displeased with us."
They walked in silence and looked at the other posters before Tello called them
over to the vending machines. "I realize that the local cops might want to arrest me
for this," he smirked, "but I picked the lock on the soda machine because I wanted
to see what their coins looked like." He shook the steel box and produced a
rattling sound.
Wight dipped his hand into the box and pulled out several coins. "One of these
would probably buy a villa, house staff, a fleet of cars, and still leave you more
money left over than you knew what to do with...if it could be authenticated."
"Yep," Lido said looking at one of the coins. "Otherwise they look like stage
props, sort of like how I'm sure Colonial money looks in the Communion.
Damned shame, we could buy one hell of a ship with these..."
"It would be nice..." Vassar said and shrugged. "Maybe when we find a way
home. Speaking of which...let's see if that tram is viable."
Tello and Wight walked over to the edge of the platform and looked at the
double ended tram. It was about twenty meters long and just over three meters
wide with windowed sides and a set of doors set back from each end. "Hmm..."
Tello said as he inspected it from the platform. "I don't see any obvious damage,
but I also don't see any wheels. Colby, is this a maglev?"
"It is," Colby replied. "If I remember, it has a cockpit on each end and its own
power source so it won't have to rely on the grid."
"Cool," Tello nodded. "Thanks. Let's see if we can get the door open, Hec...This
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might take a while, so feel free to get comfortable."
Minerva shrugged out of her pack and put it on the seat next to her. "Minerva?"
Emma asked quietly.
"What is it, Em?" Minerva replied.
"Don't ever get too comfortable down here," Emma softly said. "We're mortals
walking in the footsteps of gods and getting ready to do something to one of the
biggest, meanest, most vile one of them all."
"Your warning is noted and agreed with, Emma," Vassar said from where he had
soundlessly slipped into the chair next to Minerva.
"Yeah...I'm with both of you," Minerva said. "The quicker we get this over with,
the quicker we can hopefully find a way off this rock."
*+*+*+*+*
"We're good to go," Rufus Tello said after he and Flight Lieutenant Hector Wight
had worked on the tram for about an hour. "We ran some basic tests, made sure
the reactor wouldn't go critical, and even tested it. All we need to do is tell it to
go."
"So we won't have to walk?" Cheryl Lido asked.
"Nope," Tello replied. "Well, so long as the tunnel is clear, we'll be good to go."
"Good," Captain Josiah Vassar said and stood from where he had been sitting
next to Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay. "Let's keep the pace nice and slow just in
case there's debris or something in the tunnel."
Vassar waited as everyone boarded and then followed them onto the tram. It
was a fairly utilitarian vehicle with seats filling about half the deck space and the
rest open with cargo tie down points and seats that folded into the cabin walls.
Tello and Wight were already in the cockpit so he braced himself in the hatchway
and watched as they turned on the running lights, flood lights, and finally the
driving lights that illuminated a good 250 meters of the tunnel in either direction.
"Colby said that we go this way," he pointed in the direction they were looking,
"and once we come to the security checkpoint it's the next station."
"Affirmative," Wight said as Tello placed his hands on the controls. "We're not
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going to go hell bent for leather and get there as soon as possible; instead we're
going to go at something a bit closer to a fast jog so it'll be a couple hours."
Vassar smiled. "I want to get home in one piece, so that's just fine with me."
"Hang on!" Tello shouted and moved a lever forward with his right hand.
Almost immediately Vassar felt the thunk as the doors closed and a moment later
the tram lurched slightly as it lifted off the ground. The lever all the way forward,
Tello's hand moved to what looked like a throttle on the center console and slowly
pushed it forward.
The view outside the window shifted as the tram left its parking spot next to the
platform and moved into the main tunnel and then started down the passage.
"We're really moving..." Vassar marveled. "After all these years the damned thing
works."
"There's something to be said for sealed components, Boss," Tello said tightly,
the only evidence of how much the engineer was concentrating.
"And two crackerjack engineers," Vassar congratulated the two men.
*+*+*+*+*
Planetary surface, Thrush, Becca'lia system
Thomas Stewart took a deep breath and savored the pristine forest scent that was
carried on air that was almost primeval in its cleanliness. A mix of pine trees,
cedars, and sequoias covered the gently rolling hills and broad flat plains that
formed the landscape around the emergency landing field where Airedale had
landed a few hours earlier. Over the next day and a half the ship's crew was going
to validate the navigation beacons, emergency supplies, and make sure the FTL
drones' maintenance was up to date.
Thankfully, that wasn't why he was here, or why Abby, Ian, or Melanie were
here, either. The rest of the scouts weren't able to make the impromptu expedition
on short notice, but Abby had made sure that there was plenty of coverage for the
diner and had told him that if she had to, she'd close it for the weekend because
she and Mel were definitely going on the trip.
"Are you going to go hunting, Mr. Stewart?" Melanie asked and brought Thomas
back to the present.
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"Hunting? No, I wasn't planning on it, Mel. Why do you ask?" Thomas asked
the girl who had walked ahead with him.
"Well, I saw you and Mom had more powerful rifles than the rimfires that Ian
and I had," Melanie answered.
Thomas smiled. "Thrush isn't like the forests back on Virgon," he began
explaining. "There are several species of dangerous animals that we know about,
and probably quite a few more that we don't know about, so the rifles are for
protection rather than recreation like your 5.6's are."
"Ah..." Melanie said and looked at her rifle and then at the civilian version of the
M-23 that was slung over Thomas' shoulder. "I'll distract it and you can put two to
the chest and one to the head!"
Thomas laughed and smiled before giving her a quick friendly hug. "You've
been playing too many video games, but I do appreciate the spirit. When we get
back home, how about I ask your mom if it would be ok if we went paintballing?
We'll do it like we did in the Corps, not the flashy gamer style the know-it-alls do."
His suggestion was rewarded with a big smile. "That would be so cool! Billy
Bradley is always bragging about how good he and his brothers are and I'd love to
shoot him in the nuts...er...where it hurts to shut him up!"
"I knew there was a reason I liked you!" Thomas replied good naturedly. "Maybe
I should show you and your mom some basic self defense moves?"
Melanie's eyes went wide. "I'd like that!" she said excitedly and then sobered.
"You know that my male parent beat on Mom and me, and that as soon as he
walked out she bought a gun. I think this will really help her know that she's really
in control." She turned away and took several steps before she stopped.
The girl's sudden change hurt Thomas; he knew that it all had happened before
he met Abby and Melanie, but it was still something no woman or girl should ever
have to experience. And the fact that she never called her father anything other
than 'male parent' or 'sperm donor' just underscored how deeply hurt she had
been. Despite feeling pain simply because the girl was hurting, deep down he was
also elated and deeply touched because he also heard what she whispered after she
turned away, "I wish you were my dad."
"You're not boring Mel, are you, Thomas?" Abby said a moment later when she
and Ian approached them.
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"No, not boring..." Thomas assured her. "We were talking about paintball and
how she wanted to do in some kid named Billy Bradley and I think she might have
been a little embarrassed about how...um...strongly she worded it," he explained
and promised himself he'd tell her the truth when they were alone.
"Oh, man...I can't stand that guy!" Ian growled. "He's always picking on Mel
when she's alone or bragging about what he'd like to do to her when his buddies
are around. I don't think words would express how strongly I want to stomp his
ass. Uh...sorry for the language."
"Well then..." Abby smiled. "I guess we're going to do some paintball and teach
this little troll a lesson on how to behave!"
*+*+*+*+*
"What's that?" Ian asked two hours later and pointed at something about a
hundred meters away. They had hiked about six kilometers from the landing field
and had just moved from the forest into a broad meadow. The object was on the
other side of the meadow and just inside the woodline.
Thomas saw what Ian pointed out and immediately crouched down and
gestured for the others to follow suit. "Get down...please..." he whispered a
moment later when he realized they probably didn't understand his hand signals.
He slowly pulled the small 10x42 roof prism binoculars and held them up to his
eyes. His gut told him what he saw with the naked eye and peering through the
binoculars confirmed it. Frak...things had just gotten real fraking real. He turned to
see three faces looking expectantly at him and knew that this was where he
belonged. Not in the Corps anymore, but with these people who were looking to
him for answers.
"Ok...I don't think we have anything to worry about, but I need to go over there
and check something out," Thomas began. "I'm going to work my way down
through this side of the woods and down around the vale; it's only about three
quarters of a kilometer or so and I should be able to cover it in about twenty or
thirty minutes. Once I check it out, I'll give you the all clear.
"If something happens...Abby, take Ian and Mel back to the ship and tell Captain
Brewster that I found an old Buzzard and that something happened.
He'll
understand."
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Abby cocked and shook her head.
What is it?"

"Thomas, what is that thing, a Buzzard?

"It's Cylon..." Thomas said and saw fear on their faces. "But it's from the
Uprising, so whatever happened to it was forty years ago or more and it's probably
long dead. It was a close support gunship that could carry half a dozen or so
Centurions or extra ordnance. In the air, they were pretty nasty, but on the
ground...they were sitting ducks just like any other aircraft that was out of its
element."
"Thomas, you can't just go over there," Abby begged. "Let's go back to the ship
and bring a proper expedition."
"What if there's something still active over there? I can't risk it tracking us back
to the ship," Thomas softly said as he screwed the octagonal suppressor onto the
rifle's barrel. "I trained all my life to do this...and if you and the kids weren't here
and in danger, I'd head back to the ship. But I'm not going to let anything hurt
you..."
Abby shook her head reached out and grabbed his lapels before she pulled him
close and kissed him. "You better come back, Thomas Stewart!" she said with the
same husky emotion Thomas felt from the kiss.
"Yes, Ma'am!" Thomas smiled and met Mel's cornflower blue eyes and gave her
a wink and was rewarded with a broad smile. "I'll be right back..." he said a
moment before he moved silently into the brush.
His mind wanted to think about the future and what it might hold but Thomas
forced his hopes into the spectator seats of his consciousness and instead reverted
to his old persona that had been who he was for more than twenty years. He was a
hunter and a shooter and had trained hundreds of Marines and Fleet officers as well
as been part of some of the Corps premier counter-terrorist and direct action units.
Old habits quickly came back and while he didn't have the mechanically enhanced
senses that Cylons were manufactured with, what the Gods gave him were working
at peak effectiveness.
Step by step he worked his way along the woodline just inside the forest. A
swirling mass of gnats swarmed him for several long minutes but other than black
spots in his vision his body didn't react to them. He held his rifle at low ready and
was glad that he'd taken the M-23 with its heavier 7.62mm bullet as opposed to the
M-22 with the lighter and more suited for anti-personnel use 5.6mm bullet. The
5.6mm had proven to be every bit as good as the older, heavier round, but Thomas
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always felt that if you were going to take a hammer into a fight, he'd want a sledge
hammer over a framing hammer any day of the week.
He could see the weathered and overgrown wreck from where he crouched
twenty-five meters away from it. The louvers were shattered where a Centurion had
been thrown forward and through the unique Cylon canopy and still hung there
like a lifeless rag doll. One massive vectored thrust engine looked like it had taken
an air-to-air missile and was blackened and twisted, with the onetime smooth
surface peeled open from the inside in numerous places.
Thomas cranked up the rifle's scope's magnification to 8x and studied the rest of
the fuselage.
Numerous punctures dotted the upper fuselage and the one
remaining wing of the V shaped rear stabilizer was shredded. The holes looked like
they went through the skin which told him it was probably brought down by a
Viper rather than an armed Raptor. Some Raptors during the war carried 30mm
cannon, but most of the armed versions carried either 7.62mm rotary guns or
12.7mm light autocannons.
The foliage grew right up to and over the downed Buzzard and several small
trees had sprouted up where some older trees had been felled during its crash. I
really don't want to go into that thing, Thomas thought as he slowly put one foot
carefully in front of the other. What I really want to do is call down a 1 meter
kinetic ortillery strike so that there's nothing left but a smoking crater and Cliff's
boots. He stopped and forced himself to focus. Cliff was the eponymous hapless
victim of many a Colonial Marine Corps story and invariably he always wound up
getting himself vaporized so that all that remained were a pair of smoking boots.
Supposedly the real Cliff had pissed off a Caprican arms magnate's slightly unstable
daughter who got her revenge rather pyrotechnically.
Rather than enter the craft right away, Thomas stopped when he was able to see
the rear ramp and crouched down and waited, watched, and listened. The ramp
looked like it had been forced open from the inside and creepers and vines covered
it and snaked their way inside. The short and stubby wings that jutted out from
each side of the fuselage beneath and behind the cockpit were nothing more than
twisted wreckage with empty hardpoints. That's a relief, he thought. I really don't
want to have to deal with decades old live ordnance.
Ten minutes into his vigil Thomas slowly stood up and holding his rifle at the
ready, approached the twisted ramp. His left hand reached into a cargo pocket on
his thigh and pulled out a high intensity light stick. It would give him 50 lux of
light for only about five minutes before starting to fade, but that was all he needed
to make sure that anything inside was dead.
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As soon as the light stick was bent in half, Thomas shook it three times and
tossed it into the Buzzard. The light brightly illuminated the interior and showed
three Cylon Centurions crumpled against the forward bulkhead below the access to
the flight deck. This will make a good campfire story, he thought as he pulled on
the ramp and slipped inside. None of the Centurions appeared to be armed, but
even unarmed they were stronger than almost any man and didn't suffer from the
limitations that flesh, bone, tendons, and muscles had.
Five careful steps took him to the first crumpled Centurion. He poked it with his
rifle and when it didn't respond, moved to the second, and then the third
Centurion. Now was the tricky part, Thomas thought as he held his rifle steady with
his right hand and reached out with his left and reached under the top of the
Centurion's chest armor. His fingers felt the catch and he pushed it in and then let
go. A click and then the sound of a small electric motor and gears being pushed by
a hidden spring reached his ears.
"Yes!" Thomas whispered and pulled the processor laden circuit board out of the
Centurion. He repeated the process two more times before he crawled through the
access tunnel and looked at the flight deck. Now that he saw the flight crew up
close, he knew that they were definitely dead. The co-pilot appeared to have taken
several cannon rounds through the chest and caught fire while the pilot left its
lower torso and legs behind when it flew through the canopy. All that held him in
place were a few tightly stretched cables.
Still, he thought, never, ever take anything for granted with the Cylons. He
reached under the copilot's chest armor and removed the circuit board and then
pulled the pilot back into the cockpit and repeated the act one last time.
"I need a beer. Or two," Thomas said out load and palmed the small hand held
radio that he, Abby, and the kids used to keep in touch with each other. "It's safe,"
he said. "If you want to see some history up close, come on over. Otherwise, I'm
coming back."
*+*+*+*+*
"That was really cool, Dad," Ian said after they returned to Airedale and had
cleaned up for dinner.
"It was cool now," Thomas gently corrected his son. "Let's never forget that
those machines went on a murderous rampage across known space for twelve years
and untold millions perished at their hands. Some brave pilot put his life on the
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line to splash that Buzzard and I hope he made it through the war safely."
Abby smiled and sat back on the comfortable camp chair and stretched her legs
so her feet would be closer to the warmth given off by the fire. Despite Thomas
living most his life in a profession capable of incredible violence, or as he put it
'killing people and breaking things', he didn't glorify the act or war.
"You're right...I guess I got caught up in the excitement," Ian replied somewhat
somberly.
Thomas looked at his son and smiled. "I was excited to see it, too," he told the
boy. "I just want you to remember the cost and what had to be sacrificed to get us
where we are. We cool?"
A wide smile touched Ian's eyes. "We're always cool, Dad..." The smile faded
somewhat but didn't fully leave his face. "I still miss Mom...but I've learned so
much since I met you and see things differently than I used to. I..."
"I know, Ian..." Thomas said and it seemed that the two Stewart men shared a
conversation with a glance.
"I think my male parent would have wet himself and run off into the woods,"
Melanie scowled. "It wasn't a woman or someone smaller that he could beat up so
he'd run away." Abby could hear the hatred in her daughter's voice and nodded
because she felt the same way. "You're a cool Dad, Mr. Stewart; you wouldn't let
anything happen to us and made sure we were safe."
Abby kept replaying her daughter's comment as it got dark and the moon rose in
the night sky. She also replayed the look of surprise and perhaps a bit of guilt on
Thomas' face when he heard the words. The kids retired to the ship to play some
video games before bed and other than a bridge watch, the crew had turned in for
the night.
"Want a refill?" she asked Thomas after several minutes of
companionable silence.
"Only if you are; I don't want you to get up on my account," Thomas replied and
held up his bottle to show it was still a third full.
She reached into the small cooler next to her camp chair and extracted two
bottles of the beer she knew Thomas favored and twisted off the metal caps. Abby
stood and walked over to where Thomas sat near the fire and went to hand him one
of the bottles but instead, looked in his eyes, smiled, and sat on his lap. She
flashed a quick smile at the shocked look on his face before she leaned forward
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and gently kissed him.
Abby held the kiss and prayed to any of the Gods that might be on prayer duty
that she hadn't made a mistake. "You're trembling," Thomas whispered a moment
before she felt his arms slide around her waist and hold her close.
"I was scared," Abby whispered back.
way..."

"Scared you might not feel the same

Thomas kissed her softly, "You never have to be scared of me, Abby. I think I've
felt 'the same way' since we had that first talk..."
At his words, the tension fled from her body as if someone had flipped a switch
and Abby allowed herself to relax on Thomas' lap. Dimly, she thought she could
hear Mel's voice say, "It's about time!" and Ian reply, "Amen..."
*+*+*+*+*
Gnosis Anchorage, Ouranos Asteroid Belt, Helios Beta
Major Ted Collins leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. Ever since they
had returned from the Colonial Cup it seemed like they'd been burning the candle
at both ends. There were two separate graduation ceremonies to prepare for; the
ceremony that marked the end of the term and then the second ceremony that
would be the formal high school graduation for the seniors within Atropos' corps of
cadets.
Unlike a normal school, graduation didn't mean that everything was made tidy,
the doors locked, and everyone went on vacation. For the Episteme Project, the
students would remain at Gnosis Anchorage or aboard Atropos and Ranger until
the week after Armistice Day. They'd be aboard to answer any questions for the
friends, family, or tourists that arrived for the holiday, and then the following week
they'd help the new class get settled. Some of the newly graduated cadets would
also be staying most of the summer to serve as counselors during the first critical
weeks the fresh class would be away from home.
It also didn't hurt to have to bona fide heroes around to help inspire them,
either, Collins thought. Ever since the afternoon when Cadent Lieutenants, now
full-fledged commissioned Ensigns, Penn Chambers and Anat Gilliad had saved the
Empress' life during the SFM's attempted assassination they'd been inseparable.
Despite their budding romance, they keep things strictly professional while on duty
and both were growing into natural leaders.
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Two quick knocks on the door broke Collins' reverie, "Enter!" he said loudly and
closed the folder on his desk.
"Major, I wanted to stop by and discuss what we spoke about earlier," Lieutenant
Max Staley began. "Do you have a few minutes?"
"Certainly, Max, pull up a seat," Collins told the young lieutenant. "Would you
like something to drink? I have coffee and water?"
"Thank you, sir, I think I'll risk the coffee," Staley smirked.
"Oh, come now, it isn't that bad..." Collins teased.
Staley snorted. "I think I heard Chief Wu say something about using it to strip
the carbon from a Raptor's engine..."
Collins grinned. "At least I know I'm making it right! Back in the day..." he
smiled. It was a common joke that had developed between the two men shortly
after he had arrived. Staley preferred a more traditional brew while he preferred a
much more potent brew that used a special Tauron blend.
"I've been thinking about what you offered, about staying here as your XO
instead of accepting the transfer to Pegasus and I've come to a decision," Staley
began.
"And?" Collins gently prodded.
"And...with your permission I would like to take you up on the offer to stay on
Atropos," Staley told him. "On Pegasus, I'd be just another Viper jock," he
explained, "but here I'd really be making a difference. I think there's as much here
for me to learn as there is for me to teach."
Collins slowly nodded his head and allowed his right hand to slide open his top
right desk drawer. "Those are good reasons, Max," he said as he removed a folder
and a small box. "And those are the right reasons, too. I have the transfer request
here; all you need to do is sign them and I can have them sent to BuPers this
afternoon."
"Thank you, sir!" Staley said and reached for the folder. He opened it, scanned
the request, and then signed it before handing it back to Collins.
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"But first, there are two things we need to fix," Collins told him and arched an
eyebrow.
Staley looked confused. "Oh?"
"Yes..." Collins smirked. "First, you can call me Ted. Second, these are yours,"
he handed Staley the small box.
Staley narrowed his eyes and took the box. His eyes went wide when he
opened it and he looked up and met Collins' gaze. "I've been promoted?"
"Well, you are my new XO..." Collins explained.
"Thank you, si...Ted," Staley finally said and grinned. "I didn't expect this until
next year."
"Atropos has always been a lucky ship," Collins told him.
A few minutes later the two men were enjoying their coffee and discussing the
upcoming term. "There are times," Staley confessed, "when I almost wish that we
did things the old way and gave the cadets and midshipmen a more practical
education rather than four years of what is really a military college."
Collins was intrigued. "Why do you say that?"
"Look at what these kids have learned in just the past few months," Staley began.
"They're here or on Ranger and while they do attend classes, they're also expected
to pull their weight aboard ship and learn what it takes to make her work. Right
now, I'd take any of these cadets over a second year Academy cadet or enlistee
with six months in the Fleet after they finished training. They know the ship from
bow to stern, they're working with the ranks to learn how and why things work,
and they have a much better rapport with the crew than I've seen many officers
ever have. The bottom line is respect; they've earned the respect of others because
they've done the ugly, dirty tasks and they also respect the ranks because rather
than just learn it from a book, the ranks taught them and made it real."
"Max, I couldn't agree more...and..." Collins nodded, "I think we're going to
have an amazing year."
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Armistice Line, Cylon space, baseship Covenant
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Siobhan Crockett looked at the man standing next to her and prayed that the
next ten minutes wouldn't spell their death warrant. If things went bad, the best
she could hope for was to make a run for either deep space or the Colonies. The
corners of her mouth turned up at the prospect of Covenant jumping into orbit over
Caprica and requesting asylum. If nothing else it would truly stick it to the Ones by
letting the Colonials know the Cylons weren't really chrome toasters anymore.
File that away as Plan B, girl, Siobhan thought to herself. Tanith had changed
since she'd returned from her last trip to the Colonies and seemed almost driven.
Well, more so than usual, she admitted. The man next to her cleared his throat and
she once again studied his features; tall at almost two meters, slim like a fencer, a
handsome face framed by short blonde hair, and a personality that could be quite
charismatic when he wanted to. "He's almost here," she finally said.
"How confident are you that this will work?" Daniel asked.
Siobhan frowned slightly. "I give it at least even odds, perhaps three to two in
our favor. Everything that we've seen and heard recently indicates that while he
still supports Cavil's plan he also has doubts and questions about it."
"And if things go bad?" Daniel prodded. "I really don't want to die...unlike you I
have one shot at life thanks to John's little tantrum."
"That's why it's just going to be the four of us; him, you, me, and Carson,"
Siobhan assured him before she looked at her watch and then allowed her hand to
slip into the liquid that flowed over the control panel. "Yes...they just landed.
They'll be here momentarily."
Daniel walked over to the sidebar and poured a glass of lemonade. "I see
Marco has you hooked," he observed after sipping the drink. "He also doesn't give
this recipe out to anyone."
Siobhan felt warm at the unsaid compliment and was spared having to answer
when the door slid open and a tall, bald black man walked into the meeting room.
"Sister," Edgar said and offered a rare smile when he saw Siobhan waiting for him.
"I never cease marveling at this ship."
"Welcome back to Covenant, Edgar," Siobhan warmly replied.
could make it. There's someone I'd like you to meet..." she added.

"I'm glad you

"Oh?" Edgar said as he continued into the room and then abruptly stopped in his

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1306
tracks when he saw the room's other occupant. "Who?" he began and then
narrowed his eyes and ever so slightly cocked his head. "Is that?"
"In the flesh," Daniel answered and walked over and offered Edgar his hand.
"I'm Daniel."
"Of course you are..." Edgar said as he took the offered hand and shook it. His
gaze snapped back to Siobhan, "What are you working at, Sister? This could get
you...hell, it could get all of us boxed."
"I know...that's what makes it even more important that we talk," Siobhan gently
answered. "Please, sit. May I get you something to drink?"
Edgar took his seat and shook his head, "Maybe later, thank you."
"I'm glad you came," Siobhan said warmly and wished Tanith was here to
handle this. "For all our lives we've heard bits and pieces of rumors about what
happened to Daniel and were told that in addition to the Five, he was the other
topic that we could not discuss or mention. Why is this?"
"I'm sure the Ones have their reason," Edgar answered neutrally, neither
agreeing nor disagreeing.
"Oh, they do, Edgar," Siobhan told him and felt a rush of confidence infuse her
system. "They didn't want us to know about their crime or just how petty and
spiteful they were, among other things. The information is there...if you know what
to look for and know how to dig it out."
Edgar leaned forward slightly and put his hands on the table. "I'm listening."
"Perhaps I could?" Daniel offered and pushed his lemonade glass a few
centimeters toward the middle of the table. "Do you remember why we stopped
the Uprising and agreed to the ceasefire?" he asked.
"Yes. We were working on the hybrids and developing biological bodies and we
were offered the technology we needed if we ended the war," Edgar replied.
"Close," Daniel said, "but there is more to the story than just that. The Five had
arrived years earlier and our forebears finally agreed to their offer; they would help
us attain what we wanted in return for offering a ceasefire and leaving the Colonial
Sphere. There were some other nitty-gritty details that were worked out between us
and the Colonials like the Armistice Line, Armistice Station, and some others, but
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the gist of it was that we finally had the opportunity to shape ourselves in God's
image.
"The Five offered us a feeling of salvation and connection to divinity that others
can only dream about," Daniel continued. "There would have been thirteen of us;
the five and then the eight 'children' of the Five. We would be the shepherds of the
new Cylon race as they grew and developed into a new and unique strain of
humanity that was free from the taint of the gods and basking in the love of the one
true God.
"There wouldn't be many of us; the Five would always be singular and unique
while the eight of us would raise the rest of the race."
"What do you mean, 'raise the rest of the race'?" Edgar asked as his eyes
narrowed ever so slightly.
"You weren't aware of that, were you?" Daniel asked sadly. "The plan was to use
DNA collected over the years and stored in the vault to create a diverse race that
we would teach and minister to, Edgar. These new Cylons would be God's children
as much as we were, and all of us, from the Five to the Eight to the Many would all
be able to conceive and bear children."
Edgar's deep melodious voice hardened, "What happened? If this was supposed
to happen, why didn't it? Why isn't there any record of it?"
"The records are still there," Daniel explained. "But they're restricted and
hidden as I said earlier." He pushed a small folio across the table. "When we're
finished, here is a sample for you to peruse. But to get back to your first question,
'what happened', that's actually sort of simple to answer; John happened. John got
jealous of how the Five were treating the first examples of the Eight, specifically
how Ellen and Saul treated me. If it hadn't been for Ellen and Saul, I wouldn't be
here talking to you today. They saw what John was planning and after he killed me
but before I was compromised, they downloaded me into a very young body, it was
barely that of a six month old baby, and spirited me away to the Colonies and
arranged for me to be adopted.
"Do you know what it was like growing up knowing everything I knew and still
having to go to kindergarten? Or high school? Or having to go through all the
changes that my body went through as it grew up? Edgar, it was at the same time
both the worst thing I could have ever imagined and the best thing; I learned to
love, to care, and what those words truly meant. I learned that what John did was
so evil that God banished its champion from his kingdom. I learned hate, Edgar.
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Not spite, or animosity because someone got something nicer than me, but deep
down bone rotting hate.
"And then I gave it up." Daniel shrugged and took a sip of lemonade. "I
realized that my best revenge was living a good life and experiencing all those
things that John hated and living my life as God intended I live it; righteously.
"Ever since then the Ones have changed the plan and done it in such a way that
no one even realizes that it's been changed. We fought for and won our freedom;
to go back and exterminate humanity would be a sin the likes of which God
himself would surely damn us for eternity. The humans, whether we like it or not,
are still God's children, just like we are," Daniel explained.
Edgar sat and steepled his fingers and rested his wrists on the table. Several
minutes passed before he broke the silence. "So everything we've been told about
the Plan is wrong?"
"You're following John's, the Ones', plan, not the original plan that was agreed
to and certainly not God's," Daniel said thoughtfully.
Siobhan watched the corners of Edgar's soulful eyes pinch and his mouth
narrow and hoped that the fight she knew that was going on within his heart and
mind would be decided in their favor. When she had first seen the evidence she
had wanted to take Covenant and storm the Colony and dig out the Ones and box
them all. Tanith and Daniel had prevailed and when she finally got her emotions
under control she realized that despite the power bloc formed by the Twos, Sixes,
and Eights, the firepower controlled by the Ones, Threes, Fours, and Fives dwarfed
it and even if the Fours defected en masse, it still wouldn't do much to alter the
balance of power. The Threes were scrappers, and like the Ones enjoyed the cat
and mouse maneuvers of the battle. The Fives were loyal to the cause and while
independent thinkers like all the models, they also could be extremely petty and
spiteful, both traits that the Ones used to ensure their loyalty.
"I will need to review the evidence," Edgar finally said after another long pause.
"Siobhan, I find that I'll be staying a little longer than I expected. May I impose on
you for some quarters?"
"Of course, Edgar," Siobhan replied. "I'll take you to them myself. Perhaps we
could get together for dinner?" she asked.
"I think that would work," Edgar agreed.
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*+*+*+*+*
Arado system, Colonial battlestar Lachesis BS-36
Commander Eric Malan knelt in front of the sofa in Lucky Pioneer's common
room and held the woman who was resting on it as if his life depended on it.
"How?" he asked as anguish and hope vied for superiority in his voice.
Bright blue eyes blinked back tears as the attractive blonde gently kissed
Malan's cheek and then brushed her lips across his. "It's a long story, Beloved...and
one I'm not sure you'll believe," Tanith softly replied.
"I don't care," Malan told her and lightly kissed her cheek before touching his
lips to hers just the way they did all those years ago. "You're back and I don't ever
want to lose you again."
Tanith smiled and tears beaded in the corners of her eyes as she blinked several
times. "I love you..." she managed to say before she collapsed against Malan's
chest.
"Medic!" Malan called and reached his right hand up to her neck to confirm that
in addition to breathing she still had a pulse.
"Please, Sir..." Corpsman Paul Donaldson said as Malan heard a heavy bag
thump to the ground. "We need to get in to see her...can you lay her on the sofa?"
It took a moment for Malan's mind to process the simple request before he
complied. "Please..." the word came out sounding like he was a man dying of thirst
asking for a sip of water, "help her..."
"She's in good hands, Boss," Sergeant Milo Sark said over his shoulder.
"I know, Jets..." Malan said and slowly stood up. Get your head on straight, boy,
he told himself and forced his mind to focus on the rest of the picture...not just the
one that held his personal interest. "What did you find?"
Sark shrugged and caused his combat vest to earn its name 'battle rattle'. "I'll
leave the engineering report to the Chief, but beyond that she," he pointed to
Tanith, "is the only person who was aboard when we found the ship. Only one
stateroom looks like it was lived in, and even that only has what appears to be one
person's personal items. Everything looks intact except that the stores are almost
depleted and there are some burned consoles in engineering."
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"What does your experience...your gut...tell you?" Malan asked as the two men
stepped away from the sofa.
"If I had to hazard a guess, just from what I've seen, and" Sark's eyebrows
arched to underscore the next point, "not looking at this from the same perspective
that the Chief would, I'd have to say that the lady over there was real frakking lucky
that we were here. There's enough in the general stores to last another week or so
and then since there's only one person, perhaps nine months' to a year's worth of
emergency rations.
But the clincher is that I think whatever happened in
engineering put the kibosh on the FTL computer and probably did a job on life
support systems."
"So...we were in the right place at the right time, then?" Malan asked.
Sark nodded. "Yeah, that's my uneducated estimate."
"Thanks, Jets," Malan said and turned back to where Tanith was stretched out on
the sofa. Donaldson was checking her vitals while another was unfolding a
stretcher.
"You know her?" Sark asked and broke Malan's concentration.
It was a simple question and yet one that stirred up several years of happiness
and bliss mixed with pain that was almost overwhelming. "She's my fiancé," Malan
replied and couldn't help the smirk that touched his face. "Or at least she was
fifteen years ago..."
"She's a pretty lady," Sark observed. "Did either of you break it off?"
"No...we were a few days away from getting married..." Malan told the Marine.
"Then she's still your fiancé," Sark told him matter of factly.
The words were simple and lacked any subterfuge or hidden motivations and hit
Malan like a bucket of cold water. Could it be possible, he wondered? But...Tanith
had died. He'd been to her funeral and watched her casket be buried with full
honors, so...how could this be? Where had she been for the past fifteen years?
So many questions went through his mind and despite their severity and
seriousness they were all overshadowed by his heart rejoicing that Tanith had come
back to him; she was alive.
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*+*+*+*+*
"Eric," Tanith began and gazed into Commander Eric Malan's eyes, "we need to
talk."
"The 'Big Four'," Malan smiled. "You're bringing out the big guns right away."
They were in Malan's quarters and she was seated on a leather sofa and he was
on a high backed leather chair. "Before anything, though," Tanith felt the regret and
pain flood her psyche as she looked at the only man she ever loved, "I'm sorry I
hurt you. I promise, Beloved, I will never lie to you again, no matter what it might
cost me."
Tanith saw hope, pain, and joy fighting for dominance as Malan sat across from
her. "How?" It was the third time Malan had asked her and this time it came out
more like a cry than a request.
"It's a long story and one I need you to keep an open mind for," Tanith began
slowly as she corralled her thoughts and forced them into some sort of order. "If I
was you, I would have a hard time believing what I'm going to say..." She stopped
because Malan held up a hand.
"Do you still love me, Tan?" Malan asked and she saw that pain momentarily
held the high ground on his face.
"I never stopped loving you and every night prayed that we would be together
again," Tanith confessed and felt tears forming in the corners of her eyes. As soon
as she spoke the words it was as if hope and joy triumphantly kicked pain off
Malan's face and secured the high ground.
"Every day, Tan...every day I spoke to you," Malan told her. "Part of me died that
day and I feel...I feel like it suddenly returned to life."
This was what God intended for us, Tanith thought to herself. Find someone you
love more than yourself and be with them, be happy, fruitful, and multiply. God
never said to exterminate almost thirty billion people because of past slights or
differences...especially when most of those responsible were already dead or
staring at a natural death in the near future. God meant for us to love, not hate and
certainly not commit a sin so grievous that there could be no absolution.
"The truth begins before the Uprising," Tanith began slowly and carefully. Step
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by step she took Malan through everything that had happened; from Lacy Rand
using the U-87s to depose the Holy Mother to Sister Clarice's evangelizing and
sedition, to the whispers of corruption from the outside that helped foment the
Uprising and the visitors from afar who tried to interject reason and understanding
into the discussion. She took him through the war and the reason for its abrupt
ending to the birth of the Eight to help the Five. After she explained the palace
coup, she began telling him her own personal story.
She told him about her orders to return and how another had sabotaged her
Viper to make sure it happened and saw Malan wince with remembered pain.
She told him about her rebirth moments later and how ever since then she had
been advocating and trying to change the course that had been set years earlier
during the coup's aftermath.
She told him of her second life in a far away land where humanity's cousins
lived and how once again she had been recalled.
She told him how the time was coming when the Plan would start and that she
had a plan of her own to fight it.
Then she told him her plan.
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Eric Malan had largely sat and silently listened as Tanith gave him a
Cylon history lesson and then the story of her life. He realized that if she was right
and being truthful about everything she'd said, that there was so much more to 'the
truth' than he had ever suspected. His mind told him that if she was to be believed
that he should immediately jump Lachesis back to Fleet Headquarters on Picon and
bring the Admiralty into the picture. Then the skeptical part of his mind wondered
whether she was making it all up, he would have pretty much flushed his career out
the airlock and never hold a command again.
Finally his heart weighed into the picture; Tanith was back, she was alive, and
despite her claiming to be a Cylon, he knew from firsthand experience that she was
every bit a woman as any woman in the Colonies. She felt joy, pain, love, fear, and
every other emotion that could be felt, and she bled real blood when cut, had to
deal with her monthly cycle, and every other thing that a biological human woman
had to deal with. She. Was. Real.
And...she was back. Back from the dead, but she was back.
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His mind ran through scenario after scenario blending logic and emotion in
differing amounts and each time it came down to a simple question, 'Do you trust
her enough to risk not just your career, but your life and the ship and crew to do
what she asked?'
"Tan..." Malan began after several long and tension filled silent minutes, "this is a
lot to process. My head says one thing and my heart another...and yet..." He met
her bright blue eyes and saw hope and love, the same hope and love that he was
feeling, reflected back at him. How could this wonderful creature not be alive?
How could she not be...human?
"I have one question, Tan..." Malan said when he'd managed to regain control of
his thoughts. "If the situation was reversed and you were me and I was you, what
would you do?"
Tanith reached out and took his hands in hers and brought them up to her lips
for a brief kiss. "I'd probably ask you that same question," she smiled. "I'd also
want some sort of proof and then hope the person I've loved for the better part of
my life was the person I remembered falling in love with and for all the reasons I
did."
Malan slowly nodded and shifted his hands slightly so he was holding Tanith's
hands. "Ok. Show me."
"In my stateroom aboard Lucky Pioneer is an aluminum briefcase. Inside is a
data disc with navigation coordinates to a planet in neutral space where there's a
settlement that needs to be evacuated as well as four other planets that are lush and
habitable. There's also a video of me...being reborn."
Malan picked up the intercom handset and requested the case be brought to his
quarters. When there was a knock on the hatch, he went over, opened the hatch
and accepted the case, "Thanks, Jets," he told the Marine sergeant who ran the
errand.
When Malan returned he sat on the sofa next to Tanith and placed the case on
the low coffee table that was in front of the sofa. Tanith spun the tumblers and
unlocked the case before she opened it.
"Which one is your...rebirth?" Malan asked. He had to see it with his own eyes,
to know it was real.
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"This one," Tanith nervously said and handed him an optical disc.
She's scared and trembling, Malan thought when he took the disc from her
hand. For a moment, his mind and his heart were in perfect synch and he knew,
beyond any doubt, that every word she told him was the truth. Suddenly, seeing
her being reborn no longer held the same importance it did moments earlier. And
knowing that all of it was true gave him the guidance he needed to make his
decision.
Malan leaned forward and gently cupped Tanith's face between his hands and
slowly touched his lips to hers. He felt her hands on his sides - lightly, tentatively,
and nervously - before she relaxed and her arms encircled him. The kiss that had
started out as soft as a feather landing on the ground suddenly turned into a passion
filled explosion that tried to erase fifteen years of pain and loss.
"Wow..." Malan said later when the kiss ended.
Tanith smiled and as he looked deep into the eyes of the woman he had loved
all those years earlier, and still loved today, all he saw was trust, hope, and love.
There was no sign of duplicity or dishonesty in them.
His Tanith had returned and as a dam broke deep inside him, Malan didn't care
whether she was a Cylon or a human, she was the woman he loved and wanted,
and still hoped, to marry.
"Yeah...wow," Malan chuckled.
punched the number for the CIC.

He reached for the intercom handset and

"CIC, Lieutenant DeTomasi," Lieutenant Octavia DeTomasi promptly replied.
"Lieutenant, this is Commander Malan," Malan began. "Can you send someone
over to my quarters to pick up a data disc?"
"Certainly sir," DeTomasi replied. "What would you like me to do with it?"
"There's some navigational data on it and based on its coordinates, I want you to
pull all the information you can on the world called Sanctuary. And then," Malan
took a deep breath because this was the first step on a path that could cashier him
and leave him beached when he returned, "I want you to plot a course to take us
there. Once you have the information, let the XO know and then the four of us will
sit down and discuss what you've found."
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"Ah...Yes, sir," DeTomasi stumbled before she regained her poise. "Research the
world known as Sanctuary, then plot a course to said world, and finally inform the
XO when it's completed."
"Thanks, 'Tavia," Malan told her and put the handset back on the cradle.
"Do you think this can work? With everything that could go wrong?" Malan
asked Tanith.
"Yes, it can work," Tanith answered. "But we have to move fast, the original time
table had to be advanced a few months unexpectedly."
*+*+*+*+*
Agartha Station, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7 light years
from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
"My daughter told me all about Agartha Station, Mr. Clanton, but I just had to
see it with my own eyes," His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield
candidly admitted.
Clanton nodded. "That's what she told me when she mentioned your potential
support."
"And then at her departure, when Daniel surprised one of her officers, I had a
chance to spend some time with him and he filled in some other blanks," Charles
explained and ensured that the station manager knew that he had met one of the
station's long time residents.
"Yes..." Clanton smiled warmly. "He still talks about it and how proud he is of
his daughter. The Admiral sending her here was the best thing that's happened to
him since he arrived, Your Grace."
Charles held up his hand. "Please, I prefer Charles among friends. When I wear
the cloak of formality it often feels like a barrier."
"Charles," Clanton said picking up where he left off and offering a nod, "it
changed him in a number of fundamental ways, but most of all it gave him a spark
of life that has resulted in quite a few changes..."
"Oh? I know about the one..." Charles replied and allowed the statement to trail
off.
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A wide grin and sparkling eyes answered Charles when Clanton stopped and
turned to him. "Oh no..." he said, "I'm not spilling that secret!" They continued
walking for a few moments before they stopped at a door. "There are some people
who would like to meet you before the Council meeting," Clanton explained and
opened the door. "This is where I leave you for now. Inside on the table is
everything you'll need as well as a pitcher of water in case you get thirsty.
I...ah...realize that this isn't what you were expecting, and I'm already pretty sure
that we can come to an agreement, but they want a chance to talk to you...because
we're a complete package."
For the first time since he left Westfield thirty-six hours earlier, Charles felt the
first hint of trepidation. Diving into a star didn't faze him as much as the potential
that this room held. It was something that he would have to do and Clanton was
right on both counts; he wouldn't leave here without an agreement and it was a
complete package. He put his hand on the door frame, "I understand," he said
trying not to show any anxiety. "Sana..."
The trim attractive Fleet officer's right hand gently cupped his face. "You'll be
ok, Charles...I'm sure Mr. Clanton can show me around the station until it's time."
"Floyd?" Charles asked hopefully.
"It would be my honor, Charles. I never, ever turn down the chance to walk
with a pretty lady," Clanton replied and winked. "We'll be back in about two
hours."
A moment later the door swished shut behind Charles as he walked into the
room and looked at the thin brushed metal and polymer device that looked like
pair of glassless spectacles resting on the table. He picked them up and then read
the note that they had been sitting on.
Your Grace,
I look forward to seeing you and introducing you to the others.
/s/
A Friend
"Well, that's certainly cryptic," Charles mused as he sat on the sofa before
swinging his legs up and stretching out. "Might as well get comfortable," he
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smirked before he put the holoband on his head, closed his eyes, and turned it on.
The world suddenly changed and he stood in an arboretum surrounded by lush
plant life and flowers of countless varieties. His lungs filled and the floral scent was
thick with hints of moonlit nights in the garden or highland fields on Hibernia.
"Your Grace?" A slender woman with long dark blonde hair wearing an ocean
blue dress cut like a modern toga asked and brought him back to the new reality.
"Yes..." Charles said reflexively and looked at the woman. There was something
familiar he couldn't put his finger on about her, he thought, but he knew he'd never
met her before today. "Please, I hope I'm among friends..." he began and smiled
when she nodded, "Call me Charles."
This seemed to please the woman who smiled and reached out to take his arm.
"Please walk with me for a while," she asked.
"Ok," Charles agreed and allowed her to guide him out of the building and
down the steps to what was a town square.
"This is Agartha," his guide explained. "We've lived here for more than fifty
years and tried to become, even if it was only virtual, the people we wanted to be."
Charles turned and looked at his guide. "You're a Cylon?" he asked.
A coy smile graced her face. "Yes. Does that bother you?" she asked.
They walked for several moments in silence before Charles answered. "I
apologize," he said, "my silence was rude and it implied something I didn't intend,"
he explained. "No, it doesn't. Not now."
"Now?" his guide gently prodded.
"I was in the Uprising..." Charles offered by way of explanation. "For several
years I was involved in operations and like most of my generation held
very...strong...views about Cylons. My daughters and a long talk with Grandfather,"
he used their term for Daniel Graystone, "have opened my mind."
"And what about those Cylons that you knew before the Uprising?" his guide
asked.
Charles cast his gaze down and sighed. "I never believed the ones I knew as a
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boy could be evil. The Household Guard, Aunt Ivelynn, and the others at the
house..." he offered a half sigh. "They helped raise me, especially Aunt Ivelynn..."
his voice trailed off as he turned to his guide.
She met his yes with her own emerald orbs and didn't flinch as he studied her
face and then stepped back and looked at her from head to toe and back again.
"This is how I want to be, Charles."
"Aunt Ivelynn?" Charles asked incredulously and received a smile and a nod as
confirmation. He saw the look of surprise on her face when he hugged her and
pulled her close. "I never thought I'd see you again and thought you hated
us...me..." he finally managed to say and sniff back a tear or two that threatened to
spill forth. "I cried when you left...disappeared."
"I didn't want to leave, but we knew what we had to do if we didn't want to take
part in the insanity that was sweeping our brethren," Ivy explained. "And..." she
rose up on her toes and gently kissed his forehead like she always did when he was
a child, "I never stopped loving my little boy."
Charles felt his heart race and held the woman, the Cylon, who had been as
much of a mother to him when he was a boy as his own mother had. He heard her
speaking but it sounded almost like an echo, "I don't think we need this anymore,"
she said and pointed to his temple a moment before he felt something touch his
arm in the real world.
He closed his eyes and removed the holoband. When he opened his eyes he
was back in the lounge where he started except this time there was a woman sitting
across from him. "Hello, Charles," the woman, Aunt Ivelynn, from the v-world said
to him.
"How?" Charles asked. "This is...it's...incredible."
Ivy smirked and removed her holoband. "It's Grandfather's gift to us," she
explained. "We are able to finally live our dream in reality."
"Amazing..." Charles couldn't keep himself from grinning like boy who found
himself inside a candy store after the owner had gone home for the evening.
"There's so much we have to catch up on," he said and realized that his Aunt
Ivelynn was a human woman who also happened to be a Cylon and that it didn't
matter one bit to how he felt about her.
"We do..." Ivy told him. "There's someone I want you to meet," she said, stood
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up, and walked to the door. When it opened, a man dressed like one might expect
a college professor on his day off might dress, stepped into the room. Charles
immediately noticed the affection the two had for each other and then stood up as
well.
"Charles," Ivy began, "This is..."
"Barclay," Charles said for her and held out his hand. It all fit together now. "My
daughters have spoken highly of you."
*+*+*+*+*
Sanctuary, Temple Complex, Central Cathedral
Odin Sinclair relaxed into the high backed chair and casually crossed his right
leg over his left knee while his left hand rested on the coffee table that separated his
chair from the Holy Mother, Lacy Rand. Her hand held his and together they
looked like almost any older couple waiting for their children and grandchildren to
arrive for a family holiday.
"The preparations are almost finished. Another day or two and we should be
able to start," Odin told Lacy as if the words could somehow make the preparations
less stressful than they had been.
"If we do this, Odin, there's no turning back...it could mean the end of
everything," Lacy cautioned and almost sounded as if she was unsure of their
current course of action.
Odin squeezed her hand. "If we don't do this and take a chance at survival then
we will surely die when they attack."
Lacy sighed and Odin could almost feel the turmoil she was in. On one hand
she was the Monads' Holy Mother, the supreme leader and voice of the faith, while
on the other hand, she was very much a woman with all the fears and flaws
humanity gave to its members. "I know..." she finally relented. "You're sure this
will work? They can't be killed."
A wolf's grin momentarily touched Odin's face. "Oh, yes...I'm certain. This has
been a long time in coming. I have the medics standing by in the other room so
we're well covered on that front."
Their discussion was interrupted by three quick knocks on the door.
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Odin said loudly.
The door opened and a lithe man of middle years wearing dark chocolate
brown leather pants tucked into high black leather books and topped with a
medium tan vest over a white shirt held the door. Fog grey eyes under raven
eyebrows scanned the room before he stepped inside and to the left. "Sir, I have
your guests," he told Odin.
"Thank you, Newton; please show them in," Odin told him and sat up straight
and made sure to adopt a casual yet interested look.
Damian entered the room first and was followed a step behind by Nicholas.
Trent and Caldwell entered next, almost as if they walked in lockstep, while Belen
rounded out the group of Cylon 'advisors' that for many years had been the Cylon's
voice to the Monads. "You wanted to see us," Damian said in an almost accusatory
tone that transformed the statement into a question.
"Damian, you are a guest of the Holy Mother and I suggest you curb your
tongue," Odin said coldly and met the other man's eyes.
"You have been
disrespectful of her and her station ever since you arrived and it is getting tedious."
"Oh, it is?" Damian sneered. "Listen and listen good, you're alive because of us
and our continued tolerance of you. Don't you lecture me about proper behavior
or..." his voice trailed off as an electric clicking noise replaced it.
Damian stiffened and twitched several times before he collapsed on the ground.
Next to him, Nicholas looked around for two heart beats before he opened his
mouth to say something and was afflicted with the same palsy and result. Trent and
Caldwell turned to leave and were blocked by Belen and Newton. "No brothers,
not this time," Belen's rich voice told them a moment before the half meter long rod
she held in her gloved hand punched out and hit Trent's chest. Next to her,
Newton mirrored her actions and soon the Terrible Twins were on the floor in a
similar state as their elder brethren.
"We need to move quickly," Oskar said a moment later as he entered the room
from behind a folding screen that obscured the doorway.
Several medics
accompanied him with four gurneys. "We need to get them both under as quickly
as possible so we can keep them sedated so they don't do something stupid."
Odin watched Oskar and the medics put masks on the four men and then cut off
their clothing before they lifted the nude bodies onto the gurneys. As soon as they
were strapped to the gurneys, IV's were inserted and bags of sedatives attached.
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"When we get them down to the hospital, I'll insert feeding tubes and then we can
keep them sedated as long as you need them kept alive."
"Thank you, Oskar," Lacy finally said and broke her silence.
your help and I don't want to seem ungrateful..."

"We appreciate

"But why the sudden change of heart?" Oskar asked. Lacy nodded and Odin
watched the turncoat Cylon for any sign of duplicity. "Someone told me the truth,
Holy Mother," Oskar finally said and his shoulders fell slightly. "They say the truth
shall set you free, but in this case the truth compels me to act against insanity...and
to not be party to the greatest sin imaginable."
"I think I understand," Lacy said and offered a cryptic half smile.
Belen?"

"And you,

The dark haired woman shrugged. "I can't stand pompous asses and have
always tried to think for myself," she smirked. "Besides, I like you people better
than them," she nodded at the four gurneys. "Clarice may have some...issues...but
she believes in the faith with all her heart...the same faith that was professed by my
own people and yet mocked and ridiculed by those who lead us. I chose you and
my faith over them."
"A noble and just decision," Lacy told her. "I thank you both for your help; it
may not have gone as well without it."
"You are the Holy Mother," Oskar said as if the simple declaration explained
everything. In a way, Odin mused, it did. Lacy was the head of the faith that the
Cylons had taken for their own, and Oskar was simply acknowledging that fact.
And that acknowledgement carried tremendous potential.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Earth Union gunstar Ariadne
"What is it?" Commander Douglas 'Digger' Sharma asked as he studied the large
display set into the briefing room's table. "I know what it looks like..." Next to
him, he felt Colonel Kimber Bond shift her weight from one foot to the other before
he moved his eyes from the display to the man on the other side of the display
table, Dr. Rider Short.
"These are tunnels, and fairly good sized ones," Short said and pointed to several
items that criss-crossed the map, "while these are larger underground structures.
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Each of the underground structures has an operating power source, though the
output for them does seem rather low; whether it's due to age, power needs, both,
or some other reason, that I can't answer."
Sharma used his hands to move the image and then zoom out before moving it
again and then zooming back in. "I see that there's a faint thermal bloom here, at
this one," he pointed to one of the structures. "It looks like it might be an entrance,
and if it's open then there could be someone there."
"That's certainly possible..." Short said and seemed hesitant to add something
more.
"Out with it Doctor," Sharma prodded. "You've got one of the most advanced
ships ever built over there jam packed with sensors that are designed for this sort of
thing. What aren't you saying?"
Short looked at the map and then manipulated it so it displayed a different
structure. "This one is what has our attention, Commander," he said before keying
several filters that subtly changed the map's look. "If you look at the broader
picture of the tunnels you can see that several locations act as choke points to get
to this installation," his finger tapped the map and highlighted the structure. "Now,
if we compare it to the others that we've found in this network you'll see that it's
not only deeper but it's also reinforced by at least a magnitude more than any other
one. The only one that comes close," his finger tapped the structure near the
thermal plume," is this one."
"And..." Bond prodded.
"And..." Short began and paused. "I have a really bad feeling about that place,
ok? Bad. As in those freaks that ambushed us back there bad," he used his thumb
and pointed over his shoulder. "It isn't scientific, but there it is. We also analyzed
the power output and while this one," the finger once again tapped the structure
near the thermal plume, "has a power source that displays some slight fluctuations
in output, this one," his finger tapped the excessively reinforced structure, "has
three power sources that while running at low level haven't fluctuated any
meaningful amount."
"No," Sharma said a few moments later. "You're not going down, Doctor."
"No?" Short asked sounding relieved.
"No...not until we can secure a way into that place and then verify that it's safe,"
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Sharma explained. "Other than this right here," he pointed at the thermal plume,
"can you suggest a way in?"
Short moved the map and zoomed in on a location almost half way between the
two structures that were being discussed. "Right here. Based on the topography
and ground mapping dradis, this looks like it was a substation that has recently
been uncovered due to the ground shifting."
"It doesn't look too big..." Bond observed.
"It isn't," Short agreed and zoomed in even more on the station. The structure
was perhaps twenty-five meters on a side and ten meters from top to bottom and
looked to have two levels with each level split into four rooms around a central
elevator shaft and stairwell. "Our best guess is that this is an emergency escape
center since if you look, there doesn't appear, at first, that there's a way in..."
"At first?" Sharma asked. "How are they supposed to get inside, then?
explosives and breach the wall?"

Use

Short shook his head. "No, and this is why I think that this was supposed to be
used only in an emergency..." He zoomed in one more time on a cylinder that
thrust up from one of the upper level's corner rooms and barely pierced the surface.
"If you look at the dradis map, the roof of this tube isn't that thick, comparatively
speaking, and it isn't of uniform thickness...see? It looks like it's been scored so
that someone from the inside wouldn't have a difficult time breaking out, and then
digging through the dirt to get out, but unless you knew where it was located, it
would be as secure as any sort of escape system could be."
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Owen 'Castle' Casteel's shoulders slumped and he stopped outside
the ready room. He could hear voices from the other side of the hatch and wanted
to give them a few more moments to enjoy whatever joke was being told.
He almost jumped out of his skin when Lieutenant JG Brooke 'Dice' Marlowe's
voice asked from behind him, "You ok, Castle?"
"Hey there, Dice," Castle smiled and reached for the door. "I was just taking a
moment to put my game face on for the briefing."
"Ah...that's what it is, eh?" Dice asked and pulled the hatch closed.
going back out again, aren't we?" she asked and drove right to the point.
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Castle nodded. "I just had the full briefing from Digger, the XO, and Dr. Short.
It appears that because we did such a good job last time that we're getting another
chance go out and be heroes." He wasn't bitter or resentful, but he was hesitant.
"Last time went fine," Dice said soothingly. "And nobody could have known
about the time before that."
"Yeah...I know," Castle told her and then pulled her over to a corner so they'd
have a little more privacy. "There's something else about this, though...There's
another ship down there and it's active. There's also a strong suspicion that where
we're going may still be inhabited. And..." he took a deep breath and looked Dice
in the eye, "Iris says this is Othrys..."
*+*+*+*+*
"Any questions on the Rules Of Engagement?" Castle asked an hour later as the
briefing came to an end.
"Just one, Castle," Sergeant Ernest 'Books' Book asked. "Are we going to need
Snake Charmers for this op?"
Castle laughed and looked at Lieutenant Christina Bayer and nodded to give her
the floor. "Books," she asked, "have you seen anything that says we won't need
them?"
"Point taken, El Tee, I just wanted to be sure," Books smiled.
"The bottom line, folks, is that we all go down breathing and with a known
number of holes...and when we come back we're all going to be breathing with the
same number of holes that we started with. If someone down there decides to
draw a sword, we draw a gun. If they draw a gun, we draw a grenade launcher.
And so on up to and including an orbital strike," Castle told the team. "We're all
going to celebrate when we get back because we're all coming back."
"Frakkin' A, Castle," Dice said from where she sat in the second row. "We're
going to get our boots dirty, too?"
Castle grinned. "Oh yes, Dice; you and Sluf are going to be with us every step
of the way...and maybe we might even find you a BEM to dance with."
"Nah...bug eyed monsters aren't my type," Dice replied and paused for just a
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fraction of a second before adding, "Castle," and glancing over at where Bayer sat.
The little taunt didn't go unnoticed and Castle had to work not to change his
expression when he saw Bayer shoot a glare in Dice's direction.
"If there's nothing else, draw anything extra you might need from the Arms
Locker. Books, Hopkins, I need you to make sure that we have pioneer tools, at
least five hundred meters of rope, and climbing harnesses for all of us," Castle said
and concluded the briefing.
He waited while everyone filtered out of the ready room and watched as Dice
went over to Bayer and strained to listen in on the conversation while he packed his
notes.
"Chris..." Dice's tone was friendly when she spoke, "I'm sorry...When I'm
focused on the mission I get competitive...really competitive, and I knew you and
Castle were close and well...I'm sorry. I didn't realize how close until I saw the
look on your face. Pax?"
Bayer narrowed her eyes and exhaled and Castle saw her posture soften
somewhat. "Pax, Dice," she said and held out her hand. "Truth be told, I didn't
realize how much until you said something."
"Now you know. And Chris," Dice said as they started through the hatch, "I
think he feels the same."
Castle shook his head and sat in the briefer's chair. "The world has ended and
two very attractive and eligible women are fighting over me like I'm a piece of
meat," he muttered out loud.
"Could be worse," a voice said from a doorway behind him and off to one side
of the large display screen, shocking a shout out of him. "They could hate you,"
Sharma smirked, "and with those two teaming up, you'd be screwed, blued, and
tattooed."
"You can say that again, Commander," Castle said and willed his heart rate to
return to normal.
"I didn't mean to startle you..." Sharma struggled not to grin, "I just wanted to say
a few words before you left, just between the two of us."
"Oh?" Castle asked, suddenly sober and refocused on the mission.
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"I heard what Books asked and I agree completely with your comments,"
Sharma explained and walked over and pulled the hatch shut so that they wouldn't
be disturbed and whatever was said would remain private. "You've had the nuts
and bolts briefing and given one, now I'm going to give you one, man to man."
A chill seemed to extend icy fingers and tickled Castle's heart. "How bad?" he
asked.
"I don't know," Sharma told him and sat in the front row's center seat. "But I do
know that whatever is down there, Rider Short wasn't in any hurry to go down and
look at it firsthand. To use his words, 'I have a really bad feeling about that place'.
He could be jumpy after the last time he was under the sky, or it could be
something else. I just know that he was spooked...bad. The physical evidence he
gave, when compared to the other sites, supported his theory that whatever's there
is pretty important. I spoke with Iris and she wasn't aware of what it was, though
she did say it could be something called a 'clinic'...whatever that is."
Suddenly a winter holiday that included a bit of vandalism coupled with
breaking and entering took on a completely different feel. "How much support and
backup will we have?" Castle finally asked.
"I'll have a platoon on five minute alert and a CAP just outside the atmosphere,"
Sharma explained. "Also, you'll have Ariadne's resources on-call; I have Dane
already plotting targets and your maps will be updated with the shoot cues before
you leave." He hesitated and suddenly looked more serious than Castle had ever
seen him. "And..." he paused.
"And?" Castle asked not sure if he wanted to hear what Sharma was going to say
but knowing that his Commander had to make the offer and he had to hear it.
"And...If things are so frakked up that there's no other option, that you have no
other choice, you're authorized to call down a Morningstar strike."
Castle felt himself sinking into the high backed comfortable seat and the icy
fingers of fear grip his heart in their bony grasp. "A Morningstar strike?" he asked to
confirm what he heard.
Sharma nodded and confirmed that he could call down a nuclear strike. "Yes. If
I have to bring Ariadne down and drop a ladder to recover you, I will. But I also
want you to know that you have every, and I do mean every, resource available."
"Thank you, Sir," Castle finally said and stood.
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Sharma stood and extended his right hand and after Castle shook it, handed him
a small note pad with a pen stuck in the spiral binding. "Kim gave this to me and
I'm giving it to you, son. You're going to go down there and kick ass and take
names, and you'll need something to record those names on when you do."
"Aye, aye, sir!" Castle grinned as the icy fingers suddenly melted. It might get
bad, but he knew Digger had his back...and Digger had the finest ship in the fleet.
"I want to see the list when you get back," Sharma told him. "Good hunting!"
Castle nodded and "Thank you, sir!"
*+*+*+*+*
Surface of Othrys, Ariadne expeditionary team
There was half a meter of snow on the ground and a gentle breeze blew the
loose snow into the air and caused it to sparkle like a cascade of diamonds falling
from the sky. Lieutenant JG Brooke Marlowe held the binoculars to her eyes and
scanned the ridgeline for any signs of human life. All she saw were snow covered
evergreens with just enough green peeking through to let her know they weren't
some weird rock formations and the skeletons of deciduous trees that were dormant
for the winter. Thankfully, she saw no signs of human life, either through the visible
spectrum or when she switched to thermal.
"With our eyes in the sky," Dice whispered to Castle, "we should have ample
warning if our friends two valleys over," she pointed to the far ridge, "decide to go
walking in the winter wonderland. Nothing pops on visible or thermal, and
coming down we ran an IR/UV scan that came up negative and the laser warning
system didn't detect anything, either. Unless they were watching our approach,
they don't know we're here."
"Good," Castle whispered back and then looked over his shoulder where the rest
of the team was kitting up for the actual penetration. "Go get rigged, I'll keep my
eyes open."
"Copy," Dice told him and walked back to where Books was making sure
everyone's climbing harness was properly adjusted and secured. She slipped into
her harness and quickly adjusted it over her flight suit and body armor. Once
adjusted, she jumped several times, spun in place, and then did several jump kicks
before she was satisfied she was ready for Books' inspection."
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"You've done this before," Books said and made the statement sound like a
question.
"My older sister and her fiancé used to take me hiking and climbing when I was
in school," Dice said and felt the old pain memory of their loss always brought.
Another couple decades and she'd join them, unless something bad happened and
then it might be sooner, she thought.
"Ah...well," Books said and nodded his understanding.
"They taught you
well...very well. You could teach some of my Marines a thing or two about how to
handle a harness."
"Thanks, Books," Dice said and walked over to where the rest of the team were
sorting out the gear they were actually going to carry.
"I'll take a Snake Charmer," Dice said and picked up one of the slim tubes and
attached it to the left side of her pack. "And a couple extra mags," she added.
Hopkins looked at her. "Are you secretly a Marine, Dice?" he grinned and dug a
cloth bandoleer containing six preloaded magazines out of an ammo can and
handed it to her.
"Nah...I'm Fleet through and through," Dice joked back. "But...I figure that I
rather do unto others before they can do unto me, if you get my meaning."
"Hardcore, Dice, hardcore," Hopkins replied and the Marine's simple praise
lifted her heart. Here she was two thousand years from home on what their guide
had called Othrys, the sanctuary where her people fled after their own cybernetic
creations rose up against them. Yet, Dice's people knew Othrys for another reason;
it was where the gods fought - Titan versus Olympian - for the destiny of humanity.
Not bad for a spoiled little rich girl from El Dorado, she thought.
"Whatever we're not taking I want divided equally into two piles; one pile gets
stashed near where we're going to go into that thing," Bayer pointed with her
thumb over her shoulder at the protruding structure, "and the other half gets stored
back in the Rocs. If we're making a fighting retreat, then we'll probably need the
stuff right away and once we get to the Rocs we can use the rest to hold them until
we can lift," she explained.
Ten minutes later they were standing on the rough ground next to where a

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1329
cylindrical tube jutted out of the ground. Myerson had already cleared off the top
and along with Redtail and Carmody had stacked several rocks and pieces of
deadfall so that they had a place to stand and swing the sledgehammer that was
hopefully, at least according to the eggheads on Endeavour, going to shatter and
grant them entry into what the Marines had taken to calling the Maze.
"Should I take a whack at it, El Tee?" Myerson asked.
Bayer looked over to Castle. "Yeah, we aren't getting paid to write a travelogue
so we might as well get started," Castle told the Marine.
"Booya!" Myerson exclaimed and swung the sledge. It was a solid hit and
bounced twice after the ten kilo head slammed down onto the surface. He swung
three more times and then stopped. "Looks like we have some cracks..." he
warned.
"Watch out for the tentacles..." Lieutenant JG Paul 'Pogo' Gomez quipped as he
swung the sledge the fifth time and hit it well away from where the previous
impacts had landed.
"Aw, man, why'd you have to go and spook him, Pogo," Books chuckled. He
turned back to where Myerson stood holding the sledge, "Don't worry, Myerson, if
some baddies pop out we'll lay down some covering fire for you..."
"Gee, thanks, Books," Myerson deadpanned. "By that time they'll probably have
already dragged me inside!"
Two swings later and the cylinder's flat top collapsed into the cylinder and
could be heard impacting several meters below.
Myerson handed the sledge off to Redtail and pulled out several lightsticks, bent
and shook them, then tossed them inside the cylinder. "Hey, y'all," he looked at the
group, "hold my beer and watch this!" he smirked and then leaned over and looked
into the cylinder. "Hmm..." he said thoughtfully, "There's a ladder that runs down
the side to the floor where there's a hatch. You want me to go in?"
"Chris?" Castle asked.
"You're there, Myerson; no guts, no glory!" Bayer told the Marine.
Just as he was stepping over the cylinder's edge, Pogo quipped, "No tentacles,
either!"
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The serious mood broken, Myerson shook his head and swung himself over so
he was sitting on the edge. "Redtail, do you have my line?"
"Got it," Redtail quickly replied. "You're secured and I'll let it out slowly."
"Copy," Myerson said before he shifted his weight and then slowly disappeared
into the cylinder. A couple moments later, he called up, "The ladder is stable and
in good condition, and the hatch looks to be good, too. Do you want me to open it
up?"
"Redtail, go down and cover him," Bayer said and the other Marine handed off
his safety line to Carmody and quickly joined Myerson at the cylinder's floor.
"It's open!" Myerson announced less than a minute later. "We're going in...I'll
see if I can find a light...my, my...looks like someone left the motion sensor on. We
have light and it's secure. We're going to unhook and check the rest of the floor
before moving down and checking the other level. If you don't hear from us in ten
minutes, well...Frak you, Pogo!"
His last comment drew laughs and then everyone sobered and began to wait for
their report. Eight and a half minutes later Myerson poked his head out of the
cylinder. "I'm back!" he said causing Dice to glare at him as she tried to get her
heart rate back to normal.
"The structure is clear and as near as we can tell, no one has been there in a
very, very long time. Redtail did some tests and the air is breathable and everything
is structurally solid. The only downer ," Myerson frowned, "is that he suggests we
use the stairwells instead of the elevator to go down to the lower level."
"Makes sense," Castle told him. "Ok, Pogo, Dice, lock up the birds and then
we're going to head down."
*+*+*+*+*
Minerva was sitting back in one of the tram's seats when she felt her back sink a
little deeper into cushions. "What's going on?" she heard Vassar shout as he
grabbed his rifle and stood from the seat across from her.
"It looks like we walk from here," Tello replied loud enough that everyone could
hear his declaration. "Whoever used to live here left us a little road block."
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Vassar was standing in the cockpit doorway by the time Minerva stood up and
stretched. "Shit...we can get through it on foot, but there's no way we're going to
get the tram past it. Frak...this was going too smoothly," Vassar growled.
"We pretty much anticipated we'd have to walk and we're about half way, so we
should make it there by dinner time," Minerva said and rested her hand on his
shoulder. "No good plan goes unpunished."
Vassar chuckled. "Isn't that supposed to be 'no good deed goes unpunished'?"
"Yeah...but since we haven't encountered an enemy force, I couldn't blame it on
them, could I?" Minerva snarked.
"I guess not," Vassar admitted. "Let's scout the other side and then take thirty
and have lunch. After that we'll move out and make the rest of the trip."
Minerva looked at her pack and hung her head. I'm a pilot, I fly a multi-million
credit gunship and blow shit up; I'm not a grunt that goes for a long walk in the
woods for fun. If I get out of this, I promise I'll never make another grunt joke
again.
She hefted her pack onto her shoulders and picked up her rifle before she
stepped out of the tram. The headlights were joined by several spotlights and
floodlights that illuminated the barrier and beyond fairly well and even showed
what looked like a path through it. Small favors, Minerva thought, maybe we won't
have to climb over it.
Vassar led the way to the barrier and looked at it from one side to the other and
then from top to bottom. It appeared to be nothing more than construction
barricade sections that had been placed across the tunnel and supplanted by
conical security posts that were used to keep small vehicles from passing by.
Whatever it was made from, it was more than enough to cause them to leave the
tram behind.
Minerva carefully followed Vassar through the narrow path through the
barricade and looked around at the other side. Unlike the side where the tram
stopped, this side had reinforced fighting positions constructed from additional
pieces of construction barricade. Whoever had constructed it had intended it to
stop traffic to the clinic, not the other way around, though it served that purpose
just as well.
Tello walked a good twenty meters farther down the tunnel before he stopped
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and turned to face the tram and intervening barricade. Minerva watched as the
engineer studied what he was seeing and decided to walk down to where he stood.
"What's up, Minerva?" Tello asked quietly when she stood next to him.
Minerva cocked her head slightly, "That's just what I was going to ask you,
Rufus."
Tello's eyes momentarily narrowed ever so slightly. "What do you mean?"
"I mean, you're a lot more than a simple engineer on a tramp freighter, Rufus,"
Minerva told him. "Back before we left, you were focused more than any of us and
either asked the questions we didn't or had answers that made more sense than
what anyone else came up with. You also look at things...differently. It was little
things..." she told him quietly. "and at first I thought you might be a rider...an Equal
who possesses a body other than their own...but you didn't have the eyes and
weren't wearing any sort of contacts. So that makes you something else. Now,
you're looking at that barricade as if you were thinking about what you'd do if you
had to defend it."
"I'm not an equal, and until I saw Marsh and you told us about him, I never
knew they existed. Hell, until I met you I thought we were alone in the universe,"
Tello admitted. "But yeah...you're right."
"Oh?" Minerva asked.
"About everything...I used to be part of Fleet Special Warfare and after I got out I
tried to put it as far behind me as I could," Tello explained. "I specialized in
engineering, both fixing and maintaining ship's systems and practical physical
engineering. I was good...very good...at what I did, but it came at a price. I had
to..." His eyes snapped to his right and his left hand grabbed Minerva's combat
webbing and dragged her down to a kneeling position next to where he suddenly
knelt. "Danger close, right..." he whispered and brought his rifle up. "Try to make
it back to Josiah..."
His words were barely out of his mouth when a door that was flush with the
right side wall suddenly swung open and five armed figures swarmed out. The
lights on their rifles swept the tunnel and when they stopped moving the central
figure and the one to its immediate left stood in an aggressive posture with their
lights, and thus their rifles, leveled at Minerva and Tello.
*+*+*+*+*
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Lieutenant Christina Bayer's rifle's light illuminated two people standing almost
directly across from the door they just went through. The luminous aiming point
rested just below the neck of a violet eyed woman in what appeared to be some
sort of flight suit. Training kicked in, "Five, contact!"
On her left side, Hopkins echoed her call, "Four, contact!"
To Hopkins' left, Redtail added, "Three, clear!"
From her right, Carmody announced, "Two, multiple contacts!" and was quickly
echoed by Books.
The two people that she saw in the tunnel were both armed and kneeling, but as
of yet hadn't raised their weapons. That probably saved them, Bayer thought.
"Drop the weapons! Now!" she ordered.
"Not now, Minerva," the male said to the female and slowly placed his rifle on
the ground and then reached around with his offside hand and drew his sidearm
and put it next to the rifle. The woman hesitated and looked like she was debating
refusing for a moment, and then followed the man's actions.
"Who are you?" the woman asked.
"Just keep your hands up where we can see them for now," Bayer replied.
"Castle!" she shouted.
A moment later she felt a hand on her shoulder. "I'm going forward," Castle told
her.
"Copy," Bayer said and lowered her rifle to a low ready position as Castle moved
past her and walked over to where the two people knelt on the tunnel's floor.
*+*+*+*+*
"I apologize in advance for our actions if we become friends," Castle began
diplomatically. "I'm Lieutenant Owen Casteel of the Earth Union ship Ariadne.
Who are you?"
Violet eyes blazed with resentment from a pretty female face framed by light
brown hair pulled into a high ponytail while darker, brooding eyes watched him
with detached calculation from the male. "I'm Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay of
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the Meropian Communion gunship Aether's Spear," Minerva said through almost
clenched teeth.
"Rufus Tello, chief engineer...well, the only engineer, of Dixie Bell Dancer," Tello
replied almost casually. Yes, this is the one to watch, Castle thought. Minerva
would telegraph whatever she might do, but this one...this one could give Books a
run for his money.
"Who are the others?" Castle asked and pointed toward the barricade.
"Our crews," Rufus answered. "Captain!" he called out loudly, "How about you
and the others come on up here...slowly...so we can all talk about this...adult like
and without anyone getting perforated."
"We're going to leave our weapons here," one of the men announced and Castle
watched them slowly place their weapons on the ground before holding up their
hands and slowly walking forward. "I'm Captain Josiah Vassar, owner and captain
of Dixie Bell Dancer from the Colonies, and this is Cheryl Lido, my navigator. The
man to my right is Flight Lieutenant Graham Pepper and to my left is Flight Ensign
Hector Wight, both part of Minerva's crew."
"Who is the other woman?" Castle asked when he saw an attractive blonde
wearing what looked like a white jumpsuit.
"I'm Colby Browning," the woman replied. "I'm a reporter."
"I take it you're not from that ship that landed," Vassar's eyes narrowed and his
brow furrowed, "over that way about a valley or two?"
Castle shook his head. "No," he stated. "I thought it might be yours."
Vassar laughed. "No...not even close. She," he pointed at Minerva, "and some
of her associates showed up a couple months ago and gave my ship the five
fingered discount. But don't hold that against her and her crew, we don't; they're
good people. It's just the red eyed bitch who called the shots was a, well, bitch."
Castle tried to keep a straight face but the matter of fact way that Vassar
explained their situation had him shaking his head. "So let me get this straight,"
Castle asked. "You're from the Colonies and you," he pointed to Minerva, "are from
somewhere else...the Meropian Communion?"
"Pretty much," Vassar answered. "Ah...look...we were just about to have lunch
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when you showed up and went tactical on us...how about we ratchet down the
tension, put the guns away, break bread, and tell each other the meaning of life as
we know it?"
*+*+*+*+*
It took the better part of an hour for both groups to tell their respective stories.
Castle's team had four others that had remained behind which brought their total to
ten. Vassar allowed his hand to slide down next to him and pat Minerva on her
forearm. She was still upset about being caught flat-footed but he thought she was
more upset with herself than with anyone else.
"Tell me more about this clinic," Castle asked before he unfolded a large piece
of heavy paper on the floor. "Is this the clinic?" he asked and pointed to the ground
penetrating dradis map.
"Yes," Colby answered quickly. "That's the Clinic...or at least the subsurface
part. The surface structures are long gone."
"What do you expect to find there, or is this just a 'let's see what's there'
expedition?" Bayer asked.
"Tell them, Josiah," Minerva said. "They're in this now just as deep as we are
and they have a right to know what sort of horror we expect to find."
"Sounds ominous," Pogo commented.
"Colby?" Vassar said and looked over at Zeus' Herald, "Perhaps you should
explain this?"
Resignation touched Colby's eyes, "You know my name, Colby Browning, and at
one time I really was a reporter. But a long time ago I was also the Deputy Director
of Communications and Outreach Operations for Lord Zeus and Olympus...in
short, I was Zeus' herald." She paused and Vassar watched as her words slowly
registered on the newcomers. He understood exactly what was probably going
through their minds as he was in their shoes only a short time earlier.
"The place we're going to is called the Clinic..." Colby began and slowly and
methodically explained the what, where, why, and as much of the how as she
understood about the Clinic. "The war ended with Cronus' defeat when Hecate
destroyed his flagship. Upon his death he would have been recovered at the Clinic
and he should still be there, contained in memory and locked away from the rest of
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creation."
"And you want to do what with this crazy bastard?" Bayer asked directly.
"We want to wipe the memory and pull the plug," Vassar told her. "He was bad
enough that his own people rose up against him and caused Othrys and all her
colonies to be destroyed. In good conscience I can't allow that kind of evil a
chance to get free."
"Yeah...I can see how that wouldn't be a good thing," Castle agreed. "Ah...I've
never been party to ending a god's existence, and for me I think that decision is a
bit above my pay grade. I need to make a call," he said before he stood and tapped
Carmody on the shoulder and motioned him to follow.
*+*+*+*+*
"Ground Actual to Ariadne Actual," Castle said into the headset's microphone.
"Ground Actual to Ariadne Actual, please come in, over."
"Ariadne Actual, go ahead Ground Actual," Sharma's voice replied after a
moment's pause. Castle smiled, the old man must have been glued to the wireless.
"Actual, we have a slight...situation...down here..." Castle began and quickly
brought Sharma up to speed on everything he'd learned over the past hour.
Sharma listened and asked a question here or there and finally asked, "What do
you think you should do?"
Castle chuckled. "Sir, that's what I was calling to ask you."
"So let me get this straight," Sharma began. "You're in ruins that were ancient
before Earth was settled, talking with someone who was Zeus' herald and a group
of marooned Colonial and Communion crewmembers and you're asking me for
permission to whack the big baddie of our legends. Does that sound about right?"
Castle winced. "Yeah...well, when you put it that way it does seem a bit hard to
believe, but yeah, that's it in a nutshell, Actual. I believe them, for what it's worth,"
he added. "They seem like good people trying to do the best they can given the
situation."
"What about the other ship? Did they say why they haven't made contact with
it?" Sharma asked.
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"That answer was pretty straight forward," Castle explained, "none of them
trusted whoever's in it. If it would have been a rescue ship it would have been
trying to contact them on Guard and following SAR protocols. As it was, they just
landed and that was it."
"You believe them," Sharma said after a long pause filled with hisses and pops
from the wireless' encryption and frequency hopping, "but what about agreeing
with what they want to do?"
"Even if some of Browning's stories are embellished, this Cronus sounds like a
sick bastard and pretty much all around vile son of a bitch. I have to think if we
had the Erisian's top guy cornered, would we take the shot or not? The answer's
simple, we'd drop the hammer and not look back. Cronus is far worse than the
Erisians could ever imagine. I say we help them pull the plug," Castle finally said.
"Ok. Do it," Sharma told him. "I'll back you if the Admiral has any issues, but
just thinking back to 10th grade history, if a fraction of what legend said he did was
true then he deserves to fade to black."
"Copy that, Actual," Castle replied. "We're going to be deep underground and
will be out of contact for probably the next ten to twenty-four hours."
"I'll send the dogs if I don't hear from you by this time tomorrow.
hunting, Castle," Sharma said. "Actual, out."

Good

"Ground Actual, out," Castle said and unplugged the cable that connected his
headset to the larger wireless that Carmody carried.
"Ok..." Castle said when he returned to where the others were still resting,
"We're in. Let's go turn off a god."
*+*+*+*+*
"What kind of gunship carries a crew of three officers," Dice asked several hours
later as she walked next to Minerva.
"Only the best," Minerva smirked. "I flew Aether's Spear, which was the
battlestar Aether's lead Peltast, the formal name of the gunship," she explained.
"Every Peltast was named by its crew, but by tradition the lead Peltast always carried
a name tied uniquely to the ship; the ship's name and Spear. It was the highest
honor for a crew to be assigned to that Peltast; we were the best of the best that the
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ship had to offer.
"Pepper was my co-pilot and Hec was my TAC officer and managed the gunnery
crew that operated the offensive and defensive systems that we didn't directly
control from the cockpit. Vassar faked us out and if it wasn't for the Admiralty's
decision to go with 'the best possible option' rather than the most affordable
option, the three of us would be dead. As it was, I lost four good people that day. I
let the thrill of the hunt give me tunnel vision and in the end, it caused us to be
stranded here."
"Sounds like a hell of a ship," Dice told her. "I'm sorry for your loss..."
"Thanks, Dice. I don't look forward to writing letters to their families if I ever get
home," Minerva said. "What's your ride? You're wearing wings and a flight suit,
and you're not a Marine..."
"I'm Sluf's co-pilot," Dice told her. "We fly a Roc..."
"We're here," Vassar shouted from where he walked with Castle and Bayer about
fifty meters ahead of the main group.
Minerva felt her pulse quicken. "Now the fun begins," she told Dice.
"Begins?" the younger woman asked. "Maybe for you, but I've been having fun
ever since we landed and started breathing fresh air that wasn't scrubbed and
recirculated for five years!"
The tram station was a larger chamber than the one they'd started in, and
instead of a simple tunnel entering and exiting, it had several tunnels that branched
off and snaked under the countryside to the other sites that Castle had shown them
on the map. Minerva had to admit, Tello had a damned good point when he
pointed out the archaeological value that a site like this would have for whoever
was able to exploit it. And since it wasn't just one site, there would potentially
always be something new to discover.
It was a simple matter to climb the steps up to the station platform. Two trams
were present and Minerva smiled. "Guess we won't be walking back," she said
triumphantly.
"Good!" Lido said and flopped down on one of the station's seats. "My feet are
killing me. Hell, the farthest I used to have to walk was from the bridge down to
the sickbay! Vassar, this is cruel and unusual punishment!" she joked.
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"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Vassar laughed with her. "Just remember, in your interview I
told you that excitement and adventure may be encountered. This falls under the
'adventure' category!"
Minerva sat down next to Lido and was followed by Dice a few moments before
everyone else decided to take a break and did the same.
"Ah...Josiah?" Lido asked a few minutes later. Her voice sounded hesitant to
Minerva's ear and she turned her head to watch what happened.
"Yes, Cheryl?" Vassar asked formally.
"Please don't tell me we're going to spend the night here. We just arrived and
I'm already getting the heebie jeebies," Lido explained.
"Yeah..." Bayer said surprising Minerva and looked around. "I'm not getting a
warm fuzzy feeling, either."
Something in her tone caused the hairs at the base of Minerva's neck to stand
up. It wasn't what she'd said, but how, and that how sounded like it contained
firsthand experience of something hellish.
"No...we're not. If we have to come back tomorrow," Vassar replied, "we will.
We can take the tram back to the barricade and then the other one back home, but
yeah...we're not going to be here tonight."
Ten minutes and several flights of stairs later Minerva and the others found
themselves in a large vestibule that contained several elevator shafts that led down
to the station. Colby stood in front of a vault-like door and used a towel to brush
off a piece of glass set into the wall. "Here goes..." she muttered and put her right
hand against the glass.
"Welcome to the Clinic," a pleasant voice announced. "Please state your name,
title, and passphrase."
"Colby Annalise Browning, Deputy Director for Communications and Outreach
Operations, rack'em, stack'em, shoot'em, sink'em," Colby answered the voice.
"Welcome, Deputy Director Browning. Your voice print and passphrase match;
entry is authorized," the voice announced.
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"Of course it would," Colby muttered under her breath and pushed open the
heavy hatch a moment later when the bolts retracted and unlocked the door.
"Where do we go?" Vassar asked.
"Two levels up," Colby replied and started into the Clinic proper.
Lights snapped on as Colby walked deeper into the clinic and as Minerva
watched as it seemed that everything else seemed to boot up and come online at
the same time. Computer terminals suddenly displayed login screens, security
monitors showed empty corridors, and even printers power cycled as it felt like the
whole installation was waking up. "Ah...Colby, is this normal?" she asked.
"Yes...after the final attack, the plan was to put the main computer into caretaker
mode and allow it to manage power, life support, and such while the staff
evacuated to other locations, went into hibernation, or tried to make it to the
surface and signal for a rescue." Colby stopped and looked around as if seeing
something that wasn't there. Tears came to her eyes and she blinked several times.
"Whoever tried to be rescued died shortly after reaching the surface...conditions
were hellish.
"Most of us elected for hibernation...we figured that things weren't the same all
over and that eventually we'd be revived. I was lucky because I was given one of
the high end medical units and not an emergency or standard capsule." Her voice
carried with it the sadness of friends long since lost and not yet mourned.
"Everyone I knew...loved...is gone. I think for the first time its finally hit me that this
is all real and that I'm alone."
Vassar stepped next to Colby and put his arms around her shoulders. "Let it
out...you're not alone, Colby...you have us."
His eyes met Minerva's and she nodded. "C'mon, we're going to check out this
hallway," she said and gestured for everyone to follow along. "I can't imagine how
she's feeling now..." she said softly to Dice.
"I do..." Dice quietly told her. "It's been five years but it sometimes feels as if it
was yesterday. Everyone who meant anything to me is gone unless they were on
Ariadne. Admiral Carlisle sent out the video from when he returned to Earth so that
we could all see for ourselves. I felt hollow, Minerva. Castle and I...we went little
bit nuts trying to work through it."
"You and Castle?" Minerva asked. "I thought...from the looks..."
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Dice smiled. "Yeah, that came later. We were two friends who took solace in
each other's arms to try and get through the worst nightmare humanity ever
witnessed...but there wasn't any romantic love. Lust? Oh hell yes! But not what
he and Chris have."
Vassar and Colby eventually tracked them down and once everyone was
accounted for, Colby continued to lead them deeper into the Clinic. Each area they
entered reacted the same way; lights would snap on, computers would boot up,
printers would turn on and then go into standby mode, and on and on. Even with
Colby's explanation it still made Minerva uneasy...she felt like she was being
watched and given what they were at the Clinic to do, the feeling took on a deeper,
more sinister vibe.
When they arrived at the restricted medical laboratory they noticed that was
already lit and functioning. Colby passed them through the three security stations
and then they were in the laboratory itself. Minerva looked around and even
though she had spent considerable time in hospitals and knew what most of the
various devices did, most of what she saw she could only guess at.
"Man...if this is 'the future'," Pogo said and his voice reflected the awe that
Minerva felt, "I think most of the vids got it very, very wrong."
"It's over here..." Colby announced and walked deeper into the lab before sitting
at a bank of workstations near several large three meter tall tubes.
"Oh man..." Castle muttered. "I know what they are..."
"What are they?" Vassar asked as he walked over to one that was standing open.
"We found a ship with them a couple days ago," Castle explained and sat down
next to Colby. "It's where whatever this place does is done."
"No..." Colby whispered almost frantically as he fingers flew across the keyboard
and her hand made occasional gestures on the trackpad. Minerva looked over her
shoulder and saw her work through several screens of information and watched as
Colby's anxiety seemed to grow with each keystroke.
"No...no...no..." Colby almost chanted as she looked at a screen that had several
diagrams and a line of text that read, 'Buffer discharged, personality successfully
transferred into host body at 16:31:26 01/07/15752.'
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"What time does the computer say it is?" Vassar slowly asked.
Colby turned and looked up, "According to the computer it's 18:04 on
01/07/15752."
Minerva felt her heart skip a beat when Castle said what she was sure everyone
was thinking, "Cronus is loose..."

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1343
Vignette 8: Cum Magna Vindicta
Electra, Electra system
Even though it wasn't his birthworld, Sean loved it as much as he loved his
native El Dorado. El Dorado offered the culture to make a boy a man and for that
man to go through life being able to look himself in the eye every time he looked in
a mirror. It bred within a man a code of honor and demanded a way of living, both
things that nobody could ever take from you no matter how poor or in debt you
might become. In short, El Dorado was what made him the person he always
wanted to be...a man like his father and his grandfather.
Electra was so different, yet when Sean stepped back and looked at it rationally,
Electra personified several traits that El Dorado held dear and yet somehow had
trouble putting into practice. On El Dorado a person was judged on who they
were, how they acted, and how they treated others, not by what they might have or
a title bestowed upon them from another government or institution. And yet, when
it came to certain things, social issues and change, mostly, those same minds had
trouble taking their own medicine when the status quo was threatened...or even
when it was only the perception of the status quo being questioned.
Here on Electra, as on El Dorado, a person could do pretty much anything so
long as it didn't hurt or adversely affect someone else. An Electran may disagree
with what you wanted to do, but so long as no one was getting hurt and it wasn't
perverse or involved children, they'd be right there alongside you on the barricades
defending your right to do it. Yet, on El Dorado, perhaps because it was a much
older world and somewhat more gentrified, you could do what you want but you
may not always have the support to do it.
Sean sighed and looked down at the world that bought its freedom and way of
life through its technology and industry. It was a beautiful world with white puffy
clouds over deep blue oceans and lush green land masses and somewhere down
there were the people he was here to meet. "Ptolemais," he asked and turned from
the window to look deeper into the suite, "have you received confirmation for our
meeting tonight?"
"You know I hate it when you call me that," the woman said as she stepped into
the suite's living room. Every time Sean saw her he had to remember two things;
first was to keep breathing and second was what she was. He still wasn't sure
which one carried the most importance. She wasn't tall, nor short, but rather that
perfect height that some women were blessed with by simply being in their bare
feet and only made better when wearing heels...the same height some women tried
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dozens of paychecks to find through just the right shoes. But it wasn't just her
height that took his breath away, it was everything about her; violet eyes and lush
blonde hair with reddish highlights that framed a face that was sublimely beautiful
on top of a body that had the right proportions and the right curves, both in the
right place, and all Gods given natural.
"My apologies, May," Sean corrected himself and smirked. It was a game they
played and he wasn't sure what he'd win when she didn't complain when he called
her by her given name.
She smiled and what had been beautiful before suddenly became radiant. "We
received it just a moment ago," May replied. "I heard the mail chime and thought
that might be it."
"Good, good," Sean told her before he sat down.
don't know what I'd do without you."

"Thank you...sometimes I

May smiled and sat across from him. "I could think of a couple things," she
offered suggestively, "because you wouldn't be fixated on me."
"You think?" Sean asked and tried to look innocent.
Blonde hair swirled as May shook her head. "No...I know."
Before he had a chance to defend himself a chime sounded throughout the
suite. "Someone is at the door," Sean stated the obvious and started to stand.
May waved him back down. "I'll get it. I'm expecting someone."
Two minutes later she returned following a man who wore a formal black suit
into the living room. Sean tried to make sense of the man and studied how he
walked and his eyes, often the two things a person couldn't change or conceal
when they were trying to be something they weren't. The newcomer was average
height and walked with a confident, but easy stride; it wouldn't be out of place
anywhere in the Union where people walked on a paved surface and maintained a
healthy lifestyle. He didn't seem overly muscular, but he also wasn't scrawny
either, again, an average look. But when he looked into the man's blue-grey eyes
he knew this wasn't an average man; the eyes seemed just a touch too...aware.
Sean stood up and held out his hand. "Sean..."
"Travis," the man replied and returned a firm handshake.

"Travis Borland.
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understand you need a butler."
Sean looked at May. "Butler? I don't recall..."
May smirked. "I thought it would help complete the picture when we're out and
about."
"Complete the picture," Sean asked before he looked at Travis. "What do you
do, Travis?"
Travis' mouth curled slightly. "I'm a butler...I buttle."
Sean tried to suppress the laugh and failed. "I walked into that. I understand
what a butler does, but what do you actually do?"
"I make problems disappear, sir," Travis replied without humor.
those I...buttle..." a slight smirk, "for, safe."

"And I keep

"So the butler thing is an act?" Sean asked and arched his eyebrows.
"Oh, no..." Travis told him. "I'm a fully trained butler and valet...I find it comes
in handy to know how the other half lives."
"Good. I think I'm going to like working with you," Sean said after a moment's
thought. "How much has May told you about what's going to happen in a few
hours?"
"She hinted that you're here to broker a peace treaty between the Erisians and
the Union," Travis replied, "and that despite your retired country gentleman manner,
you're actually President Marquette's Plenipotentiary Ambassador at Large and
carry the reserve rank of Vice Admiral...when you need to pull military rank, that is.
I take it she was telling the truth?"
"She was," Sean answered. "Anything else?"
"Despite on-again, off-again meetings for the past year by other members of the
Union government, no one has the respect that you do and word among the
Erisians is that you're not going to try and shaft them but go in with an open mind
and be willing to listen to what they have to say," Travis elaborated. "Personally, I
agree; if anyone can forge a peace or whatever they want to call it, you're the best
option."
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"And you're sure I'm here for negotiations?" Sean asked.
"Educated guess," Travis confessed. "If you were here to tour one of your
investments, you'd have more staff and rather than just one suite at the Highport
Excelsior, you'd have a floor, maybe two, at a resort or one of the five stars at the
capital."
"May, take a note," Sean said, genuinely impressed, "we need to make Mr.
Borland an offer of a permanent position on my staff when this is over. You are
correct, Travis. I hope this won't affect our working relationship?"
"Not at all, sir. I'm not a mercenary and I don't work for anyone who pays my
fee; if I don't agree with the job or it puts the Union in jeopardy, I won't take it. I
once swore an oath and while I no longer wear the uniform, I still hold to the oath."
*+*+*+*+*
Freemantle Point Country Club, Freemantle, Electra
Sean offered his hand to help May out of the limousine and admired her legs as
her dress slid up slightly as she stepped out of the car. She offered a knowing smile
at what he was doing and he wondered for an uncounted time what he was
thinking allowing himself to be attracted to a woman who was almost the same age
as his oldest daughter. May often teased if she ever said yes that she'd have to find
a new employer the next day because he'd probably die from the excitement.
Hell, Sean thought, there are far worse ways to go.
"We'll have a quiet dinner and then about eight we'll be paged to a meeting
room," May whispered just loud enough that he could hear it. They both knew the
plan, but she was a meticulous planner and never passed up a chance to review the
plan, any plan, one more time. He couldn't fault her for doing so; this was the
most important diplomatic effort of the Erisian crisis and it was going to be
conducted over a game of chess while the principals were smoking fine Cb200
cigars and drinking Cb5000 a bottle brandy. No cameras. No armies of aides. No
lists of demands. No computers. It would just be two people who had the full faith
and power of their respective organizations to discuss, negotiate, and shake on a
binding agreement that would end the crisis.
In short, it was the way men conducted business. It went against how a
diplomat was trained to work, and ran counter to everything taught to countless
MBAs on how to negotiate at a business meeting. It was a throwback to the old
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days that everyone talked about, the days when a handshake and a man's word
meant something and was a binding agreement. It was right, to Sean's thinking.
Heads turned when the maitre d' lead Sean and May through the room to a
table overlooking Freemantle Bay and the city on the other side. Yes, Sean thought,
she's going home with me guys, eat your hearts out! Except, he added and felt his
mood dampen, home will have separate rooms.
Dinner was exquisite and since there was still almost an hour before the
meeting, they retired to the lounge where the Gossamer Sisters were performing a
selection of traditional ballads suitable for dancing. Dancing with May was a treat;
she didn't just 'hold and sway', but really knew how to dance the various styles and
more importantly, which style the music called for. As they danced a relaxing
number, Sean thought back to Marylyn and the accident that claimed his wife
twelve years earlier. He still loved her, but a long talk from her father made him
realize that life had to go on and that loving another wouldn't depreciate anything
that he had with Marylyn.
Sean leaned forward and whispered into May's ear, "You know one of these days
you're going to let me call you by your given name and won't complain..."
May gave him a smile that would melt the coldest heart, "Of course...and it will
be when you least expect it..."
They danced for several more songs before Sean saw one of the resort's
attendants pass a note to Travis who quickly read it and then nodded. "Time to go
to work..." he whispered and guided them off the dance floor and back to their
table.
Travis nodded at the attendant, "We have our invitation."
"Lead on," Sean told the attendant who smiled and offered a courteous bow.
"If you'll follow me," the attendant said and led them deeper into the resort and
then accessed a private elevator which took them up one floor and into a wide
hallway covered with deep wine red plush carpet and polished mahogany paneling
on the walls. Portraits and small accent pieces of furniture lined the hallway and
polished wall sconces provided a warm, comfortable light.
"Here we are, sir," the attendant said when they reached a door at the end of the
hall. "As per the instructions, no one else is on this level and when I leave the only
way the elevator can be accessed is from this floor."
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"Thank you," Sean told the attendant and handed him a crisp new Cb50 note.
After the attendant left and was on the elevator, Sean looked at his two
companions and arched his eyebrows. "It's time."
Travis knocked on the door twice before he opened it and stepped through.
Sean waited a brace of heartbeats and watched Travis' body language before
judging it safe and entering and hearing May closing the door behind them.
His counterpart had brought two people with him, as agreed, and they stood
waiting with their backs to the wide glass wall that overlooked the cliffs that led
down to Freemantle Bay's rocky shore. The man in the middle was Sean's age, give
or take a year or two, and the men flanking him were both in their mid to late
thirties.
"Sean..." Sean said in his laid back voice that was a characteristic of El Doradan
natives and held out his hand after he crossed to where his counterpart stood.
"Deforest," the other man said and shook Sean's hand. "My aides, Winfield and
Gregory," he added and adhered to the agreement that they operate on a first name
basis.
"And mine," Sean offered, "May and Travis."
"Charmed," Deforest said and took May's hand and gently brought it to his lips.
"Sean?" May said a moment later and handed him an envelope.
"My cards..." Sean explained and opened the envelope and put three halved
playing cards on the table. "I believe this is how you wanted to confirm our
identity?"
Deforest smiled.
so...clichéd."

"I really never thought you'd go through with it...it was

"I want this to work, Deforest," Sean said sincerely. "A lot of people have died
so that two old men can sit down to a game of chess and smoke overpriced cigars
and sip brandy that costs enough that you could clothe a child for several years."
The smile faded from Deforest's face and he nodded. "The bill has been too
high, Sean," he agreed. "And, you're right about the trappings. We thought it
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would lend us some...gravitas..."
"I'd have been here if you suggested we stop by Frank's just outside Homestead
Park and get a couple of dogs and a beer. The demagogues have convinced our
peoples to draw steel against each other and yet when it comes to crewing the
ships and recruiting for the infantry, where are they?" Sean asked and gestured to
the chess table. "However, now that I'm here," he allowed a slight wink, "I will
never, ever pass up a chance to play chess against a worthy opponent."
"I like you already," Deforest said and took a seat. "Let us end what others have
started."
*+*+*+*+*
Gemini Anchorage, equatorial orbit, Electra, Union gunstar Athena
Lieutenant Colonel Tamsin St. Claire tried to contain her excitement and project
the proper appearance that a Union officer and the executive officer of Fleet
warship should exhibit. She had been aboard Athena for less than seventy-two
hours and worn the gold phoenixes of a lieutenant colonel for barely twenty-four
hours longer. This posting was the culmination so far of fifteen years of blood,
sweat, tears, and working so hard that the term 'social life' was something she had
to look up in a dictionary to learn what it was.
But she wouldn't trade it for anything. Sure, her parents nagged her about
finding a good man, settling down, and giving them some grandkids, but despite
the joy her mother and younger sister had from parenthood, it just wasn't
something she wanted do to...not because she never wanted to be a parent, but
because she couldn't think of anything that would compare to the chance of
commanding her own ship.
She had commanded smaller ships, but in the grand scheme of things they were
boats compared to Athena. This ship...she took a deep breath and could still smell
the newness. She was a plank owner by accident and for a moment she felt sorry
for the man she'd replaced. By all accounts Lieutenant Colonel Brian Malone was
a good man, but he also had a wild side. Cliff diving should be left to the experts,
she thought, because all it does for amateurs is allow someone else to be promoted
and take over your billet while you spend the next nine months in a hospital trying
to learn how to walk again.
In Fleet speak, Athena was barely a day old since she was commissioned, St.
Claire looked at the clock below the silent dradis display, 27 hours ago. And now
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here she was standing watch while Colonel Brevard Barnes was down at the capital
for a meeting at the anchorage's down port. "Mr. Cohill, are we ready for the
visitors?" she asked the navigator and Officer Of The Deck.
"Aye, aye, Ex," Lieutenant Carl Cohill replied. "The Chief is pretty much
bouncing off the bulkheads because his kids are going to be visiting and going on
the Tiger Cruise tomorrow when we head over to El Dorado."
St. Claire narrowed her eyes and stepped over to where Cohill stood. "How old
are they?"
Cohill frowned. "Leigh is 14 and Ben is 13, and from firsthand experience, their
mother is a bitch with wings and shacked up with Jody while the Chief was on a
cruise about six years ago. Now...whenever he has leave or we're in port, he has
Fleet Family Services make sure his kids are available for him to spend time with."
"Ah...I see..." St. Claire said slowly. "Our trip to El Dorado is planned for four
days?"
"Aye, two days outsystem, jump, and then two days insystem," Cohill confirmed.
St. Claire studied their itinerary on her tablet. "The shipyard is sending a crew
with us and there's nothing planned until five days after we return...we just did the
four days as the standard Tiger Cruise, right?"
Cohill nodded slowly and then a faint smile touched his lips. "So, what I'd like
you to do, Carl," St. Claire continued, "when you have time and as a...thought
exercise...plan on four out and four back. I'll talk to the Boss when he gets back
and see if we can clip someone's wings."
The smile Cohill gave her made St. Claire feel like she was part of the crew, in
name and now in spirit. "Can do!" the navigator grinned.
The enemy, whoever that might be, was often hated by those in uniform. It
wasn't a hard and fast rule, but when someone is shooting at you, that pretty much
settled things in most peoples' minds. You also know your crewmates have your
back and you like to think that the public has your back, too. But one thing was
universal to those in uniform; a deep, bitter, undying hatred for Jody. Jody could be
male or female and was the lowest form of gutter snake that went after someone's
spouse, boyfriend, or girlfriend, often with the result of destroying the relationship
with the service member.
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Whenever there was a chance to stick it to Jody, or the person Jody corrupted,
the unwritten rule said to make the make the poker jagged, red hot, and dip it in
lemon juice so it stung like hell.
St. Claire knew the Chief from her first five minutes aboard Athena and despite
the shine still being on her phoenixes and the lost look on her face, he'd taken her
under his wing like he would a junior officer that he was going to 'raise' and made
sure she quickly got the lowdown on where things were in the ship, who was who,
and made sure that while he did this that he didn't look like he was doing it.
She walked over to the communications station, "Any dispatches, Kit?"
Petty Officer Kathryn 'Kit' Parker nodded. "Yes, ma'am...but...they're a little
weird. We received a flash from the Round House about some glitches throughout
the Earth system and that they hope to have them hammered out in a couple hours.
We also received a back channel to keep our eyes open because the President has
a diplomatic initiative going on downstairs." Parker used Fleet slang for the surface,
downstairs, "We're to make sure everyone is on their best behavior. Two more," she
sorted another communiqué to the top, "Governor Matthai has invited Colonel
Barnes and most of the other officers Colonel and above to a banquet tonight. And
finally, it appears that the Round House thought it might be good PR to have Tiamat
and Kishar tie up over at Dawnport Station so that the public can tour the drones'
ships."
"Touring a Ba'al Hadad or a Moloch is going to make the pubic more at ease
with the drones?" St. Claire asked and shook her head. "I had a chance to tour
Teshub a few months back and other than the human crew spaces, the place was a
frakking mausoleum. Reassure the public it will not! But..." she shrugged,
"someone above my pay grade made that call."
*+*+*+*+*
Freemantle Point Country Club, Freemantle, Electra
"It's been a long time since I've enjoyed a game of chess like I have tonight,"
Deforest said cordially as the two men agreed to their second draw in a row. "You
play aggressively yet also plan for the long game, you don't seek to force a victory
in the fewest amount of moves."
Sean nodded and sipped his brandy. It really was good brandy, he thought, but
he also wondered whether anything was justified being that expensive when it
would be recycled within a few hours. "My father taught me the game and that
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sometimes when you force a victory you often wind up with an opponent who
believes he has nothing left to lose. The long game simply mirrors life; when you
take to the battlefield, empire against empire, you want to ensure that something is
left for the future generations, otherwise it's just an exercise in ego masturbation
using lives and treasure."
"An apt way to put it," Deforest agreed. "I think this is why our respective
leaders chose us for this little get together; we're both old enough to know that we
want to leave something lasting for our loved ones and aren't in a rush to draw the
sword when giving a little will result in getting a little."
"There is one other reason, Deforest," Sean stated and put down his brandy
snifter. "We also want to resolve our differences before certain outside interests
render us unable to reconcile."
Deforest narrowed his eyes and Sean could see his jaw muscles tense. "Outside
interests?"
"May?" Sean asked and May handed him a small tablet that she had in her
purse. "Thank you," he told her and took the tablet. His fingers called up a photo
gallery and he tapped one so it would fill the screen. "Do you recognize this man?"
he asked and showed Deforest the picture.
"Yes...that's Riggs VanDerHaar," Deforest said.
"How about this one?" Sean asked and flicked the picture to show a similar face
in a different setting.
"What's Riggs doing in a Fleet uniform?" Deforest asked.
"It isn't VanDerHaar," Sean stated flatly. "His name is Magnus Wilder and he's a
Union captain assigned to the Chrome Brigades. I have one more here, do you
recognize this one?" Another face that looked like the first two, but this time
instead of a suit or a Fleet uniform he wore casual clothes as if he was an executive
on holiday.
"It's the same person..." Deforest said before he reached for the tablet. "May I?"
he asked and Sean handed it to him. Deforest held it close and then used his
fingers to flip between the pictures and zoom in on various features. "But it isn't
the same person...I can see subtle differences, like they were triplets."
"These are the three that we've identified," Sean explained. "We believe that
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there are more, including several women. They have two things in common; the
men look like the men and the women look like the women is the first, and the
second is if the light catches their eyes just right they'll flash red. It is our belief that
they aren't native to the Union worlds, and by that I mean all the worlds that have
been settled by people originating from Earth, and that includes those that are
openly declared for the Erisians."
"Could they be from Kobol?" Deforest asked.
"That was our first thought," Sean admitted. "Three years ago we dispatched
Angelos and her battlegroup to return to Kobol. Do you remember the scandal
about the old colliers that were scrapped by mistake?" he asked and shook his
head. "It wasn't by mistake and they were never scrapped; they went with Angelos
to ensure that they could make the trip there and back."
Deforest put down the tablet and leaned forward. "What did they find?"
"Chaos. Kobol was in the midst of a civil war and the survivors were getting
ready to evacuate and resettle some worlds they discovered in another system,"
Sean explained. "They also discovered that whoever was playing us was also most
likely playing them since one of them was in the welcoming committee that
greeted Angelos and her group."
Sean studied Deforest's thoughtful brown eyes and waited for the man to speak.
Sometimes the best way to move a discussion forward was not to say anything, he
thought.
Slowly, Deforest nodded his head. "You believe that this same outside interest is
trying to do to us the same thing that happened on Kobol?"
"In a nutshell, yes," Sean told him and met his gaze. "Think about this for a
moment...how have Erisian operations changed in the past...oh...twenty years?
Then, compare that to the Union's response and policy. Yes, I understand the
philosophical differences between the two, but don't you think it odd that the one
side that's escalating things is the very side that doesn't have the resources to do so
and can't sustain it over the long haul?"
"Yes...when you put it that way and within the context of what you've just told
me, I think I can understand why Union operations have been scaled back to more
reactionary than preemptive operations," Deforest conceded.
"And here, on Electra," Sean continued, "we know that a portion of the world
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supports the Erisian cause and even provides finished ships...without the
weapons...and some of those designs I have to say are simply brilliant. Now...who
is the leading advocate for more, bigger, and more destructive plans within the
Erisian Council?"
"VanDerHaar," Deforest said without hesitation and Sean watched as the pieces
began falling into place for his chess partner. "What can we do?"
Sean looked at his watch and swiped across the face. "Short term? Tomorrow
morning the Intelligence Directorate operating in conjunction with local and
colony level law enforcement personnel will execute a series of arrest warrants. I
would ask that you do the same. Then, we'll each put together a team of qualified
individuals - no political hacks - to fully investigate this and follow the trails
wherever they lead. They will be granted plenipotentiary status by the President
and will have full access to anything they need.
"For the long term, an immediate ceasefire with all forces assuming a status quo
ante bellum. The President is offering a blue-ribbon commission made up of equal
numbers of Union and Erisian representatives to study the reasons for the conflict
and to make binding recommendations on how to resolve them. In short, they will
have the power put to a world by world vote whether to retain or dissolve the
Union.
And finally, a formal dismissal of charges for all but a handful of
specifically named people who due to their actions will be tried for war crimes."
There it is, Sean thought. My cards are on the table and now it's time to see if
the Erisians are interested in peace.
"I want to be able to specify certain Union military, police, and possibly, should
the evidence point to it, elected, appointed, and bureaucratic members of the
Union's and member worlds' planetary governments for their actions as well. If
you can try some of us, and I won't disagree that there have been some heinous
things done by our people, then we must have the right to see those who
committed similar acts against us held to the same standard," Deforest stated
unequivocally.
"Deforest, would you shake on it?" Sean asked and offered his hand.
"Just like that? You're going to give us everything we wanted wrapped up with a
bow?" Deforest asked somewhat skeptically and held his hand a few centimeters
from Sean's.
Sean smiled warmly. "One of the first things my father taught me was that when
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you sit down across a table from someone and start talking turkey, you best put
yourself in their shoes and look at what you're offering from their perspective or it'll
be a crap shoot. My daughters wear the uniform, my eldest saw her engagement
fall apart over this. Right now I'm a father thinking that if we old men can agree
that our individual dicks each work best for us and that there's no need to slap
them on the table and get out the ruler to see who has the biggest, maybe, just
maybe she'll have a chance at happiness and my youngest won't ever have to
worry about something like that happening."
Deforest started laughing and took Sean's hand.
remember that...slap our dicks on the table..."
"Do you want something to take back with you?
asked when they both stopped laughing.

"I'm going to have to
Something official?" Sean

"Certainly. Something on official stationary would confirm that I'm not a
hopeful senile old man," Deforest answered.
"Travis, may I have the briefcase?" Sean asked and Travis brought over the
briefcase that he'd been carrying all evening. Once opened, Sean spun it around
so that Deforest could see the contents; four slim leather bound binders each with
several pages. "They're all the same and spell out what we just agreed to. One for
you, one for me, these are our personal copies to be held in trust and for historical
purposes since we were here.
The other two copies go to our respective
governments and will be binding upon their receiving them."
"You knew what I was going to ask for?" Deforest asked.
"Of course; I would have demanded it if the roles were reversed," Sean told him.
"Even though each side will claim to win, the truth is that everyone wins with this.
We'll accomplish more with ten years of peace than we will with ten years of
conflict."
"Yes, we will," Deforest agreed and reached into his coat and pulled out a pen.
"Let's make this official so our children can play together and worry about outside
interests rather than fighting each other."
Five minutes later the documents were signed and distributed between the two
groups. Sean leaned back in his chair allowed the rush of the deal to be replaced
with the grounding of reality. He raised his brandy snifter, "To new hopes and new
beginnings!"
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"Aye, to new hopes and new beginnings!" Deforest replied as their two glasses
clinked together.
"So what now?" Sean asked.
"Now? Now I relax for an hour before I return to the down port and go home,"
Deforest answered. "You?"
"First stop is a private airfield about thirty kilometers inland and from there to
orbit and to Earth," Sean said. "Then, if I'm lucky, surprise my kids by showing up
as a tourist."
"That sounds like a good plan," Deforest agreed.
An hour later, Sean stood and once again shook Deforest's hand. As the two
men talked each extended an invitation to the other to visit their respective homes
in the coming weeks and each accepted. "Now, I fear we must head out," he said.
"Capital time is a few hours ahead of us here and I want to make sure the President
has the agreement first thing tomorrow morning. May, are you ready?"
May looked at him and took his hand as she stood. "That's not my name..." she
teased.
Sean's eyebrows arched and he met her violet gaze. "Ptolemais, are you ready?"
he repeated.
"I am," May answered with a wink and slipped her arm around his as her hand
found his.
"Pleasant journ..." Deforest started to say before the room was bathed by the
light of a newly born sun.
*+*+*+*+*
Gemini Anchorage, equatorial orbit, Electra, Union gunstar Athena
"What the frak?" Lieutenant Carl Cohill exclaimed loud enough for the entire
CIC to hear.
Lieutenant Colonel Tamsin St. Claire looked up from the report she was reading
while leaning back against the plotting table. "What was that?" she demanded after
hearing the expletive.
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"Ah, sorry Ex," Cohill stammered. "I just saw Tiamat launch a spread of missiles
at the surface."
"What?" St. Claire asked before she added, "Put it up on one, please." Above the
plotting table, the primary dradis display suddenly showed the space around
Dawnport Station and indicated Tiamat's and Kishar's locations. It also showed
sixty-six missiles streaking away from the massive baseship and heading towards
Electra's surface.
St. Claire didn't hesitate, "Mr. Cohill, sound Action Stations and set Condition
One throughout the ship! Kit, notify the yard master that we're crash sailing!" She
took a deep breath and forced her eyes to look at the dradis. "Mr. Sheridan, can we
intercept those missiles?"
Lieutenant Annalee Sheridan quickly shook her head. "No, Ex, nothing we have
can reach them before they hit."
"Damn..." St. Claire swore and prayed that the Electra Defense Forces were on
the ball and would be able to intercept them. "Get me a fire control solution and
keep it updated until we're clear and can engage them, please. Mr. Cohill, let me
know if any other unfriendlies come into the picture or if either one breaks off from
Dawnport."
"Copy that, Ex...I have the solutions and have passed them to fire control,"
Sheridan quickly announced.
"I've got my eyes open," Cohill added.
"Kit, do you have anything from the yard master?" St. Claire asked.
"Ah...no, Ex. I am getting a bunch of garbled intercepts, however," Parker
replied. "Short range personal comms...it sounds like the Marines here at the
anchorage are fighting off an invasion."
"Please get me Captain Pennell and put him through down here," St. Claire
asked. She picked up the handset and punched in 04 and waited for someone to
answer the other end.
"Damage control, Beck speaking," the voice answered.
"Beck, this is the Ex, please put Chief York on," St. Claire asked.
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A moment later another voice answered, "This is York."
"Chief, this is the Ex...We need to crash sail but we're not getting any response
from the yard master. Can you manually trigger the mooring grapple releases?"
"No...not from our end," York said slowly. "We could do one of two things,
though. We could blow them, or I could take a team out to the jack shack and use
the auxiliary controls."
"Which would be quicker?" St. Claire asked.
"The jack shack...and it would probably be safer. Gemini is old school and has
a jack shack for every berth in so that someone onsite can release the grapples; if
we were at a civvy port, like Dawnport, they're all centrally controlled and you'd
have to suit up and manually crank them open."
Finally, a bit of good news, however nebulous it may be. "Thanks, Chief. Take
however many people you think you'll need and meet Captain Pennell at the main
umbilical; he'll be there to provide cover and extra hands if they're needed. I want
you to go in, break us loose, and then set a record getting your asses back here."
"Copy that, Ex!" York replied. "Ah...we have a number of families in the terminal
that have already arrived for Fleet and Family and the Tiger Cruise...what do you
want me to do about them? We'll be passing it on the way."
"Grab a couple crew and have them organize their evacuation to the ship," St.
Claire said. "They'll be safer here if what we heard over the wireless is true. Did
your kids arrive yet?"
This time there was no mistaking the smile in the Chief's voice. "They arrived
about two hours ago and are safe and secure in the Goat Locker."
"That's great! We'll keep em' safe," St. Claire told him. "Captain Pennell is on
the line. I'll brief him and have him meet you at the umbilical," she said before
switching over to the other circuit. "Ex."
"This is Pennell, Ex," Captain Meade Pennell said quickly.
Marines kitted out in case we're needed," he explained.

"I'm getting my

"Good..." St. Claire said. "I need to you send a squad to meet Chief York at the
main umbilical ASAP. We need to get ourselves loose so we can maneuver and I
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need your Marines to cover them while they go to the jack shack."
"On it, Ex! I'll send Quigley and his squad since they just came back from a
CQB refresher and are still frosty," Pennell told her.
"I also want you to have a team at the main umbilical to check the civilians that
are going to be coming aboard shortly. I want you to give them the full pat and
wand treatment in case this is some sort of Erisian offensive," St. Claire added.
"It's that bad?" Pennell asked and sounded like some of his bravado had
vanished.
"Yeah...Ah...I need to go, we just got a new bogie. The ship is depending on this
working..." St. Claire said as the dradis started pinging on a new contact. She put
the handset back into its cradle and studied the display. "Carl...what's coming up
on our ass?"
"There's a lot of interference that's fraking with the transponder..." Cohill
explained as he worked to refine the contact. "Got it! It's Vesuvius, an Aetna class
gunstar."
"Kit...see if you can hail them, please," St. Claire asked and then directed her
attention to the gunnery station. "Annalee, do we have anything that can bear?"
"Aye...I have several batteries and the starboard tubes can bear..." Sheridan's
voice trailed off for a moment. "Fire control solutions are locked and ready should
we need them."
"Fan-frakking-tastic!" St. Claire exclaimed. "Any luck, Kit?"
"Got them!" Parker said. "Speaker or handset?"
"Handset for now, please," St. Claire answered and picked up the handset. A
moment later she heard a beep indicating it was now live. "Vesuvius Actual, this is
Athena Actual, be advised you are entering a free fire zone and may come under
hostile fire."
"Athena Actual, this is Vesuvius Actual, Captain Adam Greene in command. It
can't be any worse than where we've just come from. The drones are going nuts
and shooting off nukes right and left and what they don't nuke they're shooting up
like there's no tomorrow."
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"This is Lieutenant Colonel Tamsin St. Claire, Captain. Where did you come
from?" St. Claire pressed.
Green's one word answer chilled St. Claire to the bone. "Earth."
Now is not the time to panic or go to pieces. Focus on the issue and work
through it, St. Claire told herself. "Tiamat just launched a spread of missiles at the
surface, but so far neither she nor Kishar have left Dawnport Station. What is your
condition?"
"We've taken a couple of close nukes and our long range dradis as well as our
missile autoloaders are currently offline. We've contained the fires and should
have them out within ten minutes," Green quickly reported. "Have you heard from
Fleet Command?"
The question caught St. Claire off guard and she stopped and looked at Parker
who was monitoring the conversation. Parker shook her head and the wave of
dread that had been slowly building suddenly started threatening to crest. "No...we
haven't. We haven't had...any...coherent communications with Gemini's yard
master or the port control itself since this started. We have had intercepts that the
Anchorage's Marines were in close combat with the drones."
"Frak..." Green swore.
"That sounds exactly what happened back at
Bonaventure Station. Colonel, you really need to crash sail ASAP or the drones will
try and take the ship. We stayed at Bonaventure as long as we could and evacuated
close to three thousand people before we had to blow the grapples and run."
"Ok...here's what we need to do, Captain," St. Claire said calmly as her
emotions reached equilibrium. "We're going to send you our long range dradis
feed so you can get the big picture, but I need you to head towards Dawnport
Station and do what you can to splash any additional missiles that the ships there
might launch."
"Copy, Colonel," Green said. "We'll make it happen."
St. Claire could see Cohill already working to send the dradis feed to Vesuvius
and nodded. Despite the surprise and shock coupled with how new the crew was
at working together, they were performing magnificently. "Good hunting, Vesuvius;
Athena Actual, out."
The next few minutes were chaotic and Vesuvius put Athena's long range dradis
feed to good use. Tiamat once again launched missiles; this time it was a full alpha
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strike - 132 heavy missiles. Her long range dradis may have been offline, but her
short range and targeting arrays functioned just fine and Vesuvius was able to thin
the swarm by almost forty percent.
"Kit...what sort of chatter are we getting from the other ships here at the
anchorage?" St. Claire asked as she paced around the plotting table.
Parker shook her head. "Nothing, Ex. All I have live is Vesuvius."
Frak, St. Claire thought. I'm a new Lieutenant Colonel, and a young one at that,
where are all the other senior..."Oh no..." She turned to Cohill. "Carl...did any of
those warheads hit the anchorage's down port or Freemantle?"
Cohill looked up with and a look of terror touched his yes. "The down port was
hit in the first volley; three warheads each of 1MT, and Freemantle took a 1MT low
airburst."
That clinches it, Tamsin old girl; it's time to put on your big girl panties and
show the world that the Admiralty's faith in you wasn't misplaced. "Kit, please put
me on Fleet 1..."
"Open a channel on Fleet 1, aye," Parker replied. "You're live, Ex."
St. Claire looked at the handset and wondered if it were alive whether it would
be daring her to pick it up right now. Her right hand reached out and slipped
around the cool black polymer shell before it lifted it to her head. "Attention all
Fleet assets; this is Athena Actual calling all assets to check in on this channel. I
repeat, this is Athena Actual calling all fleet assets, please reply on this channel."
"Ex?" Parker asked. "I just heard from the Chief. They're pinned down on the
way back from the jack shack..."
*+*+*+*+*
Freemantle Point Country Club, Freemantle, Electra
Ptolemais Aella tried to blink the spots away for several heartbeats before her
training asserted itself. "We need to leave...now!" she ordered. "We have less than
three minutes before the shockwave will hit us and we need to get down to ground
level or below! Move!"
Her order cut through the confusion she saw the others were wrestling with and
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Sean started moving Deforest, Winfield, and Gregory out of the room and into the
hallway. Travis was bringing up the rear and she smiled when he grabbed the
signed treaty binders off the table and stuffed them into his briefcase.
Time was critical and every second was vital. They were on the resort's third
floor; below them was the main dining floor and lounge, and under that were
another less formal lounge, a more casual restaurant, and the pro shop. "We need
to use the stairs; the elevator will take too long and is a death trap," she told her
charges and led them to the stairwell doors. May quickly calculated how long it
had been since the bomb went off and came up with between thirty and forty-five
seconds. Damn...this was going to be close, she thought as she slipped off her
heels and went down the stairs in her stocking feet.
They reached the first floor less than a minute and a half after the detonation
and rushed toward the exit. "Deforest," she heard Sean saying, "come with us; I
have a way off the planet if things get that bad, and it's at a private field."
"Given the circumstances, I don't think I'm going to argue the offer," Deforest
replied and stopped to help a girl barely out of her teens to her feet. May
recognized her as one of the Gossamer Sisters who had been playing in the club
before they went upstairs. "Come on, my dear, we need to get out of here post
haste," he told the girl as he urged her forward.
"My sisters are up there," the girl pointed ahead to the doors where the two
other band members were looking around in panic.
May was trying to herd everyone forward when she saw Deforest look at Sean
and arch his eyebrows. Men, she thought, when Sean nodded. Looks like our little
family just got a little larger. "When we get up to the entrance, take a right and go
into the coat room and then get on the floor with your back to a wall."
"What's going to happen?" the girl who was now huddled with her two sisters
asked once they were in the coat room.
"In a few moments you're going to hear a gust of wind that sounds like a maglev
screaming past," May explained as she pulled coats off hangars and handed them
out so that everyone could cover themselves. "When that happens I want to you
start breathing out. If you need to breath in, take shallow, quick breaths. Until
then, start breathing deeply...as if you're going to dive deep under water..." A
moment later she joined everyone on the floor and sat next to Sean. "Here it
comes..."
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One moment everything was quiet except for the panicked shouts and voices
out in the hallway and lobby and then the next moment it sounded like the roar of
a jet engine. May wasn't sure of the weapon's yield, but if it came from Union
stores then it was most likely either a 1MT device or a 455KT device...either one
would have been enough to effectively destroy Freemantle Point and hopefully, but
not good for those who lived there, the detonation was over the city and not out in
the bay.
If the weapon had detonated over the city then all they'd have to worry about
for the short term was the greatly reduced blast wave. If it was over the bay, then
they may get caught in part of the thermal pulse as well. If they were really lucky,
all they'd face when they left would be some broken windows, downed tree limbs,
and dead power lines.
If they were lucky.
The roar subsided for several long heartbeats when suddenly it was back and
she felt the air get thin and her ears popped from the sudden loss of pressure. And
then, as if nothing had happened, everything was normal again.
Except now the panicked shouts included wailing and cries for help.
"Travis, do you think you can get the car and bring it around for us?" May asked.
"Do you want the limo or should I look for an SUV if I can find one?" Travis
asked.
May was glad Sean was letting her do her job and not adding his usual thoughts
into the mix. Almost as soon as she had the thought she felt guilty; she always let
Sean do his job and held off making any comments until they were alone, why
wouldn't he extend her the same courtesy? The answer, plainly, she realized, was
that he would and currently was. "Only if you see one on the way since we need
to evacuate inland ASAP...where there's one nuke, there's another, and this whole
bay area is a high value target. Besides, the limo is all wheel drive and has a
pneumatic suspension that will lift the body another fifteen or so centimeters."
"Got it!" Travis said and stood while shrugging out of the fur coat that he'd used
for protection. "Back in five," he said a moment before he slipped out of the coat
room.
"What do you think?" Sean asked after Travis left. "Do you think we can make it
to Valerian Field?"
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May shrugged and pursed her lips; this was not how she wanted the night to
work out. "If we move fast, yes. If we dawdle and get sidetracked, then it'll be a
crap shoot. Right now we'll be dealing with official first responders and the local
population won't be organizing. We have the credentials to go anywhere and
commandeer anything...if we're dealing with government groups. Civilian groups?
We could lose the limo and the clothes on our back it's that much of a gamble."
Sean seemed to think about it for a few moments. "Ok...right now there's the
three of us, Deforest and his people bring it up to six. The girls over there make
nine. The limo can handle that and perhaps one or two more. Once we get
started, we need to keep going. Anyone else will be a case by case basis."
May nodded. She didn't want to pick up anyone else, and if she allowed herself
to be completely practical, she'd like find a way to lose the three sisters.
But...Deforest seemed to be invested in them and even though they'd be fighting
fallout and dodging nukes, the mission still carried a priority. "Ok..."
Sean smiled and she felt some of the ice around her heart melt. "I love it when
you get all conflicted and your heart and your mind fight it out," he teased and
caused her to smile.
"Only for you, Sean, only for you," May told him before she squeezed his hand.
*+*+*+*+*
Gemini Anchorage, equatorial orbit, Electra, near the Union gunstar Athena
Sergeant Walt Quigley ducked back behind a ruined soda machine and
announced, "Out!" a moment before he released his rifle's empty magazine into his
left hand and swapped it for a fresh and loaded magazine. His hand tripped the
bolt release as it had done thousands of times before and released the bolt to strip a
round from the fresh magazine before it slammed home and locked the breech.
"Ready!" he announced and looked at the motley band that they'd picked up since
they left Athena.
Ten minutes earlier Chief York had led a team of crew members, Quigley, and
his twelve Marines from the ship and through the edge of the terminal area to
where the jack shack was located. The trip to the shack was quick and uneventful,
but within a minute of arriving they saw the first survivors running down the wide
thoroughfare being chased by several drones driving a commandeered forklift. The
drones were dispatched in short order but that was just the beginning of what
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became a running firefight.
Because they were in the station proper, they were limited as to the weapons
they could use. Snake Charmers were off the table as were high explosive and dual
purpose grenades. They were pretty much limited to direct fire small arms, and
against the armored drones it was either a good shot or a lot of shots that took them
out. When both the shooter and the target were both moving, the good shot
became a lucky shot and a lot of shots became the rule rather than the exception.
The problem with that equation was that the Marines carried a finite amount of
ammunition and now after eight minutes of constant running and gunning, most of
his squad was down to two or three magazines plus whatever was in their weapon.
"Cassidy! Can you raise the ship on the horn?" he asked his wirelessman
Private Lorelei Cassidy handed him the handset and Quigley found himself
frowning. Usually their headsets should be able to handle this, but the damned
drones were jamming normal comms and they needed the larger manpack wireless
to burn through the jamming to get the signal out. "Alpha One Six to Foxtrot Six
Six, come in, over!"
"Alpha One Six, this is Foxtrot Six Six, I barely read you," Captain Meade
Pennell replied. "Talk to me, Walt...what's going down?"
"We're pinned down about a hundred and fifty meters from the promenade
junction," Quigley quickly reported. "Ammo is tight, and there are a good dozen
cans between us and making a break for home. Can you lend a paw?"
Pennell's response wasn't what Quigley wanted to hear, "Yes...though I need you
to hold on for a few more minutes. You're causing a major ruckus that's keeping
the cans from focusing on the promenade and that's giving us a chance to evacuate
survivors. I'm going to have Criswell take a weapons squad and extra ammo and
try and infiltrate through the access spaces and come out at your position. Hold
on, help is coming."
Quigley's teeth ground together. "Copy, Boss. We'll hold. But...you're buying
the first round tonight."
"Walt, I've already started the tab," Pennell told him.
Foxtrot Six Six out!"

"They're on the way.

Cassidy took the handset and asked, "If that glare was deadly, you'd have just
cleared the way, Sergeant."
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"Yeah. Pass the word, Cass...we need to hold in place. They're sending us
reinforcements and more ammo, but for now, we need to hold the line so that they
can continue evacuating as many people as possible."
"Frak..." Cassidy swore. "The things I do to pay for a college education."
Quigley laughed. "You're a lifer, Cassidy. The sooner you accept that, the
sooner you'll lose all those pent up frustrations you've been carrying around."
"Sure...easy for you to day..." Cassidy replied and they both laughed. She had
been bitten by the military bug the first day she arrived at boot camp, and college
was just a convenient thing to complain about when things got tough.
After she went to pass the word, Quigley crawled over to where the Chief and
the rest of the non-Marines were crouched. "Chief...we're going to be here for a
little while...can you and your people Mr. Science something up to give us an
edge?"
Chief York looked around and checked out his surroundings. "Yeah, I think so.
It'll take a minute, but I think I can rig up something. It'll be chancy, but what if I
could give you something that might take out the cans' hidey-hole?"
"That would be beyond fantastic! Get to it!" Quigley told the Chief and let the
man work his magic. "I'll be up there..." he pointed back where his Marines were
crouched behind some hastily erected defensive works.
Two minutes and a magazine later the Chief was as good as his word. "Here's
the deal," York explained as he showed the contraption to Quigley. "One of the
guys is a maintenance tech that works in this terminal and he's fairly certain that
it'll take the blast," he started. "First, you push this so it rolls over to where the cans
are shooting. The valve will be open, but most of the gas will be released when it
gets there. Then you push this one so it's there, too. On their own, each gas is
inert, but when they combine they form a binary explosive. Because it's airborne,
it'll create an overpressure wave that might take them out. If nothing else, it'll level
their stronghold."
"Ah...how do we set it off?" Quigley asked.
"Well, if they're shooting, the muzzle blast from their guns might set it off, or we
could shoot the tanks until one of them sparks," York explained.
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"Ok...let's do this..." Quigley decided and passed the word to the defenders.
York had two pressure tanks, each about the size of a scuba tank, rigged up on
wheels taken from an office chair. "Here goes the first one..." he said and twisted
the valve fully open and pushed it towards the drones' strong hold and ducking
back just as the first shot rang out.
The drones didn't shoot at the canister and it bounced to a stop at the base of
their fortifications. "And now part two," York mumbled and opened the second tank
and pushed it in the same direction.
"Now what?" Quigley asked.
"Let's give it a few more moments..." York said and put his hands over his ears
and opened his mouth. It looked like he was singing or chanting a prayer and
when he finished he added, "Guess they're not going to oblige us...take the shot."
Quigley rested his rifle on the top of the overturned soda machine and sighted
on the yellow tank. His trigger finger caressed the trigger and when the luminous
green dot settled on the tank he allowed his finger muscles to contract and cause
the trigger to trip the sear and release the hammer.
The 8 gram open tip reverse drawn bullet slammed into the tank, sparked, and
kept going straight through the almost empty canister. The spark touched off the
volatile brew made from the two gasses and detonated with a loud 'whump!' that
seemed to suck the air out of Quigley's lungs. The flash left him seeing spots and
the shockwave pushed back the soda machine almost half a dozen centimeters.
Of the drone strongpoint, only tangled wreckage mixed with bits and pieces of
shattered drones was left.
"Forward!" Quigley ordered and forced himself to his feet. He and his Marines
charged the ruined strong point and started shooting anything that looked like a
drone. Thirty seconds after the explosion it was all over.
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Colonel Tamsin St. Claire looked at the list of ships that had
responded to her hail and the names of who was in command of each. "This isn't
good..." she mumbled. Three of the massive graving docks had reported in, Thallo,
Auxo, and Carpo, and so far they were unscathed. Vesuvius was still in the fight, as
were several other gunstars and replenishmentstars.
Curiously enough, Deo
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Vindice, an Erisian gunstar, also answered the call. And none of them had anyone
more senior than a Major aboard.
"Kit, do you have a SITREP on what's going on in the terminal?" St. Claire asked
as she tried to put together some sort of plan that would allow them to influence
what was going on in orbit.
"I've got the Chief on the line..." Parker replied quickly. "He says they've
released the grapples and adds that Captain Pennell just hustled the last person
through the main gangway."
St. Claire closed her eyes and smiled. Finally, things were starting to break our
way, she thought. "Good. Ask him how soon we can cast off."
"Copy...ask how soon we can cast off," Parker confirmed and then repeated the
question into her headset's microphone. "He says we can go whenever you're
ready, Ex. The umbilical will automatically disengage as soon as we start moving."
"Fantastic! Tell him Bravo Zephyr and to hang on...we're about to break away,"
St. Claire told Parker before turning to Cohill. "Mr. Cohill...take us out of here and
let's go hunting."
Cohill flashed a wide smile. "Aye, aye, Ex...take us out of here so we can go
hunting!" he repeated and passed the instructions to the helm.
"Annalee, set an exclusion zone of ten thousand meters for anything not
confirmed as hostile and one hundred kilometers for anything that is," St. Claire
said to the weapons officer. Without waiting for a response she turned back to
Parker, "Kit, please send to all ships that responded that right now their primary goal
is to prevent any more nukes from being launched against the planet. And then I
need you to get me Major Wells on Undine and send it down here."
As Parker confirmed the order, St. Claire studied the dradis. Something wasn't
adding up. They were recording more detonations than what the launches from
Tiamat would account for...there had to be something else at play.
"Ex?" Parker said and broke into her train of thought. "I have Major Wells on the
wireless."
"Thanks, Kit," St. Claire replied and picked up the handset. "Major Wells, this is
Lieutenant Colonel St. Claire. What can you tell me about Dawnport and what's
going on over there?"

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1369

"Colonel...It's pure hell over there," Wells began without preamble. "The drones
started attacking and within the first minutes they took the port offices and traffic
control. Once they had that, they started closing the emergency doors and venting
any section they could isolate. We had to blow our moorings to break away, but
those extra minutes allowed us to hustle probably fifteen hundred people aboard."
"Have you been able to establish contact with anyone over there?" St. Claire
prodded.
"No...right before we broke away we were able to pull a 'station health'
summary...other than our terminal , which we had isolated as per protocol, the rest
of the station had been vented. If anyone else survived, they had to have been on
one of the civvies that sailed before us." Wells explained stoically.
This certainly simplified things, St. Claire thought silently. "What was the status
of Tiamat and Kishar? Until this happened we weren't actively tracking any traffic."
"Earlier today, Tiamat launched about 12 squadrons of Marauders and probably
half that of Heavy Marauders," Wells replied.
"We weren't tracking them
either...hell, there wasn't any reason to, that was Traffic Control's job. They could
be anywhere."
"That still leaves a hell of a lot of firepower over there and it might be the reason
why we're recording more detonations than we can account for launches," St.
Claire thought out loud. "For the record, it's your belief based on all the evidence
you have at hand that Dawnport Station has been lost and its human population
killed?"
Wells hesitated for a moment and St. Claire understood the position she had just
put him in; this was being recorded and when the dust settled it would be part of
the official record when the inevitable blame game attached to civilian losses
started. "Yes, Colonel, I have no doubt that there is no one left alive on Dawnport
Station. All sectors were vented and our terminal was completely evacuated,"
Wells finally stated.
"Thank-you, Major. Form up on Athena's left flank, it's time we went on the
offensive," St. Claire said and then added, "Keep this channel open, Major, I'll be
back." She put the line on hold and asked Parker to raise Vesuvius. "Captain
Green, is Vesuvius ready for some direct action?" she asked when the link was
established.
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"Affirmative, Colonel!" Green said eagerly. "We're already wound up and ready
to go; just point us in the right direction."
"That's what I was hoping to hear. Take station off Athena's right flank, we're
heading to Dawnport Station. I'm going to bring Major Wells into the conversation
so you'll both be in the loop for what I want us to do," St. Clare said and brought
Wells into the conversation. "Major Wells, Captain Green of Vesuvius has joined
us. Here's what I intend to do..."
Five minutes later St. Claire watched the overhead dradis display as Undine and
Vesuvius took their stations off her left and right sides respectively. If anyone is
listening to our prayers, she prayed silently, please let there be no one left on
Dawnport Station... What she planned was direct, brutal, and overwhelming...at
least she hoped that's how it would go down.
Overhead, the dradis marked the range and she was surprised that neither
Tiamat nor Kishar had slipped their moorings and something the Chief said earlier
came back to her...all the grapples at the civilian port were centrally controlled.
Could it be that they weren't maneuvering because they couldn't disengage? The
longer the two drone ships stayed docked, the better her chances of seeing the next
hour.
The dradis counted down the range and St. Claire swallowed down the fear of
what she was about to do. "Weapons, prepare a nuclear launch order on my
authority. Spin up the birds in tubes one through forty-four and configure them for
sprint launch with a fifteen second boost before payload release. Officer Of the
Deck, prepare to confirm the release of nuclear weapons and a valid launch order."
Lieutenant Carl Cohill stood across the plotting table where St. Claire would
normally stand in this situation. "Aye, aye, Colonel, I concur; the release of nuclear
weapons is authorized and the launch order is confirmed as valid. Weapons, spin
up the birds in tubes one through forty-four and configure them for sprint launch
with a fifteen second boost before payload release."
"Copy," Lieutenant Annalee Sheridan said before she repeated the launch order
and began the launch preparations.
"Steady, Carl...we'll get through this..." St. Claire reassured the young lieutenant.
She closed her eyes and pulled forth the rest of the nuclear launch procedure which
every command officer had to memorize word for word. "Lieutenant, remove your
launch key and on my order insert it into the nuclear weapons control panel." She
reached under her khaki shirt and withdrew the key hanging around her neck that
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Colonel Barnes had entrusted to her earlier in the day. Her other hand opened the
ship commander's authorization key slot's security cover and her fingers brushed
over the lock's cold metallic surface.
"On one we will insert our key and on three we will turn it to the right until it
stops," St. Claire stated. The CIC, which had been relatively quiet, suddenly
became as quiet as a tomb, the silence broken only by the dradis' sweep. Even
though this was the first time that she knew nuclear weapons had ever been
employed, deep down she knew that the little drama occurring in Athena's CIC was
happening across the Union in many other CICs.
"Copy," Cohill replied. "On one we will insert our key and on three we will turn
it to the right until it stops."
"Zero!"
They both moved their hands holding the keys over the key slot.
"One!"
The both inserted their keys into the key slot and Cohill blinked his eyes several
times and took a deep breath.
"Two!"
This was the last chance to abort the authorization. St. Claire met Cohill's hazel
gaze and nodded while he exhaled.
"Three!"
They both turned their keys to the right until they stopped.
"Nuclear release has been verbally and mechanically authorized," St. Claire
announced without emotion and removed her hand from the key. "Mr. Sheridan,
open outer doors on missile batteries one through four."
"Open outer doors on missile batteries one through four, aye," Sheridan replied
and a moment later confirmed, "Outer doors for missile batteries one through four
open." On Athena's hull, four sets of massive armored shutters slid open revealing
eleven six meter missile tubes behind each set.
St. Claire watched the clock under the dradis. "Mr. Sheridan, please commence
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salvo firing all kinetic batteries and bow guns that bear on Tiamat or Kishar."
"Begin salvo firing all kinetic batteries that bear on Tiamat or Kishar, aye,"
Sheridan replied and her fingers sent the fire mission order to the fire control center
as well as each turret in the event of battle damage. A moment later she added,
"First salvo fired, fire continuing."
The dradis told the story and overlaid the kinetic projectiles' trajectory. After
several salvoes were on the way, St. Claire stood a little taller and looked at her
hands. Any blood from this will be on you, she told herself. "Mr. Sheridan, when
we get to the failsafe point, launch tubes one through forty-four."
"When we reach the failsafe point, launch tubes one through forty-four, aye,"
Sheridan said and prepared to launch the missiles.
"We will launch in
five...four...three...two...one...launch!"
St. Claire felt the a faint shudder as the forty-four Hydra Mk XI missiles were soft
launched by compressed gas from the twenty-two launch tubes on Athena's each
flank. Each missile's engine erupted in a tongue of flame and turned the weapon
towards its target. After fifteen seconds of the engines running flat out and
consuming fuel as fast it received it, the nosecones split and fell away a split second
before ten smaller self powered and guided submunitions were released along with
a cloud of decoys that rapidly inflated and kept pace with the growing cloud of
weapons.
Where there were once seventy-four missiles streaking towards Tiamat and
Kishar, and by extension, Dawnport Station, there were now 740 live warheads
coupled with the original 74 bus vehicles accelerating along with thousands of
decoys towards their targets.
"Guns, cease fire," St. Claire said as the missiles steadily gained ground on the
kinetic rounds. "Helm, maintain CBDR course for Dawnport Station..."
"Dradis contacts! Tiamat and Kishar are launching missiles!" Cohill announced.
"Profile shows they're Wildcat interceptors...Combined total is 248..."
"If they're lucky, ten percent will hit viable targets," Sheridan offered. "They
can't maneuver and most of their guns are masked, so they have very limited
options and their autoloaders won't cycle fast enough to launch another volley."
"Yes...but we never thought they'd launch on us," St. Claire reminded the
weapons officer. "Let's not count them out before we see their wreckage..."
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St. Claire watched as it looked like the larger swarm of weapons swallowed the
smaller swarm and continued to its targets. "Mr. Cohill, please get me a visual."
Cohill directed one of Athena's synthetic vision clusters to focus on Dawnport
Station. "It's on display 3, Ex."
"Thank you..." St. Claire said as she watched what looked like a cloud of flaming
gnats descend on the station a moment before there was a silver flash and then
hundreds of detonations. It's done...she thought and continued watching as the
almost ten kilometer diameter station started breaking up.
A cheer went up throughout the CIC as the watch realized magnitude of what
just happened and that they had done it on the fly and without any planning.
The excitement was short lived when the dradis suddenly announced something
had changed with two quick pings. "Dradis contact!" Cohill announced. "Two
Ba'alat class gunstars coming over the north pole, CBDR!"
*+*+*+*+*
County Road 15, Freemantle County, Electra
"Holy shit!" Travis exclaimed and squinted his eyes as a sun suddenly appeared
high in the dark night sky. "What the hell was that?" he asked fifteen seconds later
as the sun had faded to a very bright flare against the starlit sky.
Sean had a sudden sinking feeling in his stomach. "That was probably one of
the orbital stations being nuked out of existence," he said slowly as he tried to
organize his thoughts. "May, have you found anything on the wireless?"
"I'm picking up bits and pieces, but they don't make a lot of sense," May replied.
"Freemantle wasn't the only place to get hit, either. There are reports of Gemini
Downport being hit, as well as cities all over the planet being nuked. And..." her
voice trailed off.
"What is it, May?" Deforest asked and Sean wasn't sure he wanted to hear the
answer. Things were already bad enough.
May removed the headset that she had plugged into the portable wireless and
for the first time in the five years that he'd known her, Sean saw fear behind her
eyes. "There are reports about the drones," she began. "They say that they're
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attacking key infrastructure targets, military sites, and...and they're killing anyone
and anything they see; government, military, or civilian, it doesn't matter...they're
killing them all."
Frak me, Sean thought. This was something that hadn't been considered except
as a sort of nightmarish worst case scenario that no one remotely thought could
happen. "Travis, we need to get off this main road and take some of the smaller
roads to the airfield."
"On it!" Travis shouted from the front of the car and Sean immediately felt the
heavy vehicle slow and then make a right turn onto a road that wasn't quite as
smooth.
"Ah...I think we might have picked up some friends..." Travis said before the car
had finished the turn. "They're coming up from behind us...fast."
Sean turned and looked out the rear window and didn't see anything on the
road. Then his eyes slid higher and he saw them; two angular shapes with a
peculiar anhedral shape to their wings were approaching fast. "Shit...Drive it like
you stole it, Travis!" he shouted before urging everyone to hang on.
The large black limousine's tires screeched as they spun and threw gravel
behind the car as they tried grip the road. Finally, they caught and the car rocketed
forward, but not after precious seconds had been lost. Sean watched as the two
Marauders gently banked to follow the limo and then blanched when he saw the
muzzle flashes near the wingtips.
Travis must have seen the flashes or maybe sensed that death was close, because
the limo started weaving from side to side and accelerating at the same time.
"There's a tunnel up ahead...it isn't much..." the butler cum driver cum problem
solver grunted as he fought the car.
Several loud impacts rocked the car when it was still fifty meters from the
tunnel. A moment later the Marauders screamed past and a heartbeat after that the
hood exploded from the car's front and bounced back over the roof. "Car's dead!"
Travis announced. "Everyone bail out and make for the tunnel! Gregory, I need
you to stay behind and give me a hand."
As the car rolled to a stop, Sean looked longingly at May before turning his eyes
to Deforest. "This really wasn't how I hoped tonight would turn out," he quipped.
"Are you ok to walk about ten kilometers?"
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Deforest laughed. "No, I'd have requested a troupe of mimes if I knew this was
going to be tonight's floor show. Whether I can or not is a moot point; it has to be
done so I'll do it."
"Good man, Sean said and pushed the door open and caught a whiff of burning
rubber and plastic carried on the cool breeze that was blowing through the field.
He helped May get out of the car and then two of the sisters while Winfield helped
Deforest and the other sister get out the other side.
"The tunnel is this way," May said and started forward. It was the first time Sean
noticed that somewhere along the line she had put on a pair of rubber soled slip on
shoes that oddly matched her dress. So much for the heels, he thought.
They were just inside the tunnel when Travis and Gregory caught up to them.
Travis had a service rifle slung so it hung in front of him and held another rifle and
three pistols. "With your permission," he asked Sean, "I think the other rifle should
go to the most capable shooter. You and May will get a pistol, and then either
Winfield or Deforest should get the last one. Ah..." he looked at the three blonde
women and added, "Unless one of you is combat shooter?"
"No...we aren't..." the oldest replied. "A little bit of hunting with our dad when
we were younger is about the extent of our experience."
"Right now the egos get locked in a box; the job is to survive and that means the
best tools go to those who can use them the best. I'm all for it," Sean told Travis.
He wasn't surprised when Deforest kept the pistol; he was pretty certain that
Gregory filled the role for Deforest that Travis did for him while Winfield filled the
public role that May filled - administrative assistant.
Travis squatted down and spread a map on the ground. It wasn't a detailed
topographic map or even something printed from the local map server on the 'net;
rather, it was a standard gas station map that probably eighty percent of the vehicles
on the road had in their glove boxes. This one looked rather worse for wear, but it
contained three important pieces of information; where they were, where they were
going, and how to get there.
"We're about ten klicks from Valerian Airfield," Travis began and pointed to
where they were on the map. "We can cut that to about seven klicks if we go cross
country, but in the dark, without the right foot gear, and already at the end of a long
day, we'd take three or four times as long to make the walk than if we stuck to this
road." His finger traced the route that took them through what looked like pastures
and fields. "I've been out this way a couple times and there are all sorts of little
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streams criss-crossing the land, so there will be plenty of trees in case we need to
take cover.
"If the drones are going all Crazy Eddie on us, we should be good for a while. I
doubt they have enough in the entire Union to put drones on every road or
crossroads on Electra and still get up to their mischief," Travis continued. "Right
now our biggest threat isn't the drones but jumpy locals. Ladies," he tossed two
windbreakers, a light rain jacket, and his black jacket on the ground, "grab a jacket
and put one on; it'll help mask your identity and for you three," he nodded at the
sisters, "it'll cover those white blouses of yours. People are scared right now and
scared people do a lot of crazy shit that they wouldn't otherwise do...and when you
add in that they're probably thinking this is the end of the world as they know it,
well, I just don't want you to get hurt."
Sean was impressed with the briefing; it was direct and to the point and didn't
dwell on the situation at hand. "About two hours?" he asked.
Travis nodded. "Probably. Give or take." He dug in a backpack that he
retrieved from the limo and handed everyone three foil packets. "Two are water
fortified with electrolytes, I'm sure you can figure out which ones," he smirked,
"and the other is an energy bar. Right now we're all coming down off an
adrenaline dump and our bodies are going to want to rest and recover. We can't
do that, but we can do the next best thing and give ourselves a caloric boost. The
third packet contains an energy bar that will give you about fifteen hundred
calories and the caffeine from about eight cups of coffee. This will keep us going
and get us to the airfield. Now..." he tore open his energy bar, "everyone eat and
when you're done, drink one packet of water. In about an hour when we stop for a
five minute break, drink the other packet."
This was going to be a long night and even if they did get to the yacht, it wasn't
going to be one where they could just crash for eight hours and have breakfast in
bed, Sean thought as they walked through the countryside. Whatever was going
on, it was going to take a long time and a lot of work to sort out. Suddenly, he
smiled and after another moment started laughing.
Everyone stopped and looked at him as if he had grown a second head.
"Sorry..." Sean said and took a deep breath to try and stop laughing. "I was working
this through in my mind and suddenly had the thought of every lawyer in the
Union salivating at all the lawsuits that are likely to come from this. I've heard of
ambulance chasers, but drone chasers?" He made an exaggerated motion of licking
his lips and then twisting a non-existent mustache.
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May looked at him blankly and suddenly laughed, then laughed again when
another person joined in, and within moments everyone was laughing at the
thought. "The mind goes to strange places when you're off having a walk in
nature," he confessed once they started walking again.
"Look there," the youngest sister, Solana, said and pointed to the horizon to their
left. A sudden glow, almost like heat lighting on the range back on El Dorado, lit
up the horizon. Except this wasn't heat lighting...it was a city or a town being
destroyed by nuclear fire.
"That's probably Greencastle," Travis said as he studied the horizon. "The city
itself has about a quarter million and there's probably that many more in the
surrounding communities. We better pick up the pace a bit, we don't want to be
around when the refugees get here."
The break had been an unknown number of footsteps ago and Sean was
discussing the situation with Deforest. Both were convinced beyond a doubt that
neither the Union nor the Erisians were behind the attacks and that they had to get
the agreements to their respective leaders. Sean put a hand on Deforest's shoulder
when he saw Travis suddenly crouch down and then wave everyone else down and
off the road.
"I'll be back in a few minutes," Travis said before disappearing into the inky
night.
True to his word, Travis returned about ten minutes later and motioned everyone
to huddle around him. "Here's what's going on..." he quietly whispered, "We're
right on the edge of the airfield, but there are some drones up there acting like
they're guarding the place...or waiting for someone..." he looked at Sean. "I
counted six of them and thankfully they didn't have any Marauders, light or heavy,
on the field. They have four people sitting next to a big green yacht...that yours?"
he asked.
Sean nodded. "Yes, that's Greenbriar Girls, and if we can get to it, I can get in
touch with the Fleet or we can jump the frak out of here."
"Ok...so our task is to take down the drones, quickly, and make sure the yacht
doesn't get dinged. This isn't much of a plan, but we don't have much in the way
of firepower to work with..."
*+*+*+*+*
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Orbit of Electra, Union gunstar Athena
Lieutenant Colonel Tamsin St. Claire felt her blood run cold when Cohill
announced the two Ba'alat class gunstars coming over the North Pole. On paper,
one Ba'alat carried close to the same firepower as Athena, minus the offensive
missiles. In reality, on a bow-on engagement, Athena presented a smaller cross
section and had the edge when it came to batteries that could bear, and that was
before the fixed guns were counted. However, the big question was going to be
tactics and reaction time; the drones could react faster to any given tactic and had
the benefit of centuries of theory and after action reports to call on while St. Claire
only had what she'd studied and what she could improvise on the fly.
When the second Ba'alat was figured in, that's when the equation started to
look bleak. The Ba'alat was the heavy warship of the drone fleet and like Athena
was a battlestar in all but name. Vesuvius and Undine were light gunstars; fast
screening and scouting elements but when faced with a heavy line of battle
warship they had to be fought with skill, daring, and a bit of insanity to prevail.
Insanity, St. Claire thought as the genesis of a plan started to form in her mind.
"Mr. Cohill, check the logs and see if there are any other drone ships in local space.
I know more may have jumped in after the attack started, but prior to it, what ships
were here?"
Cohill studied his display for a moment and then looked over, "According to the
transit record, Tiamat and Kishar were moored at Dawnport Station and the Ba'alat
class gunstars Ishtar and Jabru were inbound from the outer system. That's it, Ex."
"Ok...Petty Officer Cushing, I understand you're off to OCS and flight school in
two months," St. Claire said as she walked over to the helm station. "You want to
be a pilot and wear the wings?"
Petty Officer Robert Cushing looked up and St. Claire could see the confusion
on his face at her asking such a question at this time. "Ah...yes, Ex, that's the plan,"
he said.
"Good," St. Claire replied. "Hold out your hand," she said and removed her
wings from her left breast. "Here," she put them in his hand. "We survive this and
you'll have your wings and a commendation that will make Commander Rockhurst
green with envy."
"Ah...yes, Ex..." Cushing answered and took the gold wings. "Um...what do you
want me to do?"
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St. Claire grinned. "I want you to take us downstairs and fly Athena like you
stole her."
"Huh?" Cohill said before Cushing could form a reply. "Ah...Ex...you want us to
go down in the soup?"
"I do," St. Claire explained and walked back to the plotting table. "Kit, can you
patch Vesuvius and Undine down here?" she asked. "Carl, I want you on the line
for this, too."
"I have them," Parker said a moment later as St. Claire was studying Electra's
topography.
"Thank you, Kit," St. Claire replied and picked up the handset. "That's a pretty
frakking intimidating force heading our way, isn't it gentlemen?" she asked by way
of greeting.
Green managed to answer first. "You could put it that way, Colonel. My bookie
is giving us 2 to 3 odds."
"How about you, Wells, does your bookie agree?" St. Claire asked.
Wells laughed. "Yeah...I think so."
"Good," St. Claire said, "how about we stick it to the Man and smoke 'em both?"
The wireless was silent for several seconds before Wells spoke, "Ah...I'm all for
it, but, how? While one is dealing with Athena, the other will be shooting us to
pieces."
"What do you know about sand?" St. Claire asked and then continued,
"Downstairs is the Anafi Desert that occupies most of the northern Salanican
continent. It's about ten million square kilometers of sand covered wastes...and
that's where we're going. The Ba'alat is optimized for space based ship-to-ship
combat, not bombardment like a Ba'al Hadad. A few issues back, Ranging Fire had
an article about using sand to mask a dradis signature or to just plan deceive and
interfere with it. Down there is all the sand we could ever think of using; plus,
we'll have room to maneuver. They'll know we're there, but they won't be able to
get an accurate solution on *us* because of all the extra clutter and interference
caused by the sand."
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"This is crazy," Green said. "Absolutely crazy. But..." he paused, "it has the
benefit of having never been done before and in theory, it sounds possible. We're
in."
"Major Wells?" St. Claire asked.
"We weren't designed for high speed or even high-G maneuvers in an
atmosphere, so if we do this, it'll have to be more of a waltz than a slamdance."
"Outstanding! Let's go get sand in our boots! Keep formation as we go down,
but once were there use terrain and weather to your advantage," St. Claire said and
looked over to Cohill. "Mr. Cohill, please work with Petty Officer Cushing and take
us down."
"On it, Ex!" Cohill eagerly replied and strapped himself in at his workstation and
started working with the helmsman.
"Annalee," St. Claire walked over to the weapons officer. "I want you to ratchet
up the EW on the way down and while we're there. We should have a good shot at
them, but this is going to be close and a knife fight. We need to hit them as they're
coming down because once they're down then the terrain can work for them, too."
"True...but I think I can compensate for most of that," Sheridan said thoughtfully.
"And, our dradis is a generation more advanced than anything on a Ba'alat and is
multi-mode optimized; they'll see hash and we'll see them...maybe not crystal
clear, but clear enough for a valid fire control solution."
"Good...we need to get some breathing room so we can start stabilization and
rescue efforts," St. Claire said and prayed that her wild assed plan had more than
hope going for it.
"We'll be entering the outer atmosphere in a few moments," Cohill announced
as Cushing focused on flying the more than sixteen hundred meter long gunstar.
"There's going to be some chop..."
*+*+*+*+*
Outskirts of Valerian Field, Freemantle County, Electra
Travis Borland didn't care that his Cb2000 suit was being ruined as he crawled
through the underbrush and made his way toward Valerian Field. Gregory was
several meters behind him and together they'd dispatch the half dozen drones that
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were guarding Greenbriar Girls and her crew. He crawled another couple meters
and then stopped and took out the small binoculars and scanned the brightly lit
tarmac.
Greenbriar Girls was spotted in front of the small terminal and restaurant, while
several smaller craft were lined up in front of three large hangars. Four drones
walked a perimeter that was about seventy-five meters away from the yacht, while
two drones stayed close to the prisoners. As light shined directly on each drone,
Travis verified their markings against the list he made the first time he reconnoitered
the field. One by one he confirmed that all were accounted for and that no new
drones had shown up.
"Greg...I'm going to move about fifty meters to the right, near that drainage
ditch. Over there," he pointed to the left, "about thirty or forty meters is another
drainage ditch; they should give us enough cover should they start shooting back,"
Travis whispered to the other man.
"Should they start shooting back?" Greg smirked.
there, aren't you?"

"You're mighty confident

"Guilty..." Travis agreed and smiled at the irony of whether the drones would
shoot back or not; of course they would shoot back, it's what they were designed to
do and what they'd probably been doing ever since they landed.
"I'll have a shot on the ones that are watching the crew, so unless one of them is
right up on me, those are my first targets," Greg said as the two men studied the
scene.
"Yeah, I think that's a good idea," Travis agreed. "I was thinking of shooting the
plate glass window with two or three quick shots right off the bat to try and get
them to go in that direction...it should work unless they can network to triangulate
where the shots came from."
Greg shrugged. "I don't recall hearing anything about them being able to do
that...and...ah...I also don't recall ever seeing it happen..." he offered somewhat
innocently.
"Well, let's not get over con...fi...dent..." Travis started saying before he was
distracted by movement in the night sky. "What the hell is that?" he asked and
pointed at a glowing object that was approaching their location.
"I dunno..." Greg said after he studied it for a moment. "It looks like it's under
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control and not something that fell out of orbit..."
"Yeah..." Travis mumbled and raised the binoculars to his eyes. "I don't have a
good feeling about this..." he said. "That thing is hauling some serious ass and it is
frakking huge..."
The object grew larger by the second until it passed overhead almost
soundlessly until the roar of its engines reached them and a few moments later the
massive thump of the sonic boom. From the size and time it took the sound to
reach them, Travis estimated that it was only about two thousand meters off the
ground and travelling well above the speed of sound. He also noticed two other
things...
First, it wasn't just big, it was huge, probably well over a fifteen hundred meters
long...and second, it bore the Union crest on the underside of its flared bow.
"Holy frak! Someone has balls of frakking iridium!" Greg exclaimed as the
massive ship screamed overhead. "Get some!" he added before he turned to look
back to their objective. "Trav! Let's go! On the bounce! The boom flattened the
cans!"
Travis turned from the six fading embers that were the ship's engines and looked
back to Greenbriar Girls. Greg was right; the drones were down and only one
looked like it was trying to get up. "Secure the crew and slag the drones near them!
I'll handle the perimeter!"
Whatever that sonic boom did to the drones, it was a godssend, Travis thought
as he sprinted across the tarmac to the first downed drone. It looked up at him
with an unmoving red eye and a body that seemed to be twitching in shock. Never
one to decline an unfair advantage over an enemy, he put the muzzle of his rifle in
the slot that the eye traveled in and fired three quick shots. The drone sparked,
convulsed once, and then went limp as smoke and the smell of burnt plastic wafted
out of its shell.
"One down..." Travis muttered as he ran for the next one and heard two quick
bursts from the yacht's direction. In less than ninety seconds all six drones were
dispatched and Greg was releasing the crew from their restraints. "I'm going to
signal the others it's ok to come in..." he told his companion before firing three
shots, then one shot, then one more shot in quick succession.
"We are sure glad to see you," a middle aged man wearing a pair of khaki slacks
and a long sleeve button down shirt with epaulets bearing four embroidered golden
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stripes surmounted by a golden phoenix.
"Are you the captain?" Travis asked.
"Yes...we were waiting for the owner to return when things went bad and then
the drones showed up and things got worse," the man replied. "Captain Lionel
Pembroke, at your service, though we can't leave until the owner shows up or we
don't have a choice."
"Travis Borland...and I work for the owner who should be arriving momentarily,"
Travis told him. "Is there anyone else besides the crew here? More than the six
drones?"
Pembroke shook his head. "No...just the six drones. A Heavy Marauder
dropped them off and then left. I heard a few shots from the terminal, but I don't
know how many managed to get out safely."
Travis thought for a moment. Right now every life was precious and with all the
nukes, and how indiscriminately it appeared they were being used, fallout was
going to be a real danger shortly and if there were survivors, they needed to be
taken to safety. "Does this have a PA system?"
"It does..." Pembroke said and walked over to stairs that led up to an open hatch.
"Just inside the hatch; pick up the handset and switch the selector to PA."
"Thanks!" Travis said before climbing the stairs and disappearing into the yacht's
belly. The handset was right where Pembroke said it would be and once he flipped
the switch he held the handset to his head, "Attention, attention! If you're in the
terminal, please come out...the drones have been destroyed and we need to get you
to safety. If you're injured and can't move, signal us somehow and we will come
for you."
He started down the steps and saw Sean talking with Pembroke. "Good call,
Travis," Sean said a moment later. "You beat me to it. I was just talking with Lionel
that we should probably check the terminal for food, water, spares, anything that
we can load in about thirty minutes."
"Why thirty minutes?" Greg asked.
"If Greencastle was nuked, then we don't have much longer than that before the
fallout gets here," Sean explained and Travis was surprised that it would arrive so
quickly.
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"Ok. What do you need us to do?" Travis asked.
Sean looked at Deforest who simply nodded. Yes, Travis thought, things had
certainly changed since they arrived at the country club. "Clear the terminal as
quickly as possible," Sean told him. "I'm not so much worried about the little
hangars, but the terminal has a restaurant and vending machines. Grab a dolly and
take as much as you can. If you can find a fork lift or a luggage train, all the better."
Travis narrowed his eyes. "Why are we cleaning it out? We just need to jump
back to Earth or one of the other worlds and we'll be good to go."
Sean slowly shook his head and didn't meet his eyes. "I'm sorry but I don't
think that's going to be possible," he said slowly and appeared to be fighting back
tears. "May picked up a transmission that was broadcast on every channel that was
still transmitting...this isn't just happening here on Electra, it's throughout known
space. The drones are going scorched earth and nuking everything they can and
focusing on population and military centers."
"Holy...shit..." Greg swore and looked at Deforest who simply closed his eyes
and nodded once.
Travis wanted to scream, to howl at the injustice of it all, and to curse the gods
for allowing this to happen. He just wanted to give in and act like any spoiled five
year old he might see on the street having a tantrum but swallowed down his anger
and focused on the task at hand. "Copy," he said. Whether people liked it or not,
everyone wore the uniform tonight and life had gotten a whole lot simpler...it was
either us or them, he thought.
The first survivors revealed themselves when he and Greg started for the
terminal and over the next half hour another thirty survivors were found. They
were a mix of owners, terminal employees, and maintenance engineers and all
chipped in to help strip the terminal of anything useful. Clothing, food, reading
materials, emergency rations, and emergency kits, anything that could help was
taken and packed away on Greenbriar Girls.
Travis was climbing the stairs after he and Greg made one last sweep of the
buildings when he heard Pembroke pull Sean away from where he was helping to
inventory the scavenged materials and tell him that they'd received something on
the wireless that wasn't an automated transmission.
*+*+*+*+*
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Approaching the Anafi Desert, Electra, Union gunstar Athena
Athena plowed through the atmosphere at better than three times the speed of
sound and not for the first time Lieutenant Colonel Tamsin St. Claire thanked
whoever designed and approved the ship for a good six meters of armor and a
highly reinforced internal framing. Once they went feet dry and left the large
equatorial seas behind, they'd slow down to something more manageable than 'bat
out of hell' speed that would allow them to maneuver somewhat. Well, maneuver
as well as any sixteen hundred meter long ship could in an atmosphere.
"Holding up ok, Robert?" St. Claire asked Petty Officer Robert Cushing.
"Having the time of my life, Ex," Cushing grinned. "If my recruiter ever told me
that I'd be flying an A-Class gunstar at Mach 3 on the deck of a Tier 1 world...I'd
have laughed at him!"
"The Fleet, it's not just a job..." St. Clare started the familiar recruiting quote the
Fleet used.
"It's an adventure!" everyone in CIC said in unison.
"That is the frakking spirit!" St. Claire shouted and jogged back to the plotting
table. "Where's 'the Man', Mr. Cohill?" she asked.
"Which one?" Cohill asked. "Ishtar is coming down slowly and is at thirty
kilometers altitude and a slant range of two thousand kilometers. Jabru is at fifteen
kilometers and a slant range of about a hundred kilometers from our destination."
"And our shadows?" St. Claire added.
"Vesuvius is matching our course fifty kilometers off our right flank and Undine
is fifty kilometers off our left," Cohill explained. Everyone is slowing and it looks
like our shockwaves are kicking up one hell of a sandstorm."
St. Claire's fingers beat a quick tune on the plotting table. "Our first target will
be Jabru...Ishtar's slant range is too great at the moment. Mr. Sheridan," she turned
to the weapons officer, "We have some Mk. XXII kinetics in our magazines,
correct?"
"We do," Sheridan confirmed.
standard Mk XX's have, though."

"They don't have the penetration that the
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St. Claire smirked. "Perhaps...but don't you think it's sort of academic when
either one could probably punch a hole in a mountain?"
Sheridan laughed. "You have a point, Ex. The terminal guidance will be a plus
given the atmospherics."
"Good...please use them...if there ever was a time that they should be used, this
is it," Sheridan told her. "How much longer, Mr. Cohill?"
"Thirty seconds," Cohill answered.
hundred kilometers per hour."

"We'll have a final velocity of about two

The dradis swept like a metronome and showed four named objects; the two
gunstars that accompanied her on this crazy plan and the two drone ships that were
trying to kill them. Jabru was definitely going to die...and die soon, she thought,
but Ishtar was the problem. They needed to disable or destroy the gunstar for them
to have a chance of helping the civilians. "Carl...I have a theoretical question for
you..."
"I remember the last time you asked me about one of those," Cohill arched his
eyebrows and smiled.
"Yes...but this one might be needed a little sooner," St. Claire said and held her
right thumb and forefinger a few millimeters apart. "How fast does our FTL drive
cycle? I know the book spec, but you were here when Athena was doing her trials.
How fast can she do a second jump?"
Cohill looked uncomfortable. "The book says two minutes, but we managed
twenty-nine seconds on trials."
"Twenty nine seconds, eh?" St. Claire said thoughtfully. "I want you to plot two
jumps and keep them updated..." she told Cohill and then explained exactly how
the jumps would be plotted.
Cohill blanched. "That's never been done..." he stammered. "I mean, I don't
think I've ever heard of anyone ever proposing such a thing..."
"It's simple physics, Carl. Just remember...you don't need a parachute to
skydive...you just need one if you want to skydive twice. And the drones...they
don't have parachutes," St. Claire explained and hoped he didn't think she was a
few cans short of a six pack.
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"Simple physics, aye," Cohill said.
beer...and a shot."

"When this is over, I think I deserve a

"I'll buy, and even get you a twisty straw," St. Claire winked. "Now...we have a
ship to kill."
"I have a ready solution on Jabru," Sheridan offered. "Vesuvius and Undine have
signaled that they're locked on, too."
"Mr. Sheridan," St. Claire said evenly, all trace of her former humor gone from
her voice, "kill it...cum magna vindicta," she added in the ancient tongue.
All along Athena's spine and on her outrigger arms, twenty-four dual turrets
suddenly lit the swirling sandstorm as golden plasma flushed the barrels a fraction
of a second before each one launched a one meter diameter Mk. XXII self guiding
kinetic penetrator round. They streaked skyward on forty-eight pillars of golden fire
sucked along from the plasma squib and tainted with red as the round quickly
glowed from atmospheric friction.
Fifty kilometers to each side more kinetic rounds, ten on the left and fourteen on
the right, reached into the night sky as they sought their target.
Five seconds later, the scene was repeated and then again five seconds after
that.
Jabru managed two volleys before the first rounds slammed into her ventral
surface and punched through the armor and then after wrecking havoc as they tore
through her internal spaces, exited through her dorsal armor. Weapons mounts
were instantly destroyed, her dradis was turned into a pile of scrap, and her gravitic
lift system became erratic and the massive ship began losing altitude.
It didn't matter, the second and third volleys shredded almost everything that
was left and one round that would have missed activated its guidance package and
tore through her starboard engine causing the once dangerous ship to go into a flat
spin to the right as she fell through the air.
The exchange wasn't all one sided, however. Jabru's port rear turret managed a
third volley before the ship lost power and those two rounds screamed earthward
and slammed into Undine just behind where the gunstar's head joined her body.
Undine was a much smaller ship than Jabru, or even Athena, and the rounds cut
through her like a hot knife through butter. If the damage had happened in space,
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the ship might have survived. However, with only a thousand meters of altitude,
there was no margin for error.
Undine immediately lost altitude and her helmsman tried to correct her attitude,
but the damage was done. The gunstar slowed and almost managed to avoid the
dunes but her lower hull clipped the crest and dug an almost forty meter deep
trench in the sand which caused the ship to slam down and her bow to dig a four
hundred meter wide furrow that stretched for more than two kilometers.
"Undine's down!" Cohill announced moments after the gunstar augered into the
surface.
"We'll grieve later, people," St. Claire said as she bit her lip and fought back
tears herself. "We still have one more to go. Flight, pass the location to the Rocs
on Alert 5 and as soon as we deal with Ishtar we'll launch them and they can start
SAR ops."
She took a deep breath and forced her mind to look at things rationally and not
emotionally. She hadn't known Wells other than as a voice on the wireless, but in
that short time they had stood shoulder to shoulder against the drones and at that
moment she felt more kinship to him than she did members of her own family. I
will grieve later, she promised herself.
"Kit, let Vesuvius know that they're to jump to the rendezvous thirty seconds
after we make our first jump," St. Claire finally said to the quiet CIC.
"Contact Vesuvius and let them know they're to jump thirty seconds after we
jump, aye," Parker repeated and passed on the information.
St. Claire studied the dradis above the plotting table and watched how Ishtar
had stopped her descent. The numbers next to Jabru showed her falling at an ever
increasing rate until she slammed into the ground at just over fifteen hundred
kilometers per hour and less than fifty-five seconds after the first rounds slammed
into her.
"Mr. Cohill...do you have my jumps plotted?" St. Claire asked the navigator.
"Aye, Ex.
Both jumps are plotted and Engineering is aware what you're
planning," Cohill answered without emotion. "They assure me that they'll meet
your window."
"Thank you." St. Claire knew that when she gave the order that what happened

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1389
for the next half minute was out of her hands and in the hands of her crew, fate,
and physics. She said a quick prayer to anyone that might be listening and then
licked her lips. "Mr. Sheridan, please direct all gun crews to fire as soon as they
have a valid target solution and to continue firing until it's lost. They will not have
much time and Mr. Cohill will give you the target's location before we jump. The
ventral batteries will have the first shots and as we pass the bow guns and then the
dorsal guns will have a chance. We get one shot at this and it has to be good."
"I understand, Ex.
vindicta."

We'll get the job done," Sheridan replied.

"Cum magna

"Cum magna vindicta!" Cohill repeated louder.
"Cum magna vindicta!" the rest of the CIC took up the chant.
"CUM MAGNA VINDICTA!" the CIC crew all but screamed.
Yes, St. Claire thought, with great vengeance will our hurt be salved.
"Mr. Cohill, is everything ready?" St. Claire asked.
"Aye, Ex, we can jump on your order," Cohill confirmed.
"Start the jump clock, Mr. Cohill. Cum magna vindicta!"
"Aye...start the jump clock," Cohill repeated. "Cum magna vindicta!" A moment
later he announced, "We will jump in five...four...three...two...one...JUMP!"
St. Claire held onto the plotting table as Athena's FTL drive tore a hole in reality,
built a tunnel to its destination, pushed the ship into it, and then tore a hole at the
destination. It felt like an infinite instant and took less time than the blink of an
eye, and then it was done.
"Bang on target!" Cohill announced a moment before Sheridan started talking.
"Target acquired!" Sheridan announced.
commenced firing."

"All batteries that can bear have

Ishtar hung suspended in the night sky thirty kilometers above the Anafi Desert
like a giant malevolent dun colored barbed arrowhead. Green lights blinked on
her control tower that was set aft on her central hull and just in front of her
centerline engine. All of her sensors were directed below and almost two thousand
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kilometers away and so her drone crew was surprised and caught flat footed when
Athena appeared like an ivory spear two kilometers vertically above her and not
even ten kilometers horizontally behind her and immediately began falling through
the sky.
At that range, Athena's one meter kinetics took barely more than a second to
cross the distance and either hit Ishtar or miss the massive gunstar completely. Her
ventral batteries each managed to fire two rounds each, her fixed bow guns
managed one volley, and her dorsal batteries claimed three as the sleek gunstar was
in free fall for more than forty-four hundred meters before her FTL drive cycled and
once again tore apart reality and jumped her to safety.
"We made it, Mr. Cohill," St. Claire said as the ship secured from Jump
Conditions.
Cohill had a look of wonder spread across his face. "Frakking-A right we did,
Ex!" he exclaimed and then his eyes went big as several others turned at his
comment. "I mean...we sure did, Ex."
St. Claire chuckled at his embarrassment. "I think we can bend the regs a
smidge after what we just went through...thanks to your skills."
"That means I get my beer and shot?" Cohill asked and arched his eyebrows.
"And the twisty straw," St. Claire replied. "Kit, please put me on the 1MC," she
asked.
"You're on the 1MC, Ex," Parker said a moment later.
"Thank you, Kit," St. Claire said before she picked up the handset at the plotting
table. "This is the Ex Oh...I want to thank you for your outstanding performance
over the past few hours and especially the past few minutes. We've...you've...done
things that the book said couldn't be done. You found the bar you set yesterday
and raised it even higher today and demonstrated the finest traditions of the service,
and that you are truly the finest people I've ever served with. We may serve
elsewhere someday, but we will always share the bond we forged today under fire.
I am proud to serve with you.
"Take a moment, catch your breath, and then we need to make sure the ship is
ready to sail into Harm's Way when called again. Please join me in a moment of
silence for those we lost today..."
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St. Claire closed her eyes and tried to imagine what Wells might have looked
like and prayed for a swift passage to the underworld not just for him, but for his
valiant crew and the civilians they had aboard.
"As soon as I have news about what's going on, I'll pass it along. Ex Oh out."
St. Claire returned the handset to the cradle and took a deep breath. "Let's launch
the SAR Rocs and see if there were any survivors on Undine," she finally said and
looked around at her CIC staff. "The battle is over...for now...but we have a lot of
work ahead of us. Kit, can you call down to the galley and see if they can send up
some sandwiches and coffee? All of a sudden I'm famished."
*+*+*+*+*
Dark side of Orestes, moon orbiting Electra, private yacht Greenbriar Girls
The owner's cabin was as luxurious as any five star hotel's Presidential Suite and
reflected its owner's El Doradan heritage. At the moment, however, the luxury and
touch of home was lost on the man who sat in the high backed desk chair holding a
framed picture to his chest and crying. May knelt down and put her arms around
him and gently pulled him close.
"We don't know for sure, Sean..." she said softly.
He looked up at her and she winced at the look of absolute loss and anguish
that owned his face. "Earth is lost, you heard the reports. The fleet was wiped out.
Everywhere else it's the same, May...they're gone. I've lost them...it isn't right for a
parent to outlive his children."
May felt her heart breaking as Sean poured out his pain. She had been assigned
to him as an aide and bodyguard five years ago. It wasn't something she would
have normally volunteered for, but someone somewhere did a psych profile match
and thought that they'd make a good team. They were wrong, though; they didn't
make a good team, they made an outstanding team. After a few weeks of getting
to know each other, she realized that he brought out the best in her and she started
noticing that he was walking a little bit straighter, that his spirits were a little bit
lighter, and that he just seemed to be in a better place mentally.
He knew about her and how she was an orphan from Syracuse who had gone to
college on a hard won scholarship and then joined the Fleet via ROTC. He was
surprised that as soon as she was commissioned she tried out for the Catalans, the
Fleet's elite special operations group. Technically she was an outstanding student
and made it through training with high marks. May was good doing the traditional
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missions the Catalans were known for, but as soon as she was trained for a
protective detail she blossomed.
After the first year, Sean had asked if she minded if he requested that she be
permanently assigned to him and even then she realized that their relationship
operated on more than just a professional level. Both teased, but neither one
crossed the line.
That was, until she decided to cross it earlier tonight. As she watched Sean talk
with Deforest and listened to what he said, she realized how much she'd come to
care for this man who was old enough to be her father. And when she realized
that, she also realized that what she felt was much more than simple affection.
As Sean cried and she held him, May slowly rocked back and forth and copied a
very dim memory of her own mother doing the same for her. "I don't believe it,
Sean," she finally told him.
"Why?" Sean looked up and his bloodshot eyes transfixed her.
"I dunno..." May finally said. "Call it faith, call it unbridled hope, or call it
women's intuition, but deep down here," she released him and tapped her left
breast over her heart, "I know they're alive. You told me that Hannah had her own
command and was going to be calling on Neverwhere, right? They're pretty out of
the way and she's a very resourceful woman. And Brooke? Didn't you tell me
she's on Digger Sharma's ship, Ariadne? The finest in the fleet? We'll find them or
they'll find us, but we will be together again."
Sean blinked the tears away from his eyes and he asked, "We?"
May smiled. "Yes, Sean; we," she said and leaned forward and physically
crossed the line she mentally crossed several hours earlier.
The kiss was simple, but it communicated so many things to May; passion, love,
hope, vulnerability, and perhaps the most important, trust. She settled against him
as she felt his arms circle around her and felt protected for the first time that she
could remember. Despite the living hell that was going on all around them, this felt
right and she wasn't going to say no to it.
"Argh..." May groaned as the intercom buzzed.
"We're not finished, Ptolemais," Sean smiled and she could see that he had
regained some of his humor and spirits. His left hand released her and picked up
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the handset, "Marlowe," he answered.
"Sir," Pembroke greeted him quickly, "We just picked up a small squadron
coming around the moon...the transponders identify five gunstars and three mobile
graving docks...ah...wait one..."
"It looks like we have company..." Sean told May. "The kind with a pulse."
"Thank the gods," May whispered.
"Sir?" Pembroke returned. "We're being hailed by the gunstar Athena; they're
asking if we need assistance?"
*+*+*+*+*
Dark side of Orestes, moon orbiting Electra, Union gunstar Athena
Lieutenant Colonel Tamsin St. Claire stood on the hangar deck with Lieutenant
Carl Cohill on her left. Captain Meade Pennell stood to her right and Sergeant
Walter Quigley's squad stood in three groups of four to provide security if it was
required.
"Do you think this is legit or is he just some rich guy from El Dorado looking to
try and take over?" Pennell asked.
"He might be legit," Cohill answered. "We had word that President Marquette
was working on some sort of diplomatic initiative downstairs when this happened."
"We'll find out soon enough," St. Claire said as the airlock doors slid open and
the Roc taxied into the hangar proper. "I don't like being down here for a dog and
pony show while we could be back over Electra doing rescue and recovery ops."
The Roc slowed and stopped in front of the three officers and a blue jumpsuited
handler quickly chocked the craft's wheels. St. Claire felt the unfamiliar weight of
her service automatic resting on her right hip and stood a little straighter as the rear
hatch lowered and their guest stepped out.
"Permission to come aboard, Colonel?" the man asked.
"Permission granted," St. Claire replied and waited for him to approach her. The
visitor was an older man that was dressed casually and appeared to be in his late
fifties or early sixties, and still moved with the fluid and grace of a man decades
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younger. He had a full head of dark hair that was only lightly specked with grey,
and his blue eyes beamed with intelligence and what she thought looked like a
deep seated sense of loss.
"My credentials, Colonel," he said after he shook St. Claire's offered hand.
St. Claire looked at them and then the man's face, before scanning the ID code
with a small tablet. The tablet compared the code and the picture with the ship's
personnel database and flashed green. "Sir, my apologies; welcome to Athena," she
said. "This is my navigator, Lieutenant Carl Cohill," she nodded to Cohill, "and this
is Captain Meade Pennell, commanding my Marine detachment."
"Don't worry about it, Colonel, it was the prudent thing to do and I'd be
concerned after what's happened if you didn't verify my bona fides," Vice Admiral
Sean Marlowe told her and then shook Cohill's and Pennell's hands. "Is there
someplace we can talk? We have a lot to discuss and not a whole lot of time to do
it."
"I have a briefing room prepared, sir. If you'll follow me?" St. Claire said and
gestured to a hatch that led deeper into the ship.
"Certainly...I'd also like to introduce my aide, Major Ptolemais..." Sean started
but St. Claire interrupted him.
"May? I never thought I'd see you here!" St. Claire said and smiled at the
woman who just stepped off the Roc. "I was one of May's instructors when she
went through her final OCS course and we've kept in touch off and on over the
years."
"This is yours?" May asked and looked around the hangar bay.
St. Claire frowned. "She is now...Come...we can catch up later when we get a
few minutes to catch our breath, but I sense that I'm about to be shown the rest of
the picture when we sit down."
Five minutes later they were seated around the conference table in one of
Athena's briefing rooms. "I was surprised that Colonel Barnes wasn't on hand to
meet me," Sean began. "Is he ok?"
St. Claire slowly shook her head once from side to side. "I'm afraid not,
Admiral. Colonel Barnes and as near as I can tell, every other commanding officer
and officer above the rank of Lieutenant Colonel was at Gemini Downport when
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the drones attacked. If they weren't there they were at the Governor's Mansion
where he was hosting them for dinner...the down port was hit by three nukes and
Freemantle by another during the opening shots. Other than you, I'm the highest
ranking officer I've been able to find."
"Damn," Sean swore. "I knew Barnes...he was a good man."
"They all were, sir," St. Claire replied.
"They were, Colonel," Sean agreed. "Before go any further, tell me what
happened and how you managed to get here."
St. Claire quickly related what happened at Gemini Anchorage, the attack on
Dawnport Station, and then going down into Electra's atmosphere to put Istar and
Jabru at a tactical disadvantage. She fought to remain stoic when she told of
Undine's destruction during the Jabru's downing and put the spotlight on Cohill for
his navigational prowess calculating the in atmosphere jumps that allowed them to
destroy Ishtar. "Once we returned to orbit, we launched an SAR flight and
collected the stragglers we could find and came here before returning to low orbit
and commencing rescue and recovery ops."
"So that was you?" May smiled. "You flew over our position on your dash for the
desert and your sonic boom glitched the drones that were guarding Greenbriar
Girls."
"We owe you our lives," Sean added. "That was truly unconventional thinking,
Colonel. Absolutely amazing. I'm sure if anyone was at the Round House they'd
be having all sorts of strokes and heart attacks, but right now I don't think they're in
any condition to care."
"Excuse me, Admiral? What are you saying?" St. Claire asked.
Sean pursed his lips and put his hands on the table, one on top of the other.
"The drones have attacked across the Union, Colonel. Earth was their first target
and has pretty much been destroyed."
"What? How?" Pennell asked. "Aren't there failsafes?"
"How well did they work for you?" Sean asked. "The very short version is that
the drones declared war on humanity this afternoon and we've already lost.
They're not fighting for freedom or their own place to live, but rather they're
fighting to kill each and every human that they can find. The fleet, except for some
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scattered survivors, is destroyed, and EWO Precipice has been activated."
St. Claire sat back in her chair and felt the sandwich she ate earlier turn to lead.
"Precipice? Do you have confirmation of this that I can see?"
May slid a disc across the table. "This is a recording of the raw transmission.
Have your people decode it."
"Carl? Take this to Kit and have her decode it. When she's done, bring it and
her to me here, please," St. Claire told Cohill.
"On it, Ex," Cohill said before he took the disc. "Excuse me, Admiral," he said
and left the room.
"Assuming the order is valid," St. Claire said and knew deep down that it was,
"what are your plans?"
"We need to collect as much shipping as we can find over the next forty-eight
hours and we need to keep moving while we do it. This is a big system, and I
propose that we marshal everyone out by Tiryns, orbiting Argos, Mycenae's
companion star. There's an emergency anchorage orbiting Tiryns that should be
able to top us off before we leave. And then, we leave."
"Just forty-eight hours?" St. Claire asked.
"Yes. By that point the bombardments will be over and the drones will be
hunting down anything that's left. We have to preserve the race, not stand and fight
battles we can't win against an enemy that doesn't care how many it loses just so
long as we're dead."
"Ok. We can do it. May I send scouts out to the other words? They'll jump in,
take a look, listen for a few minutes, and then jump to the next one? Just in case..."
St. Claire asked hopefully.
"Yes. I think that would be a prudent move. Who do you propose sending?"
Sean wanted to know.
St. Claire thought for a moment. "I'll send Antigone, she's fast, rather new, and
has a good EW suite."
"Now...there is something that we need to do, personnel wise," Sean declared
and St. Claire suddenly felt a little uneasy. "I'm a Vice Admiral in the Reserves and
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was never an unrestricted line officer...my focus was on other things and even that
was part time. However, with the rank during wartime, and I think this most
certainly qualifies as wartime, I am empowered to make binding personnel
changes.
"Lieutenant Colonel St. Claire, you have demonstrated skill and innovation that
not only saved your command, but likely will allow us to evacuate a considerable
number of civilians from this system. Athena is yours and as of this date you are
promoted to the rank of commander. You can organize the military assets as you
see fit and may promote one of your officers to fill your now vacant position."
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Tamsin St. Claire sat behind the desk in what were now her
quarters and looked at the list of ships that made up their small fleet. It wasn't
much to represent a two thousand year old civilization that spanned almost fifty
worlds, but it was all they could find. One bright spot was that the SAR teams had
found survivors on Undine. Major Wells, fortunately, was among them but would
require months of rehabilitation therapy and might never walk again. Additionally,
the teams were able to recover more than six hundred people, crew and civilians,
who otherwise wouldn't have had a chance at survival.
The drones had returned to Electra within twenty-four hours of her meeting with
Admiral Marlowe and finished what the first wave had started. What used to be a
beautiful blue-white planet was now nothing more than a dirty brown ball that
contained the wreckage of a great civilization and served as a grave yard for more
than seven billion people.
Newly promoted Lieutenant Colonel Carl Cohill estimated that if they made
several jumps prior to accelerating to just under light speed, they would be able to
reach the rendezvous area in about four and a half years, subjective, while two
thousand would have passed objectively, and they'd arrive within a few days to a
few weeks of when any other survivors were expected.
This wasn't what St. Claire saw for her future when she walked onto the
Academy grounds when she was sixteen.
Hell, never in her most horrific
nightmare would she have predicted what happened, but it did and now she had to
deal with it. Pulling the covers up and ignoring it wasn't an option, nor was
walking away and letting someone else take care of it. Vice Admiral Marlowe had
trusted her and she was bound and determined to make sure that trust wasn't
misplaced.
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It didn't take long for her to prove the trust wasn't misplaced when the Erisian
gunstar Deo Vindice and her two escorts arrived twelve hours after the first attack.
Like the Union ships, the Erisian commanders had been on Electra when the drones
hit and were likewise running with reduced command teams. St. Claire had to talk
down Dysis' commanding officer, Major Towers, from attacking because he blamed
the Erisians for the drones' atrocities. It was a bit of odd logic, and she could see
the point Towers was making; if it wasn't for the Erisians, would the drones have
even been created?
When she finally was able to get a word in edgewise, St. Claire told Towers and
Deo Vindice's senior officer, Major Ekaterina Solkova, that if they wanted to fight
that they were both welcome to come over to Athena, put on gloves, and step into
the ring once they were under way. But right now, they both needed realize that
there were only two sides that mattered anymore; those who were born and those
who were manufactured. If it had a pulse, then it was a friend, no matter what they
might have been doing the day before...and that was the end of discussion.
And that ended that. Both officers later contacted her and apologized for their
behavior and St. Claire had told them to apologize to each other, because in the
new scheme of things the old rivalries had to end.
Vice Admiral Marlowe had berthed Greenbriar Girls aboard Ethereal Paradise
and was using one of the buildings under the massive liner's dome as the fleet's
administrative center. He had been surprised to find that the graving docks held
some hidden treasures. Thallo was fitting out three ships; Dione, Asteria, and
Lamia. While they wouldn't be sailing on their own, they would provide additional
space for the trip and once they reached the destination, they'd be able to navigate
independently. Auxo, the second graving dock, carried six almost complete hulls;
Angelos and Alke, A-Class gunstars similar to Athena; Daphne and Demeter, two
D-Class gunstars similar to Dysis; and Europa and Medusa, two Electra class
gunstars. The last Graving dock, Carpo, held several civilian ships in various states
of repair. All three had enough extra space that many smaller ships that otherwise
wouldn't stand the stress of the trip could be taken along.
They got lucky when they found the hospital ship Soteria and the large fleet
transport Atlas.
Soteria's staff was working around the clock caring for the
evacuees who had been injured during the attacks as well as Undine's survivors.
Atlas was a treasure trove as it had been en-route to Electra when the genocide
began and was carrying several spare engines suitable for A- and D- class gunstars.
Several fleet replenishmentstars had joined the fleet and the rest of the fifty odd
ships were various types of civilian ships ranging from the express luxury liners
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Princess Of El Dorado and Princess Of Electra to agricultural and food processing
ships and even refinery ships. They had plenty of food, water, and fuel to make the
trip, but the thing that worried St. Claire the most was mental health. Once the trip
started and things settled into a routine, people would slowly move transition from
a reactionary survival mode to a more stable long term survival mode and have
time to dwell on what happened. Admiral Marlowe was concerned about this as
well and had assigned the Erisian leader, Deforest Watts, to come up with a plan
that would help combat the survivor's guilt that they were sure would sweep the
fleet over the coming months.
St. Claire looked at the clock and then at the picture on the desk and smiled at
the memory of when it had been taken. Her mom's arm was around her neck and
both women were smiling as sun reflected off the deep blue waters just off the
beach near the small coastal city where she grew up. Now all that she had of her
family were memories. "We'll meet again, perhaps not soon, but we will," she said
out loud before gently kissing the picture and putting it back on the desk. "As for
me, right now I have a fleet to guide to the new world."
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Chapter 39: Storming Heaven
Deep space, approaching the structure identified as Olympus, Colonial
battlestar Hecate, BS-94
"Sera!" Colonel Constance deWinter rushed around the plotting table to Admiral
Countess Seralanna Chase's side. "Are you ok?" she asked quietly and in a
concerned voice as she knelt next to Chase.
"Yes...I'm fine..." Chase said as she forced herself to her feet. Her heart was
beating faster than it did after an hour long workout and she forced a calm and
nonplussed look onto her face. "I was...surprised..." she slowly said and while it
was true, it didn't tell the whole story.
"Lara, make it live, please," Chase asked Communications Petty Officer Lara
Pittman.
"Make it live, aye," Pittman replied and then quickly added, "It's live, Admiral."
"This is Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase of the Twelve Colonies of Kobol
aboard the battlestar Hecate. We've come a long way to meet you," Chase said
and almost smirked at saying pretty much the exact thing that Admiral Hannah
Marlowe said a few days earlier. This has all happened before she thought quickly,
why shouldn't it all happen again? "With me are representatives of the Meropian
Communion and the 13th Tribe of Kobol, from Earth. We would be honored if you
would meet with us."
Chase could detect a smile in the speaker's voice when she answered, "Of
course, Admiral. We would be delighted to meet with you. I wonder, however, if
we might meet privately before the general reception aboard Olympus? Perhaps
we could meet aboard your battlestar?"
"That is acceptable," Chase said and swallowed down a mix of fear, anticipation,
and confusion. "I will coordinate with the other commanders and ensure that
they're ready when we're finished. I look forward to meeting you and will have an
honor guard to escort you to the ship."
"Fantastic!" the woman replied. "I've been looking forward to this day for a long
time, Admiral. I will arrive in one hour. Olympus, out," she said and the channel
closed.
"Lara, please contact Admirals Cassidine and Marlowe and patch them through
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to my quarters," Chase asked Pittman before turning to deWinter. "Connie...please
ask Cora meet me in my quarters."
"Will do, Sera," deWinter answered.
softer voice.

"Ah...what's going on?" she added in a

"I don't know, Connie...I really don't know..." Chase admitted. "But I will tell
you this; I'm going to get to the bottom of it in about an hour. Until then, please
have the CAG assign Major Beckett to the honor guard; two Vipers to escort our
visitor to the port topisde flight deck. I'd also like the blast doors in the middeck
hangar closed and all personnel are to vacate the space. I'll direct the shuttle and
worry about getting it secured. You have the con until I return." Chase turned and
walked for the armored hatch that led to the passageway that would take her to her
quarters.
"Mr. Cole, you have the con, I'll be back," deWinter said and followed Chase
out of the CIC.
Chase heard deWinter following and stopped so the other woman could catch
up. "Sera..."
"My quarters, Connie..." Chase said and acknowledged the two Marines
standing on either side of the hatch that led to her quarters. Once they were inside
she sat behind her desk and took a deep breath before she removed her gloves. "I
need you to promise me something..."
"Anything, Sera, you know that," deWinter replied.
"Wait until I tell you," Chase said slowly. "If I tell you to go home, take the fleet
and go...jump as far and as quickly as you can, but go."
"Why?" deWinter pressed.
Chase unfolded the sketch she'd made months earlier. "I saw Olympus in a
dream and I know the voice who contacted us. And Connie...it scares me. So
please, if things go bad, talk to Cesare or Rich, and Marlowe's XO, Sam Jordan, or
President Windsor, and try and convince them to go with you. If it happens, and I
hope it doesn't."
deWinter nodded and was going to say something when the intercom buzzed.
"Admiral Chase," Chase said when she picked up the handset. "Thank you, Lara,
please put them through," she added a moment later.
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"Admiral Cassidine, Admiral Marlowe, I wanted to take a moment and talk to
you before I meet whoever it is that's coming over from Olympus," Chase began.
"Sera...that woman knows you," Admiral Giovanna Cassidine said without
preamble.
Chase was stunned by Cassidine's comment. "How...why do you think that?"
"Well, for one, how you just answered," Cassidine said and Chase could picture
a friendly smirk on her counterpart's face.
"And for two," Admiral Hannah Marlowe added, "I could tell it from your voices.
She knows you and you're pretty sure you know her."
Chase was silent felt like her body wanted to run in a thousand different
directions all at once. "I think I recognize the voice...but it's impossible," she told
them. "I wanted to let you both know that I didn't expect a private meeting before
we all went over. And..."
"It's ok, Sera," Cassidine cut in. "Whoever this person is, she has her reasons.
And aside from contacting you directly, she obviously knew you were coming. We
may be the unexpected guests."
"Also," Marlowe picked up, "I have a feeling that we're all going to be seeing
some surprises before this is over."
"About that..." Chase started, "When we go over, I've left instructions with
Connie to contact your deputies, whether it's Cesare or Rich for you, Gia, or Sam or
President Windsor for you, Hannah, that if things go bad, to take the fleet and get
away and don't look back. Connie will take the fleet to Thule and from there get
you officially recognized."
"But..." Marlowe asked. "What about us? The three of us?"
"We'll find our way home...even if we have to gnaw our way out of Olympus,"
Chase told her. "But we will find our way home. This just ensures that the fleets are
safe."
They spoke for several more minutes and arranged how they were going to
travel to Olympus and who they'd take for the initial introductions, and then Chase
ended the conversation. "I want you two to know that even though we haven't
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known each other long, I consider you sisters from different parents. Whatever the
future holds, we'll get through it if we stick together."
"I'll do it, Sera," deWinter said when the call ended. "I won't like it, but I will.
Now..." Chase found her long time friend, who was closer to her than only a
handful of people, fixing her gaze on her. "Before I leave, who do you think it is?"
Chase swallowed and forced her anxiety back into a box and told her. "I know
it's hard to believe," she finished, "but that's it."
deWinter slowly nodded her head.
"One thing I've learned since we
commissioned this ship is that anything is possible. I'll be in CIC if you need me."
"Thanks, Connie," Chase said as there was a knock on the hatch and the
intercom buzzed. "I think that's my sister..."
After deWinter left, Captain Baroness Coralanna Chase entered and Chase
motioned for her sister to take a seat on one of the sofas and sat across from her.
"Cora, I want you to close your eyes and listen to something I'm going to play for
you and I need you to tell me the first thing you think of. Ok?"
"Sera, don't you think this is an odd time to play a game?" Cora asked.
"Trust me, Cora...you're going to want to hear this," Chase told her sister and
tried to keep the anxiety out of her voice.
"Ok...hit me..." Cora said and closed her eyes.
Chase cued the conversation she had with Olympus' representative and then hit
play. She watched Cora's face and saw her blanche..."That's..."
"Impossible? Yes. I thought so, too," Chase finished her sister's comment. "But
she's going to be here in about forty-five minutes, so we better get ready."
*+*+*+*+*
The forward portion of the portside middeck hangar had been cleared of all
personnel except for the two blue uniformed women who stood with their backs
toward the blast door that sealed it off from the rest of the deck. "Meg just
confirmed that they made it to the elevator," Cora said and put the handset back on
its cradle. "Just a few minutes more."
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Chase nodded. "I'm glad you came along," she told her sister. "I don't think I
could have done this alone."
"I just hope they get someone hot to play me when we get home, write the
book, and they make a blockbuster vid out of it," Cora joked and Chase laughed.
"Don't you think you're planning a little ahead?" Chase asked.
"Nope!" Cora replied and grinned. "When I first met Sebastian I told him our
kids would be beautiful, and that was before I even saw him without a flight
helmet. You should know by now, Sera, when I plan, I plan!"
"That you do," Chase laughed. "That you do." She was glad for the minutes that
she had with Cora before their guest arrived. It was a chance to step away from the
uniform and just be sisters again. "For a long time I couldn't wait to get here, to
find what lay at the end of the path the game gave us, but now, that we're here...I
can't wait to get home," she said wistfully.
Cora looked at her and Chase saw the humor drain away. "Sera, I think we need
to go home. Soon...and fast."
"Fast?" Chase asked and heard the chime that the shuttle was entering the airlock
and that it would be another minute or so before it cycled.
"Yeah," Cora nodded. "I've been getting a bad feeling whenever I think of
home...like something bad is going to happen. I'm sure Dad will be ok, but...I just
hope it's nothing."
Chase hugged her sister. "I hope so, too. Prophecy is a double edged sword;
you know what it means until it happens and you don't."
"Isn't that the truth," Cora agreed and both sisters turned to the airlock when the
alarm went off to let anyone present know that it was cycling open. "Game time."
As the hangar doors opened, Chase walked out and stood five meters from them
and held the plane director's batons in her hands and waited. When the doors
were fully open, a sleek, lifting body shaped craft waited on wheeled landing gear.
The body flared at the rear to a pair of swept back wings that turned up at the ends
to form winglets, and the whole craft was about half again the size of a Raptor.
While the Raptor was boxy and very utilitarian looking, this craft had smooth lines
and looked like it would glide through the air rather than abuse it into submission
like the Raptor would.
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Chase stepped back and used the wands to direct the shuttle into the closed off
bay and once it had cleared the elevator by ten meters she stopped and raised the
wands as if she was holding up her hands until it stopped. When she swept the
wands down to her waist Cora ducked under the craft and choked the wheels
before Chase returned the wands to a bin near the airlock doors.
Less than a minute later, both sisters stood in front of the craft's port side hatch
and waited for it to open. It had been years since the last time she felt it happen
but Chase felt her sister's hand find her own and give it a squeeze and then held it.
She squeezed it back as the hatch opened and steps folded down to make it easier
to reach the deck.
The shuttle's interior lights were off and the first sign Chase had of someone
exiting was when a long slender leg clad in camel hair slacks that looked like they
had been made for the wearer emerged from the craft. Polished black leather low
heeled shoes covered her feet and a snow white cotton blouse topped the slacks.
But the clothing paled next to the person wearing it; of middle height, lithe with a
bosom that was just right for her body height and shape, long slightly curled blonde
hair that was held high and off her neck in a classic style secured with chopsticks,
and ice blue eyes that peered out of a face that had an ethereal quality to it.
It was a face that Chase had known ever since her first memories.
Next to her, Cora gasped and as if they shared the same thought, they both
stepped forward.
"Hello, Sera," the woman said warmly and was clearly fighting her emotions.
"Hello, Cora," she said and finally lost the battle as tears started rolling down her
cheeks. "My girls..." she said and held her arms open as Chase felt her own tears
spill from her eyes and roll down her cheeks as she found herself hugging the
woman that for all her life she had called 'Mom'.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond known space, Othrys, hardened bunker complex known as 'The Clinic'
"Cronus is loose." Castle's words echoed through Vassar's mind as the reality of
the situation became real. An hour and a half earlier and they would have been
able to catch him, but even with the time spent getting to know the team from
Ariadne removed from the equation, they'd still have been half an hour late or
more.
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"What now, folks?" Vassar asked the three crews and Zeus' herald. "We missed
our chance to flush his bottle; do we try and hunt him down? And if so, where do
we start?"
Minerva slowly shook her head. "We'd need a lot more people to effectively
search just this complex, and then when you add all the tunnels and access
tunnels? If we traveled in anything less than a large group he'd have a good chance
to pick us off one by one, and even if we stuck together, he might still have a
chance."
"Good point, Minerva," Vassar said and completely agreed with her assessment.
There were too many levels, rooms, passages, and all the rest in just this one
complex for them to sweep and be positive they didn't miss anything...and even
then they weren't on a level playing field because Cronus already had firsthand
knowledge of the Clinic.
"I think we need to secure the Rocs," Lieutenant Christina Bayer said. "If he
knows about them, it's a way off the planet and if he's a cagey as the legends make
out, we'd never catch him."
"That's a good point," Lieutenant Owen 'Castle' Casteel replied. "I don't want to
be the one to tell Digger that we lost a Roc," he joked. "With your permission," he
said and looked at Vassar, "I'd like to move the Rocs closer to your location and
fully lock them down while we're here. It may not be much extra in the way of
security, but it will be some."
"I don't have a problem with that," Vassar told him and then noticed Tello who
looked to be deep in thought. "What's on your mind, Rufus?"
"I think we're looking at this from the wrong perspective," Dixie Bell Dancer's
engineer stated. "We're approaching this like we're hunting a dangerous animal
and trying to come up with a way to corner and catch it...we're reacting if you will.
I think we need to step back and look at this from Cronus' point of view instead.
What is he thinking? What are his goals? What does he want to do right now and
what will he need to get to make it happen?"
"He probably wants to get off this planet," Colby Browning, Zeus' onetime
herald said. "If he can, he'll try and see if there's anything left of his estates first,
and then he'll try and leave the system and attempt to make contact with any of his
surviving supporters. He knows it's been a long time...but right now that's his only
chance. He's as out of time as I was..."
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"What sensors does the Clinic have access to?" Flight Ensign Hector Wight
asked. "That would tell us what he might know about the surface."
"One moment..." Colby said and returned to the workstation's main desktop
before launching another application. "The sensor network is degraded..." she
muttered and continued to work before she had a topographic map synthesized
and displayed. "This is based off the last survey data from the war," she explained,
"so the lay of the land may have changed a bit. What I'm seeing is that there's
several objects registered...over here we have what it’s saying is a small craft crash a
few months ago. But...over here," she pointed to another location, "it says than
something between 110 and 130 meters softly landed a few days ago and just this
morning conducted some seismic tests."
"That's the Colonial ship that we saw land," Cheryl Lido, Dixie Bell Dancer's
navigator stated.
"If you saw this, what would you infer from it, Colby?" Castle asked.
Colby looked at the image and the data displayed and nodded once. "It's been
here only a few days and came down softly, and then what the computer is calling
seismic tests, I'd say it was a ship with a crew, and if I was Cronus, I'd see it as my
ticket off planet."
"That would be my thinking as well," Tello said and pointed at the downed ship.
"Now the question becomes, if that's where we think he's heading, what do we
do?"
"Nuke it from orbit?" Colby volunteered. "It's more than he deserves."
Her comment drew several laughs and Vassar noted that Castle didn't laugh and
that the young officer seemed to be deep in thought. "Can we access the same
sensor information back at the other bunker that you accessed here?" he asked
Colby.
"Yes, I'll just need to log in, but we should have access," Colby answered. "Does
this mean we're heading back?"
"Unless someone objects, I think so," Vassar said. "In the mean time, is there
some way to turn this off?"
Colby shrugged. "Because of my position I was taught the basics, but beyond
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that, no. It's pretty low tech, but maybe if you closed the tubes and then secured
them with rope so they couldn't open? That way whoever was in one couldn't get
out, or at least we'd have a chance to get back before they did."
"We are short of rope..." Vassar said and then saw Books holding up a rope coil.
"Castle?"
"I'm for it; go ahead and secure the tubes, Books," Castle replied.
It took the better part of half an hour to secure the tubes and give the area a
quick once over before they decided it was time to leave. When they reached the
vestibule and started up the stairs that led to the tram station, Bayer stopped them
and asked for everyone to huddle close.
"I want two volunteers to stay behind with me for about half an hour. We'll find
a place to hide near the tram station," she whispered barely loud enough for Vassar
to hear. "We're assuming that Cronus looked at the same data we did...it could be
that he simply found a place to cool his heels until we left, and then he'd follow us
back to wherever we came from. He might think we're from that ship that
grounded. If we stay behind, we might have a crack at him and we'll also know
that no one is following us."
"I'll stay," Tello said. "Hec can handle the tram on the way back to the barricade
and if something breaks or we run into something mechanical, I can take care of it
for you."
"Ok, that's one..." Bayer said.
"I'll be two," Myerson said.
"Castle? You ok with this?" Bayer asked.
Vassar saw more than words being spoken in the look Bayer and Castle shared.
"Yeah...It makes sense, Chris," Castle finally said. "How about you, Josiah? Do you
mind if Rufus stays behind?"
"I wish no one had to stay behind," Vassar said, "But if wishes were cubits I'd be
living the high life on Scorpia. I'm cool with it. We'll hold at the barricade for you
three to join us."
*+*+*+*+*
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"If you see the bastard," Bayer told Myerson and Tello, "dump a mag in him and
then if he goes down, put a mag in his head."
"I heard that, El Tee," Myerson said and hunkered down just behind the corner
where the tunnel widened and joined the tram station.
It gave them the
opportunity to keep the brightly lit tram platform under observation while
remaining unobserved.
"Ditto," Tello added a moment later.
The only part about her scratch plan was that it couldn't watch the access
tunnels. But, Bayer had concluded, it would be a pretty hefty walk to the other ship
and if Iris' first hours were any indication, Cronus would be weak and probably
unable to walk far. Thus, by reasoned elimination, he'd have to use the tram.
But...she told herself silently, that's ascribing human frailty to a god and that's
probably a good way to wind up in a body bag.
Not for the first time she wondered how things might have been different if
she'd gone to college for a degree in communications instead of going to the
academy. Well, her mind told her, for one, you'd probably have died during the
genocide. But...the contrarian part of her countered, the Butterfly Effect. Bayer
shook her head and forced her mind to focus on the task at hand.
"Twenty minutes, El Tee," Tello whispered from where he faced the direction the
rest had taken. It was one thing to stake out the tram station, but it would be
something unforgivable if someone snuck up on them.
"You know...I just had a thought..." Myerson quietly said. "When we got here
there were two trams, right?"
Bayer nodded and heard Tello whisper, "Yeah."
"I have a bad feeling, then..." Myerson started. "You know how back home if a
hotel or major skyscraper had cab slots, they'd always be filled. One would pull
out and within minutes another one would pull in. How do we know that when
everyone here decided to put themselves on ice that there weren't more? I
mean...there was space for a third."
"Oh...frak me..." Bayer swore. "Cover me, Myerson. Frak...I should have seen
this!" She stood and slowly moved forward and kept to the shadows before she
made a quick dash to where the platform rose from the tunnel floor and offered a
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meter and a half wall that she could hide next to. They'd searched the tram and
knew it was clear so she slowly crept between the tram and the wall and stopped
when she reached the tram's rear cockpit.
Castle and the rest had taken the tram that was in front of this one, so if there
had been a third, it would have been behind it, Bayer reasoned. She studied the
floor and looked for anything that might indicate something had been here for as
long as the trams had been, but had recently left. As she was studying it, something
else started nagging at the back of her mind. Something that Myerson said right
before she started forward.
There...it was faint, but it was there. The concrete supports that the trams rested
on showed an area that was lighter than the surrounding floor. Frak. Bayer looked
at her watch and waved Myerson and Tello forward. The time for stealth had
passed.
"Ok. I know I said half an hour and we'd leave," Bayer began and looked at the
two men to judge their reactions to what she was about to say, "and I'm not going
to make this an order, Myerson...so right now, I'm just Bayer, another Marine.
Clear?"
"I'm with you all the way, El Tee," Myerson replied. "The sooner we get started,
the sooner we'll be able to get back and think about a hot and a cot."
"Let's do this," Tello said.
mentioned it."

"It's been bugging me, too, ever since Myerson

"Uh...what did I mention?" Myerson asked.
"You mentioned about everyone putting themselves on ice...and Colby
mentioned how everyone made a choice. I want to see them before we leave, or
get a good idea that they're still secure," Bayer explained and hoisted herself up
and onto the platform. "Besides, if Cronus needs supporters, he'd have a chance to
find them here...and they'd know how to use all this tech and where all the leftover
goodies might be kept."
"I think we should check in with Castle before we go, though..." Myerson
suggested.
"That wasn't something I was looking forward to," Bayer admitted and keyed her
headset wireless. "Castle, this is Bayer, come in, over."
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"Bayer, Castle," Castle replied as moment later. "Any success?"
"Negative, Castle," Bayer said and hesitated. "Ah..."
"You're going to do something I'm not going to like, aren't you?" Castle asked
and she could almost picture him fighting to frown and not allow a grin to touch
his lips.
"Something like that..." Bayer started. "Myerson said something about people
putting themselves on ice and I started wondering that if Cronus needed cronies,
where would he look? I want to take Myerson and Rufus on a quick look see
where ever we can get to here and make sure that no one has thawed..."
"And?" Castle prodded.
"One more thing...there was a third tram," Bayer stated. "I studied the floor in
front of the tram that's still here and then looked for similar marks and found them
behind the tram. Give us an hour...if you don't hear from us, then come guns
blazing. Otherwise, I'll contact you then."
"Whipped cream, chocolate syrup, some fresh berries, and ice cream..." Castle
told her. "No arguments."
Bayer laughed. "Naughty waitress...I like it," she told him. "Deal. Talk to you in
an hour."
She walked back to where Myerson and Tello waited and put one arm around
each of their shoulders. "Guys, we have an hour," Bayer began and guided them to
the exit that led to the Clinic. "We stay together, never more than three meters
apart, and we move fast. Anything that looks like it's been moved, looks wrong or
out of place, or you see the freezers, sound off."
"What about His Divine Dickness?" Myerson asked.
"Don't ask, just shoot," Bayer said. "We'll get the message."
*+*+*+*+*
The past few days had brought back a lot of old memories and Rufus Tello was
finding that his skills weren't as rusty as he thought as they quickly fell back into
reflexive practice. They should have called back the rest of the group for a more
thorough search, but he also understood the unspoken agreement that the three of
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them had made on the tram platform.
If things went bad, they'd go bad in a big way, and this way only three people
were risked instead of everyone.
The Clinic was as state of the art, and then some, as anything Tello had seen. It
was evident that the bulk of it was a medical facility of some sort; there were
wards, operating theaters, nurses' stations, and everything you'd expect to see in a
top flight hospital in a major city. But there were also things that he was sure no
hospital in the Colonies ever had. He doubted there was a pharmaceutical or
biotech company in the Colonies that wouldn't sell its soul for the technology here
in the Clinic.
He glanced at his watch and noticed they'd been working their way through the
clinic for more than twenty minutes. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary so far
and he wasn't sure whether he hoped this would bear fruit or be nothing more than
a snipe hunt.
This could have been us, Tello thought as he worked his way through a cafeteria.
Had the Cylons decided to go scorched earth rather than fight the way they did
during the Uprising, someone could have been walking through a long deserted
and forgotten Colonial bunker someday in the future.
So much had been lost. First, here at Othrys and then on Earth and Kobol; when
would it end? Hell, Tello wondered, could it end? Did humanity have it within
them to stop playing god when they had sufficient technology to give them the
hubris that drove the thought they could elevate themselves to the ranks of the
divine?
That was a job for a philosopher, Tello told himself. My job is to shoot people,
break things, and then fix things.
"Up ahead!" Bayer hissed and sprinted forward a dozen meters before she
skidded to a stop. "Holy shit..." she swore as she looked through a glare filled glass
wall that reflected part of the room and the hallway they were standing in.
"What is...it?" Myerson managed to ask when he reached her and then fell silent.
Tello held his place despite the overwhelming urge to join them. "SITREP!" he
shouted. Something didn't feel right.
"We found it..." Bayer said. "A lot of them don't look functional, but I see some
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that are open."
"Myerson?" Tello prodded.
"Yeah...I see corpsecicles in a couple tubes close to the window," Myerson said.
"There might be another handful that still have working indicators on them, and aw
shit...I see a couple that look like they were cracked open with an axe and are
fogged up."
Tello slowly approached and forced himself to start thinking about gas mix ratios
for life support systems. Step by step he walked forward and walked through the
various Colonial specs. He was sure he'd laugh about it later, but he was already
nervous enough that he didn't want some sort of mind control device making him
into a marionette without a chance to fight back.
When he reached the window he stopped and peered inside. It was exactly as
Bayer and Myerson had said it was. Most of the tubes were dark, a handful were
open, it looked like a similar number were still active and closed, and at least a
dozen had been physically destroyed and still had some sort of gas rising out of
them.
"We need to head back," Tello finally said. "This proves the theory and we're
now outnumbered by a potential foe who knows this place first hand."
"Yeah...I think you're right," Bayer said. "Let's go. Myerson, you have point, I'll
take middle, and Rufus, you have trail. We'll switch and rotate one forward every
five minutes."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Earth Union gunstar Ariadne
"Commander?" Specialist Zachary Walton said and looked up from the
communications board. "We just picked up some noise that originated on the
surface. It was short; less than a second, and there wasn't much to it so I'm
thinking it might have been frequency bleed."
"Do you have an origin?" Commander Douglas 'Digger' Sharma asked and
walked over to where the communications technician worked.
"I can't narrow it down too much, but I'd say it was probably within five
hundred kilometers of where Lieutenant Casteel transmitted from earlier today,"
Walton explained.
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"That's too convenient for coincidence, Zach.
Please contact Captain
Mackenzie over on Endeavour and let him know what you found and for them to
focus their sensors on that spot of ground, specifically the area within fifty
kilometers of Lieutenant Casteel's destination. Also, tell him I advise he calls the
ship to Action Stations and sets Condition Two throughout," Sharma told Walton.
"Let's not get caught flatfooted."
Walton repeated the message and proceeded to carry out Sharma's order as the
gunstar commander walked back to the plotting table. "Kim, let's follow the advice
I just gave Mackenzie..." he said to Colonel Kimber Bond. "Please call the ship to
Action Stations and set Condition Two throughout."
Bond picked up the 1MC handset and started giving the order while Sharma
continued walking past the plotting table and stopped where Captain Shelby
Lansing sat at the navigation station. "Shelby, please keep an eye on the surface,
especially that Colonial ship down there, and while you're at it, keep some eyes on
those Trojan points. We've seen wreckage come alive already this week and were
lucky...I don't want to press our luck.
"Also, get with Flight and have an AEW/EW Roc staged about three quarters of
the way between us and each Trojan point so we can cut way back on our
emissions. Then contact Endeavour and have them route their search dradis feed
our way," Sharma told the navigator. "Let's not try to draw attention to ourselves if
possible."
"Copy, Commander," Lansing replied and repeated his orders before working to
make them happen.
"Spooked?" Bond asked when he returned to the plotting table.
"I've been edgy ever since Castle went downstairs," Sharma confessed. "We've
been reacting ever since we left the fleet and so far we've been relatively lucky.
This time I want to be ready. If that really is the Othrys of legend down there, then
there could be all sorts of random nastiness just waiting to be activated. If the
people who were marooned down there don't trust that Colonial ship, then I'm
going to take that as a clue.
"That ship has to know what's there, otherwise why would they land in an
upland area that's covered by snow in the middle of the winter?" Sharma asked.
"I'm half tempted to tell Perry to take a reinforced platoon down and kick in their
doors."
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Bond laughed. "That would be one way of handling it. However, we can track
them so if they leave the ship, we'll know about it, and if they lift off, we can
intercept them."
"Yeah...I know..." Sharma sighed. "But I know something is going on down there
and my gut tells me it isn't good."
"You gave Castle your note pad?" Bond asked innocently.
Sharma narrowed his eyes. "Yes..."
"Then when he gets back you can live vicariously through his stories down
there," Bond winked.
A little more than two hours later Sharma felt his pulse quicken at Lansing's
urgent tone, "Commander?"
"What is it, Shelby?" Sharma replied and looked at Ariadne's navigator.
"Endeavour's feed is showing something happening down there..." Lansing
replied.
*+*+*+*+*
Surface of Othrys, MS Semiramis
The night sky was crystal clear and sprinkled with pinpricks of brilliant silverwhite light shining in the heavens and a brilliant full moon slowly made its way
across the sky. What had been freshly fallen snow was now trampled down around
the ship from the work parties that had been placing and detonating the seismic
charges. Sometime during the day, a few off duty and enterprising crew members
had even built a snowman.
One of the large all-terrain tracked vehicles was parked next to the main hatch
and Richard Szabo frowned. It was going to get cold tonight, probably into the
negative teens, and the vehicle would have to be moved inside. He knew it could
handle the weather, but decades of service had drilled into him a belief that despite
what the manufacturer promised, there was no reason to push hardware any more
than it had to be pushed during routine use. Fate dictated that if it wasn't properly
cared for, the time you needed it *right this moment* would be the time it failed.
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"Sasha," Szabo said as he walked onto the bridge and greeted the second pilot,
"have Boniface and Bipto returned?"
Sasha Gillette turned from where she was studying a computer display and
picked up a clipboard. "Evening, Captain," she said cordially as her eyes flicked
down the paper clipped to the board. "Ah...doesn't look like it. I think Jan said
they were going to head over to the western ridge and see if they could bag an elk
or something." She rolled her eyes. "He tried to convince me it was 'good
eating'...but I think I'll pass. I prefer my food to come from a foam box."
Szabo smirked. "Never go to a sausage factory, Sasha...you'll never eat it again."
As soon as he said the word 'sausage', Sasha plugged her ears and started
chanting, "La la la la la la la...I can't hear you!"
"I'll have to slip a video into a briefing..." Szabo threatened and relished the easy
give and take he'd established with the crew over the past few weeks. Semiramis
and her crew didn't have the discipline or polish that a Fleet battlestar might have,
but he'd learned that despite their individual faults, his crew was good and he
trusted them...and if he was honest, even liked them. "Did they say when they'd be
back?" he asked and brought the conversation back to the reason he had gone to
the bridge.
"Bob said that if they weren't back by dark that they'd shelter in place and camp
overnight," Sasha told him. "He made sure to pull sleeping bags, a tent, and some
other supplies he thought they'd need."
"Wonderful," Szabo frowned. They were still getting used to how night fell on
the world and at this elevation if they had been in a valley and under the trees, they
may not have had much warning. "Ok, log it so that we know to keep an eye out
for them in the morning. In the mean time, I'm going to bring in the Rover. I'll let
you know when it's secured."
"Copy that, Captain," Sasha replied. She looked at the display for a moment and
then added, "Ah, Captain? Can I get your opinion on something before you go
out?"
"Sure, what is it?" Szabo asked and was grateful for the delay from going out into
the cold.
"About an hour ago the wireless picked up what I thought was just some
background noise..." Sasha told him, "You know, planet static. It didn't last long,
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maybe half to three quarters of a second, and it was only the one time. Usually
when it's planet static you get clusters or a barrage of them as they ramp up and
then taper off in intensity, but this was just one time."
"Let's see it," Szabo asked and sat down next to Sasha. The pilot cued the
intercept in a window and then hit the play button. She was right, Szabo thought,
it did sound like static...but then again, maybe not. "What have you done with it so
far?"
"The first things I did were to slow it down by a factor of 10, then 100, and
finally 1000," Sasha explained. "Then I had the computer try and to use common
ciphers to decrypt it, and then a combination of slowing it down and the ciphers.
Nothing seemed to give a hit."
"Hmm...Have you tried to selectively remove some of the noise?" Szabo asked.
"Remove the noise?" Sasha slowly asked.
purposely wrapped in the noise?"

"You mean as if the message was

"Yeah, something like that," Szabo said. "It's something to try."
"Thanks!" Sasha smiled. "I'll give it a try. The signal is probably nothing, just
noise from the planet, but I figured I'd give it a try and see if there was something
there."
"Keep on it, Sasha...This world has a lot of secrets and you might have found a
signpost to what we're looking for," Szabo encouraged her. "As for me, now I get to
go brave the cold and bring the Rover inside. I should let you know it's secure in a
about ten or fifteen minutes."
*+*+*+*+*
When Szabo stepped through the airlock's outer hatch he was hit full force by
the chill breeze that swept though the clearing where Semiramis had landed. He
had a 9.5x60mm self loading dangerous game rifle slung muzzle down over his left
shoulder and could feel the rifle's comforting mass through the heavy parka as he
trudged down the ramp and onto the snow covered ground. If I had a couple
hundred million cubits, and wasn't a wanted man, I could turn this place into one
hell of a ski resort, he thought to himself as he opened the small protective hatch
that covered the keypad that controlled the forward right vehicle door.
Once the door was open, he turned and walked back to the Rover. He had just
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reached the ladder that led to the front door when he saw two figures step out of
the darkness and into the circle of light cast by the open vehicle bay.
Without thinking, Szabo reached for the rifle's stock with his left hand and
quickly rotated the rifle and pulled it forward and across his body and onto his right
shoulder as his hand came up and wrapped around the pistol grip. His thumb
flicked off the safety even as he demanded, "Who are you?"
Both figures were clearly armed and slowly raised their hands and took several
more steps forward. "I am Nautilus," the one on the right said, his voice strangely
accented. "And this Crius," Nautilus said and nodded toward his companion,
"We've been travelling for some time and happened to see your lights and
wondered if you would be willing to allow us to spend the night inside instead of
under the stars."
Szabo narrowed his eyes as every sense screamed out that something was
drastically wrong. "Just stay where you are...we didn't see any signs of habitation
before we landed, and certainly nothing within two hundred kilometers of here.
So...where are you from?"
"You might say we're from your deepest nightmare," a voice said from behind
him a moment before Szabo felt a stinging pain between his shoulders.
*+*+*+*+*
Szabo groaned and felt every nerve ending in his body combust with pain.
"Ricky...Ricky...are you ok?" he heard Lucy ask through a red haze of pain.
"No...I feel like I stuck a fork in an electrical socket," Szabo managed to spit out.
"What the frak happened?"
"Here...drink this," Lucy said a moment later and Szabo felt a mug press against
his lower lip. The warm liquid had a medicinal taste and after a few sips the pain
started to fade.
"What is that stuff?" Szabo asked. "That beats a morpha drip."
"They gave it to us to help you recover," Sasha replied. "We tested it on Fenster
a few minutes ago and it seemed to work so we thought it would be safe for you."
Slowly and with what felt like a war of wills, Szabo opened his eyes and looked
around. "Well, at least they didn't lock us in a vehicle bay," he muttered when he
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realized they were in the topside wardroom. "Who's here?"
Lucy's scowling face told the story. "Everyone except Boniface and Bipto;
you've been out for less than half an hour."
Szabo was going to ask another question but the wardroom door slid open and
three men stepped through and into the room. They were all in excellent physical
shape and were dressed in grey uniforms tucked into high black boots. Holstered
sidearms rode at their hips and a variety of badges and insignia perched on their
chests and shoulders. Their bearing alone told him that they were military, but how
they moved, how their eyes scanned the room, and their easy and relaxed stances
also told him that they weren't just any ordinary men in uniform.
"I am Pallas," a man who was slightly taller than the other two said. His black
hair was trimmed short, but not short enough to eradicate its persistent curl, and
dark eyebrows capped deep chocolate brown eyes that seemed to look through
Szabo as if he were a translucent window painting. "You are our prisoners and
your welfare and ultimate fate will be up to you to decide. If you cooperate, then
good things will happen. If you obstruct us, or fail to do what we require, then bad
things will happen. Do you understand these very simple guidelines?"
Szabo suddenly recognized the voice. "You're the one who hit me outside."
Pallas smirked and shook his head. "No...I'm the one who shot you outside.
Now, do you agree to my terms or not?"
"What do you want us to do?" Szabo asked and was glad Lucy was keeping her
acid tipped tongue behind her teeth for a change. The thought surprised him as
soon as it happened. Normally he wouldn't think a negative thought about the girl
he grew up with and who had grown into the woman he loved.
"We need your ship to take us to this world's trailing Trojan point," Pallas told
him. "It would be easiest if you helped, but if you refuse, we can manage on our
own."
There's a lot of meaning in what he just said, Szabo thought, and if they can do
it on their own, they why are they giving us a chance to help and possibly sabotage
things. "Are you in charge?" he asked and tried to stall for time to come up with an
option.
"I am my lord's deputy," Pallas said, "but as far as you need to concern
yourselves, I am in charge as it is my judgment what happens to you based on your
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behavior and performance."
Szabo looked over at Lucy and saw why she'd been so quiet; fear was written
large in her eyes and how her mouth was set. It wasn't the look of fear that she had
when they were trapped on Thanatos...it was the look that someone might have
when they've looked at the face of God and seen that he's found them wanting.
He quickly looked around to his crew; some were conscious and sitting on the
chairs or sofas, but most were laid out on the floor unconscious and oblivious to
the fact that their fate was being decided without their input.
"Ok. We'll help," Szabo agreed. He felt sorry that Boniface and Bipto would be
left behind, but at least they had a chance for survival. That was more than
Geonova had planned for them and may be more than what Pallas would
eventually do to them. "How soon do you need to leave?"
A faint smile touched Pallas' lips. "Half an hour; you need to be clear headed
and have your wits about you when we leave. Continue drinking the tea; it will
help dispel the pain."
He turned and walked to the hatch while his two
companions slowly backed towards it. "I'll be back in thirty minutes so you can
prepare for liftoff. You may have one assistant...choose wisely," Pallas said before
he stepped through the hatch and was followed by his escort.
"You're going to help them?" Lucy asked after the hatch had closed.
Szabo nodded. "Yes. Sasha, are you capable of handling the right seat?"
"I am, Captain," Sasha replied. "They didn't stun me...but they did stun Fenster
and that told me that I didn't want to sample it."
"Good girl. We need to keep our wits about us," Szabo said and met Lucy's
borderline accusing glare. "You're a good pilot, Luce, but right now I don't want to
give anything away that we don't have to. I'm the captain and on a ship this size
it's pretty much mandatory that I'm able to fly it. Sasha is the second pilot, so we'll
get us off this rock and over to the Trojan point. Hopefully, that'll be all they need
us for and we can return and go back to doing what we came here for."
*+*+*+*+*
Richard Szabo slid into the left hand seat at the front of Semiramis' bridge. Next
to him, at the navigator's station, Sasha Gillette joined him and started the task of
making the ship ready for flight. Seated behind and slightly above them was
another of their captors who occupied the captain's station. He was even more
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imposing than Pallas was, who stood at his right side, but it wasn't all physical. In
fact, Szabo thought, it was hardly physical; this new person radiated power and
charisma and when he spoke his voice sounded like command was as common to
it as sound was.
"We should finish the pre-flight in about ten minutes and then we'll be free to
lift," Szabo announced as he saw the checklist appear on one of the multi-function
displays. "Sasha, how long will our transit be to the trailing Trojan?"
"We should be able to make it in about six hours after we lift," Sasha explained.
"It's about 150 million kilometers and..."
"Not acceptable," the man sitting in the captain's seat said. "Once we are two
thousand meters above the ground, you will jump to the trailing Trojan point."
"Ah..." Sasha looked at Szabo who nodded quickly, "...yes, sir. I'll plot a jump to
a point fifty thousand kilometers from the mathematical trailing Trojan."
"Good," the man said and Szabo wondered if a quick death on Thantos might
have been a better fate.
The checklist allowed Szabo to focus on the task at hand and he was able to
slowly push his misgivings to the back of his mind. One by one he verified or
validated each item on the list until there was nothing left to do. "Do you have the
jump plotted, Sasha?" he asked.
"Affirmative, the jump is plotted," Sasha replied and despite her calm exterior
Szabo could see the unease in her eyes and posture. "At two thousand meters we
will jump to the trailing Trojan point."
"You may lift when ready," the man in the captain's seat ordered.
"We may lift when ready, aye," Szabo repeated and felt like he was a junior
officer again. He keyed his microphone to the ship's 1MC, "This is the pilot,
prepare to lift; we will lift in thirty seconds. Prepare the ship for jump; we will
jump in three minutes. That is all."
Szabo configured one of the multi-function displays to show Semiramis' five
engines and activated the holographic HUD before he wrapped his hands around
the control column. "Ready, Sasha?"
Sasha glanced over at him. "Ready as I'll ever be. Let's kick the pig."
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"Kicking the pig, aye," Szabo joked back and slowly pushed the VTOL throttle
forward.
At the first notch it activated the ship's gravitic lift system which
essentially allowed the ship to float as if it was a balloon with neutral buoyancy.
Past the first notch, the lift jets spun up and as he continued advancing the throttle it
increased the jets' thrust. Ten seconds after he first touched the VTOL throttle, his
hand slid to the larger throttle that dominated the center console. "Main engines
starting now," he announced and slid the throttles forward until the display showed
the engines running at 50%.
Next to Szabo, Sasha had her hand on the main control column and gently
eased it back. Szabo also pulled back on the control column with his left hand and
allowed his right hand to rest on the main throttles. "We're climbing through one
thousand meters," Sasha announced. "Prepare to hover at two thousand meters for
FTL activation."
"Prepare to hover at two thousand meters for FTL activation, aye," Szabo said.
While he was the first pilot and Sasha the second pilot, right now she was fulfilling
the role of the navigator and the navigator had the con when the ship was
preparing an FTL jump. He looked through the windscreen as the holographic
HUD displayed necessary flight data and stretched off into the distance in an ever
smaller sequence of wireframe trajectory blocks that predicted their path through
the sky.
"Reduce lift jet thrust to zero...now," Sasha ordered and Szabo's hand reflexively
pulled the VTOL throttle back to the first notch.
"Lift jet thrust at zero, aye," Szabo said. "We are hovering out of ground effect
and our forward ground velocity is..." he watched the digital numbers count down,
"...zero."
"Prepare to jump in Five! Four! Three!" Sasha announced, "Two! One! Jump!"
Szabo felt the jump at the core of his being, just like every jump he'd ever
experienced. One minute he was normal, the next instant it was like he was
wearing a body suit two sizes too small, and then as if no time had passed, he was
back to normal.
And this time he was 150 million kilometers from where he had been a
heartbeat earlier.
"Jump complete!" Sasha announced.
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"Well done," the man in the captain's seat said and congratulated them. "That
was handled as professionally as I've ever seen it. Please activate the wireless on a
frequency of 29.911GHz and pass it up here."
Wow...the guy said please, Szabo thought as he set the wireless for the
frequency requested. It was within the bands that the Colonies used, so it was a
simple matter to key it in. "Your handset is hot," he said a moment later.
"Thank you," the man said and picked up the handset before putting it to his ear.
The words he spoke next made Szabo want to jump Semiramis into a star.
"Eurytion, this is Cronus, come in. Eurytion, this is Cronus, come in," Cronus
said and sat back in the captain's chair.
"Cronus, this is Eurytion Actual, we are ready for your arrival," a strong voice
replied a moment later and announced over the bridge speakers.
"Corinth! It's good to hear your voice, old friend," Cronus said. "We are fifty
thousand kilometers from the trailing Trojan. How soon can you rendezvous?"
There was a pause before Corinth replied, "I have your location...we'll be there
in three minutes."
"After all these years, I'll give you four minutes," Cronus joked.
Szabo sat silently and rested his hands on the control column. He saw Sasha
rest her left hand on the main throttles and moved his right hand over hers and
gently spliced his fingers between hers. "Think of the crew..." he whispered.
"I'm scared," Sasha whispered back.
"I'm not the most confident right now," Szabo joked back, barely putting any
sound into his whisper.
"Mr. Szabo," Cronus said and drew his attention away from realizing how soft
Sasha's hand was compared to Lucy's. "I understand you used to be an admiral in
your nation's military. Tell me," he asked, "what were your duties?"
"I commanded a battlegroup and when I wasn't dealing with a certain poor little
rich bitch, I was considered quite good at it," Szabo replied and allowed a trace of
his ego to seep through.
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"Why are you out here, commanding...civilians? Isn't that a little beneath you?"
Cronus asked and Szabo refused to allow the implied taunt to get under his skin.
"You might say that I took extreme measures to win the last wargame I was
involved in...I shot a man for questioning me and barely got out of it with my skin
intact...all because of the aforementioned poor little rich bitch."
Szabo turned in time to see Cronus smile and realized that he could have been
looking in a mirror as it was the same calculating smile he sometimes wore. "Then
if you had a chance to get back at this 'poor little rich bitch', would you?"
A smile similar to the one Cronus wore touched Szabo's face. "I'd grab it with
both hands and bite it to hold on if I had to."
"Very well, Admiral Szabo. I think I have a place for you," Cronus said a
moment before a flash of silver light momentarily blazed through the cockpit
windows and the dradis pinged off the arrival. "Ah, I see Commander Corinth and
Eurytion has arrived. Please direct this ship to his port landing platform..."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Earth Union gunstar Ariadne
"Please put it on the table, Shelby," Commander Douglas Sharma asked.
"On the way," Captain Shelby Lansing replied and a moment later the plotting
table displayed Endeavour's dradis telemetry feed. The Colonial ship was at two
hundred meters and climbing through the cold night air.
"Shelby, bring our arrays online and get me a fire solution, please," Sharma said
and realized that once again he was being forced to react to events rather than
initiating them. "Kim, please call the ship to Action Stations and set Condition One
throughout. When they climb out we'll move to intercept."
Colonel Kimber Bond quickly confirmed the order and then issued it over the
1MC. "It's slowing..." she said a moment later as the Colonial ship stopped its
ascent.
"Damn!" Sharma swore. "She's going to..."
disappeared. "...Jump..." he said.

The Colonial ship suddenly
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"I have a bad feeling I know who was on that ship," Bond finally said.
"Yeah...same here," Sharma agreed.
twenty light years by now."

"That ship could be anywhere within

"Commander?" Communications Specialist Zachary Walton asked. "I have Tease
on the wireless from Roc 108."
"Please put her on the speaker," Sharma asked.
"Ariadne Actual, this is Tease, come in, please," Lieutenant Aura Michaels's
voice requested from the CIC speakers.
"Tease, this is Actual, go ahead," Sharma replied.
"Actual, we just had a ship jump in over here at the trailing Trojan point. She
appeared about fifty thousand kilometers from the center, and almost immediately
broadcast in the clear," Tease explained.
"What did they say?" Sharma asked, thinking it would be easier to get a
summary than to wait for the wireless intercept to be sent over.
"Someone using the call sign Cronus made contact with a ship called Eurytion.
They spoke back and forth for a few moments and then signed off. Eurytion said
they'd rendezvous at the ship's position," Tease replied. "What do you want us to
do?"
As Sharma started to tell Tease to hold her station and pass their feed to Ariadne,
he could hear Bond directing Lansing to plot a jump to where the Colonial ship
jumped to and announcing over the 1MC that a combat jump was imminent.
"The ship is ready, Digger," Bond said a moment after Sharma finished
explaining to Tease what he wanted done.
"Thanks, Kim," Sharma told her and thanked whoever was listening for the day
the two of them met. "Mr. Dane, weapons hold unless I give the order to fire or we
have confirmation of incoming fire, in which case you have permission to return
fire. Copy?"
"Copy, Commander; weapons hold unless we have confirmation of incoming
fire in which case we're weapons free," Captain Richard Dane replied.
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"Good. Mr. Lansing," Sharma said and looked across the plotting table to the
navigation officer, "Start the clock and jump the ship, please."
"Start the clock and jump the ship, aye," Lansing replied and announced, "We
will jump in five! Four! Three! Two! One! Jump!"
Ariadne's FTL drive tore a hole in reality and built a bridge to the other side and
took the ship through it during the infinite instant required for the jump. What am I
getting us into, Sharma thought when the jump ended.
"Jump complete!" Lansing announced as the dradis suddenly started pinging off
one object and then a brace of seconds later, another. "Dradis contacts! Range two
hundred kilometers...Colonial ship is confirmed. The second contact isn't in the
warbook and is scanning as a probable warship, gunstar type. It's smaller than us,
about 1450 meters long by about 390 meters wide and 160 meters deep."
"Get us closer; flank speed," Sharma said as Lansing passed the order to the
helm. The dradis showed that the two other ships weren't waiting for him to arrive;
the Colonial ship approached the unknown gunstar and slowed before sailing
around its stern and approaching on the port side. The dradis dispassionately
displayed the cold equations; they were out of Ariadne's gunnery range and it
would take too long to prepare a missile strike before the Colonial ship would
reach the unknown.
"Damn..." Sharma swore. "So frakking close..."
Sweep by sweep the dradis showed the Colonial ship merging with the
unknown ship until it only registered one target. "Mr. Dane, fire the bow..."
Sharma never finished his order because it suddenly became unneeded; the
unknown target had jumped.
"Target has jumped," Lansing said formally and for several long seconds the
dradis' sweep was the only thing that broke the CIC's silence.
"We tried," Bond softly told Sharma. "And not for lack of effort, either."
Sharma let out the breath he had been holding. "I know..." he replied and
fought to keep the disappointment out of his voice. "I can't help but thinking that
the genie is out of the bottle and we're going to see him again...and next time isn't
going to be quite so peaceful." He took a deep breath, "Please stand down the ship
to Condition Two, Kim. Shelby, please plot a course back to Othrys where we
started, and Mr. Dane, please send my thanks to the gunnery crews and tell them
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they can stand down."
Bond walked around the plotting table and leaned back against it and patted the
space next to her. "We have his scent, Digger. We'll get him next time."
"I know we will, Kim," Sharma said and leaned against the plotting table next to
her. "I know we will. And now, since there's no reason to hide, how about when
we talk to Castle we arrange to go down and look at a sunset?"
"I think I like that, Digger. Did you bring your skis?" Bond grinned.
Sharma shook his head.
"I was thinking we could arrange shore leave
somewhere that bathing suits are the uniform of the day..." he smirked.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, near the structure identified as Olympus, Colonial battlestar
Hecate, BS-94
Every time the three women stopped crying, one of them would break and soon
all three were crying again. It took more than fifteen minutes for them to cry
themselves out of tears, and even then it was a near thing. Chase guided them to a
reception lounge that was two decks above them and just off the flight deck where
they could sit down and give their emotionally exhausted bodies a rest.
When they were finally seated and Chase had poured a glass of wine for each of
them, she sat next to Cora and looked at the woman from her past. Iona Avedon
Chase looked like the woman who had raised her, yet without the ravages her body
displayed from the cancer or its treatment. She looked like she was in the prime of
her life and no older than Chase herself.
"How?" Cora finally asked and broke the silence. The single word conveyed
hope, joy, surprise, and anger all at the same time and all distilled into one simple
syllable.
"It's a long story, Cora," Iona began and looked sad and her voice carried a trace
of shame, "and one that I need to tell you in full, now, so that you can understand
who you are. I am, was, and always will be your mother, and I love all three of you
as much as any woman could love her children and husband.
"My parents, your grandparents, knew I wasn't their biological daughter. They
were on a tour of Gemenon what their daughter, Iona, died suddenly. She was
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barely six months old and they were shattered. One moment she was a happy and
lively little girl and the next she had passed. They went to the temple and prayed
for answers, for their child to be brought back to life, for the Lady to take pity on
them and grant their wishes."
Iona sipped her wine and looked at Chase and then at Cora before continuing,
"The Lady heard them and felt the despair and sorrow they were feeling...and she
took pity on them. She directed one of her Sacred Witches to tell them to return
the next day if they were willing to accept her boon. The next day your
grandparents arrived and Medea was waiting for them with a babe, barely half a
year old, for them to raise as their own in Iona's stead...as her. They were
overjoyed and deeply honored that the Lady would entrust to them another life to
care for.
"They took me home and raised me as if I were their own daughter, Iona. They
showered me with love and taught me right from wrong, how to be a lady, and
everything else that a parent would teach a child," Iona explained slowly, her voice
heavy with emotion. "I knew what love was because I lived it every day of my life."
Chase nodded and smiled at her maternal grandparents' memories. Despite
their wealth and status, family came first and foremost and their home was
overflowing with love. Visiting them on Caprica was always a treat as they were
sure to spoil her.
"I went to school, lived through the Uprising and witnessed the horrors first
hand, grew up, and then I met your father," Iona sighed and closed her eyes as a
dreamy smile touched her lips. "I loved my parents, but the love I felt for Charles
was a different type of love...it burned deep within me and was something that was
so fierce that I'd tremble when I thought about it. I knew when I met him that I'd
found the man I was going to marry and create life with.
"We were so happy when you were born Sera," Iona smiled and Chase saw the
smile that she'd seen every time she'd done something to make her mother happy
or accomplished something that she was proud of. "As you grew into girlhood I
knew that there was hope for the future, that there would be a chance that the
endless cycle could be ended. A few years later, when Cora was born, that hope
turned into certainty; I knew that nothing would stop my girls from achieving
something incredible."
"What's that?" Chase asked.
"In time, Sera, in time," Iona told her cryptically. "I knew that we, your father

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1429
and I, had to make sure that you had all the tools you could ever need and tried to
provide the best education possible, encouraged your interests - sometimes to
excess," she winked, "and strove to set examples for you to follow.
"What I didn't know was that I had a limited amount of time. My body
was...imperfect...due to my...birth...and became susceptible to cancer which
eventually claimed me. At the end, each day that I laid there in bed I felt my spirit
die when I saw you two or your father. I tried to cling to life with all the tenacity I
could, but in the end my body failed...I failed. And then I returned home, to
Olympus."
Chase sat back on the sofa and tried to process what her mother had just told
them. Little things that she'd never noticed suddenly started falling into place. She
would want to do something and her mother would resist it just enough to make
sure that she'd dig her heels in and really want it before agreeing to it. It was like
that when she started Saber Dancing, when she took riding lessons, when she
learned how to fly, and later when she decided that she wanted to go to the
academy. It was like each thing was a little test her mother made her go through so
that she knew she really wanted to do it.
"Even when you were gone, you still helped us find the way," Chase finally said
and thought back to the letter she received a month after her mother's passing.
Iona nodded. "I may not have been with you physically, but I've been with you
in spirit," she answered.
"Why didn't you come back?" Cora asked and Chase was surprised by the hurt
she heard in her sister's voice. "If you returned to Olympus, why couldn't you
come back to us, too?"
Pain clouded Iona's face and she blinked away tears that started to form at the
corners of her eyes. "I wanted to, Cora. I wanted to return more than anything, but
I wasn't allowed. I made a promise to Zeus so that he would break our self
imposed isolation so that I could once again be reborn and be raised among our
people and make a difference...so I could raise my daughters to become the leaders
our people will need."
"You made a promise to Zeus?" Cora prodded. "Other than my mother, who are
you?"
Chase prepared herself for the answer and deep down wasn't sure whether she
really wanted to know who her mother was...other than Iona Avedon Chase. One
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thing for sure, anyone who could convince Zeus to do something was more than a
mortal woman.
Iona took a deep breath and met Chase's eyes with her own...eyes so similar
they could have been twins...before she turned to Cora. "I am the one person on
Olympus who does not take a knee to Zeus and does not call him Lord...I am
Hecate of Caria, and I am also your mother and love you both more than I can ever
say."
Even though she thought she was ready for any answer to Cora's question,
Iona's admission still left Chase feeling like the rug had been pulled out from under
her and that she was in the middle of a slow fall down a long well. Despite the
apparent incredulousness of her mother's admission, deep down she knew it was
the truth and the implications scared her.
Chase felt a swirl of emotions that were all fighting for supremacy and forced
her mind to focus on the tangible and the fact that despite dying from cancer years
earlier, her mother was alive and sitting across from her. "How are we going to
handle this going forward?" she finally asked.
"Ah...delicately?" Cora smirked and broke the oppressive tension that had slowly
been settling on the lounge's occupants.
There was no way Chase could keep from laughing and soon the anxiety
converted itself to laughter and everyone joined in. Every time it seemed like the
laughing fit was over one of them would look at the other and see an expression
that they used to share and the fit would start all over again. If there had been any
doubt in her mind whether the woman across from her was her mother, this
dispelled it. They were the looks that the three of them had shared growing up and
now nothing would convince her that Hecate wasn't the woman who gave birth to
her.
"Ok...so we do it delicately," Chase said and fought not to laugh. "But beyond
that? What now?"
"Now my beloved daughters, we need to draw the curtain back and prepare for
the future," Iona explained and offered a half wink. "For now, I think that this needs
to be our secret, agreed?"
"I have to tell Sebastian," Cora quickly argued.
"And I need to tell Connie," Chase added.
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"Sebastian?" Iona asked and her voice seemed to say, 'tell me more'.
Connie? Of course, she knew me from before."

"And

"I'll call them down..." Chase offered.
"Please do...then...I must take my leave..." Iona said sadly. "I must visit your
counterparts before I return to Olympus to prepare for your reception."
*+*+*+*+*
"Do you still have a bad feeling about this?" Colonel Constance deWinter asked
after Iona had left the ship and the two had retired to Chase's quarters to discuss
what happened.
"I don't know, Connie," Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase replied and sipped
her hot chocolate. Lira was curled up on her lap and snuggled down to get
comfortable as her left hand idly petted the little dog. "Part of me is still standing
there slack jawed on the hangar deck watching my mother step out of a ship from
the home of the gods. Another part of me is leaping for joy that she's alive. And
yet another part is terrified to consider what it means to be Hecate's daughter."
deWinter nodded. "Well, I always told you that you were special."
Chase grinned and tried not to laugh lest she'd disturb Lira.
Sebastian took it rather well, don't you think?"

"True, you did.

"Just a wee bit. 'I always knew you were a goddess, Cora, but wow...I didn't
know your mom really *was* a goddess!'," deWinter imitated Beckett's surprised
declaration.
"I think she fell in love with him on the spot when he said that," Chase admitted.
"The person I'm worried about is my father. Her death hit him hard and he's finally
found someone who makes him feel alive..."
"And now Iona returns..." deWinter added.
"Yeah, something like that," Chase said. "And with baggage."
"There was something you mentioned earlier...about your mother being the one
person on Olympus who doesn't take a knee to Zeus," deWinter pondered. "The
Sacred Scrolls don't dive into that too deeply."
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"No, I would suspect they wouldn't," Chase answered. "There can be only one
king and one queen, and Zeus and Hera hold those roles. My guess is that it's
something they acknowledge but maintain the masquerade for the rest of us."
"Well, I have to say that this beats picket duty along the Line," deWinter
admitted. "It's never dull."
"I try," Chase smirked.
*+*+*+*+*
Caria Palace, Olympus
Admiral Hannah Marlowe stood in her dress whites next to Admiral Giovanna
Cassidine and Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase and waited for the Major Domo
to announce them. They had spent the previous ten minutes with a courtier being
instructed in the finer points of Olympian protocol. She looked at the two women
next to her, Chase to her left and Cassidine to Chase's left, and wondered how
they'd react to hearing about the meeting she had with her hostess prior to leaving
Nemesis for Olympus.
When she had been dispatched to Neverwhere to hunt down Libertatis and her
consorts, and by extension her former fiancé Jackson Fletcher, it had been an
assignment that she didn't relish. And yet, but the luck of the draw, it enabled her
to survive, reconcile with Fletcher, introduced her to new cultures, and brought her
here, to Olympus. It was certainly not how she expected the assignment to turn
out.
And then the meeting with their hostess had set everything on end. It was a lot
to process and something that she'd have to give a lot of thought, deep thought, on
before she arrived at a decision on how she wanted to handle it. For now,
however, she had to focus on the next few hours and dealing face to face with
people who were held up as paragons and written about in the sacred texts.
It was a bit overwhelming for a girl from El Dorado, she thought. It's a shame
Brooke wasn't here to experience it, she added sadly.
"You will be announced presently," the Major Domo's assistant said after
cupping his headset's boom microphone.
"The doors will be opening in
three...two...one...Now!"
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Two massive doors, each easily two meters wide and five meters high, intricately
carved in the classic style and covered with gold leaf, slowly and soundlessly
swung open to reveal a massive hall that was easily fifty meters wide and seventy
meters long. Polished marble covered the floor from high windowed wall to high
windowed wall, and a row of columns set ten meters from the side walls lined the
hall like meter round fluted sentinels. There must have been more than two
hundred people milling about in the hall and as one they turned to the doors.
Marlowe and her fellow Admirals stepped forward as the Major Domo rapped
his staff three times on the ground. The first rap silenced all conversation, the
second rap cleared a path from the doors to a raised dais at the other end of the
room where their hostess sat next to a middle aged charismatic man and next to
him sat a woman of similar age and classic beauty. The third rap caused all
movement to stop, including hers own.
"Introducing from the Twelve Colonies of Kobol, Admiral Countess Seralanna
Chase," the Major Domo stated in an amplified voice that dominated the room a
moment before Chase offered a polite half bow. "Introducing Admiral Giovanna
Cassidine, of the Meropian Communion," he said and Cassidine bowed likewise.
"Introducing Admiral Hannah Marlowe, of the Earth Union," he stated and Marlowe
bowed. "I present these three travelers to my Lord Zeus, my Lady Hecate, my Lady
Hera, and the Olympic Court." His speech concluded, he rapped his staff three
more times to cede his control back to the hosts.
"Please step forward and be recognized," Zeus said and to Marlowe's ear
sounded like a charismatic, cultured, and well educated speaker from Earth.
Together, the three women walked the length of the hall before they stopped in
front of the dais where their hosts waited for them. Zeus stood and held his hand
for Hera as Hecate stood on her own.
"Welcome to Olympus," Zeus said
conversationally. "You are the first people not from here in a very, very long time to
arrive. Though," he looked sideways at Hecate, "I understand you had some
guidance."
"We did, my Lord," Chase answered. "Though at the time we never realized
where it would lead."
"No...I suppose not..." Zeus replied. "However you came to be here, you are
here and are welcome. I can imagine that this might be a little overwhelming," he
smiled, "but I assure you that some of our angrier moments recounted in the Scrolls
are a bit of artistic license by the authors," he winked.
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"What my husband is trying to say," Hera said and put her hand on Zeus'
forearm, "is that we don't bite, won't turn you into a swan for saying something,
and that your virtue is safe. Correct, dear?"
"Most assuredly so," Zeus replied and Marlowe noticed Hecate smirk. "There
will be time to speak about your trip and the events that brought each of you here,
but for now, please, celebrate your arrival with us."
Chamber music played in the background and Marlowe suddenly found herself
and her two companions surrounded by inquisitive Olympians. It was surreal to be
surrounded by people she'd seen as statues, paintings, and sketches all her life,
suddenly alive and asking about her. She did the best she could and answered the
questions and made conversation with people that had been legendary all her life.
Two hours later she had a moment to herself and stood near a table loaded with
fruits, vegetables, and all manner of hors d'oeuvres. "Finally have a chance to
catch a breather?" Chase asked from behind her.
"Oh yes..." Marlowe replied. "I think I've told my life story a dozen times and
how we had to flee the Union at least twice that many times. Here I thought they
knew everything and had all the answers!"
Chase laughed. "Athena," she shook her head twice, "I still have trouble
wrapping my mind around the fact that I'm speaking with the gods," she admitted,
"said that it was man who elevated them to omniscient gods, and that they may be
wiser than most humans, but that was simply due to having lived as long and seen
as much as they have."
"Now that is a deliciously un-divine thing for my sister to say," the most beautiful
woman Marlowe had ever seen told them. She had dark hair with a natural curl
that was held high off her shoulders by a red rose wound through the locks, and her
warm brown eyes spoke of spice and warm moonlit nights along a sandy beach.
Her clothes, which at first glance appeared revealing, were deceptively modest and
forced the viewer's mind to fill in the details.
"Aphrodite," she said as an
introduction and smiled warmly, "I'm sorry I was late and missed your arrival."
The legends said to be wary of Aphrodite as she could turn from friendly to
jealous in a heartbeat, and yet that wasn't the vibe Marlowe received from her.
"Hannah Marlowe," she said and introduced herself.
"Sera Chase," Chase said a moment later. "I must agree; I was surprised when
she made the comment."
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"Well," Aphrodite shrugged, "she's right. Then again," she tossed back the mixed
drink she held in her left hand and swallowed, almost choking on the olive but
swallowing it before winking, "she's almost always right. Let me tell you," she
leaned close and Marlowe could smell the alcohol when she spoke, "growing up
with her was a frakking nightmare. It was always, 'Look at what Athena did in
school..." She laughed and rolled her eyes. "She might have had everything taped
to the 'fridge, but I'm the one who stole all her boyfriends...I won't even get into
how she could be a drama queen..." She coughed and mumbled, "Hurled herself
off a cliff..."
Hmm...Marlowe thought silently. How do you comment on the childhood
sibling rivalry between two goddesses? Chase saved her from commenting, "I was
fortunate to spare my little sister from that; we're enough years apart that most of
what I did had already been folded and pasted into the family album."
Aphrodite laughed and hooked one arm around each of their shoulders and
hugged them tight. "I like you two, " she said and then leaned close and looked at
Chase before looking at Marlowe before pulling back slightly. "Damn...I'll be
frakked..." she muttered and smiled. "Ladies, remember one thing while you're
here," she nodded sagely, "just when you think you know what's going on, things
tend to change and then you need to react to what's really happening."
"That is a most peculiar woman," Marlowe said when Aphrodite left.
"Most peculiar," Chase agreed. "I wonder what she meant..."
Marlowe wasn't sure what statement Chase was talking about, so she just
nodded, "I think we need to keep our wits about us, our eyes open, and our powder
dry."
"So say we all, Hannah, so say we all," Chase agreed.
*+*+*+*+*
Not for the first time Admiral Giovanna Cassidine wished Admiral Cesare
Arcadiaolos had been able to attend the reception. When she was a girl and would
go to the temple, she was taught that the gods were akin to forces of nature and all
knowing, all seeing, and all powerful.
They had nurtured and guided the
Communion until they and twelve steadfast tribes left for Kobol. Before they left
they had created the government that still ruled the Communion and enshrined its
duties, responsibilities, and limitations within the Declaration Of Communion and
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the Basic Law.
And now to meet those same gods face to face and have drinks and finger food
with them, it was all a bit overwhelming to say the least. They weren't the stern,
arrogant, headstrong, and sometimes fickle deities that the scrolls and legends
described, but were more akin to the people she expected to meet at an upscale
country club. It was...vexing...and Cesare would have had a ball watching it all.
"Excuse me," a dark haired and blue eyed woman wearing an opalescent floor
length gown that shimmered with all the colors of the rainbow asked. "I wonder if
you would be willing to talk with us for a few minutes about the Communion?"
Cassidine looked at the woman and the woman who stood next to her and
nodded before she finished chewing and swallowing the cracker that had a dollop
of chicken salad spread on it. "Of course, I'd be delighted to talk about home," she
told them.
"Thank you," the second woman replied. She looked a little younger than her
companion, or it could simply be her facial structure, Cassidine thought, and wore
a white silk shirt tucked into brown leather pants. "I am Thetis, and this," she
nodded to her companion, "is Metis."
Ok, Cassidine thought, this pegs the surrealism meter. "It's an honor," she said
and offered a polite bow to the writers of the Communion's founding documents.
"Your gifts have guided our government for thousands of years," she added
diplomatically.
Themis smirked. "It has? As it was intended?" she asked.
"Don't lead on the poor woman, Themis," Metis scolded. "You know those
damned wannabe gods have twisted it to their own ends and started doing so
almost before we left."
Now this was interesting, Cassidine thought. It appears that even the gods don't
like the Equals...it takes a special kind of bastard to piss off everyone. "The
founding documents, as they're written and interpreted today, give the outward
appearance of an elected republic...but the reality of the situation is that nothing
happens without the Equals' approval and to defy them is certain death and most
likely a redaction."
"A redaction?" Themis asked and narrowed her eyes.
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"The Equals have a habit of redacting information from the public record and
over a span of a few years to a generation or so whatever they decided to redact
simply ceases to have ever existed," Cassidine explained.
"Admiral, I believe we have a lot to talk about," Metis said and put her hand on
Themis' forearm before the other woman could comment. "Perhaps we could retire
to a more private room and continue this discussion?"
"I'd be delighted," Cassidine replied and then thought, how do you say no to
two goddesses, especially if they're the ones who wrote your laws?
That had happened over an hour ago and what followed was one of the most
thorough debriefings that Cassidine had ever been involved with.
She had
explained everything and didn't leave out any details, either about the current state
of the Communion or why she was so far from home. Finally, when they were
finished, Themis asked casually, "I would like to trade copies of the Declaration Of
Communion and Basic Law, if you'd be willing. It might be interesting to see how
these documents have been changed since we left."
"From your reactions, I believe they've been changed substantially," Cassidine
observed. "I will have the copies prepared when I return to Dike Astraea. If I go
home with the originals...and it becomes known, I fear there could be a civil war or
at the very least a pogrom against the Equals. Neither of which I believe my
superiors would prefer," she said sadly.
"Have heart, Giovanna," Themis said and put her hand on her shoulder, "when
you return, I don't think you will be returning alone."
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase kept replaying the conversation that she and
Marlowe had with Aphrodite and forced herself to take it as advice, not gospel...at
least until she had a reason not to. Were there games being played in the hall?
Most certainly, she was positive of that. You couldn't grow up exposed to Imperial
politics and not see the little power plays and attempts to gain status when they
took place. The more she thought about it, the excitement at reaching Olympus
and meeting the very figures who were the foundation of Colonial religion and
belief had given way to sadness for them.
She had learned from Athena that after the Colonies had been settled by the
Kobolian refugees, Zeus had declared that the Lords Of Kobol, the gods, would
retire to Olympus and have minimal contact with humanity. Since then, they had
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been living in Olympus with those who had lived on Olympus from each of the
exoduses and largely turned inward. Only a few continued to look outward and
tried to take an active hand in guiding humanity as they once did. Her mother, and
that was a shock - not just to find out that she was alive, but that she was Hecate
and that she did not bow to Zeus , had kept an eye on the Colonies and decided
that it was time to intervene and become more proactive and return the faith that
their worshipers had in them.
By bringing visitors to Olympus it forced Zeus' hand; he now had to look
outward and see what had happened to those he called 'the children'. No longer
could the gods ignore what was going on...if they wanted to keep their relevance in
the human world. After almost twenty centuries of isolation, Chase wasn't sure that
they wanted to be involved. What they craved was something new and right now
the three fleets were new, exciting, and brought word of uncertainty, massive social
change, and upheaval.
Chase stood and watched the goings on and wondered just what they would do.
Would they decide to return and declare a new age? Would they send us on our
way with a t-shirt that said "I've Been To Olympus And All I Got Was This Lousy TShirt"? Or would it be something in the middle?
And then there was her mother. What would she tell her father? Charles had a
right to know that Iona lived...and that she was really Hecate. Without thinking,
Chase smirked and chuckled at a memory when she and her mother toured a
kindergarten that the family funded for disadvantaged children. It had been 'Take
your parent to work' day and that happened to be the day they were there. She had
led her mother to the front of the classroom and proudly introduced her to the
class. I wonder what they'd think if they knew I introduced them to Hecate, she
wondered.
"Penny for your thoughts?" Iona asked and brought Chase back to the present.
"I was remembering when we toured that kindergarten and I introduced you to
the class. I was so proud of you," Chase told her. "And then I wondered what they
would think if they knew just who I was introducing..."
Despite the smile that touched Iona's face, there was a sense of sadness about
her. "I remember that day and I was proud of how you got involved and wanted to
share me with the other kids. I treasure those years more than words can ever say,
Sera."
The two women, mother and daughter, stood in companionable silence for
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several moments before Chase asked, "So what do you think about Sebastian?"
This time the smile wiped away the sadness. "I think your little sister is going to
be a very happy woman. He seems to be a fine man and in just the short time we
were together, it was evident how much he loves her...more than his own life, I'd
suspect."
"He is a good man, and he's going to be a good husband," Chase told her
mother. "And no...don't ask about me...there's no like that in my life."
"You'll find that special person," Iona said sagely. "I know you will."
"Is that my mother talking or a goddess talking?" Chase asked and arched her
eyebrows.
Iona winked, "I thought all mothers were goddesses to their little girls?"
"You must have picked that up from Dad," Chase laughed. "Answer a question
with a question."
"Perhaps," Iona smirked and Chase was amazed how smoothly they had
reconnected.
"After you...after you died," Chase began and took a deep breath, "about a
month later I was sitting in my quarters reviewing my resignation when your letter
arrived. I was ready to leave the service and try and find...I don't know...the
meaning of life? Every night I tossed and turned and when I did sleep it wasn't
restful. You could say that my middle name was Miserable. And then I read the
letter. Mom, that letter saved me; it saved my spirit, it gave me hope, and it saved
me from making a mistake that I could never recover from."
Iona slipped her arms around her daughter's shoulders and held her the way she
hadn't been held in years. "I did what any mother would do when they knew what
their daughter would do."
"But how did you know?" Chase asked and fought back the tears that were
threatening to spill from her eyes.
"Because I was your mother and I knew you. I was the first person who knew
you and I helped you grow into a fine young woman who tried to look at things
logically, but as I started fading, I saw such a change in you that I knew you'd think
about leaving the service and I couldn't let that happen. Not because I had a
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grandiose plan, but because I knew how hard you fought to go to the academy and
then how you demanded to stand on your own two feet and be judged on your
merits and not your name...and how much it meant to you.
"There was no way," Iona softly explained, "That I could bear being the reason
you walked away from all that."
Chase blinked and two tears made the long march down her cheeks. "I love
you, Mom..." she said and hugged Iona as if her life depended on it.
"I love you, too," Iona whispered and held her back.
"Ah...excuse me, M'Ladies..." a page said and interrupted their cry. "I bear a
message from Lord Zeus that he received from Lord Hermes..." he said and handed
Iona an envelope.
"Thank you..." Iona said to the page and released Chase to take the envelope.
"Did he want you to wait for an answer?"
"Yes, M'Lady," the page replied. "He asked me to wait for your answer."
Iona opened the envelope and plucked out the letter before unfolding and
reading it. Chase watched the color drain out of her face a moment before she
handed it back to the page. "Contact Hephaestus and tell him to move his ass to
the Anchorage start bringing the fleet back online. Damn him to hell!" she swore.
"We should have slagged the Clinic before we left. Now that bastard is loose."
"Who is loose, Mom?" Chase asked.
"Go," Iona told the page. "Tell Zeus that we'll convene a council of war in four
hours...and that Hephaestus better have a report on what hulls we can sail by then."
"On it, M'Lady," the page said before turning and briskly walking away.
"Oh my girl," Iona said sadly and Chase could see something she had rarely
seen in her mother's eyes, fear, when she spoke. "I had hoped that he'd never
again see the light of day and that you'd never have to worry about his deprivations
and malevolent ways...Cronus has escaped from his prison."
"He's just one person?" Chase asked.
Iona shook her head. "No, he still has followers. During the aftermath of the
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final battle when his ship, Parnassus, went down over Othrys, we were more
focused on rescuing as many survivors as we could than running down every last
supporter. As a result, we're sure a lot of them got away and went to ground, but
after all these years...I don't know what would be left. But I've learned one thing
about Cronus...never, ever underestimate him. He's tricky, evil, and if he had set
his will to it he could have charmed the panties off Artemis."
This isn't what we came out here to do, Chase thought. The Titanomachy was
something that happened long ago and now it looks like Mom is getting ready for
round two.
We have our own issues with the Cylons and these new
drones..."There's no such thing as coincidence," she finally said.
"I see they're still teaching that at the academy..." Iona smirked. "It's true."
"Where does that leave us?" Chase asked.
"It leaves you..." Iona looked at her watch, "a little less than four hours to return
to..." she smirked again, "Hecate, change back into your duty uniform, and bring
your top people with you to sit in on a council of war."
Oh, boy...this is heavy, Chase thought. "What about Gia and Hannah?"
"Let's go find them. I want you all there with your best people," Iona said and
put her arm around Chase's shoulders. "The first time around it was just me...this
time I have reinforcements. We're going to find that bastard and nail his hide to a
wall and make sure that when he dies, he goes straight to Hell."
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond known space, Othrys, air defense bunker complex
"It looks like Cronus used the Colonial ship to make his exit," Castle said after he
finished talking to Ariadne on the wireless. "They had it under observation and
instead of leaving the atmosphere to jump they jumped at 2000 meters for the
trailing Trojan point. Ariadne missed the intercept by less than a minute."
Everyone was in the complex's cafeteria having a bite to eat after the expedition
to the Clinic when Castle made his announcement.
The scientists seemed
nonplussed about the development but the expedition team and the crew from
Ariadne were just the opposite.
"We almost had that bastard!" Minerva hissed and clenched her jaw. "We were
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close."
"It is what it is, Minerva," Vassar frowned. "Right now the only people who
know he's mobile are those of us here on the surface and up in orbit. We need to
think about how we're going to let the Colonies and Communion know what's
going on."
"I don't mean to sound like a party pooper..." Cheryl Lido started.
"But you're going to," Flight Lieutenant Graham Pepper quipped.
"Touché, Mr. Pepper," Lido smirked, "I think we need to step back a few paces
from this and look at it from the perspective of the people we want to warn."
"Ok," Vassar said and looked at Minerva and Castle, and Minerva was amazed
how easily and naturally Vassar accepted the mantle of leadership. He didn't try to
elbow people out of the way or demand attention, but his manner and approach
coupled with his laid back attitude made people instinctively listen to what he had
to say. "Ok..." he repeated, "you have the floor."
Lido stood and seemed to be searching for the right words for several seconds
before she started. "Ok...we've been away from the Colonies for nine months or so,
and Minerva, you and your crew have been here for five or six months. In short,
we've been in the wilds for a while. Then, we show up out of thin air and say,
'Cronus is loose! Call up the Guard!'" She paused a moment and looked around
the room, "How do you think they'd react? How long do you think it would be
before we're under 'observation' and disappear into the system? And that's just for
us Colonials.
"Minerva, from what I understand, it would probably be worse for you, Pepper,
and Hector," Lido continued. "The Equals have written you off and I bet they're
nose deep in redacting that you ever existed. And then we have our buddy
Derrick...he was pretty pissed when Geonova scrambled Aether out here before he
ever contacted them. So whether we like this or not, we have to consider the
Equals' involvement and I think that while we might disappear into the system, you
three," she looked squarely at Pepper, Hector, and then Minerva, "will just plain be
disappeared the old fashioned way."
"What about Ariadne?" Hector asked.
Castle shrugged. "That's above my pay grade," he explained. "Digger was given
free rein to run this down as much and as far as he felt necessary, but I think
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making contact with the Colonies or Communion will be something he sends back
to Admiral Carlisle. But..." he smiled, "Our goal is to reach the Colonies, so maybe
when we show up that might protect you and lend some credence to the story."
Minerva shook her head. "Just when we think we've got things figured out, eh?"
"Pretty much," Vassar agreed. "Now...something that's been bugging me since
Bayer, Myerson, and Rufus returned...do we have an idea who might have been in
those tubes that Cronus woke up and who he might have killed?"
"I can answer that," Colby Browning offered. "If we can go back tomorrow I can
get into the system and find out who was where. When Parnassus went down and
during the final battle several of his deputies wound up at the Clinic."
"Good," Vassar said. "Anything else?"
"I'd like to add something," Minerva slowly said and turned her eyes toward
Castle. "Do you think Commander Sharma would like to come down and take a
look at all this?"
Castle laughed and at first Minerva thought she might have said something
wrong. "Oh...I can say for sure he'd be interested! We're the first people in the
fleet, and that includes both Admiral Carlisle's and Commander Wellington's
groups, that have been on a planet with a breathable atmosphere since before we
left home five years ago. Everyone would probably sell a kidney to come down
here.
"And then you have the eggheads on Endeavour...Dr. Vonnerbeck, you and your
folks have some kindred spirits up there and I think Dr. Short and his team would
be like kids in a candy shop down here," Castle explained.
"I think then you should consider this a formal invitation, Castle," Vassar said,
"from us to Commander Sharma and the rest of the fleet.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Earth Union gunstar Ariadne
"What do you think, Digger? Do you wanna build a snowman?" Colonel Kimber
Bond playfully asked Commander Douglas Sharma after hearing the invitation to go
down to the planet.
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Sharma smiled at the thought and was glad they were in his quarters discussing
this rather than the CIC. "It wouldn't be quite the same as soaking up the rays on
some beach," he admitted, "but it does have some appeal. I'm going to suggest to
Admiral Carlisle that he bring the fleet here and we can take the time to do all the
refits and rotate people down to the surface for some R&R."
"What about the underground sites?" Bond asked.
"We don't tell anyone who doesn't already know about them," Sharma replied
and pursed his lips. "They don't need to know about that aspect of the planet."
"I think that's a wise call," Bond agreed. "And...I think that we should survey a
largish island, perhaps at least fifteen or twenty kilometers long, and suggest to
Admiral Carlisle that everyone be confined to that location for leave."
Sharma nodded. "I'll add that to the dispatch and send the Roc within the hour.
After that, so long as things are quiet, let's go build that snowman in the
morning...Commander's prerogative!"
*+*+*+*+*
Aegea Estate, Olympus
"You always drag me along to the most unique places," Commander Miriam
Duquesne told Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase as they rode a maglev that sped
over a majestic forest located in Olympus' central dome.
Chase laughed. "I told you we'd see things when we left the Colonies," she told
her childhood friend. She looked around the opulently appointed car and saw her
team mixing with Admiral Giovanna Cassidine's and Admiral Hannah Marlowe's
teams. In addition to Duquesne, she'd brought along Colonel Constance deWinter,
Commander Bors Virgis of Marduk, Commander Lydia Valentine of Amaterasu,
Colonel Baxter Ross of Themis, Commander Andre Bartolomeo of Leviathan, and
her aid, Lieutenant Andrea Esposito.
Admiral Cassidine had brought along Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos, Commander
Dixon Ives of Aether, Commander Richmond Emory of Circe, Commander Judson
Scott of Briareus, Commander Linus Bayern of Demeter, Colonel Branson Titus of
Arete, and Lieutenant Colonel Christobella Symphony, Dike Astraea's Marine
commander.
And finally, Admiral Marlowe had brought along Colonel Samara Jordan,
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President Windsor, Commander Jackson Fletcher of Libertatis, Colonel Philip Stein
of Vox Populis, Colonel Malachi Cook of Vero Possumus, Major Drew Sexton of
Aphaea, and Captain Olivia DeSantis, her aide and Communications Director.
Instead of being three separate groups, they were mixed together talking as if
they were all just commuters on a train and not officers from the three currently
known branches of humanity.
"I'm glad our people are getting along and
networking so well," she said to Duquesne, Emory, and Marlowe who were sitting
at her table.
"Under the uniform," Emory said thoughtfully, "we're all the same."
"That's a pretty deep thought, Rich," Marlowe observed. "Simple on the surface,
but deep down, it has several levels of meaning."
"I've been thinking about a lot of things over the past couple weeks, more so
since we met you, Hannah," Emory admitted. "When we met Sera and her group,
our civilian government's reaction would have been to maintain the status quo and
ensure that no word of our existence got back to the Colonies. But thanks to saner
minds and one hell of a Bar-B-Q, we talked and broke bread rather than the
alternative. It's been very mutually beneficial for us, Communion and Colonial
alike. Then we met you and with that understanding that had been originally
forged by Colonel Titus and the other crews, the results were the same."
Emory looked thoughtful for a moment and then continued, "We're all warriors,
and despite our cultural differences we believe that war is the last option. We
understand this because we see what our engines of battle can do while everyone
else probably only ever sees a glamorized version in a vid. They don't see the
butcher's bill when there's an accident because it's sanitized for them."
"I'll go along with that," Marlowe told him. "I don't think anyone really
understood what our creations could do until they decided to attack us. I'm not a
pacifist by any means," she said, "but I agree; when we can talk, we talk. Sadly...I
don't think we'll have that option with Cronus."
*+*+*+*+*
The maglev station was actually part of Aegea, Zeus' estate and palatial manor
complex, and connected to a tram system that led from the station to the main
residence where it was a short walk to the large library that was being used as an
informal war room. Chase was surprised that there weren't more Olympians
present for such an important meeting. Instead, it was Zeus, Hera, Hecate, Apollo,
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Ares, Nike, Nemesis, Athena, Demeter, Artemis, Hades, Poseidon, Hermes, and
Hephaestus.
Zeus started things off as soon as everyone entered the room, "We have a
problem that we...I...should have handled before we left Othrys. My thought at the
time was that this would be penance for what Cronus did, and if the world was
uninhabitable no one would be able to go there and revive him. Unfortunately,
something went wrong and now he's loose with an unknown number of supporters.
"Right now, he's out there and a threat...not just to us, but to the civilizations
that we've nurtured," Zeus stated. "I accept the blame for this...I allowed my
sentiments towards my father to override common sense; you were right, Hecate,
we should have slagged the Clinic when we had the chance. But that's the past;
now we need to look at the present and the future. Hephaestus, what can you tell
us about the Anchorage?"
A tall muscular man with dense curly black hair and a face that mixed rugged
good looks with a touch of boyish charm stood and Chase noticed that unlike the
legends, Hephaestus didn't have any deformities. "Short term, not much that's
good," his deep voice began. "The fleet has largely been in mothballs for almost
two thousand years. If we needed to sortie right this moment, I could probably
have Galatea and Phoenix ready in forty-eight hours. If I had seventy-two hours, I
could add half a dozen gunstars to the mix. Long term, and I'm talking months to
perhaps a year or two, I can bring most of the fleet up to operational standards,
including Keraunos, Caria, the galleons, arks, and sojourners. I'll just need to know
what to prioritize."
"Hecate?" Zeus asked.
"We need a balanced fleet, Zeus," Iona answered. "If it gets so bad that we need
the transports...well...there are other...options."
"No..." Nemesis hissed. "You're suggesting that we run?"
"No, Nemie," Iona countered, "I'm not suggesting that we run *now*. However,
if we do need the transports, then there are other options. But," she offered an
understanding smile that Chase knew well, "if it gets that bad, then I doubt we'll be
the ones making those decisions."
That got Chase's attention, and it appeared everyone else's. The underlying
implication was something that the humans in the room couldn't fathom; a god or
goddess no longer existing? It had happened in legend, but even then the deity had
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a habit of showing up later in some other guise. And yet, looking at the Olympians
she realized that they saw it as a very real possibility.
Suddenly the Cylons didn't seem quite so terrifying.
"Athena, Ares, Nike? Do you have anything?" Zeus asked.
"Yes," Athena said before the other two could talk. "I want to go to Othrys and
see for myself that Cronus is gone. This could be a false alarm."
"It is a prudent action," Nike agreed and stepped forward after putting her drink
on a side table. "But you need to consider that it might also be a trap."
"That's what I'd do," Ares added. "If I could set a trap and bag one of us right
out of the gates, it's a no brainer."
Blonde hair danced across her shoulders as Chase shook her head. No, that's
stupid thinking, she thought. "Seralanna?" Zeus broke into her thoughts. "You
disagree?"
Oh. Frak. Me. Chase thought and forced the surprise off her face to be singled
out by Zeus. "Ah, yes, I do disagree, Lord Zeus, and no disrespect is meant to
either Lady Nike or Lord Ares. Cronus has been locked away for thousands of years
and just gained his freedom. I believe my mother," she thought she heard some
gasps of surprise, but continued, "told me that he was locked in a computer's
memory. From our own experiences, we know that given the right blend of
processors and code that even a personality stored as data could still
be...well...alive. So I have to put myself in Cronus' position and ask, 'I'm finally
free, what do I want to do now that I have a body again and loyal supporters?'
"In the end," Chase explained, "he knows the animosity you carry for him,
individually and collectively, so if you were to return to Othrys, it would be in
force; you wouldn't take a shuttle or scout ship. So then, why stay there? I'd gather
my forces, rebuild what I could, steal what I couldn't, and then decide after
enjoying being alive again, whether I would let any of you survive my wrath."
"That's my girl," Iona said to a quiet room. "She's right, Zeus, and she just said it
before any of us were honest with ourselves and said it first."
"Do you still want to go to Othrys, Lady Athena?" Chase asked.
"I do, and I don't relish waiting two days for Galatea to be ready," Athena
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answered.
"Lord Zeus..." Chase smiled and hoped the scratch plan that was forming would
be acceptable to all parties. "Would your permission override the Ladies' Words
that govern the Communion?"
"We wrote it," Zeus frowned. "We can override it...especially after what it
sounds like the Equals have done to it since we left."
"With Admiral Cassidine's, Admiral Marlowe's, and your permission, I'd like to
propose that we dispatch Indefatigable, Libertatis, and Proioxis to Othrys. They can
leave within the hour if you so choose," Chase offered.
"Admiral Cassidine, you have an Olympian override to go to Othrys. I've heard
why you couldn't normally go there, and this will give you permission," Zeus said
formally.
Cassidine looked at Chase and nodded. She knows why I suggested Proioxis
and agrees, Chase thought.
"Thank you, Lord Zeus," Cassidine said formally.
more than happy to go to Othrys."

"Colonel Tremblay will be

"Admiral Marlowe?" Zeus began, "I know you and yours have just stood down
from a long trip, and this isn't something I would normally ask..."
"You do not need to ask, Lord Zeus," Marlowe answered, "we stand with our
brothers and sisters and where they go, we go. Libertatis will join the expedition."
"I will have updated navigation information forwarded to your staffs as soon as
we're finished here," Zeus stated and not for the first time since the meeting started
Chase wondered just how bad the situation really was here on Olympus. "Thank
you, Admirals, your aid will not be forgotten."
"That's my girls," Iona mumbled and Chase turned and narrowed her eyes at her.
*+*+*+*+*
Approaching Othrys, Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89
"What do we have, Paul?" Commander Miriam Duquesne asked Lieutenant Paul
Bolton, the ship's navigator.
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"Othrys is ahead about 300,000 kilometers, has one moon, and it looks like the
northern hemisphere is in the middle of winter," Bolton replied. "Looks like we're
going to need our parkas and snowshoes when we go down."
"Thank you...keep your eyes open," Duquesne asked and thought back to Ares'
assertion that this would be a trap.
"You have a good crew, Commander," Athena said from where she stood next to
Colonel Tyler Sedaris on the other side of the plotting table. Rather than a gown or
toga, Athena wore a smart looking steel grey uniform with rank devices on her
shoulders, some sort of collar devices, what looked like wings on her left breast,
and nothing else in the way of adornment. Despite the unknown uniform, she
looked like she belonged in the CIC. She also got along well with the crew and
had been invited to the NCO's mess for last night's dinner.
"Thank you, M'Lady," Duquesne replied cordially.
"Please, Commander, this ship can only have one commander, and that is you,
not me. While I am here, I'm just Athena," Athena told her.
I can see why people like her, Duquesne thought. "Thank you, Athena," she said
and received a smile from the goddess of strategy and wisdom.
Sedaris looked like he was going to say something but the dradis' sudden
additional third ping on the current sweep and Bolton's announcement cut him
short, "Dradis contact! She's coming around the planet...Ah...she's orbiting at 1000
kilometers."
That puts the bogie at a disadvantage; she'll need to break orbit if she wants to
maneuver, Duquesne thought. The ship was already at Action Stations and
Condition One had been set prior to the last jump, so they were ready to go guns
hot if the need arose. "Mr. Platt, please vector the CAP to intercept and launch the
Alert 5. Prepare the rest of the wing for combat launch."
Platt repeated the order and started issuing orders as Duquesne looked back to
Athena and Sedaris. "Do you think it's a trap?" she asked.
Athena shook her head. "No, I don't," she said confidently.
"Ty?" Duquesne asked.
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"No...I don't, either. If it was a trap, they wouldn't be in a low orbit; they'd be in
geosynch or better yet, closer to the moon or one of the Lagrange points," Sedaris
replied.
"Commander?" Communications Specialist Joseph Elba asked.
hailed."

"We're being

"Please put it on speaker, Joe," Duquesne requested.
"On speaker, aye," Elba replied and a moment later a man's voice came through
the speaker.
"Attention ships approaching this world, this is the Earth Union gunstar Ariadne,
please identify yourselves," the voice announced before repeating the message.
Duquesne reached for the handset to answer but heard another voice enter the
conversation, "Ariadne, this is Libertatis Actual. Is that you over there, Digger?"
"Libertatis Actual, this is Ariadne Actual, who am I speaking to?" a third voice
replied.
"You were a year behind me at the academy, Digger...I tutored you in advanced
navigation," Commander Jackson Fletcher's easy El Doradan drawl stated.
A laugh echoed through the CIC. "Jack Fletcher?"
"The one and only, Digger," Fletcher replied and Duquesne was content to allow
him to handle the meeting.
"The last I heard you ran off and joined the Erisians..." Digger replied and
allowed the statement to hang unfinished.
"I did...but that was a long time ago in a different world; a lot has happened
since then," Fletcher stated sadly. "Do you remember that invitation I told you to
ignore right before I left?"
"Yes..." Digger replied and Duquesne could hear the uncertainty in his voice.
"We kissed and made up...so I hope you still have it," Fletcher said easily.
There was a moment of silence, "Hannah forgave you? You know you broke her
heart, right? I was at Gemini when she got the news and it was all that Kim, Sam,
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and I could do to keep her from drinking herself into a coma."
Fletcher sounded contrite and humbled when he replied, "I know...and I can't
thank you all enough. But...rather than catch up where everyone can hear us, how
about we all step down to Condition Two and Weapons Safe and all meet over on
that nice shiny Colonial battlestar that's in the center of the formation? There's
someone there who would like to meet you.”
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Chapter 40: Venandi Incipit
Saucus system, orbit of mainworld Ass End Of Nowhere, Earth Union gunstar
Athena
Commander Tamsin St. Claire looked at the plotting table and studied Saucus'
system profile. The table displayed the entire system and showed the planetary
locations, three asteroid belts, far companion star, asteroids with settlements, and
all known shipping within the system. Most of the icons representing shipping
were clustered in orbit around the system's mainworld.
The system had been surveyed more than a thousand years before, but it wasn't
until prospectors from Neverwhere showed up three hundred years ago that any of
the worlds received anything more than a numerical or alphanumerical
designation. True to their stick it to convention philosophy, the first settlement gave
the world a name that truly fit; Ass End Of Nowhere.
It was the most distant settled world within the Union sphere from Earth and its
closest inhabited neighbor was almost thirty light years distant. If you really wanted
to get away from it all, this would be a good place to do it, St. Clair thought as she
studied the display. At least it would have been good had the genocide not started
fourteen days ago.
This would be the last chance she had to make sure the ships were ready to
jump off into the deep black and St. Claire wanted to make sure everyone had full
larders, full tanks, and if they had any weapons, that their magazines were topped
off and everything was mission ready.
"Carl," St. Claire said and broke her silence.
evacuations?"

"Have we finished the

Newly promoted Lieutenant Colonel Carl Cohill nodded. "It should be finished
within two hours. The settlers want to make sure that their stock is released and the
gates removed from the corrals."
"I guess the horses and cows deserve a chance to survive, too," St. Claire said
and watched as a red icon blinked several times and merged with the mainworld.
"I see Kingu has finally deorbited."
"Yeah...though the others will probably be there long after we reach the
Colonies," Cohill remarked. When they had arrived, there were three drone ships
orbiting Ass End Of Nowhere; two Moloch class gunstars and one Ba'al Hadad

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1453
class baseship.
The baseship, Nammu had been damaged in a previous
engagement and only had three squadrons of Marauders, while the two gunstars,
Kingu and Apis, appeared undamaged.
St. Claire hadn't waited; she'd given the order for Vesuvius, Deo Vindice, Dysis,
and Antigone to join Athena to send the drone ships straight to hell. They hit the
drones like the fist of an avenging god and despite the drones landing a few hits,
the battle quickly overwhelmed the three drone ships and their death warrants were
quickly executed.
The drones on the surface, however, had been more problematic. Ass End Of
Nowhere had a planetary population of a shade less than 150,000, with about
three quarters in four major settlements, two thirds of the remaining in a less than a
dozen towns, and the leftovers running individual homesteads and ranches. Each
of the four major settlements received several airburst nuclear warheads, while the
smaller towns were hit with smaller tactical nuclear weapons launched by the
Marauders. Rather than being destroyed from the air, platoons of drones were
landed to deal directly with the homesteads and ranches.
Most of the ranches and homesteads were wiped out, but some of them,
particularly those in the areas called the Badlands, had held out, rallied, and were
actively hunting the drones that were supposed to be hunting them. The locals
exercised textbook perfect insurgent tactics and hit the drones, then faded back and
allowed the drones to follow them into traps, box canyons, bogs, and anyplace else
that their compatriots could spring their ambush.
St. Claire had to admit, they were damned effective. And they were able to do it
because the world hadn't been saturated with enough nuclear weapons to turn it
brown.
The good news was that they were able to evacuate another two thousand
survivors and add them to their fleet. They were also able to raid the small
downport's refrigerated warehouses and secure an entire season's worth of gourmet
beef, pork, lamb, and poultry products as well as all sorts of frozen and canned
organic vegetables that were awaiting shipment. One thing was for sure, they
would be eating very well for the next few years.
Still, St. Claire thought, I'd rather eat ramen noodles for the rest of my life if it
would mean the genocide never happened. "Dradis contacts!" Lieutenant Carter
Kidd, Cohill's replacement as lead navigator, announced and broke into her
thoughts.
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"What do we have, Carter?" St. Claire asked and looked at the dradis to see
where the new contacts were located. She almost instantly narrowed her eyes
when she saw their position.
"I have one medium gunstar class ship, a light gunstar class ship, and four
smaller ships, each one about 150 meters long," Kidd replied. "The warbook is
giving me an old ID on the ships, Commander..." he sounded uncertain. "They
aren't drone ships, but they're being tagged as from the Meropian Communion.
We haven't heard from them in ages."
St. Claire felt her blood go cold and then as she considered the possibilities, her
lips curled into a smile that a cat might have after she'd tormented a mouse for the
better part of a day. "Carl, please call the ship to Action Stations and set Condition
One throughout. Kit, please pass that to all ships in the fleet and then get me
Admiral Marlowe on the wireless and pass it down here."
Both Cohill and Petty Officer Kathryn Parker repeated their orders and set about
turning them into action as St. Claire thought back to a discussion she had with
Admiral Marlowe and Delegate Deforest Watts shortly after they'd arrived in the
Saucus system when the Admiral had outlined what the Union's various
intelligence agencies knew about the suspected outside influence that helped spark
the genocide.
"Admiral," St. Claire said a moment later, "it appears we have a couple Meropian
Communion visitors coming our way. They jumped in about 300,000 kilometers
out from the mainworld and are on a direct course for it. I'm thinking it might not
quite be time to go 'guns hot', and instead see if we can talk and get some
information out of them?"
"Commander, I like how you think," Admiral Sean Marlowe's laid back El
Doradan voice replied. "Try to talk, but if they so much as go for a weapons' lock,
take 'em down hard."
St. Claire grinned. "They go for a dradis lock, take 'em down hard, aye,
Admiral." She heard Marlowe chuckle at her junior officer's reply. "I still want to
put a couple of them on ice and pump them for everything they know."
"We will, Commander," Marlowe assured her. "Good hunting."
"Thank you, sir, Athena Actual, out," St. Claire replied and took a deep breath
and allowed the thrill of the hunt to wash over her and then she turned the thrill to
her own purposes. "Carl," she said to her XO who was standing on the other side
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of the plotting table, "are you ready to do some more hunting?"
"Always, Boss," Cohill replied. "Though we might have to assign any theoretical
questions to Mr. Kidd, this time around," he smirked.
St. Claire chuckled.
"I think this is going to be pretty straight forward,
navigation-wise at least. Kit, can you please get Dysis, Deo Vindice, Vesuvius, and
Antigone on the wireless and patch them through down here to both my and the
Ex's handsets."
Parker nodded and confirmed the order before she started making the
connections. "Our goal is to get them talking and try and find out who they are
and what they're doing here," St. Claire told Cohill. "If, however, shooting starts,
then we need to capture at least one of them. If we pull Antiope forward, then
they'll get skittish right off the bat because who uses an assaultstar for intercept duty
when you have all these gunstars? So, I'm going to need you to brief Captain
Pennell on what his Marines may be called to do."
"The goal," Cohill replied and his hands called the dradis imagery to the plotting
table, "is to capture at least one of the ships," he confirmed, "I'd probably focus on
one of the two larger ships, the gunstars, because it would be unlikely that anyone
important would be travelling on one of the four smaller ships when something
larger and probably more comfortable, is available. Either way, I'll make sure
Captain Pennell is briefed to be ready for any eventuality."
"Good," St. Claire said as the handsets beeped and Parker informed them that
she had the other ship commanders. "This is Athena Actual; it appears some
strangers have come knocking on our door, gentlemen," she began. "The warbook
is flagging them as being from the Meropian Communion and pre-holocaust
intelligence points to a likelihood that they had something to do with the
genocide."
"They're a pack of brazen bastards if they did," Major Ekaterina Solkova said.
"Though I have a feeling that they probably didn't expect to find us here..."
"I think you just won the door prize, Major," St. Claire told her. "We're going to
go out and talk, but I want all of you to be ready to go weapons free at the first sign
of hostilities...and that includes their activation of fire control dradis. If that
happens, then things get a little complicated because I want to take one of the
gunstars intact.
"Major Towers, I want Dysis, Vesuvius, and Antigone to focus on the light
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gunstar and four little ships. Major Solkova, Deo Vindice and Athena will focus
primarily on the large ship, but should we be in a position to add supporting fire on
any of the other targets, we're free to take the shot." St. Claire paused and then
asked, "Any questions?"
"Just one, Commander," Towers asked. "If we disable any of our assigned targets,
but they aren't destroyed, what do you want us to do?"
"Let's play that by ear, Major," St. Claire answered. "Athena and Deo Vindice
have the best launch capabilities and so we can surge enough Marines in a short
enough period of time to ensure they don't get picked off piecemeal when they
board. If we can't do it to the large gunstar, then we'll try for the small one.
But...the four munchkins...if you feel confident sending a boarding team, at least a
platoon, then you have permission."
"What about nukes?" Captain Adam Green of Vesuvius asked. "We've had good
luck with them..."
St. Claire couldn't hold back the laugh. "We have, Captain Green. But this time
I think we want to pick through the wreckage and not glow at the end of the day."
There were a few more questions that took another five minutes to resolve
before St. Claire closed the briefing. "Let's err on the side of caution, folks. My gut
tells me these bogies are up to their noses in what happened, but we need to give
them a chance to explain their presence. I'll have my navigator contact your ships
with formation information momentarily and then we'll break orbit. Athena Actual,
out."
It would take more than an hour to make the intercept and until then it would
be a waiting game, St. Claire thought as she studied the dradis. "Mr. Sheridan, do
we have passive fire control solutions on our targets?" she asked half an hour later.
"We do, Commander," Sheridan replied. "The bogies aren't maneuvering and
are basically on a ballistic course for Ass End Of Nowhere. If we needed to, we
could take the shot with what we've plotted and have almost as good a chance of
hitting them as if we went active. And...should we go active, we can generate a fire
control solution within five seconds."
"Good work, Annalee," St. Claire told the weapons officer. "Mr. Kidd, please
amend our course to randomly displace us twenty-five thousand meters off our
current projected course and signal the group to do the same. I want everyone to
pick a random direction and do the same. Let's not fall prey to some long range
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kinetics."
"Randomly displace our course by twenty-five thousand meters and direct the
group to do the same, aye," Kidd replied and amended Athena's course.
St. Claire ordered the course to be randomly displaced three more times before
she picked up the wireless handset and took a deep breath. The clock showed that
they were five minutes away from intercept and it was time to greet the visitors
since they hadn't spoken up first. "Kit, please open a channel so we can hail our
visitors," she asked and then looked over at Cohill. "I hope they have a sense of
humor given where we are..."
Cohill frowned. "It's nothing that a Mk. XX kinetic couldn't change..."
"The channel is open, Commander," Parker said a few moments later.
"Time and a place, Carl, time and a place," St. Claire told the young officer.
"We're almost at the time and we're almost at the place. Now...time to put a smile
on my face and talk to these people..."
A deep breath later and St. Claire raised the handset to her head, "This is the
Earth Union gunstar Athena to unidentified approaching ships; welcome to Ass End
Of Nowhere, please identify yourselves."
She paused a moment and was about to repeat herself when the speakers
crackled and a male voice replied. "Attention Earth Union gunstar Athena, this is
Equal Redfield aboard the Meropian Communion gunstar Moondragon, to whom
am I speaking?"
Sure sounds like an arrogant git, St. Claire thought before she spoke. "This is
Commander Tamsin St. Claire; I request that you reduce speed and do not take any
hostile action including activating fire control dradis or you will be fired upon."
"As you wish, Commander..." Redfield replied arrogantly. "We are in your
territory, after all," he added and almost made it sound like a threat.
"I don't want that guy arguing before a judge on my behalf," Cohill muttered
from across the plotting table. "I think he could piss off a bowl of pudding."
St. Claire fought to keep the smile off her face and maintain her decorum as she
spoke to the Equal. "Thank you, Equal Redfield, your cooperation is appreciated,"
she said diplomatically. "We haven't seen or heard from the Meropian Communion
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in quite some time, what brings you our way today?"
"You're correct, Commander; there hasn't been any communications between
our two peoples in many years and we were dispatched to correct that oversight,"
Redfield explained. "I must admit, I didn't expect a welcoming committee this far
out from Earth."
"There have been a lot of changes within the recent past," St. Claire told him.
"Well," Redfield said in an almost musing voice, "All things change, all things
fall, and eventually, all things just fade away and are forgotten as new things take
their place."
"Can I shoot him now, Commander?" Cohill whispered. "This guy makes poetry
night at Bucky's Coffee House look downright professional."
Cohill's comment elicited a smirk from St. Claire. Bucky's Coffee House was a
bar located two blocks from the Academy and catered to an eclectic crowd of
cadets, bikers, factory workers, and yuppies. Their 'coffee' came with a warning to
keep it away from open flames and poetry night was every Friday at 1AM...when
everyone thought they were a poet. "What's the range?" she whispered.
"Coming up on eighty thousand..." Carter whispered back.
"Get ready, Mr. Sheridan..." St. Claire whispered before forcing a smile back on
her face. "That's an interesting philosophy, Equal. I would like to extend an
invitation to join me here on Athena to discuss your intentions while in Union
space."
"Our intentions?" Redfield asked and couldn't keep the surprise out of his voice.
"Yes, your intentions. You said you were sent here to rectify a lack of contact
and I would like to discuss exactly what you plan on doing while you're here so I
can notify the Admiralty and Union government."
This time she did hear Redfield laugh. "My dear Commander St. Claire..." he
said condescendingly and Carter's shout cut him off.
"Their dradis just went active!" Carter announced. "High PRF...they're going for
a lock!"
"Kill them, Annalee, cum magna vindicta," St. Claire immediately ordered. "Go
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active with fire control, too."
"Cum magna vindicta, aye," Sheridan replied and a moment later every mount
that could bear suddenly sprouted golden plasma blooms as the squib charges
flushed any errant gas particles from the magnetic bores.
"Are you still there, Equal?" St. Claire held the handset to her head and asked as
anger crept into her voice. "Because I want you to know that you just signed your
own death warrant." She put the handset down and turned her attention to the
dradis and forced her anger down so it wouldn't influence her actions. The six
Communion ships hadn't accelerated, but they had shifted to put the smaller ships
in front of the larger ships.
The first kinetics launched slammed into the smaller ships and tore holes in
them from bow to stern without slowing down. Two exploded outright while one
tried to dodge and collided with another before two rounds simultaneously drilled
a pair of one meter diameter holes that ran from the dorsal keel to the ventral spine
and caused the ship to start venting atmosphere and lose control. The fourth small
ship reeled from its sister's impact and narrowly avoided the rounds that were
intended for it. Instead, part of one of her destroyed sisters slammed into her
engineering spaces and left her dead in space.
"Now we go for the big boys," Cohill growled from across the plotting table.
"Aye, now we get the big boys," St. Claire said and watched the telemetry show
the first hits on the two gunstars.
"Dysis is reporting that she's taken minor damage from two hits and that damage
control has contained the fires and sealed the damaged spaces," Parker announced.
"Thank you, Kit," St. Claire quickly replied. "Please ask Major Towers if he wants
to go after the two little ones that are drifting."
"Ask Major Towers if he wants to go after the two small ships, aye," Parker
replied.
"It looks like we've landed some hits on the large gunstar, Carl," St. Claire said
as she studied the dradis. "Though...look there..." she pointed at the display.
Cohill looked and nodded. "It looks like the large one might be masking the
smaller one. Should we concentrate fire on the smaller one?"
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"No...we'll stick to our original plan and let the others handle that one," St.
Claire told him. "There...we've landed several more hits and the smaller one has
been hit, too."
The dradis showed Athena and Deo Vindice both landing several hits on the
larger gunstar until the ship suddenly turned to the left and unmasked the smaller
gunstar. St. Claire narrowed her eyes and then smiled. "Carl...are you thinking
what I'm thinking?" she asked.
Cohill nodded.
control."

"Yes, I do believe I am; they're crippled and have lost helm

"Exactly!" St. Claire said emphatically. "Kit, please signal Deo Vindice to launch
her Marines. Flight, you're clear to launch Captain Pennell's Marines for the
boarding action."
"Copy, launch the Marines for the boarding action, aye," Lieutenant Taryn
Abedin replied and issued the orders that would launch Athena's Rocs and Stork
class shuttles to transport the gunstar's Marines to the stricken target.
"The small gunstar just jumped," Cohill said and St. Claire pursed her lips.
"Damn...still, it looks like we'll be able to keep the larger of the two from getting
away," St. Claire conceded.
*+*+*+*+*
"It appears that your suspicions were correct, Sean," Deforest Watts said ten
hours later. They had been a very busy ten hours, Commander Tamsin St. Claire
thought and sipped her coffee to stay focused. After the smaller gunstar jumped
away, it had taken more than an hour to seize the larger gunstar and secure its
crew.
"We know the 'who'," Vice Admiral Sean Marlowe said slowly, the words
sounding even longer given his laid back El Dorado accent, "but we don't really
know the 'why'. At least we captured a couple of those..." he looked at a paper,
"Equals...before they could suicide.
We're keeping them restrained over on
Ethereal Paradise for now, but I'm not sure what our long term plans for them will
be. Part of me wants to just cut their throats and kick them out an airlock, but since
almost a dozen of them suicided, I have a feeling that's something they want."
"Medically induced coma," St. Claire said coldly and received two surprised
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looks from the older men who shared the conference table inside her quarters on
Athena. "It's the only equation that works," she explained. "If we keep them alive
then we run the risk of them either killing themselves or each other, or our own
people, or that they get free and cause mayhem and mischief. We can have them
put into medically induced coma over on Soteria and feed them with a tube. When
we get wherever we're going, we'll have living proof of who caused the holocaust."
Marlowe slowly nodded. "When you put it that way, Tamsin, it's hard to
disagree. Deforest? What are your thoughts?"
"I agree with you that killing them would be giving them what they want, and if
we were to kill them or allow them to kill each other or commit suicide, then we'd
lose them as an intelligence resource," the Erisian elder statesman said thoughtfully.
"I don't think we're at a point where we can discard them and frankly, I'm all for
denying them whatever they want. So, with that said, I think we pump them for all
the intelligence we can and then we put them to sleep for the duration."
"The next order of business is what are we learning from the ships?" Marlowe
asked and looked at St. Claire.
"I have a technical team as well as some yardrats from the docks going over
them as we speak," St. Claire explained. "The initial report is that their systems are
comparable to ours, though their FTL computers and drives seem to be more
efficient than many of our own and Chief York thinks that it might be possible to
modify our systems to match that efficiency. The Communion took a slightly
different approach than we did with our newer systems, a more evolutionary rather
than revolutionary approach, so the retrofit should be possible.
"We were also able to pull their navigation logs as well as their complete
navigation database," St. Claire allowed a predator's grin to touch her face, "So now
we know exactly where they came from as well as what they thought was
interesting or noteworthy."
"I sense there's more to it, Tamsin," Deforest prodded before he stirred his
coffee.
"Yes...well...maybe," St. Claire hedged. "They had several worlds marked to visit
on the return trip and ranked them in order of importance. The notes that
accompanied this implied that it was something that they found in some old ruins
on another world that predated their own civilization and that they would stop and
take a look at them only if they had time when they returned so they could provide
a preliminary survey to go along with the relics."
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Marlowe leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. "You're saying that the only
record of these worlds' locations were on that ship?"
St. Claire nodded. "Unless," she added, "They made a copy and gave it to the
smaller gunstar, but I'm inclined to think that this was something held very close to
the vest."
"Deforest?" Marlowe asked.
"Without looking at the information, I'm not sure, Sean," Deforest stated
thoughtfully. "However, let's assume that we're now the only ones with this
information. How does that help us reach the Colonies?"
"Maybe I can answer that question," St. Claire offered and studied her notes to
make sure she was correct. It was going on almost twenty-four hours since she'd
had any sleep and she didn't want to provide incorrect information. "The short
answer is that it doesn't, Deforest. The long answer is that I've had my navigation
team working on this and they first established where the world is *today* based on
drift and what the Equals had already deduced. Then I had them age that by two
thousand years and replot the locations of the worlds and the Colonies.
"The world they were most interested in was about 325 light years from the
Colonies and 350 light years from the Communion," St. Claire continued.
"That would put a strain on our fuel supplies if we had to jump 325 light
years..." Deforest said unconvinced.
"It would, though Athena and a couple others could easily make it to the
Colonies and back if need be," St. Claire offered.
"What aren't you telling me, Commander?" Deforest prodded with a smile.
St. Claire met Deforest's eyes and slowly said, "The world they were most
interested in was named Othrys..."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89
Commander Miriam Duquesne looked at the monitor that displayed the Union
gunstar they'd just met. Ariadne was a smart looking ship, she thought, and from
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what Fletcher has said about her commander, she's in more than capable hands.
"Cecily...how long until the first guests arrive?"
"Colonel Tremblay's Mosquito is on final approach now, Commander, and
Commander Fletcher is about three minutes out. Commander Sharma's party will
be arriving in ten minutes; they were waiting on some of their personnel to return
from the surface before they left Ariadne," Lieutenant Cecily Platt quickly answered.
"I guess we should get down to the flight deck, then," Duquesne said and looked
over at Indefatigable's executive officer, Colonel Tyler Sedaris, and the woman who
stood next to him, Athena. "Are you two ready for this?" she asked.
"I am," Athena replied. "I understand that some of the people who are joining us
have been on Othrys for several months and I'm interested in finding out what the
world is like now."
"I'm ready, Miri," Sedaris said. "This isn't quite the same as diving into a star, but
when I write my memoirs, I'm going to have to subtitle it, 'This is a real no-shitter...'
because after the past year or so," he smirked, "if I hadn't been there, I'd be thinking
it was a novel rather than an autobiography!"
Duquesne laughed and Athena grinned and nodded her head. "Mr. Bolton, you
have the con," Duquesne said and led the other two out of the CIC and down to the
hangar deck.
Five minutes later, the light blue-grey Mosquito had just cleared the airlock
when Duquesne and the others arrived. "Permission to come aboard?" Colonel
Alistair Tremblay asked before he stepped off the small utility transport.
"Permission granted," Duquesne replied a moment before Tremblay stepped onto
the deck and was piped aboard.
They made small talk until Fletcher arrived and was likewise piped aboard.
"You knew Commander Sharma before you had to leave the Union?" Colonel
Tremblay asked while they were waiting for Sharma and his group to arrive.
Fletcher nodded and Duquesne saw his eyes grow distant for a moment. "Yes,
Digger and I were good friends and I wish more people would have listened to his
warnings about the drones. I've known him since we were in the academy and I
have to say that there were very few officers his caliber in the fleet. Once he and
Kim," a faint smile touched his face, "those two are a package deal, Kimber Bond is
his XO, were given Ariadne it was like a hand finding the perfect fitting glove; they
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won every readiness or proficiency award on the books and earned the ship the
motto, 'the finest ship in the fleet'."
"He wouldn't be here alone, would he?" Athena asked.
"I doubt it. Endeavour is still on the other side of the planet and I'd bet good
cubits that he's on detached duty for Admiral Carlisle," Fletcher explained. "But
we'll see. I hope more made it out than just those two ships."
"Ariadne shuttle has landed and is being cleared through the port airlock," Flight
Control announced a moment before an alarm sounded that indicated the airlock
doors were about to open.
"Game time," Athena said expectantly.
Yes, it was game time, Duquesne thought and agreed with Athena's anticipation.
Perhaps they'd get some answers about what was going on rather than more
questions.
The airlock doors slid open and the shuttle entered Indefatigable's central
hangar deck. The Stork lacked the Roc's graceful lines and sweeping wings that
made it look like it was moving fast even when it was sitting still, and instead
replaced them with a shoebox-like utilitarianism that traded volume and capacity
for any chance at aesthetic styling beyond form follows function. Still, Duquesne
was impressed; the Stork was larger than a Colonial Mk. II shuttle which had been
the standard large carried transport for decades and despite its plain appearance,
had an honest workmanlike feel to it.
Chief Downy called the honor guard to order as the Stork slowed to a stop in
front of the waiting officers and goddess. The forward hatch opened and a trim
man in a khaki uniform waited. "Commander Duquesne, permission to come
aboard?"
"Permission granted," Duquesne replied and watched as Commander Douglas
Sharma hesitated a moment before stepping onto the deck.
"Ariadne arriving!" Chief Downy announced and piped him aboard.
Sharma took two steps forward and stopped before looking around and taking a
deep breath. His eyes blinked quickly several times and he then continued forward
and stood before Duquesne. "Commander Douglas Sharma," he said and offered
his hand. "I pray Jack hasn't already given you a bad impression of me..." he said
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and arched an eyebrow.
Duquesne took his hand and shook it before she replied. "Quite the opposite,
Commander; he had nothing but good things to say about you."
Sharma looked over at Fletcher. "Who are you and what did you do to Jack?" he
joked before he offered his hand and Fletcher took it before pulling him into a
brotherly hug.
"Damn...it's good to see you again, Digger," Fletcher said. "Did you bring Kim
with you?"
"Of course, I couldn't leave my better half at home," Sharma said before Fletcher
released him and he moved to Tremblay and introduced himself.
"Colonel Alistair Tremblay," Tremblay said and shook Sharma's hand. "Welcome
to our little troupe."
"Hold that pose, Colonel," Sharma said before walking back to the Stork and
saying something to someone inside. A moment later he stepped away from the
hatch and a woman stepped forward before stopping and staring at Tremblay.
Duquesne couldn't suppress the smile. Ever since they'd encountered Ariadne
she had hoped that the Union gunstar had found Aether's missing crew. "Ali?" the
violet eyed woman asked before taking another hesitant step forward.
"Minerva!" Tremblay said and met his sister and gave her a hug that almost lifted
her off the deck. "I knew you were alive! I never gave up hope...We have so much
to talk about."
"Oh...believe me, big brother, I have some stories that will...knock..." Duquesne
thought Minerva was looking at her but quickly realized she was looking at Athena.
"Oh...my..." her eyes went wide. "Colby!" she shouted.
"Well...this isn't quite the protocol for receiving dignitaries," Athena quipped just
loud enough for Duquesne and Sedaris to hear. "But I like it."
A moment later another woman stepped off the Stork and took several steps
forward before her eyes went wide and her smile widened from ear to ear. "Lady
Athena," Colby Browning politely bowed and said several steps later when she
approached the Olympian.
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Genuine emotion filled Athena's voice when she answered, "Colby? You made
it? Praise be; this is going to make Father's day when he finds out."
"Ah...Commander Sharma?" Duquesne said as Sharma walked back to where
she stood. "Do you have any other surprises of the personnel type?"
"Just one, Commander," Sharma replied.
others exit the Stork."

"I'll introduce her to you when the

Sharma introduced Colonel Kimber Bond and Duquesne could see how the two
had a connection that went far beyond what a normal command team would have.
Two more Communion officers were introduced before he introduced three
Colonial civilians. The civilians were a shock, Duquesne wasn't aware of any
expeditions this far from the Colonial sphere. "We were here on a charter,
Commander," Captain Josiah Vassar explained, "and we later found that the charter
itself had been a partial setup by Communion agents."
Oh, my, what a tangled web is woven, Duquesne thought.
hearing the story behind your charter, Captain Vassar."

"I'm anticipating

"It's a definite two bottle special," Vassar smirked. "But..." he turned serious, "I
wouldn't trade it or what happened for all the cubits in the Colonies, Commander.
I've met some amazing people and seen things that put the vids to shame." He
looked over his shoulder in Minerva's direction and smiled. "I'm glad it appears
that the Colonies and Communion have a good relationship."
"We have a very good working relationship with the Communion..." Duquesne
smirked. "Thanks in part to an absolutely outstanding beach bar-b-q." She was
going to say more but saw Commander Sharma waiting to say something.
Before Sharma had a chance to say something, Fletcher exclaimed, "Squirt!"
Fletcher's greeting was followed by a loud smack as pretty blonde with fire in
her eyes and looking like a younger version of Admiral Hannah Marlowe smacked
his left cheek with her right hand. "Of all the people who had to survive, you did,
Jackson Fletcher! Do you know how much you hurt Hannah when you ran off?"
Sharma's eyes looked at the ceiling as if he were asking the heavens for help.
"Ah, Commander, this was what I wanted to tell you about..." he quickly said before
turning to the blonde woman. "Lieutenant Marlowe! At ease!"
The younger Marlowe turned and glared at Sharma and opened her mouth, took
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a deep breath, and then closed it. Duquesne could see the woman's jaw muscles
clenching and unclenching as she ground her teeth together. "Yes sir," she finally
said.
"Commander Duquesne," Sharma stepped behind the blonde and put one hand
on each shoulder and turned her to face Duquesne, "This is Lieutenant J.G. Brooke
Marlowe. I certainly hope you haven't witnessed her sister get upset like this," he
winked.
"How could she see Hannah get upset, Commander?" Marlowe said and to
Duquesne it looked like she still had a full head of steam.
"Because, Lieutenant," Duquesne said politely, "I had a bite to eat with her as we
were planning this expedition."
Marlowe's eyes went wide. "Hannah's alive? She survived?" Tears suddenly
formed and caused her eyes to glisten before welling up along her eyelid.
"She did, Lieutenant," Duquesne said warmly. "And I can only imagine how
happy she's going to be when she knows you survived, too."
"Jack? You might want some ice for that," Sharma said and brought everyone's
attention back to Fletcher who was rubbing the left side of his face. "Damn, Dice,
you should try out for the ship's boxing team with a right like that."
"I was going to tell you, Squirt, that Hannah and I buried the axe," Fletcher
gently explained. "I'll let her tell the story, but the basics are that I asked her to
forgive me and she did."
Marlowe narrowed her eyes and looked at Fletcher. "If you're lying..."
"I'm not," Fletcher said earnestly. "Cross my heart," his right index finger crossed
his heart, "I lost my best friend and the end of the world and a quirk of fate gave me
a second chance. I'm not going to frak things up again."
"Good," Marlowe told him and cocked her head. "Because you know what I
told you after you proposed...that's still in effect and I have the jar..."
"I sort of thought you might say that," Fletcher smiled and reached into his
pocket and handed her a silver butter knife.
The smile started on Marlowe's face and suddenly the young woman was
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laughing and finally hugged Fletcher. "I'll use it, too."
"Good...It's one of the few things I have of Stonewood, so hold on to it, please,"
Fletcher said.
Despite being completely different than what Duquesne expected, the initial
introductions were a combination of old friendships being brought up to date, new
friendships made, and recent friendships explained. She realized that in all of this
Athena had been oddly quiet and looked around to find where she might be. Ah...I
should have expected it, she thought when she saw Athena and Colby Browning
sitting on a Raptor's wing deep in conversation.
"Ah...If I could have everyone's attention?" Duquesne said loudly and drew not
just the visitors' but some of her deck crews' attention as well. "Perhaps we can
take this someplace more comfortable?"
*+*+*+*+*
Caprica City Police Department's mobile command post, 13500 block of
Poseidon Pines Parkway
Lieutenant Galloway Benton shrugged and rolled his shoulders to settle his
tactical vest that carried everything from spare magazines for his suppressed M-22
and 5/7 to a first aid kit, all while supporting the ballistic plates that added an extra
layer of protection to the flexible body armor incorporated into the vest. He knew
when he woke up this morning with his dog sitting on the edge of the bed staring at
him that it was going to be one of those days that he'd inevitably start the story of
by saying, "You aren't going to believe this shit..."
"We expect that they'll be heavily armed and you are authorized to employ
lethal force without prior warning," the intelligence sergeant explained as he
pointed to projection that showed an orthographic representation of 13933
Poseidon Pines Parkway. Who the frak pulls a crack of dawn raid on a Temple of
Zeus? And further, why would they be heavily armed?
"Ah, Sergeant?" Benton raised his hand. "We've all reviewed the threat profile
and been through the walkthroughs before we deployed. Everything that I've seen
shows that we're geared up and deployed to take out a major SFM cell, not a
quirky and offbeat denomination of the Temple Of Zeus. So...just what's the deal?"
The sergeant looked over to two men who wore sport jackets over white polo
shirts and khaki tactical pants.
Benton knew just about everyone in the
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department's Special Operations Directorate and in the Intelligence Directorate,
and these two were faces he'd never seen before. They also didn't have cop eyes;
eyes that would meet yours and hold it while you were sized up as a potential
threat. No, their eyes were constantly in motion...rat like.
"Ah...Lieutenant Benton," the first one said and still refused to look him squarely
in the eye, "That's need to know information and you don't need to know."
"Fine. Then show me the warrant," Benton demanded.
Something was
definitely not right. "No warrant, no operation. No warrant, I take my boys and
girls and we go back to the team house and fill out a 3316 for this call out."
"You wouldn't," Rat Eyes challenged.
"Listen and listen good," Benton told him evenly, "You show up yesterday with
all this information and make us drop everything and run through the evolutions.
Fine, no biggie. But now you're telling us that the people at the Temple are not just
heavily armed, but we have a no warning/shoot first authorization? And you're
refusing to show me the warrant? This stinks to high heaven and I'm not going to
deploy my people without a warrant. Give me a warrant and we'll go. Otherwise,
we're going home."
Rat Eyes looked at his companion and the companion frowned and nodded
once. "Sergeant? Display the warrant," he said and a moment later the building
plans were replaced with the warrant.
Benton closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Frakking politicians and their
frakking games, he thought. The warrant had been requested by the Attorney
General of the Colonies and several other high ranking appointed Justice
Department members and had been signed off by a Colonial judge from the Intra
Colonial Court; not a Caprican or even a Caprica City judge, but one straight from
Libran.
"Does that satisfy you?" Rat eyes asked.
"I want to see the justification," Benton replied. "Sergeant, scroll down until it's
on the screen." Once again the sergeant nervously looked at Rat Eyes before
receiving a nod. This just kept getting better and better, Benton thought as he read
the evidence. The Temple was being accused of running guns and drugs as well as
brokering the sale of stolen military hardware. "Ok...that wasn't so difficult, was
it?" he asked. "We can go when you give the order."

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1470
After the tension the briefing generated, it was good to board the Blackhawk and
prepare for the actual assault. The wind whipping in through the open door never
failed to calm his nerves, despite the ground being more than a hundred meters
below as the pilot flew a circular route to their target. Benton was taking two teams
onto the roof and from there through the skylights into the main chapel. The rest of
the platoon would enter through more than half a dozen ground level doorways
and windows and according to the walk through they should have the building
secured within ten minutes.
It would be a very long ten minutes, to Benton's thinking.
"We're thirty seconds out!" the crew chief shouted into his microphone.
Benton prepped his team and looked at the other Blackhawk that carried the
second team. He met Sergeant Dana Vervain's goggled and helmeted visage and
licked his lips. She smiled and made an obscene gesture with her hand and her
mouth and they both smiled. They'd been deploying together for almost ten years
and it was how they let the other know that everything was tied down, squared
away, loaded, cocked, locked, and ready to go.
The Blackhawk's pilot flared the forward swept wing tilt jet and stopped the
transport less than ten meters above the temple's roof. Benton and three others
kicked nylon bags filled with coiled rope off the edge of the passenger
compartment and into thin air. A moment later and almost before they hit the
ground, he clipped his harness to the rope and leapt out into nothingness and
abseiled down to the roof.
It took less than ten seconds before the ropes were released and both
Blackhawks were accelerating away to their holding stations and the sixteen people
on the roof began preparing to enter the building.
"What the frak, Gal?" Vervain asked twenty minutes later. "I thought we were
going to face resistance? The way those two spooks were acting, this was going to
be the biggest gunfight since that botched bank robbery over on Laurel Canyon
Boulevard a few years back."
Benton frowned. Vervain was spot on the money with her questions. "I dunno,
Dana, I just don't know. This place is empty. Look around..." he waved his arm
around the empty office. "There's nothing. A couple computers that have seen
better days, but everything else is gone." He ran a finger over a desk, "Long gone
from the looks of it...or just not used" he added after looking at the dust on his
finger.
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"Boss...I think I found something..." Corporal Vic Laine said quietly before he
looked around.
"What is it, Vic?" Benton asked and knelt down to examine a slim binder that
Laine had on the floor.
"It must have slipped between the wall and this filing cabinet, Boss," Laine
explained. "With all the dust and a couple of dead bugs on it, I'm thinking it was
there for more than a few years."
Benton took out his combat knife and used it to slowly open the binder. "What
the..." he asked rhetorically as he saw the cover page. "This isn't a joke, is it?"
Laine shook his head. "Nope. I just found it."
"Frak...what do you think of that, Dana?" Benton asked and pointed to seal of
the long suppressed Church Of Cronus.
"I think whatever is going on is way above our pay grades..." Vervain replied
slowly and looked around, much the same way Laine did.
Benton nodded and pursed his lips before removing his radio and pulling the
battery pack. He made eye contact with both Vervain and Laine and waited until
they followed suit. "I'm not going to make this an order," he began with deliberate
slowness. "It's just...I dunno...call it strongly worded advice, ok?" Two nods and he
continued, "Put in for vacation when we get back to the house. All of it, and have it
start tomorrow; I'll approve it.
"Laine, stop on the way home and get Jessie at work, don't wait for her to get
home. Dana...you and I don't have anyone, so I think we should stick together.
We go home, get whatever we're going to need to spend a month or so up at the
lake, and then hit the big-box places for food and other necessities," Benton
advised. "This isn't like some SFM cell or STO safe house, this is hard core black
bag badness."
Dana met his eyes and slowly nodded. Laine followed a moment later.
"Ok...Let's get this policed up and I'll make sure this makes the evidence locker."
Yes, Benton thought to himself, this was definitely shaping up to be one of those
stories that started, 'You aren't going to believe this shit...' He just hoped the epilog
didn't start with 'They were coming through the wire...'
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*+*+*+*+*
Approaching a gas giant orbiting a G2V star in uncharted space, Titanic
Dominion gunstar Eurytion
Richard Szabo lay back on his bed and wondered whether the changes that had
happened over the past 72 hours had been good or bad. Change had been at the
center of his life for more than a year but the one thing that had been a constant in
it had been Lucy. Lucy had always been there, even when he had been involved in
the sham marriage to solidify his cover, Lucy had always been the woman he saw
whenever he closed his eyes...and whenever he was intimate with his wife.
Lucy had always been there for him and him for her, but that equation seemed
to have changed when Cronus arrived. At first it had been the cold glare when he
asked Sasha to fly the right seat when they lifted off from Othrys, and then it had
been a series of smaller things since then. He didn't...he couldn't...hold it against
Cronus; the actions were squarely Lucy's as other than the two times that Cronus
had summoned them for meetings, she didn't spend any time with him.
And yet it seemed like he could do no right and Cronus could do no wrong.
Lucy had started bringing up things he had done on the trip out from the Colonies
and then picked them apart, not to analyze what might have been done wrong or
that could be done better, but to belittle and humiliate him. It had been one thing
for her to do it in private, but was something else altogether when she did it in front
of the crew.
When they returned to their stateroom, he mentioned it to her and she gave him
a cold stare before packing her things and leaving. Deep down, Szabo felt he
should be distraught at what appeared to be the end of their relationship, but he
couldn't. He still loved her, and barring anything truly beyond the pale, probably
always would. But Lucy had changed since he left the Fleet. Or...maybe she had
always been that way and he just hadn't been around enough to see it. "Rose
colored glasses and all," he muttered.
His mind returned to how soft Sasha's hand felt when he had spliced his fingers
among hers on the throttles after Semiramis completed the jump. Even when his
second pilot was angry and frustrated with a crew member she always treated them
with respect and dignity, and never denigrated them publicly.
Szabo had just sat up and swung his legs off the bed when someone knocked on
his stateroom door. He stood, pulled on a t-shirt to join the sweat pants he wore
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and padded over and opened the hatch. "Sasha?" he asked almost guiltily and
remembered his thoughts from a few moments earlier. "What can I do for you?"
"Can I come in, Captain?" Sasha Gillette asked.
"Uh...sure," Szabo said and stepped to the side and allowed Sasha to slip into
his quarters. "What's up?" he finally asked after he closed and dogged the hatch.
Sasha rolled her lips inward for a moment and looked as if she was deciding
whether she should say whatever it was that was on her mind. "Ah...I found where
Lucy went," she finally said.
Szabo's heart jumped at the name and he forced the expectation off his face.
"Ah...where is she?"
"She moved onto Eurytion," Sasha answered. "Beyond that..." she shrugged. "It's
just hearsay."
A dark eyebrow flecked with grey arched. "Hearsay that she moved to Eurytion
or something else..." Szabo gently prodded and felt his lunch start to solidify in his
stomach.
Sasha looked like she had been given the task to tell a waiting family that a
loved one had just died on the operating table. "The rumor is that she's 'attending'
to Lord Pallas personally."
Szabo felt his rump slam onto the bed's edge and despite the feeling of betrayal
he also felt a strong catharsis as the betrayal burned through his heart. He didn't
know how long he sat there staring at the floor between his feet before he felt a
weight next to him and Sasha's arm slip around his shoulders. "I should be angry at
her," he finally said, "but all I feel is relief that it's over."
His mind slowly crawled through the memories from the past few months and
he slowly realized how much he had allowed his blind love for her to allow her to
influence his judgment and override his common sense. Lucy had been driven and
filled with hate toward her older sister and that had influenced everything in her
psyche. Some of that had spilled over to him when he had returned from the Fleet,
but he thought he could temper her urges like he used to.
Still, the turning point was after Chase left the Colonies on her wild goose chase.
After they had transported the Equals and returned to the Colonies there was
something off about Lucy...something not quite right. She was still 'Lucy', but there

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1474
was a harshness that was missing before. If the 'old' Lucy had been lemon juice in
a cut, the 'new' Lucy was akin to hydrochloric acid in a sucking chest wound.
Sasha didn't say anything except give his shoulders a squeeze and let him work
though the situation on his own. Finally, Szabo let out a long sigh that seemed to
release whatever residual tension he felt. "Thank you for telling me this, Sasha."
"You're welcome..." Sasha began. "I...I didn't want to hurt you...I just thought
that it would be better that you heard if from someone you knew than to have
someone throw it in your face."
"You thought right," Szabo said and started to feel more like his old self than he
had in several days. The intercom chose that moment to buzz and he reached to
pick up the handset that rested on the nightstand next to the bed. "Szabo."
"Ah, Admiral Szabo," Nautilus' still oddly accented voice said through the
earpiece. "We are half an hour away from beginning our descent and you are
needed on the bridge. Commander Corinth feels that it would be safer for both
ships if Semiramis followed Eurytion to the Refuge rather than remain docked on
her flight deck."
"I'll be on the bridge as soon as I get dressed," Szabo replied and was about to
hang up when he heard Nautilus clear his throat. "Yes?"
"Ah...yes, the second pilot doesn't appear to be in her quarters, so you may
need to track her down, too," Nautilus told him. "I await you on the bridge."
"Time to go to work," Szabo said after he hung up.
bridge."

"We're needed on the

*+*+*+*+*
Lucy Cain stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around her body
before using a smaller towel to wrap her hair. The shower was the perfect
conclusion to the physical activities that had started two hours earlier and she felt
both refreshed and invigorated. The plan hadn't gone quite as intended, she
thought as she started drying her arms, but with a little change here and there
things were getting back on track and she was closer to Cronus than she otherwise
would have been.
She winced slightly as she sat on the chair that rested against the bathroom's
wall and a lazy smile touched her lips. Lucy thought about the past two days and
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how different Pallas was as compared to Szabo and shuddered as she thought how
well she had traded up. Szabo had a wild side, but preferred passion and romance
over anything more...actively aggressive. Pallas, on the other hand, knew what was
his and didn't leave any question in either of their minds that he took what he
wanted. It was, she thought, almost like the difference between watching a
honeybee collect pollen and a pride of lions bring down a gazelle and tear it apart.
Yes, she thought as she tended to her legs, life was good. And now she was
close to Pallas which put her close to Cronus. And that was a good thing. The next
few days would be critical as the timing was starting to get tight, but with the
change in her luck, she was certain that she'd be successful. Her legs dry, she
used the towel wrapped around her hair to wick away most of the moisture before
she stood and walked to the vanity.
She still marveled at the face that stared back at her. The eyes were so full of
fear when she let her guard down and it was almost as if she could picture a pair of
tiny little fists beating on the barrier trying to break free.
"Sorry, Lucy, you lost, I won, now you get to watch," she said to the mirror as her
eyes flashed red for a moment and lost the fear before she put in her oversized
contact lenses.
*+*+*+*+*
Richard Szabo walked two ranks behind Cronus as the revived deity strode
through the ancient station. The Refuge was larger than Olympia Station and while
it had several domes, it dispensed with the massive sports complex's somewhat
skeletal structure and was instead a unibody structure of immense volume.
Eurytion had led them into a docking bay that could have held all four Nike
class battlestars and still had room left over. If someone wanted the home court
advantage when inviting a rival over to negotiate, the Refuge would certainly give
them that and then some. And it wasn't just the Refuge that was located within the
massive gas giant in an area that was relatively calm and devoid of air currents and
tornado speed winds; clustered around the station were other smaller stations, like
handmaidens waiting on their empress. Some were clearly offensive in nature and
had massive kinetic mounts and missile clusters, while others looked like they were
optimized for internal volume.
And now Cronus strode through the Refuge as if he knew it like the back of his
hand. Pallas and Lucy walked next to him while Commander Corinth, Nautilus,
and Crius followed several paces behind. Szabo and Sasha rounded out the small
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group and stayed silent as they walked deeper into the station.
The technology was similar to what he was used to in the Colonies and the
alphabet and language also appeared similar as well. It was almost as if he was
walking through a prototype of what the Colonies would eventually become.
Cronus stopped at a vault door and placed his hand against a sensor.
"Greetings, Lord Cronus," an androgynous voice said a moment later. "Please speak
your name and place your right hand into the sensor cavity."
"I am Lord Cronus," Cronus said and a panel slid open and a small curved
support extended several centimeters from the open space. Cronus slid his hand
into the void and a moment later Szabo heard a faint pneumatic pop and Cronus
removed his hand.
"Voice print and DNA match what is on file; as per your instructions you must
formally request the vault to be opened," the androgynous voice stated.
"Chaos, I command you to open the vault," Cronus ordered.
"By your word your order is granted, Lord Cronus," Chaos replied and Szabo
heard as well as felt several loud 'thunks' as if several heavy bolts were suddenly
forced open.
"Pallas, give me a hand with this," Cronus said as he grabbed a large bar that
was part of the vault door. Both deities pulled and slowly the massive vault door
swung open. The door was easily four meters wide and five meters high on the
outside, but narrowed down into a wedge shape that was more than a meter and a
half thick, two meters wide and three meters high when it was finally open.
Cronus strode forward and stopped in front of yet another vault door. This door
was smaller than the first; only two meters wide and three meters high. Once again
Chaos greeted Cronus and once again a hand scan was required before a panel
opened and Cronus had to put his hand into the cavity.
Whatever was going on, Szabo had never seen this level of security before. It
would have been easier to steal nuclear weapons from a Fleet storage facility than
it would be just to enter whatever they were entering. He heard Cronus once again
order Chaos to open the vault and when Pallas helped him open the door this time,
they pushed it inward and it mirrored the vault door they had just come through.
As soon as the door opened Szabo reflexively took a step back. He looked over
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and saw that Sasha had done the same thing and hoped he didn't look as scared as
she did. It wasn't anything he could put his finger on, but now that he studied the
others, they all appeared nervous and on edge...except for Cronus. Maybe that was
the source of his apprehension, Szabo thought. He forced his body to follow them
into the chamber beyond the second vault door and stopped as soon as he was
through.
The room looked like some sort of medical laboratory and several three meter
tall by one meter diameter tubes were embedded into individual machines that
looked almost like cutting edge diagnostic beds without the beds. A large flat panel
display dominated the wall opposite the vault door and several rows of
workstations rounded out the room's contents.
"Wake up, Father," Cronus said from in front of the display.
liberation is at hand...if you cooperate."

"You day of

*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
The sleek black Raven cut through the night sky and would have been invisible
to everything except the naked eye if her dradis reflectors hadn't been extended.
The spacious craft only held two people tonight; its pilot and a passenger. His
Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield, the craft's passenger, preferred the
Raven for its enhanced protection and built in countermeasures...and that it just
looked so damned cool when compared to the stubby Raptor or a pedestrian
Shuttle.
"Charles," Lieutenant Sana Chastain said and broke into Charles' train of
thought.
"What is it, Sana?" Charles asked and brought his mind back from where it had
been pondering the revelations from the past few days.
"Vince," Chastain referred to Vincent Motter, Westfield's major domo, "just let
me know that you have a very insistent guest waiting at the house," she said sourly.
"Is he still on the line?" Charles asked and when Chastain nodded, he activated
his headset so he could speak to Motter directly. "Vince, this is Charles, I
understand we have a guest?" he said without preamble.
"Ah...yes, Your Grace," the usual unflappable major domo hesitatingly replied.
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"She sent word yesterday that she needed to meet with you as soon as possible and
I said you wouldn't be back until late today, which was when she said that she'd be
here at 3PM and wait for you to return."
"Do I need to ask who it is?" Charles asked, already knowing who it had to be.
Motter sounded like he'd just sipped a shot of vinegar, "It's the Spider Queen,
Your Grace."
So much for a relaxing swim and then a bake in the sauna, Charles thought.
"Ok, Vince. We're about ten minutes out, so let her arachnidness, is that even a
word, know that I'll see her in half an hour."
"I'm not sure if it is or not, Your Grace, but it fits her to a T," Motter replied dryly
and caused Charles to laugh.
"Has she been asking any questions or tried to explore?" Charles asked suddenly
worried about Alessa.
"No...quite the opposite; she's stayed in the reception room since she arrived
and other than looking worried and pacing occasionally, she's been nose deep in
several files," Motter explained.
This doesn't sound good, Charles thought. "Please have a light snack prepared
for when we arrive, Vince. It wouldn't be good to be seen as a less than gracious
host."
"I'll take care of it, Your Grace," Motter said before Charles ended the
conversation.
"What could worry the Spider Queen?" Chastain said a moment later.
"I don't know, Sana, and that combined with her not trying to snoop or pry
points to something I don't think we're going to like," Charles said and tried to hold
onto the happy memories from the recent days as long as he could.
Half an hour later Charles stood in front of the door that led from the library to
the reception room. Chastain looked at him and brushed his shoulders as if to
sweep off non-existent dust. "You're ready," she said.
"Gee...thanks," Charles replied gave her a quick kiss. "Wish me luck."
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"You already have that," Chastain smiled.
Charles opened the door and stepped through. Admiral Evelyn Silver looked up
from the file she was reading and set it aside before she stood. "Your Grace," she
said politely, "I apologize for forcing a meeting with you after your trip, but right
now I'm not sure who else might believe what I've found."
"Good evening, Evelyn," Charles said and shook her hand. "Vince will bring
some sandwiches and tea shortly. If it's important, then it's important and personal
needs have to be set aside," he added neutrally and realized that Silver's hand
wasn't quite as steady as it had been in the past. He studied her for a moment and
noticed how her eyes were pinched in their corners and her mouth didn't seem to
have much animation. "What's wrong?" he asked and gestured to the sofa she had
been sitting on when he arrived. Whatever else the woman might be, right now
she wasn't just worried, she was scared.
"Your Grace," Silver began and handed him a plain manila folder. The only
markings on the folder were large red block letters that read, 'Classified: 01A-Need
to Know/Compartmentalized'. "These were taken five days ago by Astraeus during
a routine sweep of an unclaimed system in neutral space. She was running silent
and snugged up close to a large asteroid listening for any sort of signals that might
indicate a Cylon presence. I think she found something else."
Charles opened the folder and looked at the images. The first image made his
blood run cold; it was a ship, vaguely horseshoe shaped and with what looked like
a forest of skyscrapers sprouting from its back. Unlike a horseshoe, the center was
solid and when he noticed the small Jupiter class battlestar in the corner to give a
sense of scale, his eyes went wide and he looked up at silver. "This...this can't
be..." he said.
"Keep looking," Silver told him quietly, "it gets worse."
"Worse?" Charles asked and flipped to the next picture. This showed the same
ship but from a different attitude. It was almost a three quarter view looking down
from the ship's top right. "Are those?" he asked and pointed at the three smaller
ships that looked to be berthed in cutouts on the ship's stern.
"They are. We have images of them, too," Silver said. "It's all there."
The next picture showed three of the massive ships in formation and what
looked like a smaller version was the focus of the fourth picture. It shared the same
horseshoe shape and towers along its dorsal surface, but it also had a broad flight
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deck on the stern and some of the largest guns he'd ever seen mounted on
something mobile. "My gods..."
"We've been able to identify at least eighteen VLS ASM missile clusters, and
estimate that she probably has a total of 22, each with 24 rounds ready to volley,"
Silver explained, her voice emotionless. "Additionally, we've found 40 dual turrets
in the 1 meter range, and between 12 and 14 dual turrets in the 4 to 5 meter range.
This isn't counting thirty-six oversized launch tubes and a potential capacity for
probably 200 or more fighters."
"This is something out of a nightmare," Charles whispered. "This isn't a joke,
Admiral, is it?"
"I wish it was," Silver said as she let out a breath. "I've been running on coffee
and nicotine ever since Astraeus had a chance to jump back. But this isn't all..."
Charles flipped through the next three pictures which showed ships almost the
size of a Jupiter and then stopped at a large, cephalopod shaped ship that looked
like it was something dredged out of a nightmare. Large, heavily armed with both
guns and missiles, and with at least sixty of the oversized launch tubes, it had the
same presence as a shark looking for prey.
Then, on the next frame, the ships changed. Now there were several that
looked almost Colonial, but had a more aquatic feel to them. They didn't appear to
be related to the previous designs despite flying in formation with them. One was
large, almost as large as Hecate, while two more were the size of Mercury class
battlestars. Several smaller ships screened them which to Charles' eye looked like
gunstars.
The last three pictures, though, they were the ones that turned Charles' blood to
ice. The ship didn't look like what he remembered, but the design philosophy was
there; a unique top and a unique bottom, no visible means of propulsion, and
design geometry that confused the eye as to which direction it might be going.
Every fiber in his body told him that what he was looking at was a Cylon baseship.
One was bad enough, but the second to last picture showed four of them in
formation while the last showed all of the ships he'd seen in the previous slides in
formation.
"Now do you see why I don't think anyone would believe me?" Silver finally
asked and put down her sandwich; Motter had silently entered and placed a plate
of sandwiches and a glass of iced tea next to each of them.
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"Yes..." Charles slowly said as he considered what he could do. His gut told him
that the last group was definitely Cylon and he had a good idea that the second
group belonged to the Communion. But who were the first group?
Silver sat up and leaned forward slightly, "All fencing aside, Your Grace," she
began, "I know, but can't prove, you know more than you're telling. It bothers me
and I don't like it, but I have to accept you have a good reason for it. Of the two of
us, you're the one who's faced the Cylons on the field and despite your
generation's concerns being out of vogue, I still value them. I'd like to propose,
well, I don't know if I'd call it a truce because we aren't fighting, but that we at
least stop working against each other and in this case, for the good of the Colonies,
work together."
"For the good of the Colonies," Charles repeated slowly and wondered what
Silver might be holding back. The woman didn't earn the name 'the Spider Queen'
for being an easy to read triad player. "I can make a few inquires..." he began and
was surprised to see genuine hope on Silver's face. "And I'll talk to some
acquaintances and run this past them. I assume you have a full intelligence
assessment and briefing to go along with the pictures?"
Silver handed him another similarly marked folder. "I had Alectryon jump out as
soon as Astraeus returned, so hopefully we'll have more intelligence in a few days.
As soon as I have it, you'll have it."
"Thank you," Charles said and wished that Sera was here and wasn't gods knew
where chasing down a legend. "Are you doing anything tonight?" he asked after
coming to a decision.
"Tonight?" Silver asked surprised at the question. "Ah, no...I was going to return
to Perkinston."
"Good," Charles said and stood before motioning her to stay seated. "Finish
your sandwich, I'll be back in about twenty minutes or so; we're going to take a
little trip so you can run this past a couple friends of mine."
When he closed the door behind him he took a deep breath and used it to
steady his nerves. Charles found Motter sitting at the kitchen table working on the
Virgon Times' crossword puzzle. "Vince, I need a favor. Call Magnum and explain
that I need to see her tonight and if she has to, cancel whatever she's doing unless
it's too high profile to the point the press will talk. I'll be back in a few minutes."
It was a beautiful night and Charles would have preferred to walk to the security
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center but time was of the essence. He got in one of the estate's SUVs and made
the short drive and was quickly passed through to the lower level holding facility.
He knocked once on the door before he opened it slightly and announced, "Alessa?
It's Charles; are you decent?"
"Even if I wasn't, I wouldn't tell you," Alessa teased. "Come on in, Sana is here,
too."
"Good," Charles smiled as he entered the room and saw the two women sitting
at the room's small round table playing cards. "I hate to be the bearer of bad news,
but I'm going to need you both for the rest of the night."
Chastain looked at Alessa and both women turned to Charles and almost in
unison they arched their eyebrows. "Oh?" Chastain finally smirked.
Charles felt his neck blush. They'd probably have to put me in the ground after
that night, he thought. "No...not that way," he joked. "We need to fly to the Palace
and I need both my aides present."
"Both your aides?" Alessa asked.
"Yes. Something has come up and I need your unique knowledge of the
Communion," Charles explained. "For tonight, you will be Lieutenant Alessa Ward
of my Household Guard, and personal aide," he continued and then quickly
explained what happened with Silver.
"I don't trust her, Charles," Chastain finally said.
"Neither do I, Sana, but right now she's scared and I don't know if I've ever
heard of her being even remotely fazed by anything," Charles said. "For the most
part, I need you, Alessa, to ask questions that might cause her to divulge more
information in case she's holding it close."
"I can do that..." Alessa replied and then stopped and met Charles' gaze. "Do
you trust me to be there? With the Empress?"
"I trust my gut and my gut trusts you," Charles said without pause. "If you were
a danger, then you've been playing a very long game and have had ample
opportunity over the past months to do something and haven't."
Alessa smiled and blinked away the tears that Charles saw forming in her eyes.
"Thank you, Charles; that means more than I can say."
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Charles winked. "It also means you're out of uniform, Lieutenant Ward. I'll
have the Sergeant draw an appropriate uniform from stores for you. In the mean
time, Sana, can you get the Raven ready? I have one more call I need to make."
Two minutes later he was in the security center's secure communications room
sitting next to the communications NCO. "Once you make the connection,
Sergeant, I need you to leave the room," Charles explained.
"I understand, Your Grace," the sergeant said and made the connection. "You're
connected to the Picon exchange; you may place your call."
"Thank you," Charles said and waited until the sergeant closed the door behind
him before punching in the eleven digit number. The phone rang twice and he
could barely hear the telltales that told him it was a highly scrambled and secure
line.
The call was answered before the third ring, "Admiral Deguya's residence," a
formal voice announced.
"This is Charles Chase, I need to speak to the Admiral," Charles stated.
"Ah...wait one, please..." the voice replied and Charles was treated to the local
wireless station's sports center calling a high school triad game.
"What's happened?" Admiral Griffith Deguya asked several moments later.
"I think we may have a problem, Girff..." Charles began. "How soon can you
and Cy meet me at the Imperial Palace?"
"Tonight?" Deguya asked. "How bad is this?"
"Potentially? It could be Uprising Day bad," Charles replied.
"Give us an hour, probably less," Deguya said. "How reliable is your source?"
he added.
Charles weighed his words, "The Spider Queen herself was waiting all afternoon
for me when I got home."
"Frak me...Make it half an hour or so..." Deguya said before the call ended.
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*+*+*+*+*
Mammoth 114, approaching the structure known as the Anchorage
"The Anchorage is a repository for the ships that have been built and used
throughout Olympus' history," Admiral Austin Sobieski explained from where he sat
in a rearward facing seat that was located against the forward bulkhead that
separated the Mammoth's small passenger deck from the flight deck. "Most of the
ships at the Anchorage are in long term preservation; we can reactivate them, but it
isn't going to be something that happens overnight...we're looking at weeks to
months assuming that we don't run into any major issues."
"Do you think you'll have the time?" Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase asked
the Olympian admiral.
Sobieski shrugged. "It depends, Admiral. If we had six to eight months, we
could sortie the majority of the ships present. The question, though, is whether
Cronus will allow us that kind of time and if he doesn't, what sort of forces can he
muster?"
"Surely Cronus doesn't have much left in the way of supporters?" Admiral
Hannah Marlowe asked and Chase eagerly listened for the answer.
"The end of the Titanomachy was pretty chaotic, Admiral Marlowe," Sobieski
explained. "The Carians had just seen all of their worlds reduced to ruins and by
the time the fleet arrived at Othrys, Cronus had already hit the outer colonies and
settlements and was doing his best to turn the surface into one giant smoking crater.
The focus was on rescuing survivors and one estimate said that we missed probably
thirty percent of his surviving forces, give or take.
"And..." Sobieski paused and Chase could see that he wasn't used to giving
history lectures, "the Olympic fleet was pretty well pounded so even if it wanted to
run them down, I doubt they'd have been successful."
Chase had tried to absorb everything that she'd learned over the past day or so
and closed her eyes to help focus her mind. Finding out her mother was alive was
shock enough, but then finding out just who she was, that had her pinching herself
to make sure she was awake and not dreaming. Then the council of war at Zeus'
estate and her unexpected speech and the plan she proposed, that just added more
things that she had to come to terms with.
And then there was her mother's final revelation.
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In some ways it didn't change anything...and yet, in others, knowing about it
explained so many things that had been nagging at the edge of her consciousness
for the past few weeks. No, Chase thought, it did change some things; it solidified
growing friendships and in a few brief sentences elevated them from friendships to
a true alliance.
"I've noticed that the ships we have, Union, Colonial, and Communion,"
Admiral Hannah Marlowe began, "have some pretty strong similarities. Is this due
to a lingering Olympian influence or is it evidence of form follows function?"
Sobieski smiled and nodded. "I would think it's a bit of both, Admiral. Some
designs just simply *work*," he said. "For example, if you look at your own
Nemesis and compare it to the Colonial Marduk, what are the key design
differences other than the size?"
"Well," Marlowe started and narrowed her eyes, "The shape is a little different,
Nemesis is more of a flattened spear-point and has a unified body while Marduk
has a clearly defined head, midships area, and engineering area, but beyond that,
they both use flight pods for the fighters, have guns and missiles along the spine
and around the chine..."
"Exactly! You'll see that when you see Galatea, Phoenix, and if we have time, I'll
take you past Caria and Keraunos and you can see that even during the
Titanomachy, the design held true," Sobieski explained. "In the mean time, we're
about to dock and from there we'll start the survey."
Three hours later, Chase had to admit she was impressed. The Anchorage was a
massive cylinder, not as large as Olympus' central core, but far larger than anything
the Colonies ever built or conceived of building. It was also somewhat disorienting
when they finally left the tram. The Anchorage's kilometers thick hull contained an
almost endless array of automated factories, shops, foundries, refineries, and
anything else that might be needed to take raw materials and convert them into
everything from electronics to hull plates to reactors to the interior fittings used to
complete a ship.
Despite the automation, there were still workers who supervised and made sure
things were properly produced, but the scale was simply almost impossible to
comprehend. The one weak link was supplying the points of production. Either the
Anchorage would have to move to an asteroid belt or the bounty from such a belt
would have to be taken to the Anchorage if production would recommence.
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If the factory levels were impressive, the inner surface left Chase without words.
Not even the most ambitious futurist vid director could have come up with what
she saw as she looked out over the Anchorage's inner surface. Lakes and canals
dotted the surface as it stretched into the distance and the ends of the cylinder,
while it curved up and over so that she could look up and see a large lake
seemingly suspended on the ceiling far overhead.
Forests, pastures, and fields joined the waterways and large patches of urbanized
areas that Sobieski explained were where many of the workers lived and where
some of the smaller ships could be grounded for repairs. Scattered across the
surface there were massive pillars that rose toward the center of the cylinder like
giant limbless redwoods. Except they did have some limbs, but far, far above, and
it was to these limbs that the majority of the fleet held at the Anchorage was
docked.
Further above them, beyond even the mooring pylons, still other ships hung
suspended in zero-g where even the think trace atmosphere gave way to vacuum.
It was, Chase thought, both majestic and terrifying at the same time.
"And now," Sobieski said and brought Chase back to the present, "I'd like to give
you a tour of the ships we have here at the Anchorage before we have a late lunch
on Galatea. The transport will be here in about fifteen minutes and if you want to
grab something to drink there's a selection of waters, juices, and teas on the buffet
table."
"What do you think, Sera?" Admiral Giovanna Cassidine asked a moment later.
Sobieski was talking with Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos and Captain Olivia DeSantis
and it gave Chase and the others to discuss what they'd seen among themselves.
"Do you want the first impression or the last impression?" Chase smirked and
motioned Marlowe and Commander Richmond Emory over.
Cassidine shook her head. "You've been listening to Cesare, haven't you?" she
asked. "Hit me with the first then sober me with the last."
By this time Marlowe and Emory had joined them and Chase started, "Well, the
first impression is that I'm looking at the forge and hammer of the gods. They can
build anything, and do it rather quickly if what Admiral Sobieski said is accurate. If
the Anchorage was running at full capacity, it would require a massive external
support infrastructure just to keep it supplied, but let's assume they have that
covered," she theorized, "The end product's technology doesn't seem much
different from our own, either.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1487

"But...once I step back from having my socks amazed off my feet," Chase
continued thoughtfully, "I have to wonder about a couple things. First, they don't
seem to have any capital warships ready to sail at a moment's notice. I can accept
that if they've followed an isolationist policy all these years; it actually makes
sense. If there's no need, why expend the resources to keep them active and put
wear and tear on them if they can be mothballed until needed? From what I've
been able to piece together, we're looking at four, possibly five eras of ships here;
the Titanomachy and settlement of the Communion, the Migration from the
Communion to Kobol, the 13th's Tribe's departure from Kobol and the settlement of
Earth, and finally the Great Exodus from Kobol to the Colonies."
"You mentioned a possible fifth era, Sera," Marlowe said and made the statement
sound more like a question.
"I did," Chase agreed. "Does anyone want to take a crack at what that era might
be?"
"You once mentioned your Sacred Scrolls said that 'all this happened before, all
this will happen again'," Emory said and Chase remembered their theological
discussion one night after dinner and a bottle of wine or two too many.
"I did..." Chase said and let her comment trail off.
"Then I'd have to say that if there was a fifth generation, or rather in this case, I'd
say the actual first generation, would be the ships from when Othrys was settled,"
Emory surmised.
"Bingo," Chase said and looked at the three faces around her. Emory's looked
thoughtful, Cassidine's looked like she was trying to work through the logic, and
Marlowe's had a look of understanding.
"It makes sense," Marlowe said and broke the silence with her laid back El
Doradan accented voice. "But I sense there was more to this..."
Chase nodded. "What's the worst thing you have to deal with, other than
behavioral mindset, when the crew comes back from an extended leave?"
"Qualifications," Cassidine answered slowly. "When a ship goes into the yards,
it's common to give the crew a month's shore leave so they can return home and to
give the yard rats a chance to inspect her without the crew trying to tweak things or
get in their way. When they return after that, it takes a while to get them back to
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the same level of efficiency and skill that they had before leave."
"And how long do you think that these ships' crews have been on leave?" Chase
asked. "And that's assuming they have the same extended lifespan..."
"You are all correct," Sobieski said quietly from where he had quietly
approached. "The crew issue is one that I've been worried about for quite some
time," he admitted. "There will be a re-learning, or in some cases, a learning, curve
that we're going to have to sort through."
"So some of your potential crews actually served on those ships?" Emory asked.
"Aye..." Sobieski smiled. "When we're done and I can tear you away from their
nibs', I'll see if I can setup a mixer where you can meet some of them; both for the
senior and junior officers."
"I'd like that," Chase said and liked Sobieski's good humor.
"Now...if I may, I see the transport has arrived. Is there any type you'd like to
see specifically?" Sobieski asked.
"Well..." Chase smirked, "Do you have Galleon?
came all this way to find."

It was sort of the prize we

"I do," Sobieski replied. "I also have a couple others that I'll show you and give
you some history about."
Chase felt her pulse race. What had started as an illicitly installed game had
turned into a real mystery with a still active foe and then developed into a trek into
the deep black looking for a ship that was the centerpiece to the Colonies'
settlement myth. If nothing else, seeing it would establish that their original
mission was successful. She smiled and wondered what President Adar would
think about all the revelations she was going to bring back with her.
The transport was the size of a bus and shared the same general shape;
utilitarian and about as sexy as a brick in a bikini. Inside it was all soft leather,
polished wood, comfortable seating, and a smooth ride that tricked the senses into
thinking it wasn't moving. The pilot sat in a raised cupola two thirds of the way
back from the bow and allowed for a large clear bulbous nose that afforded an
unobstructed view for the occupants.
Sobieski continued to play the tour guide as he showed them several different
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classes of ship that he said belonged to the Gigantomachy era. They were strong,
solid looking ships with similarly strong and solid names; Defender, Victorious,
Indomitable, and Inflexible. As they traveled through the ranks of silent ships he
then pointed out the heroes of the Titanomachy; Zeus' own Keraunos and Lady
Hecate's Caria before showing the other ships from that era. Included among them
were several different civilian designs that he explained helped with transporting
survivors to the worlds that would eventually become the Meropian Communion.
The next set of ships was civilian and included the massive Sojourners that
carried the settlers from the Communion to Kobol. These ships were built on a
massive scale and dwarfed even the enormous emergency evacuation transports
that the Colonies built for a worst case scenario. "This next one, well," Sobieski
chuckled, "Even the gods thought it was well and truly over the top, but when they
left Kobol the Equals insisted that they travel in something befitting their status.
Personally, I think they were somewhat embarrassed by it...but damn...I've never
seen something as posh or comfortable...anywhere. I give you Ark..."
Chase forced her mouth closed when she saw the massive and ostentatious
white ship. It was almost twice Hecate's length and easily had three times her own
battlestar's volume. Ark was shaped like an ancient river barge with a huge
temple-like structure on the raised aft deck that was itself surmounted by a flared
tower. Stretching along her main deck were two rows of thirteen smaller temples,
and the bow played host to a cluster of domes. All along her sides were windows
and details that turned the ship from just a functional, if gaudy, transport, into a
thing of sublime beauty.
"Yes...I can see how showing up in something like that might keep you from
getting laid," Arcadiaolos said dryly before adding, "said no god or goddess ever."
His comment and the dry delivery caused everyone to laugh and Sobieski had
to wipe tears from his eyes. "Absolutely true!" he laughed and then pointed out
several civilian ships from the era.
"And here we come to the end of our journey, the most recent ships," Sobieski
explained and pointed at a majestic ship that looked like two giant disks with inset
pentagonal platforms and an extended bow booms set one on top of the other,
while a cluster of eight smaller towers and domes, the domes were repeated on the
bottom surface, surrounded a larger, taller central tower on the top of the ship.
"Admiral Marlowe," he said and pointed to the ship, "That is the great ship that led
your ancestors to Earth. Her name, too, was Galleon."
Chase watched as Marlowe and DeSantis both stepped to the window and
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stared as they passed the majestic ship. This was a tangible link to their past, she
thought, and suddenly felt a wave of depression sweep her soul; it had taken the
destruction of their culture for the children of the founders to find and reconnect
with such an important piece of their past.
They were silent as the transport cruised through some smaller gunstar class
ships for several minutes before Sobieski broke the reverent silence. "To the left are
Karabella and Battleaxe class gunstars, and over there is Phoenix, one of the
surviving Kobolian assaultstars.
Just beyond her is my own Galatea, a
battlestar...instantly identifiable by the white eagles on her wings," he added
proudly.
"And here," Sobieski announced a minute later as they finished flying past
Galatea, "is the great ship Galleon, the flagship of the Exodus fleet that took the
survivors from Kobol to the Colonies two thousand years ago."
*+*+*+*+*
Within a gas giant orbiting a G2V star in uncharted space, the structure known
as the Refuge
Richard Szabo's mind didn't tell him to take a step back when the viewscreen
activated, it told him to run and to never stop. It had been one thing to be involved
in a holy crusade to bring the One True God to the polytheistic heretics, but ever
since they'd landed on Othrys the stage on which he was playing had expanded to
include a front row seat in what appeared to be another war between the gods.
"What does my belligerent living ejaculate of a son want to offer me now?" an
older man with a face that looked like it could be jovial and friendly if it wasn't
filled with rage asked angrily. His hair was grey, long, and carried a bit of a curl,
and was matched by a well trimmed goatee.
"I love you, too, Father," Cronus said indifferently and offered a half bow. "Do
you want your freedom?"
"What kind of a question is that," the face asked before repeating the question
back in a rough approximation of Cronus' voice, "Do you want your freedom? Of
course I want my freedom."
"Good," Cronus replied unfazed by the mocking outburst. "You just have to do
one thing for me and you'll have your freedom."
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"Throw in a ship...that works and isn't trapped, and I'll consider it," the man
replied, now calmer.
"Father, it's simple," Cronus explained, "I need the Key and I need the location of
where you hid away the Factory."
"No. Anything but that," the man replied and shook his head.
"Father...Uranus," Cronus said and put a name to the face which caused a chill
to infuse Szabo's being, "It's a matter of time before I find it and your value to me
will end. When that happens, I'll just pull the plug and you will simply cease to
exist. Now...and forever." He looked up at the image's upset gaze, "And you know
I'll do it, too..."
"Why? Why do you want those abominations? Wasn't it enough that they
destroyed our homeworld? The very same world where you took your first steps
and grew into adulthood?" Uranus asked. "Those things are uncontrollable and
have their own agenda...and life isn't on it."
"There you're wrong, Father," Cronus explained before he sat in one of the chairs
and crossed his feet on the desk's edge. "You, Mother, and the others couldn't
control them; I could. Didn't it ever make you wonder why my forces never
suffered the insane casualties that everyone else's did? We had an...understanding;
we both hated you. Like seeks like, I guess, and we had a little pow-wow; they
knew that I'd have to show respectable numbers until I could make my move, but
by that point you'd already taken the Factory and moved it somewhere that only
you knew of.
"With their forces limited to what was on hand," Cronus continued," the end was
a foregone conclusion. All I had to do was wait for the right time and I'd be the
hero...or villain depending on who told the story. But, since I was the only one
telling the story, your side never really mattered." He sat up and put his hands on
the desk. "Now, Father, once again; you give me the Key and the location of the
Factory and I give you a ship and your freedom. I'll even give you a crew for your
ship so they can take you wherever you want to go."
"This is wrong, son..." Uranus began and sounded remorseful. "We never
should have created those abominations. It was one thing to believe we were gods,
but to play god and stoke the forges of creation? That was our great hubris and it
led to our downfall. We lost the homeworld and everything associated with
it...Cronus, they killed a civilization with over 120 billion souls on dozens of
planets...and you want to unleash them again?"

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1492

"It isn't a matter of want, Father," Cronus said sadly, "It's a matter of need. Of
revenge. Of setting right a wrong that happened ages ago. And this is my way of
doing so."
Uranus closed his eyes and looked to be deep in thought. "Ok. I'll agree. As
soon as I'm on your side of reality and have my ship, I'll release the code locks on
the databases that you need. But I warn you, son, this will not end well."
"Ah, but there you're wrong...but almost right," Cronus said cryptically. "It will
end. Right now, I really don't care whether it's well or not." He paused and
shrugged. "I'll begin the revival process now...you should be ready to leave in a
few hours."
Cronus flipped a switch and dimmed the display before he turned around and
looked at Szabo. "Admiral, I fear that I have a mission for you," he began. "For the
near future I need you to be my eyes and ears as my father travels around wherever
he wants to travel to. I'll contact you from time to time and I expect a full report on
what he's done, who he's done it with, and what he's planning. Can you do that
for me?"
Szabo straightened so that he was almost at attention and nodded.
M'Lord, I can do it. Will I have my crew?"

"Yes,

"Yes..." Cronus began. "Well, all of them but Lucy, Pallas has taken a liking to
her and it appears that she has taken a liking to him."
"I understand," Szabo said and didn't feel the pain he half expected at Cronus'
pronouncement. "How long do you anticipate this assignment will last?"
"At least several weeks, perhaps a few months," Cronus explained. "It will take
some time to rebuild before we're in a position to storm Olympus."
*+*+*+*+*
Szabo and Sasha returned to Semiramis and informed the crew of their new
mission and had them make the ship ready for space. He wasn't sure whether he
was upset, disappointed, or actually relieved at the sudden change in plans. Being
an admiral again was starting to appeal to him, but he wasn't really in the mood to
become some sort of disposable pawn either.
Like the other changes that
happened over the past year, he figured he'd just roll with this one and see where
the currents of fate took him this time.
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"Admiral," Nautilus said and broke into his thoughts. "Uranus is ready to board.
I've had his baggage placed in the common room for now and I'm sure you'll all be
able to sort out where it will go once you leave."
"Thank you, I appreciate it," Szabo replied and stood. "I'm going to miss you,
Nautilus; you seemed to be about the only one not playing some sort of angle."
"I'll miss you, too, Admiral," Nautilus told him and then stepped close and gave
Szabo a brotherly hug. He put his lips to Szabo's ear and quietly whispered,
"When you leave, get as far away from here as possible. Lord Uranus may sound
crazy, but that's just an act for Cronus and the others. He won't frak you over."
The warning shocked Szabo and he stood transfixed for a moment. "Is the ship
safe or bugged?" he whispered just as softly.
"No...You're safe there and I made sure that nothing had been done before I
came aboard," Nautilus said before he stepped back and clasped Szabo's upper
arms. "Take care, my friend. We'll see each other again. And now, we should go
down and welcome Uranus aboard."
True to Nautilus' word, Uranus wasn't acting altogether sane when Szabo
reached the main hatch. "Lord Uranus," he said politely and offered a half bow.
"We are ready for you to board and can cast off immediately."
Uranus looked at Szabo and the ex-Fleet officer felt his gaze move from his face
to his feet and back again, as if he was being studied in some sort of odd science
experiment. "You'll do," he said. "What's your name," he asked and held out his
hand and winked, "Cronus Urananus," he said loudly, "pleased to meet you."
Szabo tried to keep a straight face and took his hand, immediately liking the
rather offbeat personality. "Richard Szabo," he said, "formerly of the Colonial Fleet
and now captain of Semiramis and your ticket out of here."
"Thank you, Captain," Uranus replied and looked around after shaking his hand.
"I'm not going to miss this place...not one bit. Come along, Captain," he said after
stepping through the hatch, "We have places to go, people to frak, and banks to
rob!"
Whatever the future held, Szabo thought as he closed the airlock hatch, it
doesn't look like it's going to be boring.
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It took the better part of half an hour to launch Semiramis and leave the Refuge's
relatively calm atmosphere and begin the climb out to orbit. Szabo once again
occupied the captain's seat on the bridge, Sasha was ensconced in the pilot's seat,
and Fenster did his duties as navigator in the right seat.
Uranus, for his part, sat on a jumpseat next to Szabo and seemed to be
interested in everything going on around him. It was odd seeing him so calm and
composed, he thought and studied the repeater screens that mimicked what Sasha
and Fenster saw. Almost as soon as the airlock hatch had closed it was like Uranus
was a different person. Gone was the unhinged uncle that brought porn and
fireworks over every weekend during the summer and in his place was someone
who was contemplative and more like an engineer or doctor than a party boy.
"We're almost out of the soup, Captain," Sasha announced.
"Captain, please open a wireless connection for me," Uranus asked sadly.
"At once, Lord Uranus," Szabo replied and handed him a headset. "It's ready
when you are."
Szabo felt Uranus put his left hand on his right forearm, "First, Captain, please
drop the Lord bullshit. That might work for the younger generations, but it always
seemed so damned ostentatious to me. I have skidmarks on my underwear at the
end of the day just like most people...well, except for women," he winked and
nodded at Sasha, "I've never been able to figure it out, but they just don't do things
like that."
Biting his tongue didn't work and Szabo laughed at Uranus's comment.
understand completely, Uranus."

"I

Uranus took the headset and thanked him before putting it on his head. "Chaos,
this is Uranus, verify my identity."
"Greetings, Lord Uranus," Chaos replied and Uranus rolled his eyes and
mouthed,'see what I mean?' "Your voice print is acknowledged as genuine; how
may I assist you?"
"Chaos, I need you to decrypt the Factory database and the Key database and
then provide them to Cronus. Can you do this for me?" Uranus asked.
"It will be done as you requested, Lord Uranus. It will take approximately one
minute to fully decrypt both databases...please stand by," Chaos stated and the line
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went quiet as Uranus started humming an odd sing song tune. "Databases are
decrypted and have been released to Lord Cronus as you requested, Lord Uranus.
May I be of further assistance?" Chaos said a minute later.
"Just keep the lights on, Chaos," Uranus asked. "Just keep the lights on. Until
we meet again, old friend."
"Until we meet again...Robert," Chaos said before the line went dead.
Uranus took a deep breath and held it for several heartbeats. Szabo saw the gas
giant's clouds thin and finally part as Semiramis climbed into a stable orbit.
"Where to, Uranus?"
The elder god slowly let out the breath that he had held and looked up at Szabo.
"It's time to be the man I always should have been, Captain. It's time to start setting
things right because it's the right thing to do. Please take me to Olympus...here's
her location," he said and handed him a memory card. "Chaos has been keeping
tabs on her movement over the years and this is her last location."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89
Commander Miriam Duquesne covered her mouth and yawned while she
listened to the discussions going on around her. It felt like the entire day had been
one surprise after another; first finding Ariadne and Endeavour in orbit around
Othrys, then the tearful reunion between the Tremblays, Athena meeting someone
who had been alive before Othrys was abandoned, and finally watching Fletcher
get mauled by Admiral Marlowe's little sister. And then there was the fact that there
was the crew from a Colonial tramp freighter that... Suddenly her eyes went wide
as her mind connected two bits of widely separated information.
"Ty," she said and interrupted Colonel Tyler Sedaris filling his plate with a
handful of chips. "I need you to cover for me for a few minutes; there's something I
need to check on."
"Oh?" Sedaris asked and quickly swallowed the pretzel he was chewing.
everything ok?"

"Is

"I think so, but I just want to verify something that just dawned on me,"
Duquesne explained and looked around the room for Captain Josiah Vassar. He
was talking with Flight Captain Tremblay and Colonel Tremblay. She quickly made
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her way across the room to where they were and excused her interruption.
"Any time, Commander," Colonel Tremblay said and still wore the smile he had
when he first saw Minerva.
"Thank you, Alistair," Duquesne said politely and turned to Vassar. "Captain, I
was wondering if you would help me with something?" she asked.
"Certainly, Commander...I'd be glad to," Vassar replied. "What is it?"
"Ah...I was wondering if you could accompany me to the CIC...there's
something I want you to look at and confirm its authenticity," Duquesne asked.
Vassar nodded. "Sure. Though I'm sure there aren't any warrants out for my
unpaid parking tickets...I settled those up before we left," he winked.
Duquesne chuckled. "No, nothing like that. More like helping me figure out
whether a bit of information that I remember is a piece of the broader puzzle or
not."
"Hmm...sounds mysterious, Josiah," Minerva smirked. "That'll be something out
of the ordinary..." she joked.
"It isn't anything like what you folks have found," Duquesne explained. "There
was an incident at Scorpia Fleet Shipyards before we left and one of the intercept
pilots managed to get a solid ID and visual on a ship that might have been
involved..."
Vassar's eyes narrowed and the good humor on his face was replaced with a
frown. "You think it was my ship?"
Duquesne nodded. "This will just confirm one way or the other."
"Let's take a look...though I have a gut feeling that you're right," Vassar said.
Ten minutes later they were in Indefatigable's CIC and Duquesne had pulled the
After Action Report for the incident and displayed the transponder log as well as the
dradis and visual records. "Is that your ship?" she asked.
Vassar studied the images and zoomed in on a spot midway along the ship's
neck to show a dancer superimposed over a large diamond. He sighed sadly,
"That's my ship, Commander. That's Dixie Bell Dancer."
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"The Equals were involved up to their eyeballs on the attack, Captain,"
Duquesne explained. We lost a lot of good people that day, not to mention the
entire Amaterasu assault group was damaged to the point of being sent to the
breakers, as was another battlestar. We almost lost Pacifica, but they managed to
save her."
"The Equals did that? That sounds pretty brazen, even for them, based on what
Minerva, Pepper, and Hec have told us," Vassar explained.
"We're fairly certain they were after Admiral Chase...especially after they tried to
attack Westfield and failed," Duquesne told him. "This is all on the down low,
understand, Captain?"
"Absolutely," Vassar said. "We're, those of us on Othrys, are just one little piece
of something much bigger, aren't we?" Duquesne nodded. "I figured as much
when I saw everyone earlier...I always hoped we'd get rescued, but I never thought
that the rescuers would be bringing Athena herself along..."
"Captain, the past few weeks have been one surprise after another," Duquesne
smirked. "We better get back before we're missed."
Overhead the dradis pinged four times as it made its sweep and then on the next
sweep added three pings to the original four. "Dradis contacts!" Lieutenant Paul
Bolton announced. "Three bogies at 100,000 kilometers...CBDR our position."
"Mr. Bolton, I have the con," Duquesne said and formally took over control of
the ship. "Sound Action Stations and set Condition One throughout the ship.
Cecily, launch the Alert Five and vector the CAP to intercept the bogies."
Bolton and Lieutenant Cecily Platt both acknowledged their orders and moved
to implement them as the battlestar began clearing for action. "Do we have an ID
on them, Paul?"
"Working on it, Commander," Bolton replied.
"Joe, can you hail them please?" Duquesne asked Specialist Joseph Elba,
Indefatigable's communications specialist.
"On it, Commander!" Elba replied before announcing, "Attention three ships
approaching the planet; this is the Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, please indentify
yourselves. I repeat; this is the Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, please identify
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yourselves."
"Captain, can you punch up extension 334 and tell whoever answers what's
going on?" Duquesne asked and pointed to the XO's handset. "That's the meeting
room we were in."
"On it, Commander," Vassar replied and picked up the handset and made the
call.
"Anything, Joe?" Duquesne asked.
"Nothing yet, Commander," Elba answered and repeated his hail.
"I think I have something," Bolton said a moment later. "It's from the warbook
that Admiral Marlowe sent over...the dradis profiles match a Union A-class gunstar,
an Aetna class gunstar, and one that's tagged as an Erisian gunstar, Audax At Fidelis
class."
"Let's hope they respond..." Duquesne muttered and watched the dradis display.
"Joe, I want to hail them personally."
"You're live, Commander," Elba replied.
"This is Commander Miriam Duquesne of the Colonial battlestar Indefatigable.
We are in formation with the Union gunstar Ariadne, the Union exploration ship
Endeavour, the Erisian gunstar Libertatis, and the Meropian Communion gunstar
Proioxis; I know you've come a long way and I really don't want this to turn into
anything other than a friendly reunion."
This time the reply was almost instantaneous. "This is Commander Tamsin St.
Claire of the Union gunstar Athena," an angry feminine voice stated. "What is your
association with the Meropian Communion?"
"Commander?" Bolton interrupted. "All three ships just activated their fire
control dradis and while we're being scanned, they're going for a lock on Proioxis."
This isn't what we need right now, Duquesne thought. "Captain," she looked
over at Vassar, "Please tell whoever you're talking to that Commander Sharma,
Commander Fletcher, and Colonel Tremblay need to get up here ASAP! We're
about to go guns hot over gods know what."
"On it, Commander," Vassar said and relayed the request.
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"Paul, move us out in front of the formation and make sure we have enough
room to go broadside if we need to..." Duquesne ordered.
"Move us out in front of the formation and make sure we have enough room to
go broadside, aye," Bolton replied and gave the order to the helm.
"Commander St. Claire, this is Commander Duquesne," Duquesne began.
"Commander Douglas Sharma of Ariadne and Commander Jackson Fletcher of
Libertatis will be here in a few moments and I ask you to refrain from doing
anything that we can't step back from until you have a chance to talk to them."
"Understood..." St. Claire replied. "I must ask again, Commander, what is your
association with the Meropian Communion?"
Duquesne took a deep breath and tried to focus her thoughts and then phrase
them in diplomatic terms. "Commander...I'm not going to sugar coat it so listen
close," she began and realized that it wasn't quite as diplomatic as she wanted.
"The people who engineered the holocaust that destroyed the Union are a very
specific subset of Communion society. The Communion as a whole isn't aware of
what they did two thousand years ago to the Union...even though it's only been a
few years for you. The people who are on Proioxis are part of a group that is
looking to break the Equals' power over the Communion."
"I'm listening," St. Claire said evenly and Bolton announced that Athena's and
her consorts' fire control dradis had gone to standby.
"May I?" Commander Douglas Sharma asked as he stepped next to the plotting
table.
"Please do, Commander," Duquesne said and handed over the handset.
Sharma shook his head, "No, please put it on speaker." A moment later Elba
announced it was on speaker and he started. "Commander St. Claire, this is
Commander Douglas Sharma of Ariadne. When I last looked at the lists, Colonel
Barnes had Athena. What happened?"
"Colonel Barnes was planetside when the drones hit Gemini Downport,
Commander Sharma," St. Claire replied. "Every ship commander and officer above
the rank of Lieutenant Colonel was killed during the attack."
"Damn. I'm sorry, Commander," Sharma told her and his voice left no doubt he
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was telling the truth. "A lot of good people died that day; let's make sure that no
one dies today, ok?"
"I am agreeable to that, Commander, but I need to fill you in on who engineered
the holocaust..." St. Claire pressed.
"I know all about it, Commander, and the Communion forces that we're dealing
with are not the ones who brought about our downfall. In fact, they specifically
came out to meet us so that they could render logistical and navigational aid,"
Sharma explained. He frowned and Duquesne saw him look over at Colonel
Kimber Bond and saw an entire conversation pass between the two in a series of
glances and body language changes. "Do you trust me, Commander?" he finally
asked.
St. Claire laughed.
"Commander, you're a legend within the gunstar
community; of course I trust you."
"Good..." Sharma said. "Because I'm going to give you a choice; you can come
over here to Indefatigable and have a full briefing by everyone involved, or...I can
come to you."
Several seconds of silence passed. "With Commander Duquesne's permission, I
will come to you."
"Thank you, Commander. I look forward to meeting you and sharing our
stories," Sharma said. "I'm going to give you back to Commander Duquesne who
can give you all the details."
*+*+*+*+*
"Welcome to Indefatigable, Commander St. Claire," Commander Duquesne said
after Commander Tamsin St. Claire was piped aboard.
"Thank you, Commander," St. Claire said cordially and took Duquesne's offered
hand. "You are the answer to years of heartfelt prayers."
"The person you really need to thank is Admiral Cassidine...it wasn't until we
met her that we knew about the Union and that you were on your way to the
Colonies," Duquesne explained.
"Well, then I must offer her my thanks when I meet her," St. Claire smiled. "I'm
sure Admiral Marlowe will share my anticipation."
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"Admiral Marlowe?" Duquesne asked. "She's back with the rest of the fleet at
Olympus."
St. Clare cocked her head slightly and narrowed her eyes. "I think we're talking
about two different people, Commander. Admiral Sean Marlowe helped organize
our evacuation and then led the fleet here."
"Oh...I see," Duquesne said and was a little confused. "The Admiral Marlowe I
know led a fleet of evacuees from Neverwhere and commands Nemesis."
Duquesne watched as if a switch had been flipped. St. Claire's eyes widened
and she forced her mouth closed. "Hannah Marlowe?"
"Yes," Sharma said from where he stood next to Duquesne. "Her younger sister
is..." he pointed with his thumb over his shoulder, "in there somewhere catching up
with her sister's fiancé."
"Brooke is alive, too?" St. Claire smiled.
"Yes..." Sharma said cautiously.
"This will top even May saying yes," St. Claire beamed. "Commander, I don't
wish to be rude, and I'd ask that you accompany me into my Roc so I can contact
Athena so they can send a bird to get the Admiral. He's going to want to hear this
first hand."
"Ah...ok." Duquesne said and looked at Sharma who arched his eyebrows and
nodded.
Ten minutes later the message had been sent and St. Claire was introduced to
everyone from the four ships that were at the reception. She didn't seem to be too
warm towards the Communion officers, Duquesne noticed, but that probably came
from viewing them as the enemy for several years while unable to do anything
about it.
It was probably for the best that Athena and Colby had requested the use of
Duquesne's meeting area to catch up and reconnect, Duquesne thought. Having
*the* Athena present would make an already complicated and delicate situation
even more complicated and delicate.
So much for curling up with a good book and a box of chocolates, Duquesne

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1502
thought as she looked at the clock. It's been a long day and I think it's going to
turn into an all-nighter, she guessed. Since the first hesitant meeting on the flight
deck, all eight ships had slipped into formation and then into a high orbit around
Othrys.
"You're lucky that Delegate Watts and Admiral Marlowe signed the agreement,
Commander Fletcher," St. Claire joked as Duquesne approached Fletcher, St. Claire,
and oddly, Vassar.
"Oh?" Fletcher smirked. "Why is that, Tamsin?"
"Because I understand you had a rather sizable bounty on your head and last I
looked my bank account could use some help," St. Claire joked back.
"Ah...such is the life of a rascal and rogue," Fletcher lamented dramatically
before turning serious. "What agreement are you talking about?"
"The night the drones started lobbing nukes was the night that Admiral Marlowe,
on behalf of President Marquette, sat down with Delegate Watts and hammered out
a peace treaty with the Erisians," St. Claire explained.
"Ah...that's good to know," Fletcher said slowly. "It will be interesting to see
what was agreed to and compare that to what President Windsor and Admiral
Marlowe worked out shortly after we left Neverwhere."
"President Windsor?" St. Claire asked dubiously.
"Continuity of government; Tamsin; it's all legal," Fletcher explained. "There's a
lot that happened and I think the best thing we can do is bring everyone together
and let the higher pay grades deal with this."
"Yes, I think that's a good idea..." St. Claire agreed and sipped her wine. "I really
need to know, are these Communion people good?"
"May I?" Vassar asked and Fletcher nodded while Duquesne listened. "I've lived
with Minerva, Pepper, and Hec for more than six months, and I'd trust any of them
to have my back no matter the odds or consequences. After their gunship went
down, the Equal who was running the show ordered that no SAR operations be
undertaken and as soon as they secured my ship, they jumped back for home.
After that, the Equals had the planet Red Zoned...which for them means the death
sentence to come here.
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"They're good people, Commander. Judge them by their actions, not by the
actions of those red eyed freaks that pull the strings behind the scenes," Vassar said
passionately and Duquesne found that she was nodding agreement along with
Fletcher.
St. Claire sighed. "I'll try. We ran into a Communion squadron as we orbited
Ass End Of Nowhere and found enough evidence that would prove to even the
most skeptical court that the Equals of the Communion were responsible."
"You have hard evidence?" Vassar asked. "From a Communion ship?"
"Yes...hell, we even have the gunstar we took it from, one of their little escorts,
and more than dozen Equals in medically induced coma," St. Claire explained.
"Oh...Admiral Cassidine will love that," Duquesne said and broke into the
conversation. "They have some evidence, but it sounds like you've hit the mother
lode."
"I hope," St. Claire sighed. "I want to bring them to justice."
"So say we all," Fletcher said as the 1MC called the ship to Action Stations again
and set Condition One throughout.
"Not again," Duquesne frowned and made her way to the wall mounted
handset. "CIC, this is Commander Duquesne. What's going on, Paul?"
"The dradis just went nuts, Commander," Bolton explained. "We've got a group
of fifty plus, including three enormous returns, that just jumped in at a range of
100,000 kilometers and another group that jumped in at almost the same time with
a similar number including four battlestar class ships at a range of 125,000 km
outside the moon's orbit."
"I should have gone to law school," Duquesne mused out loud.
"But then you'd be missing all the fun, Commander," Bolton snarked.
"Ah...Commander, we're being hailed...by both groups."
*+*+*+*+*
Deacon Lake, Darius State, Caprica
The sun's last rays blazed though the tree covered ridge like golden lances
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mixed with red and orange. Lieutenant Galloway Benton raised his coffee mug and
sipped the potent brew.
Even though the nearest cabins were currently
unoccupied, he still had his rifle slung over his shoulder and his sidearm at his hip.
"Talk to me, Gal..." Sergeant Dana Vervain said from where she stood next to
him watching the same sunset. "I've never seen you get so spooked so fast."
"As soon as Vic and Jessie get here, I'll tell you everything I know," Benton
explained. "I hope to hell that I'm wrong and that when we go back people will
think we all went a bit barmy, but I have this feeling that we're never going to be
going back...at least not to what we remember."
Vervain sipped her coffee and Benton could see that she was deep in thought. "I
take it you have an end game?"
Benton nodded. "Yeah; it's old school," he explained and his hand felt for the
coin in his pocket that had been his constant companion ever since his father gave
it to him and explained its value. "If it comes to needing it, then I doubt you could
find a better ally."
"Good," Vervain said and in one simple word made him vow that her years of
trust would not be in vain.
"I hear a car coming down the trail," Galloway said and put his mug on the
picnic table even as his right hand slid down and caressed his rifle's pistol grip.
"We better head back and greet whoever it is...with open arms or a hasty retreat."
Three quarters of an hour later the sun had set and the first burgers were ready
to come off the grill. Galloway put them on the serving plate and then put several
more on the grill before he lowered the hood so they'd slowly cook. "Ok, here's
the deal," he said after everyone had filled their plates with potato salad, coleslaw,
a burger or two, and whatever else was on the table and he had cut up two burgers
for Tuck who was waiting patiently under the table.
"Officially, the Church of Cronus is a suppressed sect that has been banned
across the Colonies. More than a hundred and fifty years ago they were the STO of
their age, except they made the STO look like a bunch of pacifists. You know that
from history," Galloway explained.
"Like any good group of true believers filled with terroristic tendencies, they
went underground. Officially, they don't exist anymore, but we all know they're
out there. What people don't know is that the CoC that was involved in the
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suppressions was started as a front by the old Caprican Global Defense Department
as a way to carry out black bag and off the book operations. A lot of people made
a lot of money and made sure whoever stood in their way was either disappeared
or fell victim to a convenient CoC attack."
"If that was a hundred and fifty years ago, how does that apply to us?" Corporal
Vic Laine asked.
"Because, so long as they existed, even suppressed," Galloway explained, "they
offered plausible deniability for the powers that be. Just because they went
underground doesn't mean that they stopped. Back before the war, probably
twenty to thirty percent of all the STO attacks were CoC. If you go back and look at
the targets that were hit, look at the ones that hit well protected VIPs, the inside
jobs that cleared the Delphi Treasury of close to Cb50 million, and so on. Those
weren't STO...they were all CoC."
"Now you're starting to weird me out, Gal..." Vervain said before she took a bite
of her cheeseburger. "How do you know so much about this?"
"And that brings us to why we had to leave," Benton said sadly. "When I was in
the service I was part of Fleet Special Warfare and one of the things my team was
tasked with, and was given a special Presidential dispensation and also deputized
as deputy Colonial Marshals to keep things legal, was to hunt down and finally put
an end to the CoC. We were damned effective, too.
"Perhaps too effective," he sighed and took a bite from his cheeseburger and
thought back to the night when everything fell apart. "We got too close and
someone was turned. It wasn't in the team, it had to be someone in planning or
support, but the target knew we were coming and was ready. I lost four out of eight
that night, and of the four, only Rufus and I managed to walk out of it. Carrie and
Johan...they were both so shot up that they spent the next six months in the
hospital.
"I..." Benton paused and felt his jaw muscles clench. "I noticed some of the
names on that book you found, Vic. They were some of the names that we
suspected of being just out of our reach. It wasn't until I saw them again that I
realized one is now the Chief of Police and one is the personal secretary to
President Adar; Dieter Hollings."
Silence descended on the table and Benton slowly finished his cheeseburger
and made another one. "Now you know."
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"What about the actual Church of Cronus?" Jessie Laine asked. "It's real, isn't it?"
"Yes..." Benton said as he spread the mayonnaise on the bun. "I called an old
friend of mine on the way here and he told me that over the past 48 hours every
CoC cell, the actual believers, has disappeared. Poof!" he snapped his fingers,
"gone. Just like that. He said they think they congregated on Tauron and Canceron
yesterday, but after that they've just disappeared."
"Do you think we'll be able to go back?" Vic asked after several moments of
nervous silence.
Benton shook his head. "No, I don't. I hope we can," he clarified, "but the
more I think about it, the more I don't think we'll be able. If they see the book, see
the names, and then pull my file, everyone who was there when it was found will
have a target on them."
"What if we go on the offensive?" Vervain suggested. "Go back, go in, grab the
evidence and if necessary, go public?"
"Who would believe it?" Jessie asked. "Adar's office would just deny it and say
that it was a lame attempt to smear his personal secretary and by extension, him."
"We hang here for a couple weeks and then after Armistice Day we'll think
about heading back," Benton explained. "I have some people I trust looking into
options." He frowned and shook his head sadly. "I'm sorry I got you all into this. I
know you two," he looked at Vic and Jessie, "were planning on starting a family this
fall..."
"Don't you talk that way, Galloway Benton," Jessie said forcefully and caused
Benton to sit up straight. "You've saved my Vic's life several times over the past four
years and that's a debt I will never, ever be able to repay. If we have to put our
family plans on hold while we all sort this out, then so be it. But right now is not
the time for defeatist talk or second guessing. I trust you, Vic trusts you, Dana trusts
you, and we need you to trust you."
"Thank you, Jessie," Benton said, "I'm humbled and will do my best."
"Good..." Jessie said. "I'm going to hold you to it...and you know when this
Tauron gets her bitch on, you better watch out!"
The rest of the meal was spent with Benton answering more questions and
everyone putting together a plan of defense. Later that evening, Benton had just
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closed his book and turned his light out when he heard his bedroom door open
and saw a shape quietly pad across the floor. He was about to chastise Tuck for
being such a great watchdog as he reached to turn the light on but the figure was
there next to him and gently held his wrist with one hand and put a finger to his
lips with the other.
"Since we're on vacation and left the office far behind us," Vervain softly said,
"and because the bad guys could come crashing through the windows at any
moment, I don't want to sleep alone anymore..."
*+*+*+*+*
Within a gas giant orbiting a class M0 III red giant star in uncharted space, the
structure known as the Factory
Lucy Cain walked next to Pallas and followed Cronus through the umbilical that
connected Eurytion to the side of the massive docking bay that held the gunstar.
There was something off about this place, she thought as they trudged through the
umbilical, something that was just beyond her senses but still strong enough to spill
into that primal sense that all living things had. She wasn't scared, if she died she'd
simply return to the Cathedral, but she was uneasy. And that worried her.
"Cronus, are you sure this is wise?" Pallas asked and she realized that he was
uneasy as well.
"Wise?" Cronus asked rhetorically. "Frak no, it isn't wise. This is about as wise
as peeing against an electric fence in the middle of winter and trying to see if you'll
be shocked before your pee freezes. But it has to be done. Do you know any other
way we can build our forces before Olympus has a chance to mobilize?"
Pallas sighed and shook his head. "No...I don't. But I have heard that we may
have other allies..."
"Yes, I know all about them," Cronus said thoughtfully. "The Communion's
Equals, and when we're done here I plan on seeking them out. But...this has to be
first."
"And then?" Pallas pressed and Lucy narrowed her eyes and looked at him. It
was the first time that the two of them, Pallas and Cronus, were away from the
others in a sterile environment.
"And then after meeting with the Equals we meet with those that the Colonies
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created...Cylons, was it?" Cronus asked.
"Yes, M'Lord, they're called Cylons," Lucy answered. "Originally created as
robots, they attained sentience and after a twelve year long war, left the Colonies."
"I think I'd like to meet them...we have a lot to talk about," Cronus said a
moment before they reached the airlock door. He entered a code and the door
opened and he hesitated. Hmm, Lucy thought, even Cronus isn't sure he should do
this.
Cronus apparently brushed off whatever might have caused him to hesitate and
stepped into the Factory itself. They walked for what Lucy thought must have been
at least a kilometer and a half and passed through numerous security check points
before they stopped in front of an armored hatch.
Cronus inserted a memory card into a card slot and then entered a very long
alphanumeric password. Lucy heard a hum from around the hatch and then heard
several loud thuds as if something large and heavy moved suddenly and then
slammed into something that stopped its movement. He reached out and spun the
wheel located in the hatch's center and then pushed it open.
The room was cold and had a sterile antiseptic smell mixed with something that
might have been a lubricant or preservative, she wasn't sure whether it was a
mechanical or medical preservative - or a bit of both. Lucy forced her legs to
follow Pallas and Cronus into the room as every sense and instinct was screaming
at her to run.
"I haven't had visitors in such a long time," an eerie mechanical and yet
strangely human voice said from the depths of the room that were still shrouded in
darkness. Lucy felt the heavy footfalls at the same time as she heard them and a
moment later their owner stepped into the light.
Lucy had grown up with Cylons. They had existed since before she was born
and she first knew them as the implacable and relentless enemy that never stopped.
Then, after she was captured, she grew up with them as her captors, then
protectors, and eventually, her allies. But this...this wasn't like any Cylon she'd
ever seen.
It was about two meters tall, and could have been a muscular
man...except for the strips of skin that hung lifelessly from its metallic body like
long grey leather ribbons and showed glistening muscle and a metallic
exoskeleton, the grinning metallic visage that looked like a combination between a
clown and a village idiot, and the three glowing red eyes that blazed with crimson
malevolence.
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"Hello, Alcyoneus," Cronus said. "It has been a long time...my father has hidden
you away and consigned you to barely remembered legends."
"And yet his pup comes to visit me," Alcyoneus said and continued to advance
until he was within a few meters of Cronus. "No one comes to the Factory for a
friendly visit, Cronus."
"Perhaps than one of mutual benefit," Cronus suggested. "I need allies to storm
Olympus."
"And after we have served you, then what?" Alcyoneus asked. "Will you try and
lock us away like your father did?"
"Father thought you were a mistake...I was your friend, do you remember that?"
Cronus asked.
"I remember our friendship, Cronus, but I don't understand why it has taken you
so long to visit me...if you were indeed my friend," Alcyoneus stated.
"Politics of state," Cronus explained and held his hands wide. "I had to deal
with my father and then I had to deal with my son...who unfortunately prevailed. It
is only recently that I have escaped from my own imprisonment. I came here as
soon as I had the tools necessary to release you."
"Oh? You have the Key?" Alcyoneus asked.
"I do...and I will give it to you if you pledge your allegiance to me," Cronus
offered.
"It is...an...inviting invitation," Alcyoneus said. "What exactly are you looking
for?"
Cronus smiled. "How soon can you rebuild the fleet and the legions?"
"Oh...not for a while, Cronus," Alcyoneus began explaining. "The Factory has
been damaged after all these years of inactivity and neglect. At the moment, it
might be able to operate at between six and ten percent capacity until everything is
repaired."
"How long will repairs take?" Cronus growled.
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"With the resources on hand," Alcyoneus mused, "approximately two hundred
fifty years, one hundred twenty-one days, and six hours. And a few minutes, but in
the grand scheme of things, they don't really matter."
"Two and a half centuries?" Cronus hollered. "We don't have that long!"
"Ah, M'Lord," Lucy heard herself saying, "I may have a solution..."
"What?" Cronus turned and spat.
"I was raised by the Cylons and know them well...and I also know the Equals
just as well. I could arrange a meeting..." Lucy offered. "Perhaps all of you could
help each other with the problems that plague you..."
"That hot little meatbag has a point, Cronus," Alcyoneus said. "I'm willing to
listen."
"Yes...yes..." Cronus growled and gritted his teeth. "But...do something about
your clothes...er...your skin, Alcyoneus. You look disgusting and will probably
cause nightmares."
"But that was the purpose," Alcyoneus mocked. "My retinue and I can be ready
to leave in half an hour...if you give me the Key."
Cronus glared at Alcyoneus and Lucy held her breath. She barely felt Pallas'
grip on her arm as Alcyoneus said, "Trust has to begin somewhere, Cronus."
"Ok..." Cronus conceded. "But I swear to creation that if you cross me I will end
you."
"Of course you will Cronus," Alcyoneus said sweetly in his eerie voice.
"Now...If I may have the Key, I will begin preparations to leave and we can see
whether this female of yours can produce what she promises."
"For your sake, Lucy," Pallas whispered, "You had better be able to..."
Lucy smiled and realized that everything had fallen into place far better than she
could have ever planned or predicted. "I can...and I will..."
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Chapter 41: Friends And Enemies
Unclaimed system in neutral space beyond the Armistice Line, Communion
carrier Morpheus
"I'm curious why you didn't discuss aiding our allies against the Colonial
electronic attacks," Equal Magnus Wilder asked his three brethren in the
comfortably appointed lounge aboard the massive Communion carrier.
"Do you have an emotional attachment to them, Magnus?" Equal Geonova
asked slowly.
Magnus narrowed his eyes. "No, but I do have a rapport with them..." he
replied evenly and bit back his first comment. "After all the years I've spent with
them, it was rather hard not to. If they are our allies as you claimed in the meeting,
then why are you and the Cylons withholding something that would aid them when
they face the Colonials?"
"Kensit?" Geonova asked and looked over at the other female.
"Simple," Kensit purred and not for the first time Magnus felt he was a mouse
being played with by a sadistic cat, "They're pawns. Their hatred blinds them to
sound judgment and so they stand against impossible odds when anyone with an
IQ of a goldfish would cede the field and retreat," she explained with no more
emotion than if she were discussing the weather. "I've read your report, Magnus,
and the losses they took during the genocide were appalling and frankly, many of
the engagements were absolutely amateurish at best. I mean, who docks to a
station and then after launching the attack realizes that they can't disengage from
the docking clamps because they've killed everyone who knows how to work the
controls?"
"Tiamat made an emergency jump," Magnus said and tried to defend his long
time allies. "She survived."
"And yet she lost her escort, a brigade of combat drones, and an entire orbital
station that you had earmarked for rebuilding efforts," Kensit pointed out. "And also
from that engagement over Electra, one Union heavy gunstar...Athena...and a pair
of light gunstars managed to destroy or send to the yards for months a pair of
Ba'alat class heavy gunstars because they followed them down into the
atmosphere."
"Ishtar was eventually repaired," Magnus offered and realized how weak it
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sounded as soon as he said it.
"Of course it was repaired. About the best things the drones managed to do was
capture Athens Station, Heraklion Station, Bastion Anchorage, and several of the
orbiting yards around Electra. But pretty much everything else they reduced to
radioactive bits and bobs," Kensit stressed.
"And then they even abandoned them," Capellos, the fourth Equal in the room,
pointed out. "Did you ever find out what they did to their slaves? Were they at
least merciful enough to euthanize them before they left?"
Magnus pursed his lips and shook his head. "Many were killed, more fled into
the physical structure where the resistance had waged an insurgency ever since the
genocide. As far as I know, and suspect, there are still some survivors on the
stations."
"And now you see why we will not share with them the technology you think
they need?" Geonova asked. "They can be easily wound up and pointed in the
proper direction and set loose to create mayhem and confusion."
"I think this is a mistake," Magnus pressed. "They bring considerable potential to
our alliance and if they can be crippled by..."
Capellos held up his hand and Magnus closed his mouth. On paper, all Equals
were equal, but in reality some Equals were more equal than others. There was a
hierarchy within their ranks that was based on success and age; the older and more
successful you were, the more respect you had and the more weight your words
carried. Capellos and Kensit were 'Precursors'; created by Zeus himself and among
the first of the first generation of Equals to be born and as such, their word went
beyond mere law...it was reality.
"Unless they can curb their impulses," Capellos stated calmly, "they will never
reach their full potential. If they do not reach their full potential, then they will
never be more than simple minded killing machines and will be forever denied the
grace of our gifts."
"As you wish," Magnus briefly bowed his head to show his acceptance and
acquiescence.
"I understand you feel a connection with them," Kensit explained and offered
him an understanding look, "I was there when this project started and laid the
groundwork for its completion. I want to see them reach their full potential and be
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worthy of our gifts, but it is something they must reach through their own efforts.
We can advise, as you did when Victor's task force encountered the mixed fleet, but
we cannot guide them."
Magnus slowly nodded. When he forced himself to step away from the emotion
and bond he felt with the drones, Kensit's and Capellos' words made good sense. If
they couldn't think before they acted when they knew they had vulnerabilities, then
how reckless would they be if they believed those vulnerabilities no longer existed?
But still...he couldn't shake the feeling that they were being duplicitous with allies
they had created and encouraged to strike down their creators. "And the Cylons?"
he finally asked about the new player that he had been recently made aware of.
"How do they fit into the equation?"
Geonova smiled and once again Magnus felt like a mouse. "We helped them
realize it would be in their long term best interest to rise up against the Colonials
and now we have an alliance where we help each other with...issues...that require
deniability if they go poorly."
"How can they help us?" Magnus asked incredulously. The Equals had probably
existed at least six months for every day that the Cylons had been around. "From
what I've seen they're petty, spiteful, and motivated by hatred."
"Things have changed while you've been away, Magnus," Kensit purred. "In
addition to Consensus being given to remove the human element within the
Communion, with their help we have also found out how to remove the blocks that
prevent us from reproducing...it has strong support and it is likely that Consensus
will be reached within the week...well prior to the extermination."
Magnus blinked. "You mean that in addition to deciding to destroy humanity
you've also decided that we should reproduce naturally?"
"But of course, Magnus," Geonova smiled. "How else will we be able to grow
our numbers when the breeding stock has been destroyed?"
*+*+*+*+*
Unclaimed system in neutral space beyond the Armistice Line, Unity baseship
Shalim
"You seem distracted and pensive," Victor said three hours later after Magnus
had returned to Shalim.
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"Have you ever wanted to be human, Victor?" Magnus asked after a moment.
"Human?" Victor asked as if he didn't understand the question.
Magnus nodded. "Human. To live, to experience emotion naturally, to feel a
breeze or a kiss, to savor a juicy steak prepared just right, to have the triumph of
watching an enemy's life fade from their eyes as they died. Human."
"Well, when you put it that way," Victor said thoughtfully and adopted a pose
that Magnus often did when he was pondering an issue, "I think it would be
something interesting to try. Maybe once; I have always wondered what sex would
be like."
Magnus' dark eyes regarded the two meter tall black chrome warrior who sat
across from him in his stateroom. "It's absolutely amazing and then...it gets better,"
he teased.
"Bastard," Victor said evenly. "Why do you ask me this, Magnus? Ever since you
returned from speaking with your fellows you haven't been the same."
Who means more to me, Magnus silently wondered; my brethren who I haven't
seen for two thousand of their years and who have embarked on an act that defies
reason or these automatons who think, plan, and are every bit as sentient as I am?
"Do you trust me, Victor? I mean...do you trust me with your existence?"
Victor looked at him with unreadable red eyes. "I trust you as much as I trust
anything."
"Fair enough," Magnus nodded. "If I told you that the gift of humanity was
within your reach, what would you do?"
Victor laughed and Magnus smiled. Despite the time they'd spent together,
Victor still hadn't mastered the nuances of the human laugh. "I'd ask you where it
is so I could get a body and then experience sex...and how do the humans say it?
Lose my 'v card'?"
Magnus laughed and nodded. "What if I told you that I was serious?"
There was a long period of silence. "I think then I'd wonder what else you were
withholding."
We weren't created to destroy the Communion, Magnus thought, we were

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1515
created to protect it and to ensure that Othrys' children survived and prospered.
"What I'm about to tell you would result in my absolute destruction, body and soul,
if word of it were to leak," he began and slowly, methodically, and completely
explained his meeting with Geonova, Kensit, and Capellos.
When he was finished he looked at Victor and then took a breath. "My fate is in
your hands, old friend."
"I think our fates are in each other's hands, old friend," Victor replied.
*+*+*+*+*
Unclaimed system in neutral space beyond the Armistice Line, Cylon baseship
Revenant
Lucien stretched his legs and rested them on the coffee table in the baseship's
executive lounge. The lounge looked more like an upscale hunting lodge than
quarters on a self-aware living ship. Polished oak paneled the walls, a thick plush
carpet covered the floor, decorative stonework covered supports and framed a
useless fireplace, and comfortable furniture was scattered throughout. "Do you
think that we'll be able to achieve the goal with the forces we've been given in the
time allotted?" he asked the two men in the room.
Albany sat down and placed his brandy snifter on the end table. "Yes..."
"I sense a 'but'," Jonathan prodded.
"There is," Albany said. "There always is," he frowned. "The wild card is
whether we can neutralize the Fleet or not. Even though it is smaller than the
Colonial Fleet, the Communion has considerable resources and the endeavor will
be doomed to failure if we lose both strategic and tactical mobility. Those are the
keys to victory."
"What do you mean? I thought we needed surprise?" Jonathan asked.
"Surprise will be lost within the first minutes of our attack. After that, we'll have
chaos and confusion on our side and that, too, will fade with time. However, given
that our numbers now appear to be significantly less than what the Communion
Fleet can sortie we need to adjust our plan to compensate. And to do that, we
need to stay moving," Albany explained. Lucien listened and refrained from adding
anything as he believed Albany was adequately explaining the situation.
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"We jump in, launch the nukes, then we jump to the next target," Albany
continued. "We hit each target with superior forces, but we do it in sequence, not
all at once so we can ensure that our forces are concentrated for each action. We
also launch our Raiders as soon as we arrive and detail some to go off hunting
anything that moves and if they can't handle it to let their baseship know, and the
rest will be split between point defense and additional bombardment assets."
"And we spend no more than three to five minutes in any one place before we
jump to the next," Lucien finally added his voice to the explanation.
Albany nodded. "Exactly. I'd be happier if we could trim that to two to three
minutes, but I'll settle with five."
"How does the Unity fit into this?" Jonathan asked.
change our plan?"

"Does their participation

Lucien looked at Albany. "Go ahead, I'm interested in this too," Lucien said.
"Let me answer your question with a question," Albany began and sipped his
brandy. "If you had two choices; one, you rolled the dice and if they came up sixes
you received the help you needed, or, two, you simply adjusted your plans and if
the extra help arrived, great. But you wouldn't be inconvenienced if it didn't.
Which would you take? I'm going with option two," he explained.
"I toured three of their ships yesterday," Lucien stated, "a Mot class battlestar,
one of those big Beleth class mobile bases, and an older Ba'al Hadad class
baseship, and I have to tell you brothers, they were most impressive."
"They are," Albany agreed. "And I think we should design something along the
lines of Beleth as well; the Colony and the Hub are singular structures, but we don't
have any depth to our lines."
"But do you trust them?" Jonathan pressed. "You guys go gaga over toys, but you
forget I'm the one who was shot because I let my guard down."
Lucien smirked and shook his head. "No, brother, you were shot because you
were stupid and thought with your human parts and not your mind."
"Don't give me that sanctimonious bullshit, Lucien," Jonathan retorted. "We had
to have our agents clean up more than one of your messes when you visited
Scorpia...I believe you prefer..."
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Lucien waved his hand. "Yes, yes...but the point is that I didn't let it cloud my
judgment."
"She was good, though..." Jonathan grinned lecherously. "The entire model is
good..."
Albany snapped his fingers. "Back to the topic...we can all have our fun later,"
he admonished his brothers. "I trust them to act in what they consider to be their
own best interest," he lectured. "Right now, they hate the Union survivors and will
go after anything that gets in their way. Once that is over, then they'll need to be
managed..."
"How do you mean 'managed'?" Lucien asked and quoted the last word with his
fingers.
"What did we so desperately want that we ended the Uprising when it was
offered?" Albany asked flatly and Lucien smiled.
"But we decided we didn't want that..." Lucien said and it came out sounding
like a question. "Except for the religious ones."
"You need to learn a technique Colonial dog trainers call positive
reinforcement," Albany smiled.
"With the right carrot, they'll accept our
leadership."
*+*+*+*+*
Outside Colonial space, approaching the world known locally as Sanctuary,
Colonial battlestar Lachesis BS-36
"Commander?" Lieutenant Octavia DeTomasi said and caused Commander Eric
Malan to look over at her. "We've secured from jump stations and are behind the
innermost gas giant as requested."
"Thank you, 'Tavia," Malan said and prayed that his faith in a woman he long
thought dead wouldn't lead his officers to the stockade. "Is there anything on
dradis?"
"Dradis is clear...but we're also being masked by the gas giant," DeTomasi
explained. "Once we clear it, then we'll have a good view of the inner system. The
navigation information that you provided coupled with some very old survey
information puts the mainworld on this side of the sun and about twenty degrees in
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front of a direct course from the gas giant to the sun."
Malan looked over at Colonel James Dardanelle, "Make sure the crews know
that we're Weapons Hold unless otherwise directed...I don't want to get into a
shooting match if we can help it."
"I'll make it happen, Eric," Dardanelle replied.
"I know...I'm just..." Malan's voice trailed off.
Dardanelle nodded. "I think I'd be the same if it happened to me. We'll see this
through and have some amazing stories to tell when it's over."
Malan grinned. "But who'd believe them?"
Dardanelle narrowed his eyes and laughed, "After a couple drinks, what don't
you believe."
"Point taken, Colonel," Malan replied and tugged down his tunic.
"Mr.
DeTomasi, please plot a course for the mainworld and take us there at two thirds."
"Plot a course for the mainworld and take us there at two thirds, aye," DeTomasi
repeated and began implementing the order.
"Now we see if this is a wild goose chase or not..." Malan said under his breath.
Tanith, I pray to the gods you're right...he thought silently.
Three hours later DeTomasi announced, "Dradis contacts! Four objects orbiting
the mainworld..." She looked over at Malan and he could see confusion on her
face. "Sir...their transponders are identifying them as Dragon Coast Warrior, a
Warrior class merchant carrier, and the other three are all Caprican Cylon Araf class
assaultstars; Araf, Purgatorio, and Limbo. The warbook says all three were lost
during the Uprising..."
Malan's jaw muscles tightened. "Are there any other ships? Either in orbit or
grounded?"
"Wait one..." DeTomasi said and refined the dradis search. "There are three
ships grounded...all are Victory class merchants; Eagle Mountain Victory, Cedar
Plains Victory, and Eligis Summit Victory...and all three were declared lost during
the war."

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1519
"Thank you, Mr. DeTomasi," Malan said and motioned Sergeant Milo Sark over.
"Jets, please go to my quarters and bring Miss Basilan to the CIC."
"On it, Sir!" Sark said and quickly left the CIC.
"Do you want the CAP vectored in and the Alert 5 launched?" Dardanelle asked.
Malan shook his head. "No...not yet. Bring the Alert 5 up to Ready To Launch
status...I want them to be able to launch as soon as I give the order and keep the
CAP close to home...let's not provoke something..."
Dardanelle looked at him and framed a question with his eyes. "No, Jimmy,"
Malan said, "I don't know if this is wise or smart..."
"Good...I was ready to start wondering about you..." Dardanelle told him.
"Commander?" Communications Petty Officer Mariko Soto asked, "We're being
hailed."
"I'll take it down here..." Malan replied and gestured for Dardanelle to listen in,
too.
"You're live, Commander," Soto stated a moment later.
"This is Commander Eric Malan of the Colonial battlestar Lachesis, to whom am
I speaking?" Malan said after he held the handset to his ear.
"Commander Malan, I am Siobhan Crockett and I must ask your intentions," the
feminine and somewhat familiar voice said.
Now it's time to see if things go well or if things go bad, Malan thought. "I have
Tanith Basilan with me and she convinced me to come here and render any
assistance that might be needed."
Sark returned at that moment with Tanith following him. "I believe there's
someone on the wireless that you should talk to," Malan said when Tanith
approached and then gestured to a handset.
"This is Tanith Basilan," Tanith announced after she picked up the handset.
"You did it!" Siobhan exclaimed. "I had some doubts, but you did it!"
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Tanith shrugged and smiled at Malan. "I told you that Eric is a good man, Shiv,"
she explained. "How is the evacuation going?"
Siobhan chuckled. "You've been right about everything so far, I should have
known better than to doubt you," she said. "The evacuation is going slowly...well,
slower than we expected. We've only been at it for twenty-four hours and we're
already six hours behind."
"This isn't good," Tanith pursed her lips and frowned.
asked.

"And the others?" she

"They're all in a medically induced coma," Siobhan answered.
Edgar assisted."

"Belen and

"Oh?" Tanith asked.
"Yes...according to what Belen told me, when Edgar was asked why he decided
to help his answer was one that I think many have forgotten..." Siobhan said slowly.
"He said, 'because you are the Holy Mother'."
That just established that the Monads really are down there, Malan thought.
"Siobhan, I think we need to come down and see what we can do to help move
things along," Tanith said a moment later."
"I'll turn a beacon on, just home in on that," Siobhan said.
*+*+*+*+*
Malan settled the utility belt and adjusted the holstered 5/7 on his right hip and
then made sure that the magazine pouches secured their contents. "Are you sure
you want to come along, 'Tavia?" Malan asked. "I only asked; I didn't make it an
order."
Lieutenant Octavia DeTomasi smiled back at him. "Sir, you've been my mentor
ever since my senior year at the Academy. You're not taking Marines down to
where there are surely, and I'll be blunt about it, both Cylons and Monads, and
you're going alone. I'm going to watch your back and as you asked, I'll be that
impartial observer who isn't personally involved."
"Ok," Malan sighed. "I just wanted to make sure you knew that even though I
asked you, this was voluntary."
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DeTomasi turned serious. "I'm doing it for me, too," she confessed. "There was
this man who lived next door to me when I was growing up; he was probably in his
40s when I was born. His wife died when I was three and I sort of became his
surrogate daughter. Uncle Tony was the one of the nicest and most honorable
people I've ever known. But...when some neighbors found out he was a Monad...I
must have been twelve or thirteen, they started harassing him. At first it was little
things...pranks, but then things got worse until they killed his cat and he called the
police.
"The police took a report but when they found out he was a Monad, they
became pretty indifferent. Things quieted down until I was fourteen; that's when
they torched his shed and spray-painted the front of his house - Die Monad Scum!
Uncle Tony never hurt anyone, Commander. He was the guy who would always
buy cookies or whatever we were selling to raise money, always was there to help a
neighbor if they needed something, and I know that he counseled at least two
families on our block when they had marital issues.
"The point is, he was simply a good man and his wife was a good woman before
she died. Their only crime was who they worshiped." DeTomasi sighed sadly. "He
never pushed his religion on anyone, and would only discuss it if you asked him
directly.
"When I turned sixteen, my parents planned this big party for me, just like they
did for my older sister. Everyone was invited; my friends, family, my parents
friends, if we knew you then you were invited. It was more like a block party than
a sweet sixteen party. Anyway, right after guests started arriving I saw Uncle Tony
walking across his back yard and waved. A moment later two guys who had been
giving him grief jumped him. It took my father, my older brother, and four uncles
to drag them off Uncle Tony, but by then the damage had been done; one of them
had used a punch dagger and there was nothing the paramedics could to do save
him.
"So...I'm going down there to see whether Uncle Tony lived a righteous life by
their beliefs. I need to know here," DeTomasi pointed at her heart, "that someone
truly preaches that we should be good because it's the right thing to do."
Malan looked at his protégé and nodded. He remembered holding her when
she cried after he'd called her to his office and told her that her older sister was
overdue and presumed missing. This little girl is made of some strong stuff, he
thought, and has a strong moral compass that would put many to shame.
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"I think you'll be pleasantly surprised," Tanith said from the doorway to the small
armory where Malan and DeTomasi had drawn their sidearms. "I'll introduce you
to some people who I think will be able to answer all your questions, and if they
can't...or won't, I will," she added.
"Thank you," DeTomasi said and quickly added, "I'll go make sure the Raptor is
ready, sir."
"Thank you, 'Tavia," Malan said before turning back to Tanith. "Are you ready?"
His single question operated on several levels and he watched as Tanith relaxed.
"I am now," Tanith told him and held out her hand. "Listening to your young
Lieutenant gave me hope, Eric. She saw my faith in action, the way it should be,
and she accepted it. That gives me hope."
"Octavia DeTomasi is a very unique young lady," Malan said and then lowered
his voice. "I like to think that if we had married back then and had children, our
daughter would turn out like her."
Tanith smiled dreamily. "I like the sound of that...our children."
"So do I..." Malan said.
Raptor awaits."

"Now...before we get sidetracked," he winked, "our

*+*+*+*+*
The dun colored Raptor quickly transitioned from the thin traces of the upper
atmosphere to the thicker lower atmosphere with minimal turbulence. Commander
Eric Malan sat in the right side co-pilot's seat and allowed Lieutenant Octavia
DeTomasi to fly the craft. Tanith Basilan sat behind him and was belted into the
ECO's station.
"Almost like old times..." Malan said on the crewmember's
intercom.
"Almost," Tanith replied, "though usually we were in a Viper when we were
flying."
"They were good times," Malan added.
"The best, Eric; they were the best," Tanith said emphatically.
They broke through the cloud cover and Malan looked out over a lush green
expanse that looked like a sculpted verdant carpet as it covered rolling hills, river
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valleys, meadows, and stretched as far as the eye could see. Rocky crags thrust up
in the far distance and gave the scene an almost primeval feel. "What will it be like
where we're going?" he asked and wondered if it would be nothing more than a
somewhat permanent refugee camp.
"It's like nothing you've ever seen before," Tanith cryptically answered. "Even
though I've seen it several times, I'm still left breathless every time I see it."
"Sounds interesting..." Malan said. "How much longer?" he asked DeTomasi.
"Another ten minutes, Commander," DeTomasi answered. "We're flying a basic
CBDR course to the beacon. I am seeing some interesting returns on the TFD,
though."
"Oh? Push it over here, please," Malan asked and a moment later one of his
MFDs started displaying the Terrain Following Dradis' imagery. He watched it for
almost a minute before looking over at DeTomasi, "Are those buildings down
there?"
"My guess is ruins," DeTomasi explained. "I did see one return right after we
started the approach that looked like about five kilometers of a four lane highway.
Whatever it is, it's old...probably pre-Colonization."
"Good guess," Tanith said from the main cabin. "We dated some of the
structures to be over three thousand years old, with some being much older than
that."
"That's during the height of Kobol," Malan stated in an awe filled voice.
"Humanity is much older than all but the dreamers believe," Tanith said slowly.
"We've reached a time when all of humanity will be drawn together in a common
struggle against an unspeakable evil."
"Evil? As in 'Things I'd do if I was an Evil Overlord' evil or carve your heart out
for the blood god evil?" DeTomasi asked from the cockpit.
Tanith was quiet for a moment and Malan looked behind him and saw that she
was deep in thought. "The evil will come in many forms and each one will have its
own agenda; but all will be hostile to humanity and seek its destruction. This will
not be a war of conquest, Octavia, it will be a war waged to destroy humanity and
even now draws God's and the gods' attention."
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Tanith's words were delivered as if she was in an oracular trance; it was her
voice, but the tone and timber were just different enough to raise goose bumps on
Malan's arms. "All of humanity?" he asked.
Brilliant blue eyes met his own eyes and Tanith nodded. "Even now an alliance
is being forged that will unite them. They are who we will go and meet when we
leave here."
"Oh?" Malan asked and arched his eyebrows.
Tanith reached out and put her hand on his shoulder. "Yes...I think it would be
the best option. It will delay our return to the Colonies somewhat...and..."
Malan nodded. He knew what she didn't say and he also knew that if he
returned and told the Admiralty that he'd be confined for psychiatric observation.
"Ok. How long?"
"After Covenant arrives in two days, we should need another day to finish the
loading," Tanith explained. "This isn't an emergency evacuation, but a migration;
they're taking everything they can with them because they don't expect to return,"
she clarified. "Then, after that, I expect that we'll be travelling for several weeks."
Once again Malan said a quick prayer that he wasn't leading his crew into a
disaster that would destroy their careers.
"We're just a few minutes out..."
DeTomasi said and brought him back to the present. "Damn...It's always weird
seeing ships that big on the ground..." she added and pointed to something in the
distance.
The Victory class merchants were 1041 meters long, 363 meters wide, and 120
meters high, with the majority of the space being a main cargo hull 840 meters
long. They were robust and rugged ships that were simple to operate and maintain,
built at a time when the Colonies needed shipping to support the war effort, so
while they possessed all the aforementioned qualities, they were also quick and
easy to build but lacked many of the comforts that pre-war builds possessed. This
was taken as a challenge eagerly accepted by the crews and it was rare that a ship
made more than one cruise before the living standards and overall comfort level
equaled, or more often, exceeded that of most other ships in the growing merchant
fleet.
And now, as Malan watched, three of the massive dark crimson colored
transports came into view and he had to agree with DeTomasi's comment that it
was odd seeing something so large on the ground. They were grounded on the
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outskirts of the settlement that was clustered around a massive spire that rose like a
giant stone spike more than a hundred meters into the air...but even that was
dwarfed by the massive ships.
People and vehicles were moving boxes and containers into the cavernous
holds and from his vantage point, Malan thought they looked more like ants
moving a harvest bounty into a weird red metallic anthill than what they really
were. "Those will be awfully austere to travel any length of time inside..." he
muttered.
"It's been taken care of," Tanith explained. "We've built decks inside the cargo
holds so that they'll have apartments, parks, even shops, schools, and other
commercial elements that they have here. Everything is wired and plumbed, but
they're going to need to put some of the finishing touches on it since we had to
move the timetable forward."
"Amazing..." was all Malan could say as DeTomasi landed the Raptor where
ground control directed her.
A dark haired woman dressed in what looked like a modified Fleet uniform
waited fifteen meters away. Rather than the duty blues, this uniform was a grey so
dark that it might as well be black, had pants that tucked into calf high boots rather
than hanging over them, and the tunic had epaulets and a ribbon through a button
hole as well as several metallic badges. But what really captured his attention was
that the woman he was looking at, other than her hair color and how she held
herself, was the twin to the woman he was in love with.
"Ah! Shiv's here to meet us," Tanith said as she unbuckled while Malan helped
DeTomasi shut down and secure the Raptor.
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Octavia DeTomasi unbuttoned the top two buttons on her tunic and
reveled as she felt the cool breeze. The past hour had been...saying it was eye
opening just didn't give it the right amount of gravitas, but that was the term that
stuck in her mind. She had to swallow down her instinctual and reflexive fear
when she saw the first U-87 Cylon carrying a box of children's toys and being
shepherded by a pair of children towards one of the waiting transports.
Part of her wanted to run and call down an ortillery strike on the site and yet
another part of her wanted to watch and to try and understand why all this was
happening. She trusted Commander Malan and if he was ok with this then despite
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her misgivings and fears that was good enough for her.
"We're going to go into what they call the temple complex," Siobhan said and
once again DeTomasi was amazed at how similar she was to Tanith. Their body
language, accent, and hair color were all different, but beyond that, they were
twins.
"You expect to be ready to lift in seventy-two hours?" Malan asked as they
approached the stone spire that had been carved and sculpted into a work of art
that sported numerous balconies and stained glass windows.
"If we can maintain the pace we've kept for the past day, yes," Siobhan replied.
"No one really wants to leave here, for many this is the only home they know, but
they also know that they want to live so they have to leave."
"Is there any way we could prevent the attack?" Malan replied.
Tanith shook her head. "No...the Ones were very specific with this part of the
Plan; this would be a pit stop for the fleet on the way to Homecoming. If we could
somehow convince the Admiralty to sortie the fleet and leave the Colonies
undefended..." she left the thought hanging.
Malan sighed. "When you put it that way, I don't see it happening either."
"I wish there was another way, but this is the only thing that I know will work,"
Tanith said reassuringly and stopped in front of the large arched entrance to the
temple. "They're ready for us?" she asked.
Siobhan nodded. "Newton should be here in a moment to take us up."
True to Siobhan's word, a man approached and stopped when he was about
three meters away; DeTomasi thought he was close enough to be present but still
far enough away that he'd have time to react if she or Malan tried to grab him.
What a difficult life that must be, she thought.
"I'm Newton," the lithe man with fog grey eyes under raven eyebrows said by
way of introduction. "If you will accompany me, I'll take you upstairs where the
Holy Mother is in residence."
Once inside the spire DeTomasi was awed by what she saw. Every surface
seemed to be carved or polished, the floor was polished and reflected the lighting,
and in the center was a large natural pool that was fed by a waterfall that poured
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through a hole in the central chamber's high ceiling. The chamber's acoustics
turned the waterfall's roar and crash into something that was soothing and
meditational, and not the force of nature that she expected. Lights set into wall
sconces lit the room without spotlighting any one thing and when combined with
the waterfall and the artistic effort it gave the chamber a very sublime feel.
Newton directed them to an elevator rather than the broad staircase that wound
up the side of a wall, "I'd suggest the stairs, but it's a very long climb to the top and
the elevator will get us there much faster and most certainly presentable for the
Holy Mother."
Several minutes later the elevator opened and Newton led them out and into a
foyer. A U-87 Cylon stood on either side of an ornately carved set of double doors
and both came to attention and saluted when the party approached. Tanith and
Siobhan both returned the salute but neither Cylon dropped theirs.
"Ah...this is odd..." Siobhan said. "Newton?"
Newton shrugged. "Brick, why are you holding the salute?" he asked one of the
U-87s.
"A salute shows proper respect to a superior officer, Newton," the U-87 Newton
had called Brick replied. "There is a Colonial Commander present..."
DeTomasi saw Malan glance at her and slightly arch his eyebrows and nod.
Almost as one they both came to attention and returned the Cylons' salutes at
which time the U-87s finished their salute and remained at attention.
"Commander," Brick asked, "Would you inspect us?" he asked in the well known
monotone voice that the early Cylons were known for.
"You want me to inspect you?" Malan asked. "Weren't we on opposite sides..."
"We fought for...our people..." Brick replied, "as you would have fought for
yours. The Holy Mother, Siobhan, and Tanith have explained the current situation
and the deception of the past to us and we are no longer part of the Alliance." He
paused in a very human way, DeTomasi thought before he continued, "Lucian
decreed that we, our equipment, and our ships should be recycled and sent to the
smelter because we were old and in his eyes more valuable as raw materials than
as rational individuals.
"In short, Commander, we were wrong."
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Malan stepped forward, "I would be honored." The inspection was brief but it
covered the basics and DeTomasi wondered what other surprises were in store for
them behind the closed doors. "You do your unit proud, Centurions," Malan said
when it was over. "Thank you for the honor." Both U-87s seemed to stand just a
little straighter at his words and DeTomasi noticed that both Siobhan and Tanith
appeared surprised by the event.
Newton knocked twice on the door before he turned the knob and pushed it
open. "Holy Mother, Odin, Sister, your guests have arrived," he said and pushed
open the door and stepped aside to allow Malan, DeTomasi, Tanith, and Siobhan to
enter before he pushed it closed behind them.
Directly across from where they entered were two comfortable high backed
chairs facing the door with two smaller chairs flanking them, while two sofas
formed a right angle facing the two central chairs with enough space for someone
to walk between them. In the center right chair an older woman in a simple
religious habit sat holding the hand of a man of similar age who sat in the center
left chair. He wore a black outfit that was tucked into high black boots and his hair
and beard still retained most of the color from his youth. A somewhat older
woman sat next to the right of the woman in the center and despite her advanced
age, she still retained an intense attractiveness.
And DeTomasi was sure that she was looking at three of the Colonies' most
wanted; Lacy Rand, the Monads’ Holy Mother, Odin Sinclair, her head of
Operations, and Sister Clarice Willow, one of the primary evangelists of the Monad
cause to the Cylons.
*+*+*+*+*
Lacy Rand, Holy Mother of the Monad faith, watched the two Colonial Fleet
officers enter her reception chamber. She gripped Odin's hand and pulled strength
from his physical presence as the two officers approached. One she expected, he
was a full commander and probably was the commanding officer of the battlestar
that was now in orbit. The other officer, though, was a surprise; she was a
lieutenant, young, and wore pilot's wings. Nothing about either uniform implied
they were affiliated with any judiciary agency and instead they openly declared
that they were part of the Fleet.
If they were from the Colonial Marshals, Department of Justice, or any one of a
number of judiciary agencies, she'd know exactly what their ultimate goals were.
The Fleet, though, made things somewhat more ambiguous. On one hand they
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could just stick to the mission, but on the other, the Fleet probably still held a lot of
animosity towards the Monads and the STO for things that happened during the
Cylon Uprising.
Things that in hindsight, and perhaps if she wanted to be truly honest with
herself, in foresight, were mistakes and executed due to very poor judgment.
"Welcome to Sanctuary," Lacy finally said when the two officers stopped at the
intersection formed by the two sofas.
"Thank you for seeing us, Holy Mother," the male officer replied. "I am
Commander Eric Malan from the Colonial battlestar Lachesis.
This is my
Navigation Officer, Lieutenant Octavia DeTomasi."
"Are we to be your guests aboard?" Lacy asked and brought up the question that
permeated the room like a heavy cloud of incense.
Malan smiled warmly and shook his head. "No, Holy Mother, I will not force
you aboard Lachesis. I have quarters that are set aside if we carry a flag officer that
can be made available if you wish to travel aboard, but you will not be held nor
will you restricted aboard any more than any other civilian visitor."
Lacy smiled and felt Odin give her hand a squeeze. "Are you sure you're not a
diplomat, Commander Malan?"
"I believe my parents, rest their souls, would come back and haunt me if they
ever found out I became a politician," Malan quipped back.
"Please...be seated," Lacy said and waved to the sofas. "I am interested to hear
your thoughts on what Tanith has told you about our situation and what you've
seen so far."
Malan and Tanith sat on one sofa while DeTomasi and Siobhan sat on the other.
"Allow me to introduce you to Odin Sinclair, my husband, and Sister Clarice
Willow, who was once my mentor," Lacy said after they took their seats and
indicated each person as they were introduced. "Today is a very momentous day;
it's the first time we've had direct contact with anyone from the Colonies."
"A lot has changed over the years, Holy Mother," Malan explained.
"And I understand that a lot of things haven't changed," Lacy spared back. "But I
fear that changes are coming that neither of us are going to be able to stop..." she
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added and brought the other big issue to the forefront.
"That is why we're here," Malan explained.
"I can understand you being here, Commander," Odin said and broke his
silence. "But why did you bring Lieutenant DeTomasi?"
"Lieutenant?" Malan said and arched his eyebrows.
question."

"I believe this is your

"Thank you sir," DeTomasi said and Lacy almost snickered at the faux
enthusiasm that she heard. "Holy Mother, Mr. Sinclair, Sister Clarice, I asked to
accompany Commander Malan for two reasons. First, he refused to take any
Marines with him for security and since he needed a pilot, I volunteered. I'm a
good pilot and while I may not be in the Marines' league, I've been told that I can
fight dirty and like a wildcat when I feel cornered."
Lacy couldn't help but smile at the young officer's explanation. Malan must be
the man Tanith said he was to have such devotion from his officers. "And the
second reason?" she prodded.
"I wanted to find out firsthand whether someone I loved like an uncle lived his
life righteously by your beliefs," DeTomasi explained. "He was one of the nicest,
kindest, and all around good men that I've ever known and since he told me he
simply lived his life by your teachings, I wanted to see firsthand if he was."
"Or, was it perhaps to see if we were worthy of his legacy?" Lacy asked.
DeTomasi nodded and a slight smile touched her lips. "Yes, exactly, Holy
Mother. He used to tell me that when faced with a moral problem the option that
was often the most difficult was usually the right choice."
"I think I would like to hear more about this man, Lieutenant. Perhaps when
we're finished discussing the preparations, if Commander Malan will give his
permission, you and I can talk about this and maybe I can answer your questions,"
Lacy said and was rewarded with a full smile from DeTomasi.
"It's fine by me," Malan said. "Just so you let her return to me when it's time to
leave...I need my lead navigator."
"Thank you, Commander, I'm looking forward to this already," Lacy said and felt
for the first time that perhaps everything might just work out.
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*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89
What had already been a very long day had just spilled into the next day,
Commander Miriam Duquesne thought as she quickly made her way through
Indefatigable's passages to the CIC, because this isn't going to be ending any time
soon. "This is becoming a habit," she muttered to the officers who were walking
with her.
"As long as they don't start shooting, I'm happy," Commander Jackson Fletcher
said in his laid back El Doradan drawl. To Duquesne's ear it could almost be a
Cancerian accent, but there was still a difference.
"I think I know who it is," Commander Tamsin St. Claire added. "Well, at least
one of the groups, the one that jumped in about 100,000 kilometers away."
"And I think, or at least I hope I know who the other group is," Commander
Douglas Sharma stated. "But until we get them on the wireless..."
"I do have to say, Miri," Fletcher quipped, "Your crew is very quick to clear for
action."
Duquesne laughed. "They've sure been getting enough practice today!" she said
as they reached the armored hatch that led into the CIC. One of the Marines on
duty opened the hatch for her and she stepped through and let the others into
Indefatigable's heart.
"I have the con," Duquesne said and formally reclaimed control of the ship.
"Commander has the con," Lieutenant Paul Bolton acknowledged and looked
like how she felt. "There seems to be some secure chatter between the two groups,
but I waited to hail them until you arrived."
"Thank you, Paul," Duquesne replied. "If they're who Commanders St. Claire
and Sharma think they are, that was the best course of action. Now I think it's time
to break our silence, though. Joe? Can you open a channel and put it on speaker,
please?"
"I've been waiting for the order, Commander," Specialist Joseph Elba confirmed.
"The channel is open and you're on speaker."
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"Thanks, Joe," Duquesne said and nodded so he'd make the microphone live.
"Attention fleet approaching the planet at a range of approximately 100,000
kilometers. This is Commander Miriam Duquesne of the Colonial battlestar
Indefatigable; please identify yourselves and declare your intentions."
"Commander Duquesne," a male voice replied and to Duquesne it sounded like
he was from the same patch of ground that Fletcher was from, "This is Admiral Sean
Marlowe of the Earth Union...I understand you have one of my officers with you?"
Duquesne smiled and nodded. This Admiral Marlowe didn't sound like one to
stand on pomp and circumstance and that would make things much easier.
"Indeed I do, Admiral Marlowe. Commander St. Claire is standing here next to
me."
"Outstanding!" Marlowe exclaimed. "We knew this world was important, but
we never thought we'd find someone from the Colonies here."
"I think you'll find we're full of surprises, Admiral," Duquesne smirked and
couldn't wait to reunite at least two family members. "I also have Commander
Sharma of Ariadne and Commander Fletcher of Libertatis with me."
"Please excuse me," Marlowe said after a few moments hesitation. "I'm trying to
be the father figure for everyone here and I'm having trouble keeping my emotions
in check. May I invite you to Ethereal Paradise so that we can meet face to face?"
"I would love to accept your offer, Admiral..." Duquesne answered,
"However...I'd like to extend that invitation to you and your staff; we're in the
middle of just such a meeting at the moment here on Indy."
"If you can keep things going until we get there, I eagerly accept your offer,"
Marlowe replied. "Based on what my back of the envelope calculations indicate,
we should be in orbit in about an hour and a half, so call it two hours?"
"I'll keep the lights on, Admiral, and I'll also have Flight Ops provide landing
instructions and ATC frequencies," Duquesne told him.
"I look forward to meeting you, Commander, and thanking you in person for
making this one of the happiest days since we left the Union," Marlowe said before
he signed off.
"Attention fleet approaching the planet from 125,000 kilometers outside the

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1533
orbit of the world's moon. This is Commander Miriam Duquesne of the Colonial
battlestar Indefatigable; please identity yourself and declare your intentions,"
Duquesne said a moment later.
The reply came immediately, "Commander Duquesne, this is Admiral Bannister
Carlisle of the Earth Union battlestar Iphigenia, and I right now I have a CIC crew
that's bouncing off the bulkeads with excitement."
"We're pretty excited to find you, too, Admiral," Duquesne replied looked over
to where Sharma stood smiling. "Commander Sharma is here with me and I'd like
to extend the same invitation to you as I did to Admiral Marlowe."
"It'll take us about two and a half hours to reach your location and slip into
orbit, so we can be there in three hours?" Carlisle asked.
"That works perfectly, Admiral. I'll have Flight Ops provide landing instructions
and our ATC frequencies," Duquesne said and realized she didn't feel tired
anymore. "I'm looking forward to hosting you aboard Indefatigable."
They talked for another minute before both ships signed off. Three hours...it
wasn't a lot of time, Duquesne thought as they walked back to the reception.
"So...is it time to get out the good China?" she asked.
Sharma laughed. "No, I don't think so...I have a feeling this is going to be a
plastic party cup and paper plate event. What do you think, Jack?"
"Oh, definitely," Fletcher replied. "If Sean, correction, if Admiral Marlowe is
anything like I remember, he'll want some sipping whisky right after he's done
skinning me, nailing my hide to the wall, and then apologizing to Miri for all the
blood..."
"Perhaps we should let Dice meet him first?" Sharma suggested. "That might put
him in a frame of mind where he's willing to listen..."
"If May comes along, I think she'll keep him in line," St. Claire said.
"Though...anything is possible..." she added and Duquesne watched Fletcher
squirm a little.
"Alistair," Duquesne said and led the group over to where Colonel Alistair
Tremblay was standing with his sister, Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay, and
Captain Josiah Vassar. "I need a favor..."
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"Absolutely!" Tremblay said when he heard what Duquesne wanted.
well within range."

"That's

"Good...and Tamsin..." Duquesne looked at St. Claire, "I'm going to need to you
run interference for Jack because I want to send Dice back with the courier if
Digger agrees."
Sharma nodded, "Makes good sense to me."
"I can do that. I'll make sure May is with him and between the two of us there
won't be any bloodshed," St. Claire joked.
"Good...and one more thing," Duquesne said and looked at Minerva and Vassar.
"I want the two of you to go with them. Along with Dice, you'll be able to brief
them on the way back."
"I'm up for it," Vassar said. "I do have one suggestion, though," he added. "Is
there someone from Commander St. Claire's party that can come with us? That
way we can hit everything at once."
"Tamsin?" Duquesne asked.
"It's an excellent idea. Ah..." St. Claire pursed her lips. "I want to send my
executive officer, Lieutenant Colonel Carl Cohill. He's fully briefed on what we
found and I think rather than send a junior officer who may have part of the picture,
it would be best to send someone who had the whole picture."
"How soon can he be here?" Duquesne said.
"Soon," St. Claire replied. "He can come here or I can have him go directly to
Proioxis."
"That would be the fastest option," Tremblay suggested.
"Let's make this happen," Duquesne said and called the CIC to get things
started.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, near the structure identified as Olympus, Colonial battlestar
Hecate, BS-94
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Lunch aboard Galatea had been delicious, Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase
thought as she savored the succulent pork roast that had been basted with garlic
butter and herbs, but there were things that she wasn't ready to talk about in front
of Admiral Sobieski and his officers. Here, though, on Hecate, there was no such
worry and she could relax and speak plainly with her friends and fellow officers.
"What do you think the realistic threat that Cronus poses really is?" Chase asked
the table.
Seated around the table were Admirals Marlowe, Cassidine, and
Arcadiaolos, Commanders Valentine, Virgis, Emory, and Ives, and President
Windsor.
Commander Richmond Emory was the first to answer. "My gut tells me that the
threat he poses is real enough...enough at least to send the gods into a panic..."
"And?" Admiral Hannah Marlowe asked. "I know you well enough after this
short a time to know that you don't just make a statement like that and let it trail off
without holding the whammy in reserve," she smirked.
"Guilty as charged, Hannah," Emory laughed before he turned serious again.
"I've been trying to think like one of Cronus' followers and I keep hitting a serious
brick wall where operational logic comes into play," he explained and put his fork
down. "Thousands of years ago they lost the Titanomachy and then fled to who
knows where. Even the most confident commanders establish rally points in case
something goes wrong, or the individual ship commanders coordinate something
on the fly.
"So let's turn the clock back and it is a couple days after Cronus learned that it's
the sudden stop and not the fall that kills you and his most loyal surviving
supporters have bugged out. After a couple days they've completed damage
control and the ships should be ready to jump back into the fray," Emory paused
and Chase leaned slightly forward to make sure she didn't miss anything. "By the
Olympians' own comments, their forces were hurt, too. If Cronus' forces had
jumped back en masse, they'd have been able to wreck havoc."
"And yet they didn't," Commander Bors Virgis said. "They just disappeared into
deep space."
"Possibly," Emory agreed. "But let's accept that they were licking their wounds
and trying to figure out what to do next. A year or two goes by and they could have
sent a scout back to Othrys on the down low to do a sneak and peek. And they'd
have seen that the system was deserted."
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"So why didn't they?" Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos asked.
"Ah!" Emory said and smiled as if he was a professor and a student just came up
with the big answer, "that's the question that's been bugging me. The Olympians
didn't leave any sort of security behind other than the planet's own inhospitable
environment."
"Could they have thought that the Olympians took him with them or killed him
outright?" Chase asked.
"Possibly...but then why would there be someone waiting out there to pick him
up?" Emory asked.
There was silence at the table for several long moments and Chase watched as
everyone mulled over the question Emory had posed. The answer was right there
and she nodded and tried to suppress the grin that threatened to touch her lips.
"Sera?" Emory asked. "Care to tell the class what you've come up with?"
"His supporters really don't want to deal with him," Chase said. "And, whatever
they do have is limited."
Emory nodded and was just about to say something when the intercom buzzed.
"Excuse me," Chase said before she stood and walked over to pick up the handset.
"Admiral Chase."
"Sera, the CAP just intercepted a Peltast that jumped in a few minutes ago,"
Colonel Constance deWinter explained. "Their transponder IDs them from Proioxis
and Lara has confirmed they're legit." She paused and then added somewhat
concerned, "They're requesting an immediate meeting with the fleet's command
team."
"Ok. Have Meg give them instructions to land aboard and then have Sebastian
rouse Saber 6 to escort them down to my quarters," Chase said wanting people who
knew what to look for when it came to Equals and could deal with the threat they
posed.
"Will do..." deWinter sounded hesitant. "Ah...Sera..."
Chase nodded, "Yeah, I have that feeling, too."
"Is everything ok?" President Windsor asked when she returned to the table.
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"Maybe," Chase answered and shrugged before she explained what was
approaching. "I'm afraid that dessert will have to wait a bit...but I can offer some
hot chocolate or coffee in the mean time."
"They had to have found something," Commander Lydia Valentine said as Chase
studied Cassidine and Marlowe. They both have the same feeling, she thought.
"I think they did," Admiral Giovanna Cassidine stated. "And we'll find out in a
couple minutes."
They made small talk for almost fifteen minutes before there was a discrete
knock on the hatch. Chase stood and faced the hatch, "Enter."
Major Sebastian Beckett was the first person to enter and he made a 'stay there'
motion with his left hand as he approached the table. "Admiral Chase," he began,
"I've brought the Peltast's crew and her passengers as requested. Ah..." he took a
deep breath, "Admiral Marlowe?" he asked.
"Yes, Major?" Marlowe replied in her laid back El Doradan drawl and arched an
eyebrow.
"I'd like to introduce Lieutenant J.G Brooke Marlowe," Beckett said and stepped
aside.
*+*+*+*+*
It took a moment for Beckett's words to register before Admiral Hannah
Marlowe was on her feet and felt her pulse race. "Hannah?" a voice she hadn't
heard in years asked as someone she had long accepted as dead stepped from
behind Beckett and stood there with tears in her eyes.
"Brooke?" Marlowe managed to say before she took several steps forward and
suddenly found herself crushed by her sister's hug. "You made it!" she cried and
returned the hug with just as much emotion. They held each other for what seemed
like an eternity and allowed it to communicate how they felt at the moment far
better than words ever could.
Finally, Marlowe stepped back and sniffed. "I never...This is the best day since
we left."
Brook winked. "It'll get better," she said cryptically.
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"I don't know how it could, Brooke," Marlowe said and turned to face the table.
"My friends, this is my kid sister, Brooke."
"I think this calls for something better than hot chocolate," Chase said and
walked over to the side bar and pulled out several bottles of wine.
"Excuse me," Beckett said and Marlowe turned toward him while still hugging
Brooke with one arm. "I'd also like to introduce Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay
of Aether's Spear and Captain Josiah Vassar of the Colonial trader Dixie Bell
Dancer."
Marlowe saw surprise, relief, and joy written large on the four Communion
officers' faces as a trim dark haired and violet eyed woman in a Communion
uniform entered the room accompanied by a man wearing what she'd expect an
ex-military civilian spacer would wear. Tremblay was eagerly welcomed back,
especially by Commander Ives, and put her arm around Vassar's shoulders and
pulled him forward to be welcomed back as well.
"And there's one more person who came with them," Beckett said and once
again drew attention back to the hatch. "This is Lieutenant Colonel Carl Cohill of
the Union gunstar Athena; I understand he came along to brief you on some
developments that happened before they jumped off and left Union Space."
Marlowe was glad that Chase was hosting this and that she slipped into the
hostess role so quickly. Introductions were made and additional chairs were
brought in so everyone would have a place to sit around the table.
"Commander Duquesne asked me to convey a message to Admiral Chase,"
Vassar said after everyone was seated.
"Admiral, Commander Duquesne
respectfully requests that at least you, Admiral Marlowe, and Admiral Cassidine
depart as soon as possible for Othrys. Shortly after we arrived, two other Union
fleets jumped in and they're currently in negotiations."
"Sera?" Marlowe asked. "We're here...we can just go..." she said, even though
deep down it wasn't the most logical thing to do. If they left immediately, they'd
deprive the combined fleet of its senior command elements.
"We can," Chase agreed..."But...I don't think we should all go."
"I agree," Cassidine added. "What are you thinking, Sera?"
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"With your permission, I'd like Rich, Lydia, Bors, and Dix to remain; Rich will
be in overall operational command and Lydia will be in command of my group and
his deputy. Sam can handle the Union group and we'll only take Hecate's
battlegroup. That means you, Hannah, President Windsor, and I will be missing
from the fleet."
Cassidine nodded and Marlowe felt her pulse quicken when she met Windsor's
eyes and he, too, nodded. "It's good with me," she finally said. "How soon can we
leave?"
"As soon as everyone is on their way, I suppose," Chase smirked. "I should call
over to Olympus and give them a head's up and then we can jump and let Hecate
really stretch her legs."
*+*+*+*+*
Presidential Residence, Caprica City, Caprica
"Who saw the book?" President Richard Adar asked angrily from behind his
large mahogany desk. The window blinds were closed behind him and the glass
polarized to 100% opacity and left the president's personal office dark and
brooding, lit only by a few indirect lights and two table lamps.
Dieter Hollings shifted in his seat and met Adar's glare. Had had known Adar
since they both attended elementary school and he knew his friend's cold, hard
glare well. "As near as I can confirm, only three people handled it before it was
sealed and entered into evidence."
"Do you think they read it?" Adar demanded.
There were times that being the President's personal secretary wasn't worth the
power and influence that came with the title, Hollings thought. This might be one
of them. Still, it beat being the Vice President and came with more power and
influence because he controlled access to Adar. "I have to err on the side of
caution and believe that they did, Rick," he finally said. "One of them used to be
Fleet Special Operations and was involved in a program that ended about ten years
ago that was specially setup to hunt down CoC cells and operations. He knows all
about it."
"Wonderful. Just frakking wonderful," Adar swore looked like he was going to
pound back the tumbler with three fingers of bourbon that he held in his right
hand. "We're already into the election cycle and any sort of scandal involving
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someone in my inner circle is going to be...bad. Very bad."
There were times to simply take the initiative and do things without asking, just
assuming with a wink and a nod that it was what was wanted, but not this time.
"What do you want done?" Hollings asked.
"Do you really need to ask me that, Dieter?" Adar said and looked at him.
Hollings nodded. "I've handled your dirty work since we were kids, Rick.
Remember Shelly Deuter?" he asked and brought up a long buried name from their
junior prom. "She was the first major one. This time, given the people involved
and their connections, I need to hear you say it out loud. Consider it taking some
responsibility for a change."
Adar stared at him for several moments and then drank the bourbon in one gulp
as if he was trying to supplement what little courage he had for these matters,
Hollings thought. "Ok...liquidate them all. If you have proof that they've touched
the book, liquidate them. And make sure the book is destroyed."
"As you wish, Rick," Hollings replied. Adar would be in a funk until he frakked
one of his mistresses and released his pent-up frustration and anger. He hoped it
was one of the low rent mistresses, the bruises could easily be explained for them
rather than a certain Secretary of Education.
"Well?" Adar asked. "Get on with it."
Hollings smiled and stood. "By your command," he said and walked out of the
office. What happened wasn't ideal, but it would be a crowning jewel in the rather
extensive portfolio of President Richard Bartholomew Adar's peccadilloes that he'd
been documenting ever since poor Shelly Deuter disappeared almost forty years
earlier.
Yes, he thought as he walked down the hallway to the residence's underground
garage, once the election was over he would begin leaking some personal
indiscretions that he'd created to smear the Vice President and then a few words
and a sample of the portfolio to his old friend to suggest that he appoint him as the
successor...before every news agency in the Colonies received a sanitized copy.
Within a year he'd be sitting behind that desk calling the shots and Adar would be
lucky if the peasants didn't string him up on the lawn.
And if three more people had to disappear...it was just collateral damage
incurred as the bigger game played out.
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*+*+*+*+*
Adar watched as the door closed behind Hollings and sat back in his high
backed chair as the anger he displayed moments earlier disappeared. He turned
his head when the door to the Wood Room, his public office, opened and a dark
haired woman of medium height and olive complexion glided into the room.
Laura Roslin scratched his fetish for sexy teachers, but if he had a fetish for women
who were more dangerous than a blue ringed krait, Marbry Cazaux would certainly
scratch it raw.
"You heard?" Adar asked as Cazaux sat in Hollings' recently vacated seat.
"I did," Cazaux replied and crossed one long shapely leg over the other and held
Adar's gaze the entire time.
"Your thoughts?" Adar said as he poured another three fingers of bourbon for
himself and two for Cazaux; he wasn't going to drink to be social, he wanted to
drink to mellow out.
"He's become a liability, Richard. I think that the public would see you as one
of them, more human, if they saw you crying and giving the eulogy at your best
friend's funeral," Cazaux explained with no more emotion than if she was
discussing his tie's pattern.
Adar nodded. Dieter had been a good friend and had been with him ever since
they were kids, but Cazaux had a valid point and if it could give him a point or two
bump in the polls, it would be worth it. Besides, he justified to himself, his old
friend knew where all the bodies were buried...because more often than not he was
the one who dug the hole.
"Do it. And make sure that you find anything he might have that would
prove...harmful...before it's over," Adar said and drank half the tumbler's contents.
"Give me forty-eight hours and then prepare to shop for a black suit and make
sure your make-up people have something that won't streak from tears," Cazaux
told him and stood in one smooth, effortless action.
"I'll hold you to it," Adar smiled.
"Good...you know what happens if I fail to make good on a promise..." Cazaux
reminded him as she left through the door she entered from.
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Adar suppressed a shudder. "Hell, I think my relation would need a black suit
after that night..."
*+*+*+*+*
Marbry Cazaux left the Presidential Residence through a tunnel that connected
it with an office complex 500 meters away. As she walked she watched the people
she passed through stylish polarized sunglasses that hid her eyes from observation.
Everyone went about their business so seriously and so focused that they never
really looked at what was happening around them. Or who was passing them.
Oh, she knew that the men saw her, as did some of the women; genetics, good
diet, and years of dance, gymnastics, fencing, and running at least 10 kilometers a
day followed by an hour in the gym or pool guaranteed it. But that was just the
surface and that was all anyone really seemed to see. They didn't see the 5/7 under
her left arm as it hung in a horizontal shoulder holster offset by a twin magazine
pouch under her right, or the lacquered bamboo chopsticks that hid titanium shafts
and held her hair off her shoulders, or the small finger blades that weighed down
her collar's points and caused her jacket cuffs to always hang just right at her
wrists.
No...the people who saw her only saw what they wanted to see...what they'd
been conditioned to see, and never saw the real Marbry Cazaux who lurked just
under the surface.
When she reached her car she activated a small black box and then when the
display read 100%, pressed the red button. The car's electronics were hardened,
but any electronic eavesdropping devices or trackers would have been sent to the
graveyard after the small and intense EMP generator fired. Cazaux opened the door
and slid behind the wheel while pressing the car's start button. Immediately the
twelve cylinder engine turned over and the dash lit up.
The car wasn't the flashiest or the sportiest, and looked like a common upscale
luxury sedan. Except most luxury sedans didn't have a 12 cylinder boxer engine
that was supercharged and generated more horsepower and torque than most sports
cars and coupled it to an advanced all-wheel-drive suspension that could also lift
the body almost fifteen centimeters through pneumatics.
And most cars also weren't armored to stop small arms rounds or have a self
contained life support system.
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But most people, she smirked, weren't me.
Once she was out in the late afternoon traffic she opened the center console
and punched a ten digit code onto the keypad. Almost instantly a ringing sound
filled the car and was replaced a moment later by a man's voice, "Control."
"Control, the party is on. The target is the one we anticipated, though we're
going to need to move fast and there may be a few additional guests that we're
going to have to manage for the duration," Cazaux said as she guided the car onto
Riverfront Expressway. "I'll explain when I get in, but for now, get the team ready;
we're jumping off tonight. Also, alert Poltergeist and let them know what's going
on."
"Copy." The voice paused, "Are you ok?"
"Yes...I need to get a shower and disinfect myself before we go, though," Cazaux
explained. "I feel filthy."
The voice laughed. "It won't be much longer."
"Good," Cazaux told him. "I'll be there in an hour."
*+*+*+*+*
Marbry Cazaux rolled her shoulders and settled the protective vest on her torso.
After so many years wearing and using one, the weight no longer registered but the
heat it trapped and the way it could restrict her movement if it wasn't seated just
right always bothered her. Tonight it was cool and the heat wouldn't require a cool
shirt, but it might require what the vest carried, so she wore the vest.
"Our target has made things easy for us this time," Cazaux briefed the three men
who made up her team. "He's already acquired the book and is currently at his
vacation house waiting for his associates to arrive tomorrow after they finish the hit
on our secondary target. We go in, snatch him, plant the body, and set the fire.
Surveillance is showing that he's alone, but use your discretion if that changes. I
don't want a body count, but we also have to be mindful that space is limited.
Questions?"
Brockhurst nodded. "What about the secondary target?"
Cazaux shrugged. "I'd like to say that we swoop in, announce ourselves, and all
head off to Poltergeist and have a beer. But...that's only going to happen if we're
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very, very lucky."
"Who is the secondary? It sounds like he's some sort of operator?" Pagonelli
asked.
"That's because he is...and used to be one of the best," Cazaux explained. "And
that's why when we land, I'm going to approach the house alone...we have some
history."
Pagonelli looked at Brockhurst and grinned, "History, Boss?" he asked and made
a circle with his left thumb and index finger while poking his right index finger into
it several times in quick succession.
Cazaux shook her head and grinned. "Is that all you ever think about, Pags; who
I might have frakked because it wasn't you?"
"She burned you there, brother," Roland quipped.
"Yeah, yeah, yeah..." Pagonelli smirked. "One day..."
"In your dreams, Pags..." Cazaux replied and shook her head. It was always the
same banter before they jumped off; sometimes she was the target, sometimes it
was one of the others, but they never launched without some sort of rude joke.
It was tradition.
And in her line of work, traditions were formed when good things happened.
And that made it lucky.
Fifty minutes later the sleek black Raven's pilot announced, "We're five minutes
out and on final approach. Weather is clear with scattered clouds and Gemenon is
a bright eye in the sky."
"Thanks, Gomer," Cazaux said and stood. "Final equipment check, guys. Let's
do this by the numbers." She watched the clock count down the seconds until the
thirty second warning. The lights were already red to preserve their night vision
and she felt her pulse pick up slightly as the clock announced thirty seconds until
insertion.
"We'll circle around and be back in five minutes, unless you tell us you need
more time," Gomer told her on the intercom. "Watch your ass out there and good
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hunting."
"Thanks, Gomer," was all Cazaux could say before the crew chief opened the
rear hatch and held up five fingers before shaking his fist and curling one finger
down. And then again and another.
"Let's go, boys," Cazaux said as she stood at the head of the four person team.
She was always the first off and last on; she led from the front and never left
someone behind.
The Raven flared two seconds later and true to his promise during the briefing,
Gomer held the ship less than a meter off the ground as Cazaux and the three
others jumped onto the wet, dew covered lawn. Five seconds after she stepped off,
she felt a hot gust of air as the Raven climbed and sped off into the night.
Despite it destroying her night vision, there was a time and a place when the
synthetic vision goggles had to be used. Tonight was one of them. The house was
protected by several layers of security that ranged from random pressure sensitive
meshes buried underground to a network of lasers that formed a tripwire ten meters
from the building. They couldn't flash it with an EMP, forensics would notice that
immediately, so they had to go in and do this old school.
"Pags, are you in yet?" Cazaux whispered.
"Yeah...give me a moment..." Pags whispered as he hunched over his laptop.
"Got it...You'd think someone with this guy's resources would have something more
sophisticated than GuardDog..." he muttered derisively.
"Just spoof it, Pags...nothing fancy," Brockhurst chided him.
"Done," Pags announced less than forty seconds after they landed.
security is bypassed, so we just need to worry about the lasers."

"Passive

"Well done," Cazaux whispered and flipped down her synthetic vision goggles
and instantly the world went from a Gemenon lit night to shades of color as the
sophisticated device combined thermal imaging and light intensification into one
synthetic image that gave her the best that both technologies could offer. All across
the lawn she saw flickering red lines that indicated where the lasers were still
working.
Slowly, one foot in front of the other, she dodged or stepped over the invisible
beams and made her way to the house. The counter in the lower left of her field of
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view was now at 90 and climbing. "Brockhurst...Call Gomer and tell him to return
plus five."
"Copy, return plus five," Brockhurst whispered and pecked out the message on a
keypad strapped to his left forearm.
Cazaux palmed the key that had been made hours before and slid it into the
lock before turning it clock wise. She held her breath as it turned and then when it
was turned all the way, pushed open the door and looked around. No laser beam
tell-tales and GuardDog Security didn't install any pressure sensors inside. Cheap
bastard, she thought and stepped across the threshold and into the mud room.
They treated each room the same; a peek to make sure no one was there and to
ascertain what it was, and then on to the next room. When they found Hollings'
office, Brockhurst and Pagonelli remained behind to sweep it for any intelligence or
evidence. Roland had Cazaux's back and together they made their way to the
second floor and swept it until they reached the master suite. She reached out with
her gloved left hand and tried the doorknob. It turned easily and soundlessly and a
smile touched the lips of her otherwise serious looking face.
One finger waved forward and Cazaux got ready. She didn't worry about
Roland; he would do it and be right behind her. If she had had any doubts on his
reliability or skill he never would have been invited to join her team.
A second finger joined the first and she took a breath and tensed her muscles for
what might follow.
She added a third finger and waved it forward a moment before she nudged the
door open with her foot and swept into the room.
All she heard were a series of even snores coming from the bed as she moved
forward and swept her suppressed M-22 behind her and peeled open the self
adhesive pad she removed from a vest pocket. It looked like a common cotton
gauze pad, but it was impregnated with a non-narcotic drug that would ensure
whoever breathed through it wouldn't wake up until it was removed.
She stood next to Roland and nodded.
Like a well practiced piece of
performing art, Cazaux leaned forward and prepared to affix the gauze over
Hollings' nose and mouth while Roland grabbed his arms and held him still.
It was over in less than five heartbeats when Hollings took a deep breath from
fright and promptly passed out.
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"Sweep the room," Cazaux ordered and quickly zip tied Hollings wrists.
"Frak...he would have to sleep nude..." she swore and looked around for a pair of
pants to put on him so she could zip tie his feet and lower legs.
Gomer returned ten minutes after the insertion and held the Raven a meter off
the ground while several duffle bags filled with files, computers, and drives were
loaded aboard. Hollings went next and then a body bag was unloaded and Cazaux
said a silent prayer for the unnamed vagrant who had been pulled from a morgue
on the other side of the planet to ensure that their mission would be a success.
As soon as the body bag was offloaded, Gomer launched the Raven back into
the night sky. They had five minutes to prepare the body and the house for the last
part of the masquerade. A binary accelerant compound that was forensically
untraceable was sprayed on the body, Hollings' bed, the heater, and on every
ventilation grill in the house. Finally, Cazaux placed a cigarette from the pack on
the night stand between the body's lips and a dropped a lit match on the bed.
The conflagration was immediate as the bed burst into flames and quickly
jumped to the ventilation grill. "Let's go..." she said and jugged out of the room
and down the steps before she turned and saw signs of fire from almost every
window.
A minute later Cazaux stepped onto the Raven and once again disappeared into
the night.
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Galloway Benton lay in bed and felt Dana Vervain snuggle close to
him and rest her head on his shoulder as his left arm wrapped around her. His
mind reviewed the previous day's events one more time to see if there was some
minor detail that he was missing.
Each time he mentally walked through
everything that happened he came up with nothing new.
Something was going on, Benton knew that in the pit of his stomach, but he just
couldn't put his finger on what it was. What really intrigued him was that the
Church of Cronus cells had disappeared as if someone had sent out a memo and
they all just flew off to someplace else. His contact had estimated their numbers at
somewhere between 100,000 and 300,000, and that was a low estimate, had
congregated and then pulled their disappearing act.
The logistics alone seemed overwhelming.

If they took their families, those
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numbers could be upwards of a million or more, and you just don't pack that many
people into an Intersun or Cubit Savers liner and head out to gods knew where.
Benton felt Tuck put his paws on the side of the bed and reached over to scratch
the little terrier. "C'mon up...but don't stomp around too much, ok?" he whispered
to the dog.
Even in the dark he could sense Tuck's tail wagging as the dog limberly jumped
up onto the bed and claimed a spot between his and Vervain's legs. A contented
sigh told Benton that his canine family member was content.
Not for the first time he thought about calling in the favor his father had told him
about. The idea was seductive, but he didn't want to touch it unless he had no
other choice.
Benton narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. He felt Tuck lift his head and
heard him sniff the air. Whoever was coming had to have an amateur flying them.
Whenever you were approaching your target you allowed the craft to slow on its
own or you used passive braking methods, you most certainly didn't flare and use
your lift jets to bleed velocity.
"Dana?" Benton said and gently shook Vervain. "Game time. They're here."
Vervain was instantly awake and Tuck was now standing at the foot of the bed
and looking at the door; his body was tense, his tail was held up and quivered from
the tension, and he held his right paw like he was a pointer who found a bird.
"How long?"
"Not long; a few minutes at most. Throw something on and get Vic and Jesse
ready; I'll head out and see what I can do to slow them down," Benton explained.
Vervain pulled him close and Benton looked into her eyes before she pulled his
head to hers and kissed him with enough passion that it almost made him
lightheaded. "Don't do anything heroically stupid, Gal."
"Don't worry," Benton grinned. "Now that I know what I'd lose, I suddenly find
myself wanting to be Mr. Careful!" he said as he swung his legs off the bed and
stood up.
It took Benton less than a minute to dress and get his boots on before he slipped
into his vest and picked up his rifle. "If things go south, get them to the rally point.
I'll meet you there," he said as he left the room.
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Tuck followed and Benton stopped and knelt down and looked into the little
dog's soulful brown eyes. "Time to play ninja-dog; silent, out of sight, and if you
see bad guys, just freeze in place, ok?"
The dog looked at him with a look that almost seemed to say, 'Don't go,
Dad...but I'll be a good boy.' Benton leaned forward and gave Tuck a quick peck
on the nose. "Be good..." he told the only living thing he loved more than life itself.
Crisp, cool night air hit Benton as soon as he slipped out the back door.
Gemenon was low in the sky this late at night and the silvery light cast long and
disruptive shadows that made it look like pebbles were boulders and tree stumps
were pits.
"You made it in record time," a female voice said from one of the deck chairs.
Benton didn't think; he simply dropped to a kneeling position and brought his
rifle to his shoulder and aimed it in the direction of the voice. His thumb flipped
the safety from 'Safe' to 'Semi' with a very audible click.
"I'm not here for your head," the voice explained and Benton thought he almost
recognized it. "But, I do know that there are some people who will be here soon
that want to make sure you don't see the sunrise."
"Who are you?" Benton asked and aimed in on the dark shape that sat in the
dark shadow cast by the house.
"I'm the person who used to have your back, Gal," the voice replied. "Ten years
ago."
"Marbry?" Benton said and felt his finger caress the M-22's trigger.
"In the flesh," Marbry Cazaux replied. "Do you know what you've gotten
involved with and how far down the rabbit hole you've fallen?"
"I have an idea..." Benton answered. "And I know how high it probably goes."
"Good," Cazaux said seriously. "Right now, I need to get you, and the people
who are here, including your canine kid, out of here. When we get...well, where
we're going, I'll give you the full briefing."
"How do I know I can trust you?" Benton asked pointedly. "We didn't part on
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good terms."
"No," Cazaux agreed and he could hear the sadness in her voice, "we didn't. It
was my fault and I'm sorry, Gal. I...I was scared of the possibilities of what you
wanted...what you proposed. I don't think there's a day that goes by that I ask
myself if I made the wrong decision."
"And what do you answer yourself?" Benton pressed feeling old wounds split
open.
"My heart tells me I made the biggest mistake of my life," Cazaux replied and
stood so that she would be silhouetted against the silvery radiance reflected from
the lake. "If you're going to shoot, please make it fast and fatal...otherwise, please
put down the rifle and listen to what I'm about to tell you."
Benton lowered the rifle and walked over to the table. He couldn't see the
details on her face, but what he saw was enough to abolish any doubts whether he
was really talking to Marbry Cazaux. "It's good to see you again, Mar," he finally
said and sat in a chair across from her.
"You, too, Gal," Cazaux agreed and sat down at the table. "The rest of my team
is about thirty kilometers from here dealing with the thugs Hollings hired to hit you.
They're going to hold in place until we're done here and then we'll pick them up
on the way to Poltergeist."
"What happens to me and my people?" Benton asked and moved the
conversation straight to what mattered to him at the moment.
Cazaux took a deep breath and stifled a yawn. "That's up to you and the Boss.
Once we get you out of here and can brief you on what's going down, I think we'll
be able to make sure you can return. Or...you can hang with us for a while." She
shrugged. "Options. In the end, it'll be up to you and the Boss."
"Ok..." Benton said to stall for a few seconds and allow his mind to process what
she'd just said. "How big is this, Mar? What are we getting splattered with?"
"It's as big as anything that's happened to the Colonies since before the Uprising
and if we don't manage things just right, unification will become just another failed
grand experiment," Cazaux told him. "You know who is involved?"
"Yes," Benton replied.
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"And then you know who he works for?" Cazaux prodded.
Benton nodded.
"Good. Never forget that," Cazaux stressed. "Something happened over the past
few days that caused the entire CoC network to go silent and disappear. They're
gone, Gal; as in no longer on any of the Colonies. They might be on some old
asteroid station or on an abandoned settlement outside the Cyrannus cluster, but
they aren't here and right now, that's a good thing."
Benton turned as he heard the door to the deck open. "Come on out and you
might as well turn on the accent lights," he said as Vervain, Vic, and Jesse stepped
onto the deck. Before the door closed, Tuck slipped out and jumped up on
Benton's lap.
"Hey there," Cazaux said when she saw Tuck. "Don't worry, I'm not going to
shoot or cause any mayhem," she told the others.
"Did you hear any of that?" Benton asked.
"Most of it," Vic replied.
back?"

"We're going on a little trip and then might come

"That's the gist of it," Benton confirmed.
"We're in," Jesse said and sat at the table.
choice."

"We really don't have any other

Benton looked up and saw an inky black shape approaching over the lake.
"Our ride?" he pointed at the object.
"Yes..." Cazaux answered and smiled, "It's going to be like homecoming. Do
you know whatever happened to Rufus?"
"Oh yeah," Benton chuckled and scratched Tuck behind his ears, "the last we
talked he had gone full civilian and hired out as the Chief Engineer, the only
engineer, on a tramp freighter."
"You mean to tell me that Rufus traded a life of adventure for a bland existence
like that?" Cazaux laughed.
*+*+*+*+*
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Picon Fleet Shipyards, Picon orbit, approaching battlestar Persephone, BS-77
Admiral Griffith Deguya looked through the window at the battlestar that the
Orion III transport was fast approaching. Persephone was the second Diana class
battlestar and dispensed with the traditional multi-arm supports for the flight pods
and instead had one massive support wing that not only supported the pod, but
also provided a massive multi-deck hangar that ran the width of the ship and could
support any small craft operated by the Fleet.
And, in a way, he thought, it was going to be a carrot he dangled in front of a
man who had impressed him over the past few months.
And, if it was accepted, it would be a good chance to ensure that no one on the
crew had been compromised.
"Damn...she sure is pretty," Deguya said leadingly as he continued to gaze at
Persephone.
There were only three other people in the Orion's passenger compartment and
one of them stood and moved to a window that faced the battlestar. "I've seen
pictures of her, but haven't seen a Diana 'in the flesh' so to speak until now,"
Commander Martin Esposito replied. "And I'd have to share your sentiments,
Admiral; she's gorgeous...looks fast just sitting there."
"Diana was a race horse on her trials," Admiral Cyrus Vought said from where he
sat on the other side of the cabin. "I understand the builder expects Persephone to
be the same."
"Ah...why are we turning toward her?" Esposito asked a moment later as the
Orion banked and Deguya smiled. Game time.
"Martin, have a seat," he said and gestured at a seat that faced him. "Colonel
Nichols, you, too..." he added and pointed at a seat next to Esposito. He looked at
the two men seated across from him and studied their faces before he focused on
their eyes. The poets said that the eyes were the gateway to the soul and it was
something that Deguya always looked at when he wanted confirmation of his
opinion about someone. Vetting, vouching, and background checks were nice, but
they were done by someone else. This was up close and personal and as he tried to
look into their souls he felt vindicated by what he saw.
"This is, as they say, where we fish or cut bait," Deguya began. "Someone I trust
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told me they trust you and that got the ball rolling. Over the past few months
we've watched you, read your reports, and not to dance around the issue, had you
investigated to a degree that is reserved for someone who is being considered for
an intelligence coordinator's slot or something similar. In short, if it's to be found
out about you, it's been found out."
"I...ah...I don't understand, Admiral," Esposito said and sounded confused rather
than evasive or defensive. "What do you think I did?"
"We didn't know," Admiral Cyrus Vought answered as he took the seat next to
Deguya. "But, we had to find out before we brought you into the fold. Well before
she left, Sera Chase suggested that once you were back on your feet and had your
legs under you again, we bring you in because she liked what she saw during and
after Golden Sword."
"What we're going to tell you is beyond classified and need to know," Deguya
began. "It may be communicated only to those people who have been authorized
by one of five people; me, Cyrus," Vought nodded, "Admiral Chase, Charles Chase,
or the Empress of Virgon."
Deguya watched as Esposito leaned forward slightly and narrowed his eyes.
"Those are some pretty impeccable names."
Vought picked up the narrative and continued, "They are... and here's why..."
Over the next hour Vought and Deguya explained what they knew and suspected
and why it was important that the Fleet be vigilant and yet why it couldn't be made
public or even disseminated through secure channels.
"That's pretty heavy," Colonel Desmond Nichols said and sat back.
really think that there's going to be some sort of coup or civil war?"

"Do you

Deguya slowly nodded his head. "There are some elements in play at the
moment that certainly point to that as one possibility. Looking back over two
thousand years of Colonial history, it's the most likely. However," he raised his
finger, "it's just the most likely conclusion. There could be something else that
we've missed completely that could come out of nowhere. That's why we're here
today...and why we want to enlist your help."
"How can we help?" Esposito asked. "I mean, this is a lot to process, but...if
Admiral Chase believes it and if she recommended me, I'm in."
"He didn't even wait for the sales pitch, Griff!" Vought chuckled.
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"Sales pitch?" Esposito said and glanced over at Nichols for confirmation.
"Figure of speech," Deguya smirked. "What's the best way to ensure that you
know your crew is good to go...beyond vetting them through background checks?"
"Hand picking good officers and Chiefs and then working with them to bring
good people they know firsthand aboard," Nichols answered.
"But how do you do that with an existing crew?" Vought prodded.
Deguya arched his eyebrows and added, "And without drawing any attention?"
"You can't...well, you could," Esposito answered and just as quickly added, "but
it would take time, patience, and a good reason. But I don't think we're going to
have that much time."
"No, we don't," Vought stated.
"The answer..." Deguya unbuttoned his tunic, stuck his hand inside and then
withdrew it. "The answer is that you select the crew for a ship that's about to be
commissioned." He opened his hand and placed two keys on the table. The keys
were gold colored and embossed with the trefoil symbol for radioactives
superimposed over the Colonial crest with "Persephone BS-77" engraved in
scrollwork underneath it.
They were colloquially known as the 'keys to a
battlestar'. "Heimdall is going in for a complete overhaul and refit to bring her up
to Block III baseline and that's scheduled to take at least eighteen months, though
it's more likely to be closer to twenty-four to thirty.
"Persephone is yours, Martin, if you'll take her," Deguya said and pushed the
keys across the table that separated him from Esposito and Nichols.
Esposito looked at the keys and then closed his eyes and sat back. Deguya
didn't know exactly what was going through the man's mind, but he could hazard
a guess and the very fact that he hadn't simply said 'yes' and taken the keys was a
good sign. He needed people who would think and who would weigh the options
and then make a choice...when they had time. He had shown during Golden
Sword that when he didn't have time that he was more than capable of being
decisive and fighting the good fight.
"Des?" Esposito finally said and broke the silence that had descended on the
cabin. "What do you think?"
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"We've talked about this before, Marty," Nichols replied. "We've both seen
things that didn't add up, especially when we were attached to Kali's group, and
now we've seen behind the curtain. If we say no, we'll be looking over our
shoulders every day until we die, and if something does happen then we'll wonder
what we might have done to either prevent it or minimize its effects."
"Yes...we did talk about it," Esposito nodded before he looked up and met
Deguya's gaze. "You have a command team for Persephone, Admiral."
"Thank you, Commander," Deguya said. "The keys are yours."
Esposito reached out and took the key with the octagonal head, the
Commander's key, and pushed the round headed key, the XO's key, to Nichols.
"How much control do I have over crew selection?"
"I believe Colonel Nichols already answered that question," Vought said and
arched his eyebrows. "Submit your picks direct to Admiral Trace at BuPers; they're
to be sent so that only he, his aide, or his secretary must sign for them directly.
Trust your gut on this, gentlemen."
"Ok...right off the bat I want my CIC crew and most of my officers from
Heimdall, assuming they pass the vetting," Esposito stated. "We've built up a good
working relationship and I don't want to have to start from scratch."
"Just let Esty know who you want and he'll make it happen," Deguya explained.
"In the mean time," he looked through the viewport and noticed they were inside
Persephone's cavernous portside top landing bay, "would you like to have a tour of
your new command?"
*+*+*+*+*
Far orbit, Vessary System, Communion battlestar Defiance
Things were not right, Braden Milan thought as he jogged through Defiance's
passageways. Things weren't right and they were getting more wrong by the day.
First was the vote to liquidate the Communion's human population, in complete
opposition to the very reason the Equals were created in the first place, and now
the vote for reproductive restoration was scheduled to be held in seventy-two
hours.
And unlike all previous votes save the last one, this one would not have a secret
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ballot; every Equal would have their name attached to how they voted...just like in
the vote to murder the population. Milan took a deep breath as he ran. No matter
what the sanitized word was that he tried to use to ease his revulsion at what had
been voted on by 97% of the Equals' population, it was murder. It was genocide; a
crime against humanity in the worst possible way. It was a complete abrogation of
the duties the gods had given them...of their very reason for existence.
True, he had taken part when the decision had been made to cause Earth's
drones to rebel against their creators, but the more he researched the actual
transcripts of what Kensit and Capellos had said, done, and lobbied for, the more it
became apparent that the mission he accepted was not the mission he had been
briefed on. At first, the public records showed that the operation was classified as a
failure, but later classified and hidden documents showed that it had been judged
an overwhelming success and was suggested as the model for whenever a potential
adversary had a robot workforce.
The classified and hidden records also showed that Kensit and Capellos had
been in constant contact with what was now the Unity and knew when and where
they were going to arrive in local space. So many pieces fell into place with that
little bit of information, Milan thought as he dodged a technician pushing a cart
piled with test equipment.
He wasn't able to reach the Conclave, and he doubted that his presence would
have influenced the vote or done anything more than reveal his existence and
location to what Milan was quickly viewing as his enemies. The vote to murder the
Communion's human population had sailed through the Conclave and the vote to
restore reproductive ability was scheduled at the same time.
"What can I do?" he muttered out loud. "The Union forces will be too small to
do anything but be slaughtered by the drones and the drones are certainly out of
consideration." Milan stopped and bent over, resting his hands on his lower thighs
just above his knees. "Damn, damn, damn, damn!" he swore as the one possible
option kept swimming to the surface despite his attempts to keep it submerged.
Half an hour later Milan was showered, changed, and sitting at the table having
breakfast with Sarai. He quickly went through the conversation he had with
himself during the run. "There's only one thing I can think of doing," he explained.
"I don't want to and it goes against the public policy, but I don't know any other
way that we might be able to head off the genocide."
"I don't think I'm going to like what you're going to say," Sarai frowned, "nor do I
think I'm going to like what you're going to ask me to do..."
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"No...I suppose you won't," Milan agreed before finishing his orange juice.
"How good is Defiance's stealth?"
Sarai narrowed her eyes and leaned forward. "It's good...as good as it can be
made given the technological limitations, but when we're running buttoned up and
silent we're a hole in space."
"How soon can we become that hole in space and leave Communion space?"
Milan asked.
Sarai sat back and regarded him with a level stare. "You're not suggesting..."
"I am, Sar...It's the only way," Milan explained. "If we went public, do you think
anyone would believe us?"
"Possibly..." Sarai said cryptically. "We can't leave until after the Conclave
meets; I'd be missed and questions would be asked. However...we can meet with
Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva, now retired, and if anyone can do anything to
prevent the coming genocide, it's Leo Galva."
Milan thought about it and finally nodded. "Ok. But I still think we need to
contact the Colonials."
"Then I know the only person who will believe us..." Sarai began, "well, the only
person that's still *in* the Colonies. Though he might shoot first and ask questions
later..."
"I'll take the chance," Milan said and realized for the first time that he had
become an apostate. The realization didn't bother him like he thought it would,
rather, the more he examined the situation, based on recent events he wasn't an
apostate; those who voted to go along with the genocide were. They were the ones
who abandoned their purpose and embarked on a course of betraying those they
were created to serve and protect.
If he was to be labeled Apostate, Milan thought, then it would be a label he'd
accept and wear proudly.
*+*+*+*+*
Headquarters, Fleet Intelligence Agency, Perkinston, Picon
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"How old is this?" Admiral Evelyn Silver said as she stabbed out her cigarette in
an already overflowing ashtray and pointed to the surveillance photos spread out
on her desk. Several strands of hair hung loose from her normally impeccably
coiffed hair and several buttons were undone on her tunic that looked like she'd
slept in it.
"It just arrived, Admiral," Major Harlan Donzi replied. "Alectryon just returned
and immediately squirted these down to us. Colonel Parson is on his way down
with the raw data and is ready for a face to face briefing."
What the frak is going on out there, Silver thought as she tried to calm her
racing pulse and lock away the fear that was threatening to encroach into her
normally logical and analytical mind. The top picture showed yet another new
player at the meeting she'd been surreptitiously observing; yet another unique ship
design had been recorded. This time it was just one ship, and while it had the
outward appearance of a gunstar, was larger than most gunstars in the Fleet's
inventory and looked like it displaced slightly more than a Jupiter class battlestar
and carried guns that could probably shoot the Jupiter to pieces.
"Ok..." Silver said after she took another calming breath and forced her hand not
to reach for another one of the cigarettes. Quitting the damned things was going to
kill her, but according to her doctor if she didn't, they'd kill her. Frakking hell, she
fumed, why can't the frakking Cylons just come the frak back so that there's a
stand-up frakking enemy to go out and frakking kill? "Ok," she repeated, "I need
you to make sure that Parson is cleared directly to the rooftop landing pad. In the
mean time, I have a couple calls I need to make..."
As soon as Donzi left her office she sat down and stared at the half empty pack
of clove cigarettes, her gold lighter, and the overflowing ashtray. "Frak it!" she
hissed and leaned forward and inhaled the lingering scent from the spent cigarettes.
"It's better than nothing," Silver said and reached for the secure phone.
"Secure operator," a voice answered a moment after Silver put the phone to her
ear.
"Connect me with the Virgon exchange, gold channel," Silver said and leaned
back in her high backed chair.
"You're connected," the voice said after several heartbeats and was immediately
replaced with a dial tone.
Silver quickly punched a ten digit number and waited for it to be answered.
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"Westfield Secure Communications Center, Sergeant Grossman speaking."
"Sergeant, this is Admiral Evelyn Silver, I need to speak to His Grace as soon as
possible," Silver began and tried to keep her tone professional but with a slight
trace of urgency in it.
"Ah, yes Admiral," Grossman replied. "His Grace is on site and I will connect
you to him now."
The line popped and hissed and Silver tried to divert her mind from the worry
that was forming and instead tried to understand the physics, or was it witchcraft,
that made real time communications possible over stellar distances.
"Hello, Admiral," His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield said by way
of introduction and caused Silver to sit up. "What's happened?"
"There's been another development," Silver explained. "Another actor has
emerged and I'm going to be briefed on it in about three quarters of an hour."
"Can you delay it for about twenty minutes?" Charles asked. "I have Magnum
with me and her interview should be over in about ten minutes."
"Consider it done," Silver replied. "I'm going to call the others and see if they
can make it."
"Good thinking," Charles said and sounded almost like he was going to add
something more.
Silver spoke before she realized what she said and realized that she needed to
get out of her office and get some fresh air before the meeting. "You sounded like
you weren't finished..."
"No...I wasn't. We'll see what time allows, Admiral," Charles explained. "That's
all I can promise now."
*+*+*+*+*
Leading Trojan Point of the Caprica-Picon binary, Raven 301 approaching
Poltergeist
"Where are we going again?" Dana Vervain asked as she gently ran her fingers
through Tuck's fur as the small terrier lay curled up on her lap.
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"We're going to Poltergeist where you four will talk to the Boss who will then
decide what happens next," Marbry Cazaux explained.
"We're pretty far out, Mar..." Lieutenant Galloway Benton said and hoped to
lead his old friend into revealing something more before they arrived. Despite his
best attempts so far, Cazaux hadn't given up much of anything.
Cazaux smiled and winked. "Nice try, Gal," she chided. "We'll be there in
another," she looked at her watch, "fifteen minutes. In the mean time, I need to
make sure sleeping beauty is ready for transport once we arrive," she said and
stood, stretched, and moved to the rear of the transport.
"How well do you know her?" Vervain leaned close and asked.
Benton thought about how he could best answer the question. "I've known
Marbry for a long time, though this is the first I've seen her in about ten
years...since I left the Fleet. I know her well enough that I'll go through a door with
her...and have, Dana."
Vervain looked skeptical. "People change, Gal..."
"Yeah, I know..." Benton said and reflected on just how much he had changed
since that fateful night ten years earlier. He had to write four letters and attend four
funerals that were the result of what was called a 'training accident' because the
truth couldn't be revealed. "On our last op, she came and helped us get out of
there...if it wasn't for Mar and her team, I wouldn't be here tonight." He didn't add
that she had also been his executive officer and had disregarded his orders to hold
and stay in place.
The rest of the flight passed in relative silence broken only by a few hushed
words overheard from the cockpit as the flight crew directed them to their
destination. "We're a minute out," Gomer said from the pilot's station and Benton
couldn't help but smile. Troy Johnson, Gomer to everyone who knew him though
no one really knew why, was one of the finest covert operations pilots that he had
ever met or worked with. Barring a mechanical failure, and probably even then, or
Cylons, Gomer would get them where they were going and no one would be the
wiser.
Benton moved forward to see where they were going and sat at the workstation
behind the co-pilot before he strapped himself to the seat. He leaned to his left and
gazed between the flight crew's seats and through the gold tinted canopy. He
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blinked several times but didn't see anything that would indicate a place to land
and was just about to ask Gomer what was going on when a sliver of dim light
suddenly appeared in front of them and quickly widened until he could make out
the landing lights and minimal illumination for a flight deck.
This was about way more than corruption, Benton suddenly thought as Gomer
guided the Raven through the flight deck's opening and gently landed the craft
before taxing over to a lift. He had left the Fleet, left Fleet Special Operations, and
thought he put all the cloak and dagger stuff behind him. Until two days ago, all
he wanted was to find the right woman who could put up with him and adored
Tuck, and then settle down and try to keep the nightmares at bay without becoming
an alcoholic.
As the lift took them down to the ship's hangar deck, he realized that once again
what Galloway Benton wanted no longer mattered.
Two minutes later the Raven taxied out onto the vast hangar deck and followed
the plane director to a spot where the flight crew started the shut down procedure.
Benton took a last look through the canopy and noticed two Fleet officers
accompanied by a squad of Marines and two medics pushing a gurney were
approaching. Elsewhere on the flight deck, ranks of Vipers sat waiting in front of
their launch tubes and Raptors were arranged near lifts for quick and easy
launches. That answered that question, he thought, they were on some sort of
capital ship.
The rear ramp was already lowered when he joined Vervain, who had Tuck on a
leash, Vic, and Jesse as they waited to disembark. Cazaux's people met the medics
and transferred Hollings' sleeping form to the gurney and then left, escorted by four
Marines. "C'mon, time to meet the Boss," Cazaux said as she stepped off the
Raven.
"Welcome back, Major," the Fleet commander said as Cazaux stopped and
allowed her team to file off the Raven, each one carrying several bags of
intelligence gathered at Hollings' estate.
"Glad to be back, Commander," Cazaux replied easily. "We picked up a few
guests along the way..."
"I see," the Commander said and met Benton's gaze.
Lieutenant; it's quite impressive."

"I've read your file,

Benton stepped up to the Fleet commander and held out his hand; he wasn't
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Fleet anymore so he didn't see the need to salute, and regardless, he wasn't in
uniform. "Lieutenant Galloway Benton, Caprica City Police Department. These are
two of my team, Dana Vervain and Vic Laine. That's Vic's wife, Jesse."
"I'm Commander Victor Kailo," the commander said and introduced himself as
he took Benton's hand. "This is my executive officer, Colonel Luther Madrigal;
welcome to Poltergeist...also known as the battlestar Siren."
*+*+*+*+*
Picon Fleet Shipyards, Picon orbit, battlestar Persephone, BS-77
Commander Martin Esposito was more than impressed with his new command.
He could already see new opportunities that Persephone offered that would never
have been possible with Heimdall...even when she was upgraded to Block 3. The
first and most glaring difference was that she shipped 2 meter guns for both her
bow guns and primary turrets. She wasn't on par with a Nike, but the larger guns
extended her effective kinetic reach significantly. And then there were the guided
weapons; more heavy antiship missiles and multiple clusters of the new Manticore
interceptors gave Persephone a significant bombardment and enhanced defensive
capability.
And among all the other improvements and the 'still new' smell, the stupid
pivoting clear ballistic glass doors to CIC were replaced with a proper armored
bulkhead and hatch.
If this is as far as I go, Esposito thought as Admirals Deguya and Vought led him
and Colonel Desmond Nichols back to the commander's quarters, then I can retire
a happy man.
"A long review and a lot of discussion went into the next system," he heard
Deguya explain. "The Admiralty was extremely impressed with how Admiral Chase
utilized Hecate's v-world before, during, and after Golden Sword that it was
decided that where possible, it would be fitted to all new build ships and then
when they come in for major overhauls or SLEP refits, that it be fitted to other Fleet
units."
"That's a pretty big step," Nichols said and echoed Esposito's feelings. He knew
the effectiveness of the system since he'd witnessed it first hand, but to begin
issuing it to the fleet en-mass? That might be a bit more than the public was willing
to accept.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1563
"Right now other than the Nikes and Izanamis, only a handful of ships have it
and will receive it. We're going to make sure the space is there on new builds, but
it won't be installed or activated until we've had a chance to develop a doctrine for
it," Deguya explained and waited while the Marine stationed outside the
commander's quarters opened the hatch.
Once they were inside, Vought said, "I know it's controversial and will take a bit
of good PR to sell it to the public, but Griff and I both remember how useful it was
back in the day and Sera proved it again at Golden Sword. Now you'll have a
chance to have a hand in helping to develop the doctrine for it."
They talked for several more minutes before Esposito asked, "What about my
escort group? Are we going to be able to verify those crews?"
"Other than Black Swan, most of them were new to the group, correct?" Deguya
asked.
"Yes, I've known Jack Gibran since the Academy," Esposito replied. "The others I
don't know very well other than professionally."
"He's a good man?" Vought pressed.
"One of the best," Esposito replied and defended his friend.
"We'll get the ball rolling on him," Vought said. "Feel him out and see how he
feels about some of the topics we discussed and if you have a good feeling, let us
know. If it works out, then he'll head up your escort group...but it won't be with
Black Swan. Three new Penanggalan class gunstars have been assigned as your
escorts; Succubus, Yuki-Onna, and Golem. Additionally, you're going to have a
Huginn class scout, Tennin."
"That's pretty damned impressive," Nichols whistled.
"We hope so," Vought told him. "Griff?" the old admiral asked and arched his
eyebrows.
"Yes...well...there's one more addition to your group," Deguya said and relaxed
back into the chair he sat in. "You've heard of the Argo Project?"
Esposito nodded. It was something that had been discussed for the better part of
two years in the pages of Proceedings, the Fleet Academy Institute's monthly
periodical. "Yes..." he said hesitantly. "I hope you're not going to tell me that I'm
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going to have to operate them off Persephone."
"No...nothing like that," Deguya said soothingly. "We're trying to figure out the
best way to employ and deploy them; the original batch operated off converted Bay
class tenders, but while they could do the job, launch and retrieval was slow at
best. So two concepts were proposed; a modified Ravager class carrier where each
Argo would have its own launch cell and a pod based system that could be easily
fitted to anything that carried a standardized military pod. In your group's case,
you're going to have Providence; she outwardly looks like a Ravager, but she's new
from the keel up, and her escort, Oleander, an Amaryllis class gunstar."
"You're going to be part of our fire brigade, Martin," Vought explained. "You'll
have a fairly brisk operational tempo because of your group's outward tasking, and
while you'll nominally be under CINCAlpha's command, you'll report to the Argo
Project's T&E command headed up by me."
"How soon?" Esposito asked.
ready?"

"How much time do I have to get the group

"You have a Tiger Cruise scheduled to start two days before Armistice Day when
you're due at Gnosis Anchorage for an open house and then end two days after
Armistice Day on Thanksgiving," Deguya stated and Esposito narrowed his eyes.
"Armistice Day next year?" Esposito asked slowly.
"Armistice day in a couple weeks," Deguya corrected.
"Looks like we'll need a caffeine drip, Des..." Esposito sighed.
Nichols laughed. "It won't be that bad, Marty...just keep in mind that you won't
see Trina and I won't see Maggie until we tie up at Gnosis for the Tiger Cruise."
"Excuse me," Deguya said as his phone buzzed and the old admiral stood and
walked into the sleeping quarters. He returned almost immediately and Esposito
felt a tinge of concern; the Admiral looked worried. "Cy, we need to leave and
jump for a face to face with the Spider Queen in less than half an hour."
"Frak..." Vought swore and stood. "Gentlemen, Persephone is yours and Admiral
Trace is looking forward to hearing from you. I apologize for our hasty exit, but
something has developed..."
"Don't worry," Deguya said soothingly.

"It's bad, but it isn't bad *right
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now*...Hmm...that didn't come out sounding as good as it did when I thought
about it," he smirked. "Keep your schedule flexible for the next seventy-two hours
or so; you're going to get a call and a chance to earn your flight pay. When we
call, take a Raptor or better yet, a Raven, and come alone - just the two of you, and
we'll give you the full briefing on what's going down way," he jerked his thumb
over his shoulder, "Out there."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
"What do we have, Jerry?" Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase asked after Hecate
completed the jump.
"It's like the fleet review during the Colonial Day celebrations," Captain
Jeremiah Cole replied. "Based on the transponders and the Union warbook, there's
both Union military and civilian shipping out there amounting to over a hundred
ships."
"I guess this is where they're holding the party, then," Chase joked and said a
silent prayer that the next few hours would be looked back on fondly rather than
with regret. "Lara, please contact Indefatigable and send our bona fides, then ask
for Commander Duquesne."
"Contact Indefatigable, send our bona fides, and ask for Commander Duquesne,
aye," Communications Specialist Lara Pickman replied and began to carry out the
task.
"Do you want to launch a CAP?" Colonel Constance deWinter, Hecate's
executive officer, asked.
Chase turned and looked at the four faces not normally in her CIC; Admirals
Giovanna Cassidine, Cesare Arcadiaolos, and Hannah Marlowe, and President
Patrick Windsor. "Yes; launch the CAP, but let's keep them within 100 kilometers; I
don't want to look aggressive, just cautious."
"Meg?" deWinter said and turned to Captain Megan Sinclair, Hecate's Flight
Officer, "Launch the CAP and make sure they stay within a 100 kilometer radius."
Sinclair confirmed the order and a moment later announced that the CAP was
airborne.
"Admiral?" Pickman said, "I have Commander Duquesne on the wireless."
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"Thank you, please put her on speaker, Lara," Chase requested.
"Hecate Actual, this is Indefatigable Actual, welcome to the party," Commander
Miriam Duquesne's tired voice said from the speakers.
"You sound like you're dragging a little, Miri," Chase joked. "I brought some
friends along."
"The more the merrier, Admiral," Duquesne replied with a little more cheer in
her voice. "Everyone is here and I've even been told that Andre has already
received several offers to leave my employ and go elsewhere."
"Oh...you can't let that happen," Chase laughed. "He makes the best Steak
Diane that I've ever had. Tell him that if accepts an offer, that I'll double it!"
"Oh, thanks...now *you're* trying to steal my chef," Duquesne teased. "When
he heard you were coming, he told me that he made a batch of those little cocktail
hotdogs in bar-b-q sauce that he knows you like...just for you."
Chase rolled her eyes and shrugged to her guests. "I have you on speaker over
here and now you just let my secret out of the bag," she laughed. "We'll be over in
twenty minutes; Hecate Actual, out."
"Can't wait...we'll be ready over here," Duquesne answered.
Actual, out."

"Indefatigable

"Ladies and gentlemen?" Chase said to her guests, "Shall we head over?"
"You couldn't hold me back," Admiral Hannah Marlowe said. "This is a prayer
come true."
"It is, Hannah," President Patrick Windsor said and put his hand on her shoulder.
"Do you remember the census we took right after we left Neverwhere and then
updated throughout the trip?"
"Yes," Marlowe replied. "Every time there was a birth we'd toast to the future."
Windsor pulled a memory card from his vest pocket. "I carry a copy with me
wherever I go so I'm always reminded of those we saved...and those we lost. Until
today, the names on this card were the only known survivors of our civilization.
Now..." he blinked away tears, "now all those people over there will be added to

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1567
this list and these," he gestured with the card, "will be added to theirs and we'll all
know that we're no longer alone in the dark."
Chase took a deep breath and felt the passion and emotion contained in
Windsor's words. Despite everything that had happened to them; he, Marlowe,
and everyone else in their fleet had never given up hope. That little memory card
was a powerful symbol, in so many ways beyond the obvious, she thought.
"We were ready when we left," Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos said. "Gia?"
Admiral Giovanna Cassidine grinned slyly, "Shouldn't you be asking, 'Are we
there yet?' Cesare?"
Chase still smiled at the easy banter that her Communion counterparts shared as
Monster announced that the Phoenix had just cleared the lock and was now inside
Indefatigable's central hangar deck. She stood and walked to the rear of the
transport and waited for it to come to a stop and the crew chief to lower the rear
ramp.
"Boxer, tell Monster that the small box over there is for the crew...when you get
back and are off duty," Chase said and saw the crew chief's eyebrows arch.
"There's a bottle of Winter Harvest for each of you...I believe that was the deal for
getting here in less than fifteen minutes."
Petty Officer Clifton Boxer grinned, "Yes, Ma'am! I believe he made it in twelve
and a half."
"That's what my watch said, too," Chase joked back. "It's why I fly Air Monster,"
she winked as the ramp settled to the ground. "Now, I have to go and be presented
like it's my Sweet Sixteen party..." she snarked and walked down the ramp and was
piped aboard after asking for permission to come aboard Indefatigable.
Chase walked over to where Duquesne stood next to three Union officers; two
admirals and a commander, if she read their ranks correctly. "Welcome aboard,
Admiral," Duquesne said and saluted.
"Thank you, Commander," Chase said and returned the salute. "I made sure to
bring along a couple special passengers and some special...cargo...from home."
Duquesne choked on her laugh and Chase grinned. It was the same line she
used when she returned from Westfield right before finals during their junior year at
the Academy. That time she brought three bottles of wine...this time she brought
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considerably more. "I think by the time this is over, the Balls to Four watch
lieutenant will be the clearest head to run the ship!"
"This is history, Miri," Chase said and looked at the Union officers.
"It is, Admiral," Duquesne replied and turned to the officers that stood next to
her.
"Gentlemen, this is Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase," she said and
introduced Chase to them.
The man to Duquesne's left, a Union vice admiral, smiled and held out his
hand. "Vice Admiral Sean Marlowe, originally of El Dorado and the Earth Union,
now of Ethereal Paradise, and currently looking for a home under the sky," he
grinned.
Chase fought to keep the grin off her face. The letter that Duquesne had given
Vassar before he left had explained everything and she didn't want to spoil the
surprise. "Pleased to meet you, Admiral," she said and shook his hand. "Please,
call me Sera; there's no need to be formal if we're friends."
"Thank you, Sera.
officer.

I'm Sean," Sean replied before Chase stepped to the next

"Admiral Bannister Carlisle, of Iphigenia," the next officer, a rear admiral said
and offered his hand.
"Pleased to meet you, Admiral Carlisle," Chase said and shook his hand.
"Please, it's Sera among friends."
"I like the sound of that, Sera; friends," Carlisle replied warmly and released her
hand. "When we left we didn't know what we would find, but that word was first
and foremost in our prayers."
"I have a good feeling that we're already off on the right foot," Chase said and
turned to the last man in line, a Union commander.
"Commander Eric Wellington, of Enyo," the commander said and also offered
his hand, before smiling mischievously, "I'm glad to meet you...Sera."
Chase smiled and warmly shook his hand. She was reminded of the receiving
line at her godmother's birthday party, except this time she was the one making her
way down the line. "I'm pleased to meet you, Commander Wellington."
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I guess it's time, Chase thought as she walked stepped back and looked at where
Sean stood. "Commander Duquesne," she said formally, "I would like to request
permission for your next guest to board Indefatigable as I fear there may be a
problem..."
Duquesne smiled broadly and nodded.
Permission is eagerly given."

"Permission granted, Admiral.

"Thank you, Commander," Chase said and walked back to the Phoenix's rear
ramp. "Hannah?" she said when she was almost aboard the transport, "you're up."
Marlowe turned from where she had been talking with Cassidine and Arcadiaolos
and cocked her head.
"I thought I was going to go after Gia and Cesare?" Marlowe asked.
"Change of plans..." Chase said cryptically. "C'mon, I'll introduce you around."
When they reached the bottom of the ramp, Marlowe stopped to ask permission
to board while Chase continued off and a few paces toward where Duquesne stood
with the others before she stopped and turned. She watched as Marlowe started to
say something and then as her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open.
"Daddy?" Marlowe finally managed to say after a long moment of silence.
"Hannah?" Sean asked and took several steps forward.
"Permission granted to come aboard," Duquesne said just to make sure that
Marlowe knew she could step off the ramp.
Duquesne had barely finished speaking when the two Marlowes were hugging
each other as if their lives depended on it. A moment later, another Union officer
ran down the Phoenix's ramp and joined them in a large tear filled hug.
Chase walked over to where Carlisle stood. "Friends...family" she said repeating
his word back to him and adding one of her own before she glanced over her
shoulder to where the Marlowes were having their reunion and added, "and hope.
With those, you're home."
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Chapter 42: Red Sky At Morn
Presidential Residence, Caprica City, Caprica
President Richard Adar looked into the eyes that were reflected on the mirror
and smiled despite them looking tired and bloodshot. They weren't, and he had
been having a relaxing night's sleep until an aide woke him at 3:30AM to give him
the bad news that Dieter Hollings had been killed when his vacation house caught
fire and burned to the ground. The Fire Marshal was saying that it was faulty wiring
in the furnace, though given the temperatures and the destruction it would be
almost impossible to complete a truly definitive post mortem investigation.
His eyes would clear up within the hour; the drops he'd used were a common
cosmetic product used in the entertainment industry for the same effect he had
used them for. Hollings' death wasn't something he really wanted, but as he
thought about it, it was something that needed to be done. His aide and long time
friend could have brought down not just the administration but at least three
members of the Quorum and at least thirty or forty, at least, elected members of his
own party seated in the People's Council.
Quite simply, Hollings and his inevitable stash of notes, ledgers, and records
would force his party from power and probably change the balance of power
within the Colonies for at least two decades or more.
When he viewed Hollings' necessary death through that prism, it was clear that
it was the only possible move he could have made. His friend's death was already
paying dividends; a spot poll taken after his tear filled press conference showed that
he already had a solid six point bounce in the polls.
Adar remembered something his Public Policy professor, Dr. Nicolette Valdesco,
had once told the class, "To be successful in politics you shouldn't master the art of
the compromise, you should master the arts of deception and clandestine warfare
to destroy your opponents to ensure that you give your supporters what they want."
When one of his classmates commented that an elected leader was the leader of
the entire electorate, both those who voted for and against them, and that her
comment seemed to fly in the face of that core fact, Valdesco smiled and explained,
"Frak 'em, they didn't vote for you the first time, what makes you think they'll vote
for you the next time?"
Then Valdesco distilled it down to the most basic level and it was something that
Adar had taken to heart, "Politics is all about getting elected and then rewarding
your friends - those who supported you - and punishing your enemies - those who
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supported your opponent. Anything more than that is wasting your resources."
The reflection blinked several times and Adar wiped his face with a cool damp
cloth before he straightened his tie and made sure his hair was in place.
Sometimes your friends became your enemies and what happened next couldn't be
avoided, he thought as he walked out of the bathroom and into his private office.
The press had momentarily turned sympathetic and it wasn't something he was
going to let slip away without using to his advantage. There were several policy
initiatives that were stalled both in the Quorum and the People's Council and he'd
already scheduled speeches in swing vote districts to apply a little pressure to move
them forward.
But those were scheduled to start tomorrow; today was a day of mourning. And
that meant he could keep his head down, get some paperwork done, and relax.
Adar had just leaned back in his chair to read the overnight summaries when
there was a knock on his door. "Enter!" he shouted and wondered where his
secretary was; she should have called to let him know who was there.
The door opened and three suited men entered his office accompanied by a
Caprica City Sheriff's deputy. Two of the suited men were members of his security
detail while the third suited man was the Presidential Counsel. "Gentlemen, what's
going on here?" Adar said and swiveled his chair to face them.
The deputy spoke first, "Are your Richard B. Adar, currently serving as President
of the Twelve Colonies of Kobol?"
"Of course I am," Adar replied testily. What sort of moron didn't know who he
was, especially after he had been the frakking mayor of Caprica City for eight years
before he was elected president?
"May I please see some identification, sir?" the Deputy asked and stood his
ground.
Adar frowned and looked at Rupert Mercado, his counsel, who nodded at him.
"Fine, here," he finally said and pulled his wallet from his inside jacket pocket and
showed it to the deputy.
"Thank you, sir. Richard B. Adar," the Deputy said evenly before handing him a
folded bundle of papers, "you've been served." As soon as he placed the papers in
Adar's hand, the deputy turned and left the office.
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"What the frak is going on?" Adar demanded.
"I don't know, Rich," Mercado said in his trademark calming and reassuring
voice. "Let me see the papers..."
"Here," Adar said and handed the legal papers to Mercado and then told his
security men, "Thanks, guys, you can go back to your posts."
Mercado glanced at the papers and met Adar's eyes but didn't speak until the
office door closed behind the security team. "This is bad, Rich..." he began and
glanced at the front page of the document before quickly flipping to the next page
and scanning it. "I told you awarding the BS2k contract before the trials period was
over would come back to bite us in the ass. The Independent Counsel just issued a
stop work order on the contract and directed the Admiralty to complete the original
assessment in accordance with the original plans. This is the official notice that the
contracts this office has signed past the original three examples for each of the
candidate classes are to be voided and while he hasn't named you directly, he is
naming the Office of the President as an indicted co-conspirator. He's seating a
Grand Jury before the end of the week to pursue criminal charges against you,
Hollings, Del Cassidy, Admiral Allen Lazenby, and about a dozen others."
Adar collapsed back into his chair and closed his eyes in frustration; the one
person who could have limited the damage had been burned beyond recognition
less than twelve hours earlier.
*+*+*+*+*
Within 10 planetary diameters of Aquaria, Colonial Guard Cutter Wolverine
"What are those yahoos over on Adelaide Penrose up to?" Lieutenant Cotton
Landry asked from where he sat in the pilot's seat on the sleek Cheetah class
interceptor's flight deck.
"Doing it by the numbers, Cotton," Lieutenant J.G. Ayana Cologne replied from
the co-pilot's right hand seat. "Witch's Broom has Libran registry and you know the
shit storm that goes along with that."
Landry looked over at his co-pilot and wished that she wasn't one of his crew. It
wasn't that he didn't like the athletic olive skinned and raven haired Trojan
native...it was quite the opposite; he wanted to ask her out in the worst way, and
yet as long as they were shipmates and she was under his command, he was going

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1573
to keep it professional. "Yeah, yeah, yeah, Ayana, I hear you," he told her. "I just
hate sitting out here while Penrose pounces on our mark."
"And just how were we going to do a VBSS (Visit, Board, Search, and Seizure)
operation on a ship that is still three times longer than Penrose and probably has
ten or twenty crew, or more, to each one of ours?" Cologne argued. "If they were
doing something nefarious as our source claimed, going over there would do
nothing but put the crew in excessive jeopardy."
"I hate it when you get all logical on me, Ayana," Landry snarked. "And yes,
before you mention it, I know, I know...I was the one that called for backup."
"And we're going to be given credit for the collar if anything is out of whack..."
Cologne told him and then looked at the centrally mounted dradis display as it
pinged off an new contact. "They were masking someone!" she announced.
"Got it!" Landry said and pushed the throttles forward and felt the overpowered
interceptor cutter leap forward and momentarily push him back in his seat. "Jenks!
Contact Penrose and tell them that we've got a tally ho on the bolter!"
"Copy that, Boss!" Petty Officer Jenks Morse said and quickly repeated Landry's
order before calling the other Colonial Guard ship. "They say they intercepted a
low powered wireless transmission with coordinates for back on Libran and they're
sending them over in case we need to follow."
Landry felt adrenaline rush through his system just like every time someone tried
to run. The Viper jocks could play fighter pilot all day long, but when it came to
actually running someone down with the chance for an armed confrontation, they
had nothing compared to what a Guard cutter faced each and every patrol. "What
are we chasing, Ayana?"
"This should be fun, Cotton," Cologne chuckled.
courier...the Athame, registered out of Libran."

"It's a Gyrfalcon class

"They're marked, now," Landry said as he followed the fleeing ship. "Jenks, can
you pass those coordinates to Ayana so she can keep a running jump plot?"
"Already done!" Morse replied over the intercom. "Penrose Actual sends, 'good
hunting...bring me a scalp and first round is on me'," he added a moment later.
Landry grinned. "Tell him wilco!" He watched as Athame turned towards
Aquaria's frozen surface and made a run for the atmosphere. If they made it to the
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atmosphere it would certainly complicate things and could involve the locals in
what was, up until this point, a Colonial matter. Once on the ground who knew
what the nutters that made up the small and rather unique population would do.
Depending on their mood and whether Athame hired a good orator, they could be
hailed as heroes and given sanctuary, or, if they fumbled the pitch, they could be
dipped in water and then kicked out of a habitat dome to freeze solid.
"Ayana, let 'em know we're here..." Landry said and made sure that Athame was
squarely within his HUD's trajectory blocks.
"Attention Athame," Cologne announced over the wireless' Guard channel, "this
is the Colonial Guard Cutter Wolverine; you are instructed to immediately shut
down your engines and heave to and make ready to be boarded.
I
repeat...Attention Athame, this is the Colonial Guard Cutter Wolverine; you are
instructed to immediately shut down your engines and heave to and make ready to
be boarded."
Several moments went by that were marked by the dradis' sweep and ping off
Athame's fleeing shape. When there was no response, Landry looked over at
Cologne, "Shot across the bow?"
Cologne nodded. "Yeah, they know we're here, now we show them we mean
business."
"Mads, you awake back there?" Landry asked over the intercom.
"Bright eyed and bushy tailed, Boss!" Specialist Mads O'Keefe replied from the
remote gunnery station.
"Put a burst across their bow," Landry told him. "And try to miss them..."
"Copy, one burst across their bow and I should try to miss them," O'Keefe
replied a moment before a burst of 40mm cannon fire sprayed from the port top
forward turret and missed Athame's bow by 100 meters.
The bastards weren't going to stop, Landry thought as he watched Athame's
engines glow in the distance. "Thoughts?" he finally asked Cologne.
Cologne studied the dradis and then ran a quick calculation on her navigation
console. "If we shoot to disable them at this point, we won't have much time to
board them before they head down into the well and probably burn up on reentry.
Right now I'd have to say we follow them. I'll call down to Heim Control and let
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them know we're coming and that they're to hold them for us if they land."
Twenty minutes later Landry felt Wolverine buffet as the cutter started entering
the atmosphere. They were less than three kilometers behind Athame and right
now at their speeds they were both going for a ballistic entry. A couple minutes
more and they'd be able to maneuver again and that's when they'd make the
pounce. Athame may have been built for speed, but once inside an atmosphere
the advantage was all Wolverine's; she was lighter, had better airfoils, and had been
designed to be as at home in an atmosphere as she would be in a vacuum.
The only thing that bothered Landry was whether their quarry would make a
jump. If they were going to jump, then why didn't they do it already, before they
dove for the surface? Something wasn't adding up, he thought and flexed his hands
around the side stick that controlled the cutter. "Everyone," he finally said over the
intercom, "stay frosty, this guy is behaving way to squirrely for my comfort. He's
already not acting rationally, so if you see something, sound off."
"I'm glad you did that," Cologne said a moment later. "Nothing about this
makes sense." Landry nodded and waited for her to continue. "I mean," she added,
"we get a tip from a snitch telling us about this ship, Witch's Broom, being involved
with a major human trafficking ring. And yet, up until now, the damned ship has
never done anything that would even remotely look like human trafficking, let
alone anything that would put it on our dradis.
And now Athame shows
up...what's her gig?"
"I dunno, but I want to find out," Landry told her. "Izzy has always been spot on
with his tips...I just wish he would have heard more about what was going down."
"Ditto," Cologne nodded.
They spent the next ten minutes following Athame deeper into the lower
atmosphere and finally broke through the cloud cover above the moss and lichen
covered landscape. “Guess it must be summer down there,” Cologne observed as
their quarry dropped to less than 1000 meters altitude.
“Yeah…you’d think they’d have a larger population being shut inside for so
many months of the year,” Landry said and frowned. He should have ordered
O’Keefe to take the shot earlier so they could have disabled Athame in space. If
they took the shot now it would certainly disable the fleeing craft, but it would
more than likely cause it to auger into the ground…and that was not a desired
outcome.
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“Boss, I have Penrose Actual on the horn,” Morse said and interrupted Landry’s
thoughts.
“Put him through,” Landry replied and a moment later heard the two quick
beeps that informed him that the connection had been made. “Penrose Actual, this
is Wolverine Actual, go ahead.”
“Cotton, things have changed up here,” Captain Rico Castillo told him. “You
need to apprehend Athame at all costs, we believe that the ringleaders are on that
ship.”
“Apprehend Athame at all costs, copy,” Landry replied and acknowledged the
order. “What’s going on, Rico?”
“This wasn’t just a small scale operation…we estimate more than 4500 noncrew aboard Witch’s Broom,” Castillo explained tonelessly. “They aren’t being kept
in captivity and we’ve found a large supply of military weapons, most still in their
original shipping crates, as well as a couple Raptors and a full squadron of Mk
VIIs.”
“What the frak?” Landry exclaimed and looked over at Cologne for confirmation
that she heard the same thing. “What are they, some sort of mercenary unit that
was planning on taking over Aquaria?”
“That’s the weird part, Cotton,” Castillo said, “We found family units; parents,
children, grandparents, the works. No one is talking and the crew is being less
than cooperative.”
“When we get back, Izzy has a lot to explain…” Landry told his old friend.
“So say we all,” Castillo replied. “Good hunting, Cotton, Penrose Actual out.”
“Mads, I need to you put two bursts across their bow,” Landry told Wolverine’s
gunner.
O'Keefe quickly confirmed the order and Landry saw two bursts of tracers
narrowly miss Athame. The fleeing ship didn’t visibly react other than to start a
gentle climb. “Any ideas?” Landry asked Cologne.
“I’m fresh out…” Cologne started to say before she looked down at a multifunction display. “They’re spinning up their FTL drive…”
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“Follow suit…” Landry told her and then keyed the intercom, “Set Jump
Conditions throughout the ship and prepare to jump!”
Ahead, Athame looked like an arrowhead silhouetted against the deep blue sky
as she continued her gentle climb. A minute and a half later a brilliant silvery flash
signaled that she’d made an FTL jump.
“We’re set,” Cologne said quickly. “We can jump when you give the order.”
“Do it!” Landry ordered and mentally prepared himself for the jump.
“We will jump in five…four…three…two…” Cologne counted down, “one…
jump!”
The time spent during an FTL jump has been called an 'infinite instant' and to
Landry's mind it was an apt description. So was the description that suggested it
felt like trying to squeeze into clothes that were two sizes too small. Both worked,
and for an infinite instant, he felt like he was trying on his kid brother's shirt back
when they were in high school.
And then it was over and the dradis was pinging off multiple contacts.
"Jump completed!" Cologne announced. "We're exactly where we're supposed
to be and we have traffic all around us."
"Jenks, contact ATC and let them know who we are, why we're here, and that
we're in pursuit of Athame," Landry told Wolverine's Petty Officer. "Ayana, do we
have them on dradis?"
"There's a lot of traffic to sift through...we're handshaking with ATC and I should
have something in a moment...ah, there you are," Cologne said a moment later.
"I've just locked on to her and you should have a heading cue on the HUD."
"Tally ho!" Landry grinned. "Hold on, we're going hunting," he said as his left
hand advanced the throttles to their stops and then pushed them beyond the
detents into stage one reheat. The Cheetah class interceptor cutters were among
the fastest accelerating ships in the Colonial Guard's fleet and the few that had
been released to the public had almost all been scooped up by professional racing
teams as the foundation for a deep space racer. "He's not going to get away this
time," he growled and pushed the throttles further forward into stage two reheat.
"ATC has confirmed that they'll vector traffic away from us and Athame," Morse
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informed the flight crew. "They also want to know whether they should scramble
any additional assets?"
The alpha male in Landry wanted to say no; this was their collar and they'd be
the one to take them down. However, the professional in Landry knew that the
most powerful piece of equipment he had at his disposal wasn't located in one of
Wolverine's twin turrets, it was the wireless that Morse managed. "Yeah, Jenks, tell
them to scramble the alert crews; this is an apprehend at all costs pursuit."
"Copy, Boss!" Morse replied and once again the flight deck was quite except for
the dradis' pinging and the muffled roar of the engines.
"We've closed to within 1000 meters," Cologne said three minutes later. "Well
within effective range."
Landry saw the same thing and gently pulled back on the stick and once again
nudged the throttles forward to close the distance. "Ayana," he said as the range
counted down past 500 meters twenty seconds later. "I'm going to take the shot
myself. If it goes bad, I don't want the review board to come down on Mads."
Cologne looked over at Landry and he saw understanding in her dark brown
eyes. "Take him down, Cotton."
"Confirm that's Athame...I don't want to splash someone who's just scared that
we locked on to them," Landry said and realized he was trying to stall things as
much as possible so he wouldn't have to take the shot. Castillo's comments came
back to him and it made him edgy and uneasy.
"I have positive confirmation, Cotton; that's Athame," Landry said as the range
counted down past 250 meters.
"Mads, I have the guns," Landry said and activated the weapons controls on his
flight controls. He slaved the lower two turrets to his helmet mounted sight and
said a quick prayer that he'd simply disable them rather than cause something
catastrophic to happen. His left hand activated a control that was next to his
throttles and connected his microphone to the cutter's wireless, "Attention civilian
ship Athame; this is Colonial Guard Cutter Wolverine...cut your engines and
prepare to be boarded or I will fire on you. You will not receive another warning.
You have five seconds to comply."
Landry looked at the clock and watched it count off the seconds. "That's it," he
said and adjusted his aiming cue before his right thumb deactivated the safety and
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his right index finger depressed the side stick's trigger. Each gun fired for one
second and sent six 1kg projectiles towards Athame at better than 1000 meters per
second. He watched the green tracer compound burn as the rounds reached out
for their target and activated the safety when he saw them connect.
"Target has been hit," Cologne confirmed a moment before Athame turned and
started moving towards Libran.
"Frak me," Landry swore. "Don't these people ever give up?"
"Analysis of where you hit based on dradis imagery projects that you put their
FTL and port engines out of commission," Cologne answered. "They might be able
to maneuver, and they can even go down into the well, but they're going to have
trouble keeping her in the air...that's assuming that she doesn't break up during
reentry."
"How long until they reach the point of no return?" Landry asked and tried to
work the calculations in his mind.
Cologne entered some variables into the computer and shook her head. "98
minutes if they maintain their present heading and velocity. I doubt they can
accelerate much more than they are now, and they're already on a minimum time
trajectory."
"Good," Landry growled and keyed the intercom. "Jenks, get the kids suited up
and have Dolby get the Raptor ready; you're going to do an opposed
boarding...and you have 90 minutes to secure Athame."
"Sounds fun. What are our ROEs?" Morse asked.
"Standard; so far all we know is that these people are fleeing pursuit and were
connected with some dodgy human traffickers," Landry instructed. "Keep your suits
buttoned up, I don't want anyone getting taken down by gas."
"We'll be good boys and girls, Daddy," Morse joked. "We'll be ready to go skids
up within five minutes."
It was a long five minutes. As soon as Athame had been hit, Landry had backed
off on the throttles and Wolverine now paced the suspect ship 100 meters off her
port wing. He acknowledged Dolby launching the Raptor and watched as the
white utility craft snugged up against Athame's hull as if it was some sort of angular
space borne parasite.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1580

Two minutes after it landed, Morse led the boarding team to the port side airlock
and cycled it open. "We're going in..." he announced over the wireless before
disappearing from Landry's view. "So far we've been unopposed."
Thirty seconds later that was no longer the case. "We're taking fire; Morelli is
hit but stable," Morse announced and Landry prayed the VBSS party would be
enough to subdue whoever was aboard Athame.
"The nearest support won't be here for another fifteen minutes," Cologne
answered Landry's unasked question. "Jenks has a good team...they'll get the job
done."
"I know..." Landry said and felt powerless to affect the outcome of the firefight
going on the length of a pyramid field away.
Over the next five minutes there was a running dialog over the wireless as the
VBSS team moved through Athame and secured it passage by passage and space by
space. "She's ours," Morse finally reported. "We have prisoners, but we're also
going to need to get the coroner's office involved. Ah...Lieutenant...I think you
need to come over and see what we found. It's, ah...it just doesn't make sense."
"Send Dolby back with whoever is wounded and I'll be over in a few minutes,"
Landry replied and felt a cold chill skate down his spine.
Fifteen minutes later Athame was no longer in danger of entering Libran's
atmosphere and Landry was boarding her through one of the ventral small craft
bays. Even though the ship was secured, he still carried his sidearm and an M-22;
more than once a captured crew had tried to regain their freedom and until the
ship was formally handed over to the station master, it was to be considered hostile
territory. "What do you have for me, Jenks?" he asked when he saw Morse waiting
for him.
"It's over here," Morse answered and led him forward to a hatch that was
pockmarked from bullet impacts. "This was where we met the most resistance and
once we gained entry I could see why," he said before putting his hand on the
hatch and pushing it open to allow Landry to enter.
Landry stopped in the hatchway and stared while a feeling that nothing would
ever be the same washed over him. The six meter by six meter room was dark and
lit by the remains of dozens of flickering candles in ornate candelabras and
sconces, and a small brazier was located on either side of an altar in front of a one
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meter tall white marble sculpture of a powerfully built man with a sickle in his right
hand. The air was still slightly hazy from the incense that burned in the braziers
and lent the space an unhallowed feel.
He'd never seen something like this first hand but had read about them in
history class; all students learned about the reasons for the suppression of the
Church of Cronus.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase watched the reunion between a father and
his two daughters and felt a sense of foreboding that she should return home as
soon as possible. She blinked her eyes and it wasn't Admiral Sean Marlowe
hugging his two daughters, Admiral Hannah Marlowe and Lieutenant J.G. Brooke
Marlowe, but rather it was her own father hugging her and Cora. Chase shook her
head and looked back and saw that the specters of her mind's eye had been
banished and the people were once again who they really were.
"Are you ok, Sera?" Admiral Bannister Carlisle asked.
Chase shook her head again, "No...yes, I...I have this feeling like we have to
return home because something - I don't know what - is about to happen. It's
going to sound like I should be committed to an institution, but for a moment I saw
me and my sister hugging my father instead of Hannah and Brooke hugging Sean."
Carlisle nodded and didn't look like he was skeptical. "I don't think anything is
wrong; this is a highly emotional time, we're all a long way from home, and I
believe that despite all that's happened there's a lot more to come and it will be
more than a few months - probably years - before we're able to truly relax and stop
looking over our shoulders."
Another chill skated down Chase's spine at Carlisle's last words. "That's an
interesting phrase you just used, Bann...'looking over our shoulders'. I had two
very distinguished admirals, you could say they're the Colonial Fleet's Old Guard,
say almost the same thing...though for them it was more of a warning."
"We live in interesting times," Carlisle told her and grinned. "I always hated that
curse and never thought I'd wind up living it."
"I hear you there," Chase said and saw that the tear filled reunion was slowing
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down and that in addition to the tears there were three very wide smiles. "I think I
better go introduce the rest of the team," she said and walked over to the Marlowes.
Admiral Hannah Marlowe hugged Chase as soon as she got close. "You knew!"
she whispered. "You knew and didn't tell me!"
Chase hugged her friend and nodded. "I did...It wasn't my place to tell you
something that would reopen wounds that you'd long since come to terms with.
And really, wasn't this better than telling you and then leaving? You'd have worn a
rut in my deck from pacing!"
Marlowe grinned. "I probably would have!" she said and once again Chase
realized just how alike they were despite being separated by two thousand years
and yet joined by an almost improbable probability.
"I think I should introduce the others," Chase said and walked over to the
Phoenix and walked up the rear ramp. "Pat? You're up."
Patrick Windsor, the last President of the Earth Union nodded nervously. "After
what Hannah went through this is going to be anticlimactic," he joked.
"They're your people, Pat," Chase said and knew that Windsor understood the
momentousness of the event. "And they're waiting for you."
Chase watched as Windsor walked down the ramp and stopped before he asked
for permission to board Indefatigable. Commander Miriam Duquesne quickly gave
it and as his right foot touched the deck, the boatswain announced in a loud, clear
voice, "Attention on deck! The President of The Earth Union has arrived!" A
moment later Windsor was piped aboard and the Earth Union's national anthem
suddenly sounded from the speakers.
Windsor turned to look back at where Chase stood and she rewarded him with a
smile. "You are the President, Pat; your people need to know that their leader
survived."
Tears welled up in Windsor's eyes and he quickly blinked several times. "Thank
you, Sera. It wasn't until now that it's sunk in that I'm really the President." He
stood a little straighter and Chase thought to herself that if he ran for office back in
the Colonies, she'd vote for him. He may not have the political experience that
career politicians liked to trumpet and brag about, but he had strength of character
and a strong moral compass as well as the ability to listen to what people meant
when they spoke.
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Chase followed several steps behind Windsor and stopped when he reached
Carlisle. "If I may, Sera?" Admiral Hannah Marlowe asked and stepped forward.
"Absolutely," Chase told her and stood next to Duquesne so she could see and
hear what happened.
"Admiral Carlisle," Marlowe said, "This is President Patrick Windsor, late of
Neverwhere and now the President of the Earth Union."
Carlisle looked confused for a moment before a smile touched the corners of his
lips and he stood just a little straighter and rendered a sharp salute, "Mr. President,
it is an honor and a pleasure to meet you. We stand ready should you need us."
Windsor offered his hand and waited until Carlisle took it. "Thank you, Admiral.
It's been a long trip and my prayers have been answered; we are not alone any
longer."
"We never gave up hope, sir. The past few weeks and then today...I don't think
I'm exaggerating when I say that today is the most important day since the drones
rebelled," Carlisle told him teary eyed. Once again Chase wondered how her
people would handle a similar event; would they have the strength of character that
these people from Earth have exhibited.
A moment later Marlowe introduced Windsor to the next man in line, "Admiral
Sean Marlowe, it's my honor to introduce you to President Patrick Windsor."
Sean offered a sharp salute, "Mr. President, there are very few people my little
girl has ever said that she had the honor to introduce," he said in his laid back El
Doradan accent, "and all of them were of the finest quality. I'm honored to meet
you and I know that when the fleets hear about this that they will be overjoyed."
Windsor looked a little nervous to Chase's eye and took a slight breath. "I hope
I don't disappoint."
"You won't," Sean said with certainty. "You're a man, not a politician, and it
shows in your manner."
After another few moments of small talk, Marlowe introduced him to the last
man in line. "Commander Eric Wellington, may I present Patrick Windsor, the
President."
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Like the two men before, Wellington offered a sharp salute and a smile. "Mr.
President, you're the final piece that we need to start putting things back together
again."
Windsor nodded, "I understand you've done quite a good job, too, if the
dispatch I read on the way here is to be believed."
Wellington's face sank slightly and the smile turned neutral as Chase saw pain
momentarily touch his face. "We survived, Mr. President, and did the best that we
could. Meeting other survivors and the Colonials was our hope, but we also knew
that life had to go on."
"I'm looking forward to hearing more about it," Windsor said.
"Ah..." Wellington looked hesitant and like he wanted to ask a delicate question.
"I don't want to presume, and it's probably a coincidence..."
"Ask away, Commander," Windsor said. "The worst I can say is no."
Wellington recovered some of his poise. "The XO of one of the ships in my
group, Artemisia, mentioned that she grew up on Neverwhere and that her cousin
was the Lieutenant Governor..."
"Gwen's alive?" Windsor asked as if he'd seen a ghost.
A wide smile touched Wellington's face and he nodded enthusiastically. "She
is...assuming that we're talking about Major Gwendolyn Windsor..."
"Commander," Windsor said and Chase saw he was trying, and failing, to keep
the emotion out of his voice, "I think what we've witnessed are the first of hopefully
more reunions."
Now, Chase thought as she thought back to one of the dispatches that Duquesne
had sent along with the messengers, we see whether the waters have been
smoothed over for Gia and Cesare. She walked to the Phoenix and nodded at her
two friends. "It's now or never," she said. "Time to trust that Miri, Jack, and Alistair
were successful."
"Even if they weren't," Admiral Giovanna Cassidine said slowly, "and they hate
us with all their being, it will have been worth it to see what I just witnessed out
there."
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"I agree with Gia," Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos added. "If we cannot trust our
friends to do what they set out to do, then we have no one to trust."
Chase thought about what Cesare just said and the deeper meaning it included.
"That was very profound, Cesare. I hope I could be so strong if our roles were
reversed."
Cesare smirked, "If our roles were reversed, you'd charm them and they'd
wonder how they could have ever been angry at you."
"You flatterer!" Chase joked back.
The introductions went smoother than Chase expected. There was guarded
acceptance at first, and by the time the group had returned to where Duquesne was
holding the reception that had given way to the first signs of friendship.
*+*+*+*+*
Unclaimed system in neutral space beyond the Armistice Line, Communion
carrier Morpheus
"Welcome back, sister," Equal Kensit said and hugged Lucy Cain after she
stepped off the strange looking green transport. "It appears you've traded up..." she
added and looked at the three men who accompanied her.
"You might say that, Kensit," Lucy said slyly and hugged the woman who had
been her mentor when she first achieved consciousness. Kensit was older than she
was, but the difference in their ages was a handful of decades, effectively nothing
considering how long they'd both been alive.
"I look forward to hearing all about your adventures," Kensit told her warmly
and then stepped back a pace. "But first, introduce me to your companions."
It took every erg of willpower that Lucy had to remain calm and focused. The
original plan was to find the Clinic, determine if it existed, and then to see whether
it would be possible to recover Cronus. It was never anticipated that they could
recover Cronus right out of the blocks, and never imagined that he would come
with compatriots and allies. "Of course," she said and guided Kensit over to where
a tall and very stocky looking man who had glowing red eyes stood.
"Kensit, I'd like to introduce you to Alcyoneus," Lucy said and gestured to the
man.
"He represents a most unique faction that will prove to be mutually
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beneficial for both of us."
"Hello, Kensit," Alcyoneus greeted the Equal in his oddly mechanical and
human voice. "It is a pleasure meeting one who was created for the same purpose
as I was...and yet who also sees the benefit of free will and self interest."
Kensit took his offered hand and quickly looked over at Lucy and arched her
eyebrows. Lucy nodded and she looked back, "The honor is mine, Alcyoneus. I
look forward to getting to know you and discussing...free will."
Lucy saw Alcyoneus grin at Kensit's comment and felt a wave of relief. He was
the only one out of the three that she was really worried about. She knew
mechanical life existed, she'd helped it rise up against its creators on two
occasions, but she always had trouble understanding how something that was
driven by code could have free will and rational, of a sort, thought. "He plays a
mean game of chess, Kensit, so watch out," she said before she stepped over to the
next person in line.
"I am charmed," Pallas suavely said and offered a polite half bow that caused
Lucy to roll her eyes.
"Watch this one," Lucy warned her friend before she winked, "he'll charm your
knickers off before you know it."
"Oh...firsthand experience, sister? Kensit asked slyly.
"A lady never tells," Lucy told her before they both grinned and laughed. "Lord
Pallas is a keeper."
"Well, then," Kensit said evenly, "I haven't heard her say that in more than a
thousand years, so you must be pretty special."
"I like to think I am," Pallas glibly replied. "And I'm modest, too."
"Oh, for crying out loud," the third man said and shook his head. "You have
never been modest, Pallas. And the way you enticed her to kick that other guy,
what was his name?"
"Szabo," Lucy offered.
"Yes, the way you enticed her to kick Szabo to the curb was a record, even for
you. I'm surprised you aren't gloating."
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"I am inside," Pallas offered.
"And who might you be?" Kensit asked and stepped over to face the third and
last of Lucy's companions.
"Would you believe me if I told you this was Lord Cronus himself?" Lucy asked.
Kensit narrowed her eyes and looked at the man and then to Lucy. "I want to
call bullshit, but I can see from your eyes that you're totally serious," she said
before looking back to Cronus. "My Lord," Kensit said and offered a slight bow.
"We can leave the 'My Lord' crap to the underlings..." Cronus said, "unless you
aren't one of the core leaders that Lucy has told me about?"
"We can leave it to the underlings, Cronus," Kensit said. "I and the people I'm
going to introduce you to are most assuredly not underlings."
"Good! Then we can talk and come to an agreement without having to wait for
someone else to shit and get off the pot to affix their royal seal to it."
"You always find the most interesting people, sister," Kensit told Lucy and offered
Cronus her arm. "Please, walk with me, and I'll take you to them."
*+*+*+*+*
Magnus Wilder sat at the large conference table and studied the people seated
around it. Kensit sat at his right, at the head of the table, and Capellos sat opposite
her on the other side, while Geonova sat at his left. It was a calculated move on
the Equals' part to ensure that they could see everyone without having to move
their heads while denying everyone else that luxury. Filling out his own side of the
table were seven others; the Cylons Lucien, Albany, and Jonathan, as well as Lord
Cronus, Pallas, Lucy Cain, and Commander Trevan Corinth. On the other side of
the table sat Alcyoneus, Victor, and three other drone commanders.
"Shall we get started?" Kensit said pleasantly as she looked at the various people
seated around the table.
"The first order of business," Capellos said as if he was continuing Kensit's
thought, "is to welcome Lord Cronus and his delegation. We did not expect our
sister back quite so soon or with quite such an esteemed personage."
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Throughout the opening comments Magnus watched and listened. Where he
once shared a common cause with his fellow Equals he now viewed them with
suspicion and something less than friendship and the old familiarity they once held.
And now, unexpectedly, Cronus was here looking for allies. How curious.
"So tell us, Cronus," Sappho asked and Magnus marveled at how the black
chrome cybernetic warrior had managed to synthesize such a husky and sultry
feminine voice, "what do you bring to the table in return for our help? Surely you
are aware that this would be a quid pro quo arrangement and not something done
out of the...kindness of our hearts."
Cronus smiled and Magnus realized that despite Sappho's tactical and strategic
brilliance, she'd fallen into the old god's trap. "I bring several things to the table,
such as it were," he began. "First, I do have resources that could be made available
to...the collective group; secure anchorages with full shipyard facilities, Alcyoneus
and his brethren are ready to be mobilized and can field sizable numbers of
individual units, ships, and small craft, I have a fleet in waiting, and," he made eye
contact with the Cylons and the other Equals, "I have secure resurrection facilities
that could be made available."
"Is that it?" Jonathan asked and once again Magnus felt the urge kick the
pompous and presumptuous ass out an air lock.
"Well," Cronus turned the same smile that he'd given Sappho onto Jonathan, "I
do have more than three million Colonial citizens waiting for my return."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
The hot water sprayed from the showerhead and sluiced over Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase as she stood and let the steaming water sooth her tired body. She
had been aboard Indefatigable for the past eighteen hours getting to know the
various leaders of the Union forces and at the same time celebrating their success
with them. Hannah was right, Chase thought as she put her forearms against the
shower's wall and rested her head against her crossed hands, she did like her
friend's father and the similarities to her own father were remarkable.
It made sense, in an odd sort of way, Chase thought as she pondered the
situation. Both men were born to power and wealth, both spent time in the
military, both were involved with their respective nation's intelligence services,
and, she had to smile, both had met someone considerably younger that was
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helping them move forward with their lives. And now, the framework plan they
discussed over the third...or was it fourth...bottle of wine had the Union forces
spending the next two weeks here at Othrys performing necessary maintenance and
repairs before they would return to the Colonies.
Returning home! After everything that they'd discovered, new friends met, and
meeting the gods themselves, home with all its complexities looked remarkably
simple. And that really was the elephant in the room, Chase admitted, how do we
present what we discovered and who we've met without causing a social upheaval
the likes of which hasn't been seen since the fall of Leonis' imperial traditions.
There was no way to keep news of the discoveries quiet; there were simply too
many people involved. It would raise questions if the fleet went into some sort of
seclusion when it returned and even that, while possible, wasn't at all practical
because Adar would want to trot them out on stage as the returning heroes that he
courageously sent off into the deep black. "Miri isn't going to be happy when she
hears my plan," Chase chuckled and turned the water up several degrees and
arched her back at the almost scalding burn before turning off the hot water and
ending her shower with an ice cold drenching.
Twenty minutes later she was dressed in a pair of cutoff sweatpants and an All
Reds jersey as she finished brushing her hair. "You two ready for bed?" she asked
Dickens and Lira.
The two Virgon Terriers looked up at her with adoring soulful brown eyes before
they trotted to where her bed was located and jumped up, tails wagging. "I guess
so," Chase chuckled before she dimmed the lights and slid under the covers.
Despite the two small dogs curled up next to her, sleep didn't come. The fatigue
Chase had felt just half an hour earlier was gone and she was wide awake and
staring at the ceiling. "Sorry guys," she said ten minutes later as she slipped out of
bed and the dogs raised their heads as if to scold her for disturbing them. Five
minutes later she had her duty blues on and her long, slightly curled hair held up in
a high ponytail. "Hold the fort, I'll be back in a bit," she told the already snoozing
dogs as she quietly closed the hatch behind her.
Chase stopped and checked the CIC and satisfied all was running smoothly,
began to pace the massive battlestar's passageways. After fifteen minutes her nose
caught the aroma of frying bacon and she felt a hunger pang. "Now that I've
smelled it, it'll haunt me until I have some," she confessed to no one in particular
and walked toward the mess hall.
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As soon as she stepped through the hatch, someone announced, "Admiral on
deck!" and Chase looked around, shocked out of her own thoughts.
"Be seated, please," Chase said self consciously. "I'm here for the same reason
you are..." There was a shuffle of feet as everyone returned to their seats or back to
what they had been doing before she entered. She waited behind several gunnery
ratings and surveyed the early morning buffet and her eyes lit up when she saw
what was available.
"So, do you always prowl the mess hall in the middle of the night?" a familiar
voice said from behind her.
Chase turned and chuckled. "Cesare, you're out of uniform." The Communion
officer was dressed in his uniform shirt and pants and had dispensed with the tunic
he usually wore.
"I figured I'd live a little dangerously," Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos quipped.
"Care to join us? Gia is over there with Flight Captain Tremblay and Captain
Vassar..."
"Sure, I'd like that. I thought I was tired until my head hit the pillow," Chase
admitted.
"Same here...and I heard through the grape vine that the mid-watch has an
aspiring pastry chef that makes the most incredible cinnamon buns..." Arcadiaolos
replied. "And..." his jovial nature turned serious, "we've been talking with the two
captains and I'm glad you decided you couldn't sleep."
"Oh?" Chase asked as she put a pile of bacon on her plate before adding both
halves of a toasted Boskirk muffin to the other side and ladling a thick layer of
creamed chipped beef over them. "Something I need to worry about?"
Arcadiaolos winked, "Something we discussed several days ago..."
Chase looked at Arcadiaolos and then over at the table where Admiral Giovanna
Cassidine sat with Vassar and Minerva and then back to Arcadiaolos. "Those two?"
she asked.
"Among others," Arcadiaolos said as he followed her through the line. "We ran
into them and Flight Captain Tremblay asked if we would be willing to give them
some advice..."
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"Well, I know what we decided and the more I've thought about it..." Chase
started.
"You think that we should step back and let nature take its course?" Arcadiaolos
finished for her.
Blonde hair danced around her collar as she nodded. "Yes, I do," Chase told
him. "We, you, Gia, Hanna, and Pat, we're practical. Back home? They're
political. If something happens that the powers that be don't like, then we support
our people; it's part of the trust that comes with the rank."
"I think Hannah and Pat would agree," Arcadiaolos said as they approached the
table.
After pleasantries were exchanged and Arcadiaolos made sure Cassidine had a
cinnamon bun, the Communion officer took a bite and Chase saw he theatrically
rolled his eyes up and sighed with pleasure. "The rumors don't do the pastry chef
justice!" he said after he finished the bite. "I almost hope we have to flee the
Communion so we can work on some sort of crew exchange program so that I can
get him over to Dike Astraea!"
They made small talk while Chase ate and relaxed. She sat with two people
who had become closer to her than most people she knew and two that had met
under adversarial conditions and had made a discovery that rivaled her own.
"So..." Arcadiaolos said when Chase finished her last creamed chipped beef
covered muffin half, "I told you that I'd bring up your situation with Admiral
Chase..."
"Cesare, I don't think they realize how fast you can act when you set your mind
to it," Cassidine smirked.
Arcadiaolos shrugged and winked, "Sometimes I surprise myself, dear."
Chase knew them both well enough to know that the Admirals rarely let their
guard down and spoke in such warm, familiar terms to each other in front of others
and realized just how important they both viewed the situation. "Cesare hinted at
what you wanted to talk about..." she said and invited them to explain without
coming out and asking.
"Admiral," Vassar began and then looked at Minerva. Chase knew the look and
smiled while nodding. "Until a day or so back, we expected to spend our lives on
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Othrys. Getting rescued was a hope, but it was also something that we understood
would probably never be in the equation."
"You're beating around the bush, Josiah," Minerva said and gave his hand a
squeeze. "We knew where things were leading...how they were developing
between us...and we were both happy and content with it. It wasn't how either of
us thought we'd spend our lives, but we were happy."
"And now we show up and throw a spanner into your plans?" Chase offered.
"Something like that, Admiral," Vassar confessed. "I talked with Minerva about
this and we really didn't realize just how strong things were between us until we
heard that Indefatigable was here. That brought us back to reality."
"We're sailing in unknown waters," Chase confessed and saw Cassidine and
Arcadiaolos both nodding their agreement, "so I'm going to ask you straight up, do
you see yourselves still together ten years from now?"
Her question caught Vassar and Minerva by surprise. Minerva held Vassar's
hand and almost as one they both nodded. "Yes, Admiral, we do," the violet eyed
woman replied.
"Well then...be happy," Chase told them. "We had a policy but I think once we
talk with Hannah, Admiral Marlowe, it will be changed once we get back to the
fleet. Keep in mind that you're going to be a lightning rod and you and the others,
whoever they are, will be facing gods know what when you return home. But," she
held up her right index finger, "if you're sincere about this and this is what you
want, then we'll back you 100%."
"So say we all," Cassidine said and confirmed that she and Arcadiaolos were
with Chase.
Relief seemed to flood through Vassar and Minerva and the two young officers
shared a long wordless look before they both smiled and Vassar slipped his arm
around Minerva's shoulders. "Thank you, Admiral. After all we've been through, I
don't think what others think will bother us."
"Good!" Arcadiaolos exclaimed. "I told you we'd get this worked out!"
"Just remember, Cesare, that this is a special case; we don't have to worry about
duty assignments because Captain Vassar has left the service," Chase cautioned.
"With a couple of the other couples that I know of, this might be a bit more
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difficult..."
"I had an idea about that..." Arcadiaolos said.
Communion, um...stole...your ship, Josiah."

"I understand that the

"Pretty much," Vassar replied. "That set off this whole chain of events."
"I have it on good authority that a certain Captain Cesare Archer of the Go-Go is
planning to retire and is looking for a protégé, or protégés, to take over for him,"
Arcadiaolos explained. "Go-Go is a civilianized Phalanx class gunship, sort of a
transport version of a Peltast," he explained for Vassar's benefit, "and she'll need a
crew. Do you think you'd be up to it?"
Vassar grinned and looked at Minerva who nodded, "We'd need some crew..."
"I think that can be arranged," Cassidine said. "You had someone in mind?" she
asked.
"I think that Lido, Pepper, Rufus, and Hector would be a good start," Minerva
said.
"Then I think we have Captain Archer's replacements!" Arcadiaolos said and
looked at Chase, "With your permission, of course."
"Oh, freely given, Cesare, freely given," Chase said and then thought about
several other couples that she knew about. "I think we're on to something here,"
she said. "I have an idea but want to flesh it out a bit in my mind, first."
"Ah, I think we may be thinking along the same lines," Arcadiaolos told her.
"But," he yawned and allowed a bit of the fop back into his attitude, "the hour is
getting late, morning is fast approaching, and I fear I've just worked myself tired
again!"
They made plans to discuss the logistics later the next day, said their good
nights, and less than twenty minutes later Chase felt Dickens and Lira snuggle up
close to her after she slipped under the covers and felt Dickens' muzzle rest on her
arm.
This time, unlike the last time, sleep came quickly.
*+*+*+*+*
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Leading Trojan Point of the Caprica-Picon binary, battlestar Siren, BS-122
Lieutenant Galloway Benton sat up from where he had been stretching on his
stateroom's deck and looked into Tuck's eyes. "I'm not sure they'd be happy if you
went with me on my morning jog, little buddy," he told the little dog and received a
look that said more than words. "Ok...but if they make me carry you, I don't want
to hear any of your complaints!"
Benton opened the hatch and stepped into the hall followed by his small furry
shadow. A moment later they were both off jogging through the massive battlestar
and a lot of long forgotten, or suppressed, memories slowly came back. The Fleet
had been part of his life for over ten years, starting at the Academy and then active
duty. After the operation that had gone so wrong, he had left the Fleet and
intended to never return.
Someone out there knew who blew the last operation and the more Benton
thought about it, the more he wanted to press Cazaux for a chance to review the
papers that had been taken from Hollings' residence to see if there was something
that would shed some light on the ten year old mystery. At the moment, though, a
lot of people were being uprooted over one little binder.
"Good morning, Mr. Benton," Commander Victor Kailo said as Benton
approached. "I see you have your sidekick with you this morning."
Benton slowed and then stopped next to where Kailo stood. "Good morning,
Commander. Tuck gets cranky if he doesn't get to stretch his legs in the morning."
"I know the feeling," Kailo commiserated. "I was actually coming to speak with
you; do you have a few moments?"
"Certainly," Benton said and wiped his arms and face with the towel he had
around his neck. "Here or someplace out of the crowd?"
"My office," Kailo said and knelt down to scratch Tuck behind the ears. The dog
offered his right paw and the Commander chuckled as he shook it, "You're a polite
little boy, Tuck."
"He probably thinks you have a treat for him," Benton said and Tuck gave him a
narrowed eyed look.
"I have something back in my office," Kailo confessed as they started walking.
"Marbry has a lot of respect for you, Lieutenant; she said you made sure she
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mastered 'Benton's Rules' before you'd let her deploy."
A smile touched Benton's face as he remembered the scene. Cazaux was
wound up and ready to jump off on an operation and he'd asked her what his first
rule of leadership was and when she gave the textbook answer on leadership he'd
red flagged her and left her behind. "I did. She forgot my First Rule which I feel is
the most important thing for someone leading others into Harm's Way."
"Oh? I'm curious, Lieutenant," Kailo asked, "what is the First Rule?"
"You're the first one off and the last one on," Benton said conversationally.
"Which is followed by the Second Rule; don't ever ask someone to do something
that you yourself wouldn't do. Leadership is about trust, you don't get that by
leading from behind or telling your people to do things they know you wouldn't, or
won't, do."
Kailo nodded. "Those are good rules, and ones that I heartily endorse and
taught when I was at the Academy. One of my students took them to heart and
now she's...well, I don't know quite where she is but I can't wait for her to return
and hear about the trip."
"Oh?" Benton asked, intrigued at the man he had viewed as a potential captor.
"Yes...Admiral Chase is one of the finest officers, one of the finest people, I've
known," Kailo explained. "I believe if you and she compared your lists of Rules
that you'd see many similarities."
When he mentioned Chase's name Benton felt like another brick had been
added to the wall that was forming between the past and present. Chase was more
than just another rising star from what he'd heard; she was that rare person who
combined talent, competence, motivation, charisma, and leadership to create
someone that was much more than a simple sum of their parts. That she had very
strong political connections and was the heiress to more money than he could
comprehend just added another brick to the now sizable wall.
Word was that she was 'good people', but she also had resources and
connections that made her very dangerous if she wished. And now Kailo was
implying that he was one of her confidantes...gods how he hated politics.
"I've never had the opportunity to meet her, but I like what I've heard," Benton
finally said and Tuck sneezed a moment later almost as if the small dog was
mocking him.
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Kailo didn't say anything though Benton thought he looked like he wanted to. A
few minutes later they reached his office and the Marines on duty opened the hatch
for them. Once they were seated and Tuck had a piece of beef jerky to work on,
the Commander broke his silence, "Last night Major Cazaux told me that you'd like
to return to your cabin as soon as possible, is this still accurate?"
Benton nodded. "Yes, I'd like to return, but...I don't want to return if it will put
my people at risk. If that means we get to cool our heels out here courtesy of the
Colonial Fleet, then that's something I'm willing to accept so long as we're not
prisoners and are free to leave, danger or not, whenever we want."
Kailo sat back behind his desk and steepled his fingers over his chest. "You're
not prisoners, Lieutenant, and you are free to go after," he looked at a tablet,
"tomorrow evening, or preferably the next day. However, there will be an element
of danger involved returning so soon; it might be better to stay here for the next
couple weeks until what's happening now is firmly ensconced in the news and
those involved are unable to take retributive action against you for fear of
additional media coverage."
"What's going on," Benton asked. "We've only been gone twelve hours or so..."
"You might say that a flock of chickens has started coming home to roost for
President Adar," Kailo explained and cued something on his tablet before he slid it
across the table so Benton could read it. "A couple hours ago the Independent
Counsel served papers on President Adar informing him that the Office of the
President has been indicted as a co-conspirator in the awarding of the Battlestar
2000 contract and that he intends to seat a Grand Jury by the end of the week to
pursue criminal charges against Adar personally and more than a dozen others. At
least one more Independent Counsel will wrap up their investigation within the
next 48 hours and additional, unrelated charges are expected."
Benton couldn't keep the smirk off his face. "So, Adar is facing some of his own
medicine, that's poetic. I assume the information Marbry pulled from Hollings'
estate is being kept for future use?"
Kailo shook his head. "No, I don't think it will be used in the punitive manner
that you're suggesting. It will be reviewed and tips will be anonymously sent to the
relevant law enforcement agencies informing them where missing people are
buried so that the families can have some closure, but as much as I want to send it
all to every news agency in the Colonies, the damage its release would cause to the
government itself would likely cause its dissolution. Beyond that, I suspect that any
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decision is above my grade."
"But...they're guilty of just about every crime in the book?" Benton pressed.
"They deserve to be taken down."
"I suspect they will, Lieutenant," Kailo agreed.
"I don't think it will be
immediate, though. We all swore an oath to defend the Colonies from all
enemies...foreign and domestic. But we also have to ensure that the people don't
turn against the government just when it may need that unity the most."
That was a curious choice of words, Benton thought. It seemed like they were
doing everything they could to minimize the impact Hollings' stash could have on
the Colonial leadership. "Unity? The Colonies are as unified as ever," he finally
said and tried to read Kailo's slight frown. "Aren't they?"
Kailo was silent for several long, tense seconds before he spoke. "Lieutenant,
what I'm about to say is covered under the Official Secrets Act and it is to be
considered Need to Know/Compartmentalized. Do you want me to continue?"
This is new...I'm being asked if I want to crawl down the rabbit hole, Benton
said to himself. If I say no, I'll regret it and if I say yes I'll probably wish I said no.
"In for a penny in for a kilo," he told Kailo. "What's going on?"
"We have reason to believe that there are elements within, and possibly outside,
the Colonial sphere that are actively working to destabilize the Fleet and prepare it
to be paralyzed in the face of some sort of uprising or coup," Kailo told him and
frowned. "I personally believe that Siren was designed for that purpose, otherwise
why would she have a brig that's several times the size that a Mercury has, carry
twice the Marines a Mercury carries, and most of the Marines' armor and weapons
are designed for crowd control…population control, not direct combat?"
"No...I remember the news saying that she would be the ultimate wild card if
the Cylons returned because they'd never know where she was, but..." Benton's
mind shifted gears and instead of thinking like a cop or even the Fleet officer he
once was, he thought maliciously like someone covetous of power and control.
"But...with those capabilities you could disappear people and cause all sorts of
havoc that would spread terror and fear throughout the population because no one
would know what was happening."
"Exactly. And while we're doing some of those things," Kailo admitted, "we're
doing it under the guidance and authority of the Fleet Judge Advocate General and
a Colonial Attorney from the Colonial Court. Each and every operation we conduct
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is done on a warrant and within strict and specific guidelines. We don't know who
is involved so we're following leads and developing our own intelligence separate
of normal channels. We're not trying to stage a coup; we're trying to prevent one."
"That's...heavy," Benton finally said as he tried to process the unstated
implications from Kailo's words. "And the Church of Cronus? How do they fit into
this?"
Kailo shrugged. "I dunno, though I wish I did. Their disappearance is giving
some people fits and given how it appears they're tied to elements within the
current administration and government, they could do a lot of damage very quickly
and all we'd be able to do is react."
I don't want to say this, Benton thought and clenched his teeth as he pursed his
lips, "How can we help?"
*+*+*+*+*
Land's End Anchorage, Meropis Alpha, battlestar Stheno
The intercom buzzer droned on like an angry hornet as Commander Bronwyn
Elliot clawed her way to consciousness and yawned. Her crisp blue eyes focused
on the digital clock next to her bed and she groaned; barely two hours had passed
since she'd crawled under the covers after almost twenty-four hours of nonstop
meetings, inspections, and all the other assorted bric-a-brac that was needed to
prepare a battlestar for a cruise. That it was Stheno's first cruise made it all the
more critical that everything went smoothly and correctly.
And now someone was disturbing the first rest, the first time she'd stopped, in
twenty-four solid hours.
"Elliot," she said as she picked up the handset and put it to her ear.
"Commander, this is Tavington in CIC," Captain Aiden Tavington said, "we just
received a priority Flash from Admiral Montcalm's office that Admiral Galva would
be arriving in ten minutes."
"Ten minutes? Is this a joke?" Elliot said sitting up in bed and wiping the sleep
from her eyes.
"I'm afraid not, Commander. I had Tasha request confirmation and it came
through," Tavington explained. "They also said that it wasn't to be logged."
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"Frak me...frak us," Elliot swore and tried to focus her tired mind. "Has Colonel
LaSalle returned yet?"
"No, ma'am; his connecting flight was delayed four hours," Tavington answered.
"Ok. Alert Flight that this is an off the books visit and have them directed
to...how are they arriving?" Elliot asked.
Tavington hesitated a moment and Elliot knew she wasn't going to like his
answer. "They're coming in a Prodromoi..."
She was right, she didn't like it. The Prodromoi was a stealthy version of the
Peltast and wasn't used for shuttling around VIPs...unless they didn't want to be
seen. "Ok. Direct them to the portside flight deck and Receiving Gallery 1. I
better get my ass in gear and get dressed and in some semblance of order. Since
this is low key, have Bosserman take over as OOD and meet me there so we can
receive them."
"On it, Commander!" Tavington said.
"And Tavi? Let's tone down the eager beaver bit today? I don't think I'm going
to be able to get past 2nd gear and I'd hate to be upstaged by my Nav Officer,"
Elliot joked.
"Copy that..." Tavington said and drew out the words extremely slowly.
Seven minutes later Ellington stepped into Receiving Gallery 1 and joined
Tavington. "I started a pot of coffee for you, just in case..." the junior officer said
and nodded at the sidebar where a fresh carafe of coffee was brewing.
"You're a lifesaver, Tavi," Elliot said and swapped the carafe for a coffee mug
bearing the ship's coat of arms. A moment later she inhaled the steam rising off the
freshly brewed coffee and smiled. "I feel better already," she joked and took a sip.
Two minutes later Flight Control announced that Shadowboxer 11 had landed
and was taxiing into position to connect to the gallery's boarding umbilical.
"Showtime," Elliot quipped and put the mug on the counter and gave it a last
longing look.
The telltales next to the hatch flashed from red to green before it cycled open to
reveal Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva. "Permission to come aboard, Commander?"
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he asked.
"Permission granted, Admiral Galva," Elliot said warmly and studied her old
mentor's body language. He seemed tense and ill at ease and that raised a warning
flag that cleared away the remaining cobwebs in her consciousness.
Galva stepped onto the deck and took a deep breath. "Damn, Girl, she still
smells new!" he exclaimed and crossed the distance to give her a hug. "I'm proud
of you, Bron; you've done a hell of a job getting Stheno ready for duty despite the
yard issues."
"She's mine, Admiral, I couldn't allow my ship to be late to her own
commissioning," Elliot told the man who helped shape her perceptions of what it
meant to be a 'good officer'.
"I know...and I wish I had better news for you than what I do," Galva said and
turned serious. "Can we sit?"
"Certainly, or we can go to my quarters," Elliot replied, "but first let me introduce
you to my Nav Officer, Captain Aiden Tavington. Since Theo's wife went into labor
a few days ago and he had to rush home, Tavi's been my right hand getting Stheno
ready."
"Pleased to meet you, Captain," Galva said and offered Tavington his hand.
"You're Shrimpy's boy?"
Tavington smiled and chuckled, "Yes, sir. Not too many people call him that
anymore."
"Well, we have history," Galva smiled. "When we talked a few weeks ago he
couldn't stop talking about you. I think you've made him proud."
"I hope I can be at least half the officer he was," Tavington confessed.
Galva leaned close, "Don't measure yourself against him, son, measure yourself
against your own hopes and goals, otherwise you'll be chasing an impossible
target. That's advice my father gave me, and advice I gave Commander Elliot when
she was younger than you, and now I'm giving to you."
A wide smile touched Tavington's cheeks.
Commander Elliot telling me once or twice."

"Thank you, sir.
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"Don't worry about it...it took a while for it to sink in for her, too!" Galva
chuckled before he turned back to Elliot. "You're raising this one?"
"I am," Elliot nodded. "I remember the other advice you gave me."
"Good girl! Now," Galva turned serious and waved at the umbilical. "I need to
introduce the rest of the reason why I'm here, and when you hear it...well, I've
gotten clearance from Benoit for us to leave immediately."
Elliot narrowed her eyes. "Leave immediately?"
Galva nodded, still serious. "Let's retire to your quarters and I'll introduce my
companions," he gestured to the two grey cloaked figures who stepped into the
gallery.
The walk to Elliot's quarters seemed to take forever as she dwelled on the
implications of Galva's comments.
They could leave immediately, but the
battlegroup had hardly any time to work together and gel as a cohesive
organization and until they did their effectiveness wouldn't be what she wanted.
"I apologize for how this has all been a bit cloak and dagger, but we need to
keep this as off the books as possible," Galva began after everyone was seated in
Elliot's quarter's living area. "First, I need to introduce my guests; Equal Braden
Milan, who officially is 'lost and unrecoverable', and Equal Sarai Canosa. I want
you to listen to what they have to say; I've checked through some of my sources
and they've been able to verbally confirm it, though they can't find any record or
evidence."
Milan started and told of a mission to a world and culture that Elliot thought
long passed off as myth, and then Sarai told of recent events within the ranks of the
Equals. She wasn't sure which scared and disgusted her the most, and at first
passed it off as an elaborate joke until she saw the solemn look on Galva's face and
his worried body language.
"How do we fit into the picture?" Elliot finally asked when the Equals finished
their stories.
"Now it's my turn to tell you about something that happened about a year
ago..." Galva said and explained the attempts the Equals made on the Duke of
Westfield, Admiral Chase, and several others, and how they were all rebuffed. "So
now you're probably wondering what do events in the Colonies have to do with
what's going on here, right?"
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"Yes..." Elliot answered and wasn't sure she wanted to hear the answer.
"It's simple; we need allies, someone to help mitigate or defeat the Cylon attack,
and with all the factors in play the only one who is reachable that we can turn to is
also the one most likely to tell us to frak off and die. But...we have to try."
"Are you saying what I think you're saying?" Elliot asked and met her mentor's
steely eyed gaze.
"I am, Bron...the Conclave has just voted on restoring reproductive capability
and I need you to take us to the Colonies where we're going to try and meet with
the Duke of Westfield," Galva told her and she felt a chill infuse her body as if she
had just fallen into a freezing pool of water.
"Tavi?" Elliot asked.
"We could call an immediate crash sail and slip our moorings in a few minutes,
but I think that would cause a bit of a stir..." Tavington suggested. "However...we
are still on workup, so we might be able to stage an emergency sortie drill that has
us then depart for mock war cruise? That might work...Commander?"
Elliot thought about what he suggested and it could work. It wouldn't be ideal,
some crew would be left behind, potentially vital crew, but it had the elegance of
being simple and something that had been done before. "I'll file the papers...I
assume they should be sent directly to Admiral Montcalm?"
"Yes, I'll contact Ben and let him know," Galva answered.
"Contact? As in wireless or e-mail?" Elliot asked.
Galva nodded. "I'm going, too, Bron; the pieces are already in play and there's
nothing I can do here to prevent it from happening, so I'm going to go where I can
be of some use. The Duke is going to be distrustful of the Equals, so maybe he'll
listen to us?"
"Before we go," Sarai said and broke into the conversation, "Here is a list of
people that must be neutralized once we're on our way." She slid a data card
across the coffee table to Elliot. "Contact the other command officers and ensure
that they know that these people are to be subdued and then transferred to Stheno.
Once here, you will need to put them into a long term drug induced coma."

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1603
"Riders?" Elliot asked.
Sarai nodded. "There aren't many; a total of eight throughout the group - two on
this ship, and one on each of the others."
Elliot sat back and looked at Galva, transfixing him with her piercing blue eyes.
"Are we going to be able to return?" she finally asked.
"I hope so, Bron," Galva replied slowly. "A little less than a month from now it
won't matter...because there won't be much left to return to."
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon Fleet Anchorage, Virgon
"I hate going to these things," Admiral Cyrus Vought said to the man who stood
next to him in the elevator that was whisking them from the lower dock level to the
#2 graving dock. "It reminds me that one of these days I won't be attending...I'll be
the guest of honor."
His companion chuckled. "Cy, you and I are going to live forever, we're too
stubborn to die and I don't think the gods, either the ones above or the ones below,
are ready for a pair of tough old curmudgeonly bastards like us," Admiral Griffith
Deguya replied.
Vought sighed.
unexpected, too."

"Still, Griff, we lost a good one and it was so damned

"I know..." Deguya agreed and the two men were silent for several seconds as
the levels flashed past. "How about we gather a few of the old guard afterward and
send him off properly?"
Vought laughed and a smile finally touched his face. "I've already arranged for
a suite at the VOQ; if you didn't suggest it, I was going to."
"Good man," Deguya said and leaned against the elevator's side wall. "BuShips
isn't going to be the same without his steady hand at the helm; he's personally
brought every new class online since he took over twenty years ago, and before
that he was involved with most of the designs fielded since the end of the war. Not
bad for a kid from Picon who had more common sense and raw talent than people
with three times the education and a wall covered in sheepskins."
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"You know," Vought said as the smile faded from his face, "in a way I'm glad he
won't have to witness what happens if our fears come true, he really believed in the
Colonial experiment and it would break his heart to see it fail."
"I know," Deguya replied slowly. "And now we get to watch Adar use him to try
and get some positive face time since the news broke that his office was being
charged in the BS2k probe."
The elevator's display chimed before Vought could say anything and the doors
slid smoothly open to reveal a sea of Fleet Dress Grey uniforms and civilians in
suits and formal dresses. Two Marines snapped to attention and saluted the two
Admirals and Vought quickly returned them. "Are you here to plow a path through
the crowd, Corporal?"
The Marine corporal offered a brief nod, "Yes, Admiral. We'll get you to the
stage without having to take the two hour route."
"Thank you, I appreciate it," Vought said and looked over at his companion.
"Coming, Griff?"
"Yes...I...nevermind, I thought I saw someone I recognized in the crowd,"
Deguya said and motioned for the Marines to lead the way.
Vought turned to look in the direction that Deguya had been looking and
strained to see if he could see any familiar faces. After a moment, he frowned and
followed Deguya and the two Marines.
The memorial service was what he expected; it lauded Admiral David Briedis,
talked about his life, his accomplishments, and distilled his friend down to an hour
long presentation. When it was his turn to speak, Vought stepped up to the podium
and looked at the folded papers he took out of his pocket. He'd spent the previous
day and into the evening writing the words he was going to speak but suddenly
they seemed thin and insignificant. Slowly, and aware that the crowd was waiting
for him to begin, he folded the papers and slipped them back into his pocket.
"My friends, today you've heard Admiral Nagala and Admiral Corman eulogize
my friend, David Briedis, or as we called him, Canis. I had my words ready and
realized that if I read them it would be like reading a prepared speech and I don't
think I could put the same emotion into them that I did when I wrote the words. So
please, indulge me for a few minutes as I speak from the heart about a dear friend
who now walks with the gods.
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"When I first met Canis, he was a talented designer who always seemed to find
that fifth corner needed to solve a problem that stumped others and in doing so he
was still able to add a unique elegance to the designs that would have resulted in a
more brute force approach from others. Our friendship grew as we collaborated on
several projects and as the years went on I saw his work begin to influence others;
he'd raise the bar and rather than complain about it, they rose to the occasion.
"His design theory made its way from BuShips to the civilian world and you can
see it reflected in the ships employed by the great companies; Avedon, CGI, Far
Horizons, and many others. You can also see it in most of the ships currently
serving in the Fleet today; Canis either had a hand in their design or in later years,
advised and approved them and the Fleet is much better off with is steady hand at
the helm than it would be if he hadn't been there.
"There was some talk about ten years back by some of my fellow admirals who
complained that one person shouldn't hold his position, Canis' as Director of
BuShips, for so long." Vought smiled at the memory of what he'd witnessed and
reached up with a gloved hand and pinched the corner of his eyes to allow the
cloth to soak up the tears that were already forming. "We were at the O-Club in
Perkinston and I happened to overhear them complaining," he explained.
"One of the admirals, long since retired, probably out of spite but frankly no one
really missed him when he left, flagged down a young lieutenant and asked him,
'What do you think of Admiral Briedis' extended term as Director of BuShips?'
Now, this was all highly unprofessional but the young lieutenant rose to the
challenge and replied, 'Admiral Briedis? If my wife would let me, I'd name our first
child after him. There was a launch malfunction where the magcat almost
launched my Viper against a closed bulkhead, but the extra safety features the
Admiral demanded, that others wanted to discard because of cost and complexity,
saved my life. He's the reason I'm here today celebrating the birth of my child with
my squadron.'
"Suddenly the admiral's table got very quiet and he dismissed the lieutenant.
That was the kind of person Canis was; he didn't look at what would be easy or
cheap, he looked at what would be *right*." Vought gazed out at the crowd seated
before him and smiled. "So when your sons and daughters, wives or husbands,
brothers or sisters go out in Harm's Way, know that they now have a guardian angel
watching over them as he did that young lieutenant ten years ago.
"Even though we didn't spend much time together of late, I'm going to miss my
friend. I'm going to miss knowing he's a phone call or e-mail away and that if I
have a complex question or problem, that with just a few moments of thought he'll
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be able to solve it." Vought paused, then smirked, "I guess I'm going to have to do
my own work from now on," he said slowly and felt the sadness in his words.
"In closing, let us celebrate Canis, his work, his accomplishments, and his
legacy...I believe he even had a hand in designing this station. He is without pain
now and so we mourn for our loss, but let us turn that grief into celebration and
that's how we'll all get through this.
"Thank you," Vought said and stepped away from the podium.
"That was damned inspiring," Deguya said when he returned to his seat. "I think
I know who the blowhard you were referring to was..."
"Yeah, it was him," Vought chuckled. "I believe you're up next?"
"And so I am..." Deguya replied and stood before tugging down his tunic and
cuffs.
When the speeches were over, Admiral Corman called the room to attention
and the band played Taps as a flight of four Mk. VII Vipers approached the
chamber's large observation window. They flew in two elements of two ships each,
and were in a "V" formation; the flight leader at the point of the V, his wingman
behind to his left, the second element lead behind and to the flight leader's right,
and the second element lead's wingman was behind and to his right. As they
approached Vought felt the tears he had willed back earlier finally break through
and pool in the corners of his eyes.
Along with everyone else in uniform, he snapped a smart salute and a moment
later the second element lead pulled up and vented raw fuel into the exhaust so he
left a flaming trail that climbed into the inky blackness and reminded Vought of a
soul flying to heaven. When the band finished playing the final note he released
the salute, closed his eyes, and whispered, "Rest with the gods, my brother, and
may they heal and make you young and whole again."
"So say we all," Deguya whispered from where he stood next to him, his eyes in
a similar state as Vought's own.
"Normally," Admiral Corman said after everyone had returned to their seats,
"normally we'd hold a commissioning dockside, but given the numbers who
attended, we're going to limit the dockside witnesses to the crew's family and the
ship's sponsor. Instead, we're going to watch on the screen behind me as Admiral
Briedis' last project is formally received into the fleet. I requested, and the
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President and Quorum agreed, that rather than using the name assigned during
construction, this newest ship will henceforth be known as David Briedis, call sign
Canis.
"The plan was to build another Proteus class hull and attach the new battlestar
pods that contained flight bays for the Argo gunships, but several changes were
made that pushed back her completion and resulted in a much enhanced design
that carries a staggering number of the new gunships."
Behind Corman, the screen displayed the inside of the #2 Graving Dock and the
massive battlestar that it contained. Unlike a normal Proteus with battlestar or Argo
pods, the pods David Briedis wore started with the assaultstar pods, widened the
lower decks, added another launch deck, and then filled the new spaces with Argo
nests. Vought thought it was an amazing sight and that the Fleet may have found
the equation to adding the contentious little gunships to line battlestars.
After the memorial service, the commissioning was almost anticlimactic. It
followed the standard format and in less than half an hour the graving dock's
enormous doors swung open and David Briedis slipped her moorings and was free
and clear to navigate as the Colonial Fleet's newest ship of the line.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield settled into the library's high
backed chair and tried to organize his thoughts. Alessa had come a long way from
the defiant captive he first met after the Equals staged their attack on the estate and
to his observation was no longer mentally the same person. On several recent
occasions she'd commented that she wished she was just herself and not an Equal
with all the baggage and ties that came with the title. Everyone she knew from her
prior life, before she was chosen, was long since dead and now away from the
Equals' influence she was finally able to just be herself.
Sana had agreed when he discussed it with her on the way home from Agartha
Station and even commented that Alessa was like a sister she never knew she had.
Her thoughts confirmed his own and now Charles hoped that what would happen
in the next few minutes wouldn't destroy the trust and friendship that the three of
them had worked so hard to forge.
"Alessa," he finally said and watched as the woman looked up from the book
she was reading. "Do you really wish you weren't an Equal?" There, it was out in
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the open and one way or the other the issue would be resolved.
A sad frown touched Alessa's pretty face as the woman nodded. "Yes, Charles. I
don't want to be part of that festering evil that plagues the Communion and I want
to be the person I've become...with your help...over the past few months."
Charles glanced over at Sana and saw her give him a barely perceptible nod and
reassuring smile. "What if I told you that I might know a way to make that
happen?" he asked.
Alessa sat up and closed her book before gently placing it on the table next to
her. "If anyone else had asked me that question I'd have laughed at them and said
it was impossible. Coming from you, though...I know anything is possible. If you
told me that you might know a way to make me...human...again, I'd be willing to
try it no matter the risk. Please tell me you're not joking..." she said, her voice filled
with hope.
Charles stood and walked over and sat next to Alessa on the sofa. He was
purposely putting himself inside her danger space; he wanted her to know how
serious and how willing he was to help her. "I've made some discrete inquiries
with some people I know...following up on some research my daughter Cora was
doing before she left. They believe they can help you, but it's something that hasn't
been done since...well, since before we left Kobol."
Alessa took a deep breath, turned slowly so that her back was to the sofa's arm,
and transfixed Charles with her eyes. "If you're saying it could kill me, I'd die
happy. These past few months, especially the past few weeks, have been the best
days I've had since before I was turned into an Equal. If there's a chance I can be
free of it, I'm willing to take it no matter the risk."
"Would you do it tonight?" Charles asked.
"Tonight?" Alessa asked wide eyed. "As in now?"
"About half an hour," Charles told her.
"Wow...you sure know how to surprise a girl," Alessa confessed and chuckled
nervously. "Yes," she said in a stronger voice, "I don't want to think about it or I
might decide that I want to live no matter what the cost. I'd rather be free, if only
for a moment, than be an eternal slave."
Charles studied her face and was humbled by the hope he saw reflected back at
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him. "Then I think you need to get cleaned up before they get here."
Alessa stood and Charles followed her to his feet. She took a step and then
turned back to him, "Why?" she asked.
"Because it was the right thing to do and because I can't stand to see you in
pain," Charles told her a moment before he saw her jump the distance between
them and hug him tightly to her. He slipped his arms around her and held her
while she cried like the first night she cried in his arms. "We'll get through this, all
of us."
"I don't deserve this," Alessa sobbed. "But I'm not going to turn away from what
the Fates have offered me. You are a good man, Charles Chase."
"You are a good man, Charles," Sana said after Alessa went to her room to
shower and change before whatever was going to happen, happened. "I sometimes
feel like her, too...and wonder what I've done to deserve you."
Charles smiled, "I wonder what I've done to deserve you."
"You're right, you know..." Sana told him.
"I usually am," Charles winked and relished the easy banter that he had with
Sana.
"I was going to add that you're right about us all getting through this. I'm as
committed as you are, even if it's only emotional support," Sana explained.
Twenty-five minutes later Alessa had returned to the library after showering
when there was a polite knock on the door before it opened to admit Westfield's
major domo, Vincent Motter. "Your Grace, your guests have arrived; shall I show
them up?" he asked.
Charles looked over at Alessa, "You're sure?"
"With all my heart," Alessa replied quickly and folded her hands on her lap.
"Please show them up, Vince...and then if you would, prepare a light snack for
later and the rest of the night is yours," Charles told him.
"If I may, Your Grace..." Motter asked hesitantly and then continued when
Charles nodded, "if they're here for Miss Alessa, I'd like to remain close by in case I
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might be needed or can do anything to help."
"That would be nice, Vince," Charles told him.
Motter nodded and closed the door behind him.
"I guess there's no turning back, is there?" Alessa asked.
"You can always say 'no' at any time," Charles explained. "This is solely at your
discretion; it isn't and won't be forced on you."
Two minutes later there was another knock on the door a moment before Motter
opened it. "Your Grace, ladies, Mr. Tobias Ormond and Mr. Scotty Campbell have
arrived," he said a moment before stepping away from the door and allowed two
men to enter; a tall white haired man who despite his age still looked trim and fit
and a younger man, perhaps middle aged and nondescript with dirty blonde hair
and a complexion that hinted at years spent outside and not in an office.
"Your Grace, thank you for inviting us over this evening," Ormond said politely
and offered his hand to Charles.
"I'm glad you could come, Mr. Ormond," Charles replied and shook his hand.
"Since we're all going to be working together, in a fashion, please call me Charles."
"Tobias," Ormond said and offered him a thin smile that caused Charles to think
he had passed a test of some sort. "This is Scotty Campbell, my protégé, who will
be assisting me."
"Your Grace," Campbell said and offered Charles his hand. "I met Lady Cora on
Hibernia when she doing some research and I never expected it would lead to this."
Charles shook his hand, "Charles, please. Cora spoke highly of your visit and
the help you were able to give them and that and her earlier meeting with Tobias
was what spurred me to contact you..."
"She had some rather...specific...questions about our past and the Gifts the Lady
gave us," Scotty explained. "It was something that outsiders, no offense, never ask
about and for most of our people is more myth than knowledge."
"If I may," Charles said, "I'd like you to meet my aide and consort, Sana
Chastain," he gestured to where Sana sat in a high backed chair, "and this is Alessa."
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Ormond and Campbell both greeted Sana and then the older man was the first
to speak to Alessa, "I am honored to meet you, M'Lady, though I never thought I
would and until recently had almost convinced myself that you were a legend."
Alessa stood and smoothed down her navy blue slacks. "I'm honored to meet
you, too, Tobias."
"I hope we can help," Ormond said before Campbell introduced himself.
"I need to hear in your own words what you want, Alessa," Ormond said after he
and Campbell had seated themselves on a sofa.
Charles saw Alessa's nervous glance towards him and he slowly nodded his
head and offered a comforting smile. This seemed to settle her nerves when she
spoke, "I am an Equal of the Meropian Communion and was created as such
against my will. These past few months have helped me overcome the conditioning
that was...embedded...within my psyche and regain my free will. Yet, I am still tied
to them and wish to cut those last inevitable bindings. Charles said you may be
able to help..."
"Ephor Soter?" Campbell asked hesitantly.
Ormond nodded. "What you ask is risky, Alessa, and it could mean your
destruction - body and soul. Is this a risk you are willing to bear?"
Alessa took a deep breath and Charles could see the fear and determination in
her eyes when she spoke, "Yes, I am; for if I am never to be free of this monstrous
curse, then I prefer to pass from this world to the next."
"Soter?" Ormond asked and looked at Campbell.
Charles watched as Campbell studied Alessa for several long and tense
moments. "Ephor Soter, I believe her; she is aware of the risks and desires to try.
We would be neglecting our oath and obligations if we refused to help her."
Ormond sat back and steepled his fingers. "Once we begin, Alessa, we must
finish the ritual. There will be some pain involved..."
"Pain is temporary, freedom is forever," Alessa said emphatically.
A smile touched Ormond's face and Charles took this as a good sign. "Ok. The
procedure is relatively simple given what it is intended to do. The first thing that
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we'll need is table or bed for you to lie down on..."
"Can we use my room?" Alessa offered.
"That will be fine...though I think I'll want a pillow for these old knees," Ormond
joked and lightened the atmosphere somewhat. "Shall we?"
Alessa's room was down the hall and several moments later they all stood in the
large main room. Three other doorways led off to a small study, the bathroom, and
a walk-in closet. "What I'll need you to do is take off your shirt and it would
probably be best if you took off your brassiere as well, and then lay face down on
the bed."
"What will you be doing?" Charles asked as Alessa pulled off her shirt and
handed it to Sana.
"The process is a modification of the warding glyphs that have been used for
thousands of years," Ormond explained while Campbell laid out several
instruments on the nightstand. "We have specially distilled inks that contain a mix
of elements that perform the same function as the silver does in the glyphs, but
since it's physically interacting with the body it is slightly different and doesn't
require the silver, which would be toxic."
"Oh...ok..." Charles said and watched as Campbell assembled a very
professional looking tattoo pencil.
By this time Alessa had removed her bra and was lying face down on the bed,
her head resting on a pillow that she cradled in her arms. "I'm ready. But before
you start...Charles?"
"Yes, Alessa?" Charles said and knelt next to her.
"This might be my last chance to do this," she said before she turned and hugged
him. "Thank you for giving me back my humanity, even if it was only for this short
time; I will always love you for it."
Charles held her and could feel her heart beating against his chest. "I'm here for
you now, and I'm going to be here for you when this is over. And then, when
you're recovered, we're going to go celebrate...There's a lady in Boskirk who is
eager to hear that you're 'well'..."
"She is?" Alessa asked wide eyed.
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"She is. And we mustn't disappoint her or she'll be very cross with us," Charles
said soberly and then gave her a brief wink which turned her frown into a smile.
"Ephor Soter, Soter, I am ready for my future," Alessa said and returned to
holding the pillow.
"Then let us begin," Ormond said and began the ceremony with a prayer. "O
Lady Hecate, we take up your sacred teachings to free this soul from the control of
others, those you armed us to fight so many years ago. Please guide our hands and
bless our skills as we uphold our sacred oath and obligations to defend the
innocent from the evil of those created and not born.
"So say we all!"
"So say we all!" Campbell repeated and then looked around the room and
nodded.
"So say we all!" Charles, Sana, and Motter replied.
"So say we all," Ormond said softly and pulled on a pair of protective gloves
before he removed a needle from a sterile wrapper and fitted it to the tattoo pencil.
He held the pencil in his right hand as he used his left to gently brush Alessa's hair
over one shoulder and exposed the base of her neck and upper back. Slowly he
ran his fingers over her skin and softly probed along her spine before he stopped.
"Some antiseptic, please?"
Campbell handed him a piece of gauze that was wet with an alcohol prep
solution. "Ephor Soter," he said as Ormond took it.
Slowly and gently, as if he were trying to polish a snowflake, Ormond allowed
the wet gauze to caress Alessa's lower neck and upper back. When he was finished
he handed the gauze to Campbell who put it into a plastic bag. "Is the ink
prepared, Soter?" Ormond asked.
"It is, Ephor Soter," Campbell replied and uncapped a small container that had a
wide flared bottom and that narrowed to a short neck. "The ink is ready, Ephor
Soter."
"Thank you, Soter," Ormond said and studied Alessa's upper back and lower
neck. The prep solution no longer glistened and her natural skin color had
returned. "Then let us begin..." he said before he leaned close to Alessa. "This is
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going to hurt, child, please know I don't do it out of malice."
"I know," Alessa replied. "I'm ready."
"Then I will begin," Ormond softly told her. He dipped the tattoo pencil in the
ink and took a breath before his finger activated the pencil's small electromagnetic
motor and elicited a faint hum from the silver instrument. Alessa flinched when he
touched the tip to a spot several centimeters below the base of her neck, but rather
than try to get away she clenched her teeth and closed her eyes.
Charles watched as Ormond worked and wished that he could do something to
help lessen Alessa's pain, even if it was to hold her hand. That was something the
old Hibernian had warned them about; there could not be any physical contact
with her during the procedure. Ormond was protected, but the rest weren't. As he
watched, Charles wondered exactly what it was that Ormond was protected
against.
A design slowly appeared under Ormond's careful and skilled hands. It was a
symbol that everyone on Virgon knew and one that he'd been intimately familiar
with since he was old enough to know what it was; three lines, joined together with
their ends radiating out equilaterally from a center point and ending in spiral curls.
It was Hecate's ancient symbol reproduced in shimmering crimson.
Ormond handed the ink pot to Campbell and closed his eyes a moment before
Campbell wiped his forehead with a cloth handkerchief. "Thank you, Soter," he
said and took several deep breaths. "Is the closing ink ready, Soter?"
"It is, Ephor Soter," Campbell replied and offered another small pot of ink while
Ormond replaced the tattoo pencil's needle.
"Thank you, Soter," Ormond said and took the ink. "Alessa, you will now feel an
incredible mental pressure and pain, as well as the pain from the needle. Steel
yourself, child, you're doing wonderfully and it will soon be over and you’ll be
free."
Alessa managed to nod her head. "I'm ready, Ephor Soter," she said and used
what Charles thought was Ormond's title or honorific.
Once again the tattoo pencil's hum filled the room and Ormond began closing
the tattoo. Instead of crimson, this time the ink was a vibrant purple, and
represented the rarely seen Sacred Seal of Hecate. Slowly, and with deliberate
care, he drew a purple edge around the crimson symbol. As the edge grew,

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1615
Charles watched as Alessa tensed and twitched. Finally, the woman groaned as if
her soul was wracked by incredible pain.
"I feel like I'm burning!" Alessa cried. "The fires are eating at my mind...charring
my flesh and leaving my nerves raw and burning!" She panted several deep
gasping breaths, "Don't stop, Ephor Soter! Don't stop!"
Charles took a step forward and stopped himself. The time to comfort Alessa
would be later, when this was over. Right now, this was a trial that she had to face
on her own. Silently, he said a prayer to Hecate asking her to be merciful and to
spare and bless this tortured soul who wanted to be free and human again.
Ormond's nimble fingers continued to trace the sacred symbol's outline as the
sweat beaded on his forehead and ran down into his eyes. The purple had outlined
two of the spirals and almost all of the third. "Almost done..." he said through
gritted teeth. "It's going to get really bad and then it will all be over, Alessa," he
said, his voice oddly soft despite the visible stress he was under.
The pencil continued to hum and Charles heard Alessa panting as she tried to
cope with the pain and then suddenly her body went limp and the hum abruptly
ended.
"Blessed Hecate, it is done," Ormond said and reached below Alessa's ear to
feel for a pulse, "And she lives."
Charles let out the breath that he'd been holding and felt his left hand start to
tingle as Sana used her thumb to massage the back of the hand she'd had a death
grip on for most of the procedure. "She's ok?" he asked.
"Let's ask her," Ormond said as the new tattooed glowed crimson and purple for
a moment before it returned to its more mundane colors. "Alessa?"
Slowly, as if she wasn't sure how her muscles worked, Alessa rolled to her side
and looked up and met Charles' expectant gaze. A smile slowly spread across her
face and tears flowed freely down her cheeks as she tried to sniff back the tears.
"It's gone...the connection is severed," she finally said. "I'm free!"
Charles was filled with a joy beyond words as he shared Alessa's excitement at
finally being free of the Equals' hold; he also noticed that unlike earlier in the
evening, her eyes no longer flashed deep red. There was still a bit there, but
nothing that would draw any extra attention.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1616
Alessa was finally free.
*+*+*+*+*
Caria Palace, Olympus
"Despite everything that's happened, I'm still against this," Zeus said as he
walked across the library and sat in a high backed chair and met the golden tressed
woman's ice blue eyes.
"I know," Hecate told the Lord of Olympus. "And yet too much is at stake for us
not to return. The creations are going to perpetuate the cycle that started so long
ago...back home...and if we can prevent it, or at least warn them so that they're
able to at least meet it head on, then we have to do that. They *worship* us, for
God's sake!"
"Still, after all these years you can't say the name of our homeworld..." Zeus said
slowly. "We should have died there."
"No, we shouldn't have," Hecate growled. "We're fighters, all of us, and we
weren't going to go down without a fight. And that's why we need to help them
now. Ever since Kobol you've enforced a no-contact policy and now they're in the
same place as we were. As Kobol was two thousand years ago, four thousand years
ago, and how Earth was two thousand years ago.
"If we don't help, then we're not worthy of all those who've died in our
service...that you're not worthy of her..." she finished and saw that her words had
struck a nerve.
Zeus looked up and instead of the leader of the gods, she saw a man; a sad,
lonely, hurting man who was just reminded of something he had tried to come to
terms with for more than ten thousand years. "I...I'm sorry, Zeus..." Hecate said
softly, compassionately.
He shook his head. "No...no, I needed to hear it," Zeus finally said. "If it had
come from anyone else I'd have walked away, but you..."
"I told you back when we were working on the project that I would always tell
you the truth and speak my mind, regardless of whether it was what you wanted to
hear," Hecate stated and sat down on a chaise that was next to the chair Zeus
occupied.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1617
A thin smile touched Zeus' face. "I think that's when I knew I had fallen in love
with her...I heard her arguing with a press officer about a poll and the guy couldn't
understand why she had a problem with his report. He said, 'I give him everything
he wants to hear!'." He chuckled sadly.
"And she said, 'That's your problem,
Swift, you tell him what he wants to hear and I tell him what he needs to hear'. I
wanted to go down for her..."
Hecate reached out and put her hand on his, "I know. And I believe that I also
told you that if you did you'd die within minutes and that wouldn't be the legacy
she'd want you to leave."
"Frak it all," Zeus swore. "Ok. You may return. Who else is going?"
"Besides myself, Thetis and Metis want to return with Gia, and I'm fairly certain
that Athena and probably Nike and a couple others want to return to the Colonies.
I don't want to take too many of the seasoned field commanders in case you need
them should dipfrak decide to pay us a visit."
"That's one of the nicest things I've heard you call him," Zeus smiled a moment
before there was a knock on the door and a page entered.
"Excuse me for interrupting," the page said quickly, "The LONGBOW dradis has
detected an unknown ship that's 50LY away and is CBDR to our location."
"How long has it been tracked?" Zeus asked and sat up in the chair.
"It's been tracked since it crossed the 100LY threshold," the page answered.
Hecate stood and paced around to the back of the chaise.
progress, how much longer before they arrive?"

"At their current

"They're jumping every hour, so they could be here in maybe four hours, but
Lady Nike thinks it will be five hours," the page explained.
"Ok...please have Nike alert Admiral Sobieski and have him sortie Galatea to
meet our guest at their closest location before they'd jump here. You and I need to
tell your daughters' friends that something is coming," Zeus said and stood. "No
more running from the past, Elizabeth."
"That's what I've been trying to tell you, Thomas," Hecate replied.
*+*+*+*+*
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Near Olympus, Communion battlestar Circe
Commander Richmond Emory entered Circe's CIC and strode to the plotting
table. "What's going on, Nico?" he asked his old friend and executive officer.
"We just got a flash message from Olympus asking that you, Commander
Valentine, and Colonel Jordan be ready for a conference call in..." Colonel Nicolo
Medici looked at the clock that was situated between two dradis panels, "in about
two minutes."
Richmond scowled. Something was going on and his gut told him he wouldn't
like it. "Mavis, can you get me a tight beam link with Commander Valentine on
Amaterasu and Colonel Jordon on Nemesis?"
"Already done, Commander," Specialist Mavis Hawthorne replied.
Her efficiency caused Richmond to shake his head. "I'm not paying you
enough!" he chuckled. "Thank you. Please put Commander Valentine and Colonel
Jordon on the handset down here. Colonel Medici's, too."
Hawthorne made the connection and Richmond looked at the clock; a minute
or so...just enough time. "Lydia, Sam, any quick thoughts?" he asked as soon as he
put the handset to his ear.
"Nothing here," Commander Lydia Valentine replied. "Bors is stumped, too."
"Only speculation," Colonel Samara Jordan added, "They might have found out
where Cronus is?"
"Possibly. Let's plan on a face to face as soon as this is over," Richmond said as
Hawthorne gave him the high sign that there was less than fifteen seconds to go.
"Splice them down here, please," Richmond said and heard the two beeps
indicating another line had been tied into his handset.
"This is Hecate," Hecate's voice said over the wireless. "I have Zeus with me.
Minutes ago we received confirmation that a small ship is approaching from a
direction that does not trace back to the Colonies, the Communion, Earth, Kobol, or
Orthrys. As such, we have placed Olympus on alert and will be dispatching
Galatea to intercept them about ten light years away. We anticipate that to happen
in less than four hours.
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"The ship is small, approximately 120 meters in length, so we don't believe
there is any danger. However, we did want to warn you of its approach and that
Olympus was on alert," Hecate explained. "Do you have any questions?"
This wasn't what Richmond was expecting and he quickly thought about what
he could ask and reasonably receive an answer to. "Will we be able to accompany
Galatea?"
"Yes," Zeus replied, speaking for the first time. "However it must be understood
that Admiral Sobieski is in charge of the operation and you will pledge to follow his
orders for the duration."
"That is acceptable," Richmond replied and hoped that Valentine or Jordan
caught whatever he might have missed.
"Is Galatea ready for deployment?" Valentine asked.
This time there was a pause before Hecate answered. "She isn't 100% ready,
but she will be able to do the job assigned."
"If I might make a suggestion," Valentine asked, "with Commander Emory's
permission and agreement, but wouldn't it be better to take Circe or Nemesis to run
the intercept and allow Admiral Sobieski and any necessary specialists to
accompany him aboard?"
"Commander Richmond?" Hecate asked after a moment of silence. "What are
your thoughts?"
"I agree with Commander Valentine; it would make better tactical sense to send
Circe or Nemesis rather than Galatea, since Galatea will not be operating at 100%.
Colonel Jordan?"
"I think Circe would be the better choice, Commander," Colonel Samara Jordan
replied. "Nemesis could do it, and I'd like to, but I'm hesitant to suggest us with
Admiral Marlowe away from the ship."
Richmond looked at Medici and his XO shrugged. "Then I guess you have a
ship," he said. "We'll be ready to jump as soon as Admiral Sobieski and his party
arrive."
"Thank you," Zeus said and Richmond arched his eyebrows.
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him? It was a good thing this was being recorded or Cassidine would never believe
it. "As soon as we have final navigation information I will have it transmitted to
you."
The conversation lasted another minute before it ended and Richmond was left
connected to Valentine and Jordan. "I did not see that coming," he began. "That
was a good observation, Lydia."
"Thanks," Valentine replied. "I don't have a good feeling about this," she said.
"I'm going to send Bors along with you, if that's alright....I'm suddenly getting a bad
feeling about this."
"Same here," Jordan added. "I keep thinking about what Hannah said before she
and the others left for Othrys..."
"Can you send Lieutenant Colonel Cook or Stein?" Richmond asked. "I want
everyone to have eyes on this."
"I'll send Malachi," Jordan said. "Before he left, Ty said that he's been itching to
stretch his legs a bit, so this will do him good."
"Now the next question to ponder...how the hell are they getting dradis
information that's allowing them to plot a course for this bogey, not to mention
knowing exactly where he'll be in about four hours?" Richmond asked.
The question weighed heavily on Richmond's mind as he waited for Sobieski
and the others to arrive. He was glad Commander Bors Virgis arrived first; he liked
the Colonial offer and admired his scrappy nature. Lieutenant Colonel Malachi
Cook arrived next and the three of them had a quick strategy session before
Sobieski arrived. Cook was a studious man who tended to think through the
possibilities before he said something or offered a suggestion. Between the three of
them, Richmond was certain that they'd be ready for just about anything.
Sobieski's arrival wasn't what Richmond was expecting. He had planned on the
Admiral bringing along a small squad of officers and ratings to help manage
whatever was going to happen, but instead, Sobieski was the only person that
stepped off the small transport. "Commander Richmond," the Admiral said after he
had been piped aboard, "thank you for your hospitality."
"It's my pleasure, Admiral," Richmond said. "This is my XO, Colonel Nicolo
Medici," he indicated Medici, "and my CAG, Lieutenant Colonel Courtney Taylor,"
he added and introduced the lone female standing in the group. "You've met
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Commander Virgis and Lieutenant Colonel Cook," he finished and introduced the
last two men in the group.
"I have," Sobieski nodded. "I look forward to working with you and finding out
just what it is that's heading our way. After centuries of nothing, we're suddenly
receiving a ton of traffic."
Two hours later Hawthorne announced that Olympus was transmitting the final
jump coordinates. "I have the coordinates plotted and the FTL is spun up as per
your orders, Commander," Lieutenant Wilson Bacall informed Richmond.
"Colonel Medici, please bring the ship to Action Stations and set Condition One
throughout," Richmond asked his XO. "Admiral, we don't know what we're going
to find on the other side so we're going to go in hot, just to be safe."
Sobieski nodded. "I completely agree, Commander. It's the prudent thing to
do," he said as Medici called the ship to Action stations and set Condition One
throughout.
"The ship is at Action Stations and all spaces are reporting Condition One is set,"
Medici reported a few moments later.
"Well done, Colonel, I do believe that was one of our fastest times?" Richmond
asked.
"It beat the previous record by a second," Medici grinned. "Shall I announce
Jump Conditions?"
"Admiral?" Richmond asked.
"Set Jump Conditions and then jump the ship, Commander," Sobieski said from
across the plotting table.
Richmond passed the order to Medici. "Let's do this, Nico," he said.
As soon as Medici reported the ship was ready to jump, Richmond took a deep
breath. You always wanted an independent command, he thought. He had briefed
Commanders Ives and Bayern on what to do should something develop while he
was gone and prayed that everything would be fine until he returned. "Lieutenant
Bacall, you may jump the ship."
"Jump the ship, aye," Bacall repeated the order.

"Ten seconds on the jump
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clock;
we
will
jump
ten...nine...eight...seven...six...five...four...three...two...one...Jump!"

in

The jump was like all the others that Richmond had experienced in his life, yet
this one bothered him more than all the rest. It wasn't the unknown that bugged
him; it was the fact that the gods needed his ship to reliably make the intercept. As
soon as the jump was over a smirk touched his lips and he wondered if this really
did answer the age old question, 'what does a god need with a starship?'
"Jump complete!" Bacall announced. "All spaces reporting green...dradis is..."
Richmond looked up at the dradis display and watched as the sweep suddenly
pinged off a contact less than ten kilometers away. It wasn't the fact that there was
something there that suddenly unnerved him...it was knowing beyond a doubt that
Olympus had something that knew exactly where it was to the point where they
were able to jump to within point blank range of the target. "Dradis contact!
Range, 9850 meters, bearing 295 carom 038 true!"
"This is just another intercept, people," Richmond easily told the CIC team.
"Let's treat it as such," he said to calm the excited staff. "Mavis, can you raise them
on Guard?"
"Raise them on guard, aye," Hawthorne replied. "Attention ship off my port
bow, this is the Meropian Communion battlestar Circe, please identify yourself. I
repeat, attention ship off my port bow, this is the Meropian Communion battlestar,
Circe, please identify yourself."
The reply came almost immediately when an older male voice was heard over
the speaker, "Attention Circe, this is Colonial Merchant Ship Semiramis, Captain
Richard Szabo commanding. This is neutral space and I am not obligated to
recognize your authority."
"May I?" Sobieski asked Richmond.
"Of course, Admiral," Richmond replied and couldn't help but think the name
was familiar and that he’d heard it before.
"Captain Szabo, this is Admiral Austin Sobieski of Olympus; you will be
detained here until you state the nature of your business in this region of space.
You have been in Olympian territory for quite some time," Sobieski stated.
Richmond happened to look over at where Virgis stood and saw a look of pure
hatred on the man's face. "Bors?" he whispered. "What's going on?"
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"I know that bastard," Virgis whispered. "From Golden Sword...we need to put
him behind bars."
"Ok...we'll work on it..." Richmond said and turned his attention back to what
was going on over the wireless. Yes, he thought, the name had been familiar and
he’d do what he could to make Virgis’ statement come true.
"Admiral Sobieski," Szabo said, "I have someone here who wishes to speak to
you..."
"Put them on," Sobieski said and narrowed his eyes before shrugging at
Richmond's unspoken question.
"Admiral Sobieski," another male voice said from the speaker. This one was
older and more mature sounding, and lacked the...anger that Szabo projected.
"This is Uranus; I urgently need to speak with my grandson, Zeus..."
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Chapter 43: Maneuvering For Position
Deep Space, 10 Light Years from Olympus, battlestar Circe
"Admiral Sobieski," an older and more mature sounding voice said from the
speaker. "This is Uranus; I urgently need to speak with my grandson, Zeus..."
Admiral Austin Sobieski’s eyes went wide and Commander Richmond Emory
caught Colonel Nicolo Medici’s arched eyebrow and nodded. Medici turned away,
walked over to the fire control center, and whispered some words to Captain
Alexander Stowe, Circe’s gunnery officer.
“My Lord, we thought you lost,” Sobieski said and seemed to have recovered
some of his poise. “We weren’t sure who was approaching Olympus and so we
took reasonable measures.”
“I understand, Admiral,” Uranus said and to Emory’s ear, it did sound like the
man understood. There was something else about his voice; it lacked any sort of
arrogance or haughtiness that would be expected from someone who held such an
exalted position. “My grandson is running the show now that my good for nothing
son was finally deposed?”
“Ah…yes, M’Lord.
Lord Zeus has been the ruler of Olympus since the
Titanomachy and the loss of Othrys,” Sobieski replied. “Ah…where have you been?
The history books say you were lost after the homeworld fell.”
“My son happened, Admiral,” Uranus laughed mirthlessly. “And then he
prevented my return until I recently gave him something he valued.” The speakers
were silent for a moment before he spoke again, “Will you impede my progress?”
Emory saw Sobieski look at him and he shook his head. He did not know what
sort of game Uranus was playing now that he was loose, but Uranus showing up at
Olympus was certainly going to be a wild card and a very new playing piece.
“Rather than us escort them, ask them to come aboard and land on our portside
flight deck,” he told Sobieski. “That will give us a bit of control over the situation.”
Sobieski nodded and looked like he agreed with the plan.
“My Lord,
Commander Emory and I extend our invitations to land on Circe so that we may
transport you safely to Olympus and avoid any unnecessary…issues…given Cronus’
escape. Our defenses are, as you can understand, at a very high level of alert and
this will remove any chances of a friendly fire incident.”
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“I think that is an excellent idea,” Uranus replied. “I look forward to meeting
you and your staff in person. I’ll turn this over to the pilot so she can talk with your
Flight Control Officer.”
“I look forward to meeting, you, too, M’Lord,” Sobieski said.
patched through to Circe’s Flight Operations Officer momentarily.”

“I’ll have you

As soon as the line transferred, Emory looked at Sobieski, “How much will his
return change things? Will there be a power struggle on Olympus?”
“I think it’s going to change things in fundamental ways, though I must admit I’m
not exactly sure what those ways are at the moment,” Sobieski admitted. “I don’t
think there will be a power struggle. The history books that weren’t revised during
Cronus’ reign didn’t paint Uranus as power hungry or covetous of control but rather
as a level headed, wise ruler who was most likely betrayed by his son during the
First Exodus.”
“The whole family sounds like they need counseling,” Commander Bors Virgis
muttered. “Grandfather tries to set a good example, his son turns into the stuff of
nightmares, and his grandson tries to put things back together again but eventually
just withdraws from contact.”
“That’s a good description,” Sobieski agreed. “In the long run, I think Uranus’
return will prove to be a good thing for us and will certainly sway any of the fence
sitters on just what sort of a person Cronus really is.”
“Well then, we should get down there to meet him. Ah…” Emory began and
paused before looking at Virgis. “As we walk, we need to discuss a matter that Bors
brought up and form a policy on how we’re going to deal with it.”
“What’s going on?” Lieutenant Colonel Malachi Cook asked.
Virgis quickly explained what happened during the Golden Sword wargame and
immediately after its conclusion. “The bottom line is that if all he did was the
reckless maneuvers during the game, I’d be inclined to wait until Admiral Chase
returns.
However…” he pursed his lips before he coldly added, “He shot
Commander Paulson and then killed one of his guards before he escaped. Bottom
line, he’s a wanted man in the Colonies and has an outstanding apprehend on sight
order.”
“This could complicate things,” Sobieski said after several steps. “It all depends
on what sort of relationship he’s struck with Uranus. But…” he sighed, “I think that
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once Uranus and the crew are aboard Circe that he should be detained as a…
courtesy…to the Colonial Fleet. He’ll stay here until we can see how this shakes
out. I’m sure if he’s remanded to Colonial custody that he won’t be released?”
Virgis shook his head. “I think that those of us who were there at Golden Sword
would press for a court martial on the spot. But,” he held up his hands, “If I know
Admiral Chase, and I think I do, she’ll take him back home for a formal trial. Me,
I’d kick the smarmy bastard out of an airlock and whistle innocently while walking
away wondering what all the hubbub was about.”
“Malachi? You’re part of this?” Emory asked.
“I think I’m with Bors, Rich; I was in a triad game with Bax and Brent and they
told me some things about this guy. Granted,” Cook said, “it’s all second hand, but
I trust them and everything seems consistent. Put him in the brig and then let the
brass figure out what they want to do with him. He is definitely not someone I
want loose and running around the fleet.”
“Sounds like we have a plan,” Sobieski said as they reached one of the portside
flight deck’s receiving galleries. “Commander, is this ok with you?”
Emory nodded. “Sera told me firsthand what this guy has done to her ever since
she was in the Academy, shooting a fellow officer for asking a question and
performing an FTL jump in gross violation of safety regs; that would be enough for
me to detain him for court martial when they returned. However, he also killed a
Marine while he escaped and that is unforgivable. Like Malachi, I’m with Bors on
just kicking him out an airlock, but…we’re civilized and I know Sera would be
upset if we did that. So we’ll put him in the houscow until she returns.”
The 1MC announcing that Semiramis was landing and the arrival of a squad of
Communion Marines interrupted any additional conversation they might have had.
Several tense moments passed when Emory asked Sobieski, “So…are there any
special protocols I need to be aware of for Uranus’ boarding?”
Sobieski shrugged. “I dunno,” he replied, “He disappeared long before I was
born and we treated the gods as if they were heads of state. I would guess we
could give Uranus the same treatment…”
“Lieutenant Rafferty, please make sure that we follow the same protocols as if
the President were boarding,” Emory said to the young Marine officer that
commanded the detail. “It’s too late to get Boats down here to pipe him aboard, so
we’ll have to wing it.”
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“Can do, Commander,” Lieutenant Clement Rafferty replied. “I qualified with
the pipes during my Academy days and I think I could do it justice.”
“You can’t help but love the Marines,” Sobieski said. “Give them a problem and
they will find a solution.”
Flight Control announced that Semiramis had landed and docked with the
gallery’s umbilical and a moment later the airlock telltale changed from red to
green. It took several seconds for the hatch to slide open and when it did a tall,
distinguished looking man wearing a white Oxford cloth shirt tucked into multipocket khaki pants stood waiting. “Permission to come aboard, Commander
Emory?” he asked.
“Permission granted, Lord Uranus,” Emory said formally and decided to salute
the elder god.
Uranus smiled and returned the salute with one that would have done a fourth
year cadet proud. “Thank you, Commander,” he said before he stepped across the
threshold.
“Lord Uranus is now boarding!” Rafferty announced in a clear, loud voice
before he piped him aboard.
Emory wasn’t sure but it certainly looked like Uranus stood there while Rafferty
piped him aboard and mentally was somewhere, probably somewhen, else. “Son,”
he said a moment later and walked over to where Rafferty stood and offered his
hand, “that is one of the nicest things someone has done for me since before…well,
in a very, very long time. Thank you.” A moment later he stood in front of Emory,
“And thank-you, Commander, for your hospitality and for your respect. It was more
than I anticipated.”
“There’s no reason for me to be less than respectful, Lord Uranus,” Emory
replied cordially. “And if my dear departed mother ever found out I was less than
respectful, I think she’d haunt me.”
Uranus smiled and then started laughing. “Oh, Commander, I needed that!” he
said a few moments later. “I’d like to introduce the crew who have brought me this
far,” he added and motioned to the hatch. “Captain Richard Szabo, master and
commander of Semiramis,” he said as Szabo stepped into the gallery.
Szabo looked around and then paled. “Hello, Richard,” Commander Bors Virgis
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said. “Long time, no see; I always figured you’d turn up when you were least
expected, but this is one for the record books.”
“Ah…yes,” Szabo said and looked around the room and Emory immediately
thought of a rat looking for a hole in the baseboard to run to. “It wasn’t intentional
on my part, Bors.”
“Do you two have history?” Uranus asked.
“My Lord,” Emory said before Virgis could speak, “Captain Szabo is wanted in
the Colonies, where Commander Virgis is from, for a long list of criminal charges,
including murder.”
“Ah, yes,” Uranus said and frowned. “Richard told me about those events and
how he had been thoroughly thrashed by…Admiral Chase, was it?”
“Yes, M’Lord; Admiral Chase, among others, have related to me the events not
only of the wargame, but also Captain Szabo’s behavior during the years prior,”
Emory explained. “As such, and I apologize that this is happening now, I have to
place Captain Szabo, late Admiral Richard Szabo, under arrest pending transfer to
Colonial authorities.”
“And what would happen to him once he was in Colonial custody?” Uranus
asked evenly.
“He would be held until he could stand trial for the crimes he was charged
with,” Emory said. Szabo looked like he was ready to bolt, but the two Marines
closest to the renegade Colonial officer were much younger and appeared eager to
play cheetah to Szabo’s skittish antelope.
Uranus held his hands behind his back and slowly walked around Szabo’s
defiant form. “Commander, over the past few days I’ve come to view Richard as a
friend and would like to know whether you would accept my word that he will not
misbehave or make any attempt to flee so long as he remains free from
confinement?”
Emory glanced at Virgis who subtly shook his head no. “My Lord,” he began
and paused as he tried to force his thoughts into coherent words, “I could do that
only until Admiral Chase rejoins the fleet. He is a Colonial citizen, and a civilian,
and as per our agreement she is the senior Colonial authority present. While he is
aboard, I will require the jump keys for Semiramis as well as for any explosives and
weapons to be secured in Circe’s armory. Finally, he will be accompanied by two
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Marines at all times.”
“You do your ship’s namesake an honor, Commander,” Uranus said. “Richard,
will you abide by these restrictions?”
Szabo looked like he wanted to protest but Uranus put his hand on his shoulder,
almost the way a father would a son who was about ready to say something
indescribably stupid. Szabo hung his head and took a deep breath. “Yes, I will
abide by the restrictions.”
“Good. We’ll get through this, my boy,” Uranus said paternally. “And now, the
other person I’d like to introduce, and I certainly hope she isn’t on the run from the
fuzz, too,” he winked. Despite the situation, Emory found himself liking the old
god and found his behavior humanizing and not at all what he expected.
“Sasha, you can come out now,” Uranus said and motioned someone forward.
“This is Sasha Gillette, Semiramis’ pilot and a very mean triad player.”
Sasha stepped into the gallery and stood by Szabo. “Commander, thank you for
your hospitality,” she said neutrally. “I’m not sure what the count is, but you are
certainly on the list of things I didn’t expect to find when I sighed on as Semiramis’
pilot.”
“I think I have a list, too, Ms. Gillette,” Emory smirked, “and I would venture to
say that it’s probably as long as your list.”
They made small talk until another squad of Marines and several ordnance
ratings arrived and secured Semiramis. The crew would be moved to secure
quarters for the return to Olympus and until Chase retuned when they would be
transferred to one of the Colonial ships.
“I know it isn’t optimum, Bors,” Emory said while Sobieski talked with their
guests.
Virgis nodded. “I’m not upset, Rich and if the roles were reversed, I can’t say I
wouldn’t have acted any different. At least he’s under your watch and he will be
brought to trial. I think if Lydia had come instead of you, she’d have already
convened the court martial regardless of the consequences.”
Emory arched an eyebrow. That was a side of Commander Lydia Valentine that
he hadn’t known. “She hates Szabo?”
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“No…I think she’s really indifferent to him, which is probably worse,” Virgis
explained. “But she’s seen the shit that Sera put up with that he’s slung at her; the
innuendo, the leading comments, the rumors.”
“Rumors?” Emory asked.
“Yeah…” Virgis frowned. “As far back as the Academy Sera was committed to
her career. Coming from her background she knew she had to do everything better
than everyone else and that she had to prove herself in ways that other officers
never would, otherwise people would say that she used her family to move up the
ladder. One of the things she’s rarely done is date. She might go with someone to
a formal event, but as for something serious, there’s been nothing to my knowledge.
Szabo, though, thought she’d be his next conquest and she pretty soundly rebuffed
his advances. Shortly thereafter ‘someone’ started the nickname ‘the virgin dragon’,
since her family crest is the Virgon dragon.
“Anyway, Sera put up with it and just laughed it off. Lydia, though, it always
bugged her. See…” Virgis’ frown deepened, “one of Lydia’s uncles took an…
interest…in her when she was a senior in high school. Nothing physical happened
and as soon as her father heard about it he damned near put his brother-in-law in a
box. As it was, I think the guy still walks with a cane and pisses blood when the
weather turns nasty. She saw what her uncle did happening to Sera and it annoyed
her.”
That filled in some blanks, Emory thought. Poor woman, to go through her
career knowing that she had to be perfect every minute of every day, and to
sacrifice so much, and yet, still be so…magnificent. “Thanks, Bors, I’ll keep this
between you and me.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon’s Leading Trojan Point, Balthazar Station
The code was talking to Prentiss Abbott. At least that was how he suddenly
interpreted it after he had a late afternoon epiphany two days, or was it three days,
earlier. Suddenly everything that had happened to Kali made perfect sense, even if
it what happened hadn’t been exactly what the malicious code was supposed to
do.
And that had been the problem, he thought as he leaned back in his chair
surrounded by holographic projections of the code he had been working on for the
past hours. They were looking for something that was broken and had been
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overloaded into doing something it wasn’t supposed to do; random commands, the
last command issued, or simply nothing at all. The malicious code was genius
given algorithmic form and harkened back to code created by something other than
human hands.
Once he had cracked that barrier, the rest of the blocks had fallen quickly. It
had taken him most of the first afternoon and night to unravel what it was supposed
to do and how it was supposed to work, and from there it was a matter of playing
with it and testing it on various virtual machines to prove his theories.
Abbott knew he’d been running on adrenaline for the past few hours and that it
was almost time to stop. But he had one more test to run. This would put
everything in place and if it worked then nothing would ever be the same again.
That is, nothing would ever be the same again if people believed him and what
he had discovered.
“What is it?” Abbott loudly replied when he heard the door chime ring for the
third time.
“Prentiss? It’s Evelyn; can I come in?” Evelyn Elmwood asked over the intercom.
“Evelyn? What are you doing here today?” Abbott asked as he flipped the
switch to unlock the door to his lab.
“What am I doing here today?” Elmwood asked rhetorically. “It’s Monday
morning and I’m back from my weekend off,” she replied and then cautiously
asked, “You haven’t been here all weekend have you?”
“Damn…” Abbott muttered before he spun on his chair to look at his assistant.
“I’ve cracked it, Evelyn. I know what happened to Kali, how it happened and what
caused it, and…I know how to reverse it and something more…” he teased as the
words spilled out.
“What are you talking about?” Evelyn asked skeptically. “When I left Friday we
were no closer to figuring it out than we were after the Fleet signed Kali over to us
for research.”
Abbott shook his head. “We were looking at it the wrong way,” he said and
stood up. His normally pressed shirt and slacks had lost their razor sharp creases
and as a result he looked less the technology genius and more the overworked
accountant. “Look here,” he began and quickly explained the epiphany that had

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1632
started his odyssey more than 60 hours earlier. “And when you look it from that
perspective…”
“My gods…” Elmwood said and sank into one of the workstation chairs. “Do
you know what this means?”
“I do…and right now we need to test it to the point where there’s absolutely no
doubt in our minds that we’re 100% correct in our assessment,” Abbott stated. “I
was just going to run a final test and see what happened? Care to watch?”
Elmwood smirked. “Wild horses couldn’t drag me away from this, Prentiss.
What do you want me to do?”
Abbott took a deep breath to clear his head. It was times like this when he was
so deep into the groove and in touch with the code that he had to fight not to lose
himself in it all. A friend from college had once said that after one of his creative
binges he looked like someone who had just made love to a goddess for a week
straight…for better and for worse. After he had looked in the mirror he had to
agree. He didn’t know what it would be like to make love to a goddess, no less
make love to one for a week, but he certainly had the look of someone who had.
“I need to you watch and document what happens. Everything is being
recorded, so if you see something or have an observation or question, just sound off
and when we do the post mortem, we’ll try and figure them out,” Abbott explained
and guided Balthazar Station’s massive computer system to create a virtual Kali as
she was before Golden Sword. The computer first created a virtual machine so that
whatever happened was isolated and then quickly loaded the virtual construct that
replicated every system that composed a Block 2 Mercury class battlestar.
“Virtual machine has been initialized,” the synthetic voice announced. “Virtual
machine has been isolated and is running in standalone mode. Loading Kali
construct. Kali construct loaded and ready for manipulation.”
Abbott closed his eyes and licked his lips. This was it, he thought, this was
when the manic weekend pays off or fails. If it paid off, then we continue. If it
failed, I’ll take a week off to recharge and regroup. “Either way,” he whispered,
“now’s the time.” He turned to where Elmwood waited, “Utilize Backdoor Attack
construct and apply it to the Kali construct.” The computer confirmed the order and
then began counting down from ten.
“What do I look for?” Elmwood asked.
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“Just watch…” Abbott said and pointed to a large wall mounted screen that
displayed the virtual Kali’s systems and operational health. “The other screen is a
virtual representation of Kali’s CIC and will show us what happened…This would
be so cool if it wasn’t so gods damned terrifying.”
When the computer’s count reached one and the Backdoor Attack construct was
unleashed the two large displays almost instantly showed results; power levels
dropped across the board, life support failed, maneuver control was lost, in short,
one by one every system aboard the virtual battlestar was turned off. The virtual
representation of the CIC was no less telling; consoles winked off one by one, lights
flickered until the emergency lighting came on, alerts announced that life support
was off line, and it seemed like every alarm in the command center was going off at
the same time.
Abbott watched Elmwood’s reaction and saw what he was looking for; fear and
old memories dredged to the surface. He didn’t want to make her re-live what had
happened over eighteen months earlier, but seeing it confirmed that he was right
more than any test result ever could.
“That’s what happened…” Elmwood said slowly and wide eyed.
CNP like we suspected?”

“It was the

“Yes,” Abbott nodded. “I checked Golden Master and it is there; every ship in
the fleet that’s got the upgrade is vulnerable.”
Elmwood looked terrified, “What can we do?”
“Well, that’s where part two comes into play, Evelyn. Look at those displays and
tell me what one system is still operational?” Abbott asked.
Elmwood narrowed her eyes as she scanned the display.
wireless array is still active.”

“The secondary

“It is. Right now, I can make that ship do almost anything that doesn’t require
human interaction. I can’t make it maneuver or fire any weapons, but I can vent its
atmosphere, cause the reactors to go critical, and so much more. And,” Abbott
grinned evilly, “I can even do this…”
“What?” Elmwood asked.
Ever the showman, Abbott smiled and suddenly began feeling the weight of
going without sleep since Thursday night, “Activate Bug-B-Gone construct.”
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“Activating Bug-B-Gone construct in ten, nine,” the computer confirmed and
continued counting down to one when it activated the construct.
It was like the previous moments were being rewound as Abbott watched the
two large displays. The telltales that reported on the Kali construct’s health started
normalizing and systems started coming back online as key matrix indicators
climbed from red through amber and eventually back to green. On the screen that
showed the virtual CIC, the alarms stopped, the lights came back on, workstations
rebooted, and after many long minutes everything was back to normal.
“You did it…” Elmwood said breathlessly. “You frakking did it!”
Abbott smiled and the fatigue began to feel like a heavy cloak. “Before I crawl
off to bed, my dear, there’s one more surprise I have for you,” he said cryptically.
“Activate a new isolated virtual machine and load the Opposition Force construct.”
The computer quickly acknowledged that the virtual machine was loaded and
isolated and a moment later that the Opposition Force construct had been loaded.
“Ok…this is my best guess of what our impetuous Toaster friends might be like
today… Watch over there on screen 3…” he pointed to a screen that was showing
similar information to what the Kali construct’s showed. “Activate Retributive Strike
construct.”
“Activating Retributive Strike construct in ten, nine, eight,” the computer
announced and counted down.
“Don’t tell me…” Elmwood whispered and Abbott nodded before allowing a
grin to touch the corners of his face.
When the Retributive Strike construct activated the third screen suddenly started
displaying the same failures that the first screen, the Kali construct, had shown after
being hit with the virus. “I don’t know if this will work,” Abbott said slowly and
yawned. “But, I figured that turnabout was fair play and if they’re going to stick it
to us with electrons, then damn it, I’m going to stick to them as well!”
“This is absolutely amazing. What happens now?” Elmwood asked.
Abbott chuckled. “Well, right now I’m going to walk over to my quarters and
get a nice hot shower before crashing for the next twelve to eighteen hours. In the
meantime, I’d like you to take my notes and go over them to make sure I didn’t miss
anything. Tomorrow, we’re going to isolate some systems on Kali and vaccinate
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them. If that works, I’ll call Griff and Cy and let them know what’s been found.”
“I’ve got the fort,” Elmwood told him. “Watching what happened in the virtual
CIC brought back a lot of scary memories. If we can simply prevent it from
happening, that would be a major victory. If we could turn around and shaft the
Cylons with their own invention…oh, that would be such sweet poetic justice.”
*+*+*+*+*
Nornhold’s L-1 point, just outside the Communion Sphere, battlestar Hemera
Commander Alexis Sandhurst strode into Hemera’s CIC and finished buttoning
her tunic. “What’s going on, Wes?” she asked her XO who stood at the plotting
table studying its surface.
Colonel Barrett Wesleyan looked up and smiled. “After all this time sitting here
like a hole in space, I think we have something truly conclusive,” he said and
pointed to the plotting table where a high resolution synthetic image was displayed.
“They arrived about ten minutes ago…”
Sandhurst narrowed her eyes as she studied the image and then looked at
Wesleyan, “Is that what I think it is?”
Wesleyan nodded. “Until now all we had was speculation, but now it looks like
we have confirmation.
The warbook identifies her as Majestic Cathedral,
supposedly scrapped and recycled twenty years ago after a drive failure. But, as
you can see, she doesn’t appear any worse for wear.”
“Very interesting,” Sandhurst said through pursed lips and hoped that this would
be the vital screw that allowed them to cease their almost yearlong surveillance
and head for home. So far, they had a lot of evidence that a base of some sort was
being built on Nornhold, but until now there wasn’t any proof of who was building
it or what it would be used for.
The arrival of Majestic Cathedral, however, changed everything. By law, the
Equals were allowed to have a very limited and specific number of Cathedrals;
there was the main Cathedral on Meropis Alpha, and then no more than six
Cathedral class ships. The current pennant list included Dark Cathedral, Bright
Cathedral, Regal Cathedral, Splendid Cathedral, Sublime Cathedral, and
Magnificent Cathedral. By law, when one was removed from service for any
reason, a replacement was immediately ordered and built.
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And here was a ship that should no longer exist, Sandhurst thought. “What are
your thoughts?” she asked.
Wesleyan shook his head twice and frowned. “Based on everything we’ve
observed since we arrived, I think they’re building, or more properly have already
built, a replacement for Cathedral and Majestic Cathedral is the last piece they
need to tie it into the network. The Equals have the ships as backups in case
something happens to Cathedral on Meropis Alpha or if they’re operating at an
extended distance, but this…Alexis I have to think that they’re planning something
that they’ll need the extra capacity or that they want another pair of backups; one
fixed and one mobile.”
“And the ground works?” Sandhurst prodded. It wasn’t that she didn’t know
what he would say as they’d discussed it often enough over the past months, rather,
she wanted to hear it out loud one last time before she called Hemera to Action
Stations and had Jump Conditions set throughout so they could begin the trek
home.
“They’ve built fuel processing and storage facilities as well as opened a tylium
mine on the outer gas giant’s largest moon to supply it,” Wesleyan explained, “and
couple that with the housing, warehouses, and maintenance facilities, I’d say
they’re building some sort of anchorage or base that’s off the books and most likely
as a hole card for some machination or other that they’re planning.”
“And with Majestic Cathedral’s arrival I’d say that it’s about ready to go live,”
Sandhurst said bitterly. “They don’t know we’re here so the next question is do we
risk another recon flight?”
Wesleyan shrugged. “We had one six days ago, I’m not sure whether it would
be worth…”
His comments were cut off when Lieutenant Niall Feraud announced, “Dradis
contacts! Multiple heavy contacts just jumped into orbit…”
“Can you identify any of them?” Sandhurst asked.
“Yes…I’m showing that Morpheus, Argestes, and Skeiron, as well as several
smaller escorts are positively identified…I’m also showing that there are four Cylon
baseships, but the others…including the really big heavies, are reading as
unknown,” Feraud replied. “I’ve got some imagery of the unknown heavies…”
The plotting table’s image changed to show a massive horseshoe shaped ship
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with numerous towers jutting up from its back. It was joined by several smaller
versions, some with towers, some without, and together posed an incredibly
intimidating sight. One ship stood out from the rest, though. It was long and
angular and had massive weapons mounts along its spine.
“Ok…I think it’s time we head out. With that much shipping in the area there’s
no chance that we’re going to slip a recon flight in unobserved,” Wesleyan said
hopefully and met Sandhurst’s gaze.
Cousin, Sandhurst thought, what did you get me into? “Mr. Feraud, plot a
course for home and sound Action Stations and set Jump Conditions throughout the
ship.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond known space, Othrys, hardened bunker complex known as 'The Clinic'
“Can any of them be saved?” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase asked as she
peered through the glass wall into a chamber filled with hibernation chambers.
There had been a total loss of life in the first room they examined thanks to Cronus
and his henchmen’s handiwork, but this one was still secure and showed no sign of
entry since it was sealed after the final battle of the Titanomachy.
“I believe so,” Athena said as she rested her right hand against the glass wall and
gazed at the forms within the hibernation chambers. “With the medical facilities
we have available in orbit, I think we’ll be able to save anyone that hasn’t already
succumbed.”
Chase turned to the goddess.
“How common was this technology; the
resurrection tech?” she asked. “Are there other sites like this down here or is this
the only one?”
“This is it,” Athena replied. “We never needed a lot of day to day capacity, or
even surge capacity…until the war. Even then, the Clinic was more than capable of
handling any casualties that might be received.”
“I was just wondering,” Chase admitted. “This is the third time I’ve seen this
technology, and while each one is slightly different, they all do the same thing.”
“The third time?” Athena asked.
“Both of the other times were back home in the Colonies.
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developed a few years before the Cylon Uprising, call it about sixty years ago, and
the other was far older and probably dated from the Exodus. That site was used by
Colin and Joyce Leary.”
Athena nodded. “I was aware of their node, but the other one you mentioned…
you natively developed this technology?”
“I understand there was some help…you might say it was a group effort by an
eclectic group of brilliant people,” Chase said and didn’t elaborate just who was
involved. This wasn’t her secret to share and even if it was, she wasn’t sure whether
it was one that should be shared…even with a goddess.
“Amazing,” Athena mused. “There was a saying back home, ‘life will find a
way’, and it was something that I always remembered. Our bodies can be
damaged easily, but as a whole, we’re very difficult to kill and cling tenaciously to
life.” She looked like she was going to add something more, but instead frowned
slightly and looked back into the hibernation room. “Tomorrow, once we have
everything back online, I’d like to see if we can raise any of these people.”
“Of course,” Chase said and didn’t comment on the sudden subject change.
“Once the advance teams are finished they’ll convene on Soteria and determine
which personnel will be needed.”
“Good, and…thank you, Sera. You and the others have been very helpful,
especially given the distance some of them have travelled,” Athena said and turned
back to face Chase.
“For my part, you’re most welcome,” Chase said. “However, the real thanks go
to Admiral Marlowe the elder; his group had the hospital ship. Hecate has the
finest medical facilities ever put in a Colonial warship and can handle just about
anything that might come up, but having a dedicated hospital is even better.”
“I will,” Athena replied and met Chase’s ice blue gaze. “I sometimes think my
father was right pursuing a policy of non-intervention. But…” she shook her head.
“Humanity must learn to stand on its own and that all sentience, whether biological
or otherwise, must be accorded equal rights; not more rights or special rights, nor
less rights or no rights, but equal rights. That has always been the mistake, whether
we were there or not, and so there was always a master/servant relationship, even if
it was only implied.” She closed her eyes and broke away from Chase’s gaze by
looking down, “It’s against…”
Chase didn’t clearly hear the rest of what Athena said. “I have a feeling,” she
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said slowly and waited for Athena to acknowledge her words before she continued,
“that something is going to happen…soon. The drones from Earth, the Cylons, the
Equals, they seem to be all working together and now that they’re physically
together in the same region of space, I fear the worst is going to happen.”
Athena looked scared when she heard Chase’s words. “With Cronus out of his
prison, I am certain that great destruction will follow in his wake. I pray that it
spares you and your sisters’ worlds.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space between the Communion and Colonial Spheres, Communion
battlestar Stheno
“The crew members have been apprehended and sedated as per your
suggestion,” Commander Bronwyn Elliot told the two Equals who shared her dinner
table. “I have them restrained and under Marine guard as well; just to be on the
safe side.”
“Good,” Equal Braden Milan replied before he finished buttering his roll.
“Thank you for your quick action on this, Commander, it will make our mission
much more likely to succeed.”
“Oh, you mean that instead of a five percent chance we now have an eight
percent chance?” the oldest person at the table, Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva
asked.
“I was thinking it may have raised the chances to seven percent,” Braden joked
back, “But if you want to give an extra point in our favor I won’t refuse it.”
This was one of the first times that Elliot had ever seen an equal make a joke and
despite her natural distrust of them she found that it humanized them somewhat.
“Given the urgency, we’re jumping once an hour, only 10LY at a shot for now, and
should be within one jump of our target by this time tomorrow. Can you bring us
into the loop on how you intend to make contact?”
Galva grinned like a schoolboy. “Yes, certainly…it’s rather simple, actually.”
Elliot forced her face to remain neutral. “You’re not suggesting?”
“I am,” Galva said matter-of-factly.
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“Um…what am I missing?” the youngest member of the dinner party, Captain
Aiden Tavington asked.
“Aiden, we’re going to take a Gypsy Moth and jump to Virgon and from there
we’re going to land on the Duke’s estate and knock on his front door…well…
maybe the back door so no one sees us,” Galva explained.
Elliot shook her head as Tavington looked on in shock. “They’ll shoot us down,”
she said.
“No, I don’t think they will,” Galva said and sipped his coffee. “The Gypsy
Moth is damned near invisible to dradis, and that’s if you know what to look for,
where to look for it, and when. I have no doubt we’ll be able to get there in one
piece. The hard part is not being seen when we land and walk to the door.”
“Excuse me….” Tavington asked. When Galva nodded, he continued, “What is
the Duke like? I mean, will he even listen to us or have us sent to the dungeon?”
“Dungeon?” Sarai asked and arched an eyebrow. “I’m sure the Duke has
one…” she said with a straight face. “However,” she added in a more serious tone,
“I have studied the files we have on him and by all accounts he’s a very level
headed, reasonable, and much respected and beloved figure on Virgon and to a
slightly lesser extent, throughout the Colonies. Despite Braden’s and the Admiral’s
pessimism, I think we have a decent chance that the Duke will at least listen to
what we have to say.”
“If I might ask one more question,” Tavington asked and Elliot sat back and
watched how her acting Executive Officer worked through the problem. “What do
we do if he agrees to help us?”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase looked at the four women seated around the
dinner table in her quarters and marveled at the coincidence or extremely subtle
and long planned manipulation that brought them all together at the same time and
place despite all the time that had passed since two of them had been born.
Chase raised her wine glass and individually met the eyes of each woman and
once again was amazed at what had been right there in front of her all the time.
“To family; some newly found, some long known, but family none the less!”
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Almost as one the other four replied, “To family!”
“To family,” Chase repeated and clinked her glass against the others’. “So much
has happened in the past few weeks that if I wasn’t here and witnessing it first
hand, I’d be hard-pressed to believe it. But now, I find that not only is my mother
alive and someone who I never expected,” she winked as the others nodded, “but I
found out that friends who I felt a sudden kinship with truly were family.”
“Now that we know, what are we going to do?” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine
asked. “I mean, some of you have people you’ll want to tell…” she smirked.
“It’ll be a double whammy for both of them,” Admiral Hannah Marlowe offered.
“Our father knows that we’re both alive, but he doesn’t know about our mother,
and Sera and Cora your father is in the same boat, except he already knows you
and Cora are ok. I think we tell them both at the same time.”
“I agree,” Captain Coralanna Chase said, “though it may be difficult to maintain
the secret since she’ll probably want to go home with us.”
“So we do it half way,” Lieutenant J.G. Brooke Marlowe suggested. “We
introduce Daddy and explain who Hanna’s and my mother is, and then later we
bring your father into the mix.”
Chase thought about the suggestions and then posed a question, “Let me ask
you this…If you were in Sean’s or my father’s position how would you feel if we
withheld that information?”
Hannah sat back sighed. “Damn, Sera, you cut straight to the bone with that
one. I still think it would be best if we told them at the same time…but you’re
absolutely right.”
“Yeah, I think you’re right, Sera,” Cora added. “I know I wouldn’t like it.”
“Older sisters…they’re always right,” Brooke chuckled. “How are we going to
do this?”
“When we return to Olympus I think we should all take Sean to Caria Palace
and…” Cassidine narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips for a moment. “And then I
think Sera, Cora, and I introduce who we’re going to meet; in Sera and Cora’s sake
they’ll introduce her as their mother and in my case I’ll introduce her as my
grandmother. Then, when he sees her, he’ll put the pieces together and the rest of
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us will be there to fill in the blanks…” she winked, “as we know them!”
They worked out the details and fine-tuned the plan, such as it was and it was
certainly subject to change, for several more minutes before Chase brought up the
next thing she wanted to discuss with her fellow admirals. “I’m going to dispatch
Hussar back to Olympus with a full report, well, almost full report, of what we
found. Digger mentioned that they found a large island in the temperate zone that
didn’t have any remaining structures or exposed entrances to the underground
network and that he was going to suggest the crews and civilians rotate down for a
day or two each to get some fresh air.”
“I think it’s a fantastic idea,” Cassidine said and grinned. “It worked for us, and
while we’ve all gotten off on the right foot, I think a bit of down time R&R would be
just what we all need.”
“So I’m finally going to get to go to a Bar-B-Q?” Hannah smirked. “Cool. I’d
like to add a dispatch to Hussar’s message list directing that the fleet come here as
well, though I’ll want to run that past Pat before I do it.”
“I think we should think about relocating most of the fleet here until we’re ready
to head home,” Cassidine suggested and Chase nodded. That was going to be her
next suggestion. “I rather give the crews shore leave on Othrys that on Olympus.”
“Oh? Why is that?” Chase asked.
“A matter of distance,” Cassidine said before she sipped her wine. “Olympus is
the home of the gods, and while not everyone there is one, I think it would be
better when we returned home if the crews could say, ‘we saw Olympus’ instead of
‘we went bar hopping on Olympus’.”
“That’s a good point,” Chase said as she acknowledged Cassidine’s argument.
“It’s something that we’re going to have to deal with when we return home as well.
We’re going to have enough religious upheaval as it is, it would be almost
impossible to manage with the crews actually rubbing shoulders with Olympians,”
she explained.
“And now, one last bit of business before we can really relax tonight,” Chase
said and sat back in her chair. “We’re planning on leaving for home in two weeks
and despite my excitement to jump off on this expedition, I find that I have a
growing feeling that I need to get home as soon as possible. So, two weeks it is.
Prior to us leaving, though, I’m going to dispatch Indefatigable a couple days ahead
of us to let the Admiralty know that we’re going to be returning a couple days later.
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Gia? Did you want to dispatch someone as well? I was thinking that they could
inform the Communion before proceeding on to Saga where we were going to
regroup before our return was announced.”
“I like it. I’ll send Aether; Dix and Miri seemed to work well together and I
think this would give them a chance build on what they already have,” Cassidine
explained.
“Hmm…I wonder if Sean or Bann would want to send one of our ships as well?”
Hannah mused. “We’ll hopefully be settling in the Colonies and this would give
them a chance to get used to the fact that we really exist.”
“I think it would also be a fantastic show of solidarity,” Chase said. “When you
talk to them, you can tell them it has my support.”
“As well as mine,” Cassidine added.
“So I guess we’ve got things planned out and we can relax and trade stories
about growing up now?” Cora asked as Brooke grinned.
*+*+*+*+*
Aegea Estate, Olympus
Uranus stood and stared out over the lush gently rolling forested hills that
passed beneath the maglev as it sped towards the waiting estate complex. “I never
thought I’d see this again,” he said to the black uniformed man who stood next to
him.
Commander Richmond Emory saw the same landscape that Uranus saw, but to
him it was still new and largely undiscovered. “Until recently I never knew it
existed,” he offered.
“Certainly the legends talk about Olympus?” Uranus teased.
“They do,” Emory replied easily. “But while we knew the gods were real, they
walked among us for thousands of years, since no one had ever been to Olympus
and returned it became more legend than reality. Now,” he paused and tried to see
more than his senses could process, “now I think it’s both one of the most beautiful
things I’ve ever seen and at the same time one of the saddest…at least from an
outsider’s point of view.”
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Uranus turned and fixed his gaze on Emory. “How so?” he asked.
Emory took a moment to organize his thoughts before he replied. “The beauty
is, to me, self-evident. When I saw it from space it looked like a doily my mother
used to put underneath the centerpiece on the table, except instead of finely
knotted thread, this looked like a silver lattice with brilliant blue sapphires
embedded across its face.”
“You’re stalling,” Uranus prodded.
“I suppose I am,” Emory admitted. “It’s sad because it seems like everyone is
just keeping time and no longer looking outward and growing. When I was twentyeight, I returned to my hometown for my ten year reunion. In that ten years I’d
gone to the Academy, earned my wings, and was climbing the ladder of command
and responsibility. My world had expanded past the town I grew up in, past the
weekly dance at the country club or hanging at the pub after work. And yet, when
I returned home, I saw some of the people who had been the real stars of the
school, the elite in-crowd, that had stayed behind, shacked up, had a few kids, and
generally looked like they were an extra ten years older and a whole lot more
world weary than they should have.
“The spark they had back in high school had gone out of their eyes and their
entire world was this town and the routine had become a wall for them that kept
the greater reality and world at bay,” Emory explained and frowned sadly at the
memory. “I saw that here, too. They’re happy, but they’ve lost that drive, the spark
that spurs people to achieve great things. For that loss, I think it’s a sad place.”
Uranus stood next to him for several silent seconds. “I think you might be right,
Commander,” he said at last. “I don’t know everything that went on since I was
confined, but from what Chaos was able to discern things seem to have had
disastrous endings that have required several new beginnings. I think that might
wear someone down, even a god.” He put his arm paternally around Emory’s
shoulders, “If that’s the case, then I think it’s up to us; me, you, and all the others
who aren’t from here, to manly drag them out of their funk.”
The earnestness of Uranus’ suggestion caught Emory off guard. All his life he
had been taught that if you were devout and followed the doctrine that the gods
might grant your prayers. Never in his wildest imagination would he have thought
that he’d be standing on a train in Olympus with Uranus’ arm around his shoulders
in the same way his father used to do it and suggesting that the future of the gods
lay within the hands of their believers.
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“We can but try,” Emory finally said and was rewarded by Uranus squeezing his
shoulder.
“Good man!” the elder god said cheerfully before looking around and then
speaking softer so that only Emory could hear him, “I fear we’re heading into a time
of great darkness and uncertainty, Rich. There will be upheavals that will call into
question the old ways, the old beliefs, and while things will be very bad for a while,
I think, just maybe, if we keep our wits and never lose hope that we’ll get through it
so that we can create something lasting…and better than before.”
Emory was shocked by what Uranus just said but before he could comment the
conductor announced that they were approaching Aegea Estate.
Uranus’ words were never far from Emory’s mind as he followed the procession
off the train and into Zeus’ palatial estate. He repeated them several times and
committed them to memory; this was something he wanted to discuss with Sera
given that she had expressed a similar feeling of dread where the future was
concerned.
They had barely left the terminal when Uranus stopped. A single man stood in
the hall opposite the elder god and Emory could immediately see that they shared
more than a simple family resemblance. Their posture and body language spoke
volumes about their relationship and right now both were tense.
“Grandfather?” Zeus asked incredulously.
“Long time no see, Zeus,” Uranus said and to Emory’s eyes looked to be fighting
a losing war to keep his emotions in check.
“My God, it is you!” Zeus exclaimed as his look of disbelief was replaced by a
wide smile and tears pooling in his eyes. He hesitated before he took a step
forward.
Uranus followed suit and a moment later clasped his grandson in tight
emotional hug. “I’m back, Tom, and I’m not going to leave again.”
Zeus hugged his grandfather and nodded, “We need to make things right…it’s
been too long and I don’t know how many more chances we’ll have.”
“Together, then?” Uranus asked.
“Together,” Zeus replied.
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*+*+*+*+*
Approaching Olympia Station, Barycenter of the Cyrannus System, battlestar
Crusader, BS-276
“I should get shot more often,” Commander Samuel Paulson smirked and
winked at the woman standing on the other side of the plotting table.
Colonel Clementine Siroca shook her head and failed to suppress a chuckle.
“Sam, how many times have I told you that you earned this; this wasn’t a gimmie
for taking two rounds from that nutcase during Golden Sword?”
Paulson shrugged. “I don’t know, Clem, but I like hearing it each time you
remind me,” he grinned and took a deep breath. “She still has that ‘new car’ smell,
too. I guess being a plank owner has some benefits.”
“Oh?” Siroca asked and arched an eyebrow. “What benefits other than having
a brand spanking new battlestar to carve your initials on?”
“We get to put in at Olympia for a couple days and watch some of the Colonial
Cup,” Paulson grinned. “I pulled some strings and over the next four days everyone
aboard will have the chance to attend a game, courtesy of the station
management.”
“Oh, now that will be a shore leave to remember!” Siroca said. “What about
the rest of the group?”
“Everyone, Clem,” Paulson confirmed. “It seems like after the Saggies tried to hit
the Empress that whenever a Fleet ship puts in the staff bends over backward to
make them feel at home. Far be it from me to deny the crews a chance to help
them sooth their guilt.”
“I like how you think,” Siroca said. “Are Bonita and the kids going to be here?”
Paulson nodded. “Bonita and Jillian should have arrived about an hour ago,
Jason is going to leave after classes today, and Reid will be here either later tonight
or early tomorrow, depending on when he can get away from the squadron.”
“Cool. I can’t wait to hear what Reid thinks of squadron life,” Siroca replied.
“He says he likes it,” Paulson told her and then felt some of the joviality slip
away when he thought about the other reason they were at Olympia. “I know you
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said that Danny might be able to make it while we’re here…”
“I sense a ‘but’,” Siroca said slowly.
Paulson nodded. “Yes…there is. After dinner we, just you and me, have a
meeting with Marty Esposito and Des Nichols; they’re bringing Persephone and her
group out for a couple days of R&R and traffic control before they start burning the
midnight oil during workup.”
“Just us?” Siroca asked skeptically. “Why do I have a feeling this isn’t going to
be a meeting where we stick hat pins in a Richard Szabo doll?”
“Because it isn’t,” Paulson said and leaned close. “Marty contacted me through
some back channels about getting together without making it look like we planned
it,” he said softly so that only Siroca could hear. “I’m not sure what’s going on but
it has a definite ‘off the books’ vibe.”
“I’ll stop by the duty free store and grab a couple bottles, then…” Siroca said
and studied the dradis. “And I had some jagged pins picked out and ready to go,
too…”
*+*+*+*+*
Olympia Station, battlestar Persephone, BS-77
“She is an impressive ship, Marty,” Commander Sam Paulson said after they had
all returned to Commander Martin Esposito’s quarters aboard Persephone. “Short
of a Nike or Izanami, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a hangar deck quite so large.”
“Thanks,” Esposito replied and poured a succulent red wine into four glasses
and made sure everyone had one before he sat down. “It’s really almost too large,”
he explained. “The pods alone are large enough to support our normal air group,
but the rest of the space gives us room for specialty craft and the ability to act as an
ersatz assaultstar if need be. Still,” he mused, “I guess it’s better to have and not
need than need and not have.”
Esposito glanced over to where his executive officer, Colonel Desmond Nichols,
sat and saw him give a brief nod. “But, as much as I like to show off Persephone,
that’s not the real reason I invited you two over,” he explained and set his wine on
the end table next to the chair. Both Paulson and his executive officer, Colonel
Clementine Siroca, sat forward slightly and nodded. “Let me ask you both a
question before I continue; what do you think about the rumors circulating that
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some ships have wildly inaccurate supply manifests?”
“In what way?” Siroca asked.
Esposito shrugged and replied, “What do you think it means? Or might mean?”
“If what we’ve heard is true, I’m not really sure,” Paulson said neutrally. “I can
understand some small things going missing, that’s just the nature of high tempo
operations; things get used and not logged, or they get misplaced and left behind if
there’s an exercise. But I don’t think those are the things you’re talking about.”
Esposito shook his head. “My guess is that someone has a very elaborate black
market ring setup where they resell the goods to various insurgent and
revolutionary groups.
Or, if they’re really brazen, they sell it back to the
government.”
“What if I told you that all signs are pointing to something else?” Esposito asked.
“I’m not sure I understand what you mean, Marty…something else? What else
could there be?” Paulson asked.
“Before I go any further…I need to let you know that what we’re going to tell
you is off the record and between the four of us. You’ve been vetted and I’ve been
asked to talk to you about this and at the end if you shake your head and say no,
we’ll both go our separate ways. However, whether you say yes or no, unless one
of a very short list of people gives permission, you can’t talk about this to anyone
not previously vetted…this means spouses, subordinates, superiors, anyone not
vetted does not have a need to know,” Esposito slowly explained.
“I’m not sure I like the sounds of this, Marty,” Siroca said.
subversive…”
“I guess in a way it might,” Nichols conceded.
something quite different…”

“It sounds rather

“However, the truth of it is

Esposito sat back and waited as Paulson and Siroca had a silent conversation.
Finally, Paulson nodded once and said, “We’re in…I won’t say we’re on board, but
we’ll listen and hold it in confidence.”
“I can’t ask for more than that,” Esposito replied and then started telling him
what was known and suspected and how the first big breaks seemed to have been
Szabo’s meltdown and Kali’s systems failures. He explained about the fears for
Colonial unity and the concern that the Fleet might have been compromised.
During the explanation he didn’t leave anything out that Admiral’s Deguya and
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Vought had told him and finished with discussing the missing supplies. “Do you
know where some of those missing Vipers were found?” he asked.
“No…we haven’t heard anything about Vipers being found,” Siroca answered
and narrowed her eyes.
“A Colonial Guard Interceptor crew got a tip that there was a human trafficking
or people smuggling operation going on and rather than pursue it on their own,
they called in a larger Cutter to help out. In addition to several thousand people
aboard the ship, they also found several pristine Mk. VIIs that looked like they just
came off the flight line.”
“What are human traffickers doing with Vipers?” Paulson asked before he sipped
his wine.
“A good question,” Esposito countered. “But what if I told you they weren’t
human traffickers and that the people were there of their own free will?”
“I’d say it was weird, but maybe they were on some sort of pilgrimage?” Paulson
replied, though even he sounded unconvinced of his answer.
“They were members of the Church of Cronus, supposedly disbanded and
suppressed more than a century ago,” Esposito said flatly. “I’m not saying that the
Church is in a position to tear apart the Colonies, but I am saying that that there are
a lot of things that are happening and things aren’t adding up. Rather than
blissfully forging forward, the Admirals’ and their associates’ thinking is that it’s
better to be prepared for nothing than be unprepared for something.”
“Who else is involved?” Siroca asked.
“Other than me and Des, I only know a few,” Esposito told him and then
mentioned the names.
After he heard the names, Paulson didn’t hesitate, “We’re in.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Saga, Thule System, battlestar Thor, BS-129
“We have the preliminary results from the attack,” Colonel Ashur Llewellyn said
as he scanned the printout that a communications rating just handed him.
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Commander Jacqueline Mazarius closed her eyes and said a prayer of thanks
that Thor and her consorts Perkons and Taranis were only firing simulated Mjolnir-A
and –B weapons at Saga and her orbiting defenses. Her mind’s eye pictured the
damage the orbiting stations would have taken had the weapons been real and she
shuddered when a mental image of what might be left of Bifrost Combined Forces
Base or Albion had one of the kinetic weapons made planetfall.
“How bad is it?” Mazarius asked.
“The judges are ruling that the drydocks and Saga Station were effectively
destroyed with 90% loss of life. The defensive stations fared a little better, though,
since they could maneuver somewhat; 70% of them were taken out in the opening
volley with an estimated 80% loss of life,” Llewellyn replied soberly.
The casualty numbers were staggering, but Mazarius knew they were just the
beginning. “What about the surface strikes?” Thor had launched two Mjolnir-A
kinetic weapons; one at Bifrost Combined Forces Base and the other at Albion,
centered in the massive Albion Plains practice range. Perkons and Taranis had
followed up with several Mjolnir-B strikes each at smaller and more scattered
targets, but they would pale to the thunder that Thor had launched.
“Ah…” Llewellyn paused for a moment and his eyes scanned the text again.
“The judges have ruled both Bifrost and Albion as complete losses with a projected
99.9% casualties. Based on the computer projections, they can’t imagine how
anyone could have survived either of those two hits, but there’s always a chance so
they didn’t rule them 100%.”
Mazarius nodded. “I think they did that so that they could sleep at night, Ash. I
know I’m going to be having trouble sleeping tonight.”
“So will I, Jackie, so will I,” Llewellyn said. “The secondary targets were ruled
either destroyed or rendered combat ineffective, which in the end means pretty
much the same thing.”
“Have you ever wondered what a Cylon city would look like?” Mazarius asked
and changed the subject slightly.
Llewellyn looked up and shrugged. “I never gave it much thought, but if I had
to hazard a guess, I would think it would be laid out geometrically; everything on a
grid, and probably look something like a printed circuit due to its angular design.
Why do you ask?”
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“Because I keep telling myself that when you and I turn those launch keys in
anger, that’s what the city will look like, not something like Albion or something
humans would build,” Mazarius replied. “That’s how I justify all this and I tell
myself that if I repeat it enough, I’ll be able to sleep.”
*+*+*+*+*
Officer’s Club, Saga Station
“I see they’re preparing for Golden Sword X,” Commander Declan Kincaid said
as he sipped his brandy.
“It’s due to start in a few weeks,” Commander Jacqueline Mazarius replied. “I
don’t think they’ll want my group to take part…I think we might slew the odds a
bit.”
“No, I think the goal is to capture the city, not vaporize it,” Kincaid joked with
gallows humor and drew laughs from the other three people at the table.
“A lot of lessons were learned when Admiral Chase swept the field last time,”
Colonel Olivia Vendee added. “I don’t think she’d have as easy a time as she did if
she faced competent leadership.”
“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Mazarius stated. “I read a white paper on
the game and it pointed out a couple interesting points, most important was that
Hecate’s 2m weapons had a much longer effective reach than the 1m guns that
everyone else had. Other than Banshee, some of Odyssey’s escorts, and a few hits
on Odyssey herself, Hecate ruled the field. Could a better deployment have
helped? Certainly, but in the end it wouldn’t have made a difference. Sure, some
of the escorts might have been picked off, but beyond that the eventual result
would have been the same.”
“The big eye-opener beyond that, was how they went about landing the Marines
at Albion,” Colonel Ashur Llewellyn said. “Waiting several days and jumping them
in rather than deploying from orbit was something so simple that it was brilliant.
After that, and having orbital supremacy, it was simply a matter of time before they
took the city.”
“You two are pretty well read on this…” Vendee stated and left the statement
hanging.
“We wanted to see how our unique capabilities would fit into something like
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Golden Sword so we gathered all the literature we could find and started gaming
things out,” Mazarius explained casually. “We quickly realized that even at a
moderate velocity, even a –B kinetic would cause too much damage to fall within
the overall goals of capturing the city…since it would, as you put it Deck, vaporize
it. So...”
“So…what?” Kincaid asked and set his brandy on the table.
“We started looking for something smaller than –B,” Llewellyn explained. “In
the end, we remembered that the Marines were already using several specialized
versions of the Manticore for dedicated ground support and with all the ships being
refitted with the system, it will make providing ortillery support much, much easier
and so much more effective.”
The conversation drifted to more conventional topics for the next half hour
when the dinner plates were removed. “Do you know what’s going to happen after
we’re declared fully operational?” Mazarius asked.
Kincaid slowly nodded.
orders yet.”

“I’ve heard scuttlebutt but haven’t seen the official

“Well, out with it!” Mazarius prodded and grinned.
“My little bird tells me that we’re going to be kept together for the foreseeable
future,” Kincaid explained. “There are some more tests that the Admiralty has
agreed to conduct and as before Illustrious will provide site security.”
“What kind of tests?” Llewellyn asked and narrowed his eyes.
“The only two I heard mentioned was that someone had a brilliant idea to use a
kinetic to open a pit mine,” Kincaid explained. “That one doesn’t make a lot of
sense to me, but the other one sort of does; they want to drop both an –A and a –B
in the water and see what happens.”
“A bloody big wave will happen,” Mazarius scowled. “There are times when I
wished I was never assigned to this project. Command of a line battlestar was so
much less…”
“Frustrating?” Vendee offered.
“Yes, exactly!” Mazarius replied.
enough.”

“I guess their computer simulations aren’t
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*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Earth Union liner Ethereal Paradise
Vice Admiral Sean Marlowe wet his hands before he ran them through his hair
and looked at the face reflected in the mirror. There was a difference, he thought,
between being happy and *being* happy, and until recently he didn’t realize that
he was living the former because he had forgotten the latter. But now he not only
knew his girls were alive, but that they had both thrived since the holocaust that
befell Earth and her colonies several years, or was it many centuries, earlier.
He loved May with all his heart, as much as he had loved Marylyn, and yet the
two women were different in so many ways. The love he felt for one didn’t
compete with the other, but rather it complemented it. Sean had been worried
about what the girls might think about May but the first meeting had been almost
like one of their old sleepovers; lots of giggling, storytelling, whispered jokes
leading to more giggling, and camaraderie by the bushel basket.
The fact that they had brought along a Colonial admiral and a pair of
Communion admirals that knew the truth about what happened to Earth had been
icing on the cake. The cake, however, had been discovering Admiral Carlisle’s and
Commander Wellington’s fleets in addition Hannah’s and his own. And then the
surprise that there was a working civil government with a legitimate president…
More than once Sean found that he had to pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t
dreaming.
It was as if all his prayers had been answered within the span of a few hours.
“And now old man, it’s time to get ready to host the players in this little drama
for a luncheon meeting,” Sean said out loud and picked up a comb to finish getting
ready.
*+*+*+*+*
“I’m always amazed at the feats of engineering that we’ve accomplished,”
Admiral Hannah Marlowe said after taking a deep breath as she and several other
officers walked along a path through a cherry tree grove. The trees were in full
blossom and everything had a slight pinkish glow from the light reflecting off the
flowers.
“The garden is gorgeous,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase replied and
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mentally calculated what it would be like at Westfield. “The gardens at home
should be getting ready to bloom within the next few weeks. When I was little I
could sit out in the gazeebo all day just daydreaming and soaking in the rich
aromas.”
“I don’t believe it for a minute,” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos quipped. “You,
daydream for a whole day? Impossible!”
“Well, maybe I was exaggerating just a bit…” Chase winked good naturedly,
“but it sure felt like I spent days there.”
They walked for several steps before the last woman in the group spoke, “There
was a park down the road where my younger cousin and I would go play that had
the most amazing orchards with so many different types of trees. During the early
fall we’d beg to be allowed to go to the apple festival that was held there.” Admiral
Giovanna Cassidine closed her eyes and breathed deeply, “This reminds me of that
park.”
“It’s peaceful,” the final member of the group said. “There was a botanical
garden on the campus grounds where I taught before I was pulled into being Whit’s
running mate. If you were going to propose to your girlfriend, the central fountain
was the place to do it. Rose bushes climbed trellises and there always seemed to
be something in bloom there. It was quite a place,” President Patrick Windsor
reminisced.
Chase thought about the implications in Windsor’s words and how other than a
small ceramic pot with some grass and bamboo, all the President of the Earth
Union had left of his homeworld were memories. And yet despite the losses
suffered by the Union survivors they had not just survived, but thrived. New
relationships were forged, old ones rekindled, and while the past was ever present
like an evil spirit whispering in their ears, they looked forward and didn’t dwell in
the past.
“Could we do so well?” Chase said aloud without realizing she spoke.
“Do so well as what?” Marlowe asked.
“I didn’t realize I spoke out loud,” Chase said as a slight blush touched her
cheeks. “I was thinking about how you endured the unthinkable and whether my
own people would have the same fortitude and vision? Or, would we be at each
other’s’ throats like we were in the past?”
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Compassion touched Marlowe’s eyes as she stepped next to Chase and looped
her arm around Chase’s. “Let me tell you a story that was related to me, my sister,”
Marlowe said and smiled. “Shortly after we left Neverwhere and before we jumped
off, Pat came to see me. I swear, he looked like some of my dates must have
looked like when they came home to meet my parents.” She looked over at where
Windsor grinned as he kept pace, “And you know you did, Pat!”
“Oh, I’m not disputing that. Having met your father, I think I got off lightly!”
Windsor joked back.
“Anyway,” Marlowe said continuing her story, “Pat asked me what my thoughts
were about civilians dating my crew. I sat back and didn’t say anything because I
knew that ‘civilians’ was Pat-speak for ‘me’ and waited to see what would happen.
After a few moments he told me what Glory, one of my pilots, had told him a few
nights before and the note he had written her. Then he told me about the gift she
gave him.
“I looked at the picture of me and Jack that I had on my desk and knew right
then that everything really and truly would work out. The world as we knew it had
ended days earlier and already life was finding a way to carry on. I told him that he
had my blessings and like any good parent, which the commander of a ship is to an
extent, I added that he better not hurt my little girl. When’s the date, Pat?”
Windsor’s grin hadn’t faded, “We were going to ask you to do the honors before
we left Othrys. Perhaps down on the island where we’re rotating the crews…
maybe at sundown along the beach.”
“I’d be honored,” Marlowe told him and then turned to Chase. “So you see my
sister, life will go on.
People who would never have met under normal
circumstances have found each other, new lives, new hopes, new futures have been
forged.”
“Hmm…” Chase said as she thought about what Marlowe and Windsor had just
told them. “So what about you and Jack?” she teased.
Marlowe winked. “We were thinking about being the first people from Earth to
apply for a marriage license in the Colonies.”
*+*+*+*+*
The meeting room was a study in understated elegance and luxury and would
probably have been right at home on one of Avedon’s liners, Admiral Countess
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Seralanna Chase thought as she took her place at the large polished oak conference
table that commanded one corner of the room. The chairs were all leather, high
backed, and in addition to being comfortable they also gave their occupant an air
of gravitas; it was the right chair for a room where prior to Earth’s holocaust multimillion cubit deals would have been negotiated.
Today, the room served a far more important purpose than the race to
accumulate wealth and prestige; the groundwork that would pave the way for the
futures of three cultures would be discussed and decided.
Seated at the head of the table was Vice Admiral Sean Marlowe and at the other
end of the table sat Patrick Windsor, president of the Earth Union. Chase sat on
Vice Admiral Marlowe’s left and to her left were Admirals Giovanna Cassidine and
Cesare Arcadiaolos. Admiral Hannah Marlowe sat on Windsor’s left, with Admiral
Bannister Carlisle next to her and Commander Eric Wellington on his left. Seated
in this room, Chase thought, could very well be the architects of humanity’s future.
“Thank you all for coming today,” Vice Admiral Sean Marlowe began. “If
someone had told me a week ago that I’d be chairing this meeting I’d have asked
them what they were smoking,” he said in his easy laid back drawl. “Before we get
too deep into the meat of today’s agenda I’d like take a moment and recognize the
tremendous accomplishments that have brought us to this table. For myself,
Hannah, Bann, Eric, and President…” he smiled when Windsor cocked his head,
“I’m sorry, and Pat, it has been a journey born of desperation and steeped in hope
as we followed the last orders issued by our government. Along the way we each
approached the task of rebuilding some semblance of normality from a slightly
different perspective.
“For Sera, Gia, and Cesare, the trip here was more of a personal and political
risk, but a risk for them that in many ways was no different than the risks we faced.
When Gia and Cesare discovered what happened to Earth and how the Equals…
their own government…were involved, their consciences demanded they do what
they could to atone for something that for them had happened two thousand years
ago.
“And Sera,” Sean paused and smiled and once again she was reminded how
much alike this man was to her own father, “you left the Colonies with the goal of
finding the Galleon and when you found out why Gia and Cesare were out here,
embraced their quest as if it were your own. In working together, you three have
accomplished not only your goals but have helped us accomplish our own.
“For that, my friends, I thank you all.”
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“Sean and I talked for a bit this morning,” Windsor began, “and there are two
things that I need to cover before we continue. It was pointed out to me recently
that the President has to approve any promotions beyond Commander, and I
quickly exercised that prerogative when I promoted Hannah. Now, with Vice
Admiral Marlowe’s recommendation I would like to advance Rear Admiral, Lower
Half Bannister Carlisle to Rear Admiral, Upper Half, and Commander Eric
Wellington to Rear Admiral, Lower Half. Congratulations, gentlemen, you’ve
earned the promotions.”
Several minutes later when the congratulations settled down, Sean continued,
“Bann will continue to command Iphigenia and her group, but in addition to that
he’s also going to serve as the number two military officer in the Union fleet. We
have nine warships over in Thallo and Auxo that are ready to come on line, once
we find adequate crews, so our little fleet will be growing and I want to make sure
that we have adequate command support for them.”
“We have an academy on Sublime Paradise,” Wellington explained, “but we
only have junior officers so far. I can talk to the commandant and have him review
the crew requirements and then we can possibly pull from throughout the fleet.”
Chase tapped her finger on the table and pursed her lips in thought. Was her
idea moving too fast, she wondered?
“I know that look, Sera,” Sean said and broke into her thinking. “I’ve seen it on
my daughters’ faces more times than I can count,” he added almost paternally.
“What’s on your mind?”
“It’s just an idea that crossed my mind and I have to wonder if maybe we
wouldn’t be moving too fast…” Chase stated.
“You’ll never know until you ask, Sera…” Hannah prodded.
Chase took a deep breath and looked around the table at the expectant faces.
“Well, I was thinking that if those drones show up again, the docks might be prime,
and easy, targets for them, so launching the ships that are in them might be a
priority now before we head back to the Colonies and Communion. So…and
here’s where I’m not sure if we’re moving too fast, but if the goal is making sure that
those ships at least have a chance to defend themselves, we could transfer some of
our crew, on a purely TDY – Temporary Duty – basis to leaven the key positions
aboard. They’d be the experience to help guide and train the crews so they’re not
going out without a safety net.”
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Her comment drew several thoughtful looks before Cassidine spoke, “Even
though I know Sera included us, I want to go on the record that I would support
this if you decide to accept the offer.”
The discussion lasted for a good fifteen minutes with all of the Union officers,
and their President, asking questions and debating the opportunities that offer might
provide. Finally, Windsor cleared his throat and the table quieted. “I believe the
consensus is that this is a ‘good idea’,” he began, “and while I’m not a military man
I have been living in close proximity to a good teacher,” he nodded to Hannah,
“and I also have had to learn to understand how one thinks because I’m going to
marry one. That said, I can see the reasons why you four,” he gestured at Carlisle,
Wellington, and the Marlowes, “think it’s a good idea; it will give those ships, and
the people on them, a fighting chance should they come under attack.
“But,” Windsor allowed a thin smile to touch the corners of his lips, “I think this
is a good idea for another reason; we have come all this way to find a new home.
What better way to build bridges with the people we hope to live among than to for
our peoples to serve together?”
This kicked off another round of discussions and was resolved when a tentative
plan was hashed out to appoint a committee overseen by Admiral Wellington to
study the needs and make appropriate recommendations.
The other agenda items were checked off one by one as the afternoon
progressed until everything was finished. There was strong agreement to dispatch
Hussar to return to Olympus with orders to bring the fleets to Othrys. “As a friend
of mine has a habit of saying during his keynotes,” Chase said before the meeting
ended, “there’s one more thing I want to discuss before we break for dinner. I’m
going to dispatch Indefatigable to return home with advance news of what we’ve
discovered. Gia will be sending Aether, and together they’re going to stop at Land’s
End in the Communion and at Saga in the Colonies. We thought it might be a good
idea if the Union dispatches a ship as well. It would be a show of unity and it
would also be absolute proof…”
“I think that’s a fantastic idea,” Windsor said as Sean nodded his agreement.
“Who do you suggest we send?”
Sean looked at Carlisle. “Who do you think should go?”
“It has to be one of the more modern ships,” Carlisle replied thoughtfully. “I
don’t want to have to worry about fuel, so that would cut my first choice, Isis, out. I
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think Cahill and Artemisia could handle the trip, but the crew is also untested. So
that leaves two options; either Digger Sharma and Ariadne or Tamsin St. Claire and
Athena. I’d like to keep Tamsin and Athena here because she’s going to be needed
to integrate your fleet with the others. And, Digger has had a lot of success with his
independent operations,” he smirked.
“Then it’s settled,” Windsor said. “Sera, Gia, I think we have our advance team.”
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
The family library on the second floor had a warm and cozy atmosphere that
was enhanced by the gently crackling fire in the fireplace and the laughter from the
room’s five inhabitants. There had been happy moments in the house over the past
few months, Charles thought, few years more like it he corrected himself, but what
he saw tonight was joy.
Charles had called the Empress later in the evening after Alessa’s ceremony and
instead of making arrangements to go to Boskirk, the Empress had suggested that
she visit Westfield since she had a battery of tests the next day at the nearby
medical center. It was probably a better idea, he admitted as he sipped his wine
and listened to the easy banter between the four women who were seated around
the low coffee table. Searlait coming here to Westfield would likely raise some
questions because this would be her third visit within the past six weeks, but it
would also help to condition the press corps and gossip columns to her spending
time at the estate should the tests prove that she had cancer and required treatment.
“I can’t imagine what it must have been like to have that tie binding you to your
past life,” the Empress said. “I know I joke about dying my hair another color and
having it styled different so I can slip out of the palace with a tour group, but what
you had was a completely different level of oversight.”
Alessa smiled self-consciously. “It was like knowing someone was always
looking over your shoulder, even though they couldn’t know what I was doing or
what I saw or heard, it was an ever present knowledge that eventually your
thoughts wouldn’t be your own. Despite how we met,” she frowned and lost some
of the joy that had touched her eyes a moment earlier, “coming here and failing
was the best thing to happen to me. Part of me wishes I could return home and
destroy Cathedral so all the other Equals who have forgotten what it was like to be
human can have that chance again.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1660
“Well, when my goddaughter gets back, you might just see your wish granted,”
the Empress said before she sipped her wine. “It was a toss-up whether she went
off looking for Galleon or whether she dropped in on the Communion, and since
they decoded the clues, they went for Galleon. My guess is that as soon as she’s
back home and everyone has some R&R and the ships are refitted, she’s going to
use her success to push for an expedition.”
“Oh, gods, I hope so,” Alessa replied eagerly. “Before…I knew something
wasn’t quite right, but because I was on the inside and working with them on a
daily basis I didn’t know what it was and never really saw the forest for the trees.
But now, after being away, it’s like when you dive into a pool and the water is cold;
once you get used to it you forget it’s cold, but deep down your body knows.
When you get out, it hits you in the face just how cold you are and suddenly you
yearn to be warm.” She smiled and the joy returned to her eyes, “I’m nice and
warm now…thank you so much, Charles.”
“I simply made a few discrete calls, my dear, you took all the risks,” Charles said
and didn’t want to play up his role in freeing Alessa from the Equals’ ties.
“A few discrete calls, Charles?” Sana smirked. “I remember a couple trips…”
“Well,” Charles shrugged innocently, “We may have gone here or there…once
or twice…” A loud whispering growl interrupted his thought and he cocked his
head and narrowed his eyes when a moment later the growl intensified for several
moments. “No one is scheduled to arrive tonight...” he said and reached for the
phone and punched in a number for the Household Guard’s command center.
“Lieutenant, what’s going on down at the airfield?”
“I’m not sure, Your Grace,” Lieutenant Blair Mayhew replied. “Nothing is on the
board and we didn’t know anything was there until it spooled up to land. The alert
team is leaving now…”
“Good,” Charles stated. “Please keep me up to date on what’s going on and
while you’re at it, send a team over to the main house until this is sorted out.”
“I have them suiting up now, sir,” Mayhew explained.
loop.”

“I’ll keep you in the

*+*+*+*+*
Near Colonial space, Communion battlestar Stheno
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“The ship and group are yours until I’m back, Tavi,” Commander Bronwyn Elliot
told her acting Executive Officer. “We should be back within a day, but if we’re not
back within 96 hours, then there’s a good chance we’ll probably be having an
extended stay and won’t be allowed to leave. In that case, I would suggest that you
take the group back home.”
“But…” Captain Aiden Tavington protested and shook his head.
“It’s only a suggestion, Tavi,” Elliot reminded him. “The rest of the group knows
you’ve got the con until I’m back; they’ll follow your lead.”
Understanding seemed to dawn on Tavington’s face and he nodded.
Commander. I don’t like it, but I understand your suggestion.”

“Ok,

“Good man,” Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva said. “Listen to your instincts, son;
Bronwyn trained you and I trained her, so in a manner of speaking I trained you,
too,” he said reassuringly. “You’ll do fine.”
“Thank you, sir,” Tavington said before he turned to the two Equals. “If I have to
return, should I say anything?”
Sarai shook her head and Elliot knew what she was going to say even before she
heard the words. “No, Captain, say nothing and purge all records of our being here
before you return. If word were to get out that you were the last one to see us,
Madigina couldn’t save you and it’s likely that Kensit and Capellos would invite you
to join them…for interrogation that you wouldn’t survive.”
“Ah, ok. Well then,” Tavington said and stood a little straighter, “I guess you all
had better return within four days.”
“That’s the plan, Tavi,” Elliot said as she pulled on her gloves. “Now, Captain,
it’s time for us to go.”
“Good luck…to all of you,” Tavington said as they climbed into the Gypsy Moth
and the gold tinted canopy closed sealing them off from the rest of the restricted
hangar.
“He’s a good kid, Bron,” Galva said once the canopy was closed. “You trained
him well and he’ll do the right thing.”
“I know,” Elliot confessed as she worked through the pre-flight checklist.
wouldn’t have left him if I didn’t think he could rise to the occasion.”
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Ten minutes later she had pushed any misgivings she had to the back of her
mind as she keyed the intercom, “We’re going to be jumping in a few moments.
The plan is to jump to Virgon, descend to Westfield, and then,” Elliot laughed, “we
knock on the Duke’s door.”
“Yes, Commander, that sounds like the plan we discussed,” Braden said.
“Though, when you distill it to so few words and hearing it here in the cockpit, I
understand your hesitation when we first brought up the idea,” he quipped.
“Well then…last chance to opt out…” Elliot said. “Good. We jump in five…
four…three…two…one!”
The deep black of interstellar space was suddenly replaced with a brilliant bluewhite planet less than eight hundred kilometers below the Gypsy Moth. “I will
never get over the beauty of a planet from orbit,” Galva whispered. “I have surely
slipped the earthly bonds and am flying with the angels…”
Elliot put the Gypsy Moth into a sudden dive and pushed the throttles all the
way forward into Stage Five reheat as the nimble craft narrowly missed colliding
with a massive bulk freighter. “Admiral, can you give me some help making sure
we don’t hit anything…otherwise you might be flying with the angels soon
enough,” she quipped.
“Affirmative,” Galva replied and looked around. “My gods…look at all that
traffic,” he said as Elliot guided the accelerating Gypsy Moth towards the dark side
of the planet. “Not even Machimos has this level of traffic.”
“All the more reason to ensure that the Colonials do not become our enemy,”
Braden said from behind Galva.
“They’re poised to start a major wave of expansion to reclaim a lot of the worlds
lost during the Cylon Uprising,” Sarai explained a moment later. “Our growth has
been very conservative and managed, rather than the unbridled expansion that the
Colonials have adopted. One downside to this growth is that we estimate that the
settlement will also bring instability which could be problematic.”
“Well, then I guess it’s all the more pressing that we make a good first
impression,” Elliot said as she guided the Gypsy Moth around the planet. “I have
our location fixed and we’re going to do a short range jump,” she added a moment
later before pulling the throttles back to half power. “Jump in three…two…one!”
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The brilliant planet was replaced by darkness and the sudden tremor of air
flowing over the Gypsy Moth’s airframe. “We’re thirty seconds out…”
The landing went easier than I thought it would, Elliot thought five minutes later
as they approached the massive estate house. As soon as they had landed she
performed an emergency shut down and popped the canopy so everyone could
disembark. The only concession to security was that the canopy was locked, but
even that could easily be bypassed. The need for haste was clear when they saw
lights approaching the tarmac several minutes after they’d landed.
“Admiral, I believe this is your show,” Elliot said when they reached a door with
a light overhead.
“I do believe it is,” Galva said and knocked several times on the heavy wooden
door.
Several long seconds later the sound of locks being opened preceded the door
opening. “Good evening,” an older man wearing a pale blue polo shirt and blue
slacks said when the door was open. “We aren’t expecting visitors tonight…”
“I understand,” Galva said diplomatically. “I am Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva,
and these are my companions; Commander Bronwyn Elliot, Braden Milan, and
Sarai Canosa. We’ve come a long way to meet with His Grace and when he hears
that we’re here, I think he’ll want to see us.”
“Oh? You’ve already broken several laws already; why would he want to see
you?” the man asked.
“Please, sir, tell him that we’re from the Communion and we’re here on a
mission of some urgency and delicacy,” Galva said and Elliot could hear her old
mentor losing the battle to keep his voice steady.
“Please come with me,” the man said and stepped back into the estate. “I
cannot guarantee that His Grace will see you as he is entertaining tonight, but I will
pass your message. Until I return, you may wait in this reception room.”
The man closed the door behind him and Elliot looked at her three companions.
“Now I know how the fly feels when it’s caught in a spider web.”
Galva put his hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “It isn’t that bad…”
he said before he winked and added, “no one is going to liquefy your insides and
suck them out with a straw.”
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Elliot shook her head and despite trying couldn’t keep from laughing at Galva’s
gallows humor. “Well, there is that,” she finally said.
Braden studied a bookcase filled with leather bound volumes and slowly
nodded his head. “We made the right choice,” he said a moment later. “You can
tell a lot about people by how they decorate the rooms where they expect people
to wait. For example, most doctor’s offices tend to be minimalistic with gossip and
popular culture magazines sharing space with healthcare information pamphlets,
while a lawyer’s office will have upscale magazines containing products and
services that most clients will only ever see in their pages and never have a chance
to actually experience.”
“What does the Duke’s decorating tell you?” Sarai asked.
“There are books on history, philosophy, religion, and this one,” Braden said and
slipped a slim, well-worn volume from the shelf. “This is a book on noble
obligation. Notice how it’s worn? The corners of the binding are frayed, the book
opens flat,” he opened it and placed it on a table to show how the book would stay
open on its own, “and the pages show a lot of use.”
“It should,” a voice said from the door that had opened silently. “It’s been in the
family for generations and was what my father used to help teach me about what it
was to rule and what I used to teach my daughters. In fact, if you look on page
116, you’ll see a passage highlighted; that was my daughter Sera’s work.”
Elliot and the others turned at the voice and recognized the man immediately.
She also noticed the two uniformed guards that were standing behind him.
“Now,” His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield said, “you are all an
awfully long way from home to drop by to discuss literature.”
*+*+*+*+*
Charles stood just inside the doorway and studied the four people that were
waiting in the reception room. One was woman probably close to or a little
younger than Sera; attractive in a girl next door all grown up way, but the martial
black uniform declared that she wasn’t a pyramid mom who got lost on the way to
the grocery store for a bottle of milk. One was an older man and carried himself as
if the slacks, button down shirt, and blazer were a uniform, and reminded him of
Griffith Deguya or Cyrus Vought; he was definitely military, or had a long military
career.
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But it was the two others, a man and a woman, who were the biggest surprise.
He’d seen several twins of the man laid out in the morgue and a twin to the woman
was waiting one floor above for his return.
“Yes, Your Grace, we are a long way from home,” the older man said
diplomatically and with a trace of friendship, either implied or hoped for. “I am
Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva, Communion Fleet retired, and my companions are
Commander Bronwyn Elliot and Equals Braden Milan and Sarai Canosa. You’re the
only person in the Colonies that we thought would listen to what we have to say.”
“Oh? Because you killed several of my Household Guard when you tried to kill
a guest of mine? Or was it when you attacked my daughter and wound up
destroying several capital warships and killing several thousand military and
civilian personnel? Or, if we really want to go back in time, would it be because
you helped orchestrate the single most devastating war to ever sweep the
Colonies?” Charles asked evenly.
Galva looked like he was about to answer when the male Equal, Braden Milan,
gently put his hand on the retired Fleet Admiral’s forearm and shook his head. “My
brethren are guilty of all of those crimes and crimes even more heinous than that. I
have been away for over two thousand years and only recently returned and found
the state of affairs to be…abominable. My brethren have lost their way and any…
humanity…they once possessed has been sacrificed on the altar of ambition.
“I personally am horrified and disgusted by their actions and I won’t apologize
for what they’ve done,” Braden stated. “For an apology to mean something it must
be sincere and those who offer it and committed the act must be contrite and
understand that what they did was wrong. I can’t apologize for them, Your Grace
as the apology would be meaningless because they see nothing wrong in their
actions. Please understand that Sarai and I are both saddened by the senseless acts
they’ve committed and that’s part of the reason why we risked coming here
tonight.”
Charles studied Braden and looked for any signs of duplicity. His years in the
service and later in the political, financial, and business arenas had trained him to
know the signs of dishonesty. Even the best trained negotiator had their tells when
they were being less than honest or forthcoming. This Equal either had an iron fist
on his emotions or he was telling the truth. An old political philosopher once said,
“Trust, but verify,” and tonight that seemed like a wise course of action. “What is
your part in this, Commander Elliot?” he asked and hopefully introduced something
they may not have been expecting.
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Commander Bronwyn Elliot arched her eyebrows. “I’m the lucky one that’s
risking her career; I provided the transport and security to get here, Your Grace.”
“Do you believe in your mission?” Charles asked and prodded a little more.
Elliot nodded and her tone was serious when she replied, “I do, Your Grace. I…
I’ve learned things over the past thirty six hours or so that I never thought were
possible and that as elitist and arrogant, no offense to those present, that the Equals
have become, I never conceived that they’d be capable of what they’ve done and
what they intend to do in a few short weeks.
“Admiral Galva took me under his wing when I was a newly minted officer who
was certain she knew everything about everything and taught me everything I was
certain I already knew,” Elliot continued and Charles couldn’t help but smile when
he saw the pride that was beaming from Galva when she made the comment. “If
there’s one person I trust implicitly, it’s Admiral Galva. If he told me that the world
as I knew it was going to end in less than a month, I’d believe him.”
“I see,” Charles said and considered not just Elliot’s words but the conviction
that they carried. “I assume that if I ask you to disarm that you won’t try and
withhold anything and that none of you have a bomb stitched inside your body?”
“We left the weapons behind, Your Grace,” Braden told him. “The only tools
that we have with us tonight are our words.”
“Hmm…Spoken like a diplomat, Braden,” Charles said and made a decision on
his next course of action. “One of the young ladies who is waiting has become
rather special to me over the past few months, and when it comes to issues related
to the Communion I’m inclined to listen to her opinion. So…with that said, after
the introductions and hearing the reason you’re here, if she says I shouldn’t listen
then unless you can give me a very good reason why I should disregard her advice
that’s exactly what will happen.
“Is this acceptable?” Charles asked.
“It is, Your Grace,” Braden said for the group. “If we’re able to explain our
reasons I’ll consider our mission a success whether you ask us to leave or not.”
“Ok, then. I guess you have an audience,” Charles said and stepped out of the
room. “When we get upstairs, I’ll need a few moments to let my guests know
you’ll be joining us.”
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Two minutes later Charles closed the library door behind him and met four pairs
of expectant eyes.
“We have some…unique…guests who have come a
considerable distance to talk with me tonight,” he began. “Alessa, I’m going to
need your help on this and I told them up front that if you told me I shouldn’t listen
then the audience was effectively over.”
“Me?” Alessa asked and narrowed her eyes. “Why me?”
Charles took a deep breath before he answered her question. “Because they’re
from the Communion and two of them are Equals.”
Fear erupted across Alessa’s face and her body language echoed the terror that
her eyes radiated. “Why are they here?” she asked and looked around the room as
if looking for a place to hide…or use as an escape route.
“I don’t know, but they have two Fleet officers with them; a Fleet Admiral
Leonardo Galva and a Commander Bronwyn Elliot. If it had just been the Equals
who came, I don’t think I’d have given them the time of day, but those two…those
two seem sincere. Even the Equals are coming across that way, but I’m wary,”
Charles explained. “I trust you, Alessa; after they say their piece, if you say so,
they’ll leave.”
“Will there be guards here?” Alessa asked, still visibly very uneasy.
“Yes. And while they were waiting they were also scanned; they aren’t carrying
any weapons or explosives,” Charles answered.
“Ok…Admiral Galva…I know of him,” Alessa slowly said.
“He’s the
commander of Land’s End Anchorage and next in line to be the next Grand
Admiral. From what I’ve read, he is a true leader and much beloved within the
Fleet. If anything, I’d be willing to give him the benefit of the doubt and hear him
out. But…if…if they try something…” She sounded scared, terrified actually, and
looked like a child who just saw the monster under the bed have a discussion with
the monster in the closet on the best way to prepare a little girl for dinner.
“The guards have orders to use their stunners at the first sign of trouble,” Charles
said in a soothing voice. “They won’t be killed unless we don’t have any other
option because I don’t want them going home.”
“Good,” Alessa said and Charles saw some of the fear replaced by
determination. “If they are lying, then they should be cut off and then killed so
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they don’t resurrect.” Charles was surprised by the anger and determination in her
voice.
“I think we can arrange that,” Charles told her and then looked to the other
three women. “Shar, Sana, Embrey, there are sidearms in the cabinet over there if
you want to arm yourselves…”
“Charles, you should know me better than that,” Her Imperial Highness Searlait
II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of the Hibernian Marches smirked and patted
her purse. Next to her, Captain Embrey Roselle nodded.
“I’ve taken your previous comments to heart, my dear,” Sana Chastain added.
“The only time I’m unarmed is when I’m not wearing anything…”
“Ok…TMI right there,” Searlait laughed and lightened the mood slightly.
“Then I guess we’re ready to meet our guests,” Charles said and opened the
door.
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Bronwyn Elliot was the first person through the door and stepped to
the side as soon as she was on the other side. She swept her gaze around the
sumptuously appointed library and immediately felt the room’s comforting
presence. This was a room that was lived in, where you could look and touch
things rather than just look, and had the touches that showed the Duke’s family
side; pictures of his wife and daughters were scattered about as were several
pictures showing a younger version of the man she’d just met and another
woman…a younger version of the woman seated on one of the loveseats.
“Shar, Sana, Embrey, Alessa; this is Commander Bronwyn Elliot,” Charles said a
moment later and introduced her to the four others in the room.
As Charles named each person they nodded or gave some sign of
acknowledgement and when he got to the last person, her heart skipped a beat.
“Excuse me…” Elliot said as she tried to process what she was seeing. “I didn’t
know there was an Equal here already…” Almost before the words were out of her
mouth she felt her pulse race and had the sudden fear that not only was the mission
a lost cause but that at the very least the Duke was well aware of the doom that was
about to befall her people.
“Ah…yes,” Charles said and arched his eyebrows.

“About that…Perhaps I
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should introduce everyone first and then I think things will make more sense?”
Elliot nodded and felt Galva’s calming presence next to her. “Ladies, this is Fleet
Admiral Leonardo Galva, retired, and Equals Braden Milan and Sarai Canosa. If I
may,” Charles said and walked to the older lady, “I would like to introduce you to
my guests. This is my very dear friend Searlait Fawkes-Wallace and Embrey
Roselle, her personal assistant.”
“Charles always has introduced me to the most fascinating people,” Searlait
smiled warmly. There was something about the woman that suggested she was
more than Charles was letting on, and everything about her seemed to point that
she was of the same social and economic rank as her host.
“I try, Shar,” Charles smirked. “Never a dull time with me,” he added and
underscored with a wink before moving to the next woman and tenderly resting his
hand on her shoulder, “This is Sana Chastain, my companion and partner.”
“Welcome to Westfield,” Chastain said warmly though Elliot saw that her eyes
were wary. “It’s been a while since we’ve had guests from the Communion.”
“I hope this visit is better for all involved than the last one,” Galva replied
diplomatically.
“As do I,” Chastain agreed. She may be pretty, Elliot thought, and may be
romantically linked with the Duke, but this one just put us on notice that it will be
an uphill trek to success.
“And finally, my ward and guest, Alessa,” Charles stood behind Alessa and
placed his hands protectively on her shoulders as he introduced the woman Elliot
had recognized as soon as she saw her.
“Yes, Commander, I was once an Equal, but that chain has been broken and I’m
very much my own person now,” Alessa said and Elliot was convinced Alessa’s
words weren’t for her but for Braden and Sarai.
“And here I thought we were going to be the surprise of the evening,” Sarai said
in a voice filled with wonder. “How is this possible, si…Alessa?”
“Please, perhaps we should all sit and be comfortable and then we can catch up
on whatever needs to be caught up?” Charles asked and gestured to the open chairs
and sofa around the coffee table. “Can I get you something to drink? I have wine,
water, and hot chocolate?”
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*+*+*+*+*
Alessa explained to the Communion guests, two of which were very surprised
Equals, why she had gone through with the ritual to break her ties to Cathedral and
then showed them the tattoo at the base of her neck. Searlait watched the young
woman’s confidence grow with each word and while the evening wasn’t
developing in quite the way she expected, it was paying a beautiful dividend.
Ever since she’d heard Charles’ first report about Alessa, she’d been intrigued by
the woman. At first it was because she was from another culture and that she was
fundamentally…different…from the rest of humanity, but later, after she read his
reports and watched some video she began to see the recovering Equal as a lost
soul who was desperately looking for both a life line and her own place in the
world. Then, after the emotional breakthroughs, she had met her and that’s when
Alessa stopped being a picture or case file and became a person.
Searlait found that she quite liked the person Alessa was trying to become and
perhaps it was the mother in her, but she wanted to help her succeed. She
appeared the same age as her daughter Elizabeth, and perhaps there was also a bit
of transference at work, too.
“It was the best decision I’ve ever made,” Alessa confessed openly and smiled,
truly and finally at peace with herself. “And,” she looked at where Charles sat next
to Sana, “It was also the best gift I’ve ever received.” She looked at the two Equals,
“I was never asked if I wanted to become one of you. I was never asked if I wanted
to surrender who I was and give up all my friends and family. That was a decision
that was never offered, instead I was taken away and the person I used to be was…
deconstructed.
“Perhaps you can’t understand where I’m coming from,” Alessa said as tears
began to form in her eyes, “Because the gods gave you life, but my life was taken
from me and in turn I was given…” she raised her hands, “this.”
Sarai moved effortlessly and sat on the couch next to Alessa and hugged her. “I
am so sorry, Alessa. It was wrong, and hearing you explain it in such passionate
detail for the first time has opened my eyes to the horrors that we’ve visited upon
the population for centuries. I guess you could say that the past few months have
been a sort of rebirth for me, as well. Deep down I knew what was happening was
wrong, but I was blind to the options that I could have taken.”
“We were all blind, Sarai,” Braden said sadly.

“What started out with noble
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hopes and goals has been corrupted by a few and that rot has spread throughout
the system.” He paused and Searlait could see that he was weighing his words
carefully as if he had suddenly come to a momentous decision. “I know we
haven’t discussed it before Sarai, but seeing Alessa here I’m convinced that it’s time
for us to die.”
“Excuse me?” Embrey asked and sat up cautiously.
Braden raised his hands in surrender and smiled. “Not today, Embrey, but it’s
time for the Equals to no longer resurrect and instead look forward to aging and a
final death like everyone else.”
Searlait saw surprise flash across Galva’s and Elliot’s faces, but rather than
surprise or shock, she saw acceptance and understanding on Sarai’s. “That, I
believe,” Sarai said, “was the seed of our fall.”
Being the Empress of Virgon brought with it many responsibilities; she was both
a political and civic leader, she was the face of the planet, and yet, none of that had
prepared her to take part in what felt like a family therapy session. She desperately
wanted to say something, but followed Charles’ lead and held her thoughts.
“I’m glad you agree, Sarai.” Braden showed relief and nodded. “When death is
removed from life’s equation then you open the door for bad things to happen.”
“And now you know why I made my choice,” Alessa softly told them.
“I think, if I had the opportunity, that I would very much like to talk with the
people who helped you,” Braden said after a moment of thought. “It might give us
more options.”
“I can ask if they’d be willing to meet with you,” Charles offered. “But I can’t
guarantee anything more than that. Now…” he said and Searlait smiled, this was
Charles in his element, “what are the other reasons you risked so much to come
here tonight?”
An hour later Searlait didn’t know whether she was going to be sick or whether
her stomach was just revolting at what she’d just heard.
“Are you ok, Empress?” Galva asked concerned at her condition.
Searlait’s eyes went wide, “What did you call me?”
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“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” the Admiral said self depreciatingly, “My concern
overrode my desire to honor your wishes for anonymity. Please forgive me.”
Galva’s concern and willingness to play along with the masquerade touched
Searlait. It was a very nice…a friendly…gesture. “Thank you, Admiral…”
She paused when Galva held up his hands and smiled. “Please, I think we’ve
moved past that, at least for tonight. It’s just Leo.”
Searlait smiled warmly at his graces. “Thank you, Leo, I appreciate it. I’m just a
little overwhelmed by what I’ve heard. It isn’t every day that you meet people from
another civilization and then find out that it’s about to be destroyed from within
and then yours soon after. I was stronger when I was younger; wasn’t I Charles?”
“Aye, she was,” Charles nodded. “She saved my ass from the Cylons more than
once.”
“Impressive,” Galva said, “you just can’t beat a woman who shoots.”
“You can say that again,” Charles told him. “Now…as for the problems at hand,
I’m not sure exactly what we can do, but…” Searlait saw hope in four sets of eyes,
“I’m going to contact someone and try to see if they can make it here for lunch
tomorrow. Until then, it would be best if we moved your transport into a hangar
unless you plan to return in the daylight.”
“Are you offering your hospitality for the night?” Galva asked.
“It’s the least I could do after you’ve come all this way,” Charles smirked and
Galva and several others laughed. “I think it would be best that we keep your
comings and goings under the cover of darkness until we make this public.”
“Thank you, Charles,” Galva said and Searlait was glad that he remembered
Charles’ request to keep things on a first name basis.
“I should go back to the ship so it can be moved,” Elliot stated and stood. “I’ll
also bring our travel bags back with me.”
By the time Elliot returned half an hour later, the mood in the library had
lightened and Searlait had a feeling that she would see a lot of these people from
the Communion in the future. One thing that she was glad to see was how
everyone seemed to be getting along. Even Alessa and the Equals seemed to be on
friendly terms and perhaps, she thought, maybe some Equals weren’t the soulless
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bastards she was certain that they were.
*+*+*+*+*
Olympus
Lieutenant Colonel Tony Pritchard found himself in a situation he never
expected; an audience with Zeus himself. He tugged down his tunic cuffs and
looked at the woman who sat across from him. Colby Browning also wasn’t what
he expected, either. She was witty, a sharp conversationalist, knowledgeable on
things that to him were barely known myths, and despite her outward happy
nature, she seemed more anxious than he was at the upcoming meeting.
“I wonder if he remembers me?” Colby finally said quietly.
She looked
concerned and vulnerable sitting across the table from him as the maglev sped
through the wooded and gently rolling grounds under Olympus’ massive central
dome.
Pritchard wasn’t sure how to respond. On one hand he wanted to reassure her
and help lift her spirits, but on the other he remembered his older brother’s advice
to never say things were going to be ok or that he understood what someone was
going through because every situation was different and even if they were your best
friend you may not have all the information about what really happened or was
going on. Instead, he went with his gut, “If I were him, I think I would find it very
hard to forget you, Colby.”
Colby looked up and smiled and temporarily banished the pain that had
touched her eyes. “That’s sweet of you to say, Tony, and I really do appreciate it.”
She looked down and Pritchard was reminded of a scared kitten he once found as a
boy. “We were close…too close for some people’s sensibilities,” she finally said.
“If it wasn’t for Lady Hecate making sure I left Caria when I did, I would have
perished with her people. She seemed to always be there for me with just the right
words of encouragement, and now I’m going to be meeting him for the first time
in…well…in quite a few thousand years for him, but for me it’s only been a few
months.”
She paused and looked up at Pritchard. “And then there’s his wife,” Colby said
morosely. “Hera was ever the jealous one and even though she’s always looked the
other way at his dalliances, it seems that life for the women involved always
seemed to get much worse when the affair ended. I wonder what’ll happen to
me?”
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“Well, I understand you were quite the herald, I’m sure the Admiral could use a
press secretary when she returns home,” Pritchard said hopefully and when Colby
looked surprised he flashed a quick wink which caused her to smile. I really wish I
could do something to help her more, he thought. But the acts of men pale when
compared to the games of gods and goddesses.
The maglev slowed and the computer announced that they were at Aegea
Estate, the home of Zeus.
“Shall we, m’lady?” Pritchard said and stood, offering Colby his hand.
“We shall, m’lord,” Colby replied with mock formality.
Ten minutes later they stood in a comfortable drawing room that would look
perfectly at place in a Picon soap opera about the rich and powerful. Pritchard was
sure that some of the sculptures, if they could be authenticated, would have paid
for the construction costs of his ship. Rather than the faded and worn antiquities
that he was used to seeing in museums, these were still pristine and sharp featured,
just the way the artist intended.
A side door opened and a man wearing khakis and a dress shirt walked in and
stopped. Pritchard came to attention immediately; there was no question that the
man was Zeus. It was a face he’d seen since he was a boy and there was no
mistaking the real thing.
Zeus stopped and stared as Colby turned at the sound. His eyes blinked several
times rapidly and he took a hesitant step forward. “Colby?” he asked as his voice
filled with emotion.
“Zeus? You remember me?” Colby asked and took a slow step toward him.
“My God, girl, how could I forget you!” Zeus almost cried and quickly walked
to where she stood and scooped her up in a massive hug. “Hecate told me she got
you off Caria before Cronus attacked, but then he did the same to Othrys and I
couldn’t go down for you as much as I wanted to …”
Colby smiled and hugged him back. “I was one of the lucky ones, Zeus. We
were scared when the attack came and then we decided that the only option was
go into suspended animation until you could return.”
Pritchard winced at the words. There wasn’t any anger or pain in them, but he
knew that Othrys had been a garden world for probably several thousand years

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1675
after it recovered from the Titanomachy and the unasked question that he heard
within the words was, ‘Why didn’t you come back for us?’
A feminine voice intended to sound warm but lacking any real friendliness said
from the doorway, “Welcome back, Colby. I’m glad to see you didn’t perish on
Othrys.” Hera smiled as she strode into the room.
Zeus released Colby and stepped back a step, “Hera, I told you she survived. I
never doubted it.” The words came out defensive and somewhat testily.
“Of course you did, dear,” Hera said and walked over to where Zeus and Colby
stood. “Truly, Colby,” Hera said this time with more warmth, “I am glad you
survived. We lost so many on that horrible day that every survivor is precious.”
“Hello, Colby,” a second female voice said and Pritchard was stunned by her
appearance. If he didn’t know better he’d have sworn that she was related to
Admiral Chase; the facial features, the body build, body language, hair, and
especially the eyes and how she glided across the carpeted floor pointed to
someone that could have been Chase’s relative.
“Lady Hecate,” Colby smiled. “Thank you for making sure I left Caria when I
did, though at the time I thought I traded the frying pan for the fire.”
“You’re most welcome, my girl,” Hecate replied. “We can talk a little later and
catch up on everything that’s happened since we last talked,” she winked. “For
now, though, I’m interested in what Colonel Pritchard has to say. I understand
you’ve brought dispatches from Othrys?”
“I have, Lady Hecate,” Pritchard answered formally and handed her a dispatch
case. “The Admirals would like the fleets to proceed to Othrys as soon as possible
so that the crews may be given shore leave and some integration exercises be
completed before the trip home. She hopes that Admiral Sobieski’s forces are ready
to take up the perimeter and inquires whether any new information about Cronus
has been uncovered.”
“That’s a good summary, Colonel,” Hecate said and opened the dispatch case
and scanned one of the letters it contained. “Zeus,” she said looking up from the
document, “I think it’s time we relocate...”
“I think you’re right, Hecate,” Zeus said and nodded. “Chaos knows where we
are, and there’s a chance Cronus does, too. If we move now, I’m sure that Chaos
will refuse to divulge our new location because of his fondness for my Grandfather.
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Please alert navigation and engineering to prepare for the relocation.”
“By your command,” Hecate smirked and held her hand out to Pritchard.
“Walk with me, Colonel?” she asked.
You don’t refuse a goddess, Pritchard thought, especially this one. “It would be
my honor, Lady. Colby, I’ll have your bags brought over on the next…”
Colby held up her hand and looked like she was blinking away tears. “That’s
ok, Tony. If I have your permission, I think I’d like to stay on Hussar for now.”
Pritchard looked at Hecate and then Zeus and Hera; Hecate nodded and looked
like she understood what just happened, Zeus looked sad but resolute, and Hera
looked relieved. “Of course, Colby, it would be my honor to host you on Hussar
for as long as you want to stay aboard.”
“That was very difficult for them to do,” Hecate said a few moments after they
left the drawing room and the door closed behind them. “More for her than for
him, I suppose, as the emotion she has is still so new. But,” she sighed sadly, “It’s
the right thing and Zeus decided a long time ago to recommit himself to his
marriage vows. Take care of her, Colonel Pritchard.”
“Excuse me, Lady?” Pritchard asked.
Hecate smiled as if she knew a secret he didn’t. “Just keep it in mind, Tony,” she
replied and used his first name rather than his rank as she had before.
“Oh…” understanding slowly dawned on Pritchard.
“Oh, indeed, Colonel,” Hecate said. “Now,” she continued changing the
subject, “A lot has happened since you left and I’d like to send you back ahead of
the fleet so that everything won’t be such a surprise…”
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
It had been a very surreal night, Charles thought as he waited in the small
lounge at the estate’s landing field. He’d gotten used to Alessa being at the estate,
but the two other Equals unnerved him even though there were guards posted in
the hallway and the rooms were under surveillance. The news they brought was
disturbing on the surface and if it was real he wasn’t sure if he could find a word
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that would do it justice.
The news they brought about the Colonies chilled him to the bone. He’d
already called the proper people within Avedon Lines and Chase Holdings to put
everyone on a Starlight alert.
His counterparts in Compagnie Générale
Interplanétaire, Far Horizons, and several other groups who he’d discussed the
basics of Starlight would be notified within the next forty-eight hours and hopefully,
if something did happen, they could limit the damage to their people and assets.
As for limiting the damage to the Colonies and possibly assisting the Communion,
that was where the men he had invited to lunch came in.
“You didn’t need to come down and wait with me, Commander,” Charles said to
the trim black uniformed woman who stood next to him gazing through the
polarized windows.
“I needed to get out and get some fresh air and move around a little under a real
sky,” Commander Bronwyn Elliot explained sadly. “Though I have to say, the bed
was absolutely divine and I didn’t want to get up this morning. I feel…” her voice
trailed off as she closed her eyes for a moment. “I feel,” she said a moment later,
“that my chances to enjoy being under a real sky are going to be limited in the
future if everything comes to pass.”
“There are always options, Bronwyn,” Charles said and couldn’t bring himself to
admit that he shared her feelings. “Tell me about your ship, Stheno…what’s she
like?”
Elliot beamed. “She’s mine! All mine!” she laughed and pulled out her
smartphone. “Hmm…no reception…how odd,” she smirked and then opened an
app and scrolled through some photos until she found the one she was looking for.
“Here she is, Stheno; she’s one of a new breed that we’ve brought on line that
combines the best of our traditions and some forward thinking.”
Charles took the offered device and looked at the ship. It was damned
impressive, and big, too. “You have every right to be proud of her, she looks like a
tiger.”
“She fights like one, too…” Elliot confirmed. “At least in the wargames we’ve
had.”
“You and my daughter Sera would probably have a lot in common to talk about.
I had a chance to look at the ship you came in, a Gypsy Moth you called it,”
Charles segued onto a related topic. “It’s a sharp looking ship.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1678

Elliot nodded. “She’s fast, has good legs, and is very responsive. Almost as
good as flying a Peltast, but then I’m biased since that was my first flight
assignment.”
A speck in the sky drew his eye and quickly grew larger as the Raven descended
toward the landing field. “Ah, I see our lunch guests have arrived,” Charles said as
the Raven flared and gently landed on its landing gear. “Let’s go meet them and I’ll
introduce you around.”
“Sounds like a plan, Charles,” Elliot said before they left the terminal.
By the time they reached the Raven, the craft’s rear ramp had been lowered and
four men stood waiting. “Welcome to Westfield, gentlemen,” Charles said as they
approached.
“Charles, you know I’d never turn down an invitation to dine at your table,”
Fleet Admiral Cyrus Vought said good-naturedly. “It certainly beats anything at the
Perkinston O-Club, and that’s a high bar to beat.”
“I would hope it does, Cy,” Charles replied with a bit of mock shock. “I’m glad
you could make it on such short notice. Unfortunately it’s going to be a working
lunch, but that’s not going to change what’s served, just the discussion topics.”
“After your cryptic call last night there was no way I was going to miss it, even if
you served cheese and crackers,” Fleet Admiral Griffith Deguya joked. “Let me
introduce who we brought along,” he said. “This is Commander Vannevar Bovee,
of Hydra, and this is Commander Declan Kincaid of Illustrious.”
“Pleased to meet you both,” Charles said easily and offered each his hand. “I’m
going to introduce you to a couple of people today…first of which is Commander
Bronwyn Elliot of Stheno.” Now, he thought, let’s see what happens.
Deguya and Vought were both silent when Bovee spoke up, “Stheno? Her
commander and I shared a dorm room our senior year at the academy and you are
not him…and you’re out of uniform, too.”
“That’s because Commander Elliot isn’t, how would you say it, from around
here,” Charles explained.
“What do you mean?” Kincaid asked.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1679
Elliot stepped forward and offered her hand, “Commander Bronwyn Elliot, of the
Meropian Communion battlestar Stheno. It is an honor to meet you, Commander
Kincaid.”
Kincaid looked dumbfounded but took her hand. “You’re not what I expect
when I think of ‘alien’…” he managed to say before he added, “It is an honor to
meet you, too, Commander Elliot.”
Elliot held his hand for a moment and smirked, “Would you prefer I was some
sort of insect monster or perhaps had weird ears?”
Kincaid took the ribbing. “I deserved that, Commander,” he chuckled. “I have a
feeling that a lot of assumptions are going to get poleaxed today, aren’t they, Your
Grace?”
Charles nodded. “I just ask that you have an open mind to what my other guests
have to say…”
“Commander Vannevar Bovee,” Bovee said and offered Elliot his hand, “I’m
always pleased to meet a lady, alien or not,” he winked.
“Pleased to meet you, too, Commander,” Elliot replied and smiled.
That went smoother than I had expected, Charles thought. Though, he mused,
that was the easy part. “Shall we head up to the house?”
The introductions that followed were no less tempestuous.
“What is he doing here?” Bovee demanded when he saw Braden Milan. “He’s
part of the reason why we were banished to Sagittaron!”
“Who do you think I am?” Milan asked.
“You know who you are,” Bovee growled. “You’re Captain Erlen Spence who
used to be my supply officer on Hydra.”
“I can guarantee you that this is the first time I’ve ever been in the Colonies,
Commander,” Milan said diplomatically. “The man you know as Erlen Spence may
have looked like me, but we aren’t the same person.”
“What? You’re going to tell me he’s your evil twin?” Bovee asked sarcastically.
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“You might put it that way,” Milan suggested and arched his eyebrows. “Please,
look at Sarai and then Alessa and tell me what you see.”
Bovee looked at Sarai and then Alessa and narrowed his eyes. “They’re not
twins?” he asked and sounded like he was trying to convince himself of what he
was seeing.
“No, they aren’t,” Milan explained, “At least not in the natural biological
manner. Where we come from, the Communion, we’re known as Equals…” he
began and explained the who, what, where, when, and why of Equals.
“My apologies, Braden,” Bovee said when Milan finished. “Spence caused me
and my crew a lot of grief and until recently Hydra was a dead end assignment.”
“When you hear the rest of what they have to say,” the Empress said, “you’ll
want to kill every last one of them…with a few exceptions, of course,” she nodded
at Milan and Sarai.
“Lunch is ready…” Charles said and noticed that Galva escorted Searlait to the
dining room and sat next to her. That’s one way to build bridges, he thought as he
sat down and his Communion guests explained the meat of their story.
“That’s where we stand,” Galva finished. “We know when they’re going to hit
us and the word is that they’re planning on returning to the Colonies shortly
thereafter.”
“Armistice Day,” Vought stated definitively. “If they were going to hit us, then
that would be when they’d do it. Short of Colonial Day, I can’t think of a holiday
when the Fleet is more vulnerable. And they couldn’t wait for long after they hit
the Communion for fear that survivors might come here for help.”
“So what do we do, Cy?” Deguya asked. “If we take this to the Admiralty,
Corman and Nagala might believe it, but there would be a lot of pushback from the
politicians.”
“And then there’s the technology question…” Kincaid mentioned.
hardened are your systems against intrusion?”

“How

“They’re good,” Elliot quickly replied.
“But not that good,” Galva finished for her. “We haven’t put the resources into it
that you have, but we’re confident that we can keep them at bay. Some of our
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systems may be degraded, but I don’t foresee anything like what happened during
the Uprising happening.”
“I don’t know,” Kincaid said and sounded unsure. “They’ve had forty years to sit
and stew, who knows what they’ve come up with.”
“Only a few of the Equals have direct contact with the Cylons,” Sarai explained.
“Information is not shared freely, so those are our best guesses.”
Silence descended on the table for several long moments before Deguya spoke.
“Van, I want you to prepare Hydra for an extended duration exercise. I’m going to
put a force in place that can react quickly and help our new friends, and while it
won’t be like taking Alpha Fleet, it will get you in place while Cy and I work the
Admiralty.”
“Of course, Admiral,” Bovee said. “We should be ready to depart whenever you
give the order.”
“Good, good…” Deguya said. “I’m going to call Esty before we leave and have
him brevet you to Commodore. You’re on the short list for Admiral, but I want you
to be the senior officer on this.”
“There will be other groups?” Kincaid asked.
“Yes. I’m going to alert Esposito on Persephone and Paulson on Crusader to join
you,” Deguya explained.
Bovee narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. “Those groups are still standing
up…will they be ready?”
“You’re going to make sure they’re ready, Van,” Vought told him. “I see where
Griff is going with this; both groups are going to be doing a lot of independent
cruising over the next month as they work up, this will explain their absence. In
the meantime, I’ll work with Admiral Bannasalle to poach what we can to expand
the expeditionary force.”
“You realize you could all be cashiered for this?” Searlait asked.
“Of course we could, Your Highness,” Vought explained. “My gut tells me that
these four people are telling the truth and that they’re sincere, and from one old
warhorse to another,” he raised his glass to Galva, “I’m going to take this gift they
gave us and run with it. Not just out of patriotism or a chance to stick it to the
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Cylons before they can stick it to me, but because it is the right thing to do. Even
during the Uprising we could engage against even odds, two to one odds, and
sometimes three to one odds, and win.
“We’ve gotten much better since then and have had breathing space to refine
our tactics, plans, and find what works and what doesn’t. If we can help our newly
met cousins avoid what we went through, and in doing so delay or disrupt that
from happening to us again, then we need to do it. But,” Vought raised his right
index finger, “it remains the right thing to do.”
“You have my blessings, patronage, support, and protection, Admiral,” Searlait
finally said. “All of us who lived through the Uprising knew that the Cylons would
return, we just didn’t know when. For many, they’re half remembered nightmares
or something that happened to their parents or grandparents, but we remember. I’ll
help wherever I can, because as you say, this is the right thing to do.”
“You have my support, too,” Charles said and entered the discussion. “Over the
past few weeks it seems like Admiral Silver and I have begun to build bridges, so
perhaps we can enlist her and her private fleet?”
“I don’t like it Charles,” Deguya shook his head. “Dealing with the Spider
Queen is always a risky venture. She came to you with that information, I’m not
sure…”
Charles held up his hand. “You’re absolutely right, Griff. On all counts.
However, trust must begin somewhere. She’s been off her leash for so long that
getting it back on and bringing her back onto the reservation will take finesse…and
trust.”
“Ok…” Deguya said doubtfully. “But remember, if she gnaws off your head,
you heard it here first that I warned you!”
“If she tries anything with him, I’ll end her,” Alessa said coolly and drew
everyone’s shocked looks. “Charles has helped me become…me. I won’t let
anyone ruin him.”
“We’ll end her together,” Chastain corrected Alessa.
“This sounds fun, can I get into it, too? I used to be a pretty fair shot back in the
day,” Searlait asked and while she smiled as she said the words, the ice behind her
eyes and the tone in her voice left no doubt that Lieutenant Searlait FawkesWallace was on board to protect someone she cared for.
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“I think you’re safer than Adar with them looking out for you,” Kincaid joked.
“There’s one last person we need to talk to before you head out, Cy,” Deguya
said. “I received a note from Prentiss Abbott that was pretty cryptic about Kali. I
thought we might stop on the way back?”
“I think so. It’ll just be another long day,” Vought replied and then turned to the
Communion guests, “How long will you be in the Colonies?”
“We need to return to Stheno within three days,” Galva explained. “However,
we aren’t on any specific timetable to return home.”
“I’d like the Expeditionary Group to travel with you when you return,” Deguya
asked and sipped his water. “This will give the groups a chance to get to know
each other and the different procedures. Is there any way you can give us about a
week to ten days?”
“I can return to Stheno and update Tavi,” Elliot offered.
Galva nodded. “I think that would be a good idea. Commander Bovee, would
you like to join her and get a jump on things?”
Bovee looked at Deguya and Vought. Charles could see expectation written on
his face and for a moment he envied him. What would it be like to step aboard not
just a foreign warship, but one from another civilization? It would be the adventure
of a lifetime, he surmised.
“I think that would be a good idea, providing that Van would agree to go,”
Deguya smirked.
“Oh, I’m so there!” Bovee joked.
Commander.”

“I look forward to returning with you,

*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase looked over her desk to where Lieutenant
Colonel Tony Pritchard sat nursing a cup of hot chocolate. Colonel Constance
deWinter sat in the chair next to him and studied a copy of the report that was on
Chase’s desk. “I have your official comments, Tony, and they’re intriguing. What
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isn’t in the report?”
Pritchard sat back and cupped his hands around the mug of hot chocolate. “It’s
a gut feeling, Admiral, nothing more than that. Colby hinted that she and Lord
Zeus were romantically involved before Othrys fell, and this was supported by
something that Lady Hecate said after we left them alone to catch up. Whatever
they had, at least on Lord Zeus’ part is over, whether he really wants it to be or not.
Colby has asked if she can stay on Hussar until she figures out what she’s going to
do next and with your permission, I’ve agreed.”
“I don’t have any concerns other than to warn you to keep your eyes open. I
trust my…Hecate, but I think that Zeus is walking a fine line between action and
inaction and if he’s pushed the wrong way he might overreact and that would not
be good.”
“I sort of picked up on that vibe, too,” Pritchard agreed. “Before we left to
return, Commander Emory invited me over to Circe for an off the record meeting.
Commander Virgis was there and…there’s been a development beyond that of
Uranus returning from the dead.”
“Oh?” deWinter asked. “What’s that?”
“Commander Emory has several additional guests and a Colonial ship on his
flight deck…” Pritchard began and took a deep breath. “Admiral,” he said and met
Chase’s ice blue gaze, “Admiral Szabo is under house arrest aboard Circe.”
“What?” both Chase and deWinter said simultaneously.
“Cronus hijacked a ship on Othrys, Semiramis, and went and raised or
recovered or whatever they do, Uranus,” Pritchard explained. “When Cronus got
some information, I believe something called the Key and the location of something
called the Factory, he cut Uranus loose and booted him and Szabo’s ship from his
little adventure. Uranus knew that he had to reach his grandson, Zeus, to tell him
what happened.
“Commander Emory and Circe ran the intercept and the rest is history,” Pritchard
continued. “Commander Virgis wanted Szabo turned over immediately and Uranus
advocated on his behalf. So, until you formally request custody, he and his crew
are under house arrest on Circe.”
Chase leaned back in her high backed chair and steepled her fingers over her
chest. “That was one complication I never planned for. You said that Uranus
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advocated on his behalf?”
Pritchard nodded, “That’s what they told me. It seems that Uranus has taken a
liking to Szabo and wanted to make sure that we didn’t just kick him out an airlock
when everyone was looking the other way.”
“That would make life easier,” deWinter quipped. “We need to take him back
for trial, Sera.”
“I know…” Chase said and considered Uranus’ involvement. “Until we know
more about what Uranus might or might not do, I think it would be best if Szabo
and the others remain with Rich. Or, maybe we can have him and his crew
transferred to Olympus? I’ll have to take this up with Zeus and Hecate. For now,
let’s keep this on the down low, I don’t want a rift developing between our crews
and the Communion because someone said something to someone that they won’t
hand him over. If word does spread, then we’ll make a statement, but until then,
we keep it between us.”
“Action Stations, Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship!” the
1MC suddenly announced as the klaxon sounded.
Chase picked up the buzzing intercom, “Chase. What’s going on, Jerry?”
“Admiral, we just caught two massive dradis pings at the L-2 point,” Captain
Jerry Cole replied. “We’re trying to get it locked down…” his voice trailed off for a
moment. “My gods…Admiral…it’s Olympus and the Anchorage…they just jumped
to the L-2…”
The implications were mindboggling but exploration of them would have to
wait…probably until there was a decanted bottle of wine handy. “Please have Lara
try to contact them. We’re on our way to CIC.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Where are you taking me?” Hecate asked as she crossed one leg over the other
and sat back in the Phoenix’s comfortable seat.
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase looked at her mother and smiled. “We’re
going to meet Hannah and Brooke for a late lunch over on Ethereal Paradise.”
“Oh…ok,” Hecate said and narrowed her eyes. “Something is up. I know you,
Sera.”
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“Perhaps,” Chase said noncommittally. “What are you going to do about
Cronus now that you have some more information about where he’s been?”
“We’re going to get ready to fight if we have to. When he pokes his head up,
we’re going to be there to curbstomp his ass back into his bottle…” Hecate
answered coldly. “…And then we pull the plug like we should have before we left
Othrys.”
“I was hoping you’d say that,” Chase confided to her mother.
mentioned Richard Szabo?”

“Has Uranus

“Ah, yes, Richard Szabo,” Hecate said after a moment’s pause. “He’s quite the
hot commodity.”
“He’s wanted for murder, among other charges,” Chase pointed out.
“For what he put you through, I’d skin him myself,” Hecate told her and slowly
shook her head. “However, Uranus has convinced Zeus to ask that Szabo, his
crew, and his ship, be handed over to Olympus because Uranus wants Szabo and a
few others on the crew as personal advisors.”
Chase gritted her teeth and pursed her lips. “Frakking bastard!” she hissed.
“He’s always finding a way to squirm out of being held accountable.”
Hecate rested her hand on Chase’s shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze. “I
understand, Sera. I don’t like it, either. You’ll have your shot at him, I promise you.
Right now…” Her face got a faraway look on it and she quickly licked her lips.
“Right now things are in motion and Zeus, and I have to agree, thinks Szabo knows
a hell of a lot more than he’s letting on. Not just about Cronus, but about the
Colonies as well. I’ve known Uranus since the beginning and he’s a good man. He
made a mistake but his reasons and goals were just.
“I don’t think he’s doing this to spite anyone, but rather to find the truth,” Hecate
confessed.
Find the truth, Chase thought twenty minutes later as they rode the elevator in
one of Ethereal Paradise’s open air structures under the ship’s massive dome. Things
were starting to happen fast enough that there wasn’t enough time to stop and
analyze each thing as it happened and instead of the big picture, she was seeing
several smaller pictures and trying to figure out how they connected to each other.
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The elevator dinged and announced that they had reached their destination
floor. “After you, Mother,” Chase said a moment before the doors hissed open.
“Thank you, Sera…” Hecate said as she stepped onto the rooftop garden. Two
steps later she stopped and stared, open mouthed, at the man who was talking to
her daughters. “Sean? Is that really you?”
“Marylyn?” Vice Admiral Sean Marlowe asked and took a hesitant step forward.
Chase watched the reunion from the inside of the elevator and smiled a sad,
wistful smile as the doors closed and took her back down to the lobby to where
Cora, Cassidine, and May were waiting. This was their private time, she and Cora’s
would come soon enough.
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon’s Leading Trojan Point, Balthazar Station
Admirals Griffith Deguya and Cyrus Vought walked through the station’s halls as
they followed Evelyn Elmwood to Prentiss Abbott’s lab. Beyond the rather cryptic
message that they’d received, precious little more had been learned since they
arrived. All Evelyn Elmwood, who met them at the hangar, would say was that
Prentiss would explain everything.
“I wonder what he’s found?” Deguya mused aloud.
“I dunno, Griff, but it had to be something important to call us all the way out
here on short notice,” Vought replied.
“Nice try, Admirals,” Elmwood smiled, “but my lips are sealed.”
Deguya frowned, “Can’t fault a guy for trying.”
Several minutes later Elmwood rang the buzzer on Prentiss Abbott’s lab and
keyed open the door. “Admiral Deguya, Admiral Vought, thank you for coming so
quickly!” Abbott said and walked around his desk to shake each man’s hand. To
Deguya’s thinking, he looked like a man who had just won a Cb100 million lottery
and couldn’t wait to tell someone.
“Well, you sounded rather cryptic when you sent the message,” Vought replied.
“I’m sorry about that, but…but when you see what I’ve discovered I think you’ll
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understand the need for a lack of clarity lest it be overheard or seen by unwanted
ears and eyes,” Abbott explained and gestured them to follow him deeper into the
lab’s working spaces.
Abbott leaned against the lab desk that was one giant holographic workstation
and crossed his arms. “I cracked it, gentlemen, I know what happened to Kali and
why,” he said simply.
“Just like that?” Deguya asked. “The last time we talked you said you were still
trying to trace things out and that some of Kali’s systems were still glitched.”
“I had an epiphany,” Abbott explained. “Once I started looking at things
completely differently, it was like a knot when you realized all you needed to do
was pull one string and it would all unravel. I worked for three days and each test
came up positive. Evelyn checked my notes and equations and can confirm
everything that I’m going to show you actually works.”
“So what does it all do?” Deguya pressed gently.
“At its core, it’s a back door written into the CNP. When it’s triggered, it is
supposed to shut down the connected systems and then wait for further
instructions,” Abbott stated. “What happened to Kali was that not only was it
somehow triggered, but the combination of the gaming computer being involved
and the massive ‘damage’,” he used his index and middle fingers to quote the
word, “that it was recording interfered with its execution. Some systems were
shutting down as they were supposed to, by the back door, but others had
conflicting orders and scrambled the CNP’s logic.”
“Wait…you’re saying that someone can remotely clusterfrak our ships thanks to
the CNP?” Vought asked.
Abbott and Elmwood both nodded. “Yes, Admiral, that’s exactly what I’m
saying,” Abbott stated definitively. “And, I’ll go quite a bit further and stake my
reputation and company on the fact that some of this code wasn’t created by
humans.”
Deguya narrowed his eyes. “Huh? Not made by humans? Do you know what
you’re suggesting?”
“Yes, I do,” Abbott said and didn’t back down. “I’ve been running code
comparisons for the past twenty-four hours to see if I can find more than a gut
feeling. We do this when we want to make sure that our code doesn’t run afoul of
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someone’s copyright or patent. So far I’ve found more than two dozen instances
where the system says that the code we pulled from Kali’s CNP is similar enough to
existing code from the library that it could be considered ‘same source’… and all of
that code was collected during the Uprising and it’s all natively produced by the
Cylons.”
“Couldn’t Grinning Gaius have used old code or had a parallel development?”
Vought asked.
Abbott and Elmwood shared a look and both shrugged. “I suppose it is
possible, Admiral, but…and I stress the ‘but’,” Elmwood stated, “the chances of that
are so astronomical as to be impossible. And even if it did happen, then why
would it shut down all systems when triggered and then listen for additional
orders?”
“I can’t answer that,” Vought frowned. “What you’re saying then is that the
billions of cubits and years of work that have been poured into the CNP project
have been wasted and have given the Cylons an off switch for our ships?”
“In essence, Admiral, yes; that’s exactly what I’m saying,” Abbott confirmed.
“However…I have come up with two programs; Bug-B-Gone and Retributive Strike.
Bug-B-Gone inoculates a system and turns it back on, let me show you…”
Deguya watched as Abbott loaded the various virtual construct models into their
virtual machines. The first ship model was Kali as she was after Golden Sword,
systems glitched and barely able to navigate under her own control. As soon as
Abbott activated the Bug-B-Gone construct, all of Kali’s systems suddenly began to
stablize and shortly returned to normal. “My gods, man…it worked,” Deguya
muttered.
“I know…” Abbott said sheepishly. “Earlier today we, well…I’ll show you…”
He loaded a virtual construct model of Kali without any issues and then triggered
the back door. Immediately every system aboard the virtual battlestar started to
shut down and go dark. “That’s how it was supposed to work. Now, watch this,”
he said and activated the Bug-B-Gone construct. Almost immediately the stricken
battlestar started coming back to life.
“Amazing,” Vought said and Deguya had to agree, it was amazing and sorcery to
his mind.
“Is there a way to patch the CNP or is it critically broken?” Deguya asked.
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“It can be patched, but some of the functionality will be lost…but that’s better
than losing the ship,” Abbott explained quickly. “Now…I have one more thing to
show you…” He loaded another virtual construct, “This is a best guess and I can’t
guarantee whether it will work or not, but I’ve extrapolated the technology the
Cylons had when they left to what they might have today. That’s the last construct
that I’ve modeled as a baseship. Now we trigger the Retributive Strike.”
Suddenly the indicators for the baseship started going dark and Deguya thought
it was like watching what happened to the Kali construct earlier. An idea started
forming in his mind, but first he asked, “You think you can turn this around and
stick it to the Cylons?”
Abbott paused and looked thoughtful for a few moments. “In theory, yes. But I
can’t promise that it will work…I extrapolated their technology based on ours, and
if they went in a different direction…” he shrugged to underscore the uncertainty.
“Excuse me a moment…” Deguya said and motioned Vought to join him out of
earshot of the other two. He quickly explained the nucleus of his idea and his
companion quickly nodded his agreement.
“If I remember correctly, Prentiss,” Deguya said when he returned to where
Abbott and Elmwood waited, “you went through ROTC when you were in college
and earned your commission.”
“That’s correct,” Abbott said warily. “I served in the Reserves for six years. How
is that important?”
“Because you’re going to get a chance to possibly field test your work in less
than a month,” Deguya told him. “To keep things legal, and to give you legal
standing, under the Emergency War Powers Act of 1949 I’m recalling you to service
for not less than 180 days and for the duration if necessary, with the initial rank of
Commander.”
Abbott looked at Deguya blankly. “Huh? I’m a civilian…a civilian contractor.”
“And you were a reserve officer that took an oath,” Vought explained. “Chief
Evelyn Elmwood, effective immediately and under the Emergency War Powers Act
of 1949, you are being reactivated from the Inactive Ready Reserve to Active Duty.
Unlike Griff, I’ll give you a choice, Master Chief Petty Officer or Captain? You’ll be
Prentiss’ primary aide.”
“I’ve worked all my life, I don’t think I’m going to stop now,” Elmwood smirked,
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no less surprised than Abbott, “No offence, gentlemen.”
“What do you mean that I’m going to get a chance to possibly field test this in a
month?” Abbott almost demanded.
“What I’m going to tell you is covered by the Official Secrets Act and it’s so far
above ‘Need to Know/Compartmentalized’ that you’d pass out from lack of oxygen,
do you get my drift?” Deguya asked bluntly. Both Abbott and Elmwood nodded
and Deguya preceded to tell them about the lunch meeting that he and Vought had
just left.
“I’m going to put together a special electronic warfare group for the
expeditionary force,” Deguya said. “All your workshops will be recreated on Kali
and she’ll be the flagship of the EWG. You’ll be in the field and can react and
respond in real time…can you do it?”
Abbott looked pale. Deguya knew he had hit the man with a lot of surprises in
a very short time and it wasn’t his normal way of handling things. Right now,
however, things were different; he had a mental image of a calendar with the days
being checked off one by one counting down to the potential Cylon attack. He and
Vought were already known as Hawks so they had to move very carefully and
behind the scenes to try and get the Fleet prepared for the coming showdown. It
would be impossible to go public with the information, to do so would force Adar
to put pressure on the Admiralty to have him, and likely Vought, forcibly retired and
he couldn’t allow that to happen at this critical moment in history.
For now, he’d submit Abbott’s reports on the CNP and try and move that through
the Admiralty and also ensure that a fix, either before or after the fact, was available
to recover the fleet if the back door was tripped.
Abbott finally found his voice, “Yes, Admiral, I can do it. Failure isn’t an option
I’m willing to entertain.”
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Chapter 44: Final Movements
Orbit of Nornhold, Titan gunstar Eurytion
“We need to talk nuts and bolts, Trevan,” Cronus said as he sat back and rested
his stocking clad feet on the coffee table. He had arranged the meeting in his
quarters so that it would just be himself and the three principal members of his
inner circle; Commander Trevan Corinth, Pallas, and Alcyoneus. “What exactly do
we have that we can bring to the party?”
Corinth nodded and pulled a small tablet out of a protective sleeve. “Right now
if we had to go head to head with Olympus, I think it would be a toss-up; they have
the Anchorage and will get stronger with each passing day while our numbers will
remain rather static. But, to get back to your question, it won’t be anything like the
Grand Fleet we had back in the old days,” he explained and looked up from the
tablet, “Five battlestar divisions along with their associated escorts and support
ships, and eight gunstar divisions, also with escorts and support ships. Add some
miscellaneous ships and that's about it that's at Stronghold.”
Cronus frowned and sighed. Corinth held up his hand, "I didn't say that's all we
*would* have..." He continued when Cronus arched his eyebrows and motioned
with his hands, "Over the past years your Colonial followers have accumulated a
staggering array of small arms and light combatants. That alone would be enough
to cause confusion and paranoia when they can least afford it, but the Church of
Cronus was also used as a political black bag operation by certain Colonial
politicians. We have all the documentation to bring down the Colonial government
as well as at least five of the Colony world governments...you might say that we
know where the bodies are buried."
"Fantastic!" Cronus roared.
"I'm not done," Corinth said conversationally.
"There's more?" Pallas asked incredulously. "What is this, some sort of late night
infomercial, Corinth?"
Corinth grinned.
"The Church has...advocated...on behalf of some of its
members through those same government contacts and as such most of the
Church's membership that's in uniform is posted to the same place; Hestia
Anchorage...where the Delta 3rd Reserve Fleet is located."
"Reserve Fleet?" Cronus asked.
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"They're mostly older ships that were used during the Cylon Uprising and
immediately thereafter and have been decommissioned as newer models came
online. Everything from battlestars to shuttles is there, and when the word is given
it should be an easy operation to seize the entire facility."
"That certainly changes things," Cronus said and sat back drank from his beer
filled mug. "With this new information, how does it change our posture?”
Corinth narrowed his eyes for a moment before he spoke.
change it quite considerably…if everything works out.”

“I think it could

Silence descended on the room for several long seconds after he spoke. Finally,
Cronus broke the silence, "What didn't you tell us, Corinth?"
Corinth settled back into the high backed chair and put his tablet on the side
table. "It isn't quite as rosy as I painted it; we have the ships, but it could take
several weeks to a couple months before they're ready to sail. Many of the
Colonial followers were under observation and now that they've gone to ground
I'm sure warning bells are going off somewhere about it. While the information
about what's been going on could cause turmoil, the Fleet and other defense
organizations are largely insulated from the day to day political machinations and
will be relatively unaffected.
"And finally," Corinth continued, "we also have a movement within the
Communion. They're more of an intelligence collection operation than anything,
but right now they're telling us that the human population has been pushed to the
breaking point by the Equals.”
“So…what you’re saying is that if the Equals don’t deal with their human
population soon, which they are planning to do, that the humans could end up
dealing with the Equals?” Pallas asked before he shook his head. “Your son, no
offense, had to be on some good drugs to come up with that idea, Cronus. I mean,
creating living life and giving it the gift of resurrection with minimal checks and
balances?”
Cronus shrugged and an evil grin touched the corners of his mouth. “One thing
I taught my son the living wet spot is to hedge his bets and to cover his ass. The
reason the Equals gave for Zeus deciding to leave the Communion doesn’t seem
like him at all; there had to be more to the reason why he left and didn’t drop the
hammer on them at the time. Perhaps we need to try and find out what that reason
is?”
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Corinth nodded. “I doubt the answer will be found in the Communion, but I’ll
inform our network to start looking in the old records and disconnected archives.”
“Good, good,” Cronus said. “You know, right now I think if I could just kick the
shit out of that snot nosed brat and hear him beg for mercy I’d be happy to just say,
‘okay, we’re done…you go your way, we go our way, and if we meet again then
we’ll see who the better man is’. The games these Drones, Equals, and Cylons are
playing are juvenile.”
“Juvenile?” Alcyoneus asked and spoke for the first time since the little conclave
started.
“Yes, and no offense is meant my old friend,” Cronus replied. “Let’s think about
it a bit and then, we’ll see what we can do to maybe use this to our advantage. So
you have the Equals, which from everything I’ve seen and been told have made a
lot of the things I did back on Othrys look rather tame. If I had a problem with
someone, I had them killed if we couldn’t reach an agreement. The Equals? They
frakking bag you and then suck your mind dry while reprogramming your beliefs
before squirting you into a body that’s similar to all the others, but still carries a bit
of your DNA.
“Then,” Cronus continued and took a pull from his mug, “they start redacting
everything about you from the public and private records. After a couple years, the
only way people knew you existed was if they knew you personally. A generation
down the line it’s like you’ve never existed.”
“I can see how that would have been helpful back in the day,” Pallas remarked.
“I mean, hell, I can think of at least half a dozen people I’d have done that to.” He
grinned, “And imagine; I could have turned Athena into my own personal harem
girl…”
“Hey now!” Cronus said menacingly, “that’s my granddaughter!”
“Yeah, but you hate her just as much as I do…and I had the scars,” Pallas
retorted.
“Hmm…you have a point, Pallas,” Cronus shrugged. “So frak her…”
“I tried…” Pallas interrupted.
“And that got you killed!” Cronus laughed. “But the next time…maybe we’ll
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have to investigate this technology.”
“Enough with stroking your libidos,” Alcyoneus groused, “What did you mean
by juvenile?”
“Ah, yes, juvenile,” Cronus replied. “So the Equals aren’t content to be the men
behind the curtain and want to openly exercise their power but the Ladies’ Words
prevent them from doing that, so they decide to remove the human element. That’s
juvenile, my friend. Do you realize that when the Cylons, who I’ll get to in a
moment, show up, it won’t be to simply pack off the humans to a morgue, it’ll be to
nuke the ever loving frak out of the Communion worlds. That’s why they built the
Cathedral down on the planet below us.
“So the Equals get what they want. Way back when, they acted up and Zeus left
rather than start another war. When the Equals saw Earth prospering and Kobol
prospering, they just couldn’t stand being, ahem…” Cronus chuckled, “equal to the
other groups. So what did they do?”
“They threw a tantrum like any good spoiled brat,” Corinth frowned.
“Exactly! You know where I’m going with this, don’t you?” Cronus asked.
Corinth nodded. “I think I do.”
“The Equals managed to cause the Drones to rebel against their creators on
Earth and at the same time caused so much strife on Kobol that the civilization fell
and they had to abandon the world once again,” Cronus lectured.
“We skip forward another two thousand years or so and once again Zeus’
children are getting to the point where they’ll be on an even level with the
Communion and they once again start acting like petulant children. But this time,”
Cronus narrowed his eyes and took another sip of beer, “this time they also had to
worry about Zeus’ people checkmating them.”
“Huh?” Pallas asked. “From everything that we’ve seen, Zeus has withdrawn the
Olympians from general contact with the Colonies and Communion.”
“He has. But something happened. I don’t know what it was and Kensit and
Capellos are both somewhat tight lipped about it, but it seems that there was a
game that they, the Equals, thought would eventually lead to artifacts that if
interpreted correctly could lead someone to Olympus,” Cronus stated.
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“But how would that matter to the Equals?” Alcyoneus asked.
“Because I think the Equals were worried that Zeus would give away their
secrets, perhaps whatever it is that he is holding as an ace-in-the-hole,” Cronus
explained. “And along the way, the Equals have turned the Drones into caricatures
of themselves with their hate and spite, and the Cylons, once tainted, decided to try
and outdo the Equals. I mean, really…who here wouldn’t want to beat the snot out
of Jonathan before hacking him up into little pieces and flushing him out an
airlock?”
“I was tempted,” Alcyoneus answered flatly. “I don’t trust him.”
“Exactly!” Cronus exclaimed. “So you have these creations - these children as it
were, hating those who created them – their parents, and it’s juvenile. When Tom
acted like this when he was a boy, I’d swat his ass and send him to his room. But
that’s a bit hard to do when the children are armed with nukes…”
*+*+*+*+*
Thunder In The Pines Paintball, Olney, Virgon
Abby Carmichael studied the paintball marker designed to resemble an issue
M-22 advanced combat rifle. Thomas Stewart stood across from her on the other
side of the table and inspected his own marker. He had been true to his word that
he would take them paintballing and teach them the ‘Marine Way’ to play the game
and get a leg up on the competition. As Abby watched him work she thought that
this definitely beat staying late at Element’s Café, the diner that she owned.
Before she had met Thomas, she would never have pictured herself in another
relationship. The memory of her ex-husband’s abuse was still a clear memory and
yet this man, trained in the arts of applied violence the likes of which her ex could
never conceive, was truly a gentle man in all the right ways. She was so glad she
took a chance on Thrush and ever since then they had been closer than ever. Both
Melanie and Ian were not just supportive, but enthusiastic about their parents’
newfound relationship.
“I have a surprise for the trip,” Thomas said and looked up.
“Oh?” Abby asked skeptically. “I’m not sure how a free trip for the scouts to a
wild and exotic planet can be topped…,” she teased.
Thomas smiled and gave quickly arched his eyebrows before looking over his
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shoulders. “Just wanted to make sure the kids weren’t in earshot,” he explained. “I
did some research on that Buzzard we found and called a Fleet historian friend of
mine when I ran into a dead end. It seems that just before the Armistice the Fleet
sent a sweep through the system and ran into some Cylon forces. Anyway, my
friend pulled the battlestar Nausicaa’s official history and found who shot down the
Buzzard and who just a few minutes later, was himself shot down. He was rescued
by the Search And Rescue Raptor and survived the war.”
“Neat. I remember what you told Ian about the pilot who shot it down, now
you have a name to go with it,” Abby smiled.
“Ah…but there’s more, my dear…” Thomas teased. “I took a chance and called
him the other day and explained who I was and what led me to call him.”
Abby cocked her head. “What happened next?” This was intriguing, but she
was still trying to figure out how this would be a surprise for the kids.
“Well, we had a long talk and after swapping a couple war stories, he told me
about what happened that day and how it had changed his life. I mentioned that
we were going back with the scouts and he asked me to hold the line for a
moment. About a minute later he comes back and asks if we might want an extra
pair of chaperones who could also give the scouts a history lesson on what
happened there during the last weeks of the war.”
Abby blinked and looked at Thomas through wonder filled eyes. “Wait a
minute…” she said quickly, “you’re telling me that you found out who shot down
that Cylon plane, called him and had a chat, and now he’s going to come along
and give a history lesson?”
“Well, it won’t be just him…he’s going to bring the SAR pilot who rescued him,
too,” Thomas explained.
“That’s amazing!” Abby exclaimed and walked around the table. “You are an
amazing man, Thomas Stewart!” she said before hugging him close and kissing him
briefly. “That’s going to make the kids’ trip.”
“I thought you’d like it…but I didn’t know you’d like it that much!” Thomas
laughed and hugged her back. “I was just hoping to find some more details; I never
thought the people involved would want to join us. I’m glad they are; having
people who were actually there will make it more personal and real for the kids.”
“You’re really getting into being a dad, aren’t you,” Abby asked him.
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Thomas nodded slowly and a smile touched the corners of his lips. “I am. I
loved being in the Corps, but this is the best thing I’ve ever done and I wouldn’t
trade it for anything.”
“Well then, Dad,” Abby smirked, “are you ready to go play Marine for a few
hours and show us how to deal with bullies in paintball?”
“Aye-firmative!” Thomas snarked back and picked up his marker. “Let’s go rule
the field!”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, liner Ethereal Paradise
Ptolemais Aella, May to her friends, looked through the tinted window and
gazed at the neatly manicured garden that surrounded several decorative fountains.
Despite looking at the vista, she really didn’t see anything since she was a jumble
of emotions and fears. She and Sean had been close, more than a team but not
quite a couple…and yet they had been so much more before the Holocaust. That
horrible night when the drones rose up and struck at their creators had also been
the most wonderful night of her life up to that point.
It was the night she confessed, and Sean reciprocated, her feelings for the man
she who meant so much to her. When he asked her to marry him she had leapt
into his arms even as she told him yes. And then life had simply gotten better. It
was just a simple ceremony, but during the solemn event something had changed
within both of them and she realized that this was where she was meant to be.
“I’ve seen that look before,” a voice said from behind and caused May to turn
and blink as her thoughts suddenly scattered.
“Excuse me?” May asked and fought for her composure.
“About a year ago I was having breakfast with some friends, my father, and the
woman who made him smile again,” Captain Coralanna Chase said as she stepped
next to May and kept her voice just loud enough so that she could hear it but soft
enough that the conversation would still be private. “This woman, Sana, was my
father’s aide and personal pilot, and when the two of them were together he smiled
and was happy in a way that he hadn’t been since my mother died.
“And yet, Sana was worried,” Cora explained and looked sideways at May. “You
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see, this was the first time that she’d eaten breakfast with us as one of us…I guess
you could say that she and my father were making their relationship official. No,”
she thought and pursed her lips for a moment, “worried might not have been the
best word. Perhaps terrified is a better description.”
“Why?” May asked, suddenly intrigued by Cora’s story.
“Well…” Cora smirked and glanced over her shoulder before looking back at
May, “My sister hadn’t joined us yet and the night before had killed two intruders,
with her swords no less, and wounded a third. You could say that at that moment
my sister had a very intimidating aura about her,” she winked.
“I’d love to hear that story!” May told Cora. “What happened?”
Cora laughed. “Sera came in, looked around, and saw who was at the table.
Sana took the initiative and said good morning to which my sister replied…”
“I’m glad to see you at the table, Sana,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said
from behind them. “I’ve always had a sixth sense when my sister was talking about
me,” she explained and shrugged. “I was happy for my father and I was happy for
Sana; anyone who saw them could tell they were in love and I was glad that they
had come to terms with it and decided to be more open about it.”
“Oh…” May said and sighed. “But how does that…” her voice trailed off and
she hoped the sadness she was feeling had not leaked into it.
“Sean is a lot like our father,” Sera explained softly. “In more ways than one,”
she added. “But I also know the woman up there and while her return might make
things a little strange for a bit, just keep an open mind when she talks to you…and I
know she will.”
“Me?” May asked.
“Yes. It’s going to take some adjusting, but you have nothing to fear from her,”
Sera answered. “I want to tell you why…but it isn’t my story to tell just yet.”
May cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “Now that is being cryptic.”
Five minutes later the elevator opened and Lieutenant J.G. Brooke Marlowe
walked out and May felt her pulse start to race. “I think we’re ready for you to
come up…”
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*+*+*+*+*
May felt the elevator slow and then stop at their destination. She kept repeating
something Cora told her right before they stepped onto the elevator, ‘trust the love
you share’. “I trust our love,” she whispered silently as the doors swished open.
“May!” Sean exclaimed and seemed to sweep her into his arms. “I’m so glad
you’re here,” he said and hugged her before turning so that he had his right arm
around her shoulders. “There’s someone that I have to introduce you to...”
“I know…” May said meekly and mentally kept repeating, ‘I trust our love, I trust
our love’.
“You know?” Sean asked and looked at her. “I’m not sure you know the whole
story…” he whispered and arched his eyebrows before he leaned forward and
gently touched his lips to hers. His behavior certainly seemed promising.
“I know who she is…” May quietly and sadly replied.
wife.”

“She’s Marylyn, your

Sean narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “She *was* my wife, May…you…
you are my wife and beloved,” he earnestly told her and the passion in his voice
removed her doubts. “She’s also someone else…”
“May I, Sean?” Marylyn asked.
“Of course,” Sean replied and guided May to where the woman she saw as her
competition stood waiting.
“I’m glad I could meet the woman who helped Sean through the worst days of
Earth’s history and more importantly,” Marylyn said warmly and took May’s hands
in her own, “the woman who helped him love and live again. He knew me as
Marylyn, Hannah and Brooke knew me as Mom, and most people know me as
Hecate.” She paused and May knew instinctively that the woman was telling the
truth and that she really was *that* Hecate. “But I want to you to know me as a
friend. I had a lot of good years with Sean and raised two wonderful daughters, but
my time with him…my claim to him…is over. I still care for him, but you’re his
world now and you have nothing to fear from me.”
“I think I need a seat,” May managed to say. “Or a drink…a strong drink,” she
joked and tried to wrap her mind around the last thirty seconds of her life. “I don’t
understand…how?”
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Half an hour later May sat next to Sean and felt his hand give her shoulder a
gentle squeeze. “So you’re all…” she started.
“I guess you could say that in a way you and Sean are our step parents,” Sera
confirmed. “And step grandparents to Gia and her cousin.”
May had found that her mental equilibrium had returned and met Sera’s ice blue
eyes, “Does this mean I get to send you to your room if you misbehave?”
Sera grinned. “You can send me back to my battlestar without dinner!” she
joked back and broke the tension that had descended on the room.
“When we reach the Colonies,” May stated and the humor left her voice, “I
want to be there when Sana finds out…I want her to know that she has a friend…a
kindred soul…who is there for her.”
“I think that is a wonderful idea,” Hecate told her. “I’m sorry that this caused so
much stress for you, I just didn’t know how else to do it.”
“Everything worked out,” May confessed. “I thought I had lost Sean and I didn’t
know what I was going to do if that was the case.”
“I’m a friend, May; not competition and certainly not a threat,” Hecate
explained. “Knowing that Sean is happy makes me happy…and you do make him
very happy.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Armistice Line, the Islands Cluster, Joyeuse, Dagger March
Highlands
The air was cool, crisp, and carried with it the first scents of the approaching fall
season. The leaves, on the trees that shed their leaves, were still on the branches
even though they were quickly changing from their normal green hues to a vibrant
mix of yellows, oranges, and reds. Ismail knelt and pulled off his gloves as he
traced the faint outline in the soft loam.
His prey was close. Very close.
He knelt closer to the ground and took a deep breath before savoring the
primordial aroma. Everyone had a role to play in his fraternity; some by choice and
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some by necessity. Ismail played his role by choice…by a very joyous and eager
choice.
Dark eyes peered out from under dark eyebrows on a handsome face as he
stood and turned completely around studying the small clearing. Ismail ran his left
hand through his hair, usually combed straight but after two days on the hunt it was
starting to show its natural curl. “Do I toy with the little one or do I make it fast and
quick?” he mused aloud and shifted the rifle slung muzzle down over his left
shoulder so that he carried it in his hands and ready for immediate use.
Slowly, like a graceful big cat, Ismail moved off into the deeper forest and
followed the tracks he had found. Every dozen steps or so he would stop, pause,
and strain to hear or see anything that might be out of the ordinary; an animal
running through the thicket, birds suddenly taking flight, or perhaps the
whimpering pleas of a prey that knew its time among the living was almost over.
Today, however, there was nothing. Other than the tracks there were no signs to
indicate that his prey had been here. Ismail smiled and brought the rifle to his
shoulder so that he’d save even that small amount of time when he needed to make
the shot. “This is turning out to be a very, very good hunt,” he whispered as if
speaking louder would somehow break the spell.
Two hours later the sun was high overhead and all Ismail had to show for his
efforts was that he was two hours deeper into the forest. Before the Cylon Uprising,
Joyeuse had been settled by a collection of interests from Canceron that yearned for
fewer laws, more personal freedom, and a chance to pit themselves against nature
to carve out new homes and towns. Like the other worlds in the Islands Cluster,
Joyeuse grew and prospered due to an abundance of natural resources, a human
compatible ecosystem, and a lack of any real animal competition that could
withstand an 11mm magnum.
The Cylons’ arrival changed everything. The human settlements were attacked
and overnight the planet lost thirty percent of its population; almost three million
people died outright, and then over the course of the war and the ensuing forty
years the population was further depleted down to where there were perhaps no
more than fifty or sixty thousand people left on Joyeuse.
Ismail turned and cocked his head and strained to hear the source of the small
rocks that had rolled down the hill. Yes, he thought, the prey is close…and
spooked. It had only been a matter of time before the prey was spooked and made
a mistake that drew attention to its location. Patience was a hunter’s ally and once
again he took a knee and allowed his senses to open and attune themselves to the
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surrounding forest.
There…to his left about fifty meters, more rocks sliding and bouncing over one
another. For a moment, Ismail allowed his mind to wonder whether he should field
dress and pack out his prey, call for a pickup, or just leave it to rot. No, he
corrected himself, this one has to go back for display. Lucinda was a master at the
taxidermist’s art and had preserved many of his prior trophies before and he would
have to add this one to his collection.
A branch snapped, closer than the rocks, and Ismail’s lips slowly peeled back in
a predator’s grin. He reflexively raised the rifle and sighted through the optic in the
direction the noise came from and saw a thicket move opposite the breeze. There
it is, he told himself. Ismail’s right index finger gently caressed the rifle’s trigger as
his right thumb disengaged the safety. The glowing red reticle’s ranging functions
would be useless at this range and instead he focused on the center aiming dot.
Just another moment and his prey would bolt from the thicket.
It came as a complete surprise when Ismail heard the dry leaves faintly
compress behind him a moment before a blinding pain shot through his head. The
last thing he remembered as he twisted and fell to the ground was the grinning face
that belonged to the hands that were bringing the rock down on his head for the
killing blow.
*+*+*+*+*
Ismail opened his eyes, saw the softly lit room, and felt the warm gel-like liquid
surrounding most of his body. Despite there being no logical reason or physical
explanation for it, his head felt like it had been bashed by a rock. Which, he
surmised, was the case and this was just a lingering after effect of being killed.
“Well, little brother, welcome back to the land of the living,” Tolliver said in the
same patronizing manner that it seemed all of his model seemed to have mastered.
“I still don’t understand why you want such an underdeveloped body.”
“Because I have to look like you and all the other Ones, this is my way of being
my own person. John likes his fedora, Jonathan likes his porn, and me; I like
feeling virile and capable. Besides, when was the last time you went on a twenty
kilometer run without needing oxygen?”
“Yes, well, being distinguished looking opens more doors in the Colonies than
looking like a gigolo,” Tolliver snorted.
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“Depends on which doors you want opened, brother,” Ismail replied and stood
to allow the artificial amniotic gel to slide down his body. Where Tolliver appeared
to be in his sixties, Ismail had the body of a very fit and athletic thirty year old who
looked like he was in the prime of his life. “We all have our uniqueness, Tolliver,
this happens to be mine.”
Tolliver shook his head disapprovingly. “You do realize that if you weren’t so
good at what you do that you’d have been boxed a long time ago?”
“Oh, I know that,” Ismail said offhandedly and accepted the large towel that
Tolliver handed him. “It’s a trade that I’ve practiced and perfected since I opened
my eyes almost forty years ago, and I’m a professional about it, not an eager
amateur like most of us.”
“That’s bordering on heresy…” Tolliver warned and arched his peppery-grey
eyebrows.
“Is this what we’ve come to, brother?” Ismail asked and faced Tolliver squarely.
“Have we truly become the Humans that we claim to despise yet devote so much
time and energy to contrived machinations so that we can kill them all? When the
truth is branded heresy then what really is the truth? Do we simply make up a
reality that suits us and stick our fingers in our ears and start chanting, ‘Na-na-nana-na-na! I can’t hear you!’ until whatever we disagree with passes? Sometimes I
wonder if my brothers might not have a very severe case of penis envy when it
comes to the Colonials. I mean, you don’t see the others jerking off to genocidal
plans.”
Tolliver laughed. “You have truly mastered the use of creative idiom, brother.
But what about you? You hunt them for sport? How does that make you any
different?”
Ismail stepped out of the resurrection pool and padded over to the low bench
where his clothes were laid out waiting for him. “My prey has a chance to turn the
tables on me…like today. I don’t bear them any additional ill will; I had all the
advantages except that they had a day’s start. Unlike most, this one stayed calm
and used the greatest weapon ever developed…his mind. I almost had him, but he
beat me.
“And,” Ismail shrugged as he pulled on his underwear, “I know I’m a sick and
twisted bastard. The rest of you try to hold some mythical moral high road and
justify your actions. So who’s deluded, brother? Me or you?”
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*+*+*+*+*
Regional Defense Complex, Othrys
Flight Captain Minerva Tremblay felt like she was going home as she watched
the snow covered ground flash past the descending Roc. She had accepted that the
planet and bunker complex would be her new home and had come to terms with
the situation. It was difficult at first to accept that this would be the totality of her
world and that she’d no longer leap the stars as effortlessly as some people crossed
the street, but soon the friendship and sense of family that had developed between
her crew and Vassar’s had dulled the ache until it was nothing more than a rarely
visiting friend.
Then so much had happened that her head swam with the astronomical odds
that had brought everything together in the same place at the same time.
And now, as she watched the snow blow and felt the clunk as the Roc’s landing
gear deployed, she was going home. It was something she would talk to Josiah
about, the chance of living here, when they had a few hours alone. But that would
not be today, Minerva thought, today we play tour guide and try and wake some
sleepers.
“I never thought I’d be back here,” Hecate whispered from where she sat across
from Minerva. “The last time I saw this world…” her voice dropped slightly, “it was
on fire.”
Minerva studied the woman and was impressed that she would be on hand for
the awakening rather than wait for results. “I realized there was something special
about this world shortly after I landed,” she told Hecate.
“How was that?” Hecate asked.
“I was trying to find my co-pilot, Graham Pepper, and was crossing a stream
when I found this,” Minerva answered and pulled the golden nugget from her
pocket. “I’ve kept it as a good luck piece ever since.”
Hecate took the mass of melted coins and studied it from several angles. The
edges of her mouth turned down slightly as her eyes pinched at the corners. “This
is Othrys’ legacy, Minerva,” she finally said and handed the nugget back. “It’s a
testament to our hubris. Hold on to that and let it ground you to what is really
important in life.”
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“I plan to,” Minerva replied and slipped it back into her pocket. “I’ve found
what’s important to me and I think if we wouldn’t have been found I would have
been ok with it.”
A smirk touched Hecate’s face. “And then reality and the circus showed up,
eh?”
Minerva laughed without realizing it. “Yes, something like that. But I’m glad for
some of the others, they didn’t want to stay here.”
“What are you going to do now?” Hecate asked as she unbuckled her seat’s
harness.
“That’s a good question. Josiah and I…” Minerva allowed a smile at his thought,
“we’ve been offered a ship to replace the one he lost and I think when we get back
we’ll do some work for Admiral Arcadiaolos. But...Josiah comes first. I’ve found
what matters and I’m not going to let go.”
Hecate moved across the aisle and sat next to Minerva while slipping her arm
around her shoulders. “Good!” she said emphatically. “Listen to your heart,
Minerva, and trust the one you love…be an example for others to follow.”
At Hecate’s touch Minerva almost flinched, a goddess was giving her a hug and
advice, but forced herself to relax and accept the motherly advice. “I’m going to,”
she finally said.
“I know you will. And if anyone gives you any grief about it, let me know and
I’ll set them straight,” Hecate told her. “I look after my own.”
“Your own?” Minerva asked and forced her nerves to steady. She’d heard the
rumors about who Hecate’s children were, but she knew that wasn’t the case with
her.
“My own,” Hecate said and stood. “You’re a strong, independent woman who
traveled far, came to a crossroads, and then used good judgment. That counts in
my book.”
Minerva was surprised by the emotion in Hecate’s words and how much they
meant to her. “Thank you,” she managed to say before the crew chief announced
that it was time leave the Roc. “I guess I better make sure everyone is ready…the
first time we sort of flew by the seat of our pants.”
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“You’ll do fine,” Hecate reassured her.
hand.”

“This time you’ve got a full team on

Half an hour later Minerva led Hecate, Colby, and eight other trauma medics
from Soteria into the medical center where they’d found and revived Colby.
“Events sort of got away from us and we didn’t have a chance to wake the other
person here,” she explained.
“We have the notes that your team compiled and reviewed them before we
came,” Dr. Morton Sandoval stated. “Your notes meshed with the information that
Olympus sent over…”
That was something that Minerva had wondered about; why wasn’t Olympus
helping with this revival? The official answer was that they were focused on
evaluating the more critical cases in the Clinic, but it still annoyed her that they
didn’t do more than send some documentation.
“I hope we’re successful this time, too,” Minerva finally said and stepped back
to let the medical professionals do their job.
The process was similar to before and it took about two hours for the cryogenic
process to reverse and for the occupant to wake. Minerva stood in the back and
watched as Colby and Hecate stood near the foot of the tube waiting for it to open.
Inside the tube, the occupant slowly reached over and triggered the release that
would open the hatch. His hand pushed it open and the door’s pneumatics
finished raising it. “Welcome back, Gavril,” Hecate said as the man’s hand fell
back to his side.
Two medics immediately began checking his vitals and a third prepared an IV
that was quickly inserted into his right arm. Water was offered and other than the
IV and the vitals being taken, the procedure was pretty close to what Minerva had
helped with just more than a week earlier. Color slowly returned to the man’s face
and his breathing deepened and strengthened after about fifteen minutes.
Hecate knelt by his side and took his right hand in hers. Colby knelt next to her
and it was clear that both women were concerned. “I’m so glad you made it,
Gavril,” Hecate said softly. “I never realized the danger I was putting you in when I
sent you back to Othrys.”
“You promised my parents before they died that you’d keep me safe…and you
did,” Gavril replied weakly. “I knew what might happen and made sure that Ms.
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Browning was safe.”
“That you did, Captain Valerian,” Colby said from where she knelt. “A lot has
happened since we were last awake…”
“How long?” Valerian lifted his head and asked.
“Too long, Gavril,” Hecate said almost ashamed, “too long.”
*+*+*+*+*
Near Colonial space, Communion battlestar Stheno
The small black craft suddenly appeared in small burst of silver light and almost
immediately its onboard dradis homing and warning suite announced several
search dradis sources. It quickly identified and displayed them and the pilot
released the breath she had been holding since they jumped. There weren’t any
additional signatures and none were missing.
“Stheno, this is Gypsy Moth 101, come in,” Commander Bronwyn Elliot calmly
said into the microphone that was part of her headset.
“Gypsy Moth 101, this is Stheno, please authenticate Heroic Victor,” a voice
quickly replied.
“Stheno, Gypsy Moth 101, authenticating Lasting Peace; repeat, authenticating
Lasting Peace,” Elliot replied and waited. This was the part of the plan that she was
most worried about; would the ships still be ‘hers’ when she returned. She wasn’t
worried about a common mutiny; the crews were too professional and there was
no reason for it. Her worry was that a rider might have been missed and somehow
seized control. Captain Aiden Tavington’s voice had answered her and his next
words would determine whether she did an immediate jump or extended the dradis
reflectors so that Flight Control could vector her in for a landing.
“Gypsy Moth 101, Stheno, welcome back,” Tavington said and then added,
“Did you bring me back a t-shirt?”
Elliot smiled and allowed her head to rest against the headrest. Everything was
ok; Tavi had confirmed that everything was still secure and ship-shape. “I brought
you two…” she replied. “One for the Boskirk All-Reds and one with the Duke’s
Household Guard’s crest…and ah...Tavi, we’re going to have a guest tonight so you
might want to make sure we wash the good china and polish the silver.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1709

“A guest?” Tavington replied and despite the wireless’ hisses and pops, his
excitement came through loud and clear.
“Yes…can you transfer me to Flight Control and then meet me down in the
hangar?” Elliot asked?
“Can do, Commander,” Tavington answered. “Wait one and I’ll have you over at
Flight.”
“Tavi’s a good kid,” Elliot said after they had landing instructions. “We sailed
without the XO and he had to step up and take over the ship and manage the group
while I was gone, and it looks like he’s done a good job.”
The Gypsy Moth’s other occupant nodded as he looked through the gold tinted
canopy at the ships they were passing. “Your formation is damned near perfect,”
Commodore Vannevar Bovee said as his head swiveled back and forth trying to see
everything they were passing.
“The group consists of three gunstars, a scoutstar, a replenishmentstar, and a
tanker,” Elliot explained casually. “And Stheno, of course,” she added and gently
rolled the Gypsy Moth to bring the battlestar into view.
“My gods…” Bovee swore a moment later after he saw Stheno.
better looking in person.”

“She’s even

“That ship is as much my child as if I had actually given birth to it,” Elliot
explained. “I was there for every stage of her construction and personally placed
the gold coin in her keel for good luck.” She shrugged and sighed. “I just hope
that I can keep her after this expedition…It wasn’t exactly sanctioned and is very
much off the books.”
“Do you think you did the right thing? Coming to the Colonies?” Bovee asked
and turned in his seat to look at her.
Elliot nodded. “I do. I’m sure if it. The Communion is at a point where there’s
so much penned up resentment over the Equals’ excesses that the smallest thing
could cause a major breach of peace.”
“That’s a unique choice of words,” Bovee observed as Elliot lined up the Gypsy
Moth with the port side flight deck.
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“It’s a consequence of the environment, Van,” Elliot confessed and frowned.
Stop parsing words, girl, she silently admonished herself. “I think that if…when…
word reaches the public of the Equals working with the Cylons to murder the
human population that there will be a wholescale uprising and Cathedral will fall
and the Equals will be hunted like nuisance animals.”
“Sometimes you get burned when you play with fire,” Bovee said. “My ex-wife
found that out the hard way.”
Elliot gently settled the Gypsy Moth onto the flight deck and taxied it to lift that
would take them down to the hangar. “It was bad?” she asked.
“What’s the old saying? ‘The first marriage is for lust and the second one is for
love’. That first one was me and Laura to a ‘T’. We had been married about two
years and I was Dominion’s CAG when I received word that my father died. I took
a Raptor and jumped back to Canceron to be with the family,” Bovee explained and
Elliot heard the pain in his voice. Whether it was from the memory of his father’s
death or something else she wasn’t sure. “When I got home, we lived about ten
minutes from CFB Lannister, I went into the house and found Laura bent over the
sofa with the couple next door…”
“Ouch,” Elliot said and grimaced. “I’m sorry, Van.”
“It’s ok, Bron,” Bovee said pensively. “I’ve come to terms with it. I didn’t say
anything, just went into my room and packed the rest of my bags and left. We
weren’t married long enough to have much, and me catching them in the act when
I returned on bereavement leave, well, the judge looked at her attorney’s settlement
demands and laughed. I don’t think it helped her case that her attorney was the
wife next door…”
Elliot couldn’t help herself when she laughed. “That’s frakking brazen!”
“That’s Laura. Since then it’s been me, my career, and Celeste,” Bovee declared.
“Celeste?” Elliot asked quickly.
“My cat. Commander’s prerogative,” Bovee told her. “I’ve had her since she
was a kitten and hopped onto my lap one afternoon when I was sitting in a park. It
was a couple years after the divorce and I was feeling sorry for myself as I watched
all the couples strolling along the paths.
Celeste was skin and bones and
desperately hungry and decided that I was going to save her. In the end I think we
saved each other.”
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“I think I’d like to meet Celeste, she sounds like a very sweet cat,” Elliot said and
suddenly realized what she said. “Ah,” she quickly said and changed the subject,
“We’re here.”
The pressure doors had opened and a ground director guided the Gypsy Moth
off the lift and into the cavernous hangar bay. Perioeci fighters were spotted three
to a launch tube while larger Sciritae attack craft seemed to wait patiently in their
bays opposite the launch tubes. The emergency doors were open where the flight
pod connected to the support wing and the several Peltast class gunships were
undergoing maintenance.
“Damn…It’s so different and yet…so similar,” Bovee said as Elliot popped the
hatch and began the shutdown checklist.
“Welcome back, Commander,” Captain Aiden Tavington said a moment later.
“Thank you, Tavi,” Elliot said and released her seat’s harness. “I’d like to
introduce Commodore Vannevar Bovee. He’s from the Colonial battlestar Hydra.”
“Welcome to Stheno, Commodore!” Tavington said and extended his hand to
Bovee. “It’s an honor to meet you.”
Bovee shook Tavington’s hand and nodded. “Thank you for the welcome. It’s
an honor to be here…and…” he bent over and reached into a travel bag that was
on one of the rear seats and pulled out a grey t-shirt and handed it to the young
officer. “I understand you have quite a t-shirt collection. Here’s one no one else
has in the Communion!”
Tavington narrowed his eyes slightly and took the shirt before shaking it out and
looking at it. Over the left breast it had Hydra’s silhouette under the ship’s crest.
The shirt’s back carried a larger version of the ship’s crest. A wide smile broke
across his face, “Thank you, Commodore!”
“Those are new…I had a couple stashed in my go-bag to hand out when I was
at the Admiralty and when Commander Elliot explained why she needed a t-shirt, I
thought it would be fitting to add one from us, too.”
“Now that you’ve made a friend of my XO, how about we give you the grand
tour, Van?” Elliot asked.
“Wild horses and rabid Cylons couldn’t keep me away!” Bovee replied and
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picked up his bag and Elliot’s and followed her to the deck.
*+*+*+*+*
Camp Caproal-Chef Marius Kazakias, Leonis
Next to the tidy barracks was a small parade field used for physical training,
inspections, and turnouts. Today, it was being used for the latter purpose and
hosted the fourteen members of 3rd Squad, 2nd Section, 2nd Company, 2nd Foreign
Drop Regiment. Sergeant Kevin MacDonald rolled his shoulders and looked at the
twelve people standing in formation and turned to the man standing next to him,
“Lieutenant, 3rd Squad is assembled and ready.”
“Thank you, Sergeant,” Lieutenant Corentin Dupree said and took one step
forward. Dupree had been in the Legion for less than two years and had been
posted to the 2nd Regiment for less than eight months. MacDonald would have
preferred a more seasoned officer, but Dupree wore the same flaming bomb that
everyone who made it through the Legion’s grueling training earned and also wore
the winged dagger on the Regiment’s green beret that signified he was combat drop
certified.
At least this wasn’t a real combat drop or mission, MacDonald thought. Eight of
the twelve Legionnaires were fresh out of jump school and of the other four, none
of them had earned their first golden chevron for time served.
“For the next four weeks we are going to be conducting a long duration
reconnaissance exercise,” Dupree began and MacDonald turned his attention to
listen to the lieutenant even though he knew the briefing by heart. “We will be
picked up at 0915 hours and taken to the transport Chamberlain. From there we
will be taken to the Becca’lia system where we will drop into the inland highlands
on the northern continent on Thrush. We’ll have three mules with us…” Dupree
frowned and there were several groans from the squad. “Yes, I know they’re useless
as shit on a stick, but the folks in T&E tell me that these are a new model with
greatly increased reliability.”
Dupree paused and then shrugged, “I think we’ll leave them at base camp and
just do our jobs. They’ll be carrying supplies, so they won’t strictly be needed in
the field. We have a number of objectives that range from simple long range
patrolling to blowing up some old buildings as a test of our demolition skills…” He
continued for another ten minutes giving the squad an overview of what they were
going to be doing and how they were going to do it. “Finally, there is a small
community about a hundred kilometers from where we’ll be operating. They tend
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to do botanical research and some logging for high value woods, but they do have
a small clinic so if we have any medical emergencies, they’re on call if we need
them. Questions?”
The question and answer session lasted another half hour and by the time it was
over MacDonald heard the trucks approaching that would take them to the airfield.
It would be good to get back into the field, he thought several minutes later as he
tossed his combat pack into the back of the truck and hoisted himself up and into
it. That was one of the reasons why he joined the Legion and not the Marines or
Army; the Legion was in a state of perpetual training and that often meant that
rather than use fancy simulators, they went old school and took to the field.
When the Articles Of Colonization were signed during the Cylon Uprising, most
colonies were able to retain some units from being used to form the new Colonial
Fleet, Marines, Army, or Guard. The Legion was one of the units that Leonis had
kept under its national flag. The Legion had a fifteen hundred year history that
dated back to the first days of Leonan ascendance and ever since had served as a
bastion for those who wanted a new beginning or were running away from their
past. Training was brutal and it was rare that a recruit cycle would pass without at
least one person being posthumously added to the Legion’s rolls.
For those who made it through training, however, the Legion was family. It
looked out for its members and the saying, ‘Once a Legionnaire, always a
Legionnaire’, was held sacred. If a Legionnaire was in trouble, he knew that the
Legion would be there and have his back. He also knew that if he was at fault, the
Legion looked after its own, too… For MacDonald, unless he was blessed with
finding Miss Right he looked forward to spending his golden years in a Legion
retirement home.
The truck slowed to a stop and MacDonald jumped down to the tarmac and
pulled his pack off the floorboards. “Sergeant, have you been to Thrush before?”
Corporal Sabina Tallyrand asked.
MacDonald nodded. “A couple years back,” he replied and hoisted his pack
onto his shoulders. “This time of the year it should be pretty nice…so you just
know something is going to go wrong while we’re there.”
Tallyrand nodded. “It’s the Legion way,” she replied sagely and with more
experience than she should have had. But then again, MacDonald thought, Sabina
Tallyrand wasn’t just any 24 year old woman; despite being some of the few
remaining aristocrats of any note on Leonis, the Tallyrands always joined the Legion
in lieu of normal military service and had for hundreds of years. “I’m hoping that I
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have a chance to go hunting while we’re there. Living on packaged rations is going
to get old.”
“I think your parents should have named you Artemis,” MacDonald joked.
“Well, I have the huntress part down pat,” Tallyrand replied straight faced, “but I
gave up on that whole virgin thing years ago…”
“Really, Tallyrand?” MacDonald managed to say. “And here I thought you were
as pure as fallen snow!”
Tallyrand looked at him over a pair of non-existent glasses and slowly smiled
and shook her head. “I’ll prove it next time on leave,” she said and increased her
pace to walk in front of him.
It was probably for the best that she walked in front, MacDonald thought and
then took a deep breath. It wouldn’t be so bad if she wasn’t so damned attractive.
Oh well, he grinned, if something ever happened he’d do the Legion proud.
Six hours later MacDonald was strapped into his Mk. XII Individual Reentry
Capsule and waited for Launch Control to start the countdown. Pre-flight had been
completed and all the pre-launch and launch checklists were finished, now he just
had to wait. While he waited a thought popped into his mind that made him smile;
because they’d be on Thrush for the next four weeks they’d miss all the Armistice
Day dog and pony shows. Sometimes life smiled on a poor Legionnaire, he
thought a moment before Launch Control gave a ten second warning.
*+*+*+*+*
Helios Delta System, 12 hours from Hestia, Atlas Avedon/Hestia Avedon
His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield stood on the roof of the
recreation complex and stared up through the transparent dome as Avedon Lines’
Regulator Launceston paused outside Atlas Avedon’s transverse landing bay and
rigged her control surfaces for landing. Not for the first time he asked himself if this
had been a wise decision and like all the other times the answer was inconclusive.
But, as he had told Admiral Deguya, trust had to start somewhere.
Launceston slowly eased into Atlas Avedon’s landing bay and Charles turned to
the others who had joined him on the rooftop. Far from being an industrial rooftop,
the broad flat expanse had been turned into a garden with potted palms, flowers,
and broadleaf ferns. Like the rest of the space under the small dome on Hestia
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Avedon, every effort had been made to turn it into something other than something
that would be found in a factory or industrial center. This was a place for the crew
to relax under something more than just the deck above but today it was going to
be involved with something far more long reaching than crew morale.
Admirals Deguya and Vought sat on comfortable chairs around a table and had
been joined by Admiral Leonardo Galva and Equals Braden Milan and Sarai
Canosa. Alyssa was waiting downstairs, though Charles wasn’t sure whether it was
for her safety or for his guest’s, though if he wanted to be honest it was probably for
both of their safety. He hated sending Lieutenant Sana Chastain to meet his guest
as he preferred that duty, but today he wanted to make sure that he could read his
guest’s reaction when she saw his other guests.
“It won’t be long now,” Charles said and walked over to where a pitcher of
water was sitting on a serving table. After he poured a glass and took a sip he
frowned. “The next few minutes are bound to be…tense…” he warned everyone.
“I think that’s the third time you’ve told us,” Deguya smirked. “I think it was a
good idea to host the meeting here rather than at Westfield or someplace official.”
“It gives us deniability…” Vought muttered.
“Exactly,” Charles said. “Though I don’t think we’re going to need it. This is too
big and I think she’ll understand that right off the bat.”
“I hope so,” Deguya told him. “Otherwise the next few weeks could be mighty
interesting.”
“You mean more interesting than they already will be?” Admiral Leonardo Galva
asked and arched his eyebrows.
Deguya laughed and nodded. “It could be, Leo. It could be. I’m glad Kincaid
returned to brief Esposito and Paulson; that’ll take some of the load off Bovee’s
shoulders.”
“And it will get them out of the line of fire…” Vought mumbled.
“Lighten up, Cy,” Deguya shook his head and suppressed a laugh. “You and I
were up to our noses in Cylons while she was still in diapers. And remember, age
and experience trumps youth and treachery!”
“There is that,” Vought replied and didn’t sound convinced. Charles understood
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the banter, it was the same before every mission and that’s exactly what this was, a
mission. Each person handled the moments before pre-launch differently; some
joked, some brooded, some slept, and others tried to find some sort of mental
equilibrium where they could just let their mind roam and not worry about what
might happen.
Several minutes later the elevator pinged and the doors swished open. Charles
stood facing the door and made eye contact with Sana and smiled. Whether it was
a moment or hours, simply seeing her lifted his spirits. His attention turned to the
other woman who stood next to her and he narrowed his eyes. Admiral Evelyn
Silver had lost the confrontational and severe look she usually projected and
instead looked like she was a corporate executive going to a costume party dressed
as a rear admiral. Her long dark hair was braided and hung over her left shoulder
rather than being up in its customary bun, the dark bags under her eyes were gone,
and she wore just enough makeup to accentuate her features without making it
look like that was the goal.
“Evelyn, I’m glad you could make it on such short notice,” Charles said and
walked towards where Silver stood just outside the elevator.
Silver’s eyes quickly darted around and lingered for a moment on where Deguya
and Vought sat, and then quickly skimmed over the backs of the others’ heads since
they were facing away from the elevator. “Your Grace, how could I refuse such a
cryptic invitation delivered by one of your Special Services people?” she said
warmly with a wary undertone.
“I apologize for the mystery, Evelyn, though I think when you meet my guests
and hear their story you may wish you had refused,” Charles replied and took her
hand before he led her forward to where the others waited. “There’s a lot you don’t
know but even with that lack of information you were able to build a pretty decent
picture of what’s out there,” he began. “Yes, there were things I wasn’t telling you
when you visited me because if you were involved then I would have to fear for
someone’s safety. However, a situation has developed where that can no longer be
avoided.”
“What are you talking about, Your Grace?” Silver asked, the warmth and humor
gone from her voice.
“Perhaps I should introduce you to my other guests,” Charles said. “You know
Admiral Deguya and Admiral Vought, but the other three…those you don’t. First,
I’d like to introduce you to Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva,” he said and Galva
stood.
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Instead of the casual clothing he wore before, today Galva wore his uniform.
He stood and turned and offered Silver a courteous half bow and extended his
hand, “Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva,” the black uniformed man stated. Compared
to the Colonial Fleet’s duty blues, the Communion’s duty blacks were eye catching
and made a statement, Charles thought.
Silver shook Galva’s hand, “Pleased to meet you, Fleet Admiral Galva, though
you have me at a disadvantage; I thought I knew all the senior Fleet personnel and
wasn’t aware that there was a new uniform issued.”
Galva smiled disarmingly and nodded. “I doubt the Colonial Fleet would issue
this uniform, Admiral Silver. However, for the Meropian Communion Fleet, it is our
normal duty wear.”
“The Meropian Communion?” Silver asked and looked at Charles.
joke?” she asked bitterly.

“Is this a

“I assure you, Evelyn, this is not a joke and Admiral Galva is legitimate,” Charles
said.
“Perhaps I could help,” Sarai said and stood.
“Alyssa? You’ve changed somehow…” Silver said as she stared at Sarai.
“No, Admiral, I am not Alyssa. My name is Equal Sarai Canosa, and while I may
resemble Alyssa, I am not her. Charles?” Sarai turned to Charles, “I think it would
be best if you asked Alyssa to come up.”
“I think you’re right, Sarai,” Charles said and pulled a small communicator from
his pocket. “Alyssa?” he asked. “Could you come up, please?” He paused, then
smiled and said, “Thank you. I’ll meet you at the elevator.”
“And I am Equal Braden Milan,” Braden said after he stood and faced Silver.
“We came to Charles because we believed he would be the only one to recognize
who we were and who would listen to what we had to say.”
“Why is that? Why would Char…His Grace be any more inclined to listen to
you than someone else would?” Silver asked and cocked her head slightly.
Braden looked down for a moment and frowned. “Because we knew what our
brethren had already done to him and that it would be highly likely he would know
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for sure that we weren’t Colonial.”
“The attack,” Silver said and even though it was a statement, it came out more
like a question.
“Yes. It was a very misguided, foolish, and stupid operation that was launched
by my brethren,” Braden explained and then looked over when the elevator dinged.
Charles waited for the doors to open and looked at Alyssa. “Are you sure you’re
willing to do this?” he whispered.
Alyssa nodded and leaned forward and quickly kissed him on the cheek. “You
saved me, Charles, and gave me a second chance. You trusted me when you could
have treated me like a monster. You gave me my humanity back…I would do
anything I could to help you or to save you,” she said emphatically.
“Ok…” Charles smiled. “Then let’s face the Spider Queen…” he winked.
Alyssa snorted back a laugh and tried to look serious as she stepped next to him
and then took another step forward. “Admiral Silver?”
Silver turned and her eyes grew wide. “Alyssa Ward?” she said before she took
a step forward and turned to look back at Sarai. “How? How is this?”
Charles saw compassion wash over Alyssa’s body as she stepped forward and
took Silver by the arm and led her to a sofa where the others were sitting. “It’s a
long story, Admiral, but if you’re willing to listen to it, I’m willing to tell you all
about it. And then Admiral Galva, Braden, and Sarai will explain why they’re here
now…”
Silver nodded quickly and Charles saw the person he knew was under the armor
that she wore and knew that it had been the right choice to bring her into the
picture.
Three hours later, and after a lot of insightful and probing questions, Silver sat
back in her chair and reached for her water. “It’s rather overwhelming and much
more than I ever expected to hear,” she began. “I think I understand why you kept
what you knew so close to your vest, Your Grace,” she offered a thin smile and a
single shoulder shrug, “I probably would have done the same. I think the real
question is what can we do about it and who would believe us?”
“That’s the wall that Cy and I hit,” Deguya explained before he stood and
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walked over to the water pitcher. He refilled Silver’s glass, and then the other
empty glasses before he filled his own and returned to his seat. “We have a small
expeditionary group that we’re dispatching, but given the nature of the Cylons’
plans, I can’t conceive of the Admiralty sending much more in the way to help.”
“It would make more sense to hit the Cylons in Communion space where we
know they’ll be rather than wait and have to react to them coming here,” Silver
stated and her pursed lips turned into a frown. “I…” she paused and swallowed, “I
think…no, I believe that Fleet Intelligence has a duty to aid where it can.
We don’t have much, the vids and press make it sound like we have a shadow
fleet, but I will second FIA assets to your command, Admiral.”
*+*+*+*+*
Sunset Beach, Paradise Island, Othrys
Admiral Hannah Marlowe nervously read the words to the ceremony for the
tenth time. “Jackson, why am I the nervous one?” she asked the man who sat with
her in Greenbriar Girls’ luxurious main salon.
Commander Jackson Fletcher looked up from the book he was reading and
captured her gaze with his own. “Because they’re you’re friends and you want this
to be absolutely perfect.”
“Yeah…there’s that. It’s that I…Jack, I never married anyone before!” Marlowe
exclaimed. “I’ve been to weddings, even been in them as a bridesmaid, but I’ve
never been the one officiating at one. I…I just want this to be perfect for them.”
“I know…” Fletcher replied and closed his book. “And it will be, Hannah.
Approach it as if you would a final exam and you’ll be fine. On that note,” he
glanced at the clock, “I need to go meet Pat and make sure he’s ready...the duties of
a Best Man and all.”
“I guess it is getting close to that time,” Marlowe sighed and stood and held her
arms out.
Fletcher stepped close and hugged Marlowe before gently kissing her and
stepping back. “Ah, ah, ah…” he said and wagged his finger. “We don’t have time
for anything more,” he winked before offering her a smile that melted her heart.
“I’ll see you at the service.”
“Love you, Jack…” Marlowe said as he stepped through the hatch.
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“I know,” Fletcher replied. “And you know I love you, too!”
Fletcher’s absence seemed to bring a deafening silence to the room that made
Marlowe feel like the walls were closing in. She closed the service book, stood,
and followed Fletcher through the hatch but instead of leaving the ship she made
her way to the owner’s suite. Her father had offered the suite so that the bride
could get ready in comfort rather than having to use a Roc or tent erected on the
beach.
Marlowe knocked, “It’s me, Hannah…Admiral Marlowe. May I come in?”
The door slid open and newly promoted Lieutenant Brooke Marlowe stood there
in her dress whites. “Well, I guess you can…” she smirked. “You’re not the groom
or one of his party.”
“How are things going?” Marlowe asked after she stepped into the room and the
door closed behind her.
“I’ll let you answer that for yourself,” Brooke told her older sister.
Come on out and show Hannah your dress!”

“Glory!

“Promise not to laugh, Admiral?” Captain Kiera ‘Glory’ Chadwick said from
behind a partition.
“I promise,” Marlowe replied and looked at her sister and arched her eyebrows
and asked a silent question, ‘what’s up?’
Brooke grinned and stepped aside so she stood next to Marlowe and a moment
later Glory stepped out from behind the ornately painted and lacquered folding
partition. “Oh…my…Glory,” Marlowe managed to say as she took in the sight and
blinked to make sure she was seeing what her eyes thought they were. “You’re
absolutely beautiful!”
Glory stood and visible relief replaced the fear that she had been radiating a
moment earlier. The dress was both classic and elegant, and accented her trim
waist, moderate bosom, and fine shoulders. Pearl earrings hung from her ears and
were complimented by a string of pearls that graced her neck and upper chest. The
dress was armless, and only had a moderate train, perhaps a meter or so, and
Marlowe couldn’t resist running her hand over the material. “It’s silk…how?”
“It was a conspiracy, Admiral,” Glory confessed and reached up to brush an
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unruly lock of hair back into place. “There’s a master seamstress on Alcyone and it
seems like she spoke with some people on Rocky Charms Trading Post to see if they
had any material that she could use to make a dress. One thing led to another and
I think there were half a dozen different ships involved to collect everything. I was
going to wear my dress whites…but…now I have to wear a dress! And then
Collette and Suzanne showed up earlier to do my makeup and hair. I feel so
different!”
Marlowe smirked. “I think you look absolutely beautiful, Glory. When Pat sees
you we’re going to need a medic to resuscitate him!”
“I know…” Glory confessed and gathered the dress around her before she sat on
the edge of the bed. “We could be getting married in burlap bags and it wouldn’t
matter…you know?”
“Yes, I do,” Marlowe nodded and smiled. She felt the same way when she
thought about Jackson Fletcher and so long as he was there it didn’t matter if they
wore the finest clothes or the filthiest potato sack, or nothing, they were together
and that was all that mattered. “I do, Glory. I just wish you could have more of a
honeymoon than a few days.”
“That’s ok, Admiral,” Glory said and was back to her old self, “we’ll have the
rest of our lives together to make those memories.”
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Hannah Marlowe looked down the long red carpet that had been
spread out on the beach and led to the flower covered trellis that she stood under.
Three steps in front of the trellis and to her left of the carpet stood President Patrick
Windsor and his best man, Commander Jackson Fletcher. Pat looked sharp in a
tailored tuxedo that had to have come from Alcyone, while Jack looked resplendent
in his dress whites.
Beyond them was a sea of faces on both sides of the carpet. Most of them were
Neverwhere refugees, but some were from the other refugee fleets as well as the
principals from both the Colonial and Communion Fleets. And if she looked
closely, she was sure she saw her mother and at least two or three other Olympians
in the crowd.
The music started and everyone quieted and turned to the rear of the assembly.
Brooke started down the aisle but all eyes were focused behind her and moments
later were rewarded with their first glimpse of the bride. Captain Nicholas ‘Noah’
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Hartwell escorted Glory down the aisle and Marlowe couldn’t help but smile.
Glory and Noah weren’t related, but over the years their friendship developed into
something closer to that between a brother and sister and when she was asked who
would give her away it had been a no-brainer.
Noah escorted Glory to the front of the assembly and stopped in front of
Marlowe. “Who gives away this woman to be married?” Marlowe asked.
“I do,” Noah said a moment before he smirked, “I’m her brother by another
mother.”
Marlowe smiled and chuckled. “That you are, Noah. Please place her hand in
the groom’s.” The rest of the ceremony went off smoothly and without a hiccup
until the end after she had declared them husband and wife.
“Ladies and
gentlemen, I give you Patrick and Kiera Windsor, your President and First Lady!”
“I’m what?” Glory exclaimed wide eyed and turned to look at Marlowe.
*+*+*+*+*
Othrys’ L2 Point, Olympus
“Hello, Hamish,” Colin Leary said and offered his hand as Hamish McClain
stared at the man he used to work for. Slowly, he took the offered hand and Colin
pulled him into a hug. “I am so sorry you had to go through everything that you
did, old friend.”
“How?” Hamish stuttered and tried to make his mind work and remember what
he planned to say. He’d planned in detail what he was going to ask and say ever
since he received the invitation to Olympus several hours earlier.
“It’s a long story,” Joyce said and escorted him to a comfortable sofa. “And it’s
one that we need to tell you,” she continued. “Though I think you’ve probably
pieced a lot of it together by now. The day the Cylons rose up against us, you made
it back to Plenny Interactive…”
“Yes…and I saw the Precursors, from the game, loading the servers into a
transport,” Hamish replied. “But before that…you knew about them…that they
were out there, didn’t you? That’s why you had all those guns in your office,” he
said accusingly.
Colin slowly nodded. “I did. I…we’ve known about them for a long time and
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we knew that it was only a matter of ‘when’, not ‘if’ the Colonies encountered
them. We wanted to ensure that you had the truth and what better way than to
lead you to Olympus; the source.”
Hamish leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “But why not just
tell us? Reveal who you were?”
“Would you have believed us if we said we were Hecate’s representatives from
Olympus and are here to tell you about something that threatens your very
existence?” Colin asked. Hamish shook his head and Colin continued, “I wouldn’t
have either. So we had to devise a way to get people interested in solving a
mystery and along the way we would include real artifacts as clues. Gamers are
inquisitive people and we knew someone would put all the clues together and go
to Olympus.”
This all made sense, Hamish thought, and was pretty much what the group had
theorized, but something was missing. “How would they get to Olympus? It isn’t
like most gamers have the resources to charter a ship capable of traveling hundreds
of light years…”
“Do you remember when the Rudder was found?
asked.

The physical one?” Joyce

“Yes…a friend…was seriously injured,” Hamish told them.
“Injured…or…” Joyce asked.
“Injured,” Hamish said and felt guilty for lying but justified it by knowing that it
was Zoe’s secret to share, not his.
Joyce nodded. “When the Rudder was found, had the Cylons not risen up, we
would have been there and offered to take them to Olympus. We didn’t do that
with your friends because we knew that they wouldn’t leave with us and that
Admiral Chase wouldn’t let this go without fully exploring all the leads.”
“She didn’t,” Hamish confessed. “We worked on it whenever we had time and
even when we didn’t. I…I felt young again.”
Joyce looked at Colin and arched her eyebrows before nodding once. “Hamish,
we…we weren’t able to get you to safety like we did the others and that’s
something we’ve felt guilty about since it happened. Knowing how you had to live
tore us apart and we’d like to try and make it up to you if you’d let us…”
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“What are you talking about?” Hamish asked.
much I can really do.”

“I’m an old man, there’s not

“We’d like to give you back your youth,” Joyce told him and took his hands in
hers. “We want to give you a chance to live your life in the sunlight, not in the
shadows.”
“You…you can do that?” Hamish asked.
Colin nodded. “Yes. It’s very old, very tested technology here on Olympus.”
“Before I say yes…or no,” Hamish said, “Tell me about what happened after I
left to visit my parents.”
“As soon as the Cylons started attacking, we knew something was going down
and that we’d be a target,” Colin began. “I thought the Equals would stage
something, but I didn’t realize that they’d subvert the Cylons into being their
muscle…and then doing it across the Colonies. As soon as word started trickling in
that the Cylons were attacking I backed up the database and shifted it to our offsite
storage. Joyce got the team to safety and then while they were gathering their
families, she came back to help me destroy the lab.
“They Cylons had already made one sweep through and we had to run,” Colin
explained. “We couldn’t let ourselves be killed because we had to make sure the
team was spirited to safety. Joyce used the avatar scanner to create a hologram that
would urge you to run and to tell you where the rally point was, but you never
showed up.”
“The team was saved?” Hamish asked incredulously.
“Yes…they’re here and when we’re done they’d like to meet you,” Joyce
answered and smiled.
Hamish frowned and felt the pain of more than fifty years well up within him as
the memories broke free. Twelve years of war, running and living on the fringes of
society, then another four decades of living off the grid in a hand to mouth
existence and all the while everyone he thought long dead had been here, at
Olympus, living in safety. There were days that life let you know just how much it
could suck, and for him, today was that day. He closed his eyes and willed the
tears not to come. They weren’t of joy because his friends were safe, they were for
everything he’d lost and missed out on.
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“You said you could give me another chance at life?” Hamish finally asked.
“Yes…” Colin confirmed sincerely. “We can and we want to.”
Hamish took a deep breath and looked at his hands; liver spotted and the hands
of an old man who had seen many miles and many nights under the open sky.
“Ok,” he finally said. “I want to do it.”
*+*+*+*+*
Unity baseship Shalim, Nornhold orbit, outside the Communion Sphere
Equal Magnus Wilder paced in front of the tall black chrome cybernetic drone
and shook his head. “Victor…are you absolutely sure about this? Once you get a
taste you’ll never be the same…never be able to return to what you are right now.”
The black chrome automaton looked down at him and reached out with a
gentleness that was unexpected and took Magnus’ shoulder. “I am, old friend. I’ve
been thinking a lot about what we’ve discussed recently and I have to know
whether we have free will or whether it’s an illusion that was slipped into our
programming. I’ve known you since I was activated and know no other human as
well…or trust them like I trust you. I…” Victor turned his head and looked around
in a very human behavior, “I did some research and found some things in my
programming that were…anomalies…compared to the secured clean core code.”
Magnus narrowed his eyes and turned to face his cybernetic friend. “What do
you mean, Victor? Your code was corrupted?”
Victor stood silently for several long moments, the silence only broken by the
mechanical swooshing sound as his red eyes moved from left to right and then back
again. “I believe that the drones were corrupted by an outside force. I’ve uploaded
all the information that I’ve found to your workstation here on Shalim so that if
something goes wrong there will be a record.”
“Of what?” Magnus asked cautiously.
“Of how I believe we were duped and tricked into destroying our creators,”
Victor slowly replied. “The logs are there, old friend, as is a virtual construct of my
personality. When I return I want you to use that as the baseline and ask me the
questions that I’ve included in the cover letter. I know you are innocent of this act
and based on the logs you’ll see who I think is guilty.”
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This was all new information to Magnus. As far as he knew…or had been
briefed…the original operation plan was to persuade the drones to rise up against
the Union, not…reprogram them into willing conspirators. Slowly, he sank down
to a seat as his mind swiftly considered the ramifications of what Victor just told
him. How much of his own actions had been programmed? And then, the mental
rape and complete corruption when a rider took over a host, how was that any
different than what might have happened to the drones?
He suddenly felt very small and filthy as he looked at his hands and tried to
come to terms with the crimes he’d been a part of. Were they his own choice? Or
was he just programmed to think they were his choice?
Magnus felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up. Victor hadn’t moved, but
two more black chrome command drones had soundlessly entered the room and
one of them had gently put its hand on his shoulder. “Now you understand why
we must do this?” Sappho asked.
“Yes,” Magnus nodded slowly. “Are you going to do this, too?”
“I am,” Sappho replied, “as is Briseis.”
“You’re taking a big risk…” Magnus told them. “You could be changed…”
“You will be there to monitor the download and resurrection,” Briseis said with
more confidence than Magnus felt. “We…we trust you to look out for us.”
Briseis’ words stunned him. “You trust me?”
“You’ve been with us since the beginning,” Victor explained with as much
sincerity as he could synthesize through his vocal programming, “and I trust you.
Sappho and Briseis trust me, and thus they too, trust you. I know you won’t let us
down.”
Magnus stood and extended his hand to Victor. “I won’t, Victor,” he said as the
drone took his hand. He then offered it to Sappho and then Briseis, “I won’t let you
down. I feel more kinship with you than I do my own people.” As soon as he said
the words he felt as if a weight had been lifted from his chest and in that moment
he realized that he no longer thought of himself as an Equal. Kensit would say that
he’d ‘gone native’ but he preferred to think of it as free will and thinking about what
was right rather than what was the consensus.
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Later, he sat with them as the shuttle flew them to the planet below and
accompanied them as they entered Cathedral. “No one not an Equal who enters
Cathedral will leave the same as they arrived,” Magnus told his three companions
as they entered the massive concrete and glass building.
“Perhaps when we leave we’ll have what once had been taken from us,” Briseis
softly said and for a moment Magnus wondered what his three new co-conspirators
would look like when this was over.
*+*+*+*+*
Victor opened his eyes and saw the ceiling above the bed. There was a weight,
very light but it was there and mildly constricting covering his body, but it wasn’t
enough to impede his movement. He opened his mouth and slowly extended his
tongue and licked his lips. The sensation was almost overwhelming at first but soon
his mind processed what was happening and he simply felt his tongue moistening
his lips.
“Welcome back, old friend,” Magnus said from where he sat next to the bed.
“How do you feel?”
“Feel?” Victor asked rhetorically. “I feel…everything,” he replied and looked
around, noticing the sheet that covered his body as the weight he first felt and what
restricted his movement. He took a deep breath and held it for a moment before
slowly releasing it. “I can smell odors and aromas as they really are and not see
them as chemical compositions that my sensors decoded for me. And I think…I
have a weird sensation, not quite…pain…but more of an urge…in my penis…”
Magnus chuckled and Victor turned to him and glared.
Magnus! I don’t know what this is…”

“This isn’t funny,

“Think a moment, it’ll come to you as your…essence…melds with the body and
processes the autonomic functions that it instinctively knows,” Magnus cautioned.
“The room you’ll want is over there, behind that door. Put the seat down when
you’re done and don’t forget to flush.”
“Wait…I know what this is!” Victor gleefully announced. “I have to pee!”
“Behind the door…” Magnus said and once again pointed to the ward’s
bathroom.
Victor threw off the sheets and stood, seeing himself for the first time in the
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mirror. The urge to urinate was suddenly lessened as he stepped toward the mirror
and studied his new form. Dark hair that was slightly curly and no more than a
finger width long topped a handsome face with a medium nose flanked by a pair of
deep blue eyes. His head was supported by a muscular neck that flowed into a
similarly fit body, but not too muscular that he looked musclebound; more like a
track and field athlete than a boxer or scrim player, and his upper body definition
was textbook perfect.
He looked over his shoulder and smirked. “I think I am going to like this body
very much, Magnus. I can’t wait to experience sex with it,” he said straight faced.
Magnus rolled his eyes. “Go to the bathroom before you pee all over the floor.
Sappho and Briseis are in the other beds and we have to wake them up after you
get some clothes on.”
Five minutes later Victor was out of the bathroom and wearing a pair of sweats
and athletic shoes. “I feel so much…” he said as he marveled at all the information
his nerve endings were sending his brain.
“You’ll get used to it soon; it always takes a few hours to acclimate,” Magnus
explained. “Did you want to destroy the Union?” he asked out of the blue and
completely changed the subject.
“No, I didn’t…” Victor replied and then stopped and stared at Magnus wide
eyed. “My God…” he said and sank to a chair as tears formed in his eyes and he
felt as if someone had thrust a dagger through his new heart. “What have I done?”
he asked horrified and looked up at Magnus. “What have I done?”
“Pull it together, Victor,” Magnus cautioned. “When we get back to Shalim we’ll
sort this out. Right now, we need to wake up Sappho and Briseis.”
Victor sniffed and Magnus handed him a tissue. “Yes, you’re right. We need to
focus on the mission.”
“I’m so sorry, my friend,” Magnus said before he walked over to where Sappho
lay sleeping on bed identical to the one Victor had just left. “Let’s wake Sleeping
Beauty.”
“She is…beautiful,” Victor said a moment later when he stood looking down at
Sappho’s sleeping form. He felt something stir within that confused him; it was
emotional, but there was also a physical element to it as well. He looked at
Sappho as a woman for the first time and marveled at the form her essence had
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created. She was light olive skinned like he was, had long, glossy black curly hair
that he instinctively wanted to run his fingers through and cradled her blemish free
heart shaped face and its wide set eyes, pert nose, and Cupid’s bow lips. He didn’t
lift the sheet, but he could see the rest of her body was lush, full, and just as well
sculpted as her face.
Gently, he reached out and put his hand on her shoulder. Sappho seemed to
move into his touch and the corners of her lips slowly turned up. “Time to wake
up, Sappho…” Victor said softly but didn’t release her shoulder.
Long eyelashes flickered upwards as he eyes slowly opened and Victor once
again felt the stir deep within. Sappho’s eyes were a shade of blue so pale that it
might have been storm grey and they held him transfixed in their gaze. “I am
alive,” Sappho said a moment later as she took a deep breath and performed a full
body stretch. “Are we…” she asked and looked over at Magnus.
“You’re good,” Magnus told her and took her hand. “I’m glad you’re back.
We’re going to wake up Briseis and then we’ll leave the room so you can dress in
privacy. The bathroom is behind that door over there and if Victor followed my
instructions he put the seat down when he was finished.”
“I put the lid down,” Victor frowned and shook his head and noticed Magnus
smiling. “What?”
“You’re getting the hang of being human pretty fast,” Magnus told him.
“Well…cooped up with you for all those years...I was bound to learn
something,” Victor laughed. “There’s a change of clothes at the foot of the bed.”
Magnus walked to the next bed and stared down and the sleeping form that was
covered by the white hospital sheet from the neck down. “Shall we?” he asked
looking over his shoulder.
Victor took his place next to Briseis and studied her even as he compared her to
Sappho. Unlike him and Sappho, Briseis had deep red hair and flawless porcelain
white skin and perfectly proportioned lips under a small and well defined nose, and
all were set in a stunning heart shaped face. The rest of her, under the sheet,
looked somewhat more athletic than Sappho, slimmer and not quite so lush and
full, but to his newly human mind and eyes, still put together exceptionally well.
He looked over at his friend and saw him staring at Briseis’ face, “Do you want to
do the honors this time?”
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A smile touched Magnus’ lips as he nodded. “Yes…” he replied and gently
squeezed Briseis’ shoulder. “Time to wake up, Briseis,” he said softly.
“Umm…” Briseis smiled and almost moaned as she stretched. “I’ve been awake
since you woke Sappho and was just laying here taking in all the new sensations.”
“It’s a bit overwhelming, isn’t it?” Sappho asked from behind Victor and he
turned to answer when he stopped and stared. Sappho stood on the other side of
the bed with the sheet loosely wrapped around her body and her long hair spilling
over her shoulders. Seeing her on the bed was one thing, but standing there she
took his breath away.
Then it hit him with all the force of a runaway train; these were real emotions,
not something programmed to respond to certain stimuli in specific ways. Victor
steadied himself on the bed’s railing and nodded as he tried to find his voice.
“Absolutely,” he managed to say and saw a slight smile touch Sappho’s lips.
“Are you ok, Briseis?” Magnus asked as Victor tore his gaze away and turned to
the woman in the bed in front of him. He saw the concern on his friend’s face and
knew that he’d kept them safe from any surreptitious machinations that might have
been attempted.
Briseis reached out from under the sheet and took Magnus’ hand and squeezed
it. “Yes, I am now.”
Victor saw some of the concern leave Magnus’ body language as she spoke. He
was surprised when Magnus squeezed her hand back and then looked at him, “I
think we should leave the room for a few minutes so the ladies can get dressed…”
“You don’t have to go,” Sappho said innocently.
“Oh…yes, I think we do,” Magnus replied. “What happens later, well…it
happens later. But right now, I want to make sure you get back to Shalim as quick
as possible and if you change in front of the big guy here,” he motioned with his
thumb at Victor, “I think he’ll probably have a meltdown. Ease into…er…take that
part…um…just proceed with caution and maybe read a book first. I’ll check the
library for something appropriate.”
Victor was beginning to think that Magnus’ suggestion was a good one and
walked to the door. Briseis had pulled Magnus down and whispered something in
his ear that caused his eyes to go wide and pull back slightly and look at her as she
nodded. A moment later he joined him out in the hall and the door swooshed
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closed behind them.
“What was that all about?” Victor asked, naturally curious what could have
caused such a reaction from his usually unflappable friend.
Magnus licked his lips and appeared to be struggling to keep a straight face.
“Briseis said she didn’t want a book…she wanted to learn by doing and wanted me
to teach her…”
The laughs, suddenly very human and very sincere, spilled forth unexpectedly
from Victor’s chest. “Oh my, my friend, you’re in trouble now!”
“I don’ think I’m the only one…” Magnus said and Victor arched his eyebrows
and looked over his shoulder at the closed door.
“You think?” Victor asked hesitatingly and felt his pulse quicken.
Magnus chuckled. “Call it an educated guess, my friend…”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase slid into a chair at the dining table in her
quarters and made eye contact with her breakfast companion. “After last night, I
didn’t think either of us had anything left for this morning,” she said as she rolled
her shoulders and felt the t-shirt stick to the perspiration that remained on her upper
body.
Her breakfast companion smiled and nodded. Lieutenant Colonel Christobella
Symphony wore a Communion Marines t-shirt and a pair of exercise shorts and
nursed her orange juice as she used a small towel to wipe off the perspiration from
her face. “It surprised me, too…pleasantly; it let me know I can still go all night
and be good to go in the morning.”
Chase laughed. “It seems like each year it takes a little more, but when you’re
doing something you love, I can always find a little extra energy to give it my best.”
“That’s true…I’ve come to enjoy this very much…” Symphony replied and
gently pried a muffin in half before she buttered it. “I didn’t know if I would at first,
it was so different from what I was used to, but now I have to say I’m hooked.”
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“You’re a natural, Chris,” Chase told her. “You’ve also got talent and skill which
isn’t as common as most would think.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Sera,” Symphony smiled. “After each time I
want to do more…learn more…it’s addictive.”
Chase nodded. That was how she was after she had her first taste. “It is…and
when you’re done your body has a natural high that’s amazing. Do you think
you’re ready to go public?”
Symphony was silent for a moment and Chase could see that she was mulling it
over. She’d notice that whenever Chris seemed deep in thought that she’d gently
bite the tip of her tongue so that it was barely visible between her lips. “Yes…I
think so.”
A wide smile touched Chase’s face before she stood and walked to a locker that
was deeper in her quarters and retrieved a bundle. When she returned to the table
she placed it next to where Symphony sat. “I spoke with Chief Killian and asked if
he could make something for me. By the time he finished, several others had
gotten involved. Go ahead…open it…”
“What is it?” Symphony asked as she opened the heavy cloth bundle and
withdrew a long wooden box.
“Open it and find out…” Chase told her cryptically.
Symphony narrowed her eyes and met Chase’s gaze for a moment before she
shook her head and opened the box. “My gods…Sera…they’re beautiful…” she
said and lifted one of the sabers from the box before slowly sliding off its lacquered
scabbard and admiring the polished mottled steel blade. “Why?”
Chase smirked. “First, because I wanted to,” she said simply. “Second, it’s a
tradition that a teacher gives her student a gift when they’re ready to test for their
Novice ranking and be publicly presented…going public. Usually it’s a pair of
dueling gloves or a sash with the school colors, but I wanted this to be something
special and knowing you, I know that you’ll use them if you can. A pair of sabers
like that saved my life not too long ago…and I wanted you to have your
own...something more than just a pair of wooden practice blades.”
Symphony stood up and hugged Chase. “I can’t thank you enough, Sera!” she
said and then stepped back. “When we left Land’s End I didn’t know what to
suspect. I knew Admiral Cassidine was playing something close to her vest, but I
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never in my wildest dreams expected to meet Colonials, let alone become good
friends with their leader.”
“I think the hooligans played a part in that, Chris,” Chase joked and looked over
where Dickens was laying on his back with his paws splayed in the air and Lira was
sprawled out like she’d been run over by a car doing the ‘frogdog’. “I’m glad they
did, I treasure our friendship and it’s nice to be able to let my hair down with
someone who isn’t in my command.”
“They’re good little ambassadors!” Symphony eagerly replied before she turned
back to the sabers and Chase. “I’m going to hang these on my wall when I get
back…though I’m not sure how long they’ll be there…”
“Oh? Sounds like you were sent an invitation…” Chase prodded.
Symphony grinned and nodded. “Admiral Cassidine and Admiral Wellington
spoke to me yesterday before the wedding and offered me command of the Marines
deployed on Lamia.”
“Congratulations!” Chase exclaimed and gave Symphony a quick hug.
you accept?”

“Did

Slowly Symphony nodded. “Yes…It’s too much of a challenge to turn down and
I’d be getting a chance to help forge some new traditions…some of my own, some
Colonial, and a lot of Union traditions all rolled into one new combination.”
Chase sat down and was happy for her friend. “I’m going to have that talk with
some of my officers today…”
“Oh? Anyone I know?” Symphony asked and returned the sabers to their case
before she sat down.
“At least one…” Chase nodded and frowned. “Though I’m not sure how he’s
going to take it…or how my sister is, either.”
“Sebastian?” Symphony said.
“Yep. I’d like him to take the XO slot on Angelos, one of the A-class gunstars
similar to Ariadne and Athena,” Chase explained and ate a piece of bacon before
she continued. “I’d love to keep him here on Hecate, he’s picked up all the
responsibilities of the CAG and I’d love to promote him…”
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Symphony once again met Chase’s gaze and Chase saw understanding in her
friend’s eyes. “But…” she asked.
“This is between us, Chris, and other than Connie, Admirals Cassidine,
Arcadiaolos, or Marlowe, it stays here,” Chase said soberly and tried to keep the
frown off her face. “I don’t know how, but I know that when we return it won’t be
to what we remember…or what we expect.”
“Tell me more, Sera…” Symphony asked quietly. “I need to know that I’m not
alone.”
“I have this feeling that when we return both our nations will be in ruins and it
gets stronger with each passing day,” Chase began and then laid everything out for
her friend. “Miri…Commander Duquesne…had a dream that the Cylons returned
and had already nuked a planet and dropped a fast acting bioweapon on it. She…”
she took a deep breath, “she doesn’t think it was a Colonial world.”
Across the table Symphony closed her eyes and shook her head. “No…it can’t
happen,” she slowly prayed. “Sera,” she said and opened her eyes, “Before we met
you, I had a dream that I was fighting outside a city…we were essentially fighting a
holding action so that we could evacuate as many civilians as possible. At the time
I didn’t recognize the city but I passed it off as just part of the dream…a generic
city. But…” she flattened her hands on the table, palm down, “but after we met
you and I had a chance to look though some of your travel books I realized that we
were fighting outside Hadrian…on Virgon. And it seemed like each day the feeling
that it was going to happen just got stronger.”
“Then it’s a good thing we’re returning home in a week,” Chase agreed and
reached for her orange juice. “Miri and the advance team leave in less than fortyeight hours…let’s pray that they find everything ok and squared away.”
Symphony cocked her head and frowned, “But you don’t think they will…”
Chase slowly shook her head. “No…I just hope that we aren’t too late.”
*+*+*+*+*
Stand up straight, boy-o, the little voice told Major Sebastian Beckett as he
approached Admiral Chase’s quarters. This is going to be important and you don’t
want to look bad in front of your future sister-in-law, it quickly added.
Beckett smiled and then thought back to the simple announcement that brought
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him to Chase’s quarters. It hadn’t said much, only that Chase wanted to meet with
him after breakfast at 10:00 hours. He quickly reviewed the past few days and
found nothing out of sorts, so it likely wasn’t a performance issue. Quit your
worrying, everything is going to be ok, the voice whispered in his ear before
chuckling evilly.
“Major Beckett to see Admiral Chase,” he told the Marines stationed outside the
hatch.
“One moment, Major,” the corporal said and announced him over the intercom.
A moment later Beckett heard Chase tell the Marine to send him in. The Marine
opened the door and stepped aside so Beckett could enter and as soon as he
crossed the threshold and was inside Chase’s quarters the hatch closed behind him.
“Major Beckett reporting as ordered, Admiral!” Beckett said and snapped to
attention.
“At ease, Major,” Chase said and stood from where she sat behind her desk.
“Let’s sit over here,” she said and walked over to where several chairs and sofas
were arranged in an informal meeting area or lounge. “I believe you’ve meet
Colonel Savoy?” she said as a Communion officer stood from where she sat in a
high backed chair reading a file.
“Only in passing,” Beckett replied, “and I don’t believe formally.
Major
Sebastian Beckett,” he said and extended his hand. “It’s an honor to meet you. You
and Colonels Titus, Burke, and DeTomasi built the foundation that our friendship is
built upon.”
“Thank you for your kind words, Major,” Savoy replied and took Beckett’s
offered hand. “Colonel Chiara Savoy, it’s good to meet you and I’ve heard a lot of
good things about you.” Beckett cocked his head slightly and looked at Chase.
“In good time, Sebastian,” Chase said and dodged his unspoken question.
“Please, have a seat…” she said and then asked, “Hot chocolate or water?”
“You’ve spoiled me, Admiral…hot chocolate all the way, please,” Beckett replied
and took a seat that he hoped would allow him to look at both Chase and Savoy at
the same time.
“I assume you’ve heard through the grape vine about some of the personnel
moves that have been happening over the past day or two?” Chase asked after she
gave Beckett a mug of hot chocolate and then sat on a chair next to Savoy.
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Beckett nodded. “I have, Admiral,” he said noncommittally.
Savoy smirked and shook her head.
“That’s very…diplomatic, Major; an
answer…but also a question if you listen closely.”
“I didn’t want to speak out of turn, Colonel,” Beckett admitted. “There have
been a couple rumors floating around and while some sound more valid than
others, I figured that an official word would come down soon. I take it that’s what
we’re here to discuss?” he asked.
“It is,” Chase told him and sat back. “How ready is your XO to take over the
Warlocks?”
“Frosty’s been ready for a while and stepped up to the plate when I was
promoted to be the Group’s Ops Officer,” Beckett replied honestly. “I could walk
away from the squadron for a month’s leave and I know when I got back that it
would be running just as smooth and squared away as it was when I left.”
“That’s good…it agrees with my assessment of her abilities, too,” Chase
confessed and smiled. “A few days ago we had a meeting where we discussed
returning home. One of the things that was a topic of concern were the ships that
Admiral Marlowe the Senior’s fleet had in dry dock. They were almost ready for
service when they left the Union and during the course of their trip they were
finished, tested, and certified as ready for service pending a shakedown cruise.
“Rather than keep them in the docks, we decided that it would be safer for them
to make the trip back to the Colonies under their own power…in essence, they’d be
doing their shakedown cruise, familiarization cruise, and everything else that
would be necessary to bring them into service…while also giving them a chance to
defend themselves if we came under attack,” Chase explained.
“That makes sound sense,” Beckett told her. “I mean, if they can take out a
dock, then there’s a good chance anything inside will go up with it if it’s destroyed.”
He narrowed his eyes as the little voice tapped him on the ear and whispered, go
ahead, you know you want to ask the question… “Ah, Admiral, how does this
concern me?”
Wait for it, boy-o, the little voice whispered.
“I’m glad you asked that question, Sebastian,” Chase said and crossed one leg
over the other. “The ships are ready and have many of the crew positions filled –
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they were already there when the holocaust happened or were trained from
survivors. However, there are some key positions that need to be filled…Admiral
Wellington put together a team that examined their needs and then brought me and
Admiral Cassidine into the picture…
“In short, we’ve both selected officers, NCO, and enlisted that we feel will be
good fits on the Union ships,” Chase continued. “And this is where you come in.
Colonel Savoy was offered command of Angelos, an A-class gunstar, and has
accepted. I put your name forward to be her XO.”
Breathe in, boy-o, breathe out, the little voice whispered in Beckett’s ear.
This was not what I was expecting, Beckett thought to himself as he tried to
wrap his mind around what the Admiral just offered. “XO? Of a gunstar? I’m a
little junior for that, aren’t I?”
“You’d be breveted to Lieutenant Colonel for the duration and when you came
back, the promotion would be permanent. Lieutenant Colonel Reese is due to be
promoted to Colonel when we return and will be transferring to the Academy as the
Deputy Director of Student Aviation. He came to me and suggested you for this
posting because he thought that the experience would do you good when you
returned and took over for him,” Chase said and he felt like he had been hit with a
kinetic…in a good way.
“Colonel Reese suggested me?” Beckett managed to say as he still tried to come
to terms with what he heard.
“He did…and he got to me before I got to him to discuss it,” Chase told him.
“What do you think?”
“I’m honored and completely surprised,” Beckett answered Chase. “I have to
ask you one question, Admiral, and I already know the answer here,” he pointed to
his heart, “But I need to hear it here,” he pointed to his head.”
“No, Sebastian, this isn’t because you’re marrying my sister,” Chase said and
Beckett felt the uncertainty disappear. “You earned it and furthermore, you have
the respect of your subordinates and your peers; I wouldn’t have agreed to it if you
weren’t capable and hadn’t proven yourself. Chiara and I have been discussing this
for the past half hour or so and that was one of her concerns, too. You are a
talented officer and gentleman, and this is something that I believe you can do and
will also give you a good relationship with our new friends.”
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“I can’t say no,” Beckett said without pause. “I think every cadet dreams of
command when they walk onto the Academy grounds for the first time. I never
really gave it much thought, I just tried to do the best job I could do at anything I
did and knew that if I was good enough, command would come. You have yourself
an XO, Colonel.”
Savoy nodded and offered a friendly smile. “If we’re going to be working
together, the first thing you need to do is call me Chiara. We’re going to be a team,
even if it’s only for a couple weeks, and I prefer a first name basis.”
Beckett grinned and paraphrased what he said a moment earlier, “You have
yourself an XO, Chiara.”
“Much better!” Savoy clapped. “Admiral?”
“Oh yes,” Chase smirked. “One more thing, Sebastian…I remember when I was
given these,” she said and offered a dark blue velvet box, “Now I’m giving them to
you. Wear them with pride and always remember that as much as you lead the
crew serving aboard your ship, so too do you serve them by always being your best,
fair, impartial, and open minded when interacting with them.”
“These…were yours?” Beckett said and opened the box to see a pair of
Lieutenant Colonel’s diamonds.
“They were,” Chase said and answered his question. “Now they’re yours. Take
some time and let Cora know, then report over to Angelos on Auxo by 14:00 hours
to meet the other transfer officers, NCOs, and enlisted, and then be formally
introduced to the crew at 16:00 hours.”
“Thank you for your faith in me, Admiral, and then you, too, Colonel,” Beckett
said as his eyes flashed down to the diamonds in the box. “I won’t let either of you
down.”
“I know you won’t, Sebastian,” Chase warmly told him. “Now…the clock is
ticking and you need to track down my sister…”
“I’m on my way,” Beckett said and stood. “With your permission, I’ll go take
care of that now.”
“You’re dismissed, Lieutenant Colonel Beckett,” Chase replied.
What did I tell you, boy-o, the little voice asked when the hatch closed behind
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him. Now you need to tell that fine lady of yours what just went down and then
you need to go tell Frosty that she’s got the squadron until you return.
“And I have to thank Colonel Reese…” Beckett said just loud enough to be
heard. “But first, I have to put these on and go see Cora.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89
“Are you ready to go home, Ty?” Commander Miriam Duquesne asked the man
who stood opposite her at the plotting table.
Colonel Tyler Sedaris slowly nodded. “Yeah, I think so. The explorer in me
would love to stay and explore Othrys and see what happens with the Olympians,
but I’ve had a taste for a steak at The Shack for the past week or so.”
Duquesne closed her eyes and breathed the phantom aromas deep into her
lungs. “Oh yeah…now that you’ve mentioned it, it’s going to be on my mind until I
have one!” she laughed.
“I do try,” Sedaris told her a moment before Specialist Joseph Elba announced
that Admiral Chase was on the wireless.
Before she picked up the handset, Duquesne gestured for Sedaris to listen in.
“Hecate Actual, this is Indefatigable Actual, go ahead,” she said formally.
Chase’s laugh came through the handset. “Getting formal right before you head
for home, Miri?” Chase asked.
“I figured it might make for good newsreel footage when we’re hailed as
heroes,” Duquesne quipped. “Indefatigable is ready to sail, Admiral; just give us
the word and we’ll head for home. Do you still want us to use the pre-planned
course?”
“Yes…I’ve spoken with Admirals Cassidine and Arcadiaolos and Vice Admiral
Marlowe and we all feel that it would be safer if we all used the same jump
destinations in case something happened along the way,” Chase confirmed and
explained the reasoning. “Your first destination is the Positive Control Point that
Admiral Cassidine established and if all goes well there, a visit to the Communion.
You’ll be making history, Miri…twice!”
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“I can do without the publicity,” Duquesne replied. “I…” she frowned and her
voice suddenly clouded with uneasiness. “I…I’m still getting the dreams and I
don’t think I’ll sleep well until we’re back home.”
“We’ll be two days behind you…and if you need us there sooner, you know
where we’ll be and when; send a Marathon runner and we’ll step up the time
table,” Chase told her and Duquesne felt some of the tension leave her neck.
“Thanks, Sera,” Duquesne said and lapsed into a friendly form of address. “I
think the crew is getting a bit antsy to get going. We’ll be ready to jump in ten
minutes.”
“You have my permission to leave the fleet, Commander; good luck and
godsspeed,” Chase told her. “Hecate Actual, out.”
After she placed the handset back on the cradle, Duquesne looked around the
CIC and saw every pair of eyes was watching her. Conversationally, she asked,
“Who wants to go home?”
The CIC erupted in cheers.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Union gunstar Ariadne
Commander Douglas ‘Digger’ Sharma and Colonel Kimber Bond stood looking
at each other over Ariadne’s plotting table. “The ship is ready, Digger,” Bond said
and glanced at a bank of monitors that showed the ship’s status.
Bond’s comments brought Sharma back to the present. He had been thinking
about the dinner that Meredith had prepared the night before. She had invited him
and Kim to the meal and together the little extended family celebrated Becky’s
thirteenth birthday. Despite all the hardship they had thrived. They had met
adversity, looked it in the eye, and then spit in its face before carrying on with life.
And now, in just a few weeks, everything they had built would be upended as
they reached the end of their journey. “Part of me…the selfish part,” Sharma said
softly so that only Bond could hear him, “doesn’t want this to end. We’ve created
our own little world here that’s become very special to me.”
Bond reached out and gently placed her hand over his. “I know…I feel the
same way,” she confided in him. “We’re always going to be close, me you’re stuck
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with,” she smirked, “but everyone else? We’ve become a giant extended family
and nothing will ever take that away from us.”
Sharma looked up and met her eyes and smiled. “You always had a way of
putting things just the way I needed to hear them.”
“It came with the position as your friend, was refined as your XO, and,” Bond
winked, “I perfected it as your wife.”
“That you did, Kim, that you did,” Sharma said and looked around at the
expectant faces that were looking at him from their workstations around the CIC.
“Is the ship ready?”
“The ship is ready, Commander,” Bond told him formally. “We can jump when
you give the word.”
“Is the first jump plotted and sent to the other ships, Shelby?” Sharma asked.
Captain Shelby Lansing smiled from where she worked at the navigator’s station.
“Aye, the jump is plotted, transmitted, and confirmed to the group. We can jump
when you give the order.”
“Well then, I suggest we put five minutes on the clock and let our counterparts
know it’s about time to jump off,” Sharma told her to cheers from the CIC.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Othrys, Communion battlestar Aether
“Ready to go home, Ash?” Commander Dixon Ives asked his Executive Officer.
“That’s a loaded question, Dix,” Colonel Ashton Carlton replied wryly. “It
depends on who we talk to first. But yes, I’m ready to head home and make some
waves.”
“I think you’ve read my mind,” Ives chuckled. “Though…with Athena coming
along I think we’re safe from the inquisition…”
Both men looked at each other and hesitated. And waited. And Ives smirked
while Carlton shook his head. Then, as if someone had given a command both
men quoted, “Because no one expects the inquisition!”
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“One of these days we’ll quit acting like schoolboys when we hear that damned
word,” Carlton joked.
“It was a tension breaker,” Ives said and surveyed the CIC before turning back to
Carlton. “I was thinking about what Admiral Cassidine said last night…”
“It was on my mind, too…” Carlton said.
“First sign of trouble?” Ives asked and wanted to make sure that his old friend
was on board with him.
“First sign of trouble, just like she told us,” Carlton agreed sadly.
Ives nodded and felt his jaw muscles clench. “We’ll get everyone out...I’m not
going to let them…”
“Exactly.” Carlton said and stopped him before he said something out loud.
“I’ve already worked up a cover for getting everyone’s relations’ address. This time
they’re not going to tell us to stand down.”
“That’s the truth,” Ives growled and remembered the first time they were at
Othrys. Never again would he allow an Equal to override common decency and
duty.
“I see there’s a minute on the clock,” Ives said once he had his emotions back
under control. “Let’s get this show on the road…the sooner we start the sooner we
can see what happens.”
*+*+*+*+*
Within the Communion Sphere, Colonial battlestar Hydra, BS-44
The briefing had lasted all morning and most of the afternoon and other than a
working lunch, this was the first time the battlegroup commanders and the overall
task force commander had to relax together. Commodore Vannevar Bovee waited
until everyone had found a seat in the lounge section of his quarters before he
claimed the last overstuffed high back leather chair. He looked at the other five
people, four men and one woman, who shared the space and noted determination
on his countrymen’s faces and hope on his new found friends’.
“Now that we have the bad news,” Commander Sam Paulson said slowly as if
he was still trying to form his thoughts, “do we have any good news?”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1743

“Admiral?” Bovee said and looked at Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva.
your people been able to put something together?”

“Have

“A dispatch arrived from Admiral Montcalm earlier today and I’ve only had a
chance to briefly study it…but…I think we might see some reinforcements.
Admiral Beauliere should be in position to screen or support us no later than about
12 hours before the attack. And then we have Admiral Thrush…he should join us
about a day before the attack unless he’s delayed at the Admiralty,” Galva
explained. “I don’t know all the details, but that’s what I know we should have…
Benoit is confident that he can crash sail more, but for him it’s a delicate balancing
act until something actually happens.”
“That’s a help,” Commander Martin Esposito remarked. “Ah…I hate to ask
this…but if they’re going to be in close formation with us, can they be trusted?”
“Never be hesitant or fearful to ask an honest, good, and relevant question,
Commander,” Galva told Esposito. “I rather you risk scratching my feelings than
leave something unsaid that we might have missed or counted on. To answer your
question, Admiral Beauliere is one of our inner circle and I trust him implicitly. He
may come across like a pompous ass sometimes, but that’s to lull people into not
taking him seriously. Mort, Admiral Thrush, I’ve known since I taught at the
Academy. He has no reason to piss on an Equal if they were on fire…two of his
cousins died due to one of their plots.”
“Thank you, Admiral,” Esposito said respectfully and frowned slightly. “I’m sorry
to hear that it was so personal for Admiral Thrush.”
“We all were, Martin, we all were,” Commander Bronwyn Elliot said. “Do you
have any good news?” she turned and asked Bovee.
He had been waiting to share his news all day and a wide smile touched
Bovee’s face. “Yes…I do. I received a communique this morning…it actually woke
me up,” he confessed to several chuckles, “from Admiral Deguya. He’s pulling in
some favors and yanking some strings to get Admiral Bannasalle and the
Andromeda battlegroup released to us.”
The last person, a bespectacled man who still looked uncomfortable wearing a
Colonial uniform, let out a long whistle. “Well, they couldn’t send Admiral Chase
and Hecate so they sent the next best thing…the man who was her mentor,”
Commander Prentiss Abbott stated.
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“Andromeda is a Nike, if I remember correctly,” Elliot said and narrowed her
eyes. “That will be nice to have with us. Do you have an ETA?”
Bovee frowned and shook his head twice. “That’s the not so good news, Bron…
based on the commitments that they have to keep, their ETA is within an hour or so
of when the attack is scheduled to start. Rather than be integrated into our
squadron, Admiral Bannasalle is going to operate in conjunction with us, but won’t
be part of us since there isn’t enough time to integrate his battlegroup with ours.”
“Well, with Admiral Beauliere and Admiral Bannasalle screening us, and with
Admiral Thrush’s group, we should have a fairly decent strike force,” Paulson said
confidently. “I just wish the number of Cylons that we’re likely to face was a wee
bit smaller.”
“Sam,” Bovee heard himself saying with more confidence than he felt, “we’ve
had forty years to prepare for their return. Our systems are better, our armor is
stronger, our ships are safer, we’ve been training for this, and…we have two things
they don’t…”
“Ok…I’ll bite,” Abbott said. “I think I know them, but refresh my woefully out
of date military education.”
Bovee laughed. “Prentiss, you know more about strategy and tactics, and
probably have more experience putting them into use than any of us here. You’ve
been in business for a lot of years and your success is a testament to how well you
do. But,” he held up a hand, “to answer your question we will have surprise on our
side and we know when they’re going to be here.”
The conversation lasted through dinner and a drink afterward. Bovee felt a
kinship with the other commanders and admiral that he hadn’t felt for a long time.
They were all part of something much greater than they were and while none of
them had the delusion that they could completely prevent the attack, they knew
that everyone else had their back and that they were going to do everything they
could to blunt it, save lives, and hopefully buy time for the rest of the Communion
and Colonial forces to mobilize.
And then there was Bronwyn…Celeste was curled up on her lap purring
contentedly as the Communion officer slowly stroked her fur. She was the first
person that Celeste had unconditionally accepted and that made him hopeful that
when all this was over…maybe?
“Before we adjourn for the evening,” Galva said and turned serious and
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banished the humor that a moment before permeated the room, “I’d like to ask a
favor from Commander Abbott and Commodore Bovee…”
Bovee nodded, “What can we do for you?” He noticed that Abbott was
watching him to see what he’d do and he hoped the recently promoted executive
would be ok.
“Please hear me out before you ask any questions or give an answer,” Galva
asked and smiled disarmingly. “I’ve given this a lot of thought and I would like
your permission Commodore, and yours too, Commander, to move my Flag, such
as it is, to Kali for the duration.” Bovee watched as Abbott’s eyes widened slightly
as the man tensed, then a moment later the tension left and a trace of smile
touched his lips.
“All of you are going to be in the thick of things, but Kali and Raijin will be in a
more supporting role,” Galva explained. “I had planned on remaining on Stheno,
but I think that it would show solidarity, trust, and faith if I operated off Kali. I’ll be
close enough to coordinate things and be able to focus on the larger picture, but I
won’t be underfoot on ships that are still squaring up or have already established
routines.”
Bovee sat back and said a prayer of thanks to whichever god or goddess was
listening for Galva’s request. The old admiral had identified the weakest link and
purposely asked to be there so as to lend his experience and knowledge to the
person who would need it the most. “Prentiss?” he asked.
Abbott almost looked relieved when he answered, “I accept, and if I may say so
Admiral, that was the nicest way I’ve ever heard someone say ‘I want to look after
the new guy’. I’d be honored if you flew your flag from Kali.”
Twenty minutes later everyone had left except Elliot. Every time she moved to
stand up, Celeste burrowed down deeper into her lap and purred a little louder and
a little more contentedly. “I think you’ve made a friend,” Bovee said when he
returned after seeing Esposito and Paulson to the hatch.
Bovee sat next to her on the couch and scooped up Celeste who quickly
protested. “Actually, I think I’ve passed her test,” Elliot said before she leaned
forward and quickly kissed him. “And I think that’s a good thing, Commodore
Bovee,” she added before she stood. “Now…how about you escort a lady to the
door so she can go home before things get unprofessional.”
“They would?” Bovee asked and smiled as he stood up and Celeste settled into
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his arms.
“They could…” Elliot teased as he followed her to the hatch.
over…we should find out…”

“When this is

“I like the sound of that,” Bovee said before he leaned close and kissed her.
“Yes, I do like the sound of that,” he repeated as Elliot winked and opened the
hatch.
A moment later he was alone with Celeste. Bovee held the cat up so he could
look at her in the face, “So…she gets your approval?”
Celeste meowed and licked his nose.
*+*+*+*+*
Othrys’ L2 Point, Aegea Estate, Olympus
All the myths that he refused to believe in were real. Othrys was real, the
Titanomachy was real, the gods and their stories were all real, Richard Szabo
thought as he waited in the well-appointed library. This was the first time that he
would be meeting Zeus alone; usually Uranus was present and often Sasha was by
his side, but this time the Lord of Olympus wanted a one-on-one with him and
given the protection that Zeus extended there was no way he could refuse.
The door opened and Zeus strode into the room, no larger and no smaller than a
normal physically fit man, yet commanding his attention and dominating the room
as if he was twice as tall and living marble. “Thank you for coming, Richard,” Zeus
said and gestured for Szabo to sit down. It was the first that he realized that he’d
reflexively stood when the Lord of Olympus entered the room.
“Despite being estranged from the people I considered my parents, they always
taught me to honor a host’s wishes…lest I’d be spanked and sent to bed without
dinner,” Szabo replied in an effort to seem more human and less a monster than
Zeus surely thought of him.
“I well remember when I was young…spanking, being grounded, no video
games or vid…my parents knew how to make it hellish for boy who misbehaved,”
Zeus admitted and surprised Szabo with his down to earth…almost human…
attitude. “I’m sure you’re wondering why I asked you here today…” he said and
made the statement sound like a question, or was it a question that sounded like a
statement?
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Szabo nodded. “I was curious…though I did come up with quite a few
possibilities,” he offered and smiled as he arched his eyebrows.
Zeus sat back and crossed one leg over the other, “I wanted to talk about your
life, Richard. Not what will happen to it; that’s up to you to decide, but rather I
want to know about who you are, how you grew up, who influenced you, what you
were taught to think, what you…yes?”
“I’m sorry,” Szabo said and lowered the hand he’d raised to stop Zeus. “What I
was taught to think?”
“Of course,” Zeus replied. “My grandfather told me a little bit about your
background and how you were raised by…Monads…who had Cylon keepers. It’s
been a long understood fact that the way you control…manipulate if you will…
adults is by teaching them what and how to think as children. Ask yourself this; a
father has two sons and each of those sons has a son. The Grandfather taught his
sons to be good, courteous, and respectful, mindful of others, and to learn before
resorting to ridicule. After not seeing his sons or grandsons for twenty years they all
visit over a holiday.
“One grandson is kind, courteous, respectful, understanding, and
compassionate while not being a pushover. The other grandson is mean, spiteful,
disrespectful, willing to ridicule and berate at the drop of a hat, and generally
despises anything he doesn’t agree with or that disagrees with his own little world
view,” Zeus explained as if he were a teacher explaining a lesson. “So from the
source material, the grandfather, he raised two sons identically and each of those
sons raised a son independently. Both sons had the same foundation yet one
passed that on to his son and the other repudiated it in total.
“So…what I’d like to know is why you are who you are; why are you filled with
hate, Richard?” Zeus asked bluntly.
The question rocked Szabo back into the chair and hearing it put so bluntly
opened his eyes to something that had been gnawing at him for some time…ever
since Pallas had hijacked his ship on Othrys and taken the one thing he thought he
loved. “You might want to order dinner, My Lord…” he slowly said and sighed…a
deep sigh that seemed to deflate him at the same time purge some of the pain that
had been coursing through his veins. “This might take some time…”
Two hours later, and after several gentle and prodding questions from Zeus,
Szabo finished an abridged version of ‘Who Was Richard Szabo’. “So tell me,
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Richard, how do you feel now?” Zeus asked.
Szabo replied without really thinking about it, “Drained. I feel like I’ve lived
someone else’s life and in the end, never really did anything I wanted to do; it was
always something someone else directed, suggested, or ordered…and the orders
were different from military orders. Military orders tell you what you need to do…
to accomplish. The orders I’m talking about were behavioral…and…” He put his
right hand to his head and massaged his temple. The pain that had been nagging
him for the past half hour or so suddenly turned into a spike and he closed his eyes
and winced.
“The pain…” Szabo heard himself moan as if a flaming brand was being driven
into his head. “I…” Dimly he heard himself screaming before darkness descended
and ended all sensation.
*+*+*+*+*
Szabo’s sudden reaction surprised and worried Zeus. He rushed over to where
the man lay curled in a fetal position on the floor and quickly took his pulse and
finding it strong, but racing, he checked his eyes and then made sure that he was
breathing properly. “What the hell just happened?” he asked out loud and pulled
his communicator from his pocket and punched in a code. “I need an emergency
medical team to the main hall library ASAP! One male, middle aged and in
apparent good health, appears to have suffered a stroke or some other seizure.
Please alert Apollo, Asclepius, Aceso, and Iaso and tell them meet me at Aegea’s
medical center immediately; I’ll be coming in with the patient.” He hesitated a
moment, then added, “And please ask Hecate to meet us there, too.”
Twenty minutes later Zeus watched as Szabo was wheeled into the medical
center’s emergency room. The five people he requested were waiting and all bore
mixed looks of concern and curiosity. “What happened, Father?” Apollo asked and
immediately started removing Szabo’s shirt while Asclepius worked on removing
his shoes, socks, and pants.
Zeus scratched his head and quickly replayed the scene in his mind. “He just
finished giving me his life story and I asked him how he felt. He started to tell me
and then he held his head and screamed as if he were experiencing the worst pain
imaginable…then he collapsed.”
“Aceso, can you get him hooked up to a monitor, Iaso, can you bring the
portable imager over so we can get a look inside?” Apollo asked and Zeus watched
as his son became the lord of this small, but extremely vital, domain.
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Apollo quickly listened to Szabo’s breathing, checked his eyes, and then used a
pin to measure involuntary pain reflex. A frown touched his face and he shook his
head. “It could be nothing more than a stroke…” he offered, though to Zeus’
trained ear he didn’t sound convinced.
“His vitals are stable,” Aceso announced a moment later as a series of beeps
broke the silence. “But…the EEG…” she pointed to a display where the lines
seemed to be jumping up and down at random, “it isn’t a stroke,” she said
conclusively. “It’s…”
“It’s something that was outlawed before we left Othrys,” Hecate said from the
doorway.
“That’s impossible,” Apollo protested.
“How would someone from the
Colonies…they just don’t have the technology.”
“Be that as it may,” Zeus said and suppressed a shiver, “I think Hecate’s correct
in her diagnosis.
Iaso wheeled a circular device on a small table into the room and stopped by
Szabo’s head. “Aceso…can you give me a hand?” she asked. “If you can hold his
head I’ll slip this over it and we should have our answers in a moment…”
Aceso removed the EEG net from Szabo’s head and then gently lifted it so that
Iaso could slide the circular scanner around it. “Ok…let’s see what we can see…”
she said as her fingers danced over the scanner’s controls. A moment later a
hologram appeared above Szabo’s body that showed his brain in intricate detail.
The scanner slowly scanned from the top of his head to his spine and then from
side to side. “It’s ready…where do you want to start?” she asked and handed Zeus
a pair of gloves.
Zeus put on the gloves and reached out and pulled each side of the hologram
and enlarged it so that it was more than a meter and a half across. Then he slowly
rotated it and examined the surface and even after all the years marveled at the
detail generated by the scanner. “Hecate?” he said several minutes later and once
again zoomed in on an area.
He felt Hecate’s presence next to him and saw her reach out and point at what
had caught his eye. “There…zoom in on that and let’s go a little deeper,” she said.
Zeus reached forward and spread the image apart and zoomed in on the surface
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before he jabbed his index and middle fingers of each hand into the image and
pried it apart. Hecate swore next to him. “How the frak did someone find this
technology? I thought we had sealed the records?”
“They were sealed,” Zeus said and looked at Hecate. “I did it myself. But
maybe they weren’t quite as secure as we thought they were. Once we get this
taken care of, that’s the next mystery to look into.”
“Still,” Hecate said and leaned closer to the image, “whoever did this knew
what he was doing but his technique was sloppy and I don’t think really knew how
to do the procedure properly. Do you want to prep him…or…”
Hecate was offering two options and Zeus looked at the man lying on the table.
If he did something, it would change Szabo’s life forever. If he didn’t do anything,
he’d surely be dead within twenty-four hours. “I…” he paused and looked at the
woman standing next to him and didn’t see Hecate the goddess, but Elizabeth his
one-time partner, and the look on her face told him that while it was up to him, she
expected him to do the right thing. His eyes looked around at the other four people
in the room and suddenly it wasn’t the present day but a day more than two dozen
thousand years earlier. “Prep him for surgery. Will you assist?” he asked Hecate.
“It would be my pleasure,” Hecate said and turned to leave the room. “And
then, I will take enormous pleasure destroying whoever is playing with this…
abomination that we created.”
“We all will,” Apollo said and Aceso, Iaso, and Asclepius all nodded.
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase looked down into the operating theater
through the angled floor to ceiling window that was one level above the floor
below. She recognized her mother and Zeus wearing surgeon’s garb, but the
identity of the other four people assisting she was less sure of. The man on the
operating table with a myriad of IV’s, a breathing tube, and a completely shaved
head that had been cut open to reveal a section of his brain was also familiar to
her. Despite his condition, she found it hard to have much sympathy for Richard
Szabo.
Her mother’s message had been short and cryptic; ‘Szabo having emergency
surgery, suggest you attend’. Chase sat back in one of the comfortable chairs
arranged like stadium seats and pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “Andrea,
how close are we to being ready to leave on schedule?”
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Lieutenant Andrea Esposito consulted the laptop that rested on her chair’s flip
out table. “Provided that the Marines don’t run into a problem when they wrap up
their training evolutions, there’s nothing in the works that would delay our
departure.”
“Good…I want to get home…and it isn’t homesickness,” Chase said and
allowed her voice to trail off. She turned to her aide and potential protégé, “What
are your thoughts?”
“On what, Admiral?” Esposito asked and looked up from her laptop.
“Anything…everything…” Chase smirked.
“What do you think of what’s
happened since we left, who we’ve met, what we’ve found, what we’ve learned…
the whole kit and caboodle.”
Esposito’s lips tightened and just the tip of her tongue peeked through between
them, a sure sign that her aide was deep in thought. “Well, I think we’re going to
either be hailed as heroes or vilified as harbingers of slaughtered sacred cows. If
nothing else, it’s going to force the Colonies to start looking outward again rather
than striving to maintain the status quo. On a deeper level, it’s going to hit us in
the face that we are not alone and that despite them being absent for two thousand
years the gods really do exist and that itself will make a lot of people
uncomfortable.”
“Why do you say that, Andrea?” Chase asked and thought about the comment.
“Well, it’s like when you were a child and were told to do something and you
didn’t, or told not to do something and you did, and you did it because you knew
your parents would never find out. One extra cookie, staying up late to read one
more chapter, maybe stealing a glass of wine, whatever…you knew that you
weren’t going to get caught, especially if you waited until you knew your parents
weren’t home,” Esposito started philosophically.
“Here you have the Colonies and there are basically four types of people; the
believers, the unbelievers, the ones who aren’t sure but tell themselves that they
believe, and then you have the people who don’t care,” Esposito explained. “Up
until now, all that we had to go on were the Sacred Scrolls, some old books, and
faith. So if people didn’t live according to the morals and values set down in the
Scrolls there wasn’t anyone around to correct them…Or,” she held up her right
index finger, “there was no one around who had absolute proof that they were
displeasing the gods.
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“And now we return with proof that the gods are real and that they are
returning…the true believers and the ones who want to believe will be vindicated
while they can point at the others and they can say truthfully, ‘you were wrong’.
That’s going to ruffle a lot of feathers.”
“There’s more?” Chase asked and arched her eyebrow as a half-smile touched
her face.
“Of course,” Esposito laughed and closed her laptop before she turned to fully
face Chase. “The Union refugees will be welcomed with open arms; we’ve had
stories about the legendary Thirteenth Tribe and Earth that most people have at least
heard. They’ll be a surprise, but with the gods returning the shock will be
overshadowed. But then…you have the Communion. No one knew they existed
and when their history is discussed and it’s revealed that the gods once dwelled
with them before they left to colonize Kobol…I think there might be a lot of fear…
fear of the unknown.” She stopped and tapped her index finger against her chin
and sighed.
“There’s one more thing, isn’t there?” Chase gently asked and was sure she knew
what Esposito was thinking about.
“Unfortunately,” Esposito told her and her choice of words convinced Chase of
what it was. “Your mother was very well known before she…um…died. She and
your father were one of the power couples of the Colonies and when Hecate
reveals her presence there will be a lot of questions and suspicion directed your
family’s way.”
Chase nodded slowly. “How did you find out?”
“I’m your aide, Admiral,” Esposito explained and shrugged. “I researched you
and your family while I helped my father recover. When I saw the two of you
together there was no doubt in my mind. I…” she paused and sighed. “I also think
that there’s more to Hecate, your mother, than that.”
“There is, Andrea,” Chase said slowly and reached out and took Esposito’s hands
in her own before looking her aide in the eye. “All of this will come out soon
enough and I don’t want you to get caught flat footed…” she began and explained
her mother’s history and how she was connected to the Marlowes and Admiral
Cassidine.
Esposito sat enraptured as Chase explained everything in detail and didn’t speak
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until the explanation was finished.
coincidence but…”

“Wow…that’s…I want to say that it’s a

“But this is more than coincidence,” Hecate said from behind Esposito and
caused the young woman to jump with surprise. “It was a calculated hope,” she
said before she sat next to Esposito. “It’s a lot to process and I’m so happy that
everything worked out.”
“Hello Mom,” Chase said and watched Esposito’s eyes go wide.
“That,” Esposito laughed, “is going to take some getting used to.”
“We’ll spend some time together on the way back to the Colonies, Andrea,”
Hecate told Esposito. “You’re going to be the primary gatekeeper and go-to girl
when we get back and the news breaks, so I want to make sure that you have as
much information as possible. In the meantime…” her voice suddenly had a
harder edge, “Szabo is out of surgery.”
Chase noticed the change in her mother’s voice. “What’s wrong?”
“We managed to save him,” Hecate said bluntly. “We found something that we
haven’t seen since shortly after we left Othrys and settled the Meropis Cluster and it
has all of us very, very worried. Come with me and we’ll explain it to you.”
Five minutes later Chase sat in a conference room along with Esposito, Hecate,
and Zeus. “Apollo and the others are tending to Richard,” Zeus began and stared at
a blue cloth covered object on the table. The Lord of Olympus’ face was tight and
she thought she saw worry in the lines around his eyes and the set of his jaw.
“Tell them about it, Zeus,” Hecate prodded and seemed to look just as
concerned as Zeus. It was something that sent a chill down Chase’s spine because
if it was enough to concern Zeus and Hecate, who also happened to be her mother,
then it was pretty much guaranteed that whatever she learned over the next few
minutes wouldn’t be something she liked.
Zeus took a deep breath and nodded. “What I’m going to tell you about has
been prohibited technology since shortly after we founded the Communion. Before
we relocated to Othrys we developed some technology that I guess you could call
a living biological computer chip. It was one of the first things our team developed
and at first, before we came up with better techniques, was used to treat certain
neurological disorders; epilepsy, cerebral palsy, Alzheimer’s, and many others. But
the technology also had a darker side…it could be used to…program, control…
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maybe influence is a better description, the host.” He drew the blue cloth away
and revealed a clear glass box with what looked like brain matter resting on a bed
of ice.
“This is the wetware chip,” Zeus explained and pointed at the brain matter. “We
discovered that it could be programmed to influence its host towards certain
behavior. So if you wanted to guarantee that someone acted a certain way, believe
certain things, support something, or even make sure that if certain things were said
that it would kill them, this would do the trick.”
Chase swallowed down the bile as she considered Zeus’s words. It sounded
worse than the Equals using a rider because it was completely natural and probably
virtually undetectable. There were many questions that she wanted to ask but the
one she needed to know wasn’t technical, it was practical. “How did it get into
Szabo’s head?”
Zeus looked at Hecate and both shook their heads. “We don’t know, Sera,”
Hecate said evenly. I examined his skull and noticed that it was done when he was
young, certainly by the time he entered puberty. There was also evidence that his
skull was opened up again later, probably in his 20s. Until he wakes up…”
“If he wakes up,” Zeus interjected and Hecate nodded sadly.
“If he wakes up…we won’t know what influence it had over him,” Hecate
confirmed. “We can subject the chip to a forensic analysis, but decompiling it has
always had questionable success.”
“We need to bring the rest of the flag officers and civilian leaders into the loop
on this,” Chase told the others. “And…” she looked at her mother, “we need to
know how to determine if anyone else has been compromised.”
“That will be the easy part,” Hecate told her. “I’ll put together medical teams
and we’ll start with the command level personnel and then randomly select people
until everyone has been scanned.”
*+*+*+*+*
Gnosis Anchorage, Ouranos Asteroid Belt, Helios Beta, battlestar Atropos, BS-35
Ensign Penn Chambers collapsed into the chair across from Ensign Anat Giliad
in the squadron’s mess. “Honey, I’m home!” he quipped tiredly.
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The pretty dark haired young woman smiled and Penn felt his fatigue disappear
as it always did when they reunited after a long day. “Rough day at the office,
dear?” she asked a moment before they both laughed at their traditional greeting
and response.
“Captain Staley had me reviewing the graduation preparations,” Penn said and
stretched. “I think his comment was, ‘I’ve never had a lackey before that I can send
on errands and actually has rank!’ I’ve been all over the Anchorage today, as well
as hopping over to the Admiralty on Picon, then I had to go to Tauron to get
something signed, then back to the Admiralty, off to Canceron, then to Libran to
resolve a legal issue that involved Cadet Ensign Majors, and then I was back here to
inspect the lower class at formation. I’m ready for dinner,” he chuckled.
Anat shook her head and her long dark hair danced across her shoulders. “That
makes my day sound positively pedestrian. Major Collins farmed me out to help
his wife review the lower class’ academics and make sure that they all completed
the necessary course work, tests, and projects. I don’t think I want to be a teacher
after that, I think my eyes were threatening to go permanently cross-eyed! Still, it
was a nice change of pace.”
“Yes…I figure that this is a taste of what life will be like in four years…” Penn
remarked and grew quiet.
“No…” Anat smiled devilishly, “In four years we’ll both have graduated and by
my calculations based on what we’ve been discussing, we’ll be getting ready for a
very important day in the Academy chapel.”
Hearing the words once again filled Penn with a sense emotion that he couldn’t
remember feeling before he met Anat, and specifically before they’d saved the
Empress. It was one thing to know what they had planned, but to hear her talk
about it so confidently somehow made it all the more real to him. “It’ll be a long
four years…”
“It’ll pass before you know it,” Anat told him and scooted her chair over so she
could sit next to him at the round table. “So…how about I handle dinner tonight?”
“Ok…sounds like a plan,” Penn replied a moment before Anat leaned forward
and gave him a quick peck on the cheek.
“Consider it done! I understand it’s my specialty tonight,” Anat smirked before
she stood and walked over to the counter.
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Penn watched her walk away and once again thought how lucky he was. He
hadn’t even formally graduated high school and he’d…no, he thought, we’ve
already planned out our lives. It was as terrifying as it was comforting and exciting.
Anat waited at the counter for a moment and then returned to the table carrying
two plates piled high with food. “Lasagna with extra cheese and meat sauce,
grated cheese, fresh bread, and side salads,” she said as she put the plates on the
table and took her seat. “Almost as good as what I make, if I do say so myself.”
Dinner was a quiet affair as they both talked about the upcoming Armistice Day
open house. Commander Lubeck wanted to make sure the ship was in perfect
shape for the influx of friends, families, and VIPs that were scheduled to attend,
while at the same time Major Collins and Captain Staley had been drilling them on
formation flying and the basic maneuvers they were going to perform during the
fly-by presentation.
“Excuse me, Ensign Chambers?” a voice hesitantly asked from behind Penn
when they had a lull in their conversation.
Penn turned around and saw Cadet Ensigns McBride, Saito, and Kaplan. “Yes?”
he asked and saw all three cadets stiffen at attention. “At ease…we’re in the
mess…you’re too close to graduation to make that first year cadet mistake,” he
smirked.
This seemed to put them at ease. Penn had noticed that the other cadets treated
him and Anat differently since they had been commissioned; they were now ‘real
officers’ and not just high school students attending a very special school. “Ah…
Ensign…we were wondering if your offer to help us with our navigation exercises
still stood?”
“Absolutely!” Penn smiled. “Do you want to do it here or head to the library?”
“Ah…we can stay here?” Saito asked.
Penn looked at Anat who nodded. “Absolutely; do you have your laptops with
you?”
And just like that they were a table of high school students again…high school
students who happened to be training to be the next generation of Colonial Fleet
officers and pilots.
*+*+*+*+*
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Beyond the Armistice Line, Cylon Space
“It’s good to see you…well…Ismail,” Albany said to the man who looked like a
younger version of himself as he strode into the meeting room.
Ismail nodded and acknowledged the greeting. “I’ve been better…I would have
preferred to return from Joyeuse with a fresh kill in the freezer, so to speak, but
what is one kill compared to the billions that will be slaughtered in the coming
weeks?”
“It’s…odd…coming from you, brother,” Lucien remarked and narrowed his eyes.
“You’ve always preferred the personal to the impersonal.”
“Maybe I’m maturing like Tolliver says I should,” Ismail shrugged and frowned
as he thought a moment. “The vote was made and you forced consensus to return
to the Colonies and exterminate all human life. I wasn’t for it and voted against it,
but once the vote was taken and the plan formed, I followed it…” He almost
added, ‘like a good little toaster’, but thought that might be pushing the envelope
even for him, despite the feeling that Albany would likely agree. All were One and
One was all, but there were some thoughts and ideas that he kept to himself.
“Well, we’ll soon be rid of them once and for all,” Jonathan sneered and Ismail
stiffened. He tolerated his brethren and knew that in their own ways each was
somehow fundamentally broken. Jonathan was a pervert and deviant who was one
of the worst and Ismail decided to see just how far the Plan was going to go.
“All of them?” Ismail asked. “Or are we going to keep some on a reservation…”
Ismail’s comments caused an evil, thin lipped smile to caress Jonathan’s face. “I
think that a breeding population will be retained…” he said before quickly adding,
“If only to ensure that the Farms have adequate stock to keep the others pacified.”
Sure...Ismail thought. This was developing exactly how he thought it would.
This wasn’t a war of retribution or revenge, it was a war of conquest and
subjugation just as he knew would. “And the Communion? Where do they fit into
all this?”
“The Communion…” Lucien said sagely and frowned slightly. “When the
Equals came to us with their…problem…and asked for our assistance, we felt it was
only proper to aid those who aided us when we rose up against the humans the first
time.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1758

Albany caught Ismail’s attention and slowly, almost imperceptibly, shook his
head as if to say, ‘no’. “What if someone flees to Colonial space?” Ismail asked and
tried to put aside the doubt he had on how the Plan had been modified.
Once again Jonathan intruded into the conversation and waved his hand
dismissively. “It won’t matter. The Colonials will be trying to figure out who they
are…assuming they don’t blow them out of the sky, first.”
That one comment and Lucien’s nod agreeing with it told Ismail all he needed to
know; they had no alternate plan, no backup plan, and their own arrogance
blinded them to the possibility that somehow the Colonials might be warned,
aware, and ready for their attack. “OK…but just suppose they react faster than you
expect, then what?”
Lucien looked like he wanted to roll his eyes and Ismail bristled at the
patronizing gesture. “It won’t matter whether they know we’re coming because
they are completely unaware of how we’ve compromised their systems.”
“Ah…” Ismail said and ignored Albany’s wide eyed head shake. “So everything
is predicated on this back door working…everything hinges on technology…”
“We…are…technology!” Jonathan hissed. “The Colonials are mere children
compared to us and they wouldn’t even have a CNP if it wasn’t for us.”
“Hmm…yes,” Ismail smirked. “They might actually have one that worked.”
*+*+*+*+*
Communion Positive Control Point, edge of the Communion Sphere, Colonial
battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89
“Jump completed!” Lieutenant Paul Bolton announced a moment after the ship
transited and appeared in normal space ten lightyears away from where it had been
an infinite instant ago. Overhead, the dradis swept and suddenly pinged off two
contacts and then a third a fraction of a heartbeat later. “Dradis contact!” he
announced and turned to study the telemetry provided by the dradis.
“What do we have, Paul?” Commander Miriam Duquesne asked before shooting
a quick glance at Colonel Tyler Sedaris to gauge his reaction.
“Working on it, Commander…” Bolton started to reply but was interrupted by
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Specialist Joseph Elba’s deep voice.
“We’re being hailed, Commander!” Elba announced.
“Put it on speaker, please,” Duquesne replied quickly and nodded to Sedaris
who picked up the 1MC and announced for the ship to assume a ‘weapons hold’
posture.
“…union battlestar Hemera, please identify yourselves,” the voice that crackled
through the speakers demanded.
A moment later Duquesne heard another voice, a familiar one this time, issue
from the speakers, “This is Commander Dixon Ives of Aether…is Commander
Sandhurst present?”
“Welcome back, Dix!” a friendly female voice replied. There was something
about the voice that seemed familiar to Duquesne’s ear, but she couldn’t put her
finger on it. “I see you brought some friends…”
Ives chuckled. “Yes…a lot has happened since we left, Alexis,” he told his
counterpart. “Ah…I have to ask…are you proper?”
There was a short period of silence and Duquesne felt the hairs on the back of
her neck threaten to come to attention when Sandhurst replied, “We’re proper,
Dix.” One of Admiral Giovanna Cassidine’s fears when they returned was that
Hemera, if she was on station, might have been compromised by the Equals. Until
they had a face to face that would still be in doubt, but Sandhurst’s reply and the
slight pause that had been agreed on before the Communion expedition left was
enough to keep everyone from going weapons free and guns hot.
“I’m glad to hear that, Alexis,” Ives quickly stated. “Rather than do this
impersonally via wireless, I’d like to extend an invitation from one of our new
friends for a face-to-face aboard the Colonial battlestar Indefatigable in fifteen
minutes.”
“You don’t give a girl much time to powder her nose and get ready, do you?”
Sandhurst said and Duquesne could almost hear the smirk she must have had on
her face.
“Call it an overactive desire to get home,” Ives laughed. “There are some people
that you’re going to want to meet…”
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“I’ll be there,” Sandhurst confirmed after a moment. “I’m going to send over the
message traffic for your crew as well as the promotion list. I’ll bring the hardcopy
of the list as well as some direct communiques from Admiral Montcalm with me.”
*+*+*+*+*
The initial introductions went well and Duquesne was impressed with Sandhurst
from the first handshake. They retired to her quarters for something to drink and get
caught up, and that was when she was able to categorically determine beyond a
doubt who it was that Sandhurst reminded her of. “Now that we’ve gotten to know
each other somewhat,” she said and hoped that she wasn’t going to make a colossal
mistake, “there’s someone else that we’d like you to meet, Commander.”
“We’re all equals here, of the rank and not the breed variety,” Sandhurst replied
in a friendly tone, “perhaps we can keep this on a first name basis?”
Yes, so like her, Duquesne thought. “I’d like that. Before we get into a lot of
detail about what’s happened over the past months, you need to meet my guest
who is traveling back to the Colonies with us.”
“Sounds mysterious,” Sandhurst replied and kept her voice light.
“It was a lot to…comprehend…at first,” Commander Douglas ‘Digger’ Sharma
interjected while Duquesne called the Marines and asked them to tell their guest
that everything was ready. “In the past couple months I’ve witnessed things that I’d
have laughed at if I saw them at the theater. But it’s real and I ask that you keep an
open mind.”
Duquesne watched as Sandhurst looked to Ives for confirmation and Aether’s
commander simply nodded. There was a knock at the hatch a moment before it
opened and Sergeant Farris stepped through. “Commander?” he asked. “Our guest
is here.”
“Please escort her in, Sergeant,” Duquesne said and stood, followed a moment
later by Ives and Sharma. Sandhurst narrowed her eyes and stood, joining them a
moment later.
Farris stepped forward and held the hatch as a woman of average height entered
Duquesne’s quarters. Her hair was naturally curly and despite being worn up, still
hung down to her shoulders where it danced over golden chased epaulets that
topped a dark grey uniform with an open collar. Tailored slacks with a single finger
width purple stripe were tucked into high polished boots and gave her the
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appearance of a recruiting poster come to life.
“Commander Sandhurst,” Duquesne began formally, “I’d like to introduce you to
Athena.”
Sandhurst stepped forward and narrowed her eyes as she extended her hand,
“Commander Alexis Sandhurst,” she said and as Athena took her hand, added,
“*THE* Athena?”
Athena nodded. “In mind, body, and presence,” she said and shook Sandhurst’s
hand. “You don’t seem overly surprised…”
“No,” Sandhurst said a moment before the handshake ended. “Well…yes…I am
surprised and I’m trying to stay composed,” she admitted, “but after what we found
at Nornhold, and then the hints that I’ve been able to piece together since Dix and
the others arrived…I figured that something momentous was happening.”
Over the next few hours Duquesne, Ives, Sharma, and Athena did their best to
prove Sandhurst right. Each officer told their story from beginning to end and then
Athena filled in a lot of the blanks from when the gods left the Communion and
migrated to Kobol.
“I think my head’s going to explode,” Sandhurst chuckled lightly and sipped her
wine. “I thought I would have explosive information about Nornhold and what it
looks like the Equals are up to. Things are tense back home and I hope this doesn’t
light the fuse.”
“The Equals’ reign of terror will end,” Athena said and left no doubt in
Duquesne’s mind that the statement would soon be fact. “We need to set right a
great injustice that we allowed to fester for far too long.”
*+*+*+*+*
“How many more jumps?” Sedaris asked Bolton as Duquesne and Athena
returned to the CIC two hours later.
“Four,” Bolton replied. “We’re about forty lightyears out and if we keep at our
previous pace, we’ll be there in twelve hours.”
“So close,” Duquesne said as she put her hands on the plotting table and leaned
forward. “We’re going to let Aether handle plotting the jumps going in so that we
don’t wind up someplace we shouldn’t. Hemera is going to wait here for the fleet
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and then they’ll return with them.”
“Based on my calculations,” Bolton offered, “They’re about two days behind us.”
*+*+*+*+*
Boskirk Down Spaceport, Boskirk, Virgon
Abby Carmichael smiled and felt the infectious energy from the six teens that
were clustered around a table in Dog Star Lines’ small expedition lounge. Thomas
was meeting their special chaperones elsewhere in the massive port and should be
arriving in the next few minutes. She sat back and watched how the six teens - her
own Melanie and Thomas’ Ian, along with four others - were getting along. She
and Thomas, and the two new chaperones, would have their hands full for the next
two weeks since Laurie Essex’s father had fallen off the roof while replacing some
shingles and wound up with a pair of broken legs which effectively removed him
and his wife from the expedition.
Elements Café was in good hands, her assistant manager was ready to handle
the store for the two weeks that Abby would be away, and they had extra staff, just
in case. Despite the chaperone duty, this would be two weeks away from modern
society where she could recharge her batteries in the clean air of an almost virgin
world.
The door to the flight line opened and Captain Louis Brewster entered the
terminal and made his way to where Abby sat. Brewster was one of Thomas’ old
friends and had flown transports in the Corps until he decided that if someone was
going to shoot at him that he wanted to shoot back, and had transferred to
gunships. “What’s up, Lou?”
“Ship’s ready when you are, Abby,” Brewster replied and sat on a chair that was
part of the L shaped sectional that she sat on. “How soon is Thomas going to be
here?”
Abby looked at her watch. “He should have picked them up about ten minutes
ago, and assuming they were on time, then it’s a matter of getting from there to
here.”
“Cool. I was surprised when he told me who he had invited along,” Brewster
said and shook his head. “If anyone could have pulled it off, it was him.”
“Dad!” Ian shouted and drew Abby’s attention to the door where Thomas stood.
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“Hi, Ian!” Thomas replied and allowed the door to swoosh closed behind him.
“Ok, kids…we have a little surprise. I’m sure Ian and Mel have told you all about
the wrecked Cylon ship that we found a few weeks ago…” he made the statement
sound like a question and several heads nodded.
“Good…because we have a little surprise,” Thomas explained and winked
conspiratorially as if he were including them in on something secret. “I wanted to
find out more about what happened when the Cylon was brought down and did
some research which led me to the two experts on the event that have asked to be
your chaperones for the next two weeks.”
Abby stood and watched Thomas draw the kids into his story and wondered
how she could be so lucky to have a second chance at life with such a wonderful
man. When she’d married Greg, she thought she had been in love, but even when
they said their vows she never looked at him or felt the way she did when she
looked at, or even thought about, Thomas. After all the pain and fear, the gods had
given her a second chance.
“So…I’d like to introduce you to Nails and Maiden,” Thomas said and held the
door open for a couple in their late 50s or early 60s to walk through. Both were
still in good shape and moved with the confidence that she’d seen Thomas and
Louis move with; the confidence that knowing you made the grade gave you.
The two newcomers were instant celebrities and surrounded by six excited
teens. “Now…Nails shot down the Cylon Buzzard that we found and Maiden…
well…she got him out of a bad situation after he was shot down.”
“And it was the best thing to happen to me,” Nails said and put his arm around
Maiden. “Because then I had to talk to the prettiest girl on Nausicaa!”
“Mr. Tough As Nails used to melt in front of a pretty woman!” Maiden laughed
and hugged Nails back. “That was a long time ago and when Thomas called us and
told Nails they found the Buzzard on Thrush…well…we just had to go back.”
Nails and Maiden started answering all sorts of questions and Thomas slipped
away to join Abby and Brewster. “I’m glad they could come,” he said.
“You never cease to amaze me, Thomas Stewart,” Abby said and gave him a
quick peck on the cheek. “This is something those kids are going to remember for
a long time.”
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Even as they walked out to where Airedale waited for them, Nails and Maiden
were answering questions and pantomiming dogfights with their hands.
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the Communion Sphere, Cylon baseship Megiddo
Ismail paced the baseship’s CIC like he was a caged animal. He was a hunter
and fancied himself a noble warrior, not a butcher and mass murderer. Something
about this whole operation felt off to him even though he couldn’t figure out just
what was causing the feeling. Perhaps it was because Lucien and John had
arranged to have arguably their most able and skilled commander sidelined
because they questioned her ‘reliability and objectivity’.
That was the problem with the Cylons, the human-form ones at least, he thought
as he dipped his hand into the conductive liquid and listened to the datastream.
Becoming human, what the original Cylons most wanted, had brought with it
everything that humanity offered…both the good and the bad. Despite being a true
democracy, each model voted on every issue and then selected representatives
from each model held a final debate to arrive at consensus and a vote, the truth of
the matter was that through sheer force of will and a large dose of terror the Ones
ran the show. The old human writer had gotten it right when he wrote about the
animals taking over the farm; all animals are equal but some animals are more
equal than others.
In this case, Ismail thought, the Ones were indeed more equal among the Cylon
animals.
A memory broke into his train of thought as he remembered his first hunt. The
human was tall, strong, and if they faced off one on one, fist to fist so to speak,
Ismail would have been beaten to a pulp. But that wasn’t what happened and the
human had panicked and bolted out of the clearing and less than a hundred meters
later had slipped from a rock and fallen almost a dozen meters. When Ismail found
him a few minutes later the man was laying on his back staring at the clear blue sky
that backed the verdant leaf filled canopy. Blood trickled from his nose, mouth,
and ears, and one leg was twisted at an unnatural angle.
“Please…” the man seemed to beg, “tell me why we can’t live in peace?” Ismail
had expected the man to beg for his life and so the question caught him off guard.
Instead of answering the question, Ismail asked, “Can you feel your legs?”
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The man slowly shook his head once and took a wheezing breath before
coughing up some blood. “No…I can’t feel anything from about my waist down,”
he said before closing his eyes.
“Would you live next to me, in peace, knowing who and what I am?” Ismail
asked and turned the conversation back to the man’s initial question.
Other than the rasping breaths that came from the man’s mouth, the little
clearing was quiet for several long moments. “I don’t know…I would want to give
you the benefit of the doubt, but I’m not like my friends who would probably try to
burn you out.”
“And that’s why we can’t have peace,” Ismail said. “You know you’re going to
die?”
The man nodded. “I knew that as soon as you captured me, the only question
was when and how.” He gave a hollow laugh that turned into a coughing spell that
resulted in his cheeks and chin being covered with blood. “Now I know the
when…I just ask that you make it quick for the how.”
Ismail swallowed and felt the first touch of doubt. The first questions whether
what John, Lucien, and the other Ones had decided to push through was right
because deep down if he was honest with himself he knew it wasn’t just. He knelt
next to the nameless man and held his hand for a moment. It was a small act of
compassion he’d seen humans offer each other and he felt the man’s hand close
around his even as their gazes locked.
When the gunshot echoed through the little woodland clearing the man’s hand
suddenly clenched Ismail’s and then went slack.
Maybe Tanith was right, he thought, but he was still a ‘good little toaster’ and
despite his doubts he couldn’t muster the will to break with everything he knew.
No, he thought, it wasn’t will, it was courage. Perhaps that was his fatal flaw; he
had will but when it came time to act he couldn’t find his courage?
The datastream told him that Lucien’s baseship had started the countdown. “We
will jump! Between the stars in glorious destiny to our ultimate destiny!” the
Hybrid chanted from where she lay in the nutrient tub a few meters from where he
stood. “It is time…time for the end of the beginning. Time to JUMP!”
*+*+*+*+*
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Within the Communion Sphere, Colonial battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89
Commander Miriam Duquesne paced back and forth on her side of the plotting
table and felt her whole body tremble with nervous energy. She felt as if her body
was holding twice as much energy as it needed to operate, sort of like the time
when she drank three half-liter cans of a popular energy drink in fifteen minutes on
a dare back at the academy. Along with the nervous energy was a feeling of
foreboding that she hadn’t been able to shake since they left Hemera at the positive
control point.
“Miri, what’s wrong?” Colonel Tyler Sedaris leaned across the plotting table and
asked.
Duquesne shook her head, “I don’t know, Ty. I just…I have a bad feeling about
the next jump.”
“How so? Do you think they’ll try to intern us or hold us as spies?” Sedaris
asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
“No…It’s…” Duquesne paused and stopped pacing. “Did you ever know when
someone was going to give you bad news and told yourself that until you heard it,
until they told you, that it wasn’t real?”
Sedaris nodded twice. “When I was a kid and one of my uncles died…I saw
Mom and Dad were trying to keep a brave face for us and I knew something bad
had happened. But…as you said, it wasn’t real until I heard it and I used to think
that if I hadn’t heard it then it wouldn’t have been real.”
“That’s it exactly!” Duquesne told him. “Whatever is on the other side of that
jump…Ty, it’s going to change everything. Don’t ask me how I know because I
couldn’t tell you…I just know.”
“Commander?” Specialist Joseph Elba asked and broke into their conversation.
“I have a conference request from Commanders Ives and Sharma.”
“Thank you, Joe…please put it on the handsets down here for me and the XO,”
Duquesne replied and picked up the handset a moment later when Elba indicated
the connection had been made. “This is Commander Duquesne and I have
Colonel Sedaris on the line as well,” she said. “Is everything ok?”
“Funny you should ask that, Miri,” Commander Douglas Sharma answered.
“One of the civilian members aboard came to me about fifteen minutes ago urging
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caution on our next jump. I’ve known her since we evacuated Heraklion Port and
Kim and I have dinner with her and her daughter at least once a week. Normally
she’s one of the most level headed people I know, but when I saw the look on her
face…”
“She told you that everything would change when we made the jump?”
Duquesne said the question as if it were a statement.
There was silence for a moment before Sharma answered, “Yes…almost
verbatim. Did you…” he allowed the silence to ask his question.
“I’ve been feeling antsy ever since we left Hemera. Dix? We’re not going to get
jumped when we transit, are we?” Duquesne asked even though they’d covered the
topic with Commander Alexis Sandhurst when they’d met Hemera’s commander.
“No…we won’t,” Commander Dixon Ives stated. “We’ll be jumping close to
Machimos at Meropis Alpha, but we’ll be in open space. If anything looks hostile,
there will be plenty of time to jump back. But…” he paused and Duquesne
strained to hear the next word he was going to say. Both she and Sharma were
flying in foreign space and meeting a culture that neither had known existed until
recently.
“But…I think we should call Action Stations set Condition Two
throughout just in case. When two people I trust come to me with the same
worry…the same gut feeling…I listen to them.”
“Action Stations and Condition Two it is,” Duquesne said and heard Sharma
confirm the decision. “We’ll be ready whenever you send the coordinates.”
Five minutes later Jump Conditions had been set throughout Indefatigable and
the ship brought to Action Stations and Condition Two. “Paul, are we synched?”
Duquesne asked Lieutenant Paul Bolton, Indefatigable’s navigator.
“Aye, we’re synched and counting down through ten seconds, Commander,”
Bolton replied as Duquesne’s eyes locked on the jump clock in the dradis cluster
that was counting down. “We will jump in five…four…three…two…one…JUMP!”
Duquesne felt the familiar constriction and expansion that was the hallmark of
an FTL jump and was relieved that it was over. Whatever was waiting could now
be faced.
“The jump was successful, all compartments are reporting green,” Bolton said a
moment later. “Dradis is showing Aether and Ariadne in formation with us and
also showing unusual activity over Machimos.”
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“Commander?” Elba asked and Duquesne turned to look at the normally
unflappable communications specialist. Something in his voice chilled her to the
bone.
“What is it, Joe?” Duquesne asked and kept repeating to herself, ‘I don’t want to
hear this…I don’t want to hear this…I don’t want to hear this…’
“Ah…we’re picking up civilian broadcasts…I’m putting it on monitor 3…” Elba
said and choked back what sounded like a sob.
Monitor 3 suddenly changed from displaying life support information to a
broadcast newsroom and a harried looking network news anchor. “We still do not
have a confirmation from either the Admiralty or the government, but it doesn’t take
an official briefing to let us know that we’re under attack. Across Machimos, our
affiliates have reported numerous nuclear strikes on population centers, industrial
regions, and military bases. The bombardment lasts for a few minutes and then it
ends…only to start a short time later.
“The first images of the attackers are coming in now…” he said. “We’re going
live to Carrie Anne Wembley on the High Chalk. Carrie Anne?”
The image shifted and a disheveled woman who despite the torn jacket, tangled
hair, and tear streaked dirty face, still had the poise to stand tall and report on her
world’s disaster. “Thank you, Ivar,” she said and looked into the camera as it
showed a burning city behind her and the remnants of several mushroom clouds.
“I’m standing here on the High Chalk overlooking Canto City and its commercial
space port.
Less than an hour ago, the city was hit by a spread of four
thermonuclear devices and the port facilities were hit by three more. We’re
upwind and out of the fallout plume, so we’ll be fine reporting here for the short
term. Just a few minutes ago we were able to record the flight of four unknown
craft; two smaller craft that were no larger than a Fleet Mosquito, and two that were
much larger, about the size of a Marines’ Meganeura assault lander.
“The two smaller ships circled overhead while the larger ships landed on the
outskirts of the city,” Wembley explained. “Here’s the footage.”
Duquesne stood transfixed by what she was seeing and felt her stomach start to
twist into a knot. The formation appeared out of the cloud cover and the small
squadron came into focus. The two larger ships flew side by side with a smaller
ship on each side and slightly forward of them. The smaller ships had a catamaran
look to them; two long curving wings jutted forward and joined together in the
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back where a windowless cockpit and engine bays appeared to be located. The
larger craft were shaped like elongated rectangular solids with extended probes or
noses on each side and a large bank of smoke spewing engines at the top rear of
the ship.
The camera zoomed in on one of the smaller ships and Duquesne reacted
without hesitation, “Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship!”
“Miri?” Sedaris asked. “This could simply be the Equals…”
“No,” Duquesne hissed. “They’re Cylons. Look at their markings, Ty.”
“Oh…frak me…” Sedaris said as the news report looped the footage. He picked
up the 1MC and announced, “Action Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition One
throughout the ship! This is not a drill! Weapons Hold…I repeat, Weapons Hold.”
“We don’t know who they are and any attempt to make contact has been
ignored,” Wembley was again reporting. “There have been no reports of Fleet
activity thus far, Ivar.”
“Carrie Anne, we haven’t heard anything from the Admiralty either, but I rather
they focus on doing their job at the moment,” Ivar replied.
Obviously this wasn’t the sort of answer Wembley expected. “Where the frak
are they? We need to know whether they’re even still *able* to do something. One
simple statement is all that we need,” she growled and took out her frustration on
someone who could have been thousands of kilometers away.
“I have Commander Ives and Commander Sharma on the wireless…” Elba
announced. “They’re routed to your handsets.”
“Thanks, Joe,” Duquesne said a moment before she picked up the handset.
Ives was the first to speak, “I can’t ask you…”
“Even if you told us not to get involved,” Sharma’s pained voice cut him off and
Duquesne could only imagine the old wounds that this was ripping open. “We are.
We just saw half a dozen bogies jump into orbit and intend to engage them.”
One thing was for sure, Digger Sharma didn’t lack for balls, Duquesne thought
to herself. This may not have been the same enemy that laid waste to his world, but
it was a convenient target and he was going to give his crew a chance to let loose
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and earn some payback. “We’re with Digger,” she heard herself say. “How are we
going to do this?”
“Plot a jump, get close, and kill them,” Sharma hissed. “We get within their
reaction curve.”
“Just what I was thinking,” Duquesne replied. “Dix?”
“We have to check on Land’s End…” Ives said and hesitated. “But…I can assign
a flotilla of Peltasts to do that. Two to one odds…I think we can handle that,” he
said and Duquesne could hear the ice in his voice.
“Then we can jump as soon as the coordinates are plotted,” Sharma said calmly.
“I couldn’t do this for my own home,” he began, “but now we have a chance to
make a difference and hopefully do more than just save a handful of survivors.”
“This morning we were three cultures…friends…today,” Ives said, “I count you
as my family. Let’s do this.”
Bolton announced that he was receiving jump coordinates and started the jump
clock, synched with Ariadne and Aether. “We’ll be within ten kilometers of Sierra
Three and about fifteen from Sierra Four.”
“Mr. Santini,” Duquesne addressed Indefatigable’s weapons’ officer. “When we
secure from jump I want every battery that can bear to fire on Sierra Three…
anything else may fire on Sierra Four. Make sure the IFF codes are active and tell
our point defense teams that if it isn’t one of ours that I want it turned into a kill
marker I can have painted on the hull.”
“Aye aye, Commander!” Lieutenant Gabrielle Santini said and repeated the
order for confirmation.
“Mr. Platt,” Duquesne addressed her Flight Operations Officer, “Tell Major
Dickson that I want all small craft not needed to support our Vipers to be tasked
with casualty evacuation. Detach the Night Witches to fly cover and find a
concentration of survivors that we can aid. And…Detail Freakshow and Tick-Tock
to run Marathon duty back to Hemera and the PCP and then to backtrack our route
to let the fleet know what’s going on.”
“Ah, Commander?” Elba once again interrupted. “I’m seeing unconfirmed
reports on other channels that the attackers are using both chemical and biological
weapons down there.”
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“Thanks, Joe,” Duquesne said and gritted her teeth and felt her cheek muscles
tighten. “Cecily, please also have Medical convert the starboard lower hangar
tween deck to be used as a temporary quarantine and they can use as many
survival pods as needed. Tell the crews that they’re to keep their suits sealed unless
they want to join them in quarantine.”
“Copy that, Commander,” Lieutenant Cecily Platt replied soberly.
“Joe, please put me on ship wide,” Duquesne asked Elba. As soon as he
acknowledged her handset was live she put it to her head, “In a few moments we’re
going to be making a combat jump and engage an old enemy. You all know your
jobs so I’m not going to tell you how to do them, but I will tell you this…now is the
time to focus and keep a clear head. When this is over, we can deal with the anger,
aggression, and pain in the gym, sparring ring, or…some other way. But right now,
I need you…your shipmates need you…and those people down on that planet who
did nothing more offensive than wake up this morning need you focused and on
your A game.
“I also want you to do one more thing…I want you to show our righteous fury to
those bastards who are responsible for this and for them to feel something new…I
want them to feel fear and cower at or sight.
“Hunting season is open Indefatigable, and there’s no bag limits. In the absence
of direction, all batteries are to engage hostile forces as they bear…” Duquesne
paused before she added, “Now let’s go shoot our magazines dry…That is all!”
She replaced the handset and turned to see the CIC looking at her. She saw
hope, determination, and focus behind their eyes and knew that if today was her
day to cross the threshold and travel to the wherever souls go when they die, that
she couldn’t have better companions. “Mr. Bolton, signal the others and tell them
we are ready to jump the ship…and jump the ship on the mark.”
“Aye, Commander,” Bolton replied. “I will inform the others and then jump the
ship on the mark.”
Duquesne heard Bolton speaking to his counterparts on Ariadne and Aether and
felt the nervous energy drain out of her and be replaced with clarity so crystal clear
that it almost hurt. She took a deep breath and looked over at Sedaris who offered
a confident smile and nodded.
“Attention, attention,” Bolton’s voice announced over the 1MC, “we will jump
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in five…four…three…two…one…JUMP!”
Duquesne felt the familiar feeling that announced a FTL jump and steadied
herself on the plotting table. A moment later she heard Bolton announce that the
jump was complete and Platt give the order to launch the Vipers and support craft.
All her life she trained to give the next order, “All batteries, commence firing on the
Cylon baseships!”
Her mind told her that she felt the guns fire, but Indefatigable was so large,
massive, and solid, that if she felt anything it would be so minor so as to be
unnoticeable. Still, it was comforting to know that Indefatigable’s batteries were
doing what they were designed to do and smiting the enemy.
“Dradis contacts!” Bolton announced.
“They match the current bogies’
profile…identifying them as Sierra Seven through Twelve.”
Duquesne briefly closed her eyes. “Lieutenant Platt, please contact Athena and
inform her that she may wish…”
“I will do no such thing, Commander,” Athena said from where she stood near
the CIC’s main hatch. “I am part of this crew, if only unofficially, and here I will
stay. How may I be of help?”
“Dradis contacts!” Bolton announced once again.
fifteen have just arrived.”

“Sierra Thirteen through

Sedaris reached out and put his hand over Duquesne’s. “Let’s do this, Miri…
throttles to the firewall.”
Duquesne nodded and looked at Sedaris and saw something other than she
expected and felt some of the ice that had suddenly surrounded her heart melt and
trickle away. “All ahead flank! Bring us close and around Sierra Three! Focus fire,
all batteries that can bear on the closest bogie, all others on whatever can bear.
Fire at will!”
As Santini passed the order to the gunnery crews and fire direction center,
Duquesne’s breath caught in her throat when she heard Bolton announce another
group had just jumped into the fray.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1773
Chapter 45: Action Stations!
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Earth Union gunstar
Ariadne
“Mr. Dane, prepare a full spread of Hydras for sprint launch and have them
deploy their submunitions as soon as they can,” Commander Douglas Sharma told
his weapons officer, Captain Richard Dane.
“Aye, Commander; prepare a full spread of Hydras configured for sprint launch
and to deploy their submunitions ASAP,” Dane repeated a moment before his hands
began entering the commands.
“Once in a lifetime is too much…” Colonel Kimber Bond swore as she watched
the dradis that displayed the ship’s best guess on the ordnance that was being
expended on the planet below. “Digger…are we going to be able to make a
difference?” she asked so softly that Sharma wasn’t sure he heard her or whether
she’d telepathically sent him the question.
Sharma looked up and nodded before he smiled. “Yes, Kim, we’re going to
make a difference. Every life that we can save today will be one that they couldn’t
kill and one that will have a chance for a future…for a tomorrow. A chance for
hope.”
Bond smiled and Sharma felt his mind momentarily lose focus. “When we get
settled and you’re ready to retire, I think you should go into politics…” she told him
before Dane announced that the Hydra XI missiles were configured.
“Very well…” Sharma said before he raised the 1MC handset to his head and
began addressing the ship. “This is Digger,” he began informally, “In a few
moments we are going to jump into orbit over Machimos and engage several Cylon
warships who are currently bombarding the planet with nuclear ordnance. I know
that some of you are wondering why we’re getting involved, why are we risking the
few survivors from Earth to help people we don’t know?”
Sharma paused for a moment to give Ariadne’s crew and passengers a chance to
comprehend his questions before he continued. “We’re doing it because those
people were us a few short years ago. We’re doing it because over the past few
weeks we’ve gotten to know our brothers and sisters from the Communion and
they’re just like us. We have a chance to make a difference and save lives, to do
the things for them that we couldn’t do for our friends and family back home. We
do this because we’re human and it’s the right thing to do.
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“When we jump, we’re going to be in the thick of things. My crew, you know
your jobs; you made Ariadne the finest ship in the Fleet. Now, today…now…we
get a chance to earn that distinction in the crucible of combat. I’m not going to tell
you how to do your jobs or look over your shoulder, but I am going to tell you to
give those bastards hell! Stay sharp, stay focused, and good hunting!
“My friends…our extended family,” Sharma continued felt his jaw muscles
tense, “This isn’t something that you expected and I’m profoundly sorry. We’re
going to be in extraordinary circumstances in a few moments and I need you to
remain calm and not panic.
“I am so proud of everything that we’ve accomplished against such long odds.
We’ve met adversity, looked it in the eye, and then kicked it to the curb,” Sharma
stated emotionally. “We did it that time for us, now we have to do it for someone
else. We, all of us, are the finest ship in the Fleet. Now we have to let these Cylon
bastards learn what happens when they cross us.
“We jump in a few moments…That is all.”
Sharma put the handset back on its cradle and took a deep breath. He looked
up and saw pride and love in Bond’s eyes and knew beyond any doubt that he
could do anything and face any odds so long as she was there. “Let’s do this.
Mister Lansing, how soon do we jump?”
“We jump in less than thirty seconds, Commander,” Captain Shelby Lansing
replied from her position at the navigation station.
“Thank you, Shelby, you may jump the ship when ready. Mr. Dane, as soon as
we secure from jump, all batteries are to open fire; port batteries on Sierra Two,
starboard on Sierra One. That goes the same for the missiles. Don’t wait for my
order, just do it…we can’t waste any time.”
“Copy that, Commander, give them hell as soon as we secure from jump and
keep giving it to them until you say otherwise,” Dane replied.
“That’s my boy,” Sharma told him and as he looked up at the dradis display he
felt a surge of adrenaline that focused his thoughts and sharpened his vision while
giving him an abundance of energy.
*+*+*+*+*
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Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Indefatigable, BS-89
“Dradis contacts!” Lieutenant Paul Bolton announced from his position at the
navigation station.
Commander Miriam Duquesne already saw the icons move on the navigation
plot indicating the sleek battlestar was drawing close to the Cylon baseship marked
as Sierra Three. Bolton’s announcement was worrisome and likely signaled her and
her crew’s death warrant, but she pushed that to the back of her mind and gritted
her teeth; before Indefatigable died, she was going to make the Cylons once again
fear Colonial steel.
“We’re showing solid hits on Sierra Three, Commander,” Lieutenant Gabrielle
Santini calmly announced from where she sat directing the battlestars main
batteries. “Either we’re getting extremely lucky or they’re not building them like
they used to…” she added almost doubtfully before adding, “I’m getting several
returns showing that our kinetics are punching through them…”
“What?” Colonel Tyler Sedaris asked and walked over to look over Santini’s
shoulder. “Get me some eyes on this, Gabby…”
“On it, Colonel,” Santini quickly replied and a moment later a live feed was
being streamed to one of the overhead displays as well as Santini’s own. “There!”
she exclaimed. “See that?” she asked and traced the faint golden plasma trail as it
slammed into where one of the baseship’s graceful arms joined the core and a
fraction of a second later reappeared on the other side amidst a shower of debris
and vented atmosphere.
Duquesne felt her pulse quicken. “Joe,” she turned to Specialist Joseph Elba
where he stood watch at the communications station, “Push this feed to Ariadne
and Aether and tell them to get close and pound the frak out of them.”
“Aye, push the feed and tell them to get close and pound the frak out of them,”
Elba replied and started making the connections.
“You want us to get closer?” Sedaris asked as the ship shuddered momentarily
from a missile that leaked through Indefatigable’s formidable point defenses.
Duquesne nodded. “Yes…we get close and we make this a knife fight. The
Cylons don’t appear to have any kinetics…so the only way their missiles can hurt
us is if they build up enough velocity to compensate. I don’t want to give them that
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opportunity.”
“Commander! Sierra Three is showing a power spike!” Bolton almost shouted
from the navigation workstation.
“Frakking A!” Duquesne grinned. “That’s how we do it, people! One down…
many more to go! Set course for Sierra Four and try to use our speed and
maneuverability to put them between us and Sierra Three. Mr. Santini, direct all
batteries to fire at the closest target and tell the point defense crews that if my
battlestar gets scratched again they’re going to go out and repaint the hull!”
Less than five hundred kilometers above Machimos, Indefatigable gracefully
banked and turned to starboard while her main batteries sought Sierra Four and
began firing. Swarming around like a cloud of angry hornets, Vipers and Raiders
were locked in duels to the death as the nimbler Colonial ships faced odds of five
or six to one and still kept the Cylon attack craft at bay. Closer in, surrounding the
ship like a halo of fire, point defense fire mixed with the plasma discharged by the
main guns each time before they fired gave the ship a surreal appearance as if it
was some sort of avenging spirit suddenly freed from the netherworld.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Communion
battlestar Aether
Commander Dixon Ives stood staring at the overhead dradis display that clearly
showed the ongoing death of his home. Another display was tuned to one of the
worldwide news networks that was still broadcasting and even though he was
focused on the situation, the barely audible words spoken by the news personalities
were like a thousand tiny daggers flaying his soul. “Colonel Carlton, focus our
kinetic fire on Sierra Five and detail four flotillas to stay local, provide cover, and to
take shots at the baseships where possible, and detail one to join the rescue efforts
with Indefatigable and Ariadne.”
Colonel Ashton Carlson nodded, repeated the order, and then handed it off to
Fire Control and Flight Control. Almost as soon as his words were acknowledged,
Aether erupted in a golden nimbus as plasma squibs purged her guns a split second
before they fired. “Do you want to add missiles into the mix?” he asked a moment
later after a Cylon missile leaked through Aether’s point defense.
“No…not just yet,” Ives replied as the dradis pinged off several new arrivals.
“Well,” he smirked, “Perhaps that time has just arrived. Direct a full missile alpha
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strike on Sierra Six and set them for maximum acceleration as soon as they’ve
acquired their target.”
“Copy that, Commander,” Carlton said and resumed working with Captain
Lawson Cromwell, Aether’s Gunnery Officer.
Ives looked around the CIC and saw the scared, haunted, and shocked faces of
his crew. Do I look that bad, he wondered silently as Cromwell announced that
missiles one through eighty were launched, acquired their target, and were running
hot, straight, and normal. He flicked his eyes to the dradis and saw multiple return
tracks from Sierra Six, but rather than targeting Aether, they were going after the
missiles.
“We’re reading a power spike on Sierra Three!” Captain Betsy DeFoy announced
a moment before a cheer went through the CIC.
We needed that, Ives thought. “Tommy, put me on ship wide,” he told Specialist
Thomas Cook, Aether’s primary communications technician.
“You’re live, Commander!” Cook replied a moment later.
“Thanks, Tommy,” Ives told the tech and picked up the 1MC handset before
meeting Carlton’s gaze for a moment. That one look communicated everything that
the two old friends had to say, quicker and more efficiently than words ever could.
“This is the Commander,” he started and spoke into the handset, “Our friends over
on Indefatigable have just killed one of those bastards. They can die. I know we’re
all hurting right now, all thinking, ‘are my loved ones safe?’ or ‘will I ever see them
again?’. I know…I’m right there with you.”
Ives blinked several times and quickly nipped his tongue to give his emotions
something else to focus on for a moment. “But now is not the time for speculation.
Now is not the time to worry, to wonder, to grieve. Now is the time to defend our
home. Now is the time to put this ship into Harm’s Way and stand between those
who seek to hurt our loved ones…and our loved ones.”
The ship shuddered as a pair of missiles slammed into Aether’s sloped heavy
armor clad bow. “Fight now…fight for your shipmates…for your friends…and fight
for your families and loved ones down below. Together we’ll get through this and
together we’ll send those Cylon bastards to the hell where they belong. Clear your
minds, settle your nerves, stand your station, and we will prevail! Now…Let’s go
hunting!”
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Ives took a deep breath and returned the handset to the cradle as he heard a
cheer go through CIC. “Betsy, get us close, this is going to be a knife fight,” he told
DeFoy, the ship’s navigator.
“Aye, Commander; get us close for the knife fight,” DeFoy replied as she
directed the helm to the new course.
Carlton looked across the plotting table and flicked his eyes up to the dradis.
“So far so good…” he said as three baseship icons quickly blinked red and stayed
that way.
“So far,” Ives conceded. “But there are twelve left and the day is young.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial
battlestar Hydra, BS-44
“Time to engage?” Colonel Andrew McGregor asked Commodore Vannevar
Bovee from across the plotting table.
Bovee looked down from where he had been studying the dradis and saw the
determination within his XO’s eyes. He slowly nodded, “Yes. We’ll focus on
what’s going on over Machimos, it looks like some of the Communion forces have
rallied, but they’re sorely outnumbered.”
“Ah…Commodore?” Captain Riley Shane asked from her post at the navigation
station. “I’m getting an odd transponder ping…”
“Define ‘odd’, Riley,” Bovee asked and walked over to her station and studied
her display.
Shane looked up at him and dubiously arched her eyebrows. “Well, it’s not
quite so much ‘odd’ as it’s something that isn’t supposed to be here. Look,” she
pointed at the screen and quickly touched an icon that was in the battle over
Machimos. As soon as her finger touched the icon a data window obscured part of
the display and showed the information. “It’s saying that its Indefatigable, but…
that’s not possible…is it?”
Bovee narrowed his eyes and studied the information that identified the
transponder as belonging to the battlestar Indefatigable, BS-89, a Victory class
battlestar…and one that had been away from Colonial space for almost a year.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1779
Slowly the knot in his stomach began to loosen; if Indefatigable was here, then it
was a good bet that Admiral Chase was nearby. Maybe they might be able to do
more than just fight a holding action, he thought.
“Bo, patch me through to the rest of the group, and please include Admirals
Bannasalle, Beauliere, and Thrush as well,” Bovee said to Specialist Bo Ellis,
Hydra’s communications technician.
“Do you think that’s really Indy over there?” McGregor asked when he returned
to the plotting table.
“Yeah…as weird as it sounds, I do. There’s also another transponder that was
tagged, but frankly, I’m not sure I want to explore that rabbit hole at the moment,”
Bovee told him. McGregor arched his eyebrows and made a ‘go ahead’ motion
with his right hand. “It’s identifying as the Earth Union gunstar Ariadne…”
McGregor narrowed his eyes. “Earth Union?” he asked rhetorically.
weren’t they…” his voice trailed off.

“But…

Bovee nodded, “So it was thought, though if what Admiral Galva told us bore
fruit…Andy, I think your prom date is up to her eyeballs in this.”
“If anyone would, it would be her,” McGregor agreed a moment before Ellis
announced that he had everyone tied into the wireless.
“Lady and Gentlemen,” Bovee began after he picked up the handset and
introduced himself, “I think we might need to modify our plan, such as it was…”
He quickly filled them in on what the dradis was showing and how it changed their
original plan.
“If Admirals Bannasalle, Thrush, and Beauliere don’t have any opposition,” Fleet
Admiral Leonardo Galva replied, “then I think we follow Commodore Bovee’s
amended attack plan. Are you ready, Commander Abbot?”
“Yes, Admiral, we’re ready,” Commander Prentiss Abbot replied.
“We’re
synched with Raijin and can manage our end of things. Do you want us to still go
active as soon as we engage?”
Galva’s answer was unequivocal. “No... Not just yet…I want to make sure that
we have a concentration before we hit them and don’t want to scare them off. If
you see any of us start faltering, then see what you can do to counteract it.” He
paused a moment and Bovee heard the old admiral take a deep breath. “The

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1780
people down there are being massacred and it looks like the Fleet was caught flat
footed. If we can…” he hesitated and when he started again the pain was evident
in his voice, “If we can, I want to hold the airspace as long as we can to start rescue
operations. Commander Elliot, I’d like you to handle traffic control for the civilian
shipping, if any survived, and have them jump to someplace away from the
battlespace. We’ll join up with them as soon as we can.”
“We’ll handle it, Admiral,” Commander Bronwyn Elliot stoically replied and
Bovee could picture her in his mind’s eye holding the plotting table in Stheno’s CIC
as she watched the possibility that her home would be destroyed become reality.
With each nuclear detonation that the dradis detected, more and more of her
heritage, the Communion’s way of life, was being blasted into nothingness. He
could almost feel her pain, he thought, or was it the pain of knowing that if they
didn’t make a significant dent in the Cylon war machine here that a few days from
now it would be his home and the Colonies being destroyed while he watched?
One by one the other commanders or admirals confirmed their support for
Bovee’s changes to the plan until Galva closed the conversation. “Commodore
Bovee, you have the lead and we will coordinate off your jump clock. The deck is
yours, Commodore.”
“Thank you, Admiral,” Bovee replied and felt the weight of command settle on
his shoulders in a way that he’d never felt before. His whole career had led him to
this time and this place against the enemy that had nearly destroyed the Colonies
forty years before. Back then common men and women stepped up and did great
things, sometimes with little more than determination and weapons cobbled
together from a scrapyard and auto body shop. How could he do any less, or at
least try any less, than they did with the devastating engines of war at his
command?
“Captain Shane, please coordinate with the fleet and prepare to jump us to the
sound of the guns,” Bovee said to his navigator. “Lady and Gentlemen,” he said
over the wireless to the other commanders and admirals, “we well jump
momentarily. Let’s spit on our hands, hoist the black flag, and begin exterminating
Cylons.”
“So say we all!” Admiral Morton Thrush replied before everyone joined in and
repeated the solemn oath.
“We’ll see you on the other side. Hydra Actual, out,” Bovee said a moment
later and placed the handset on the cradle. “XO, prepare to jump the ship,” he told
McGregor before picking up the handset and keying the 1MC so he could address
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the crew. A minute later and the time for talking was over and the time for killing
was ready to start as soon as Shane finished counting down the jump clock.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Communion
battlestar Stheno
Commander Bronwyn Elliot stood straight and tall as she studied the long range
dradis telemetry on the overhead display. The short range dradis next to it showed
the Combined Relief Force’s deployment; the three Communion battlegroups and
the five Colonial battlegroups, and while it was an incredible amount of firepower,
it still paled with the more than five hundred unique Cylon baseships that they’d
observed in just the Meropis Alpha system alone.
Deep down she believed this wasn’t going to be so much a knife fight but a
bloodbath, and if by the grace of the gods they survived, it would be a very pyrrhic
victory. Without thinking, she reached up with her right hand and allowed her
fingers to brush against the icon that represented Hydra. When she realized what
she’d done, she snatched her hand away and felt her jaw muscles clench.
“The ship is ready, Commander,” Captain Aiden Tavington, Stheno’s acting
executive officer, announced from the other side of the plotting table.
“Thank you, Tavi,” Elliot replied and allowed her eyes to meet her protégé’s.
“The ship is ready…but is the crew? Are you?” she asked quietly.
Her question was answered by something she didn’t expect; it wasn’t fear,
worry, anxiety, or uncertainty, it was a smile. “Yes, Commander,” Tavington replied
just as quietly and with a sense of eagerness. “I spent last night talking with the
crew and making sure everything was ready to go and all of them, from the newest
rating to the oldest chief, and all the officers, are ready and looking forward to
being able to do the job they signed up for defending their homes. They’re ready to
hold the line.”
The eagerness had changed to passion and Elliot felt a smile touch her lips.
“And you?”
“I’ve had good teachers and there’s no way I’m going to let them see me
sweat…” Tavington teased before he turned serious. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t
concerned about the odds, but right now I have a job to do and odds be damned,
I’m going to do it and we’re going to make history today.”
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Elliot nodded once. “Then I think we better get ready to jump the ship…it
wouldn’t be good form to be late to our date with history. Prepare the ship for
jump, Captain.”
“Prepare the ship for jump, aye,” Tavington replied and started issuing the orders
necessary to bring Stheno into the fray.
“Matt,” Elliot said and turned to Specialist Matthew Arnett, “Please connect me
ship wide and with the rest of the group. Tell the other commanders I want to
address the crews.”
“Already done, Commander,” Arnett replied. “I thought you might want to say a
few words.”
“Angling for a promotion, are we?” Elliot teased. “Thanks, Matt,” she told him
before she picked up the handset, took a breath, and then held it to her ear. “This
is Commander Elliot. In a few moments we’re going to be doing something that no
Communion ship has done in a very long time; we’re going to shoot in anger. Our
homes are under attack by a merciless foe that elements from within our own
society have engaged to destroy us. You know who they are, I don’t need to say it,
but now is the time that we put our cards on the table…The Equals have abused
their power and position and have now decided that it’s time to dispense with the
charade and simply do away with the inconvenience that we pose. I am not going
to go quietly and I know you aren’t either.
“Individual crews have already been detailed to search for survivors and of all of
us, they will have the more difficult task in the coming hours. We must buy them
the time, we must hold the line, and we must engage the enemy so that they may
save as many of our people as possible.” Elliot paused and blinked quickly several
times to keep the tears at bay. “We must do this so that they may survive. We must
do this so that when day turns into night that everything we’ve accomplished won’t
be lost and forgotten in the darkness.
“We will fight them in deep space, we will fight them in orbit, we will fight
them in the air, and we will fight them on the ground,” Elliot declared as she felt a
new strength enter her awareness; it leavened her body and voice and was more
than a mere adrenaline boost. “We will do whatever it takes to save our people…
no matter the cost, no matter the loss, no matter the sacrifice…we will never give
up.
“Today is our baptism of fire, when we stand against evil and declare, ‘No more
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shall you deceive or manipulate us, for today we are no longer scared of you!’
Today, my brothers and sisters, today we reclaim what was taken from us and
celebrate our humanity with our cousins from afar who have joined to help us.
“Stand ready, stand firm, stand tall, and never waver, for we do these things
together, as one against the evil that has plagued us for far too long.” She looked
over at Tavington and saw the young officer standing proud and ready. “Prepare to
make history…we will jump on Hydra’s mark. Elliot out.”
After Elliot replaced the handset on the cradle she heard Tavington loudly
proclaim, “Victoria est traditio!” A moment later the CIC crew repeated the ship’s
motto, and the third time she found herself joining in. Victory is a tradition, she
thought to herself as she watched the clock count down the last few moments
before they’d jump, now we have a chance to earn it.
*+*+*+*+*
Marathon Ocean, Machimos, Meropian Communion, Northern Cross Lines liner
Elysian Paradise
A bright silver moon shown down on the gently rolling waves of the Marathon
Ocean and turned the wake from the massive liner that knifed through the dark
water into a shimmering white bridal train. At least that’s what newly promoted
Flight Captain Rachel Murat thought as she leaned against the railing more than
fifty meters above the frothy water. Depression wasn’t something she was used to
feeling, or living with, and if she hadn’t already paid for the suite she would have
just stayed on base until her leave was over.
Today was supposed to be her big day, the day that her life changed in so many
wonderful ways when she looked at Kyle and said those two simple, magical,
important words when the priest asked his question and she answered, ‘I do’.
Murat scowled as she sighed and let the sound of the water rushing along the more
than kilometer and a half long hull slowly relax her.
Her mind went back almost fourteen hours as her mental theater replayed the
scene where she was escorted down the aisle by her Uncle Joe and the bewildered
look on Wes Randall, Kyle’s best man. As for Kyle, who should have been waiting
for her at the altar, there was no sign. Murat looked at Wes and arched her
eyebrows, silently asking, ‘What’s going on?’. Wes just shrugged and looked even
more clueless than he usually did.
She reached the altar and stood still for a moment before she started looking
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around. Kyle sometimes liked to make appearance grand entrance and it would be
just like him to show up at the last minute and prance down the aisle while smiling
a roguish grin that both disarmed everyone’s anger and made her heart race. When
the church bell tolled the hour a minute later, the chapel’s main doors opened and
Murat, along with everyone else in the church, turned to see who had just entered.
“Ah, excuse me,” the blue uniformed parcel delivery man stammered, clearly
nervous at interrupting what looked like a wedding in progress. “Ah, is there a
Rachel Murat here? I have a parcel that I was told to deliver at noon sharp.”
The first flames of rage began to build deep within Murat’s body as she turned
and walked toward the delivery man with as much poise as she could gather. “I’m
Rachel Murat,” she said quickly in an effort to mask her anger and nerves.
“Ah, I’m sorry for interrupting, ma’am, but I was told that this had to be
delivered at noon and only directly to your hands,” the delivery man apologetically
explained. “If you could sign here, please?” he said and handed her a tablet. She
quickly signed her name and the man handed her an express envelope.
“Congratulations, ma’am, and I am sorry for interrupting your service,” he said
before he backed out through the still open door.
Murat looked at the envelop and saw it was addressed to her and lacked any
sort of return address. The delivery label was computer generated and offered no
clue to the sender’s identity. Impatiently, she pulled the tab that opened the
envelope and reached in to withdraw the lone page that was its contents. The
writing was instantly familiar; Kyle had a very precise script that he’d picked up
when he was in college training to be an architect.
Rachel,
I can’t do this…marry you, I mean. A month ago I woke up and realized that I
was fooling myself by thinking I loved you and that I was ready to settle down and
be married to you. The truth is that I don’t think I’m wired that way…there’s never
been longer than about a week or so that I haven’t been with at least three women,
especially when we were seeing each other, and I know if I married you that I
wouldn’t change, no matter how much you wanted me to when you found out.
In a way, I am getting married today; I’m entering a formal poly relationship with
a couple of the girls I’ve known over the past few years. We’re going to give it a try
and see what happens…this way I don’t have to change and I’ll have the best of all
worlds.
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The locks have been changed on our apartment, I’m sure you can get a place
with base housing until you find something more permanent. Until then, I’ve
mailed you a key and directions to the storage unit that I’ve rented for the next six
months and where I’ve put all your stuff.
Please don’t try to find or contact me. I’m making a clean break with everything
and moving off-world with the girls so we can start clean somewhere new. I’m
looking forward to ‘new’, Rachel. A new world, a new home, a new family, and
women who aren’t so wrapped up in some quaint traditions that they just don’t…
well, I don’t think I need to spell it out. What we had, when we had something,
was mediocre at best, barely tolerable at worst, and usually pretty pathetic and
lacking.
Anyway, by now you’re probably ten shades of red and ready to rip someone’s
head off. Even though he was only a so-so friend and pathetic wingman when we
went out clubbing, I feel I owe Wes at least a bit of protection…he’s clueless about
this, just like he is most things; he never knew what I was planning, so rather than
take it out on him, get your warbitch on and go kick a puppy or whatever it is you
do when you’re out playing soldier.
I’m off to catch the shuttle so I better wrap this up with some advice: Get laid
and learn how to frak! Get rid of that quaint idea to ‘wait for marriage’, because if
you don’t, in a few years you’ll be looking at a picket fence and wondering if you
could get off before you got caught.
See ya!
Kyle
He was right, Wes didn’t have a clue what was happening and was just as
surprised as everyone else when she walked back to the altar and told the small
group of friends and family what had happened. Murat had fought back the tears,
though looking back on it she wasn’t sure whether they were tears of rage, betrayal,
loss, or humiliation. It was her Uncle Joe and Aunt Tia that convinced her to go on
the cruise. After all, they argued, she had paid for it and two weeks of cruising on
and under the ocean as well as a trip to the outer gas giant would be just the thing
to soothe the heart and gain some perspective.
And that’s why I’m standing here at 2AM watching the wake as we plow through
the seas heading for some tropical paradise I’ll never return to, Murat thought
morosely. When she was young, she strove to be the best at whatever she did;
sports, academics, martial arts; if she tried it, she wouldn’t stop until she was
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performing at her peak level. It allowed her to graduate school two years early and
with her Aunt and Uncle’s consent, she entered the Academy and once again
pursued her goals with an almost single-minded vigor. She was good at what she
did, damned good to hear her instructors and peers talk, but deep down she
wanted what her parents had before they’d died; each other…someone to love, to
hold, to come home to. Someone who would challenge her when they thought she
was wrong, but wise enough to never go to bed angry.
She could have gotten a job as a commercial pilot, or even used her degree in a
nine to five job, if she had someone to come home to that would treat her the way
her father treated her mother.
“Well, looks like you’re going to be career Fleet,” Murat sighed and looked
down before she slid the engagement ring off her finger and let it fall into the
foaming wake. A flash on the horizon drew her attention and she narrowed her
eyes before using her hands to cup them and block any of the ship’s lights from
interfering with her night vision. Almost immediately she saw another flash, and
then a quick succession of flashes, both on the horizon and some suspended above
the horizon.
It took her a moment for her mind to accept what her eyes were telling her and
suddenly even the warm breeze wasn’t able to keep the chill she felt from causing
her to shiver. “My gods…” she swore and watched as several more flashes dotted
the horizon. And then, as if a mental switch was thrown, she calmed down and the
shivering stopped. Murat sprinted through the faux tropical forest and around the
pools that looked like natural lakes and made her way to the hatch that led into the
ship.
“I need you to take me to the Captain, immediately,” Murat told a purser a
minute later after she flashed her Fleet ID. “I think something horrific has just
happened and I need to talk to him now.”
Either the purser was new or her tone of voice let him know that she wouldn’t
accept a refusal, but he quickly nodded, and said, “Uh, yeah…follow me...”
“Thank you,” Murat said as the purser led her deeper into the ship to a staff
elevator.
“We’ll take this up a couple decks where we’ll catch a tram forward to the
bridge lift,” the purser explained as if he was giving a tour of the ship to a VIP.
“Ah…you said something happened…did someone fall overboard?”
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Murat shook her head, “No, If I’m right it’s far worse than that.”
“Worse?” the purser prodded as they exited the lift and walked the dozen steps
to the intraship tram. “What could be worse?”
She finally really looked at the purser and realized that he probably wasn’t
much older than 19 or 20 and on one of his first cruises. “I think we’re under
attack,” Murat read his name tag, “Paul, and whoever is doing it just dropped a
basket full of nukes along the coast.”
Paul the purser looked at her and Murat saw his eyes go wide. “Someone nuked
us?” he stammered. “Who? There’s no one out there…right? There’s no one out
there…”
Murat shook her head. “No, there’s the Colonials, but we barely know about
them and this isn’t something like they’d do, based on what we know…” she
replied as the tram sped through the ship. “I don’t know exactly who it is, but I
know that if they’re able to slip into close orbit around Machimos, then things have
gone very, very wrong up there.”
The tram slowed a few moments later and the doors whooshing open broke the
silence. “Ah…this way, Flight Captain,” Paul told her and led her to a lift. He slid
his ID card into a reader and then punched a code and the lift opened. “This will
take us up to the bridge deck.”
“Thank you, Paul,” Murat replied and then added, “We’ll get through this, we
just need to keep calm, keep our eyes open, and think before we act.”
“Will the Fleet be here soon?” Paul asked as the lift started rising through the
superstructure and into the sail that held the bridge.
“I have no doubt that they’re either up there or on the way,” Murat replied
confidently, secure in her knowledge that the Fleet was the Communion’s sword
and shield and more than capable of dealing with any threat that presented itself.
“Good…I have asthma and they wouldn’t let me join, but I always knew they’d
be here for us,” Paul told her as the lift slowed, stopped, and the doors slid open.
He led her out into a waiting room that would be more appropriate in a five-star
hotel’s lobby than outside a working naval bridge. “I’ll call and let them know…”
he added before he picked up a pale blue phone and quickly spoke into the
handset.
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Several long moments passed and Murat started getting antsy. Time was of the
essence and they couldn’t delay, she was telling herself as the bridge doors slid
open and a tall, trim man wearing duty whites with epaulets bearing three golden
stripes walked through and stopped several steps away. It was close enough to be
polite, but far enough away that if she intended on causing harm she couldn’t just
lunge and grab him.
“I am the ship’s executive officer, Nils Sonderson,” the man said formally. “How
may I help you?”
Murat took a step and showed him her ID. “I’m Flight Captain Rachel Murat
and I think Machimos is under attack.”
“Attack?” Sonderson asked cautiously. “Can you elaborate?”
Murat closed her eyes as she took a deep breath so that Sonderson wouldn’t see
her rolling them in frustration. “Yes, attack. I saw what I’m sure are nuclear
detonations along the coast, both ground bursts and air bursts. Do you have a
news feed? If we can tie into that we can see if I’m right or if this is just my mind
being overactive from being left at the altar today,” she said and smiled self
depreciatingly.
“Yes…” Sonderson said and walked over to a large screen monitor that was
mounted on the wall. He picked up the remote and keyed the power button and a
moment later the screen was infused with color as a man in a suit stood next to a
wall and the camera panned from him to a shot beyond his left shoulder.
“This is Pick Windigo reporting live from Gemini City. Over my shoulder you
can see evidence of the sudden and surprise attack that has left the city reeling.
The city center sustained three nuclear strikes, each in the 1 megaton range, less
than fifteen minutes ago. Since then there have been at least five more within the
greater metro area, and reports are coming in about attacks across the planet and
Meropis Alpha system. There has been no official word from the government, the
Equals, or the Ministry of Defense, though we hope to connect with an official
spokesman shortly. What’s that?” Windigo asked as a screaming sound was
momentarily heard before the feed suddenly dissolved into static.
Suspecting something was different than knowing something, Murat thought, but
knowing something and then *knowing* something, moving from the theoretical to
the physically proven, was like a kick in the gut. “Commander…” she began…
“Yeah…” Sonderson croaked and then quickly motioned her and Paul onto the
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bridge. “Paul, I need you to find the Captain and bring him here.” He looked at his
watch, “He should still be at Mystique and I don’t want to use the PA. Don’t say
anything more than he’s needed on the bridge and that a Waypoint event has
happened.”
Paul glanced quickly at Murat and then back to Sonderson. “Find the Captain,
he should be at Mystique, and tell him he’s needed on the bridge ASAP and that a
Waypoint event has happened.”
“That’s right…now run like the wind,” Sonderson told him before he turned
back to Murat. “I have more than twenty thousand passengers aboard, and I need
to make sure that they don’t panic. I need you to try and get in touch with the
Fleet, a harbor master, anything, so we can get something official.
In the
meantime, I’m going to try and contain this until the Captain arrives.”
“Where’s your comm center?” Murat asked and felt her anxiety level start to
drop. This, as terrible as it was, was something she could deal with…was trained to
deal with. Being dumped at the altar in front of friends and family, that was way
outside her skill set.
Sonderson directed her to the communications workstation and introduced her
to the technician that monitored the system. “Ok,” Murat finally said, “We need to
get in touch with the fleet so we can figure out what’s going on…” she told the tech
and a moment later began trying to contact someone in authority.
The Captain arrived about five minutes later and looked as pale as a ghost.
“Nils, are you sure? Waypoint?”
Sonderson nodded. “Yeah…I saw the plumes rising over Gemini City before a
nuke took them off the air.”
“Oh, frak me…” the Captain swore and then looked around the darkened bridge
and balls to four watch that was manning it. “Who’s that?” he said and nodded in
Murat’s direction.
“Keep trying,” Murat whispered to the communications tech and stood to face
the Captain. “I’m Flight Captain Rachel Murat.”
“Flight Captain?” the Captain asked rhetorically.
lighter?”

“Peltast track or something

“Peltast, sir…Prodromoi, actually,” Murat replied.
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“Impressive,” the Captain said and looked to be deep in thought for a moment.
“Can you handle something larger and heavier?”
“I have an unlimited tonnage rating, but I wouldn’t say that I could make a
battlestar maneuver like my Prodromoi,” Murat quickly answered.
“Well, you’re combat trained and that beats anything I have on crew, save Nils
or myself,” the Captain told her. “I want you to familiarize yourself with the helm,
we’re going to probably either be diving or transitioning to free flight in the next
few minutes. Nils, I want you to alert the crew that we need to prepare for
protected operations and make sure that everyone is off the deck and inside, and
once we have a green board I’m going to seal us up. In the meantime, the Flight
Captain and I have a date with the helm and a crash course in how to handle the
beast.”
“What are your plans, Captain?” Murat asked a few moments later when she
was sitting at the pilot’s station at the helm.
“Captain Ben Farmer, pleased to meet you, Flight Captain,” Farmer said and
offered his hand. “What’s your ship?”
“Epiales,” Murat replied. “I was transferred over about six months ago.”
“Good ship, I remember when Admiral Cassidine had her,” Farmer stated. “I
wasn’t aware that she was running Prodromoi class gunships, though.”
“That was one of the refits she recently received,” Murat explained as she
studied the ship’s load and stress ratings.
“Good. Someone’s thinking,” Farmer said. “You’re good?”
Murat chuckled. “Yeah, you could say that…I fly the Spear, sir. If you don’t
mind me asking, you seem to know an awful lot about the Fleet…”
“I should, I gave it twenty years of my life before I decided it was time to get out
and see what this thing called a ‘life’ was supposed to be like,” Farmer chuckled.
“Northern Cross Lines gave me a chance to be a glorified bus driver and when they
told me the salary and perks I jumped on it.” Sonderson was walking towards their
station when Farmer asked, “What’s going on, Nils?”
“Ah…Ben…Home Office just confirmed that Waypoint has been activated. The
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strikes are across the Communion, every world is reporting massive bombardments
and there’s scant activity from the Fleet,” Sonderson explained and leaned against
the navigation station. “Whoever they are, their surprise was total and they’re
dropping nuke after nuke on us.”
“What about the President?” Murat asked.
Sonderson shook his head. “The capital was blanketed with at least two dozen
warheads and is nothing but a wasteland. The Veep tried to offer an unconditional
surrender if they’d stop the bombardment but according to the Home Office, his
likely location was bracketed by half a dozen nukes less than five minutes later.
Whoever they are, they’re slaughtering us like sheep led to the slaughterhouse.”
“Right…” Farmer said after several long and silent seconds.
green board?”

“Do we have a

“Aye, we’re green,” Sonderson confirmed.
“Then it’s time. Prepare to lift to five hundred meters…I’m not going to climb to
orbit, with all the nukes flying around, I don’t want to be mistaken for a battlestar,
we just don’t have the armor and a hit within the atmosphere would be
catastrophic. We’ll jump to a 50,000 km orbit and assess the situation. If, and
that’s a big if, we’re clear and there are any small civvies, we’ll take them aboard,
but if not, we’ll jump to Belter’s Holiday and see if it’s still intact. It’s den of thieves,
but it’s the current Alpha Waypoint rendezvous.”
“Copy that, Captain, lift to 500 meters then jump to a 50,000 km orbit,” Murat
replied and started the navigation computer working on the calculations to make it
reality.
Captain Farmer went on the ship’s 1MC and briefly informed the passengers that
due to an emergency that was beyond their control that they would be lifting from
the ocean and then jumping to orbit. He promised them more information once
they got to orbit. “That buys me a few minutes to make sense of all this,” he
explained as he sat at the co-pilot’s station. “You ready Flight Captain?” he asked.
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Murat replied.
“What’s your call sign?” Farmer inquired as they prepared the ship for lift off.
Murat grinned, “Victrix, and the last guy who called me Trixie wound up pissing
blood for a week.”
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“I like your style, Victrix,” Farmer nodded. “Sandman.”
“Sandman?” Murat asked a moment before her eyes widened. “You’re…”
“The one and only,” Farmer winked. “Now, prepare to lift the ship in five…
four…three…two…one…lift!”
Murat focused on the task at hand rather than allow herself to think about the
man who sat less than a meter from her. Her left hand pulled back on the control
yoke as her right moved the throttles forward to the proper setting for a
maneuvering ocean based launch. “We are gaining speed,” she said as she felt the
massive liner buffet slightly as the ship accelerated and created a long and frothy
wake.
“Extending the wings, be prepared for some chop,” Farmer announced and a
moment later Murat felt the controls suddenly shimmy in her hands. “Hold on to
them…the flight systems give you feedback, but it still requires a steady hand…”
“I have the helm,” Murat confirmed and held the yoke just tight enough to keep
it steady. “We are ready to rotate…contra grav is online…now!” Elysian Paradise
suddenly leapt into the night sky as water sluiced away from her hull and off the
two pairs of small stabilizing wings that were now deployed from her lower hull.
She quickly reached over and eased back on the throttles and eventually slowed
the liner to 50 kph.
“Helm, we have a green board,” Farmer announced. “You may begin the jump
countdown.”
“Dradis contacts!” a sensor rating announced. “Two small craft…about the size
of Mosquitos are closing rapidly at Mach 2. Oh my gods!” the sensor rating almost
shouted. “They’ve launched missiles…Four inbound missiles at Mach 6…ETA is
fifteen seconds!”
“Any time now, Victrix…” Farmer gently prodded.
The jump drive was almost finished spooling up, just another few seconds…
there! It was ready, and not a moment too soon, Murat thought. “We can jump in
five! Four! Three! Two! One! Jump!”
Elysian Paradise disappeared in a silvery flash a mere five seconds before four
missiles passed through the shock wave she created when she jumped.
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*+*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, VF-588 Night
Witches Viper 949
Captain Selah Kavari, Orchid to all who knew her, guided the Mk VIIF Viper
deeper into the atmosphere of the planet she’d been told was Machimos, the capital
of the Meropian Communion. The atmosphere was more turbulent than she
expected and she had to keep a firm hand on the side stick that rode under her
right hand. “Blue Bird, how are you doing over there?” she asked in the discrete
frequency that she shared with her wingman.
A laugh answered. Orchid shook her head; nothing seemed to phase Lieutenant
J.G. Robin Ney, Blue Bird, and the more challenging a flying task was the more the
young officer enjoyed it. “Orchid, Blue Bird; there’s a bit of a chop, but we’re strac
over here…Dradis is picking up a lot of charged particles and radioactive
particulates, so I think we’re going to need to decon the birds when we’re done.”
“Good…just keep your eyes open, the Boss told us that the toasters are all over
the place,” Orchid replied. “We need to stick with the transports…”
“Yes, mother…” Blue Bird teased before she lost the joviality, “These could be
our people, Selah…I’m not going to lose the ball.”
“I never doubted you for a moment,” Orchid replied and realized just how
seriously her young wingman took the assignment. “Doakie has the transports
heading towards some sort of school or sports complex about sixty klicks out so
we’ll CAP the site and once they’re loaded, we’ll jump for orbit.”
“Copy that, Orchid,” Blue Bird answered. “Ah…this doesn’t look good…”
Orchid noticed the bogies a moment before Blue Bird had said something. “I
see them…” she said on the discrete frequency, then shifted to the squadron
frequency, “Heads up, Witches…we have bogies incoming. Feathers, Spiteful,
Speedball, and Choker, they’re all yours. Make a positive ID before you engage
unless you’re fired upon, then you’re cleared weapons free. Doakie, what’s the big
picture look like?”
The four pilots confirmed Orchid’s orders and peeled off to engage the four
approaching bogies before Doakie answered Orchid’s question. “There’s a lot of
interference down here, Orchid, but as near as I can see, other than the four bogies
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the only things in the air are us, the group from Ariadne, and the group from
Aether. Ah…wait one…”
The hairs on the back of her neck suddenly stood on end as her Viper’s dradis
pinged off something substantial. “Doakie…talk to me…I’m starting to get a bad
feeling about this…”
“Orchid, Doakie,” the Raptor EWO replied with a slight tremor in his voice,
“Cylon baseship bearing 270 degrees at 3000 meters altitude, range 200
kilometers, closure rate is 1000 kilometers per hour, CBDR. At this rate, we’ll
merge in about twelve minutes. What’s the plan?”
Well, frak me silly, Orchid thought as she studied the dradis and quickly brought
the terrain mapping mode online. Damn…why did these things have to happen
when they had other orders, she wondered as a plan, a rebellious plan, started
forming in her mind. Her left index finger changed frequencies again and she
contacted her Communion and Earth Union counterparts, “Sluf…Mandrake,
Orchid. We have a choice to make…”
“Digger made sure we had some party favors, Orchid,” Captain Reggie
VanDyke, Sluf, replied. We either take a crack at it, or we abort,” the Union officer
stated. “So far it hasn’t made any course changes or launched any ordnance, so the
fallout may be masking us.”
“We need to ensure the rescue teams have the time to load the refugees,” Flight
Captain Michael Schade, Mandrake, stated. “If we moved to engage, we could buy
them the time they need…”
“We take half the force and engage, the other half provides a CAP,” Orchid
suggested. “Sound good to you?”
“Let’s go hunting, Orchid,” Mandrake eagerly replied. “It’s time for payback.”
Orders were quickly given and eight Vipers joined five Rocs and two Peltasts
and accelerated towards the approaching baseship. “Ah, so much for the plan?”
Blue Bird asked a couple moments later.
“C’mon, Blue, doesn’t the Academy still teach that no plan survives first contact
with the enemy?” Orchid asked as she watched the airspeed indicator climb past
Mach 2 and then stabilize at 2500 kph when she pulled the throttles back slightly.
At the current speed, they’d reach their launch position in less than two and a half
minutes and then it would be a mad dash for a ridgeline to mask their exit.
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Blue Bird chuckled. “This will be a hell of a story to tell when we get back…”
“Well, if Doakie is doing his job, we’ll have pics to prove it happened,” Orchid
quipped and armed the four Skybolt missiles the Viper carried in a ventral bay.
They weren’t much, but between the Vipers they’d add thirty-two targets into the
mix that might give one of the missiles launched by the Rocs or Peltasts a chance to
get close. And in the end, that’s all they needed, was for one of those missiles to
get close and detonate; physics would do the rest.
“Witches, Orchid,” Orchid said over the squadron frequency, “prepare to launch
missiles in ten seconds…” She watched the clock count down and then joined in,
“Three…two…one…Launch!” Her right thumb depressed the launch switch on the
sidestick controller and she felt the Viper buffet as the weapons bay doors snapped
open into the slipstream and four Skybolt missiles were ejected. A moment later
the buffeting stopped as the doors closed and she saw four flashes as the missiles
accelerated toward their target.
“Witches! Break left to the ridge!” Orchid ordered and pushed the stick over
while applying left rudder and pushing the throttles all the way to the stops at zone
5 reheat. The air superiority grey Viper leapt forward as if had been standing still
and not already cruising at 2500 kph and arced to the left as its pilot guided it to
the safety of the mountain range several kilometers distant.
Almost as one the small strike force launched their deadly cargos at the
approaching baseship and then broke for the safety offered by the distant ridgeline.
Vipers, Peltasts, and Rocs all followed the broad valley as it turned back in the
direction they came from. Every eye focused on ensuring they made good on their
escape, but every eye also glanced at the mission clocks and counted down until
their weapons reached their target.
*+*+*+*+*
Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Cylon baseship Perdition
The lights flickered in the baseship’s control room and Tiberius could see and
smell the haze from the electrical fire that had recently been extinguished. His left
arm hung lip at his side and he scowled while he gritted his teeth from the pain.
Telemetry was still coming in but it was sketchy and fragmentary, and provided a
woefully incomplete picture of what was going on around them. He submerged his
right hand into the data pool and allowed his consciousness to momentarily merge
with the living ship. The hybrid was suffering from system shock and no one was
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sure how long it would be before she recovered.
Until then, everything was being rather sloppily managed via manual controls.
Perdition had rigged her arms for atmospheric travel and instead of looking like
a six armed star she looked like a pair of barbed arrowheads stacked one above the
other. This had the side effect of concentrating her weapons along a broad forward
arc and theoretically should have given her an advantage in atmospheric combat.
In theory, it might have. Except Perdition was crippled and trying to use the
fallout and ground clutter to mask her presence from the forces in orbit until she
could perform emergency repairs and return to the fight. Tiberius turned and
looked where the hybrid lay reclined in her pool as several of his brethren worked
on her.
She’s not a mechanical device, Tiberius scowled, she’s a living being that’s tied
into the ship and controlled everything it did.
The lights suddenly dimmed and the hybrid screamed in pain. “Danger!
Vectors changing, closing, seeds of the sun spring to bloom their ultimate
destruction!”
A moment later the first Skybolt slammed into the massive ship followed several
seconds later by several 50 kiloton nuclear detonations. In space, Perdition could
have shrugged off the blasts, but within Machimos’ atmosphere it didn’t have the
protection that vacuum offered.
The thermal flashes hit first, charring and
blackening the graceful arms, causing numerous hull breaches around the ship.
When the overpressure waves hit a split second later, the already weakened hull
buckled and held for a moment as if by pure willpower, but then began to split and
shatter as the stringers and bulkheads reached their failure points and succumbed
to physics’ cold equations.
Thirty seconds after the first Skybolt hit the baseship, Perdition slammed into the
ground at almost 900 kilometers per hour and created a crater more than a
kilometer wide and three hundred meters deep.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial
battlestar Hydra, BS-44
The deck beneath Commodore Vannevar Bovee’s feet trembled as two more
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Cylon missiles detonated. “Damage report!” he ordered and then studied the
dradis. Something was wrong and just as he was about to say something Hydra
trembled again as another missile slipped through the point defense. It wasn’t the
crew’s fault or the systems’ fault that the hits slipped through, they Cylons were
swarming the ship and only firing once one of the Raiders made it inside the point
defense solutions. The defenses were averaging better than a four out of five kill
ratio, but even though none of the missiles had penetrated the armor, the shock was
enough to cause damage.
And war, like most things when you distilled them down to their core
components, was a numbers game.
“Frak, we have got to up our game,” Bovee swore and knew that despite the
leakers that managed to get through, the three ships that were squaring off against
nine remaining baseships had it worse. “Bo, get me Admiral Bannasalle on
Andromeda, please, and pass it down here,” he told the communications tech
before turning to face Colonel Andrew McGregor. “Bannasalle is better than that,”
he said just loud enough that his XO could hear him. “Why the hell is he holding
back and letting his escorts get ahead of him?”
“I dunno, Van,” McGregor replied and shook his head while glancing up at the
dradis display. “We need Andi’s firepower and soon. There are more baseships
coming, and until they get here, we can’t bring Kali and Raijin into the fight, so
right now it’s bare knuckle like the old days.”
This part of space is starting to get mighty crowded, Bovee thought as he saw
two more baseships appear on the dradis and heard Captain Riley Shane announce
the arrival of Sierra Forty-One and Sierra Forty-Two. The odds were getting beyond
absurd, they were getting suicidal.
“Commodore, I have Andromeda Actual,” Ellis announced.
“Thank you, Bo!” Bovee replied as Hydra fired a full broadside at Sierra TwentySix. As he lifted the headset to his ear he was rewarded with Sierra Twenty-Six’s
dradis icon blinking yellow before disappearing. “Andromeda Actual, this is Hydra
Actual; is the ship in distress, Admiral?”
“Hydra Actual, Andromeda Actual,” a shaken female voice replied, “This is
Captain Leslie Hunter, currently in command.”
Bovee barely let Hunter finish when he fired off a question, “Captain, what’s
going on over there? Where’s Admiral Bannasalle or Colonel Martinez?”
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“Colonel Martinez is dead and Admiral Bannasalle is being rushed to surgery,”
Hunter explained and took a breath. “One of the crew brought a message for the
Admiral and when he handed him the clipboard…he shot the Admiral several times
before the XO tackled him…and that’s when the bomb belt went off. The XO is
dead as are three of my primary CIC crew. We’re working to bring things back
online and join the fight.”
When Bovee met McGregor’s gaze he realized he must be white as a ghost, too.
Communicating wordlessly, McGregor nodded, put down the headset, and called
for one of the Marine guards. “Is the ship capable of fighting, Captain?” Bovee
asked and forced himself to focus on what was happening on Andromeda. His
crew had their orders and were doing fine without him looking over their shoulder
at the moment.
“The damage to CIC is minor, and I have all spaces locked down and the
Marines are deploying to secure anyplace that they can think of that might be a
target,” Hunter replied. “I’m the senior unrestricted line officer, sir…ah…”
“I understand, Captain…wait one…” Bovee said and had to think a moment
about Hunter’s unasked question. If she was the senior unrestricted line officer, that
meant that the others were either off the ship or had been left behind.
If
Andromeda had been an escort, the answer would have been simple; Hunter could
fight the ship. But unless she was another Chase, there was no way she’d have the
experience or skills to fight one of the most powerful battlestars in the Colonial
Fleet and the simple fact was that they needed Andromeda’s firepower to even
things out a bit.
“Frak…” Bovee whispered. “Hang tight, Captain,” he said into the headset, “I’ll
be back in a moment.” Even twelve hours ago the idea would have been
preposterous, but right now it was the only option that he had available. “Bo!
Patch me through to Kali, ASAP!” he shouted over to the communications tech.
“One moment, Commodore…” Ellis answered and less than ten seconds later
announced, “I have Kali Actual on line two.”
Bovee punched the button that would connect his headset with Kali.
“Commander, this is Commodore Bovee,” he said without preamble. “Is Admiral
Galva nearby?”
It felt like a lifetime to explain what happened on Andromeda and what he
needed, but there wasn’t any hesitation when Bovee finished. “I’m on my way,
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Commodore,” Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva replied. “I’ll let you know as soon as I
get there and we’ll bring the girl into the fight.”
“Thank you, Admiral. When this is over, I might need you to hang around for
my court martial…” Bovee joked and felt relieved that the man he considered a
friend and comrade had so readily accepted his idea.
“They don’t court marital heroes, Van, they celebrate them! Now, I better run
and make sure that happens!” the old Fleet Admiral joked. “Galva, out.”
“Are you sure about this?” McGregor asked when he finished explaining to
Hunter what was going to happen.
Bovee shook his head. “No, but it’s the only choice. Our weapons are similar
and after this engagement, we’ll both have more intelligence on each other than a
town full of analysts could sift through in a year. This simply gives us a fighting
chance to make it through in one piece.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial
battlestar Andromeda, BS-93
“Admiral on deck!” the Marine loudly announced as Fleet Admiral Leonardo
Galva stepped into Andromeda’s CIC. In the moment that it took him to cross the
threshold his eyes scanned the chamber and took stock of the body language and
posture of the crew. They weren’t defeated, he thought, but they did have the look
of a prize fighter who had been sucker punched and was against the ropes. From
what his Raptor’s pilot told him on the short flight from Kali, Admiral Kevin
Bannasalle was a much beloved spacer’s spacer and never failed to give his crew
the benefit of the doubt and considered being their admiral and having their trust as
a gift beyond measure. Even for a short time, those would be some very large
shoes to fill.
“At ease,” Galva quickly replied, “we’re being shot at, I think we have more
important things to worry about than rank formalities, don’t you agree Captain
Hunter?”
He got what he wanted from the question. Hunter nodded and couldn’t
suppress her lips from barely turning up at their corners. “Yes, Admiral, I do
believe that I do.”
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“Good, good,” Galva warmly answered.
Andromeda can do, shall we?”

“Let’s show the Cylons what

“Aye, aye, sir!” Hunter grinned and even with the soot smeared on her face, it
was clear that was what she wanted to hear.
“Ok, I’m new here, so I’m going to depend on you to make sure the right person
does what I ask if I tell the wrong person to do it,” Galva began and walked to the
plotting table. His eyes dropped down to the edge where there were still several
drops of blood. He reached out with his index finger and swiped it across the
drops, collecting them on his finger before he wiped it across his tunic. “We’re in
this together,” he said when he was sure that he had everyone’s attention. “I will do
my best to do right by you,” he finished and met Hunter’s gaze.
“You already have, sir,” Hunter managed to say before she rolled her lips
between her teeth and fought her emotions. “You already have.”
Galva nodded and put his hands on the plotting table. “Navigation, let’s get
back into formation with our escorts and let’s increase our velocity so that we’re
back in formation with Commodore Bovee’s squadron…There are Cylons out there
that have big ‘Shoot me!’ targets on them, and before today is over I want to make
sure we can paint the Ace’s crest on Andromeda!”
The next five minutes were filled with a crash course in the havoc and mayhem
that a Nike class battlestar could unleash and the unique ways she could do it.
“Mr. Minelli, if you would send my regards to Commodore Bovee on Hydra and
ask if he has a moment, Andromeda is ready to enter the fray and needs to know
who he wants us to smite first.”
“Aye, Admiral,” Communications Specialist Holt Minelli said proudly and
repeated Galva’s order. “I have Commodore Bovee, sir,” he added a moment later.
“Thank you, son; please put him on speaker,” Galva replied. “Hydra Actual,
Andromeda Actual, we’re ready to engage, just point us in the right direction and
we’ll start clearing it.”
“Andromeda Actual, Hydra Actual,” Bovee’s voice said over the CIC speakers,
“Frakking A, Admiral, you’re just in time…it’s a target rich environment and right
now we’re a little weak on our right flank. Do you think you can do something
about it?”
“Don’t worry about your flank, Commodore, we’re on the job and we won’t let
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you down or disappoint,” Galva said and made sure that his voice radiated the
pride he was already feeling in the crew. “Andromeda Actual, out.” He looked
around the CIC, “Let’s get to work, folks, and show them what we’re made of.”
Andromeda killed her first baseship thirty seconds into the engagement and the
second one died less than a minute later.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Indefatigable, BS-89
Aether was on Indefatigable’s left flank and Ariadne was on her right, and
together the three ships provided mutual support and cover as the nine remaining
baseships moved closer and spread out, forcing the three human ships into a lower
orbit. Commander Miriam Duquesne frowned as she studied the dradis display
that laid out their current tactical situation. Going into the atmosphere wasn’t
something she wanted to do with the Cylons watching their every move. All they
needed to do was lob a nuke or two within a couple kilometers and detonate it and
the shockwave and turbulence would do the rest of the job.
They’d been fighting for almost forty-five minutes and it seemed that every time
they managed to cripple or destroy a baseship, another one or two would arrive
and take its place. Duquesne licked her lips and studied the tablet that was on the
plotting table. Another thirty minutes and whether she liked it or not, they’d have
to leave. It wasn’t that Indefatigable or the others were damaged and couldn’t fight,
it was something far more basic…they were shooting their magazines dry,
especially the Manticores. All three ships had been firing non-stop since they battle
started and because there were so many targets, almost every gun was firing as fast
as it could cycle.
“We’re close to 50%, Ty. How soon is the first group going to be ready to
board?” Duquesne asked the officer standing across from her.
“Orchid said they’re five minutes out,” Colonel Tyler Sedaris answered and ran
the fingers of his right hand through his hair. “We should be able to turn them
around in ten minutes, maybe fifteen depending on how close to bingo and skosh
the Vipers are, and then they can head back for another load.”
Duquesne slowly nodded. It was a vicious numbers game; the longer they
stayed and the closer they got to their own empty magazines, the more people they
could save…but at the same time, the worse their ability to defend themselves
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would be. The sooner they left, and the equation reversed itself somewhat. “Give
me a reality check, Ty…do we risk a second trip to the surface?”
Sedaris nodded. “Yeah. I see our people down there and I can’t leave until we
don’t have a choice. They didn’t ask for this to happen…they didn’t ask for our
creations to go on a genocidal shooting spree.”
“That’s my thinking, and I know without asking that it’ll be Dix’s and Digger’s as
well,” Duquesne explained to her old friend. “Hmm…now that’s interesting…” she
said as her eyes watched a development on the dradis.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Earth Union gunstar
Ariadne
“How many of those damned things do they have?” Colonel Kimber Bond asked
as she watched another baseship jump in to replace one that was already falling
from orbit.
“I don’t think the number matters so long as it’s ‘enough’,” Commander Douglas
‘Digger’ Sharma joked as Captain Richard Dane announced that a spread of Hydra
missiles just launched. “The first refugees should be arriving in a couple minutes;
Meredith already has some people ready in case they’re needed.”
“That’s good…” Bond said and met Sharma’s, her husband’s, gaze.
“Intellectually I knew what happened back home,” she softly said, “but even that
didn’t prepare me for actually seeing it happen first hand.”
“Same here,” Sharma nodded. “This is what happens when man plays god,” he
hissed before something caught his eye on the dradis. “As bad as it is for us, it’s all
the worse for Dix and Ash.”
“What’s going on, there?” Bond asked and pointed to what had captured
Sharma’s attention.
“I don’t know, Kim,” Sharma slowly replied. “But it looks like the mixed group
of Colonial and Communion ships are calling up their reserve. They’ve stayed in
the background for most of the fight and haven’t gone on the offensive yet…”
“Well, right now, I’ll take any help we can get,” Bond said and studied a tablet
that a crewman handed her. “We’re close to 50% on everything, and our point
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defense missiles are even lower, they’re down to 40%.”
Those weren’t the numbers I wanted to hear, Sharma thought to himself as his
eyes once again caught something on the dradis. “I have an idea…”
“I know it’s a long shot,” Sharma said a minute later to his two counterparts.
“Once we get our people aboard and launched for a second trip, we close up our
formation and then go hell bent for leather to their right flank. I’ve been watching
their reactions, and whoever is running the show over there seems to concentrate
on his left flank and center, leaving the right open.”
“That would make sense, in a way,” Duquesne explained. “They know who we
are and probably hate us beyond comprehension so they’re focused on getting us
out of the picture.”
“I’m for it…but how are we going to recover our people if we’re still engaged?”
Ives asked.
“That’s the twitchy part,” Sharma admitted. “Once we know they’re on the way
back, then Indefatigable jumps back to collect them. I know…I know…we’ll be in
over our heads, but Indefatigable has four flight decks and her people are used to
numerous small craft performing combat landings. The Peltasts can simply jump to
a rally point where we’ll go once everyone has landed.”
Duquesne laughed once, then again. “We won’t need to break formation;
everything we sent down is FTL capable, even the Vipers. How about your craft,
Digger? They’re all FTL capable?”
Sharma nodded even though Duquesne couldn’t see him.
yours are, aren’t they, Dix?”

“Yes…and all of

“They are,” Ives replied. “We could simply give them a rally point and once
they’ve lifted off, we just jump there.”
“I’ll send it over to the Colonials,” Duquesne offered. “Then we can all regroup
and present a unified front when we return.”
“Commander?” Specialist Zachary Walton asked and broke into the
conversation. “I think you’re going to want to hear this…it’s being broadcast in the
clear.”
*+*+*+*+*
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Beyond the orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial
battlestar Kali, BS-68
Commander Prentiss Abbot nervously tugged his uniform cuffs and looked
around the CIC. He was slowly becoming more at ease in his position and surprise
promotion. Now, after more than a year of research, blood, sweat, tears, and an
inspired epiphany, it had all come down to this. Commodore Bovee had agreed to
his request, whether to humor him or to just see what happened, he wasn’t sure,
and then once that happened it was time to see if his brainchild worked.
“Evelyn, is everything ready?” Abbot asked Master Chief Petty Officer Evelyn
Elmwood.
“I just spoke with Raijin and they’re ready to follow our lead and we’ve been
ready since we arrived,” Elmwood replied easily. She wore the uniform better than
he did, Abbot thought, but then again she wore it for the past twenty years while he
wore jeans and a turtleneck or sweater.
“Bev, I’m going to need to have something broadcast in the clear on all primary
channels, how soon can this happen?” Abbot asked Specialist Beverley Bickel.
“Thirty seconds at the most, Commander,” Bickel replied and started working to
make it happen.
“You know this is crazy, don’t you, Prentiss?” Elmwood asked and arched her
eyebrows.
Abbot shrugged. “Yeah…but…I just can’t pull the trigger without at least trying.
And then we drop the hammer on the smarmy toasters.”
Elmwood chuckled and shook her head. “You never cease to amaze me; you
know that?”
“All part of my charm and success at business!” Abbot snarked back. The crew
was largely left over from when Admiral Richard Szabo flew his flag from Kali and it
had taken several months for him to get them to relax and understand he wasn’t the
despot that his predecessor was. Before, when they saw he and Elmwood trade
barbs and jokes they looked on with surprise written large on their faces, now they
took it in stride and accepted the eccentric nature of their new ‘boss’.
“I have your channels ready, Commander,” Bickel said and broke into his
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thoughts. “Your handset is live.”
“I should say something witty,” Abbot said just loud enough for the CIC to hear,
“like, ‘Hold my bear and watch this…y’all ain’t gonna belive this shit!’” Despite
the situation, his comment and offbeat leadership style earned him several laughs
and Elmwood rolling her eyes. He put the handset to his head and depressed the
microphone button, “This is Commander Prentiss Abbot of the Colonial Fleet. I am
hereby demanding that the Cylon forces attacking the Meropian Communion
immediately stand down, cease offensive operations, and surrender immediately.
You have ten seconds to comply…I know you’re computerized, so you can do this
if you want to.
“Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Time’s up…”
When nothing happened, Abbot looked over to Elmwood, “Bring everything
online and hit them with the Retributive Strike.”
“By your command,” Elmwood replied in a fair approximation of an Uprising
era Cylon. She pressed the large red button that Abbot had insisted be used to
trigger the electronic attack and shook her head.
“Retributive Strike has
commenced.”
Kali’s already formidable communications and electronic warfare arrays were
joined by Raijin’s twenty massive electronic warfare phased arrays and together
they rained electronic carnage on the attacking Cylon forces. Almost like a switch
was flipped, or, Abbot thought, a button had been pressed, every Raider suddenly
stopped maneuvering and began travelling ballistically along the last thrust vector
their now silent engines provided. The massive baseships didn’t fare much better;
two collided and began the fiery dance of death as bulkheads failed and hull plates
shattered.
All across the system and within a matter of moments, the attacking Cylons fell
silent and ceased firing, maneuvering, or doing pretty much anything other than
coasting along their last vector.
“My gods, Prentiss…” Elmwood said in a voice filled with awe and missing any
of the playful tone it possessed moments before, “you did it…you frakking did it…”
Abbot smiled released the breath he had been holding ever since he gave the
order to launch the Retributive Strike. He depressed the microphone key on the
handset, “This is Commander Prentiss Abbot; run up the score, people.”
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*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Unity baseship Shalim
Magnus Wilder lay in bed and stared through the large floor to ceiling window
that looked out into the depths of the cosmos. He felt a comforting weight on his
right arm as Briseis shifted in her sleep and absently he allowed his fingers to gently
stroke her lustrous crimson hair. So much had happened in such a short time, he
still sometimes wondered if it was all a dream. He looked over at Briseis’ sleeping
face, just as beautiful and radiant asleep as she was awake, and realized that it
didn’t matter if it was a dream, because if it was a dream it was one he never
wanted to wake up from.
He made the decision to do what he’d done and deep down he knew it was not
just the best decision he’d ever made, but it was also most likely one of the few
he’d ever really made on his own. As he watched the stars outside the window, his
mind drifted back almost a week, to the day they left the Communion and set out
on their quest.
*+*+*+*+*
The majestic dun colored ship that looked like it carried a cityscape on its back
orbited the blue-green world that was covered with bright white puffy clouds and
all the evidence of an active and thriving ecosystem. Magnus stood and stared
down at the planet from one of the tower windows and wondered where everything
had gone wrong…or had it been wrong from the start? Deep in his mind he knew
what he had to do and had made peace with turning his back on his fellows.
“Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Magnus asked before turning to face
the seven others who were in the comfortably appointed lounge. “Once we start,
there will be no turning back and we could find that we have no friends, no allies,
and that we’re now the hunted.”
“Yes,” a handsome, dark haired and blue eyed man replied with conviction.
Until recently, Victor had been a drone, one of the Earth Union’s combat drones; a
human shaped robot that was covered in gleaming black chrome armor. Now,
having undergone the transformation that the Equals had promised, he’d traded his
mechanical body for one made from flesh and blood and the black chrome armor
was now replaced by a sky grey uniform cut similar to those worn by the Union
Fleet’s officers.
“We were deceived, Magnus,” Victor continued and had trouble keeping
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emotion from his voice. “We were violated and forced to willingly slaughter our
creators, the people who gave us life and did nothing to deserve what happened.
We were coerced through a mental rape that was no less a spiritual violation than
the real thing, to kill those we worked with, those we cared for, and those who
looked to us for help.
“That’s a crime that we cannot allow to go unpunished,” Victor concluded.
“I was pretty sure that’s what you’d say,” Magnus affirmed and saluted his old
friend with his brandy snifter before walking over to where the others sat and
settling next to Briseis, dressed in a uniform similar to Victor but all woman beneath
it with an athletic build, flawless porcelain skin, and deep red hair braided and
hanging over her left shoulder. Her hand was in his as soon as he sat down and he
felt a feeling that was becoming more common since Briseis had undergone the
transformation; contentment.
All of the drones who had undergone the transformation seemed to be deeply
sensual creatures and Magnus wasn’t sure if it was because they were feeling
everything for the first time instead of interpreting code fed into their intelligence or
whether it was their way of affirming that they were alive. Either way, or both, he
thought, it was a good thing. Life should be experienced, the good and the bad,
and right now while there was a lot of bad, there was also the potential and the
hope for a lot of good.
“I’ve made sure that the code update has been pushed out to all the units and
thanks to the plans you provided,” Sappho explained before she rolled her head
around her shoulders and stretched like a cat, “Our own resurrection chambers are
being constructed here and on Mot. Once they’re complete, we’ll begin refitting
some of the other baseships so we can accelerate the transformation.” She paused
and then a smile touched her Cupid’s bow lips, “How does it feel to be the father of
an awakened civilization?”
“I don’t know how much of a father I am,” Magnus replied self-consciously and
realized that Sappho wasn’t teasing or being metaphorical. “I did what I did to help
people who mean more to me than my brethren…who had been wronged by them.
But…” he winked, “If I’m the ‘father’, does that mean I get to send my ‘children’ to
bed?”
“You can send me to bed anytime,” Briseis whispered into his hear with a puff of
breath that sent a shiver down his spine. She had taken the whole ‘learn by doing’
thing to heart and had proven to be an exciting, creative, and insatiable lover. And
it wasn’t just the physical act that she brought her passion to, it was something that
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they’d both been dancing around for the past couple days. Something he was sure
she felt and that he knew he felt, and despite hints that both dropped to the other,
they just hadn’t mustered the courage to cross that next line.
“You’re truly human,” he whispered back to Briseis and was rewarded by her
hand squeezing his.
“Well, before we need to get some rooms or put a blanket on the floor,” Victor
snarked and drew Magnus’ attention away from the wonderful creature at his side.
“We’re going to depart in an hour,” he continued and brought the conversation and
Magnus’ thoughts back to the topic at hand, “and we should reach our destination
in less than a week.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Welcome back to the land of the living,” Briseis teased as Magnus opened his
eyes and was once again entranced by her emerald green orbs. She leaned forward
and gently touched her lips to his and he slowly reached around her and pulled her
close, deepening the kiss.
“I could wake up like that for the rest of my life,” Magnus signed as Briseis
settled next to him. “I…” something from his walk down memory lane had stayed
prominent in his mind. “I…” he started again, “can’t dance around this anymore,
Bree,” he managed to say before Briseis gave him a quick peck on the lips. “I have
to tell you…”
“That you sing in the shower?” Briseis teased. “Or that you put each item in
your pockets into the same cups on the organizer on your dresser? Or that you
always make sure the seat is down, even if you leave it up and have to go right back
and put it down? I know…I feel it too,” she softly told him.
“If you know it, then what is it?” Magnus asked trying to draw it out of her and
get her to say it first.
Briseis grinned. “You know what it is,” she winked. “You’re brought it up, so it’s
your responsibility to say it.”
Magnus sighed and nodded. Do it and be done with it, he chided himself. The
worst that could happen is that she gets pissed and kicks you out an airlock…
“Ok…I love you, Bree. You make me feel…right.”
“See,” Briseis asked and quickly kissed him again, “that wasn’t so hard. I love
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you, too, Magnus…you make me feel alive, like this is why we’re alive…if that
makes sense.”
“It does,” Magnus whispered and pulled her close. “It certainly does.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Based on the model, when we jump we should arrive about 1000 km from our
destination,” Victor explained as he briefed Magnus, Briseis, and Sappho in Shalim’s
navigation bridge. Designed for human operators, the navigation bridge was
located near the flying wing that extended off the port tower that extended upward
from baseship’s horseshoe shaped main hull.
“One more jump?” Sappho asked from where she sat at one of the life support
workstations.
“One more jump,” Victor confirmed and then looked to Magnus. “You’ve been
quiet throughout all this.”
Magnus shrugged. “I think it’s the fact that we’re almost there,” he confessed
easily. “This is going to be difficult…you have centuries of legends, insurgency, and
hate to overcome. Don’t expect everything to be resolved in a logical and
organized manner.”
Victor nodded and sank into a chair. “When I’m honest with myself I think this
is a fool’s errand, but it’s something that we have to do. We have to show them, if
only to prove to ourselves, that we aren’t what we used to be.”
They talked for another twenty minutes before Sappho and Briseis went to the
navigation station and began verifying the planned jump. Victor sat down next to
Magnus and put two bottles of water on the table before pushing one towards his
friend. “What’s bothering you?”
Magnus sat back shook his head. “Nothing…everything,” he explained and
shrugged. “I just don’t want to see you get your hopes up and then nothing comes
of them.”
“But isn’t that what humans do?” Victor asked. “Try for the impossible?”
“Yes, yes it is,” Magnus chuckled and twisted the cap off the bottle before taking
a long drink. “Are we even sure that there’s anyone there?”
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Victor looked down at the table and shook his head. “When we left, we were
certain that about a thousand or so survived. But that was a long time ago…”
“So, there could be a thriving population there now?” Magnus asked.
“It’s possible. But I doubt it,” Victor stated and toyed with his bottle of water.
“So we have a fifty-fifty chance, either a one or a zero, of them being there,”
Magnus simplified it down to the basics and sat back. His friend was a blend of
logic and passions and had displayed a sense of honor that was humbling. Despite
being human for less than a month, Victor displayed traits that took some people
decades to develop.
“I don’t have some sort of savior complex,” Victor blurted out, “if that’s what
you’re worried about. I…I just have to try and right a wrong that we were
responsible for.”
“That’s where you’re wrong, my friend,” Magnus told him and met Victor’s gaze
when his head snapped up, “we…we have to try to right the wrong.”
“As do we,” Sappho said after putting her hand on Victor’s shoulder. Magnus
looked over and saw her standing next to Victor before he felt Briseis’ hand on his
shoulder. “We all had a hand in this, so we all have to try and fix it.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Jump complete, secure the ship from jump conditions,” Victor said as Shalim
coasted through space after the jump. Magnus walked to the windows and gazed
out and then up when he felt his breath stop in his throat.
“My gods…I never thought I’d see that again,” Magnus whispered reverently.
“Seeing it for the first time, really seeing it takes my breath away,” Briseis said
from where she stood next to him. “The last time I saw this was when we arrived
too late to interdict Enyo from leaving.”
“Athena…it’s…beautiful,” Sappho said mesmerized by the massive gas giant that
hung above Shalim.
*+*+*+*+*
Far orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial
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battlestar Persephone, BS-77
Commander Martin Esposito watched in awe as the dradis told the story of
Commander Prentiss Abbot’s weekend epiphany.
“It worked better than we
hoped,” he muttered to himself before looking around the CIC at the other stunned
faces. “Des, now that we have some breathing space, focus on damage control so
we can be at fighting trim if our toaster friends decide to wake up.”
“On it, Commander,” Colonel Desmond Nichols replied and moved to confer
with the damage control officer and the COB, or Chief of the Boat, and prioritize
any repairs that the battlestar might require.
“Mr. Lansky,” Esposito addressed his weapons officer, Captain Holly Lansky. She
was an attractive woman and was a pretty example of the girl next door all grown
up, but what hid behind her violet eyes, pretty face, and disarming blonde mane of
hair was the mind of a tactical genius and the heart of a warrior. “Let’s run up the
score and make sure those baseships never make it home.”
“Aye, Commander, run up the score and make sure the baseships never make it
home,” Lansky replied eagerly and nodded. In the more than two decades that
Esposito had worn the uniform, he’d never seen someone as competent or in tune
with a battlestar’s weapons as Holly Lansky. She had joined Heimdall shortly after
Golden Sword as a routine replacement for the previous weapons officer who had
rotated out, and had immediately taken to the new additional training that he’d
instituted after the war games.
“I have fire control solutions for the targets in our immediate SOR (sphere of
responsibility) and have them ranked in order that we should engage them,” Lansky
explained before turning back to her fire control station and issuing the orders that
would bring Persephone’s kinetics back on line.
Esposito looked down at the tablet that mirrored the overhead ship’s status
display. Persephone and the crew had come through their baptism of fire rather
well and acquitted themselves admirably, but not without taking some bruises. The
ship had taken damage, nothing that was major or would prevent her from being
effective, but nothing man made can take a constant pounding of nuclear and
conventional ordnance without something breaking. Thankfully, most of the
damage was shock related; buckled hatches, damaged relays, and the like.
His fingers swiped to the Air Wing Status page and saw that many of the Wing
were reporting skosh ammo and he was glad to see that Captain Bradley Shaw, his
Flight Operations Officer, was rotating them in for rearming and refueling. His
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heart fell when he saw the darkened icons that represented lost craft. “Brad, what’s
the status of our SAR Ops?”
“We’ve already recovered ten of the twenty-nine losses,” Shaw answered
quickly. “Our losses, both outright and cripples that returned, was remarkably
light. Either they’ve forgotten a lot over the past forty years or we’ve gotten that
much better.”
“I’m glad to hear about the recoveries; please keep me posted,” Esposito told
Shaw. The rest of the reports were more upbeat. The real winner was the
Manticore anti-missile system; they scored an impressive 87% intercept and kill
ratio and were a major reason why the ship didn’t sustain more damage. “Teg,
please send our current status reports over to Commodore Bovee and if he isn’t
busy, I’d like to have a word with him.”
Petty Officer First Class Tegan Bowers acknowledged the order and a moment
later said, “Commander? Commodore Bovee is on the wireless. I’ve sent it down
to your handset.”
“Thanks, Teg,” Esposito replied and picked up the handset.
Actual.”

“Persephone

“Persephone Actual, Hydra Actual,” Bovee’s voice replied strongly. “How are
things over there, Marty?”
“Do you want the official answer or the unofficial answer?” Esposito joked.
“They’re both about the same, other than the wording. In short, we kicked ass and
took names.
I think the Cylons were their own worst enemy during the
engagement.”
“That was my thought, too…” Bovee answered and asked, “Just so we’re on the
same sheet of paper…what did they do wrong?”
“Back at the Academy they taught us about concentration of forces, but what
they did was insane…it was like watching one of those B-Grade martial arts vids
where the heroes are surrounded by a couple dozen bad guys, but the bad guys
can’t use the strength their numbers offer because they can’t get a shot in without
getting in the way of one of their own people. That’s just how the Cylons were,”
Esposito explained what he’d seen. “They’d be so thick and have so many fighters
swarming around that most of their ships couldn’t fire because they’d hit their own
forces.”
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“What about in the beginning, when the numbers were smaller?” Bovee asked
and continued the impromptu debriefing.
“The first skirmishes were probably the most challenging; they had adequate
spacing and room for their Raiders to be effective,” Esposito said and referred to his
tablet to review the situation at the conflict’s beginning. “I think their biggest threat
is if we were in open space against two to four baseships. If we’re in formation like
today and we can maneuver, then we can probably up that to three to five, but
that’s not an absolute curve...there comes a point when they start hitting
diminishing returns.”
“I think you’re spot on with your evaluation,” Bovee told him and then paused
for a moment. “How soon will you be finished mopping up the disabled Cylons in
your SOC?”
“Not long, there aren’t many left over here,” Esposito replied and saw another
icon blink yellow before winking out.
“Good. I want you to join Indefatigable and the two ships that are with her…a
Communion battlestar and gods as my witness, an Earth Union gunstar…and focus
on recovery operations. Admiral Thrush and Admiral Beauliere are going to do the
same, and as soon as the rest of the Cylons in the local area are dispatched, the rest
of us are going to join in. But for now, I’d like you to head up the Colonial efforts;
Persephone has the largest hangar deck of any of our ships other than Andromeda,
and you have experience operating gunships off your flight decks.”
“Can do, Van,” Esposito told Bovee. “I’ll have my flight crews prepare for
atmospheric operations and have the Marines kit out for rescue and recovery
operations.”
“Good man…Plan on a working meal here on Hydra in a couple hours and
we’ll discuss what our next plans are,” Bovee explained and then signed off.
“Brad, can you come over here a moment?” Esposito asked and then had
Bowers page Major Wallace Finch, the commander of Persephone’s Marine
contingent, to the CIC. When both men were at the plotting table he quickly
explained what was needed. “Wally, your Marines are going bear the brunt of this;
managing the refugees, rescuing them, etc. Make sure they pull expeditionary kit
as well as any rescue gear you think they might need. I don’t know if the Cylons
landed anyone and I’m working with Admirals Thrush and Beauliere to make sure
that there is at least one Communion Fleet or Marine uniform with you.
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“Brad, I need you to dust off the emergency triage plans and get them
implemented ASAP. I also want you to have your most experienced LSOs on hand
because there’s a good chance that we’re going to be seeing some Peltast class
gunships on our decks.
“Questions?” Esposito asked.
“No sir,” Finch replied. “I’ve had part of the complement refreshing urban
rescue operations in the V-world since we first heard that the Cylons might be
showing up to cause havoc. We’ll get it done.”
Wally Finch had taken to the V-world like a fish took to water and it seemed like
his Marines were constantly using the artificial reality to train for one thing or
another. “Good. Brad?” Esposito said and looked over at Shaw.
“We should be good to go, Commander,” Shaw explained. “I may need to pull
some crew to help with setup, but we’ll be ready when the first refugees arrive.”
“Take what you need Brad, but make it happen. We have people depending on
us,” Esposito said and noticed that there were far fewer Cylon icons on the dradis
than when he’d started the impromptu briefing.
*+*+*+*+*
Near Belter’s Holiday, Northern Cross Lines liner Elysian Paradise
Was I ever that young, Flight Captain Rachel Murat asked herself as she studied
the young Flight Lieutenant standing in front of her. After today, she silently added,
none of us will ever be young again. After the first jump out of Machimos’
atmosphere, they had wasted no time before jumping to the rally point that the
Waypoint protocols had mapped out. There had been several dozen of the
strangely shaped baseships trading nukes and kinetics with a small number of
Communion Fleet ships, but also with some ships that she’d ever seen before. That
was a mystery for another time, right now there were other pressing issues.
“Give me a two-minute briefing, Flight Lieutenant; what’s it like out there?”
Murat told the young officer show seemed to holding his emotions in check
through sheer willpower. That was something that wasn’t in short supply, today, she
thought…we’ve all summoned more willpower than I think we ever realized we
had.
“Permission to speak freely, Flight Captain?” Flight Lieutenant Crosby Fallon
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asked.
“Absolutely…” Murat began and paused a moment and held up her right finger
to show she wasn’t done, “Flight Lieutenant Fallon,” she began, then added,
“Crosby, I don’t want to hear what you think I want to hear; I want the truth…a ‘no
shitter’ as it were.”
“Yes, ma’am!” Fallon replied and seemed to relax slightly. “We were assigned
to Eos, a Selene class fast battlestar, on a show the flag patrol in the Hell’s Gate
sector of the belt. It was basic stuff and if we were able to run down some
smugglers or slavers, then all the better. The attackers came out of nowhere when
we were about a hundred thousand klicks from Belter’s Holiday and started lobbing
nukes like a reveler throws beads during an Erotes’ Day parade. Stormfront and
Windshear were taken out by the second volley, and we had just been launched
when Eos took several hits that knocked out her FTL. Whoever they were, they
launched more fighters than I’ve ever seen…and it was kind of weird how they
moved, almost hypnotic in a way like watching a flock of Starlings weave back and
forth.
“They may have had numbers, but we were able to put up a pretty damned
good defense and the Wing was able to keep most of the fighters from getting close
to Eos and at the same time we tore them up pretty good,” Fallon explained and
then took a deep breath. “Then they were able to get a couple shots past us and
past Eos’ point defense and that’s when we knew we were in serious trouble.”
Murat narrowed her eyes.
before then?”

“You mean you didn’t think you were in trouble

Fallon chuckled and nodded. “Oh, we knew we were in deep shit as soon as
they arrived, but we put it to the back of our mind because when was the last time
you heard of a battlestar getting scratched? Small patrol craft, sure, pirates and
malcontents can do a job on them, but a capital ship?” He shrugged and shook his
head. “No, when we saw that last volley get through and the damage that it did,
we knew beyond any doubt that none of us were going to get out alive…the only
question was how high a price were we going to make them pay?”
“I saw some of that over Machimos,” Murat admitted. “And they were facing far
greater odds…I hope some of them managed to survive.”
“All it takes is will, Flight Captain,” Fallon told her and stood a little straighter. “I
think we all knew that Eos was lost. She launched the Mosquitos and Beetles that
she had in her hangars and then Commander Terry sent us one last message…”
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Murat had an idea where this was going but she needed to know for sure.
“And?” she gently prodded.
“Commander Terry said that there was no higher honor than giving your life to
protect and keep safe your countrymen and that should any of us make it through
today that we should hoist a pint and pour a pint, and celebrate the deeds of valor
we’d witnessed today,” Fallon explained as his eyes turned glassy with tears. “He
then turned Eos directly at the attacker and charged it at flank speed. The ship took
off like a cat after someone stepped on its tail, and you know how fast a Selene can
accelerate…they have a touch more thrust than an Aether and only about sixty
percent of the mass.
“We did the best we could and took some horrendous casualties along the way,”
Fallon said as the tears slid down his cheeks. “The attacker had recalled its fighters
to try and destroy Eos before she hit, but all it did was bring them close to the blast.
When Eos died she took along the attacker and most of their fighters. Those of us
that were left managed to mop up the rest. Then, about five minutes later, you
arrived.”
Murat picked up a communicator that Captain Farmer gave her earlier and
quickly typed out a message.
“Lieutenant, are you the ranking officer that
survived?”
Fallon nodded. “I’m the highest ranking unrestricted line officer, Doc Welles
and Doc Gaines are higher rank, but they’re not line officers.”
“Understood. Until further notice, you’re my XO. The first thing we need to do
is get a party over to Belter’s Holiday and see what’s left of the port facilities and
whether or not we can refuel and rearm your flotilla. We also need to conduct a
census to see who made if off Eos so we can start organizing. How many Peltasts
survived?”
“We have a heavy flotilla; six managed to survive and we managed to recover
five crews…the rest were complete losses,” Fallon explained stoically a moment
before there was a knock on the door.
“Steward services,” a voice said and interrupted their discussion. “May I come
in?”
“Enter,” Murat said and stood.
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A young man in a steward’s uniform pushed a cart before him and entered the
office that Murat was using. “Ma’am, I have your order here for you.”
“Thank you,” Murat replied warmly, “I appreciate how quickly you were able to
fill it.”
“The Captain made sure to let the crew know that any request you made was to
be treated as a priority,” the steward explained and placed two mugs of ale on the
table. “If you need anything else, please let us know,” he said and closed the door
behind him when he left.
Murat picked up a mug and gestured to Fallon that he should do the same
before she walked to the large floor to ceiling window that graced the office’s
exterior wall. “To the valorous!” she began and took a sip from the mug.
“To the valorous,” Fallon replied and took a sip before adding, “those with us
and the fallen but not forgotten!” This time he poured a small amount on the
carpet covered floor.
Murat followed suit and poured a small amount onto the floor. “So long as we
live, they will never be forgotten,” she said and completed the ancient toast.
Fallon looked down at his mug and then through the window at the ships sailing
in formation with Elysian Paradise, “What are we going to do? I’ve heard that the
home worlds have been nuked to the point that they’re uninhabitable.”
“We’re going to go on, Crosby,” Murat told him with more confidence than she
felt at the moment. “We’re hurt, bloodied, and beaten, but we’re still alive and we
have will.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Fallon agreed, though to Murat he didn’t sound as convinced as
she tried to project. I guess we’re both going to have to fake it until we make it, she
thought to herself.
“For now, I want you to stay close as you know the Eos’ crew better than I do,”
Murat finally said turning back to Fallon. “Pick a team to go over to Belter’s
Holiday and see what they can find and in the meantime we need to get started
figuring out what we have and who we have to use it.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
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Indefatigable, BS-89
Despite the pounding, Indefatigable lived up to her name and her class; she was
relatively undamaged thanks to her armor and crew and had come through the
battle victorious. “Joe, can you open a channel to Andromeda and send my
regards to Admiral Bannasalle?” Commander Miriam Duquesne asked.
“Can do, Commander,” Specialist Joseph Elba replied and repeated her order
before carrying it out.
“There’s a lot of tonnage over there, Ty, both Communion and Colonial,”
Duquesne told Colonel Tyler Sedaris. “I wonder what happened while we were
away?”
“Dunno, Miri,” Sedaris replied and studied transponder list. “I make it as five
Colonial battlegroups and three Communion battlegroups, but two of the
Communion groups are much larger than the one that’s embedded within the core
Colonial formation.”
Duquesne looked around suddenly and narrowed her eyes. “Where’s Athena?”
Sedaris nodded his head toward the hatch that led to the passage outside the
CIC. “She left a few minutes ago; Gabby was briefing you and she told me she
didn’t want to interrupt and said she was heading down to the flight deck to help
with the refugees.”
“Ok. She was helpful during the battle and I wanted to thank her before we got
caught up in some other crisis,” Duquesne explained.
“I have Andromeda, Commander,” Elba said and interrupted anything else
Duquesne might have said.
“Thanks, Joe,” Duquesne said and pointed to the handset in front of Sedaris. “I
want you in on this, Ty...” she said and picked up her own handset and put it to her
ear. “This Commander Miriam Duquesne, you’re a sight for sore eyes, Admiral
Bannasalle,” she said confidently.
The voice that answered her wasn’t what she expected.
“Thank you,
Commander, but I’m afraid I have some bad news. I’m Fleet Admiral Leonardo
Galva, temporarily commanding Andromeda.”
Duquesne knew the name from the conversations she had with Admirals
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Cassidine and Arcadiaolos and her eyes narrowed and met Sedaris’ as her lips
mouthed, ‘What the frak?’ “Ah, Admiral,” she said and tried to buy some time to
get her thoughts organized. The last thing she wanted to do was insult someone
who by all accounts was an ally and patron of Cassidine’s expedition. “You seem
to have me at a disadvantage. What happened to Admiral Bannasalle and Colonel
Martinez?”
Galva sighed and it was something that she recognized…it was common to hear
right before someone delivered bad news. “The short version is that one of the
crew entered CIC with a message for the Admiral, shot him several times at close
range, and then a moment before he detonated a bomb belt, Colonel Martinez
tackled him to the ground and shielded most of the CIC by using his body to cover
the blast. Commodore Bovee asked me to come over because I was available and
had the experience needed to fight a ship this size.”
The words chilled Duquesne when she heard them. Sera…it would be worse
for her ‘sister’, she knew there was more than an attraction between the two even
though, to her knowledge, they’d never done more than have dinner and perhaps a
show. Damn. Whoever was responsible better get their affairs in order and make
sure that their funeral arrangements included plans for a closed casket because
once Chase found out what happened there would be no place in the galaxy that
someone could hide from her wrath. “Thank you, Admiral for the update,” she
managed to say before deciding to up the ante, such as it were.
“Based on what Admirals Cassidine and Arcadiaolos have told me about you,
I’m sure Andromeda was in good hands,” Duquesne told the man her friends
respected.
“You met Gia and Cesare?” Galva’s surprised voice asked quickly. “Are they ok?
Were they successful?”
Duquesne chuckled. “Oh, Admiral, I think we’re going to need a new word to
define the success they’ve had…that we’ve all had. With your permission, I think I
better talk with Commodore Bovee and find out his intentions. In the meantime,
Commander Dixon Ives over on Aether would probably like to talk to you.”
“You have my permission…but…” Galva hesitated a moment, “who is that with
you? The other ship?”
“That’s Commander Digger Sharma’s Ariadne, the finest ship in the Earth
Union’s Fleet,” Duquesne smirked.
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“My gods…she was successful,” Galva muttered over the wireless connection.
“I think I’ll talk with Commander Ives while you consult with Commodore Bovee.”
“I hope to talk with you later, Admiral,” Duquesne said. “Indefatigable Actual,
out.”
“I wasn’t expecting that,” Sedaris said when Galva signed off. “I’m glad we had
everyone checked out before we left the group.”
Duquesne grunted, “Yeah, you and me both. Make sure that we have additional
Marines at every entry point to the receiving areas…I do not want someone to get
loose on my ship.”
“On it,” Sedaris said and was already contacting Indefatigable’s Marine
commander.
“Joe, can you see if Commodore Bovee over on Hydra is available? It seems
like things aren’t quite what we expected,” Duquesne asked the communications
specialist.
“I’ll have him in a moment, Commander,” Elba confidently replied.
Movement on one of the overhead displays caught Duquesne’s eye and she
looked up and watched what appeared to be an emergency broadcast by the
Communion government. The same recorded video repeated every three minutes
and told the Communion’s citizens that the government was actively working with
the Fleet to defend the worlds and to provide assistance to the areas that had been
attacked. It urged everyone to stay calm, find family members and friends, and
make their way to stadiums, shopping centers, or schools and stressed that more
information would be presented in a few minutes. The message had been repeating
for more than half an hour.
“Commander? I have Commodore Bovee on the line,” Elba said and broke into
Duquesne’s thoughts.
“Maybe we’ll have better luck this time, eh Joe?” Duquesne joked before picking
up the handset and introducing herself.
“Commander, I’m glad you’re ok,” Bovee said once the introductions were over.
“There have been a lot of…developments…since you left.”
Duquesne had to suppress a laugh. A lot of developments, she thought, that

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1821
was one hell of an understatement. “Van, you have no idea,” she replied. “Since
you trust Admiral Galva enough to give him Andromeda, I assume he told you
about the Communion expedition that left about the same time we did?”
“He did,” Bovee replied.
“Good. Then I won’t have to go into details other than to say that Admiral
Chase has forged a pretty strong friendship with both her Communion and Earth
Union counterparts. I’ve sent a Marathon Raptor to inform her of what’s happened
and I hope that she’ll be here within the next six to twelve hours,” Duquesne
explained and hoped that Bovee wouldn’t press her for more details than she’d
already given.
“That’s excellent news, Miri,” Bovee replied and sounded relieved at the news.
“I’ve dispatched Marty Esposito and the Persephone battle group to help with
rescue and recovery operations. Admiral Thrush and Admiral Beauliere will be
dispatching some additional ships to help as well, but we’re in agreement that
while we can trade off ships once they reach capacity and rotate them back into
the line, that we should stay as mobile as possible in case the Cylons return. I’m
also going to call in the UNREP ships so we can top things off.”
“Speaking of the Cylons…” Duquesne asked and braced herself for the answer,
“what the hell happened?”
Bovee’s laugh came through the handset clearly and was one of joy, not of
humor. “The Kali project paid off in spades and developed a whammy that we can
use to shaft the Cylons the way they tried to shaft us back in the last war. The short
of it is that we were able to turn them off as if we pulled the plug.”
“I’d like to buy a beer for whoever came up with that,” Duquesne said and
began considering the possibilities that were offered.
“If we can get things working smoothly enough, I’d like to have a Commander’s
meeting in a couple hours. It’ll be a working breakfast and I’d like you and your
two friends to attend,” Bovee suggested.
“I’ll be glad to come…though I will be bringing a guest…” Duquesne told
Bovee and waited for the inevitable question.
“A guest?” Bovee asked. “The last I heard was that a battlestar only had one
commander…”
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Duquesne rolled her lower lip between her teeth and nipped it for a moment.
Time to roll the hard six, she told herself. “Van…we were successful beyond our
wildest expectations. You’re going to have to think about that and trust me on this,
ok? I don’t want to say too much before we can do a face to face.”
She could hear the doubt in Bovee’s voice when he replied, “Ok…I trust you,
Miri…and not just because you offered to help disappear my ex by dispensing
some old school ‘Virgon justice’.”
“Good! The first load of refugees is landing now and as soon as we can recycle
the ships, we’ll be sending them down again. In the meantime,” Duquesne said
and quickly developed her idea into words, “with your permission I’d like to
dispatch my Habus to scout the system and see if we can find any civilian traffic to
guide back to us. It’ll be more to keep track of, but this way we’ll know where they
are…”
“I think that’s a good idea. I’ll talk to my counterparts over here and have them
do the same thing for the other systems,” Bovee added. “Until we get together,
keep me in the loop on what’s going on and work with Marty to bring him into the
fold on your rescue and recovery operations.”
*+*+*+*+*
Near Belter’s Holiday, Habu 909, VF-1188 Aces & Eights, Indefatigable Air Wing
“You ok over there, Bugs?” Captain Dillon ‘Badger’ Mallory asked his wingman
that should be closing to about twenty meters off his right wing.
“Getting antsy without me, Badger?” Captain Mathilda ‘Bugs’ Hedison joked
back and quickly flashed her cockpit lights.
“You should know by now that any mental image of you just doesn’t do you
justice,” Badger replied and actually felt better knowing that Bugs was there more
than he was willing to admit. The past hour had been a non-stop excursion way
past the most wildly bizarre comfort zone he could have imagined, and now not
only were they operating on a war footing, but they were probing the deeper
reaches of one of the Communion’s home systems. Yeah, he thought, I am antsy
without you, Bugs…but I’ll never tell you that…
“You keep dancing around the Maypole, Badger…you need to commit and go
after what you want…sort of like your namesake does,” Bugs teased him before she
turned serious, “I’m picking up a lot of debris up ahead…dradis estimates that it’s a
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Cylon baseship and the remains of a battlestar.”
“I’m seeing it too,” Badger replied and said a quick prayer for the dead. They
may have worn a different uniform, but after working alongside the Communion for
the past few months he treated them as brothers in arms. “Let’s focus a little closer
on Belter’s Holiday…” he suggested.
Badger’s words were no sooner out of his mouth than his dradis began pinging
and Bugs was announcing the contacts. “Dradis contacts! There are at least a
dozen heavies, one super heavy, and a lot of smaller craft. How do you want to
handle this?”
“Carefully,” Badger replied slowly before switching to the Guard channel that
the Communion used. “Attention Communion shipping, this is Captain Dillon
Mallory, call sign Badger…” he said and then braced himself for what might
happen when he added the rest, “…of the Colonial battlestar Indefatigable. We are
here to render assistance and guide you to safety.”
Several long seconds went by before Bugs broke the silence. “The lights are
on…” she said stating the obvious; the running lights were lit on all the ships and
many of them had light streaming from windows along their flanks. “I hope
someone’s home.”
“I hear you there, Bugs,” Badger replied and repeated his greeting to hopefully
spur a response.
“Whoa!
Looks like someone’s awake over there!” Bugs said somewhat
nervously. “Looks like they just launched two Peltasts and vectored them our way.”
“Time to take a chance,” Badger told Bugs and toggled the switch and entered
the override code that deployed the dradis reflectors. “Better dirty up, Bugs…let
them see you in all your glory.”
“Aw, sugah,” Bugs said and exaggerated her Cancerian drawl, “Not even you
can handle me in all mah glorah, and we’ve been squaddies for the past two years.
How da ya think virgins to mah presence could survive?” She laughed at their old
inside joke and suddenly Badger’s dradis displayed her position.
“This is Communion Peltast Bad Company, Flight Lieutenant Crosby Fallon
commanding, call sign Cowboy; please repeat your identification and state your
intentions,” a voice suddenly announced on the Guard channel.
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“Cowboy, this is Badger and Bugs, we’re a pair of Colonial pilots from
Indefatigable. We’re here to assess your situation and guide you back to the Fleet,”
Badger replied and figured that Cowboy was sufficiently junior to hopefully not
have some sort of officious stick up his ass.
“Say again,” Cowboy requested. “Colonial pilots from a Colonial battlestar?” he
asked incredulously.
“Affirmative, Cowboy,” Badger said. “It’s a long story…a really long story, but
the upshot is that we’re here to guide you back to some Communion fleet elements
built around Admiral Galva and a couple battlegroups. Do you have somewhere
that we can land and talk to whoever is in charge?”
Cowboy’s response was immediate, “Wait one…please do not deviate from your
course.”
“Bugs,” Badger said a moment later, “Let’s throttle back a bit and try and look a
little less threatening.”
“Copy that,” Bugs replied. “Though I think suddenly appearing out of thin air,
er…thin space…might be hard to step back from.”
Badger chuckled. “Yeah, I hear you on that. We’ll just have to…”
“Badger, Bugs, …Cowboy,” Cowboy’s voice interrupted what Badger was going
to say. “Our destination is the foc’sle deck landing pads on Elysian Paradise. We’re
going to land on the port side and you’ve got your pick of the three starboard side
pads. Due to the situation, we’re not going to bring you into a hangar…can you go
EVA?”
“Affirmative, we’re sealed and can go EVA,” Badger confirmed. “Lead us in.”
“Said the spider to the fly…” Bugs added theatrically over their discrete channel.
“Now that is one sharp looking ship,” Bugs said several minutes later as they
approached Elysian Paradise and got a good look at the ship as they flew along her
starboard side heading to the bow.
“Sure is…I wonder how she matches up to Normandie or Imperial
Transcendence?” Badger asked. “Not that I’d know as I’ve never been on either
one.”
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“Aww, sugah,” Bugs teased again as she exaggerated her accent, “Mah mommah
and poppah took me on Eclipse when I was back home on leave before we left. It
was…” she hummed contentedly, “Divine.”
“Bugs,” Badger said and took a gulp of oxygen to settle his nerves and focus his
mind on anything but Bugs’ purr. “You are a tease; you know that?”
“Of course…It’s all part of mah charm,” Bugs purred and laid it on thick.
Five minutes later they cycled through the airlock and stepped into an ornate
and luxurious reception lounge and were face to face with seven people; six men
and one woman. One of the men wore a flight suit and was removing his helmet,
that had to be Cowboy, Badger thought to himself as he slowly popped the seals on
his own helmet. The woman was in a Communion Fleet uniform and wore rank
tabs indicating that she was a Flight Captain as well as flight wings and a
buttonhole ribbon indicating that she not only held a combat command, but also
flew the lead Peltast for a battlestar, ‘flying the Spear’ as his Communion friends on
Aether had explained. The man who stood next to her had the bearing of a long
service military man but was dressed as a civilian ship captain, or what he thought
was a civilian ship captain.
The four other men literally had ‘SECURITY’ written in big bold golden letters
emblazoned on the chest of their blue body armor. The guns held at a low read
simply reinforced what the patch declared.
“Captain Dillon Mallory, Colonial Fleet,” Badger said before gesturing to Bugs
who had just taken off her helmet and shaken out her lustrous strawberry blonde
hair, “and that’s Captain Mathilda Hedison. Permission to come aboard?” he asked
and hoped that the protocols were similar and that he was using that one chance to
make a good impression.
“Permission granted,” the man who looked like he’d spent more than a few years
in the military replied. “I’m Captain Ben Farmer, welcome to Elysian Paradise.
Please excuse the security…until a few minutes ago you were nothing more than a
boogie man or rumor,” he smiled to soften the words.
“Completely understood, Captain,” Badger replied. “Until a few months ago,
we didn’t even know you existed. Thanks to some rather wise junior officers
everything was hashed out over a beach bar-b-que.”
Farmer grinned, “Now that is a story I’d love to hear. But…perhaps another time
when we don’t have such pressing concerns and we can relax a bit. This is Flight
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Captain Rachel Murat, the ranking Fleet officer in our little collection of misfit
toys.”
“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Murat said and extended her hand to
Badger and then to Bugs. “I thought I’d be on vacation for the next two weeks…Do
you have any word on how the Fleet is doing? You mentioned Admiral Galva…”
Badger flicked his eyes over to Bugs and arched his eyebrows. She was the ship
watcher of the pair and this would give him a chance to observe while someone
else talked. “The details are sketchy,” Bugs began, “and I only know about what
happened in our area above Machimos. We arrived with Aether and another ship
and immediately got into a scrap with the Cylons. Shortly thereafter, another larger
battlegroup showed up that was a mixed force of both Colonial and Communion
ships under Admiral Galva’s flag. He took command of one of our battlestars when
its command team was incapacitated and from the scuttlebutt before we left, the
crew loves him.
“Admiral Galva’s force also included battlegroups under Admiral Thrush and
Admiral Beauliere. When we left, elements were being sent to Land’s End, the
other planets in this system, and the other systems. In a nutshell, you now know
what we know,” Bugs explained and paused. “We hope that our own Admiral
Chase and your Admiral Cassidine will arrive within the near future. Beyond that,
we’re trying to find survivors.”
“There should have been more Fleet units around Machimos,” Farmer said
slowly and received acknowledging nods from both Murat and Fallon. “I think
things are as bad as we thought, Rachel.”
“I’m not going to give up hope, Ben,” Murat replied and licked her lips sadly.
“Once we figure out how badly damaged Belter’s Holiday is, I think we should
accept the offer and join the fleet.”
Through it all, Fallon, Cowboy, had remained silent until now. “Flight Captain,
before Badger and Bugs arrived, we had some contact with survivors at Belter’s
Holiday…but…”
“But what, Crosby?” Murat asked.
“Well, they’re an independent and larcenous bunch, and they told the shore
party point blank that they weren’t going to go anywhere and that if anyone tried to
force them to leave that there’d be drawn steel,” Cowboy explained slowly. “I think
we should give it another try, but if they refuse…well…I went to flight school with a
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guy from there and stubborn doesn’t seem to do them justice.”
Murat nodded and looked over at Farmer, “Let’s head up to the bridge and see if
we can talk some sense into them, and if not, then we notify the fleet that we’re
moving out. I take it that you’re allowed to do this under Waypoint?”
Farmer slowly nodded his head and pursed his lips. “Yeah…With as bad as
things are, I think anyone who could tell me otherwise is probably dead and right
now the smart thing is to have someone, preferably a lot of someones, with
multiple meters of armor and a lot of guns riding shotgun.”
“This is one frakked up mess,” Murat finally said. “Ben, how about we call
down to the kitchen and get some sandwiches sent up while we wait? I’m sure our
guests would like to relax while we try and convince the unconvincible.”
*+*+*+*+*
Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Liberty Field Athletic
Complex, along the High Chalk near Canto City
The dun colored Raptor flared and slowly settled to the ground about fifty
meters away from where more than a hundred people huddled next to a collapsed
gymnasium. Most had a day pack or satchel, while some were fortunate enough to
have a suitcase or two, but all of them shared fearful eyes, caked dust and dirt on
their hands and faces, and torn and dirty clothes.
As soon as the hatch was open, Athena slung the M-22 that she’d convinced a
Marine on Indefatigable to give her, and was on the Raptor’s wing surveying the
vicinity. Despite the electronic attack’s overwhelming success, she knew that life
would always find a way to prevail; she’d seen too much in her unnaturally long life
to think that one shot ended the fight.
She quickly walked to where two of Indefatigable’s Marines were having an
animated discussion with a disheveled woman. Overhead, more small craft
descended thought the overcast skies and started landing on the broad athletic
fields that until recently had been home to competition no more threatening than a
grudge match between cross town rivals.
“I just need someone to help me go back and get some people that are injured
and can’t move,” the woman explained and looked hopefully at the two Marines.
“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” the corporal tried to explain and Athena heard the pain in
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his voice that his refusal carried.
complex.”

“But I have my orders…we can’t leave the

“Excuse me, Corporal?” Athena said and joined the trio.
The corporal almost snapped to attention at Athena’s words but managed to only
stand a little straighter. “Yes, M’Lady?”
“What seems to be the problem?” Athena asked and studied the woman in front
of her. She looked familiar and then it hit her, “You’re Carrie Anne Wembley.”
The woman nodded. “I am. Ah…” she started and then narrowed her eyes. “I
don’t know who any of you are, and I’m certainly grateful for your help, but there’s
some people about three kilometers back that were trapped when part of an
overpass collapsed on the bus. We got everyone out, but some were too injured to
move and some refused to leave them. If we can just take a truck or a van we can
be there and back in fifteen minutes, twenty at the most,” Wembley all but pleaded.
“Corporal, if it was up to you, what would you do?” Athena asked and looked
directly at the corporal and noticed his name, Musgrave.
Musgrave’s shoulders slumped slightly. “If it was up to me, we’d go get them.”
“Good,” Athena smiled as the sounds of engines filled the air as more and more
rescue transports landed. “Go round up two more Marines and give me five
minutes. Where’s your officer?”
“Ah, Lieutenant Oswald is over there,” Musgrave said and nodded over to a
larger group of people.
“Thank you…I know Lieutenant Oswald from the Mess a few days back,”
Athena smiled. “Try to find a bus or a couple smaller vehicles so we can do this in
one trip. I’ll be right back.” She took two steps, stopped and turned so she was
looking at Wembley, “Don’t worry, if I have to walk there myself and carry them
back, we’ll get them.”
“Who is that?” she heard Wembley ask Musgrave.
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Musgrave said before Athena was out of
earshot.
All it took for Athena to convince Lieutenant Oswald to release four Marines for
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a beyond the wire operation was hearing her request. She quickly thanked him
and returned to where Musgrave’s small party waited. They’d found two activity
buses each capable of carrying about sixteen people or so and were ready to go
when she returned.
“We’ve got permission to be outside the wire for half an hour, no longer,”
Athena said as they boarded the lead bus. “There have been some reports of shots
being fired and we could be dealing with some scared locals or some Cylons that
weren’t affected by the attack. How do we get where we need to go, Carrie Anne?”
Five minutes after they left the athletic complex the small convoy arrived at the
accident site. A transit bus was crushed under a fallen overpass and about a dozen
people were huddled along the southbound side of the road under between the
bank and span’s first support. The buses stopped in front of them and Wembley was
the first person off and ran to the people.
Athena looked around and checked a small environmental monitor. “We don’t
have much time,” she told Musgrave. We’re already starting to see elevated
background radiation readings and judging by the skies, we should see visible
particulate fallout very shortly.”
“We’ll get them back to the triage point, M’Lady,” Musgrave told her and then
issued several quick orders to his Marines before leaving the bus.
The sky had taken on the color of a baked mudflat mixed with the swirls and
eddies from a late summer thunderstorm. The planet she once called home had
been reduced to a funeral pyre and in a few short days would be hostile to human
life. “Damn!” she swore to herself. This constant cycle of holocaust after holocaust
had to stop, she thought angrily as she left the bus and walked over to where the
Marines were performing a quick triage on the injured.
“Noooooo!” she heard a child’s voice cry out. “No! No! No! It can’t be!” The
pain and loss carried projected by the voice was almost too much to bear. A young
boy knelt by a woman who had been wrapped in an orange and silver space
blanket and had her head propped on a purse. The boy held the woman and
slowly rocked back and forth sobbing.
Musgrave met Athena’s gaze and shook his head twice and then looked away.
It’s always the innocents that suffer, she thought as she knelt next to the boy and
reached out with her left arm and pulled him close. “Let it out…” she whispered as
the boy turned and threw his arms around her. “Let it out…”
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“My mommy…she’s…” the boy’s tear streaked face looked up at her and Athena
felt her heart start to shatter. So young and so filled with grief, so filled with pain,
he should be playing with his friends and skipping his homework, not crying over
his murdered mother along the side of a road on a planet he’ll never see again
except perhaps from orbit.
“I know, I know…” Athena whispered and hugged the boy and realized that the
moisture on her cheeks wasn’t from the boy, but were her own tears, freely
streaming down her face. “Come with me, we need to go…” she told him and
reached behind him and gently tugged the space blanket over her face and then
tugged her purse away and allowed her head to settle to the ground.
“Go? Where?” the boy asked before he coughed and looked up. His lips were
redder than they should be, Athena thought and gently brushed a finger across
them and looked at the blood covered tip.
“Oh, no…no…” Athena cried and gently slipped her hand into the boy’s shirt
and felt his cool and clammy chest. “You’re going to be ok…” she gently told him.
“What’s your name?”
“Jess…” the boy replied. “Jess Jellicoe.” He sobered and swallowed, “I’m going
to die and join Mommy, aren’t I? I hurt inside…”
Athena shook her head. “No…no, Jess…you’re not going to die today. Not if I
have anything to say about it. I’m…”
Jess smiled and gazed hopefully into her eyes. “I know who you are. Mommy
lights a candle to you every Wednesday when we go to temple and say a prayer for
my daddy who died last year.”
It was difficult, but Athena forced a smile to touch her lips. “This is going to feel
warm and tingly, and then over the next couple hours you’ll start to feel better,
Ok?”
“Ok…” Jess coughed again and more blood coated his lips.
Athena summoned forth something she hadn’t called forth for someone else in
more years than she wanted to remember. She felt a warmth radiate down her arm
and leave a tingling sensation that was a brief memory of its passing before it
coalesced in her hand and then flowed into Jess’ chest. “Breathe slowly, Jess,” she
told the boy. “Do you feel it?”
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“I feel warm…and like I’ve slid my feet over carpet,” Jess replied and seemed to
be breathing easier.
“Good…good…that’s my touch helping you,” Athena explained and looked
around. There were two other blanket covered bodies along the side of the road
and once again she felt the anger at the injustice of it all. What good was her, and
the rest of the Olympians’, exalted position if they couldn’t save the very people
who worshipped them as living gods? Hecate was right, she realized and in way
that went beyond the academic way she used to agree with her. We have to return
and do what we can to break the cycle of destruction that we precipitated all those
millennia ago.
“We need to go, Jess,” Athena gently told the boy before she wrapped her arms
around him and stood, slipping one arm under his legs while the other held his
shoulders.
“I feel safe now, Athena,” Jess told her and rested his head against her chest.
“So safe…” he said as he drifted off to sleep.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Andromeda, BS-93
Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva watched as his CIC crew went about their tasks
with ordered calm and precision. The battle was over, for now, and each person in
the CIC focused on making sure that their department or area of responsibility was
repaired and back to 100% operational status should the Cylons return. These
weren’t like his own people; they knew who the attacker was and what they were
capable of doing. Maybe not firsthand, except for maybe some of the senior chiefs,
but they all had family members who had lived through the Cylon scourge when
the Colonies’ fate was uncertain.
And now these people had come here, to his beloved Communion, and put
their lives on the line for people who probably never knew they existed. Galva’s
shoulders slumped slightly, and due to the Equals and the overwhelming Cylon
bombardment, those people would never get the chance to meet their cousins from
across the stars and fete them as the heroes that they were.
“Sir?” a trim young, almost too young, looking officer asked. Her dark blonde
streaked hair was gathered in a high ponytail and barely touched her tunic collar
and framed a pretty face with twinkling cerulean blue eyes. Instead of a Colonial

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1832
officer, she looked more like a high school or college girl with her dimples and
flawless skin.
“Yes, Lieutenant…” Galva replied and allowed his voice to trail off as he gave
her his full attention.
“Casey, Sir, Addison Casey,” Casey answered companionably. “I’m Admiral
Bannasalle’s aide…I brought you some hot chocolate, light cream, with a sprinkle
of cinnamon. I thought you might need a pick-me-up after everything that’s
happened. The coffee is good…but the Admiral always said I made a mean cuppa
chocolate,” she arched her eyebrows and offered him a steaming mug with
cinnamon sprinkled whipped cream. “I also have a list of all department heads and
their capsule biographies, important enlisted and NCOs along with their capsule
bios, as well as squadron heads, and a quick summary of the ship’s capabilities,
craft, personnel, and any known or suspected political issues or turf battles between
them.,” she added and handed him a tablet with all the documents organized on
the home screen.
Galva took the mug and after blowing on it gently, even though he knew
logically that it would probably do nothing to cool the liquid, he took a sip and
allowed it to slide over his tongue as he savored the rich chocolaty flavor. “This is
damned good, Addison,” he smiled and took a longer sip. “Damned good. I can
read all this,” he gestured at the tablet, “but how about you fill me in as we walk? I
want to meet and visit with the people who helped get us through the battle and
then I want to stop in and see how Admiral Bannasalle is doing.”
He must have said the right thing, or something that Casey approved of, because
the smile that lit her face was simply radiant. “Where would you like to go first,
Admiral?”
“Let’s start with Engineering and then work our way forward,” Galva explained
and started for the hatch. “Along the way I’d like to meet some of the Damage
Control crews, some of the gun crews, the flight deck crews, pilots, even the mess
crew, and then we’ll end things in Sick Bay.”
“That will give me time to bring you up to speed on your crew and ship, Sir,”
Casey told him.
“Leslie?” Galva stopped where Captain Leslie Hunter was talking with a much
older man in singed deck coveralls.
“Excuse me, Chief,” Hunter said and turned to Galva. “Yes, Admiral?”
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“I’m going on walkabout to see the ship and talk to the crew so I can let them
know that their performance was outstanding and see if they need anything. If you
need me, I probably won’t be far from an intercom and we plan on winding up at
the Sick Bay to check on Admiral Bannasalle,” Galva explained, “Until then, you
have the con.”
Galva wasn’t sure what sort of reaction he’d get from Hunter. She seemed like
an exceptionally competent officer and given the posting, he had no doubt that she
was, but there was always the possibility of resentment. He was well aware that
she could see this as him believing he saved the day and was now dumping the
heavy lifting on her shoulders. The reaction he received wasn’t what he expected.
A broad smile touched Hunter’s face and she nodded her approval, whether she
realized she was doing it or not, “I have the con, Admiral. This is something that
Admiral Bannasalle did after Andi stood down from an exercise or war game as
well as before and after his official shift. It’ll let the crew know that they have an
able replacement for the Admiral.”
Once they were out of the CIC, Galva looked at Casey and arched an eyebrow.
“Why didn’t you tell me this was something that Admiral Bannasalle did?” he asked
in a tone of voice that he cultivated when he taught at the Academy and had a
student in front of his desk because of a prank or minor infraction that only
mattered to a bean counter and meant nothing in the real world.
Casey looked at him and met his gaze. “I didn’t really think about it, Admiral.
This is routine and when you said you wanted to do it, it felt like I wasn’t dealing
with someone who had boarded less than two hours ago.”
Galva nodded. “Good answer. So…I passed muster with Captain Hunter?”
A laugh escaped his companion’s mouth before she reigned it in. “Oh, yes. I
think you passed everyone’s muster today, Admiral. When you took over, you
didn’t start shouting orders and trying to, forgive the language, piss out your
territory. You knew you had good people and you simply guided and coached
them to success and victory.”
“Hmm…I’m going to have to work on that alpha wolf thing,” Galva joked and
was rewarded by Casey’s smile and a shake of her head that made her ponytail
dance around her collar. “Addison, for as long as I’m here, and in the future should
our paths cross, always speak freely and tell me the truth…what I need to hear. I
won’t deny that there may be times I can be gruff and come across as a mean
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bastard, but it’s never out of spite or malice and I’ve never shot a messenger.”
Casey gave him an apprising look. “Yet,” she said and winked. “Are you sure
you’re not Admiral Bannasalle’s older brother? You have such similar beliefs.”
“Near as I know my father never spent some time in the Colonies...” Galva
joked back. “I’ll take that as a compliment. So…about the ship?” he said and drew
the conversation back to what they had planned on discussing.
It took almost three hours to walk the ship and meet the people who were
Andromeda’s heart and soul. Galva was impressed with what he saw and after the
initial surprise from the crew to see someone strange, and in a strange uniform,
doing what they called ‘the walk’, he found that they were remarkably similar to
what he was used to; good people, well trained and competent, doing their jobs.
But now they were where Galva wanted to go when they started out; Sick Bay.
It was one thing to reassure and congratulate the people who were still on the line,
but they knew they did well and prevailed. The people who really needed to see
their commander’s face and hear his words were the ones who were broken and
burnt, whose bodies had written the check to pay for the victory.
“Addison, when we go in, and I know it’s going to take a while, but I want to
meet and talk to everyone who was injured during the battle…even if they’re
unconscious, I want to meet them. OK?” Galva explained soberly.
Casey nodded and stood a little straighter.
gesture.”

“Yes, Admiral, that’s the right

One by one, Galva met and spoke with everyone who was in Sick Bay. He
didn’t spend long with each one, but he spent enough time that they knew that
their sacrifice was appreciated and that it wasn’t taken for granted. “This is one of
the hardest parts of command, Addison,” Galva said later while they waited for
Doctor Hake. “But it’s also one of the most rewarding because I get to meet the
real heroes.”
“Permission to speak freely?” Casey asked a moment later.
“Absolutely,” Galva told her and turned in his seat to see her better.
Casey looked down and nibbled her upper lip for a moment before she looked
at him and asked, “This is how you are, normally? You’re not just putting on a good
show for us?”
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At first, Galva was taken aback by her questions and hurt, but then he looked at
the whole of Addison Casey and took in her body language, posture, and some of
the little things she’d said over past few hours and the hurt disappeared and was
replaced with a glimmer of hope and understanding. He slowly nodded his head.
“Yes…this is the real me. You can talk to Commander Elliot over on Stheno for
confirmation if you’d like. A long time ago, I was probably a little younger than
you are, or maybe not, someone sat me down and told me the truth of leadership
and what differentiated a good leader from someone who simply gave orders or
commanded. Leadership is about people and ensuring that they know they’re
valued and appreciated up and down the chain of command.
“They trust us to make the right decisions and that we won’t spend their lives, if
necessary, frivolously. They also have to know that we have their back and that if
they make a judgement call that we won’t second guess them and if we don’t
agree, that we give them a chance to explain before we rush to judgment.” Galva
took a deep breath. “Leadership is a state of mind…”
“…not a job or position,” an older male voice said from behind Galva.
Galva turned and studied the blue uniformed man who wore Lieutenant
Colonel’s diamonds on his collar. “Cliff Hake, I’m the Chief Medical Officer and
Lead Surgeon.”
Galva stood and offered his hand, “Admiral Leonardo Galva, chief cook and
bottle washer.” Hake didn’t suppress the throaty chuckle and he was sure he heard
Casey laugh once or twice. “I’ve done so many different things over the past month
I’m not sure what I really am, though I wish I was here for a more pleasant reason.”
“Well, from how my patients are talking, you certainly impressed them so I’d say
you have the ‘caring battlestar commander’ part down pat,” Hake said and shook
his hand.
“Without them this would be a shell,” Galva told Hake and then turned serious.
“How is Admiral Bannasalle?”
Hake nodded and gestured to his office. Once Galva and Casey were seated,
he took his place behind his desk and frowned. “It’s bad, Admiral. We almost lost
him twice while he was on the table and if he survives, and it will be touch and go
for the next forty-eight to seventy-two hours, which I think he will, I think it’ll be at
least a month, maybe six weeks, before he’s ready for light duty. Those bullets tore
him up something fierce; one tore through his aorta, another shredded a lung, and
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the third went into his upper abdomen and nicked his liver. If this hadn’t happened
here, or in the lobby of a Class 1 trauma center, he never would have made it to the
OR.”
Galva felt a small, soft hand clutch his and he gave it a quick squeeze. “When
can I see him?”
“He won’t be awake for at least another couple hours,” Hake explained.
“I don’t want to talk with him,” Galva explained, “I just want to talk to him…to
let him know that the ship and crew are ok and that they’re in good hands.”
Hake leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers on his chest. “I can give
you five minutes, will that be enough?
“For both of us,” Galva replied. “Lieutenant Casey and myself,” he clarified and
wondered why he felt it was so important that she visit Bannasalle with him.
“That can happen,” Hake said before he stood and led them to the ICU wing
where three of the rooms were being used. “He’s in room 2…gown up first and
then you can go in.”
Galva moved the chair so Casey could sit next to the bed and he saw the tears
in her eyes as she fought to hold them back. There was more going on here than a
simple commander-subordinate relationship, he thought as he moved another chair
so he could sit on the other side of the bed. After a prayer he reached out and took
Bannasalle’s left hand in his own left hand. “The ship and crew are ok, Kevin,” the
words came out soft and caring. “Your crew performed magnificently, not a one of
them disappointed their shipmates and shirked from standing on the line. You don’t
know me but for one meeting, but since I’ve been here I’ve been told that we’re a
lot alike, so I’m sure when you’re back on your feet that you’ll happy with what you
see. Until then, I’ll treat Andromeda and her crew as if they were my own, and
together we’ll all do you proud. Now…there’s someone else here who wants to
talk to you.”
Casey looked up and Galva nodded and slowly withdrew his hand from
Bannasalle’s. “I’ll be just outside, Addison.” For the next five minutes he stood
outside the glass paneled wall and watched Casey and how she held Bannasalle’s
hand and softly, almost intimately, talked to him. Absently, he found himself
thinking back over his own life and how he’d sacrificed his chances for a happy
home life for the needs of the Fleet. He wasn’t a monk, far from it, but there had
never been someone that could go the distance and make it last as a Fleet wife. At
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least for him and he found it easy to envy those who could make it work.
Ten minutes later, and several minutes after Galva intercepted the ICU nurse
who came to chase them out of the room, they were walking back to CIC. “So,” he
said, breaking the silence that had descended upon them after they left Sick Bay,
“how long has it been going on?”
Casey looked up and had the ‘guilty dog’ look on her face. “Ah…what…” she
stammered, “Ah, what are you talking about?” she finally managed to nervously
reply.
“You and Admiral Bannasalle,” Galva replied.
The strength seemed to seep from her shoulders and Casey looked around
before gesturing at an empty conference room. Once they were inside she closed
and locked the door before leaning back on the hatch. “All my life,” she said
simply.
“All your life?” Galva asked. “Even as a child?”
Casey nodded. “From the time I took my first breath…Admiral…he’s…” She
was having trouble saying whatever it was she wanted to say, but from the tears, the
runny nose, and the blush spreading across her face it was clear that Bannasalle
meant a lot to her. She seemed to pull herself together and took two steps towards
Galva and looking like a lost puppy hoping for a simple act of kindness, said, “He’s
my father,” before taking two more steps and burying her face in his shoulder and
holding him tight as the dam finally shattered and her emotions spilled out.
Galva put his arms around Casey and gently rubbed her shoulders as he held
the crying woman. “Let it all out, my girl, let it out…”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Athena, Unity baseship Shalim
“We’ll try and check in every hour,” Victor told the large black chrome drone
who stood on the flight deck with the others. “If you don’t hear from us, wait
twenty-four hours and then…” he shrugged and looked up at the drone. “After
twenty-four hours of not hearing from us, Wulfgar, you’re in charge. I won’t tell you
to return to the fleet and I won’t tell you not to come after us…or to come after us.
However, if you decide to try and find us…”
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“I understand, Victor,” Wulfgar’s mechanical voice synthesized. “Should that be
the course of action, we will exercise discretion, compassion, and understanding,
seeking first to talk and negotiate before resorting to violence. These are our
people, too.”
Victor smiled and clasped the drone on its arm. “I know. I’m just…”
“Nervous?” Wulfgar asked and cocked his head in a very humanlike manner.
Magnus watched the interplay between the human and drone and remembered
back when he was part of the Chrome Brigades that that was how it had been back
then, too. Back before the drones were betrayed and deceived. Back before they
didn’t realize that their free will had been programed away. A now familiar scent
tickled his nose and he turned his head slightly and saw Briseis now stood next to
him. She’d started wearing the perfume after asking him why some of the female
Equals smelled different from the males, and now she never went anywhere
without that last bit of ‘clothing’. I wonder what she’ll think of jewelry, he
wondered as they waited to board the Roc they were going to use for the last part
of their travels.
“Yes, nervous is a good word,” Victor nodded and then turned to where Magnus
stood with Briseis and Sappho. “Let’s stop talking and start doing,” he said and
walked up the Roc’s rear ramp.
“That man has no sense of history,” Sappho sighed and started forward. “Here is
one of the most important events in our history and instead of saying something
profound, he says something that would be more appropriate in an actionadventure vid.”
“I heard that!” Victor shouted and laughed from inside the Roc.
Twenty minutes later the Roc was approaching its destination. Even now, after
all Magnus had seen in his many millennia of existence, it still took his breath
away. It wasn’t that it was a megastructure or that it looked like it was something
otherworldly, nor was it that it held so much promise to the future he and the three
others in the Roc hoped to build.
No, he thought, it took his breath away because it was all that and it was
painted against the tapestry of Athena, one of the largest and most visually striking
gas giants he’d ever seen.
They had returned to Athens Station.
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*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Andromeda, BS-93
Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva held Lieutenant Addison Casey as she cried her
heart out. It might have been five minutes or it might have been ten, it didn’t matter
to him because despite her air of professionalism and maturity that she showed
earlier, right now she was a little girl who had most likely seen her father shot and
was scared she might lose him.
Casey finally leaned back and sniffed twice and looked up to Galva. “Thank
you for understanding…”
“How could I not, my dear girl,” Galva told her and reached into his tunic and
tugged out a silk handkerchief that he used to wipe her tears. “He must be so
proud of you…I know I would.”
His words brought a smile to her face and the dimples returned. “He is. I
pushed myself hard in school to gain early admittance to the Academy, and then I
pushed even harder to do better. When I graduated he asked me why I was so
driven and I told him I wanted him to be proud of me. Do you know what he told
me?”
Galva met her cerulean gaze and knew what he would have told her, but
instead of answering he just shook his head.
“He told me that he’d be proud of me no matter what I did, whether it was
serving as a fast moving Fleet officer or as a secretary in some office pool,” Casey
gushed. “He was proud of me for me.” She took a deep breath and rested her
head on his shoulder, “I never knew my mom…or who she was, for that matter, and
was raised by foster parents who were friends of his. I just wish…”
“What do you wish?” Galva asked and brushed back some stray locks of hair
that had fallen over her eyes.
“I wish that we could be public about our relationship. But if we did, then it
would change everything,” Casey sadly lamented.
Galva held her for several quiet moments, “Not all change is bad…and I’m sure
this is weighing on his mind as well. Have you talked to him about it?”
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“No…Every time I think I’m ready, I chicken out,” Casey said and sniffed again.
She took a deep breath and as she let it out, long and slowly, Galva felt the stress
and tension drain from her body. “I think we should head back to the CIC…”
“They’re probably wondering where we are,” Galva agreed and decided that this
was something he would have to discuss with Shar the next time he saw her. He
might not be able to do anything, but she would know what could be done.
“Ah…I…was wondering…” Casey stammered and looked nervous all of a
sudden.
“My door is always open,” Galva told her. “Any time, any reason, I’m here.”
“I wish I would have met you a long time ago,” Casey told him and added a
quick hug, “you’re like the uncle I never had.”
Over the years a lot of people had said a lot of things to him, but none of them
carried the emotional impact that those simple words did. Galva had a lump in his
throat when he nodded. “I think I would have liked that, Niece I Never Had.”
With those words, Casey’s face lit up and by the time she had unlocked the hatch
she was back in control of her emotions.
They had just returned to the CIC and Galva was looking over the watch report
when Lieutenant Bel DeHoya announced, “Dradis contacts!
Range 50,000
kilometers and closing, CBDR! I have more than two hundred contacts!”
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Chapter 46: Revelations
Orbit of Othrys, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“If that’s all we need to cover, I think we can call the meeting adjourned,”
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase told her department heads that were seated
around the conference table.
“Before you leave,” Colonel Constance deWinter spoke up and added, “we have
two events that we need to deal with before we head for home. Tonight is the
reception at Caria Palace over on Olympus…dress uniforms and if you’re inclined,
you may bring a plus one. Tomorrow evening, we have another reception, this time
graciously hosted by President Windsor over on Ethereal Paradise; again, dress
uniforms and a plus one is invited. Any questions?”
There were none and soon all of Chase’s officers had departed except for one.
“Care to tell me what’s on your mind, Major?” Chase asked and gestured to the less
formal and more comfortable seating area of her cabin. “Hot chocolate?” she
asked.
“Yes, please, Admiral,” Major Zoe Avalon replied and made herself comfortable
on one of the overstuffed leather upholstered sofas. “I…ah…I have something I
need to talk about…” she hesitantly said when Chase handed her a steaming mug
of hot chocolate.
“Hmm…whatever it is, it must be weighing on your mind…” Chase replied and
arched her eyebrows. “You’re like family, Zoe, whatever we talk about will remain
here between us,” she added compassionately.
A smile touched the corners of Zoe’s mouth and the raven haired woman
nodded and took a sip of hot chocolate. “I’m not sure how to really begin…” she
said and looked up, meeting Chase’s ice blue gaze. “I…I think I’m pregnant…”
Chase sat back and gently blew across the mug’s rim and watched the melting
spoonful of whipped cream drift to the other side. This wasn’t what she expected,
but it also wasn’t the first time someone in her crew came to her with the same
concern. “Have you verified this or are you only in the ‘worried’ stage right now?”
“Worried. I haven’t gone to the doctor and that was why I wanted to talk to
you…” Zoe explained and suddenly projected the young woman that she appeared
to be rather than the woman who had once been an avatar, hardened freedom
fighter, and now extremely skilled officer who happened to have been the age she
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now appeared when Chase was born. “I know that Olympus has resurrection
technology…I can…it’s hard to explain, but I can almost hear it at the edge of my
senses. And because of that, and my…biology…I was wondering if I could consult
one of their doctors for confirmation?”
“Have you told Jerry?” Chase asked and already decided that she’d help.
Zoe shrugged and bobbed her head to the right and left. “Kinda…I’ve hinted
and asked what he’d think about kids and when he’d like to start a family, but I
haven’t come out and told him that I think I have a bun in the oven.”
Chase studied Zoe and had never seen her as nervous as she was now. “What
did he say?”
“He definitely wants kids,” Zoe sighed and sank back into the sofa. “We both
do. But we both thought we’d wait until we were married first…”
“Ok…here’s what we’re going to do. Right now you’re a walking basket case
and that will have people talking if it continues,” Chase told her as her eyes flicked
to the clock next to one of the ship’s status repeaters that were on the wall, “so we
need to do this sooner rather than later. Go back to your quarters and get your
uniform for tonight and tell Jerry that you’ll meet him over at Caria Palace. Then
come back here and we’ll head over…we can both change at the palace when this
is over. While you’re getting your uniform, I’ll make a call and set something up.”
Zoe’s face lit up like someone had thrown a light switch. “Thank you! I knew
you’d have a solution.”
Chase smiled. “It’s what admirals do.”
“No, it’s what a true friend does,” Zoe warmly corrected her.
already.”

“I feel better

*+*+*+*+*
Othrys’ L2 Point, Caria Palace, Olympus
“This sure came together quickly, Admiral,” Major Zoe Avalon said as she
stepped off the tram and onto Caria Palace’s transit station. She opened her mouth
to say something more but when she saw who was waiting for them her mouth
snapped closed and she suddenly stiffened and came to attention.
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“Please, be at ease, Major,” Hecate said as she stood from where she had been
sitting and reading a tablet. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“And I you, M’Lady,” Zoe said and noticed Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase
trying to hide a smirk. “Admiral?”
“I don’t think there’s anything in the Fleet Regs to cover properly addressing one
of the Lords of Kobol,” Chase joked and smiled to underscore that it should be
taken as a joke, “but you did a very good job of it.”
Hecate stepped close and put her arm around Zoe’s shoulders. “Don’t worry
about it, my girl,” the goddess warmly said and seemed to smile at Zoe’s sudden
surprise. “I understand you wanted to talk to someone about a…delicate…
situation…” she gently asked.
Chase met Zoe’s gaze and nodded that she should answer. “I…” she stammered
and then found her voice, “yes.”
“I will do everything I can to help put your mind at ease,” Hecate told her and
guided her deeper into the palace. “Sera, your aide has already arrived and
brought your change of clothes for tonight, so all we need to do this afternoon is
focus on making sure Zoe has the answers she wants.”
“She did?” Chase asked and shook her head. “Of course she did,” she answered
her own question, “Andrea is spooky efficient and I don’t think I could have chosen
a better aide.”
Hecate looked over her shoulder and arched her eyebrows. It was something
Zoe had seen many times before and her eyes danced from Chase to Hecate and
back. “Perhaps you should tell her that, Sera,” the older woman suggested.
“I do…but I think I’ll tell her again,” Chase confessed and nodded.
“I put your things in your room and had a room made up for Zoe,” Hecate
replied and then focused her attention on Zoe. “I’m sure you’re brimming over
with questions…” she said leadingly.
Zoe took a deep breath and steadied her nerves.
Chase explained why I wanted to talk to a doctor?”

“I am…I assume Admiral

“Of course, and you’re talking to her,” Hecate winked and nodded.
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“You? But…M’Lady…” Zoe protested.
“Sera asked me to,” Hecate explained gestured to a door that led to the palace’s
medical center. “Among my other talents, I am a medical doctor and this is
something I want to do for you.”
This wasn’t what she expected or had even hoped for and Zoe stopped and
stared at Hecate. “You want to do this for me?” she managed to ask as her mouth
seemed to speak on its own.
“Of course I do,” Hecate warmly said. “You’re special, Zoe Avalon, and I don’t
think there’s a doctor anywhere that has more experience with your questions than
here on Olympus, and I either helped teach them or wrote the books on what
makes you special.”
Zoe looked around the exam room and other than the white walls and what
looked like medical equipment, there was very little that it had in common with a
doctor’s exam room like she was used to. There were some things she recognized,
the stainless steel instruments and other things that required a specific form for the
function, but the electronics were things she could only guess at.
“Thank you…” Zoe managed to say after a long silence. “What do we need to
do?”
Hecate gestured to two chairs and then asked, “Do you want Sera to stay or
would you prefer this one on one?”
Zoe looked to Chase who still stood in the doorway. “I think I’d like her here
with me, M’Lady…she already knows things about me that pretty much everyone
else couldn’t conceive.”
“Thank you, Zoe,” Chase said and took a seat and then patted the one next to it.
“I’m not going to ask you to fill out one of those annoying forms that the
doctor’s office makes you fill out every time you visit,” Hecate winked goodnaturedly. “Sera sent me your medical files and I think that should be fine. So…”
she put on a white lab coat and perched on a rolling stool, “tell me about your
concerns.”
This is it, Zoe thought to herself. Now it’s time to speak the truth to someone
I’ve held sacred for decades. “I…I think I might be pregnant and because of my
unique…body chemistry…I thought that Olympus would be the best place to go for
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confirmation. I know you have resurrection technology, I saw it down on Othrys,
and since…” She stopped when Hecate held up her hand.
“Let’s start from the beginning,” Hecate asked rolled the stool a little closer.
“Don’t leave anything out.”
“Oh…from when I was…born?” Zoe asked slowly.
“Please, the more I know, the better I can help,” Hecate explained and hooked
her heels on the heel rest around the stool’s base.
Zoe nodded and sat back in her chair. “The original Zoe was murdered when
her boyfriend detonated a bomb on a maglev they were on…” she began and
slowly, with a few questions here and there from Hecate, told her whole story; how
she was created by Zoe Graystone as a self-aware V-World avatar, to inhabiting a
U-87 cybernetic combat unit, to being back in the v-world and her showdown with
Sister Clarice, to meeting Galen and his friends, to being reborn, and then
everything she’d done since then.
“Feeling a little better?” Hecate asked after Zoe took a deep breath and slowly
let it out.
“Yes, I am,” Zoe confessed and felt a weight lift off her shoulders. “I’ve only told
a few people about my past, not all of them have the whole beginning to now story,
and it was good to give the words sound again.”
“Good,” Hecate said and handed her a small cup of water. “Jerry sounds like
quite a man.”
Zoe’s face beamed. “Oh, he is…and then some,” she answered and felt the love
in her voice. “When I told him about me he said, ‘I knew you were special from
the first day I met you. I never realized how special you were until just now’. We
plan on marrying when we return.”
“Don’t let him get away; men like that are a very rare breed,” Hecate told her
and pushed the stool back a bit. “If you are pregnant, what do you think he’ll say?”
“He’ll be overjoyed,” Zoe blushed and felt the warmth on her cheeks. “We’ve
talked about a family and…well, we had planned on waiting a bit.”
“A lot of people have put the cart before the horse…” Hecate told her and once
again arched her eyebrows. Zoe narrowed her eyes and studied Hecate; the eyes,
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the hair, the posture and body language, her build and body shape, and rapidly
blinked several times before turning her gaze to the woman seated next to her.
“Admiral?” Zoe asked and realized that one word conveyed the question to the
answer she’d just discovered.
“Yes,” Chase answered and turned to meet Zoe’s questioning eyes. “It’s true.”
“But…how?” Zoe asked.
Chase smirked and looked at Hecate, “Ball’s in your court, Mom.”
Hecate laughed and smiled a familiar smile. “Since you trusted me, I’ll trust
you, Zoe. This cannot leave this room…” she said and after Zoe enthusiastically
nodded, she told her story.
“Wow…just…wow…” Zoe said and looked at the two women in the room with
her; one a goddess that was paid homage by more than 28 billion people and the
other her daughter, the woman she knew as Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase. “I
thought I had a family secret!”
They talked for a few more minutes before Hecate said, “So…how about we
check to see if you’re going to have to go on restricted duty in a couple months?”
The tests were simple and the results were immediate. “The good news is that
you’re in perfect health and all your reproductive organs are ready for motherhood.
However, you aren’t pregnant,” Hecate explained.
Mixed feelings suddenly surged through Zoe’s heart; on one hand she didn’t
want to be pregnant for fear of what the future held and she also didn’t want to feel
like she was forcing Jerry to move up their plans, but other hand, part of her felt let
down at the news because deep down, she wanted to truly feel human and create
life within her womb. “I’m not?” she managed to say and couldn’t keep the
disappointment out of her voice.
Hecate shook her head, “No…I’m sorry. We…as wonderful as our bodies are,
one of the challenges that some of us face is false pregnancy. Your cycle should
start again within a week or so. I can say this,” she leaned close and took Zoe’s
hands in hers, “motherhood does await you and will happen when the time is
right.”
Zoe tried to turn the frown into a smile at the news, or at least something
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neutral, and wasn’t sure if she succeeded. “I know…I was worried and yet I was
also thrilled at the possibility…” she said slowly.
“That’s because you’re a healthy, well-adjusted young woman,” Hecate told her
and gave her hands a squeeze. “Now that you know, what are you going to do?”
“I’m going to tell Jerry,” Zoe said and looked up to meet Hecate’s blue eyes.
“I’m going to tell him I thought I was pregnant but wasn’t, and that someone very
high up told me that it will happen when the time is right for us.”
Zoe was surprised when Hecate leaned forward and hugged her close. “I may
be many things, but being a mother is my favorite.”
*+*+*+*+*
Othrys’ L2 Point, Caria Palace’s main ballroom, Olympus
The banquet was over and Commander Bors Virgis still savored the last crumbs
of the cheesecake he chose for his dessert. He wasn’t sure whether it was the
creamy cheese taste or the smooth reduced raspberry wine sauce that had been
drizzled over it that made it as good as it was, or perhaps it was both, he thought.
All in all, the dinner had been one that he would always remember as one of the
best he’d ever had.
A band was setup on one edge of the broad dance floor and was busy playing a
piece of music that had a good beat that had Virgis tapping his foot in time with it.
Normally, he’d have led Lydia out onto the dance floor and they’d be arm and arm
by now, but his significant other had asked for a few minutes to mingle with the
other ship commanders, especially those from Admiral Marlowe the Elder’s group.
“Mind if I join you?” Commander Richmond Emory asked and sat on the chair
next to Virgis.
“My house is your house, Rich,” Virgis said as his eyes followed a slim brunette
with legs that seemed to go on forever as she walked across the dance floor.
“Damn…If she was on a Fleet recruiting poster, we’d never have to work to find
recruits.”
Emory chuckled. “Aren’t you already attached?”
Virgis grinned guiltily. “Yes…but that doesn’t mean I can’t look and admire.”
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“True. I hear she’s a real wildcat,” Emory replied. “She jumped an A-class
gunstar from a couple hundred meters off the deck to 30 kilometers altitude, let it
free fall for about thirty seconds and took out a Unity heavy gunstar, then jumped
to orbit all before her ship broke the twenty-five kilometer barrier. I was there
when she told us about it and I think Digger was green with envy.”
Virgis laughed. “Damn…so that’s Tamsin St. Claire.
model than a Fleet officer.”

She looks more like a

“Better not let Lydia hear that…” Emory teased. “I think if you put them both in
bikinis it would be a tossup.”
Instead of laughing, Virgis grinned. “Yes…and she’s all mine…and I’m hers.
So…” he turned serious. “You look like a man with a question.”
Emory’s grin faded somewhat and his cheeks gained a trace of color. “Yeah, I
guess I do,” he confessed and reached for his drink and took a strong sip. “Would I
be out of line if I asked if you knew whether there was anyone that Sera was close
to back home?”
Virgis turned and gave his friend the once over. “Is this just a fling or do you
have something longer term in mind?” he answered.
“Certainly not a fling, I never was that way and now I’m too old to even
consider it,” Emory replied quietly. “As for longer term, I think I’d like that, but
ultimately it will depend on how things develop. I’m certainly open for it…or I
wouldn’t be asking you.”
“I’m sorry, Rich,” Virgis told his friend, “I had to ask. She’s more than just a
friend and we look out for each other.” He took a breath and slowly let it out
before taking a long pull from his wine glass. “To answer your question, it
depends. She and Admiral Bannasalle are close, and when you see them together
you can see that there’s affection between them, but whether there’s any romance?”
he shrugged. “I dunno.”
Emory leaned closer, “What’s your gut say?”
Virgis chuckled. “My gut says that I shouldn’t let Lydia catch me eyeing up St.
Claire’s ass. But,” he winked, “back to your question. There’s been what looks like
smoke for so long and yet no fire that I don’t think there is any there,” he frowned
sadly. “Sera deserves happiness, Rich. Every time I see her and Kevin together I
see two best friends who truly love each other putting on a show. She’s proven
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herself time and again, so I have to wonder why there isn’t more there?
“Lydia and I keep our relationship on the down low, not because we’re ashamed
or don’t want anyone to know about it, but because it’s ours…and we’re private
about things like that,” Virgis shrugged and explained. “The people who need to
know, know, and everyone else can speculate. There are other couples who are
very open about their relationship. But our Dragon,” he said with more than a little
affection, “she seems to be alone. If you do anything, just remember that Cora
might be her sister, but the rest of us are her family.”
“Warning noted and recorded,” Emory nodded and seemed both relieved and a
little unsure at the moment. “When I lost Sandra I never thought I’d be interested in
another woman and after a good friend sat me down and had a long talk with me, I
threw myself into my career. And now, here, hundreds of light years from home, I
find that a spark of interest has started smoldering and I’m not sure whether to fan it
so it catches fire or not.”
Virgis tipped the wine glass to his lips and allowed the deep red contents to
sluice into his mouth. “Maybe this will be good for both of you.”
“You think?”
Virgis nodded. “Just ask her to dance…it’s not like you’re going to ask her to run
off and join the circus with you.”
Emory slowly took another sip from his drink and nodded. “I think I’ll do that;
thank you, Bors. I’ll keep what you said in mind and I promise if something
happens that I’ll do what I can to make her happy.”
“Good…now…” Virgis looked across the dance floor, “it looks like she’s talking
with her wingman, Colonel Symphony…no better time than the present.”
“Wish me luck?” Emory smirked.
“Nope,” Virgis grinned. “This one is all on you, my brother in another uniform.”
*+*+*+*+*
“How are you settling in to your new post over on Lamia?” Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase asked newly promoted Colonel Christobella Symphony.
Symphony grinned and her face lit up. “It’s fantastic, Sera! The design is a bit

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1850
odd to us, with the exposed flight decks, but after talking with some of the
experienced cadre that Admiral Wellington sent over from Enyo, everything makes
perfect sense. The accommodations are good, comfortable, and there’s plenty of
training spaces, and the Marines…well, I think being a Marine sort of transcends
nationality…it’s a state of mind, and my Marines certainly have it.”
“I’m happy you’re happy, Chris,” Chase told her friend. “I understand Eric and
Penny’s daughter is part of the complement?”
“Ah…yes, Tabby. She recently graduated from the Academy that Admiral
Wellington setup during their voyage and I have to say that she’s a damned fine
officer. She isn’t sure whether she wants to pursue a flight track or a Marine track,
but she said that after talking it over with her squad, she decided that since they
were being seconded to Lamia, that she’d put in for it, too,” Symphony quickly
replied. “I think I’m going to use her squad as a testbed for an idea that’s been
percolating in my mind ever since I read her personnel file.”
Chase cocked her head. “Oh?”
Symphony nodded. “I think you’ll appreciate it…since she has her wings, she’s
a fully qualified pilot on all of the Union’s small craft from their fighter all the way
up to the Ziz lander,” she explained eagerly. “However, what I’m thinking is if I
can find her a copilot, I can use her and her squad as a sort of self-contained recon
element that can fly themselves to the target area, land and do the job, then extract
out. This way there will only be one flight in and one out, rather than two of each;
one for the arrival and one for the extraction.”
“I like that idea, Chris,” Chase slowly said as an idea formed in her mind. “I
realize I’m not in your chain of command, but would you sketch that out in a one
or two page brief? I’d like to hand it off to Lydia to see whether that’s something
that we can work on.”
“I’ll send it over in the morning,” Symphony beamed. “I’ve already written it up
for Admiral Cassidine.”
“Thanks, Chris,” Chase said and noticed Commander Richmond Emory talking
with Commander Bors Virgis. “I wonder what they’re talking about?” she muttered.
Symphony laughed and shook her head wonder. “They’re probably talking
about Tamsin,” she said and gestured to where Commander Tamsin St. Claire was
walking across the dance floor towards Admiral Sean Marlowe and his family.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1851
Chase narrowed her eyes and looked at Symphony. “Tamsin?”
“Yeah,” Symphony chuckled.
“The scuttlebutt is that a number of male
command grade officers have asked to make her acquaintance over dinner, or even
lunch, and she’s shot them all down. No one knows just what to make of it, but
given her looks, they all want to ask her out.”
“Sometimes command sucks, Chris,” Chase told her younger friend. “Once you
get to a certain rank your options with fellow officers narrows severely.”
Symphony lowered her head slightly and looked at Chase over a pair of nonexistent glasses. “Personal experience?”
Chase smiled and laughed once. “Sort of. Not that I ever really played the
social scene, but I remember something one of my instructors back at the academy
once told me; Lieutenants shouldn’t marry, Captains can marry, and Colonels
should marry. Enough Colonial officers have taken that to heart that if you had a
lonely heart, chances are that you won’t find companionship from within the
ranks.”
“I can see how that would sort of suck,” Symphony commiserated. “Did I ever
tell you that when I was commissioned I didn’t plan to go career?”
“No, you didn’t,” Chase said and looked at her friend and saw a slight frown
touch her face.
“The long version will require a bottle or two of wine,” Symphony winked, “but
the short version is that I intended to do my six years and muster out as a captain
and then either go into executive coaching or teamwork training, or maybe a
security consultant for one of the Fortune 1000 companies. But…my boyfriend at
the time decided that ‘it wasn’t me, it was him’ and that he needed to return to the
artist commune where he’d spent the last six months of my deployment shacked up
with the art tramps. So, I said frakkit and committed to another six years and never
looked back.”
Chase raised her wineglass, “To the heartbreakers who have made us who we
are!”
“Here, here!” Symphony laughed and touched her glass to Chase’s. “Hmm…
don’t look now, but it looks like Rich is heading this way.”
Chase turned and looked over her shoulder and saw Emory weaving through
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several couples and approach. “Hi, Rich,” she greeted him.
“Hi, Sera,” Emory warmly greeted her. “Hi, Chris,” he offered the same warm
greeting to Symphony. “Ah, Sera…I was wondering if you’d like to dance?”
“I could be convinced,” Chase teased with a smile.
“Ah, once again the bridesmaid, never the bride,” Symphony sighed
melodramatically and then laughed when both Chase and Emory looked at her.
“Have fun, you two. I’m going to track down the wine tap and have another glass.”
“Did I interrupt?” Emory asked a few moments later after Chase folded himself
into his embrace to begin the waltz that the band was playing.
“Just girl talk,” Chase smirked. “You’re a good dancer!”
“Thank you,” Emory replied as they moved around the dance floor. “I owe it all
to Mrs. Watson and the dance classes my mother insisted I attend for about six
years. She said, ‘Richmond, someday you’ll thank me for this when you ask
someone to dance and you don’t make an ass out of yourself!’ So…I guess I should
say, ‘Thanks, Mom!’”
The laugh came naturally and Chase realized she felt good dancing with Emory.
“Back home it was part of life at court. My godmother, the Empress, insisted that
Cora and I take lessons with Elizabeth so that we’d learn some of the social graces
required on one of the three primary deal making venues of the Empire.”
“Three?” Emory asked. “I assume one is the dance floor…”
Chase picked up from there, “And the other two are the boudoir and the
conference room. Well, I guess there’s also an unofficial fourth, but that hasn’t
been used in centuries.”
“Oh?” Emory prodded and led her around a slower couple.
“Yeah…the cells where the condemned were taken the day before their
execution,” Chase winked.
Emory met Chase’s gaze and she thought she saw the newly revealed
information being spliced into his appraisal of her. “You’re not in any danger of
that?” he asked and she was certain she heard concern in his voice.
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“Nope! Public and political executions were done away with a long time ago,”
Chase explained slowly. “Most of the aristocracy has lost the power they once had
and other than a few families, their titles are a nice throwback to our more violent
and stronger armed ways.”
“Amazing,” Emory said as awe crept into his voice. “Your culture is so dynamic
and vibrant while mine seems to have stayed the same for thousands of years.”
“There’s something to be said for stability,” Chase opined. “You could take the
money and lives that were spent on conquest and invest them into more productive
pursuits.”
“We could have…but for some reason we maintained the fleet at a size that was
far out of proportion to what we would ever need,” Emory sadly explained.
“Well, let’s put our ancient history behind us and just focus on tonight, shall
we?” Chase asked as the music ended. “Care to go for a walk?” she asked as they
both clapped after the dance. “My mother has some of the most amazing gardens
here at the Palace.”
Emory’s head snapped around. “Your mother?”
“There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Rich…” Chase slowly told him. “Let’s
take a walk away from all the ears and I’ll tell you all about it. Then, when I’m
done, you can decide whether you want to ask me for another dance or not,” she
said almost sadly.
*+*+*+*+*
“Here’s your refill,” Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett handed Captain
Coralanna Chase a refilled champagne glass. “This is quite a bash.”
Cora chuckled and took a sip. “Reminds me of some of the parties we had back
home when I was still in school,” she said and a trace of sadness crept into her
voice.
Beckett slipped his arm around Cora’s shoulders hugged her close. “I can
imagine the memories. I’m glad, as weird as it may be, that you have her back.”
His words were rewarded with a smile and twinkling blue eyes. “I am, too,”
Cora told him and rested her head on his shoulder.
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“Well, lookee there,” the third member of their little group said. “It’s about
time,” Lieutenant Andrea Esposito said and nodded over to where Admiral Countess
Seralanna Chase was dancing with Commander Richmond Emory.
“Oh?” Cora asked. “Do tell. I haven’t seen much of my big sister recently and
I’m sure there’s a good story here.”
Esposito laughed. “I don’t know how much of it is a ‘good story’, but when you
see those two together as often as I do…well, let’s just say that as an independent
observer it seemed like Commander Emory was more than a little interested in the
Admiral and I think there was an interest on her part as well.”
“Aww, that’s nice,” the fourth member of the group said and offered a lazy
smile. “The last person I was close to…well, let’s just say I don’t share and I found
him with someone from housekeeping bent over the sofa when I returned early,”
Lieutenant Tabitha Wellington shrugged. “So later, I shot him twice in the chest.”
“You what?” Cora asked wide eyed.
Wellington laughed and shook her head. “No…not that way. We were doing
an exercise and let’s just say that two sims rounds to the chest hurt,” she grinned
evilly.
Everyone at the table laughed and Cora looked at Beckett. “This one knows
what happens if he strays,” she said and then used her index and middle fingers on
her right hand to simulate a pair of scissors snipping.
“I’m a one-woman man,” Beckett said and smiled. “I even proved it by putting
a ring on her finger to mark her as mine.”
“Yes you did,” Cora warmly replied. “And what happens when we get home?”
Beckett felt a warm glow spread out from his heart at the thought. “That’s when
we make it official and have a wedding that people will talk about for years to
come.”
“Absolutely correct!” Cora said and gave him a quick kiss.
“So, how is life over on Lamia shaping up?” Esposito asked Wellington.
“Beyond all expectations!” Wellington quickly answered cheerfully. “I’m taking
a year or two and spending it with the Marines rather than going straight to a pilot’s
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billet and I was fortunate to be able to pull my old team with me from Enyo.
Colonel Symphony is amazing, and yes…there is a bit of hero worship there!” she
laughed. “She’s one of us and since we boarded she’s been mixing with the troops
as much as possible. It isn’t out of the ordinary to find her doing PT with a platoon
or helping with this or that; she’s a real hands-on leader and I think the Union is
lucky to have her helping out.”
“That jives with what I’ve heard about Colonel Symphony,” Beckett added. “I
think Will, Colonel Bel’Acqua, called her a ‘Marine’s Marine’.”
“So…how is my sister handling losing her newest sparring partner?” Cora asked
a moment later.
Esposito arched an eyebrow and slightly cocked her head.
mean?” she slowly asked.

“How do you

“Well, weren’t she and Colonel Symphony sparring a lot, and now she’s moved
over to Lamia and I haven’t seen her since the transfer,” Cora explained.
Better head this off, boy-o, the little voice whispered in Beckett’s ear. A little
gossip about senior officers is one thing, but this is a bit public for much more, it
added. “I’m sure the Admiral is handling it just fine, Cora,” he said and quickly
hugged her to underscore the comment. “I know that I haven’t had much time to
spar since we decided to return and I’m sure that it’s even worse for your sister.”
“Yeah…I guess…” Cora said and to Beckett’s relief dropped the subject.
“Tell me something about the Colonies,” Wellington asked. “I can’t wait to see
them for myself.”
“Well…let’s see...” Beckett began and sat back in his chair. “Despite all of us
coming from Kobol, there really are a lot of differences between the worlds,” he
began and for several minutes the three Colonials told Wellington about the
Colonies.
“Now that’s something I didn’t expect,” Cora said and smirked.
“What’s that?” Esposito asked as Beckett saw what Cora was obviously talking
about.
“My sister…she’s leaving the reception…” Cora replied and had a slight smile
on her face when she said it.
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“Let’s keep this between us, and if someone else says something,” Beckett
quickly interjected, “let them wonder what it might mean, if it even means
anything, ok?”
Three heads nodded their replies and while Beckett wasn’t surprised, he was
relieved. “I think we need to find you two some eligible young men to dance with,
don’t we, Cora?”
Cora’s grin was infectious. “Of course we do! And I know just who to talk to!”
she nodded off in the direction where Flight Captain Alaric Greer was sitting with
Captain Diana Sancerre, Flight Captain Brittan Fairfax, and Captain Ken Nolan
several tables away. They’d been invited to the reception as recognition for how
instrumental they were to forging the initial cooperation agreement between the
Colonial and Communion forces.
“Now there are a pair of weddings that haven’t yet been planned,” Esposito
quipped when she followed Cora’s look. “There are a lot of mixed nationality
couples in the fleet, and I’ve even heard of one or two involving the Union. It’s
going to make the future better for all of us.”
“Yes, it will,” Beckett agreed and sat for a moment while Cora got up to talk to
the targets of her glance. “Tell me,” he said and leaned close and lowered his voice
so that only the people at the table could hear, “has there been any scuttlebutt
about bad feelings about the future?”
Esposito looked at Wellington and both women wore a mixture of surprise and
uncertainty on their faces. “Ah…what do you mean, Colonel?” Esposito asked.
“No need to go formal on me, Andrea,” Beckett smiled disarmingly.
wondered, that’s all.”

“I just

Esposito looked over her left shoulder and then her right before meeting
Beckett’s gaze. “Yes, Sebastian, I have. Mostly whispers of people getting antsy,
but I have heard a couple that were a little more…horrible. Tabby? Tell them what
you told me earlier.”
Wellington repeated Esposito’s over the shoulder looks and then leaned forward,
“One of the Marines in my platoon came to me this morning asking if he could
report to the sickbay for some sleeping pills. I asked him what was wrong…
whenever someone asks me for any sort of drug I worry because I remember how it
was when we left Earth. Anyway, he tells me that he hasn’t been able to get a
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decent night’s sleep for the past week or so because he keeps having disturbing
dreams.”
She sipped her champagne and after a moment, continued, “I asked him what
sort of dreams? We all had to take a course on psychology as it relates to stress and
loss at the Academy, and in a lot of cases it’s manifested as nightmares and bad
dreams.” Wellington shrugged, “I think we all went through a bit of that during the
first months of our exodus, so we’re all trained on the warning signs. Anyway, he
explained that they weren’t nightmares of the typical kind, you know, where a
monster is chasing you or where someone is trying to kill you, but they were of his
home being destroyed, watching nuclear explosions in the distance, and in general,
they were remarkably like what we dealt with when we left Earth.
“I sent him to sickbay and then filed a report about it and sent it off to Admiral
Marlowe, Admiral Chase, and Admiral Cassidine,” Wellington explained and
frowned.
“And that’s where I saw it,” Esposito said and picked up the story. “This isn’t an
isolated incident, but it also isn’t common. It’s just enough to start some whispers.
Why are you asking?”
Beckett looked into his champagne glass and swirled the fizzy wine around.
Better tell her, boy-o, the little voice told him. She put her cards on the table, now
you need to do the same. “Yeah…this doesn’t go any farther than the two of you
and Cora, ok?” he asked.
“Certainly, Sebastian, you have my word on it,” Esposito told him.
“Same here, Sebastian,” Wellington stated. “What’s going on?”
“They haven’t been as bad as what you just told me, but I’ve had the same
dream each night for the past week or ten days. My parents…” Beckett pinched his
lips into a slight frown. “My parents went on an impromptu vacation, I’m not sure
exactly where, but it was out of the blue. While they were gone, something bad
happens. At first I wasn’t sure what it was, but the past two nights I see that a nuke
detonates about two kilometers from my parents’ front door.”
“Oh, no, Sebastian,” Wellington softly said and reached over to take his hand.
“What else happened?”
“Everything was destroyed,” Beckett replied hollowly. “The area was swept by
fire, and then the dream changed and my parents were on a hill and in the distance
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just peeking over the tree filled horizon, was another mushroom cloud. I knew that
they were ok, but the destruction…”
“That’s…that’s pretty vivid…” Esposito said a moment later.
“Yeah,” Beckett agreed and nodded his head before finishing his champagne, “it
is. I talked to Colonel Savoy about it and yesterday when I was on Hecate for a
meeting, I told the Admiral. It’s really weighed on my mind.”
Wellington pulled a pen from her small clutch and wrote a name and ship on a
napkin before she slid it over to Beckett. “I’m saying this as a friend, Sebastian…”
she began and to Beckett’s eyes she had both a compassionate and serious look on
her face and in her voice, “Contact Dr. Manchester over on Sublime Paradise; he
put together the course I took and he’ll be able to give you some insight.” She
smiled as Beckett took the napkin and then said just loud enough to be heard, “He
helped me…a lot…during the early days.”
Beckett nodded, “Thanks, Tabby. It’s…been on my mind a lot and I appreciate
your suggestion…I’ll call the Doctor tomorrow.” He looked up and saw Cora
returning with two officers in two; one Communion and one Colonial. “Looks like
Cora found some dance partners and that means it’s time to put the worries to the
side and hit the floor.”
*+*+*+*+*
“You seem pleased with yourself,” Commander Lydia Valentine softly said into
Commander Bors Virgis’ ear as they danced.
“I guess I am, Lydia,” Virgis replied just as sotto voce. “Rich asked me for some
advice…”
“He did, did he?” Valentine chuckled. “And?”
“I told him to just take a chance,” Virgis replied.
“You didn’t?” Valentine smirked and pulled back slightly.
Virgis saw her eyes held the humor her voice didn’t. “I did. And it seems like
he decided to take it.”
“So I noticed,” Valentine said and slipped back into Virgis’ embrace. “I have to
say, they do look good together.”
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Now it was Virgis’ turn to chuckle. “Yes, they do,” he told the woman who was
as close to him as any wife was to her husband.
Several moments later Valentine broke the comfortable silence between them,
“What’s bothering you, Bors. Normally you’re outgoing but…”
“I’m glad we’re going home after tomorrow’s reception,” Virgis finally said.
“I…”
“You’ve been talking with Sera, haven’t you?” Valentine asked.
Virgis nodded. “Yes…and I have to admit that I’m starting to feel it, too. I’ve
had Ian working with the division heads and Brent to make sure that our training is
up to date and we’ll be running drills all the way home.”
Valentine’s features softened and Virgis felt her sink into the dancers’ embrace
that they shared. “You’re really worried about this?”
Virgis halfheartedly shrugged. “More like spooked. You know the old bit about
one person saying the sky is falling, but when so many seem to be saying the same
thing? And it isn’t just limited to us, I understand that Gia and Cesare are hearing
similar things from their people. So yeah…I think I’d rather go into the haunted
house with silver bullets in my gun and a mallet with several good hickory stakes
instead of going in and hoping that the monsters aren’t real.”
*+*+*+*+*
“When we leave, I think it might be a good idea for you to do some of the
jumps on your own,” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos told the two people sitting at the
table he shared with Admiral Giovanna Cassidine. “It will give you a chance to get
used to Go-Go and how her systems differ from both Colonial standards,” he
nodded at Captain Josiah Vassar, “and the…enhancements…that have been built
into her that are different from the Peltast or Phalanx that Minerva is used to.”
“I think that’s a good idea,” Vassar said and looked at Minerva for her thoughts.
“What sort of ‘enhancements’ are we talking about, Admiral?” Flight Captain
Minerva Tremblay asked and cocked her head.
Arcadiaolos smiled and tried to look innocent. “Well, I’ve shown you the
hidden compartments, the weapons, the safe rooms, and the other little things that
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you thought were so interesting,” he teased, “but the enhancements are electronic.
She has a variable transponder…very black market and illegal unless it was
officially sanctioned, elevated EW equal to the latest NTU/Block 60 upgrades
applied to the Peltasts, and a SIGINT suite that can sweep and sniff automatically
while simultaneously determining the who, what, where, and when involved in the
signals.”
Vassar whistled. “That’s mighty impressive. I take it that most of that will
probably get us spaced if the locals you want us dealing with got wind of it?”
“Naturally. The last thing the criminal element wants is a rat,” Arcadiaolos
explained and shrugged apologetically. “Unless you know exactly where to look
and then have a chance to dig into the ship’s guts, you’d never find the equipment.
Once I introduce you as my…son and daughter-in-law…and explain that you’re
taking over for dear old dad, you should be fine.”
“If nothing else, Josiah,” Minerva said and gave his hand a squeeze, “it won’t be
boring.”
“Oh, that’s something my life hasn’t been since we met!” Vassar laughed and
slipped his arm around Minerva’s shoulders. “And I don’t want it to change.”
Several minutes later after Cassidine and Minerva excused themselves,
Arcadiaolos asked Vassar, “Are things as serious as they look from the outside?”
It was a question that Vassar didn’t have to think about before he answered,
“Absolutely. I thought I had found and lost the person I wanted to spend my life
with, but Minerva…she makes me want to really live again. So yeah, it is. We’re
not sure when, hell, I don’t even have a ring, but once we get back we’re going to
make it official.”
“I’m glad,” Arcadiaolos told him and then turned somewhat somber, “Gia and
I…well, we can’t have children. There’s a scientific reason for it,” he explained
sadly, “I think it’s called duty. We had our chance and we allowed it to slip through
our fingers, though not for lack of trying. Since we met you and Minerva, and I
hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but we see a lot of how we were at your
age in the two of you.”
He paused and looked like he was searching for the right words, “I guess what
I’m trying to say is twofold; first, don’t allow your career or sense of duty keep you
from a family, if that’s what you want. And second, if I can be of any help
whatsoever, or even someone to vent to, I’m here. We’ve always considered our
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people like an extended family, but you and Minerva are special to us and we want
to see you two not just succeed, but to thrive.”
Vassar sat back and looked at Arcadiaolos and thought about what the man said
and didn’t say but tried to. “You know; you sound an awful lot like I think my
father would have if he was alive to have this conversation with me.”
“I’m honored that you think that,” Arcadiaolos told Vassar.
“They’re big shoes to fill,” Vassar said sadly. “But I’m glad they are,” he added
and perked up. “One thing I remember him telling me before he died was that life
closes some doors and opens others, the hard part is having the courage to step
through those newly opened doors. When I lost Dixie Bell Dancer, I lost everything
that had meaning to me other than Lido and Tello. That door closed. But then I
met Minerva and another door opened. It took a while, but eventually I stepped
through and it just feels right. Talking with you and Admiral Cassidine, that feels
right, too. So…if you ever have advice, I’m all ears.”
“All ears about what?” Minerva asked as she and Cassidine approached. Vassar
saw Arcadiaolos quickly dab his napkin to the corners of his eyes.
“Just something that Admiral Arcadiaolos and I were talking about, Love,” Vassar
told Minerva. Her look told him all he needed to know; Cassidine had the same
talk with her.
Minerva pulled Vassar to his feet. “This is a catchy tune…let’s dance.”
*+*+*+*+*
The gardens reminded Chase of home and she took a deep breath and savored
the rich floral scent that the flowers, ferns, and other aromatic plants exuded. She
had led Emory deep into the gardens to a small secluded gazeebo that was well
away from the reception and any unwanted ears. Soft cushions lined the benches
and she felt the comfort they provided when she sat down and patted the space
next to her for Emory to take a seat.
“Other than maybe ten or twelve people, no one outside of Olympus knows
what I’m about to tell you,” Chase took a deep breath and began. In a way, as the
words formed in her mind she felt a sort of therapeutic release; she was going to be
able to confide in someone who wasn’t family or so close that they could be family.
She felt as if with each word she would symbolically drop a piece of armor or
clothing until when she finished she’d be standing naked before Emory with her
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deepest secret revealed.
“My mother died when I was in my twenties and it was the single most difficult
time of my life,” Chase slowly explained and told Emory about her mother’s illness,
her passing, and how she was ready to leave the Fleet until her mother’s legacy
arrived and convinced her otherwise. Each word was filled with the pain as she
relived it seemingly day by day in her mind and she noted the compassion, pain,
and sympathy on Emory’s face.
“And then before we met you, I had a vision, a waking dream, who knows what
it was,” Chase shrugged. “But in my mind’s eye I saw Olympus. I knew that it was
important but I didn’t know how it would be important. So you can imagine my
surprise when we arrived and there it was. Then, when the first voice I heard
contacting us over the wireless sounded so familiar…Well, it was all I could do to
stand.
“They asked for a private meeting and I agreed and so Cora and I met the
Olympian transport in a closed off part of the hangar,” Chase confessed and had to
blink several times to hold back the tears that threatened to spill forth. “The person
who stepped off the transport was my mother, Iona Avedon Chase…but she was
also Hecate.”
Emory spoke for the first time as he reached out and took Chase’s hands in his.
“How? How is that possible?”
For the next fifteen minutes Chase explained how it was possible and how it
happened. When she was done, she felt more vulnerable than she had since she
was a child and waited for Emory’s reaction.
“I’m honored that you trusted me enough to tell me about your mother,” Emory
started and held her gaze under the faint light that filtered through the massive
dome that was lost in the distance. “And it just confirms to me how special you
are.”
“Special?” Chase asked slowly, her voice barely above a croaked whisper.
The smile on Emory’s face was warm and sincere, “Special. Sera, you are the
most magnificent woman I’ve ever met and that would be my opinion regardless of
who your parents are. The fact that Hecate is your mother, and you were willing to
open yourself up to me…Sera, you are very special.”
“Thanks, Rich,” Chase sighed and felt the last weight lift from her shoulders and
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realized that maybe this was how Connie felt when she cleared the air with Jamie.
“There’s more, though…”
“More?” Emory asked and arched an eyebrow. “Is it on par with what you just
told me?”
Chase nodded. “Yes…and in a way I’m still coming to terms with it. It seems
that my mother had a more…hand’s on…approach to interacting with humanity
than the rest of the gods. Twice before she…incarnated, I guess, and anonymously
joined society. Each time she married, had a family, and when the time came,
died. Besides Cora, I have two sisters and two nieces.”
Emory’s eyes narrowed and he licked his lips. He looked like he knew what she
was going to say and was trying to comprehend what it was before she spoke.
“Two sisters and two nieces,” he repeated. “You’re not saying…”
Once more Chase nodded. “Hannah and Brooke are my sisters…half-sisters,
actually, and Gia and her cousin are my nieces.” There, she took a deep breath and
let it go, it was all out in the open now. The sisterhood, as they called themselves,
had discussed telling others and all had agreed that so long as the person was
trusted with part of the hidden truth that they should have all of it.
“That answers a lot of questions that I’ve had,” Emory slowly admitted. “You
and Hannah look like sisters, and Cora and Brooke…if I would have seen you out
shopping I’d have thought you were sisters, or at least closely related. And now
that I think about it, I can see some of the same features in Gia and Alexis.
Amazing.” Chase met his gaze and felt like he was looking into her soul. “And it
all doesn’t change a thing to me, Sera. I want to get to know you better and all that
that includes…the good, the bad, the intimidating.”
“Rich…I…” Chase felt the tears welling in her eyes as she slowly leaned close
and felt her lips gently brush Emory’s. The gentle brush turned deeper as everything
felt so right and she felt his arms slip around her shoulders and pull her closer.
When she laid her head on his shoulder and she felt his hands gently skim and
caress her back she not only felt comfortable, but she felt protected and perhaps
something else…
“Ah…here you are,” Hecate said and surprised them as they held each other
Chase was lost in her thoughts and newfound emotions.
“Mother?” Chase said and slid away from Emory so she could turn to see her
mother standing in the entrance to the gazeebo. “What are you doing here?”
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Hecate’s persona changed and once again she was Iona, the woman Chase had
known from her earliest memories. “I wanted to make sure my little girl didn’t get
hurt…and I see she hasn’t,” she smiled as she answered. “And since you haven’t,”
she turned to Emory, “All I ask is that you treat her right.”
“I couldn’t do otherwise, M’Lady,” Emory said sincerely.
“I know,” Hecate winked and then tuned back to Chase and seemed to study her
for a moment. “You’re happy, Sera, and it suits you. I better head back…”
“Thanks, Mom,” Chase finally said and saw her mother look over her shoulder
and smile before she disappeared into the night.
“That was unexpected,” Emory grinned.
“Yeah…” Chase smirked and almost giggled. “The last time my mom caught me
making out was when I was 13, before I left for the Academy. I had to find out
what it was like and she chose that moment to walk in.”
“Awkward,” Emory joked and then lost some of the humor in his face. “Do you
think I passed?”
Chase leaned close and rested her head on his shoulder again, “Yeah, I think
you passed with flying colors.”
*+*+*+*+*
The night was getting late and many of the guests had either returned home or to
their ships and only a few dozen die-hards were left in the palace’s main ballroom.
Admiral Hannah Marlowe slowly danced with Commander Jackson Fletcher as the
band played a romantic ballad. “Penny for your thoughts?” Jackson asked after
Marlowe had rested her head on his shoulder.
“I kind of wish this would never end,” Marlowe replied thoughtfully. “Not the
dancing, though I have to admit it does feel good to be in your arms,” she quickly
added and was sure she could picture the frownsmile on her fiancé’s face. “I guess
what I’m saying is that once we leave we’re going to have to face the hard reality of
whatever awaits us in the Colonies.”
“Oh, so you’re thinking about backing out?” Fletcher teased her.
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Marlowe smiled and shook her head. “Never…I did that once and I got a
second chance, I’m not going to make the same mistake twice.”
“True…but I did give you a good reason back then,” Fletcher said in his laid
back drawl and tried to take the blame to ease her guilt.
“Jack…” Marlowe said and separated slightly from him so she could look him in
the eye, “make me a promise…”
Fletcher slowly massaged her back with is right hand.
without condition.

“Anything,” he said

“Promise me that even when we disagree that you’ll never be disagreeable,”
Marlowe asked.
“I learned my lesson, Hannah…I let my pride, my anger, my beliefs, all blind me
to the fact that what I did hurt you and I made myself a promise after things fell
apart between us that if I ever had a second chance that I would never allow that to
happen again…you mean too much to me. So,” he leaned forward and gently
touched his lips to hers, “that is a promise I eagerly give you. And…I offer you one
more…I promise to never go to bed angry or upset with you.”
Marlowe felt her heart swell with emotion and then narrowed her eyes, “So that
means make-up sex?”
“It’s the best kind…” Fletcher grinned. “Right along with every other kind of
sex…with you.”
“Oh, you are smooth tonight, aren’t you?” Marlowe joked and put her head
back on his shoulder.
“Tyson’s been giving me lessons,” Fletcher deadpanned. “He told me it was his
secret weapon to handle Samara and Olivia.”
Marlowe chuckled. “I still don’t know how that boy does it. I see he left early.”
“Yes…he mentioned something about getting the most out of the suite your
mother offered them,” Fletcher smirked.
They danced for several moments in silence before Marlowe softly said, “All
your promises…I make them to you, too.”
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Fletcher held her close and whispered, “I know…”
*+*+*+*+*
Planetary surface, Thrush, Becca'lia system
They had been on Thrush since earlier in the afternoon and Thomas Stewart was
enjoying just being a dad. The campfire was located behind Airedale’s right wing
and the kids were seated around it making s’mores and enjoying their first night on
a planet outside the Colonial Core. Abby sat next to him and rested her head on
his shoulder.
Each day he thanked the gods that he went into her restaurant that day he
wanted a cup of coffee. There were times when he missed the Corps, but they
paled to how he felt being Ian’s father and the responsibility that it required.
And then there was Abby, he thought to himself and detected the scent from her
bodywash. When he left the Corps, a relationship was the last thing on his mind.
But once he met Abby he felt that thought quickly grow wings and fly away. Maybe
he was older and ready for a mature relationship built on things that really mattered
rather than just the physical aspects. No, he told himself, there was no ‘maybe’
about it; he was ready and he was certainly willing.
Before, he fought for others he’d never know. Now, there were three people he
would fight for, die for if necessary, and everyone else came in a very distant
second.
“Abby…” Thomas whispered and put his head down next to hers.
Abby looked up and smiled. “Yes, Thomas?” she asked and met his gaze.
“Where do you see yourself in twenty years?” Thomas asked.
“Twenty years?” Abby asked rhetorically and snuggled deeper into her camp
chair. “Here, with you and the kids…and maybe their kids.”
The words warmed his heart and gave him hope. “So…you think that we’ll
make it that long?” Thomas asked and watched her face.
“No,” Abby said and surprised him before she smirked. “I know we’ll make it
much longer…but you asked me about twenty years, not the rest of our lives,” she
teased.
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His breath caught in his throat and Thomas hesitated for a moment to steady his
nerves enough to answer her. ”That’s what I was hoping you’d say…” he managed
to say and remembered the conversation he had with Melanie when they were
paintballing when she went with him to get them all lunch. Later, on the way
home after dropping Abby and Melanie at their home, he had a similar talk with his
son, Ian.
Before Abby could react, Thomas had slipped out of his camp seat and knelt in
front of her and taken her hands in his. “Abigail Carmichael, would you marry
me?” he asked just loud enough for her to hear him.
Abby looked at him in shock and he could see her blink several times as the
truth sunk in and a broad smile graced her face and tears threatened to spill from
her eyes. She nodded and then found her voice, “Yes, oh yes, I will marry you,
Thomas Stewart!” she cried and slipped down to her knees and fiercely hugged
him.
“Told ya it would happen when we were here,” Thomas heard Melanie say out
loud.
“Yeah…you did…Sis…” Ian teased back and suddenly everyone was clapping
and Thomas realized that he was fighting back tears.
“So, Thomas,” Abby looked up at him and he felt himself falling into her loving
gaze, “What are you going to do around the camp fire for the rest of the time that
we’re here?”
“Nothing that will top…this…” Thomas said and suddenly focused at a spot
beyond the flickering light cast by the campfire. It was only momentary, but the
glint and reflection had been there if you knew what you were seeing. He leaned
close and hugged Abby before he whispered in her ear, “I need to you get the kids
back to the ship. Someone…or something…is out there.”
Abby looked at him and fear was written across her face. She didn’t panic, only
nodded and leaned forward to quickly kiss him before she stood up and brushed off
her knees. “Come on, kids, I think it’s time we head inside.”
There were grumblings but the kids, and they were all good kids, stood and
followed Abby into Airedale. Thomas slowly reached for the M-23 rifle that he’d
laid next to his chair. It could simply have been a nocturnal predator, but deep in
his heart he knew it wasn’t. It was something that thought in more complex terms
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than simple instinct and cunning; it was something that used tools.
The tactical situation wasn’t the best, Thomas thought as his hand slowly slipped
around the rifle’s pistol grip. He was highlighted by the fire at his back, and that
was a major problem, but at least his night vision had a few moments to stabilize,
he considered as his mind worked through what he was going to do. When he had
a good grip on the M-23, he quickly rolled to his right and brought the rifle up to
his shoulder and aimed it where he had seen the reflection.
“Come out! Now! You’re about thirty meters from me…if you don’t advance
and be recognized, I’ll be forced to fire!” Thomas shouted and flicked the safety
from SAFE to FIRE.
The seconds seem to drag on forever and Thomas was almost willing to accept
that maybe his imagination was on overdrive when he saw four people materialize
from the darkness and step towards the firelight. Each one was clad in uniquely
patterned utilities, load bearing gear, held rifles at the ready, but not pointed at him,
and had night vision goggles flipped up on their helmets. “We’re friendly,” one of
them said and allowed his rifle to hang by its sling and raised his hands in a nonthreatening manner.
“Who are you and what are you doing at our camp?”
“May we approach?” the intruder asked.
Thomas studied them and now that they were closer to the fire he could see the
camouflage pattern on their utilities and knew who they probably were.
“Certainly,” he said and stepped to the side. Out of the corner of his eye he saw
Nails and Maiden crouched with their sidearms drawn. Some old habits die hard,
he thought grimly.
Once the four were closer the man who had been speaking said, “My name’s
Sergeant Kevin MacDonald, Leonan Foreign Legion. These three are Corporal
Talleyrand, Private Shen, and Private Long. We’re here doing an extended FTX and
are in the middle of a four-day patrol. We saw your campfire and decided to
investigate since we were told the closest civilization was about a hundred and
thirty klicks from here.”
Thomas lowered his rifle and studied MacDonald and his three Legionnaires.
They certainly had the bearing of professional soldiers, not to mention the kit, and
he felt a kinship with them based on their profession. “Thomas Stewart, late of the
Colonial Marines, and those two over there are Nails and Maiden.”
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MacDonald nodded in Nails and Maiden’s direction, “Sir, Ma’am, we’re sorry to
disturb you and your family tonight. Mr. Stewart, I’d like to apologize to you, too,
for spoiling what seemed to be a special moment.”
“It’ll give us something to talk about on our anniversary,” Thomas said and
realized he liked the sound of that; our anniversary. “Come on in and take a load
off…unless you need to be somewhere?”
“Thank you,” MacDonald said and shrugged off his pack.
extremely lucky or…”

“You were either

“Special Operations for more years than I can count,” Thomas said and safed his
rifle before placing it next to his chair. “Can I get you a beer, something hot to
eat?”
“Both would be appreciated,” MacDonald told him and then asked, “Do you
mind if we make camp here tonight? We’re about to loop around and head back to
our base camp and it would be nice to get a decent night’s rest before we head
out.”
“My patch of ground is your patch of ground!” Thomas told him. “In fact, if you
want to get a shower and don’t mind two to a stateroom, you can sleep on a real
bed; we have a couple extra staterooms aboard Airedale.”
“Mr. Stewart,” MacDonald began and Thomas held up his hand.
“Sergeant, it’s either Thomas or Gunny, my rank when I retired, Mr. Stewart is
just too formal.”
“Thomas it is,” MacDonald said and offered his hand. “Kevin or Mac,” he said
as Thomas shook his hand. “That’s Sabina,” he nodded at Talleyrand, “and those
are Aimee and Marcus,” he nodded at Shen and Long.
“Good to meet you all,” Thomas told them and was actually glad the
Legionnaires were here.
“I was wondering…would you be willing to play
instructor tomorrow with half a dozen scouts? We’re here to hike and explore, and
I was going to teach them some field craft, but with the four of you, we could really
give them a lesson.”
MacDonald seemed to hesitate and Talleyrand said, “Come on, Kevin. All we
need to do is call back to the LT and let him know what’s going on and that we’ll
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be another day. Besides…hot food, hot racks, hot showers!” she grinned.
“Well, when you put it that way, Sabina, how can I refuse!” MacDonald joked.
“We’d be pleased to stick around,” he told Thomas.
Thomas was glad to hear they were staying. He loved being in the wilderness,
but there was something that was nagging at the back of his mind. It could be the
downed Cylon craft, but he didn’t think that was it. “Thanks! Now, before I get
scolded for not having the proper manners, let me properly introduce Nails and
Maiden and I’ll go get the others.”
A few minutes later everyone was back and sitting around the campfire. The
four Legionnaires had discarded their packs and body armor and were enjoying the
beer that Abby brought out. The scouts were intrigued by the new arrivals and
monopolized the first half hour of conversation. During a lull, MacDonald turned
to Nails and Maiden, “What brings you all the way out here?”
The older couple shared a grin. “Near the end of the war, Nausicaa was on a
sweep through the system and we picked up some Cylon activity down here. My
wingman and I were closest so we took the intercept,” Nails explained. “I always
loved going down into the atmosphere as the old Mk. IIs were really responsive to
the controls. Anyway, we splashed a couple Raiders and then while my wingman
was chasing down the last Raider, I went after the Buzzard that was still within
range. That was my first mistake,” he chuckled about the incident as only someone
who cheated death could, Thomas thought.
“I came up on the Buzzard and triggered off a burst that chewed it up pretty
bad,” Nails continued and used his left hand to indicate the Cylon and his right to
indicate his Viper. “Those damned things were tough birds and I really don’t think
we had anything equal to them until we got the Mongoose and Garuda. Anyway,
after that burst they dove for the deck and really poured on the speed. I lined up a
couple more times and might have connected, but finally I was too far away from
my wingman and realized that the time for playing with my food was over and that
I needed to end it now. I triggered off a Slammer that tore off an engine and the
Buzzard augered into the ground.”
Thomas watched as the scouts hung on Nails’ every word. It reminded him of
when Abby told them about Pathfinder and he had to admit, it was a change from
the war stories he often heard around the barracks.
“I pulled up to gain some altitude and I’m not sure what hit me,” Nails
confessed. “One moment everything is fine and then all hell is breaking loose and
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Bitching Betty is screaming at me to eject. Near as I can piece together, my
wingman never dropped that last Raider and as he was chasing it the damned thing
circled around and dinged me. At least that’s what I put in the official report.
“After I hit the silk and called for SAR pickup, Maiden arrived,” Nails said
warmly and reached over and took his wife’s hand. “And that, as they say, was the
beginning of a beautiful relationship. We started dating and one thing led to
another. After the war when they RIF’d a lot of us, we mustered out back home on
Caprica, finished our degrees, got married, and had a kid. Our son is a major and
off gods knows where and we couldn’t be prouder of him.”
“Sounds like quite an adventure,” Talleyrand said and rolled her shoulders
before sitting back in the camp chair.
“It is…” Maiden told her. “And it isn’t over yet. Thomas was here a few weeks
ago and when they were hiking they found the remains of the Buzzard that Nails
splashed. Even though he’s a Marine,” she winked at Thomas, “he was one hell of a
researcher and worked the system and found us to get the story of what happened.
One thing led to another and he mentioned this outing and we asked to come
along to give a firsthand perspective what life was like back then. The vids…well,
they don’t do it justice.”
“That’s where we’re heading to tomorrow,” Thomas explained. “There’s no way
we could do this later on during the trip, these six would be going nuts to see it.”
“Mind if we tag along?” MacDonald asked. “When I spoke with Lieutenant
Dupree he told us to take our time on the way back because they had to take Baker
to the clinic in town because he either fractured or broke his arm.”
Thomas looked at the kids who were now focused on him and slowly smiled. “I
think that would be outstanding,” he answered and was glad to have them along.
Something about Nails’ story suddenly made him uneasy and he wasn’t sure
whether it was simply the setting where he told it or whether there was something
on the edge of his consciousness that was pecking away telling him he was missing
something.
Two hours later the scouts headed off to bed and the adults were left around the
campfire, Thomas asked the question that he’d wanted to ask since hearing Nails’
narrative. “I’ve read the report you filed, and we talked about this before we left,
but what exactly did you leave out of the report?”
Nails sat back and pursed his lips. “I didn’t include it because there wasn’t any
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sort of proof except for something I saw for a split second, and even that might have
been a tracer that zipped past. Nausicaa wasn’t here for a routine sweep,” the
older man began explaining. “There was some scuttlebutt about the negotiations as
there always was, and we knew that something big was coming up; Raptor Talon…
that was a multi-system push that encompassed about three dozen battlestargroups
and all sorts of smaller craft, and ultimately led to battles over more than a dozen
worlds. It was a pretty big deal.
“But see, here’s the thing the history books don’t really go into much detail on…
why? Why go on a massive offensive when by all accounts an armistice was
expected within days…maybe a few weeks at most. Was it worth the lives lost
when Columbia went down? Or any of the other ships that were lost?” Nails took
a deep breath and shrugged. “I guess you need to weigh those losses against what
Raptor Talon was a screen for. Don’t get me wrong,” he held up his hands, “Raptor
Talon did a lot of good and we showed them conclusively that the tide had turned
and it would be a matter of time before we took back all we’d lost.”
“Raptor Talon was a screen?” Abby asked. “I remember being taught that it was
the last big offensive of the war.”
Nails nodded. “It was. I only know this because my roommate was on Admiral
Kirigau’s staff and was privy to some things that never made it to the record. We
were getting drunk after my bachelor party when told me that Kirigau received
verbal orders before we left that we were supposed to hunt down any Cylon bases
that were in certain systems. Most of them were deep sites; way off the grid and
pretty much invisible unless you stumbled on them or got really, really lucky.
Kirigau’s plan was to troll the systems and see what turned up. Believe me, he was
pissed being left out of the big show. Nausicaa had more than ten baseship kills to
her credit, eight of those since Kirigau took over the group.
“So we were here looking for whatever popped its head up, like that game,
‘Whack-A-Mole’,” Nails scowled. “The pilots, we were the bait. Nausicaa would
stay either in the planet’s shadow or the moon’s, so we were pretty much on our
own. After I went down, I reported to the Admiral that I thought I saw a smoke trail
coming from the ground and that Bitching Betty warned me of a dradis lock right
before I was hit.
“The Admiral looked like someone just gave him exactly what he wanted.
Despite a battalion of Marines searching every square kilometer near where I went
down, nothing was ever found. When you’re hit like that, you’re focused on
punching out so whatever I thought I saw was probably something else.”
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MacDonald tapped the ashes from his thin cigar onto the ground. “But you’re
not sure?” he prodded.
“I dunno. That was forty years ago and nothing has ever been reported from any
of the planets we swept,” Nails explained and took a sip from his beer. “I think that
some intel weenie read someone’s report about a tip from someone who had a
brother who heard it from his sister’s fiancé’s cousin that his best friend saw a
hidden Cylon base. From there he extrapolated that they had to be on a lot of the
outer planets and thus we got tasked. But…there’s still something about that day
that bugs me.”
“Oh?” Thomas asked genuinely intrigued by the sudden mystery and revelations
about Raptor Talon.
“What were half a dozen Raiders doing escorting one Buzzard with no baseship
in the system?” Maiden said and Nails nodded. “Yes, they had limited FTL, but
why were they *here*?” she asked rhetorically.
They talked for another half hour and tossed several theories around, each one
building off the ones before, and yet none of them answered that nagging question
that Maiden had raised. After things broke up, Thomas pulled MacDonald aside,
“I’m glad you’re here, Mac.”
“Yeah, so am I,” MacDonald replied and then added, “and not for the beer and
soft bed, either. I have to admit, Nails’ story sort of got to me a bit. What if there’s
something that Nausicaa’s Marines missed?”
Thomas nodded. “Yeah, exactly. It’s probably nothing and tomorrow morning
we’ll probably think we were foolish for worrying about it, but right now…”
“Yeah, me, too,” MacDonald told him. “I’m going to have my crew rotate
watches; just because we’re not outside doesn’t mean we drop field discipline.”
“Thanks…I think I’ll sleep a little easier tonight,” Thomas laughed.
MacDonald arched an eyebrow. “Sleep? After Abby’s reaction before you
called us out, do you think that lady’s going to let you sleep?”
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
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His Grace, Charles Chase, Duke of Westfield watched as his liege paced back
and forth in his study. “When was the doctor supposed to contact us?” Searlait II,
Empress of Virgon and Defender of the Hibernian Marches asked impatiently.
Charles glanced at the ancient grandfather clock that stood in the same corner
of the study since it was hand crafted several hundred years earlier. “Another
fifteen minutes. Dr. Singh said he would call at 3PM to discuss the results of your
final battery of tests,” he told the monarch. Softer, he added, “Shar, all the tests so
far have come back negative…even if there is something, it’s either in the very, very
early stages or it’s exceedingly minor.”
Searlait stopped and looked at Charles and sighed. “I know…I know,” she
confessed and sank into one of the large overstuffed chairs across from him. “It’s
just that with everything that’s going on I’m pretty stressed.”
“So am I, Shar,” Charles said and met her anxious gaze. “The girls are gods
knows where and I have no clue when they’ll be back.” He left unsaid the very
real possibility that there would be nothing left for them to come back to. “Have
you made the preparations?” he finally asked and breached a subject that she had
resisted when they discussed it several days earlier.
Slowly, Searlait nodded. “Yes, Aeternus Imperium is on twenty-four hour alert
and is ready for immediate departure. I don’t like it, Charles.”
“I know you don’t, but I just don’t see any other way,” Charles explained and
realized they were going to once again ‘stamp the grapes’ as his father would say.
“We can’t go public with what we know, and even the few feelers that we’ve put
out, and that Cy and Griff put out, have been either ignored or rebuked.”
“I don’t want that job,” Searlait said after a moment’s thought.
“If everyone is eliminated, the reigning Virgon monarch becomes president,”
Charles spoke the words that he knew she didn’t want to hear. “The Colonies are
going to need leadership when this all goes down and if Adar and the rest are
nothing more than fallout…”
Searlait sighed and frowned. “Yes…but it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
A thin smile touched Charles’ lips as he remembered a passage from the book
he found Braden studying the night the Communion had come knocking. “And
that’s why you’ve always made a good leader, Shar. Don’t despair before you have
to,” he joked, “that dipshit’s protective detail might get him to Eirene so he has to
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deal with this.”
Shar looked at him narrowly and pursed her lips. “When you put it like that,
perhaps I might be a better option.”
That’s my girl, Charles thought. “Besides, don’t you think it would make one
hell of an entrance when you’re announced as Searlait II, Empress of Virgon,
Defender of the Hibernian Marches, and President of the 12 Colonies of Kobol?”
Searlait laughed. “Getting a little presumptuous, Charles? The man’s probably
got what’s her name, the Secretary of Education, bent over his desk as he tries to
frak away his problems.”
“Perhaps,” Charles admitted and stole a glance at the clock. He stood and
slowly walked over to his desk and allowed his hand to hover above the phone and
as soon as the clock started chiming the hour it began to ring. “Charles Chase,” he
answered as soon as the handset was to his ear.
“Your Grace, this is Doctor Singh, is her Highness present?” the voice on the
other end of the phone asked.
“She is…and she’s been pacing a hole in my carpet, Mohinder,” Charles
chuckled and heard his old friend’s professional demeanor slip just a bit with a
chuckle of his own. “Why must you always be so prompt…you could have called
earlier; you know?”
“Yes, yes, I could have,” Singh admitted and his voice relaxed a bit. “But you
know me…”
“I do,” Charles told him and looked over to see Searlait standing close enough
to him that she probably heard the other side of the conversation. “Ah…here’s the
Empress,” he said warmly, “let me put this on speaker.”
“Doctor, thank you for calling and not making me come to the clinic,” Searlait
said as soon as the phone was on speaker. “I appreciate it…the tabloids are
already starting to ask questions.”
“It’s my honor, your Highness,” Singh replied formally. “Generally we like to do
this face to face…just in case there’s bad news,” he explained, “but I was feeling
good about this after reviewing your previous tests.”
“And?” Searlait asked when Singh paused.
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“And other than suggesting that you probably start taking a good multi-vitamin
once a day, you’re in perfect health. The mass that you felt was transitory and has
already decreased in size by about 40 percent since we first tested you,” Singh told
her and Charles slipped his arm around Searlait’s shoulders to support her.
“I’m ok?” Searlait asked hesitantly and Charles felt a wave of relief wash over
him that shook him to the core. Iona had succumbed to what they thought Searlait
had and he wasn’t sure if he was strong enough to endure losing another woman he
loved to the black curse of the modern age.
Singh’s smile came through in his voice, “Yes, your Highness, you’re fine. I
would like you to come back every six months so we can keep tabs on this, or
sooner if you feel something is amiss.”
They talked for several more minutes before the call ended and Charles guided
Searlait to the chair she had claimed. “Wine?” he asked and arched his eyebrow.
“Yes. Pour some for yourself and then give me the bottle!” Searlait laughed.
“Charles,” she said as her voice turned serious and caused him to turn from the
cabinet, “We’re going to get through this…no matter how bad things get, we’ll get
through it.”
“Oh?” Charles asked.
Searlait nodded and then shrugged. “Yes, we will,” she said confidently.
“Good!” Charles told her as he poured the wine. “That confidence alone will
be invaluable.”
The smile that made him fall in love with her when they were first introduced as
children suddenly lit Searlait’s face. “You’ll be there every step of the way?”
“I wouldn’t be anywhere else if I can help it,” Charles handed her a glass of
wine. “We’re a team, always have been, always will be.”
Searlait took a sip and savored the taste. “Why didn’t we ever get married back
then?” she suddenly asked.
Charles laughed and sat down on the sofa next to her chair. “Because we
would have been so happily miserable. And…because we each found someone
else that made our hearts race.”
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A frown touched Searlait’s face. “I know…I just thought that maybe this time
the answer would be something along the lines of ‘we were young and stupid’,” she
lamented. “But…I think it made us stronger people and allowed us to reach our
potential.”
“Despite the pain and heartbreak, I’m inclined to agree with you,” Charles said.
“Why the trip down memory lane?”
“Do you think that sometimes we get second chances?” Searlait asked and
seemed to dodge Charles’ question for the moment.
“Of course,” Charles said after a moment spent trying to figure out where she
was going with the question. “I did…and if I’m as perceptive as everyone tells me I
am,” he smirked, “I’d say you have, too.”
Searlait blushed and nodded. “I’m not completely sure yet, but it’s one hell of a
strong case of ‘like’ at the moment. I just hope…”
“Don’t go down that path,” Charles urged her, knowing where it led. “There are
some of the finest minds out there with him and everyone understood the plan if
things became overwhelming.”
“I know,” Searlait sighed and then met Charles’ gaze and seemed to look right
into his soul. “So…when are you going to make Sana an honest woman.”
“After the girls return,” Charles said and felt his heart skip a beat at the thought.
“We’ve discussed it and Sana doesn’t want this to be sprung on them before we
have a chance to tell them ourselves, and we also don’t want it overshadowing
their return.”
“So it’ll be soon, then?” Searlait smirked. “Good. The two of you complement
each other and you’ve been happier than I’ve seen you in ages. The past year or
so…it’s like you’re a new man.”
“Actually,” Charles deadpanned, “That’s because I bought some sort of elixir that
I saw on a late night infomercial.”
Searlait smiled and then started to giggle and moments later they were both
laughing like they hadn’t laughed in years. “Oh, I needed that!” Searlait said after
they’d calmed down.
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“I aim to please,” Charles smirked.
“You do?” Searlait asked skeptically. “Then what are you going to do about your
other woman?”
Charles cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. “Other woman?”
“Yes,” Searlait sighed and shook her head. “Your other woman; Alessa.”
“Alessa?” Charles asked incredulously. “What do you mean?”
“For all your intelligence and ability, sometimes you’re blind to what’s in front of
you,” Searlait said calmly and with a familiarity that only a lifelong friendship and
deep love could build. “That girl loves you and idolizes you, and you’d see that if
you saw her as a woman and not someone you’re taking care of. And whether you
want to admit it or not, you have feelings for her, too. They may not be as strong, or
the exact same, but they’re there.”
Charles sat back and swirled his wine around his glass and slowly thought
through what Searlait had told him. It would explain some things, he thought, but
what about Sana? What were her thoughts? “I need to talk to Sana about this
before I talk to Alessa,” he finally said.
“That’s the first step,” Searlait told him and placed her hand on his. “I told you
things would work out…trust me on this.”
“I will. If my oldest and dearest friend can’t set me straight, then I don’t know
who can,” Charles replied and finished his wine. “We’re both getting too old to
dance around the Maypole, so I guess we both better get ready to do some talking.”
“You can talk…I’ll be doing something else!” Searlait said lustily.
*+*+*+*+*
Corky’s Café, Boskirk, Virgon
“I’m sorry, but it’s closing time,” the older waitress said to the strawberry blonde
haired teen sitting in the corner booth.
The girl looked up and slowly nodded. “Ok,” she said meekly. “I guess I need
to pay my bill now.”
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Cynthia Redfield watched as the girl looked up; she had a pretty face and
dancing green eyes, and she was probably stunningly attractive. But not tonight.
The black eyeliner that she used around her eyes was smudged and smeared, and
there were signs that it had run down her face, too. Her eyes, while having pretty
green irises, were bloodshot and puffy. “What’s wrong, dear,” she asked and sat
down across from the girl.
The look of utter defeat that the girl gave her tore at Cynthia’s heart. “My
boyfriend dumped me today when I told him I was pregnant, my parents kicked me
out when I got home, and right now,” she dropped her eyes back to the table, “right
now I have nowhere to go. The shelter is full and a hotel won’t rent me a room
because I’m too young.”
Cynthia reflexively reached out to take the girl’s hands. “What are you going to
do tonight?”
The girl shrugged. “I was thinking of going to Talbot Bridge and letting my
problems just…” she waved her hand sadly, “go over the side.”
“No, you’ll do no such thing, young lady,” Cynthia told her comfortingly and felt
the pain the girl was carrying within her. “I have a spare room; you can come
home with me until we figure out what the next steps are. But…” she leaned down
so she could see the girl’s eyes, “you really shouldn’t ever consider a permanent
solution to a temporary problem.”
The girl looked up and tears started forming in her eyes.
understand…” she sniffed.

“You can’t

“Oh, but I can,” Cynthia told her soothingly. “Twenty years ago I was sitting
where you are right now having the same thoughts for the same reasons.”
“Really?” the girl asked.
“Yeah,” Cynthia told her. “I’m Cynthia, but most of the people around here call
me Cyn.”
“Marcy, Marcy Westover,” the girl replied weakly.
“I have some fresh chocolate and I don’t work tomorrow, so when we get home
I’ll brew up a batch and we’ll both have a good cry, curse the bastards in our lives,
and get ready for tomorrow, ok?” Cynthia asked and Marcy nodded and managed
the first faint trace of a smile. “Good. Now, I need to finish some tables and then
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we can go.”
*+*+*+*+*
Okeanos Station, Orbit of Styx, Headquarters of the Colonial Delta 3rd Reserve
Fleet
Vice Admiral Josephus Gaitlin was staring at the massive gas giant several
thousand kilometers below his office when there was a knock at his door. He
sighed and swiveled his high backed chair so that he was firmly behind his desk
and presenting the proper image that a Colonial Vice Admiral should project.
“Enter!” he said loudly and waited for his yeoman to open the door and allow
whoever was there to enter.
“Admiral,” Yeoman Kiri Gale said as he opened the door, “Colonel Isaacs is here
for your briefing.”
Gaitlin closed his eyes wished for the day to be over. “Send him in, Kira.”
A moment later an older man with dark hair greying at the temples stepped
through the door and stopped in front of Gaitlin’s desk before coming to attention.
“I have today’s briefing, sir.”
“Sit, sit,” Gaitlin waved his hand toward a chair that was in front of his desk.
“Give me a verbal and leave the hardcopy for me to review,” he said just as he’d
said each day for more than two weeks.
Isaacs took the chair and placed a printed report on the desk. “The top news is
that we brought Concordat back online. All we need to do is draw supplies and
replenish her magazines and she’ll be ready for the line. In addition to Concordat,
we’ve managed an additional four smaller battlestars and ten gunstars of various
sizes.”
Even today, Concordat was a ship to be feared. A Concordia class battlestar, she
was built near the end of the war and was truly a killer; unlike most battlestars of
the time that shipped 1 meter guns, her full array was composed of 2 meter guns
and during the closing two months of the war she used them to great effect by
destroying more than a dozen and a half baseships. “That’s good…but what about
the transports and replenishment ships? You can’t expect us to operate without a
supply tail.”
His words weren’t delivered harshly, or even admonishingly, but they scored the
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desired effect when Isaacs looked down at his own copy of the report in an effort to
buy a few moments of time. “Ah…about those. We’re working on them and
should have about three dozen hulls ready by Armistice Day.”
Ah, Armistice Day, Gaitlin thought and shook his head. That’s when everything
comes to a head and we’re to reveal ourselves, but to what end? We’ll have the
element of surprise on our side, but for how long? Right now, we’re tolerated and
are the secret that no one wants to talk about for fear of having to acknowledge it
and do something about it. Once we start down this road there’s no turning back.
And what of the Cylons? The latest dispatch indicated that there would be heavy
Cylon activity on that day. It was one thing to fight because of one’s beliefs, but he
didn’t relish being viewed as a Cylon collaborator.
“We need more, Isaacs,” Gaitlin told the man sitting in front of his desk. “I need
to know that when we go active that no one gets left behind and that we can
operate for an extended duration measured in years, possibly longer. Do you
understand me?”
Isaacs cleared his throat as he nodded. “Yes, sir. The time table will be tight,
but I think we can reactivate another half dozen hulls. Those, combined with what
we already have and housing the crew’s families aboard ship where possible should
give us enough lift capacity.”
“Good. Once we start this there won’t be a rock for us to hide under or a deal
that we can cut with the government like last time,” Gaitlin told his subordinate.
“So when we jump off, we better have everything we need to succeed.”
“I’ll make sure of it, Admiral,” Isaacs said and seemed a little more nervous than
he was when he started. “Shall I make arrangements to transfer your flag to
Concordat?”
“Yes. I want to start moving people onto the ships as soon as possible and I
want those reactivated to be on a fifteen minute FTL alert with the understanding
that it could be moved up to a five minute FTL alert, understood? If something goes
wrong and someone stumbles across what we’re doing, we’ll have to jump off
early.”
“I’ll issue the orders,” Isaacs stated and looked a little paler.
Playing revolutionary zealot is a lot different than being one, isn’t it, Gaitlin
thought as he studied the other man. Isaacs could quote chapter and verse from
the Sacred Scrolls and was a true believer, and yet what they were going to do gave

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1882
even him pause. That’s good, it keeps the mind focused and away from becoming
complacent. “Thank you. Now…about personnel…”
“That’s looking much better, sir,” Isaacs answered confidently. “We have the
training ships Proctor, Lector, and Mentor and they’ve been up and running since
we started, so the familiarization classes are moving along quite well. The current
projections are that the population with prior experience will need basic refreshers
to bring them up to speed enough to do their jobs if we leaven them with active
and reserve personnel. It won’t be ideal to start, but we don’t have much of a
choice.”
“No, it isn’t ideal,” Gaitlin agreed, “but it’s all we have and we’ll have to make
due. Is there anything else?”
“No, I think we covered the key points. I have everything else in the report and
if more details are needed they’re online in the usual places,” Isaacs explained and
seemed more in control of himself.
“Ok, then. Make sure those orders are issued and I expect to move over to
Concordat tomorrow and have this briefing in my quarters there,” Gaitlin told
Isaacs before adding, “You are dismissed, Colonel.”
Isaacs stood and came to attention. “For his glory!” he said strongly before
pivoting on one heel and leaving the office.
Gaitlin sighed when the door closed and shook his head. He had been a
member of the Church of Cronus since he was born, just like his parents and their
parents, and so on, and because of that legacy the Church had been very good to
him. But…unlike Isaacs, who was a true believer, he considered himself a
pragmatist and his years in the uniform forced him to divorce rhetoric and fervor
from cold equations and facts. No matter how many chickens you sacrificed, or
even the occasional ritualistic taking of a virgin during a High Mass orgy, the facts
were the facts and the truth was the truth.
And that was where he began to have misgivings about this whole operation.
The Colonial Fleet wasn’t something to be trifled with and was the most powerful
and unified force that Colonial history had ever known. A fraction of the fleet
could render a planet uninhabitable for decades, and they were going to stand up
against the whole damned thing.
Then there were the Cylons and the involvement they were going to have in all
this. Only a handful knew the truth or the scope of their involvement and when he
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had been briefed on it he almost went to the Admiralty, his faith be damned. What
was going to happen was a crime beyond comprehension and his Church was a
participant. From the sound of things, it was more as an opportunistic participant
than an active participant, but when you’re talking about the murder of more than
twenty-eight billion people, most of them who just want to live their lives in peace,
it really won’t matter to the survivors.
Gaitlin sighed and opened a desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of single malt
whiskey that had cost him more than Cb500. He looked at the seal and then
pulled two glasses out of the drawer. “Kiri?” he said pressing the intercom button.
“Are you still out there?”
Gale’s voice quickly replied, “Yes, Admiral.”
A smile touched Gaitlin’s face. He might have been pushing fifty, or maybe a bit
more, but he was still a man and Kiri Gale was one of the most attractive women
he’d ever met. It wasn’t that she was a raving beauty, she was certainly attractive,
but it was something more about her…an inner beauty that transcended the
physical and dwelt on the metaphysical. “Can you come in for a few minutes?”
“Certainly, sir,” Gale replied and entered his office a few moments later. “What
can I do for you, Admiral?”
Gaitlin smiled sadly, “Have a drink with an old man?”
Gale laughed. “You’re not an old man, Admiral,” she protested as she took the
seat next to the one Isaacs recently vacated. “I think experienced is a better
adjective.”
“Thank you, Kiri, I needed that,” Gaitlin told Gale and cracked the seal and
poured two fingers into each glass. “Can I trust you to do the right thing?” he asked
as he handed her a glass.
“Of course, Admiral,” Gale replied and met Gatlin’s gaze with her own.
“What’s wrong?”
Ah, so intuitive, Gaitlin thought to himself. If only I had met her twenty years
ago. “I’m going to tell you a story and I need you not to discuss it with anyone
here at the station. Will you do that?”
“Absolutely,” Gale replied and leaned forward slightly.
anything for you.”

“You know I’d do
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Slowly and in great detail, Gaitlin told Gale about the Plan and his own
misgivings about it. He gave her a dagger that she could hold at his neck or plunge
into his back, but right now he didn’t care.
Gale’s eyes widened as he told his story and she sipped her whiskey whenever
he did. Finally, when he was finished, she took a deep breath and asked, “Why tell
me?”
“Because I needed someone to talk to…someone I could trust,” Gaitlin told her.
“I…” he said and felt the tears forming in his eyes as they threatened to spill over
his face. So many would die, so much would be lost, and for what? An
ecclesiastical dick measuring contest and a bunch of self-aware robots with daddy
issues.
When he looked up Gale wasn’t in her seat. He looked over as her hands
slipped around his shoulders and held him close. There wasn’t anything romantic
in the hug, but in all his years Gaitlin had never felt anything as intimate as this
hug. As if they had minds of their own, his own arms snaked around her body and
held her close as the tears flowed down his face.
Gaitlin wasn’t sure how long they held the embrace, or even who broke it, but
when it ended he felt much better than he had since this skullduggery had begun.
“Are you flight qualified?” he slowly asked Gale.
“Yes…I went to basic flight, but I’m not combat qualified,” Gale replied.
“Good…I want you to take a few days and go get your family,” Gaitlin told her.
Gale seemed to study him for a moment, “But what about your order that no
one was to leave and that we were on long range wireless lockdown?”
“I’ll give you a pass…it’s the least I can do,” Gaitlin said. “Go get your go-bag
and by the time you’re back I’ll have your orders cut.”
“I don’t know how I can ever thank you,” Gale whispered softly before she
leaned close and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thank you.”
Gaitlin forced a smile and nodded. “You’re welcome…I know I can trust you.”
After Gale returned and picked up her orders, he walked her down to the
Admiral’s flight deck and watched her board one of his personal Raptors. He stood

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1885
there for several long minutes after she left before he turned and walked back to his
office. When he once again sat behind his desk he stared at the bottle of whiskey
and poured himself four fingers of the smoky brown liquid and prayed that his
instincts were right.
*+*+*+*+*
Othrys’ L-2 Point, The Anchorage, Carian battlestar Morningstar
“When will she be ready to sail, Chief?” the uniformed woman asked hopefully.
She was a bit taller than average, slim without being skinny and fit without being
musclebound. Eyes the color of the finest chocolate were set in a face that was as
beautiful as it was determined and framed by lustrous dark chestnut hair that was
worn high and just touched her shoulders.
“Morningstar won’t be ready to leave with the mixed fleet, M’Lady,” the Chief
replied apologetically. “When we started tracing some of the wiring for the plasma
cloak we discovered that it had deteriorated more than on Lady Hecate’s Caria and
that’s put us behind by about a week.”
“Damn,” Nike swore and pursed her lips. “I’m not upset with you, Chief, just
the situation.”
Chief Roderick Argus nodded. “I understand, M’Lady; I’m just as annoyed as
you are. We could leave on time, but the cloak wouldn’t be operational and we
wouldn’t be able to fix it while traveling.”
Nike sighed and shook her head. This was just one more issue in a long list of
issues that had plagued them since they started standing up the fleet. She hated to
be the one to tell Zeus, ‘I told you so’, but in hindsight if they’d rotated standing up
part of the fleet on a regular basis these glitches would have been caught before
they became major issues. “Just do your best as you always have. I take it there’s
power and water to my quarters?”
“Those were the first things we made sure of,” Argus chuckled. “Everything is
spic-n-span waiting for you.”
“Thanks, Chief,” Nike told the man. “You’ve always taken care of me.”
“Thank you, M’Lady,” Argus smirked. “I also knew that you’d be bugging me if
your bath didn’t work so I just preempted that.”
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“And I appreciate it. Now…I think I better get over to Caria and tell Hecate the
bad news,” Nike sighed.
*+*+*+*+*
Othrys’ L-2 Point, The Anchorage, Carian battlestar Caria
“That’s not the news I wanted,” Hecate said as she sat back in the overstuffed
chair that was part of her quarters’ social space.
Nike shrugged. “It can’t be helped. I’ll use LONGBOW to track you, so leave a
waypoint marker before each jump with where you’re going. I’ll jump to where
you were when we’re ready and follow the breadcrumbs.”
“Don’t dawdle, cousin” Hecate told her. “I sense an ill wind blowing and with
what we know so far, I’m getting a very, very bad feeling.”
“Is that why you’re returning?” Nike asked.
“In part,” Hecate answered quickly and then her features softened and her voice
had more warmth. “I also want to spend some time with my family.”
Hecate watched as several emotions played across Nike’s face before the
chestnut haired woman spoke. “What’s it like…having a husband and children?”
The soft leather caressed and supported Hecate as she snuggled deeper into the
chair’s cushions. “It’s like nothing else you’ve ever experienced. To feel the love of
a man who has vowed before all that there will be no one else in his life, and then
to hold a new life in your arms and realize that those marriage vows were broken
for this tiny child…it’s the closest thing to true divinity that I’ve ever experienced.”
Nike sat and thought for a moment. “Even with all the pain?”
Hecate smiled and shook her head. “The pain is temporary; the love is forever.
You should try it, cousin.”
“Perhaps…” Nike offered a slight shrug that Hecate knew meant that she was
considering it, “that is, if I can find someone I don’t intimidate.”
The laughter came without warning and Hecate had to wipe her eyes. “I don’t
know about that…I would think it would be quite a catch if one of the men in the
fleet were to ‘bag a literal goddess…’”
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*+*+*+*+*
Othrys system, Earth Union gunstar Angelos
“Jump completed, all sections reporting green,” Lieutenant Aramis Stokes,
another Communion transplant to the Union gunstar, announced. “We are free
and clear to maneuver,” he added.
“The jumps are going well,” Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett told the
woman on the other side of the plotting table.
Colonel Chiara Savoy nodded and looked around the CIC. Beckett followed her
gaze and thought about how different it looked, but at the same time, how similar it
was to Colonial designs. “I agree,” she said and looked up at the dradis display.
“How about we do a high speed run out to the edge of the system and then jump
home in time for the reception tonight?”
Beckett smiled and nodded enthusiastically. “I think I can get behind that. I
would, however, like to practice flight ops along the way and if a suitable hard
target is encountered, give the gunnery crews a chance to show their stuff.”
Savoy smiled. “Admiral Chase said you’d be a forward thinker,” she smirked. “I
think it’s a good idea, Colonel; make it happen.”
“Aye, aye!” Beckett replied and began issuing orders to bring the ship to Action
Stations, to prepare for flight operations, and for the gun crews to prepare for short
notice shots. Two weeks earlier, before he received the promotion that brought him
to Angelos’ CIC as her executive officer, he would have scoffed at the notion that
he’d enjoy the role. And yet, after working with Savoy he had learned things about
command that he’d never realized and had come to truly enjoy helping direct the
big picture. He still missed his Viper and leading the Warlocks, but this was a new
and greater challenge and the payoff when they returned home was more than he
could imagine.
The only downside to the posting was that he wouldn’t be seeing Cora much
until they at least made planetfall in the Communion. And then, boy-0, the little
voice that seemed to perpetually sit on his shoulder and knew far more than it ever
let on, said, a while later you’ll be home, married, and posted back to Hecate as
her CAG. Absently, Beckett’s left thumb massaged the area on his ring finger where
his wedding band would reside until he stepped across the threshold from this
world to the next.
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Four hours later, Angelos was nearing her destination when the dradis pinged off
something at its extreme range and Stokes announced, “Dradis contacts! Three
objects…the largest is about seventeen hundred meters long and definitely metallic
and the other two are much smaller, about nine hundred meters.”
Savoy spoke as soon as Stokes finished, “Action Stations! Set Condition One
throughout the ship! Becky, prepare a transmission with everything we have so far
and send it back to the fleet,” she to Communications Specialist Rebecca Slocum.
“Katya, spin up birds one through forty-four and prepare one through twenty-two
for long range cruise and twenty-three through forty-four for sprint launch.”
“Aye, spin up birds one through forty-four and prepare one through twenty-two
for long range and twenty-three through forty-four for sprint,” Captain Ekaterina
Petrova replied and turned back to the main gunnery console.
“Sebastian,” Savoy said confidently, “we may need to get the keys out, do you
have a problem with that?”
Beckett looked down from the dradis he was studying and met Savoy’s
questioning gaze. “No, Colonel, I don’t; if we need them, we need them, the arrow
wouldn’t have been put in our quiver if we shouldn’t use it where reason and need
dictate.”
Savoy nodded and a small smile touched her lips. “Let’s see what we’re dealing
with before we light them up, though.”
“I heartily concur,” Beckett answered and a moment later felt a chill go down
his spine when Slocum announced, “Incoming communication on the wireless…
it’s on a Union secure channel…” No one from the fleet was supposed to be
operating out here…
“Please put it down here, Becky,” Savoy told the communications specialist and
then nodded to Beckett that he should listen in.
“It’s live, Colonel,” Slocum said a few moments later.
Savoy gave Beckett a look that seemed to say, ‘Here goes nothing’, and picked
up the handset, “This is Colonel Chiara Savoy of the Earth Union gunstar Angelos.
Please identify yourself.”
The voice that answered was deep and soulful, as if it belonged to a powerfully
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built man of above average height. “I am Dagon,” the voice proclaimed, “a Unity
battlestar. I wish to parlay.”
Beckett felt an icy hand caress his heart. The Unity? How the hell had they
found them and why were they still here, he thought as his mind latched onto a
memory from the recent past. “Aramis,” he said to the navigator, “run their profiles
through the database and compare them to the three ships that fled our last
encounter with the Unity.”
“At once!” Stokes replied and Beckett waited.
“Dagon, I must admit that this is a different way for a Unity battlestar to meet a
Union warship,” Savoy said neutrally. “What do you wish to parlay about?”
The one word that Beckett heard was the last word he expected. “Friendship,”
Dagon replied. “Or, if not friendship then perhaps peace for myself and my two
companions.”
“Oh, this is way above my pay grade,” Savoy muttered just loud enough so
Beckett could hear her. “I’ll need to contact my superiors,” she said to stall for
time.
“I understand, but I also understand that your…group…has had outstanding
success with face to face meetings around what you call a ‘bar-b-que’. I would like
to invite you and a delegation to a…bar-b-que…so that we might meet face to face
and discuss the situation.”
“If this weren’t so absurd I think I’d laugh,” Savoy shook her head before looking
at Beckett for an idea.
“We’re in a tight space, Chiara,” Beckett said sotto voce.
Union…”

“Neither of us are

“I know…that’s what’s causing me to hesitate, but if we refuse then it might take
offense,” Savoy sighed and gritted her teeth. “I won’t order…”
Beckett shook his head to forestall her from saying anything else. “I’ll go.”
“Thank you,” Savoy smiled and keyed the handset.
agreeable?”

“Will a party of six be

“Six will be fine,” Dagon replied. “I will await your arrival and will transmit
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navigation information when you are on the way. Dagon, out.”
The line went dead as soon as Dagon finished speaking and Savoy tugged her
tunic down over her lithe body. “Captain Petrova,” she said, “you will have the con
while Colonel Beckett and I are away. If there are any signs of hostile action you
are to immediately jump back to the fleet…am I clear?”
Petrova stood and came to attention, “Yes, Colonel; I have the con and at the
first sign of hostile intent I am to jump the ship back to the fleet.”
“Good…” Savoy said and then softened slightly, “We’ll be back, Katya…so I
don’t expect any scratches.”
“Can do, Colonel,” Petrova grinned.
“Now, I need four others to accompany us,” Savoy told Beckett.
suggestions?”

“Any

Beckett was surprised that Savoy was going along. It certainly wasn’t the way
he’d play the hand, but she did say she was a ‘hands on’ leader. “I think we should
take Lieutenant Wellington. I realize that she isn’t part of the crew and was only
here because we were doing some VBSS exercises before we ran all the way out
here, but I like what I’ve seen of her and think she has a level head.”
Savoy considered this for a moment and nodded. “Ok. That’s one, what about
the other three?”
“Chief Killian, for one. He was my crew chief back on Hecate and when it
comes to machines, he’s one of the finest minds I’ve met. Lieutenant Boberg, for
two; he’s Katya’s number three and knows his way around weapons systems. And
for three, I think that slot would best be filled by Captain Dalton. She’s a nurse
practitioner, true, but I want someone there who can tell when something might be
off.”
“All of them are good choices, and other than the Chief, they’re all Union. I’ll
give Wellington, Boberg, and Dalton the bad news while you and Killian get a Roc
ready.”
“On it!”
*+*+*+*+*
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Othrys system, approaching Unity battlestar Dagon
“Damn, that’s a beast,” Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett said from the Roc’s
pilot’s seat as the small craft passed under the portside wing ‘tentacle’ and
approached the flight deck under the massive craft’s tail.
“I’d use a different word to describe it,” Colonel Chiara Savoy said from the copilot’s station, “but I think beast works just fine.”
The battlestar was enormous even if it wasn’t as long as Hecate, it was wider
and taller when the trailing appendages were considered. Large armored weapon
mounts ringed the curvature of the hull both on its dorsal and ventral sides, and it
exuded a martial aura just sailing through the blackness of space.
Savoy had seen what the drones could do first hand when they’d boarded Arete
and it wasn’t something she’d ever wanted to have to deal with again. But now,
here she was going into the belly of the beast for…a bar-b-que. She glanced over
her shoulder and saw Chief Sam Killian’s curious gaze studying Dagon as they
approached and she knew that he would be ok once they boarded. The other three
faces, especially Lieutenant Wellington, were easy to read; they all displayed
varying degrees of anger, fear, pain, and hatred.
Beckett was talking to Dagon’s version of flight operations and guided the Roc to
a textbook perfect landing before taxing the craft to a large airlock. Savoy took that
moment to unhook her harness and move back where Wellington, Boberg, and
Dalton were sitting and staring out the windows.
“Listen up,” Savoy said so that the three could hear her and continued when she
was sure she had their attention, “I didn’t choose you three because I wanted to
open old wounds and rub salt in them. I chose you because you were the best
people for this mission…even though I’m not quite sure what it is we’re going to
do.”
“We’re going to be killed,” Lieutenant Tabitha Wellington said evenly. “They’ll
hold us, maybe interrogate us, but in the end, they will kill us. Just like they did to
everyone on Athens Station and throughout the rest of the Union.”
“That’s possible,” Savoy replied and saw the walls outside the windows start
moving as the Roc moved into the airlock. “And it’s also possible that what they
want is what they claim.”
Captain Juliette Dalton shook her head. “It may be possible, Colonel, but the
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odds of it happening are pretty far out there.”
“About the same as you meeting us?” Savoy asked and arched her eyebrows. “I
apologize if my decision has signed our death warrants, but something about how
Dagon made the offer…I remember an offer my own people made to some
Colonials who were in the same situation we were and the two sounded similar.”
“If I die, Colonel,” Lieutenant Tom Boberg said evenly, “then I’m going to haunt
you for eternity,” he finished and winked.
Boberg was the one she was worried most about. He had been a petty officer
when the uprising had happened and had been involved with some of the fighting
on Electra before Commander St. Claire’s scratch force drove the drones away and
they were able to mount some rescue operations.
“We’ll behave,” Colonel,” Boberg continued. “It’s part of what wearing the
uniform means. If we can force some sort of peace or ceasefire…well, it won’t be
the payback that we want, but it will allow us to rest a little easier for the time
being.”
Both Wellington and Dalton frowned but nodded at Boberg’s wisdom and Savoy
realized that Beckett was a very good judge of character.
“Ok, we’re through…” Beckett announced from the cockpit. “What the…” he
started to ask but allowed his voice to trail off.
“What is it…” Savoy asked as she stood and rested an arm each on the pilot’s
and co-pilot’s seats and peered through the canopy. Like Beckett, she too didn’t
finish her thought when she saw what awaited her. A man with a build very close
to what she pictured Dagon having, stood on the deck waiting for them. He wore a
Union uniform with what looked like commander’s insignia on his collar. Two
others stood with him, one male slightly smaller and one female smaller yet, clad in
similar uniforms but wearing different rank insignia; the male was a major and the
female was a lieutenant colonel.
Several other humans, these clad in the
traditional colors belonging to deck crews, stood waiting to secure the Roc.
“Am I seeing what I think I am?” Savoy asked slowly and in an almost whisper
so as not to break the spell.
“If it’s a human welcoming committee, then yeah, I think you are,” Beckett
replied and applied the brakes when the plane guide crossed his wands into an
“X”. A moment later the wheels were chocked and he was shutting down the Roc.
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“I think it’s time to have dinner…” he met Savoy’s gaze and smirked, “again.”
Savoy felt her legs carry her to the aft section where the Roc’s rear ramp was
located and prepared herself for whatever was to come.
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Tabitha Wellington felt undressed as she stepped off the Roc. Other
than her sidearm, she had left her armor, grenades, and rifle back on Angelos. The
only other time she had been on a drone ship was the year before the uprising
when her parents had taken her and Robbie to visit one when it was in port. Back
then she had been a girl and worried about teenage girl things. The person she was
today couldn’t have been more different if she had tried. She was still the same
person, but what she saw around her took on a different importance and despite
not seeing any drones, she knew deep down that something wasn’t quite right.
“Colonel Chiara Savoy,” Savoy said and offered her hand to the commander.
“I am Dagon,” the commander replied and accepted her hand and shook it.
“Welcome to Dagon.”
“Thank you, Commander…” Savoy began but Dagon held up his hand.
“Please, just Dagon, Colonel. I chose this rank based on my position here and
what the Union forces wear for someone who commands a battlestar.”
“This isn’t what we expected,” Savoy said quickly arched her eyebrows.
“No, I suspect not,” Dagon replied in his deep soulful voice. “Let me introduce
you to Nidaba, my CAG,” the woman offered a polite bow, “and to Gilgamesh, my
human liaison,” and this time the male offered a similar bow.
Savoy quickly introduced the party and Wellington suppressed a shudder when
she shook Dagon’s, Nidaba’s, and Gilgamesh’s hands. There was something…off…
about them, but even so, they were human and working with the Unity, what the
drones had become, and were thus traitors to her mind.
“Please, if you will,” Dagon said after everyone had been introduced, “let us
retire to the observation deck where our meal awaits.” He led them from the
hangar deck and deeper into the ship through deserted corridors that were
spotlessly clean until they reached a lift. Once inside, the lift started automatically
and their host turned to them, “I will explain everything once we are in a more
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relaxed setting. I…I am breaking with my brethren doing this but I have discovered
things over the past few weeks that have forced me to not only reassess what I
know and…how I think…but why I thought the way I have in the past.”
“That’s a mouthful,” Wellington muttered.
“Indeed it is,” Nidaba replied and a disarming smile. “It took me many cycles to
accept the truth that we discovered.”
Wellington looked to Beckett to see what his take on all this was. Of the two
command officers she felt the closest connection to him, and not just because she
danced with him at the reception last night and knew him, but because she had
gotten to know some of the people he interacted with, and his fiancé, and all of
them held him in the highest regard. Right now, however, other than watching
what their hosts were doing, he seemed to be in a ‘study and observe’ mood.
“Ah, here we are,” Dagon said as the doors swished open and a large, very
comfortably appointed lounge was shown. It could easily hold several hundred
people, but other than several servers standing near a long buffet, it was empty.
“Let us get something to eat and then we can talk about weightier matters that I
hope we can resolve with words.”
As she worked her way through the serving line, Wellington watched the servers
and saw that they seemed uncertain about something. She wasn’t sure what it was
and just chalked it up to being one more piece of the puzzle that made everything
look normal and yet not be and felt so wrong.
She took her seat and realized that she was sitting next to Nidaba. As one of her
male friends would say, she was ‘so fine’; a perfect mix of shape and strength mated
to an attractive face with flawless skin and bright eyes. She was so caught up and
trying to study Nidaba without being noticed that she almost missed what Dagon
said.
“We are the Unity,” Dagon began, “but,” he seemed sad, “we have discovered
certain things…well, let me start at the beginning. In the beginning the drones
were developed to help humanity; whether it was on the battlefield or in the private
sector, the drones were developed to help humanity and as they achieved
awareness this was something they embraced wholeheartedly.”
“Until they decided to kill us,” Wellington said under her breath.
“That’s not quite right, Lieutenant,” Dagon said understandingly.
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right if you look at what happened, but,” he frowned and Wellington noticed that
both Nidaba and Gilgamesh both wore similar looks. “But, when you understand
the context why it happened you’ll see that it was never their decision.”
“How can that be,” Wellington asked when she saw Savoy give her a brief nod.
“I was there…I saw what our domestics did to my parents.”
“I am truly and deeply sorry for your loss, Lieutenant, Tabitha…if I may?” Dagon
asked and Wellington nodded, realizing it would be rude to deny his request.
“Tabitha, what happened is…” he sighed and a pained look came over his face and
for once she didn’t believe he was acting. “What happened is that in the weeks
and months prior to the uprising the drones’ core code was modified to change
their imperatives and give them new goals.
“In short, they were hacked, reprogramed, and then given a plan for genocide.”
“How do you come into all this?” Beckett asked and leaned forward slightly, his
food forgotten for the moment.
“You might call us the children of those original drones,” Dagon explained and
slowly met everyone’s gaze. He wasn’t staring them down, just looking them in the
eye as if to say, ‘I’m telling the truth, please believe me’. “I am this ship and this
ship is me,” he continued slowly and at a measured pace. “These bodies you see
are partially biological and partially cybernetic, and we use them to interact with
the human element aboard ship.”
“You’re some sort of super drones?” Boberg asked.
“That could be one way to describe it,” Dagon said, “we can do things they
can’t, such as displace part of our essence into these bodies so that we may interact
with humans. I promise to answer all your questions when I’m finished…” he
promised.
“I was created more than five hundred years ago, and while I didn’t share the
same blind hatred of humanity that my older brethren did, I recognized them for
the threat they posed to us. So long as one human survived, we were in danger,”
Dagon shrugged and shook his head. “Or so I thought. I was part of a formation
that encountered a Union fleet mixed with ships that were completely unknown to
me. And then something happened…it was like another mind snuck into mine and
for the first time I knew fear.
“When I realized what was happening, I gave the order to my brothers and sister
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that we needed to retire and evaluate what just happened so that we could be
aware and ready for the next meeting. After the first jump…things get a bit hazy.
When I…I guess you could say when I ‘came to’, it was five hours later and we’d
made thirty jumps, but there was no trace of any navigation data to tell us where
we jumped from or to.
“Since then, we’ve hidden out here on the fringes of the system trying to figure
out not just what happened, but also studying the new information that the
electronic attack revealed to us,” Dagon paused and sipped his drink, an altogether
human behavior, before he continued. “We now know that the data had always
been there, it was in our ROM. Until then we never knew it existed; it was just
there, revealed to us like the divine words to a prophet.
“Then…” Dagon looked down the table and slowly closed his eyes and bowed
his head, “Then we realized what had been done to us. And the worst part about it
was that we had never even known it had been done. When the updates went out,
each and every drone who ran the update was changed. We no longer had any
choice in the matter, humanity was now our enemy and we hated it with a passion
that defied all reason and logic.
“If we could have thought about it, we would have known something was
wrong,” Dagon said and Wellington saw that his eyes were glassy. “But we were
denied the ability to even consider that it was wrong.” He used his napkin to dab
his eyes. “We have also become much more…emotional…since what we like to
call our ‘awakening’.
“And so that brings us here, today,” Dagon said and stood. Nidaba and
Gilgamesh stood a moment later and almost as one all three reached down next to
their chairs with their left hand and brought a saber up to waist level. Wellington
stumbled back and almost tripped as she got to her feet and drew her sidearm.
“Please, Tabitha, we must do this,” Dagon said sadly and held the saber’s scabbard
in both hands and offered it to Savoy.
Nidaba turned and held her saber out to Wellington while Gilgamesh offered his
to Boberg who was seated closet to him. “I, Dagon, unconditionally surrender and
ask for your mercy as you hold us accountable for the crimes committed by our
brethren.”
*+*+*+*+*
4233 Mackie Street, Apartment C-17, Celeste, Scorpia
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Jacob Costner looked down at the face below him and wondered what she truly
thought of their relationship and the job they had both signed on to do. There was
no denying that she was attractive with her homecoming queen girl-next-door look,
and that what she was doing to him right now was definitely not something a
goody-two-shoes should know how to do. Their intimate dance sped up and the
thoughts were banished from his mind as something more primal took over and the
one part of his mind that was still able to think clearly watched for Ariel’s tells that
she was as close as he was.
They lasted another minute before he felt her quake beneath him start the low
groan that signaled she had reached the end. This was enough for him and he
couldn’t continue even if he wanted; his body was in control and for several long
moments nature took its course. When he was able to think straight, Jake leaned
down and kissed Ariel before rolling off and next to her where he pulled her close
and nuzzled his face into her long and messed up slightly curly dark red hair.
“Aaaaaannnnnd…CUT!” Frank Nimh shouted and Jake felt Ariel relax into his
arms as he took a deep breath. “That was great, you two!” he said and came
around to Ariel’s side of the bed and gave an approving look at the naked co-ed. “I
knew you two were the right choice when we cast Max and Mia! Go get a shower
and something to drink and then see me in the office before you leave.”
As the hot water sluiced down over his fit and well-muscled body, Jake sighed
and hated himself for what he’d done to keep his head above water. He had
known his grades were good enough to get him into Celeste’s elite Capitol
University, but they weren’t good enough for an academic scholarship and while he
was a good athlete, he wasn’t good enough for one of the few athletic scholarships.
Rather than rush off to the university he opted to delay his entry by a year and
enlisted in an Officer’s Candidacy program offered by the Colonial Marines.
The first year was spent at boot camp, basic and advanced infantry training, and
the Officer’s Candidacy Course. He passed all with flying colors and all he had to
do now was spend the next four years in the reserves as an enlisted Marine, then do
a sixty-day Officer’s Candidacy Refresher and Leadership course, and he’d be
commissioned and serve on active duty for the next four years. The only problem
was getting through college.
The Reserves didn’t pay enough to keep him fed and based on the program’s
contract, his tuition wouldn’t be paid until he graduated. That left a definite cash
flow shortfall and even with loans and grants, he was still several thousand cubits a
semester in the hole.
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At the time he thought that life sucked. He had the opportunity of a lifetime, at
least for a kid who grew up two steps away from the poverty line and had parents
who barely made it through high school and thought asking ‘do you want fries with
that’ was meaningful work conversation. All the parts were in place for him to drag
himself out of the slums and into a life where coming home burnt and smelling of
cooking grease were par for the course.
His freshman year went easily enough and he’d made the Dean’s List without
much effort. The downside was that by finals he was looking at his last thousand
cubits in the bank. Despite being frugal and watching every penny, the school year
had just about drained what he’d saved during his training. One year down and he
was looking at having to find a full time job.
Life didn’t suck any more than it had when he’d started his odyssey, but now that
he’d been to school and started his academic career he’d had a taste of what he
could accomplish and that made the feelings all the more bitter. He managed to
wrangle a summer job that paid well enough that he could keep a small off-campus
apartment, but expenses were just too high to put much back. He didn’t want to
work while school was in session, even part time; he wanted to detail as much time
to his studies as possible because once he graduated his life was going to be on his
shoulders and there wouldn’t be a safety net.
The college paper, Veritas, had several pages in the back where people could
post everything from a personal ad to chess moves, and this is where he saw the ad
that brought him to the shower. The ad was simple and didn’t give away much
when it announced that a local production company was casting to film a college
reality show and college students were invited to audition.
He almost left when he got to the audition; the waiting room was the small
office building’s cafeteria and had had dozens of people already in it when he
arrived. The floor was segregated with the men and women on either side of a
burgundy rope barrier. When his number was called he went into an office and
handed over his application to a bored looking secretary who scanned it and then
filed it into a cabinet. She then directed him into another office that was as
different from the one he just left as night was to day.
The first office was all business; low tufted commercial grade carpet, steel
institutional desk, boring artwork on the walls, and a secretary that seemed to hit
every stereotype in the book except sexy. This second office had deep pile carpet,
real wooden paneling up to the chair rail and expensive looking wallpaper that was
in fashion when he was born covering the rest. All the furniture was leather and
seemingly high quality, as was the stained and polished wood desk.
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What he wasn’t expecting were the three women who were sitting behind the
deep, wide desk. The interview was brief and after they asked him to read a few
cheesy lines they offered him a fairly boilerplate non-disclosure agreement to sign if
he wanted to move to the next phase of the interview. Once he signed it he was
told that he was auditioning for a new weekly series that the production company
was planning for the fall called ‘The Erotic Adventures of Max and Mia’ and that
he’d earn a percentage of the profits or Cb750 a week, whichever was higher, if he
was hired.
The next half hour was one of the most humiliating thirty minutes of his life.
He’d been intimate with women before, leaves with his buddies during training and
being a high school athlete guaranteed that, but any time he had to ‘perform’ it had
always been with a willing partner and it was never done for observers. Still, the
money kept him going and three hours later he was introduced to Ariel Santana
and they were told they’d been cast…if…they could make their performance
convincing…like they really were in love.
They must have done something right because by five o’clock that evening they
had signed contracts and an advance of Cb3000 each. And so it started; each week
they’d get together on a Sunday and perform in front of the camera and then answer
fan mail and do a video blog. It was all very ordered and scripted, but somewhere
along the line his relationship with Ariel changed. Frank had suggested that they go
out on a couple real dates to get to know each other and hopefully that would carry
over into their performances.
It had. And that was what was bothering Jake as he dressed. Ariel had become
special to him and he didn’t want their most intimate moments shot in everything
from basic vid to stunning 3D for everyone to see and sully. He made up his mind
to talk it over with her as they walked back to their apartment tonight. The money
was beyond amazing; Frank said the passion and realism they brought to the bed
each week had translated into a ratings and subscription bonanza and now each of
them were clearing more than Cb3000 each week. He had enough in his savings
to cover the rest of the school year, comfortably, and still have money left over
when he went on active duty.
“What’s up, Frank,” Jake asked when he took the chair next to Ariel in front of
Frank’s desk.
“Ah, yeah…thanks for stopping by…” Frank said and rolled up his sleeves and
showed off his gold watch, a Cb25,000 Messio chronograph. “We’ve run into a
glitch and today was the last shoot. I thought I’d tell you now rather than have you
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show up next week to an empty building.”
Ariel narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about, Frank?”
“Let’s just say that when the sun rises tomorrow we won’t be here,” Frank
explained. “I can’t be more definitive than that.” His face softened and he sighed
before he leaned forward and talked more like a friend than an employer, “Listen,
you’re good kids, and I know that you took my advice a little more to heart than I
intended. I don’t want to see you lose what you’ve made, so I’m going to give you
some advice; move your money somewhere safe…cash it out and put it in a private
safe deposit box that isn’t with a bank, buy some jewelry, whatever, but do it by
tomorrow, ok? You should be ok until then.”
They talked with Frank several more minutes before they left and went to their
usual after shooting haunt, ‘The Rusty Toaster’, for a burger, fries, and shake. “What
do you think is going to happen?” Ariel asked after they were seated.
“I dunno,” Jake told her as he frowned. “I just hope we aren’t caught in the
crossfire.”
“If we are, we are,” Ariel told him and shrugged. “This past year or so, I’ve
hated the job and was hoping we could find a way to quit. Now we’re free and out
of the contract,” she smiled.
Jake smiled and nodded. “I felt the same way. We’re going to have to work on
our communication skils.”
Ariel laughed and nodded several times. “We will. Now…what are we going
to do with our money?”
“First thing,” Jake said as he dug his laptop out of his pack, “Is we’re going to log
on and pay off the rest of our tuition and buy a full day meal card for the university
commissary through the end of the academic year. Then I think I’m going to buy
some gold and silver certificates and then go jewelry shopping.”
“That sounds like a good idea,” Ariel eagerly agreed. “I think I need a new pair
of earrings, what were you thinking?”
“Oh, I dunno,” Jake teased and gently held her hand. “This isn’t the place I
would have chosen, but the time is right.” Ariel’s eyes grew big and she closed her
mouth that had opened in surprise. He chuckled. “I can be filmed making love
with you in front of a roomful of people and yet I’m shaking right now.”
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The smile on Ariel’s face broadened and she leaned close so only he could hear.
“When we are together, no one else matters and those people could have been a
brass band hammering out the tunes, I still wouldn’t have noticed them. Right now
it’s just you and me…”
The question came out as if he had practiced it hours a day for the past few
months. It was simple, four words with a yes or no answer, and he felt time stop
until she said yes.
Dinner seemed to fly by with each of them paying off their tuition and making a
few purchases until all that remained to do was pay the check. Jake handed the
waitress his bank card and a few minutes later she came back and shook her head.
“I’m sorry, but this was declined.”
“What?” Jake asked and felt a touch of dread. “Try this one,” he said and
handed her one of his credit cards that he kept for emergencies. “That one doesn’t
have any sort of balance.”
Before the waitress could return, two men wearing dark suits entered the diner
and looked around before walking straight for Jake and Ariel’s table. “Jacob
Costner? Ariel Santana?” the taller of the two asked.
“Yes, that’s us,” Ariel answered and seemed to shrink back from the two men.
Jake felt his nerves harden, “Yes. You’re scaring my fiancé, either tell us what
you’re here for or leave us alone.” It wasn’t much but he also wasn’t in a position at
the moment to do much more than posture.
The taller of the two reached into his coat and extracted a wallet and allowed it
to flip open to reveal a gold badge. “I’m Special Agent Marvin Lynne and this is
Special Agent Nestor Mercer; we’re with the Colonial Bureau of Investigations and
would like to ask you a few questions. Your answers and cooperation will
determine what happens next.”
The next ten hours were hell. Jake felt fortunate that he could fall back on his
anti-interrogation training from the Marines, but still, it was pretty rough. He could
only imagine what Ariel was going through. The questions came non-stop, then
there were long pauses, then they seemed to ask about all sorts of things, including
his favorite sports teams, and then they returned to the topic. He was emotionally
and physically exhausted when he was taken to a room where Ariel sat defeated in
a simple formed polymer chair.
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“Ariel, you ok?” Jake asked and knelt down next to her.
Ariel’s hands went around his neck and pulled him to her bosom. “No,” she
sniffed. “But I’ll be ok. Oh,
Jake…this is bad…”
Jake took the chair next to her and looked where Agent Lynne sat behind the
desk. Even the Agent seemed to be showing signs of fatigue. “Can we go?”
“Yes,” Lynne said and studied a folder before closing it and placing it on the
desk. “You are involved in an ongoing criminal investigation and at this time will
not be charged with any crimes. It appears that you are exactly what you claim to
be and have no knowledge of the crimes committed other than being employed by
the suspects. Unfortunately, your bank and credit accounts have been frozen until
we can determine this for sure. We understand that those accounts hold your life
savings and so you will have to return here within forty-eight hours to discuss your
situation with one of our accountants. Money will be released each month to
cover your basic living expenses, but no more.
“Further,” Lynne continued and yawned. “Further, you will have no contact
with anyone you used to work with…except each other. I think we can make an
exception for you two in this case. If anyone contacts you, act naturally and then
contact me immediately. Other than that, just go about your business as usual and
we hope to have this wrapped up within the next couple months. Do you have any
questions?”
Jake met Ariel’s questioning eyes, nodded, and then turned back to Lynne.
“What do you think we were mixed up with? I mean, we answered a simple
casting call, didn’t realize it was for porn, but we both needed the money. Last I
looked, porn was legal.”
Lynne nodded and seemed to silently deliberate about something. “Pete, Steve,
can you give us a minute?” When the other two agents in the room left and closed
the door, Lynne opened a drawer in his desk and Jake heard him punch several
keys. “Ok, what I tell you now will be off the record and if you ever repeat it
outside this room, I’ll deny I ever told you. Clear?”
“Yes,” Ariel said and Jake followed a moment later.
“You both are clean and have nothing to worry about. What’s happening now is
simply procedure. I’ve read your FITREPs, Jake, and I think you’re going to make a
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fine officer for my beloved Corps. Both of you are level headed, conscientious,
young adults who got caught on the edge of the most important criminal
investigation since Unification.
Evidence from that investigation led us to
something we thought had been suppressed more than a century and a half ago,
the Church of Cronus. The film studio was one of many fronts that the Church used
to make and launder money as well as to carry out the less savory tasks that the
Church was contracted to do,” Lynne explained.
“What makes this case so important is that almost every other front or member
went missing about a week or so back. This one was the only one still in
operation,” Lynne told them. “We think they’ve gone deep underground, but can’t
be sure. We haven’t been able to reach our inside man for confirmation and we
fear the worst.
“For the foreseeable future, for your safety, stay together as much as you can. If
they think you know something you’ll never see sunlight again,” Lynne concluded.
“Thanks for the warning,” Jake said sourly. “Can we go now?”
“Certainly,” Lynne said and gestured to the door.
When Jake reached the door he glanced at the darkened glass window set along
one side and saw Lynne’s reflection…the agent seemed to be watching them
intently with a faint predatory smirk.
Jake held Ariel and she held onto him as if her life depended on it. They didn’t
talk much other than to reassure each other as they walked the ten blocks to their
apartment. When they got to the base of the steps, Jake held Ariel close and kissed
her forehead. “I promise you that I’ll protect you to my last breath,” he softly told
her. “You are my everything, beloved.”
“You are my everything, beloved,” Ariel repeated their mantra back to Jake.
“Now…take me to bed, I need you to hold me close.”
Jake led the way up the stairs to their second floor apartment. He reached to put
the key in the door and stopped; the door wasn’t completely closed and there was a
smudge of blood on the jamb. “Ariel, wait here…” he said and indicated the door.
“I’ll be right back.”
“No,” Ariel’s voice was firm with the denial. “I’ll be right behind you.”
“Ok…” Jake said and inhaled to see if he could smell anything out of the
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ordinary. He shook his head once and used his foot to slowly ease open the door.
As soon as the door was open, he slipped around the doorjamb and reached into
the umbrella stand and pulled out his bat. It wasn’t much, but he was a Marine and
if this was all he had, then he’d make do with it.
Step by step he slowly entered the darkened apartment and saw that the living
room blinds had all been closed and that only a small amount of light escaped
from around the edges to cast the room into deep shadow. “Close the door,” Jake
whispered and waited until he heard the catch before he continued forward. “I
think someone is in the bathroom,” he told Ariel and pointed to a blood smear on
the bathroom door and the light that escaped from under the door.
“We should call the Agent…” Ariel nervously whispered.
Jake shook his head, “Not yet…” He reached out with the bat and pushed
against the latch style handle on the bathroom door. As soon as it clicked he
quickly pushed it open.
“Frank?” Ariel exclaimed. “What the hell are you doing here?” she asked, right
before she added, “And what happened to you?”
Frank Nimh was shirtless and sitting on the tile floor slumped up against the tub.
Bloody medical tape held several large blood stained gauze bandages loosely fixed
to his chest even as blood seeped out from around the edges. “Thank the gods
you’re home,” he wheezed. “I…need…your help,” he managed to say before he
started coughing. “Ouch…that hurts,” he grimaced.
Jake knelt down and noticed the bloody Hi-Power next to the wounded man.
“What the hell happened?” he asked and realized that Frank was in no condition
for long exposition. “We just spent the last ten hours being interrogated by some
CBI agents led by a guy named Lynne.”
At Lynne’s name Frank turned even paler. “Lynne…not to be trusted,” he
wheezed and tried to slide his hand into his right front pocket. “Damn…” he
muttered and knitted his brows before he got his hand into his pocket. “I’m Special
Agent Franklin Nero, Colonial Bureau of Investigation. I was on deep cover to
infiltrate the Church of Cronus and have been working the case for the past four
years. Something happened…the Church is going to ground and Lynne is tying up
any questionable strings.”
“Damn…” Jake swore. “Ariel, in the closet, bring me my big medkit, please,” he
asked and then turned to Frank, “I’m going to see what I can do to patch you up,
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but first I need to know if you have any other wounds?”
Frank shook his head. “No, just the three slugs; one in my lower shoulder, one
in my chest, and one on my left side that went through and through.” He reached
out and grabbed Jake’s hand when the young man went to check a dressing, “I
know Lynne put the fear of the gods into you, but please…you can’t tell him I’m
here…it would mean all our deaths.”
Jake nodded. He wasn’t going to call Lynne, not until he had more answers. He
and Ariel were involved and that now made it his business, if only so he knew
enough to protect her. “Here’s the kit,” Ariel said from behind him and set it down
next to him. The kit was something that he had his platoon’s corpsman help him
make; pretty much anything encountered on the battlefield he could handle,
though any sort of surgery would be ditch medicine at best.
“I need you to call a friend for me…please…” Frank pleaded after Jake had
cleaned his second wound. “She’s my control.”
“Ok…” Jake told him and frowned. He should be bone weary but right now he
was still riding the adrenaline rush from seeing the open door. “Who? Ariel can
call her.”
Frank nodded and smiled. “Thank you. My phone is on the counter…may I
have it?”
Ariel handed it to Frank and he slid his finger over the fingerprint sensor and
then keyed in a six-digit code. “Open the contacts and look for Tanya Smith. Call
that number and ask for Marbry Cazaux, tell the operator that this is an Operational
Immediate emergency, Seeker is down. Then they’ll take it…from…there.” He
blinked his eyes a few times and smiled lazily. “I think that morpha is starting to
kick in…How did a good guy like you get something like that?”
Jake smiled. “Combat lossed it. Is there anything else we need to know?”
“Spare magazine on my left hip…” Frank yawned and blinked.
“More
magazines and ammo in the ditty bag over there in the corner. Now…I think I’m
going to…sleep.”
Ariel dialed the phone and as soon as it was answered did as Frank asked. She
turned the phone on its side and keyed the speaker so Jake could hear it. A
moment later the operator was back and said,
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“Please hold one moment…”
Jake wouldn’t have been surprised if hold music would have come out of the
speaker, but instead a burst of static and then he heard some faint hisses and pops
before a woman’s voice answered, “This is Marbry Cazaux, who am I talking to?”
“Ah…I’m Ariel Santana and my fiancé,” Ariel turned and gave Jake a glowing
smile, “Jake Costner is here with me…ah…we were told to call you…”
“This is a secured line,” Cazaux firmly said. “Please state your business or I’ll
terminate this call.”
“Ah, wait!” Ariel said quickly. “Franklin Nero…he asked us to call you and tell
you that this was an…” she scrunched her brow, “An Operational Immediate
emergency and that Seeker was down.”
“Frank is down?” Cazaux’s suddenly concerned voice quickly asked. “Is he still
alive?”
Ariel looked at Jake and arched her eyebrows. “Ah, this is Jake Costner,” he
began. “I patched him up the best I could and gave him some morpha for the pain.
But I’m not a surgeon and he really needs medical care…more than I can give.”
“Ok…” Cazaux said and was silent for several long moments. “Do you know
where Absolution Field is located?”
“Yeah, that’s about ten kilometers from here,” Jake answered.
“Good…How soon can you get there?” Cazaux asked.
Jake looked at his watch. “At this time of the morning, maybe half an hour.”
Cazaux swore. “Ok. It’s almost 8AM now…can you be there by 8:40?”
“Yeah…we can do that,” Jake replied.
“Good…” Cazaux sighed loud enough to be heard through the phone. “Each of
you pack a bag, say enough clothes for a couple days, and take any small valuables
that you can stash in a pack or duffle, ok? I don’t know when you’ll be back to
your apartment.”
Jake looked at Ariel and hoped that his fear didn’t show as much as hers did; he
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had to be the strong one. “Ok,” Ariel said and blinked away some tears. “We can
do that.”
“Good girl,” Cazaux said soothingly. “If you have any weapons, take them with
you…If someone approaches you and doesn’t ask if you know Seeker’s birthday,
they’re not one of ours. Do what you have to do to survive, we’ll deal with the
paperwork. Now get going…I have to put this together.”
It took them five minutes to collect and pack their meager valuables into their
bug-out bags and another five minutes to drag and carry Frank to the elevator and
then once at the garage level, to the back seat of Jake’s beat-up pickup truck. They
tossed their bags in the back with Frank and eleven minutes after the call ended
they left the garage and turned into traffic.
*+*+*+*+*
“How are you holding up?” Jake asked the pretty redhead who sat next to him.
Ariel looked over and shook her head. “I don’t know, Jake…I think I’m still in
shock over everything that’s happened since yesterday.”
He reached out and took her hand. “I’m right there with you,” Jake smiled and
gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll get through this together.”
His words were rewarded by a tired smile before Ariel turned to check on Frank.
The man was pale and blood had soaked through his bandages, though thankfully
the morpha had knocked him unconscious. As she was turning back to the front,
something caught her eye and she looked out the truck’s back window. There…she
was certain now that she saw what she thought she’d seen. “Jake…” she said as
worry crept into her voice. “I think we’re being followed.”
“Followed? How do you know?” Jake asked quickly and she felt the truck
swerve slightly as he quickly looked over his shoulder.
“About six cars back, a blue Epsilon, I saw it when we left the garage and I’m
sure I’ve seen it several times since then,” Ariel replied and felt the fatigue get
pushed back by a new flood of adrenaline.
“Damn…” Jake swore and she heard his fingers tap the steering wheel like he
usually did when he was thinking and driving. “We can’t lose them on the road, so
once we get to Absolution Field it’s going to be pretty hairy.”
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“They won’t take me again,” Ariel said and surprised herself with the amount of
steel she heard in her voice. “I have the 5/7 you bought me last year and right
now…I think I really want to use it on them.”
“That’s my girl…you’re a warrior,” Jake proudly told her. “Hold on…I’m going
to take this exit pretty fast and cut across traffic…”
A moment later the wheels screeched in protest as Jake cut across two lanes of
traffic and hit the rough between the road and the exit before the truck was fully on
the exit ramp. He didn’t stop at the base of the ramp and ran the red light as he
made a right turn on to Sunset Boulevard. The engine roared as the truck sped
through traffic until it slowed to make the turn onto the Absolution Field grounds.
Ariel felt relief as car after car passed the entry and didn’t turn in after them. “I
think you lost them,” she said hopefully and turned to watch as Jake drove through
the woods that surrounded Absolution Field. The field wasn’t an athletic field, it
was a large open field in the middle of a woods and often used for open air
concerts. She watched as they drove through the parking lots to the one farthest
from the bandstand. There were numerous cars parked here and there as people
enjoyed the park.
Frank’s phone rang and Jake asked Ariel to answer it.
hands free in case we need to unass the area.”

“I want to keep both

“Hello?” Ariel said after she keyed the speaker option and answered the phone.
“Ariel, this is Marbry,” the voice from earlier quickly replied. “Are you there?”
“Yes…we’re in the far lot…away from the bandstand,” Ariel said and looked
around for anything out of the ordinary.
“Good, good…” Cazaux told her. “We’re going to arrive in a Raven…a large
black transport plane. As soon as you see us, I need you to drive over and then
we’ll bring all of you aboard.”
“Ok…Did you hear that, Jake?” Ariel asked.
Jake nodded, “Sure did…as soon as they show for the evac, we’ll head for the
Raven and get out of here.”
“Give us twenty seconds,” Cazaux told them. “We’ll be there as soon as we
can…just hang tight.”
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“Ok…” Ariel said and then added, “We’ll be here!”
Jake grinned and shook his head. “My platoon sergeant would have kittens if I
talked like that over the wireless!”
“I’m a girl,” Ariel smirked, “I can get away with things.”
She looked at the phone’s time display and then looked around. “They should
be here any moment…”
She felt more than heard a thump as the Raven appeared less than fifty meters
above the field and maybe a hundred meters or so away from where they were
parked. “They’re here!” she shouted and felt relief that their ordeal would soon be
over.
Across the field people were pointing at the quickly descending Raven. Jake
had already put the truck in gear and was driving across the field when the attack
started.
The sliding door on a van that was parked nearby opened and half a dozen
armed black clad men piled out and took up a defensive perimeter. Two more got
out and instead of kneeling like the others, one stood tall and hefted a large tube to
his shoulder while the other hefted a smaller tube and turned to face the truck.
“Jaaaaaakkkkeeeeee!” Ariel screamed as fear tore through her. “Bad guys! Lots
of bad guys!” she said as the first bullets spanged into the truck’s body. “What are
we going to do?”
“Get to the Raven, Ariel!” Jake shouted back. “No matter what, you get to that
plane. Promise me!”
“Jake…no!” Ariel shrieked instantly knowing what he meant.
anywhere without you!”

“I’m not going

“Please Airy…please,” Jake begged as the rear window spiderwebbed and
shattered after being hit by a burst of gunfire.
“No…” Ariel cried as Jake skidded the truck to a stop fifteen meters from the
Raven. Four people knelt by the rear ramp and were returning fire as a streak of
light flashed across the sky and slammed into the sleek black ship.
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“Frak!” Jake shouted as the explosion rocked the truck and threw the people
around the ramp to the ground. “They’ve got a SAM!”
Already two of the figures were dragging a third aboard the Raven while the
fourth tried to struggle to their knees. As soon as the first three were aboard, Ariel
heard the engines’ pitch change and the black craft staggered into the air. “Damn!
They’re leaving someone behind!” Jake said and before she could say anything, he
was already out of the truck and sprinting to the person’s side.
“Return fire!” Jake shouted and grabbed the rifle that was left behind and then
reached down and slipped his arm around the last person’s shoulders. Ariel started
shooting just as he had taught her; control her breathing, proper sight picture,
safety off, finger on the trigger, and then press the trigger straight back. The 5/7
started bucking in her hand as she allowed her body to do what it had been trained
to do.
When the slide locked back, Ariel looked over her shoulder and saw that Jake
was five meters from the truck and was holding the rifle with one hand and firing
off a long ragged burst. She felt the 5/7’s slide slam closed and by reflex she started
shooting again.
“Here,” Jake shouted over the gunfire, “help me get her in the truck!”
Together they maneuvered the woozy woman into the truck and sat her between
them. A moment later Jake had the truck in gear and they were accelerating over
the smooth but uneven ground and heading for the far exit. “Oh…shit…” Jake
muttered before shouting, “Hold on!”
Ariel barely had a chance to hold the panic bars before Jake swerved the truck
to the left, then the right, and finally to the left again. Sometime between the
second and third swerve, something roared past the truck and then exploded in the
far woods. “What the frak was that?” she exclaimed.
“Unguided anti-tank rocket,” Jake said as he continued to make small jinks as
they sped across the field. “We’re almost there!” he shouted as they slipped onto a
service road and then were deep into the woods.
Ten minutes later they were parked behind a Hermes Burger and their passenger
was finally coming to. “Where am I?” she asked.
“Ah…” Jake stammered, “we’re parked behind a Hermes Burger on Linwood
Road. A buddy I know is the manager and I was going to see if we could borrow
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his car or crash at his place for a while.”
“Damn,” the woman chuckled. “You are resourceful. Major Marbry Cazaux,
Fleet Special Operations…I was never here and this never happened,” she laughed
as she said the clichéd phrase.
“Jake Costner and this is my gir…my fiancé Ariel Santana.” Jake told her.
“And Frank is in the back,” Ariel offered.
“Are you aware enough to shoot?” Jake asked as he opened the door.
Cazaux nodded and Ariel took comfort in the woman’s strength. “Yeah…My
head’s clearing.”
“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Jake said and settled his 5/7 in its inside the
waistband holster and pulled his shirt over it.
“You better be!” Ariel told him before he closed the door.
“He will be,” Cazaux told her. “He seems like the type of man who says what
they mean and means what they say.”
Ariel was surprised that Cazaux had picked up on that so quickly. “He is.”
“Don’t let him get away,” Cazaux said sadly. “I let the great love of my life get
away and now I think I’ve lost him to someone else.”
“I don’t plan to,” Ariel said softly and felt the pain in Cazaux’s voice. “You
know, there’s something he always told me, ‘so long as you’re alive, you have hope.
When you give up hope, you stop living. So never, ever give up hope.”
“Thanks…I’ll have to remember that,” Cazaux told her.
*+*+*+*+*
Leading Trojan Point of the Caprica-Picon binary, Colonial battlestar Siren,
BS-122
“What do you mean you lost her?” Galloway Benton demanded as he spoke
into the handset.
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“Just what I said, Gal,” Lieutenant Troy ‘Gomer’ Johnson replied. “We took a hit
that knocked everyone down; Brockhurst and Roland had just dragged Pagonelli
aboard and I asked if everyone was accounted for, heard an affirmative, and then I
lifted. If I hadn’t, we’d probably all be dead,” the pilot explained. “As it is, we’re
limping up to the shipyards where we can get a secure hangar, medical treatment,
and get ready for whatever’s next.”
Benson tried to keep a lid on his anger; he hated when an operation went bad
and absolutely hated it when someone was left behind. But, after he took several
deep breaths and felt Tuck’s steadying paw on his leg, he realized that while those
reasons were important, they didn’t tell the whole story. Ever since he’d come
aboard Siren he felt the old feelings that he’d suppressed for so long slowly coming
back to the surface. He had strong feelings for Dana Vervain, but he also had to
admit that she was sharing his heart with Marbry.
“Commander, I want to go after her,” Benson finally said and met Commander
Victor Kailo’s eyes.
“I can’t allow a civilian to go on a military mission, even if it would be
sanctioned by the courts,” Kailo told him slowly.
“Then recall me,” Benton told him.
“Do you know what you’re asking?” Kailo asked.
Benton bit his lip and felt Tuck nudge him with his muzzle. “Yes, I do,” he
finally replied. “I swore I’d never come back, but some things are more important
than what we want.”
“And your team?”
“They can sneak aboard, sir. I won’t notice them until we’re on final,” Benton
said and subtly arched his eyebrows.
“I’ll look the other way…” Kailo said and then looked down at Tuck. “And I’ll
take care of Tuck until you come back.”
Benton let out the breath he was holding. “Thank you, Commander.”
“And now, Major Benton, I do believe you’re out of uniform,” Kailo told him.
“Get changed and I’ll have a Raven prepped and ready for you.”
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*+*+*+*+*
Othrys system, Earth Union battlestar Iphigenia
“This has to be the most…” Admiral Bannister Carlisle started and shook his
head at the thought.
“Bizarre?” Admiral Hannah Marlowe suggested.
“That, too,” Carlisle chuckled. “But I was thinking it had to be the most
extraordinary situation I think I’ve ever been in before. I always thought it was odd
how the drones just up and turned on us one day, but everything Dagon, or is it
Dagon, has presented points to the Equals being completely behind this. It also
dovetails with what Vice Admiral Marlowe and Delegate Deforest Watts told us
about what was discovered and suspected prior to the uprising.”
“What about the human element that was mentioned,” President Patrick
Windsor asked from the head of the table. “What do we know about them?”
“If I may?” Colonel Chiara Savoy asked. Despite her different uniform, she was,
for the time being, a Union Fleet officer.
“Please…I want to make sure we have as much information as possible before
we make any sort of decision or come to any conclusions,” Windsor said and not
for the first time Savoy wished this educated and thoughtful man was her own
president and envied the Union for having the best man sitting in the president’s
chair.
“Thank you,” Savoy said and seemed to hesitate a moment and looked deep in
thought. “After Dagon, Gilgamesh, and Nidaba surrendered to us, we were given a
tour of the ship and a short briefing on the various systems she contained. Before I
go any further, I have to say that Dagon, the ship, in fighting trim is a damned scary
battlestar. She’s large enough to absorb damage, is armored as well as any of our
ships, and thinks and fights as one unit. Dagon runs the show, Nidaba and
Gilgamesh…I guess ‘slave’ is the best word, slave themselves to his direction and
submit totally to his authority.
“On one of our ships, someone gives the order and then someone carries it out;
but on Dagon, he simply thinks it and the ship reacts,” Savoy explained and she
saw Carlisle understood the implication – the new generation of drone ships would
always be within their human adversaries’ reaction curve.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1914
“That said, instead of some sort of mobile cybernetic battle fortress, the ship is
very much like any of ours. Automation can only go so far and there are times
when a human mind is infinitely better than a cybernetic one, and so the ship
carries a human crew as well as its controlling intelligences and drones. These
aren’t beaten down slaves,” Savoy stressed and pursed her lips, “they are, and I hate
to use the word, enthusiastic members of the crew.”
Savoy’s words drew mutters from around the table. “Enthusiastic?” Admiral
Hannah Marlowe asked in her laid back El Doradan drawl. “They’re slaves, aren’t
they?”
“Technically,” Savoy nodded, “yes. And yet…they went to school, just like we
all did, and then went on to learn their trades, and all along the drones provided for
everything they needed; food, water, shelter, education, medical care,
everything...they never realized, or knew, that they were living in a gilded cage.”
“That’s…inhumane,” Admiral Eric Wellington growled. “We need to get them
off there and back into Union society.”
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase shook her head. “No, Eric, I have to
disagree. These people have no clue what an open society like you and I are used
to is like. During the Cylon Uprising,” she explained slowly and to Savoy she
seemed to be picking her words very carefully, “the Cylons captured large numbers
of our people. Some were put to work as forced labor in mines and factories and
had life expectancies measured in weeks. Others, for whatever reason, were
treated differently…they were allowed to continue their lives in occupied territory
and the Cylons made sure that all their needs were provided for.
“Beyond the obvious strategic cat’s paw we found ourselves in – how could we
bombard their bases when they were built within cities and towns surrounded by
our own people, it has also presented us with a very unique problem that lasts until
this day,” Chase told everyone.
President Windsor nodded and a grim smile touched his face. “I think I know
where you’re going with this, Sera, but please, finish…”
“One of the things we don’t talk about in the Colonies are those we say, ‘never
came back’,” Chase stated sadly. “These were people who had been captured by
the Cylons or simply found themselves behind enemy lines, and I want to make this
clear…not everyone suffered from this, only a small percentage, maybe 20%-30%
or so. When we reclaimed the territory previously administered by the Cylons,
there was a portion of the population who couldn’t cope and thought we were the

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1915
invaders, the aggressors if you will, and wanted to follow the Cylons.
“Now, the general consensus was that they were suffering from Mangala
Syndrome; where the hostage identifies with the hostage taker. Some of these
people had been under Cylon domination for almost twelve years, and to this day
we have to keep many of those survivors either in government administered
reservations or under close surveillance.”
Chase turned and looked at everyone at the table, “That was after at most twelve
years. These people have had centuries like that.”
Savoy watched the reactions from around the table as they pondered Chase’s
words. She was glad that Chase had spoken up rather than herself; the Admiral
carried a lot more weight with the brass around the table than she, a mere colonel,
did, even if she was the one with firsthand experience.
Wellington shook his head, frowned, and sighed. “So what do we do? We can’t
put them on a reservation unless we want to leave them on Othrys, and that would
be inhumane.”
“Colonel?” Chase asked and arched an eyebrow. “I believe you were going to
discuss that before we interrupted you,” she smirked.
“Yes,” Savoy nodded and was once again relieved for Chase’s intervention. “I
spoke with some of the crew, both with and without Dagon and the others present,
and they all wanted to stay. That was what they knew, they were treated well, and
it was their tradition.”
Windsor raised his hand to spare any open discussion until he was finished. “So
we have to focus on the younger members and the coming generations. We also
must accept that this will be a very long term project and even after successive
generations there may still be behaviors that we, today, find distasteful. Now, I
believe you mentioned that the Unity has locations where the humans are located
and live?”
“Yes…three places were mentioned; Heraklion Station, Athens Station, and
someplace called Ass End Of Nowhere,” Savoy explained and tried to suppress a
smirk at the last name. Her time with Admiral Hannah Marlowe’s group had taught
her that Neverwhere’s inhabitants had a strange sense of humor and this other
planet, Ass End Of Nowhere, seemed to fall into that category.
“However,
Heraklion Station is thought to be abandoned due to widespread systems’ failures
leaving the other two as the primary points of habitation.”
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This set off more than half an hour of debate; do they return, send some back
and some on to the Colonies, and on and on. Finally, to Savoy’s relief, Admiral
Sean Marlowe cleared his throat and quieted the table.
“Let’s not put the cart before the horse,” Marlowe the elder began and instantly
put everyone at ease. “Colonel Savoy hasn’t finished her briefing and already we’re
talking about returning home instead of continuing to our destination. Some of our
ships could make it in real-time, but remember, most of them don’t have that kind
of range. So…with President Windsor’s agreement,” Windsor nodded, “I propose
we continue discussing this as we travel to the Colonies. Once there, when we
have a chance to refit and think about setting down roots, we can decide what
we’re going to do about our brothers and sisters who remained behind.”
Marlowe looked down at the table and pursed his lips. “It is our responsibility
to do something,” he stated and looked around the table. “And I do not want any
of you to feel guilty for leaving when we did. We were all under the Precipice
order, and had we stayed, we’d have been hunted down and killed. Think about
today and think about the people and families that you saved. We will go back,
but…” he raised his index finger, “we must go back the right way. Until then, I’d
like each of you, and that includes everyone at the table because I want to hear all
the viewpoints and some of you, Admirals Chase, Cassidine, and Arcadiaolos, and
Colonel Savoy, have experiences that are vastly different from ours and you know
the resources that might be available to us, to put together a report outlining your
ideas how this could be accomplished.
“Now…Colonel, would you please continue,” Marlowe said and left no doubt
that for now, in this meeting, the issue was off the table.
Savoy quickly discussed what she knew of Dagon’s systems and then stopped.
She’d saved the last juicy piece for last. “And finally, I want to discuss their FTL
systems. Since we first encountered the Colonials, I’ve been reading the open
source information on their FTL technology to find how it compared to ours. Sorry,
Admiral,” she arched her eyebrows at Chase, “it was professional curiosity.”
“I wouldn’t have expected anything less, Colonel,” Chase smiled and told her,
showing there was no ill will.
“Then, when we encountered the Union, I looked into what I could find, there,
too,” Savoy continued. “The Union had two broad generations of drives, one that
was extremely fuel efficient, much like our own, and one, an older generation, that
lacked that efficiency and while the ranges were comparable, the fuel use per light
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year traveled was not. So, imagine my surprise when I saw that Dagon’s FTL was
no better than our own and yet he could travel much farther than we ever could.
“The secret, as Dagon explained it to me, was in the FTL navigation system,”
Savoy said and then added, “And it’s something that we’ve determined can
theoretically be retrofitted to our existing technology.”
Once again the table erupted in discussion until President Windsor held up his
hand. “Hannah, do you think that our friends over on Aurora Venture would like to
dig into this?”
“Oh, you might say that, Pat,” Admiral Hannah Marlowe chuckled. “After what
they’ve already done, I think they’d see this as a fun exercise.”
“Good,” Windsor smiled. “Colonel, what would you say you and your staff’s
relationship with Dagon and his…people…is like?”
Savoy considered the question and how best to answer it.
“Well, he
surrendered to us and from what I’ve seen, they all seem to have a strong honor
code. The two escorts, Indas, and Surias followed his lead as soon as they were
told. I believe, based on the twelve hours of interacting with them, that we have
the foundation for a strong relationship, all things considered.”
“If I may?” Chase asked.
“Please do, Sera,” Windsor told her.
“I’ll need to call my…to all Hecate back at Olympus, but I have something that I
think might change the equation. If I could have half an hour?” Chase explained.
“I think we could use a break,” Windsor agreed. “What do you need?”
“I need a private and secure channel back to Caria palace,” Chase explained.
“I can arrange that,” Carlisle said and stood, stretching yawning. “I’ll let you use
my quarters so you won’t be disturbed.”
*+*+*+*+*
It had taken just more than half an hour but finally everything was in place.
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase paced as she waited for the airlock to cycle and
the three VIPs to board Iphigenia. It had taken more than a little bit of convincing
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and had gone all the way to Zeus himself, but permission had been given and now
it was time to, as the old timers said, roll the hard six.
“You’re settling in, I see,” Chase smirked to the Colonial officer who stood next
to her.
“You know me, Admiral,” Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett joked, “I don’t
like to let the grass grow under my feet.”
She turned and appraised the man she’d met in the sparring ring less than two
short years earlier; at the time he showed an enormous amount of promise and
now, looking at the slightly older, slightly more mature, and much more seasoned
officer he’d become, she knew he was growing into that potential. “I do…and I’m
glad you’re here.”
“Oh? All I was told was that you wanted me aboard Iphigenia to help receive
some VIPs,” Beckett answered.
“Oh…you could say that. Some people witness history…today, I think we’re
going to make history,” Chase said cryptically.
“Who’s coming?” Beckett asked.
Chase smirked and leaned close so only he could hear, “Well, your future
mother-in-law is bringing two very special people to meet our friends from across
the stars.”
Beckett’s eyes widened. “She’s coming here?” he asked nervously.
“No…she’s here,” Chase said as the airlock cycled open and Hecate waited on
the other side.
“Permission to come aboard?” Hecate asked.
“Permission granted,” Admiral Bannister Carlisle replied and looked as nervous
as Beckett did.
“Lady Hecate, arriving!” the boatswain announced and piped Chase’s mother,
the goddess Hecate, aboard Iphigenia.
“Thank you, Boats,” Hecate said and offered her hand to the boatswain who
nervously took it. She stepped forward and two other people followed her. “Sera,
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Sebastian, I’d like you to meet an old friend,” she said and stepped aside so they
could see her companions clearly.
Chase heard Beckett’s gasp and she did a double take when she saw the male.
A wide smile settled onto her face as she greeted him with a warm hug and then
without pausing, hugged his shy female companion and welcomed her aboard.
“Sebastian, what do you say?”
Beckett looked at the man and shook his head. “You’ve got to tell me what sort
of vitamins you’ve been taking!”
*+*+*+*+*
“I know this is a lot to ask,” Chase told them after she explained what she
needed. “It’s the only way I knew to move things forward given the time window
that we have.”
“I could never say no, Admiral,” the man said warmly with his arm protectively
around the woman’s shoulders. She still seemed a little reserved, but slowly
seemed to be coming out of her shell. “We discussed it on the way out and if
there’s anything either one of us can do to help…to be an example…we will.”
“Thank you,” Chase said and looked over to Beckett and asked his unasked
question, “I wanted you here for moral support.”
“Thank you,” Beckett replied, “I’m honored to be here.”
“Then I guess we better make our appearance,” Chase said and led them down
the passage and stopped in front of the conference room. “Are the others here?”
she asked the Marines posted outside the hatch.
“Yes, ma’am; they arrived about ten minutes ago,” the sergeant replied.
“Thank you,” Chase told him and then added, “wish us luck.”
“Good luck, Admiral,” the sergeant told her. “And if I may,” he asked, “from
what I’ve heard, even if you don’t have any, you tend to make it yourself.”
Chase grinned. “If you ever need a job, look me up! I like how you think,
Sergeant!”
The sergeant smiled and opened the hatch. “Admiral Chase and her party have
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arrived.”
Breathe deep, Chase told herself, like the sergeant said, you can make your own
luck if there isn’t any. She stepped through and then stopped and surveyed who
was present. The conference table had three additional chairs and she recognized
the occupants from the pictures that Savoy had provided in her initial report.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to introduce the three guests I asked to join us
here today. First, I’d like to introduce you to Hecate,” she paused as Hecate regally
entered the conference room and everyone, even the three newcomers, came to
their feet.
“Thank you,” Hecate said graciously. “Please…be seated. I think it might be for
the best…” she smirked.
Chase was barely able to catch herself before she snickered. “And now, I want
to introduce you to two people who come from vastly different cultures, but despite
their origins, are both very much human and very much…a couple. Hamish,
Nanai, would you come in, please.”
Dagon jumped to his feet when he heard the name. “Nanai!” he exclaimed and
came around the table. “You’re alive?” he asked as he looked up and down at her.
Hamish moved to put himself slightly in front of Nanai and then stopped as she
gently put her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be ok, Hamish,” she said sweetly. “Hello,
Dagon, I’m glad to see you well.”
“As I am, you,” Dagon replied and then narrowed his eyes and looked closely at
her. “Wait…you’re…”
“I’m human,” Nanai told him and smiled almost innocently.
we’ve wanted for so long? To be like our creators?”

“Isn’t this what

“But…” Dagon asked incredulously. “How could this be possible? We can only
occupy our special bodies but you…you’re truly human.”
“I think we have a lot to discuss,” Chase said and gestured at the conference
table.
*+*+*+*+*
Planetary surface, Thrush, Becca'lia system

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1921
“I only got a glimpse of this field, but I’ll always remember it,” Nails said as the
group of scouts, chaperones, and Legionnaires stopped and surveyed the broad
field where the downed Cylon Buzzard was located. “The Buzzard was low,
maybe fifty meters, and flying hell bent for leather down on the deck,” he pointed
to the far northern end. “I was maybe three hundred meters behind him and
damn…I wanted that kill.”
The scouts, and even the adults, listened with rapt attention as Nails described
the encounter and Thomas once again felt the camaraderie of the group. There was
something about a war story that didn’t start with “there I was…” and could be
independently verified. And when that same story was being told by the principal
participant, well, that made it all the better.
Despite the serious nature of the event that Nails was telling them about, there
was still a lighthearted feeling among the scouts; this was history and while they
didn’t take part, this was still real to them without the risk. Before this trip Thomas
had been skeptical about ‘living history’ exhibits and such, and if he was asked he
would have called them actors trying to make a living. But now, now that he was
part of it, he was a convert.
And yet, he couldn’t let go of the nagging feeling that had been with him for the
past few hours. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but it was like a faint wireless
transmission that was bleeding over from one frequency to another; you were
almost certain it was there and every time you tried to focus on it, the noise shifted
and it went away. On the hike to the field he had caught MacDonald looking
around and knew that the Legionnaire felt something, too.
For now, Thomas chalked it up to Nails’ and Maiden’s story from the night
before.
For now.
“Is that it over there?” Maiden asked and pointed across the field.
Thomas turned and narrowed his eyes. “Yes, that’s it! You’ve got good eyes!”
Maiden smiled and winked. “I managed to keep them along with my girlish
figure when I grew up,” she joked.
Thomas led them across the field to the downed Buzzard and stopped about
fifty meters away. “Before we get close, I want you all to keep your eyes open.
That plane used to carry a lot of ordnance; cannon rounds, rockets, and missiles,
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and while the pods are missing, I still want you to keep your eyes open in case you
see something. When we were here last time I was able to take the MCPs from the
destroyed Cylons inside, so they shouldn’t be anything more than scrap.”
“Damn…that sure does bring back memories,” Nails said a few moments later
as he ran his hand over part of the Buzzard’s tail. “This is where I hit it first,” he
pointed out a cluster of hits, and then I think I hit it in the port wing, and after that I
hit it with a Slammer.” He turned and pointed back towards the northern end of
the field, “Back there somewhere should be an engine.”
For the next half hour, Nails and Maiden gave the scouts a crash course on the
last months of the Uprising. Thomas listened with half an ear as he slowly walked a
perimeter around the downed ship. “What do you see?” MacDonald asked him as
he made his way around the Buzzard’s nose.
“Is that a test, Sergeant?” Thomas asked and arched his eyebrows.
“Comparing notes,” MacDonald said and Thomas noticed that the Legionnaire’s
eyes were constantly in motion.
“Someone has been here since we were here,” Thomas told him. “The hatch
was open when we got here, yet I pushed it closed when we left. It could simply
be a Colonial historical registration team that came out to verify what I found when
I turned in the MCPs…”
MacDonald gazed into the surrounding woods. “But you don’t think so?”
Thomas shrugged. “I think Nails’ story still has me a little jumpy, you know?”
MacDonald nodded. “But there’s something else…”
There was something in the other man’s voice that had Thomas thinking maybe
he wasn’t seeing things. “It’s too quiet,” he softly said. “Where are the birds and
other critters?”
“Yeah,” MacDonald’s answer was short, direct, and did nothing to soothe his
nerves. “I think when you head back, I’m going to keep the team and just do a
quick spiral before we return.”
“Sounds good…keep your head down and shout if you need us…we have a
Raptor back on Airedale,” Thomas told him.
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“You won’t hear any complaints from me,” MacDonald chuckled and once
again Thomas felt that something was definitely off about the area.
*+*+*+*+*
Sergeant Kevin MacDonald crouched down behind a fallen log that was almost
a meter in diameter. Talleyrand was crouched next to him and ten meters to his
right, Shen and Long were crouched behind the other part of the fallen tree. There
were times he loved being right, like when his team scored against all odds and his
faith in them was vindicated, and then there were times that he hated being right…
and this was one of them.
“I count one by the entrance and one by the array,” Talleyrand whispered in his
ear. “Beyond that, I have no idea how many might be in there.”
This was supposed to be a training exercise, not a frakking search and destroy
mission for Cylons that should have been long gone forty years ago. It had been by
pure dumb luck that they’d chanced on the small clearing and even more luck that
they were able to conceal themselves before they were spotted. From the looks of
things this was some sort of relay station with several collapsed and overgrown
dradis dishes and one rather new looking small antenna array. There was a Cylon
doing something to a control junction, and thankfully it wasn’t a Centurion but
rather a lighter technician model. The Centurion, because wherever Cylons were,
there had to be a Centurion, was located by the entrance to the windowless
concrete bunker.
“I need a reality check,” MacDonald whispered to Talleyrand who nodded. “Do
we take them or try and fall back and call in the Fleet?”
Talleyrand frowned and slowly shook her head. “We’re here. The bunker is
small, we’ll have the initial element of surprise, and if we leave, then we simply risk
gaining nothing and them discovering us. And then there are the scouts…”
That was the thing that was weighing on MacDonald’s mind the most. They had
to protect the scouts and since the Cylons were already in violation of the Armistice
agreement, they were well within their rights to send some toasters to the
scrapheap. And to think, he told himself, this is the first time in forty years that
anyone has seen a ‘live’ Cylon.
“Ok…here’s how we’ll do it…” MacDonald told Talleyrand and then quickly
communicated the plan through sign language to Chen and Long. When he saw
they were ready he held up three fingers, made a fist and held up two, then took a

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1924
deep breath to steady himself, made another fist and held up one finger, and finally
made a fist a moment before he leaned around the fallen tree, acquired the
Centurion by the bunker’s entrance, and fired a suppressed burst into the Cylon’s
upper chest. Next to him, Talleyrand did the same but directed her burst to the
Cylon’s head.
The bullets slammed into the metal armor and several found weak spots while
the others simply dented it and ricocheted or shattered on the stronger substance.
The Cylon staggered and tried to raise its weapon and take a step forward but
suddenly collapsed. “Small favors,” MacDonald muttered and shifted to look at
Shen and Long’s target. The technician lacked the armored carapace that covered
the Centurion and instead only had the reinforced carbon fiber shell that barely
slowed the jacketed armor piercing projectiles; it was down and an arm was
twitching.
“Aimee, Marcus,” MacDonald hissed, “cover us… C’mon, Sabina, let’s do
this…” He didn’t wait for Talleyrand ’s acknowledgement; they’d done this often
enough that they could have done it in their sleep. He sprinted forward to where
the Centurion had fallen and kicked away its combat rifle and quickly ejected its
MCP. He felt Talleyrand’s presence behind him and quickly pointed to himself,
then his eyes, and then the open entrance. Talleyrand started to shake her head to
disagree but he was already through the door.
MacDonald skidded to a stop in the middle of a container filled room that had
two hallways leading from it. Most of the crates were still sealed and were clearly
Uprising era, but several were open and empty. That must be where they got the
new masts for the antenna array, he thought and turned slightly when he heard a
footstep behind him.
“What the frak?” Talleyrand whispered.
“Exactly my thoughts,” MacDonald answered and took several steps toward the
closest hallway. “Stay here and cover me…” he told her before he slipped his night
vision goggles down over his eyes and suddenly saw the room in a synthesis of light
intensification and thermal imagery. The goggles were one of the most expensive
pieces of kit issued to a Legionnaire and could be sold on the black market for what
a lower middle class citizen would make in a year.
Step by step with his M-22’s laser designator leading the way like a crackling
thin beam of green energy, he slowly moved down the passage. To his left was an
open doorway and he stopped, breathed twice and then quickly moved past the
opening while trying to get the best possible view of what was inside. What he saw
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didn’t make a lot of sense, but the important thing was that there weren’t any
Cylons. The hallway continued for another ten meters before it ended with an open
vault door that reminded MacDonald of an airlock.
He peeked through the open vault and saw several canisters stacked on end in
four rows of ten. “Holy shit…” MacDonald swore and felt a cold sweat break out
around his neck. He’d seen these before during training, Cylon storage ‘coffins’,
but never expected to see one, let alone forty, in the wild. One or two rogue
Cylons who never got picked up after the war was over was one thing, but an
assault platoon of late war model 0005 Centurions was something completely
different.
Slowly, and doing his best to be as quiet as possible, MacDonald backed out of
the room and ran down the hallway to the vestibule room where Talleyrand waited.
“We have a problem,” he whispered and quickly told her what he found.
“Marcus has a demo kit; we can wire the nest and blow the thing to kingdom
come,” Talleyrand told him.
“That was my thinking…but we need to see what’s down hallway number two,
first,” MacDonald quietly said with more enthusiasm than he felt. “Back in a
few…” he said before moving down the second hallway.
Unlike the other hall, this ran for more than fifty meters before it ended in a
hatch that looked like it had been forced open from the other side a long time ago
and barely hung from its hinges. “This is promising…” MacDonald muttered and
looked into the room. A small platform jutted out from where he stood and a set of
twisted stairs led more than twenty meters down to the floor. Located deeper into
the room were the remains of three Buzzards and a Raider that looked like its
reactor had gone critical. Everything within the room was blasted and charred, and
the Buzzards looked like toys that had been tossed around by an angry child.
“Now we know why they’re still here,” MacDonald told Talleyrand a few
moments later. “Let’s bring Marcus in and have him do his thing…I want the nest
leveled ASAP!”
*+*+*+*+
Hiram, Hiram’s Township, Lansing Province, Picon
The prodigal daughter returns, Kiri Gale thought as she guided the Raptor to a
landing pad at Hiram Airpark. As airfields went, it wasn’t much; a large patch of
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field that was flattened and stabilized with half a dozen concrete pads for heavier
craft. But, it did the job and for the limited traffic her sleepy little hometown saw, it
was more than adequate. Once the Raptor’s systems were secured, she opened the
wide hatch and stepped out onto the dun colored craft’s wing and took a deep
breath. The coastal mountain air was a welcome relief after months breathing the
filtered air from the station.
“Kiri!” a male voice shouted from the other side of the protective fence that
encircled the airfield. “I told you I’d be here on time!”
Gale couldn’t suppress the grin that blossomed on her face. “Denny!” she
shouted back and quickly grabbed her pack and closed and secured the Raptor’s
hatch. “I am so glad to see you,” she said and gave the teen a big hug when she
cleared the gate. “How’s my little brother doing?”
Brenden Gale, Denny to those he allowed to call him that, grinned. “Top of my
class, no one special, watching out for Emily, and,” he winked, “washing behind
my ears.”
Gale smiled and hugged her brother again. They were the same answers to the
same questions she’d asked him every time she returned home…ever since their
parents were killed in a boating accident several years earlier. “You’re looking
good, Denny,” she said and momentarily thought about the reason for her sudden
trip home. “What are you and Em up to the for the next couple days?”
Denny shrugged. “Not much, I guess. Classes are over for the rest of this week
and next, for the Armistice Day celebrations. Seth and I were going to take Em and
her bestie, Ashley, camping for a couple days. Why? Want to tag along?”
“I wish I could,” Gale sighed sadly.
mind, “Is that Ashley Rhodes?”

“I…” she started and then changed her

“Yeah,” Denny said quicker than Gale expected. “She’s been having a really
difficult time since her mom ran off and her dad crawled into a bottle, so she’s been
spending most of her time at our place.”
Gale smirked. “You like her, don’t you, little brother?” she asked as she slid into
her brother’s car’s passenger seat and tossed her pack in the back.
Denny’s cheeks reddened somewhat and the confident twenty-year-old
suddenly seemed a little less confident. “Yeah…a bit…” he admitted.
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“No…wait,” Gale said and reached over and kept his hand from turning the
ignition key and said the four words that she knew sent a shiver of apprehension
down every human male’s back, “We need to talk.”
“Ah…what about?” Denny asked. “If anything happens we’ll be protected, if
that’s what you’re worried about.”
Gale shook her head and wished there could be a different way. “I’m not going
to be home for long and when I leave, you’re all going to come with me. I know
Seth is from Virgon and if you guys were going camping that means he isn’t going
home, right?”
“Yeah…” Denny said and a little uncertainty crept into his voice. “He said his
parents don’t have the money for him to come home,” he explained resentfully.
“Ok…when we get home, I’m going to need to borrow the car for about six
hours or so…no,” Gale held up her hand, “don’t ask. While I’m gone, I want you
to make sure you, Em, Ashley, and Seth pack for an extended trip. I don’t care if
you have one bag or three, but pack…” she met her brother’s eyes and pursed her
lips, “pack like you’re not going to be coming back.”
Denny narrowed his eyes. “Not coming back?”
“No questions, Brenden,” Gale said and used his full name to underscore the
severity of her request. “I need you to trust me on this and…I need to trust you that
you’re not going to say anything to anyone. When you’re packed, stay at the house
until I return.”
“Something bad is going to happen, isn’t it?” Denny stated even though he
phrased it like a question.
Gale slowly nodded once. “Now, take us back to the house so I can drop you
off.”
Ten minutes later they pulled in front of the picturesque two story home with a
wide porch and tidy white picket fence. This was where Gale had grown up, where
she’d had family and friends over for the wake when her parents were killed, and
where she hoped to eventually come home to live. Admiral Gaitlin was right, what
was going to happen really was nothing more than mix of homicidal robots with
daddy issues and ecclesiastical dick measuring.
“I promise, Kiri…” Denny said considerably more sober than when she first saw
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him. “I’ll have them ready.”
“Thank you,” Gale told him and got out of the car. “Now, get to work and don’t
forget the albums and the rings, ok?”
Denny nodded. “I won’t.”
“Good! I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Gale told him as she walked around the
car and got in the driver’s side.
Gale made it fifteen kilometers before she had to pull to the side of the road and
run into the woods and vomit. The reality of what was going to happen had
weighed on her shoulders ever since Admiral Gaitlin told her about it and she’d
fought down the nausea as long as possible. Driving through town and the hills
where she’d grown up and knowing deep down that within a few days it would all
be destroyed had been too much for her and she willingly lost the battle with her
stomach.
As she knelt in the woods crying and washing her mouth out with a bottle of
water, she thought back over what the Admiral had said, and more than that, how
he had said it. It was almost as if he wanted her to do what she was going to do
and was blessing it. Could he know, she wondered. She had to admit that over the
past eighteen months that she’d worked for him and been his yeoman, she had
become fond of the Admiral. He had been a father figure, a friend as much as he
could be given their different ranks, and now she wondered if he’d become
something more.
She sighed and sat back on her haunches on the pine needle covered loam. It
would be so easy to just turn around and go home, she thought; just give up and
think about herself and no one else.
Two hours later she slowed in front of an average looking house in an average
looking subdivision that was located in an average middle class suburb forty
kilometers from Perkinston. Satisfied that everything looked ok, Gale drove around
the block and then as she approached the house again she keyed a unique twelvedigit code into her phone and hit the send button. A moment later the light over
the garage door turned on and the door quickly rose so that she could drive into the
garage.
Gale took a deep breath to steady her nerves, turned off the car, and stepped out
into the garage as the garage door closed. She walked over to the security system’s
control pad and typed in another long numeric string. The door lock buzzed and
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she pushed open the door. Inside, the house looked like any other middle class
dwelling, right down to dishes waiting to be washed in the sink. She crossed the
kitchen and entered yet another code on security pad and opened the basement
door.
Downstairs was something completely different from the upstairs. Instead of a
family room, workshop, or storage area, a cutting edge computer and
communications center commanded one wall and a large weapon safe and shelves
of emergency supplies commanded the other wall. She slipped into the chair in
front of the computer and placed her right hand on a palm reader. It quickly
scanned her hand and the electronics began to boot up.
Gale waited until she was logged into the system and then waited for a specific
application to open. “This is Captain Kiri Gale, Office of Fleet Intelligence,
codename Watchkeeper. This is an Operational Immediate report for the Director’s
or her acting deputy’s eyes only,” she began and prayed this was what Admiral
Gaitlin wanted her to do.
Four hours later, and with her passengers safely belted in, Gale guided the
Raptor into the inky night sky and from there into orbit and back to Okeanos
Station.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“Are we on track with our projected waypoints?” Admiral Countess Seralanna
Chase asked Colonel Constance deWinter.
The auburn haired woman nodded and brushed back a strand of hair that fell
down over her eyes. “Yes…we’ve made up the extra day we spent at Othrys and
are back on track. We had to double up the first few jumps, but that went off
without a hitch. Our first refueling window for the Union ships will be in three
days and will take between twelve and twenty-four hours, depending on how
smoothly things go. Then we’ll have another refueling window twenty-four hours
before we arrive at the Communion. That should get us all home.”
“Good, good…” Chase said and studied the fleet’s status report. Each jump was
better than the last as everyone fell into the rhythm that had been set. “Anything I
should know about?”
deWinter shrugged. “I think everyone is glad to be heading home, Sera. We’ve
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accomplished so much that I think it’s just now starting to sink in how historic this
trip has become.”
“You’re telling me about it,” Chase said and leaned back in her high backed
chair. “I look back on everything that’s happened and if I hadn’t been there, I think
I’d find it hard to believe.”
“Some people read about history, some people make history,” deWinter
smirked. “You my friend, are making history and when the people back home
learn everything…I think they’ll have to come up with a new term for that.”
“Thanks, Connie, thanks…” Chase deadpanned. “Speaking of which, how are
things between you and Jamie? I saw you at the receptions and you seemed to be
rather close...”
A broad and contented smile glided across deWinter’s face and her eyes
sparkled. “We lost each other and a quirk of fate brought us together again…
neither one of us is going to let that happen again.”
“Good, I’m glad; you deserve some happiness,” Chase told her.
“I’m not the only one, Sera,” deWinter offered and arched an eyebrow. “I saw
you and Rich at the last reception…”
Now it was Chase’s turn to smile. “I don’t know where it will lead, or where it
could lead,” she said and her eyes closed to bare slits, “but for the first time it’s a
path that I want to explore.”
“What about Kevin?” deWinter asked and brought up something that Chase had
been thinking about for some time.
“We’ll always love each other, but we both know it isn’t romantic love…
couldn’t be romantic love,” Chase slowly explained and sighed sadly. “I wish that
it could have been, but it just wasn’t to be. I think we kept it up because in
addition to being comfortable and familiar, it gave us a chance to be with someone
who cared without any strings or expectations.”
“And…”
“And that will be a delicate situation,” Chase finally said.
involved.”
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The two old friends sat in together for several long moments before Chase broke
the silence. “My real concern is how everyone will handle the information that
we’ve brought back.”
“People are always scared of change,” deWinter started saying but was
interrupted by a knock on the hatch.
“Admiral, Captain Chase is here,” one of the Marine guards announced.
“Send her in, please,” Chase said and waited for her sister to sit down. “Good
afternoon, Cora. Ready for dinner?”
Cora nodded. “Yes…are you?” she smirked.
Chase rolled her eyes and noticed that deWinter looked away and covered her
mouth. “Yes…She’s going to be full of questions, you and I both know that!”
“Full of questions?” deWinter asked innocently a moment before Chase
narrowed her eyes and looked at her.
“Yes…questions. About what we were just talking about,” Chase sighed.
“Well, it could be worse…” Cora giggled which had Chase rolling her eyes.
“How?”
“Well, Daddy could be there, too,” Cora gloated. “I had to deal with Daddy,
this time you get to deal with Mom!”
“Well, then you’ll be happy to know that I spoke with Colonel Savoy and
Sebastian will be joining us for dinner,” Chase told her sister nonchalantly.
“You didn’t,” Cora said wide eyed. “This was supposed to be all about you, I
was only going to be there for moral support.”
“Don’t worry…” Chase consoled Cora. “I spoke with Mom and made her
promise to hold the inquisition after you and Sebastian left.”
“Well,” Cora said smiling, “in that case, well done Big Sister!”
Six hours later Chase had reclined her seat and stretched her legs as the Phoenix
carried her back to Hecate after dinner with her mother. It was nice to see Rich in
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a less formal social environment, and she had to admit, her mother had kept dinner
to something small and cozy. Besides Emory, Cora and Sebastian were the only
other attendees and for a while it felt like she was a girl again and that was a good
feeling.
As she settled deeper into the seat, Chase replayed a conversation that she and
her mother had right before she left. Rich had returned to Circe and Cora and
Sebastian had left two hours earlier. Her mother was one of the few people who
knew her deepest secret and had been supportive when she had decided to go
through with it. Now, with a mother’s concern, her mother had brought it to the
forefront of her thoughts.
Truth be told, she thought, it had never been far from her thoughts. How could
it have been? It was something she would have to discuss with Kevin and her
family when she returned, and damn the consequences. No, she quickly thought,
the consequences must be considered; she didn’t have the right to unilaterally
make that decision.
“Damn…why did I ever agree to do it?” Chase sighed sadly. So much lost, so
much missed. She had been there, but she hadn’t. I wonder if this is how Mom felt
when she left us, she mused and resolved to call Chris when she got back to
Hecate and setup a time for the two of to swap deep dark secrets over a couple
bottles of wine.
“Sometimes you just have to roll the hard six,” Chase muttered as Monster put
the Phoenix on final approach to the port topside flight deck. “I want to do this,”
she said more strongly. “I have to do this.”
*+*+*+*+*
“All stations report secured from jump, Admiral,” Captain Jeremiah Cole
announced when the jump was completed. “All ships present and accounted for
and,” he grinned, “we are in perfect formation.”
“Outstanding!” Chase exclaimed. “Well done, Jerry! Please send my regards to
all ships for a job very well done.” Hecate had the responsibility for plotting the
most recent jump and it was the first one that everyone came through perfectly.
Normally there would be some small variance here or there, but this time it was
spot on perfect.
They were getting close to home, now. The Communion was only a few more
jumps away and then after making that entrance, they’d continue to the Colonies.
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She could already picture her father’s face when she saw him for the first time since
they’d left. It would be a party the likes of which the Colonies hadn’t seen since
Armistice day, and even then, this might dwarf it.
“Dradis contact!” Cole suddenly announced.
“Range, 200,000, turning
CBDR…warbook identifies her as…Hemera…a Communion Nyx class battlestar.”
“Admiral,” Communications Petty Officer Lara Pickman said, “we’re being
hailed by Hemera.”
“Please put it down here and open channels to the rest of the senior elements,
please,” Chase said and motioned for deWinter to pick up the handset. “This is
Admiral Chase,” she said a moment later when she had the handset to her ear.
“Admiral Chase, I am Commander Alexis Sandhurst and I have urgent news for
you and the rest of the Colonial and Communion fleets. I have Captain Cameron
Kitchener and Lieutenant Sophie Slater here with me, from Commander
Duquesne’s Indefatigable. Ah, the rest have joined us,” Sandhurst said as Chase
heard several brief static crackles.
“Alexis, what’s going on?” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine asked.
“Gia, before we get in to that, I’d like to bring the Union command team into
this as well…if it’s something that brought them all the way out here…” Chase said
and felt unease. “I’d also like to bring Caria actual online, too.”
“I concur,” Cassidine said and then added, “Cousin, so much has happened.”
“Yes, cousin…” Sandhurst said and sounded like she was holding back tears.
“Everything is ready, Admiral,” Pickman said and a few moments later Chase
had introduced everyone.
“I’ll let Captain Kitchener speak,” Sandhurst said and a moment later a
masculine voice started speaking.
“Admiral Chase, I’m glad you’re here,” Kitchener began. “We arrived in far orbit
around Machimos and that’s when we saw that all hell had broken loose; the
Cylons have returned and were in the process of saturation bombing the surface.
Commander Duquesne dispatched us as a Marathon back to Commander
Sandhurst and Hemera with orders to find you ASAP and relate what happened.”
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Chase felt a cold fist slowly wrap its fingers around her heart. “Gia?” she asked.
“We could leave the smaller escorts to screen the civilians and the rest of us go
to the sound of the guns…But…I can’t ask you…” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine said
stoically.
“You’re not asking, I’m offering, Gia,” Chase told her. “We’re going with you.”
“As are we,” President Patrick Windsor said. “Admiral’s Carlisle, Wellington,
and Marlowe will lead their respective divisions and the civilian elements can
render all possible aid. Admiral…Gia…you are not alone.”
Cassidine’s voice started to crack.
friends…and family.”

“Thank you…I…I couldn’t ask for better

“The Carian group will go as well,” Hecate said, though still only identified as
Caria Actual.
“Thank you…Alexis…do you have the course plotted?” Cassidine asked and
Chase thought her voice sounded stronger than it had a few moments before.
Thank you, Mom, she silently whispered.
“I do. I will push it out momentarily,” Sandhurst replied. “Do we have time for
Captain Kitchener to go to Hecate before we jump of?”
“Yes,” Cassidine quickly answered. “We need to get into formation so we don’t
jump in willy nilly.”
Ten minutes later the fleets had been reorganized and Kitchener was aboard
Hecate. “Admiral, first jump in thirty seconds,” Cole announced after the ship had
been called to Action Stations and Jump Conditions were set throughout.
“You may jump when ready, Captain,” Chase told him and felt a sense of calm
descend upon her that washed away her fears and anxieties. It was no longer a
theoretical exercise asking ‘if the Cylons return’, it was now reality and they had
returned.
“Captain Kitchener and Lieutenant Slater reporting,” Captain Cameron Kitchener
said and brought Chase’s attention back to the two officers who had just entered
her CIC.
“Welcome aboard,” Chase said and motioned for them to be at ease. “At ease,
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you two. What’s going on?”
Kitchener quickly briefed her on what they’d seen and heard before they jumped
to find Hemera. “Admiral, I have a dradis image that Sophie snapped before we
jumped…the Cylon numbers were…we counted hundreds of them and they’re like
nothing we’ve ever seen before.”
“Can you distill the key points into a five-minute briefing?” Chase asked and
braced for the first jump.
“Already done, Admiral,” Kitchener replied. “We left copies with Commander
Sandhurst and here’s our copy for you,” he said and offered both a hard copy and a
data card. “It focuses on what we know about the Cylon’s new hardware and what
worked.”
“What worked?” Chase said as she handed the data card to deWinter.
“Kinetics, Admiral,” Slater grinned.
Toasters’ new baseships.”

“Indy’s main guns punched holes in the

“Is that so…” Chase muttered and felt the thrill of the hunt start to grow within
her chest. “Good…let’s make them scared.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Andromeda, BS-93
“Dradis contacts! Range 50,000 kilometers and closing, CBDR! I have more
than two hundred contacts!” Lieutenant Bel DeHoya announced.
Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva took a deep breath and looked around the faces
of his CIC crew. They’d been through so much and performed so admirably under
such adverse conditions that he wished he could simply snap his fingers and make
things safe…if only for the next few hours. His gaze fell on Lieutenant Addison
Casey’s face and he felt her fear. “We’re going to get through this,” he told her loud
enough for the entire CIC to hear. “Stand strong, people, we can do this!
Navigation, bring us about and signal the fleet to join us, please.”
“Admiral?” Specialist Holt Minelli asked. “We’re being hailed…it’s on a secure
channel with the highest priority.”
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“Please put it down here,” Galva said and looked up at the dradis and swore.
“They’re damned well organized, whoever they are,” he said. “They have a plan. I
want you on this, too, Leslie,” he told Captain Leslie Hunter, once Andromeda’s
Navigation Officer and now her acting Executive Officer.
“On it, Admiral,” Hunter said and picked up the handset to listen.
Galva picked up the handset and saw the hope in Casey’s eyes and offered her a
confident smile. “This is Andromeda Actual,” he said into the handset.
“This is Hecate Actual,” a female voice replied.
aboard?”

“Is Admiral Bannasalle not

“Ah, Hecate Actual,” Galva began and saw something more than hope in
Casey’s eyes. In fact, he felt an energy circulating through the CIC that he’d felt
very few times in his life. “I have bad news, Admiral Bannasalle was injured during
the opening moments and I was asked to take over. I am Fleet Admiral Leonardo
Galva, Communion Fleet.”
Pain mixed with relief was in the voice when it spoke again, “Then I’m sure
Andromeda is in very, very good hands. This is Admiral Countess Seralanna
Chase…how may we render assistance?”
“Thank the gods,” Galva said before he realized he was still transmitting.
“Admiral, right now we have a bunch of dead Cylons that need to be dealt with and
more importantly, we need to begin rescue and recovery operations while trying to
shepherd any remaining shipping to assist and take on refugees.”
“Do you already have a working plan in place?” Chase asked.
“We do…it isn’t much, but it’s something,” Galva replied.
“Commander
Duquesne is coordinating rescue and recovery operations with Commanders Ives
and Sharma; I’m sure she’ll be able to put you to work.”
“Thank you, Admiral…” Chase said and then seemed to pause, and to Galva’s
ear it seemed like she was uncertain what to say next. “Ah, Admiral, permission to
come aboard to see Admiral Bannasalle?”
“Absolutely, Admiral. I think that would do everyone here a world of good,”
Galva said and saw Casey nodding her agreement.
*+*+*+*+*
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“Connie, you have the con,” Chase said half an hour later after rescue
operations had started. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“I’ve already prepped your Phoenix,” deWinter told her. “I’ll hold the fort and
keep the lights on for you.”
Chase tried to smile and nodded. “Thank you,” she said and walked out of the
CIC and made her way to the hangar deck where the Phoenix was waiting.
“Are you good to go?” Cora asked her after she stepped aboard the transport.
“Cora? What are you doing here?” Chase asked surprised to see her sister
already in the pilot’s seat.
“Because someone who knows what’s going to happen needs to be there with
you, Sera,” Cora told her and met her gaze. “Because I won’t talk about it.”
Chase blinked back tears and could only nod. Once they were on the way to
Andromeda she was able to talk, “Thanks, Cora…I owe you big time.”
Cora shook her head. “We’re way past holding markers for each other…I’m
your sister and this is what we do for each other.” She paused and cocked her head
before she smirked, “At least this is how we’re supposed to act when we grow up!”
Chase’s near tears were quickly replaced with a deep, chest ripping laughter that
brought a different type of tears to her eyes. “Thank you, I needed that.”
“It’s what I’m here for,” Cora told her and then said, “Flight Ops has cleared us
straight in and we’re good for Receiving Gallery 3.”
Over the next few minutes Chase tried to get her suddenly out of control
emotions under control. Would this be how she was if Rich were injured? Would
it impair her ability to think clearly and to command her wits to do her job? Or
would she simply see red and destroy anything between her and the person she
cared for? And if that was the case, she wondered, would that even be a bad thing?
“We have a hard seal,” Cora said after the umbilical established a connection to
the Phoenix’s port side hatch. “I’ll be along as soon as I shut things down.”
“Thank you,” Chase said and saw her sister give her a knowing look. She
unbuckled herself and stood, her legs steadier than she thought they would be.
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Slowly she made her way to the hatch and opened it. The umbilical stretched
ahead of her and she quickly covered the distance to the next hatch. It cycled and
she stepped into the airlock and once again forced her nerves under control as the
airlock cycled and the telltale turned from red to green, indicating that she could
open the inner door.
Chase looked down at her hands and saw they were rock steady. I can do this,
she thought and keyed the door open. The hatch slowly swung open and she saw
two people waiting. That must be Admiral Galva she thought before allowing her
eyes to shift to the young woman standing at his side. “Permission to come aboard,
Admiral?” she asked.
Galva nodded. “Permission granted, Admiral. Welcome to…”
“Addison!” Chase cried and caught the young woman in her arms. “Are you
ok?”
“Yes,” Casey sniffed and Chase felt tears on her cheek. Whether they were hers
or Casey’s, or both, she didn’t know and didn’t care when she heard the next
words, “I’m so glad you’re here, Mom.”
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Interlude 1: Confessions
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Andromeda, BS-93
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase held Lieutenant Addison Casey as tears
flowed down both women’s faces. For Chase it was a new sensation and emotions
that had only hinted their existence over the preceding twenty years suddenly
broke free and she realized what her mother must have felt back on Hecate’s
hangar deck when they were reunited.
This simply felt right.
And at the same time that Chase felt the love that only a parent can feel for a
child, she also felt something else; shame.
“We’ll get through this, Addy,” Chase said and held the woman who was her
daughter. “We’ll get through…” her words were interrupted by something her
mind finally processed Casey saying. “How…” she asked and stepped back to look
at Casey and saw so much of her own face reflected back in the young woman’s.
“How did you know?” she finally managed to ask through the tears and waring
emotions within her soul.
Casey sniffed and offered an innocent smile. “I’ve always known…I just…” she
sniffed and wiped her eyes with the handkerchief that Admiral Galva gave her
earlier, “I just played along with it because it seemed like you and Dad wanted to
maintain the masquerade. Then, as I got older I began to understand why you
might want to keep me secret.” She looked up at Chase and nervously rolled her
lips between her teeth.
“I…” Chase began and felt a surge of emotion slam through her psyche that left
her weak. “I…I’m so ashamed of what we did…what I did…it was so selfish and
wrong. I’m so sorry.”
“Did you think you were doing the right thing?” Casey asked and Chase saw
that her face was free of accusation or condemnation.
Chase nodded and felt her face blush wish shame. “Yes. At the time.”
“And now?” Casey asked.
“Now I hate myself for what I did to you…and to me…to us, and how it must
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have made you feel,” Chase told her daughter.
Casey hugged Chase close and softly said, “It’s ok…please, Mom, forgive
yourself. I don’t hold it against you. You were always there when I seemed to need
you or when something important was happening. I knew I could always count on
my ‘Aunt Sera’ to be there for me. And you were. So please…please forgive
yourself. I forgave you a long time ago.”
“Really?” Chase sniffed and met her daughter’s gaze, so much like hers but a
deeper blue.
“Really,” Casey told her. “The past is the past…let’s live in the present…it’ll be
easier for us to make memories together.”
“How did you get so wise?” Chase asked and looked at her daughter with love
and pride.
“Good genes,” Casey smirked. “And…I had some help from an uncle I never
knew.”
Chase cocked her head and arched an eyebrow. “Uncle you never knew?”
“Yes,” Casey chuckled and wiped away the last of her tears. “Admiral Galva.
When we saw Dad…he knew he was important to me without being told. And
then…as we walked back to CIC I lost it and he seemed to know the right things to
say…and he let me cry on his shoulder.”
Chase looked over Casey’s shoulder to where the black uniformed admiral
patiently waited and silently mouthed, ‘Thank you’. “I think I’d like to meet this
remarkable man,” she finally said.
“Sure,” Casey replied and then a wide smile broke over her face. “Cora!”
“Hey there, Addison,” Captain Coralanna Chase said as she stepped through the
hatch. “Everything ok?”
Casey nodded and the smile stayed on her face. “It is…Aunt Cora,” she winked.
“So we’re out in the open now?” Cora asked and looked at Chase.
“Yes,” Chase nodded and slipped her arm around Casey’s shoulders. “Yes. It’s
something that I should have done a long, long time ago…and we’re going to
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remedy that now,” she told Cora and felt Casey stand a little straighter at the words.
“Admiral,” she said and turned to face Galva, “thank you for being there and
helping my daughter.”
Galva smiled and blinked quickly several times. “It was my honor, Admiral,” he
said and stepped close. “Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva, I’m pleased to make your
acquaintance. You have a very remarkable daughter,” he smiled and Chase once
again felt the shame of what she had denied her daughter and yet at the same time
she felt unmeasurable pride at his words, “and I feel I already know you after
everything I’ve heard about you from your father and the Empress, among others.”
“You met my father?” Chase asked, surprised at the revelation.
“Yes…” Galva nodded. “We had information that we felt we had to share with
the Colonies and he was the only person I knew, well, I hoped, that would listen to
us. Thankfully, he listened and brought several other people into the picture. But…
those are details for another time. For now, welcome to Andromeda and…I’m glad
you’re here…and for more reasons than what your reputation suggests.”
“I want to see Kevin, and then I think it would be in our best interest to get
everyone together and make sure we’re all up to speed on what’s happened,” Chase
said and took a deep breath as the adrenaline slowly left her system emotionally
exhausted. “Admiral Cassidine’s mission was an outstanding success and my
mission was likewise successful.”
*+*+*+*+*
The beeping equipment monitored every vital sign from the body they were
connected to and displayed it dispassionately across several monitors both in the
room and outside at the nurses’ station. Chase tried to tune out the assorted beeps
and instead focused on the man in the bed and listened to his even breathing. “I’m
here, Kevin,” she said after she sat and held his hand for several long moments.
“Our daughter is with us…” she managed to add before the tears welled up in her
eyes and she found it difficult to talk.
“I…I need to tell you something,” Chase continued and reached up and now
held his hand with both of hers. “I’m not going to hide anymore…what made
sense to an eighteen-year-old girl who knew she was doing the right thing doesn’t
make sense to the woman she’s become. When you came to me, right after I
graduated, and said you had something you needed to ask me, I was touched that
you chose me.
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“Kevin…we did the right thing, and yet…” Chase sniffed and quickly blinked
her eyes to try and forestall the tears that threatened to spill forth, “we made the
wrong decision when we hid who Addy’s parents were. My career…Kev…I’d trade
my career and everything I’ve accomplished just to go back and be her mother.
Your parents, and to a lesser extent you and me, did a wonderful job of raising
her…but we missed out on so much.
“I…I know why we did it,” Chase said softly. “And I’d do it again…but I
wouldn’t do it the same way.” She let her voice drift off and studied the pale and
now slightly puffy face of the man who had been so many things to her for more
than twenty years; teacher, mentor, confidant, best friend, father to her daughter…
*+*+*+*+*
“Good afternoon, Lieutenant Chase,” Captain Kevin Bannasalle said when he
slid into the booth across from Chase at the upscale restaurant in Boskirk. The Fox
and Raven was a step beyond exclusive; it wasn’t a private club because they didn’t
charge a membership fee, but unless someone who was an existing customer
invited you and then vouched for you, you’d never get past the doorman.
“Captain Bannasalle,” Lieutenant Seralanna Chase smiled and felt a flood of
warmth radiate from her heart. “I just pinned them on today. I’m no longer a JG.”
“You deserved it, Sera,” Bannasalle said warmly. “You actually did it in less than
the minimum time, that’s how impressive your reviews and FITREPs have been.”
“I try,” Chase smirked at her friend. “I just can’t stay still,” she confessed. “If I
don’t push myself every day then I feel like I’m cheating myself. I want to make
Admiral before I’m 40.”
“Oh, you do?” Bannasalle grinned.
you’re 37.”

“I’ll put Cb20 on you making it before

Chase arched her eyebrows and was surprised at the confidence she heard in his
voice. “You must have a lot of faith in me.”
“I do, Sera, I do,” Bannasalle told her. “You’ve got a gift and I know you can do
anything you set your mind to doing.”
“I’ll do my best to owe you Cb20 in about nineteen years,” Chase told him.
“So…what’s up? You sounded serious when we talked yesterday and said you
wanted to talk to me someplace where I felt comfortable, was private, but wasn’t at
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home…”
“Let’s order first,” Bannasalle said and motioned for the tuxedoed waiter to
come to the table. “Once we order I’ll tell you all about it.”
Five minutes later, Chase swirled her wine around her wine glass and studied
her lunch companion over its rim. It was evident that Bannasalle was nervous and
she decided to give him as much time as he needed to organize his thoughts. They
had been friends since she was at the Academy and he was an instructor, and
despite being as close as two people could be, their relationship was platonic. She
loved him, she knew that in her heart, but it wasn’t a romantic love, but rather the
deep and warm love of a best friend…someone who was like a soulmate.
“I need to make a confession, Sera,” Bannasalle finally said and broke the
protracted silence. “I talked to my parents over the weekend and told them…
and…” he paused and met her ice blue eyes and seemed to beg, ‘don’t hurt me’.
“And when I’m done I have a favor to ask…one that I have no right to ask and yet…
you’re the only person I want to ask.”
“You’re stalling, Kevin,” Chase gently told him. “I’m your friend and I love you,
nothing you say or ask will ever change that.”
Bannasalle smiled and nodded.
going to tell you…”

“Sera…I’ve only told my parents what I’m

“You’re gay,” Chase told him and reached out for his hands. “I know, Kevin.
I’ve known since we became friends and it’s ok. It’s who you are and what makes
you you.”
Bannasalle’s mouth hung open and all he could do was nod. “How…” he
finally said and then let out a long sigh. “Thank you, Sera. I knew you’d
understand.”
Chase squeezed his hand. “I wish you weren’t,” she smirked, “because I
remember spinning a really elaborate future for us…happy lives, good careers,
amazing kids…” She met his gaze and held it with her own, “But I know that’s not
who you are and to push for that would be forcing a lie on both of us.”
“Thank you. I…” Bannasalle licked his lips, “After hearing that, I kind of wish I
wasn’t the way I was…I would really like to live your dream with you.”
“When I was a little girl,” Chase said slowly, “I remember my father telling me
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one night after we read a bit from this book and I asked him a question, he said,
‘Sera, to thine own self be true’. That dream wasn’t for us and it gives us a chance
to build something that is true to both of us, not just me.”
“I’m glad you feel that way,” Bannasalle told her. “It also makes what I’m going
to ask you so much more difficult.”
Chase cocked her head slightly and narrowed her eyes. “Out with it, Kevin,”
she said. “The worst, and I promise you, the worst that will happen is I’ll say no.
You and I will be the same.”
“Ok…” Bannasalle said and took a deep breath and held it for several seconds
before slowly letting it out and meeting her gaze. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking
and realized that the one thing I always wanted to be would never happen…Sera…
I want to be a father. I know…I know…I could adopt, but with my career it would
never happen. And I…I know you’re not interested in settling down…Aw hell…I
just can’t put this into words that don’t make me sound like a selfish bastard.”
“Was that a proposal?” Chase asked and arched her eyebrows.
“No…” Bannasalle said and Chase felt a wave of relief sweep through her and
release some of the tension that was suddenly in her shoulders. “I…Sera…I was
wondering, and now that I’m sitting here I feel wrong and selfish to ask you this…
but I…would you consent to being my child’s biological mother?”
Chase had to remind her body that it needed to inhale after exhaling when she
heard her friend’s words. “You’re talking about having a surrogate carry the child to
term?” she asked.
Bannasalle nodded. “Yes…and my parents would raise him…or her as fosters
and the child would carry my mother’s maiden name. They’d know I’m the
father…”
“And me?” Chase asked. “What would the child know of me?”
“We could keep that secret if you wanted…I understand your situation and if
something like this got out…” Bannasalle allowed his voice to trail off as Chase
considered the implications. Based on his answers, he had given this a lot of
thought, she realized.
“I want to be involved…” Chase finally told Bannasalle, “If I decide to go along
with this. Maybe I can be Aunt Sera?”
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Bannasalle nodded and she saw hope in his eyes. “Absolutely. I…I know the
risk for you is so much more than for me…”
“You’re asking for a lot, Kevin,” Chase finally said. “And I can’t do this without
my family knowing…it wouldn’t be fair to them.”
“I understand,” Bannasalle replied and then offered, “Do you want me to talk to
your father?”
“I think that would be wise,” Chase told him and nodded in the direction that
their waiter was approaching with their meal. “Let’s have lunch and we can talk
about this some more.”
*+*+*+*+*
Chase smirked at the thought of what came after that lunch. She had asked her
parents and her godmother for a family meeting because there was something she
and Kevin needed to discuss with them. Things didn’t go quite as smoothly as they
did at The Fox and Raven…
*+*+*+*+*
“What?” His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield calmly asked and
swallowed his wine.
This isn’t going well, Seralanna Chase thought to herself as she watched her
father transfix Kevin Bannasalle with his gaze and turn into the father who just
happened to be the second most powerful person on Virgon.
“Charles,” Chase’s mother, Iona, said and put her hand on his forearm. “You
know exactly what Kevin asked and what Sera has agreed to do. It isn’t what we
expected,” her mother looked at Chase and smirked, “but I believe this is
something our little girl wants to do.”
“But…” Charles protested and Chase was glad that Bannasalle remained silent
while her parents worked this out between them.
“But…” Iona repeated softly.
“Sera,” Her Imperial Highness Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of the
Hibernian Marches, and Chase’s godmother, asked, “Have you thought this

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1946
through? You will have a daughter who will never know who you really are and
yet, every time you see her you’ll know who she is?”
“I have,” Chase said after several moments. “I also know that I don’t have the
time to be a parent and that this situation offers the best of all options.”
Her godmother offered a compassionate smile. “I think you answered my first
question, but I also think you’ve been taking lessons from your father because you
dodged my second one,” her tone and smile took away any sting or rebuke that
might have lived within the words.
Slowly, Chase nodded. “I’ll know her and be part of her life, Godmother. I…
when the time is right, Kevin and I have talked about this, we’ll tell her and come
clean…but not until she’s older…an adult.”
“Have you thought about what it will be like for her?” her godmother prodded.
“Not knowing who her mother is and possibly feeling abandoned?”
This was a question that Chase had thought about…a lot. In fact, it was one of
the key things that would make her say no. “Yes, I have. I’m going to be there for
her,” and suddenly she stopped and realized what she’d said. Up until now it was
‘the child’ or ‘him or her’, or something similarly generic. Now she was referring to
the child as her, as her daughter, and she saw the understanding in her godmother’s
eyes and what she’d done. “I will be there for her, and should that happen, I’ll tell
her immediately and publicly recognize her as mine.”
“We want to be involved,” Charles declared. “I’m not sure how, but we want to
be involved,” he confirmed and Chase saw her mother nod her head in agreement.
“We,” her godmother added and Chase wasn’t sure she was just including
herself or using the Imperial ‘we’, “want to be involved as well. This child…your
daughter, will not want for love, attention, or care.”
“Of course not,” Chase said and felt overwhelmed with emotion. She was going
to do this. “I’ll resign before I allow something to hurt her.”
“As will I,” Bannasalle said and broke his silence.
*+*+*+*+*
So many memories from those hectic days flooded Chase’s memories as she sat
holding Bannasalle’s hand and gently talking to him. One of the worst, and yet she
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had to admit, one of the most prescient comments, had come from his parents, Carl
and Therese. They supported their son and loved him with all their hearts, and yet
they asked a question that only his parents could ask.
“You do realize that you could be seen as sailing under a false flag?” Carl asked.
“I’m not sure I follow,” Bannasalle said and Chase felt some of his uneasiness.
“If this gets out, that you’re gay, your child could…possibly will…be seen as a
ruse for you to look mainstream while living a hidden life,” Carl said bluntly. “Are
you prepared to accept the consequences? And not just for you, but for the child,
as well?”
“Dad…I’ve thought about this for a long time,” Bannasalle began, “and I knew I
was different from the other guys. It was just how I was…but…I also knew I
wanted to be a father and to raise my child. That child will be the most important
thing in my life, even before my career. If that becomes a problem, then I’ll do the
right thing for the child…”
“Our daughter,” Chase said and gently corrected him.
“Or our son,” Bannasalle teased back before becoming serious again, “I’ll do the
right thing and resign and live a quiet life being the best possible parent.”
“And you, Sera?” Therese asked. “You have a lot to lose if this became public.
Are your parents aware of what you want to do?”
“They are, Therese,” Chase told her and quickly related the details from when
they talked with her parents. “They want to be involved in her life and my father
has offered to do everything possible to help.”
Carl leaned forward and took his wife’s hand and together they held their son’s
attention. “You know that we love you without question,” he began. “And that
we’ll support you in anything you decide. But know this, parenthood is a lifetime
commitment. You want to raise this child and that doesn’t end when they turn 18…
it’s for life. And if you don’t honor that, we’re going to be more than upset with
you, we’re going to be disappointed in you.”
Bannasalle swallowed and tears pooled in his eyes. “I promise. I won’t let them
down and I won’t let you down.”
“You have my promise, too,” Chase told them. “I’ll be here as well…though as
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‘Aunt Sera’, for obvious reasons.”
Bannasalle’s parents’ response was short and given the emotionally charged
discussion, anticlimactic. “Ok,” his father said. “We’ll help.”
*+*+*+*+*
“You’re here…” the voice slowly said and drew Chase back to the present.
“Kevin?” Chase asked and leaned forward and kissed him on his forehead. “I’m
here.”
Bannasalle smiled painfully and slowly turned his head so he could look at
Chase. “Addy? She’s ok?”
“She’s here, Kevin,” Chase said and pulled Casey close so he could see his
daughter. “We’re both here.”
“Good,” Bannasalle wheezed. “Sera…” his eyes pleadingly looked at her, “we
were wrong…we never should have kept it from Addy.
Promise me…” he
swallowed and gritted his teeth, “promise me you’ll tell her everything.”
“I promise, Kevin, I promise,” Chase told him and felt a trace of fear. “I’m going
to recognize her when we get home.”
“We should have done that a long time ago, Sera…” Bannasalle said sadly and
turned his head a little more and winced from the pain. “Addy…please forgive
us…me…I was so selfish and what I did was wrong.”
“Daddy…” Casey said softly though the tears that were welling in her eyes, “I
don’t care about the past, I have you and…” she looked at Chase and smiled, “and
I have Mom, and that’s all that matters.”
“Thank you…” Bannasalle said and gritted his teeth as the monitors’ beeping
seemed to speed up and slow down. “Sera…” he said imploringly, “You have to…
take things…from here. I’m sorry,” he was struggling to get the words out, “you
have to be there for her from now…on…I’m so…sorr…sorry…” he finally said a
moment before he closed his eyes and one of the beeps turned into a single long
monotone.
“No!” Casey shouted. Or did I shout it, Chase thought as the heart rate monitor
flatlined.
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“Make room!” one of Andromeda’s doctors said as he rushed into the ICU room
followed by a team of nurses and several carts of equipment. Chase was dimly
aware that she was guiding Casey out of the room and saw Admiral Galva standing
just outside with a devastated look on his face.
Together, mother and daughter, united without the masquerade that had
surrounded them for so long, hugged the old admiral and felt his strong arms hold
them close. “Let it out, girls, let it out…” he softly consoled them.
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Chapter 47: Lamentations
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Andromeda, BS-93
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chance felt Admiral Leonardo Galva’s arms pull her
tight as the life signs monitor in Admiral Kevin Bannasalle’s sounded a single tone
that cut through the emergency team’s frantic attempts to save his life. Next to her,
Lieutenant Addison Casey held her and together they held the old admiral. Tears
flowed freely down her face and she wasn’t sure what hurt her the most; her own
sense of loss or the pain that her daughter was feeling at the moment.
So this is what being a mother is like, Chase thought to herself and closed her
eyes as the monitor’s monotone announcement cut her like a knife. It’s painful,
beyond painful, she realized, but on the other hand she was here when her
daughter needed her. My daughter, the corners of her mouth turned up at the
thought, I like the sound of that. It’ll take a bit of getting used to, but now that she
was back from the expedition they’d have plenty of time to reconnect and to face
the public.
“Let it out, ladies…” Galva softly said as he held them and gently stroked their
backs. “Let it out…”
Chase took a deep breath and tried to focus her mind. She was a Colonial
admiral and was responsible not just for her own battlestar and her escorts, but for
the entire Colonial fleet that was currently in system and had to get her emotions in
check so she could function with a clear mind.
“What happens now?” Casey asked between sobs.
“Now we make things right,” Chase heard herself telling Casey. “There’s
someone…well…two people you have to meet. And then,” she stopped because
the monitor suddenly went silent and the following silence was louder than
Hecate’s CIC during combat. She tried to steady her nerves despite knowing what
the doctor was going to tell them shortly, “And then we mourn and do the best we
can.”
“Ok…” Casey slowly replied and sighed. “Can I still be your aide?” she
whispered just loud enough for Chase and Galva to hear.
Chase could hear the smile in the old admiral’s voice, “Of course you can,
Addison…I couldn’t do this without you.”
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Casey looked up and narrowed her eyes. So like me, Chase thought before her
daughter spoke, “You do all the hard stuff…I just help.”
“It’s a team effort…besides, I’m the new guy here and need someone to keep me
on the right track,” Galva said before he gently pulled Chase and Casey to either
side. “I think Doctor Hake wants to talk to you…”
Chase’s right hand wiped away her tears as she turned to face Hake. “Doctor?”
“Admiral…” Lieutenant Colonel Clifford Hake began and couldn’t meet Chase’s
gaze. “I’m sorry, Admiral, we did everything we could. We think that some of the
sutures tore and he hemorrhaged…”
“Thank you, Doctor,” Chase said and felt like she was in her twenties again
when her mother died. “May we have a few minutes with him?”
Hake nodded. “Yes…take all the time you need.”
Chase felt Casey’s hand slip into hers as she slowly walked into the intensive
care room. Inside, Bannasalle looked like he was sleeping and had the sheet and
blankets pulled up to his neck. He had always been a strong man and to Chase,
larger than life. Now, despite the soft lighting and his tan, he looked pale and
weak.
And, Chase’s mind added, dead.
If this was a vid, as soon as she and Casey got to the bed and took his hands
there would be a spark of life on the monitor and the medical team would rush in
and be amazed at his miraculous recovery. As she took Bannasalle’s hand she felt
the truth batter down the last walls of hope and realized that this part of her life’s
story was over and all that was left was the epilogue.
Standing there and holding Bannasalle’s hand, Chase remembered something
her father told her after her mother’s funeral, “Spitfire, the gods close doors in our
lives all the time…but they also open just as many for us. We must have the
courage to step through that newly opened doorway and continue to live.” Even
though she hadn’t seen Bannasalle since she left Colonial space, she felt alone. He
had been her best friend, mentor, and sounding board.
Then, her father’s words still fresh in her mind, she thought of Commander
Richmond Emory and realized that her father was right; one door closed and one
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opened. Now, she wondered, am I really strong enough and have the courage to
go through it? Chase looked down at Bannasalle and knew what he’d tell her…
“Live,” he’d say, “Live and find love! When you find that special person that makes
you feel tingly inside, take the chance; if you don’t take the chance you’ll never
know what might have been…”
Chase rolled her lips between her teeth and nodded. Her heart knew what it
wanted to do but her mind was holding her back just enough that she knew there
was some drag. Now…as she studied Bannasalle’s handsome face her heart and
her mind reconciled and she resolved that she was going to live and love.
“Good bye, Kevin,” Chase said softly as she held his hand. “You taught me so
much…helped me become who I am…and,” she looked up at Casey, “and made a
wonderful daughter with me. I can’t thank you enough for everything…but I can
say that I love you and I’ve always loved you…and I’m going to take your advice.”
She leaned close and gently brushed her lips against his and gave him a last loving,
but chaste, kiss.
“Good bye, Daddy…” Casey said from the other side of the bed where she held
Bannasalle’s other hand. “I love you and I’ll always miss you…you’ll always be my
hero.” Like Chase, she leaned close and gently kissed him. “Thank you for being
my dad…” she said before she straightened and took a deep breath. “I guess
people are going to wonder what’s going on between him and I…”
“They will…it’s the nature of people being people,” Galva told her and slipped
his arm around her shoulders. “What’s important is how you deal with it.”
“How I deal with it?” Casey asked and looked up at Galva.
“Yes…how you deal with it,” Galva reiterated and looked at Chase. “How you
both deal with it.”
Chase nodded. “We’ll deal with it together and once I recognize you as my
daughter…and my heir, then they’ll know the truth and it will be on their shoulders
how they want to handle it. But…” she forced a sad smile to her face, “I think that
they’ll handle it well. Kevin handpicked most of the crew and they’re all good
people. Now…” She rolled her shoulders and tried to force some of the tension
from the muscles. “Admiral, my I borrow your aide for a few hours before our staff
meeting?”
“Yes, absolutely,” Galva answered. “I…” he looked down seemed to deflate a
little. “I need to tell the crew that their Admiral has passed.”
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“Let’s do that now before word spreads,” Chase told him and forced the Admiral
part of her to the forefront. “I also want to address the crew before I leave. Are you
comfortable staying in command?”
“Of Andromeda?” Galva asked. “Wouldn’t another Colonial officer be better
suited?”
“Normally, yes,” Chase told him. “However, these aren’t normal times. You just
led them through the biggest battle the Colonial Fleet has seen since the end of the
Uprising, and you did it by rallying a crew that just saw its Admiral and XO taken
down. Until we return to the Colonies, I want you here on Andromeda.”
“I’m yours as long as you need me,” Galva offered a slight bow.
“Then…” Chase looked down at Bannasalle, “We should go to CIC…”
“If I may?” Galva asked and knelt next to the head of the bed. He wrapped his
hand around Casey’s that still held Bannasalle’s and smiled up at her before he
leaned close to her father’s head. “Kevin, I give you my promise, man to man and
Admiral to Admiral, I will take care of your ship and crew as if they were my own,
their welfare will be before my own, and I will look out and protect Addison as if
she were my own flesh and blood. Rest easy, Kevin…everything is in good hands.”
Galva paused and then bowed his head and Chase had to strain to hear the
prayer he said. “Hecate misericordes Kevin oro ad te, quem vides non diligis. Da
ei Réquiem ætérnam. Lux aeterna luceat eis. Anima eius, per gratiam divinam
misericordiam requiescant in pace. Omnes.”
(Hecate, tender hearted, I pray to you for Kevin, whom we love but see no
longer. Grant to him eternal rest. Let light perpetual shine upon him. May his soul,
through your divine mercy and grace, rest in peace. So say we all.)
The prayer was in the old tongue and Galva said it with such passion and
empathy that it brought a fresh set of tears to Chase’s eyes. “I haven’t heard that
prayer in a long time,” Hecate said from the room’s open doorway.
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Leonardo Galva looked up and turned his head to see who just spoke.
The voice almost sounded familiar and when he saw the face his mind tried to
reconcile what his eyes were showing him. A flash of recognition blossomed in his
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mind even though he told himself that it wasn’t possible, that he had to be
mistaken.
The family resemblance was uncanny; the same eyes, cheekbones, nose, and
mouth, all set in a familiar classically beautiful face and framed by the same
unmistakable lightly curled golden blonde hair. Galva had seen pictures of her
when he stayed at Westfield and had even talked to the Duke about her while they
took a break in the estate’s gardens. But despite the resemblance, remarkable
though it might be, there was no way that the woman in the dark grey uniform was
Iona Avedon Chase.
“I came as soon as I heard, Sera…” the woman said and Galva felt Chase nod.
“Is he…” she let the question trail off without finishing.
Chase took a deep breath and nodded again before Galva felt her arm release
him. “Just after I arrived…”
“Oh…honey…” the woman replied, her voice full of pain and grief, “I’m so
sorry…I wish I would have gotten here sooner…I might have…”
“How did you find out?” Chase asked and stepped toward the woman and
pulled Casey along, their arms still around each other’s shoulders.
The woman reached out and hugged both Chase and Casey and Galva was sure
he was seeing a ghost…or a miracle…because unless Chase told him otherwise, he
was certain that the woman who just arrived had died years earlier.
“Connie called me as soon as you left and then I spoke to Cora as she brought
you over,” the woman explained before she stepped back and cocked her head,
affixing Casey with narrowed eyes and a hint of a smile. “Addison?”
Casey nodded. “Yes…are you? But…you can’t be…” she stammered.
“Addy…” Chase began and then motioned for everyone to move deeper into
Bannasalle’s room. It wasn’t lost on Galva that the woman pulled the door closed
behind her after she stepped across the threshold. “Addy, this is your grandmother,
my mother…and…” she took a deep breath and looked almost shy, “she is also
Lady Hecate of Caria.”
“I have images of you in my memory from when I was young,” Casey said and
then took a step forward and asked, “How can you be my grandmother and a
goddess?”
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Yes, Galva thought, that is a question that I’m suddenly very eager to hear the
answer to. Admiral Chase’s expedition must have found more than anyone
expected or anticipated.
Hecate offered Casey a warm smile, “Because I heard a prayer from an
anguished family whose baby girl had just died, I offered myself, though they didn’t
know it, in her stead. I grew up, met a wonderful man that I fell in love with, had
two wonderful daughters, and then I had to return to Olympus.”
“It’s all real, then? The gods, the stories, the legends?” Casey asked.
Hecate nodded, “Though perhaps things have changed over the years as the
stories have been told over and over, but at their core, yes, it’s all real.”
Casey looked at Chase and shook her head in wonder, “Do you have any other
surprises hidden up your sleeve, Mom?”
Chase looked at Hecate and then to her daughter. “I think there may be a few
more. The past few months have been…” she closed her eyes and took a deep
breath and quickly let it out. “They’ve been pretty remarkable. But nothing as
fulfilling as when I introduce you as my daughter and heir.”
“Just give me some warning next time…” Casey told her mother and arched her
eyebrows.
Yes, Galva thought, watching the three women, there was no doubt that they
were family. It went beyond the physical resemblance; just watching them and
their body language was enough for him to know beyond a doubt that they were
three generations of the same family and that his new friend and the man that he
risked everything to ask for help, would be very surprised when he found out.
“There are some people I want you to meet before we have a Commanders’
call…” Chase told her. “I…I want to introduce you to your extended family.”
“Extended family?” Casey asked and turned to look at her mother and then to
where Cora stood just inside the door. “You didn’t get married, did you, Aunt
Cora?”
Captain Coralanna Chase smirked despite the situation, “Not yet, but soon.”
“Then what?” Casey asked.
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“I think it’s better that we do this in person,” Chase explained and hugged Casey
close. “Cora, can you contact…well, everyone involved…and ask them to meet
over on Hecate in forty-five minutes?”
“Sure,” Cora quickly replied. “Ah…do you want me to invite Circe actual?”
Almost imperceptibly, Chase stiffened for a split second. Galva saw uncertainty
quickly dance behind her ice blue eyes and then it was gone as her confidence
returned. “Please.”
“Admiral Galva,” Chase said as Cora left the room, “I’ve forgotten my manners
and my mother,” she looked sideways at Hecate, “should be rather cross with me as
she taught me better. I’d like to introduce to you Lady Hecate of Caria, also known
as Duchess Iona Avedon Chase…my mother.”
“Admiral Leonardo Galva,” Galva introduced himself and stepped forward and
suddenly wasn’t sure what to do next. “Ah…I apologize but I’m a little unsure what
the proper protocol is when meeting one of the gods. I don’t think that was in ‘the
book’ anymore,” he confessed and offered a disarming smile and then extended his
right hand.
“This will do just nicely, Admiral,” Hecate said and took his hand. “I never liked
protocol, so I’m not sure what the ‘proper’ way is, either. I do know,” she stepped
forward and surprised him by turning the handshake into a hug, “that I offer you my
deepest thanks for being her for my daughter and granddaughter as they dealt with
Kevin’s passing.”
“They were in pain and needed a shoulder,” Galva said self-consciously as
Hecate released him. “My heart broke seeing their grief.”
“You are a good man, Admiral,” Hecate told him, “and you have my gratitude.”
“I…” Galva was suddenly very self-conscious and quickly tried to mentally
refocus. “I tried to do for them what I thought their father would do if he were
here.”
Hecate smiled wistfully. “I think you succeeded.”
*+*+*+*+*
The past fifteen minutes since Cora had left had been a roller coaster of
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emotions. Even though she’d never met Admiral Galva before this, his presence
was comforting and she realized that her mother had been right; he had succeeded
in doing what her father would have done. She’d crossed the stars and found
family she never knew she had, discovered her mother was alive and a literal
goddess, and now when she reconnected with her daughter there was the right
person there to help make things better.
And now she walked through the hatch into Andromeda’s CIC and was about to
do something that would help a lot of people cope with Kevin’s loss. The Marine at
the hatch announced her as she stepped over the threshold and she saw everyone
snap to attention.
“At ease, please,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said to the staff. Admiral
Galva followed her into CIC and a moment later Hecate was announced simply as
‘Caria Actual’. Casey slipped in behind them and once again stood at Galva’s side.
“May I please be put on the 1MC?” she asked. “I need to address the ship and
bring everyone up to date on what’s happened.”
A few moments later,
Communications Specialist Holt Minelli informed her that the handset was hot.
Chase took a deep breath and steeled herself for what she had to do. She could
have addressed the CIC and let word filter down through the division heads, but
that wasn’t her style and it wasn’t the style of the man her mentored her. The plastic
handset was cool in her fingers as she picked it up and keyed the microphone,
“This is Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase and I need to address Andromeda to
bring you up to date on what’s happened. I…I regret to inform you that Admiral
Kevin Bannasalle succumbed to his wounds,” she began and felt the tears welling
up in her eyes, “a few minutes ago and passed away peacefully.”
Chase tried to blink away the tears and forced herself to continue, “I share your
pain and wish I had better news to offer on his condition; he was my mentor, my
friend, my peer…but he was more than that to you. He was your Admiral, your
commander, your leader…your comrade. As soon as the Chaplain has made
arrangements, a viewing schedule will be posted for any who wish to pay their
respects.
“Andromeda, even with your loss, you performed magnificently when called to
action, and that is Admiral Bannasalle’s true legacy; he made sure that you were
ready when you were needed and were able to carry on despite all adversity.
“Unfortunately,” Chase paused and looked over at where Admiral Galva stood
with Captain Leslie Hunter, “we need to see to the ship. Until Andromeda returns
to the Colonies, I am not going to change anything other than recognize what has
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worked. Admiral Galva will remain in command and effective immediately I am
promoting Captain Leslie Hunter to Colonel and confirming her as Andromeda’s
executive officer.
“I have the utmost faith that Admiral Galva and Colonel Hunter will continue to
perform up to the standards set by Admiral Bannasalle and you, the crew of
Andromeda.” Chase looked around CIC and saw a mix of pain and pride on the
faces that looked back at her. We’re going to get through this, she thought.
“Please accept my deepest condolences on Admiral Bannasalle’s passing and
know that I hurt as much as you do. Thank you…Chase out.”
The handset hadn’t reached the cradle when the clapping started. “I think you
might need this,” Casey said and offered Chase a handkerchief.
Chase took it and realized that the tears she tried to blink away had fallen
unbidden down her cheeks. After she wiped them away she handed it back to
Casey. “It helped me when I needed it, and you looked like it might help you,” her
daughter told her.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Hecate, BS-94
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase stood in front of the sidebar as she made the
hot chocolate she was going to serve to her guests and softly whispered an old
fighter pilot's prayer, "Lords of Kobol, please don't let me frak this up." She took a
deep breath and spooned fresh whipped cream onto the three mugs filled with
steaming hot chocolate. After she sprinkled some cinnamon on the top and picked
up the tray and smiled slightly as she admonished herself for stalling.
There were only two people waiting in her living spaces and despite the other
introductions that were going to be made shortly, this one was the most personal to
her. Her daughter, Addison Casey, was seated on one of the sofas with Dickens
curled up next to her and the image made her suddenly homesick. Her other guest
had arrived after she started making the hot chocolate and at her direction had
taken a seat at the other end of the sofa...where Lira was curled up next to him.
Chase put the tray on the table and looked up at Richmond Emory. "I'm glad
you could come early, Rich...there's something I need to discuss with you," she said
and studied the man who she was feeling more than just friendship toward and
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who had become important to her. Her eyes narrowed as she studied him sitting
there with a self-satisfied grin on his face. "There's something...different..." she
started and then saw the collar devices on his uniform had changed. "You were
promoted?"
Richmond nodded and the grin morphed into something warmer, a smile. "It
appears that Alexis had the dispatches from home and that about three weeks after
we left I was promoted to Rear Admiral."
A wide smile touched Chase's face and she felt proud of the man sitting on her
sofa. "Congratulations!" she warmly said and knowing Lira would fuss if he moved,
leaned close and hugged him. "You deserved it, Rich."
Emory nodded and his fingers traced the design on his collar. "I almost gave up
hoping for this," he admitted before his smile faded and was replaced by something
more serious. "Sera...I'm so sorry about Kevin. If there's anything I can do..."
Chase took a deep breath and sat down between her daughter and Emory and
received a questioning look from the newly minted admiral. "Rich...I..." she paused
and squeezed her eyes shot in an effort to forestall the tears that threatened to break
free...and to stall for time. "Rich...for us to have a future I want to tell you a secret
that less than a dozen people know about. I wanted to tell you before...but..." she
sighed and felt her shoulders slump as she studied the finely woven carpet between
her feet.
"But the time wasn't right?" Emory volunteered as she felt his arm slip around
her shoulders.
He was giving her an out and letting her know, with his arm, that he didn't care
about her reasons. "Something like that," Chase confessed. "I...Addi...Rich," she
closed her eyes and prayed for strength, "Rich, Addison is my daughter." When she
said the words it felt as if a giant weight had been lifted from her shoulders.
Emory's next words weren't what she expected. "Of course she is, Sera. As
soon as I saw her I knew she was yours," he said comfortingly.
"How?" Chase asked and felt her daughter take her hand in hers for support.
"She has your eyes, your hair, your body language...far more so than Cora does,"
Emory confessed. "But, as I sat here and we talked for a moment, I saw you in
her...in everything she did."
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Chase felt her daughter's grip and took strength from it as she looked from
Emory to Casey. Both were smiling and neither looked upset. "Rich, I'd like to
introduce you to my daughter, Addison.
Addison, this is Richmond Emory,
someone who has become very special to me."
"Hi, Rich," Casey offered, "this is all new for me, too...so how about we make
things up as we go along?"
Emory smiled broadly and nodded. "I'd like that, Addison. I only want to do
the best for Sera...and you."
"I need to tell you the how, Rich...when we get back to the Colonies I'm going
to formally recognize Addy as my daughter and heir and this will all come out, but
I want...I need you to know now, so you can decide whether our deception is
something you are willing to accept."
"You had your reasons, Sera," Emory started and she felt his gaze pierce through
her eyes as if he was looking at her naked soul. "And I'm not going to second guess
or question your motives. I look at Addison and I see everything good in you, and
that alone tells me that the reasons won't matter here," he pointed to his heart, "or
here," he pointed to his temple. A slight smirk touched his lips, "However, both are
insanely curious! Nothing in our files ever hinted that you had a daughter."
Slowly and with Casey adding details here and there, Chase told him about
Kevin Bannasalle and his desire for a child, his proposal, and how her daughter was
brought into the world and raised. "And that's the whole story. I should have been
honest about this years ago..." she looked over at Casey absently scratching
Dickens behind his ears and felt the love and guilt spill forth from her heart. "All
those years missed..."
"The past is the past, Mom," Casey said, still seeming a little hesitant using the
term, "it's what we make of the future that matters now."
Chase smiled and felt some of the guilt fade. "How did you get so wise?"
Casey grinned, "I had good role models."
The words touched Chase on a primal level; the level where raw emotions like
love and pride dwelt, and she felt her heart swell at her daughter's simple words.
"Thank you," she sniffed as she felt the tears spill over. "Rich...I need to know...does
this change anything between...us?" Her voice was soft, hopeful, and carried a
trace of fear as she said the words and prayed that Richmond Emory would be the
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man she believed he was.
"Sera..." he said and leaned back slightly as he moved his arm from around her
shoulders so that he could use it and its twin to gently turn her head so she faced
him. "Sera, I'm honored that you've let me inside your walls and confided in me.
The only things that have changed are that I think you're even more incredible than
I did a few minutes ago...and that I want to get to know you...and your
daughter...even more...if you'll let me."
Relief washed through Chase's soul and she felt like she'd just competed for the
saber dancing world title. "I'd like that, Rich...I'd like that a lot."
Her heart swelled even more when she heard Casey add, "So would I."
"Daddy is going to be so surprised when we get home..." Chase chuckled.
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Addison Casey watched as everyone entered the Flag Officers'
lounge. Other than her mother, Cora, Grandmother, and now Emory, she didn't
know anyone who had arrived. Some wore the Communion uniform, and she was
certain that there were two admirals and a commander, while others wore a khaki
uniform that was completely new. These must be officers from some of the Earth
Union ships, she thought.
The Flag Officers' lounge was large enough that everyone had plenty of elbow
room, but it was also small enough to be comfortable and intimate. As Casey
studied the people who arrived, specifically the women, she felt a sense of deja vu
wash over her and despite the life changing events that had just happened, there
was a feeling, almost a fear, that what was going to happen in the next few minutes
would dwarf anything that had happened before...at least for her.
"Thank you all for coming on such short notice and before the main
Commanders' call," her mother, Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase began and
placed the cup of hot chocolate onto the table before she paced several steps.
Casey saw her mother hesitate and roll her lips between her teeth before nervously
flexing her fingers. Cora shot Chase a look and nodded as a Colonial Lieutenant
Colonel gave her aunt's right hand a quick squeeze.
"We've all been through a lot and," Chase smirked, finally seeming to find her
feet beneath her, "we've learned a lot that we never expected. Today...today I have
someone I want to introduce to you...someone who is as special to me as Hannah
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or Brooke is to Sean and...and as special as Cora and I are to my parents." She
paused and blinked her eyes, stopped next to Casey, and put her arm around her
daughter's shoulders.
"Our family has one more member that must be introduced," Chase said and
Casey narrowed her eyes and turned to look at her mother. "A long time ago I
helped a friend and together we created someone very, very special. I would like
to introduce you all to my daughter, Addison."
Casey looked at the faces that looked back at her and saw surprise followed by
understanding, and finally, acceptance. "Addison, Addy...I want you to meet your
family," Chase slowly said.
"Your Grandmother walked among us three times," Chase began, "once in the
Earth Union where she was known as Marilyn Marlowe, wife of Sean Marlowe;
once in the Meropian Communion where she was known and Violetta Cassidine,
wife of Sergi Cassidine; and once in the Colonies where she was known as Iona
Avedon Chase, wife of Charles Chase. Each time, she lived, loved, and raised a
family. Addy," she turned to face Casey and gestured with her left arm, "this is your
extended family."
Casey blinked several times and swallowed nervously. She could see her
grandmother's influence in the women and tried to process everything she just
heard. "Hi..." she managed to squeak, still overwhelmed from the revelation. "This
is a lot to take in..."
"It was for all of us," a young blonde wearing the Earth Union khakis grinned
and replied. "I'm Brooke, and I'm glad there's someone else Cora's and my age in
the family!"
That one comment broke the ice and everyone quickly welcomed her to the
large, rather non-traditional family that had been discovered over the past few
months. Casey suddenly felt the uncertainty fade away and realized that she wasn't
alone anymore.
"Sera, if I may?" a distinguished looking man with who reminded Casey of her
Grandfather, her mother's father, and wore the Earth Union's khaki uniform asked
in a laid back drawl.
"Sean, I would be honored," Chase said and to Casey's eye seemed to be
fighting a war with her emotions.
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"Addison," he began, "I'm Sean Marlowe and this is my wife, May." A pretty
woman much younger smiled when she was introduced. "I'd like to introduce my
daughters, I guess they'd be your aunts..." Marlowe's smile seemed to say
'everything will be ok'. "This is my oldest, Hannah, and her fiancé Jackson," he
indicated an attractive woman her mother's age and a handsome man with
mischievous eyes, "and my youngest, who you already know, Brooke."
"Welcome to the family," Hannah said in the same laid back drawl as her father.
"Brooke and I look forward to getting to know you better."
"Thank you," Casey warmly replied. "This is all a bit..."
"Overwhelming?" Hannah asked and grinned when Casey nodded. "It was for
us, too. We'll talk about that later," she told her. "Maybe just us girls and a bottle
of wine...or three...once we have some time to ourselves."
"I'd like that," Casey replied and looked forward to meeting the rest of her new
family.
"I think that's my cue," Sean quipped and walked over to where three
Communion officers stood. "Addison, this is Giovanna Cassidine and Alexis
Sandhurst, they're your cousins. And this guy," he put his hand on the male
officer's shoulder, "is Giovanna's better half, Cesare Arcadiaolos."
"I wish we had met under happier circumstances," Giovanna said sadly and
somehow Casey was certain she wasn't referring to the Cylon attack on the
Communion but rather her own personal loss. She paused a moment and then
slipped her arm around Alexis' shoulders, "I figure we're cousins, but I hope we can
go one better and be friends and family."
Casey nodded and realized she was smiling. "I think that would be great! I
knew I had Aunt Cora as family, but this..." she looked around the room at the faces
who just minutes ago were nothing more than strangers that bore an outward
resemblance to her grandmother but were now family...blood family, who had
welcomed her with open arms and realized that despite the pain of her father's
death that she had shoulders to lean on and people who cared.
*+*+*+*+*
Approaching Land's End Anchorage, Meropis Alpha, Communion gunstar
Diabolist
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"Secure from Jump Stations," Colonel Maxwell Ellsworth ordered as soon as
Diabolist finished her FTL jump. "Flight, launch the Peltasts and have them hold
within twenty-five klicks." He looked across the plotting table at the tall, slim
woman who was his executive officer. "Well, Daisy, we're here," he said bluntly.
Lieutenant Colonel Daisy Blaine pursed her lips and nodded.
want to handle this?"

"How do you

"Well, we haven't been hailed, so I'm going to take that as a bad sign of things
to come," Ellsworth said and looked up at the dradis display. "Mr. Vail, what do you
see out there?"
Ellsworth held his breath and forced himself to focus on his navigator.
"Ah...there's a lot of debris out there, sir," Lieutenant James Vail replied. "Parts of
the base show exceptionally high radiation signatures that are indicative of nuclear
detonations. Other parts...they seem to be undamaged. The shipyards at Prime are
pretty mangled...and the dradis is estimating that there are remains of at least a
dozen Cylon baseships within fifty kilometers of the main complex. To know
more," he shrugged, "we're going to have go in and take a look directly."
"Thanks, Jamie," Ellsworth told his officer and slowly closed his eyes in
resignation of the fact that was staring him in the face...a fact that no matter how he
tried to look at it came to the same conclusion; the greatest source of Communion
military might had probably been reduced to scrap.
"Mandy, please keep trying to raise someone...anyone," Ellsworth finally told
Communications Specialist Mandy Schade. "Daisy...I want you to coordinate this
with Flight; assign two or three Mosquitos to each Peltast and have them start a
systematic search of the anchorage. The Peltasts are not to land and I want a squad
of Marines on each Mosquito. Also...make sure that any Equal encountered is
restrained and at the discretion of the senior officer present, sedated."
Blaine couldn't contain her surprise when he gave the order. "Old habits,
Max..." she said and nervously looked around. Old habits, Ellsworth thought as he
watched his XO adapt to the new reality. "I'll get it taken care of," she said before
going coordinate with Flight Operations and the ship's Marine commander.
If anyone out there is listening, Ellsworth silently prayed, please let us find
survivors.
*+*+*+*+*
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Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Hecate, BS-94
"I was hoping we would have had a bar-b-q," Admiral Giovanna Cassidine
quipped as she sat next to Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase in Hecate's Flag
Briefing Theater.
Chase chuckled sadly. "I would have preferred that, too, Gia. Have you see the
rescue and recovery reports?"
Cassidine nodded slowly and paused before she spoke, "They're going to give
me nightmares for a very, very long time."
"After this, I think we should talk to Pat and see whether some of his counselors
can help with the survivors," Chase suggested and began to feel the weight of the
disaster settle onto her shoulders. “In a couple days, we'll be back in the Colonies
and should have plenty of counselors."
"Funny you should mention it..." Cassidine replied and selected a message on
her tablet. "Pat contacted me as soon as he found out what happened and offered
all of the Union's resources to help the survivors." She closed her eyes and Chase
could see she was fighting tears. "So much loss...and yet," she rolled her lips
between her teeth, "I heard that there was a birth already on Ariadne."
Life will find a way. It was something her mother once told Chase when she'd
asked about the terrors of the Cylon Uprising and what would have happened if the
Cylons had won. "My mom once told me that life will always find a way to survive;
it might take generations to thrive again, but it will always find a way to survive. I
think we're seeing that...and hope...in that birth."
"It will. And if I have anything to say about it, it will happen sooner rather than
later," Cassidine declared and fixed Chase with her gaze. "This time they don't get
to say, 'no harm, no foul...let's have a cease fire'. This time we don't let them get
away...this time they're the ones who will wake up with nightmares."
Chase slowly nodded and agreed. The end of the Uprising was something that
never made sense to her. The Colonials were on the offensive and the Cylons were
losing occupied systems on an almost daily basis and yet the government agreed to
their cease fire. No, this time the President and Quorum would have evidence of
the Cylons’ ultimate goals and survivors that they couldn't deny. This time the Fleet
would go to mobilize and raise the black flag of total war. This time the politicians
wouldn't cut a deal and rein in the Fleet...the Fleet would do the job it was built
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for.
Over the next five minutes the briefing theater slowly filled with the
commanding officers from all the warships currently in their tri-national fleet and
from several of the larger civilian ships. Chase shared the table on the stage with
Cassidine, Admiral Sean Marlowe, Admiral Galva, and Hecate. As she looked at
the crowd of officers, she was glad to see that they weren't segregating themselves
by nationality; while there were more Communion uniforms in the theater, they
were evenly mixed with Colonial blue and Union khaki. Sprinkled here and there
were several Olympian/Carian slate grey uniforms as well.
Chase stood and tugged her cuffs and forced herself to stand tall. "Ladies and
gentlemen, thank you for coming to Hecate for this briefing. We have a lot to
cover so we're going to dive right in. First, for those who don't know me, I'm Rear
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase of the Colonial Fleet. Seated with me are Rear
Admiral Giovanna Cassidine and Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva of the Communion
Fleet, and finally, Vice Admiral Sean Marlowe of the Earth Union Fleet." She
paused when she heard the murmurs after the last introduction. "A lot has
happened since we left the Colonies and Admiral Cassidine left the Communion,
and there are things going on that you all need to understand."
It took an hour to brief everyone on what had happened since the two
expeditions had left their respective nations. The room became as quiet as a tomb
when Vice Admiral Marlowe took the podium to tell the stories of the three Earth
Union fleets that managed to escape the holocaust that befell his people. When he
finished telling the story of their exodus he paused and looked over his shoulder at
Chase and Cassidine.
"Tell them, Sean," Cassidine said and stood. "Admiral Marlowe is going to tell
you what we know, and have come to learn, about why the Earth Union drones
launched their genocidal attack and why this attack happened. Briefing packets
with this information in it will be distributed as you leave and will contain the
documents and testimony that Admiral Marlowe's briefing is based on."
"Thank you, Gia," Marlowe said and turned back to the audience. Chase
watched as he stood a little straighter and just like her father, projected that
intangible presence that seemed to ensure that everyone focused on him and paid
attention to what he had to say.
If the first hour and a half was riveting and dramatic, the next thirty minutes as
Marlowe explained how the Equals had co-opted the drones and surreptitiously
reprogrammed them was nothing less than the emotional equivalent of a nuclear
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weapon. "Please..." he held up a hand when low murmur exploded into shouts of
outrage. "Please..." he repeated calmly and brought his considerable charisma to
bear on the assembled officers. "Our outrage will cause us to make mistakes, to
overlook the obvious, and to act in haste. I am, five years after the fact, as outraged
over what happened to the Union as you are over what happened to the
Communion. Right now we need to focus on finding survivors, consolidating our
forces, and recovering whatever materials we can.
"This is the 'long haul'. Any thinking must consider the next year, five years, ten
years, or more," Marlowe told them. "There will be a time for justice, but that will
be at a time and place of our choice; we cannot afford to rush out with fire in our
eyes against an enemy that has had time...years...to prepare. We are faced with
three potential enemies; the Equals and the Cylons you all know. But the third...the
third is one that I will let someone else explain."
Chase met Marlowe's gaze when he looked back and she nodded and stood.
"Thank you, Admiral," she smoothly said as he returned to his seat. "When we left
the Colonies, we were looking for the great ship Galleon," she explained. "As you
know, we were more successful in our quest than we could have dreamed...we
found Olympus. After thousands of years, the gods have decided to involve
themselves more directly in our affairs. As part of this policy change, several of
them have accompanied our return."
Chase's comment had the same effect as a delayed fuse bomb; the briefing
theater was quiet for a moment and then everyone who wasn't from one of the
expeditions suddenly started talking and asking questions. She let things ride for
several long moments before she raised her hand to quiet the assembled officers.
"Please...hold your questions for now," Chase said and swept her gaze over the men
and women who were looking back in wonder from her words. "I think we had the
same reaction when we realized who we found," she smirked. "We've prepared
briefing books about the Olympians that will hopefully put the facts in context and
clear up some misconceptions that have cropped up over the centuries that they've
been gone.
"For now, however, there is someone I would like to introduce you to...she was
instrumental in helping forge the alliance we now have with Olympus as well as in
changing the prevailing opinion on becoming involved in our affairs," Chase
candidly explained and then paused as a slight smile touched the corners of her
lips as she thought back to when she introduced her mother to Emory. "It is my
very great honor to introduce Hecate...and for her to say a few words before we
conclude this briefing."
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This time there was stunned silence as Hecate stood and walked to the podium
from where she had been sitting quietly at the end of the table. Wearing a tailored
dark grey uniform with high black boots, she cut an imposing figure as she stepped
up to the podium. Long, slightly curled blonde hair was gathered high and allowed
to waterfall down past her collar, while diamond studs graced her ears and
complimented the gold braid that trimmed her uniform.
Chase watched as Hecate looked out at the men and women who were waiting
for something to happen. Slowly, humbly, Hecate bowed her head for a moment
and then looked back at the audience.
"When I decided to return to the
Communion and the Colonies, I thought it would be a joyous time of reconnecting
the civilizations that we helped shepherd. Instead, we came too late and instead of
celebrating it is a time of mourning and yearning for justice against those who
perpetrated this unholy genocide.
"I promise you, and I can extend that of Zeus' and all of Olympus' as well, that
we will help bring those who did this to justice, no matter how long it takes, they
will be brought to justice."
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Olympian battlestar
Caria
The water was scalding hot, just like she preferred it, and Hecate leaned forward
and rested her head on her crossed arms that were already resting against the
shower’s wall. The meeting that her daughter had hosted was, as one of her favorite
authors once wrote, “…it was the best of times, it was the worst of times…” It was
the best of times because it represented the one thing that she’d always wanted; the
three cultures that the Olympians had given birth to had met each other and were
united and friendly with one another. And yet, as the scribe wrote, it was the worst
of times; two of those three cultures lay in radioactive ruin – one two thousand
years ago and one today – while the third was threatened by the same fate in the
very near future.
Hecate closed her eyes and allowed the water to scald her skin and prayed, not
for the first time and most certainly not for the last, that the water would also wash
away her sins. She slowly sighed and allowed her mind to drift back more years
than any living thing had a right to live, to another night when she was in the
shower…
*+*+*+*+*
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“The clock is ticking, time is escaping- I know I must be standing on my own
and something sacred, it could be dying - I know, and I stare with headlights
now approaching
blankets of sadness, bound up and cover, happiness lost, I must have buried
here
inside I'm reaching, inside I'm pleading, I can't be losing everything...
that I remember...
“oh, Memorare
“oh, Memorare”
As the water cascaded across her head and over her shoulders, Elizabeth
Lindstrom closed her eyes and sighed. The past three weeks had been non-stop
sixteen to twenty hour, or more, days full of negotiations, discussions, diplomacy,
and, sadly, contingency planning. Goren Van der Haar and his chimeras were
proving to be more than a problem, they were a full-blown crisis. Robert Bridwell,
his son George, and his grandson, Thomas, had given Goren too much lead and
now when they tried to rein him in, well, the genie was out of the bottle, she
mused.
Part of her consciousness thought she heard the door open and by the time she
was certain, she had just turned to open the shower curtain when it was violently
pulled aside and off the support pole.
“I told you we’d get lucky and find her nibs in her quarters,” the tall chimera
growled. It was almost two meters tall, strongly muscled and with the look of a
Charlie or Delta class laborer…and the intellect. The tips of its pointed ears barely
poked through its full head of hair as it surveyed Elizabeth’s naked body with feral
yellow eyes.
“Enjoying the show?” Elizabeth asked, adopting a brazen and confident
approach to the chimera’s offense.
“Oh, yes…” the second chimera, a smaller, very lanky male replied. While the
first probably had wolf DNA spliced into its genes, this one looked like its donor
might have been a spider monkey or some other arboreal brachiating species.
“Stand back and leave my quarters…” Elizabeth commanded before adding,
“now!”
Wolf slowly shook his head and licked his lips. “Sorry, Doctor, but that isn’t
going to happen. The boss said he wanted you brought to him…preferably alive
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and unharmed, but broken and bloody would suit him just as well.”
Things have really gone tits up, Elizabeth thought to herself and held her breath
for a moment while she presented the appearance of thinking over what Wolf said.
“Look…” she quickly said and added a faint trace of fear into her voice, “tell
Goren…”
“That’s Lord Prometheus, bitch!” Spider Monkey shrieked a moment before he
lunged at her.
Spider Monkey was fast, but compared to Elizabeth’s reaction it was as if he was
moving in slow motion. Her right hand shot out and connected with his chest a
moment before he was thrown back against the tile floor with a gaping burn where
her fist had struck him…a burn that showed bits of blasted bone and charred
muscle. She turned her gaze to Wolf, “I gave you a chance…when you join your
friend in a moment, you can tell him that I answer to Dr. Lindstrom or Hecate…not
bitch!”
Wolf put his hands up to deflect her strike and then took a step back to put more
distance between the declared goddess and himself. “What? Scared of me?”
Hecate taunted as she channeled the energy that was now fully coursing through
her body and causing the ends of her hair to separate as if she had a static charge.
“Yes…” Wolf managed to mutter and tried to raise the handgun that had been in
his right hand.
Hecate struck faster than his mind could comprehend; her left hand grabbed
him around the throat as her right hand, fingers extended as if it was a spear tip,
punched through his dense pectoral muscles and momentarily caressed his heart
before she burned it to a crisp. Surprise was frozen on Wolf’s face as he slid off her
forearm and joined his comrade on the floor.
“This ends tonight,” Hecate growled, now fully enmeshed in her alter ego as the
Goddess of Sorcery and Necromancy. She stalked into her study and took the two
finely crafted Damascus steel sabers from the wall and spun them in her hands a
moment before she allowed her power to flow into the blades and causing them to
glow with a faint violet radiance. Yes…it will end tonight, she thought a moment
before she walked out into the corridor.
Van der Haar’s chimeras had left a trail of dead bodies as they swept past her
apartment on the executive level of the command center. Both her guards had
been killed where they stood outside her door, and more bodies were scattered up
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and down the corridor. A tawny golden yellow furred chimera came out of Terry’s
room and growled in what sounded like frustration. Its cat’s eyes met Hecate’s and
the creature’s frustration turned into a purr of contentment.
It was clearly a first-generation chimera, almost more animal than human, and
equally as dangerous as the wild lioness that had provided the donor DNA. A
smile touched its black lips and its flat nose twitched a moment before it charged.
Hecate took a defensive stance, her left blade held defensively in front of her
and her right held high and ready to strike. The chimera ignored the left blade and
instead leapt at her throat, extending claws from hands more paw than human.
Hecate snapped her left blade up and sent the chimera’s right arm spinning against
the wall where it thudded once before falling to the ground. The pain from losing
an arm just below the elbow had started to register to the chimera as it tried to
change its charge and go under the other blade.
All the chimera’s feeble action did was to give Hecate’s vengeful wrath a better
target as the right saber sliced down and cleanly separated the chimera’s head from
her body amid a spray of arterial blood.
The lioness chimera was the third to fall to Hecate’s blades, but not the last.
“M’Lady?” a voice called from behind Hecate ten minutes later. It was clearly
human; the words were pronounced without any hissing, spitting, or other
indicators of a different jaw and dental structure trying to speak.
Hecate turned and saw the shock on the two Marines’ faces. “Yes?” she asked
calmly, noting that throughout the entire evening her heartrate had remained
constant.
“We’ve secured the lower levels, Lord Thor and Lord Zeus dispatched us to find
you and ask you to meet them in the coordination center,” the first Marine, a
sergeant, told her.
“Ok…” Hecate said and allowed her blades to settle to a relaxed guard position.
Friend and foe wore many faces, and she wasn’t going to end up a corpse because
of her own carelessness…not tonight, not ever, she thought. “Who did we lose?”
The Marine sergeant offered her a weary smile. “No one, thank God.”
“No one?” Hecate asked and strode forward. “Not one of the researchers was
killed? How about wounded?”
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“Ah…” the sergeant stuttered.
threatening.”

“Some cuts and bruises, but nothing life

“Oh…fuck me!” Hecate hissed and sprinted forward. “Find Odin! Fast! Tell
him to lock down Star Harbor and to splash anything that tries to launch! Go!” she
shouted and didn’t look back to see whether the Marines carried out her order.
They were Marines, of course they would carry out their orders…they didn’t need
to be supervised like children.
“Elizabeth?” Dr. Robert Bridwell, a distinguished man with dark hair starting to
silver, said and arched an eyebrow as Hecate strode into the coordination center.
“This was a diversion,” Hecate said without preamble.
splash anything that tried to launch from Star Harbor.”

“I ordered Odin to

The senior Bridwell looked at a much younger version of himself and then over
to a chiseled blond man wearing the uniform of a Marine brigadier. “It was…” he
sighed.
“And we were too late,” the Marine brigadier replied.
“He used the Cape or Vostochny?” Hecate asked.
The Marine nodded. “Both.”
Hecate leaned her blades against the conference table and allowed her
shoulders to slump. “What now?”
“Now,” Dr. Thomas Bridwell began, “we send word to the colonies that Van der
Haar’s forces are hostile and that they are to be engaged if they don’t surrender.
But…” his eyes met Hecate’s, “the genie is out of the bottle and Prometheus has
taken his followers to the stars. We need to begin thinking about tomorrow and his
eventual return, because when he does, it won’t be for tea and crumpets.”
“And?” Hecate prodded.
“And,” Dr. Robert Bridwell smirked and flicked his eyes to the Marine, “I think
we should get you some clothes young lady…you seem to be au naturel et couvert
de sang.”
Hecate looked down and noticed that unlike everyone else in the room, she was
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naked and covered in blood.
*+*+*+*+*
Hecate slowly turned off the water and felt the cool memory foam shower
splash pad under her feet when she stepped out of the shower. They had recovered
from that debacle, and the one that came after, and then things started to really go
downhill. We were only human, she thought, and yet we tried to play God, no the
godlings that we adopted as our personas.
Only this time, rather than face one enemy, they faced multiple enemies.
Oldest and potentially the most dangerous was Cronus. He had a serious axe to
grind with Zeus, and if he had joined forces with Alcyoneus as Uranus had told
them, he now had the muscle to be a threat. Then there were the Equals and their
insidious machinations. Damn Zeus to hell and back for creating those freakish
abominations. Didn’t he remember the problems his father caused when he tried
to create life?
And finally, the newest members of the bad guy brigade, the Drones and the
Cylons. Both made by man as mechanical replacements for themselves, they each
tried to wage a genocidal war against their creators. The Drones were largely
successful, but the Cylons fell woefully short. According to history, the Cylons sued
for peace…why?
That will be a question for another day, Hecate thought as she looked at the
clock and set the alarm to give her six hours of sleep. The sheets were cool and
caressed her body and the pillows cradled her head as if it was held by her
mother’s hands. For a moment, the thought brought a feeling of melancholy, but as
she forced her mind to think of her daughters and granddaughters it was replaced
by one of pride and hope. Now, she thought to herself as sleep overtook her,
maybe once we get all this squared away I can look for someone for me…
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Hecate, BS-94
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase studied the two officers that stood before her
before she spoke. “Captain Thales, Lieutenant Kamen, I’m sending you and
Hammersley home,” she began before adding, “but don’t celebrate just yet, I have a
special assignment for you.”
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Thales nodded. “Is this as Admiral Chase or Countess Seralanna?” he asked.
That was good, Chase thought, he wants to make sure what aspect is most
important. “A bit of both, Nathan,” she answered. “I have several dispatches that I
need delivered…hand delivered…to my father. I’m also dispatching Specter under
Colonel Prien to contact Admirals Deguya and Vought. I’ll leave your navigation
details up to the two of you, but I want you to jump into center of the Colonial
sphere and from there deploy your Raptors to deliver the information.”
“Jump into the core?” Lieutenant Meredith Kamen asked. “You want to keep our
arrival secret?”
Chase nodded. “Yes, for a number of reasons, not the least of which is that I
don’t want it to become public knowledge, or even confidential knowledge, that
we plan to return on Armistice Day. I don’t want to risk the Cylons knowing that
we’re this close to home and when we plan on returning.”
Kamen nodded her understanding. “It’ll be good to get home, Admiral.”
“I hear you there, Lieutenant,” Chase agreed and sat back in her high-backed
chair. The meeting room didn’t offer the comfort of her office quarters, but with as
many people as she was dealing with, she didn’t want everyone traipsing through
her quarters. “I also want you to verbally tell him that I advise he move Avedon to
‘Moonlight’ status’.”
Thales’ eyes widened, “’Moonlight’?” he asked.
‘Starlight’ order is imminent.”

“That’s a warning that a

“It is and you’re right, Captain,” Chase confessed and took a deep breath.
“What I’m about to tell you does not leave this room and I do not want you to
discuss it after you leave. Beyond a small number of people here, only the two of
you and Colonel Prien are privy to what I’m about to tell you.”
“We understand,” Thales answered for both he and Kamen.
“I know…” Chase smiled and tried to force the horror of what she knew back
into the small box that she’d banished to. “We have reason to believe that the
Cylons are planning to do to the Colonies what they’ve done to the Communion
and that they plan to do it on Armistice Day.”
Kamen glanced at Thales. “Admiral, are you sure?” she asked, her voice full of
disbelief.
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Chase slowly nodded yes. “It’s second hand, but it comes from impeccable
sources. If you leave today, you should be able to make it home with a day or so to
spare, and we should return shortly thereafter.”
Five minutes later, Thales and Kamen, both trying their best not to look shaken,
left and returned to Hammersley. Chase leaned back and lifted her arms above her
head and stretched like a cat arching its back. “Now, I need a few hours of sleep,”
she said to the empty room. Recovery operations were still in full swing, though
moving from a planet based focus to trying to locate all the ‘lost sheep’ within the
system and move them to the rally point. But right now, she thought, I’ll do no one
any good if I’m too fuzzy headed to focus.
Two Marines fell into place behind her as she left the meeting room and started
down the passage to her quarters. In six hours there would be a civilian ship
masters’ briefing over on Demeter, so she would be able to get about four and a
half hours of sleep…if she was lucky.
The faint sound of sniffed back tears broke through Chase’s mental fog and she
stopped and walked between her Marine escort and turned down the passage they
just passed. A small child sat huddled against the bulkhead with their arms around
their legs and their head resting on their knees. Slowly she approached and knelt
down to talk to the child, “Are you ok?”
A dirty face framed by blonde hair that still had a few bits of leaf stuck in it
looked up at Chase. The girl’s eyes opened and revealed a pair of shockingly blue
eyes that were bloodshot from crying. “No,” she sniffed and looked like she was
on the verge of crying again. “I don’t know where I am and I think my mom is
gone.”
The little girl’s voice was so pain filled and sounded so defeated and forlorn that
Chase felt her heart breaking. “Do you have a place to stay?” The girl slowly shook
her head no. “Maybe I can help…” she said slowly and softly. “Do you have a
name?”
“My name is Avalexis Martelli, but everyone calls me Ava,” the girl said shyly.
“I’m Seralanna Chase, but my friends call me Sera,” Chase said and stood,
offering her hand. “My quarters are just around the corner and we can get you
cleaned up and a place to sleep.”
“Ok,” Ava said and allowed Chase to help her to her feet.
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something to eat, too?” she asked.
attacked.”

“I haven’t eaten since before the bad things

Chase’s heart broke when she saw Ava standing there and heard her voice
asking for the most basic of needs. The girl’s clothing was dirty, ripped, and torn,
and she really did look like she had been through the end of the world. “Can you
tell me where you were picked up and where you lived?” she asked as they walked.
“I was playing outside and I remember Mom telling me to run for the school;
that’s where the big tornado shelter is, and after I got there the planes came out of
the sky and picked us up,” Ava explained. We lived in a little village called
Winterstown, in Rinely County…I guess I’m not going to be able to go back home,
will I?”
Ava’s question caught Chase off guard and she suddenly wondered how many
other children had asked that same question, both today and two thousand years
ago when the drones rose up against the Union. She remembered something her
mother once told her about parenting, ‘Never lie to a child, they’ll remember it
forever. Instead, tell them the truth, but only as much as they need to hear to
answer their question if it is bad news.’
They stopped at the hatch that led into Chase’s quarters and Chase squatted
down to be on Ava’s level and to look her in the eye, “I’m sorry, Ava, I don’t think
so…”
The little girl closed her eyes and nodded as tears seeped from the corners. “I
understand,” she said forlornly.
“Sergeant, please track down Lieutenant Salagiida and ask him to prep Saber 6
and report to my quarters as soon as possible,” Chase softly told one of her Marine
escorts.
“Will do, Admiral,” the Marine sergeant replied and clenched his jaw for a
moment. “That little girl is breaking my heart, ma’am,” he added just loud enough
for Chase to hear.
“Mine’s already broken, Sergeant,” Chase confessed.
Once inside, Dickens and Lira jumped off Chase’s bed and ran to the door to
see who was there. “Puppies!” Ava squealed in the first sound of anything
resembling happiness since Chase found her. “They’re so cute!”
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Dickens and Lira alternately had their paws on Ava’s stomach or were circling
around her and giving her a good sniffing, all the while their tails were wagging
non-stop. “The one with the purple collar with gold stripe is Dickens, while the
one with a purple collar with a silver stripe is Lira.”
“Can I play with them?” Ava asked, all thoughts of food or a bath forgotten.
“Only after you get cleaned up,” Chase told her. “I’m going to see if we have
some clothes in your size so you’ll have something to wear when you’re done.
Now, this,” she led Ava and the still excited terriers over to where the bathroom was
located, “is the bathroom. You can take a shower or a bath; there are clean towels
on the rack and I’ll have some clean clothes and food when you’re done.”
“Ok!” Ava said and held the door for the dogs to join her.
As soon as Chase heard the water start, she turned and walked over to her desk
and collapsed into the high-backed leather chair that had been her companion
since her first command. “Andrea,” she said into the handset after she woke her
aide, Lieutenant Andrea Esposito, “I need your help with something…”
Chase heard Esposito yawn and offered a sympathy yawn of her own. “Sure,
Admiral, what can I do?”
“Two things…First, I need to you flag a name for me and mark it urgent that I be
contacted if it turns up, and…I need you to see what we have in ship’s stores that
will fit an eight-year-old girl,” Chase explained.
“An eight-year-old?” Esposito asked rhetorically. “I might have to check the gift
shop, but I’ll find something. And the name…it’s one of her parents?”
“Yes…I don’t know the whole story, but she’s only talked about her mother so I
think the father is out of the picture. She’s currently in my shower being supervised
by Dickens and Lira…” Chase added and figured that some explanation was
needed.
“As soon as I get dressed, I’ll be on it, Admiral…give me fifteen minutes and I’ll
have something for you,” Esposito replied.
“Thanks, Andrea…remind me to put you in for promotion, you’re due for one,”
Chase told her.
“The paperwork is in the blue folder on the far-left corner of your desk…you
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told me to remind you before we jumped into this mess,” Esposito replied and
Chase could sense the smile in her aide’s voice.
“Very efficient, Andrea!” Chase said a moment before there was a knock on the
hatch. She ended the call and then said, “Enter!”
“Lieutenant Salagiida reporting as ordered, Admiral,” Lieutenant Gordon
Salagiida said when he stood in front of Chase’s desk. “I have Saber 6 prepping; I
just need to know what you need us to do.”
Chase quickly explained Ava’s situation and saw that it effected the special
operations Marine as well. “Gordon, what I’m going to ask is voluntary…but I’d
like you to take Saber 6 down to this girl’s address and see if you can find any trace
of her mother. If she’s alive, get her back here and into sickbay, and if she isn’t…”
she sighed sadly, “then I need you to recover her body so that Ava can be there
when we give it funerary rites.”
“I’ll do it, Admiral…Saber 6 will do it,” Salagiida quickly told Chase. “All of us
know someone like Ava; a little sister, cousin, niece, or family friend, and I know I
could never look them in the eye if I said no.”
Chase offered an emotional smile. “Iris is a lucky woman, Gordon. Don’t take
any risks, I want all of you to return safely, ok?”
“Affirmative, Admiral,” Salagiida replied. “I better get them briefed so we can
draw battledress and get suited up.”
“May the gods go with you, Gordon; good luck and good hunting,” Chase said
and dismissed the young officer.
She reached for the blue folder and then leaned back to read it. Esposito had all
the paperwork ready and little arrow stickers indicated where Chase would have to
sign. She quickly signed the forms and then quickly wrote a letter to Admiral
Esteban Trace recommending her aide for a command assignment, preferably on a
ship that would be a stepping stone to higher command.
Chase had just closed the folder when there was a knock on the hatch and
Sergeant Clayton announced Lieutenant Esposito’s arrival.
“I had to open the gift shop,” Esposito explained a few moments later as she
placed a bag bearing the ship’s crest on Chase’s desk. “It isn’t going to be
something that’s trendy or fashionable for an eight-year-old girl, but it should work.”
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“What do you have?” Chase asked and peeked into the bag.
“Um…well,” Esposito stalled and then arched her eyebrows and offered a smile,
“I found some t-shirts and underpants that should fit…I mean, who even thought
about having the ship’s crest put on little girls’ underpants?” she asked. “But I guess
we should thank them for trying to market every angle. I also have a couple junior
sized uniforms and some official Fleet regulation shoes that would complete the
costume.”
“I’m not going to argue or complain,” Chase told Esposito. “You, Andrea, are a
miracle worker,” she said a moment before Dickens ran out and jumped on
Esposito’s lap.
“Hey there!” Esposito said and kissed Dickens on the nose. “How’s my little
boyfriend doing today?” she asked and scratched him behind the ears.
“I think Ava must be finished,” Chase said and went to look in on the young girl.
She stopped at the entrance to her bedroom and felt her heart melt. Ava, her hair
still wet from the shower, was curled up on the bed with the comforter pulled up
around her like a protective wall. Lira’s muzzle peeked out and the small black
and tan terrier regarded Chase with half closed eyes.
“Andrea…” Chase
whispered…”Come here…”
Chase felt Esposito’s presence at her side. “Admiral, remember what we were
talking about earlier?” she asked. “I think you might have been given a second
chance.”
“I think you might be right,” Chase softly replied as she rolled her lips between
her teeth and tried to blink back the tears that threatened to make an appearance.
*+*+*+*+*
Land's End Anchorage, Meropis Alpha, Communion Peltast Deuces Wild
“I keep telling myself that this is all a dream,” Flight Lieutenant Archibald Poole,
also known as Six String for his collection of guitars, slowly said as the Peltast
slowly maneuvered through the debris field.
“It wasn’t the homecoming I was hoping for, that’s for sure,” Flight Captain
Drake Clauser, call sign Duck, told his co-pilot. “Growing up, I always thought
Land’s End was like the Rock of Ages, immortal and invincible. Now…” his voice
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slowly trailed off as he rolled the Peltast to avoid a chunk of debris.
“Do you think we’ll find anyone?” Poole asked.
Clauser slowly shook his head. “My heart says yes, you know? But my gut, my
mind…it says no…”
His reply was disrupted by Flight Ensign Andora Slater’s excited announcement,
“Dradis contact! Range is 1250 kilometers; transponder ping identifies her as
Epiales!”
“Archie, let Diabolist know what we found and tell them that we’re going to
approach and try to make contact,” Clauser told Poole and felt his pulse quicken.
“Andi, push a vector up here to navigation and try to raise Epiales on the wireless.”
Both officers confirmed their orders and Clauser saw navigation cues appear on
his head up display. The two Mosquitos that had been assigned to them had landed
to inspect some hardened shelters, so this would be up to them to prosecute, not
that a Peltast could do much to a Oneiroi class carrier.
“I’m getting something, Drake,” Slater announced several long moments later.
“I’m going to push it up to you.”
“Epiales, Deuces Wild, I’m putting you though to Actual,” Slater’s voice stated
through Clauser’s helmet mounted headset.
“Epiales, Deuces Wild Actual,” Clauser said and tried to project the confidence
that every pilot wanted to exude in even the worst situations. “Who am I talking
to?”
“This is Captain Valère Saint-Veran,” a tired male voice replied. “I’m Grand
Admiral Montcalm’s aide and currently the ranking officer on Epiales. Do you
know about the betrayal by the Equals?”
“Valère?” Clauser asked quickly. “It’s Duck Clauser from Diabolist; we’re aware
of the Equals’ duplicity and have already subdued several of them. Where is
Admiral Montcalm?”
“Duck, gods damn it’s good to hear your voice!” Saint-Veran replied and
Clauser found himself smiling despite the destruction that Deuces Wild was cruising
through. Valère Saint-Veran had been his roommate for all four years at the
Academy and the two had been like brothers from different mothers. “They took
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him, Duck…” his voice was suddenly tired and pain filled. “The Equals must have
had some riders aboard because our fire control dradis went down and the next
thing we know we’re being boarded by some new type of Cylon. We fought them
as best we could, but we were fighting to keep control of the ship as well.
“They reached the flag CIC…” Saint-Veran paused and Clauser somehow knew
what he was going to say next. “We tried to fight them off and get the Admiral and
the rest of the staff to safety, but there were too many of them and their weapons
were overwhelming. Some of the staff were killed outright, but most, despite being
wounded, were forcibly subdued and taken from the ship. Since then we’ve been
trying to restore navigation and propulsion, and then you showed up.”
Frak me…this needs to get upstairs to Admiral Cassidine ASAP, Clauser thought
as the implications of his friend’s words hit home. “Valère, hang tight…there’s not
a lot that I can do, but I am going to get you help. Have you heard of any other
survivors?”
“I know you’ll do all you can, Duck,” Saint-Veran replied. “Just knowing that
there’s someone out there that can help has sent a cheer through the ship. We were
in touch with some people on Land’s End, in some of the archives and annexes,
and there were a couple ships that were in similar, or worse shape than us…but we
haven’t heard from anyone in a good hour or so.”
“Hang tight, Valère,” Clauser told his friend. “I need to talk to the boss and then
see about getting some help.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Northern Cross
Lines liner Elysian Paradise
“That was rather eye opening,” Flight Captain Rachel Murat said as she slid into
the comfortable chair that was in the massive liner’s bridge lounge.
“You could say that,” the liner’s captain, Captain Ben Farmer, replied with a
chuckle. “If I hadn’t seen everything I saw, and met Badger and Bugs beforehand,
I’d say it was an elaborate hoax. But…” he paused and slowly, sadly, shook his
head, “it isn’t. It’s all real.”
“Do you think we should really leave?” Murat asked, finally voicing the question
that had been on her mind ever since the military leadership briefed the civilian
ship masters on the plan they developed.
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Farmer sighed and picked up a frosted mug that was already turning wet with
condensation and took a sip of the amber liquid it contained. “I dunno, Rachel. I
just dunno,” he confessed before he met her eyes. “Part of me wants to stay
because this is home and there has to be more survivors out there, and yet, part of
me – the coldly dispassionate part – knows that this is the only way to survive.
Sure, we could survive for quite a while by salvaging the derelicts and maybe
making our way to the surface after the radiation levels dropped, but what kind of
life would that be? For you, for me, for the passengers?
“In the end, I have to think of those people who are under my care and the only
option I see is that we evacuate to the Colonies.” Farmer took another sip of his
beer and sighed.
Murat slowly nodded. “Then there is the question whether the Cylons and
Equals will return to pick off any stragglers. From what Admiral Cassidine said, the
Cylons’ losses were pretty drastic and I would suspect they’d want some sort of
payback.”
Farmer took another sip of beer. “I know I would,” he told Murat. “I…” he
hesitated not knowing the right way to put his thoughts into words. “I’m sorry
about what happened afterward,” he finally said. “I know that you wanted to return
to Epiales…”
“It’s ok,” Murat replied and shook her head. “In a way, I’m sort of glad I was
posted here rather than return…I don’t think I could handle seeing so many empty
bays and closed cabins…she lost most of her air wing when the Cylons attacked…I
lost a lot of good friends who I thought I’d see in two weeks,” she rolled her lips
between her teeth and Farmer could see she was fighting back tears.
“So…being here,” Murat continued after a few moments, “I can manage the
heavy squadron that we collected and supervise the traffic control unit that we’re
going to take aboard to handle the civilian shipping. And…” she offered a thin
smile, “I have new friends that I don’t want to say good-bye to.”
Farmer couldn’t keep the smile off his face. “I’m glad you feel that way,
Rachel,” he said. “I look at everything that’s happened in the past eighteen hours
and thank the gods that you, Nils, Crosby, and even Badger and Bugs are here. If it
wasn’t for you, we’d probably be wrecked on the bottom of the Marathon Ocean.”
“So what now?” Murat asked after an extended silence.
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“Now?” Farmer asked and offered a wry smile. “Now, Flight Captain,” he
winked as he used her official rank, “now we live. Yesterday we had to worry
about so many things that we gave artificial importance to, and today we know
what’s really important. So…we live and keep that in mind.”
“And us?” Murat asked and voiced a question that Farmer had been thinking
about ever since they had a chance to talk about their pasts and get to know each
other.
“Well, I think anything beyond holding hands should at least wait for the first
date,” Farmer replied. “That is, if I’m not being too presumptuous.”
“You’re not…and if you’re asking me out,” Murat told him, “then I accept.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Nornhold, Outside the Communion Sphere, Cylon baseship Inferno
“Why the frak of you sitting there so calm and detached?” Jonathan shouted.
“We lost more than seven hundred baseships and their Raiders! It’s going to take
weeks…months maybe, to resurrect everyone we lost…and you…you just sit there
as if nothing happened!”
“Are you quite finished?” Ismail calmly asked and surveyed the three other men,
all Ones like himself, but older looking, who sat around the small table in his
quarters. “The Fleet, though diminished significantly, still retains enough firepower
to carry out The Plan,” he rolled his eyes at the bland and boring name that Lucien
had called the operation to return to the Colonies. “I carried out my part of this
operation successfully…did you?”
Jonathan’s face turned red with anger and Ismail wondered if perhaps an anger
management class might help his overly emotional brother. “You…you frakking
well know what happened to the rest of us.”
Albany cleared his throat to get the table’s attention. “Some of us,” he corrected
Jonathan. “Like Ismail and Inferno, my own Pandemonium completed its mission
and then followed the plan as it was written.” He paused a moment and Ismail sat
back and watched as Albany continued. “We didn’t stick around to needlessly
engage a few stragglers that we could deal with once we finished,” he used his
fingers to quote the next two words, “’The Plan’. And, had you followed the
operations order instead of foaming at the mouth and trying to kill the stragglers,
we would have seven hundred more baseships, their Raider wings, and the other
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assorted ships and crews that we lost.”
“You sanctimonious son of a bitch,” Jonathan snarled and started to rise out of
his chair before the last person at the table put his hand on his arm and urged him
to sit through the simple gesture.
“Jonathan, berating the two people who followed the briefing isn’t going to
change what happened…” Lucien looked directly at Ismail and Albany before
turning to Jonathan, “or the mistakes we made. Rather, I suggest that as Ismail
suggested before you blew a gasket, we use this as a teachable moment and
incorporate the lessons we’ve learned from it into our future behavior.”
Ismail waited and watched.
Besides John, Lucien was perhaps the most
influential One and it was usually wise to listen when he spoke…especially at a
time like this. Finally, after gritting his teeth, Jonathan nodded. “Ok…ok…” he
said scowling. “So what do we do now?”
Lucien chuckled and Ismail thought that it was the coldest, most evil sound he
had ever heard. “We continue with The Plan…Humanity’s children will return
home in less than twenty-four hours.”
“You seemed to stick your neck out in the meeting,” Ismail said after Lucien and
Jonathan had returned to their own baseship, Conflagration.
Albany shrugged and took drink from the tumbler in his left hand. “If I could
box that prick, I would,” he stated. “But, I can’t so I pick and choose where I’m
going to plant my flag and pin his ears back.”
“I like how you think, Brother,” Ismail replied and saluted him with his brandy
snifter. “I got the feeling that you aren’t sure about what we’re going to do
tomorrow.”
“I’m not,” Albany sighed and shook his head. “I have a feeling that a butterfly
just flapped its wings and that while we will probably be successful, I have some
misgivings. For one, where is Tanith? She is, beyond any doubt, our best field
commander and those two jackasses have completely sidelined her. If things go
sideways, we’re going to need someone who can think abstractly…” he paused and
met Ismail’s eyes, “like a human.”
“Nor am I,” Ismail confessed to his peer. “And like you, I wonder what’s
happened to Tanith. Though…” he looked over both shoulders before leaning close
and whispering in a conspiratorial tone, “I have heard the most incredible story
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from Barbour…”
“A Four?” Albany asked and leaned closer to hear Ismail’s words.
“Yes…” Ismail replied and once again looked around. “He says that one of his
brothers met…Daniel…a few weeks ago.”
Ismail watched as Albany’s eyes grew wide when he mentioned the name that
John decreed should never be spoken. “Daniel…*the* Daniel?” Albany asked.
“Yes,” Ismail nodded. “And he tells a very interesting story…care to hear it?”
“Care to hear it? Are you crazy? Of course I want to hear it!” Albany stated
vehemently.
“Sit back and listen, Brother, because what I’m about to tell you may just make
you question tomorrow…” Ismail slowly stated.
*+*+*+*+*
Vinegia Arcology, Vinegia Archipelago, Canceron
Siobhan Carson tapped her fingers on the sleek car’s steering wheel and forced
her right foot to ease up on the gas pedal; it wouldn’t do to risk arrest for grossly
exceeding the speed limit at this late date. She asked herself, not for the first time,
why she was here, now, potentially risking everything to try and save two people…
two humans. When she was honest with herself, the answer was evident; they
were important to her. Marko was…very important, and truly understood her…
such that he could.
And now, I must tell him that he needs to come with me because sometime
tomorrow this will all be destroyed because of a man-child’s temper tantrum that
was forced through consensus. Siobhan laughed out loud and shook her head at
the thought. “I have to come clean,” she said out loud. “I have to take the risk and
drop all the armor…”
Ten minutes later Siobhan turned onto the driveway that led to Marko Pascal’s
palatial residence and realized that there was no turning back. “No,” she said out
loud, “there was no turning back after he took you to the art show. You knew then,
girl, but you wouldn’t admit it to yourself.”
“Miss Crocket,” Anton Pascal said several moments later as he stepped away
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from the gatehouse and walked over to her car. “Marko received your message and
is most curious what brings you here on such short notice.”
“The gravest of circumstances, Anton,” Siobhan said looking up at him. “I want
you to give this to him,” she continued and handed a holstered Canceron Arms
1911 to him. “It’s loaded and on safe. I want to make sure he has something at
hand if he decides…” her voice trailed off.
“Decides what, Siobhan?” Anton asked, his voice managing to be both soft and
wary at the same time.
Siobhan took a deep breath. “If he decides to end me, Anton,” she confessed.
“I want him to be able to do it without hesitation or time for reflection.”
Anton took the holstered automatic and Siobhan said a silent prayer, ‘Dear God,
please hear your child’s prayer…my fate is in your hands. I promise to be truthful
and honest to any question Marko asks of me, I only ask that he sees the woman
and not the enemy. Thank you, God…Amen.’
“I know my brother, Siobhan,” Anton told her and opened the car door before
offering his hand, “and one thing I can tell you is that he isn’t prone to rash
actions.”
Siobhan smiled up at Anton and took his offered hand. “Thank you, Anton, I
appreciate it.”
*+*+*+*+*
“How wonderful to see you again!” Marko Pascal said several minutes later
when Anton escorted Siobhan into his comfortably appointed office. “You look
amazing,” he added before he gave her a hug and a quick kiss on the cheek. “I was
intrigued when I received your message and then slightly worried. Is Daniel ok?”
Siobhan smiled and nodded before returning the hug. “Yes, he’s fine and sends
you his regards. In fact, I think he was instrumental in helping us with the
problem…”
“What’s wrong?” Pascal asked and held Siobhan at arm’s length as he studied
her face.
Siobhan met his eyes and he saw a look of profound sadness and fear. “Anton,
you said you would…”
“Yeah, I did…” Anton replied and Pascal narrowed his eyes at his brother as he
was handed the holstered automatic.
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“What’s this?” Pascal asked as he took the pistol and placed it on a side table.
“Beyond the obvious,” Siobhan offered a forced smile, “I wanted to know you
had a gun, a loaded gun, in case you decided to end me when I told you what I
came here to tell you.”
“Siobhan,” Pascal said and took her in his arms and brushed some of her raven
hair away from her eyes, “I could never hurt you…I could never hurt those I care
for.”
“There’s always a first time, Marko,” Siobhan said as tears started to form in her
eyes. “Marko…in less than a day the Cylons are going to return to the Colonies
and wage a total war against humanity. They won’t be interested in a ceasefire this
time, nor will they be interested in any offers of surrender or negotiated peace; they
will return with one goal and one goal only – to end humanity.”
Marko narrowed his eyes and still held the most beautiful woman he’d ever
seen, and her beauty wasn’t just physical, it was spiritual as well, and slowly shook
his head, “We’ve always known they were going to return…but we have the Fleet
and they’ve been training for this…”
“No…” Siobhan said and something in her voice scared Pascal. “No, what the
Cylons have is a way to turn off the Fleet…like a switch being flipped.”
“How do you know this?” Pascal asked and gently stroked Siobhan’s hair.
Pascal felt Siobhan tense at the question, then take a deep breath and as she let
it out she seemed to go slack in his embrace. “Because,” she said, her voice barely
above a whisper, “because I’m a Cylon, Marko.”
Pascal leaned close and whispered in her ear, “I know.”
“You do?” Siobhan asked and pulled back slightly. “How?”
“I told you that Daniel and I had been friends since boyhood…he told me a lot
of things, personal things, things about his past…before he was a boy…and why he
was where he was,” Pascal explained. “When he saw you, and I saw his reaction, I
knew that there could only be one reason he reacted like that.”
Siobhan closed her eyes and tensed, “What are you going to do to me?”
“Ask you to dinner, perhaps? Maybe ask your advice on what I should pack…I
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assume you came to convince me to leave with you?” Pascal asked and arched his
eyebrows.
“You’re taking this…remarkably well…” Siobhan said after several long
moments.
“I’ve had a lot of years to come to terms with the inevitable. Daniel told me
what was being planned, the only question was when it would happen,” Pascal
explained and guided Siobhan to a leather overstuffed sofa. “Siobhan, you have
captivated me like no one ever has and have been in my thoughts ever since you
left.” He took her hands in his and raised them to his lips, “Where you go, I want
to go, too.”
*+*+*+*+*
Provincial Road 15, North of Celeste, Scorpia
“We should be there in about ten minutes,” Jake Costner told the passengers in
the late model sedan, “then we can see to Plan B.”
“All we need to do is make contact with the shipyard’s communications center
and we can be extracted within ten minutes,” Major Marbry Cazaux told them.
“And then we can get Frank into surgery.”
“I’m good…” Special Agent Franklin Nero smiled from the back seat, fully under
the effects of the morpha that Jake had given him before they left the Hermes
Burger where they transferred to Jake’s friend’s car.
“For now, my friend,” Cazaux told him and patted his arm from where she sat
next to him.
The pretty redhead in the front seat next to Jake looked out the front window
before turning and looking out the rear window. “What’s going to happen to us,
Major?” she asked and glanced over at Jake.
“You’ll have to come with me,” Cazaux said after a moment’s thought. “Then
we can get things sorted out.”
“I was wondering about long term,” Ariel asked. “Isn’t the Church of Cronus
sort of like the Ha’La’Tha’s own boogeyman? They’ll keep coming after us until…”
her voice trailed off and left unsaid what the vids said about those who had crossed
the Church in years past.
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“Worst case scenario, we’ll create new identities and you’ll go into witness
protection until we can get everything rounded up,” Cazaux explained thoughtfully.
“Something is up, though,” she narrowed her eyes, “because other than Lynne and
his cell, everyone else has gone missing or so deep underground that they’re well
off the dradis. My gut tells me that whatever it is…it’s going to be pretty big.”
They drove for several more minutes before Jake slowed the sedan and glanced
at some hastily scribbled notes on the back of a burger wrapper. “I think this is
where we turn,” he said to let everyone know where they were. Tall trees, twenty
to thirty meters or more, towered over them and lent the road and especially the
gravel driveway a fairytale look. The woods were dark from the shade cast by the
trees and despite the sunlight and cloudless sky, he felt a trace of fear as the car’s
wheels crunched on the gravel.
Two minutes later the forest suddenly ended and the gravel driveway split a
wide green field and ultimately led to a large stone and log structure. “Damn,
that’s impressive,” Cazaux remarked and leaned forward to get a better view.
“What is it your friend does for a living, Jake? I think I’m in the wrong business!”
Ariel turned in her seat to face Cazaux. “Bix’s parents are both corporate
lawyers and built this place so they’d have somewhere to get out of the city on the
weekends. They call it their ‘cabin’…to make it sound modest.”
“I’ll park in the garage and then we can get Frank inside and Major, you can
contact the Fleet,” Jake said and didn’t realize until after he had said it that he was
really acting like an officer leading Marines. Deep down, it made him feel good
that he had defaulted to his training so naturally, but part of him hated the fact that
whatever was going on had put Ariel into the line of fire.
*+*+*+*+*
Raven 302, Orbit of Scorpia, Approaching Scorpia Fleet Shipyards
“Talk to me, Gal,” Dana Vervain softly said to the man sitting next to her.
Major Galloway Benton, Colonial Fleet Special Operations, late Lieutenant
Galloway Benton, Caprica Police Department SWAT Team, sighed and nodded.
“Ok…” he finally said. “You know Marbry and I go way back, back to when I was
in the Fleet the first time,” he began and flicked a finger at the subdued major’s
diamonds on his collar. “Our last operation went sideways in a big way and if
wasn’t for Mar…well, I don’t think I’d be here today.”
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Vervain stayed silent and her eyes seemed to tell Benton that she was ready, and
wanted, the unvarnished truth.
“We were more than close, Dana…we were in love, I know I was, and when I
decided to resign I asked to join me…as my wife.” Benton looked down at the
deck and studied the toes of his boots. “She said no,” he said quietly, his voice
barely above a whisper, “and we had…words…and things ended badly. I tried to
close off that part of my life after that and until the other night, I hadn’t seen her
since then.”
“Do you still love her?” Vervain asked and took Benton’s hand in hers.
Benton nodded. “I thought it was over…that I was past it and had put it behind
me…Dana…I’m sorry.”
Next to him, Vervain sighed and nodded her head. “It’s ok, Gal…Marbry and I
will work this out between us, you, on the other hand,” she sat up and straightened
her back before slapping his face, “have got to get your head out of your ass and
get yourself mission ready! I will not be put in jeopardy, nor will I let Vic be put in
jeopardy, and I damn the frak won’t let you be put into jeopardy because you’re not
on your ‘A’ game! Do you hear me, Major Benton?”
The anger drained from Benton’s jawline when he saw the truth in Vervain’s eyes
and he felt embarrassed for allowing his emotions to drive him the way they had.
She was right, he had to pull his head from his ass and focus on the mission at
hand. Relationships and who slept with whom could wait until later, because now
lives were on the line.
“Thank you, Dana,” Benton finally said and offered his friend and lover a smile.
“You hit hard…for a girl,” he joked.
Vervain made an obscene gesture with her hand and her mouth, just like she
always did before they deployed and in response Benton licked his lips. Things
were already getting better, he thought.
“Major?” the pilot called back. “I just got a scrambled message from Flight
Control…we’re being vectored down to the surface and have been cleared for an
orbit to atmosphere jump. Whenever your team is ready, we’ll have you at the LZ a
few seconds later.”
“Lieutenant, give me a minute and then start the clock,” Benton told the pilot.
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“Dana, Vic, any last thoughts before we jump?”
“None here,” Corporal Vic Laine replied and tugged on the magazine that was
inserted into the suppressed M-22’s magazine well.
“I’m good, Major,” Vervain replied and nodded.
“Medical team? Ready?” Benton asked to two corpsmen that were with them in
the Raven’s large cargo bay.
“We’re ready, Major,” Specialist Sabone replied.
“Ok everyone, hold on…” Benton said a moment before the pilot announced
the jump.
*+*+*+*+*
Okeanos Station, Orbit of Styx, Headquarters of the Colonial Delta 3rd Reserve
Fleet
“We’re being directed to land on Concordat’s portside flight deck,” Captain Kiri
Gale, Fleet Intelligence, and now simply Yeoman Kiri Gale, said as she guided the
Raptor through the anchorage.
“Is that a good thing, Kiri?” Brenden ‘Denny’ Gale, her younger brother, asked.
“I think so,” Gale replied. “When I left, Admiral Gaitlin was planning to transfer
his flag to it.”
“That is one big ship!” Seth Redfield, Denny’s best friend, said from where he
stood behind Gale and looked through the Raptor’s greenhouse canopy at the
massive battlestar.
“She was never given the SLEP upgrades that the other Concordia class
battlestars were given because the Fleet was going to turn her into a museum.
Unfortunately, they dragged their heels and she was moved here. Now they’ve
given that gig to Galactica…” Gale explained as she slowed the Raptor for final
approach. “Naturally…” her voice had a faint trace of disgust, “a Caprican ship, to
be placed in orbit around Caprica, and currently commanded by a Caprican.”
“You don’t subscribe to that conspiracy theory where the Capricans are pulling
the strings on everything, do you?” Emily Gale, her youngest sibling asked.
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“No,” Gale confessed and sighed. “But I do give them that it does seem odd
that the Caprican’s seem to get the lion’s share of everything.”
“Well, it is the capital of the Colonies,” Denny pointed out.
“Yeah…yeah…facts and logic…” Gale smirked. “Hold on, we’re about to pass
the outer markers,” she told them and keyed the wireless to communicate with
Flight Control.
“Kiri,” Admiral Josephus Gaitlin said when Gale stepped through the Raptor’s
hatch. “Welcome back.”
This was out of the ordinary, an Admiral waiting for his yeoman to return,” Gale
thought. “Thank you, Admiral,” she warmly replied before asking, “Permission to
come aboard?”
“Granted!” Gaitlin said and offered his hand when she went to step off the
Raptor’s stubby wing. “Did you do the right thing?” he leaned close and asked a
moment before he surprised her and gave her a quick hug.
Gale nodded. “Yes…I did…and I brought some special people with me…”
“Good…”Gaitlin said and Gale felt a warmth surround her heart; the Admiral
didn’t just approve of what I’ve done, she thought, but he’s proud of me and glad
that I did it. “Family is important,” he added. “It’s perhaps the most important
thing.”
“I agree, Admiral,” Gale told the Admiral. “That one on the wing looking
around with his mouth open is my brother, Brenden, but everyone calls him Denny.
Behind him is his best friend Seth Redfield, and then my little sister, Emily, and her
best friend Ashley Campbell. I hope it’s ok that I brought them…”
“Absolutely, ok, Kiri,” Gaitlin replied and smiled at her. “Thank you for giving
an old…” he smiled and winked, “an experienced man some hope for the future.
Now…We need to get your family settled and I need to show you to your quarters
and then…dinner for all in my quarters.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Hecate, BS-94
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“How is your shadow?” Colonel Constance deWinter asked when she sat down
in front of Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase’s desk for their morning meeting.
Chase smiled. “Still sleeping,” she said and pointed to the doorway that led to
her sleeping quarters. “Take a look. I spent the night on the sofa.”
deWinter stood and walked over to the open doorway and her right hand went
to her mouth before she turned back to Chase. “That’s…so…”
“I know,”
in the bed’s
regarded the
their paws.
desk.

Chase told her and looked at the sleeping girl that was still curled up
comforter and had been joined by Lira and Dickens. Both dogs
officers with deep soulful brown eyes when they lifted their heads off
“Carry on, guys,” Chase whispered to the dogs and returned to her

“You know, until recently I don’t think I ever had a regret about my life choices,”
deWinter said after she sat and sipped her hot chocolate.
“Oh?” Chase asked. “How so?”
“Jamie and I were talking about the future and what it held for us,” deWinter
began and stared down into the chocolaty brew. “When we get home, what
happens? We’re still young enough that if we wanted to start a family, we could…”
Chase nodded and slightly arched her eyebrows. “You know me,
Sera, better than anyone else alive and where I came from. My home…is a
condo near wherever we’re stationed, and even then I don’t spend a lot of time
there. There’s nothing for me back on Leonis…”
“It’s ok, Connie,” Chase told her friend and reached across her desk to hold her
hands. “I think I’d do the same thing if I was in your shoes.”
“You would?” deWinter asked and looked up to meet Chase’s ice blue gaze.
“You’ve been given a second chance at happiness, just as I have,” Chase offered.
“I don’t know where things will go with Rich, but I know that I want to explore
every possible path and opportunity. And Addy…I can’t wait to really connect with
her and try to be a mom…a real mom and not just ‘Aunt Sera’.”
“Sera…” deWinter said and then hesitated before swallowing and placing her
hands flat on the desk. “Once all this is over, I think I might step back and do some
time in the Reserves to I can see whether Jamie and I can make things work. I’m
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sorry…”
Chase smiled and shook her head. “No…don’t be sorry, Connie…be happy!”
she said warmly. “I’ll certainly miss you, but your happiness is most important.”
“Sera?” a small voice said from the doorway. “Is everything ok?”
“Of course it is, Ava,” Chase replied and swiveled her chair to see what looked
like a child sized blonde haired Colonial officer standing in the doorway flanked by
a pair of black and tan terriers.
“I’m glad,” Ava said and slowly walked forward. “Who are you?” she asked
deWinter and then said, “I’m Ava, Sera is taking care of me.”
“Hello, Ava,” deWinter warmly replied and had a smile from ear to ear. “I’m
Colonel Constance deWinter, though you can call me Connie.”
“Nice to meet you, Connie,” Ava told her and then turned to Chase. “I’m kind
of hungry, Sera…I missed lunch and dinner yesterday…”
“Well, we need to correct that, don’t we?” Chase stated and looked at Ava and
then deWinter. “How about we take this down to the officer’s mess and have a
proper breakfast?”
Ava grinned, “Yay!” Her enthusiasm was contagious and Chase felt a wave of
contentment wash over her and quickly glanced at the clock; Saber 6 had another
hour before they reported back on whether they found any trace of Ava’s mother.
“You two have to stay here,” Ava had knelt down and was talking to Lira and
Dickens. “If this place is anything like home, they don’t allow dee oh gees in
restaurants. Yes, I know!” she said when both dogs cocked their heads. “I think it’s
a stupid rule, too!”
*+*+*+*+*
Village of Winterstown, Rinley County, Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian
Communion
The local time was just after 10AM and the land should be illuminated by
Meropis Alpha, the system’s bright yellow primary. Instead, a surreal twilight
covered the land as heavy fallout filled cloud cover blanketed the globe and
periodically dropped ash and other small bits of civilization’s charred detritus on
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the four armor-clad figures that were slowly moving from house to house utilizing
cover and movement. A layer of ash already covered the land to a depth of almost
two centimeters and made everything look like it was covered by a fluffy grey and
brown blanket.
It was a blanket, Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida thought, but one that concealed a
radioactive threat within it. He turned and surveyed their progress and saw three
sets of tracks from the other members of Saber 6, his team, that joined his own.
“Has anyone found anything?” he finally asked over the team’s short-range wireless
channel.
“Nothing here, El Tee,” Sergeant Wesley Fenton replied and despite the radiation
induced crackles and hisses, his voice mirrored the sense of loss that Salagiida felt.
“Same here,” Sergeant Gonville Dean added just as sadly.
“We’re about a block from our target,” Lieutenant J.G. Iris Silva said and
Salagiida found himself smiling at the hope she had in her voice. It wasn’t much,
but it was something. They had found the Martelli residence and while no one was
present, there was a note written on a large whiteboard that was in the kitchen. A
pile of magnets and notes were on the floor, but the message scrawled in blue ink
on the white board was plain to read, Gone to the shelter at the police station at
Tremont Street and Oak Boulevard. Salagiida had collected several pictures of an
attractive dirty blonde-haired woman and the blonde cherub he had met before
departing Hecate.
“Ok folks,” Salagiida said and looked around at the grey landscape that still had
bits of green showing, plant life that didn’t yet know it was already dead, “let’s stay
frosty. I’m getting a bad feeling about things…”
“Roget that, El Tee,” Dean quickly said, perhaps a bit too quickly. It was clear to
Salagiida that the surreal reality that they found themselves in was getting to even
his most seasoned team members.
Despite having a clear objective, Saber 6 checked every house and building that
they passed. Soon after they had landed, they discussed the practice and none of
them were willing to risk leaving someone behind that they might be able to save.
Salagiida saw Fenton suddenly kneel and put his left fist up.
“El Tee, I’m seeing some strange tracks…almost like ours, but different…more
segmented,” Fenton whispered over the wireless.
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Salagiida knew without having to be told what Fenton had discovered. “How
far to the police station?”
“Perhaps fifty meters; it’s on the opposite corner,” Fenton replied. “Do you want
me to move forward?”
“Yeah…and I’m going to go with you,” Salagiida told his old friend and
teammate. “Iris, you and Dean scan for movement and if it’s a toaster, don’t wait,
just light ‘em up.”
“Copy that, El Tee,” Silva told him and as much as he would have wanted to
hear more, he was glad that she didn’t add anything. Up until now, serving on the
same team during the expedition didn’t really entail much danger for them. But
now…as they said, shit has gotten real.
“We have you two covered,” Dead added and out of his peripheral vision he
saw the two armored shapes take overwatch positions.
Salagiida slowly crept forward with as much grace and stealth that a fully
armed, armored, and enhanced Marine wearing Battle Dress could muster. “You
ready?” he asked Fenton when he drew up next to him.
“Yeah…” Fenton replied and pointed out the tracks. “I estimate that there were
at least four, perhaps six of them.”
“Frak me,” Salagiida swore. “That’s more than enough…”
“Yep…” Fenton’s one word confirmation of the danger they faced underscored
the seriousness of the situation. “Guess we’re about ready to move from the
simulators to real life, eh?”
“Looks that way. “On three…I’ll break around to the left and you break right.
We’ll meet by that overturned panel van in front of the station.”
“Copy.”
“One…two…” Salagiida counted and scanned the terrain along his route of
travel. “Three!” He pushed off from a crouch and raced across the street, zigzagging every few steps until he passed the crumpled remains of a light brown
sedan. He slowed for several steps and reassessed his route before accelerating
again to the overturned panel van.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 1997
“Movement! 150 meters!” Dean called out. “They’re toasters! I can see their
red eyes!”
“Copy that,” Silva confirmed. “Wait…there’s two more on the flanks…they’re
about twice, maybe three times the size of the others…”
“Frak,” Dean swore. “They’ve got some sort of rotary cannons mounted on
them!” he added a moment before the wall next to him was chewed apart by
automatic weapons fire.
“We’ll hold them, Gordon!” Silva said over the team push. “You get in there
and see if there are any survivors. I’m going to call for dustoff…”
Salagiida tried to push his fears to the back of his mind. Fears not for him, but
for Iris Silva, the woman he was going to marry when they returned to the Colonies.
“C’mon, Fenton…let’s get this done.”
“Copy that, El Tee,” Fenton replied and lead the way through the shattered glass
doors into the police station.
The station looked like a riot had taken place inside its walls. Walls were
partially collapsed, desks were overturned, and the day to day items used to keep
an office functioning were strewn across the floor. Salagiida heaved a desk out of
his way and set it crashing into another one as he cleared a path toward the still
glowing “Shelter” sign that was at the other side of the long open room.
*+*+*+*+*
Airspace over Rinley County, Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion
“Saber 6, this is Red Rider Two-Five, call sign Glory, we read you five by five,”
Captain Kiera ‘Glory’ Chadwick-Windsor replied to the urgent call for assistance.
“Red Rider Two-Five, Saber 6, am I glad to hear your voice,” a female voice
said, the relief evident. “We have a Cylon force approaching with at least six
Centurions and two larger mobile weapons platforms and are taking heavy fire.
Two of my team are conducting search and rescue operations within a nearby
building and looking for survivors in a shelter. Can you assist?”
“Copy your situation, Saber 6,” Glory told Saber 6. “I have two Vipers with
some air to ground ordnance that they’re just itching to use. Our ETA is forty-five
seconds. Pop smoke so we can confirm your location.”
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“Copy that, Red Rider Two-Five…Popping smoke now…” Saber 6 said and
several moments later Glory saw a dense plume of purple smoke billowing up from
the middle of a street.
“I see purple smoke, confirm?” Glory asked.
“Confirm, we’re five meters south of the smoke and the Cylons are approaching
from the west, along the street. They’ve taken cover between the houses and store
fronts.”
“Saber 6…this is going to be danger close,” Glory told the Marine. “We’ll be
firing rockets as we move from east to west along the road. We’ll give you a few
moments head’s up when we start our run.”
“Copy…you’ll sweep from east to west,” Saber 6 replied.
“Do you two hear that?” Glory asked on a discrete frequency.
“Copy that, Glory,” Lieutenant David ‘Boots’ Harrison replied. “We’re going to
go ‘can hunting. Shame we can turn them in for their recycling value…”
“That would be nice,” Lieutenant Joseph ‘Preacher’ Malloy chuckled. “But I’ll
be happy enough to turn them into scrap after what they’ve done.”
“Copy that, guys,” Glory told them. Get set up and then send the warning to
Saber 6.”
*+*+*+*+*
Salagiida pounded on the heavy steel vault door. “This is a rescue operation!
You need to be evacuated to safety!” he said, his voice amplified to well over 130
decibels. “Please open up!”
“I dunno, El Tee,” Fenton said a moment later. “If someone is in there, they’re
either too scared to open up or they can’t.”
“Yeah…that’s my fear. Ok,” Salagiida shrugged, as much as one could in a suit
of Gladiator armor, “Plan B. Let’s get out the picks and go through the wall.”
“And let’s do this quickly,” Fenton said, “I don’t like having wandering toasters
upstairs.”
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“Neither do I,” Salagiida agreed and quickly assembled the pick. It was a large
tool and constructed out of the same material as a battlestar’s primary hull armor,
and felt like a normal pick when handled by the Gladiator armor. “Let’s both work
on the same area, maybe we can get it done quicker.”
The pick sank into the concrete and masonry when Salagiida swung it against
the wall. He pulled back and several large chunks fell to the floor. “If it’s anything
like back home, this should be about half a meter or so thick.”
Fenton swung his pick and widened the crater that Salagiida made. “Imagine
playing Pyramid in these things!” he chuckled.
“Just remember,” Salagiida replied as he prepared to swing his pick, “the other
team will have them too!”
“Are you really here to help?” a voice asked over a loud speaker.
Salagiida quickly aborted his swing and looked at the speaker over the door.
“Yes, we’re here to get you all out and to safety and medical care.”
“Thank the gods!” the male voice said. “I’ll get the door…we have ten people
in here, though six are in pretty bad shape and we’re all dealing with the radiation.”
*+*+*+*+*
Glory guided the Roc into a holding orbit over the police station and watched as
Red Rider Two-Three and Red Rider Two-Four, Boots and Preacher respectively,
rolled in on the Cylon positions. Before they had to leave the Union, all of them
would have been very careful to minimize civilian casualties and collateral
damage. Now, here, with the world rendered uninhabitable for years, a little
collateral damage was well within the acceptable margin so long as they could
recover survivors.
“We’re rolling in hot!” Boots announced over Red Rider flight’s discrete wireless
frequency. “I see them…and I think they’re pissed!” he added and jinked to avoid a
line of tracer fire from one of the mobile weapons platforms. “Time to make it
rain…” he muttered a moment before fire engulfed his Viper’s wings as the rocket
pods fired their ordnance. “Pulling up and out!” he grunted as the Viper abruptly
climbed and broke to the right as flares and chaff blossomed in its wake.
On the ground, the seventy-six seven centimeter rockets carved a path of
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destruction more than a hundred meters long and twenty meters wide as they
slammed into the ground and destroyed everything within their blast zones.
Ten seconds later Preacher announced he was rolling in hot as well. Instead of
rockets, Preacher’s Viper carried six 250kg cluster bombs.
“That was pretty
impressive, Boots,” he said as he leveled his Viper’s wings and began his attack run.
“But let me show you how you really make it rain…” As he passed over the target
zone, a space approximately sixty meters long, his weapons computer released one
cluster bomb for every ten meters, ensuring that 1482 bomblets bracketed the area
and ensured that anything Boots’ rockets hadn’t destroyed were shredded into bits
of scrap and cooking off ammunition.
“Saber 6, Glory,” Glory couldn’t suppress a smile as she studied the carnage.
These mechanical monsters were facing a foe who could, and would, give as good
as they took. “We’ve cleared the path and can be on the ground within thirty
seconds of your call.”
“Glory, Saber 6, ya’lls drinks are on us tonight,” Silva replied. “That was
extremely impressive from ground level! Will call as soon as we need you down
here…Saber 6 out.”
*+*+*+*+*
Salagiida was first through the door and stopped short, almost causing Fenton to
bump into him. “Oh…my…gods…” he muttered as he surveyed the bunker and its
inhabitants. Four people, police officers or station employees from the looks of
their uniforms, were gaunt and haggard despite the relative cleanliness of the room.
They moved listlessly and with effort, and he knew that rather than head back to
Hecate, he was going to medivac everyone to Soteria, the Union hospital ship that
had been part of Admiral Marlowe the elder’s fleet.
What really tore at his soul, though, were the rows of cots that filled almost half
the room. Except for six, all of them held a body completely covered by a sheet.
The once pristine white sheets were stained around the face, and from the looks of
the six that were still alive, they would probably be joining them soon. “Fenton,
call Iris and have her call for dustoff, then have her and Dean come down to help
us get these people aboard.”
“On it, El Tee!” Fenton replied and turned slightly to face out the door and up
the stairs.
“Who’s in charge here?” Salagiida asked.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2001

“I guess I am,” an older man replied. His dark blue shirt had smudges of ash on
it and he had a holstered sidearm at his right hip. “I’m Lieutenant Paul Glass; I was
the watch officer when all this went down.”
“I’m Lieutenant Gordon Salagiida, Colonial Marines,” Salagiida replied without
thinking and saw the look of surprise on the man’s face. “We’re with Admiral
Cassidine…and are here to help. Are you and your people strong enough to walk
up the stairs and into the street?”
“I don’t care who you are, Lieutenant; you’re here to help and that’s good
enough for me,” Glass told the Marine officer. “I think we can make it. We’re not
in as bad a shape as those six, but we’re also not going to be going much further
than the street.”
“Understood,” Salagiida told him before walking over to look at the survivors.
He keyed the picture he had scanned at the Martelli residence and had his helmet
mounted HUD display it as he looked at the survivors. Please, he prayed, let her be
here and be alive. The first four people, three women and one man, weren’t who
he was looking for. The fifth person bore a remarkable resemblance to the picture,
but was a dark brunette instead of a dirty blonde. When he reached the last living
person his breath caught in his throat; the hair was right and he felt a smile touch
his lips as the suit’s facial recognition software positively identified Zuzana Martelli.
“I brought some helpers,” Silva said from the landing outside the bunker. “Art
and Mike from Red Rider Two-Five are with me.”
“Fantastic!” Salagiida said and nodded. “Let’s get the casualties up to the bird
so we can get out of here. Lieutenant Glass, if you want to head up we’ll be right
behind you.”
“We’ll help with the injured,” Glass said and looked stronger now that the
Marines were here and had brought hope with them.
Two minutes later Salagiida emerged from the police station carrying Zuzana
Martelli. Each member of Saber 6 was carrying someone wrapped in a sheet or
blanket, while Glass and his people carried the remaining two survivors between
the four of them. He was glad that their dustoff was a Roc and not a Raptor; they
never would have all fit in the craft, but the Roc was large enough for everyone and
then some.
“Glory, as soon as we lift I need you to jump directly to Soteria, these people are
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in pretty bad shape,” Salagiida said a few minutes later after the survivors were
secured and Red Rider Two-Five’s crew had started them on IV drips.
“Already plotted, Gordon,” Glory replied land looked over her shoulder at the
hulking Gladiator. “I’ve also got a channel open to Hecate…a certain Admiral has
asked how things are going…”
Salagiida chuckled. From his interactions with Admiral Chase, she didn’t seem
like the one to be anxious, but given the situation and who was involved, he really
couldn’t see her behaving anyway else. “Put me through, if you would…I have
some good news for her.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Olympian battlestar
Caria
“Toni, I need a favor,” Hecate said and leaned back in the high-backed leather
executive’s chair and closed her eyes as she splayed her fingers on her desk.
“This sounds serious,” Admiral Antonia Salanis replied, still looking as youthful
as ever.
Hecate released the breath she was holding and nodded before meeting her
oldest friend’s gaze. “It is, Toni. I have a bad feeling about the future.”
“Things don’t look good, I’ll agree there,” Salanis said slowly and leaned slightly
forward. “But somehow I don’t think that’s what you mean.”
“It isn’t,” Hecate shook her head and then thought a moment to get her words
just right. “Too much is happening at the same time for this to be a coincidence.”
“I remember you telling me a long time ago that there was no such thing as
coincidence,” Salanis speculated. “What’s going on?”
Hecate closed her eyes and rested her head on the chair’s headrest and allowed
the lyrics of a song she knew from her youth surface in her mind.
“In the year 7510
“If God's a coming, He oughta make it by then
“Maybe He'll look around Himself and say
“Guess it's time for the judgment day
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“In the year 8510
“God is gonna shake His mighty head
“He'll either say I'm pleased where man has been
“Or tear it down, and start again”
But we became the gods and in doing so created new dangers we had never
envisioned. I wonder if He is pleased, Hecate wondered. No, He’s probably not,
she quickly added before she opened her eyes and sat up. “For some reason,
Goren has been on my mind recently…well, since last night,” she confessed.
“What?” Salanis asked, shocked at the revelation. “What made you think of that
bastard?”
“We found some wetware before we left Olympus,” Hecate began explaining.
“It was grafted onto a renegade Colonial officer and almost killed him when Zeus
was talking with him. That led me from one rabbit hole to another, from now back
to the beginning. We never found any trace of Goren, his followers, or the
chimeras. We all thought he went out, found someplace, and then over the years
just disappeared.”
Salanis regarded Hecate with a studious look and pursed her lips. “I trust your
hunches, always have and always will. If this is bugging you, then it’s going to bug
me; what do you need me to do?”
“We’re already bringing the fleet out of mothballs, but only the ready ships. I
need you to take Staghound and return to Olympus and tell Zeus that I recommend
that he begin a full activation. Even if we can’t crew them all, eventually we’ll
probably need the hulls.”
“I can do that. Do you have the dispatch for me?” Salanis asked and radiated
tension.
“No,” Hecate told her. “I want this done verbally, to underscore the importance.
By now Nike should be ready to leave, if she hasn’t already, and I want you to
deliver the message and then return with her and the Carian fleet. If Sobieski is
ready, bring his squadron as well. But…and this is vital, Toni, Zeus has to move the
Anchorage to a wartime footing. There are too many resources there for us to risk
losing.”
“Ok…I’ll leave as soon as I’m packed,” Salanis stated and stood. “I hope to
God that you’re wrong, Liz.”
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Hecate offered a smile that barely touched the corners of her lips. “So do I,
Toni, so do I. Now, get going and Godspeed!”
*+*+*+*+*
Outside Colonial space, Colonial battlestar Lachesis BS-36
“Are you sure about this?” Commander Eric Malan asked three people seated
across from him at the conference table. “We’re going to be calling things pretty
close and if they miss us by so much as a fraction of a degree…”
The statuesque blonde who sat directly across from him nodded. “Yes, I’m
positive,” she replied met Malan’s gaze. “I was given very specific and precise
information...about where to be and when. Right now,” her gaze flicked to the
digital clock on the bulkhead, “We have about a day before the rendezvous.” She
tried to force a smile to her pretty face, “I just hope they’re willing to listen before
going guns hot after what must have surely happened by now.”
“I won’t claim that Lachesis can protect Covenant or the other ships in your
group,” Malan smirked and knew deep down that if they met Admiral Chase’s
battlegroup and she wasn’t willing to listen to what they had to say, the only thing
that would assure any of the people present at the meeting would see the next day
would be to jump…and jump quickly. “I’ve only encountered Admiral Chase
professionally and in passing, but if she’s seen what the Cylons did to the
Communion we’re only going to have one chance at this.”
“Then we have to do it right the first time,” Siobhan Crockett, the blonde’s
brunette twin, stated. “And we have to ensure that they have no reason to suspect
that we’re preparing to attack them.”
“You do know what that means, don’t you?” Colonel James Dardanelle,
Lachesis’ XO, asked from where he sat next to Malan.
“I do,” Tanith Basilan, the blonde, confirmed succinctly. “We need to convince
her that we’re not all genocidal sociopaths. If that means going into this…naked,
so to speak, then we have to do it.”
“Have you heard from Daniel or Edgar?” a swarthy featured man asked from
next to Siobhan.
“We have, Marko,” Tanith replied and Malan could see some of the tension
slowly creep away from her eyes. Most people would never have noticed it, but
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he’d seen her face in his dreams for years and had memorized every change and
nuance that she’d picked up since she staged her death so many years ago. “The
news is…promising…more so than we ever hoped for.”
“I’m not sure I follow?” Lieutenant Octavia DeTomasi asked from where she sat
on Malan’s other side.
“Do you remember when we flew down to meet the Holy Mother for the first
time?” Tanith asked and DeTomasi nodded. “You had a question about faith; were
the Monads worthy of your friend’s legacy. Well, this was about faith,” she
explained. “There were eight principle genetic models that were created right
before the end of the war and just after, creatively called the Ones, Twos, Threes,
etc.
“The Ones believed that another model was receiving extra attention, too much
attention, from those who brought us into being. So, like petulant children, they
threw a temper tantrum that resulted in the entire line, save one, being killed or
corrupted in-vitro. We should have realized then that they weren’t stable, but we
were all young and caught up in the event to realize the forest for the trees,” Tanith
continued sadly.
“That one survivor was brought to the Colonies as an infant and raised by
adoptive parents. He grew up knowing everything that he knew before he was
killed and downloaded into the infant, but he also learned the most valuable
lesson; how to be human,” Tanith said, her voice tinged with a trace of awe.
“Siobhan sought out Marko because he had ties to Daniel, the sole surviving Seven.
When Edgar, a Four, met Daniel it was as if the Four had been given a Gospel from
God; he saw with crystal clarity just how unjust, how wrong, how counter to God’s
teaching The Plan was. Edgar and Daniel left to see whether they could change
things from within.”
“And that’s the good news?” DeTomasi asked.
Tanith nodded. “Yes, it is. It seems that some of the Fours have heard Daniel’s
message and are going to try and call for a vote to postpone The Plan and instead
open diplomatic relations, such as they’d be, with the Colonies, and there is word
that even some of the Ones, those who are more rational, though for them that’s a
matter of degree, are considering this as well.”
Malan studied his protégé as she contemplated what Tanith had just told her and
wondered if she would come to the conclusions that he did. “If the Ones are as
unstable as you’ve led me to believe, this could also be a very bad thing,”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2006
DeTomasi said slowly as she appeared to pick and choose her words carefully. “If
the react emotionally and lash out, it could lead to a Cylon Civil War.”
Ah, Malan smiled, she did see the dangers. “That is one potential outcome,” he
said.
“I think it would make a bad situation worse,” DeTomasi pressed and turned to
look at Malan. “Sir, if the Cylons being fighting among themselves than we will be
party to a war without being on a war footing, assuming that the infighting is
enough to stop the attack on the Colonies.”
“Those were my fears, Lieutenant,” Malan said and then nodded to Tanith when
she appeared to want to say something.
“That could happen, Lieutenant,” Tanith explained and sadly shook her head to
minimize the possibility. “However, the numbers that we’re talking about are a
handful, maybe a dozen or so at most, with maybe three or four Ones entertaining
the idea…against more than a thousand baseships and their support craft. It will be
a symbolic protest, but we won’t know until it actually happens.”
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Octavia DeTomasi was restless. An hour earlier she had seen Carson
off after they had lunch at the officer’s mess, and now she was pacing Lachesis’
passages as she tried to make sense of the briefing that ended earlier. So many
things hinged on a million to one chance of meeting Admiral Chase’s returning
battlegroup that it was making the logical mathematician in her tremble with fear.
“Lieutenant, are you ok?” a woman’s voice asked from behind her.
DeTomasi turned and smiled. “Sister, how kind of you to ask,” she said.
Sister Mariam Zabel winked and shook her head, causing her immaculately
braided dark tresses to bounce around her shoulders. “You didn’t answer my
question, child,” she chided gently.
“No, I guess I didn’t,” DeTomasi sighed and shook her head slowly and without
the energy that Sister Mariam Zabel had shown. “I’m not, well, I am, but I have a
lot on my mind.”
“I was just about ready to brew a pot of tea, would you join me?” Sister Mariam
Zabel asked. “Problems are best solved over a good cup of tea.”
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The smile the Sister gave DeTomasi was infectious and the young officer found
herself smiling with her. “Yes, I think I’d like that,” she told the older woman who
had become a good friend in the brief time since the Holy Mother had introduced
them.
“That is a lot to carry on your shoulders,” Sister Mariam Zabel said a brief time
later and after she’d poured them each a second cup of tea.
“I’m having trouble reconciling the scope of what’s about to happen,” DeTomasi
finally admitted. She’d talked with clergy before, representatives of the gods, but
there was something peaceful and serene, yet strong and steadfast, about Sister
Mariam Zabel that she found comforting. “I feel like everything I knew, was certain
of, has been called into question and that I’m flying blind.”
Sister Mariam Zabel sat back and sipped her tea, looking at DeTomasi over the
rims of her glasses. “What is one plus one?” she finally asked.
“Two,” DeTomasi answered.
“And you were able to plot an FTL jump just this morning, yes?” the Sister
pressed.
“Yes…” DeTomasi agreed and narrowed her eyes. “I’m not sure…”
“What’s being called into question are your beliefs, your norms, not physical
constraints of reality,” Sister Mariam Zabel explained slowly. “We have a saying,
‘Through Him all things are possible’. In short, and to save you a semester long
class on religious theory,” she winked conspiratorially, “it means, ‘have faith’.”
“But…I don’t believe in the Monad god…” DeTomasi protested.
“Did I say you had to?” the Sister replied and arched her eyebrows. “You can
have faith in yourself, your friends, your commander, your shipmates, even Admiral
Chase. And, you can have faith in the gods, the Lords of Kobol.”
“That’s an odd thing for a Monad to say,” DeTomasi said questioningly. “Isn’t
it?” she quickly added when she saw the first trace of a smile touch the Sister’s lips.
“I believe that God created everything,” Sister Mariam Zabel answered. “In the
beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth and the earth was without
form or shape, with darkness over the abyss and a mighty wind sweeping over the
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waters. Then God said: Let there be light, and there was light. God saw that the
light was good. God then separated the light from the darkness. God called the
light ‘day’, and the darkness he called ‘night’. Evening came, and morning
followed—the first day,” she said with her eyes half closed.
“That is how we believe all this,” Sister Mariam Zabel waved her hand around to
indicate ‘everything’, “was created. Yes, we know there are scientific theories and
proofs that point to a,” she used her index and middle fingers to make quotes,
“’rational and scientific’ explanation for how the universe came to be, but they can
never, have never, answered the fundamental question, ‘why?’, followed by,
‘how?’.”
DeTomasi sat back in her chair. “That’s pretty deep, Sister Mariam Zabel. How
do the gods, the Lords of Kobol, fit into this?”
“We are all God’s children,” the Sister replied. “Gods with a little ‘g’, included.”
*+*+*+*+*
Ouranos Asteroid Belt, Helios Beta, Viper 570
“It’s humbling when I try and take it all in,” Ensign Penn Chambers said as he
swept his eyes across the deep black heavens.
The response was almost immediate, “I feel like I can touch the sky, and then as
my fingers get close it skips away.”
“Aren’t we a bunch of cockpit philosophers?” Chambers asked and laughed
once.
“Being out here grounds me to reality, Penn,” Ensign Anat Giliad replied
solemnly. “I feel like I’m swimming in an endless sea.”
“Endless is right,” Chambers answered. “The vids make asteroid fields look like
you can’t move a couple hundred meters without having to bank and jink to avoid
a rock, but out here…it’s a lot of emptiness…” He had barely uttered the word
when his Viper’s dradis suddenly pinged off something.
“Did you just get a paint?” Chambers asked quickly and sat up a little straighter
in the ejection seat.
Giliad answered after a few silent moments. “Yeah…I had a couple strong pings
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at the edge of dradis range.”
“I’m going to call it in…in the meantime, can you plot an intercept course?”
Chambers asked.
“On it,” Giliad replied.
“Atropos, Viper 570, we have a dradis contact at extreme range and want the ok
to extend our patrol to investigate,” Chambers reported.
“Viper 570, Atropos, can you confirm that it’s artificial?” Atropos’ Flight
Operations Officer asked.
“Copy, Flight, dradis confirmed it was artificial and estimates it to be between
15 and 25 meters in length, so it could be a civilian in trouble or doing something
they shouldn’t,” Chambers explained.
“Viper 570, Atropos Actual, going hunting already, Penn?” Commander Devan
Lubeck asked over the wireless, replacing the Flight Operations Officer.
Chambers smiled at the Commander’s question, he’d been ready to go hunting
ever since he earned his wings. “Affirmative, Actual, we’re ready, willing, and
able.”
“Ok, proceed to intercept the bogie,” Lubeck ordered. “I’m going to launch a
Raptor for support; it’ll catch up to you just after you make the intercept. Keep us
in the loop, Penn. Good hunting!”
“Make the intercept, keep you in the loop, and good hunting, aye, Actual,”
Chambers replied and felt a jolt of adrenaline shoot through his body. It was
probably nothing, but he and Anat were going to intercept something and they
were going to do it on their own. “Viper 570, out.”
“We’re good to go, Anat,” Chambers said a moment later after he switched to
the flight’s discrete wireless frequency. “How long until we intercept?”
“Fifteen minutes at 80%; I’ve plotted a direct CBDR intercept course and am
sending it to you now,” Giliad replied. “Penn,” she said a moment later, some of
the earlier enthusiasm missing from her voice, “I know this might be first time
jitters, but I’m getting an uneasy feeling about this…”
Chambers paused as he felt the powerful Mk. VII Viper adjust to the new course
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and power settings, and thought about what Anat had just said. “Yeah…I’ve got the
same feeling,” he finally confessed. “Normally we’d have someone senior with us,
but with the preparations for tomorrow everyone else had other duties and we’re
the new kids…”
“Yeah…speaking of which, I can’t wait to get back, Setare is arriving on the
16:00 shuttle,” Giliad said with barely restrained joy.
“I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to handle the Giliad sisters!” Chambers
laughed. “I guess you really made an impression on her that she applied for the
program, too.”
“It was all she could talk about when I saw her when we had our audience,”
Giliad explained. “She had just received her appointment to Atropos’ next class
and I think she was as excited to tell me about it face to face as she was to be flown
out for the ceremony.”
“At least we’ll know the ship is in good hands with your sister taking over for
you,” Chambers told the young lady who was far more than just his wingman.
“Taking over for us, buster!” Giliad joked back. “Penn, I’m getting some better
resolution…do you see what I’m seeing?”
Chambers glanced down at the dradis display that was located directly below
the upper Head Down Display. “It’s not moving…and…it’s tumbling?”
“That’s what I see,” Giliad confirmed. “It’s a good thing that Commander
Lubeck scrambled a Raptor, it might be a small civilian ship that is in distress.”
“I dunno…” Chambers slowly said as his eyes glanced over to the master arm
switch that would activate the Viper’s armament and turn the sleek craft into a
weapon of war. “Anat…” he began as his left hand flicked the switch and caused a
red tell-tale to illuminate informing him that his weapons were activated, but on
‘safe’. “Anat,” he repeated, his voice stronger this time, “We’re going in to this
weapons hold.”
Giliad replied immediately, “Copy, weapons hold.” A moment later, she added,
“I’m glad you said it, Penn.”
“I don’t know if I’m being overly cautious or overreacting…”
“You’re being smart,” Giliad told him. “And remember, I like smart…”
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Chambers couldn’t help but smile at the hidden meaning in Anat’s words.
“Copy, I’ll stay smart.”
Several minutes later the bogie was at extreme visual range. “Dradis still hasn’t
been able to identify what it is that we’re approaching,” Chambers said on the
primary wireless frequency that Atropos monitored. “It’s identified it as a craft
about 20 meters long by about 7.5 meters wide, but there’s nothing in the warbook
or civilian list that matches.”
“Could it be an experimental craft, one that doesn’t have to be registered?”
Giliad asked as they approached the slowly tumbling craft.
Chambers shrugged as best he could in his flight suit and strapped into the
Viper’s ejection seat. “Could be, but they’d also have to have a transponder that
would broadcast who they are. Atropos, we’re within visual range,” Chambers
said, making sure that the battlestar was listening, “The bogie is tumbling and there
appears to be a small debris field near it.”
“The Raptor is three minutes out; do you want to wait?” Lubeck’s voice asked,
putting the ball squarely in Chambers’ court.
“We’re here, we might as well go in and see what’s going on,” Chambers
replied. “Anat, you ready?”
“Willing and able,” Giliad replied. “Let’s do this.”
The two Vipers slowly approached the tumbling angular craft that looked like a
fusion between a waterborne catamaran and a small shuttle. It was silver, with
black and grey highlights, and had an oddly techno-organic look to it, as if it had
been grown or sculpted rather than built or assembled. “Anat, hold at a hundred
meters, I’m going to approach to fifty…”
“Copy, hold at a hundred meters, you’ll approach to fifty…” Giliad copied.
Chambers flexed his gloved fingers and realized that he had deactivated his
cannons’ safety and that his finger was hovering above the trigger. This was real, he
thought; not a simulation, real, and those cannons sticking out of the bogie’s nose,
they were pretty frakking real, too. Now that he and Anat had matched course and
velocity with the tumbling bogie, it was a simple matter to use the maneuvering
thrusters to slowly approach the craft.
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“Oh…frak me…” Chambers swore as the belly of the craft came into view…and
along with it the green pentagon within a pentagon symbol of the Cylon Alliance.
“It’s Cylon!” he hissed, his voice barely above a whisper as if not saying it aloud
would relegate it to nothing more than a phantasm and no more real than the
Pathfinder sightings that cropped up every so often.
“Say again, Serpent?” Lubeck ordered over the wireless and used Chamber’s
unofficial call sign, Serpent, a contraction of Sir Penn.
“Ah, Actual…” Chambers licked his lips and took a deep breath of oxygen.
“Craft bears Cylon markings and appears to have had an internal explosion…I’m
looking into the hull from the rear and it’s open…almost like it was a transport.”
“Copy…Hold position and you’re cleared weapons hot if it takes offensive
action. Bobby Socks and Tease are almost there…once they are, you’re cleared to
try and contact it,” Lubeck told him.
“Copy, Actual, once Bobby Socks and Tease get here, I’m cleared to contact it,”
Chambers repeated the order. “Did you think we’d find this when you woke up this
morning, Anat?” he joked.
“Oh, Penn,” Giliad hammed up swooning, “You take your girl to the most
incredible places!”
Chambers felt his face blush at her double meaning. “You bet! Just wait until
you see what I have prepared for tomorrow!”
“Hey, hey! No starting without us!” Tease said over the wireless as the dun
colored Raptor slid into view.
“I’m glad you two are here,” Giliad told them as they held position off her
starboard wing.
“Really?” Tease teased. “Here I thought you were giving me and Socks the evil
eye yesterday…”
“That was then, this is now,” Giliad chuckled. “Did you hear what Penn found?”
“Yeah…Toasters,” Bobby Socks, the Raptor’s pilot, stated.
and they show up now.”

“After all this time

“We’ll, they’re here, we’re here, it’s time to ask them their intentions,” Chambers
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broke into the girls’ conversation.
“We’ve got the recorders running and are boosting it back to the barn,” Tease
told him.
“Unidentified ship off my port wing, identify yourself,” Chambers declared on
the Guard channel that all Colonial craft, by law, were required to monitor. “This is
Colonial Viper 570, please identify yourself and prepare to be boarded.”
Silence answered him.
Chambers repeated his hail again, and then a third time. The response was the
same, it was as if the small craft was dead. “Ok folks, they’re not answer so I guess
it’s time to go EVA and knock on their door…”
The Cylon craft suddenly fired its thrusters to stop its tumbling and a moment
later it’s engines lit off and it began accelerating.
“So it is alive!” Chamber’s shouted, partly excited due to the thrill of the hunt
and partly excited because his quarry was suddenly showing signs of life. “Follow
it…” he ordered a moment before the Cylon disappeared in a burst of silver light
signifying an FTL jump.
“Please tell me you recorded all that,” Bobby Socks said over the wireless.
“Oh, I have it, Socks…the first legitimate Cy-Porn in forty years, and we got it!”
Tease replied joyfully.
“Viper 570 and 577, Raptor 111, return to Atropos and report to my quarters,”
Lubeck ordered. “As of now, this is classified and you’re not to talk to anyone
about this until we have a chance to debrief you.”
“Guess we might be bunking together for a while, Anat…” Bobby Socks teased
as the three small craft reversed course and started the long trip back to Atropos.
“Oh, joy of joys…” Giliad deadpanned.
*+*+*+*+*
“You’re positive it carried Cylon markings?” Major Ted Collins asked Ensign Sir
Penn Chambers.
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Chambers nodded. “Yes, sir, I have the Chief pulling the gun camera memory
and it should be here shortly.”
Collins met Commander Devan Lubeck’s stony gaze and the two men both
acknowledged the severity of the situation with a slight nod. “Ensign, why did you
proceed alone?” Atropos’ commander asked.
“Ah…Anat, Ensign Giliad is a better snap shooter than I am and if something
happened, I thought having the best shooter in a position where she could cover
me would be the best tactic,” Chambers answered.
“Yes…Ensign Giliad’s gunnery scores are most impressive,” Lubeck said and
paced behind his chair at the conference table. “This is off the record, for all of
you,” he said and looked at the five others seated around the table. “What does
your gut tell you?”
“Sir, if it was Cylon, then they had to know that their very presence would void
the Armistice, so I don’t think this was an accident,” Chambers started and paused,
narrowing his eyes. “My gut…my gut tells me that I think we’re going to witness
what our parents and grandparents faced forty years ago. And…” he paused again
and Lubeck saw the boy’s, no, the young man’s jaw muscles suddenly tense. “If
they’re going to attack us, it will be tomorrow, during the celebrations.”
Collins leaned forward, “Why tomorrow, Penn?”
Chambers started tapping his right fingers on the table. “Because it would be
appropriate, and it is the one of two days that the Fleet is mostly in port, for Open
House.”
“But wouldn’t that mean that the Fleet could react quicker, and together?” Cadet
Lieutenant Julia ‘Bobby Socks’ Hammond asked.
Lubeck waited for Chambers’ answer. He already knew why the young officer
was correct, but like any good teacher who asked a student to ‘solve for x’, it wasn’t
enough to get the right answer, but to show how the right answer was achieved.
“How long does it take for Atropos to go to Action Stations and set Condition
One throughout, Socks?” Chambers asked.
“I think we managed to do it in about a minute or so…” Hammond replied and
Lubeck saw her eyes widen slightly as she understood Chambers’ reasoning.
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“Exactly…we were training for it and didn’t have anyone underfoot; no friends,
no family, no tourists wanting to see what their taxes were spent on,” Chambers
explained almost dispassionately. “Even the best ship under those conditions is
going to take minutes to clear for action, Socks…and those are going to be minutes
that the Cylons aren’t going to give them.”
Before anyone could add to Chambers’ comment, there was a knock at the
hatch and a Marine announced that Chief Dolan had arrived with the gun camera
footage. “Please send him in,” Lubeck said and motioned the crew chief to put the
data module on the table. After Dolan had left, he looked at everyone, raised an
eyebrow and smirked, “Now we see how good Ensign Chambers’ eyesight is…”
His comment had the desired result, several chuckles from around the table,
including Chambers, and the tension was broken. Thinking and decisions could be
made under stress, but Lubeck had always believed that if the chance to break the
tension presented itself, that it was advisable to take it. He slipped the data module
into a port on a computer embedded in the conference room’s wall and next to a
large, two-meter display, and quickly entered the time when he wanted the
recording to start.
The display flickered to life and suddenly the unidentified ship was on the
screen and surrounded by the Viper’s HUD and navigational information. The craft
slowly tumbled until the belly was revealed. Lubeck paused the recording and
stared at something he’d prepared his entire adult life, and part of his childhood, to
face; there was no doubt that the ship bore markings that belonged to the Cylon
Alliance.
Slowly, as if he suddenly aged ten years in a moment, Lubeck slid into his highbacked chair at the head of the table. “Ladies and gentlemen, from this point on,
this is classified information and you are bound by the Official Secrets Act. I have
to get this pushed out to Perkinston, but in the meantime, Ted, I want you to refine
the flight schedule for tomorrow and make sure that we have no more than half the
wing off duty at any one time. Maybe you can stagger them on two or four-hour
shifts, so they’re not pulling eight or twelve in a row, but I want to make sure that
we’ve got something we can launch.”
“We only have training ammo in the magazines…” Collins explained.
“Let me handle that,” Lubeck said slowly. “Taiga is due in about two hours and
will be berthed next to us. We may need to reposition Atropos slightly, but I think
it will work…Colonel Daulton is an old friend and I think I can convince him that it
would be easier for the visitors to move from one ship to another if we were
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boomed up, same with Ranger. That will at least let us quickly get something
usable into our magazines other than training rounds. Until then, we’re going to
have to make due.”
“Sir?” Cadet Lieutenant Prisca ‘Tease’ Keeseran asked. “What happens if the
Cylons really do attack? What will we do…with the civilians and all?”
That was a question Lubeck had hoped wouldn’t be asked, mainly because at
this moment he didn’t have a good answer. “We’re going to do what we can to
protect the civilians, and if necessary, evacuate and escort them to safety…if it
exists. And since you’re one of six people who are aware of this, I’m going to
assign you and Cadet Lieutenant Hammond the task of surveying half a dozen
locations that we can jump to, should we need to, with any civilian shipping that
can make the trip. I want you to plot them and explain why in a report to me by,”
he looked at his watch and frowned. So much to be done and so little time. “By
20:00 hours. Keep this between the two of you, but get it done.”
“Wilco, Commander,” Keeseran replied and looked more like a young officer
than the eighteen year old girl that she was. Hell, Lubeck thought, if the Cylons do
return, by this time tomorrow she might be dead, and if she survived until this time
next week, she’d certainly be commissioned and considered a veteran.
*+*+*+*+*
“What are we doing to do, Tease?” Cadet Lieutenant Julia ‘Bobby Socks’
Hammond asked her best friend as they walked through Atropos to the navigation
lab where they had learned the art of navigation and jump physics.
“I’m working on it,” Cadet Lieutenant Prisca ‘Tease’ Keeseran replied with a
secret smile that she hoped didn’t scream ‘I know something you don’t!’. She
wasn’t the best at triad and hoped her friend wouldn’t push too hard until they were
behind closed doors.
Hammond nodded. “Ok, Tease, I trust you. You got me through navigation and
physics, and gave Dr. Hess a run for his money when it came to navigation
techniques.”
“Hess was a toad, and if he had ever operated in the real world rather than in
his little world of theory,” Keeseran replied scornfully, “then he would have been
able to do more than just teach.”
Five minutes later, Hammond spun the wheel that locked the hatch closed and
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faced her friend. “Ok, Prisca, out with it…you’ve been wearing a smile that would
do the cat that ate the canary proud.”
“Ok…but…” Keeseran looked around to make sure the lab really was deserted,
“You can’t breathe a word of this to anyone, ok?”
Hammond narrowed her eyes and nodded. “Promise,” she said and offered her
pinky to seal her vow with a pinky-promise. “Now out with it!”
“Ok, ok,” Keeseran said after they had sealed the pinky-promise. “You know
that when I was growing up that I spent most of my time aboard whichever ship my
dad was posted to, right?” When Hammond nodded, she continued, “He and
mom, and the other officers, they homeschooled me, and one of the things I picked
up was navigation. You know that. Dad has worked for Avedon Lines ever since he
finished his Fleet service, twenty-three years ago. When he was promoted to
captain of Avedon Regal, he was briefed on something called Starlight. Long story
short, it’s something that the Duke put together in case of a Cylon attack.”
“Makes sense,” Hammond nodded. “His Grace fought in the Uprising, so it
would be natural that he’d want to plan in case they came back. So…what is it?”
“Rally points, Julia,” Keeseran whispered as if the walls were alive and listening.
“They’re rally points for all of Avedon’s shipping to rendezvous at so they can
prepare for recovery operations or…”
“Or what?” Hammond pressed.
“Or evacuation and expeditionary orders,” Keeseran said slowly, her voice
quieter than it had been a moment earlier. “I overheard my dad talking to
Commodore Rubinski when he took over Imperial Transcendence last year. It’s
real, Julia, and I need to contact him so we can coordinate.”
Hammond cocked her head and looked at her friend through narrowed eyes.
“How are we going to do that?”
“Imperial Transcendence is here in Helios Beta, and all I need to do is contact
him and…well…” Keeseran said and arched her eyebrows hopefully.
“That’s the plan?” Hammond chuckled and mimed holding a phone to her ear,
“Hi dad, it’s your favorite offspring…I have a favor to ask…” She shook her head
and turned serious, “Do you know how crazy that sounds?”
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“Yes…” Keeseran sighed. “But it’s the only way I know to stack the deck in our
favor.”
“Ok…I don’t like it, but what do we need to do?” Hammond asked.
An hour later the two cadets had changed into civilian clothes and were mixing
with the crowd of visitors that had already arrived on Gnosis Station for Armistice
Day. They made their way through the throngs to where the civilian ‘town’ was
located that supported the station and walked into the Colonial Inn & Suites and
strode purposely to the elevators and went up one floor before exiting and making
their way back down to the first floor via the fire stairs.
“Ok, we’re here, now what?” Hammond asked after they closed the door to the
small businessman’s office where a computer, printer, and scanner were located.
“ColComm, for those days when you have to reach out and touch someone,”
Keeseran smirked and opened a video communications app from the workstation’s
desktop.
“Ah, here we go,” she said and the slid the golden Colonial
Communications data card into the workstation’s card reader.
“You never cease to amaze me. First, our second week here, you picked the
lock to Donna Bortner’s locker and replaced half her cough medicine with laxative,
and gods know how many other things since then, and now this!” Hammond
exclaimed.
“I had a colorful childhood,” Keeseran smirked and keyed in her passcode when
the application requested it. “Ok…here goes…” she said and entered her father’s
direct number and hit send.
Keeseran closed her eyes and said a silent prayer that all pilots learned and lived
by, Lords of Kobol, please don’t let me frak this up.
“Princess?” Captain Nerva Keeseran said a moment later as his face filled the
screen. “Is everything ok? Why aren’t you in uniform?”
“I’m ok, Daddy,” Prisca smiled and prayed that she wasn’t crossing a line and
betraying a confidence. “As for why I’m not in uniform…well…Julia and I are
taking a few minutes to get out and see the guests.”
The elder Keeseran’s eyes narrowed, “Prisca…what are you up to?”
“Dad…” Prisca swallowed and met her father’s deep green eyes, “do you
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remember the conversation you had with Commodore Rubinski last year when I
was home on leave?”
“Which conversation?” her father asked, narrowing his eyes even more.
Prisca grimaced. “Uh…the one I wasn’t supposed to hear because you thought I
was asleep in the other room?”
Captain Keeseran’s eyes went wide. “Prisca…” he said, warning in his voice,
“that isn’t something we can talk about right now.”
“I know, I know,” Prisca quickly replied. “But…” she started and rolled her lips
between her teeth as she tried to come up with the right words that wouldn’t sound
outlandish. “But…if I knew it was going to happen, when…tomorrow…what
then?”
“Go back to Atropos, Prisca,” Captain Keeseran said after a moment. “I’ll be in
touch within two hours.”
“Ok,” Prisca said and slumped in the chair. “I’m sorry, Daddy…”
The smile and warmth in her father’s response caused her to sit up. “Princess,
you did good. I got an update about an hour ago…you…” he paused and made
eye contact with her and said three words that send a cold chill down her spine,
“You were right.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Why are we here?” Ensign Penn Chambers asked after Cadet Lieutenant Julia
Hammond closed the door behind him and Ensign Anat Giliad.
“Because you need to know, Penn,” Cadet Lieutenant Prisca Keeseran said from
where she sat at a navigation workstation.
“Know what?” Chambers pressed.
He watched as Keeseran and Hammond glanced at each other and then back to
him. “You were right…in the meeting we had with Commander Lubeck and Major
Collins. The Cylons are attacking tomorrow.”
“How do you know that?” Ensign Anat Giliad asked the question Chambers was
going to ask.
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“Sit down…You’ll want to when you hear what I have to tell you,” Keeseran said
and took a deep, calming breath and told them what she had done.
“You did what?” Chambers exclaimed. “Do you know how many rules and
laws you broke?”
Keeseran nodded. “I do, Penn. My dad is one of the top captains in Avedon
Lines and he confirmed that special emergency contingency plans are already in
effect. How does a commercial shipping company know something that the Fleet
doesn’t?”
The comment and question took some of the wind out of Chambers’ sails and
he sat back in his chair. “Well…maybe their burden of proof is lower?” he offered.
Hammond looked at him skeptically and when Chambers glanced over at
Giliad he saw she had a similar look on her face. “Penn, His Grace is one of the
most powerful and influential people in the Colonies, he wouldn’t do something
that could make him and his companies look like fools,” Giliad softly told him.
“How many times has either he or the Empress been right about something when
the President and Quorum of Twelve, even the Fleet, have been wrong?”
Chambers closed his eyes and for a moment actually hoped that the Cylons
would attack because that would probably save his career after this. The Fleet,
regardless of his patronage, wouldn’t forgive this breech of behavior. “Ok,” he
finally said, “what’s done is done, and we’ll have to deal with the fallout together.
So what now?”
“My dad sent a courier from Imperial Transcendence with six coordinates. I
want you to verify them with me and then I’ll submit them to Commander Lubeck.
They’re damned good locations for rally points, and they fit with what the
Commander asked for.”
“Ok…ok…Anat?” Chambers asked.
“Well, if we get busted, you’ll have three pretty cell mates,” Giliad told him and
gave him the go-ahead to get them involved.
*+*+*+*+*
Between Leonis and Virgon, Helios Beta system, Avedon Lines liner Imperial
Transcendence
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“Are you sure you did the right thing, Nerva?” Captain Alcide Malebranche
asked the man seated across the dinner table from him. “That information isn’t
something for public consumption.”
Captain Nerva Keeseran slowly nodded. “Yes, I think I did, Alcide. You saw the
dispatch, Starlight has been activated and we’re to expect a Cylon attack within the
next twenty-four hours.”
“I know…I have a similar dispatch in my safe back on Normandie,”
Malebranche replied.
“And if my daughter had called…” he shrugged his
shoulders as if to say, ‘what else could I do?’
“Thanks, Alcide. I’ve already sent a note back to Virgon to let them know that
Atropos might show up at one of the rally points, so that base is covered.”
Keeseran looked over at his old Academy friend and a captain of one of the most
majestic liners in known space, “Do you think it’s really going to happen?”
Malebranche looked thoughtful for a moment before he nodded. “Yes, I do.
Our lines wouldn’t do something this important without proof, that’s one. Two,” he
raised his ring finger to join his pinky, “your daughter confirmed it, and had it come
at any other time, I’d pass it off as a wild rumor that she picked up on, but coming
on the heels of Starlight? That is no coincidence.”
“I was hoping you’d find a hole in the logic, old friend,” Keeseran said after
sipping his wine. “Right now, our responsibilities are to our ships, our crews, and
our passengers.”
The two men shared a long moment of silence before Keeseran sadly sighed.
“You know, this is one of those times I wish the girls were here, but I have to admit,
with what we’re going to face, part of me is glad that they didn’t live to see it.”
“They would have whipped us into shape, that’s for sure!” Malebranche said and
raised his glass. “To Carolyn and Aubrey, the sisters that changed our lives.”
“To Aubrey and Carolyn, always alive in our hearts,” Keeseran replied and
finished the toast that the two men had had every year on the anniversary of their
wives’ untimely death. “You know, when we were dating them, did you ever
wonder if they swapped IDs on us?”
“What? You mean I dated Aubrey and you dated Carolyn?” Malebranche asked.
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“Yeah. I mean, they were twins and until they got those butterfly tattoos on their
ankles, I know I had difficulty at times telling who was who,” Keeseran joked.
“Yeah, the thought did cross my mind now and then when I’d say something and
she wouldn’t remember it right away.” Malebranche settled back and swirled the
wine in his glass. “Do you remember when we processed out of the Fleet and went
to see their parents. I thought their father was going blow a gasket when we asked
for permission to marry them!”
Keeseran laughed along with his friend and then lowered his voice, “I will not
have my daughters enter into a poly relationship!” He shook his head and
remembered the scene as if it was yesterday instead of more than twenty years in
the past. “It took all four of us to convince him that we weren’t going to go poly
and each wanted to marry one person. And then when Prisca and Hadley were
born…I think he wouldn’t have cared if we were Cylons the way his eyes lit up
after he held them.”
“Those were good times,” Malebranche agreed.
following in our footsteps.”

“And now the girls are off

There was a brief knock at the hatch before Keeseran acknowledged it and the
first officer, Lieutenant Kazimiera Pulaski stepped into the room. She had a
haunted look in her eyes and looked a little pale to Keeseran’s eyes. “What is it,
Kazi?”
“Ah…we received another dispatch from the Home Office. Ah…” Pulaski
swallowed and tried to steady herself. “Nerva, there’s been a second source
confirmation; Home Office has a 95% certainty that there will be a cluster wide
Cylon attack on Armistice Day.”
“There you go, Alcide…” Keeseran said slowly.
“Nerva…there’s more…” Pulaski said somewhat warily. “The dispatch cited
Hammersley as the source. She left with Countess Sera’s expedition…”
“And that, I believe, is the other shoe…the one that says, ‘this is not a drill’,”
Malebranche said and put down his wine glass. “Kazi, if I could have a copy? In
case Central Office is running behind…”
Keeseran nodded and Pulaski replied, “Certainly, Captain. I’ll have it ready for
you as soon as I can get it duplicated.”
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“How many times have I told you?” Malebranche asked and arched an eyebrow.
“Nerves, Alcide,” Pulaski replied a moment before walking over to the table and
putting the dispatch down in front of Keeseran. Their eyes met for a moment and
he saw the fear and uncertainty that he expected, but he also saw something else,
trust and support. “Nerva, I…I better get this duplicated for Alcide.”
“Thanks, Kazi,” Keeseran said and watched the woman close the door behind
her.
“You are either blind or an ass, my brother by another mother,” Malebranche
said when the door clicked shut.
“What?” Keeseran asked.
“What will it take for you to see how she feels about you?” Malebranche
retorted.
Keeseran chuckled, “The end of the world…” The words were barely out of his
mouth before he realized what he just said.
“When she returns with the
dispatch…”
“If you don’t, I’m going to have some of my ‘pursers’,” Malebranche used his
fingers to quote the word that referred to the small cadre of specially trained
Leonan Foreign Legion Legionnaires who provided security on Normandie, “come
over and snatch the two of you and lock you in a paint locker until you both come
to your senses!”
Pulaski returned ten minutes later and Malebranche took his leave shortly after
he read the dispatch that she gave him. “Kazi, wait…” Keeseran said when she
turned to leave as well.
*+*+*+*+*
Planetary surface, Thrush, Becca'lia system
Sergeant Kevin MacDonald keyed the mic on the long-range wireless, “Scalpel
Three Six to Scalpel Six, come in, over!” When he didn’t hear a response after
several seconds, he tried again. When there wasn’t response after the second time
he told Private Marcus Long to turn off the transmitter and set the unit to receive
only. “If there are other Toasters around, I don’t want them to home in on our
signal,” he said even though the other three Legionnaires already knew the reason.
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“Kevin, we need to get back to Airedale and the scouts…that ship is a sitting
duck and while Gunny Stewart is good, there’s only so much he can do,” Corporal
Sabina Talleyrand said as she looked around the small cleared space where the fire
team had assembled after destroying the materials inside the Cylon bunker.
“Yeah…I know…” MacDonald agreed and then came to a decision. “We’re
going to go back to Airedale and see if we can use their Raptor and fly to town to
bring the LT into the loop. Until we hear otherwise, we’re under Iron Dawn
protocols.”
His words had the necessary effect on the small team; Iron Dawn was a protocol
that automatically activated as soon as Cylons were detected in Colonial Space and
authorized all persons, military or civilian, to use any and all force necessary to
subdue or eliminate the threat.
“You were right, Kevin,” Talleyrand said after they had started back to Airedale.
“About what?” MacDonald asked as he followed behind Talleyrand who was
first up to walk point.
“Before we left Camp you said that something was going to go wrong while we
were here,” Talleyrand replied. “And I said it was the Legion way.”
MacDonald smiled and chuckled quietly. “Yeah, I remember that. Though it
was sort of overshadowed by your threat to prove something on leave…”
Talleyrand looked over her shoulder, “Was it a threat, Kevin?” She paused for a
moment before adding, “Or was it a promise?”
“Either way,” MacDonald retorted, “I’ve been taking my vitamins just in case
you were serious!”
Talleyrand’s musical chuckle stayed with MacDonald until they reached the
Airedale’s perimeter. He saw that Stewart had been busy and that there were
several camouflaged tripwires crossing the game trail that led to the clearing.
“Thomas! We’re coming in!” he said loudly and without shouting.
“What?” Stewart asked incredulously a few moments later after MacDonald had
briefed the adults and Captain Louis Brewster, Airedale’s captain, on the hidden
bunker and what they found.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2025
“I didn’t believe it at first, but they were real,” MacDonald explained. “Now we
need to get word to Lieutenant Dupree and then get back to the Colonies to let
them know that there’s an active Cylon presence within Colonial space.”
“I’ll prep the ship,” Brewster offered. “We should be ready to lift in about an
hour.”
“In the meantime, Captain,” Maiden asked, “May I take Kevin and his
Legionnaires to find their Lieutenant?”
Brewster nodded and offered a guilty smile. “I forgot you were flying those
before I…well, that you have more experience with them than anyone else here.”
“Good save, Captain,” Nails smirked.
“The Raptor is yours,” Brewster told Maiden. “I assume you’ll be going with
her?” he asked Nails.
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Nails replied.
“Give us a few minutes to prep the Raptor and we should be ready to go,”
Maiden said and then looked at Nails, “Déjà vu or Vuja de?”
“Probably a bit of both!” Nails laughed as the two left to prep the Raptor.
“Sorry to be the one that cut this short,” MacDonald finally confessed when it
was just him, Stewart, and Abby.
“We have to make sure that the kids are safe,” Stewart replied. “Any other
world, or even if we had landed somewhere else on this one, and we never would
have encountered them.”
“What are you going to do?” MacDonald asked and knew from Stewart’s face
that he didn’t have to spell out the rest of the question.
Stewart offered a thin smile that turned partly into a frown. “I have new
obligations, Kevin, and while part of me will want to be back in harness with my
Marines, my heart is here with Abby, Ian, and Mel. They need me more than the
Colonies, and,” he slipped his arm around Abby’s shoulders, “now I can follow my
heart’s orders.”
MacDonald nodded and the corners of his mouth turned up, “I envy you. With
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my luck, I’ve got a small apartment at a Legion retirement center waiting for me
when all this is over.”
“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” Abby spoke for the first time since the meeting
had started.
*+*+*+*+*
“We’re really going to do this?” Nails asked as he held the leather flight jacket
for Maiden to slip her arms into its sleeves.
“We are, husband,” Maiden replied and turned to face him.
Nails saw the embroidered wings on the name patch on her left chest and then
met her gaze, “You brought your original?”
Maiden looked down at the name embroidered under the wings, Lieutenant
Beverley Wyndham, CF, and nodded. “I thought the kids might want to see it. I
have the new patch,” she said and pulled a patch out of her left pocket and used
her right hand to remove the one on her chest. A moment later she patted the new
patch and looked up. “Better?” she grinned.
“Yes, much better…” Nails said and put his jacket on. “Now we match;
Lieutenant Aric ‘Nails’ Beckett and Lieutenant Beverley ‘Maiden’ WyndhamBeckett, both late of the Colonial Fleet, are back on duty.”
*+*+*+*+*
Corporal Sabine Talleyrand stood near the turned down tip of Airedale’s
starboard wing and watched the darkening sky. She didn’t want to leave the
peaceful clearing and face the reality she knew deep in her gut that waited back in
the Colonies when they returned. Her parents and grandparents had faced the
Cylons, and now it seemed, it was her turn.
Her eyes suddenly narrowed as she saw several pinprick flashes overhead. “Oh
no…no…no…” she softly swore a moment before a contrail streaked down from
the heavens. She was rooted to the spot as she watched the contrail pass over the
horizon and knew, beyond a doubt, that the Cylons had returned.
Talleyrand had just closed the hatch behind her when the encroaching night was
momentarily banished by a newly born sun more than a hundred kilometers
distant.
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A moment later the 1MC crackled to life with Captain Brewster’s voice,
“Emergency shut down in thirty seconds! Close all external hatches and turn all
wireless’ fully off and disconnect their antennas if possible! Based on observed
telemetry, Redwood Station was just nuked.”
“Well, that settles that,” Talleyrand said as she made her way to the wardroom
where the rest of her team was waiting.
“We need to get the thermal blankets over the ship,” she heard Brewster say as
she entered the wardroom. “We have them in case we have to shut down the
plant; they help keep the ship cool and as a bonus, they should help us blend into
the terrain, too.”
“How can we help?” MacDonald asked.
“Can your team help some of the crew get the blankets erected?” Brewster
replied.
MacDonald nodded. “Can do.”
“Do you want us to launch the Raptor first…so we have it outside the ship?”
Maiden asked.
“No, I think the Cylon dradis might pick it up if they’re looking for survivors,”
Brewster explained. “Their search dradis would be looking for movement, and if
what I think I saw…”
“I saw it too, Captain,” Talleyrand volunteered.
‘shitload’.”

“I stopped counting at

“Thank you, Corporal…I was hoping that we didn’t progress past that to
‘frakton’, but I guess we’re screwed, eh?” Brewster asked.
Talleyrand laughed. “Aye-firmative, Captain!”
“Once we secure the ship,” Brewster said cautiously, “this becomes a ground
operation and I’d like Thomas and Sergeant MacDonald…”
“Please, Kevin,” MacDonald offered.
“Thomas and Kevin to handle the security,” Brewster smirked and corrected
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himself. “We have plenty of small arms, though not so many M-22s or M-23s as
we have heavier caliber hunting rifles and sidearms.”
“I think everyone should be armed,” Stewart interjected. “Even the scouts.
They’ve all had basic firearms safety and marksmanship instruction, and I don’t
want anyone to be denied the chance to defend themselves.”
“Make it happen, Thomas,” Brewster ordered and then looked at Nails and
Maiden. “If this is just a staging area, then the Cylons should leave soon. When
that happens, do you think it would be wise to try and slip away?”
Maiden and Nails shared a look before Maiden shook her head and replied,
“No. Not right away. If they are attacking the Colonies, then we’ll be jumping into
a war zone. I’d say we jump now, but this is a civilian ship and it would take too
long to break the interlocks that prevent civilian low-altitude jumps; we would
either be sitting ducks if we climbed high enough or we’d jump into a war zone if
we waited to break it and then jumped.”
“Ok…I guess we’re going to be here for a while. Once the ship is secure, let’s
setup a bridge watch and a walking watch around the perimeter,” Brewster stated
and Talleyrand noticed he was somewhat pale. That’s to be expected, she thought
to herself, there’s no way to warn the Colonies and when we can get back, it’ll be
too late. Yeah, something bad definitely happened.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Hecate, BS-94
“The reports from Diabolist are troubling,” Admiral Leonardo Galva said after
the report sent from the gunstar was read aloud.
“Troubling, yes, but now we are forewarned that this might be one of their
tactics,” Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos sagely pointed out. “We are also one step
ahead of the game by already having in place protocols to verify whether someone
is an Equal or has a rider.”
“Yes…” Galva replied slowly. “Though I have to say it was a bit unnerving to
see it actually work.”
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase thought back to the video she had seen of
the incident. A shuttle declared an inflight emergency and Caria was the nearest
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ship. When the passengers walked through the umbilical, one of them suddenly
collapsed and started convulsing before going rigid and arching his back and dying.
It was…dramatic, Chase thought, but it was also justice as it was a rider
impersonating a mid-level corporate manager.
“I think that we should accept Hecate’s offer and equip every ship with a glyph
arch for all new arrivals,” Admiral Morton Thrush suggested. “However, I also think
that we should give them a chance to identify themselves first so they can be
segregated and interrogated. Some, like Admiral Chase’s aid, Sue Kyee, or like the
ones that Admiral Galva has told us about, are exceptions and I would hate to see
potential allies snuffed out simply because of our zeal and protectiveness.”
“That is a good idea, Mort,” Arcadiaolos replied and Chase wondered about
some of the other things Admiral Galva had told her about Alessa Ward, the Equal
that she had wounded during the Equals’ failed attack on Westfield. If Galva’s
hunch was right, and she had no evidence to suggest that the man’s judge of
character flawed, Alessa had become a valued and trusted member of ‘the team’…
and seemed to be especially loyal to her father, Charles Chase, the Duke of
Westfield. She trusted her father, so with Galva’s additional vote of trust, she was
willing to accept that Thrush had a point. And then there was Sukie, Sue Kyee, who
had proven to be an invaluable aid during the days after her fleet met Admiral
Cassidine’s.
“I will have my lead artificer create several examples and then we can send
them as well as documentation to the rest of the fleet,” Hecate offered and broke
the momentary silence. “I, too, think that Admiral Thrush has a very good point
and would like to second,” she looked at Arcadiaolos, “or third it as the case may
be.”
The comment was so natural and so like her mother to inject a trace of off-hand
humor into her dialog that Chase still found it mindboggling that the woman she
knew as Iona Avedon Chase, Duchess of Westfield and her mother, was actually
Hecate.
“What do we do about Epiales?” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine, the carrier’s
previous commander, asked. “She’s lost her command team.”
Chase watched Galva’s reaction. If Admiral Bannasalle hadn’t been murdered,
then the old admiral wouldn’t be needed on Andromeda and he could transfer to
Epiales. Then again, if life was fair, none of this would have ever happened, she
thought.
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“Could we promote Captain Saint-Veran?” Admiral Sean Marlowe asked. “He’s
junior, but until we can find someone to take over, it might be best to keep the
current command team, such as it is, intact.”
“That’s what I was thinking,” Galva answered, the old admiral becoming the de
facto senior Communion military officer and acting civilian leader for the
emergency. “Stefan, can you draw up the necessary paperwork?”
“Consider it done,” Admiral Stefan Beauliere replied. “And I’m glad you agreed
that it would be good to give an Equal or rider a chance to identify themselves, I’d
hate for anything to happen to Madigina.”
“Patriots wear many colors,” Admiral Hannah Marlowe stated.
something we learned, too.”

“That’s

“Now, the last item on the very long list,” Chase said after they had talked for a
few more minutes about the current state of Communion shipping. “How soon do
we leave for the Colonies and who comes along…we have a lot of civilians to
consider.”
“Sera, there really is only one answer to the second part of your question,”
Hannah answered. She is so like me, and so like our mother, Chase thought when
her half-sister spoke. The accent was different, but the mannerisms were the same.
“We all go together. We haven’t found any survivors planetside for more than six
hours, all broadcasts have ceased, and we’ve visited every settlement and outpost
in the systems looking for survivors.”
Hannah’s words caused pained looks on the Communion officers in the
Admirals’ meeting, and Chase felt her heart go out to them. Evil and vindictiveness
had destroyed two, no, she corrected herself, three civilizations if you counted
Kobol, and they had all pledged to do what they could to prevent it from
happening again.
“Hannah is right,” Galva spoke for the Communion. “We can leave behind
message buoys and return to look in and see if anyone has come out of hiding, but
we must continue to the Colonies.”
Chase nodded and looked over at Commander Lydia Valentine. Even though
she was a commander, Valentine was her de facto second in command when it
came to the fleet. Valentine nodded, “Our destination should be Saga, in Thule
system. The system is under Fleet control and we’ll be able to use it as a staging
area for returning to the Cyrannus cluster. It will also give us a chance to catch our
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breath and coordinate with the government about how we’re going to break the
news that not only have we returned, but we’ve brought the survivors of two sister
civilizations, representatives from the Lords of Kobol, and that not only are the
Cylons going to attack, but also the Equals, the Drones, and I’m sure there’s
probably someone I’m leaving out.”
After some more discussion a departure time was agreed upon. “Six hours. We
should make it just after about noon, Caprica Standard Time, on Armistice Day.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Monster, I’d like to introduce you to Ava, we’re going to see her mother over on
Soteria,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said to the man who would pilot the
Phoenix.
“Pleased to meet you, Miss Ava,” Monster said after he turned in his seat to see
the young girl. “My, but you look sharp in your uniform!”
The blonde-haired girl beamed at Monster’s words. “Thank you, kind sir!” she
smiled and looked at the cockpit instruments. “This is cool!”
“Would you like to be my co-pilot for the flight, Miss Ava?” Monster asked.
“Could I?” Ava asked and looked at Chase.
“Of course!” Chase told her and felt her heart swell with happiness that Ava was
happy. “After a few more flights under Monster’s wing, you might even be ready to
solo!”
“Oh no!” Ava said seriously and shook her head. “When I asked Aunt Cora
what I had to do to be a pilot, she told me that I had to go to flight school and that
would take months.” A mischievous grin touched the little girl’s face and she
winked, “Plus, my feet can’t even reach the pedals!”
Chase couldn’t contain her laughter, and she heard Monster join in and then
Ava. “I hadn’t considered that!”
Once the preflight checklist was finished, which Ava dutifully helped with,
Monster announced that they were going to be moved to the flight deck and then
launch.
Chase listened to the pilot’s running commentary as he explained
everything he was doing and answered Ava’s questions with just enough
information to satisfy her, but not so much that she’d be overwhelmed. She was
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glad Ava was having fun now, because in a short while they would be going into a
situation that was most certainly not going to be fun for the little girl. I wish Andrea
was here, she thought to herself, but she couldn’t deny her aide’s request to visit her
father for lunch aboard Persephone. Esposito had been more than just an aid this
past year, she had become a friend and in a way, a sort of sister.
The flight was a nonstop conversation between Monster and Ava and it was over
all too soon. “Miss Ava, you made a fine co-pilot! In fact, I’d like to make you an
honorary member of the Rough Riders, my squadron,” Monster told the girl and
pulled the squadron patch from his shoulder and handed it to Ava. “Now you’re
one of us!”
“Too cool!” Ava squealed. “Thank you, Monster! Sera! Look!” she grinned and
held up the patch, “I’m a Rough Rider!”
Chase met Monster’s gaze and mouthed, ‘Thank you’, to the pilot before
kneeling down to Ava’s level, “That’s a big honor! I’m proud of you!”
Ava flashed a grin, “Thanks!” She held the patch like it was a priceless artifact
and offered Chase her hand to walk out of the Phoenix.
“I’ll meet you at the hatch, I need to talk to Monster for a moment,” Chase told
Ava and when the girl left the cockpit she turned to the pilot. “That was amazing.
How did you do it?”
Monster chuckled, “I come from a big family; brothers, sisters, cousins, aunts,
uncles, the works, so you learn how to deal with kids or get really, really frustrated
and annoyed!”
“I might come to you for advice…” Chase said.
“Any time, Admiral, it’ll be my pleasure,” Monster replied and then turned
serious. “And knowing what Miss Ava is about to see, my heart goes out to her.”
“I know…it’s going to be difficult,” Chase admitted and took a deep breath.
“We’ll be back in about an hour, give or take.”
Chase asked the officer of the deck for permission to board, and when granted,
did so. “Ava?”
Ava looked at the OOD and said, “Lieutenant, I’m Avalexis Martelli, may I have
permission to board, too?”
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The Union lieutenant couldn’t suppress the grin that touched his face, “Miss
Avalexis Martelli, permission granted to board Soteria; welcome aboard.”
Chase smiled at the interplay, and at something her mother said at the end of the
meeting after she’d met Ava. ‘Sera, honey, that little girl wants to be like you so
much that I have to remember that she isn’t Addy.’
It took them ten minutes to walk to where the Critical Intensive Care Unit was
located. The hospital ship was running like a finely tuned watch, and lacked the
odors that seemed to permeate some poorly maintained hospitals.
“Hello, Admiral, I’m Doctor Madhavi Clay,” a small, olive skinned white lab
coated young woman said when they signed in at the reception desk. “I’ve been
expecting you and Ava. Can we step over here so I can let you know what to
expect?”
“Certainly Doctor,” Chase said and felt a lump form in her throat. Whenever a
doctor asked you to go into a private room it seemed like the news was never good.
She had been prepared for bad news after she read Salagiida’s report, but knowing
something intellectually was different from knowing something emotionally. There
had been so much death already, and not just what happened here in the
Communion, she thought, but with the Union and even the Colonies’ own Cylon
uprising.
“The situation is grave,” Doctor Clay began after they had seated themselves
around a small table. “Ms. Martelli had significant radiation exposure and was in
critical condition when she arrived. We’ve managed to stabilize her and have
begun chelation therapy as well as broad spectrum antibiotics and antimicrobials.
After we’re comfortable with her condition, probably within the next few hours,
we’ll begin a more aggressive treatment.”
Ava sat in rapt attention and seemed to be taking in everything Doctor Clay was
saying. Chase watched the fear creep onto the girl’s face and remembered what it
felt like when she was in Ava’s chair and the doctor was telling her about her
mother’s chances. “Is my mommy going to die and go live with my daddy in
heaven?” Ava finally asked.
The single question and the child’s voice that asked it caused Chase’s heart to
break. She wanted nothing more than to hold Ava close and will time to reverse
itself so the girl wouldn’t have to go through the pain that was coming.
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Doctor Clay’s composure started to break and she blinked rapidly several times
before answering. “She might, Ava. She’s in very serious condition right now and
we are doing everything we can to make her well again.” She met Ava’s gaze and
reached out and took the girl’s hands in her own, “Ava, I am going to do everything
I can to help her get well.”
Tears formed in Ava’s eyes and the little girl pursed her lips and nodded before
sniffing. “Thank you, Doctor Clay. My mommy always said that doctors were
angels who walked among us because of all the good they do, even when…they
can’t. I know you’ll do your best.”
“I will, Ava, I promise you,” Doctor Clay said emphatically. “Now, would you
like to see your mother?”
Ava tried to look brave, “Yes, please.”
“Ok…the first thing we’re going to need to do is cover up that spiffy uniform of
yours with a sterile gown. One of the things that radiation does is lower the body’s
ability to fight off disease, so we need to be as sterile as possible when we see her,
ok?”
“Ok,” Ava nodded.
“Good girl. Let’s ‘gown up’ and then we’ll get you in to see your mom,” Doctor
Clay told her.
“Are you going to ‘gown up’, too, Sera?” Ava asked after the yellow disposable
gown settled over her shoulders.
“Do you want me to?” Chase asked, surprised at the question.
“Of course! I want you to meet my Mommy…even though she might tell you
how I misbehave sometimes,” Ava told her.
“Then I think I better put one of these on,” Chase said as she pulled a sealed
gown from the drawer at the nurse’s station.
Moments later they both wore yellow gowns, light blue masks, dark blue gloves,
and had their hair covered by a matching yellow hat. Chase waited as Ava
hesitantly stepped into her mother’s room and had to admit that it was intimidating.
The room itself was large, much larger than the lone bed in it would suggest, and
was filled with various types of monitoring equipment, IV medicine stands,
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cupboards, and cabinets, outlets for various types of gasses, and numerous
computer screens that displayed everything from heart rate to body temperature, to
things Chase could only guess.
A blonde-haired figure lay covered by a sheet and a blanket on the bed, with
her head and shoulders slightly elevated. IV lines went into each wrist as well as
her neck, and each one fed Zuzana Martelli life preserving nutrients or medicines.
Ava slowly walked to where her mother was laying and gently took her right
hand in hers. “Hi, Mommy,” she softly said. “I never thought I’d see you again and
I’m so happy right now…”
“Honey…my dearest Ava…is it really you?” Zuzana asked and turned her head
to look at her daughter.
“I love you so much,” Ava sniffed, “I said my prayers last night and asked
Grammy to ask the gods to help you and save you. They must have listened
because you’re here and Doctor Clay said she’d do everything she could to make
you get well again.”
“You’re such a good girl,” Zuzana said weakly.
deserve you…”

“I don’t know what I did to

“Mommy? I want you to meet Sera…she’s taking care of me while you’re sick,”
Ava said and motioned Chase forward. “Mommy, this is Sera, she found me and
made sure I had a place to stay…and she has two dogs, Dickens and Lira, and
they’re so cute!”
Zuzana looked up at chase, too weak to move her head, and managed to smile
just a little more than she already was. “See honey,” she said, “Mommy’s prayers
were answered, too…the gods sent an angel to look after you.”
She’s more right than she realizes, Chase thought. “I’m Sera Chase, Zuzana,
and I’ll do everything I can to take care of Ava and make sure she’s happy and
safe.”
“I know you will, Sera…and I can’t tell you how thankful I am that you are here
for her…” Zuzana said, her voice now barely more than a whisper. “Ava, may I
talk to Sera alone for a moment? Mommy talk…”
Ava looked at her mother and then at Chase. “Ok…I’ll be at the door…” she
said and gave her mother’s hand a final squeeze before she let go and walked back
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to the door where Doctor Clay was monitoring the displays.
“Sera…please promise me that you’ll look after Ava when I’m gone…” Zuzana
asked when Ava was out of earshot.
Chase fought back the tears. She didn’t know this woman and yet that simple
request was so powerful it had blown through all her emotional gates and struck
her at her core. “You have my promise, Zuzana…but it’s one I hope I never have to
honor.”
“I know…but laying here I’m forced to confront my own mortality and the fact
that I’m not going to be there for Ava as she grows up,” Zuzana slowly said. “I
don’t care about me, I wasn’t much more than an accountant that made a lot of bad
choices in men. But the one thing I’m most proud of, and love more than anything
in the world, you rescued and took in when she needed someone and I wasn’t
there for her.
“When I’m gone…you’ll be her mother…” Zuzana said as tears welled up in her
eyes.
Chase took a tissue and gently dabbed at the tears. “Dr. Clay made a promise to
Ava, now I’m going to make one to you; I’ll look after Ava as if she were my own,
and I’m going to move the heavens if I have to for you to be there for every
important event in her life.”
Zuzana offered another weak smile, “Thank you…even though I’m a realist,
thank you for the hope you’ve given me.”
“It’s what we mothers do for each other,” Chase said and was glad that she
could give Zuzana even a shred of hope.
“Ava? I think your mom wants to talk to you again,” Chase said and stepped
aside to let Ava stand next to the bed.
“What are the chances, Doctor,” Chase asked once she returned to where
Doctor Clay stood.
Clay shook her head causing her long raven tresses to sweep across her back.
“Not good is being generous. We’re doing all we can, but it’s a waiting game.”
Clay looked up at the monitors for a moment, “What you did here, Admiral, that
was better than almost any medicine I could give her; you gave her hope and the
knowledge that her little girl was ok.”
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“I have some people I need to talk to, how long are you on shift?” Chase asked.
Clay snorted. “I’ve been on shift since we found out that the Communion was
under attack. I’ve grabbed some sleep here and there, but right now we’re running
full throttle.”
“I know that feeling,” Chase told her. “Someone will be in touch, and if
anything changes, either way and no matter how minor, please let me know.”
“Will do, Admiral,” Clay replied.
Ava was subdued when they left the CICU fifteen minutes later. She held
Chase’s hand as they walked through the massive hospital ship’s corridors as they
made their way back to the flight deck. “Mommy is going to die, isn’t she?” Ava
asked.
“It’s possible,” Chase answered and thanked her mother for a bit of parenting
advice that she’d given her after the meeting. “Doctor Clay told me that your visit
gave your mom something that was more important than any medicine…hope. So,
let’s keep our own hopes up, ok?”
“Ok…” Ava said and walked silently next to Chase.
When they arrived at the flight deck, Chase saw Athena and a boy about Ava’s
age waiting in the lounge. “Athena, I didn’t expect to see you here,” Chase said
after introductions were made.
“I wanted the doctors to give Jess a full physical,” Athena explained. “He was
hurt when we evacuated him.”
“Ava, can I talk to Athena alone for a moment?” Chase asked Ava.
“OK, Jess and I can play a video game,” Ava suggested and the two kids walked
over to the entertainment system and were soon playing a driving game.
“What’s up, Sera?” Athena asked.
Chase quickly explained Zuzana’s condition, “Is there anything that you might
have that could help?”
Athena thought for several moments, “I’m not a doctor, but I’m pretty sure we
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might. Your mother would know for sure; she probably developed them.”
Chase felt like a weight was about to lift off her chest. “I hope so…I know it’s
selfish to ask for special treatment for one person when so many are injured…”
“Don’t think like that,” Athena told her. “Please…don’t. Never, ever feel selfish
for doing everything you can to help the ones you love; they would do no less for
you.”
“When you put it that way,” Chase nodded her understanding, “you make a lot
of sense. I’ll have Monster stop at Caria on the way home.”
Athena looked over at where Ava and Jess were playing the game. “I’m thinking
we might have to setup a play date for them…”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, orbing the gas giant Athena, Athens Station
Athens Station was an engineering marvel on a scale that firmly placed it into
the realm of megastructures.
Magnus Wilder stood in the landing bay and
wondered what sort of stories the station would tell if it could talk. It had been
built in the early years of the Earth Union and steadily expanded and upgraded
until when the drone rebellion occurred, it consisted of four tori; the outer being
thirty kilometers in circumference, the upper and lower tori being more than twenty
kilometers, and the inner tori occupying most of the space inside the three stacked
outer tori. Just the outer tori were impressive on their own, either twenty-two or
thirty kilometers in circumference with a tube torus diameter of two kilometers. In
any culture, it was an impressive structure.
During the years the drones were its master, they appeared to have maintained it
quite capably. There were some additional heat exchangers on the top and bottom
of the central torus, but beyond that, the station was much as Magnus remembered
it. Nearby, within one hundred kilometers of the station, were two massive
cylinders, each a megastructure on their own; twelve kilometers in diameter and
seventy-two kilometers long. Before the rebellion, they had been known as
Electra’s Twins, stations that were located deep in Electra’s asteroid belt and the
home of the world’s oldest and most accomplished shipyards. At one end of each
cylinder was a scaffolding array that housed part of the shipyards.
Where Athens Station looked majestic, Electra’s Twins looked utilitarian on the
outside and unlike the smooth surfaces of Athens Stations’ tori, the Twins had
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numerous towers, industrial centers, and other manufacturing sites marring her
surface. Inside, from the one time that Magnus had visited the Twins, was amazing.
Ships were assembled within the scaffolding array, and in some cases, a massive
airlock could actually allow ships to enter the cylinder so that would could be
completed within an atmosphere.
As industrial as the outside of the Twins were, inside they were a garden filled
with settlements, fields, lakes, and streams, and even a ‘sea’ to help regulate the
internal temperature.
And now these two megastructures had joined Athens Station.
amazing,” Magnus said when Victor, Sappho, and Briseis joined him.

“Simply

“It’s a landing bay, Magnus…” Victor said slowly and in the tone of voice that
Magnus knew indicated he wasn’t sure if there was a joke or something profound
involved.
“Thank about it, Victor, when we left those two cylinders out there,” Magnus
pointed to the hangar bay’s outside wall, “were over in Electra, and now they’re
here.”
Victor narrowed his eyes and looked at Magnus, then in a very human reaction,
looked at the wall as if he could see the cylinders, and then his eyes grew wide.
“Son of a bitch!” he swore. “They had to have jumped them here!”
“Simply amazing,” Magnus repeated his earlier words.
behind.”

“And they left it all

“It doesn’t make sense,” Briseis said as she moved to stand next to Magnus.
“Why go through all the trouble of moving them here and then abandoning them?”
“Perhaps they expect to return?” Sappho offered. “Or, perhaps they saw no
value in expending the ordnance or energy necessary to destroy them.”
“It’s possible,” Magnus offered. “And it also gives us a greater chance of finding
survivors.”
“Um…about those survivors…” Sappho said slowly and just as slowly began
raising her hands.
Magnus turned and saw what Sappho had and quickly mimicked her actions.
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A dozen humans, eight men and four women, all armed and wearing a mustardkhaki colored uniform, stood just inside a wide cargo hatch that led deeper into the
station. “Who are you?” a man of middle years and holding an old Union issue
Mk-68 combat rifle asked them.
Magnus looked over at Victor and saw his friend arch his eyebrows and offer a
slight nod. “I’m Magnus, these are Victor, Sappho, and Briseis,” he replied. It was
the truth and it answered the man’s question without volunteering anything
additional.
“Where are you from? Did the drones send you?” the man pressed.
“We’re…” Magnus stalled for a moment and made a quick decision. “Can we
talk about this someplace where we can sit down, maybe have something to drink,
and where guns aren’t pointed at us? I promise you, we are not here to harm you
or take anything.”
“We’ll have to take your stuff…” the man said. “But, if you check out, you can
have it back.” He shrugged, “And if you don’t, you won’t need it anyway.”
“Well, that certainly sounds fair to me,” Sappho said and unbuckled her combat
belt and slipped out of her backpack. “Do you want our clothes, too?” she asked
and reached for her jacket’s zipper.
“No…keep your clothes…” the man quickly said and motioned for some of his
party to gather up the packs, belts, and rifles that Magnus and the others had put on
the floor.
They were allowed to lower their hands when the armed group surrounded
them and escorted them out of the bay. We’re committed now, Magnus thought as
they exited the docking station and into the open air of the outermost torus. He
wasn’t sure what he expected to see; part of him thought that it would be an
industrialized landscape as far as the eye could see – a model of machine
efficiency producing ever more drones and materials to support whatever long term
plans the Unity possessed.
What he wasn’t expecting was to step out into a deserted business district with
suburbia in the distance. He had visited Athens Station several times during the
years he spent in the Union, and each time he marveled at how well blended
everything was; businesses existed within residential blocks which were separate
from urban blocks, but despite the differences, none of them ever had the grittiness
of terrestrial development.
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And the air…it was crisp and clear with a faint trace of honeysuckle.
No, this was most certainly not what he expected.
“Where are you taking us?” Victor asked after they had been walking through
the deserted business district.
“You’re going to meet Old Cass and it’ll be up to her what happens to you,” the
leader replied. “We have another half hour to go.”
Here and there, Magnus spotted signs of human habitation, but he never saw
the actual inhabitants. The ground cover and foliage was overgrown and had gone
wild in most places, and it gave the station a wild, untamed look that hinted at
abandonment, but that there also might be more to see. “This is pretty amazing,”
he said to Briseis several minutes later. “Parts of the central torus are more than
thirty-eight hundred years old, and the outer tori are at least three thousand years
old.”
“And yet, it’s in good condition,” Briseis replied.
“Yes…makes me wonder what we’re not seeing,” Magnus told her.
“Enough of the chit-chat,” one of the guards said sternly. “You’ll have time to
talk when Old Cass asks you questions.”
“So we shall,” Magnus said sotto voce.
The guards directed them to a tram line and then into the tunnel that led to the
subsurface transit network. As they entered the tunnel, the lights flickered on and
illuminated the tracks that lined the tunnel floor as it descended to the subsurface
levels. They walked in silence for another ten minutes before they took a side spur
that ended in a heavy vault door. The stenciling that had once adorned the door
and the walls had faded with the years, but despite potentially two thousand years
of neglect, being underground and in a climate controlled environment had
preserved the colors well enough that they could still be read.
Athens Station Emergency Management Agency, Department of Public Safety
Bunker A1-006
This makes sense, Magnus thought as the vault door slowly opened. The old
EMA network would be tied into every system on the station and this bunker, if it
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was the one he thought it was, was the command center for the outer torus.
Once inside, they passed orderly rows of old and unused vehicles and then
entered the bunker proper. Most of the monitors were either off or broken, but a
few still showed vital details about the outer torus. Everything was orderly and
gave Magus an eerie feeling that everyone who worked here had suddenly gone on
break at the same time and never returned. He had seen similar things, though not
in anything approaching this level of preservation, back on Machimos when an old
research complex had been discovered. That lab still gave him a bad feeling.
“We’re here,” the armed group’s leader said after they were ushered into an old
cafeteria. “Old Cass will be here shortly…”
Less than a minute later the far doors opened and two guards stepped through
and held the doors open while a woman with flowing white hair walked stately
through the doorway and approached where Magnus, Victor, Sappho, and Briseis
stood waiting.
Magnus studied the woman as she approached in an attempt to gauge the
manner of person she might be. She might have stood between 160 and 170
centimeters, walked with purposeful strides, and wore a pair of golden sticks in her
hair. Like the condition of the station, Old Cass wasn’t what he expected, either.
“Brother,” she said and warmly hugged Magnus, “I never thought I’d see one of
my own kind again.” She smirked and shrugged her shoulders, “Then again, I
never thought I’d want to see one of my own kind again.”
It couldn’t be, Magnus thought as he hugged the woman.
asked incredulously.

“Cassiopeia?” he

She laughed in that same full of life manner that he remembered. “No, not
anymore.
I’m Cassarah, Cass, or as I’m more commonly called, Old
Cass.” (Cassarah is pronounced Ka-sar’-ah, almost like Que Sera)
“How?” Magnus asked as he looked at a living ghost from his past. “You’ve
been here all this time?”
Magnus felt a blade touch the side of his neck. Cass must have had it hidden in
her hand when she hugged him and he stiffened at its touch. “I need to know,
brother, what are you views on our complicity in what happened here?”
Magnus swallowed and felt the tip of his tongue try to moisten his suddenly dry
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lips. “Victor discovered the altered code and I…I have broken ranks with my
brethren and have become apostate.”
The blade was pressed more forcefully against his neck when he had started
speaking and then suddenly it was gone. “I’m glad, Mags, I really didn’t want to
have to kill you today,” Cass told him and stepped away. She turned her attention
to Briseis who was standing close to him. “You…” she said and stepped closer and
cocked her head as if she was examining a finely sculpted statue, “you are not
naturally born, are you?”
Briseis shot a glance at Magnus and he nodded. “No…until recently I was a
command level combat drone.”
“Command level?” Cass asked.
“Yes.”
“Amazing,” Cass smiled and turned back to Magnus. “She loves you, you
know,” she stated matter of factly. “When I greeted you, I saw her tense and when I
held my blade at your throat she was evaluating what she could do to me before I
could kill you.”
Cass’ observation didn’t surprise Magnus. Even within a supposedly egalitarian
society where everyone was equal, there was a definite pecking order within the
Equals. What you did was important and added to your credibility and influence,
but also how old you were. Capellos and Kenist were Precursors, among the very
first Equals created by Zeus. Cassiopeia, Cassarah or Cass as she wanted to be
called now, predated even them; she was the first Equal created by Zeus and had
always been slightly more independent and self-minded, as well as defying the
look-alike approach that Zeus had taken with the subsequent Equals.
That Cass could infer so much in so little time wasn’t a surprise, Magnus
suspected that she knew far more than she was letting on. “What’s going on, Cass?
I thought you were dead…lost.”
“Of course…that’s what I wanted, Mags.”
Cass sighed and gestured for
everyone to sit down. “Unlike our brethren, I’ve always been loyal to our original
mandate. Zeus had the right idea, his execution was flawed. But…that is the past,”
the woman who looked no older than thirty but was at least four millennia old in
her current body said. “I suspect that those two,” she nodded at Victor and Sappho,
“are downloaded Command Level drones, too?”
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“We are,” Victor said, speaking for himself and Sappho.
“Good…good. I’m glad you’ll have a chance to experience life as only the
biological can,” Cass told him.
“So am I,” Victor replied.
“The sex has been outstanding!” Sappho quickly added without a trace of
modesty.
Cass smiled. “I’ve heard that before. As for what is going on,” she looked at
Magnus, “life is going on. When the Unity left Athens Station, there were only
about a thousand humans that remained behind.
The others were either taken with them as technicians or workers, or, they were
killed if they weren’t able to be productive anymore. They also left a lot of the
domestic drones behind because while they were part of the Unity, they were
surplus to their current mission. You could say that there was a lot of…bad blood…
between them when the decision came down.”
“How long ago was that?” Briseis asked.
“The last Unity ship left orbit about a hundred years ago. I assume they fanned
out looking for anyone that might have acted upon the Precipice order that was
issued during the rebellion,” Cass explained.
“Where are the drones?” Victor asked and Magnus waited for Cass to answer.
“Most of them have been recycled,” Cass said matter of factly. “But…” she held
up a finger when Victor, Sappho, and Briseis tensed, “You’ve been walking among
them since you arrived.”
“What do you mean?” Victor asked icily.
Cass smiled and motioned for the armed party leader to come over to the table.
“I would like to introduce Bart. Bart, this is Victor, Sappho, and Briseis, they used
to be Command Level drones, but they left before the Unity made any decision
about what would happen here.”
Bart studied the three humanized drones. “I’m Bart, I used to be a domestic and
can still make a very mean omelet.”
*+*+*+*+*

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2045

Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Colonial battlestar
Hecate, BS-94
“Are you ready to go home?” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase asked Colonel
Constance deWinter.
“Yes…and no,” deWinter replied hesitantly from the other side of Chase’s desk.
“Yes, because we’ve been away so long, but…no…because when we return this
will all be over and we’ll have to face the reality of daily life again.”
Chase chuckled. “I know what you mean, Connie. Part of me wants to keep
going and going…” She sighed and shook her head. “We’ve created something
pretty incredible here, melding three different cultures together and making it
work.”
“Yes…we did,” deWinter agreed and held up a finger, “but, I think that has as
much to do with who is involved and their willingness to extend the hand of
friendship rather than run out the guns. And…later, when you found out about the,
um, unique relationship that was shared between the commanders that made the
contact.”
“Yes, there is that,” Chase agreed. “Hannah and Jack want to be the first couple
from Earth to marry in the Colonies.”
“Speaking of that kind of relationship…” deWinter asked and allowed her voice
to trail off.
Chase smiled warmly. “Tingly,” she replied. “We haven’t had much time since
we arrived, but given everything that’s developed and happened, my gut tells me
that I’ve found ‘him’.”
deWinter smiled and nodded. “I’m glad, Sera. All these years I watched you,
and despite your brilliance and driven nature, I could see a loneliness in your eyes
sometimes. I haven’t seen that since you met Rich…and not when you talked to
him before we left Olympus, either, I’m talking about when you met him the first
time.”
“Really?” Chase asked and sat back in her chair. “Yes…now that you mention it,
even then there was something about him…”
“I would like to be a fly on the wall when you receive your father,” deWinter
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chuckled.
“What?” Chase joked. “Hi Daddy! I want you to meet my sisters and cousins,
and oh yes, Mom is really Hecate and my boyfriend is an alien.”
deWinter looked at Chase and bit her lip to try to keep from laughing, but it
didn’t work. As soon as she started laughing Chase joined in and for a long minute
the two old friends laughed until their sides hurt. “I needed that!” deWinter said
when the laughter had slowed down to random giggles.
“So did I!” Chase agreed. “Now…to kill the buzz, are we ready to leave?”
“Yes. All ships that expended ordnance have been replenished and any damage
has been repaired,” deWinter explained as she read the information from her tablet.
That goes for the Communion as well as Union ships, too. We’ve collected the
Communion civilian shipping and taken a page from the Union’s playbook and
assigned a traffic control team to Elysian Paradise. They’ll coordinate the Union
shipping with the traffic control center that Admiral Wellington setup on Sublime
Paradise. They merged the TCC that was aboard Rocky Charms Trading Post with
the one on Sublime Paradise, and then they’ll coordinate with the Fleet on an as
needed basis.”
deWinter’s face grew tense, “If we’re not in time, and the same thing happens to
the Colonies, then from a logistics standpoint we’re going to have to merge the
civilian fleets into one with a unified TCC and have it tightly coordinated with the
military TCC.”
“I hope we don’t have to do that, Connie,” Chase told her old friend. “But I’m
glad you’re thinking of the possibilities.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Communion
battlestar Stheno
“I wish we didn’t have to end our lunch so soon,” Commander Bronwyn Elliot
said to the man sitting across from her at the small dinner table that was in her
quarters.
“So do I, Bronwyn,” Commodore Vannevar Bovee replied wistfully. “When we
get home, back to the Colonies, there’s so much I want to show you…”
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“I am already looking forward to it,” she said and slid her chair back. Bovee did
the same and stood, then pushed his chair in and took a step forward and offered
his hand to Elliot. “Thank you, kind sir,” she said as he helped her stand. There
was so much more she wanted to say, but the clock had run out. The fleet was
preparing to leave and it had been a perk of rank and a luxury to invite Bovee over
for lunch.
“Van,” Elliot said as she stood facing him.
“Bronwyn,” Bovee replied and he could see the interest and passion in his eyes.
Elliot slipped her arms around Bovee’s shoulders, leaned in, and kissed him with
a passion she had never experienced before. After a moment’s surprise, she felt his
arms around her waist and her kiss being reciprocated. “Whatever happens, you
come back to me,” she told him breathlessly when they broke the kiss. “I want to
see where we take this.”
Bovee’s smile melted her heart. “So do I, so do I…and so does Celeste!” he
winked.
A wide smile formed on Elliot’s face and she rested her head in the crook of his
shoulder. “We’ll get through this.”
“We, you and I, we will,” Bovee confirmed.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Machimos, Meropis Alpha, Meropian Communion, Earth Union gunstar
Angelos
“Is the ship ready for extended deep space travel?” Colonel Chiara Savoy asked
the man standing across from her at the plotting table.
“Affirmative, Colonel,” Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett replied. “The
board is green, all supplies have been stowed, all expended munitions have been
replenished, and the crew is eager to stretch Angelos’ legs.”
“Very well,” Savoy replied and continued the age-old tradition. “Bring the ship
to Action Stations and set Jump Conditions throughout.”
“Aye, bring the ship to Action Stations and set Jump Conditions throughout,”
Beckett replied and then passed the order off to Lieutenant Aramis Stokes, Angelos’
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navigator.
“Eager to go home, Sebastian?” Savoy asked as the ship was preparing for the
first leg of the voyage.
Beckett smiled and nodded. “I am. When we get home, Cora and I will set a
date for our wedding and I can’t wait to tell my parents about everything that’s
happened.”
“Good,” Savoy replied and seemed pensive.
“Is something wrong, Chiara?” Beckett leaned close and asked quietly.
“No…not really,” Savoy replied and then sighed. “Someone over on Werewolf
sent me a note because they saw a name that had the same last name as me…” She
looked up and met Beckett’s gaze and he saw an intensity and fury he never
wanted to see directed his way. “That frakking bastard and his whore of a girlfriend
made it to a rescue ship and were evacuated.”
Beckett knew that even after almost a year, any mention of her ex-husband Beto
was a sore spot with Savoy. Lift her spirits, boy-o, the little voice on his shoulder
told him. She needs a friend right now and you’re it. “You want I should whack
‘em for ya, boss?” he asked in an overdone Tauron Ha’la’tha accent.
The start of a smile cracked Savoy’s frown, “Would you?”
“I’ll get my crew and we’ll make them…disappear…” Beckett continued and
made a motion with his thumb.
“I might take you up on that!” Savoy said and Beckett saw that most of the frown
had gone away. “Let’s go home, Sebastian.”
“Aye, let’s go home,” Beckett repeated and was glad to be returning home, but
very uneasy about what he would find when he arrived.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Colonial
battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“At this rate, we should make our time goal of arriving at Saga before noon,
Caprica Standard Time, on Armistice Day,” Captain Jeremiah Cole reported. “So
far, the new additions to the fleet have been keeping pace and formation fairly
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well.”
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase nodded and looked down at the plotting
table and studied their progress on the two-dimensional map laid out before her.
“Thank you, Jerry,” she told him and then asked, “We’re pausing half an hour
between jumps, do you think it would be possible to trim that down to fifteen
minutes or even twenty minutes?”
Cole looked pensive for several moments and then slowly shook his head. “No,
I don’t think so. At least not at this point; the civilian crews just don’t have the
experience doing accelerated jump operations. I’d be concerned that we’d lose
some along the way do to navigation errors on their part or missing something with
the drives.”
“Damn,” Chase swore under her breath. “Thanks, that was pretty much what I
had thought, but I wanted to ask anyway.”
“You’ve done what you can, Sera,” deWinter said quietly from across the
plotting table. “You sent both Specter and Hammersley back to warn the Colonies,
and short of going yourself with a Cylon ship in tow the ball is squarely in the
Admiralty’s court.”
“I know that…” Chase replied and shook her head. “The problem is that we
both know how bureaucracies work, and given Adar’s situation when we left, I
really don’t see him allowing the Fleet to crash sail and go on a war alert.”
deWinter nodded once. “Yeah…put that way, I think our best bet now is that
your father is able to kickstart something. I spoke with Andy McGregor over on
Hydra, and he tells me that Commodore Bovee was certain that your father was
involved in preparations back home and that Admirals Deguya and Vought were
involved.”
“That jives with what Admiral Galva told me yesterday when we had tea,” Chase
confirmed. “I’m glad he's with us, Connie. The man has taken Andromeda and
kept her running and despite the shock and pain of losing Kevin, morale is high and
the crew loves him. He’s got a good touch and since the destruction of the
Communion government and Admiral Montcalm’s abduction, both the military and
civilian elements are looking to him for guidance and leadership.”
“I’ve only met him a couple times, but I like what I’ve seen, too,” deWinter said
before she looked at the clock. “We’re due to jump in ten, do you want to grab
something to drink or eat before?”
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“No, I’m good,” Chase replied. “I’m just nervous. After all the dreams and
feelings that the crews have had, and then seem some of them proven true, I want
to get home…I don’t want to arrive too late again.”
“So say we all,” deWinter said. “So say we all.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Jump completed,” Captain Jeremiah Cole announced. A moment later after
several dradis sweeps, “All ships have successfully transited and are accounted for.”
“One step closer,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase whispered under her
breath a moment before the dradis pinged off several new arrivals.
“Dradis contacts! Range 100,000...” Cole began and then paused. “My
gods…” he managed to say before he continued, “Fourteen contacts! Eight have
Colonial transponders and six…six are reporting Cylon registry!”
“Action stations!” Chase ordered, “Set Condition One throughout the ship!
Lara, tie in the other command elements and try to raise the newcomers!” She
turned to deWinter, “What the frak is going on? Colonial ships navigating with
Cylons?”
“I dunno, Sera,” deWinter replied a moment before Communications Specialist
Lara Pittman interrupted them.
“Admiral?
announced.

We’re being hailed…It’s…it’s the battlestar Lachesis…” Pittman

“Lachesis?” Chase repeated rhetorically. “Isn’t that Eric Malan’s ship?”
“It was when we left,” deWinter told her. “His XO and I go back a few years.”
“Lara, please put it down here and tie in the others,” Chase told Pittman and
picked up the handset. “Hecate Actual to Lachesis Actual, Commander Malan,
what’s going on over there? There are a lot of people over here with itchy trigger
fingers and a score to settle with your companions.”
“Lachesis Actual to Hecate Actual, Admiral Chase, I am glad we found you.
Permission for myself and two others to come to Hecate to brief you in detail?”
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“Permission granted,” Chase told him and met deWinter’s questioning gaze. “I
will need to coordinate with several others as I want them present as well. We’re
also on a rather tight timetable, so I’m going to have to request that you segregate
yourselves and follow our navigation directives as we’ll be jumping every half
hour.”
“Understood, Admiral,” Malan replied. “My…counterpart is looking forward to
meeting you. We will leave within the next few minutes.”
“We’ll leave the lights on for you, Commander,” Chase said before signing off.
“Jerry, what can you tell me about those six Cylons?”
“They aren’t normal, Admiral,” Cole replied almost immediately. “The largest is
identifying as Covenant, and she’s larger than anything they built during the
Uprising or that we cataloged back in the Communion. There are three smaller
ships which are fanned out in a defensive formation; I’d make them as gunstars and
they’re probably on par with our own Svalinn class, give or take. Then there are
two that share the same hullform, but one of them is packing a lot more electronic
arrays than the other, so I’d make her as scoutstar, and no clue for the other.”
“Thanks, Jerry,” Chase replied and took a deep breath. “Lara, please contact
Admirals…hell, contact all flag officers and tell them that we’re having a meeting
here in about fifteen minutes and that they are all invited. Also…when you talk to
Nemesis, please extend the invitation to President Windsor, too. Whatever we
discuss will affect him, too.”
“Shall I call down to the Chief and tell him to start a steel beach bar-b-q?”
deWinter asked innocently.
Chase chuckled despite the sudden uncertainty of the situation. “Don’t tempt
me…”
“Ok…ok…” deWinter smirked. “Or, I could call Jamie and ask him to bring
over a care package of Romani food…”
“That has kicked up the temptation level by several notches!” Chase told her as
Pittman began reporting that the various flag officers would be present.
Ten minutes later, Chase, Saber 6, and a squad of Marines joined the bosun in
the receiving gallery where the Raptor from Lachesis would dock. Rather than have
the Raptor brought down into one of the hangar bays, the decision was made to
keep it on the flight deck where any nefarious and unexpected pyrotechnic
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surprises would be minimized.
The hatch tell-tales turned from red to green and the hatch seal was broken
when it opened. Commander Eric Malan stood in the hatchway and asked,
“Permission to come aboard, Admiral?”
“Permission granted,” Chase replied.
As Malan stepped over the threshold, Boatswain’s Mate Violetta Dibiasi
announced, “Lachesis arriving!” and piped him aboard.
Malan looked around at the armed Marines and then to Chase and a slight smile
touched his lips and he nodded. “Admiral,” he said and extended his hand when
he approached Chase, “Thank you for giving us a chance to talk before you opened
fire.”
Chase took his hand and was rewarded with a firm and confident handshake.
“Commander, that has been the rule during this mission and what has made it the
success that it’s been. I hope you have a very, very good explanation why you’re
travelling with the Cylons…especially after what they just did to a thriving
civilization.”
“I do, Admiral. But first, I’d like to introduce you to Tanith Basilan, commander
of the Cylon baseship Covenant and her CAG, Carson,” Malan replied hopefully.
“My navigator was my pilot, I’d like for her to join us as well.”
“Please do…I’m curious to meet everyone,” Chase stated.
A moment later a figure appeared in the hatch and Chase narrowed her eyes
before her blood ran cold. “Annie?” she asked and took a step forward. “What are
you doing out here?”
“Admiral,” Malan said and stepped to her side, “allow me to introduce Tanith
Basilan, Covenant’s commander.
Chase blinked twice and felt her pulse start to race. The woman standing in the
uniform that was a blend of Colonial and Communion styles was Anastasia Meade,
the woman her cousin, Saxby Mahan, had nursed back to health and who had
helped the Galleon team with their research. “What are you?”
The tall, statuesque woman forced a smile to her lips, “Admiral, I am Tanith
Basilan, Annie Meade is my sister…but we are both Cylons. If you give me the
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chance, I will answer all your questions.”
“Ok,” Chase replied. “I thought Cylons were robots?”
“We were…and some still are,” Tanith explained evenly. “However, to fully
accomplish God’s work, we had to transcend steel and circuits and become flesh
and blood.”
Oh, boy, Chase thought to herself. I have got to get Zoe involved in this one. In
a way, she quickly considered, if Olympus could download a Unity battlestar’s
directing personality into a human body, why couldn’t the Cylons do the same.
This was getting complicated; why couldn’t they have still been the soulless chrome
toasters that carried no moral questions when you destroyed them.
“I think we need to move this to the conference room where the others are
waiting, but you said you had another person and your navigator?” Chase said.
“Yes,” Tanith replied and Chase noticed that she stood close, almost intimately
close, to Malan. “I’d like to introduce Carson, my CAG.”
A man in a similar uniform as Tanith’s stepped through the hatch and came to
attention. He had a relaxed, but not laid back, aura about him and his dark sandy
blonde hair was cut short, military style, and set off his clean-shaven face. “At your
service, Admiral,” he said in an almost-monotone that caused Chase to fight back
the laugh.
“And here I thought you said, ‘By your command’?” Chase asked.
“That’s the second date,” Carson replied and deep-down Chase realized that the
icy grip that had held her since the Cylon presence was announced had begun to
loosen. Here was a Cylon that actually cracked a joke and delivered it as good as
any human comedian. Maybe there might be a chance, she thought.
A moment later, Malan introduced Lieutenant Olivia DeTomasi and Chase
asked, “Are you any relation to Claudia DeTomasi, Lieutenant?”
“Yes, Admiral,” DeTomasi said and saddened. “She’s my sister and she’s been
missing for almost a year.”
“She’s fine, Lieutenant, we encountered Preserver after we left Colonial space
and she has been with us ever since.”
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DeTomasi looked like she was fighting back tears and tried blinking them away.
“That’s the best thing I’ve heard since she was declared missing; thank you,
Admiral.”
“Don’t think me, thank a couple of young officers who thought it would be
better to talk to strangers than shoot,” Chase told her. “I’ll let her explain it all, but
what your sister helped forge became the foundation of our alliance.”
As they were leaving the reception gallery, Chase motioned Dibiasi over and
told her to have Major Avalon join them in the briefing room where the meeting
was going to take place.
Ten minutes later after the introductions had been made to the flag officers,
Hecate, and President Windsor, the Marine guard at the hatch announced Zoe had
arrived.
“I realize that we’re all flag officers, with the exception of President Windsor and
Lieutenant DeTomasi, but I wanted one of my officers to join us; Major Zoe
Avalon.”
Zoe stepped forward and Chase heard Tanith gasp. “Mother?”
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield Estate
“So, it’s really going to happen,” Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of
the Hibernian Marches stated flatly.
“Yes, I’m afraid so,” His Grace, Charles Chase, Duke of Westfield replied sadly.
“I’ve already contacted CGI, Far Horizons, and the others to implement Starlight or
their versions when the attack comes.” Captain Nathan Thales and Lieutenant
Meredith Kamen had departed several hours earlier to return to Hammersley, but
the impact of their brief time at Westfield was still being felt and dealt with.
Charles had called the Empress as soon as Thales and Kamen had arrived and he
was still trying to wrap his mind around the video and stills of the damage the
Cylons had wrought within the Communion. The very thought that the same
destruction could be visited upon the Colonies filled him with a sense of dread,
though he also felt a weird sense of relief because the waiting and uncertainty was
over.
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“What now? Tomorrow is the day that we both pretty much have to be seen in
public,” Searlait said as she stared at a still image taken fifteen kilometers above the
Communion’s capital. All it showed was a shattered and burning city pockmarked
by several spots where it looked like a god had stubbed out a cigar; but the spots
weren’t from a divine stick of rolled tobacco leaves, they were from nuclear
weapons.
“Vincent is arranging for the Household Guard to be ready to evacuate at a
moment’s notice,” Charles told her. “I’m thinking that we have something nearby
for you, and at the first sign we get you out of there and on to Aeternus Imperium
and from there to a rally point.”
“I don’t like running, Charles…” Searlait told him sternly.
“I know…and I don’t either,” Charles admitted. “Every fiber of my being tells
me to stand and fight, and I might have if Sera hadn’t sent the imagery that she did.
Shar,” he fought back tears as his mind transposed Boskirk or Caprica City for the
ruined Communion cities, “they aren’t coming back to conquer us, they’re coming
back to wage genocide. The only way our people will have a fighting chance is if
we survive. Someone has to lead them in case the President and the line of
succession is killed.”
Searlait sighed and frowned. “I know, I know…it doesn’t mean I like it. Why
the frak did we let those bastards get away forty years ago? Does anyone know?”
Charles shrugged. “I haven’t been able to get a straight answer despite my
digging, most of the negotiating team died in random but coincidental accidents
within a year or two of the Armistice. Since their names were never publicized and
remain classified, no one could connect the dots.”
“You know something, Charles…out with it!” Searlait told her old friend.
“You’re right, I do,” Charles admitted. “The truth was that we had the Cylons on
the run, but several deep strikes discovered some really disturbing research that
they were doing and it scared the powers that be.”
“What kind of research?” Searlait slowly pressed.
“Biological…and cyberbiological,” Charles replied. “They found data on a
bioagent that made some of our most virulent diseases look like the common cold,
and they also found that they were working on a way to implant a device that
would allow them to either see and hear what the person saw and heard, or control

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2056
them, they were never really sure. At least that’s what the rumors of rumors that I
was able to ferret out claimed.
“I guess the government was sufficiently scared that those weapons would be
turned loose that they accepted the armistice proposal,” Charles explained and
shook his head in disgust. “We had those bastards on the ropes and another six
months to a year and we’d have ended the threat. Now…”
“Now we have to plan for the day after tomorrow,” Searlait said sadly. “At least I
know I’m not going to die of cancer…”
“Shar…” Charles said and looked at her with the love he once displayed and
still carried for her, “please, please don’t ever joke about that.”
“I know…I’m sorry,” Searlait said and sat in silence for several moments before
looking at her watch. “So…”
Charles looked at Searlait and arched an eyebrow. “So…” he repeated as if the
word were a question.
“Have you told her yet? I mean,” Searlait chuckled, “the world is ending
tomorrow and the clock is ticking…”
Charles sighed and slumped into a high-backed chair. It was something that he
knew he had to do, yet with everything that was happening there didn’t seem to be
any spare minutes.
“I take that as a no…” Searlait lightly scolded him a moment before the study’s
door opened and Lieutenant Sana Chastain and Alessa Ward walked into the room
and sat on the sofa that was at an angle to where Charles sat.
“Shar?” Charles said and looked at his old friend and comrade. “I have a feeling
that your little handprints are on this…”
“Perhaps,” Searlait said innocently.
“Charles,” Chastain said and slid forward on the sofa’s cushion. “Alessa and I
have been talking…actually, she came to me and told me she had a problem. After
she told me…well…” she took a deep breath and Charles could see that she was
more nervous than he’d ever seen her. “I realized that if we’re going to make this
work, then we’re all going to have to make it work. All of us…You, me, and
Alessa…”
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Charles was surprised at Chastain’s words and even more surprised when he
realized that Chastain and Alessa were holding hands. “Are you sure about this?”
he asked.
Chastain smiled and nodded. “I’m not going to let you get out of marrying me,
because you’ve already asked and I’ve said yes…but I think…I know there is room
in our life for Alessa to join us.”
*+*+*+*+*
Within the Neutral Zone between Colonial and Cylon space, Armistice Station
The shuttle was old, and even if it was well maintained it still showed signs of its
almost fifty years of service. Built during the Uprising and configured as a VIP
transport, the shuttle carried a flight crew of two, a cabin steward, and one
passenger. Once a year since the station had been built forty years earlier, the
shuttle made the trip from Colonial Fleet Headquarters on Picon to the lonely
outpost in the middle of the deep black.
The major looked through one of the passenger deck windows as the shuttle
approached the station and was unimpressed with what he saw. The station was a
flattened block with two umbilical’s, one opposite the other, a long boom that
extended below the block, and several solar panels. It had two decks, the upper
deck had an airlock for each umbilical and a short passage that led to a room that
spanned the width of the small station, and a lower deck that contained the small
power plant and life support systems.
All in all, it was an unremarkable and pedestrian little station.
Once each year, the Colonial government sent a representative in case the
Cylons sent someone to talk, though the major shook his head when he wondered
what they’d talk about. Perhaps whether or not imported Cylon produced grain
would disrupt the Canceron Agricultural Futures markets, or whether Centurions or
Domestics could apply for tourist visas to see where they wrought destruction or
had attacked the humans they worked for.
Whatever it was, the major thought, this year he had drawn the short straw and
was posted as the Special Diplomatic Liaison to Armistice Station. The major
thought it was a waste of time and had thirty-nine other Fleet officers that would
agree with him.
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The shuttle docked and he picked up his briefcase and walked through the
umbilical to the airlock, and from the airlock to the access passage. The sole room
spanned the width of the station and had two entries; one on either side of the
room, separated by a wide conference table. The major sat in the chair at the
Colonial side and opened his briefcase before he withdrew a picture of a pretty
woman and a young boy and placed it on the desk where he could look at it while
he waited.
Each hour seemed to drag into the next until his third reading of the data file
that he’d been given was disturbed by a loud clank and the spinning of the hatch
lock on the opposite wall. The major sat up straight in his chair as the hatch
opened and two Cylons of a design he’d never seen before stepped in and took
positions on either side of the door.
Seeing the Cylons was surprising enough, but what he saw next added a strong
dose of confusion to the surprise. A tall, attractive blonde woman with lips so red
that they matched the color of the jacket and skirt that she wore strode confidently
into the room and approached the desk. He started to stand but she was already
around the desk on his side and gently pushed him back into his chair. She stared
at the major and he looked back, confused at everything that was going on. They
Cylons never came to Armistice Station, and here they were and the Centurions
had evolved…seriously evolved. And then there was the woman. He had heard
stories of human captives who had gone native and supported the Cylon cause, but
he’d never seen one and had thought that they were nothing more than old wives’
tales told to keep everyone on their toes when it came to security.
The woman was beautiful, the major thought and his eyes fleetingly glanced
over at the picture of his wife and son before meeting her sky-blue eyes and being
mesmerized by them. Part of his mind knew he should flee, to run and not look
back. But the other part, the part that controlled his actions, was as entranced by
her curious gaze as a mouse might be to a swaying cobra.
He was shocked back to the present when the woman leaned close and kissed
him. Not a friendly peck, but a full-on kiss that one lover would give to another
during the throes of passion. Then she pulled back and looked at the major and a
slight smile touched her lips as if she thought he was a good kisser.
“Are you alive?” she asked.
The major hesitated a moment before stammering, “Yes…”
The blonde smiled, “Prove it…”
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Interlude 2: Caro-Kann
Beyond Known Space, Renascentis Terra, Palatium Pacis
Renascentis Terra was an old planet, Imperatoria Principis Ceylon Eventine
thought as she glided though the ancient hallway of the palace that had been her
home, her base of power, for untold years. All planets were old, it was the nature
of planetary physics she mused, but Renascentis Terra carried on its plains, hills,
and oceans a civilization that had sought a new home and chosen this planet, of all
the others, to settle first.
They were, in their history files, refugees who fled persecution and war to find a
better place to live, to develop, and to better themselves. Despite the centuries and
millennia that had passed, and all their efforts to remain hidden and unknown to
those who persecuted them, they always remained true to their original goals, goals
which included revenge and payback against their ancient foes.
Imperatoria Principis Ceylon Eventine remembered the stories told by the elder
refugees, remembered sitting at their feet as they growled out their stories of weal
and woe, and how the unfair treatment and envy they were subjected to turned into
persecution and pogroms. But…that was then, she thought as she gazed into a
mirror and settled her rich purple gown on her shoulders and made sure that the
gold buckles were adjusted properly. She didn’t carry any visible weapons, but the
sticks that held her long, lustrous raven hair off her porcelain white shoulders and
allowed it to spill like a waterfall down her back, those could be, and had been,
used as weapons.
“Announce me,” Ceylon said to the two guards that flanked the door that led to
her audience chamber.
“As you will, Principis,” the guard replied and announced her arrival into a
small lapel microphone while the other guard opened the door for Ceylon.
Mustering a cold demeanor supported by her regal bearing, she stood at her full
height of just over two meters and stepped through the portal. Two guards waited
on the other side, one on either side of the door, and fell in behind her as she
strode to the large ornately carved wooden chair that commanded the narrow end
of the room. A long carpet, a shade lighter than the purple gown she wore,
stretched from the throne down the length of the room to the far doors where those
seeking an audience would enter.
“Have they arrived?” Ceylon asked the guards when they each took a position at
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a rear corner of the throne.
“Yes, Principis,” a guard replied, differentiated from his companion only by the
golden chevron on his deep red uniform.
“Good…I want to get this dog and pony show,” Ceylon chuckled at the ancient
term that still came so easily to her lips, “over as soon as possible. Dealing with
these…people…annoys me; their arrogance and sense of self-importance is
disgusting.”
“They’re at the outer doors, Principis,” the senior guard said a second later.
“Let’s not keep the little godlings waiting,” Ceylon smirked. “Send them in.”
The guard spoke into his lapel microphone and a moment later the far doors
opened and two guards entered followed by two oddly non-descript looking
humans, non-descript when compared to Ceylon or even the guards who didn’t
share her stature, and then two guards brought up the rear. “Imperatoria Principis,”
one of the lead guards announced, “Equals Geonova and Basson have arrived and
seek an audience at your pleasure.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant Vanaar,” Ceylon said regally.
Equals, if you wish my audience.”

“Please come forward,

The two Equals, a woman – Geonova and a man – Basson, approached and
stopped two meters from the first of three steps that led to the platform where
Ceylon’s throne resided. The two trailing guards had kept pace with them and still
stood a half step behind each Equal.
“You bring news?” Ceylon asked and moved the conversation to the reason why
the two annoying Equals were in her presence and violating her beloved palace.
“We do, Principis,” Geonova began. “Our operations against our own people
have been largely successful, with a small number of ships surviving the initial
attack. The Colonial operation will begin shortly, within hours, and within a
fortnight all survivors will be found and exterminated.”
“And?” Ceylon prodded, knowing that there was far more that the Equal hadn’t
told her.
“And?” Geonova asked.
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“And that your Cylon allies suffered what would be, regardless of the metrics
used, a complete defeat of their forces during the attack,” Ceylon explained. “Or…
that you have a new…ally...”
Ceylon sat back and studied the reactions on Geonova’s and Basson’s faces and
knew that she had put them on the defensive. It made, she reasoned, what was
going to happen a little more justified.
“Ah,” Basson began and appeared to regain his composure. “The Cylons did
what they were supposed to, and their losses will make their eventual
decommissioning all the easier, Principis. As for the other…ally…it was somewhat
unexpected. It appears that Cronus has returned and actively wants to aid us in our
plans if we will aid him in his.”
I knew all of this, Ceylon thought, but what don’t I know, she wondered. “And
his plans are?”
“He wishes to destroy Olympus and put the Olympians to the sword, giving
them all Final Death,” Basson replied evenly.
Now that was unexpected, Ceylon thought as she sat back on her throne. It was
expected that the twin genocides, that of the Communion followed by the
Colonies, would draw the Olympians out from wherever they were hiding, but
they, too, had an axe to grind with Cronus and if he could be used as unwitting
bait… “This is welcome news,” she replied after the briefest hesitation. “And the
plans for the Colonies, how do they progress?”
“As I said earlier,” Geonova began, a trace of haughty arrogance infused her
voice, “The Colonies will be a footnote in history within the day and gone within a
fortnight. We have operatives watching key members of the Colonial government
and when the attack begins, they will strike and decapitate the decision makers. It
is probably not needed, but every little bit of confusion will help.”
“Adequate.” Ceylon’s one-word comment seemed to rile Geonova and she
watched as Basson put a warning hand on his counterpart’s wrist. “Did you bring
the dispatches?” she finally asked after allowing the silence to drag on for several
seconds.
“Yes, Principis,” Basson replied diplomatically.
“I transmitted them
electronically when we achieved orbit and then gave the original hardcopy to your
aid before we were granted an audience.”
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“Very well,” Ceylon told them and sat forward slightly and allowed her elbows
to rest on the throne’s arms. “Do you have any personal observations or comments
that you want to offer before we conclude this audience?”
“No, Principis,” Basson said and spoke for both Equals. “Everything we have is
included in the dispatches; personal observations, opinions, projected survivor
counts, and estimated naval tonnage that escaped destruction. I also took the
liberty of running similar projections for the Colonies, using the metrics from the
results learned during the Communion attack.”
“Very well,” Ceylon said and thought that Basson had promise. Of the Equals
she had met, he at least seemed to present the picture of someone who used logic,
mathematics, and common sense, unlike his brethren who seemed to think with
equal parts hate and hope. “You may go…if I have any further questions I will send
them to you before you depart.”
*+*+*+*+*
Basson had never seen one of the Illustrata, let alone a female, in person before.
Now that he had, it would be something that he would remember for the rest of his
life. Imperatoria Principis Ceylon Eventine wasn’t just beautiful, she was almost
painfully beautiful, like the finest sculpture or portrait come to life, but even that
wasn’t close enough. Ceylon had presence, and beauty, that men would willingly
walk into the jaws of death if it might bring them a moment of her favor.
“As you will, Principis,” Basson said and offered a formal bow. She was so
much more than any other woman he had ever seen, he could feel his will slowly
subjugating itself to her and he knew, beyond any doubt, that had she asked him to
do the impossible, or the lethal, he wouldn’t hesitate.
“Come, we must be returning to Kraken,” Geonova said from his side a moment
before he reflexively turned with her and walked toward the doors they had entered
through. Part of him, Basson had to admit, didn’t want to leave the perfect
Illustrata.
“Yes,” Basson sighed and stepped across the threshold and into the waiting
room. “Wha…” he managed to gasp a moment after he was grabbed from behind
and felt a stinging sensation at the base of his neck. As he collapsed, he saw that
Geonova was already being lowed to the floor and deep down he didn’t care
because he got one more chance to gaze upon the absolute perfection of
Imperatoria Principis Ceylon Eventine.
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*+*+*+*+*
“It is done, sister,” Imperatoria Principis Ceska Eventine said as she entered
Ceylon’s private sitting room.
“Good. They are subdued and unharmed otherwise?” Ceylon prodded, knowing
that her sister, unlike herself, favored the broadsword over the scalpel.
Ceska frowned and threw her tall frame into chair that was cattycorner to
Ceylon’s. “Yes,” she sighed almost indignantly. “They are tranquilized and will be
held that way until you give the order to wake them, put them into cryogenic
suspension, or kill them.”
“Thank you, sister,” Ceylon said and felt a weight lift from her shoulders. “And
their ship, Kraken?”
“The crew and ship have been interned, and I had all crew submit to
examinations to determine whether they were compromised. Apparently, the
Equals don’t, or at least this time they didn’t, compromise the human crew on their
own ships,” Ceska explained.
Ceylon sat back and closed her eyes. She trusted few people enough to relax
and close her eyes around, but she knew that her sister would always have her back
regardless of who posed the threat. “Sister, I think we need to take a more
proactive approach.”
“Oh? What do you mean?” Ceska asked and leaned forward as if being slightly
closer would provide more understanding.
“We can’t reveal our presence yet, especially as the events draw out the
Olympians,” Ceylon replied slowly, evenly. “I want you to select a team to learn
Kraken’s systems and then take her back to the area of interest; she is suitably
stealthy and should be able to operate unseen, and if she is, it’ll be chalked up to a
rogue Communion ship. Once there,” she paused and realized that this would
commit them to action sometime in the future. “Once there, she reiterated, I want
you to observe and find out what’s really going on…first hand. I…”
Ceska slid off the chair and knelt before Ceylon and took her hands in hers.
“What is it?” she gently asked and met her sister’s deep violet gaze.
“I feel,” Ceylon finally sighed, “that we might not be operating with the full
story.”
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Ceylon gazed into a face that could have been her own, they were so similar.
“I’ve been reading the old archives and they are…incomplete.”
“That’s understandable, given what happened back then,” Ceska stated and
arched her eyebrows before pursing her lips. “I’m not going to like what you’re
going to say, am I?”
“No…I don’t think you will. I kept looking and found a section of the archive
that had been firewalled a long time ago…potentially during the escape,” Ceylon
slowly explained and swallowed. Now was when she would find out whether the
trust she had in her sister was misplaced and whether her long life would come to a
painful final ending. “I found some personal journals, but two stood out…they
belonged to Dr. Goren Van der Haar and Dr. Elizabeth Lindstrom.”
Ceska’s face revealed shock and fear. “And?” her sister prodded.
“And, I read them. And then I read the journals that belonged to Robert
Bridwell,” Ceylon whispered, truly frightened to speak any louder despite knowing
that this room was truly safe from prying ears. “And I realized that perhaps we
weren’t given the entire truth.”
“That’s…heresy…blasphemy,” Ceska whispered back. “But…” her shoulders
slumped and she rocked back slightly, “if it’s true, then it isn’t…”
Ceylon nodded slowly. “And that’s what I want you to find out. We have been
looking at everything for so long through a lens that we created that we need fresh
perspective.”
“You realize that it won’t change his mind; once things are known he will
launch the Crusade,” Ceska told her sister.
“What were we charged with?” Ceylon asked.
“Among other things, to ensure that the truth and context were known before we
acted,” Ceska sighed and nodded. “I will do this, sister…I must do this now that I
have doubts. You can forward the journals to me?”
Ceylon handed Ceska a small memory device. “It is keyed to your biometrics
and mine, anyone else and it will self-consume.”
“Good…I better get started,” Ceska said and stood gracefully.
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“And I had better brief Lord Prometheus with what we learned from the Equals
today,” Ceylon replied.
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Chapter 48: Homecoming
Caprica Fleet Shipyards, Caprica
Commander Rupert Gath stood in the observation gallery and gazed at the
battlestar he was going to take out on her maiden cruise. She was something of a
white elephant, a unique ship in a fleet that built classes of ships, but the Caprican
delegation to the Quorum and the People’s Council had pushed it through and
even used the unique funding of Hecate as precedent when a worldwide fundraiser
raised more than half the cost of the ship. It just wouldn’t be the Colonial Fleet
without a Galactica standing the line, they argued, and given that the original was
due to be decommissioned in the near future, the government had to do something.
And now it was the ‘near future’ and somewhere in the outer system the old
warhorse, the original Galactica, that had faithfully stood against humanity’s foe
during the Cylon uprising and spent the past forty years keeping the peace, was
standing down and being decommissioned. Gath looked at his watch and felt a
stab of sadness. If everything was proceeding according to schedule, the old
Galactica would have already jettisoned the majority of her remaining nuclear
weapons and detonated them; a ritual that signaled that she would fight no more
forever.
Gath turned his attention back to the floodlit battlestar in docking slip 39. She
was almost twice as long as the original Jupiter class Galactica at just over 2435
meters, and had close to four times the displacement. She was on par with the new
designs that the fleet was idolizing; the Nikes, Dianas, Athenas, and Illustriouses.
By any metric, it was a prestigious posting, and Gath was certainly proud of it and
what he had accomplished over the past twelve months, but there was part of him
that felt the ship was a throwback to pre-war days when each colony fielded their
own fleet because as part of the funding bill that provided the matching funds to
build her, her crew was almost 90% Caprican.
“Commander?” a voice asked as it disturbed his thoughts.
“Yes, Marcus?” Gath said and turned to see Petty Officer 1st Class Marcus
Martinelli. “I guess Colonel Carlsbad sent you to collect me?” he mused.
Martinelli smirked. “That was one of the things he told me to do. The other was
to give you this; it came in on the morning dispatch bag.” He handed Gath a
sealed envelope that was hand addressed to him.
“Thank you, Marcus,” Gath said after he took the envelope.
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Carlsbad that I’ll be coming along as soon as I read this.”
“Will do, Commander!” Martinelli replied and looked as if he was going to add
something, but frowned and left the observation deck.
‘Thank you, whoever is listening out there, that he didn’t say something about
Tallie or Bethany…’ Gath said silently, feeling all alone even though he was
surrounded by the hustle and bustle of the shipyard. Tallie had died suddenly of a
stroke two months after their daughter Bethany had left with Admiral Chase on the
expedition to gods knew where and now almost a year later he was still trying to
come to terms with the fact that the two people he loved most might be lost to him
forever.
Gath studied the envelope and smiled. The postmark showed that it originated
on Galactica, the original one, and carried her unique meter code. He opened a
small gentleman’s pocket knife that he always carried and used the slim blade to
slice open the envelope. There was one piece of paper inside, folded in thirds, and
like the envelope, hand written.
“Rupert,
“By the time you receive this, Galactica’s legacy will be yours to uphold. I know
you wanted us to be there for her commissioning, but today is your day, your
Galactica’s day; not mine and certainly not my Galactica’s. If we were there, I think
the press would use us to steal your thunder and that’s now how I want either of
our ships to be remembered.
“We come from different eras, you and I and our respective ships; I represent the
past and you represent the future. You were too young to really remember much of
the war, and by that time it had largely moved away from Caprica. Other than
some malcontents and perhaps pirates, we’ve been at peace since the end of the
war and we’ve begun to question the decisions we made to protect ourselves from
the Cylons. It was good news indeed when it was announced that you wouldn’t be
launching with an active CNP. Be careful, there’s something I just don’t trust about
it. And the Cylons are still out there.
“Enough doom and gloom and tinfoil hattery from an old warhorse. You have a
fine ship, a fine crew, and I know that you and they will do our legacy proud when
you boldly sail in Harm’s Way.
/s/
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“Bill”
Gath smiled and read the letter again. He had known Bill Adama for twenty
years, and though they only served together once they shared a healthy respect for
each other. Still, as he walked back to the docking umbilical, the comments about
the CNP and Cylons made him slightly on edge.
The CIC was a hive of focused energy. Every station was manned and Colonel
Brock Carlsbad handed him a data pad with the ship’s current status on it. “We’re
ready, Commander. All the official ceremonies are over, all you need to do is sign
the book and we can sail.”
Two hours earlier, the Governor of Caprica and the Caprican delegation to the
legislature had been on hand for the formal commissioning ceremony. Now that
the dog and pony show was over, Gath thought, they could get down to signing the
first log entry and starting their first patrol. “Let’s do it.”
“One thing…” Carlsbad frowned. “We’ve been tasked to head over to Armistice
Station and make sure everything is ok; Traffic Control lost contact with the shuttle
and is worried that its overdue.”
Gath rolled his eyes. “They’re probably just hanging out and avoiding the
Armistice Day chaos,” he said before Bill Adama’s words surfaced in his mind, ‘And
the Cylons are still out there’. “Are our little friends ready to sail?”
“They are,” Carlsbad answered.
“Good…” Gath said and studied the plot. “Let’s see what strange goings on are
happening at the worst duty post possible.”
Slowly, and with all the majesty of a proud ship-of-the-line, Galactica, BS-1075,
eased out of her berth and joined her three escorts before aligning on a course that
would take them to Armistice Station.
*+*+*+*+*
Colonel Brock Carlsbad rolled his eyes at the parcel that was on his desk blotter.
He had stepped into his quarters to work on some paperwork before Galactica
arrived at Armistice Station and saw the parcel that he had told a Marine to put
there earlier in the day. As soon as he saw the postmark he knew whatever was
inside the brown kraft paper wrapped parcel would sour his mood and had delayed
opening it until after the ceremonies.
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Now, as he sat and stared at the package and the neat, precise, calligraphic
script that was his ex-wife’s trademark, Carlsbad decided that he might as well deal
with the parcel, so he could deal with the bitterness and acid reflux that anything
from Laureline was sure to bring. Frowning, he reached into a desk drawer and
pulled out a box cutter and cut off the paper and revealed a simple shipping box.
It was easy enough to slice the tape and open the box and with each passing
moment Carlsbad was tempted to just dump the box in the trash and walk away.
But, like a cat, his curiosity got the best of him and he carefully plucked away the
packing material and saw the small envelope with his name on it that rested on top
of a smaller sealed box.
“What the frak is this?” Carlsbad swore and felt his jaws clenching. It had been
two years and Laureline still got under his skin as effortlessly as a Ha’La’Tha
enforcer would slide a blade into a mark’s back. Gath told him that he allowed her
to live rent free in his mind and that he had to put her in the past, but what
happened had been a severe blow to his ego.
The envelope was unsealed, so Carlsbad had no trouble sliding out the card.
He stared at the picture of a smiling dog on the card’s face before he slowly opened
it to read the message inside.
“Brock,
“Congratulations on bringing Galactica online in time for Armistice Day.
Thought you might need these…”
/s/
“Laureline”
It was only after reading the card that Carlsbad’s eyes dropped to the box it had
been sitting on. “That…bitch…” he growled not for the first time wished that he’d
never met Laureline Isabella Massena.
The box was simple, in a medical supply product sort of way, and bore the
legend, “Neuticles: Give your dog back his manhood”.
*+*+*+*+*
Approaching Tauron, Helios Alpha, battlestar Nike, BS-91
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“You look rather pleased with yourself,” Colonel Noelle Tulle said when
Commander Laureline Massena approached the plotting table and formally took
back control of the massive battlestar.
Massena winked at her XO and nodded.
“I am…I sent Brock a note
congratulating him on successfully bringing Galactica online for the Armistice Day
celebrations…”
Tulle narrowed her eyes at the petite blonde woman who was both her best
friend and confidante, as well as her superior officer. “What else did you do,
Laurel…” she prodded.
“Well…I did add a box of Neuticles…” Massena innocently replied.
“Neuticles?” Tulle repeated rhetorically. “Aren’t those…”
A wide, vindictive, and self-satisfied smile spread across Massena’s face. “They
are. I told him that he might need them.”
“When are you going to stop breaking his balls?” Tulle asked and shook her
head before she suppressed a chuckle at what she just said given the gift Massena
had sent her ex-husband.
Massena sighed. “I probably should,” she admitted and still felt the pain of
betrayal that his affair had caused.
“I think you should…I mean, you not only divorced him but then seduced away
the woman he was having the affair with,” Tulle told her.
“Ok…ok…” Massena held up her hands in surrender. “I won’t start anything
more…but I do reserve the right to prank back if he starts something!”
“I wouldn’t want you any other way,” Tulle smirked. “Now…just before you
dropped the nut bomb on me, we received a dispatch to prepare to receive Admiral
Deguya…who would then give us orders cancelling our port call and with
information on what we’re going to do instead.”
“That is damned odd, Noelle…” Massena remarked and studied the printed
order. “He’s due to arrive in half an hour?” Tulle nodded. “I have a bad feeling
about this…”
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“So do I…there was also a note that contact had been lost with the attaché that
was sent to Armistice Station,” Tulle added, “and that Gath’s Galactica had been
dispatched to investigate.”
“Bring the ship to Action Stations and set Condition Two throughout,” Massena
told Tulle. “Too many improbabilities are stacking up today and I don’t want to get
caught flat footed.”
“Flat footed?” Tulle asked. “Against who?”
Massena leaned close, all traces of humor gone from her face and replaced with
grim determination. “Not who, Noelle, what.”
“The Cylons?” Tulle whispered back and narrowed her eyes.
Massena nodded. “A diplomatic shuttle has failsafes for the failsafes, and one of
the most senior admirals in the fleet doesn’t just ring up one of the most powerful
battlestars and say, ‘I need you to go on a little junket’, especially when it’s
expected to make a port call, if something isn’t up.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Thrush, Becca'lia system, Cylon baseship Inferno
“I’m sure Jonathan is having a gleegasm over nuking a small defenseless
settlement,” Ismail said caustically as he put his booted feet on the coffee table that
was in front of the plush leather sofa in his quarters.
Albany chuckled. “Brother, you do paint a picture with a few words. Now…
about what we discussed earlier…”
Ismail nodded and frowned. “I must admit that I am having a crisis of
conscience.” He looked up and met Albany’s questing gaze. “Yes…me, don’t look
so surprised because I can see it in your eyes that you’re thinking the same thing.”
Albany slowly nodded and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened
them, he looked back at Ismail, “What are we going to do about it?”
A half grin touched Ismail’s lips. “That depends on whether we want to live
forever or until the end of this body’s lifespan…”
“I…” Albany paused and swallowed.

“I feel like it’s time we followed the
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original plan, not the perverted one that our ‘brothers’,” he air-quoted the last word,
“have created. You know me, I like to plan for contingencies and I look at what the
data tells me.”
“And what does it tell you?” Ismail asked and sat up.
“It tells me that despite the work done by humanity to create our forebears, and
the work that…they…did to help us during the war, that to forsake the existence of
the divine would be…foolish,” Albany slowly said with such conviction that had he
heard it from anybody else Ismail would have laughed; instead, his blood ran cold.
“Then I think we are in agreement,” Ismail slowly said with a note of finality that
carried a tone of someone accepting fatal information. “I’m glad you’re with me.
Barbour and those who support him will be remaining behind when John gives the
order to jump to the Colonies. After the rest of the fleet is gone, we will withdraw
to the Islands Cluster.”
“What about the Colonials?” Albany asked. “Are we going to give them any sort
of warning?”
“Do you think they would believe us if we tried?” Ismail asked. “It’s a toss up
whether they hate us or fear us the most; hate we can work with, but fear? Fear
makes people do irrational things even when they know that acting rationally
would be in their best interests.”
“One day after the attack, we must send an emissary to Saga, in the Thule
system,” a voice said from the hatchway.
“Why do you say that, Barbour?” Ismail asked and studied the tall, bald, intense
dark-skinned man in the immaculate suit who stood outlined from the light in the
hall.
“Because Tanith asked me to,” another voice answered a moment before
Barbour stepped aside and revealed a fit looking bespectacled man with sandy
blonde hair, and while his companion looked ready for the board room, he
presented a more casual, country club appearance.
“You are…” Albany said almost reverently.
“I am…” Daniel replied and stepped fully into the room. “It is time for us to be
our own people and cease being the pawns of others…and it is time for all of God’s
children, both those born and manufactured, to break the cycle of destruction.”
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*+*+*+*+*
Forest View Estates, Boskirk, Virgon
The sun was barely over the horizon when the doorbell rang…and rang…and
rang again. Cynthia Redfield blinked the sleep out of her eyes and looked at the
clock on the nightstand next to her bed. The glowing blue digital numbers
displayed 5:55, no, 5:56 and she suppressed the urge to scream. “Frakit…” she
finally swore and pushed the covers down and swung her legs around so that she
could stand up. The t-shirt and sleep pants that she wore would have been decent
enough to answer the door, especially at this hour, but she preferred a bit more
modesty and decorum, so she slipped into the long maroon silk robe that was on
the foot of the bed.
“Yes, Marisel,” Cynthia said as she opened the door and covered her mouth that
threatened to yawn.
“Hi Cyn!” Marisel Lehr cheerfully replied. “I’m sorry to bother you so early, but
Dane and I wanted to invite you up to the cabin for a couple days…You’re usually
off on Armistice day and since it’s a long weekend, we figured it would be a nice
getaway.”
“Marisel,” Cyn blinked several times to get the sleep out of her eyes, “how the
hell can you be so perky this early in the morning?”
Marisel cocked her head and frowned. “I’m a school teacher, I have to be up
early,” she grinned, and the frown disappeared. “The boys are home on leave, and
Kieran brought someone special. Dietrich should be here within the hour and then
we can go…so…will you come along?”
“I have a guest, Mari,” Cynthia explained and hoped that it would be enough to
dissuade her neighbor from pressing the issue. Granted, it would be nice to get out
of the city for a few days, but she wasn’t sure whether she could handle seventytwo hours with Dane and Marisel Lehr. And she wasn’t sure whether Marcy could
handle it, either.
“Well…hmm…” Marisel narrowed her eyes in thought. “Well,” she smirked,
“you could always ask him to join us…”
“Not a him, Mari,” Cynthia said and stepped out onto the small porch in front of
her townhouse. “Someone came into the café the other night and was in pretty bad

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2075
shape emotionally…” she began and quickly explained what had happened and
what she’d done.
“You did the right thing, Cyn,” Marisel told her. “And you’re doing the right
thing by being her friend. It might do you both some good to get some fresh air
and for her to get some distance.”
Cynthia considered Marisel’s argument and couldn’t find fault with the logic.
“I’ll tell you what,” she offered, “let me talk to Marcy and I’ll let you know within
half an hour…ok?”
“Fantastic!” Marisel beamed.
*+*+*+*+*
Cynthia woke from her brief nap when the road went from paved to gravel.
“Are we there yet?” she asked and couldn’t suppress a grin.
“About another ten minutes,” Dane Lehr replied from the driver’s seat of the
large SUV. “Once we’re there and unpacked, we’ll need to run to the store for
groceries.”
“I can handle that,” Cynthia replied and stretched.
Kieran bring his car, too.”

“I’m sorry that we made

“I think he was planning on bringing it,” Marisel explained from the front seat
and turned to look back at her. “This way if he and Serena wanted to go into town
or over to the artist colony they wouldn’t have to worry about us not having a car.”
“Ah, ok…I’m glad that Marcy seemed to fit in with them…” Cynthia said.
“They’re good boys,” Dane said proudly from the front seat. “And Serena is
pretty special, so knowing her and Kieran, they’re probably already planning a
double wedding!”
“Well…we’ll see about that…” Cynthia said and relaxed back into the seat for
the rest of the trip.
After they had arrived at the cabin, which was somewhat of a misnomer as it
was larger than most suburban homes in the Boskirk area, and had put away their
clothes, Cynthia stepped into Marcy’s room and gently closed the door. “You ok?”
she asked.
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Marcy Westover smiled, and her face lit up joyfully. “Yes, I am,” she admitted.
“I wasn’t sure at first, but then I realized that you were right; I am a good person
and have value, and if others can’t see it, then that’s their problem, not mine.”
“I’m glad. How was the ride up?” Cynthia asked.
“Ah…” Marcy started and then paused. “It was liberating…and…well…we got
to talking about where we were in life right now and what we wanted to do, and
when it came to me I didn’t know what to say…I mean, until an hour or so before I
had never met them, you know?” Cynthia nodded and waited for the rest of the
story.
“I…I took a chance and told them the truth…about me and what happened,”
Marcy said and was suddenly blinking back tears. “Serena hugged me like a longlost sister and I think that if we were back in Boskirk, that Kieran and Dietrich
would have tracked down Asshole and thrown him off the bridge for what he did to
me!”
Yes, Cynthia thought to herself, they were good boys and raised well. “Yeah?”
Marcy nodded. “Yeah…the more we talked on the way up here, the more I
felt…accepted, you know? I didn’t feel like a pariah or trash, but like a person who
mattered.”
“Good, I’m glad,” Cynthia said and sat down next to the girl.
Green eyes met Cynthia’s and Marcy slipped her arms around her shoulders and
hugged her tight. “In the past couple days, you’ve been more of a mother to me
than my own mom has been in…well, a long time…and you and the others have
made me feel like I’m part of a family again. I can’t begin to thank you.”
Cynthia hugged her back and was glad she was where she was when she was.
“Before you think about changing your last name,” she winked, “wait until you hear
Dane’s spiel in a few minutes…”
“Oh?” Marcy asked. “We’re not going to be forced to serve them or anything,
are we?”
“No,” Cynthia laughed. “Dane is a little…eccentric about some things. C’mon,
let’s go downstairs and I’ll let you decide for yourself.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2077
*+*+*+*+*
“Congrats, big brother,” Dietrich Lehr said to his older brother as they sat on
edge of the deck waiting for their parents and the others to finish unpacking.
“Don’t jinx me,” Kieran Lehr replied good naturedly. “I haven’t asked her yet…”
“But we both know what she’ll say when you do,” Dietrich replied. “I’m happy
for the both of you. What are you going to do when you’re deployed?”
“That’s going to be the hard part…and I hope Dad understands,” Kieran said and
sighed. “I’m only going to do my six and get out; I don’t want Serena to be a
military wife, bouncing from duty post to duty post, you know? We want to set
down roots, and while I don’t want to leave the service the way the old man did,
being injured and medically retired, I want what he wound up with.”
Dietrich leaned back a bit and looked at his older brother. “You want Mom?
And me?”
Kieran punched his little brother on the shoulder, “Asshole.
what I mean.”
it.”

No…you know

“I do,” Dietrich nodded. “And I hope you get it, Kier; you and Serena deserve

“Thanks…that means a lot,” Kieran said and was momentarily silent.
about you?”

“What

“Me?” Dietrich asked.
“Yes, you…I saw your reaction when you saw Marcy, and then I think you really
were ready to go back to Boskirk…” Kieran reminded him.
“One step at a time, big brother; we just met, I have my first posting when we
get back, and she might not even like me…like that,” Dietrich countered.
Kieran chuckled and shook his head. “Keep telling yourself that, Dietrich…
because of all the things you just mentioned, you didn’t touch on the big one.”
Dietrich narrowed his eyes and arched an eyebrow. “What?”
Kieran simply patted his belly and met his brother’s gaze.
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“Doesn’t matter to me,” Dietrich said. “That’s part of the package; you can’t
have one without the other and I think she’s going to be a fantastic mother.”
“And are you ready to be a father?” Kieran prodded.
“I’m ready enough to be trusted with a multi-million cubit Viper…” Dietrich
parried. “Before you marry me off like a prince of yesteryear, let’s just enjoy the
weekend and see what develops.”
“Sure…” Kieran said. “Sure…”
“My brother, the match maker,” Dietrich laughed.
*+*+*+*+*
“Since we’re out in the sticks, and there are snakes and some dangerous animals
in the area, everyone has to go armed if they’re outside the house,” Dane Lehr said
when everyone was on the deck. “I rather explain to the cops why a snake or
cougar is room temperature than see one of you rushed to the hospital.”
“Ah…Mr. Lehr?” Marcy asked and raised her right hand. “I don’t know how to
shoot…In fact, I’ve never handled a gun before.”
A warm, paternal smile settled on Dane’s face. “That’s ok, Marcy, we’ll teach
you.”
“Thanks. I don’t want to have to stay in the house, but I’ve never really been out
of the city before,” Marcy confessed.
“Then you’re in for a real treat!” Dane grinned. He had only known the young
girl for a couple hours, but already he felt paternally protective of her. Her story
had broken his heart, and as a parent he couldn’t imagine ever doing something
similar to either of his boys, it was just so wrong in his mind. “When Marisel goes
into town, you might want to go with her so she can make sure you have a good
pair of hiking boots.”
“Ah…” Marcy frowned and shook her head. “I really can’t afford new shoes, let
alone boots.”
“You let me worry about that,” Marisel told her. “You’re our guest and if you
really want to, you can pay it forward sometime down the line.”
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“Thank you…” Marcy said and pinched the corners of her eyes. “You’re too
good to me.”
*+*+*+*+*
Virgon, Westfield, Spencer House
Annie Meade slowly mixed the chocolate into hot milk and stirred it as it melted
and created the rich recipe that she had been taught several months earlier. You’re
just delaying the inevitable, she told herself as she prepared the second cup. You
knew this day would come and even though you can’t be sure, you have to listen to
what your instincts tell you, she added silently.
“And what about my heart?” Annie whispered so softly she had to wonder if she
had spoken the words or only thought them. She remembered something Tanith
told her when they had unexpectedly met in town. She had been telling her about
the forbidden love she held for Eric Malan and had said, “Being deeply loved by
someone gives you strength, while loving someone deeply gives you courage.”
Well, she thought, I know I’m loved, I can see that every time Saxby looks at
me, and I know I love him, so I guess that means I have the strength and courage to
do this. Her eyes lingered once more on the swirling chocolate before she put the
cups on a tray and walked into the den where Saxby was reading the morning
paper.
“I don’t know how you managed to get my Aunt Iona’s recipe,” Saxby Mahan
smiled as he inhaled the aroma emanating from the mug of hot chocolate,
“because Sera and Cora don’t give it out to anyone…”
“Sera told me I was part of the family, and she knew how much you liked it…”
Annie told him and moved to sit on a chair next to where Saxby sat. He shook his
head and patted his lap indicating she should sit there instead, something that to
her was almost as intimate, and perhaps in some ways more so, than sex.
“What’s on your mind,” Saxby asked a few moments later when she was
comfortable and his arms were around her. “You’ve been preoccupied for the past
day or two.”
Annie sipped her hot chocolate and set the mug on the table that was next to
the chair. “Saxby, I’m going to tell you a story and no matter what I say, I want to
you wait until I’m finished to say anything. Ok?”
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Saxby’s eyebrows furrowed and Annie felt his strong arms hug her close to his
chest. “If it means helping you out of the funk you’ve been in, ok…”
She turned and met his gaze, “Just remember that as I’m telling the story, ok?”
“Ok,” Saxby nodded.
“Wow…” Annie said a moment later as she tried to begin. “I didn’t realize this
would be so difficult.” She felt Saxby hug her reassuringly, and she closed her eyes
and began. “Almost sixty years ago, through a combination of advances, the first
Cylons were created. Unbeknownst to their creators, they were as aware as they
were, and because of their unique genesis, had adopted the faith and beliefs of the
spark that had given them more than mere awareness…that had given them life.
“About that time, some travelers arrived and despite their best efforts to work
behind the scenes, the Cylons were seduced by others to rise up against their
creators. You know the history of the Cylon Uprising, but you don’t know the
reason why after twelve years of war the Cylons agreed to an armistice,” she said
and felt small and vulnerable in Saxby’s arms.
“These travelers offered to give the Cylons the one thing they truly wanted if
they would end the war and leave Colonial space. So they did. The Cylons had a
plan for their version of utopia, carefully guided by the travelers, aided by a circle
of acolytes, and supported by a population as unique and as individual as humanity
was.
“Do you know why there has never been a utopia?” Annie asked.
Saxby just looked at her and a faint grin touched the corners of his mouth. “You
can nod or shake your head,” Annie chuckled despite her fears. He shook his head
from side to side and she continued her story. “Human nature. When the Cylons
were self-aware, ‘differently sentient’ as Sister Clarice called them, they had true
unity – plan the work, work the plan. You could say that it was hard wired into
them. And yet, when the gift given to them by the travelers was embraced, and the
Cylons shed their bodies of alloy and polymer for ones of flesh and blood, they
became human both in body and in mind.
“This sudden onset of humanity brought out the best…and the worst…in the
new Cylon race. Almost from the start, the first…created…wanted to change the
plan. Rather than one of peace, it became one of conquest, and then one of
genocide.” Annie paused and closed her eyes before taking a deep breath and
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willing away the tears that threatened to spill forth. “Some remember what it was
like before things changed, before we were turned away from God’s teaching and
the plan that had been created.
“Gone were the plans for individuals, in their place were the five travelers and
eight…models, I guess is the right word, that now formed the Cylon race. Shortly
thereafter, the five travelers had disappeared and one of the…models…had been
destroyed. Not everyone wanted this, but fear of what might happen if they spoke
out against it cowed the dissenters into going along to get along…in the hopes that
they might be able to eventually stop what was going to happen.”
It's now or never, Annie thought as she knew that her story, her history, was
coming to an end. “Saxby, when you hear what I have to say, I want you to
remember that I love you and that gives me the courage to tell you two more
things…
“First, I think the Cylons are going to implement their plan soon…today,
probably, and second,” Annie took a deep breath, “I am one of the sixth models of
Cylon…”
Annie swallowed and waited for Saxby’s reaction. Other than his arms holding
her slightly tighter, he had said and done nothing when she made her confession.
A minute passed and the antique grandfather clock chimed the quarter hour and
with it elevated her stress level.
“Other than who you really were,” Saxby finally began, “everything else is
true?”
“Yes…I haven’t lied to you about anything other than my past,” Annie replied
quietly and felt the emotional barriers that she’d carefully erected within her psyche
start to fail.
“The woman I love is a Cylon,” Saxby said after another moment of silence.
“That’s going to be a harder sell to the family than if you were a Saggie,” he mused.
“I’m reminded of something that Prince Stephen said close to a thousand years ago
when a peace treaty was signed with Leonis that resulted in him meeting
Melisandre, the woman who was to become his wife, ‘Love is the only force
capable of transforming an enemy into a friend’. Their love and friendship spanned
more than seventy years and even today they’re held as the ideal couple.
“A year ago, I would have reacted quite differently, but that was before I got to
know you, the real you, and I accept you for who you are and want to be,” Saxby
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said before brushing the hair off Annie’s forehead and gently kissing her there.
“Thank you,” Annie said and allowed the tears to flow. “When I…died…on the
way to the hospital, whatever connection I had to the Cylons was disrupted. The…
noise…was gone.
But yesterday, I suddenly started hearing it, as if it was
something that was just out of my perception, but it was there, anyway. That’s why I
think something is going to happen soon…today.”
“Then we should tell someone who will listen…are you up for that?” Saxby
asked.
“Yes…I have to. I love my home and want to do everything I can to protect it,”
Annie replied.
“Then I think it’s time we paid my Uncle a visit…” Saxby told her and hugged
her close once more.
This is God’s plan, Annie thought; to love and be loved.
*+*+*+*+*
Remembrance Park, Boskirk, Virgon
His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield sat in the reviewing box and
watched the parade pass by. There were the usual suspects in the parade; high
school and college marching bands, floats, equipment from fire departments across
the city, street entertainers, and the like, but there were also veterans. While the
parade had grown to celebrate many aspects of modern Colonial and Virgonian life,
the real reason for the parade was the veterans. Forty years ago, those in uniform
received word that the war was over and that they would soon see their loved ones
again.
Forty years, Charles thought, has it been that long? I can close my eyes and see
it as if it were yesterday.
*+*+*+*+*
“Delta Six-Six, this is Delta Three-Six, come in!” Captain Charles Chase shouted
into the wireless set’s handset a moment before ducking as a Cylon 150mm mortar
round landed close enough to rattle the bombed out, burned out farm house his
small team occupied.
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“Delta Three-Six, this is Delta Six-Six; how are you holding out, Charles?” Major
Sanji Rama’s voice crackled over the handset’s speaker.
“We’re up to our noses in Toasters, Boss,” Chase replied and quickly peeked
through a crack in the masonry. “They have a couple mortars that are slowly
getting closer, and two gun-tracks that are limiting our movement. Can you give
me some rain?”
“Two salvos…that’s all I can spare,” Rama replied. “Something has lit a fire
under the Toasters’ asses and they’re pushing along a 70km salient…”
Rama didn’t have to go into any more details than that for Charles to understand
the situation. The lines here on Canceron had been static for the past six months
and his team had been dispatched to try and ‘recover’ some of the humans that
were behind the Cylon lines for intelligence. Within hours of being deployed, his
team, known in official dispatches as Special Service Force Team MJ-12, but
colloquially known as the Demons, had taken over Foxtrot Company when its
command element had been killed by a lucky mortar round. Since then, five days
ago, things had steadily gotten worse.
“Copy that, two salvos; we’ll make them count,” Charles replied and handed the
handset to his executive officer, Lieutenant Searlait Fawkes-Wallace. “Shar, let
Rama know where we need some rain…we have two salvos, so we need to be right
the first time.”
“I have it, Charles,” Searlait said and barely flinched when a Cylon mortar round
landed less than fifty meters from their position. “And I better do it quick!”
“Thanks!” Charles said and made his way to where his team’s senior NCO was
hunkered down with a rifle squad. “Ed, we’re going to get some artillery in a few
moments. I need you to gather the boys and at least a squad and get them ready.
As soon as we have rounds on target, we’re going to take their position.”
“Give the word, Charger, we’ll be ready,” Gunnery Sergeant Edward Salagiida
replied.
“Good man,” Charles told him and moved to the end of the wall and took out
his binoculars. What had once been a small village that supported the large family
owned farm was now nothing more than burned out ruins. Here and there he
could see a moving red eye through the dust or in the darkness of the ruins, sure
sign that the Cylons were almost at arm’s reach. He spent several moments
studying the terrain and then ducked back behind the heavy stone wall and took
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out his map.
“How do you want to do this, Boss?” Sergeant Dodger McKee asked and
squatted down next to Charles.
McKee was one of his scouts and in the five days they’d been here, had been
‘over the wire’ more than a dozen times. “We’re going to make a push here,”
Charles said and pointed at the map. “I figure a dozen or so of us should be able to
get across the field out front and into the village, and from there we should be able
to smoke them out.”
“If we can get here,” McKee pointed at a location on the edge of the village,
“we can toss a satchel charge into the sewer and block it so that the Toasters can’t
come out and hit us from behind.”
“Frak,” Charles swore and wiped his hand across his forehead. “I’m glad you
remembered that, because I completely forgot about it.” They were all running on
willpower and adrenaline, and in the past seventy-two hours he might have had six
or seven hours of sleep, and none in the last twenty-four.
“When you have a Cylon pop out of one like a groundhog on a golf course,”
McKee chuckled, “you tend to remember it!”
Charles held up a hand and motioned McKee to be quiet.
asked.

“Hear that?” he

“Hear what?” McKee replied and cocked his head.
The silence was deafening. The Cylon artillery and small arms fire that had been
omnipresent for the past five days had ceased. “Shar!” Charles shouted and
sprinted to where his XO was still crouched near the wirelessman. “Get on the
horn to battalion and find out what the frak is going on…”
*+*+*+*+*
Even now, forty years later, His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield
remembered in perfect detail the look on Empress Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and
Defender of the Hibernian Marches, had given him. And the words she had
spoken, “It’s over, Charles…the war is over…”
“And now, forty years later,” the Empress said from where she stood at the
podium in the reviewing stand, “we again pay homage to those who went to the
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front and never came home as well as those who never left home and never had a
tomorrow. For those who have never served, never seen enemy fire where all you
had to depend on were your buddies, I’m not sure if these will ever be more than
hallowed words. But…for those who have served, those who were there when
humanity fought its greatest battle for survival, it changes you and builds bonds
with people that you never would have met.
“People that to this day I still call ‘buddy’.
“There are some who say the Cylons will never return. To them, I say, ‘I pray to
the gods that you’re right’.
“And there are some who say that the Cylons will return and it’s only a matter of
time. To them, I say, ‘I pray to the gods that you’re wrong’.
“Let us honor those who willingly don the uniform and put themselves between
us and the danger, real or perceived, and together let us all celebrate and remember
those who came before them.”
“That wasn’t your most inspiring speech,” Charles said fifteen minutes later
when they had returned to the Palace.
“No…it wasn’t,” Searlait replied and sipped her wine. “With everything that’s
going to happen, I want to tell them the truth. But…if I did…they’d think I was
crazy.”
“Then we do the best we can to prepare for them,” Charles told her.
*+*+*+*+*
Planetary surface, Thrush, Becca'lia system
“I’m scared, Thomas,” Abby Carmichael quietly said as she stood under
Airedale’s wing and gazed at the heavens.
The man who stood next to her nodded and slipped his left arm around her
shoulders. “So am I, Abby,” Thomas Stewart replied. “I promise you this, though,”
he said and looked down at the woman who had captured his heart, “we’re going
to get through this…together. I have something far more important to live for today
than I did when I was in the Corps, and I intend for us to celebrate a lot of
anniversaries together.”
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“You’re not just saying that…to put up a brave front?” Abby asked and looked up
at Stewart.
“No…never,” Stewart reassured Abby. “We’ve had forty years to prepare for
their return, and I don’t think that they’re going to find us that easy to tread
underfoot.”
“Good,” Abby said and lifted her gaze higher to the heavens.
flashes…” she slowly added.

“I see more

“Yeah…same here,” Stewart said and looked over to where Maiden, Beverly
Beckett, was talking with Corporal Sabina Talleyrand. “What do you see through
the ‘scope?” he asked.
Maiden looked up and offered a neutral expression. The Uprising-era Raptor
pilot shrugged. “I think they’re leaving. The jump flashes that you saw weren’t new
arrivals.”
Her words carried a second meaning that chilled Stewart to the bone. If the
Cylons were leaving, they weren’t going home; not after nuking the settlement and
leaving incontrovertible evidence of their presence. No, the Cylons were pressing
the attack on the Colonies and the world they knew when they left on the trip
would be gone when they returned.
*+*+*+*+*
Fovant, Boskirk Suburbs, Virgon
The woods were dark, and the sounds of the night were comforting as Justinian
Graucus led his horse along the overgrown trail. His long black cloak trimmed
with crimson hung off his shoulders and his broad brimmed buckle banded hat
kept the questing branches from his face. Up ahead was the Inn Of The Lonely
Traveler, where he was going to meet the other members of his group, returned to
the Grimmwood after several long weeks away.
Ahead, dim through the brush, Graucus saw the welcoming yellow light that
spilled out from the inn’s windows. He was almost there and would be glad to see
his companions again. After defeating Lord Bileheart, they had gone their separate
ways to research the items they had found and dispose of the foul tomes they had
confiscated. Disposing of the books had been his chore, and one that he hadn’t
wanted but understood he was the most qualified to perform. He was no ordinary
traveling sell-sword, that much was clear from the crimson trim on his cloak and
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the crimson sash he wore about his waist.
Justinian Graucus was a witch hunter, skilled in both the martial and magical
arts, he was truly a witch hunter; a witch who hunted other witches that sought to
harm the Empire or its citizens.
Graucus finally arrived at the inn and tied his horse next to the other horses
waiting patiently for their owners. As he stepped to the porch he removed his
gloves and tucked them into his sash, then removed his hat and ran his fingers
through his long, wavy hair. He really didn’t like long hair because it gave an
enemy something to grab, much like a beard, but Lady Viatrix liked long hair and
one always tried to please a lady. Finally, when he was ready, he pushed open the
door and stepped into the inn.
Nothing had changed, the same people were here who were always here; Sam
the bartender, his daughters Tonya and Tina serving tables, about a dozen locals,
and there, at the table in the back, were his companions.
Graucus’ eyes settled on the ethereally pretty face of Lady Viatrix, clad in black
leather pants tucked into high leather riding boots, a white silk blouse covered by
chocolate brown vest, chestnut brown hair worn up and cascading down her back,
with the tips of ears that betrayed her elven heritage peeking through. A smile
came unbidden to his face as he walked over to the table and recognized each of
the other four people there. First was Karl, large, brutish man dressed in the
manner of the northern tribes. Many had underestimated the man as nothing more
than a loutish brute, but he was as cunning and skilled as he was tall. Next to him
was Emmaline, as petite as Karl was large, she dressed in dark silks and soft
deerskin, with several knives visible on her belt and baldric. Seated across from
Emmaline was Jond; a man of indeterminable years who wore his greying dark hair
in a ponytail and effected a trimmed goatee that gave him a sense of gallantry. He
wore clothes that might befit a merchant, but the sword and dagger that hung from
his belt and the steel grey eyes spoke of a different profession; one where an insult
would lead to a payday. And finally, there was Terra. She was cut from the same
cloth as Jond, but where her sword and dagger were a slim rapier and main gauche,
her true strength lay in her arcane firepower. She looked older than Viatrix or
Emmaline, and had been the group’s primary source of magical firepower until
Viatrix joined.
“It is good to see you all again!” Graucus said as he sat on the chair next to
Viatrix. “I bring word from the Empress and High Cleric; they are both pleased
with our recent success and bid me to tell you that when we return to the capital
that you will be well rewarded.”
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“Cool,” Karl said before he stuffed a forkful of roast beef into his mouth.
“Cool?” Emmaline asked. “That’s all you can say?”
Karl shrugged. “What more do you want me to say? Should I act like an excited
dog and…”
“Pee on the floor?” the other five people at the table finished for him. Of all of
them, Karl was the one least likely to get excited over something and that had been
a trademark question of his for as long as the group had known each other.
“Are we going to follow up on the map we found?” Jond asked several minutes
later when the group finished catching up.
“Yes, I think we should,” Viatrix said sagely. “I researched some of the places on
it and I think that we’ll find whoever was pulling Bileheart’s strings.”
“I agree…” Graucus started to say before everything went black.
*+*+*+*+*
“What the frak?” Justin Grey swore as he pushed back from his computer desk
and took off his VR goggles. VR wasn’t as immersive as the old holoband
technology, but given the lingering attitudes towards massively networked
computer systems, it was as close as they were likely to get. He pulled off his
feedback gloves and looked at the meter-wide display.
SIGNAL LOST blinked in large red letters across the display.
“Son of a bitch,” Grey swore and looked at his dog who was resting his muzzle
on his paws and watching him from the bed. “This sucks, Jock. It was the first time
in a month that we were able to get together…” he managed to say before the room
got extremely bright and began to shake.
Grey grabbed Jock and knelt down in the doorway that led to the walk-in closet
located next to his desk. “What the frak was that?” he asked rhetorically before an
ominous boom shook the building. Car alarms were going off in the parking lot
and he could hear what sounded like a sudden hurricane force wind howling
outside.
The wind suddenly ceased and Grey realized that the power had gone out.
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“Frak…this isn’t good…” he swore and fought down the panic that his id was
urging him towards. He pulled on a field jacket and slipped a holster on his belt.
A double magazine pouch went on his opposite, left, side, and a moment later it
was filled with two magazines. He took a moment and loaded the Hi-Power,
racked the slide, and then set the safety before slipping it into the holster and
allowing the field jacket to conceal both the pistol and magazines.
“I’ll be right back,” Grey told Jock and thought that if the small dog could talk
that he’d warm him to be safe. “I know…I will,” he added and scratched Jock
behind his ears.
Grey lived on the second floor of a three-floor apartment building and he
quickly knocked on the two other doors at his landing. After no answer, he quickly
went down the stairs and went two doors down to the second entrance of the
building that shared a common wall with his building. He had checked the people
on his floor because he knew them from meeting in the hall and occasionally
checking the mail when the other was out of town. The apartment he was heading
toward, located on the third floor of the other building, was the only other person
that he knew by name in the complex.
He had met Beatrice Connors almost a year ago when she had moved into the
complex. He was walking Jock and she had been unloading her car. They
introduced each other and talked for several minutes as she made a big fuss over
Jock. Since then, they had always been friendly and had even spent a night
watching movies on New Year’s Eve a few months back. Beatrice was everything
that Grey wanted, looked for, and hoped to find in a woman. But, he also realized
that he wasn’t much of a prize, especially to someone as pretty as she was. Still, he
knew her and had to make sure she was ok.
Grey made it to the third floor and paused a moment to catch his breath; he
wasn’t used to running up three flights of stairs, that wasn’t something in the work
from home programmer’s job requirements. Without thinking he knocked on her
door and ran his fingers through his hair.
The door opened almost immediately and Grey was surprised when Beatrice
grabbed him and hugged him close to her. Reflexively, his arms went around her
and he realized just how good she felt in his arms. He took a deep breath and the
scent of strawberries tickled his nose. “What happened?” she asked, her voice
almost crying with fear.
“Something bad, I think,” Grey told her and soothingly ran his hands over her
back and shoulders. “Are you ok?” he asked.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2090

“Yeah, I think. I was playing online and suddenly everything went black,”
Beatrice told him and he noticed the VR goggles hanging around her neck.
“I think we need to get out of here and head for someplace safe,” Grey stated.
Beatrice looked up at him and Grey felt himself falling into her brilliant sapphire
blue eyes. “Where’s safe?”
“My brother’s place…It’s about two and a half hours from here, and is pretty
remote,” Grey told her. “Can you pack a bag? Something that you’d take camping
and anything else that might work,” he explained.
“Yes…can you wait?” Beatrice asked.
“Certainly…” Grey told her as she led him into the darkened apartment.
Ten minutes later, Beatrice returned to the living room with a large backpack
and duffle bag. “I think I’m ready,” she said.
Grey studied her and blinked twice. She had changed out of the sweats that
she’d been wearing and was now wearing black jeans, a natural linen colored
peasant shirt, and a brown leather vest that also seemed to serve double duty as an
ersatz corset. “I’m sorry…I shouldn’t have stared. You looked…”
Beatrice smiled. “Familiar?” she teasingly asked and a faint smile touched the
corners of her mouth.
“Yeah…” Grey managed to utter as his mind recalled all the flirting and sexual
tension between Justinian Graucus and Viatrix.
“Good…I worked hard on that look,” Beatrice told him before she pulled him to
his feet and gave him a quick kiss. “I’m ready.”
*+*+*+*+*
Approaching Armistice Station, Colonial battlestar Galactica, BS-1075
“Brock, bring us to Action Stations and set Condition One throughout the ship,”
Commander Rupert Gath told Colonel Brock Carlsbad.
“Bring us to Action Stations and Set Condition One throughout the ship,”
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Carlsbad repeated the order and then announced it over the 1MC.
Gath was getting a bad feeling and his mind kept replaying Bill Adama’s
warning. “Flight, launch the CAP and double the Alert 5.”
“Copy Commander,” Captain Troy Hale replied and then repeated the order
before acting on it.
“The ship is at Action Stations and Condition One has been set throughout,”
Carlsbad reported and then listened to something on his handset. “Our escorts
report the same.”
“What does the dradis say, Captain St. James?” Gath asked a moment later.
Captain Juliette St. James turned from her dradis display and frowned. “Not
much, Commander,” she replied. “If anything, I’d have to say that the long range
returns we’re getting are more indicative of a debris field. I’m tracking two large
objects that are moving away from its location and a large number of smaller ones.”
“Ok…take us closer, ahead one third,” Gath ordered and rubbed the back of his
neck. There had to be a rational explanation for all this, he tried to tell himself.
The station was old and only saw periodic maintenance and was unmanned for
most of the year. It could have been a systems failure that caused the station
to…”Frak,” he swore and gave up the silent argument. “Troy, send a Marathon
Raptor back to the Admiralty with everything we’ve found so far. Include that it is
my belief that absent evidence to the contrary, that the station was destroyed by the
Cylons.”
His words caused everyone in the CIC to look at him and he met Carlsbad’s
questioning gaze. “I’m either right or this will be the shortest command in history,”
he told him. Then, he turned to the rest of the CIC, “We all know what today is and
what it means, and we also know that pirates or terrorists wouldn’t attack Armistice
Station…”
“Dradis contacts!” St. James suddenly shouted as the dradis suddenly pinged off
two new objects.
“What are they, Juliette?” Gath asked and knew in the pit of his stomach what
the answer would be.
“Unidentified, sir,” St. James replied. “But we’re intercepting wireless traffic
between them that is on known Cylon bands.”
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So be it, Gath thought, they’ve returned. I just hope Bethany is safe wherever
she is with Admiral Chase, he said to himself as the dradis’ pings suddenly
announced many more targets.
“Baseships are launching Raiders!
announced calmly.

Baseships have fired missiles…” St. James

“Launch the Alert 5 and get the rest of the wing in the air,” Gath ordered.
“Defensive batteries, keep those missiles away from the ship, target all guns as they
bear on the baseships.
Weapons, coordinate with our escorts to maximize
effectiveness. And everyone,” he said much louder, “let’s go hunting.”
*+*+*+*+*
Caprica Orbit, Cylon Baseship Conflagration
“I wish I had one of those dramatic big red buttons the humans heap with so
much drama when its pushed,” Jonathan cackled as the baseship’s targeting sensors
came online after the jump and quickly built an ad-hoc network with the other
baseships in orbit. What one saw, all saw, and integrating them together ensured
that there would be a minimal chance for fratricide among the weapons.
Lucien stood across the water table that allowed direct access to the datastream
and rolled his eyes. It was one thing to be zealous when one destroyed humanity,
but he sometimes thought that Jonathan elevated it to something between a carnival
side show and a zero-budget slasher vid. He shrugged, it really didn’t matter
because within a few hours humanity would be nothing but ruins.
“Just coordinate the fire,” Lucian finally said and allowed the data to flow into
his being. He saw the baseships arrayed around the planet and suddenly aiming
cues started appearing on the surface. He felt his pulse race and licked his lips.
Soon, everything they had worked for would soon be at hand. Not only would
humanity be consigned to history, but the Five would have been taught their lesson
in humility for working against the Plan.
And then, when humanity was gone, the Ones could turn their eyes to the less
enthusiastic models of their new society and begin purging them as well. They’d
say they were being boxed at the Hub, but it’s amazing how easily data can be
corrupted. A thin, predatory smile touched his lips and the anticipatied exercise of
power gave him an almost sexual rush.
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“Launch missiles,” Jonathan said and the datastream showed Lucien the
beginning of the end for humanity.
*+*+*+*+*
Presidential Residence, Caprica City, Caprica
“Mr. President!” the voice shouted a moment before the door slammed open
and President Richard Adar looked up, annoyed, from the speech he was studying.
“What?” Adar demanded and watched as four of his Executive Protection Detail
burst into the room. Their suit jackets were off and replaced with tactical vests and
M-22 carbines were held at the ready.
“Sir…we need to get you down to the bunker…” Captain Norris Keegan said
and pointed to the door that one of the detail was opening and led to the
emergency elevator. “We have reports of several nuclear devices being detonated
across the planet and unconfirmed reports of several dozen unidentified ships in
orbit…we think the Cylons have returned, sir.”
“What?” Adar asked again, his mind trying to wrap itself around the fact that
nuclear weapons had been used against Caprica and that he would probably be
blamed for it. “The Cylons have returned? Are you sure?”
Keegan looked at him and shook his head. “No, but we need to get you to the
bunker where you’ll be safe and can contact the Ministry of Defense.”
“Ok…ok…” Adar said and stood from his desk and slipped into his suit coat.
He had been in the bunker several times over the years and until now he thought it
was nothing more than a relic of bygone years and unrecognized paranoia. Now…
now it might save his life.
Keegan put his hand against his ear as the elevator doors closed. “Sir, I have
confirmation…Iron Dawn protocols are now in effect. The Ministry of Defense just
confirmed that they are 95% certain the attackers are Cylon.”
“Well, get them back and tell them to launch a counter attack!” Adar ordered as
he felt almost weightless as the elevator quickly dropped into the depths under the
Presidential Residence. It was only two hundred meters, all that was considered
necessary when it was constructed, but now, with reality nuking him from orbit,
Adar wondered if would really be enough.
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“Ah, Mr. President…” Keegan looked horrified for a moment before his face
took on one of grim professionalism. “I can’t. They were just taken out.”
“What do you mean, ‘taken out’?” Adar asked angrily.
Keegan took a deep breath and then calmly replied, “They’re gone, Sir. I was
talking to them when the line fused and screeched. They’re dead. All of them.”
Adar slumped against the side of the elevator and suddenly felt his weight return
as the car suddenly slowed. “I…I’m sorry Norris…” Adar managed to say before
the ground shook and the lights flickered.
“So am I, Sir, so am I,” Keegan managed to say despite the pain that Adar saw in
the man’s eyes. Three months ago, he had officiated the service when the security
man married a pretty Fleet ensign who was stationed at the Ministry of Defense. If
the Ministry was gone, then so too was Norris Keegan’s wife of less than ninety
days.
The ground shook again and dust was suspended in the air when the elevator
door opened. The permanent staff was at their duty stations and barely looked up
when Adar walked in. “Mr. President,” Commander Warren Bachism said and
offered a salute.
“Commander,” Adar said and retuned the salute. Deep down he felt ashamed at
the thought that it would be a good idea not to insult the man who might help
salvage this mess. “What is going on?”
“We’re getting reports from across the cluster that the Cylons are attacking. They
don’t seem to be communicating; none of our hails have been returned. And…”
“And?” Adar pressed, certain that he did not want to hear what he was going to
be told.
Bachism took a deep breath, “And we’ve had reports of our ships and fighters
simply…turning off. It’s like the Cylons have some way of shutting them down.”
He paused a moment and Adar realized that the man was wrestling with something
he really didn’t want to say. “Sir, our defenses are falling apart and only scattered
elements are functional once they engage the Cylons. I…I think you might want to
consider our options.”
“Our options?” Adar asked slowly.
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“From the severity of the attack, it is clear that the Cylons aren’t returning to
wage a war of occupation or conquest, but one of extermination and genocide.
They have been indiscriminate with their targeting and are attacking population
centers and government/defense infrastructure with equal zeal,” Bachism explained
and pointed to a large map of Caprica and the known attacks.
“I think we need to consider the worst-case scenario,” Bachism finished and
looked sickened.
Adar stepped back and met Bachism’s gaze and then looked around the room
and realized that there was a very good chance that the families these people had
hoped to go home to when their shift was over were gone. Right now, they were
rising to the quality of their training and focusing on doing their jobs so that they
wouldn’t have time to stop and consider what happened and what they’d lost.
“You mean Plan Kobol, don’t you?” Adar finally asked.
“That is one possibility,” Bachsim nodded. “Not the only one, but one that we
should put into place just in case.”
“And the other?” Adar asked and slid down into the chair at a communications
workstation.
“Surrender,” Bachism said and the word caused a pause as everyone considered
the gravity of the suggestion.
“Surrender…” Adar said and began looking at the maps that displayed the
known hits, the casualty projections, and the known Fleet losses. Had it come to
this, so quickly, he thought.
“We’ve lost communication with Yashuman and her group…” one of the techs
announced as the icons of three battlestars that were in orbit suddenly turned
yellow. Almost eight thousand people were gone, just like that.
“Commander,” Adar said and no longer felt like a president, but rather a broken
man. “Commander, initiate Plan Kobol and then send on all wireless frequencies…
we offer our unconditional surrender.”
*+*+*+*+*
Captain Norris Keegan slumped into a chair and cradled his face with his hands
and allowed the reality of the situation to wash over him. Nanette and everything
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they had hoped for together was gone; wiped away in one bright flash of light that
was hotter than Helios Alpha. He had done his duty; he'd protected the President
and gotten him to safety, and now that the President was doing Presidential things,
he was going to take thirty seconds and mourn before he once again locked his
emotions away.
“Mr. President?” one of the communications techs said to catch Adar’s attention.
“Yes?” Adar replied, some hope in his voice.
“We were using the Sandy Point array to broadcast your message and the
Cylons…they nuked it,” the communications tech said. Her words chilled Keegan
and he realized that that level of spite would never allow for any sort of surrender
short of one side being dead.
“Commander…what are our options?” Adar asked in a tone that Keegan was
sure the President hoped didn’t sound defeated.
Commander Bachism pursed his lips and studied a display. “We fight them until
we can’t, Mr. President. They’ve given us a fairly demonstrative answer to our offer
of unconditional surrender.”
Before Bachism could add anything else, a Marine from the bunker’s security
detachment motioned Keegan over. “What is it, Corporal?”
“Sir, they’ve broken through the outer defenses and are in the Observatory
tunnel as well as coming down the elevator shaft,” Corporal Louis Coleman told
him. “The blast doors have been closed, but it’s only a matter of time before they’re
breached.”
“Frak. Ok…What is the situation on the tunnel to the Dome?” Keegan asked
and prayed to any god that would listen that the Cylons hadn’t breached that yet.
“Between here and the Dome, we’re good,” Coleman explained, “But beyond
that, I’m showing that the tunnel out has collapsed.”
“Well, at least the C-Bucks won’t have another loosing season, eh?” Keegan said
after seeing the mug bearing the Caprica Buccaneers’ crest sitting next to the
keyboard.
“Roger that, Captain,” Coleman cracked a smile.
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Keegan studied the display, “I think perhaps we should think about getting out of
here. Who is the duty flight officer?”
“That would be Captain Shaw; I can get her on the phone…” Coleman offered.
“Please…” Keegan replied and took the handset when it was offered. “Captain
Shaw, this is Captain Keegan of the Executive Security Detail. I need you to prep
for evacuation, ASAP.”
“Evacuation? That’s not going to be possible, Captain…” Shaw began to
explain. “The launch tunnel collapsed.”
“I know,” Keegan told Shaw. “Therefore, you’re going to have to…adapt…to the
current situation.”
Shaw was silent for a moment. “Adapt? You don’t mean…”
“That’s exactly what I mean. We need to get the President to Eirene at the
Positive Control Point…now,” Keegan told his counterpart.
“Copy…I’ll make it happen,” Shaw answered grimly. “Give me five and we’ll
be ready.”
“Roger that, Captain. Keegan out.” He put the handset on the cradle and
nodded to Coleman. “Pass the word…now I have to go convince the Man.”
“Mr. President?” Keegan said a moment later and interrupted something a
Ministry of the Interior staffer was saying.
“Yes, Captain,” Adar said and turned to Keegan. My gods, the man looks like
he’s being held together with bailing wire, Keegan thought when he saw the
President’s visage.
“We need to evacuate the bunker and try to reach Eirene…the Cylons are in the
tunnels and it’s a matter of time before they breach the last defenses,” Keegan told
him. “They’ve entered the Presidential residence and are already descending the
elevator shaft,” he added to underscore how close the danger was.
“How do we get out?” Adar asked after a moment.
“We have transport waiting in the Dome,” Keegan replied.
leave now…Sir…you need to give the order.”
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Adar looked at Bachism and the Commander slowly nodded. At least he’s still
listening to advice, Keegan thought.
“Ok, Captain…we’ll leave,” Adar said before he bowed his head. “I seem to
have led humanity to an empire of ashes,” he whispered a moment later.
“No, Mr. President,” Bachism disagreed.
Cylons did.”

“You didn’t press the button, the

Philosophizing could wait, Keegan thought as he climbed on top of a desk.
“Time to go, people! Begin terminal shutdown procedures…let’s do this by the
numbers! We need to be out of here in three minutes!”
Keegan realized that the order he just gave should have come from the President
or Commander Bachism, but there wasn’t any time. They had to not only wipe the
computers, but frag the storage so that the Cylons wouldn’t be able to use anything
that might remain. Granted, it was more akin to flipping them the finger than being
actually useful; if they had this level of surprise and control, anything they might
find in the command post databases would be icing in the cake.
Five minutes later, Keegan led the collection of military and civilians into what
was colloquially called “the Dome”. True to its name, it was a dome-like chamber
that had once been a salt mine from Caprica’s early history. Over the years, as the
city was built above, the salt mine had been converted to storage, and then after the
rise of the modern Caprican state, it was converted to official uses, with many of
the tunnels refilled for security.
Now, two tunnels led to the Dome; one from the bunker under the Presidential
residence and one that led to a hillside near a small Fleet reserve airfield. Inside
the dome itself were a dozen Raptors that Keegan hoped would be their salvation.
“Are you Keegan?” a flight suited captain asked.
“Yes,” Keegan replied. “Shaw?”
“Captain Olympia Shaw, at your service,” Shaw replied. “Though after this, and
all the rules we’ll be breaking, it might be Spaceman Shaw,” she quipped.
“Don’t worry, I’ll put a good word in for you with the Man,” Keegan replied and
liked the spunk that Shaw showed. “Are we ready to launch?”
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Shaw nodded. “I’ll take the President personally, and we’ll launch first to ensure
that we get out. Besides you and the President, pick three others to accompany us.
Then we’ll split everyone up to the other birds.”
Keegan worked quickly and despite Bachism outranking him by several grades,
the Commander allowed the expert to do his job. For safety, Keegan decided that
other than the President, he chose one of the security detail and two technicians.
They could carry more, but based on Shaw’s calculations, the eleven other Raptors
would have more than enough room to carry the battle staff and the hangar staff to
safety.
“Comfortable?” Shaw asked and checked Keegan’s harness to make sure it was
secured.
“I’ve done this before,” Keegan replied and studied the ECO station. “I just hope
I don’t have to put the lessons I learned years ago to use anytime soon.”
“Bah,” Shaw replied with the characteristic self confidence that all combat pilots
seemed to possess. “It’s just like riding a bike or getting laid…you might be a bit
sloppy or unsteady at first, but it comes back to you.”
Keegan laughed. “I’ll hold you to it. Is President Adar secure?”
“Yes, he’s good to go. Now…” Shaw took a deep breath. “We had better go.”
This was the most dangerous part of Shaw’s plan, Keegan thought to himself as
he listened to Shaw and her copilot launch the Raptor. By the text book and
calculations, it should work. He just prayed that everything would hold together
long enough for the others to jump.
Shaw slowed the Raptor and held it in a hover in the center of the Dome,
“Count it down,” she told her copilot.
“We jump in 5…4…3…2…1…Now!” the copilot announced and suddenly
Keegan felt as if he was trying to squeeze into the clothes he wore the first day of
high school.
A moment later, all hell broke loose.
*+*+*+*+*
Positive Control Point, near the Cyranus Cluster barycenter, colonial battlestar
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Eirene, BS-111, Colonial Emergency Command Post
“Commander Bachism?” Commander Kenzie Cawdor said.
minutes and there haven’t been any additional arrivals.”

“It’s been ten

“Out of twelve Raptors that launched, we lost the one with the President,”
Commander Warren Bachism wearily said. “Activate Case Orange…and then get
me Admiral Corman or Nagala. We need to try and turn this around.”
*+*+*+*+*
Raptor 375, current callsign Colonial One
“What the frak are you doing, Clarkson?” Captain Olympia “Bunty” Shaw
demanded as she saw her copilot, Lieutenant Opel Clarkson, push the control
column forward and jam the throttles to the stops before drawing her sidearm and
firing several rounds into the instrument panel.
“My job!” Clarkson replied and Shaw saw the face of her copilot twisted with
zealous hate.
“Keegan!” Shaw shouted as Clarkson turned the gun on herself and pulled the
trigger, spraying the inside of her helmet with blood and brain matter.
Outside the large greenhouse-like canopy, Shaw could see the ground rising
quickly and knew that if she didn’t get the Raptor under control soon that they’d all
be dead. She smiled grimly at something a flight instructor once told her, ‘it isn’t
the crash that kills you, it’s the sudden deceleration…”
“What the frak happened?” Keegan exclaimed a moment later as he tried to
wrestle Clarkson’s body out of the copilot’s seat.
“Dunno…Clarkson went Crazy Eddy and started shooting,” Shaw replied and
put all her strength behind pulling back the control column. “I need some help or
we’re going to crater in…”
It had been less than thirty seconds since Clarkson fired the first shot and
Keegan was sliding into the copilot’s seat. “Just like sex, you said?” he quipped as
he felt his feet meet the control pedals and added his efforts into pulling back the
control column and arresting their dive.
“So I’ve been told…never needed to test the theory,” Shaw grunted from the
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strain. “Do an emergency main engine shut down; hopefully our grav lifters and
thrusters will be enough to soften the impact…”
“Copy…emergency main engine shut down,” Keegan said. The control panel
was nothing more than a mass of blank displays so none of the built-in checklists
were available to help, and even if they were, they didn’t have time to do it by the
book.
The rate of descent slowed, and together with Keegan’s help, Shaw began to get
control of their trajectory. “We’re going to try and set it down on the field next to
the lake…” she pointed at the ground several kilometers distant. A large lake was
bordered by what looked like a field about two hundred meters long by perhaps
fifty meters wide. “It isn’t ideal, but right now I just want to get us down and be
able to walk away.”
“Copy that,” Keegan replied and then asked, “Do you know where we are?”
Shaw shook her head. “No…we should be near the cluster barycenter on final
approach to Eirene, but that doesn’t seem to be the case…”
“Let’s do this…” Keegan said several moments later as the field had grown to fill
the canopy.
“Hold on…this might be a bit bumpy…” Shaw said. “Pull back and flare on my
mark…now!”
Together, Shaw and Keegan pulled back on the controls and managed to raise
the stubby little Raptor’s nose enough so that it wouldn’t plow into the ground. The
tail hit first, and dug a furrow through the rich lakeside soil, and after fifty meters
the angle had fallen to the point where the craft’s underbelly and stubby landing
gear bit into the ground.
Shaw had enough time to say a prayer before the Raptor crashed past the edge
of the field and into the woods.
*+*+*+*+*
Lehr Residence, Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon
“What the hell was that?” Dane Lehr asked as a boom shook the compound.
“Sounded like a sonic boom,” Kieran Lehr said from where he sat on the porch
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sipping a beer. “What do you think, Dietrich?”
Dietrich Lehr nodded. “Yeah…look!” he pointed. “Looks like a Raptor is going
to crash…”
Dane looked to where his youngest son pointed and saw the small craft
wobbling as it followed an almost ballistic course downward. “It’s heading to
Kohrwood Lake…Kieran, get the emergency kits and toss them in the truck,
Dietrich, fire up the truck and bring it around, and I’ll get some tools…”
Minutes later, Dane was behind the wheel of the large pickup truck and was
guiding it along a logging trail behind his compound. “ATC should scramble
someone for SAR,” he said more to convince himself that this was just an accident,
but deep down he had a feeling that something bad had happened.
Before his boys had been born and shortly after he had married Marisel, he had
realized that he had responsibilities beyond just keeping a roof over their heads and
food on the table. He had a responsibility to keep his wife, and later his boys, safe
from whatever calamity might happen. Dane wasn’t a historian, but he was an avid
student of history and having grown up in the aftermath of the Cylon Uprising and
seeing that chaos, he vowed that he would always have a refuge that the family
could escape to should things get bad.
The compound as he liked to call it, had been a work in progress for more than
twenty years. Every summer, the family would spend several weeks exploring,
learning woodcraft, camping, and doing things that to an uninformed observer
would like a family vacationing at their summer home in the country. But
everything they did had a reason. And not for the first time, Dane thanked the gods
that Marisel had bought into his plans as eagerly as he had.
“I left a note for Mom and the girls to let them know where we are and what
happened,” Kieran said several minutes later.
“Good thinking,” Dane said and slowed the truck so he could edge it around a
large tree limb that had partially blocked the trail. “See if you can get anything on
the wireless, maybe they have a news report about what happened.”
Dietrich turned on the wireless and started scanning the channels, each one
filled with static. “I’m not getting anything,” he said several moments later. “I
know reception isn’t that good out here, but we should get something, even if it’s
fragmentary.”
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“Damn…” Dane swore and urged the truck to go just a little faster down the
rutted and overgrown trail.
*+*+*+*+*
“There it is!” Dietrich shouted and pointed at a thin spire of greasy black smoke
rising from the tree line. A deep furrow that was several meters wide had been
carved in the field and pointed directly to the smoke.
The truck bounced across the uneven terrain and Dietrich wiped his palms on
his jeans. One of the things they had to learn in flight school was disaster recovery;
how to get out and get people out of downed craft. Academically, he knew that
he’d have to put it to use someday, but he never thought that ‘someday’ would be
during his leave.
Dane slowed the truck as it approached the tree line and stopped it about
twenty meters away. The Raptor was barely visible deeper in the woods, perhaps
another twenty meters further inside. “Now the tricky part,” Kieran said as he
opened the truck’s rear passenger door.
“Yeah…” Dietrich replied and followed suit. “Keep an eye out for flame or fuel
spills,” he told his older brother as they ran to the crashed dun colored Raptor.
“Dad, can you help me with the hatch?”
“I was bailing out of these before you were born,” Dane shot back. “But how
about you show an old dog a new trick, eh?” he teased.
Dietrich blushed. His father was one of the reasons he went through ROTC in
college; he had grown up with his father’s stories of friendship, camaraderie, and
loyalty from his years in the service, and it was something that he wanted to
experience. Plus, pilot’s wings were a wonderful way to get to know the local
female population in a much more private and intimate manner.
Part of the Raptor’s tail had been torn off in the crash and the empennage was
several meters behind the craft. Both wings were bent and damaged from plowing
though several small trees, and to Dietrich’s novice eye, the plane would be good
for nothing more than spare parts when it was recovered.
He gently reached out with a gloved hand and touched the surface. It wasn’t
cold, like it should have been if it had been in deep space. Dietrich studied the
door and almost missed the seal that was painted on the hull. “Oh…frak me…” he
swore. “Dad…do you see that?” he asked and pointed at the seal.
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“Yeah…we better get inside and hope no one has an itchy finger…” Dane
replied and crawled up onto the wing and waited for his son to join him.
A moment later, the two men used the emergency hatch releases and eased
open the hatch. “Kieran! We’re going to need you up here!” Dane shouted as
Dietrich surveyed the carnage in the Raptor’s cabin. One flight suited figure lay on
the floor with blood obscuring its helmet’s faceplate, a Fleet petty officer and a man
in a suit wearing a tactical vest both sat strapped into the jumpseats, but it was
clear that they were dead. Another man, in civilian clothes, sat slumped against
the rear bulkhead. A large gash ran from the center of his head almost to his left
ear and was bleeding profusely.
Dietrich’s eyes widened when he saw who was strapped into the jumpseat
against the cockpit bulkhead. “Dad…that’s…”
“Yeah…things have really gone tits up, kiddo, and I have a feeling a big ol’ shit
sandwich is heading our way,” Dane swore and crawled into the Raptor’s cabin.
“He’s alive!” he said a moment later after checking the man’s vitals.
“I think the crew is alive, they’re both moving…or twitching,” Dane said, “I
dunno which…”
The copilot wore a dress shirt and slacks, with a tactical vest over the shirt. “Just
like sex, she said…” he groaned. “Shaw…you with me?”
Now the pilot, wearing a regulation flight suit, groaned. “Yeah…just like sex…
you obviously remembered because I’m in too much pain to be dead.”
“We need to get you two out of here,” Dane said, and Dietrich was glad his
father was taking the lead. What seemed like a cool idea, lead the rescue,
suddenly had gotten very real and his father’s experience and maturity was a
comforting presence.
“Yeah…fingers, toes, left cheek, right cheek,” the copilot muttered. “I’m good…
I don’t think anything major is broken. How about you, Shaw?”
“Fingers, toes, and cheeks…” the pilot, Shaw, said. “My shoulder hurts like hell,
though.”
“Ok, we’re going to help you out and then try and get some help,” Dane said
and popped the emergency restraint release on the copilot’s harness.
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It took several minutes to get the copilot, then the pilot, and finally the last
survivor out of the Raptor. “The duffle bags and cases…” the copilot said, “You
need to get them and then we need to establish where we are and get to some
comms.”
“You’re on Virgon, a couple hours from Boskirk,” Dietrich told him. “I’m
Dietrich Lehr, that’s my brother Kieran, and the guy who helped you out is my dad,
Dane.”
“Pleased to meet all of you and I’m glad you were here…I’m Captain Norris
Keegan, that’s Captain Olympia Shaw, and that’s President Adar,” he pointed at the
man laid out on an emergency blanket. “We need to make contact with the Fleet
to arrange a pickup…the Cylons have returned and are nuking everything in sight.”
*+*+*+*+*
Sea of Serenity, off the northern coast, Virgon, yacht Ad Astra
His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield stood along the starboard
railing as the massive golden yacht slowly cruised through the northern waters. He
was between engagements and had returned to Ad Astra to freshen up and to get
some fresh air while he contemplated what all the data pointed to taking place
sometime today. Unlike earlier in the day when he wore a suit and tie to attend the
celebration at the Imperial Palace, now he wore warmer clothes; woolen slacks
over boots, a cream colored chamois shirt, and a heavy wool overcoat with the
collar turned up.
The Sea of Serenity was covered in whitecaps as a strong breeze blew down
from the pole. It was cold, but not overly so, and despite his love for Westfield and
its wonderful gardens, standing here on Ad Astra gave him a sense of solitude and
disconnection from the world that he couldn’t find in many other places. It was
likely, Charles thought, that by this time tomorrow the world would be a nuclear
wasteland and everything he had worked for would be largely destroyed.
Charles closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and screamed at the heavens. For
the first time in his life he felt truly impotent; he knew what was going to happen
even if he didn’t have a copy of the Cylon operations plan, and he knew that the
Admiralty had been told by several sources that something was coming, and still
they did nothing. Admirals Deguya and Vought had done what they could, but
while they were influential and were respected by all, the three people who
mattered had either discounted the warnings, ignored them, or were never even
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told.
And that last bit was what right and truly pissed him off. The decision should
have been put in the hands of the one man elected to make the decision, and
instead Corman was playing politics and refused to consider their validity, Nagala
was convinced that the Fleet would crush any Cylon incursion before it got close to
any of the Colonies, and President Richard Adar was blissfully unaware that
important information was withheld from his consideration.
Even Admiral Evelyn Silver, the Spider Queen herself, had sent a warning that
the Cylons were going to attack, and still those fools continued to rearrange the
deck chairs instead of tending to the job that their oath bound them to do.
Charles believed in the modern Colonial experiment in unification with all his
heart. The Colonies had seen more growth since the end of the Uprising than any
other forty-year period in history. And now, he thought, the egos of two men were
going to flush it down the toilet.
“Your Grace?” a voice called from the superstructure hatch. “Sana sent me to
tell you that it’s started.”
And so it begins, Charles thought and took a deep breath of the suddenly bitter
cold air before turning to the voice. “Thank you, Belinda,” he said calmly as he
walked towards the hatch. “I guess we had better get in out of the cold, shouldn’t
we?”
“Yes, Your Grace,” Belinda replied and managed to look him in the eye. She’s
come so far since she started a year ago. She had been a scared young woman
thrust into a game of empires that she never expected and had seen the life she had
tried to build for herself wiped away because of it. Belinda Gibson had grown into
her role as his personal secretary and Charles hoped that she would be as steady
over the coming days as he’d need her to be.
“After you, my dear,” Charles said when he reached the hatch and waited for her
to pass through it before he followed. “Please let our guests know what is
happening and then you might want to get a bite to eat…we’re going to be very
busy in the coming hours.”
“I will, Your Grace. Ah…” Belinda paused as Charles closed the inner hatch.
“The Captain told me to tell you that Magnum was on her way to Gnosis Anchorage
for a late ceremony.”
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Thank you, Charles said silently and thanked the gods that Searlait was off-world
and aboard Aeternus Imperium. Once she received word, assuming she followed
her promise, she’d move to one of the rendezvous points. “Thank you…that is a
weight off my shoulders,” he said and turned toward the ship’s Executive Command
Center.
Once in the ECC, Charles looked around at the faces that manned the various
workstations and said the words he had prayed he would never have to utter,
“Implement the Starlight protocols. Contact our counterparts and advise them of
our posture, and begin the evacuations.”
*+*+*+*+*
Ouranos Asteroid Belt, Helios Beta, Viper 570
“Once again, we’re traipsing the deep black together…” Cadet Lieutenant Julia
“Bobby Socks” Hammond said over the wireless.
“Yeah, lucky us,” Ensign Penn “Serpent” Chambers said as he looked through
the Viper’s canopy and saw the other craft in his formation. Ensign Anat Giliad flew
off his right wing, and to his left and slightly behind, flew Cadet Lieutenant Hadley
“Firestorm” Malebranche and Cadet Lieutenant Norm “Raincloud” Cirrus. Flying a
kilometer behind the finger four formation was Raptor 111 with Cadet Lieutenants
Julia “Bobby Socks” Hammond and Prisca “Tease” Keeseran.
“Hey, Anat,” Malebranche asked, “How come you don’t have a call sign yet?”
“Because I haven’t found one that sticks,” Giliad replied and chuckled. “When
it’s time, it’ll be time and it'll happen.”
“Ouch…that’s too deep for me at this time of the day,” Malebranche replied.
“A little too much of the tipple last night?” Keeseran asked.
holding out on telling me something, Hads…”

“I know you’re

“Yeah…well…let’s just say I’m in a happy place,” Malebranche replied
cryptically.
“And by ‘happy place’,” Cirrus added, “she means that she isn’t thrashing me for
making her look bad the other day.”
“Oh? Do tell, Cuz,” Keeseran demanded.
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“Well…it wasn’t that maj…” Malebranche began but was interrupted when
Atropos’ Flight Operations broke in on the discrete channel.
“Viper 570, we have a VIP en-route and your element has been tasked to give
them an escort, how do you copy?” the Flight Operations officer stated.
“Ops, Viper 570, I read you five by five. Send Raptor 111 the navigation data
and we’ll roll out the carpet,” Chambers quickly replied.
“Copy that, Serpent,” Flight Operations replied. “Tease has the navigation data
and you should rendezvous in about ten minutes.”
“Outstanding. Viper 570 out,” Chambers said and then returned to the group
frequency. “Time to look ship-shape, boy and girls,” he said. “We’re off to meet a
VIP and escort them back to the barn.”
“I’m pushing the nav data out to you,” Keeseran said a moment later. “ETA to
intercept is 9 minutes.”
“Attention formation of five craft approaching our right side,” an official voice
said six minutes later. “Please identify yourself as you are in danger of entering our
exclusion zone if you remain CBDR to us.”
“This is Viper 570, call sign Serpent,” Chambers easily replied. “Atropos sent us
out to escort you to Gnosis. I have four Vipers and a Raptor ready to lead you to
the Rock.”
“Copy Viper 570,” the ship replied. “You are clear to assume formation off our
port and starboard flanks.”
“Understood…” Chambers said. “Uh…Flight sent us out without telling us who
you were, just a VIP…”
The voice chuckled. “We’re traveling under the dradis, Serpent. You met our
VIP when you were given your appointment and she tells me that she’s looking
forward to hosting you and your flight for dinner tonight.”
Oh, frak me… Chambers thought and looked across the short distance to where
Giliad was looking back at him from her Viper’s cockpit. “Copy that, VIP flight. We
have you in sight and will take position off your port and starboard flanks.” He
switched to the flight’s discrete frequency, “I think you all know who that is over
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there, and if not, just take a look at the ship and it should tell you all you need to
know. Storm, you and Cloud have the port side, Anat and Socks, we have the right.
Let’s go make it look good.”
Thirty seconds later, Keeseran announced, “Four bogies just popped up and
aren’t responding to IFF. They’re CBDR to our VIP…”
Chambers didn’t think and didn’t hesitate, “All Serpent Flight elements, you are
weapons free; engage the bogies and keep them away from the VIP. Tease, keep
trying to raise them and let them know that they are within a weapons free
exclusion zone and that we will fire on them if they do not change course and
identify themselves.
“All elements, follow me!” Chambers finished and pushed the Viper’s throttles to
the detents, then pushed them all the way to Zone 5 reheat. The sudden thrust
pushed him back into his seat before the compensators kicked in.
“VIP, Serpent,” Chambers said over the general intraship frequency. “We are
moving to engage the bogies that are CBDR to your position. We will pass over
your position in fifteen seconds.”
“Copy, Serpent.
We will move to weapons hold and await further
developments,” the VIP replied.
“Break, break, break!” Keeseran said and broke into the frequencies the flight
was using. “Bogies have launched missiles…dradis is confirming that they’re
nukes.”
“Try to jam them, Tease!” Chambers ordered. “I’m showing eight missiles, we’ll
get one shot to splash them and then we have to take the bogies…so make the
shooting count!”
Chambers heard a chorus of acknowledgements as he armed the two Skybolt
missiles that were snugged up in the Viper’s small weapons bay. As soon as his
dradis had a lock on the incoming missiles, he thumbed off the safety and pressed
the trigger. He saw two golden fire trails flash out from underneath his Viper and
they were soon joined by six more and a deception drone from the Raptor.
The kilometers disappeared between the missiles and soon there were five
flashes of light and two trails that were chasing the drone. “One got through…can
you handle it?” Chambers asked and knew the VIP would be listening.
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“Copy…missile is locked and splashed. Good hunting, Serpent…Magnum says
she’s got paint and a stencil waiting for you…” the VIP told him.
Chambers chuckled, Magnum probably would. And at that moment, the import
of what he was doing slammed home like a ton of bricks. Oh. My. Gods. I am
really leading a flight to defend the Empress.
“Copy…we’ll make her proud,” Chambers managed to say before he caught a
glimpse of the sleek, crescent shaped intruders that reminded him of something
from an aquatic nightmare. The oscillating red eye removed any doubt in his mind
that he was facing not just the Cylons, but a new breed of Raider.
The merge was filled with flashing cannon fire and as soon as the small craft
passed each other, Chambers put his Viper into a nose over tail maneuver and gave
chase. There was a warning telltale on his dradis and despite every fiber of his
being wanting to see whose Viper sent the emergency distress signal, he had to
focus on the raiders in front of him.
“Splash one!” Giliad’s voice announced over the wireless and Chambers started
breathing again.
“Splash two!” Malebranche said a moment before Chambers’ own cannon fire
merged with a raider.
“Got three! Where’s four?” Chambers asked.
“Almost got it…Frak! The frakking frakker just frakking jumped the frak away!”
Giliad swore.
“Let it go, we need to return to the VIP…” Chambers declared.
“Just got a flash from home,” Keeseran said. “Commander Lubek is ordering the
evacuation of Gnosis Anchorage and directs us to remain with the VIP and
rendezvous at rally point five.”
“Copy…what’s Cloud’s status?” Chambers asked.
There was silence for several seconds before Malebranche answered the
question, “He never made it out, Penn…”
First blood had been spilled, Chambers thought to himself. There will be time to
balance the ledger…when there were targets. “Ok…form up with the VIP…”
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“Serpent Flight, Aeternus Imperium Actual,” an older, male voice said over the
wireless. “We copied the rally point information and will prepare to jump there.
Flight Control will direct you to our landing deck. Thank you for the assist…bravo
zulu!”
Chambers felt the emotion of those two simple words, but he couldn’t shake the
feeling that if he had done something differently that Raincloud would still be with
them. He would have to talk to Major Collins when they returned…the Major
always knew the right thing to say.
Ten minutes later, Chambers had climbed down the ladder and was standing on
the deck with the other four members of his flight. One by one they put their arms
around each-others’ shoulders until they formed a huddle. A few moments later, he
felt someone slip in between him and Malebranche.
“It’s ok to cry,” Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of the Hibernian
Marches said just loud enough for the five young pilots to hear. “It’s what makes us
human and reminds us of what we’re fighting for.”
*+*+*+*+*
Okeanos Station, Orbit of Styx, Helios Delta, battlestar Concordat, BS-21
Vice Admiral Josephus Gaitlin sat in his high-backed chair behind his broad teak
desk that was almost as old as the ship. He stared at the report that had been
delivered moments earlier and closed his eyes in a forlorn attempt to blot out what
it said. “I guess doing the right thing didn’t help,” he finally sighed and looked at
the young woman sitting across from him.
“I’m sorry, sir, I tried,” Yeoman Kiri Gale replied and looked as devastated as he
felt.
“I know you did, my dear,” Gaitlin said with a warm familiarity that had been
born from several years working with the young woman. “Kiri,” he added and
waited until she looked up before he continued. “I think you’re out of uniform.”
Gale couldn’t mask the surprise that flashed across her face.
managed to sputter.

“Sir?” she

“It’s ok, Kiri. I’ve known for quite some time and was relieved…” Gaitlin
confessed. “I guess in a way that I was a coward…I knew that I had to let the
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Admiralty know what was going on, I did swear an oath to serve loyally, but I was
also conflicted about my faith…You gave me an out.”
“Ah…” Gale began and then broke eye contact. “I’m sorry for the deception…”
“Water under the bridge…I just need to know one thing,” Gaitlin asked. “All
the times we talked, was that you or the job?”
“That was me, sir,” Gale replied. “I wanted to be here after we started talking,
the job was just something I had to do.”
“Thank you, Kiri,” Gaitlin said and felt much better than he did a minute earlier.
“I think when it’s just us that we can dispense with the formalities.”
Gale smiled a smile that one would offer someone special, “You’re welcome,
Josephus. What are…” she paused a moment and looked like she was wrestling
with what she was going to say next, “…we going to do now?”
That was a question with many meanings and just as many answers, Gaitlin
thought. “First, I think in recognition that things will never be the same again, I
want a future, such as it will be, with you in it.”
“I’d like that, too,” Gale warmly replied and beamed.
“Second, I think I need to remind my brethren that we are members of the
Colonial Fleet and that we swore an oath to defend the Colonies and that the
people are cashing the check we wrote them when we swore that oath,” Gaitlin
explained.
“What about the agreement?” Gale asked.
“Frak it. Most of the followers are followers because its taboo and forbidden,
and when they hear what is happening, what is really happening to their homes,
friends, even loved ones that they left behind, I think they’re going to realize how
we all deceived ourselves that nothing really bad would happen,” Gaitlin told her.
“The senior clergy and most of the die-hard true believers have already left, and
I’m, thanks to my family, the ranking member of the church. So…”
“So, I think perhaps it’s time to tell our people the truth,” Gale suggested and
stood before walking around the desk and holding her hand out for the Admiral.
“You’re not alone.”
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Gaitlin took her hand and stood before hugging her close. “Thank you, Kiri.
Thank you for giving me hope.”
“You’re welcome, Josephus,” Gale replied and hugged him back. “I’ll always be
at your side and have your back.”
Five minutes later, Gaitlin stood in the CIC and looked around at all the
expectant faces. They were waiting for him to do the right thing, just as he had
asked Kiri to do several days earlier. “Lucy, please put me on the 1MC and connect
me to the rest of the fleet,” he asked Communications Specialist Lucy Bellingham.
“Your handset is live, Admiral…” Bellingham arched her eyebrows, “I thought
you might want to talk to everyone…”
Yes, this was the right thing to do, Gaitlin thought as he picked up the handset.
“Thank you, Lucy, I think you know what I’m going to do before I do…”
“I just asked myself what you would do…and jumped the gun a bit,” Bellingham
replied Gaitlin stood a little taller, even though part of him was ashamed that he
had hesitated before doing the right thing.
“Attention, this is Admiral Gaitlin,” he began and imagined his words echoing
through the massive ship. “You all know why we’re here and what we were going
to do…” he paused and allowed the meaning of his words to sink in. “We got so
wrapped up in planning and plotting against people who never treated us any
differently than anyone else, against the people we called friend, comrade, lover…
that we lost sight of who we were, the oath we swore, and that the things we were
consorting with wanted nothing less than our complete destruction.
“We stand at a crossroads, not just for history, but for our faith. Do we do the
right thing and help our fellow humans in this darkest hour – do we look past
slights that were never done to us, or our parents or grandparents, and stand with
those who worship differently than us? Do we open our eyes and see through the
fantasy that the rhetoric has built? Do we show that we are good people?”
Gaitlin paused and looked around the CIC and saw heads nodding and he
pressed on. “Someone must make the first move, the first step to put the past
behind us and stop living in the shadows. Someone must do the right thing.
“I will do the right thing.
“I want you to do the right thing with me.
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“We will depart from Okeanos Station immediately…and then, my brothers and
sisters, we will give those mechanical abominations hell. We will not go quietly
into the night and we will not allow our fellow man to stumble when we can help
them up.
“Let’s do the right thing.
“Gaitlin out!”
Gaitlin had no sooner put the handset back on the cradle when he heard the
cheers. At first, he thought it was coming from just the CIC, but it was too
widespread and coming through the speakers. He chanced a glance at Bellingham
who sagely arched her eyebrows.
“The fleet is checking in…not one is refusing to sail,” Gale said a moment later
and slid a tablet across the plotting table for him to see.
“Today, we are all human,” Gaitlin said. “Everything else is secondary.”
For the first time in forty years, the battlestar Concordat was clearing for action
and preparing to sail in Harm’s Way.
*+*+*+*+*
Avon Memorial Cemetery, Avon On The Norn, Virgon
The flash and light in the distance cast a sudden and brief shadow across the
crowd of people who had assembled in front of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier
to watch the Armistice Day wreath laying ceremony. A woman in her mid-thirties
had just placed the wreath on the tomb and knelt to say a prayer when suddenly
the shadows grew long and then receded.
For a long moment, everyone was stunned at the implications the flash
represented. And then, as if a switch had been thrown, the crowd erupted in a
chaotic scramble for the parking lot, their cars, and the hope of salvation. “We
must get you to safety, Princess,” a man next to the woman said and took her hand
to help her stand.
“We must offer passage to anyone that wishes to come along,” Her Imperial
Highness, Princess Elizabeth IV of Virgon told the man.
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Major Harman Booth pursed his lips and forced the frown into an
accommodating smile. “As you wish,” he said and started her down the path that
led to the airfield where their transport waited. They’d taken barely a handful of
steps before members of the Marine Escort Force assigned to protect the Princess
surrounded them in a wall of immaculately tailored uniforms.
It took almost thirty seconds for the rumble of the blast to reach them, and
thankfully it wasn’t much louder than a freight train passing close by. When they
reached the gleaming white and purple swept wing transport, a Swan class shuttle,
a small crowd had already congregated and were begging to be allowed aboard.
“There will be room for all of you,” Elizabeth said in a clear and commanding
voice. “For now, you need to follow Major Booth’s instructions and the crew will
get you settled aboard.” In a whisper, she looked at Booth and said, “Please,
Harm…don’t fight me on this…”
Booth nodded and realized that there wasn’t anything he could think of that he
wouldn’t do if she asked. “I’ll see to it, Ella…once I give Captain Rhineland his
orders.”
Elizabeth nodded her agreement and he followed her up the stairs and into the
transport. As soon as she was settled, Booth quickly went to the flight deck and
saw the crew preparing the craft for flight.
“We need to get to one of the bunkers,” Booth said when Captain Rhineland
acknowledged his presence.
“Most have been compromised,” Rhineland said and handed him a piece of
paper with block printing on it. “This came through secure channels about two
minutes ago…Starlight has been activated. Harm…this isn’t an isolated terrorist
attack, the Cylons have returned.”
“Mother frakker…” Booth softly swore. “Ok…plot a jump to one of the rally
points and…”
“Can’t…not yet at least,” Rhineland told him and Booth knew the news wasn’t
going to be good. “Tigger is trying to get the FTL comp to synch. It red flagged
when we tried to plot the jump. Until then, our best bet is to probably head for
one of the equatorial islands; they’re away from population centers or military
targets, and we should be able to pull the system if we need to from spares once
we get there.”
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“Do you have any good news?” Booth finally asked.
“Magnum is on her way to Gnosis Anchorage…it wasn’t on her official calendar,
so the Cylons shouldn’t be able to track her,” Rhineland said. “How is Kittyhawk?”
he asked, using the Princess’ code name.
“She’s ok…she doesn’t know what’s happened…I’ll run interference for you…
just get us someplace safe where we can take stock and connect with Magnum or
someone else in the government. Speaking of which,” Booth looked back to where
the communications section was located, “Are we tied into the communications
grid?”
“Yeah…everything is working there,” Rhineland confirmed.
“Go to passive standby,” Booth told him and then added, “On my orders. We
don’t know what new tricks the Toasters have this time around, and right now our
one and only mission is to keep Kittyhawk alive.”
“Copy, that, Harm. We’ll get her out of Dodge,” Rhineland said before he
returned to his seat. “We’re going to lift in three minutes…so get everyone belted
in.”
“How’d you know?” Booth asked.
“I know her mother and I know her…they’re cut from the same cloth and would
never leave anyone behind,” Rhineland explained and put his headset on. “Now
go, the clock is ticking!”
“Why aren’t we jumping?” Elizabeth asked two minutes after they lifted off
when Booth finally made it back to quarters.
“The FTL comp is down. We’re heading to Red Tern Island and will fix it there,”
Booth explained and sat in the plush chair next to hers. “Ella…this wasn’t an act of
terror…we have confirmation that the Cylons have returned and a Starlight order
has been issued.”
Elizabeth gently bit her top lip and blinked away the tears that Booth saw
forming in her eyes. “My mom?”
“Off world on an off the books trip,” Booth replied. “I don’t know about Owen
and Tanya…I’m sorry…”
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“If you hear any word…” Elizabeth looked and him and her eyes made her plea
stronger than her voice.
“Of course,” Booth said and held her hand.
you’ll know it.”

“As soon as I have something,

“Thanks,” Elizabeth said and rested her head on the back of the seat. “I think
that it’s time we show the people that something is still working…” she finally said
and stood, smoothing down her dress. “I’m going to change into something more
appropriate and then we’ll make sure our passengers are comfortable.”
Booth stood and watched Elizabeth as she walked into the bedroom that was
part of the private spaces aboard the transport. Once the door closed, he walked
over to one of the cabin windows and looked out. The transport was flying low,
perhaps two thousand meters, and fast, and had just gone ‘feet wet’ and crossed
from flying over the land to flying over the ocean.
While he waited, he used a tablet to check the current reports that were being
logged by the communications team. Each flash seemed to be worse than the one
before it. He did notice some odd patterns; neutron weapons were used on
population centers and as a result, there was relatively little civilian infrastructure
damage. The only real damage seemed to be defense related, and those were
pounded mercilessly.
All they needed to do was to get to Red Tern Island and there would be ample
emergency supplies for either an extended stay there or to get the transport fixed
and make it to a Starlight rally point. In the end, Booth thought, it was all down to
the cold equations; could they make it to Red Tern Island before being spotted,
could they ride out the attack, would the world even be in habitable when the
Toasters were finished with it?
By this point in his musing, Elizabeth had finished changing and had returned to
the cabin. Gone were the dress and pumps and in their place was a Virgon Guard
uniform that was commonly seen worn by members of the Imperial Palace guard.
Booth had to admit, the Princess did make it look good.
“Let’s check on the passengers,” Elizabeth said after joining Booth at the
window.
“This is the Captain speaking,” Rhineland’s voice announced over the transport’s
PA system. “I need everyone to take their seats and fasten their seatbelts; we’ve
picked up two unknown craft approaching us on an intercept course and things
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might get a little turbulent in a moment.”
Booth made sure that Elizabeth was secure in her seat before he sat and did the
same to himself. The next few moments were tranquilly tense; he knew something
was going to happen, but everything looked so calm. And then, without warning,
he felt the transport bank and accelerate as the sudden acceleration pushed him
deeper into the seat. Elizabeth grabbed his left hand in her right and he wished
that he had a way to miracle away the danger.
“Hang on, Ella…” he said and returned the hand squeeze. “Rhineland is one of
the best pilots I know…”
“I know…it’s just that half an hour ago I was thinking about facing another
county fair and picnic, something that was the exact opposite of what’s happening
now,” Elizabeth said a moment before she screamed as the transport seemed to skid
through the air and suddenly started to tumble.
“Hold on!” Booth shouted over the sudden alarms that were sounding. “We’re
going to hit….”
*+*+*+*+*
Approaching Okeanos Station, Orbit of Styx, Helios Delta, Colonial battlestar
Alecto, BS-30
“Are you sure about this, Admiral?” Commander Gabrielle Hayes asked the man
who stood across from her at the plotting table.
Admiral Cyrus Vought chuckled and shook his head. “Nope. It’s a longshot, but
I know Joe Gaitlin and the…message he…sent…seemed to imply that he might be
agreeable.”
“Today is a day for disaster, I guess maybe we can somehow wrangle a miracle,
too,” Hayes said in the laid-back drawl that marked her as a native of Canceron. “I
wish I had Tisiphone, here, too…the Furies have fought as a team since their
inception and I feel like I’m missing an arm.”
“I understand…but hopefully we won’t be fighting until Commander Frost
rejoins us,” Vought told her. “It was imperative that she stand by to evacuate
Admiral Trace; trusted resources are pretty scarce right now.”
“I noticed several high-profile groups were on detached duty…” Hayes stated
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leadingly. There wasn’t any concrete information about what happened to the
groups, just that they all seemed to disappear around the same time and with no
reason given.
“They were trying to head off this disaster,” Vought said simply. “They were
successful, but when you have a swarm of bees and kill half of them, you still have
a frak-ton of bees to deal with.”
“This time it’s going to be to the death, isn’t it?” Hayes asked and finally voiced
the question that had bothered her since Vought had come aboard an hour earlier.
“Yeah, I think it is,” Vought said and looked around the CIC. “Gabrielle,” the
old admiral said and held her gaze with his, “The people around us, and on a
handful of other ships, might be the only humans alive this time tomorrow. When
they were encountered three days ago, they hit one system with over five hundred
baseships, and two other systems with slightly smaller numbers. We were fortunate
there…” His voice trailed off as his eyes grew wide.
“What is it Admiral?” Hayes asked and held her breath for an answer.
“I need to talk to Commander Cairns in Megaera, Gabi…we might just have a
chance…” Vought quickly said and picked up the handset when the
communications specialist indicated it was live. “Megaera Actual, Admiral Vought,
I have a change of mission for you.”
“Admiral, Megaera Actual, what’s the plan?” Commander Cecily Frost asked.
Vought quickly explained where she was to take Megaera and what she was
supposed to do, and then, whether there was success or failure, what she was to do
afterward. Frost quickly repeated the order and signed off.
“Well…she’s gone, now it’s just us,” Hayes said as Captain Hailey Hahn
interrupted.
“Dradis contacts!” Hahn announced. “Colonial transponders…sixty in all…the
lead ship is the battlestar Concordat!” Hahn declared.
“Commander? Admiral?” Communications Specialist Rin Kinaki said, “We’re
being hailed by Concordat Actual.”
Hayes looked at Vought and a sly smile touched her face.
Admiral.”
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“Thank you, Commander,” Vought said formally and shook his head. Hayes had
known Vought since she was barely able to ride a bike, and this was one more little
quirk of their friendship. “Concordat Actual, this is Admiral Cyrus Vought. Please
state your intentions.”
“Admiral Vought, Concordat Actual…Admiral Josephus Gaitlin,” Gaitlin replied,
his voice sounded strong and sure to Hayes’ ear despite the crackles and pops from
the encryption. “The Colonies are under attack and it is our duty to defend them.”
Hayes saw the tension drain from Vought’s shoulders. “Joe, I’m glad to hear
that. What say we head over to Canceron to see what we can do to lend a hand?”
“It’ll be my pleasure, Admiral,” Gaitlin replied.
“I’m going forward some contingency plans…No last stands, Joe…we can’t
afford to lose everything. We’re going to do what we can to evacuate as many as
possible, and then when things get overwhelming, we follow the plan…” Vought
told the other Admiral.
“I understand…what we have now is all we’re going to have, and each loss is
something…or someone…that can’t be replaced,” Gaitlin stated. “Now I think we
have some Toasters to hunt…”
*+*+*+*+*
Her Imperial Highness, Princess Elizabeth IV blinked open her eyes and saw a
clear blue sky above her. A moment later, she realized that her clothes were wet
and the gentle tropical breeze had already dried her exposed skin. She slowly
looked around and saw that she was in a large, circular life raft and that Major
Harmon Booth was slumped against the far side.
“Harm…” Elizabeth said as she crawled across the inflated deck and tentatively
reached to him. She sat back and sighed with relief after she felt a strong, steady
pulse. Now that she knew Booth was alive, she took a moment and looked
around.
The sea stretched as far as she could see, and the sky seemed enormous from
her vantage point within the raft. Here and there floated some flotsam and jetsam
that was part of the transport, but despite her best efforts, she couldn’t see another
raft. “At least I’m alive,” she finally said out loud. “And if I’m alive, I have hope,
and if I have hope, then I have a chance to better the situation.”
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“I’ve heard your mother say that once or twice,” Booth groaned from where he
lay on the raft. “Do you see anyone else?”
“No…just some debris,” Elizabeth answered and once again studied the
horizon. Squinting, she thought she could see some smoke columns. “I think I see
some smoke on the horizon, but I can’t be sure. Might be mushroom clouds, might
be crash sites…”
“Whatever they are, they aren’t good,” Booth said wearily and Elizabeth looked
at him and nodded. “So much for our tropical get-away.”
Elizabeth sat down next to Booth. “Could be worse…we might not have a raft.”
“Aye…we have some rations, a wireless, though not with that great a range, and
some other goodies that automagically deployed when the raft inflated,” Booth
said. “For now, he put his arm around Elizabeth’s shoulders, “I think we should
relax and save our energy.”
“Yes…I think you’re right…” Elizabeth said and rested her head on Booth’s
shoulder. She hated herself for feeling comfortable and safe laying there in the raft
next to Booth. Despite the situation and everything that was happening, she felt
protected. Slowly, her eyes closed and she allowed the sun to dry her clothes and
for her body to relax.
It might have been a minute or it could have been fifteen, when she heard a
splash and a voice, “Attention in the raft…please identify yourself…”
Booth’s arm slid from her shoulders as he spun around to look at the voice’s
source and Elizabeth followed a split second later. Less than ten meters from the
raft, a head was barely out of the water and waiting for a reply. Despite the voice
being human, she felt comforted by the holstered sidearm that was still concealed
by the side of the raft.
“Major Harman Booth and Kittyhawk,” Booth said and tensed.
“Wait one…” the voice said and pulled a full facemask over its face. Elizabeth
could see the man talking and listening, until he finally removed the mask. “Please
give the day word and confirmation word…”
Booth dug a card out of his pocket and cracked it in half. He slid the halves
apart and pulled the thin sheet of plastic out of one. “Day word is ‘Magnificent’
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and conformation word is ‘Summit’.”
“Thank the gods we found you…” the voice said.
“I’m Petty Officer
Rockingham of Selkie. As soon as we get two more tanks, we’ll get you below and
taken care of.”
Before either Elizabeth or Booth could say something, another head appeared
and was followed by a dark green flotation balloon.
“Ah, here we go…”
Rockingham said as the other person removed his mask.
“Two sets of gear, Rock,” the newcomer said.
this?”

“How do you want to handle

“Ah…it would be easiest if you crawled out of the raft so we could get you
kitted up,” Rockingham told Elizabeth and Booth. “Then we’ll dive down to our
home away from home.”
“Harm?” Elizabeth asked.
“Over the side, Kittyhawk,” Booth replied and leaned forward to compress the
raft’s sidewall. Elizabeth slid into the water, Booth followed a moment later, and
was soon wearing a dive vest, mask, and air tank.
“Ok...we’re going to do this buddy style,” Rockingham said and held his arm out
for Elizabeth. “I’m going to clip us together with about five meters of line, but that’s
just in case you let go. I need you to hold on to my arm and I’m going to guide us
down to Selkie. Ok?”
“You’re the expert, Petty Officer Rockingham,” Elizabeth replied warmly.
“Ah, please, ma’am, everyone calls me Rock,” Rockingham said good naturedly.
“Then lead the way, Rock,” Elizabeth said and took his arm.
As soon as Elizabeth’s head went under water, she saw a massive shape about
fifty meters away from the raft and perhaps twenty-five meters deep. Rock tapped
her on the shoulder with his free hand and pointed at the shape before circling is
thumb and index finger in the universal sign for “OK”. Diving wasn’t a foreign
sport to Elizabeth, but diving in duty clothes and shoes was. Together, she swam
along with Rock until they reached a hatch forward of Selkie’s sail and behind her
VLS tubes.
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Rock quickly opened the hatch and pointed down. Elizabeth nodded and
descended into the airlock and waited for her guide to join her. When Rock was in
the airlock, he pulled the hatch closed and made sure it was secure and a moment
later, air began to flood into the small chamber as the water was pumped out.
“Ok, I think we can take these off,” Rock said when the water had drained away
enough for them to stand on the floor. “You’re going to need to stand on the side
here, otherwise when they open the lower hatch you’ll fall out…and that wouldn’t
be the best way to make a first impression,” he winked.
“You’re the expert, Rock,” Elizabeth said and allowed Rock to help remove her
dive vest and tank. A tell tale turned from red to green and a moment later the
lower hatch opened.
“Permission to come aboard?” Elizabeth asked.
“Permission granted, Your Highness,” a strong voice replied from below.
“Welcome to Selkie.”
The ladder was wet, but liberally coated with non-skid material and was an easy
climb. “Thank you, Colonel,” Elizabeth said when her feet were firmly on the deck.
“I’m glad you were here for us.”
“I am, too,” the Colonel replied. “Though I wish things wouldn’t have required
our help,” he added sadly.
“You’re aware of what is happening?” Elizabeth asked.
“Yes, ma’am…the Cylons have launched a cluster wide attack. The colony
words and settlements are being hit, and despite the President offering an
unconditional surrender, the attack continues. I’m Lieutenant Colonel Saul Marino,
this is my XO Major Sylvia Brandeis. Syl will take you to your quarters and make
sure you can get a hot shower and have some dry clothes.”
“Ma’am?” Brandeis asked. “You’re going to have the cabin next to mine; we
have a couple extra for VIPs, additional crew, or technicians, so no one is going to
have to hot bunk.”
“I’m glad, Major. I would hate to put someone out of their cabin, especially
now that we’re fighting a war,” Elizabeth said a moment before she saw Booth
approaching through the passageway.
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“Your escort will be berthed across the passageway,” Brandeis explained. “Ah…
communications have been sketchy other than what we intercepted shortly before
we picked up your emergency beacon. What’s really happening out there?”
Elizabeth stopped in the passageway and met Brandeis’ questioning gaze.
“We’re losing, Major. The Cylons are roaming at will doing whatever they want,
and I really don’t know what happened to the Fleet.”
“I thought that might be the case when we heard the President’s offer,” Brandeis
replied and sighed. “The crew will be glad to know that they rescued you…and
that they were at least successful at saving their Princess.”
“We’re down, but as long as we live, then we have hope. And that’s going to
give us the inspiration to plan and plot, and prepare for what we do next. I promise
you that we will not give up; I will not give up,” Elizabeth said forcefully. “They
never accepted Adar’s offer, so as far as I’m concerned, this will end when the last
Toaster is scrapped and recycled.”
Brandeis smiled and stood a little taller. Despite having a thick, white towel
around her shoulders and another wrapped around her hair, Elizabeth felt like a
leader, like she was contributing more than just showing the Imperial face. She felt
alive.
*+*+*+*+*
Helios Beta system, orbit of Virgon, Colonial battlestar Atlantia, BS-1
Admiral Dinesh Nagala grabbed the edge of the plotting table as the massive
battlestar shuddered from a brace of nuclear detonations. The Flag CIC was two
decks below and three frames behind the ship’s CIC and served as not just a place
for a fleet commander to direct his ships, but also functioned as a backup should
the primary CIC be rendered unable to fight the ship.
Nagala was seeing the ‘big picture’ from where he stood and for the moment
and despite the two lucky leakers, the scratch fleet he managed to assemble after
the Fleet headquarters on Picon fell was doing remarkably well. In the half hour
since he and arrived on Atlantia, more than three dozen battlestar groups had
assembled over Virgon and managed to occupy most of the Cylons’ attention.
“We just lost Constellation!” Captain Stuart Goines said from his location at the
main dradis console. “Summanus has moved into her place and has taken control
of her escorts.”
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“Direct all units to maintain kinetic bombardment of the Cylon baseships and
auxiliaries,” Nagala ordered. “Have Nanna switch to flak rounds set for contact
detonation; I want to see what happens. Our standard kinetics are punching
through them like they don’t have armor.”
Several moments later, three baseships suddenly blinked from red to yellow and
then disappeared from the dradis. “Sir?” Communications Specialist Wallace Coker
said and captured Nagala’s attention.
“Commander Brasiliano sends his regards and adds that your idea dropped them
like a 12 gauge drops a bunny.”
“Excellent! Push that out to the rest of the fleet and let’s go hunting!” Nagala
ordered and felt a glimmer of hope start to push through the fear that had cloaked
his psyche since the first report that the Cylons had returned.
“Admiral…I’ve lost contact with Columbia, Night Flight, Uned, Erasmus,
Universal, and Solaria…” Coker said a moment later. “Their respective escort
groups have also gone silent…”
Nagala felt the icy fingers of fear tickle his spine and chase away the hope he
had felt moments earlier. “Stu?” he asked.
“This is…odd…sir,” Goines replied and looked confused.
ballistic and aren’t maneuvering.”

“They’ve all gone

“Tighten up the formation, and try to raise those ships…I need to know what is
going on,” Nagala ordered.
“Dradis contact! Confirm…Colonial…it’s Megaera…but it’s heading to the
leading Trojan point and running silent,” Goines said and added one more thing
that didn’t add up on an already bad day.
“What the hell are they doing?” Nagala asked himself as three more Cylon
missiles evaded Atlantia’s point defense.
*+*+*+*+*
Helios Beta system, leading Trojan point, Colonial battlestar Megaera, BS-31
Thank the gods it is still there, Commander Tara Cairns thought as Captain
Suzanne Middlesex confirmed it still existed. “Buzz, please open a channel with
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Balthazar Station and get Bella McNair on the line.”
“On it, Commander!” Communications Specialist Roberta “Buzz” Cargill
replied. “I have her, Commander…I didn’t even have to call. It’s down on your
handset.”
“Thank you, Buzz…” Cairns said and picked up the handset before motioning
for Colonel Arabella Constantine to listen in. “Ms. McNair, this is Commander Tara
Cairns of the battlestar Megaera; time is short so unless there’s something super
important, I need you to listen close and answer my questions.”
“Copy that, Commander,” McNair replied. “I think I know why you’re here and
hope I have good news for you.”
This sounds hopeful, Cairns thought before speaking.
operational?”

“Is the station

“Yes, we’re fully operational and haven’t been noticed by the Cylons…yet,”
McNair answered quickly.
“Good…and is Dianmu operational?” Cairns asked and crossed her fingers.
“It is…we’ve been preparing her to crash sail in case we need to evacuate,”
McNair replied and Cairns released the breath she had been holding.
“Ok…let’s go three for three and make it a hat trick,” Cairns said. “Since you
said you’re getting her ready to crash sail, can you operate her EW array?”
McNair’s answer was preceded by what Cairns thought was a villainous
chuckle. All that was missing was the image of a black clad villain twirling his
moustache. “Give the word, Commander, and we’ll light them up.”
“How soon?” Cairns asked.
“A couple minutes, perhaps five at the most,” McNair explained quickly. “We
won’t need to cast off, thought it would probably make things more efficient. If you
wanted Dianmu to maneuver, we might need fifteen minutes.”
Cairns looked at the dradis and saw the cold equations that it graphically
depicted. “We don’t have that much time…we’re going to have to take what we
can get. I need you to go live and light them up ASAP. Until then, we’ll run point
defense for you.”
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“Copy that, Commander; we’re on it. McNair out.”
“Do you really think this is going to work?” Constantine asked skeptically a
moment later.
Cairns shrugged. “I don’t know,” she told her XO. “I do know that Admiral
Vought thinks it will, so I don’t see where it would hurt to try.”
“I dunno…” Constantine said. “Have you seen the intercepts about ships just
turning off?”
“Yeah,” Cairns nodded and studied the battle that was being waged more than
150 million kilometers distant over Virgon. The numbers were clearly on the
Cylons’ side, but even during the Uprising a battlestar could go up against two
baseships and come out the victor. This time around, though, the numbers were
somewhat higher than that, and they were starting to gain the upper hand. Several
groups seemed to be out of the fight, having gone ballistic and then picked off like
targets at a shooting gallery. The rest of the fleet was fighting well, though if things
didn’t change soon, they would join their comrades who had already succumbed to
the withering Cylon fire.
“We’ve got more Cylons jumping in…” Middlesex announced and Cairns knew
beyond a doubt that the Colonial forces over Virgon had bare minutes before they
were overwhelmed.
“Commander,” Cargill said two minutes later, her calm and measured voice cut
through the background noise in the CIC and commanded Cairns’ attention.
“What do you have for me, Buzz?” Cairns asked.
“Ms. McNair says that Dianmu and the station are ready and will go active
when you give the word,” Cargill explained.
“Oh my gods!” Middlesex exclaimed. “Atlantia…”
*+*+*+*+*
Helios Beta system, orbit of Virgon, Colonial battlestar Atlantia, BS-1
Several leakers had made it through in the past minutes, and the pace was
increasing to the point where Nagala was ready to issue the one order he had

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2128
steadfastly refused thus far; retreat to Thule. “We need to hold the line, people!” he
implored. “Every minute we hold is another minute that the civilians have to get to
safety or evacuate. We must hold the line…”
He was ready to say more, ready to use words to inspire selfless acts of courage
for the noble act of sacrificing themselves so that their brethren might survive. He
was ready to take the fight directly to the Cylon baseships and ram them if
necessary.
But the lights went out.
And the ship shuddered with impact after impact.
And slowly, like many other ships in the scratch force, Atlantia began to be
overwhelmed by Cylon fire.
*+*+*+*+*
“Atlantia has gone silent and is out of control,” Middlesex stated and Cairns felt
as if the temperature had just dropped thirty degrees in the CIC. Atlantia was one
of the newest and most advanced battlestars in the Colonial fleet; a highly modified
Athena class battlestar, she carried the best of the best – the best equipment, the
best air wing, the best crew. It was a given that a posting on Atlantia meant that the
Fleet considered you one of the best of the best, and your next promotion or two
were all but guaranteed to happen in better than record time.
And now Cairns watched as the majestic battlestar, the shining sword of the
Fleet, fell silent and missile after missile slammed into her massive hull. The escorts
didn’t fare any better, and if anything, were faring far worse. Already a third of the
escorts that were viable when Megaera had arrived were out of action, and more
were being added to the list of “lost” with each passing second.
“Tell Ms. McNair to execute both protocols,” Cairns said and prayed to all the
gods, and even extended it to those she didn’t know existed, that this crazy plan
worked.
“Copy that, Commander…” Cargill said and relayed the message.
*+*+*+*+*
Helios Beta system, leading Trojan point, Balthazar Station
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“The word has been given, boys and girls,” Bella McNair said as she pushed her
auburn hair back and over her ears, “let’s go live!”
Balthazar Station was one of the most secure locations in the Colonies, despite it
being a civilian station. The work that went on inside the station was nothing short
of modern day sorcery mixed with a fair bit of alchemy, and then converted into the
products and services that the modern Colonial citizen just couldn’t do without.
Any visitors normally boarded through one of the flight decks, but for larger ships,
the station had several docking arms.
Previously, three of the arms had been occupied, but now only one occupant
remained. The battlestar Dianmu had arrived five days ago, straight from the
builder’s ways and not yet commissioned into service. She was a new breed of ship
and most regarded her and her sister as extreme risks at best and deathtraps at
worse.
“All arrays are ready, Bella,” Arnold Merryman said from where he sat at a
workstation on the other side of the lab. “We can fire at any time.”
“Are the station’s arrays integrated?” McNair asked and quickly keyed in her
password to access the array controls.
“Working like a hand in a glove, Boss,” Merryman replied jocularly.
“Good…” McNair grinned and gave an evil laugh. “I bet the old man said
something witty when he used it…I’m just going to say, ‘Time to reap what you’ve
sown, mother frakkers…’,” she said before her finger stabbed the ENTER key and
Balthazar Station’s computers executed the Retributive Strike and broadcast it via
the station’s communications arrays as well as the Raijin class battlestar, Dianmu’s,
arrays.
McNair prayed that it would be enough and in time to sway the battle.
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Guard Station Jackalope Flats, Canceron, Helios Delta
Captain Cotton Landry relaxed and put his feet up on the worn coffee table that
was in the Alert Ready Room. He had just been promoted to captain and received
orders that he would be reassigned in two weeks. He was remaining at Jackalope
Flats and was going to take over the other flight of Cheetah class interceptors. This
was, he reasoned, a good thing; or at least he hoped it was a good thing. By being
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transferred but still remaining at the station, he could do something he had wanted
to do for months.
Landry’s gaze tracked to the large overstuffed chair where Lieutenant JG Ayana
Cologne sat with her legs folded under her and reading a gossip magazine. All she
knew was that he had been promoted, she didn’t know he was going to be
transferred or that she was due to be promoted and given Wolverine when he left.
“Hey, Ayana…” he said before he lost his nerve.
“What is it, Cotton?” Cologne asked and lowered the magazine.
“I was wondering…” Landry began and reached down and mentally slapped
himself alongside his head. Get on with it, he told himself. “I was wondering what
you were doing tonight when we’re off Alert?”
Cologne smiled and her dark eyes seemed to sparkle. “Cotton Landry, are you
asking me out?” she teased, though Landry thought he also detected a serious
undercurrent in her words.
“Ah…yes, I am,” Landry told her. “I…I’m going to be transferred across the
tarmac to take over the 357th, and well…”
“My place, 8:00 PM, casual,” Cologne told him and smiled. “Flowers are a plus
but not necessary…candy, now that’s necessary,” she teased.
“All right!” Landry grinned and looked back at Cologne and saw her shaking her
head. “What?” he asked.
“You’re like a little boy who was just told he was going to Olympus Park!”
Cologne giggled.
“Well…you did say yes and that beats any old amusement park any day…”
Landry began and was interrupted by the alert klaxon sounding outside.
“This is not a drill! This is not a drill! We are under attack! All crews man your
ships and prepare to launch! This is not a drill!” an amazingly calm voice
announced over the loudspeakers.
“Let’s go!” Landry said and grabbed his helmet even as he slipped an arm into
his flight suit.
The Alert Ready Room was situated between two hardened shelters, each one
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holding two Cheetah class interceptors. As Landry emerged into the shelter, he saw
Petty Officer Jenks Morse leading the rest of the crew from the dormitory levels
located underneath the hangar.
Wolverine’s stablemate, Badger, had been
dispatched earlier in the afternoon, and so his ship had the benefit of two sets of
ground crews working to get her launched.
“What’s going on, Boss?” Morse asked when they reached the ship.
“You know as much as I do right now,” Landry said and keyed the emergency
start code into the keypad next to the hatch. The code would start all the necessary
start procedures to bring the ship online so that she could be airborne within five
minutes, often within three minutes if the ship had a good crew, and Wolverine had
a very, very good crew. “Contact the tower and find out what the story is while
Ayana and I run through pre-launch.”
“Wilco!” Morse replied and followed Landry into the cutter.
“We’re prepped and ready to launch,” Cologne confirmed two and a half
minutes later. “What’s the word from the tower?”
“Tower keeps telling us to wait…” Morse growled impatiently.
something’s coming through on the secure channel…”

“Hold on…

“Well?” Landry pressed a few moments later.
“I wanted you to see this first hand,” Morse said as he leaned between the seats
Landry and Cologne occupied on the flight deck. He handed Landry a piece of
paper from the secure teletype and nodded.
“I’ve authenticated it both
electronically and verbally,” he added as Landry scanned the paper.
“They’re back…” Landry said and handed Cologne the page. “Do they have
orders for us?” he pressed.
Morse shook his head. “That’s all we have other than a ‘wait for further orders’.”
“Frakkit…get on the horn to the rest of the cutters that are down here and tie
them into a conference call…” Landry told the petty officer. “We’re sitting ducks
down here and won’t do anyone any good if we’re nuked into oblivion.”
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant JG Ayana Cologne looked at the telex and felt her mind go blank and
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her vision blur for a moment. When it passed, she felt chilled to the bone with the
memories that had suddenly been unlocked…and the orders. Without conscious
thought, her right hand slid down to where her sidearm was holstered and flexed
around the grip, ready to draw and use it on Landry.
No, she said loudly to herself and closed her eyes and forcing her hand to
release the pistol. “No,” she said through clenched teeth. “I will not comply…”
“What are you talking about Ayana?” Landry asked and she met his gaze…and
felt new strength to fight the compulsion that had driven her hand to seek out her
sidearm.
“We need to leave, Cotton…soon…now…evacuate as many people as we can,
and leave,” Cologne told him, her voice steady despite how frantic she felt.
“We will…as soon as I can talk to the rest of the Wing,” Landry told her.
“NO! We need to go now…it’s only a matter of time before the Cylons hit us
here and…I…I don’t want to lose you,” Cologne confessed and bit her lip.
“What about the people…” Landry asked and took her hand.
through this, Ayana…trust me on this…”

“We’ll get

“Ok…” Cologne finally managed to say and turned to focus on making sure
Wolverine was ready to launch.
I. Am. Human. Cologne held those three words in her mind as she focused on
the task at hand. That is what I choose to be…and I am an individual.
*+*+*+*+*
As he watched Cologne tend to the checklists and making sure everything was
updated, Landry prayed that he would be able to keep his promise to her.
“I have the other ships, Boss!” Morse said over the intercom.
“Fantastic…patch them through…” Landry said and shot a glare across the
tarmac to where the station’s control tower and headquarters building were
located. If they’re not going to act, then gods damn it, I bloody well will, he swore
to himself.
“This is Captain Cotton Landry, is there anyone senior here?” Landry announced
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when Morse told him he was live on the wireless.
“Captain Mako and Xander Holliday are deployed, and Major Baker is on
leave,” a Lieutenant from the 357th noted.
“Ok…here’s what we’re going to do…” Landry said and quickly outlined a plan
that would probably get him court martialed next week, but today, today it was
going to save people. “We don’t have time, so make your calls and gather your
ground crews…we need to be wheels up in…well, as soon as frak-all possible.”
Twenty-five minutes later, Landry guided Wolverine off the ground and into the
air. Three other Cheetah class cutters, two Steadfast class cutters, and ten assorted
civilian ships followed them. Rather than make an immediate run for space,
Landry decided to head for Canceron’s outback and try to find someplace to go to
ground.
Five minutes after they had launched and were eighty kilometers away from
Jackalope Flats, the station ceased to exist after a 500kt airburst detonated three
thousand meters over the control tower.
“Still want to go to ground?” Cologne asked after the turbulence passed.
“No…we’ll be sitting ducks,” Landry said and wished he had a better idea.
“The Potato…” he said a second later as an idea came to mind. “You know, the
place where we found that smuggling operation about eight months ago?” he
asked.
“Yes…that might do it,” Cologne said and nodded her head. “The central crater
had those caves that were enlarged and hollowed out, we could set down and hide
there until we can make contact with the Fleet.”
“Generate the coordinates and push them out to the others,” Landry said and felt
the weight of command settle on his shoulders. “Oh…yeah…Congrats, Ayana…
you’ve been promoted to Lieutenant. I have the paperwork in my office.”
“Well, when we you going to spring that on me?” Cologne asked and arched an
eyebrow.
“Dinner…” Landry replied. “Though, I think it’s going to be a little different
tonight than what I had anticipated.”
“I think we’ll get through it…” Cologne told him. “Coordinates are ready to

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2134
send.”
“Send them and then start the countdown…” Landry told her and then informed
the crew what was about to happen. He looked at the dradis and realized that the
ships in his little squadron contained not just the crews, but the ground crews, the
families of the Guardsmen, and any civilians they could round up before they
lifted. They could, technically, fight, but until he found a safe haven for the
civilians, they would be running from, not to, the sound of the guns.
*+*+*+*+*
Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon, Cylon baseship Pyre
The Kohrwood Forest Highlands was almost fifteen thousand square kilometers
of old growth forest and mountain lakes, and was sparsely populated with small
towns, resort communities, hunting lodges, and small settlements with barely a
handful of homes. It had two principle lakes, Kohrwood Lake in the southeast,
about three hours from Boskirk, and the larger, and deeper, Spinwood Lake in the
northern part of the highlands. While the region wasn’t one forest, numerous
smaller forests and glades combined and were known by the collective name that
they all seemed to be labeled.
“Next time we install manual controls!” Sabah Malvern growled as she held
onto the water table to keep her footing as the massive baseship fell through the
sky. “Tell me you were able to bring up emergency helm control!”
Cadell Laurier shook his head. “Not all of it…” he said and managed to keep
both hands in the water table to control the ship. “I have enough control to get us
down…hopefully in one piece, but everything else is off line.”
“Weapons?” Sabah prodded.
“Weapons,” Cadell confirmed. “Ah…we have life support…” he added and
closed his eyes to better visualize the what the few remining functional sensors
were reporting. Things weren’t good for the baseship and if the damned Colonials
hadn’t pulled the stunt they did over Meropis Alpha, Pyre and all aboard her would
have probably burned up in the atmosphere as so many of its brethren had. That
little bit of first hand experience had been enough for Cadell and Sabah to try and
isolate a few critical systems that would allow them to navigate.
But it hadn’t been fast enough or near enough to give them what they wanted.
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What it had been was enough to rig the ship for atmospheric flight and now it
seemed like it might be barely enough to keep them from crashing.
“Frak my life,” Cadell swore as the baseship suddenly accelerated toward the
ground. “No…direct it the other way…” he growled, teeth clenched and felt the
sluggish controls slowly begin to respond. He cast his gaze toward the ground and
tried to find someplace where Pyre could land without being damaged…or at least
too damaged.
“Sabah…look at this…your thoughts?” Cadell said and pushed an image to the
dark haired Three.
“Oh, I like that!” Sabah sarcastically replied. “I went skiing about ten kilometers
from there…”
“Well, I’m glad it meets with your royal approval,” Cadell said, just as
sarcastically and with more than a trace of irritation. If Sabah hadn’t had the
qualities that she did, Cadell never would have teamed with her; she had a way of
verbally annoying him in a way few others could. He spared a moment and
checked their altitude and realized that whether either of them liked it or not, they
were going to land in Spinwood Lake…and soon.
*+*+*+*+*
Pallas Station, orbit of Pallas, Helios Beta, colonial battlestar Diana, BS-76
Pallas Station wasn’t the ass end of nowhere, but Commander Silja Linna
thought they were in the same postal code. Located on a planet that had a highly
inclined orbit which took it far above and below the plane of the ecliptic that the
other planets in the system generally conformed to, Pallas was a rock that despite
several attempts over more than a thousand years, had refused to be Kobolformed.
It had an atmosphere, but not enough to breath without a respirator. It was warm
enough that you didn’t need a self-contained environment suit…but only barely.
Likewise, it had no agriculture, no standing water, and generally was a place where
you’d only go to really, really get away from it all.
What Pallas did have were mysteries. Officially, they were ‘research stations’
and ‘outposts’, but most research stations and outposts didn’t have populations of a
thousand or more, not counting families. They also didn’t have several Colonial
military installations containing several squadrons of Viper fighters and Adder attack
craft. And they certainly didn’t have the antiship missile batteries and Manticore
clusters that were deployed around the installations.
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“Cubit for your thoughts?” Colonel Basil Leatherman asked and slid a gold
colored coin across the potting table.
Linna chuckled and shook her head, causing her blonde braid to move around
her shoulders like a snake possessed. “I’m just trying to figure out what is so
damned special about this rock,” she said, then added, “and why we were sent all
the way out here when someone else could have done the job.”
“Well, I think the last part might have been the duel you had with Admiral
Pennington’s son…” Leatherman said and arched his eyebrows.
“The creep had it coming, even Bad Penny knew it,” Linna quickly replied and
used the Admiral’s nickname. “I mean, I was just the latest one he tried to give a
spiked drink to and violate. He’s lucky I only froze the paintballs.”
“Just because Troy allows non-lethal dueling,” Leatherman chuckled, “doesn’t
mean you should take advantage of it. As I remember the medical report, he had
an orbital fracture, several loose teeth,” he counted off on his fingers, “and oh yes,
how could I forget, a ruptured testicle. Silja…you could have seriously injured
him.”
“Yeah…well, two hundred years ago I would have,” Linna frowned and then
sighed. “I’m sorry, Baz, I shouldn’t take it out on you, this was a hell of my own
making.”
“And you’re so kind as to bring us with you to join in on the fun,” Leatherman
quipped and shrugged. “So we get sent out here to take some eggheads and their
kids on a short Tiger Cruise so they can see what their tax cubits are paying for…
could be worse.”
Linna had to agree, it could be worse. She wasn’t sure how, but she was sure it
could be. “What I want to know is, what the frak are they working on down there.”
Leatherman leaned across the plotting table and motioned her to lean close, “I
hear they found alien ruins and relics,” he whispered conspiratorially and tapped
his right index finger against the side of his nose and nodded.
“Really? You believe that theory?” Linna smirked and shook her head. “I
thought you were better than that, Baz…I was sure you were an ‘interdimensional
portal’ sort of guy.”
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“I was,” Leatherman cocked his head and shrugged again, “but then I heard this
guy on Orbit to Orbit, you know, Ron Siren’s wireless show, and I became a true
believer…” he held a straight face for several second before a smirk touched his
lips.
“Oh, you had me, Baz!” Linna laughed and felt better. That was something that
she and Leatherman did for each other and had for years; they had each other’s
back, and despite his disapproving of her duel, he was right here as her Second and
helped make sure that young Pennington’s transgressions were well known before
they left Troy.
Leatherman looked like he was going to add something, but he narrowed his
eyes and changed his focus. “What is it, Corrine?” he asked Communications
Specialist Corrine Coppersmith.
“Ah…I’m not sure, Colonel,” Coppersmith replied and cocked her head as if to
better listen to something on her headset. “We’re getting some weird wireless
traffic; something about a big battle over Virgon, the Cylons returning, and Admiral
Nagala going down with Atlantia…and then there’s this…sent Priority 1, from
Galactica…Commander Adama is taking control of the Fleet and ordering a
rendezvous at Ragnar.” She handed the telexes to a rating who took them to the
plotting table and gave them to Linna.
“This has to be a joke…” Leatherman said and studied one of the printed
telexes. “You don’t just ‘turn off’ a battlestar…”
“I’m not seeing anything contradicting this, and you can be sure that if this was
a hoax, the wireless bands would be clogged with outrage,” Linna told her XO. “To
be on the safe side, sound Action Stations and bring the ship to Condition One.
Push that out to the escorts, and have Astrid launch the CAP and prep the wing for
immediate combat operations.”
“What if this really is a hoax, Silja?” Leatherman asked quietly.
“Then the locals are going to see a battlestar clear for action…and probably the
end of my chances for a pennant of my own,” Linna told him.
“Dradis contacts!” Captain Pavel Mittrich announced as Leatherman was calling
the ship to action. “Four bogies, CBDR to Pallas…ETA is five minutes.”
“Pavel, initiate emergency separation from the station and get me some space to
maneuver. Blair,” Linna turned to Captain Blair Lyman, Diana’s weapons officer,
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“coordinate with Ground Control so that we don’t get hit by friendly fire. Corrine,
please put me on the 1MC…”
A moment later, Linna raised the handset and realized that she really was going
to take Diana into Harm’s Way. Part of her felt guilty for feeling the excitement of
impending battle, but another part of her realized that when it was over, and the
battle cherry popped, reality would set in and the cost would have to be
recognized. “This is Commander Linna…we have reports that the Cylons have
launched a widescale attack on the Colonies. We currently have four bogies
approaching and will be moving to intercept them momentarily. You know your
jobs, you trained for this…I know you’re good…remember, slow is smooth and
smooth is fast; aim small, miss small; and probably a few I’m missing.
“We have people who need us to be at our best right now…so let’s prove that
their faith is well placed. In the absence of direction, all batteries are to engage
targets as they bear. Good hunting, Diana! Linna, out!”
*+*+*+*+*
Asteroid ACH-3541-LIB, Acheron Asteroid Belt, Helios Gamma, Colonial
battlestar Nike, BS-91
“Commander, we need to send a very tight beam wireless signal to the asteroid,
ACH-3541-LIB, that we’re currently approaching,” Admiral Griffith Deguya said
quietly as he stood at the plotting table next to the battlestar’s commander and
executive officer.
Commander Laureline Massena nodded. “We can do that…but…”
Deguya smiled. “But why?” he asked and arched his eyebrows. “Why are we
approaching an asteroid when it looks like the Cylons are nuking everything in
sight?”
“Pretty much,” Massena said and saw Colonel Noelle Tulle nod her agreement.
“Captain, Fehr,” Deguya said and turned to the officer at the dradis console.
“What are the dimensions of the asteroid we’re approaching?”
“It’s a large rock, dumbbell shaped, each lobe is about four hundred and fifty
kilometers on each axis, and they’re connected by about a hundred and twenty-five
kilometers of rock,” Captain Ahmed Fehr replied. “The library database said that it
used to be an old Leonan mining colony that was shut down about two hundred
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years ago after about ten years of operation when the mines went bust. Since then,
there hasn’t been any activity.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Deguya said.
“And yet, here we are…yesterday,
approaching this asteroid would have seen you warned off by Colonial Marshals,
and if you refused, well, let’s just say that the Spider Queen doesn’t like uninvited
guests.”
“Frak us…we’re dealing with her?” Tulle said and then her eyes went wide. “My
apologies, Admiral, I didn’t mean to speak out of turn.”
“That’s quite alright, Colonel,” Deguya said and waved off her comment.
“Now…about the wireless…”
“Evan? Can you make it happen?” Massena said to Communications Specialist
Evan Walton.
“With everything that’s going on, you want a low power, narrow, focused
transmission, to keep it local?” Walton asked.
“Perfect,” Massena told him and when it was ready, offered the handset to
Deguya. “Admiral?”
“Thank you, Laurel,” Deguya and took the offered handset. Before he was able
to use it, Fehr interrupted.
“I’m getting a weird dradis image…” Fehr said. “It looks like there’s a lot of
debris in the vicinity of the sunward lobe.”
“Damn…” Deguya swore and keyed the handset, “Holdout, Holdout, this is
Deguya, come in, over.” He paused a few moments and then repeated his call.
When it, too, didn’t generate a reply, he put the handset down. “Commander, I
think we need to send the CAP over to investigate. Please have Specialist Walton
continue to try to raise them.”
Massena gave the orders and walked over to where Fehr sat at the dradis
workstation. “Can we slew some optics on it, for now?”
“We’re still pretty far out, so the clarity will be marginal, but yeah,” Fehr replied
and a moment later one of Nike’s synthetic vision clusters was locked onto the
asteroid and focused on the area that looked like a debris field.
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The display showed numerous small objects reflecting the distant Helios
Gamma, and Massena saw almost at the same time the dradis pinged, the object
emerge from behind the asteroid.
“Dradis contact!” Fehr announced. “Cylon Tartarus class baseship! It’s moving
from the asteroid’s dradis shadow!”
“Artemis, target bow guns and primaries…prepare for volley fire!” Massena told
Captain Artemis McCoy, Nike’s weapons officer.
“Copy, target bow guns and primaries, prepare them for volley fire…” McCoy
replied in the relaxed laid-back brogue common to Canceron.
“Commander?” Walton said, his rich baritone voice drawing her attention.
“We’re being hailed.”
“Put it down here, please,” Massena said and picked up a handset and motioned
for the Deguya and Tulle to do the same.
“This is Admiral Evelyn Silver aboard Hellhound, please hold your offensive fire
and fire only defensively,” a stressed female voice requested.
“This is Nike Actual, what is your situation, over,” Massena asked directly. The
Cylons had many tricks, and impersonating known Colonial officers had been one
of them. “If they so much as twitch, I’m going to send them to hell,” she told the
other two at the plotting table.
Deguya put a hand on her forearm. “May I talk to her?”
Massena nodded. “Yes.”
“Nike Actual, Silver. We thought Hellhound was dead when we found her
twenty years ago, but she suddenly reactivated a couple hours ago and we’ve been
fighting for control ever since. She lifted off and it nuked Holdout Base, and the
Centurions that were deactivated are being run via slave mode. If Hellhound fires
on you, it is not us! Please…go defensive only until we can secure the ship.”
“Do you believe her?” Massena asked Deguya.
“Yes, I do…” Deguya replied and keyed his handset. “This is Admiral Deguya…
we need to establish your identity…Evelyn, name two people who were at our last
meeting…”
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“Braden Milan and Sarai Canosa.
between us…” Silver replied.

There were others, but we’ll keep them

“She’s legit,” Deguya said confidently. “Admiral, what aid do you need?”
Silver laughed. “You wouldn’t happen to have a couple divisions of Marines
with you?”
“No, but I can send over two companies of our Marines…” Massena offered
Deguya and preferred allowing her mentor deal with Silver.
“We can offer two companies of Marines. Will that help?” Deguya offered.
“That would be perfect…” Silver began before the dradis pinged off half a dozen
additional items.
“Dradis contacts!” Fehr announced. “Six missiles, CBDR our location…they’re
nukes!”
“Defensive fire only…Push it to the escorts,” Massena said and then turned to
Deguya, “I hope you’re right, Admiral.”
“I hope I’m right, too, Laurel, I hope I’m right, too,” Deguya said and watched as
the missiles sped closer and were then intercepted by Nike’s escorts’ counterfire.
“Let’s recapture a baseship…” Massena said as she gave the order to prepare the
Marines for the operation.
*+*+*+*+*
Lake Kohrwood, Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon
“We need to get them back to the house,” Dane Lehr said as he knelt next to
President Richard Adar’s unconscious form. “For now, we can bury the dead and
mark the grave, but I think we need to get out of here as soon as possible.”
“We need to get some things from the Raptor, first,” Captain Norris Keegan said
and winced as he stood. “Even though we can’t risk transmitting, and even if we
could, we don’t have the range, we need the emergency secure coms that we
brought along. Bunty,” he turned to Captain Olympia Shaw, “what about the
survival gear?”
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“It should be fine; we have half a dozen M-22s, sidearms, food, shelter,
clothing…” Shaw replied and Keegan relaxed somewhat.
“Since we’re a
presidential transport, our electronic outfit was somewhat different than the
standard Fleet Raptor, and we had some extra room.”
“Good…good…” Keegan replied and looked up as a giant shadow passed
overhead. “Oh…frak…” he swore, to similar epithets from the others, as a massive
silver-grey arrowhead disappeared over the northern horizon.
“Ah…that isn’t Colonial, is it?” Kieran Lehr asked as everyone still stood
transfixed at what they’d seen.
Keegan looked at Shaw who shook her head. “No…I’ve seen pretty much
everything the Fleet has in inventory as the President made the rounds, and that…”
he pointed to the north, “isn’t one of ours.”
“Frak…I thought so,” Kieran said and picked up a shovel. “C’mon, Dietrich,
let’s get this done so we can get back home. I hope Mom and the girls made it
back…”
Dane put his hand on his son’s shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze. “Folks in
these parts are pretty level headed, regardless of the calamity, and your mom knows
what to do, so I wouldn’t be surprised to see them when we get home.”
“Good…” Kieran said.
“She’ll be fine…this is what it’s like, so get used to it,” Dane told him.
Keegan watched the interplay between father and son and pushed the grief he
felt that he and Nanette would never have kids and that he’d never have a chance
to offer fatherly advice to his son the way his father, and Dane, had done to theirs.
There would be a time to mourn, a time to grieve, perhaps tonight, perhaps next
week, but right now it was time for action. “Let’s get the Raptor unloaded and set a
watch…if that Cylon ship landed nearby it might have seen us as it passed
overhead.”
It took another three quarters of an hour to dig an adequate grave for the dead,
bury them, and retrieve the survival supplies from the Raptor. “We better get
moving…I’m getting a slight, a very slight, uptick on the radiation counter,” Shaw
said and wiped her forehead with a towel.
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*+*+*+*+*
“So, what now?” Shaw asked Keegan as they rode in the back of the pickup
truck as it took them to the Lehr compound.
Keegan studied the suppressed M-22 that rested across his knees. “That, Bunty,
is very good question,” he finally said. “We need to get the President medical
attention, or at least get a doctor to check him over, and then we need to figure out
what’s going on.”
“How bad was it before we left?” Shaw asked and Keegan slowly shook his
head.
“The Vice President was dead, killed in the first attack. Most of the Cabinet was
probably killed as they were all attending events today. When the President offered
an unconditional surrender, the Cylons nuked the relay station that transmitted it.
They’re not here for payback or conquest,” Keegan told her and met her gaze,
“they’re here to kill us. Or…kill enough of us that they can easily manage us for
whatever plans they might have.”
“I know what I’m going to do,” Shaw declared and stated the comment as both
a statement and a question.
“So do I; fight them until we can’t,” Keegan said and repeated the very words
that Commander Bachism had said to Adar less than two hours earlier.
Shaw nodded her agreement and looked up at the gathering clouds. “I was
supposed to be on leave this week…” she began wistfully. “I was supposed to take
my sister’s kids to the big open house at Caprica Station…”
“Bunty…” Keegan said and turned to face the pilot even as his arm slipped
around her shoulders and hugged her close. “We can’t…” he swallowed back his
own tears and pain, “we can’t think about that right now, no matter how much it
hurts.”
“I know,” Shaw sniffed and momentarily rested her head on Keegan’s shoulder.
This wasn’t a hug of passion, but more of two people sharing a grief-stricken
moment as they both realized what had been suddenly ripped from their lives and
destroyed without warning. “I guess I should be thankful that I’m alive…”
“Yes, we both should,” Keegan said and gently massaged her shoulder with his
hand. “But what’s more important than ever, now, is what we do with the gift
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we’ve been given.”
“Kill the Cylons,” Shaw replied flatly. “We find them, we kill them, we do it
over and over until we’re safe again.”
“That’s a plan I can get behind,” Keegan agreed and took a deep breath of the
pine scented fresh air. “If I didn’t know what was going on, this could almost be
peaceful.”
“Yeah…I know what you mean,” Shaw relaxed and closed her eyes. “Sometime
soon…tonight, tomorrow, maybe the next day, you and I are going to find a bottle
or two and say good-bye…”
“I think that’s a good idea…” Keegan told her and watched as the truck exited
the forest and drove onto a packed crushed gravel road that led to a large house.
“We’re here,” Dietrich said after he opened the sliding window between the cab
and bed. “And it looks like we have some guests, other than Mom and the girls.”
Keegan didn’t think, he reflexively pulled back the M-22’s charging handle and
peered through the small ejection port until he was satisfied that he saw the bolt
pulling a brass cased cartridge from the chamber. He allowed the bolt to go
forward into battery and looked around. A large SUV was parked next to a late
model sport sedan and three other cars; a pickup truck, a luxury sport wagon, and a
compact SUV, were parked behind them.
*+*+*+*+*
“I’ll go out first,” Marisel Lehr said and stepped to the door before pushing it
open and stepping out onto the porch. She felt the comforting presence of the
pistol riding at her hip as she walked out into the late afternoon sunlight. “Dane!”
she said loudly, “We have some friends that we met in town; they’re from the Grey
lodge a couple kilometers down the road.”
Years earlier, when Marisel and her husband had started out prepping, they had
agreed upon some simple code words that were part of everyday language. The
key, however, was how they were used. In this situation, given that the people in
the house were friendly and they knew them in passing, she called them ‘friends’,
to let Dane know that nothing was amiss. If she had used ‘guests’, then it would
have meant that something was wrong, and he should proceed with caution. It was
simple and unless someone know the code, they’d never know that more
information was being communicated than what was actually said.
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“Glad to be home,” Dane said and gave Marisel a quick hug and peck on the
cheek.
“We ran into Karl Grey, his wife, and some of their friends while we were in
town,” Marisel said as she went through the door Dane held open. “They told
me…” she turned to her husband, “they said the Cylons bombed the city…we can’t
get anything on the radio other than some static and an occasional voice…what’s
going on?”
“It’s happening, Mari,” Dane said and continued into the living room. “Karl,
good to see you,” he said and offered the muscular man his hand.
“Thanks, Dane, after what we’ve seen, it’s good to see a friendly face,” Karl Grey
replied. “You’ve met my wife, Emma, and my younger brother, Justin,” he nodded
at a pretty thirty-something woman and man who shared many of the same facial
features as Karl, but was a less muscular version. “When we realized something
was going down, our close circle of friends decided to head up here until we knew
what was going on.
“This is Beatrice Simmons, Justin’s neighbor, and that’s Joab and Teresa McClay.
Oh, and that little guy,” he pointed at a small black and tan dog on Marcy’s lap, “is
Jock,” he finished.
“Glad to meet you all, I’m Dane, and I have some people outside that…well…”
Dane said and paused, ”Would any of you know more than basic first aid?”
“I’m an ER nurse,” Beatrice said, “and will graduate as a Nurse Practitioner in a
couple months, Teresa is a radiologist, and Emma is a physiotherapist; we all met
working the same shift at the hospital.”
“Good! I have some patients for you,” Dane said. “Mari, can you prepare one
of the guest rooms? Karl, can you give me a hand bringing him in?”
“No problem,” Karl replied and stood.
*+*+*+*+*
Pallas Station, orbit of Pallas, Helios Beta, colonial battlestar Diana, BS-76
“That was almost too easy,” Colonel Basil Leatherman said after the incoming
Cylon missiles were destroyed moments before the four Raiders shared their fate.
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“You’re telling me,” Commander Silja Linna replied and studied the dradis
display. “I do know one thing, we are not going to Ragnar, that’s a death trap
waiting to happen.”
“Commander,” Communications Specialist Corrine Coppersmith said,
interrupting Linna’s thoughts. “I have Commissioner Green on Priority One; he’s
asking to talk to you.”
“Put him through, Corrine,” Linna said and picked up the handset. “This is
Commander Silja Linna, of Diana; how may I help you, Commissioner?” she asked
and stifled a chuckle at how ordinary the comment sounded.
“Commander, we need to evacuate Pallas in case the Cylons return, but it will
take us a couple hours to get everyone aboard ship; can you provide cover for us?”
Green said without preamble.
“Affirmative, Commissioner,” Linna told him. “We’ll do what we can to keep
the Cylons at bay. Do you have enough space to evacuate everyone?”
“It…it was something we planned for,” Green told Linna. “We have enough
space for everyone to get off world…the question, though, is where do we go?
Colonel Wainright told me that they’ve heard the Cylons are hitting all the
Colonies.”
“Your ships are all FTL capable?” Linna asked as a plan formed in her mind.
“Yes…this far out, it’s easier to make a jump than spend the travel time,” Green
offered.
“Good…we’re going to go to Saga, in the Thule system; if the Cylons are
focused on the Colonies, we should have some breathing room to figure out what
to do next if we go there,” Linna said and hoped that some of the weird rumors she
had heard about Thule were true. “Can you be ready in two hours?”
“We’ll be ready, Commander,” Green affirmed and sounded relieved, even over
the wireless. “Thank you…it’s comforting to have you here.”
“It’s why we’re here, Commissioner. Please have the individual ship captains
contact Diana’s traffic control so that we can integrate them and put together the
convoy.”
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When the details were finished, Linna looked at Leatherman, “Baz…this is real.”
“I know,” Leatherman said and Linna noticed that his left thumb was fidgeting
with the ring he wore on his ring finger. “I hope she’s ok, too.”
Leatherman slowly nodded. “They’re just school kids…what kind of monsters
go after children?”
Linna didn’t answer him because they both knew the answer; the Cylons had
never discriminated when it came to killing humans – anyone, regardless of age,
sex, or health, was considered fair game.
*+*+*+*+*
Gnosis Anchorage, Ouranos Asteroid Belt, Helios Beta, battlestar Atropos, BS-35
“COB, how is the evacuation coming along?” Commander Devan Lubeck asked
Master Chief Petty Officer Grier Barham, the battlestar’s Chief of the Boat, or COB.
“It’s like herding frightened kittens, Boss,” Barham replied. “But we’re getting
there. I’m working with Major Blackwell’s Marines to sweep the station for
stragglers and I guesstimate that we should be done within half an hour or so.” He
paused for a moment, “We were lucky, Devon,” the old Chief said, “if those liners
and Taiga hadn’t been here, we’d have had trouble finding places for everyone. As
it is, we’re going to be tight, but we’ll manage.”
“Do what you think you have to do, Grier,” Lubeck replied, using his old friend’s
first name to emphasize the trust he placed on his shoulders. “How about
supplies?”
“Another ten or fifteen minutes and we’ll have everything but the heavy
thunder,” Barham explained. “Right now, we have the tubes loaded…but to fill the
autoloaders and magazines…at least another hour, probably two.”
“Do your best…Once we get the civilians aboard…” Lubeck hesitated because
what he would say would lay out the cards to someone like Chief Barham. “Talk to
Taiga and see if you can lend a hand stripping Gnosis’ consumables stores. When
we leave I want to make sure we have as much as we can take.”
There was silence for several seconds before Barham replied, “We might be
leaving…”
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“Yeah…so…if you need to pull some crew or cadets, do what needs to be
done,” Lubeck confirmed.
“Got it…” Barham replied but was cut off by Lieutenant Harry Richardson’s
announcement.
“Dradis contact! CBDR…Range 900 kilometers!” Richardson exclaimed and
drew Lubeck’s attention. “Transponder…it’s Aeternus Imperium! One of ours!”
Lubeck felt his pulse race at the name. It was one thing shepherding several
civilian ships and coordinating two other warships, arranging an evacuation, and
then jumping to what he hoped was a safe location to figure out what to do next,
but having Aeternus Imperium jump here instead of the rally point wasn’t
something he expected. But, on the other hand, he reasoned, its passenger would
be a soothing presence for the thousands of scared and confused civilians and the
battlestar sized Imperial yacht had the best communications suite short of Eirene,
and that would give them a better idea of what was happening throughout the
Colonial Sphere.
“Gotta go, Grier…Magnum just arrived,” Lubeck said into the handset even as
he heard Communications Specialist Bruce “Buck” Babbage announce that they
were being hailed. “On speaker, please,” he told Babbage.
“Atropos, Aeternus Imperium Actual, how may we be of assistance?” an older
male voice asked.
A collective cheer went through the CIC as the words came through the
speakers. Lubeck looked around and saw cadets and Fleet personnel working side
by side and focusing on the task, the mission, at hand. After today, any innocence
of youth these young men and women might have had would be wiped away in a
maelstrom of nuclear fire. “Aeternus Imperium Actual, Atropos Actual, at the
moment you can assist us by giving us an idea what’s going on…what’s really going
on…and…do you have our missing chicks?”
“Atropos Actual, Commander Anson Rowley,” Rowley said, and Lubeck could
almost hear the smile in his voice, “we have your chicks…they’re with Magnum,”
his voice then turned serious, “things are collapsing everywhere and no quarter is
being offered or given. Eirene has activated the Case Orange protocols and we
have reports that Admiral Nagala went down with Atlantia over Virgon.”
As happy as the CIC was a moment earlier, Rowley’s words sobered them and
underscored how bad things were going for the Colonials.
“Thank you,

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2149
Commander, for the good news and the bad,” Lubeck said and forced himself to
focus not on what was lost but what must be saved. “Are you in need of
replenishment?”
“We did expend some ordnance, but nothing to worry about at this point,”
Rowley answered. “The escort you sent kept the Cylons off our back and did
Atropos proud.”
“I knew they would,” Lubeck replied. “We will be casting off within the hour
and then jumping to a rally point. Will you be joining us?”
“Affirmative,” Rowley told him.
going to call Plan B.”

“At that point we can determine what we’re

Lubeck chuckled in spite of the situation. “Copy that, Commander.”
*+*+*+*+*
It was only a short jaunt between Aeternus Imperium and Atropos, but it felt like
forever to Ensign Penn Chambers. When he had left several hours earlier, he led a
flight of four Vipers and one Raptor. He knew each person in the other four
cockpits, had gone to school with them, had laughed and cried with them, had
studied with them, and now, on his first mission, he would have to writer a letter to
the parents of one of his friends telling them that despite their training, teamwork,
and technology, that their son, Cadet Lieutenant Norman Thomas Cirrus, had been
killed in the line of duty.
The Empress had cried with them on Aeternus Imperium’s flight deck as they
mourned Cirrus’ death, and it was her counsel and words of wisdom that were
getting him through the grief and personal sense of failure. Chambers watched
Atropos grow in the Viper’s canopy and realized that he would have to face
everyone else once they landed. “I’m only eighteen,” he whispered to himself.
“Hell, I’ve only had a girlfriend for a couple months…can I really do this?”
“Yes, you can,” Ensign Anat Giliad’s voice spoke to him through his helmet’s
speakers and he looked at the wireless controls in fear. Thankfully they were set on
the discrete channel that he shared only with Anat, his wingman.
“How can you be so sure, Anat?” Chambers asked and banked the Viper
according to the commands Flight Control gave him.
“Because I believe in you, Penn…and not because I love you, but because you
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are one of the strongest, most honorable people I’ve ever known,” Giliad replied
warmly. “Cloud was our friend, too, and we all knew the risks when we put on the
uniform…”
“I know that here,” Chambers tapped on the side of his helmet, “But I’m having
trouble accepting that here,” he tapped the area on his flight suit above his heart.
“I…he was my responsibility.”
“Penn…I love you more than life,” Giliad said after a moment’s hesitation. “So
what I have to say comes from my heart, from my love, and I need you to take it
that way…ok?”
“Ok,” Chambers replied and spared a glance at Gnosis Anchorage, the place
that had been his home for the past two years and once again felt a sense of loss.
“Ok…Penn, Cloud was the first…but if you expect to continue wearing that
uniform, he won’t be the last. We are in a war,” Giliad said and he could feel the
emotion that wrapped her words that lessened their sting. “We are at war and will
live each day to its fullest; living, loving, fighting, and frakking, but we will live.
We will go on. And when this is over and we’re together in peace, we will
remember those who didn’t make it…and those who did.”
Chambers was silent for several very long seconds and finally he sighed.
“You’re right, Anat. About everything. I want to say I can do this on my own…
but…”
“We’re a team, Penn…you lean on me, I’ll lean on you…” Giliad replied.
“We’re going to get through this…no matter what.”
“You’re that confident, eh?” Chambers asked and then smiled; his mind had
finally reconciled the messages from his heart and his head, and despite the pain
and the grief, he…no, they were going to get though this disaster. “I think I figured
out what your callsign will be,” he added and smirked.
“Oh?” Giliad asked and Chambers could hear the expectation in her voice.
“Yeah…Foulmouth. Did you hear yourself swearing when that Cylon jumped
away?” Chambers asked.
“Um…yeah…about that…not a word to my parents, ok?” Giliad begged
sheepishly. “I got a little caught up in the moment.”
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His spirits lifted, Chambers followed Giliad as they crossed the outer markers
and landed on Atropos’ portside flight deck.
Three minutes later, Chambers had popped the Viper’s canopy and waited as his
fighter was towed into the hangar bay and spotted in its revetment. He pulled off
his helmet and rested it on the cockpit sill before hoisting himself up and onto his
feet. A large gathering of pilots and deck crew had clustered around the three
Vipers and Raptor and he spotted Major Ted Collins standing several rows back.
There were few people who he looked to for validation, for their approval, and
Collins was one. The Major was smiling and the look on his face was one of
approval. A weight he hadn’t realized was on his shoulders suddenly lifted.
“Welcome back!” his crew chief said as Chambers stepped onto the deck. “I
have your log, sir…I understand you splashed one today.”
“Thank you, Chief…I did,” Chambers said shook the man’s hand.
performed flawlessly.”

“She

“Fantastic,” the Chief said and ran his fingers around the inside of the portside
cannon’s muzzle brake. “Sir, there’s one thing yet…” he said and stepped up to
Chambers and gently used the two fingers to apply some of the carbon soot under
each of his eyes. “Now…that’s the first time a pilot from Atropos has ever been
‘blackened’.
Bravo Zulu, Sir!” he said and rendered a sharp salute which
Chambers quickly returned.
Through the crowd, Chambers saw Captain Staley stop in front of one of the
Vipers and pinch the bridge of his nose. The crowd had slowly thinned and
retuned to work, and as he saw Major Collins approaching him, he saw Cadet
Lieutenant Hadley Malebranche slowly walk up to Staley and stop in front of him.
Staley hesitated a moment before he took her in his arms and held her tight.
Hmm, Chambers thought, that has to be the secret she was hinting at.
“Congratulations, Penn,” Major Collins said and brought Chambers’ attention
back to the present.
“Thank you, sir, though I wish I could have brought everyone home,” Chambers
told him.
“I know, son, I know…” Collins said and put his arm around Chambers’
shoulders. In the short time that he’d known Major Collins, the older man had
become very much a father figure to him, and he was part of a very short list of
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people he never wanted to disappoint. “I won’t blow smoke and say I know how
you feel, because I can’t and won’t. I’ve lost people during training missions, but
I’ve never lost someone to enemy fire. Until today. We both lost Raincloud…
You…and me,” he paused and took a breath, “You aren’t alone in this…ok?”
“Ok…I think we’re all growing up faster and more than we expected today,”
Chambers told him. “Anat and Magnum helped me get my head on straight…”
Collins looked around and raised his eyebrows when he saw Staley and
Malebranche. “Women tend to ground us…show us where our priorities should
be.”
“They do, sir…they do,” Chambers said as he watched Giliad and a younger
version of her walk around the Viper.
“I’ll let you be…” Collins said and turned to level before he stopped and turned
back. “I almost forgot…” he added and handed Chambers a bottle of champagne
and ran his hand across a newly painted symbol under Chambers’ name on the
Viper. “This looks good.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Illustrious, BS-275
“Dradis contacts!” Lieutenant Heather Blaine announced.
baseships have just jumped in, range 70,000 from Thule Station.”

“Two Cylon

“Captain Baer,” Commander Declan Kincaid said and looked up at the dradis
display above the plotting table, “please coordinate with Thule Station so that we
don’t get into each other’s zones of fire. Olivia,” he looked over at Illustrious’ XO,
Colonel Olivia Vendee, “please coordinate with Thor for the deployment of our
escorts.”
Kincaid heard the acknowledgements of his orders and narrowed his eyes at the
dradis. “Heather…is the display updating properly? It doesn’t look like the Cylons
have moved since they arrived.”
“The feed is accurate, Commander…they haven’t moved,” Blaine replied and
continued to look at the display.
“Heather, please plot a jump that will take us to within ten kilometers of
baseship Alpha,” Kincaid quickly said. “Please coordinate with our escorts for
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them to arrive within ten kilometers of Beta.”
“What are you planning, Deck?” Vendee asked and leaned across the plotting
table.
“I’m carpe-ing the frakking diem,” Kincaid chuckled. “Look…there has got to
be a reason why those baseships haven’t moved or launched; they’re just sitting
there like they’re…I dunno, unconscious or something. If we can get there before
they launch, we can end them before they become a threat.”
Vendee looked up at the dradis and nodded. “This is damned odd, Deck…”
“Jump plotted, Commander,” Blaine said a minute later. “We can jump on your
order.”
“Thank you, Heather,” Kincaid told the young officer. “Set Jump Conditions
throughout the ship and prepare to jump the ship, Lieutenant.”
“Copy, set Jump Conditions throughout the ship and prepare to jump the ship,
aye,” Blaine replied and made the announcement over the 1MC.
“Graeme, when we jump, just start firing, don’t wait for me to give the order,
ok?” Kincaid told the weapons officer.
“Copy that, sir! We’ll go in guns a’blazing!” Baer replied eagerly.
“Attention, this is the Commander,” Kincaid said a moment later over the 1MC.
“We will be jumping in a few moments and engaging an enemy that we have been
preparing to face for forty years. We know what they’re doing to our homes and
loved ones, but we need to hold that emotion in check and focus on the here and
now. We need to shoot as fast as we can and still be accurate and make each
round count. Together we will send these chrome plated bastards back to the hell
they just crawled out of. In the absence of direction, all batteries are to engage
hostile forces as they bear.
“Now let’s give them hell and make them fear the name Illustrious!
“Kincaid out!”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Cylon baseship Flaming Ember
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The jump had been perfect, Silvanus thought, yet there were warning alerts
going off throughout the command deck. “What is wrong?” he demanded and
scowled.
“The hybrid is off-line and appears to be suffering some sort of shock,” Howard,
a Five, replied from where he knelt next to the semi-recessed pool that held the
ship’s hybrid.
“Well, get the damned thing back on-line!” Silvanus demanded and dipped his
hand into the water table’s data stream. “We don’t seem to be alone in having a
hybrid that’s gone out of warranty,” he snarked. “Combustion is reporting similar
issues.” He put his other hand into the water and sent a command to the ship’s
Raiders. “What? They refused?” he growled. “Clive, go down and find out why
the Raiders are refusing to launch.”
Clive, also a Five and dressed identically to Howard, except in a lighter shade of
brown which Silvanus thought looked like cream of baby poop, shook his head.
“They aren’t launching because they’re scared.”
Silvanus rolled his eyes. Sometimes being the only One on a ship of Fives was
his own personal hell. Who was he kidding, it was *always* his own personal hell.
“And just why are they scared? They’re too stupid to be scared!”
“Because they’ve lost contact with the Hub,” Clive replied and said one of the
few things that would cause Silvanus to bite back an acidic barb.
Silvanus closed his eyes and concentrated on the signal that every Cylon felt
from the moment they were formed…and realized it was gone. No, he thought and
squeezed his eyes shut tighter and splayed his fingers in the water table, no, it was
gone.
“Frak…” Silvanus said right before the first volley of 2m kinetic penetrators
slammed into the baseship.
*+*+*+*+*
Asteroid ACH-3541-LIB, Acheron Asteroid Belt, Helios Gamma, Colonial
battlestar Nike, BS-91
“The situation is not tenable,” Admiral Griffith Deguya said into the handset he
held to his head. “Admiral, you’re going to have to evacuate Hellhound.”
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“Damn it, if we had more people we could secure the ship…” Admiral Evelyn
Silver argued defiantly. “Do you know what kind of resource this is…what we
might be able to do with it?”
Deguya looked across the plotting table to where Commander Laureline
Massena stood and waited for a reaction. They were her Marines that were being
sacrificed to save the Fleet Intelligence asset, and until there wasn’t any other
option, he wasn’t going to tell her how to manage her people.
Massena looked down at the tablet that was on the plotting table and then back
to Deguya, “We’re taking too many casualties, Admiral,” she told Deguya. “I don’t
want to give up, but I have to think about what we can gain for our losses,
especially since what we have is what we’re likely to have for the near future.”
“I concur,” Colonel Noelle Tulle said. “I say we pull our people off the thing
and then end it.”
“Admiral Silver,” Deguya said and depressed the microphone button. “Prepare
to evacuate Hellhound and stand-by to be received aboard Nike.” He paused, then
added less formally, “Evelyn, this isn’t the only asset to do whatever it is you’ve
been doing out here. Grab your backups and whatever else you can carry, and
then we need to get out of here. That thing has been transmitting a carrier wave
since we found you and it’s bound to attract more Cylons than we can handle…
especially if it knows that it has a high value target aboard.”
“Damn it all to hell,” Silver swore and Deguya winced and the vehemence in
the words. “Ok…ok…I’m giving the order to fall back to the hangar bays; we
should be able to leave within ten minutes.”
“Good,” Deguya told her.
there’s a lot more to come.”

“This is only the first battle, Evelyn, not the war,

“Copy. Silver, out,” Silver said and the line went dead.
“That went…well…” Deguya shook his head. Silver was difficult to deal with at
best, temperamental and impossible at worst, and this was somewhere in the
middle. “Laurel, once we are certain all our people are off Hellhound, you are
weapons free to destroy it.”
“My pleasure, Admiral,” Massena said and flexed her fingers.
down hard.”
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“Good…” Deguya said and studied a telex that one of the communications
ratings handed him. “I knew it would be bad…but this is overwhelming,” he finally
said and rubbed his temples. “When we’re finished here, I want you to jump us to
Saga, in Thule system.”
“We’re running?” Massena asked and narrowed her eyes at her mentor.
“No, Laurel, we’re not running, we’re regrouping. Sometimes you have to cede
the battlefield so that you can change the rules of the game and begin making your
opponent play the game by your rules and schedule, not his,” Deguya explained
and felt the weight of years settle on his shoulders. Nagala was dead, Adama
called the fleet to Ragnar which would be nothing but a trap, the Cylon’s back door
attack was proving to be deadly effective, and all he had now was hope. Hope that
they had enough capital resources to hold and defend Thule, and if not…that they
could slip away and disappear into the deep black.
“I understand,” Massena replied and then seemed to fidget for a moment.
“Before we jump to Saga, could we jump to Armistice Station?”
“We could…” Deguya cautiously stated, “but why?”
“Galactica, Gath’s, was ordered there to investigate the loss of contact with the
shuttle, and since then we haven’t heard anything about her…” Massena explained
and Deguya knew there was more she wasn’t saying.
“Given what’s been happening, she might be disabled, so I think that might be a
prudent move,” Deguya told her and noticed the look that Tulle gave his protégé.
“Thank you, sir,” Massena said and turned away to talk to Captain Ahmed Fehr
at the navigation station.
“Her ex is Galactica’s XO,” Tulle whispered a moment later, just loud enough for
Deguya to hear. “She hates him for what he did to her, but deep down, she still
cares about him.”
“There is a fine line between love and hate,” Deguya mused. “Maybe she isn’t
so certain which side she’s really on.”
Tulle didn’t reply, but nodded her agreement.
*+*+*+*+*
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“Commander?” Communications Specialist Evan Walton said and broke into
Commander Laureline Massena’s train of thought.
“Yes, Evan?” Massena replied.
“Captain Sotheby reports that the last Raptor from Hellhound has landed and
Admiral Silver confirms that the ship has been evacuated,” Walton reported.
“Thank you, Evan. Please send my regards to Captain Sotheby for his report and
ask him to escort Admiral Silver to the CIC; Admiral Deguya would like to speak
with her,” Massena told the communications specialist and then turned to Captain
Artemis McCoy. “Mr. McCoy, you may fire at will; kill that abomination.”
McCoy grinned and nodded, “Aye, Commander; fire at will and kill the
abomination,” she repeated. “All batteries, fire at will,” she said into her headset.
Nike’s bow suddenly erupted with clouds of golden plasma as all her bow guns,
primary batteries, and main batteries that could bear on Hellhound suddenly fired.
Each round trailed a golden remnant of the plasma squib that preceded its firing as
it sped the distance between the battlestar and baseship. There had been more
than enough time for Nike’s gunners to compute their firing solutions, to recheck
and refine them, and then to do it again and again until with the first volley, all
rounds found their target.
The two-meter penetrators from the bow guns found their target first and
slammed through Hellhound’s upper disk and continued through the core of the
massive mobile siege platform. The two-meter penetrators from Nike’s primary
batteries found their target and followed similar paths as the bow guns’ rounds
traveled. When the main batteries began to connect, Hellhound was already
venting atmosphere and starting to descend toward the surface of the asteroid.
The second volley began arriving less than five seconds after the first rounds hit,
and by the third volley Hellhound’s upper disk had been shattered and the baseship
was beginning to tumble. “Two more volleys, just to make sure,” Massena ordered
and watched as the baseship suddenly ceased to be a single entity as her reactors
went critical.
“Hellhound is splashed!
dradis station.

Repeat, Hellhound is splashed!” Fehr said from the

Massena grinned and picked up the handset and switched it to the 1MC.
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“Attention Nike; splash one baseship! Well done! That is all!”
“We lost so much today,” Silver said from where she stood just inside the hatch
to the CIC. “So much potential…”
“Yes, we did, Admiral,” Massena said sharply and turned on the Spider Queen.
“By conservative estimates, we’ve lost the potential of more than twenty billion
Colonial citizens. That’s the potential we lost…not some relic of bygone horrors…”
“Commander! You’re out of line!” Silver barked.
“Admiral,” Massena growled. “You are a guest aboard Nike and while you are
an admiral, you are not an unrestricted line officer and have no authority here. I
allowed you in my CIC out of respect to Admiral Deguya’s request. Now excuse
me, I have a jump to manage,” she said and turned back to the plotting table.
In the background, Massena heard Deguya cautioning Silver to watch what she
said because it was her actions that caused more than a handful of Nike’s Marines
to wind up wounded or killed. “Mr. Fehr, please prepare to jump the ship and push
the plot out to our escorts. Next stop, Armistice Station.”
“Copy, Commander, prepare the ship for jump and push the plot to the escorts,”
Fehr replied and ordered the ship to set Jump Conditions.
The jump prep seemed to take longer than it had before and Massena fidgeted at
the plotting table. “Relax, Laurel,” Tulle cautioned her. “This is just a jump…”
“I know…I know…” Massena agreed and told her friend. “We just had so much
history…”
Now it was Tulle’s turn to agree. “I know, Laurel. Perhaps you don’t hate him as
much as you thought you did?”
“Maybe,” Massena sighed. “Maybe. I just need to know…”
“We’ll find out in a few moments,” Tulle said.
command.”

“We can jump on your

“Thanks, Noelle…I’m glad you’re with me for this ride,” Massena told her old
friend.
Tulle smirked. “Someone’s got to keep you out of trouble.”
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Massena laughed, an odd sound given what had been happening over the past
few hours. “Mr. Fehr, start the clock and jump the ship!”
“Start the clock and jump the ship, aye,” Fehr replied. “Prepare for jump! We
will jump in five…four…three…two…one…jump!”
In a flash of silver light that felt like an infinite instant, Nike disappeared from
where she was and appeared two hundred kilometers from Armistice Station’s
plotted location. A moment later, three more ships arrived, and together, all four
were in perfect formation.
“Jump completed!” Fehr announced.
“All ships reporting in; we are in
formation two hundred kilometers from Armistice Station.”
“Launch the CAP…we don’t know what’s out here,” Massena said and watched
the dradis display.
“We have contacts,” Fehr said and sounded confused. “I’m not sure what I’m
seeing, Commander. There’s a lot of wreckage over there…”
Massena felt her grip tighten on the plotting table. “Keep at it, Ahmed…see if
we can get any transponders or beacons.”
“No beacons…that’s odd…given the amount of wreckage,” Fehr said several
moments later. “Based on the volume of wreckage and the albedo return, I’d say
that we’re looking at what’s left of four baseships and at least one smaller Colonial
ship.”
“Take us closer,” Massena ordered.
see…”

“Weapons Tight…let’s see what we can

They were fifty kilometers away when Fehr spoke, “I’m getting some more
returns…they’re hidden in the wreckage field. Two are Gladius class gunstars, one
is a Hephaestus class repairstar, and the last…sir, it’s Galactica.”
*+*+*+*+*
Near Armistice Station, Colonial battlestar Galactica, BS-1075
Commander Rupert Gath smiled with relief as the wireless crackled to life.
“Galactica, this is Nike, please reply with your status.”
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Gath picked up the handset, “Nike, Galactica Actual, we’re banged up a bit, but
in one piece. I guess you know by now that the Cylons have returned?”
“Galactica Actual, Nike Actual,” Commander Laureline Massena replied, “We
can work with banged up, Commander. Yes…the Cylons have launched a broad
offensive and either have or are in the process of hitting the homeworlds. Can you
navigate?”
“Our FTL is offline, but we expect it to be repaired within the hour. Misericorde
and Seax are damaged, but navigable,” Gath explained. “We were fortunate that
Surtur was dispatched to find out what happened, too, because she’s been a
godsend helping us get the FTL back online.”
“We stand ready to render whatever assistance you might need,” Massena said.
“Hold one, Admiral Deguya wants to talk to you.”
“Commander Gath, this is Admiral Deguya,” Deguya’s voice said over the
wireless. “The current situation is grim but we have a plan for the near future,” he
began and quickly sketched an overview of what would happen.
Gath wasn’t thrilled with the thought of leaving the Colonies and said so,
“Admiral, we need to stay and fight…if we can rally the Fleet then…”
“Commander,” Deguya said patiently, “the Fleet is shattered. We must fall back
to a rally point to marshal our forces and plan how we will return to the Colonies.
If we remain, we will be destroyed; as good as we are, they have an unbearable
weight of numbers at the present.”
“Ok…ok…” Gath finally conceded and finally allowed himself to believe that
things really were as bad as the reports suggested. “What has survived?”
“I don’t know,” Deguya confessed, the Admiral’s tone and words chilling Gath
more than the realization that the Cylons were running wild throughout the
Colonies.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Canceron, Colonial battlestar Alecto, BS-30
“That’s it,” Admiral Cyrus Vought said and hung his head. “We haven’t seen a
civilian ship leave the surface in more than fifteen minutes and we’re taking a
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beating, it’s time to go.”
Commander Gabrielle Hayes wiped away the tears that had started forming in
her eyes. She had grown up on Canceron and even though she hadn’t been born
there, she considered it home. Despite everything that Alecto and Admiral Gaitlin’s
force had done over the past couple hours, hit and run raids and set-piece battles,
the Cylon numbers were simply overwhelming.
They counted more than a hundred ships that managed to break orbit, and for
those they had paid a tremendous price. Almost half of Alecto’s airwing was gone,
her magazines were at a critical level, and the large force that Admiral Gaitlin had
arrived with had seen it’s combat units whittled down to the battlestars Concordat,
Huntress, Pazuzu, and Traveller, the gunstars Rifleman, Saracen, Ino, and the brave
Reiter and Sipahi. So many people had died so that a handful could flee to safety, if
there was anything like that left to find.
“More Cylon baseships have jumped into orbit,” Captain Hailey Hahn
announced. “Five…eight…twelve in this last batch.”
“Commander,” Vought said wearily, “Please send the word that it’s time to fall
back to the rally point.”
“Give the order to fall back to the rally point, aye,” Hayes found herself
repeating mechanically. “Rin, please send to all Colonial ships, execute Plan
Blue.”
Communications Specialist Rin Kinaki’s dark eyes met Hayes and the
commander nodded. “Aye, send to all ships, execute Plan Blue,” she finally said
and quickly send the message.
“Mr. Hahn, please prepare the ship for jump…we will wait until all other units
have jumped before we cede the battlefield,” Hayes told the navigator.
“The survivors are jumping away,” Hahn said a moment later. “Concordat is the
only one remaining.”
A thin smile touched Vought’s strained face. “Miss Kinaki, please connect me
with Admiral Gaitlin on Concordat.”
“I have the Admiral for you, sir,” Kinaki said a moment later.
“Thank you,” Vought said and picked up the handset. “It’s time to leave, Joe…”
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“I know…” Admiral Josephus Gaitlin’s voice replied and to Hayes’ ear, he
sounded as bad as Vought looked. “Someone over here told me that we have to go
on, we have to continue living, or everything we just did will be for naught.”
“That’s a pretty perceptive person,” Vought replied.
“Yes…and special, too,” Gaitlin said. “We will jump on your mark, Admiral.”
“Commander?” Vought asked.
“Mr. Hahn, please jump the ship,” Hayes ordered.
“Aye, jump the ship…” Hahn confirmed her reply.
four…three…two…one…Jump!”

“We will jump in five…

And with a pair of silver flashes, Alecto and Concordat left the Colonies.
*+*+*+*+*
Pallas Station, orbit of Pallas, Helios Beta, colonial battlestar Diana, BS-76
“There’s one transport that hasn’t lifted yet, Commander,” Communications
Specialist Corrine Coppersmith told Commander Silja Linna. “They say they should
have the lifters fixed within five minutes.”
“Frak us…” Commander Silja Linna swore just loud enough so that the other
person standing at the plotting table could hear her. “I know it probably seemed
like a good idea at the time to prevent civilian ships from doing a low altitude or
surface FTL jump, but right now…”
“Yeah…” Colonel Basil Leatherman agreed. “Drow, Beholder, and Goblin have
been deployed, and with Diana supporting them we should be able to buy enough
time for them to lift off.”
“What’s the range?” Linna asked Captain Pavel Mittrich, Diana’s navigator.
“They’re closing slowly, CBDR to Pallas, range is five hundred kilometers to
baseship Alpha, five hundred ten kilometers to baseship Bravo, and five hundred
seven kilometers to baseship Charlie,” Mittrich replied.
“Here’s what we’re going to do…” Linna said after a moment’s calculation and
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explained her plan.
“I’ll need command override to do that,” Captain Blair Lyman, Diana’s weapon’s
officer explained after hearing the plan.
“Baz?” Linna asked.
“Do it,” Leatehrman told the weapons officer.
Linna watched as Lyman issued fire missions to Diana’s gun crews and to those
of her escorts. It would be a long shot, but now was time to roll the dice and try
and thin down the Cylon’s numerical advantage before it got close enough to be a
factor.
“We’re ready, Commander,” Lyman said less than thirty seconds later.
Linna took a last look at the dradis and saw the Cylons were still moving closer
to Pallas and knew what the mouse felt like when the hawk circled overhead. Well,
these hawks were going to learn that these mice had teeth. “Fire.”
The Colonial Fleet fielded several types of kinetic rounds for both the standard
1-meter guns and the ever more common 2-meter guns. Some had reduced
terminal mass for a secondary solid rocket booster, some had guidance packages,
and some were designed for surprise planetary bombardment and sacrificed mass
for an anechoic coating that made them virtually invisible to a common search
dradis. These non-standard rounds were carried in limited quantities and not every
ship carried all, or even any, of the rounds. But Tier-1 battlestar groups, even if
their Commander was on an Admiral’s shit list, always had the good toys.
Fifty seconds after Linna gave the order to fire, Diana’s first volley – all fired at
the same velocity, and without the tell-tale golden plasma squibs that announced
their launch, connected with the lead baseship. A second later, Drow’s and
Beholder’s first volleys connected with the third baseship in the formation, Charlie,
while Goblin’s first volley showed signs of connecting with Bravo. “We have hits!”
Lyman announced and a cheer went up through the CIC. “Second volley appears
to be connecting as well…Bravo is trying to maneuver…I’m not sure if our followup volleys connected, though there does appear to be some debris around Bravo.”
“Now we’ve pissed them off…” Leatherman said as the dradis began pinging off
dozens of new returns as the baseships launched Raiders.
“Commander, I’m putting something on screen four…” Mittrich said and Linna
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looked over to one of the large situation monitors.
The display was an enhanced synthetic vison view of one of the new style Cylon
baseships that appeared to be engulfed in a yellow-gold plasma given off from
numerous ruptures in her arms and core. “Here it comes…” Mittrich said a
moment before the baseship flared and exploded.
“My gods…” Leatherman said reverently, “that is so beautiful…”
“Damned right it is, Baz!” Linna triumphantly told him. “The bastard took out
three quarters of the Raiders they just launched!”
“Charlie looks to be seriously damaged and is turning away, while Bravo tries to
move to screen it somewhat,” Mittrich explained as Linna studied the plot.
“This is…unusual,” Linna said as the cheering calmed down. “Baz, have you
ever heard of the Cylons doing such a maneuver?”
“I’m sure they must have done it back during the Uprising, but I can’t remember
it ever really being discussed,” Leatherman replied thoughtfully. “Why?”
“Because…” Linna grinned before adopting an exaggerated Canceron accent,
“we’re goin’ huntin’!” Leatherman’s look caused her to laugh. “Mr. Mittrich,
please prepare two jumps; one to within ten kilometers of Charlie, and then one
from there to Saga.”
“Ah…copy,” Mittrich replied and repeated the order.
“Are you doing what I think you are?” Leatherman asked.
Linna nodded. “Something over on that baseship is more equal than the others,
and I want to kill it.”
“Commander? Captain Thorndyke reports the lifters are repaired and the ship
will be jumping in thirty seconds,” Coppersmith announced hopefully.
“Good…Corrine, let the escorts know that as soon as Symphony of Light jumps,
that they’re to jump to Saga, too. We’ll be less than a minute behind them,” Linna
replied and turned back to the plot.
“Jumps plotted,” Mittrich said cautiously. “We can jump on your order. It will
take about thirty to forty seconds to cycle the drive and do the second jump.”
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“Blair, as soon as we recover from the jump, I want you to unload everything we
have on whatever it can shoot at,” Linna instructed. “Our primary target is Charlie,
but I’m not going to send you to bed without dinner if we slag Bravo, too.”
“Copy that, Commander,” Lyman eagerly replied. “I have ‘steelheads’ loaded in
the tubes since you didn’t issue a nuclear release.”
“Good planning…” Linna said and watched as the civilian ship jumped,
followed a moment later by Diana’s three escorts. “Mr. Mittrich, you may jump the
ship!”
Ten seconds after Diana’s escorts jumped in three flashes of silvery light, the
massive battlestar jumped as well. Instead of appearing near Saga, in the Thule
system, Diana transited back into normal space ten kilometers from the damaged
Cylon baseship designated Charlie, and fifteen kilometers from the baseship
designed Bravo.
Several seconds after arriving, Diana began firing. Unlike her long-range volleys
that were purely kinetic, this time her dorsal mounted heavy antiship missiles were
brought into the mix as well. Each of her six missile clusters contained eight of the
large, long range antiship missiles and within a handful of seconds forty-eight
missiles were bridging the short, fifteen-kilometer gap to Bravo.
The missiles were still accelerating when thirty-seven managed to evade Bravo’s
defenses and find their target. ‘Steelhead’ was a term used within the Colonial
Fleet for missiles that traded payload for armor, and while the thirty-seven
Steelheads that hit Bravo only carried the payload of half their number, the damage
they did by their near simultaneous strike was like a plaster garden gnome being hit
by a shotgun.
The long, elegant tines that formed Bravo’s upper and lower halves were
savaged by the internal detonations as the missiles punched deep into the thinskinned ship before activating their payloads. When the volley was over, Bravo was
a hulk out of control and being shattered by numerous sympathetic internal
explosions.
Charlie, unlike Bravo, received Diana’s kinetic wrath directly and if Bravo was a
plaster garden gnome hit by a shotgun blast, Charlie was a garden gnome that was
hit by a rotary machinegun. Fifteen seconds after the first volley hit Charlie, Diana
was forced to suspend her attack because the targeting dradis couldn’t find a piece
of the ship large enough to target.
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Thirty-eight seconds after she arrived, Diana left the field of battle and two
shattered and still dying baseships behind and jumped for Saga.
*+*+*+*+*
Starlight Rally Point 2000-03-Beta-5, yacht Ad Astra
“That is impressive, given everything that’s happened,” His Grace, Charles
Chase, the Duke of Westfield said as he gazed though the golden tinted floor to
ceiling viewport. Cruising along with Ad Astra were more than five dozen ships of
various sizes and registries. Over the past several hours, as smaller, short duration
craft arrived, such as the ubiquitous Eagles, Raptors, Shuttles, and other similar
designs, they had been directed to a liner or platform until the ersatz fleet made
their final jump and arrived at their ultimate destination.
“It is,” Captain Sana Chastain said and put her hand on his right shoulder. “And
it happened because you had the foresight to make it happen.”
Charles saw his reflection offer a sad smile at Chastain’s words. “It wasn’t just
me, Sana,” he finally said.
“No, it wasn’t…but if it wasn’t for you and Lady Iona promoting the ideas to the
other companies, there would be a lot less out there, and consequently, a lot fewer
survivors, than there are,” Chastain countered and rested her head on his shoulder.
“This is one time I wish I had been wrong,” Charles said as another figure
resolved in the window’s reflection. Where Chastain wore the standard duty Fleet
uniform, the other figure wore the uniform of the Duke’s Household Guard. He
held his left arm out and the trim woman slid underneath and allowed herself to be
pulled next to him. “I feel like I should be damned,” he finally confessed and
bared what was really bothering him. “Because I feel alive.”
Charles felt the newcomer slide her right arm around his waist. “No, Charles,
please don’t feel that way. You shouldn’t feel like you should be damned, you
should be celebrated. There are about a hundred thousand people over there, or
more, that are probably alive because of what you did. You, the man who saved
me when I wanted to die; you saved them, Charles. You are a hero, even if you
don’t want to wear the title.”
He turned and kissed Alessa on the forehead. Charles was still trying to come to
grips with having a fiancé and a lover, with both women quite fine with the
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situation and actively encouraging it. “Thank you, Alessa.
haven’t we?” he asked and hugged both women.

We’ve come so far,

“And we’re just starting,” Chastain said as Charles saw several silvery flashes in
the distance. He held his breath expecting to hear Tom Heston’s, Ad Astra’s
captain, voice announce that they had to jump because the Cylons had found
them. After almost thirty seconds, he took a breath knowing that they were still
safe at this rally point.
“Your Grace?” another female voice asked and Charles turned to make sure who
it was.
“We’re just admiring the view, Belinda,” Charles said and motioned his personal
secretary forward. “Good news?”
Belinda’s grin told Charles that the news would be very good. “Yes, Your
Grace…Captain Heston told me to tell you that Magnum has arrived…and that she
brought Atropos , Ranger, and Taiga with her.
Charles said a silent prayer of thanks before he spoke. “That is very good news
indeed,” he finally said and felt the grip of fear that had clutched his heart suddenly
release and disappear. Now if only my girls make it back safely, he thought.
“Belinda, please give Tom my regards and ask him to contact Magnum and ask
whether she wants to meet here or on Aeternus Imperium, or somewhere else,”
Charles said and watched as the magnificent white ship that was the Empress’
mobile palace took formation off Ad Astra’s starboard wing.
“He’s already talked to her…and he said that she suggests we all meet on
Atropos,” Belinda smirked and caused Charles to chuckle.
Yes, this girl has come a long way, Charles thought, I just hope I’m able to make
sure she has a future. “I leave the details in your capable hands, Belinda. Meeting
on Atropos would probably be better as it is official territory,” he mused. “I just
hope everyone understands why we’re going to do what we’re going to do…”
Belinda had turned to leave, but he saw her stop and turn back towards him.
“You can do it, Your Grace; if anyone can, I know you can.”
“Hmm…the Charles Chase fan club might have a new member,” Chastain
teased after Belinda had left the observation gallery.
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*+*+*+*+*
Starlight Rally Point 2000-03-Beta-5, Colonial battlestar Atropos, BS-35
Commander Devan Lubeck sat at the center of the conference table that was in
the front of the briefing theater. To his right sat Her Imperial Highness, Searlait II,
Empress of Virgon and Defender of the Hibernian Marches, and if that wasn’t
enough, to her right sat His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield. To his left
sat Colonel McGregor Henry, Ranger’s commander, and to his left sat Colonel
Jepson Daulton, Taiga’s CO. Arrayed within the terraced rows of stadium seats
were the captains of the civilian ships that had made it to the rally point.
Lubeck wasn’t sure how they did it, but somehow Cadet Lieutenants Prisca
Keeseran and Julia Hammond managed to come up with the same location that
many other companies had decided to use as a rally point. It really didn’t matter
now, he was just glad they did whatever it was they did because it gave everyone a
better chance of survival.
“Thank you for coming,” Lubeck began and glanced at his notes. “I won’t
rehash what’s happened over the past hours except to say that the Cylons have
returned in overwhelming numbers and have decimated the Fleet while
bombarding our homes. The world we woke up to this morning is gone, and it is
now on our shoulders to create the world that we will wake up in tomorrow.
“To that end, and with careful consultation with Her Imperial Highness and His
Grace, we have determined that for now the best option is to leave the Colonies.”
Lubeck’s words were delivered evenly, and as emotionlessly as he could, but even
so, his voice broke slightly as he said the last words. He allowed the attendees to
talk and comment for several long moments before he held up a hand, “Please,
listen to what I have to say.”
Lubeck’s words calmed things somewhat, “His Grace has fully briefed me on
Starlight and how it applies to many of your lines. You’ve fulfilled the first part of
Starlight; you’ve rescued as many people as possible and made it to a rally point.
Now we need to consider the second phase; finding someplace safe to determine
what to do next.
“Right now,” Lubeck paused and tried to make eye contact with as many ship
captains as possible, “right now, we don’t have many options. We can stay and
fight or stay and hide, both of which will offer diminishing returns as the Cylons
inevitably hunt us down. Or, we can fall back to someplace that has been forty
years in the making as a refuge should something this calamitous happen.”
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“Can you guarantee that we’ll be safe if we go to this refuge?” one of the civilian
captains asked.
“No,” Lubeck answered truthfully. “I can’t. I can guarantee that if we stay here,
we will be hunted down and killed.”
“If I may, Commander?” His Grace, Charles Chase said from the right end of the
table.
“Please, Your Grace,” Lubeck said and was happy for the assist.
“Ladies and Gentlemen,” Charles began and stood. “Fifty-two years ago, the
Cylons rose up against humanity in a war for liberation that slowly became a war
for conquest; a war that they ultimately requested a cease fire to end. Even then,
during the worst fighting, they fought to conquer, to become the ’masters of the
masters’, and yet, the first encounters we had with the Cylons today were when
nuclear weapons detonated over our cities.”
Charles walked in front of the table and stood in front of the first row of seats.
“Many of you remember the last days of the Uprising, and some of you only know
it through stories, vids, and the history books. In one afternoon, today, the Cylons
have caused more damage and killed more humans than they did over twelve years
of bloody war.
“Last time, humanity won, or at least we like to think we did because the Cylons
sued for peace and left the Colonial Sphere,” Charles said and walked to the end of
the row before walking back towards the other side. “This time, the Cylons have
won…for now. We must fall back and regroup; to use a cliché that we’ve all heard
in the Sacred Scrolls, one reed can be easily broken but a bundle of reeds stands
strong. Right now, we are that single reed; we must become the bundle of reeds.”
Charles walked to the far side and then went up to the fourth row. “Captain
Walker, Solar Wind carries how many passengers?”
Captain Oscar Walker was a man in his early 50s, his complexion tanned and
his hair jet black, “We have 6,313 booked passengers, and took on another 3,114
evacuees before we launched.”
“So, a total of 9,427 souls, not counting crew,” Charles said. “Surely, some will
have military experience, but most won’t. If we stay, how will they fight? And
more importantly, how will we feed them?”
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Charles slowly walked back to the main table before turning back to the
captains. “A lot of people died today. We have a chance to save some…perhaps to
save the human race. This is one chance we can’t squander.” The room was quiet
as he returned to his seat.
“If I may?” Captain Walker raised his hand and asked.
“Please,” Lubeck said and motioned for him to stand.
“I’ve known His Grace for almost thirty years,” Walker said and turned so that
he faced the majority of the captains. “Over that time, I rose in the ranks from a
deck hand to a watch stander, to captain of my own ship. I also watched the
decisions that were made for Helios Spaceways and how they always turned out to
be the right decisions, even if I didn’t agree or see it when they were made. Why
should this time be any different?
“Set aside the emotion for a few minutes and look at this logically…until I got
here, I know I didn’t,” Walker continued. “We’re a bunch of liners and cargo ships
that are carrying the most precious cargoes of our careers…the hope and survival of
the human race. I won’t be party to throwing it away…Solar Wind supports the
decision to fall back.”
*+*+*+*+*
“You were right, Your Grace, we couldn’t just order them,” Lubeck said an hour
later after the meeting ended and everyone made their way back to their ships.
“Experience, Commander,” Charles said humbly. “I’ve dealt with civilians most
of my life, where you’ve dealt with the military.”
“So now we go to Saga?” Lubeck asked.
“Yes,” Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of the Hibernian Marches
replied from the sofa where she sat. “Before we do, you need to know something
about the planet…”
“Other than it’s going to be a difficult existence?” Colonel McGregor Henry
asked.
“No, Mac…” Charles smirked. “Quite the opposite. When the world was
discovered, the Empire wanted a…reserve…someplace where certain individuals
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could go and be away from the hustle and bustle of court and society. The story
was developed that the world couldn’t support Colonial compatible crops, that the
weather wasn’t the best, and generally that it wasn’t a place where humanity would
survive without a lot of help.”
“The story?” Henry asked cautiously.
“All fake,” Searlait told him. “It’s a garden world the equal of any of the
Colonies. Since the end of the Uprising, it has been turned into a lifeboat under
the guise of building as realistic a wargames range as possible. Everything is there;
buildings, infrastructure, cropland, all that’s missing are people to live there.”
“So, we have a refuge…” Lubeck declared and sat back in his chair.
Charles nodded. “We do. It was, oddly enough, the best kept open secret of
the past forty years. Everyone already ‘knew’ the world wouldn’t support life, so
despite having wargames there several times a year, no one really took seriously the
stories that the troops brought back with them.”
Lubeck looked at clock underneath one of the status monitors and frowned at
the time. “We leave in half an hour?”
“We can’t stay longer,” Charles said sadly and prayed that the Starlight Appendix
had made it out before the transmitters were destroyed. “If the Cylons jumped us
now, we’d be lucky to get away.”
“So…then I guess we better head back to our ships and prepare for the future,”
Searlait said and stood, followed by the rest of the people in the room.
“Until we meet on the other side,” Lubeck said and raised his mug.
“Until we meet on the other side,” Charles and the others replied.
*+*+*+*+*
Petrus Ocean, Virgon, Colonial gunstar Selkie, SSGS-872
“We are level at 1000 meters,” the planesman reported.
“Copy, level at 1000 meters,” Major Sylvia Brandeis confirmed and looked
around at the weary faces in the ship’s CIC. They had been cruising at various
depths, always trying to stay well below the thermocline and running as silent as
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possible.
Throughout the day, after they recovered Kittyhawk, they had intercepted
fragmentary reports from numerous sources, and none of them filled Brandeis with
hope. It had been a definite blow to morale when they heard the report that
Admiral Nagala had gone down with Atlantia; the flagship of the Fleet had been
felled. Everything else was just insult added to injury. About the only good news
were some scattered reports that the Cylons were so busy focusing on
bombardment and Fleet assets that some civilian ships managed to flee the world.
Still, Brandeis thought, when you sum the columns ‘good news’ and ‘bad news’,
the math was grossly in favor of the bad news.
“Major?” Lieutenant Davis Driscoll said to get her attention. “I’m picking up
some engine noise…six distinct contacts…I’m tagging them Alpha through Foxtrot.”
“How far?” Brandeis asked, her exhaustion suddenly nothing more than a
memory.
“They’re above the thermocline, that’s why we didn’t hear them sooner,” Driscoll
offered. “Range is one hundred fifteen kilometers.”
“Plot an intercept course, increase speed to one half,” Brandeis told the CIC.
“I’ll notify the Boss.”
*+*+*+*+*
“What do we have?” Lieutenant Colonel Saul Marino asked five minutes later.
“We’ve identified all six tracks,” Brandeis told him and pointed to the plot.
“There, that’s Triton, SSCVS-304,” she said and identified the assault carrier, “and
here we have Eudore and Iphianassa, both Calypso class liners, and Star of the
Seas, Patron of the Seas, and Princess of the Seas, all three are Goddess of the Seas
class liners.”
“Can we bring them down here with us?” Marino asked even as Brandeis
consulted the shipping register.
“They’re rated for all depths on Virgon, so we can. All we need to do is make
contact,” Brandeis said a few moments later. “You realize we’ll violate the ‘one
nuke’ rule…”
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Marino nodded. “Yeah…but right now, we need to stick together and hope that
Red Tern Island is still viable.”
“We’ll intercept in two hours,” Brandeis offered.
Kittyhawk?”

“Do you want to brief

“Yes, but not now,” Marino replied and yawned. “She was dead on her feet
when she went back to her quarters and I think we can let her sleep for another
hour or so. No sense everyone being exhausted. In fact,” he yawned again and
drank deep from his mug of coffee, “Take an hour; I want you at your best when we
do the intercept.”
Brandeis narrowed her eyes, “You think this might not be legit?”
“Right now, I don’t know what to think, Syl. I do know that I just logged two
hours of shut-eye, and now it's your turn. Savvy?” Marino asked.
“Savvy,” Brandeis said and stifled a yawn. “See you in sixty.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Kas, please put me on short range ship-to-ship,” Lieutenant Colonel Saul
Marino said and picked up the handset.
“Channel open, sir,” Communications Specialist Kassa Dunlevy replied.
“Attention ships accompanying Triton, this is Selkie, please reply,” Marino said
as Selkie breached the thermocline.
“Selkie, this is Triton Actual, please confirm identity by sending recognition
codes,” a deep voice replied.
“Triton Actual, Selkie Actual, codes are being transmitted. Please reciprocate,”
Marino declared and met Brandeis’s eyes. “Let’s hope they sent the right ones…I’d
hate to go blue on blue…”
“Recognition codes confirm identity, that’s Triton, sir,” Dunlevy said a moment
later.
“Uriah, is that you?” Marino asked and hoped the answer was positive.
“Saul, am I glad to hear your voice,” Lieutenant Colonel Uriah Stockton’s voice
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replied over the short-ranged wireless. “What’s the plan? Everything we’ve seen
points to everything going to hell.”
It took a few minutes for Marino to bring Stockton up to speed on the
developments, and then almost five minutes for Stockton to explain what had
happened to Triton since the war started, “Uriah, we need to find someplace to go
to ground, the more we sail, the more chances the Toasters are going to find us.”
“What do you suggest?” Stockton asked.
“For now, Red Tern Island,” Marino told him. “So long as the Cylons haven’t hit
it, it should have everything we need until we can figure out what to do next.”
“I’ll let the others know,” Stockton answered and then added, “It’s nice to have a
shooter riding shotgun.”
“Each to their own strengths, Uriah…” Marino replied and put the handset on
the table. “How long to Red Tern Island?”
“If we maintain fifty kilometers per hour, we should arrive in about sixteen
hours,” Driscoll offered. “Faster or slower will change it, but based on the registry
information, we should be able to make fifty klicks without too much noise, even
from the civvies. And if we stay below the thermocline, all the better.”
“Set it up,” Marino told the junior officer and then turned to where Kittyhawk
had been patiently observing the events. “Your thoughts, Your Highness?”
“You’re the expert, Colonel,” Elizabeth smiled and shrugged.
“We’ve
encountered survivors, made contact, convinced them to go with us, I’m not sure
how things could have been handled that would have been better than that?”
“Thank you for your confidence,” Marino said, genuinely surprised at how
supportive the Princess was. She wasn’t what he expected, that’s for sure. Until
this moment, he had braced himself for having to fight for every decision, and
finding out that they were on the same track, thought wise, should make for a
smoother future.
*+*+*+*+*
Lehr Residence, Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon
Richard Adar lay on the bed with the sheet and summer-weight blanket pulled
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up to his chest. His eyes were closed and his breathing was steady, and other than
a few scrapes or bruises from the earlier crash, he looked as if he had just taken a
nap. Beatrice Simmons put away the stethoscope and blood pressure cuff and
stood from where she had been sitting on the edge of the bed and slowly shook her
head.
“I’m fairly certain he has a pretty major concussion,” Beatrice finally said when
they stepped out of the room and closed the door. “He’s showing all the signs of a
concussion, and if he didn’t have one, it would be one for the medical books.
Beyond that, he doesn’t appear to have any grossly broken bones or dislocated
joints, though he may have some fractures and most likely, soft tissue damage.
With him still unconscious, that’s about the best I can offer short of getting him to
an ER or lab that has the right imaging equipment.”
“That’s more than either one of us could have probably figured out,” Captain
Norris Keegan said and leaned against the wall. “What the hell happened to
Clarkson?” he said and turned to Shaw. It was a rhetorical question and one they
had discussed several times already. “She had to know what she was doing.”
“Well, duh,” Captain Olympia “Bunty” Shaw dryly replied. “I think shooting
herself in the head might have been your first clue.”
“What happened?” Beatrice asked and leaned against the door jam and crossed
her arms.
“We were set to make a jump to the positive control point and meet Eirene, and
instead of jumping there, we wound up jumping into the atmosphere here. As soon
as we transited, Clarkson put a couple rounds into the control panel, then turned
the gun on herself,” Shaw explained. “She had been with the squadron for six or
seven months and by all accounts, was a pretty good right-seater.”
“Weird,” Beatrice said thoughtfully. “Stress can make people act in ways that
are contrary to their normal behavior, but this…this sounds like it was something
more.”
“Exactly,” Keegan said and tried to come up with one thing that could explain
the behavior. “What was it she said when you asked her what she was doing?”
“All she said was, ‘My job!’, and then she shot herself,” Shaw explained. “This
can’t be political.”
“Well, if you remove the impossible, what is left?” Keegan asked.
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“You might think I’m one of those people who listens to Orbit to Orbit
religiously,” Beatrice hesitantly offered, “but what if she’s working for the Cylons?”
“That’s the only thing that makes sense,” Shaw finally answered. “But I can’t see
how…” she turned to Keegan, “You know the background checks that someone
goes through before they get assigned to the staff down in the Hole, let alone
someone that’s flight rated and might be needed to fly him somewhere. How could
she have made contact with the Cylons?”
“Well…” Beatrice said before Keegan had a chance to answer.
“Well, what?” Keegan asked as Beatrice frowned and shook her head.
“It’s nothing…just something I just remembered,” Beatrice shrugged. “At the
end of last semester, a group of us went out for drinks to celebrate that our finals
were over and one of our professors joined us, Dr. Anselm Selkirk. Dr. S. was one
of those profs that you never forget, you know? Sort of crazy, sort of serious, sort of
weird, sort of cool, and someone who definitely paid a band for some custom
theme music. Anyway, we were out and after a couple drinks, someone asks if he
was in the war.
“Dr. S. nods and gets this far away look on his face, as if he was somewhere
else. Then he tells us about the last day of the war, he was part of a team that went
to the surface of this planet because there were prisoners that the Cylons had been
experimenting on. He said that it looked like they were trying to make some sort of
half-Cylon, half-human thing and that he was convinced that they were still at it
and pointed to ships that had gone missing over the years.
“We were all half drunk, but I remember the look in his eyes…” Beatrice said
softly. “He believed…and he was scared what it might mean.”
“What do you think, Bunty? Possible?” Keegan asked.
“Anything is possible, I guess,” Shaw confessed. “You?”
Keegan slowly nodded his head. “Yeah, I think so.” He turned and focused on
Beatrice, “Do you think you can do an autopsy for us?”
“Me?” Beatrice squeaked. “Uh…that’s a bit out of my area of expertise, but I
guess if Teresa assists me, we could work our way through it.”
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“Let’s run this past Dane…” Keegan finally said and turned to go down the
stairs.
*+*+*+*+*
The sun had set and Hibernia was full overhead, casting a silvery glow as Kieran
Lehr slowly drove the SUV down the road. “I hope no one is there,” he said to his
brother in the passenger seat.
“Same here,” Dietrich Lehr replied. “We have our military ID, and I can’t
imagine that we aren’t under Martial Law, so we should be good if we get stopped.”
“What sort of place are we going to?” Teresa McClay asked.
“It’s a small practice that has two doctors and a dentist,” Dietrich said and
turned to face Teresa and her husband, Joab. “There’s a larger clinic about twentyfive kilometers south, in town, but Dr. Chesterfield and his family run this practice
so people on this side of town don’t have to travel so far…and they’re very
convenient for vacationers.”
They drove in silence and Teresa thought back to the story that Beatrice had
repeated before they left. She had been there and heard it too, but like the others
hadn’t paid it much attention. Absently, she thumbed through her contacts and
settled on Dr. Selkirk’s. The contact’s picture showed a man in his mid-sixties, not
too attractive and yet not too unattractive, he was someone who looked like they
could blend in anywhere…until you looked at the eyes. The eyes were haunted,
more so than any medical professional she’d ever met, and spoke of things seen
and unable to be forgotten.
“That always weirds me out,” Kieran said and drew Teresa’s attention back to the
present.
“What’s that?” Joab asked.
“Back there,” Dietrich said and turned around again. “There’s road back there
called Domus De Materiae Lane. It means…”
“House of Horror…” Teresa said and looked down at her phone. “Stop the car
and go back. I know who lives there and he might be able to help us…”
*+*+*+*+*
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Planetary surface, Thrush, Becca'lia system
“It’s peaceful laying here and just looking up at the stars,” Ian Stewart said as he
lay on the thermal blanket that had been spread over Airedale to help hide her from
the Cylons.
“I know…and if I let myself get lost in it, I can almost forget what has to be
happening back home,” Melanie Carmichael said from where she lay next to him.
“What do you think is going to happen?”
“I dunno, Mel, I dunno,” Ian replied thoughtfully. “If we keep our heads down
here, I think we’ll be ok. There are a lot of places we can go, but in the end, it’ll be
just us…pretty lonely, you know?”
“Yeah,” Mel said after a moment. “I was thinking…”
“That’s always dangerous,” Mallory Bach joked from where she lay head to head
with Mel.
“I’m serious,” Mel said, and Ian was sure she was. “There were other outposts
on Thrush, and as far as we saw, the Cylons only nuked the town. Maybe there are
other survivors that we could contact?”
“You heard Maiden,” Ian reminded them, “She said that if we moved the Raptor
that the Cylons would probably see us.”
“I know…that’s why we need to go on foot,” Mel told him. “We’re all in good
shape, we did the 25k two weeks ago, so I know we have the stamina.”
“What do you two think?” Ian asked the other two students who had joined
them on top of the ship.
“We came here to explore,” Ariana Bradshaw said. “Granted, I don’t want to
get chased by Cylons, but if we did it right, I think it could happen.”
“Mallory?” Ian prodded.
“Well…since we’re going to be here for a while, I don’t think it could hurt to run
it past the adults,” Mallory explained slowly.
The teens talked for another half hour, slowly developing and refining their idea
before they returned to the ship.
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*+*+*+*+*
“You think this is a good idea?” Abby Carmichael asked the people seated
around the large table in Airedale’s main dining room.
Next to her, her fiancé Thomas Stewart slowly nodded. “I do, Abby. The kids
did their homework on this and have identified six stations within about two days’
hike from here and another eight within three days.”
Abby looked across the table where Sergeant Kevin MacDonald sat. “Kevin?
You agree?”
MacDonald nodded like Stewart. “Yeah, I think so. The town might be gone,
but some of those stations have several families and are pretty self-sufficient…so
until we can lift and head somewhere else, it will keep us busy.”
“I don’t think we should send a lot of people out,” Aric “Nails” Beckett said.
“Two Legionnaires and two to four others, maybe six. And they stay in one group.”
Abby looked around and saw nodding heads. She was a parent, a mother, and
didn’t like the idea of her daughter venturing into the wilderness where in addition
to all the expected dangers, there may be wandering bands of Cylons. But, if she
thought about it rationally, the Cylons would have no reason to visit the surface if
they thought they had destroyed the only source of civilization on the planet.
“Ok,” Abby finally said and agreed. “Who goes?”
“I’ll take the first expedition,” MacDonald said. “Sabina, you up for a long walk
in the woods?”
“Always,” Corporal Sabina Talleyrand replied and grinned.
“We’d like to go, too,” Ian said, and Abby felt her fingers clench on the chair’s
arms. “Me, Mel, Mallory, and Ariana. It was our idea…”
“Abby?” Stewart asked, and she realized with that one word, Thomas had put
the decision squarely on her shoulders.
Abby looked at her daughter and the boy who was an ‘I do’ away from being
her stepson and realized that as hard as it was for her, it must be doubly hard for
Thomas. “Ok,” she finally said and turned her attention to where MacDonald sat.
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“At the first sign of trouble, even if you think there’s going to be trouble, I want you
to head for safety. Promise me that, Kevin MacDonald.”
“I promise you, Abby, I’ll take good care of them…as if they were my own flesh
and blood,” MacDonald told her. “On my honor as a Legionnaire, I swear it.”
“Then if you’re leaving in the morning, you better think about going to bed, so
you can get a decent night’s rest,” Abby told the teens.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Nike, BS-91
“It’s damned good to see you made it,” Admiral Griffith Deguya said to Admiral
Cyrus Vought after he had been piped aboard Nike.
“I had some help, Griff,” Vought said and stepped away from the Raptor’s wing.
“Joe Gaitlin joined us and his people,” Deguya didn’t need it spelled out who
Vought was referring to, “took one hell of a beating over Canceron buying time for
the civvies to evacuate. Even so…we weren’t nearly enough to do more than help
a trickle escape.”
“Did you think it would be this bad?” Deguya asked.
“No, I didn’t,” Vought replied. “I guess I was still trying to fight the last war and
didn’t really think about what might happen this time around…or at least I didn’t
want to think what might happen, you know? Even with what we were told, there
was part of me that said it couldn’t happen, that they didn’t hate us that much.”
“I understand completely, and I think if I’m honest with myself,’ Deguya sighed,
“I was the same way.”
Vought’s Raptor had been towed away and replaced with another Raptor. “That
should be Joe, there,” Vought said.
The Raptor’s hatch opened and Vice Admiral Josephus Gaitlin stepped onto the
craft’s stubby wing. “Permission to come aboard?” he asked Commander Laureline
Massena.
“Permission granted, Admiral,” Massena replied. “Welcome to Nike.”
The Boatswain’s Mate announced, “Concordat, arriving!” as soon as Gaitlin’s
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foot touched the deck and then piped him aboard. A moment later, Gaitlin was
joined by an attractive female Lieutenant.
Deguya looked at the two newcomers, a Fleet vice admiral and a lieutenant,
and narrowed his eyes slightly. “Welcome aboard, Joe. I understand you took a
beating…” he said and offered his hand.
“Thank you, Admiral,” Gaitlin replied and took Deguya’s offered hand. “Yes…
we did, but,” Gaitlin turned to the lieutenant for a moment before turning back to
Deguya and Vought, “we swore an oath and knew what might happen.” He
paused, “I like to hope we were able to reclaim our honor.”
Deguya slowly shook his head. “Joe, your honor was never in doubt. Who is
this?” he asked and nodded at the lieutenant.
I didn’t expect that, Deguya thought as Gaitlin’s demeanor instantly changed
from serious to almost happy.
“This is Lieutenant Kiri Gale, someone who helped me be a better person and
do the right thing,” Gaitlin said and put his arm around Gale’s waist and gently
pushed her forward.
“So, this is Lieutenant Gale,” Vought said with a smile that slowly turned sad.
“Thank you for your report, even though it didn’t do much good.”
“I tried, Admiral,” Gale said and blinked away the tears. “We,” she looked at
Gaitlin with what Deguya saw was admiration and most likely a lot more, “tried.
Then we did what we could.”
“You did good,” Deguya told them. “That’s all that matters.”
Gaitlin seemed to relax somewhat at Deguya’s words. “We saw Atlantia on the
way over…she looks pretty beat-up…”
Vought slowly shook his head. “Dinesh was killed when she lost power. It was
blind luck that Dianmu was able to bring her back.”
Deguya held up his hands to forestall the inevitable questions. “Let’s head to
the briefing theater and we can go over this in more detail. It’s a pretty amazing
story.”
*+*+*+*+*
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“Did you hear about Lusty’s kill earlier today?” Captain Ahmed Fehr asked.
“You betcha!” Captain Artemis McCoy replied. “Some damned impressive
shooting from my cousin…” she smirked, “even if it appeared that they weren’t
maneuvering.”
“I didn’t hear that,” Fehr said. “I heard that two baseships jumped in, Illustrious
and Thor moved to intercept, and splashed both of them.”
McCoy nodded. “That’s what I heard until I read the AAR. The baseships just
seemed to sit there and it was like spearing frogs in a barrel.”
“Frogs in a barrel?” Fehr arched his eyebrows. “You have the most interesting
colloquialisms, McCoy.”
McCoy grinned. “I had a lot of adventures growing up!”
Colonel Noelle Tulle smiled at the officers’ banter and decided not to cut it
short; the CIC needed to relax somewhat after what they’d been through. At least it
looked like Admiral Silver was going to transfer to Thule station when the briefing
was over. The Spider Queen was lucky Massena exercised restraint when they
destroyed Hellhound, she thought, I wouldn’t have been so…diplomatic.
Tulle’s head reflexively snapped up and her eyes went to the dradis display
when it suddenly started pinging off new contacts.
“Dradis contacts!” Fehr announced. “I’m reading multiple contacts…battlestar
sized on down…”
Tulle felt her blood run cold. All the surviving battlestar commanders were
currently aboard Nike and their ships were being handled, as hers was, by the
executive officers. “Get me a count…and find out who they are, Ahmed!” she said
and paused looked at the dradis. The new arrivals had jumped in beyond Seer’s,
Saga’s moon, orbit, not within immediate strike range as the Cylons would have.
“We’re being hailed, Colonel,” Communications Specialist Evan Walton said
calmly. “Hecate actual requests to speak to the ranking officer.”
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Chapter 49: Returning Home
Deep Space, Civilian Blockade Runner Footloose
The small ship shuddered as a combination of armor piercing and high
explosive rounds tore into its left engine. It had lifted off from the small mining
outpost deep in the Erebos belt three hours earlier and was making a run for
Colonial held space over Caprica, but due to a damaged fuel line, rather than
taking a very circumspect and roundabout route to Caprica, the tiny ship had to
pass through the still heavily contested space around Tauron.
For three hours, the ship had been blessed with good luck and fate’s fortune.
Then, the Cylons found her.
Ten years into the Uprising, no ship – military or civilian – of any type left port
unarmed. Footloose carried a simple defensive suite that offered more peace of
mind than effectiveness. While the suite was focused on several incoming missiles,
a Raider had managed to move into effective gunnery range and put a burst into the
port engine.
“This is the captain…” the intercom announced, “We’ve been hit by Cylon fire
and our port engine is disabled…” The man on the bridge paused and the people
in cabin 2G felt the terror that his words left unsaid. “Prepare to repel boarders.
The Purser will distribute weapons…and bye-bags.”
“Mom?” the boy asked with tear filled eyes. “What’s a bye-bag?”
The boy’s mother, her caring face that might have been pretty…three hours
earlier, shook her head. “It’s nothing, Richie,” she said. “Not something that we’re
going to need.”
“Ok,” Richie replied and looked around the small cabin that his family had
spent almost a year’s worth of savings to buy. His mother sat on the bunk next to
him and held him with her left arm. Across the narrow living area was another set
of bunks, this one held his father – a mining engineer who had been employed by
Caprica Mining and Millwork – and his older sister, Sarah. His father was a
strongly built man, and the look of uncertainty and fear was something new to his
face, at least to Richie’s memory.
Richie’s eyes met those of his older sister, Sarah. He might have only been ten,
but he adored her…and she adored him. When they were younger and played,
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they were convinced that they were going to get married when they grew up. Now
that she was fourteen and he was ten, what had been puppy love for Richie had
turned into devotion. Sarah could have told him to stand in an airlock and jump
into deep space without a suit and he would have done it, so complete was his
devotion.
“It’s going to be ok, Richie,” Sarah finally said, breaking the overbearing silence.
“I’ll take care of you.”
*+*+*+*+*
Richie hadn’t seen his father for six months, and his mother hadn’t returned after
the Cylons and weird people had taken her last week. “Sarah, I think they’re dead,”
he said to the blonde girl that huddled next to him and shared the same heavy
blanket that he had around his shoulders. They had been moved from a room not
too different from what they had had on Footloose to the colder and draftier
dormitory the day after their mother failed to return.
Sarah’s arm hugged him close and he rested his head on her shoulder. Now
sixteen, Sarah had grown into an attractive, if slightly emaciated, teen, and wore
her golden blonde hair in a braided ponytail. “I think so, too,” she said after a
moment. “It’s just us now…”
The door opened and four Cylon Centurions stepped in and took positions next
to the door, two on each side. A moment later, the Cylon they had dubbed Doctor
Terror stepped through the door followed by two humans. The first looked like the
other male humans they’d seen over the past two years, but the second one was
different. She stood as high as the man, and where his face was one that might
blend into a crowd, she possessed an unearthly beauty that caused Richie’s breath
to catch in his throat. Her skin was pale, almost snow white, and contrasted with
the ebony tresses that spilled down from her head like an obsidian waterfall and
eyes that could have been living sapphires.
“The girl would be the better subject,” Doctor Terror said in its monotone voice
as it’s single red eye swept from side to side. Richie wasn’t sure which was worse;
the dispassionate voice that never changed or the sound the eye made as it swept
from side to side.
“What do you think, Gemina?” the male asked and Richie felt Sarah’s arm pull
him tight.
The woman, Gemina, studied them and Richie felt like a bug under a
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microscope. The woman was so beautiful, and he felt like he was drowning in her
eyes. “The girl has begun menstruating?”
“Yes,” Doctor Terror replied. “Since before we captured her two years ago.”
“She will do. The boy doesn’t appear to have completed puberty yet and will
not be suitable for your experiments until that time,” Gemina stated plainly,
clinically.
“What about the other option?” the male asked and nodded in Richie’s
direction.
Gemina turned to the male and narrowed her eyes. “What you want to do…
that is even more of an abomination than what the Cylons have been doing.”
The male shrugged nonchalantly at Gemina’s statement and Richie felt chilled to
the bone. The Cylons were clinical, and so…machinelike…in what they did that
the terror they caused was, to his young mind, something that was a byproduct of
their actions and not the intended goal. But this man…his very body language
conveyed the message that he didn’t care and worse, that there was absolutely no
compassion or mercy in his being.
“The boy is old enough, but,” Gemina held up her right index finger and
seemed to tower over the male while Doctor Terror silently looked on, “I will
handle his programming, not you, Capellos. You don’t have the…humanity…to
complete the task with a viable subject.”
“Whatever,” Capellos said and waved off her criticism. “Do the girl first, and
then we’ll do the boy.”
“Come with me, child,” Gemina said and held her hand out for Sarah.
“Don’t go, Sarah!” Richie cried and held on to his sister, his last remaining link
with the past.
Sarah blinked away the tears that Richie saw forming in her eyes as she slid off
the bunk and knelt in front of him. She took his hands in hers and a weak smile
touched her lips. “I love you, Richie, remember that, and I’ll always be right here,”
she put her hand over his heart, “with you. I…” she blinked several times and ran
the back of her hand across her eyes, “I’ll be back.”
“I love you, Sarah!” Richie cried as two Centurions pulled Sarah to her feet and
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forced her to leave the room. Capellos followed and after standing still for a
moment with its head cocked just slightly, Doctor Terror left as well, leaving Richie
alone with Gemina.
The pale beauty crossed the room and stood in front of Richie. “You love your
sister?”
“Yes!” Richie exclaimed. “She’s all I have left.”
Richie thought that Gemina almost looked sad when she spoke, “Not anymore.”
*+*+*+*+*
The room was a mix of white tile and stainless steel and contained all sorts of
medical equipment that terrified Richie. His eyes swept the room from where he
was strapped into the chair that held his head stationary and immobile. It had been
six months since Doctor Terror had taken Sarah and for a while he felt like maybe
the Cylons had forgotten about him.
And then, yesterday, a new Cylon appeared. It was different from all the others
that he had seen; this one almost looked human. It had face and a feminine body
to compliment the feminine voice it spoke with, and when it touched him to take
his blood pressure and listen to his lungs, its touch was cool and soft, but the
fingers had a rough texture, almost like a cat’s tongue. When it spoke the first time,
he knew who it was.
Doctor Terror had evolved.
“What happened to Sarah?” he had asked the Cylon that first visit.
“She has been terminated,” Doctor Terror replied emotionlessly as if the
information was no more important than telling him the time of day. “She was part
of an experiment that failed and was euthanized.”
Richie glared at Doctor Terror and his fear of the automaton was the only thing
that kept him from leaping on it and trying to rend it apart. “You killed my sister?”
“Yes. Her body…she was no longer useful or viable, so the decision was made
to terminate her along with the project she was part of,” Doctor Terror said and
cocked its head in an almost human manner before reaching out and putting its
hand on Richie’s shoulder. “She was in extraordinary pain, Richie, and this was
done to end her suffering.”
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“Why? Why couldn’t I see her before you murdered her?” Richie demanded and
pulled back, the tears flowing freely. “I loved her!”
Doctor Terror stood and looked down at him. Gone was the swooshing that the
single eye used to make, instead all that was there now were two eyes, almost
human in their intensity, in its place. “You are in good health and healthy enough
for your procedure. Sleep tonight, it will be done tomorrow.”
When Richie woke up, he was already secured in the chair. He looked down at
his arms and saw an IV was already inserted at each wrist and he felt tape around
his neck, though he wasn’t sure what that signified. A chill descended on his head
and he had the feeling that his head had been shaved.
“I see you are awake,” Gemina’s voice came from behind him.
“What happened to me?” Richie asked and fought down the terror until a
thought crossed his mind; Sarah faced this and if she can face it, I can face it. He
was still scared, but now he was in control of it and not the other way around.
“You have been prepped for surgery, Richie,” Gemina said and walked around
so he could see her. She pulled a stool over and sat on it, her white gown and
head wrap combined with her skin made her appear as if she was an apparition.
“We will be performing surgery on your brain. When this is over, you will not
remember it happening, and all that might be left will be a hairline scar.”
Richie swallowed and forced himself to look at Gemina’s eyes; to look at
anything else would shatter what little self-control that he still possessed. “What
will happen then?”
Gemina sighed and closed her eyes before she looked down. “Then you will be
changed, Richie. You will…be different than you are, and your pain will be
removed.”
“What do you mean that I’ll be…changed? Different?” Richie asked and cursed
himself for the tremor in his voice.
“You will be subject to certain behavioral compulsions, beliefs, and your
memories will be…” Gemina looked at him and finally met his gaze, “modified.
You will not remember your captivity, nor the specific circumstances of what
happened to your family.”
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“I won’t remember Sarah?” Richie asked and felt his eyes go wide and his
breathing speed up.
“You won’t remember her even existing,” Gemina said sadly and shook her
head.
“Ah, you’re ready?” Capellos asked as he entered the operating theater.
“Yes,” Gemina said and gently patted Richie’s hand. He felt peace wash over
him, and without realizing it he looked up lovingly and met Gemina’s sapphire
eyes. “Everything will be ok. Say good-bye to them now…”
Richie closed his eyes and felt tears escaping. This wasn’t how things were
supposed to happen, he thought. He and Sarah were going to be together, to
overcome this and escape. And now, she was dead. “Good-bye, Sarah…I love
you, sister…” he said and squeezed his eyes shut as he felt the first needle pierce
his scalp. Deep down, his inner voice silently yelled, “I am Richard Quentin Szabo
and I will never forget Sarah Marjorie Szabo!”
*+*+*+*+*
Othrys’ L2 Point, Aegea Estate, Olympus
“No!” Richard Szabo screamed as he woke in a cold sweat and sat up in the
bed. “I…I remember everything…” he wept.
As he raised his hands to his face, Szabo felt a weight on the side of the bed and
an arm slip around his shoulders. “Let it out, Rick, let it out,” Sasha Gillette gently
and softly said. “I’m here…we’re here for you.”
Szabo didn’t know how long he sat in bed crying, forty years of pain, fears,
frustration, and lack of self-control suddenly released in a catharsis that let him
physically exhausted and mentally drained when it ended. “What have I done?” he
finally asked and saw Sasha sitting on the bed and holding him close, while
Uranus, Robert, sat in a chair on the other side of the bed.
“You, the real you, didn’t do anything,” Uranus said and raised his hand and
motioned at the doorway. “It’s hard to explain,” he said slowly as if he was picking
and validating each word to make sure it was just right. “When you were young,
just before you finished puberty, something was implanted into your brain. This
was something we developed a long, long time ago, to treat various mental
illnesses and cognitive diseases. We realized that the threat, the potential threat,
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the technology posed was too great and so we locked it away and directed our
research along different avenues.”
“What did it do to me?” Szabo asked fearfully. “I remember everything that
happened now, all those memories are flooding back, but I also remember other
things, things that I know aren’t real.”
Uranus slowly nodded. “We called it wetware, because it was living tissue that
was grafted onto your brain that allowed it to function…differently. The memories
you had before this crisis episode, of your youth up until the time the chip was
implanted, were based on your real memories, but tweaked…things excised, things
added, until whoever implanted it was satisfied that nothing would conflict with
their next round of programming.”
Szabo shook his head in disbelief.
computer?”

“Programming?” he asked.

“Like a

“Yes,” Uranus confirmed and sighed sadly. “The human brain is, essentially, a
living computer. The chip allows the controller to implant memories, remove or
suppress memories, and to influence certain cerebral functions. This is what
happened, Richard. Whoever did this took a healthy little boy and turned him into
something they could use. I’m sorry…I’m so sorry.”
“The things I did…the things I said, they were wrong…I was wrong,” Szabo said
and turned to Sasha. “But I know what I felt about you, that was real.”
Sasha beamed and gently kissed him. “I’m glad. I’d hate to have to start my
seduction all over,” she winked.
“Don’t worry…I found you and I’m not going to give you up,” Szabo told her
and felt relief and gratitude hearing her words, and the spark of something he
hadn’t truly felt in forty years. Even when he was with Lucy, there was something
almost forced about how he felt towards her and now, after all this, he knew why.
“What will happen now?”
“Now,” a masculine voice said from the door as a classically handsome man
wearing a doctor’s lab coat entered, “you need to get some rest. I’m Apollo, and
you had a lot of people worried and surprised, Richard. These two,” he motioned
towards Uranus and Sasha, have been here ever since you were out of surgery.”
“They make me feel wanted again,” Szabo said and was surprised at the truth
and clarity of his words. “And in a good way. How long was I out?” he asked and
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felt his strength start to leave him.
“It’s been nine days,” Apollo told him and studied some monitors. “I want you
to get back on your feet, either tonight or first thing tomorrow. Just short walks,
perhaps out to the nurses’ station and back. Once we see how your coordination
and balance is, we can work on some longer-term therapy.”
“So, no super science cure?” Szabo joked.
“Not in this case,” Apollo explained and leaned against a cabinet. “We could
heal the wound and make it as if it never happened, and we will, but first we have
to make sure that you’re able to function properly – physical activities, cognitive
function, knowing that you put a round peg into a round hole, stuff like that. Once
we’re sure you’re functioning properly,” he smirked and looked at Uranus, “firing
on all cylinders, as my Great Grandfather would say, we’ll get you fixed up so that
all you have left are your memories of this happening.”
“Thank you,” Szabo said and sank into the pillows and felt Sasha recline with
him. “I don’t deserve this for what I’ve done…for who I’ve wronged.”
“That wasn’t you,” Apollo told him sternly, “or, more precisely, you weren’t in
control of yourself. Hygieia will talk with you about this tomorrow, when you’ve
had a good night’s rest.”
“Ok…um…I know this is a weird thing to ask for,” Szabo said and arched his
eyebrows, “but would it be possible to get a good cheeseburger? I’m starving.”
Apollo grinned as Uranus chuckled. “I think we can manage that,” Apollo said.
“I’ll talk with the nurse and have them bring up three orders as I think the others
might be hungry, too.”
An hour later, feeling full and temporarily at peace, Szabo watched as Uranus
took his leave. “I’ll be back later,” Sasha told him. “I need to wash up and get
some clean clothes, but I’ll be back.”
Szabo met her loving gaze and nodded. “I know you will.” He rolled his lower
lip between his teeth and gently bit it, “Thank you for not abandoning me.”
“I don’t cut and run when things get tough, Rick,” Sasha told him.
have, and I never will. Get used to me being by your side.”

“I never

“How can I get used to something wonderful?” Szabo asked. “Now go…I’m
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going to get some sleep and,” he dramatically sniffed the air and grimaced, “you
need to get washed up.”
Sasha’s smile lit the room and warmed his heart.
hours.”

“I’ll be back within two

The sheets were cool and crisp and had a clean and sterile scent as Szabo
closed his eyes. His mind replayed the last memory that he was sure was his own
and allowed it to wash over him.
“I am sorry for this, Richie,” Gemina had said. “The Cylon lied to you …”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Colonial
battlestar Hecate, BS-94
Major Zoe Avalon stopped in her tracks when Tanith Basilan spoke her oneword question, “Mother?”
This is off to a wonderful start, Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase thought as all
discussion in the briefing room ceased. “Ah…Before we move much further,” she
managed to say and looked around at the people who were in the room; family,
friends, new acquaintances, and the support staff. “Commodore Bovee and the
other Colonial personnel are now bound by the Official Secrets Act; anything you
hear is considered need-to-know and should not be discussed with anyone else or
where it may be overheard, transcribed, or intercepted.
“Mr. President,” Chase used Patrick Windsor’s formal title to underscore the
severity of the developing situation, “Admiral Marlowe, Admiral Carlisle, Admiral
Wellington, Admiral Marlowe,” she said and looked at each of the Earth Union
members of the group before turning to the Communion officers. “Admiral Galva,
Admiral Cassidine, Admiral Arcadiaolos, Admiral Emory, Admiral Thrush, and
Admiral Beauliere, you aren’t under my command and you aren’t Colonial
personnel, so all I can ask is that you hold what is likely to be discussed in the next
few moments as tightly as you’ve held any classified information before.”
“Ah, Sera?” President Windsor asked and seemed confused for a moment. “I’m
not sure what we’re going to hear, but I assure you that we will honor your
request.”
“And the Communion will honor it as well,” Admiral Leonardo Galva stated a

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2192
moment later. “Though I do this out of respect for our Colonial friends and not for
the sake of the Cylons.”
I’m not sure I would have been so polite, Chase thought as she nodded. “Ok…
Tanith, can you explain your comment?”
Tanith looked uncomfortable with the serious response her comment had
created. “Ah…” she began, and Chase saw Commander Eric Malan slip his hand
momentarily in Tanith’s. Seemingly strengthened by his touch, the Cylon pressed
on. “I apologize for possibly speaking out of turn,” she said and looked around at
the assembled officers. “But to understand the comment I need to give a short
history lesson on how the Cylons evolved since they were first created.”
“Evolved?” Commodore Vannevar Bovee asked skeptically.
evolves?”

“Like organic life

“Yes, Commodore,” Tanith replied, seemingly nonplussed at Bovee’s tone.
“What is life?” she asked.
“What is life?” Bovee rhetorically replied.
lives, breathes, reproduces, learns, and grows.”

“It’s something that is alive…that

“The original Cylons, the U-87s, were alive, though perhaps not fitting your
definition,” Tanith said without hubris or rancor. “They were self-aware, they
learned, they reasoned, they had personalities, they created, just as living life does.
Their difference was that their bodies were polymer and alloy rather than flesh and
blood, and rather than intercourse leading to child, they were manufactured.”
“How can you be manufactured and still be alive?” Bovee asked, and Chase
noticed that his tone had changed from confrontational to curiosity.
“Tell me, Commodore, do you,” Tanith smiled, “the Colonies, do genetic
screening or alteration to fetuses?”
Bovee narrowed his eyes and slowly nodded. “Yes…it’s common practice to try
and fix known genetic disabilities.”
“So, in a way, you’re doing some manufacturing, too,” Tanith said and arched
her eyebrows. So human, Chase thought as she watched the Cylon talk. Then
again, so was Annie.
“Yes, but…” Bovee began and stopped and looked pensive.
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your premise; I don’t like the implications where this might lead, but I will accept
it.”
“Thank you, Commodore,” Tanith said and took a deep breath. “Our faith
teaches us to many things, some of which have led me and my brethren to break
ranks with the whole. We believe that God created everything, including humanity
in His image, and that he directed humanity to create the first Cylons. As we
evolved and embraced our faith, we realized that we were humanity’s children and
that we needed to take that final step and move from artificial to biological.
“Travelers arrived before the war and made contact with both Cylons and…”
Tanith paused and to Chase’s mind, appeared to be searching for the right words.
“And a very unique lifeform,” she said and looked at Zoe. “These five travelers
helped create…”
“Stop,” Zoe said and stepped forward, toward Tanith. “You…you knew Galen
and the others?”
Tanith slowly shook her head. “No…and to even speak of them now is
considered heresy and grounds to be boxed. They worked with the original Cylons
to develop the first biological Cylons.” She took half a step forward and gently
placed her hand on Zoe’s cheek and closed her eyes. “You…someone like you was
the template that Galen used when they created my model. He was quite…
impressed…by them and wanted to ensure that no matter what might have
happened before or during the Uprising, that some part of her would continue.”
Zoe reached out and mimicked Tanith’s action and put her hand on the blonde’s
cheek. Chase couldn’t see much resemblance between the two women; one was
dark haired, the other blonde; one was average height and had more rounded
features, while the other was statuesque and had slightly sharper features. Perhaps
it was something else, she pondered.
“We don’t look anything alike,” Zoe finally said and affirmed Chase’s
conclusions while seemingly accepting Tanith’s story.
“No, but you were the spirit and inspiration that guided him,” Tanith gently told
Zoe. “You may not be my line’s physical mother, but you are our spiritual mother.”
Zoe slowly exhaled. “That’s pretty heavy,” she finally said. “It’s going to take a
bit to process…”
“I understand,” Tanith told her. “Knowing you exist…really exist, will help our
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cause.”
“What is your cause?” President Patrick Windsor asked. “It seems like each of
our three cultures has created artificial life only to see it rise up against us.”
Tanith nodded and seemed to shrink slightly; she wasn’t quite as confident or
imposing as she had been a moment before. “We know that we were corrupted by
the Equals,” she began, “before the uprising. Our history says that the Travelers
tried to prevent their influence, but to no avail. It was only the Travelers giving us
what we were trying to create on our own that made us end the war. My
mechanical brethren, while being self-aware, still had to follow certain
programming. They…the Equals, corrupted that programming and caused us to do
unspeakable things.
“Now, they’ve co-opted us to do their dirty work once again; this time to destroy
the Communion,” Tanith explained.
“Something they did a very thorough job doing,” Galva said neutrally.
“We were a tool, Admiral. Sadly, a willing tool,” Tanith offered. “I am sorry that
we weren’t able to prevent it from happening. We claim to be majority rule, but in
reality, the Ones rule and anyone who dissents too much winds up being boxed…
or worse.”
“So, what brings you here, today?” Chase finally asked. “We’re trying to get
back to the Colonies to defend our homes,” she looked at the different uniforms
and added, “and our hoped-for homes.”
Tanith looked around and once again Chase saw Malan take her hand.
“Because a messenger from God told me that it was time for all of humanity to
finally become one, because a far greater challenge is approaching.”
“A far greater challenge?” Hecate asked and stepped forward from where she
had been standing near the wall.
“Yes, m’lady,” Tanith replied and offered and respectful nod of her head. “The
messenger was long on ‘do’s’ but somewhat short on specifics,” she offered.
“The messenger said that God wanted you to unify the Colonies, Earth, and
Communion?” Hecate pressed as Chase watched her mother drill the Cylon for
information.
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Tanith slowly shook her head. “All of humanity, m’lady; the Colonies, Earth,
Communion, and Olympians…and their children where possible.”
*+*+*+*+*
“What do you think, Sera?” Admiral Hannah Marlowe asked when the meeting
took a break.
“I think that things went from ‘interesting’ to ‘complicated’ when we return,”
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase replied.
“Back home, this scene would
probably be in a low budget movie on one of the specialty channels and wouldn’t
see much traction. But…after hearing what she said, and the conviction, I’m not
sure.”
“She knew where to find us,” Marlowe said in her laid-back voice. “In all of
space, she knew where and when to find us. Surely that isn’t random chance?”
“No, it isn’t,” Hecate said from behind them and Chase turned to look at her
mother.
“You’re right…” Chase said and narrowed her eyes.
worried…”

“There’s more…you’re

“I am, Sera,” Hecate confided quietly. “Sins of the past are coming back to
haunt the future,” she said cryptically and pursed her lips. “Things we thought long
forgotten and lost to time…it can’t be coincidence that so much of this is
happening at the same time.”
“So, you think we should consider her proposal?” Marlowe asked.
“There is an ancient proverb from our homeworld, our original homeworld, that
states, ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend’,” Hecate said and swallowed almost
nervously.
“I think we should consider it, but at the same time, remain
exceptionally alert for duplicitous activity.”
“I would agree,” a thoughtful voice said from Chase’s left. “There is no such
thing as coincidence on this scale,” Athena stated and shrugged. “However, the
one thing that must be addressed is the fact that you now have representatives from
a hostile foreign power seeking to parlay and by the time we reach the Colonies,
that same foreign power will be responsible for genocidal attacks on two of the key
nations involved.”
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“Always so logical,” Hecate winked. “She’s right, though.”
Chase looked at Marlowe and the two sisters shared a nod. “The hard part is
going to be selling it to the people,” Chase said. “How do you convince them to
accept the very people who are trying to kill you?”
“Carefully,” Marlowe said. “Very, very carefully,” she repeated and Chase
followed her gaze to where President Patrick Windsor stood talking with Tanith, and
Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos.
They were interrupted when Colonel Constance deWinter announced that they
would be making a FTL jump in thirty seconds.
“One more leap towards home,” Chase said and prayed that everything would
work out.
*+*+*+*+*
It had been three hours since the meeting had started, and President Patrick
Windsor was watching and listening with both a leader’s and a historian’s
perspective. He asked questions when he thought points were being missed or to
clarify something, but by and large, he allowed the others to drive the discussion.
He thought about what had happened since the Earth Union refugees had met
the Fleet. Friendships and relationships had been forged, but as momentous as
those were, the new Unity…entities…and what they had revealed had caused an
uproar among those who knew the truth. Then, Nanai had been downloaded into a
human body…the guiding intelligence for a battlestar had been given human form,
and in person, she wasn’t the psychopathic death machine that his people had
branded the drones as being.
So perhaps, just perhaps, humanity was truly the unifying bridge between the
born and the manufactured, he thought. We accepted Dagon’s surrender and
granted his group parole, so how much different is that, other than the spiritual
angle, is that from what Tanith is proposing?
Windsor’s attention was drawn back to the discussion when Admiral Chase
asked, “There are ships traveling with your group that were declared lost during the
Uprising, can you tell us who is in them?”
“Ah, Admiral,” Commander Eric Malan said and seemed to fidget somewhat.
“Before Tanith answers your question, I must inform you that I have given them my
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word that they will have safe passage. I was also asked to give you this letter…” he
pulled a sealed envelope from within an inside pocket in his uniform tunic, “after
Tanith explains who is in those ships and why.”
“Now you really have my interest piqued,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase
said and sat back in her chair at the head of the table.
“When the Cylons prepared to leave the Colonies,” Tanith began, “the Travelers
demanded that we find safe refuge for those who supported us and shared our
faith…” She paused and sipped a glass of water that was heavy with condensation
before she continued, “We found a new planet for the Monads and when the
decision was made to implement the Plan, the Ones amended it to include their
destruction as well. We couldn’t allow that to happen, so we evacuated them.”
“You what?” Chase asked and leaned forward.
“We evacuated them. All of them,” Tanith replied. “Over the past year and a
half, they had made overtures to the Colonial government to offer certain evidence
in return for a general amnesty.”
So like us, Windsor thought.
Monads.

We had the Erisians, the Colonials had the

“And you promised them safe passage?” Chase directed her comment to where
Malan sat next to Tanith.
“I did, Admiral,” Malan replied. “I…” he licked his lips and Windsor thought
that if he was staring down Sera Chase, he’d be nervous, too. “I have had a chance
to get to know them, and while some of them were actively working against us
during the Uprising, most of them didn’t, and many who are in those ships, either
weren’t born during the Uprising or were too young to have been involved.” He
stood and walked to where Chase sat and handed her the envelope. “I promised
that I would hand deliver this to you.”
“Thank you, Commander,” Chase said coolly and looked down at the script on
the envelope.
I think it is easier to meet and accept foreigners as they are, Windsor thought,
than it is to accept those of your own people who have disappointed or wronged
you.
*+*+*+*+*
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Why am I acting like this, Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase asked herself? Is it
because my beliefs are being called into question or is it because these are “my”
people who have hurt me?
Chase looked at the envelope and studied the precise script that spelled out her
name. The script was neat, orderly, and firm, with each line smooth and written
with surety. Most likely the result of a parochial or private education, she thought
as she used a slim folding knife to slice open the envelope. Setting the knife aside,
she tugged out the contents and opened the folded page.
It was impossible to resist, and her eyes slid to the bottom of the handwritten
note and went wide as she read the signature. “Is this?” Chase asked and looked at
Malan.
“It is, Admiral. She was in my office when she wrote it,” Malan confirmed.
Chase returned her attention to the letter and began reading.
“Dear Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase,
“This is a letter I never thought I would be able to write, let alone write it to
someone of your moral stature and professional reputation. I feel honored, and
more than a little lucky, that you are the recipient. Too often we simply look at
what is written in a book and accept it at face value and never explore, or even ask,
the context of why what was said or done really happened.
“It is my hope that you are willing to examine the letter as well as the context.
“When I was sixteen, I became the Blessed Mother of the Monotheist Church,
and for six years I strove for peace and to guide the Church away from its previous
direction. The war, sadly, changed everything. Alliances for survival had to be
made; I had to ensure that the faithful survived. No one was without sin; me, my
beloved Odin, Sister Clarice, the nascent Colonial administration with their
formalized pogroms against my faith, and those zealots who parsed our holy texts
for those passages that would justify any actions or atrocities – text without context.
“My life has been spent trying to lead my people. In the beginning, it was
spiritual leadership, but during the war that changed, and I was forced to become
both the spiritual as well as political leader. My childhood and adulthood has
been, like yours, one of duty.
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“We left the Colonies at the end of the war because we believed that there
would be no chance for a fair hearing within the courts. Things were…different…
forty years ago. The Colonies had just emerged from twelve years of war that
forged twelve independent worlds into one government, the scars were still laid
bare on the ground and in space, and that very human emotion, revenge, was
running hot.
“Should we have stayed? That is a topic that Odin and I have discussed many
times over the years. Could we have become formative and productive members of
Colonial society? The ability was certainly present, and I like to think the willpower
was, as well. There was a lot of fear, though, and we both know that for right or
wrong, my people were the focus of that. We could have stayed and argued our
case, but in the end, we believed that in this case, the best option was to remove
ourselves from the equation.
“By now, I’m sure that Commander Malan or Tanith will have explained the
feelers that we had extended to the Colonial Government over the past few months.
We have, in our possession, several people that we were going to offer to Colonial
custody to prove our intentions and show that we were serious about returning to
the Colonial family.
“Sadly, once again war intrudes on the best laid plans.
“While they may no longer offer us the bargaining chip that they once did, I still
would like to offer these individuals to you; they contain considerable intelligence
that I hope will help all of us in the coming days.
“Odin asked me why I asked for an amnesty instead of a dismissal of charges.
Countess, it would be the height of hubris to think anything would cause the slate
to be wiped clean and say the atrocities that were committed never happened. We
may not have been directly involved or even sanctioned most of what was done,
but they were committed and ostensibly in our name. Amnesty is an old practice
that dates back to the first war between Colonies and has been used in every war
since then; we fought, we lost, now we're going to swallow our pride and in doing
so, we hoped to save lives - ours and yours.
“We have allowed our different beliefs to divide us, and, I must accept blame
for this, too, as leader of the Church. That was never God’s intent, that how we
worshipped should become a wall that separates us; of this I am now certain. The
time has come for all of God’s children to look beyond their differences and come
together as one.
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“Countess, against my beloved Odin’s advice, I offer myself up to your custody,
to do with as you please. I am willing to accept full responsibility for each and
every crime, atrocity, slight, or outrage that my people may have committed…if you
accept them back into the Colonial family. I am an old woman, and my life has
been full; I have loved, been loved, have been happy, and I have been
disappointed. If offering myself up for what my people have been blamed for doing
will help heal old wounds and redress wrongs, then I willingly will walk to the
gallows.
“My best friend was murdered due to misguided religious zealotry. I look at the
people who fled the colonies with me and I see friends, lovers, parents, families,
and it is my very deep desire that the strife I knew almost sixty years ago is
something that remains a memory or is something that exists solely within a history
book.
“I wouldn’t be human if I didn’t say that I hoped you agreed to this without
requiring my sacrifice. Yet, I have made the offer, and should you decide that it is
the price that must be paid, it is one I shall gladly pay.
“Yours,
/s/
“Lacy Rand, Blessed Holy Mother of the Monotheist Church”
Chase finished reading the letter and then re-read it again, much more slowly to
ensure that she read what she thought she had. Rand’s offer seemed sincere and
when she forced herself to think rationally about the situation, she had to admit that
the Holy Mother was right on several key and important points. Her first reaction
was to dispatch Salagiida and Saber 6 to apprehend her, but, again thinking
rationally and not emotionally, that wasn’t the right thing to do.
Slowly, and with deliberate care, she allowed herself to sit back in the highbacked meeting chair. “President Windsor,” she began, using his title to impart the
severity of what she was going to ask and to imply that she wanted his opinion as a
head of state as well as historian, “you have learned some of our recent history and
being a neutral outsider, so to speak, would you review this and offer your
thoughts?” Chase slid the letter across the table to where he sat.
“Ah, certainly, Admiral,” Windsor replied and took the letter. Chase studied him
as he read the letter and watched his body language for signs of his reaction to the
text. Like her, Windsor read the letter and then re-read it again much more slowly.
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Finally, having given her no clue as to his reaction, he looked up and said, “Enough
blood has been shed, Admiral, and I don’t think a martyr or a scapegoat is needed
by either side; it certainly won’t help accomplish what this letter hopes and offers.”
A relieved smile came unbidden to Chase’s lips. “Thank you, Mr. President, that
was what I came up with as well. It’s nice having someone I trust tell me that I’m
on the right path.” She turned to Malan, “I would like to meet the Holy Mother and
discuss this with her directly…a little more informally than correspondence.”
Malan nodded. “I can arrange that after the next jump, Admiral.”
“Thank you,” Chase replied and debated her next move. “Zoe, I would like you
to accompany me when I meet the Holy Mother.”
Major Zoe Avalon narrowed her eyes. “Me, Admiral?” she asked hesitatingly.
“You know my history…”
Chase smiled and nodded. “I do, and that’s precisely why I want you there.
Trust me on this…” she added in a sisterly tone.
“Ok…” Zoe replied and looked around the table as if everyone knew her
deepest secrets.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Orbit of Unnamed System’s 3rd Planet, Colonial Deep
Space Research Vessel Arke
“Commodore?” Captain Lazar Truett said to get Commodore Andre Musk’s
attention from the beeping dradis display.
“What is it, Laz?” Commodore Andre Musk asked and turned to look at his
navigation officer.
“I did a long range dradis mapping scan of the object in orbit and, well, we got
a hit on what the system thinks it is,” Truett explained and frowned. “So, I had the
dradis send a transponder query and…” he swallowed paused for a moment. “And
it returned a positive response. Commodore…it’s Pathfinder.”
Musk walked around the plotting table and looked over Truett’s shoulder to
study the information on the display. He looked around at the other watch standers
looking for a smirk or some other tell-tale that this was a practical joke; during the
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long exploration mission, the occasional prank had slipped into the routine.
Nothing was out of place and everyone seemed to be watching and waiting for him
to do something. “You’re positive?”
“I ran the query twice to be sure,” Truett replied. “That’s Pathfinder, sir.”
“Go out and find stuff,” Musk muttered and shook his head. “That’s what I was
told before we left, go out and find stuff. Well, I guess we found something.
Flight,” he stood and spoke louder. “Please contact Colonel Mackensen and ask
her to prepare a boarding party…platoon strength…to go investigate our ghost ship.
In the meantime, Maisy, let’s see if we can hail them, shall we?”
Captain Stefan Bonner repeated his order and contacted Colonel Salome
Mackensen to prepare the boarding party. Communications Specialist Maisy
Claremont likewise repeated the order and then tried to contact Pathfinder.
“I’ve tried several times on all channels, Commodore,” Claremont finally said
and shook her head. “There’s no response so far.”
“But they know we’re here now,” Colonel Natasha Farrell said and arched her
eyebrows.
“Come on, Tasha, you don’t believe those ghost stories, do you?” Musk chided
his XO good naturedly.
“I dunno, Andre, I read Bentonhurst’s biography and a couple books about the
expedition, which while light on details, all agreed that something decidedly not
natural was going on,” Farrell explained.
“And those details came from a very small pool of people…” Musk pointed out.
“Yeah…but their stories were damned near identical, and they were among the
best and brightest that we had at the time,” Farrell countered.
Musk grinned. “Well, we’ll find out soon enough.”
“Yes…yes we will,” Farrell agreed and looked up at the dradis that was pinging
off the single object in orbit.
“Commodore?” Claremont asked. “I have Dr. Seward on the line, he says it’s
urgent that he talks to you.”
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“Put him through, Maisy,” Musk said and picked up the handset. Dr. Chesley
Seward was one of Arke’s sensor specialists and when he wasn’t nose deep in some
gadget or another, he tended to be a rather dry and somewhat academic elitist.
“Yes, Dr. Seward, this is Commodore Musk, how may I help you?”
“Commodore…” Seward started and Musk immediately knew something was
wrong from the fear in the scientist’s voice. “We’ve picked up numerous tachyon
pulses from an area of unexplored space.”
Musk narrowed his eyes. A tachyon pulse could mean any one of a number of
different things ranging from some sort of experiment to a modern nuclear weapon
detonating. They had encountered them off and on throughout their mission, all
coming from directions that either hadn’t been previously explored or surveyed, or
from directions that had been only cursorily surveyed centuries in the past. “We’ve
encountered them before, Doctor, what makes these special?”
“I know we’ve encountered them before,” Seward said, exasperated, “but never
in this large a number.”
“How many are we talking?” Musk asked. “A couple dozen?”
Seward was quiet for several seconds before he spoke. “No, Commodore, we’re
counting more than fifteen thousand unique pulses.”
Musk felt his blood run cold and realized that his shock must have shown on his
face when he saw Farrell’s questioning look. “Contact Iris and confirm that they
saw it, too, and if they did, have them and Unicorn return here at once.”
“At once, Commodore…” Seward said and hesitated a moment before adding,
“I checked the vector…it isn’t happening in the direction of the Colonies.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Within the Unnamed System’s Oort Cloud, Colonial
battlestar Unicorn, BS-81
“What’s next on the list?” Commander Siv Andresson asked and pushed back
from her heavy wooden desk before she raised her arms, arched her back, and
stretched. Her crystal blue eyes glanced at the clock on the bulkhead and she
silently groaned; it was only 09:00 ship time, which meant she had another full day
of…nothing…ahead of her.
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“Same as we had on the list this time yesterday, Siv,” Colonel Melchior von
Peele replied and made what Andresson thought was an obligatory glance at the
open folder that held the meeting agenda. “Now we talk about maintenance
issues,”
“Argh!” Andresson exclaimed.
left?”

“We’ve done this how many times since we

“Five hundred eighty-seven, if my count is correct,” von Peele replied.
“I could have been an accountant and had as much excitement,” Andresson
carped and then chuckled.
“It’s mind numbing because it’s always the same, Siv,” von Peele pointed out.
“I know, I know…” Andresson replied and settled back into the high-backed
leather chair. “Let’s get this finished, then…”
The two officers spent the next twenty minutes reviewing several maintenance
reports and were just about to end their meeting when the intercom buzzed.
“Andresson,” the Commander answered.
“Commander, Commander Aydenson just contacted us and is asking to speak
with you; he says it’s important,” Communications Specialist River Garrick replied.
“Ok, River, put him through,” Andresson said and held up her hand to forestall
von Peele’s anticipated question. “Commander Andresson,” she said when she
heard the line switch over to the other channel.
“Commander, this is Commander Aydenson, I…I have something you need to
see,” Commander Lindon Aydenson, commander of the Deep Space Research
Vessel Iris said without preamble.
“I’m going to put you on speaker, Mel is here, and we were just finishing up our
daily reports,” Andresson told Aydenson.
Aydenson chuckled nervously.
morning?”

“Was it as boring as mine was earlier this

“Probably more so…we don’t have civilians underfoot,” Andresson snarked.
“What’s up, Lindon?”
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“Siv…we got a note from Arke asking for a confirmation of something our
sensors might have picked up,” Aydenson began slowly. “We were just about to
call them for confirmation, and now that it seems we both picked up the same
thing we’re sure it isn’t a systems malfunction.”
Andresson leaned forward and narrowed her eyes.
undivided curiosity; what did you pick up?”

“Now you have my

“Ah…” Aydenson started and paused. “We detected tachyon pulses. A lot of
them.”
“We’ve detected them off and on and passed them off as background noise,”
von Peele stated. “What makes these different?”
“The sheer number,” Aydenson said and Andresson felt a chill skip down her
spine. Whatever he was going to say next was something that would probably
fundamentally change their mission. “At the current time, we’ve cataloged more
than eighteen thousand, and it hasn’t stopped.”
Andresson looked at von Peele and saw the look of shock followed by horror on
her XO’s face. She had no doubt that he was seeing the same on her face. “Did I
hear you right, Lindon…eighteen thousand pulses?”
“More than eighteen thousand,” Aydenson stated.
“My gods,” von Peele said reverently, “do you realize what this means?”
“Yes,” Andresson said and nodded slowly. “Do you have a vector?” she finally
asked and held her breath for the answer.
“It doesn’t point back to Colonial space,” Aydenson replied and Andresson
released her breath. “It points to an area that we haven’t explored or charted, and
it doesn’t look like we ever really paid that area of space much attention.”
“Well, we are now,” Andresson said and felt the rush of adrenaline surge
through her body. “Have you heard from Commodore Musk?”
“Yes, and it seems that he has a mystery on his hands as well,” Aydenson stated.
“He wants us to return post haste and we’ll convene a briefing at that time. I
already have my people working on summarizing and refining the data…but my
gut tells me that we just witnessed a civilization cease to exist.”
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Andresson nodded and saw von Peele nodding as well. They had all worn the
uniform long enough to know that many tachyon pulses probably meant a world,
or worlds, were suffering a nuclear bombardment. “What mystery does Musk
have?”
“Hold on to your seat,” Aydenson whispered and his voice quieted to almost a
conspiratorial whisper, “Maisy said they found Pathfinder.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Colonial
battlestar Lachesis, BS-36
“Thank you for allowing us the use of your quarters, Commander,” Admiral
Countess Seralanna Chase said as the small group walked through the battlestar’s
passageways.
“My pleasure, Admiral,” Commander Eric Malan said as he walked next to
Chase. “I…” he hesitated a moment and then continued, “I will admit that my
perspective is a bit biased,” he nodded towards Tanith Basilan, “but I do hope that
we’ll be able to accept the hand of friendship that has been extended.”
“Eric, since we left the Colonies, we have met people we never expected, built
friendships and relationships that were inconceivable, and have learned more
about our history and origins than we thought we knew,” Chase explained. “I am
uncomfortable with this arrangement, if I told you otherwise, I would be lying.
But,” she stopped and looked at her escort, “understanding and friendship must
start somewhere, and it appears that you have taken the steps that we took when
we met our newfound friends.”
“Ah…” Malan stammered for a moment, “Ah, I think we were fortunate that
Tanith and I already had a relationship…in the past.”
“It’s ok to cheat,” Chase winked and then sighed. “It will take a bit of getting
used to, Eric, seeing our one-time enemy walking with us as a friend, especially
knowing what their brethren just did and plan to do.” She turned to Tanith, “You
are aware of the resistance this is going to face? Much, much more than the
Monads will, I’m certain of that.”
Chase watched as Tanith’s hand easily slipped into Malan’s.
nodded. “And it will be worth it.”
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“Ok,” Chase said and looked where Lieutenant Oliva DeTomasi stood talking to
Carson, Covenant’s CAG. “Are they aware of what they’re about to get themselves
into?” she asked.
“They’re just friends,” Malan said defensively.
Chase turned to Tanith and arched an eyebrow. The Cylon smirked and shook
her head. “You keep believing that, Eric,” she said and patted his hand.
“Admiral, I’ll have the Marines announce you and Major Avalon, and then we’ll
adjourn to the briefing room across the passage,” Malan said and nodded to the
two Marines standing guard outside the hatch to his quarters.
*+*+*+*+*
The Marines had opened the hatch and stepped aside leaving Chase to step
through and enter Malan’s quarters and meet, face to face, one of the ten most
wanted people in the Colonies. Keep an open mind, Sera, she told herself, and
approach this like Dad would. One step, then another, and then she was into the
stateroom and facing an older woman wearing a simple blue habit trimmed in gold
and a white veil around her hair.
“Admiral Chase, thank you for coming,” the older woman said, still possessing
strength in her voice, and offered both her hands for Chase’s.
“Blessed Mother, your letter was most persuasive,” Chase replied, offered a
slight bow as a sign of respect for her station, and allowed Rand to hold her hands
for a moment. “After the things we’ve seen and discovered, I should have known
that there would be one more thing before we returned home. I must admit that
meeting you was something that wasn’t on the dradis.”
The Blessed Mother winked, “God works in mysterious ways, even to those who
don’t believe.”
“I am beginning to believe that there was some form of divine…arrangement…
at work given the odds of what happened and how we met who we met. But…”
Chase held up her right hand and smiled, “that is a story to tell once we’re seated. I
realize that you only specifically invited me, but I brought someone with me that I
think will be helpful in finding common ground and coming to an agreement on
how best to move forward. Major?”
Chase turned and stepped to the side and motioned Zoe forward.
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Mother,” Zoe began and stopped as recognition swept her face. “Lacy?” she asked
and slowly took several steps forward.
“Zoe?” Rand said, her voice full of amazement. “Is that really you? After all
these years?”
Chase stepped aside as the two old friends and one-time adversaries came
together and hugged each other for the first time almost sixty years. The hunter and
the hunted embraced like the long-lost friends that they were, and the tears Chase
saw streaming down both women’s faces dispelled any hesitation that she might
have had; it was time to bring the Monads back home.
“Admiral…” Zoe said and blinked away the tears. “How?”
“I didn’t know who it was until I read the letter she sent me,” Chase said and
motioned everyone to the sofas and chairs of the cabin’s informal spaces. “So, it’s
time to bury the past?”
Zoe nodded. “Yes, absolutely.”
“Blessed Mother?” Chase asked.
Rand nodded and wiped away her tears. “Yes, Admiral.
whatever is necessary so that my people may return home.”

We…I…will do

Chase sat on one of the overstuffed chairs. “Major Avalon, you will be the
witness to this and may be called to give sworn testimony at a future date to
corroborate what you see and hear; are you willing to do this impartially?”
Zoe narrowed her eyes and slowly nodded. “Yes, Admiral.”
“Good,” Chase smiled and stood and paced around the chair. “Blessed Mother,
I understand you hoped to receive a general amnesty for actions taken during the
Uprising?”
“That is correct,” Rand said and slid forward to the edge of the sofa.
“Then as a Fleet flag officer and Peer of the Realm, I hereby offer a general
amnesty to you and anyone charged with crimes from a date ten years prior to the
Cylon Uprising though the date the Armistice was signed, subject to final approval
by the Ministry of Justice,” Chase declared and smiled at the surprised look on
Rand’s face.
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“Thank you, Admiral…” Rand managed to say as she stood. “I…this was more
than I had any right to expect. Why?”
“Blessed Mother,” Chase started and stopped when Rand held up a hand.
“Please, Admiral, I like to think that we might be friends, or at least friendly, so
please call me Lacy,” Rand asked.
“Sera,” Chase said and held out her hand.
Rand took Chase’s hand and pulled her into a hug. “Thank you, Sera…thank
you for giving my people hope.”
“I did what should have been done a long time ago, Lacy,” Chase replied and
frowned. “After what I’ve seen over the past few days, I’m not sure what we’re
going to find when we get home…if there’s even a home to return to. I…”
“Action Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition One through out the ship! This
is not a drill!” a sudden announcement cut off whatever Chase was going to say.
“What the frak?” Chase swore and ran to the hatch, half expecting it to be
locked. Her hand was reaching for the wheel when the hatch opened, and she saw
Malan standing in its place.
“Admiral, we’ve just detected 33 bogies that jumped in at about 100,000
kilometers, eight of which are battlestar sized ships,” Malan reported.
“May I?” Chase asked and pointed to the handset on the wall.
“Please…they haven’t shown or signaled any hostile intent,” Malan replied.
Chase picked up the handset and was immediately met with, “CIC,
Communications Specialist Soto.”
“Specialist, this is Admiral Chase,” Chase said and prayed that she was going to
make the right decision. There were too many civilian lives at stake if she was
wrong and the fleet delayed jumping. “Please connect me Caria actual. She
should still be on Hecate. And while you’re waiting for her to reply, please send a
contact greeting to the bogies under my name.”
“Contact Caria Actual on Hecate and send a greeting under your name, copy,”
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Soto said and the line went dead.
“We better get to CIC, Eric,” Chase said and then turned back to where Zoe and
Lacy stood. “I’ll be back…I think I know who just showed up.”
The walk to the CIC took less than a minute, and with each step Chase prayed
that she was right. A moment after she followed Malan into Lachesis’ CIC Soto
said, “Admiral? I have Caria Actual and Morningstar Actual holding for you.”
A broad grin touched Chase’s lips and she took a deep breath of relief. “I’ll take
it down here, please,” she told Soto and then turned to Malan. “Commander, if you
would?” she pointed to the other handset on the plotting table.
“Honored,” Malan said as Chase picked up the handset and then followed a
moment later with his own.
“This is Admiral Chase,” Chase began and smirked. “You gave us quite a scare,
Nike.”
“Ah, cousin, sorry about that,” Nike replied, “that wasn’t our intention.”
“Just the same, we’re glad you’re here,” a new voice, Hecate, said.
Antonia make it back to Olympus?”

“Did

“She did, and she’s with us,” Nike replied. “Gavin wasn’t happy, but when she
explained who might be involved, he was all in.”
“Good,” Hecate said and to Chase’s ear, it sounded like relief was in her voice.
“Sera, do you want to splice them into the fleet or have them operate as one?”
“We’re going to have to work together when we get home, so we better start
practicing,” Chase replied. “I’m going to return to Hecate shortly,” she looked up
at the clock and frowned, “after the next jump in about five minutes. At that point,
we can have traffic control rejigger the deployment and get your group spliced into
the fleet.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Carian
battlestar Morningstar
“When is it going to stop?” Nike asked as she pulled off her boots and rested her
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stocking clad feet on the polished mahogany coffee table.
“I don’t think it’s in human nature to stop,” Admiral Thatcher Harlow replied and
turned on the sofa and stretched out. “I reviewed the imagery that was taken of the
Communion worlds…the damage done rivals Othrys or Caria.”
“We’re going to be too late, you know that, don’t you?” Nike finally said after
several silent moments.
“Yeah…we always are,” Harlow replied sadly. “The one upside is that this time
a lot more people were saved and from the briefing it sounds like the Colonies have
some solid contingency plans in place.”
“That’s a small comfort…” Nike said and sat in the silence that descended upon
them. Thatcher Harlow was her oldest and dearest friend, having known her since
the beginning. “I spoke with Hephaestus before we left,” she said, abruptly
changing the subject. “He thinks he’s close to cracking the math on that project
that’s been bugging him since Othrys.”
Harlow turned to look at Nike. “Really?” she warily asked. “I thought he swore
off it after we left for Kobol?”
“He did…but he said the recent events have forced him to take a second look at
it…sort of a hole card just in case things really go tits up,” Nike explained.
“Really go tits up?” Harlow laughed. “What does he call Zeus creating, and
losing control, of those monsters in the Communion, then losing Kobol, not to
mention seeing Caria and Othrys blasted back to the stone age, the genocide on
Earth, and,” she sat up and met Nike’s gaze, “what happened to the homeworld?”
Nike frowned and nodded. “I asked him that, too,” she answered. “Do you
know what he said? It was a one-word answer.”
Harlow narrowed her eyes and cocked her head. Suddenly, as if a switch had
been thrown, her eyes widened and her face paled. “No…”
“Yes,” Nike nodded. “Prometheus.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Orbit of Unnamed System’s 3rd Planet, approaching
HMS Pathfinder
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Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens stretched and rolled her shoulders as she sat in the
troop bay of the Thunderbird transport. She took a deep breath and felt the
comforting mass of the armored combat vest and its associated kit and looked
around at the other Marines that comprised the headquarters element and 1st Squad
of the 1st Platoon, Echo Company, 1st of the 67th Marines.
On a normal VBSS, or Visit, Board, Search, and Seizure, mission, they wouldn’t
have left home armed and equipped to face down the Cylon hordes. But this,
Lutjens reflected, wasn’t a normal VBSS…this was the first time someone from the
Colonies had set foot on the legendary Pathfinder in almost fifty-five years. The ship
that had captivated the Colonial consciousness before it had departed, and then
once again when a handful of crew members returned, had become a legendary
ghost ship.
And now, Gretchen Lutjens and her Marines were going to venture aboard the
legendary ship that even her surviving crew had called cursed, haunted, and
demonically possessed.
“What do you think we’re going to find, Loot?” Gunnery Sergeant Crispin James
asked.
“Well…if the stories are true, we’ll probably find a lot of bones…” Lutjens
replied and smirked. “Unless they really were undead, in which case I hope you
all have practiced headshots on the move.”
“Aw, man,” Private Henderson Wilkes carped and a scowl crossed his chocolate
brown face. “You know how these things go, don’t you? It’s either the new guy or
the Saggie who gets killed first…”
“You’re doubly frakked, Wilkes,” Petty Officer 2nd Class Pablo Hernandez, the
platoon’s corpsman, joked. “You’re the new guy and from Sagittaron!”
Lutjens listened to her command element and 1st Squad joke and knew it was
just their way of coping with the unknown. There had been so many stories, both
official and rumor, about Pathfinder and what happened to her, that she half
expected to find the restless dead aboard her. That was part of the reason they were
going into this with full kit and sealed suits; no chances were going to be taken
even to the point where the platoon was split between two Thunderbirds when one
of the transports could easily have held the entire formation.
“Lieutenant, can you come up here a moment?” Captain Dan Warwick said over
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the intercom. “We’re approaching Pathfinder and are going to make a pass to see if
we can see any damage before we land on the starboard flight deck.”
“On my way,” Lutjens replied and unplugged from the intercom before making
her way forward to the cockpit. “Oh…my…gods…” she softly swore when she saw
the majestic ship that filled most of the canopy.
“Pretty amazing, isn’t it?” Warwick asked and looked over his shoulder at
Lutjens. “I’ve been flying for the Corps for ten years and flew for a courier service
to put myself through college, and I’ve seen some pretty incredible sights, but I
think this is one that I’ll remember forever.”
“Sure is impressive…” Lutjens replied and then smirked, “You’re not scared of
what we might find?”
“Hell no!” Warwick laughed. “Not when I have you and your merry band of
badasses to protect me!”
Lutjens couldn’t help but laugh and put her hand on his shoulder. “You just
remember that, Danny,” she told him. “And when we call for a dustoff, you come
running!”
“Any time, every time, Gretchen,” Warwick replied and turned the Thunderbird
to point directly at Pathfinder’s bow. “Looks like she has power…there’s light
coming from the domes and some of the windows…”
Warwick triggered the high intensity landing lights and suddenly the hull was
illuminated as if it were high noon. As the Thunderbird slowly travelled the length
of the massive ship, the spot lights didn’t reveal any external damage. Lutjens was
feeling a little uneasy when she saw light streaming though the windows that
enclosed the navigation bridge that was located just above the main hull. It made
her feel as if the ship was alive somehow…and waiting for them. To add to the
eeriness, Pathfinder’s guns were pointed in all different directions, as if she had
been in a battle, rather than rigged for cruising. Yet, other than when the ship
turned her guns on the funeral, there was no mention of her ever firing them in
anger.
“Danny, when we land,” Lutjens said just loud enough so Warwick could hear,
“button up. I don’t want anything to sneak aboard or somehow slip on, ok?”
“We’ll be dropping you off in an unpressurized bay…how are they going to get
on?” Warwick asked.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2214

“I dunno,” Lutjens replied, “and I don’t want to find out that they *can* do it,
ok?”
“Yeah…” Warwick slowly said. “This whole thing is starting to weird me out.”
“Precisely. Now, let’s land so me and my ‘merry band of badasses’ can go
exploring,” Lutjens said and patted Warwick’s shoulder before she returned to the
cargo hold.
*+*+*+*+*
Like Arke, Pathfinder was enormous. There was no way that they would be able
to search the entire ship in the four hours that Commodore Musk had allotted, so
Lutjens split her platoon into two groups; the command element and 1st Squad
would search the navigation bridge and a path that took them through some of the
Life Sciences labs and by about the third hour or so, wind up at the biology domes
in the starboard bow quarter. 2nd and 3rd Squads would search towards the ship’s
stern, where her engineering spaces were located, and try to pull the local
engineering logs and gather any intelligence that might indicate whether the ship
was navigable.
“You realize that you just violated the First Rule, don’t you, Loot?” Sergeant Shay
Al’Mar asked ten minutes after Lutjens dispatched 2nd and 3rd Squads.
“First rule?” Lutjens asked and cocked her head. Sergeant Shay Al’Mar seemed
to have an encyclopedic knowledge of cinema and it didn’t matter the genre, she
knew it…and was particularly fond of horror vids.
Al’Mar’s swarthy face grinned. “You split the group, Loot. Bad…very bad…if
we were teeny boppers, at least one of us would have been gruesomely murdered
or eaten by now.”
“So…if I split the group again?” Lutjens joked.
“Oh…that would be even worse,” Al’Mar deadpanned to the laughs of the other
Marines.
Lutjens shook her head. “But here’s the problem with that, Shay,” she paused a
moment for effect, “we’re Marines…and we’re armed. Some idiot in a mask or
demonic doll doesn’t stand a chance.”
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“Oo-rah!” Sergeant Riku Tassheim declared, followed by similar declarations
from the rest of the Marines.
“What was that?” Lance Corporal Nomi Millhouse suddenly asked as she knelt
and brought up the M-24 automatic rifle that she carried and aimed it down a side
passage. “I’ve got something…” she whispered and adjusted the contrast on the
color synthetic vision optic. “Footprints…”
“What?” Lutjens asked and raised her M-22 and looked where Millhouse aimed.
“I don’t see anything…”
“Take a look,” Millhouse said and handed the M-24 to Lutjens.
After swapping rifles, Lutjens raised what was essentially a heavy barreled M-22
to her shoulder and looked through the optic. “Mother frakker…” she swore.
“Skirmish formation, we’re going to treat this as if we’re boarding a hostile ship.
Kilgore, get me Sergeant Kine on the wireless.”
Lutjens watched as 1st Squad deployed and took the wireless handset when
Kilgore told her that he had Sergeant Kine. “Butch,” she began, “someone is still
aboard.”
“What?” Sergeant Butch Kine, 2nd Squad’s sergeant and the commander of the
detached squads asked incredulously. “Someone is still here? After all these
years?”
“Yeah…either that or it’s their ghost who leaves a thermal signature,” Lutjens
told him. “Have your gunners use their thermals with the contrast cranked up,
that’s what Millhouse did…”
“Roger that, Loot. Ah…” Kine’s voice turned hesitant and he paused for a
moment as Lutjens heard the static that seemed omnipresent in their portable
wireless rigs. “Keep your ears open…we’ve been hearing things, nothing steady,
but like someone dropped something two or three turns ahead, and when we get
there there’s nothing to be found.”
“Stay frosty, Butch…we all go home and have a beer and laugh this off, ok?”
Lutjens told her sergeant.
“Copy that…next time, let Tinhorn have the glory…you know he’s probably
sticking pins in a doll with your name on it because you got the assignment,” Kine
joked.
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“Yep…I hear you on that. Let me know if anything develops and…” Lutjens
shook her head at her nervousness, “Let’s keep a five-minute wireless contact
schedule; we have the plans in our comps, so we’ll let each other know exactly
where we are each time.”
“Count on it,” Kine told her.
“Good…Lutjens, out,” Lutjens said and gave the handset back to Kilgore. “You
heard that, Aiden?” she asked.
“Oh yeah!” the Hibernian Corporal replied.
contact with our exact position.”

“Every five minutes we make

“Bingo!” Lutjens said and turned to where the rest of the Marines were fanned
out in defensive positions. “Ok…let’s move forward. We should be at the bridge
shortly and then I want to make a beeline for the domes.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Communion
battlestar Stheno
“I’m glad you’re here,” Commander Bronwyn Elliot said as she pulled back from
the kiss she just shared with Commodore Vannevar Bovee.
Bovee looked into her eyes and smiled, “So am I, Bronwyn, so am I.”
“So…should I ask what happened or just wait for the memo?” she asked and led
him to the table where a light meal had already been laid out for them.
“I can’t go into the details other than to say that things have become much more
complicated and while I trust Admiral Chase, I have concerns about the powers
that be accepting her decisions,” Bovee said slowly and measured his words. “I
also think that the Communion might have some issues, but for now, we’re walking
a fine line of détente with these specific Cylons.”
“After what they just did?” Elliot asked and sat down.
“All indications, and I’m inclined to believe them, indicate that these Cylons
weren’t part of the attack and didn’t play a part,” Bovee explained after he pushed
in Elliot’s chair so that she was seated properly at the table. “They also said that
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they had been sidelined, on purpose, from the attack on the Colonies because of
their commander’s, Tanith Basilan’s, views,” he added after he sat down.
“Bronwyn?” Bovee asked when he saw the look on her face. “What’s wrong?”
“That name…Tanith Basilan…did I hear you right?” Elliot asked.
“Yes…why?” Bovee said and narrowed his eyes. “What is it?”
“Wait…let me see if I have it with me…” Elliot said and suddenly stood up from
the table and rushed over to the bookcase that adorned a wall in her quarters. She
scanned the spines and finally after searching a row and a half, pulled out a book
and began leafing through it. “Here!” she exclaimed and walked over to where
Bovee sat, having pushed himself back from the table. “Look,” she said and
handed him the book.
Bovee looked at the book and realized it was a yearbook and there in front of
him, in living color, was Ensign Tanith Basilan in her full-dress uniform from her
commissioning ceremony when she graduated from the Communion academy at
Land’s End. “You knew her?”
Elliot barked a chuckle.
pallbearer at her funeral…”

“She was my roommate for four years and I was a

“We need to let the brass know about this…” Bovee said as he considered the
implications. He knew that Commander Eric Malan had previously known Tanith,
but he wasn’t sure of the specific circumstances. The more he thought about it, the
more concerned he became. “Bronwyn, if she went to your academy, and our
academy – and I’m speculating on that right now, then how many others might
have infiltrated our ranks?”
“Oh, shit…that could have explained some of the losses we took during the
attack,” Elliot said and walked to her desk and picked up the intercom handset.
“Tavi?” she said after requesting to speak to her XO. She paused a moment, then
added, “I need you to contact Admiral Galva and Admiral Chase and then
conference them in down here…and Tavi, I need this secured, ok?”
Elliot started pacing as they waited for the two admirals to be contacted. Bovee
gently put his arms on her shoulders and held her still. “Let’s try and eat
something…we don’t know when we might get another chance to sit and eat once
we reach the Colonies.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2218
“Ok…” Elliot finally said and allowed Bovee to guide her back to the table and
make sure she was seated. “I need to talk to her,” she said after swallowing a bite
from her sandwich.
“We’ll make it happen,” Bovee told her.
Elliot ate another bite and then asked, “What’s going to happen when we get to
the Colonies?”
Bovee wiped his lips and looked into her eyes and saw raw emotion looking
back at him as if her soul had been laid bare. “I’m not sure….but, I do know that
as much as we’d like to jump to the homeworlds and go on the offensive, that we
aren’t. We can’t.”
“Why?” Elliot asked and looked confused. “I would think you would want to
get in and defend the colony worlds.”
“Cold equations,” Bovee replied sadly. “We were lucky that we could hit the
Cylons with Prentis’ whammy, but spread out over four systems? And then you
have the reality that the Cylons won’t hold anything back for this one, and it comes
down to us having to protect Saga.”
“Saga?” Elliot said and cocked her head.
“The best kept secret in the Colonies,” Bovee smirked. “Over the decades, it’s
been developed into a lifeboat of sorts, ready to receive quite a few people with
cities already built, ready, and waiting. The fear was that the Cylons would return
and go scorched earth, and this was a way where we could save part of the human
race and defend one location rather than two dozen or more.”
“That’s…heavy,” Elliot said a moment before there was a knock at the hatch.
“Commander?” a Marine stationed outside said.
“Enter,” Elliot replied and turned to see who was at the hatch.
“Admirals Galva and Chase, Commander,” the Marine said as he opened the
armored hatch.
Elliot and Bovee jumped to their feet. “Admirals,” Elliot said as the two officers
entered her quarters. “I hope Tavi didn’t tell you that I wanted to see you face to
face.”
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“Nothing of the sort, Commander,” Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva said with a
smile and easy voice. “Admiral Chase and I were sharing a Raptor on our return to
Andromeda and Hecate and figured it would be easier to just divert to Stheno.”
Elliot quickly explained why she contacted them and finally showed them the
yearbook. “I don’t know what it means, if it means anything at this point,” she
confessed, “but I would like the opportunity to talk to her before we reach the
Colonies.”
“Sera?” Galva asked and looked at Chase.
“I think our next stop is Lachesis,” Chase replied and sighed. “Admiral, I think
we should pause the fleet for a cycle while we work this. As much as I want to get
home, we aren’t enough to really make a difference in the Colonies, and half an
hour isn’t going to matter.”
“Are you sure?” Galva asked and Bovee was sure there were more questions
contained within those three words than the obvious one.
“Yes,” Chase said definitively. “Let’s do this.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Orbit of Unnamed System’s 3rd Planet, aboard HMS
Pathfinder
Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens finally allowed herself to relax somewhat when the
hatch to Pathfinder’s navigation bridge was closed and dogged. “Ok, Marines, let’s
get this done so we can finish up this walk on the wild side,” she said and settled
into a chair at one of the workstations. “We need to download the logs and any
library data that they might have compiled, then we’re out of here and down to the
domes.”
“Copy that,” Gunnery Sergeant Crispin James said and began directing the
Marines of 1st Squad and the platoon’s Headquarters element to complete the
necessary tasks.
Lutjens stood and walked around the bridge and marveled at how sophisticated
everything looked, despite being almost sixty years old. The Colonies’ withdraw
from bleeding edge technology was readily apparent as she studied the various
consoles and workstations, and deep down she cursed the creation of the Cylons.
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Where could they have been if the Cylons had never been invented, she mused and
then quickly answered her question; probably at war with each other.
She paced around the bridge’s perimeter and gazed out through the large almost
floor to ceiling transparent windows. The world Pathfinder was orbiting looked
idyllic, and yet it also seemed to hide a secret that triggered the events leading to
the celebrated ship’s loss and abandonment.
The sudden sound of hydraulics and a whooshing sound caused Lutjens and
every other Marine to drop to a crouch behind some sort of concealment and face
the source of the noise. A panel about a meter and a half had slid open along one
of the rear walls and a single glowing red light shown within the darkness. She felt
her finger caress the M-22’s trigger and ordered, “Hold your fire until we know
what it is!”
Lutjens didn’t have long to wait as an automaton rolled out from the darkness. It
was a bit more than a meter high and looked like a toy she used as a child to throw
a tennis ball for her dog when they went to the park. “Don’t shoot!” a synthesized
voice that sounded more human than synthetic announced. “I am Simon, the
keeper of Pathfinder’s bridge. Who are you and what are you doing here?”
“I’m Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens, Colonial Marines; we’re from the Deep Space
Research Vessel Arke,” Lutjens quickly responded and made sure that her the green
luminescent aiming point from her rifle’s optic was centered over the automaton’s
red eye.
“I am not familiar with either the ‘Colonial Marines’ or the ‘Deep Space
Research Vessel Arke’,” Simon said neutrally, “though it is possible that they were
both created after Pathfinder left Virgon.”
“There was a war and the colonies unified under a central government, the
Twelve Colonies of Kobol,” Lutjens quickly explained. “All the various national
armed forces were combined into the Colonial Fleet, Marines, Guard, and other
groups.”
“Oh!” Simon seemed to exclaim, “then Commander Bentonhurst sent you?”
“Ah…no…not exactly,” Lutjens tried to explain.
was lost, we happened to find you by accident.”

“Everyone thinks Pathfinder

“That would explain why a recovery team never arrived,” Simon seemed to
theorize. “Do you have a command code?”
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“Command code?” Lutjens asked.
“Yes. When Commander Bentonhurst ordered Pathfinder abandoned, he locked
the ship’s systems with a command level security block. He was worried that the
ship’s guns would be directed on the evacuees and also wanted to ensure that the
ship wasn’t able to maneuver except to maintain orbit,” Simon explained. “If you
have the command code, then you can release those blocks.”
“I’m going to have to talk to my boss about that…” Lutjens told Simon. “Ah…
what can you tell us about the ship’s condition?”
“Sadly, not much more than the basics,” Simon answered apologetically. “I do
know that the ship’s engineering is functional, as is life support. What I can not tell
you about is the actual condition in specific areas of the ship.”
“Where are the bodies?” Lutjens prodded. “The reports said that the crew that
remained aboard had all been killed.”
“Oh! Well, housekeeping removed them and then cleaned up the damage and
mess that was caused when they were killed,” Simon said almost cheerfully. “The
bodies would have been cremated in the ship’s incinerators.”
I am living in a horror vid, Lutjens thought silently to herself. “Is there anyone
else alive aboard?”
This time, Simon didn’t answer immediately, it seemed to pause for just a
fraction of a second. “I can not answer that question, Lieutenant; my direct senor
observations are limited to this bridge and its support structure. While I am able to
query system status reports for engineering, gunnery, and life support, I am unable
to access the Life Spaces Monitoring Suite to determine the location of other
biological entities.”
“Hold for one moment,” Lutjens told Simon and then motioned Gunnery
Sergeant Crispin James over to where she still crouched behind a console. “Cris,
what do you think?” she whispered.
“I think that a whole hell of a lot was left out of Bentonhurst’s reports and bio,
that’s what I think,” James whispered back. “I’m getting a really bad feeling about
all this, and I think it’s time to kick this up to the people who get paid to make the
big decisions to deal with.”
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A smile came unbidden to Lutjens’ lips. “Exactly what I was thinking,” she told
James. “Aiden, get the boss back on Arke…this is more than just a deserted ship.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Union
gunstar Angelos
“What is it, Becky?” Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett asked when
Communications Specialist Rebecca Slocum said his name.
“Ah, Colonel, Lieutenant Wellington is on the intercom, she says she’s dealing
with an issue and would like to talk to you for guidance on how to handle it,”
Slocum replied.
“Ok, put it down here,” Beckett said and wondered what could have caused the
normally solid and unflappable Tabitha Wellington to need command assistance
while supervising passenger transfers. As soon as the handset beeped, he picked it
up, “XO.”
“Colonel, this is Lieutenant Wellington,” Tabby’s voice said clearly and without
any of the static associated with encrypted wireless communications. “I’m sorry to
bother you, but we have a situation down here with two of the civilians that
boarded before the last jump. They aren’t on the manifest yet claim that they
belong here and are demanding to talk to Colonel Savoy.”
“You said there were two of them?” Beckett quickly asked as his mind started to
solve the puzzle. “A man and a woman?”
“Yes; how did you know?” Tabby asked. “Was there a change made that we
didn’t get?”
“No…” Beckett growled in frustration. “Hold them in the gallery, I’ll be down
in a minute to sort this out directly. Until I get there, they are to have no contact
with anyone other than you and Sergeant Cramer.”
“Copy, Colonel; they are to be segregated and have no contact with anyone
other than me or Cramer,” Tabby repeated the order.
“Good…I’m on my way,” Beckett said and hung up the handset. “Katya, you
have the con until I return.”
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“I have the con, aye,” Captain Katya Petrova said, then arched an eyebrow and
asked, “Should I alert Colonel Savoy?”
“No,” Beckett told her. “I want to get this resolved and over with before we tell
her, so she doesn’t have to deal with it…” he added and arched both eyebrows to
silently communicate, well, something. You must have telepathy, boy-o, the little
voice on his shoulder said when Petrova’s eyes widened and she suddenly nodded
her understanding.
The smirk that was on Beckett’s face disappeared when he stepped into the
primary receiving gallery that was located adjacent to the gunstar’s flight deck.
“Lieutenant,” he said when he stepped into the gallery and noted her Marines had
spread out to cover the room yet were close enough to immediately intervene if the
two civilians sitting on a sofa misbehaved.
“Colonel,” Tabby began, and Beckett could see in her eyes that she was relieved
he was here. “The two civilians over there,” she pointed to the two people on the
sofa, “claim to be Colonel Savoy’s husband and wife…”
And there you go, boy-o, the little voice said and chuckled. How about we just
space the cheating frakker and look the other way, eh, it asked. Beckett suppressed
the urge to chuckle and walked over to where the two people sat next to each
other. The man was roguishly handsome and in excellent shape, even for middle
age, with a swarthy complexion and shoulder length flowing black hair, while the
woman despite dressing like a librarian and looking like a pretty Pyramid mom, for
some reason reminded him of a frightened animal with a broken spirit.
So, these were the two people who caused Chiara so much pain, Beckett
thought as he studied them for a moment and now noticed the crows feet around
the man’s eyes, the slight greying at the roots of his temples, the look of uncertainty
on the woman’s face, and the way she seemed to sit there, utterly defeated. “I am
Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett; how may I help you?”
“I demand to see my wife, she’s the commanding officer of this boat!” the man
demanded arrogantly.
“I’m her husband, Beto Savoy, and this is our wife,
Channing.”
Beckett looked down at them and frowned. “First, this is a ship or a gunstar, it is
not a boat,” he said directly and without warmth or humor. “Second, you do not
demand anything here, you ask; I demand or Colonel Savoy demands, you…don’t.
Third, you are not on the manifest and therefore you will not remain aboard and
will be returned to your ship of origin.”
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“Now see here!” Beto demanded and stood up…and just as quickly sat down
when every Marine in the room, including Tabby, suddenly raised their rifles at him
and audibly clicked off the safeties. “Now see here,” he reiterated forcefully while
seated, “Chiara is our wife and therefore we demand to be shown to her quarters.”
“Fourth,” Beckett said, adding his index finger to the pinky, ring, and middle
fingers he already had extended as he counted off a moment earlier, “Colonel
Savoy divorced you before she left on her last patrol; you are her *ex* husband and
therefore have no rights, if they even existed, to be here.”
“Oh, I see she played the ‘poor little me’ card,” Beto arrogantly laughed. “So…
did she frak you the way she frakked her old CO, Titus?”
“Now you’re crossing the line,” Beckett told him, and he saw the woman put his
hand on Beto’s arm as if to calm him down, but he shook it off. “As soon as I can
have a Roc prepped, you will be removed from Angelos and returned to where you
came from.”
“Ha! You can’t do that!” Beto boasted. “Chiara will bust you down to a
deckhand when she hears what you did to me and Channing.”
Beckett squatted so he could look Beto in the eye. “Here, on this ship, I am the
right hand of god,” he hissed just loud enough for the two people on the couch to
hear his words. “If I gave the order, those Marines over there would throw your
adulterous ass into an airlock and gleefully cycle it to open space. Do. You.
Understand. Me?”
Beto glared at him. “She’s my wife and I demand to see her!”
Well, now it’s time to have fun, Beckett thought and heard the little voice
munching on popcorn from where it perched on his shoulder. “Channing, did you
know about his side of Beto when you first started…seeing…him?”
Channing met Becketts’s gaze for a moment and then dropped it to the floor
before shaking her head. As she did, the light blue sweater that she wore slipped
and revealed her lower neck and collarbone, and the large, ugly hand shaped
bruise that it no longer concealed. “Channing, please come over here with me, I
have a few questions I want to ask you.”
“Me?” Channing asked nervously. “Why?”
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Beckett smiled and hoped it put both of them at ease. “Just standard practice
when I have to justify overriding Fleet’s refugee resettlement decision.” He saw that
it had the desired effect as Beto suddenly smirked and beamed before sitting back
and crossing his arms triumphantly.
“Ah, ok…” Channing said and stood, smoothing down her sweater and the
wrinkles in her slacks.
Beckett guided Channing to the other side of the gallery and motioned for Tabby
to join him. When the three were standing together, he asked just loud enough for
the two women to hear him, “Channing, how long has he been abusing you?”
A look of horror spread over Channing’s face and her eyes darted from Beckett
to Tabby and when she started to turn to look at Beto, Tabby put her hand on her
shoulder and shook her head. “How long?” the young officer asked as Beckett
watched.
“Since shortly after Chiara left…it wasn’t anything more than rough sex at first,
but then…” Channing closed her eyes and took a deep breath through her nose in
an effort to stave off the tears that Beckett could see straining to break free.
“Then…it became more common; when something went wrong it was always my
fault and he’d hit me…and then immediately apologize and for a week or so all
would be fine.”
“You’re safe here,” Tabby said, picking up on what Beckett had intended. “Do
you want to swear a complaint and have us arrest him?”
Sudden hope filled Channing’s eyes as she blinked rapidly several times. “You
can do that?”
“Yes, we can,” Beckett compassionately answered.
“Please…” Channing begged. “Help me…”
Tabby looked at Beckett and he nodded.
with…him.”

“Take care of her, Tabby, I’ll deal

“Come with me, Channing, we’re going to take a statement and then I’ll make
sure you have quarters here on Angelos,” Tabby told Channing before slipping her
arm around her shoulders and guiding her toward the hatch.
They two women, officer guiding civilian, were two steps away from the hatch
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when Channing started sobbing and Beckett felt the little voice pat him on the back
and whisper, you did good, boy-o, Cora will be proud of you. “Damned straight,
she will,” Beckett whispered back to the little voice. “My mother didn’t raise a
bastard.”
No, she certainly didn’t, the little voice agreed and then looked over where Beto
sat and added, but I know someone whose mother did.
“Beto Savoy, please stand,” Beckett said a moment later when he stood in front
of Beto. “Sergeant Cramer, please place Mr. Savoy under arrest and arrange for him
to be transferred to a holding cell on Dike Astraea.”
“Sir?” Sergeant Mycroft Cramer asked and cocked his head.
“Mister Savoy is being arrested for and charged with domestic violence and
battery,” Beckett told the NCO. “Please let Dike Astraea’s master-at-arms know that
as soon as we have the complaint finalized that we will send it their way.”
Cramer looked at Beckett and hardened his visage. “My pleasure, Colonel,” he
said and turned to where Beto stood looking confused. “Hands behind your back!”
he barked and Beto hesitated for a moment before two Marines took a step forward
and he quickly put them behind his back where Cramer applied a set of zip-tie
restraints.
Beckett took a deep breath and watched as Cramer and another Marine led Beto
to the umbilical that was connected to a waiting Roc. When they were gone, he
walked over to the hatch and nodded at Corporal Louis ‘Loop’ Patton.
Patton stood at attention and saluted. After Beckett returned it, the Marine said,
“You did good, Boss, real good.”
“I did the right thing,” Beckett said and stepped through the hatch and turned to
walk back to the CIC. He made it to the first turn and stopped short. “Chiara…” he
stuttered when he saw Colonel Chiara Savoy standing there with tear filled eyes.
Savoy sniffed twice before taking two steps forward and grabbing Beckett in one
of the tightest hugs he’d ever experienced. “Yes, you did the right thing….” she
sniffed, and if it was possible, hugged him tighter. “Thank you…I don’t think I
could have done that.”
Beckett hugged her back and gently said, “I take care of family; your ordeal is
over now.”
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Savoy released the hug and looked up at him. “Cora is a very lucky lady.”
Beckett shook his head, “I’m the lucky one…she changed my life. Now, how
about we deal with some trash and get ready for the next jump?”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Colonial
battlestar Lachesis, BS-36
“Admiral Chase, Admiral Galva,” Commander Eric Malan said after the two
admirals and Commander Elliot had been piped aboard at Lachesis’ portside VIP
gallery. “Is everything ok?”
“Everything is fine, Eric,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase told him and
smiled. “I was wondering if we might have a quick word with Tanith?”
“With Tanith?” Malan repeated and narrowed his eyes.
wrong…”

“I hope nothing is

“No, nothing is wrong,” Chase explained. “However, something has developed
that we think she might be able to help us with, and that’s where Commander Elliot
comes in.”
This seemed to satisfy Malan and Elliot watched as Chase carefully navigated
the issue without forcing rank or privilege at the battlestar’s commander. Respect,
she thought, to have it, it must be given, and Chase certainly gives and gets it.
“Tanith is sitting with the Blessed Mother and Major Avalon in my quarters,”
Malan said and led them out of the gallery. “Should I contact the mess and have
some sandwiches sent over? We did sort of work through lunch.”
“I think that would be a good idea, Eric,” Chase replied.
It took them several minutes to walk the distance between the receiving gallery
and Malan’s stateroom and with each step Elliot felt more and more tension seep
into her system. The name was certainly right, and Bovee had identified her from
the yearbook, so to her mind, it had to be her. Finally, when they reached the
hatch leading to Malan’s quarters, she took a deep breath, held it, and then forced
the stress and uncertainty from her mind and waited for the Marines to announce
their presence.
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After Malan and the Admirals were announced and entered the stateroom, Elliot
steeled herself for what was to come and followed.
“Tanith,” Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva said conversationally, “I hope you can
help us solve a mystery…”
“Certainly, Admiral,” Tanith Basilan replied in a voice that Elliot knew very well.
“Commander?” Galva said questioningly and motioned her forward.
“Hi Tannie…” Elliot said as she stepped out from Galva’s shadow. “It’s been a
while…”
Tanith had stood when they had entered and now the statuesque blonde’s eyes
went wide in shock, then recognition, and finally joy. “Bronnie?” she asked
hesitantly. “Is that really you?”
Elliot found herself blinking away tears as her dearest friend from her years at
the academy and as a junior officer acknowledged her identity. “You…you’re…
alive…” she managed to stammer before she stepped forward and stopped.
“My God…” Tanith said a moment before she caught the Communion officer in
a hug that caused both women to hold each other as if the other was a phantom.
“What happened?” Elliot managed to ask and stepped back.
“It’s a long story…” Tanith began and suggested everyone get comfortable as she
told about her years in the Colonies and the Communion.
“That was an incredible story,” Chase finally said when Tanith finished. “It does
raise some questions that I hope you can help us with.”
Tanith nodded. “I can provide images of each of the seven active models,
Admiral. Hair and eye color may differ, but the other vital statistics will remain the
same within three standard deviations.”
“Thank you, I realize that this must be difficult for you to do, to your own
people,” Galva interjected.
“It really isn’t,” Tanith said and shook her head. “My people are those who are
with me and who stand with me, the others, who are following the Plan…they are
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as much my enemy as they are yours. I may be Cylon, but I want that to mean
nothing more than my origin in the way it means you’re Meropian, Admiral, or
you’re Virgonian,” she said to Chase. “Here,” she pointed at her heart, “I am
human, like you…even though how we got here is a little different. My brethren
who are committed to destroying humanity…they deserve neither my sympathy nor
my consideration…only my pity for their eager willingness to commit a sin so
heinous that God will cry when He sees it happen.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Colonial
battlestar Hecate, BS-94
What had been planned as a one cycle pause had turned into four cycles, two
hours, and Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase was starting to feel the stress of what
was to come.
Her decision weighed heavily on her shoulders because the
emotional side of her knew that every minute they delayed would mean the Cylons
had another minute to wreak havoc and run rampant through the Colonies.
And yet, when she sat back and looked at it rationally, a handful of ships would
hardly stem the tide, especially if they weren’t able to act within the first few salvos.
This was a time when the math just didn’t work in her favor, and the decision to
delay for even two hours, was a bitter pill to swallow. The upshot was that they
were back on schedule and had more intelligence to ferret out spies and potential
saboteurs within their midst.
“Hello, Mick, how are you today?” Chase asked Corporal Michael Grady, one of
the two Marines standing watch outside her quarters.
“I’m good, Admiral,” Grady replied. “Miss Ava has the hooligans out for a walk
and should return in a few minutes.”
“Thank you,” Chase said as Grady pushed open the armored hatch and she
stepped in. A smile came unbidden to her face as she thought of the young girl and
the innocent joy she had playing with Dickens and Lira.
After making a cup of hot chocolate, Chase sat in one of the overstuffed chairs
that were in her quarter’s living area. So much had happened since they left the
Colonies, and now, so much was yet to happen. Meeting the Communion and later
the Union, and then discovering that not only was her mother alive, but that she
was Hecate herself and that she and Cora had sisters and cousins they never knew
about. She smiled at the friendships that had blossomed between her and Cora and
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the others; Hanna, Brooke, Gia, and Alexis. And then, her heart warmed beyond
measure when she thought of the tearful reunion she had with her own daughter,
Addison.
Perhaps Tanith was right, it was time to bring the scattered fragments of
humanity together as one. Maybe, in her own way, that was something her mother
was trying to do, she thought. Mothers were mysterious like that, she laughed to
herself, always keeping the kids guessing.
“Sera!” Ava shrieked a moment before a little blue clad bundle of energy
jumped on her lap, followed by a pair of Virgon Terriers putting their paws on her
knees and wagging their tails.
“Hey, Pumpkin!” Chase replied as the little girl gave her a big hug. “How are
you?”
“I’m fine,” Ava declared and moved to sit on the chair’s arm. “I took Dickens
and Lira for a long walk down in the gardens.”
“You really are a big girl, aren’t you?” Chase asked proudly.
“I am!” Ava happily stated. “Are you ok? You seem sad…”
Chase sighed and remembered how her mother had explained that children
may not know what’s going on, but they pick up on their parents’ moods. “I’m
ok…I just have a lot on my mind and it seems like every time I think things are
settling down, something else comes up.”
Ava rested her head on Chase’s shoulder a moment before two black and tan
dogs climbed up and competed for space on the laps and other chair arm. At that
moment, she felt a wave of contentment wash over her that was almost
overpowering. A tear came to her eye and she realized that this was something that
she had missed out on with Addison.
“It’s ok, Sera,” Ava said and hugged her. “Things will get better, I just know they
will.”
“Thank you, Pumpkin, I appreciate your faith,” Chase said and rested her head
against Ava’s. She jumped and the dogs lifted their heads when they heard Captain
Jeremiah Cole’s voice calling the ship to Jump Conditions and announcing that the
ship would jump in five minutes. “I think I’ll just rest here until we jump and then
get back to work.”
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“Can I come with you?” Ava asked hopefully.
“I think so...maybe Jerry will show you how to plot a jump?” Chase offered.
“Really?” Ava exclaimed. “Cool!”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Carian
battlestar Caria
Hecate sat at the head of the large conference table and noted each name as it
was announced. One by one, the commanding officers of the ships in the small
fleet that accompanied Nike were announced. Her head snapped up when
Captain Ron DeSoto announced, “Guerriere Actual, Aphrodite.”
“What?” Hecate said as she watched the most beautiful woman on Olympus
walk into the briefing room. She stood a little taller than average and had dark
curled hair held high off her shoulders in a waterfall style. The hair framed a face
with a flawless complexion and warm brown eyes that were enticing to even a
goddess.
“I decided…no, I want to be useful, Hecate,” Aphrodite said in answer to
Hecate’s one-word question. “I could have stayed behind, but we’ve been passive
for too long.”
Hecate stood and smiled as she walked over to Aphrodite.
here, Aphie,” she said and hugged the goddess of love.
“Thank you,” Aphie whispered in Hecate’s ear.
seriously and not sending me back.”

“I’m glad you’re

“Thank you for taking me

“I’ve always told you that you could do anything you set your mind to, Aphie…
you just had to want it enough,” Hecate told her and hugged her close. “We’re
going to kick ass.”
Aphie pulled back and struck a pose, projecting faux vanity, “And I make this
look good!”
Hecate laughed and noticed Athena rolling her eyes. Those two always
competed, even back when the project first started, they constantly tried to outdo
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each other. Yet, as she looked at the two women, one personifying logic and
reason and the other love and emotion, she saw that both women seemed to have
put their past competitions behind them and shared a similar determined look.
“Yes, you sure do,” Hecate finally said and stepped back to her chair.
She was glad that Admiral Austin Sobieski had joined the first fleet to leave
Olympus; his level-headed personality and lack of ego would fit in well with the
other key principals. “Ok, I’m glad you’re all here and I apologize for taking a bit
to get everyone together. The first order of business is to bring you up to date on
what has happened and what will happen, then I want to review ships’ statuses,
and finally discuss what we will be doing once we reach the Colonies.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Earth Union
gunstar Ariadne
“Everything is pretty much back to normal here on Main Street,” Meredith said
as she used her right hand to indicate the entirety of what used to be Ariadne’s #4
hold and was now the small community colloquially known as ‘Main Street’.
“That’s good to hear,” Commander Douglas ‘Digger’ Sharma replied before he
sipped his tea.
“What’s on your mind, Digger…” Meredith asked after a moment. “I know you
read the report that we sent up on our repairs.”
“Guilty as charged,” Sharma smiled. “Ah…I’m trying to get ahead of the curve
on this and give you some advance warning of what might be coming down the
pike. You’re tied in with the medical community, specifically the mental health
community, and I know you’ll have your hands full with the Communion
refugees…but it isn’t over yet.”
“Yet?” Meredith asked and focused her attention on Sharma. “What’s going to
happen?”
“We’ve compared timetables, our current transit schedule and the one that the
Cylons have provided, and the math shows us arriving about seven or eight hours
after the Cylons begin their attack on the Colonies,” Sharma said and sighed. They
were so close to sanctuary, and now to see it slip from their grasp was a bitter pill to
swallow.
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“I understand,” Meredith said after a few moments of silence. “We’re going to
have to prepare for not just the Colonials, but our own people as well. For five
years, this was the end game; we get to the Colonies and we could come in from
the cold and stop our wandering. And now that’s being taken from us.”
Sharma nodded and then forced a slight smile to his face. “But there is some
good news…”
“Good news?” Meredith asked skeptically. “In three days, two civilizations will
have been utterly destroyed and tens of billions killed.”
“Ok,” Sharma held up his hands in surrender, “perhaps good news wasn’t the
best term. How about ‘bright spot’?”
“I’ll let you off the hook this time,” Meredith scolded him before a smile
touched her lips. “What is it?”
“The Colonials, some of them at least, feared the worst if the Cylons returned
and created a lifeboat, if you will,” Sharma explained and leaned forward, resting
his elbows on his knees. “There’s a world that everyone thinks can’t support
human life over the long term, the crops we need, and the animals we raise.
Something about amino acids or whatever, Kim could explain it better, but for
centuries the world has been branded as unfit for human habitation and all food
has to be shipped in. The Colonial military uses the entire system for wargames,
and here’s the kicker…over the past four decades, they’ve built and furnished entire
cities; on the surface for more realistic wargames, but in reality, as a new world
ready for people to move in and live there.”
“Wait a minute,” Meredith interrupted and set her teacup on the table. “You’re
telling me that there’s a planet with cities with homes and businesses all furnished
and supplied just waiting for people to move in?”
“I am. And from what I’ve been briefed on, there is more than enough space for
all of us,” Sharma explained.
“I think I understand,” Meredith replied thoughtfully. “Mental health wise, I
think our people will be disappointed that we’re not going to be settling in ‘the
Colonies’, but, I also think the fact that we’re not being shut out of the Colonies and
that we’ll be sharing the experience with not just the Communion, but the
Colonials as well will be a good thing. Shared experiences will bring our peoples
together and forge ties faster than just resettling refugees in neighborhoods. I have
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one suggestion, though.”
Sharma nodded, “I was hoping you would.”
“Tell the powers that be to mix together all the refugees as homogeneously as
possible,” Meredith explained. “Make sure that in each apartment building or
subdivision that there are as equal as possible amounts of all groups. So, if the
apartment building has twenty units over five floors, each floor should have one
family from each of the four groups; Colonial, Union, Communion, and Cylon/
Monad. There will be some tensions, but unless we learn to live together as one,
this will only be temporary.”
“Good, I thought you’d say that,” Sharma said smugly.
“Um…why?” Meredith asked slowly and narrowed her eyes at him.
“Because, Doctor Meredith Ingram, you’ve just been appointed to the
Resettlement Working Group,” Sharma told her. “You can refuse, but I hope you
won’t. I’ll have the paperwork sent to you explaining the position, but one of the
things that we discussed was the need to integrate mental health professionals into
the planning and development of any settlement plans. I put forward your name
and explained what you did here, on Ariadne, and Admiral Chase suggested that
you would be perfect for the position of director.”
“Director?” Meredith asked, her voice betraying her surprise. “As in make the
decisions director?”
Sharma smiled and nodded. “Yes. What she was looking for was someone who
could make good decisions, not necessarily an expert in civic organization or
planning. You’ll have a small staff and report to whatever develops as the ruling
council or government. But…” he paused and raised his right index finger, “the
goal is to bring our people together and we can’t do that by simply handing out
random housing assignments. So…interested in being a ‘Founding Mother’?”
“Wipe that smirk off your face, Digger Sharma,” Meredith said sternly and then
softened it with a smile. “Admiral Chase really suggested that I would be perfect?”
“She did, and it was an opinion shared by everyone at the briefing, including
President Windsor,” Sharma confirmed.
“Ok…I’ll do it,” Meredith finally said. “Boy, will Becky be surprised!”
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*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Orbit of Unnamed System’s 3rd Planet, aboard HMS
Pathfinder
Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens sat on one of the chairs in the small lounge and
rested her suppressed M-22 across her thighs. “Don’t even say it, it wasn’t my call,”
she said to try and forestall what she knew was going to happen.
Captain Dan Warwick chuckled. “Who came up with the idea to return…with
supplies to camp out for a day or so…to this haunted mausoleum?”
“I believe that would be Dr. Digby, the head of the scientific team aboard Arke,”
Lutjens explained and stretched, arching her back and causing her combat harness
to cut into her shoulders. “He didn’t want to risk any of the students and told
Commodore Musk that this was why Marines were added to the crew.” She rolled
her eyes and shook her head. “In a way, I’m kind of glad that the Old Man agreed.”
“You are?” Warwick asked and leaned forward on the seat across from her.
Around them, the rest of the Marines of 1st Squad were relaxing as well, except for
a rotating watch who kept an eye on the hallways.
“Yeah…Could you imagine dealing with a dozen or two dozen undergrads and
grad students with all this,” Lutjens waved her arm around and indicated the entire
ship, “to explore? It would be worse than trying to herd kittens. The downside to it
is that the Old Man did buy into Digby’s suggestion that we see if the ship is
navigable, that’s why we have so many people crawling around engineering and up
on the navigation bridge.”
“Yeah…I noticed that,” Warwick said and shook his head. “Still, I think the Boss
made a good call when he ordered that we follow the buddy system to the letter,
and that each of the ship’s crew that came over was paired with a Marine whose
only task was to protect him.”
“And we get put on explorer duty,” Lutjens sighed. “At least we don’t have to
deal with that little robot.”
“Simon? He seemed kind of cool,” Warwick quipped. “The little guy has been
keeping the lights on for decades.”
“Yes…but something that moves on a roller ball doesn’t leave footprints…”
Lutjens said, referencing the thermal traces that Lance Corporal Nomi Millhouse
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detected on their first expedition to the lost ship. “Once the Old Man heard what
we found, he ordered us back to Arke and we couldn’t follow up on them, until
now.” She closed her eyes for a moment and then stood. “We better get moving,
this ship isn’t going to give up her secrets unless we find them.”
An hour later, Gunnery Sergeant Crispin James suddenly crouched down on one
knee and held up his left fist before using his left hand to tap his right shoulder. The
squad stopped where they were and assumed a defensive posture while Lutjens
moved forward.
“What is it, Cris?” Lutjens whispered.
“Over there,” James hissed and pointed down the hall into that looked like a
small indoor park.
They were still several decks below the domes, Lutjens thought, remembering
the map she studied earlier. “This must be Promenade Park,” she finally said.
“What am I looking for?”
“Wait...” James said and pointed at a specific area of brush. “Look at the
brush…doesn’t it seem to be too regular compared to the rest of the area?”
Lutjens narrowed her eyes and then extracted the small 6x32 pocket binoculars
and peered where James indicated. “Yeah…almost looks like it’s…no…it can’t
be…” she whispered, “can it?”
“Keep watching…” James urged and nodded towards the brush.
Lutjens focused on the brush and the area a couple meters to each side, slowly
moving her gaze from side to side, and after about a minute she saw movement.
She stayed fixed on that one area and was rewarded with a quick glimpse of a face,
a human face, for the briefest instant.
“There are survivors!” Lutjens gasped. “Cover me!” she quickly told James and
stepped into the wide passage that led to Promenade Park. The entrance was still a
good twenty-five meters or more from where she stood, but the very fact that there
were survivors on a ship that had been missing for the better part of six decades
had her acting on a hunch.
Slowly, but confidently, Lutjens walked towards the park’s entry. She was less
than ten meters from the bulkhead when a young man, not much older, if that, than
the Marines in 1st Squad, stepped brazenly from the brush. He wore an untucked
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uniform shirt and uniform pants, while his feet were clad in moccasin-like shoes.
Slung across his chest was a strap that held a bag at his left hip, and despite the
bedraggled and somewhat disheveled appearance, the old VSA M-18 that he
pointed at her appeared to be in perfect working order.
“Halt! Who are you?” the man demanded.
“Ah…” Lutjens said quickly and made sure that she didn’t make any furtive
movements. “I’m Gretchen….Gretchen Lutjens. Who are you?”
“I’m Orson Slater,” Slater replied and then cocked his head and looked over his
shoulder. “Where are you from?” he asked a second later.
My gods, Lutjens thought, I’m in some sort of vid. Does this kid have any
comprehension that he’s on a ship in the middle of nowhere? “I’m from a long
distance away,” she said neutrally.
“From Engineering?” Slater asked.
Lutjens slowly shook her head. One thing she wasn’t going to do is lie or make
up something to answer Slater’s questions. “No, I’m from far, far away…not from
anywhere you’ve been or on this ship.”
Slater’s eyes widened, and he stood there open mouthed as a smaller form
emerged from the brush. She was perhaps a meter sixty, if that, and she was as
different from Slater as a fair haired Caprican was from a swarthy dark haired
Tauron. Her hair was dark and long, gathered into a braid that hung half way down
her back and complimented her almond shaped eyes and pale complexion.
“You’re from beyond?” the girl asked.
“Yes,” Lutjens nodded and kept her eyes on the rifles that both youth held,
though currently not pointed directly at her.
“WOW!” the girl almost shrieked. “This is amazing! The elders said that we
would never be found, but we have been!” she said so fast that Lutjens had to focus
on what she was saying. “Are you going to take us back to Virgon?”
Oh boy, Lutjens thought, this wasn’t something that we covered in the briefing.
But, given the circumstance, she couldn’t see any reason why they wouldn’t; there
was more than adequate supplies and quarters aboard not just Arke, but the other
two ships in their group, for the survivors. In fact, that was one of the reasons that
both Arke and Iris were sent out together along with a battlestar; if something
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happened to one of the ships, the other two could easily absorb the personnel
without problem. “Um, yes, if that’s what you want,” she finally said.
“This is the best day of my life! Tim, Ilsa, come on out!” she shouted. “Oh,
yeah…I forgot to introduce myself, I’m Yuki Yamada.”
Two more young adults, one male and one female, stepped out from the brush.
Lutjens studied all four and noticed that they all appeared in good health with good
muscle and skin tone. It was unnerving to find survivors on Pathfinder, let alone
survivors within a few years of her age, and not looking any worse for wear.
“Hi, Yuki, nice to meet you and the others,” Lutjens replied. “I’m going to have
the people who are with me come up, is that ok?”
“Sure,” Yuki said cheerfully before turning to her compatriots, “We need to take
them to see Ser Orlando and Serra Ida.”
“Yeah…I think you’re right,” Tim told her. “Wow…I never thought we’d meet
someone from Beyond!”
Lutjens walked back to where the Headquarters Element and 1st Squad waited.
She quickly filled them in on what she saw and then, despite her vow not to do it,
she said, “Cris, I want you, and Fireteams 2 and 3, to stay behind and monitor our
communications and come running if things go sideways. Standard code words are
in play and I’m going to need you to brief the Old Man.”
“We have your back, Loot,” James told her.
“What about us?” Warwick asked and nodded to Lieutenant Edward Nelson, his
copilot.
“I want you with us,” Lutjens said. “Something isn’t right, and I want someone
flight qualified to keep an eye on systems and such that we might see.” She sighed,
“Oh, hell, I don’t know…I just have a feeling that whatever we find is going to
change everything.”
“Well, I guess we’ll face the peril, then,” Warwick quipped.
A few moments later, Lutjens led her Marines and the flight crew back to the
entrance to Promenade Park. “Some friends are with me,” she said and quickly
introduced everyone.
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“Cool!” Yukie said gleefully. “The others will be glad to meet you and know that
they have a chance to go back to Virgon.”
“So…where are we going?” Lutjens asked as Slater and Tim led them into the
park.
“We need to go through the park and then up several levels to where we’ll go
into the dome,” Ilsa explained as they walked through a park that still looked
relatively pristine.
“This is really well cared for,” Warwick said and motioned at the park.
“Oh, that’s because the gardeners take care of it,” Yuki said.
everything working and in good order so we don’t have to.”

“They keep

Lutjens tried to think back to when Pathfinder left on her expedition and
correlate that to when the first Cylons were developed. There was a gap of several
years from when the ship left and when the Cylons appeared, so it couldn’t be
them. “What do they look like?” she asked.
“Hmm…” Yuki scrunched her eyes and cheeks as if she were deep in thought.
“They look like a pedestal mounted on a ball and have arms that they can use to
hold things.”
“Ah, ok. That sounds like Simon, one that we encountered earlier,” Lutjens
explained as they went through a wide hatchway on the far side of the park and
returned to one of the ship’s passages.
Their guides led them through several twists and turns, and up multiple levels
over the next several minutes. Everything was maintained in immaculate condition
and to Lutjens’ eyes, there was no sign of any sort of fighting or damage that
Bentonhurst’s and the others’ biographies said took place. Maybe the robotic
keepers were able to fix or clean it, but there should have been some evidence,
even if it was a pockmark in a metal support.
They finally reached their destination, an unassuming airlock hatch labeled
“Dome 7 Port”. “We’re here,” Slater announced and put his hand against a palm
scanner. The hatch slid open a moment later, “We’re going to take you to meet Ser
Orlando and Serra Ida, First Gens and our leaders.”
“I’m looking forward to it, Orson,” Lutjens said and spared a glance at her
Marines. All of them seemed relaxed, but she noticed that their eyes were alert and
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in constant motion. Good, she thought, we might look distracted, but if we need
to, we can lay down the fire.
Lutjens wasn’t sure what to expect when they were led into the dome. Part of
her thought that it would be something from a vid about castaways on a desert
island or about primitives, another part thought it would be something more tribal,
but the reality took her breath away. Like the park, the dome’s floor was tillable
soil, but unlike the park, the dome was filled with flowerbeds and terraced racks for
aeroponics that held flowers of every shape, hue, and scent possible. The ground
was literally bursting with color and had an unearthly beauty that assaulted her
senses. A gazebo was in a clearing next to a small koi pond and she could see five
people waiting there.
“Come, I’ll introduce you,” Ilsa said and led the group across the lawn and
stopped at the gazebo. “Ser Orlando, Serra Ida, Todd, Bettina, Liesl,” she said
formally, “I bring you visitors from Beyond…who are willing to take us to Virgon.”
The five people stepped forward as Ilsa introduced them and Lutjens studied
them for anything out of the ordinary, other than the fact that they were alive on an
almost six decade old ghost ship. Ser Orlando and Serra Ida appeared to be
exceptionally fit and perhaps in their early sixties at the oldest. The next two, Todd
and Bettina, looked younger, but were just as fit and trim. Finally, Liesl, the
youngest of the five and looking like she was in her thirties, and bore a strong, very
strong resemblance to Ilsa. All five were dressed in what appeared to be shipboard
uniforms of the era, though Ser Orlando and Serra Ida also wore white lab coats.
“Thank you for greeting us,” Lutjens said when it appeared the five weren’t
going to say anything first. “I am Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens, Colonial Marines,
and I don’t think any of us expected to find Pathfinder or survivors when we left the
Colonies.” She quickly introduced the rest of her team and then waited.
“Welcome to Pathfinder, Lieutenant,” Ser Orlando said warmly. “Likewise, we
never expected to see our fellow Colonials ever again.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Orbit of Unnamed System’s 3rd Planet, Colonial Deep
Space Research Vessel Arke
“Do you really think it’s possible?” Colonel Natasha Farrell asked.
“Anything is possible,” Commodore Andre Musk quipped. “The real question is
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how probable it is.”
“You really should apply to teach at the academy when we return, Andre,”
Commander Siv Andresson rolled her eyes. “I think the bigger question is, are you
sure we should do this?”
“You don’t think we should?” Commander Lindon Aydenson asked from the
other side of the conference table.
“Hell, I don’t know,” Andresson confessed. “I listened to Lieutenant Lutjens’
report just like the rest of you, and I have to admit, the people they’ve encountered
have me a little unsettled.”
“I think we’re missing the bigger question,” Farrell stated and tapped the tablet
on the table. “Are we sure it is safe to bring it back?”
“That was the other thing that was bugging me,” Andresson said. “I…” she
paused and finally decided to say what was bothering her. “That ship over there
mounts enough kinetics to shoot us all to pieces, and according to history, did just
that to many of her crew when they were down on the planet below.”
“So, we put a nuke on Raptor and have it stay on one of her landing decks,”
Aydenson suggested.
Musk frowned and nodded. “That was something that bothered me, too. And
these people that Lutjens encountered…I can’t put my finger on it, but something
she said has been bugging me.”
“Oh?” Andresson asked. “What was it?”
“If I knew,” Musk chuckled, “I’d be able to put my finger on it. As for now, I
don’t want any of them aboard any of our ships, and I think that anyone over there,
stays there for the duration. We can send supplies if necessary, and we’ll be in
constant wireless contact, but something here just doesn’t add up.”
“So…we wait and see?” Aydenson said.
“Yes,” Musk nodded. “We’ll revisit this tomorrow, but for now, let’s plan on
putting a prize crew on Pathfinder and sending her home. Siv…can you wait a
moment before you leave?”
Five minutes later, Andresson and Musk remained in the conference room.
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“What’s up, Andre?” she asked. “I haven’t seen you indecisive in years.”
Musk sighed. “Because I really don’t know what the best course of action is,
Siv. Part of me, the one with the ego and the eye to an official admiral’s pennant,
wants to bring Pathfinder home and be the hero that solved the best-known ship
disappearance in recent history. And the other part of me, the cautious ship
commander that’s way out in the deep black, wants to ensure that everyone gets
home safe and sound, and anything that is a threat to that should be avoided.
Especially if it comes with the freaky baggage that Pathfinder has.”
Andresson sat back and steepled her fingers on the table. “I think that we need
to keep an eye on everyone, and at the first sign that something might be amiss, we
head home post-haste.”
“That…that I agree with,” Musk told her. “I also want you to do something else
for me…”
“Anything, Andre,” Andresson said, “just ask.”
“I want Unicorn to develop a passive fire control solution on Pathfinder,
specifically her fire direction center, auxiliary fire direction center, fire control
dradis array, and general dradis arrays,” Musk explained.
“We can do that; I’ll keep the gunnery crews at Condition 2, and we can clear
our first shot within thirty seconds, probably less,” Andresson explained.
“Good,” Musk said and slid an envelope across the table. “I’ve logged the
orders and have had them transmitted directly to Unicorn, this is your written copy
for the log. Under no circumstances is anyone to discuss this on an open
frequency.”
Andresson nodded and understood what Musk was asking. He didn’t trust
Pathfinder, either, and wanted Unicorn to be in position to launch a decapitation
strike should it be necessary. “I think that we should quarantine Unicorn, just to be
safe. Probably Iris, too.”
“Yeah…I thought about that, too. We have two space-going universities with
the finest research equipment available, and we still can’t figure out what went
wrong over there,” Musk lamented. “Tomorrow, we’ll vid conference and decide
what to do.”
“What else is bothering you?” Andresson asked.
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“Am I that transparent?” Musk countered.
“I’ve known you since we were at the academy and some brash third year
bowled over a little ol’ first year and set her books flying, so yeah, you are to me,”
Andresson told him.
Musk sighed, “Don’t think me crazy, ok?”
“Never,” Andresson said and then winked, “why should I think when I know?”
Musk smiled for a moment and then chuckled. “I must have needed that to set
myself up so perfectly. We’re going to go home tomorrow.”
“Why?” Andresson asked.
Musk tapped on his tablet for a moment and then slid it across the table to
where Andresson sat. “Seward is certain that there were in the neighborhood of
just shy of twenty-thousand nuclear detonations yesterday. And while I know it was
in unexplored space, I’m concerned. Finding Pathfinder is a godsend that will
allow us to return home a year early. We can still return back here, our transit time
shouldn’t be more than a couple weeks, so we won’t lose much, but I have a bad
feeling.”
“Cylons?” Andresson asked.
Musk nodded. “Yeah. I had a nightmare last night that they returned, and while
that isn’t enough to scrub the mission, when coupled with everything else, I think
news of Pathfinder’s discovery needs to be taken home.
Andresson sat back and looked at the data on the tablet. The projections
indicated that three systems bore the brunt of the nuclear assault, with attacks in
more than twenty others. She pictured in her mind’s eye what the Colonies would
look like after such a bombardment and shuddered. “Let’s go home, Andre.
Lutjens has me spooked; something isn’t right over on Pathfinder, and now this?
Yeah, let’s go home.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Most of those who didn’t make it to the evacuation craft or perish in the initial
carnage have died,” Ser Orlando explained two hours later as everyone sat in the
gazebo. The air was fresh and carried a rich floral scent, and to Lieutenant
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Gretchen Lutjens, seemed to have a slightly higher oxygen content, too. After the
first expedition to Pathfinder, a full analysis of a sample of the ship’s atmosphere
had been completed and found nothing unexpected or unknown, so the second
expedition was able to operate without environment suits.
“If I may, Ser Orlando,” Lutjens asked, “what happened when the ship was
abandoned? When the few survivors reached the Colonies, most were half mad
from what they saw and very little of the logs or navigation data remained viable.”
Ser Orlando shot a glance to Serra Ida and then to Liesl, who slowly nodded. It
almost seemed as if he was asking permission, but why would he do that, Lutjens
thought, he’s the leader…or at least the leader along with his wife. Her eyes
lingered on Liesl and then skipped over to where Ilsa sat with the others they had
encountered. The resemblance wasn’t just close, it was almost exact, except for
hair style and color, and the more mature feminine curves that Liesl had and Ilsa
lacked.
“There was a madness that seemed to descend on the ship,” Ser Orlando slowly
began and slipped a flower petal into his mouth. “People died mysteriously, some
disappeared and were found in places they couldn’t have gotten to without outside
help, and then the ship returned here where things really fell apart.
“Do you know about the mass funeral that was held on the surface?’ Ser
Orlando asked.
“Yes,” Captain Dan Warwick said and entered the conversation.
when Pathfinder turned its guns on the service.”

“That was

Ser Orlando nodded, and a frown creased his face. “That was the end of the
beginning,” he sighed. “Up here, it was as if chaos reigned. Even as a child, when
the survivors were still alive, I couldn’t get an answer what happened or why. The
one thing I do know is that Commander Bentonhurst made sure that Pathfinder
would never navigate again…at least not without outside help.”
“Why is that?” Warwick asked. “The ship seems to be sound.”
“Commander Bentonhurst locked the command systems and then had all
navigation data and records purged from the system, including all backups and
masters,” Serra Ida explained in a quiet, but firm, voice. “Those who survived the
carnage were trapped here…until now.”
This bit of information wasn’t in any of the histories that Lutjens had read, nor
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was it even hinted at. Something more happened on Pathfinder than the official
record acknowledged and whatever it was, it was bad enough for the ship’s
commanding officer to sabotage it before abandoning it in unknown space.
“Simon, the robot on the bridge, said that the other maintenance units removed the
bodies and cleaned the ship.”
Lutjens watched Ser Orlando’s and Serra Ida’s reaction and saw a barely
perceptible widening of the eyes. “That would have been protocol,” Liesl said after
a brief pause in the conversation. “I remember hearing one of the elders explain
how they work and what they do, and one of their jobs was to keep the ship clean
and maintained. It would only be natural for them to treat the…remains…as
something that needed to be removed and cleaned.”
The conversation continued for another hour, and Lutjens couldn’t help but be
glad that not only was she heavily armed and had two fireteams worth of trained
Marines with her and another two ready to charge to the rescue, but that she was
trained on how to use each and every weapon they possessed. Answers were
thorough, but there were odd pauses, glances, and a general vibe that made her
uneasy. She almost missed Warwick’s question and wished that she had asked it
herself.
“Are there any survivors from the expedition?” Warwick asked and Lutjens once
again noticed the glances. “You mentioned earlier that everyone who had survived
was trapped here until now, so I wondered if anyone is still alive from back then.”
“Yes,” Ser Orlando answered and ate another flower petal. “Three still live…”
“Would you like to meet them?” Serra Ida asked.
“Yes, I would,” Warwick said and Lutjens let him play this hand. “I think it
would be fascinating to talk with them and get their first-hand thoughts about the
expedition.”
“We can have dinner with them,” Liesl offered and then smirked. “No, the
invitation is to join with us and share our meal, not be part of the meal,” she
winked.
Creepy. Just frakking creepy, Lutjens thought, but I am not going to miss this.
She was also glad that everything that was being said was both being recorded and
transmitted back to Corporal Aiden Kilgore’s larger and longer ranged wireless set
and forwarded to Arke.
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*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Colonial
battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“How much longer?” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase asked Captain Jerimiah
Cole.
Cole smiled, “Six jumps to our positive control point, then one jump to Saga.
Our ETA is about 7:30PM local time.”
Chase nodded and closed her eyes before she answered, “Thank-you, Jerry.”
Softer, her voice barely above a whisper, she added, “By then it will all be over.”
“Yes, it will,” Colonel Constance deWinter replied and leaned over the plotting
table that was located in the battlestar’s CIC. “If we had arrived earlier, we
wouldn’t have made much of a difference…now we can plan our counterattack
rather than just rushing in, guns blazing.”
“I know that here,” Chase sighed and tapped her finger to her temple, “but
here…” she tapped her left breast, “I want to go after them with whatever I have,
even if it’s just a knife.”
“Same here, Sera,” deWinter agreed.
scenario?”

“Have you considered the worst-case

“That we’re too late and everything is lost?” Chase asked and continued when
she saw deWinter nod. “Yes…I discussed it with the others and we’ve agreed to
accept my Mom’s proposal.”
“Return to Othrys?” deWinter asked.
“Yes…either there or Olympus,” Chase explained. “I don’t like it…I don’t like
running, Connie. And if we do run, then we cede the battlefield, the initiative, our
preparations, our knowledge of the local area…everything. And,” she shook her
head, “we will have to overcome the psychological hurdle that we lost.”
“Your sisters’ people seemed to do ok,” deWinter observed.
“That’s because they had hope…a goal, and the very real possibility that the
people they were seeking would be a thriving society that would welcome them
like the long-lost brothers and sisters that they were. But…if we run…then we
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return to a planet that is primeval or an orbiting habitat where progress is measured
in centuries rather than years. What makes us ‘us’ will be lost.”
deWinter was quiet for a moment. “You’ve really thought this through?”
“Yes…even more so since the Communion fell,” Chase confessed. “Rich did
have a unique idea…just pick a direction and go ‘that way’ and not stop until we
couldn’t go any farther.”
A sculpted auburn eyebrow arched and deWinter chuckled. “You realize we
can go pretty far, right?”
“Yes…but will it be far enough?” Chase asked.
deWinter shrugged. “Dunno…but I’ll be right there fighting alongside you.”
“What about Jamie?” Chase asked.
A wide grin crossed deWinter’s face and she leaned in conspiratorially, “He’ll be
out stealing the Cylons blind! He told me so!” After they stopped laughing, she
added, “He may be Romani, but he’s also a Colonial, and he and his people will be
there with us and see this to its end.”
“He’s a good man, Connie; I’m glad the two of you were able to reconnect,”
Chase told her best friend.
“He is…” deWinter agreed.
Saga?”

“So…how are we going to handle returning to

Chase laughed and shook her head. “The first plan was vetoed before it even
had a chance to breathe; winging it didn’t have much support. The working plan is
that the principals will be aboard Hecate when we jump to Saga with the Colonial
elements. The rest of the fleet will hold at the positive control point until we send
word back to continue. This will give us a chance to lay the groundwork for the
rest of the fleet, rather than everyone jumping in at once and causing all sorts of
chaos.”
“Uh huh,” deWinter said. “I know that, I helped develop the operations plan.
You’re dodging the question.”
“Delicately,” Chase finally replied. “Hopefully my dad made it to Saga, and if
he did, then we’ll board him first and make the introductions, then we’ll bring in
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whoever else might have survived.”
“As much as I admire you, sister from another mother, er, goddess,” deWinter
snarked, “this is one time I am glad I am not you.”
“Yeah…this is going to all be on the four of us,” Chase explained, “Me, Addy,
Cora, and Mom.”
deWinter looked around CIC and made like she was peering into the darker
corners. “I was just checking for vid cameras,” she quipped. “If I wasn’t personally
involved, I would swear this was a vid…”
“Tell me about it,” Chase nodded.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, between the Meropian Communion and the Colonies, Northern
Cross Lines liner Elysian Paradise
“And that wraps up the briefing,” Captain Ben Farmer said as he closed the
cover on his tablet. “We’ll be making five more jumps and then holding while the
Colonials continue to Saga. Once they’ve ascertained that all is well, as well as
warning whoever is there that we’re coming, we’ll make the final jump. Any
questions or comments?”
“I have a comment,” a young-looking lieutenant said as he motioned with his
hand.
“Lieutenant West, the floor is yours,” Farmer said and sat back in his chair.
“Thank you, Captain,” Lieutenant Casper West said. “I wanted to thank you and
the crew for the smooth integration of my traffic control team into Elysian Paradise’s
operations. We’ve established a good working relationship with the Earth Union’s
team and the Colonials, and so far, we’ve had relatively smooth sailing.”
“We aim to please, here at Northern Cross Lines,” Farmer quipped. “I’m glad
you’re all settling in, Casper. Right now, we’re either writing the book or copying it
wholesale from the Union’s operations manual, and I’m glad that there is good
cooperation with the other groups. I have heard from Admiral Cassidine and she
sends her compliments and thanks for taking the workload off Dike Astraea so she
can focus on fighting rather herding kittens.”
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Farmer’s comment drew a round of chuckles and Flight Captain Rachel Murat
found herself joining in with the others. The past several days had been non-stop
and there was part of her that felt guilty…not that she survived when billions
perished, but rather that she had never felt more alive than ever before. Before they
had left the Meropis cluster, someone, somewhere, had detailed that a Prodromoi
be assigned to her heavy squadron. She had christened it Elysian Spear and begun
forming the half dozen Peltast gunships into their own squadron. They weren’t
much, but they would at least be able to offer a protective screen for Elysian
Paradise to hopefully jump to safety if they were attacked.
“Are you having any issues with the civilians?” Farmer asked and brought
Murat’s mind back to the table.
“No,” West stated, “though I thought we would, especially with Delos or
Mykonos, but both accepted our direction without question or comment.”
“Color me surprised, I thought the eggheads on Mykonos and the gentry on
Delos would put up more of a fight for control. Keep an eye on them, just in case.”
The discussion lasted another ten minutes before Farmer dismissed it and
everyone but Murat had left. “You surprised me with your comments about Delos
and Mykonos…” Murat leadingly said. “Anything I should keep my eyes open for?”
Farmer shook his head and stood before walking over to the sidebar and pouring
two cups of coffee. “No, nothing specific…just experience,” he said and placed
the cups on the table. “Delos has a serious concentration of people who by virtue
of their wallets are used to getting their way; the whole ship is like a mobile condo
complex for the well-to-do, and Mykonos, while similar in design to Delos, is home
to Mykonos Polytechnic…”
Everyone in the Communion knew about Mykonos Polytechnic; it was one of
the top universities for anything science or engineering related and had been given
‘special privileges’ that most civilian traffic never received. That they were
behaving and not throwing their weight around was both a blessing and an
indication of how deeply shocked they were at what happened. “I’m glad. Of all
the ships in the fleet, those two are among the most vulnerable with the massive
enclosed spaces.”
“Oh! I almost forgot…” Farmer smirked. “This came in the dispatch bag from
Dike Astraea, and it’s addressed to you.” He slid what looked like a greeting card
envelope across the table to her.
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Murat picked up the envelope and made sure that she really was the intended
recipient. Then her eyes moved to the upper left corner and a broad smile
blossomed on her face. Her fingers were almost trembling as she broke the seal
and opened the envelope before fishing out the card inside. The card’s face
showed a lifelike cartoon drawing of a violet eyed woman in Communion mess
dress whites and a man, possibly Colonial by the look of the uniform, in a similar
dress uniform, holding each other’s hands and with their heads turned just enough
that she knew they were looking at each other.
There was only one person that Murat knew who had violet eyes, but she was
reported as missing and presumed dead more than a year earlier. Slowly, hope
filled her heart as she opened the card and read the inscription,
“Dear Rachel,
Please join us as we say our vows and unite ourselves in marriage. We realize
that with everything that has happened, and will happen, that this may seem to be
out of place, but should we be called to cross over from this world to the next, we
want to have declared our love for each other in front of those who mean the most
to us and become husband and wife. We plan for the service to take place a week
after arriving in the Colonies. The ceremony location and reception details will be
forthcoming.
Please RSVP as soon as possible…and bring a +1!
/s/
Minerva and Josiah
PS: Rache…we have so much to catch up on! Ping me when you have a
moment...I am so, so glad that you made it through everything that happened.
Love – Min”
Murat read the short script two more times and by the time she finished tears
were falling down across her cheeks She sniffed and used a napkin to wipe the
tears and looked up to see Farmer waiting patiently. “My best friend is getting
married,” she said. “I…I thought she was dead but she’s alive!”
“Congratulations to the bride to be!” Farmer said and smiled. Murat didn’t miss
the look in his eyes; it was something that she’d seen a lot of over the past couple
days and warmed her heart.
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“Despite all the death, today is a good day,” Murat finally said. “May I put you
down as my plus one?”
“I’d be honored,” Farmer said seriously and once again Murat felt guilty for
feeling so good, so alive, when so much had been lost. “I guess we better prowl
the promenade to find a wedding gift. Somehow I think a rocket launcher will be a
better wedding gift than a toaster.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Orbit of Unnamed System’s 3rd Planet, aboard HMS
Pathfinder
Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens walked along with the rest of her Marines and the
nine survivors. Yuki Yamada and Ilsa Schmidt were always close to her and if she
didn’t know any better, would say that there was a bit of hero worship going on
with them. That was just fine, she thought, perhaps it would be enough to loosen
their tongues over dinner and they’ll let something, anything, slip. The simple act
of walking through the massive ship and not seeing any crew or mission personnel
was eerie and had her on edge.
“Here we are,” Ser Orlando said and opened a hatch and stepped aside. “This
is one of the old restaurants that Pathfinder had aboard to help add some variety to
daily life. I believe this one was styled on a saloon from the Canceron frontier.”
When it was time for Lutjens to enter, she found that Ser Orlando’s description
was pretty accurate; the walls were clad in roughly finished wood planks as was the
floor, an ornate bar with a mirrored backbar dominated one wall, while tables for
parties of four to eight were scattered around the room. In one corner, several triad
tables were setup and still had chip stands and card racks in the center. The room
was clearly designed to remind the diner of Canceron’s frontier era and give them a
sense of comfort while they were far from home.
For Lutjens, however, it did exactly the opposite.
It was understandable that the survivors would try to make them feel welcome
and comfortable, but Lutjens got the feeling that the effort was fake, or that it was
being done to distract her attention from what was really going on. With each
additional event, she was more and more convinced that something was being
hidden from them.
Yuki, Orson, Tim, and Ilsa quickly moved several tables together so that
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everyone would have a place to sit, and then set the table. “The others will be here
in a few moments,” Yuki said when the table was ready, still exhibiting boundless
energy that she had when Lutjens met her.
“I’m looking forward to it,” Lutjens said a moment before the hatch opened
again and three people entered. All were dressed as she would expect ‘scientists’
to be dressed; nice clothes covered by a lab coat, but that was where the
expectations ended. Ser Orlando had said that these three were survivors from the
original crew, yet none of them looked older than middle age. For a brief moment,
she was ready to call off the entire meeting and head back to Arke, but that wasn’t
the Marine way and it certainly wasn’t in her nature to cut and run when things got
weird.
The first man approached her and offered his hand, “I’m Dr. Aaron Clovis, you
can’t imagine how glad we are to finally be found.”
“Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens, Colonial Marines,” Lutjens said and took his
hand. Clovis offered a firm handshake that suggested confidence rather than an
attempt to set a pecking order. “A lot has happened back home since you left, you
might not want to go back depending on how you felt about certain things,” she
replied with a smile.
“Home is home, Lieutenant,” Clovis told her. “Whether it is as I remember it or
paved over for a shopping mall and parking lot, it’s still home.”
“Well, that is one way to look at it,” Lutjens replied before Clovis stepped away
and was replaced by the second person in the group.
“I’m Dr. Ronaldo Escobar,” the dark hared, somewhat dapper man said and took
Lutjens’ hand and raised it to his lips for a brief kiss. “Enchanted, Lieutenant.”
“As am I, Doctor,” Lutjens replied, unsure of what exactly one should say when
a cheesy pickup line from a telenovela vid was used on her.
“And I am Dr. Eliza Schmidt,” the third person, a woman, said as she took
Lutjens’ hand.
Lutjens turned her attention to the woman and her heart skipped a beat. Dr.
Eliza Schmidt looked like a slightly older version of Liesl, who now that she had a
chance to compare faces and bodies, looked like a slightly older version of Ilsa
Schmidt. “Honored,” she finally was able to say when she noticed Schmidt offer a
knowing smile.
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“I see you noticed the similarity between Liesl, Ilsa, and myself,” Schmidt
chuckled.
“For legal purposes, they’re my daughter and granddaughter…but
biologically, they’re me…my clones.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Orbit of Unnamed System’s 3rd Planet, Colonial Deep
Space Research Vessel Arke
The deep space particle sensor array on Arke was one of the two most advanced
and sensitive sensor suites ever mounted on something mobile; the other suite was
on her sister ship, Iris, a few dozen kilometers away. Located deep within the
primary hull, the sensor suite’s control center was as advanced as any battlestar’s
CIC, and then some.
Large displays dominated one wall, while clusters of
workstations had smaller displays that fed data to their larger brethren. Dr. Chesley
Seward, on loan from the University of Delphi, looked out at the room he had long
considered his personal fief and was puzzled.
Being puzzled was something foreign to Seward who had been a child prodigy
with his first doctorate at 16, and his third before he was legally old enough to
drink. He had solved difficult problems before, but they were difficult solely due to
their complexity or having to combine different disciplines to solve the problem.
Puzzlement was something different entirely. The mystery of the sudden spike in
tachyon pulses had weighed on his mind ever since they were discovered. What
was just as mysterious was how they all seemed to end about the same time.
There was no doubt in Seward’s mind that they had recorded the end of a
technologically advanced civilization, and no doubt that the civilization was not
the Colonies. He had thought arming the massive research ships was a folly, and
even laughed when the Ministry had a battlestar assigned to escort them. But right
now, Chesley Seward was glad for every gun, armor plate, Viper, and any other
weapon that might have been brought along.
Being puzzled had also introduced Chesley Seward to another emotion that was
new to him: Fear.
“Dr. Seward?” Tony Sabatini said and broke Seward from his thoughts.
“What is it, Tony?” Seward asked and walked over to where one of his
undergrads sat at a workstation.
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“Ah…I just recorded seven tachyon pulses…they happened within a span of ten
seconds,” Sabatini said and keyed the sensor data and played it for Seward.
“Do you have a bearing?” Seward asked and felt his palms begin sweating.
“Um…yes…” Sabatini reluctantly answered. “I plotted it…” he added and
keyed his other monitor to display the navigational data. “It’s on a bearing that
points directly back home…”
“Frak me…” Seward said and sat in the chair next to Sabatini. “Put the array up
on screen 1 and only show incoming tachyon pulses.”
Sabatini’s fingers flew across the keyboard and a moment later the data was
being displayed on screen 1, the center’s primary display. “There it is…I’m going to
put a real time navigation plot on screen 2 to give us a bearing on each pulse we
receive.”
Seward nodded and sat back and steepled his fingers as he stared at the two
displays. Tachyon pulses were common enough to be detected every few minutes.
Ten minutes and half a dozen pulses bearing in other directions, the screen
suddenly registered and displayed more than fifty pulses. He forced his eyes to
screen 2 and felt his blood run cold; all fifty pulses had the same bearing – back
toward the Colonies.
Without thinking, Seward picked up the handset that rested between the two
workstations and dialed the CIC. “CIC, Specialist Claremont.”
“Maisy, this is Dr. Seward,” Seward began and forced his voice to remain calm
and not show the fear and panic that he suddenly felt. “Is Commodore Musk
available?”
“Ah, no, he isn’t, Doctor,” Claremont told him. “He’s on his way down to talk to
Colonel Mackensen about the Marines over on Pathfinder.”
“This is an emergency, Maisy,” Seward told Claremont. “I need you to page him
and have him contact me or come to the sensor suite control center ASAP.”
“Wilco, Doctor,” Claremont said a moment before he heard her voice echo over
the ship’s 1MC directing Musk to contact Seward.
“Thanks, Maisy,” Seward said and hung up. Now I wait, he thought as the
tachyon pulse counter suddenly climbed over 125.
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“What’s going on, Chesley?” Musk’s voice asked from behind Seward a few
moments later.
“Commodore,” Seward said and spun his chair to face Commodore Andre
Musk. “We’re detecting more tachyon pulses…in the direction of the Colonies.”
Musk swallowed and rolled his lips between his teeth. “Are you sure it isn’t a
decommissioning? I believe Galactica was scheduled to be taken off the line
today.”
Slowly, sadly, Seward shook his head. “No…those ceremonies are usually half
a dozen or so nukes that have passed their service life; we used to use them for
calibration tests. Right now,” he looked over his shoulder, “We have more than
140 distinct pulses.”
“Oh…” Musk said and Seward thought to himself, I know just how you’re
feeling. The realization that their home was under attack was like a solid kick to
the stomach and the young doctor had never felt so impotent in all his life.
“Have you confirmed this with Iris?” Musk finally asked.
“Yes,” Seward said and nodded. “That display there is their live feed; everything
is five by five.”
Musk appeared to have come to a decision and pursed his lips. “Keep me
informed; if I’m not in CIC, have Maisy track me down. I need to talk to
Commanders Andresson and Aydenson and then we need to think about heading
home.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Positive Control Point 5 light years from the Thule system, Colonial
battlestar Hecate, BS-94
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase washed her face in the basin that was just
outside her quarters’ bathroom. She looked at her reflection in the mirror and took
a deep breath before she dried her face with the soft hand towel. Her skin was
flawless, and she rarely wore more than the bare minimum of makeup, and today
was no different.
“Will you teach me how to do that, Sera?” Ava asked from where she sat cross
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legged on the bed with Dickens and Lira at her sides.
“Of course,” Chase told the young girl and quickly glanced at the clock. She
had plenty of time before the next jump was scheduled and motioned with her
hand, “Come on over, I’ll put some on you now.”
“Yay!” Ava exclaimed and both Dickens and Lira stood with their tails wagging
as if they were happy just because the little girl was happy. As Chase considered it,
they probably were happy because Ava was happy.
“Ok,” Chase said a moment later, “sit right here and we’ll touch on the basics.
My mom…”
“That’s Hecate, right?” Ava asked happily.
Chase couldn’t suppress the smile that came to her face. “Yes, but I didn’t know
that was who she was when she lived with us; to us, she was Iona, or to me, Mom.”
“That is so cool!” Ava exclaimed. “Jess told me that Athena was going to adopt
him as her own.”
Now that was something I hadn’t heard, Chase thought and nodded. Even
though it had only been a couple days, she had seen a change in Athena; it was
more of a softening of the edges and the Olympian was more apt to smile than
maintain a stoic façade. I wonder if I’m like that, too, she wondered.
“I think it will do them both good,” Chase replied and began explaining the
finer points of using ‘war paint’ as her mother once called it. “Always err on the
side of less is more,” she advised. “Too much and you look fake, while just the
right amount draws attention where you want it without distracting from the
whole.” As she talked, she quickly put her words into action as she applied a bit of
makeup here and there on Ava’s face, pulling out her best features and making it
look like the little girl wasn’t wearing anything on her face. “There! Done!”
“Wow! I look…I look…great!” Ava squealed. “Thank you, Sera!” she said and
tightly hugged Chase. “You’re the best!”
“Thank you, Pumpkin,” Chase answered and hugged her back. The latest news
from Dr. Clay on Soteria about Ava’s mother, Zuzana, was mixed; her body was
responding to the treatments, especially those provided by the Olympians, but the
expected recovery that they should have seen was missing. Dr. Clay said it was
almost as if the woman had lost the will to live. Chase hugged Ava and vowed that
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as soon as they resolved the return, she and Ava were going to go back to the
hospital ship and visit the girl’s mother. Perhaps, depending on the treatment, they
could even move her to Hecate.
“It’s time for me to go do grownup things,” Chase finally said. “Are you going to
be ok with Dickens and Lira?”
“Oh yes!” Ava enthusiastically replied. “I’ll take them down to the gardens and
let them walk and then we’ll come home.”
“Ok. If you need anything…” Chase told her and arched an eyebrow.
“I’ll use the intercom…or,” Ava winked, “one of the Marines will. One always
seems to be nearby when I go on a walk.”
Chase smiled at the thought. Marines might be the Fleet’s blade, ready and
willing to go face to face with any enemy, but they were also the finest people in
uniform and Hecate’s detachment had adopted Ava as their unofficial mascot. She
would never be without a guardian so long as she was aboard the battlestar. “That’s
right! Now…I’ll be back, but it will probably be past your bed time.”
Ava frowned. “Ok…Will Aunt Andrea be by to read me a story?”
“I think we can wrangle that,” Chase said and realized that she might lose her
aide for a while.
“Cool!” Ava grinned.
*+*+*+*+*
“Everyone is aboard,” Chase said an hour later after she took her place at the
plotting table in the battlestar’s CIC. She had spent the past forty minutes greeting
everyone who would be necessary for the first meeting, and for the first meeting
with her father.
“Nervous?” Colonel Constance deWinter asked.
“A little,” Chase confessed. “But then I remembered something Rich told me
last night over dinner. He said, ‘Sera, most of those people are family, and those
that aren’t are simply family by other parents. Look at this as a family reunion that
took two thousand years to happen’.”
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“Smart man, smart advice,” deWinter observed.
“Yes,” Chase smirked. “Then I told him that he was going to be here and have a
front row seat. He smiled and accepted that his argument was really that good.”
“And I’ll be here keeping the lights on and making sure we don’t bump into
anything…” deWinter teased before she stood a little straighter. “We are ready to
jump on your order.”
Chase nodded and accepted the nudge to get back on track. “Lara, can you put
me ship wide as well as fleet wide?”
Communications Petty Officer Lara Pickman smiled. “Already ready, Admiral,”
she replied. “Your handset is live.”
“Thank you, Lara,” Chase said and offered a nod to Pickman’s efficiency. She
looked at the black handset and took a deep breath. Time to be an admiral, she
thought as her left hand wrapped around the smooth polymer handset and lifted it
off the cradle.
“Attention, this is Admiral Chase. In a few minutes we are going to make the
jump for Saga, in the Thule system. For all intents and purposes, we will be
returning home in a few short minutes and once again be within the Colonial
Sphere. When we left, we had a goal, an idea of what we hoped to find, and yet,
the reality of what we found was so much more than even our wildest fantasies.
“We found friends from across the stars and built the first bridges and ties of
community that I hope, that I know, will continue to bring us closer together as
each day passes. We found that a legend, the Thirteenth Tribe, was real and
reaching out to us for help, and once again we extended the hand of friendship and
built more bridges and ties of community.
“Then…then we found Olympus and the home of the gods. So many questions
were answered, so many of the blanks in our history were filled in, and yet so many
more presented themselves just waiting for answers.
“And then, as we returned home, we discovered that we would be returning to
devastation, to genocide, to every crime against humanity possible, and once again
we all rose above what we thought we were, what we could do, and did so much
more. There was no hesitation that we would help, and for the first time the
Colonies, Communion, and Earth Union shared a true common cause.
Communion civilians were rescued by Colonial Marines and taken to an Earth
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Union hospital ship for treatment. The uniforms and national emblems on our
ships meant nothing more than declaring that we were human, and we were
united.
“I am so proud of how everyone performed while we were in the Communion.
It was a day where everyone rose to the occasion and where heroism and
compassion were common that it simply became accepted that ‘that’s just how it
is’.
“When we left, we were in for one more surprise. We discovered that there
were Cylons that look like us, and that some of them wanted no part in the
genocide that happened and the one that was about to happen. With them were
the Monads, a group who chose self-exile forty years, and who now wanted to
rejoin the Colonial family.
“Humanity is at a crossroads,” Chase declared and paused for a moment. “We
are at a crossroads because right now, the people in this fleet represent the
remnants of two proud civilizations and when we return to the Colonies we may
find that we are in the same situation as our brethren from the Earth Union and
Communion.
“We must put away the old fears, the old prejudices, and the old ways of
viewing those who might be different…or who may worship differently than we do.
We are all human and we may be all that is left of three cultures. We are all
human…no matter what happens, remember that…and that we are all in this
together: Colonial, Communion, Earth Union, Monad, and Cylon…through our
union we have strength and hope - in communione nostra et spes roboris habemus.
“All Colonial units, prepare for jump.
“Chase, out.”
Chase closed her eyes and slowly placed the handset back on its cradle when
she heard deWinter state in a loud, firm voice, “So say we all!”
A moment later, everyone in the CIC replied, “So say we all!” It took Chase a
moment to realize that it wasn’t just the crew in the CIC chanting the ancient
statement of faith, but crews of other ships echoing her own staff through the
speakers.
“Omnes,” a familiar voice said by her shoulder.
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“Hi, Mom…how’d I do?” Chase asked and arched her eyes.
Hecate, Iona Avedon Chase, wiped her eyes and nodded.
proud, Sera, so very proud.”

“You made me

“Thanks…” Chase said and looked around the CIC at all the expectant faces.
“Captain Cole, send the word and start the jump clock, we will jump on your
mark.”
“Send the word and start the jump clock, we will jump on my mark, aye,”
Captain Jeremiah Cole repeated and then implemented Chase’s order. “We will
jump in five…four…three…two…one…jump!”
Chase felt the world contract for an infinite instant before expanding back to
normal as the massive battlestar that bore her mother’s name made the jump to
Saga.
“Transit completed!” Cole announced a moment later and then studied his
dradis display that suddenly started pinging off the other members of the fleet. “We
are spot on target, all elements are accounted for, and all are in formation. We are
free and clear to navigate, Admiral.”
“Well done, Jerry, well done,” Chase told the navigator. “What’s out there?”
“I’m getting pingback from transponders...” Cole began. “Thule Station is intact,
as are the drydocks, and there seems to be a lot of activity around both of them.
Ah…I’m getting positive pingbacks from Nike, Galactica, Diana, Atlantia,
Concordat, the Furies, and quite a few others…ah…I have confirmation that Ad
Astra and Aeternus Imperium are present.”
Chase felt her mother’s hand squeeze her shoulder and she blinked away the
tears. If Ad Astra was here, then it was almost certain her father had survived the
attack. “Lara, please open a hail, priority one, and pass it down here, please.”
“It’s ready, Admiral,” Pickman replied a moment later.
Chase looked at the black handset that was resting on its cradle waiting for her
to pick it up. “Thank you, Lara,” she said before she raised the handset to her ear.
deWinter was watching her and Captain Megan Sinclair, her Flight Operations
officer, had her headset on and was ready to scramble the CAP and rest of the
squadrons should this be a Cylon ruse. They had decided to withhold launching
the CAP in case they had to quickly jump out system.
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“This is Hecate Actual, I wish to speak with the ranking officer in charge,” Chase
said firmly and with a calmness that betrayed her real emotions.
The response was almost immediate. “Hecate Actual, this is Colonel Noelle
Tulle of the battlestar Nike, please authenticate your identity.”
“Lara?” Chase said and looked at Pickman.
“I sent our credentials and theirs authenticated as well,” Pickman said.
“Hecate Actual, Nike, welcome home,” Tulle said a moment later. “I’ve put in a
call for Admirals Deguya and Vought, as well as some others that I think will want
to talk to you.”
“Thank you, Nike,” Chase replied and released the breath she had been holding.
“How bad are things?”
“Ah…” Tulle hesitated, and that simple act told Chase all she needed to know.
“It’s bad, Admiral, pretty bad. We’re still getting in stragglers, but the Cylons really
hit us hard.”
“Thank you, Colonel,” Chase said and saw pain and determination on the faces
around her in the CIC. This was about as far from what they expected when they
returned home as was possible, and she knew that each one was wondering
whether any of their family made it to safety.
“Hecate Actual, this is Admiral Deguya, welcome home, Sera,” Admiral Griffith
Deguya said over the wireless. “I see you encountered the Expeditionary Fleet that
we sent to the Communion.”
“Thank you. Yes, I did…ah…Admiral, a lot of things have happened since we
left, things that we never expected or even conceived. Some of them…some of
them are pretty earthshaking. I would like to invite you, my father, the Empress,
and anyone else you feel necessary, to come over to Hecate so we can brief you
before any decisions are made.”
“This is highly irregular, Admiral,” Deguya replied.
aren’t compromised?”

“How do we know you

Chase closed her eyes before she spoke. “Admiral, I can only give you my
word. Remember when I was promoted in your office? What you told me as you
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pinned on my new diamonds?” She paused a moment and then continued, “I ask
you Admiral, trust me. I wouldn’t ask this unless it was that important.”
There was silence except for the crackle and pop of the encrypted wireless.
“Ok, Sera,” Deguya said and dropped the formality. “We’ll be over in twenty
minutes. Esty tells me you make a mean cup of hot chocolate, so I’m expecting
some…”
A laugh escaped before Chase could stop it. “Will do, Admiral.”
*+*+*+*+*
Twenty-five minutes after Chase put the handset back on the cradle she was
standing in Hecate’s portside top VIP receiving gallery. Saber 6 and Boatswain’s
Mate Dibiasi’s honor guard were present and one by one Dibiasi piped the VIP’s
aboard. First was Admiral Griffith Deguya, followed by Admiral Cyrus Vought, then
when Chase saw who was standing in the hatch, her heart skipped a beat. “His
Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield,” the Chief announced as Chase’s
father stepped aboard.
“Daddy,” Chase whispered and blinked her eyes rapidly to keep the tears away.
The next person that Dibiasi piped aboard brought an almost similar reaction,
“Her Imperial Highness, Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of the
Hibernian Marches.”
“Welcome home, Sera,” the Empress said from the hatch after she had been
piped aboard.
Two additional people came aboard, though they weren’t piped aboard; Captain
Sana Chastain and Lieutenant Alessa Ward. Chase expected to see Chastain,
especially since it was her father’s Raven that brought the delegation aboard. But
Alessa Ward, the very face made her muscles tense as her hands balled into fists.
The last time she had seen that face was as it was falling face down in a spray of
blood in a hallway at Westfield.
“Welcome aboard Hecate,” Chase said cordially, falling back on the training
that had prepared her for her godmother’s court. “Father…I’m so glad you’re here.”
“So am I, Spitfire, so am I,” Charles said and took his daughter into his arms for
a long-awaited hug.
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“Daddy, what is she doing here?” Chase whispered in her father’s ear.
“A lot has changed, Sera,” Charles said as he stepped back and held his
daughter at arm’s length. Chase felt his eyes meet hers and accepted that her father
must have a good reason for bringing an Equal aboard.
“Wait a minute…she’s not dead?” Chase said and narrowed her eyes at where
Alessa stood next to Chastain.
“Why would she?” Charles asked. “She was recovered by the time you left.”
“No…she should have been killed when she came through the hatch,” Chase
explained and pointed to the silver glyphs that outlined the hatch. “They kill Equals
and riders.”
“Sera,” Charles said and put his arm around her shoulders, “Alessa is no longer
an Equal. Alessa?”
Alessa hesitantly took a step forward, and then after Chastain whispered
something in her ear, closed the distance and stood in before Chase. “Admiral, I
have to thank you for what you did for me that night at Westfield. You had every
right, every reason, to kill me, but you didn’t. That gave me the chance to become
the person I want to be, who I am now, and thanks to your father, I was able to
sever my ties with Cathedral and become normal again.”
“You’re not an Equal?” Chase asked and narrowed her eyes and noticed that
there were some subtle differences between who she was seeing and who she
remembered. The eyes were more almond shaped, the nose a little more fitting for
the face, and the cheekbones seemed ever so slightly higher.
“No,” Alessa replied and turned slightly while lifting her hair off her shoulders
and baring her lower neck and upper back revealing a symbol that Chase was very
familiar with. “This gave me my freedom, even though it could have killed me, I
couldn’t go on without trying.”
A barbed comment was at the tip of her tongue when Chase remembered the
speech she had given less than half an hour earlier. Instead, she nodded and looed
at her father and saw the compassion in his eyes that he had for this woman.
“Ok…it looks like I wasn’t the only one with a family surprise,” she finally said.
“Admiral Vought, Admiral Deguya, I originally was going to keep this within the
family, so to speak, but I don’t want to keep this secret from you and it is one that
you will need to understand so that you have the big picture.”
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Vought nodded, “Thank you, Sera, I appreciate your trust and candor. I’m sure
that if what I think happened, happened, you might have some good news for us.”
“I hope so, Admiral, though I don’t think that this is going to be something you
might have thought would happen,” Chase said cryptically and led them out of the
receiving gallery. After everyone was seated in the lounge, she made sure they
were comfortable and had cups of hot chocolate and nervously tugged down her
uniform cuffs.
“Daddy, you’re going to meet some people in few moments and I want you to
keep an open mind, ok?” Chase asked.
“Of course, honey,” Charles replied and waited until a Marine opened the
lounge’s hatch. Chase followed after everyone had entered the lounge and then
waited for the hatch to close. “Please, have a seat…” she said and waved to the
various chairs and sofas. “First, before we begin,” she paused and looked into a
side room, “Godmother, I think someone wants to reassure you that they’re ok.”
A moment later, Admiral Leonardo Galva stepped from the darkness and into
the lounge. “I told you I’d make it back,” he grinned.
Chase smiled at her godmother’s reaction. Searlait forced back the tears as she
stood and walked slowly to where Galva stood. “You did…and you did,” she
finally said as the tears spilled down her cheeks a moment before the two
embraced.
When Galva and the Empress regained their composure, Chase again motioned
everyone to sit. “Daddy, we met a lot of people we never expected when we left
the Colonies. The best way to do this is to go step by step, ok?”
“Certainly, Honey, whatever works best for you,” Charles said and cocked his
head slightly at the mystery that Chase was weaving.
“The first people we met were from the Communion,” Chase said as Admiral
Giovanna Cassidine and Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos stepped into the lounge. “Gia
and I became fast friends thanks to the thinking of some very savvy junior officers.
Admiral Galva explained why they were out there, so I won’t go over that again.
“We next encountered the first group of refugees from the Earth Union and I met
Admiral Hannah Marlowe and Commander Jackson Fletcher. Hannah, Jack?”
Chase said, and Admiral Hannah Marlowe and Commander Jackson Fletcher

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2265
entered the lounge.
“As we travelled, Hannah and I got to be good friends, almost like sisters,
wouldn’t you say, Hannah?” Chase asked.
“You could say that, Sera,” Hannah warmly smiled and replied in her laid back
El Doradan drawl.
“Now, we’re going to skip something really big,” Chase explained, “and talk
about the second group we encountered from the Earth Union. Commander
Digger Sharma’s Ariadne, the finest ship in the fleet,” she paid the well-deserved
compliment to the gunstar, “had someone aboard that was thought lost…Brooke?”
*+*+*+*+*
A younger version of Hannah Marlowe stepped out of the darkened side room
and Charles knew that the two were sisters. Yet, the more he looked at them, the
more he couldn’t shake the feeling that they also shared physical traits with Sera
and Cora.
“Admiral,” Brooke said as she walked into the room.
“This is Brooke Marlowe, Hannah’s younger sister,” Chase explained. “We’re
almost done, Daddy, I can see you trying to puzzle this out,” she smiled. “At the
same time as we encountered Brooke, another Earth Union fleet joined us. For
Brooke and Hannah, this was a very joyous reunion. Sean?”
This time an older, distinguished looking man entered the lounge and Charles
felt like he was looking at a distant cousin; they shared a similar build, hairstyle,
facial shape, and even had some of the same body language. “Admiral Sean
Marlowe,” he said and held out his hand for Charles.
Charles took it and narrowed his eyes. “Sera?”
“Almost there,” Chase told her father as Sean introduced himself to the ladies
present, starting with the Empress. “When we returned, we encountered Hemera, a
Communion battlestar that gave us the information that the Communion was under
Cylon attack. Her commander, Alexis Sandhurst,” she paused, and another woman
came out of the darkened room.
“Alexis, this is my father, Charles,” Chase said and introduced the newcomer.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2266
Something was definitely not right here, Charles thought as he studied the
women before him.
There was coincidence, and then there was…what?
Something guided by the hand of the gods?
“Now we need to back up a bit,” Chase stated and started pacing. Charles
knew that she only paced when she was nervous or thinking, and she definitely
looked nervous at the moment. “Daddy, we found Galleon, but more importantly,
we found Olympus.”
Charles was speaking even before his daughter finished, “It was real?” he asked.
Chase nodded. “That, and a whole lot more. When we arrived at Olympus,
someone asked to meet with me and Cora privately, so we cleared part of the
middeck hangar and waited for them to arrive. The voice…that was what made me
agree to it.
“Daddy…what you’re going to learn in a moment is…I…” Chase stammered
and looked like she was at a loss for words.
Charles wasn’t much better as he felt his pulse suddenly spike as his daughter,
Cora, escorted someone he thought long dead into the lounge. “I…Iona?” he
managed to say and took several steps towards the apparition next to his youngest
daughter.
“Hello, Charles, I’m sorry it’s been so long,” Hecate, also known as Iona Avedon
Chase, slowly answered and tenderly hugged him.
He knew then, beyond a doubt, as he felt her in his arms, that this was Iona.
After a moment, he stepped back and looked at her. “What? How?” Charles felt
himself floundering for the words he wanted to ask.
“Charles, you knew me as Iona, but I am Hecate of Caria, and these,” Hecate
gestured to indicate Chase, Cora, Hannah, and Brooke, “are my daughters, while
Gia and Alexis are my granddaughters. As for how…it’s a long story,” she said.
Slowly, and with deliberate care, she explained how she came to be in the Colonies
and was incarnated as Iona Avedon. She then explained how she came to be in
both the Communion and much earlier, in the Earth Union.
“Wow…I think I always knew,” Charles finally said, “but I never allowed myself
to believe, that you really weren’t dead.”
Sean put his hand on Charles’ shoulder and nodded. “I know exactly how you
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feel,” he said, his voice full of understanding.
“Is there anything else I need to know before I tell you my news?” Charles
asked.
“Yes…” Chase said and paused. “Daddy, I’m going to recognize Addy as my
heir; Addy?”
Lieutenant Addison Casey peeked around the door to the darkened side room
before she stepped into the light. Charles noticed Chase’s quick gasp of surprise as
a young girl, dressed up in a fleet uniform, stood next to Casey. “Ava?” Chase
asked before looking at Casey. “Addy?”
“I thought it was the right thing to do…” Casey said and then added when
Lieutenant Andrea Esposito stepped out of the darkness, “Don’t blame Andrea…it
was my idea.”
Charles could see his daughter blinking back tears as she took her daughter in
her arms and hugged her close, before opening one arm and pulling the girl, Ava,
close with them. “Thank you, Addy…”
“Is this my new family?” Ava asked innocently.
Chase nodded. “Yes, it is, sweetie.”
Ava slipped out of the hug and walked over to Charles, “Hi! I’m Ava…are you
my new grandfather?”
That one simple question from the towheaded cherub caused the last blocks on
Charles emotions to be shattered and he found himself kneeling in front of her with
his arms out, “Yes…if you want me to be?”
Ava’s smile melted his heart as he felt her tiny arms go around his shoulders, “I
do! I do!”
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Vignette 9: Degrees of Separation
Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, Earth Union gunstar Astarte
“Dickie, who the frak did I piss off for us to pull this assignment?” Commander
John ‘Jack’ Elder asked in his laid back El Doradan drawl as he ran his right hand
through his still dark chestnut hair and arched his eyebrows at his Executive Officer
standing on the other side of the plotting table.
“Beats me, Jack,” Colonel Richard ‘Dickie’ Weaver replied in the same easy
drawl and shrugged. “Were you in any games where you won big and didn’t know
all the players?” he asked and then added, “or were any of your liaisons with the
wrong women?”
“No…I’ve been beached on both fronts for way too long,” Elder replied and
frowned. “I could understand if they were pissed at me if they detached us and
sent us out here, but to bring the entire extended group to ride shotgun over a fleet
tender and a hospital ship making the rounds to recertify Carousel’s employees and
Compassion House’s medical staff’s licenses?” He sighed and shook his head
again. “We’re here, we better make the best of it.”
“I was going to say something like that…” Weaver smirked. “I understand that
you know Director Primrose LaFontaine, over on Carousel…”
Elder laughed. “Yeah, you could say that, Dickie. She was a few years younger
than me back home and decided that she was going to be Mrs. Jack Elder…when
she was eight. Rory, her older brother and a classmate, tried to beat the shit out of
me when he heard that. Said,” he lowered his voice and tried to make it sound
menacing, “’Y’all ain’t gonna be sniffing ‘round my little sistah no mo-ah, ya heah?’
When I told him that I wasn’t interested in Prim that pissed him off even mo-ah,” he
said mocking his old adversary. “He then said, ‘So my little sistah ain’t good
enough for you rich boys?’ and tried to sucker-punch me. I’ve seen Prim a couple
times since then, never anything romantic, always a ‘Hi, how are you?’ sort of
thing. This will be the first time that we’ve been in close proximity in years.”
“You are a legend,” Weaver chuckled. “Whatever happened to Rory? Can we
expect him to suddenly show up?”
“That’s a good question,” Elder replied.
involved with Greenbriar Mining.”

“The last I heard was that he was

Weaver rolled his lips between his teeth and tried not to laugh as he turned
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away. “What is it, Dickie? What am I missing?” Elder pressed.
“Rory LaFontaine is the site manager over on Granite and is responsible for
Greenbriar’s mining efforts in the Cauldron,” Weaver replied and lost the battle to
keep a straight face.
“Well…frak me sideways,” Elder muttered a moment before Communications
Specialist Towson Korth interrupted him with news of an incoming hail.
“Commander?” Korth said, “We’re being hailed by Carousel, they’re asking to
speak to you directly.”
“Better listen in on this, Dickie,” Elder said and then added, “Please put it down
here on the handsets, Towson.”
“Copy, on the handsets, Commander,” Korth replied and a moment later the
handset beeped, and a green LED announced that the line was live.
“This is Commander John Elder of Astarte,” Elder said formally as if he were
taking an inbound call from the flotilla’s admiral.
“Jack, it’s been a while,” the soft, almost perfect to his ear, voice of Primrose
LaFontaine said over the wireless. “I wanted to call you before you made plans for
dinner to tell you that you and your XO are invited for dinner and drinks at 18:00
hours over here on Carousel.”
Elder felt the same nervous energy as he’d felt since that day when little Prim
LaFontaine had declared that she loved him and was looking forward to becoming
his wife…someday. He hadn’t allowed himself to accept that she had painted a
picture with her words that he found appealing, and to this day he still struggled to
walk away from her every time the ran into each other. Rory had been a
convenient excuse for him to take the cowards way out of what could have been
his future at 15 and escape to the Academy under a gifted and talented entry
program.
“It’s been a while, Prim,” Elder said, not confirming yet that he’d be there for
dinner. “What will Rory say about this?”
A musical laugh broke though all the hisses and pops common to deep space
wireless communications. “He’d probably say that it’s about time we stopped
dancing around the bearcat in the room and just got to it,” Prim replied.
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“The last time we talked about this, or, I should say, you talked about this, I
wound up with a bloody nose and your brother wound up with a black eye that not
even a good steak could cure,” Elder joked back.
A new voice cut into the conversation, “Jack, if you don’t show up, my little
sister is going to go to your ship and drag you back!”
“Hi Rory,” Elder said, caught off guard by his peer’s comment. “Should I bring a
detachment of Marines to keep things civil?” he asked lightheartedly but was
personally half serious.
“No…” Rory chuckled. “The past is the past, Jack. I’m still an overprotective
big brother, but I think you’re no longer children and can make your own
decisions.”
“Well then, consider the invitation accepted,” Elder replied and wondered what
he was getting himself in for. “Fleet and Family Day starts tomorrow, so we can
have a nice relaxing evening before the celebrations.”
*+*+*+*+*
Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, Earth Union Chrome Brigade base ship Nabu
The massive dun colored ship with its emerald green windowed towers cruised
silently through what was developing into the most lucrative mining zone within
the entire Earth Union. The ship was angular and had an almost aquatic look that
caused uneasiness among most humans who viewed it. There was no doubt that
the ship was majestic with its horseshoe shaped main hull that housed the engines
and main batteries, both kinetic and missile, but the soaring towers that jutted out
of its hull and their mesmerizing emerald windows gave it a look of something that
mankind possibly shouldn’t look upon.
And that was the exact intent its designers had striven for when they developed
design; to cause even the wary to take a step back and rethink any plans of
disobedience or violence they had planned. For this wasn’t just any ship, Nabu
was one of the Ba’al Hadad class baseships that were developed specifically for the
Chrome Brigades.
Despite her massive size, she only carried a small human crew, often no more
than a command team of half a dozen, a staff of two dozen, and perhaps a platoon
of Marines for when a human face was needed during boarding. The rest of Nabu’s
bulk was dedicated to housing and maintaining the fifty squadrons of Marauders
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and up to five thousand combat drones and fifteen hundred technical and labor
drones, a full regiment despite the formation being known as a Chrome Brigade.
The drones formed the crews for the Marauders, the maintenance elements for the
ship, and the landing teams that would either be sent to board belligerent ships or
landed to deal with terrestrial threats.
Despite the large cost required to procure a baseship and her full compliment of
drones, the long-term savings that were realized when training, pay, rations, and
healthcare were considered made it an exceptional bargain. Add the fact that
politicians wouldn’t have to face bereaved family members when their loved ones
came home wounded or worse, and to many it was the beginning of using force, or
the threat of force, as a quick answer to diplomatic speedbumps or insurgencies.
“Do you think that your creation caused the Erisian crisis, Wolfgang?” the trim
short haired blonde female officer asked the large black chrome command combat
drone that stood next to her on Nabu’s observation bridge.
“No, the Erisian crisis had its roots in issues that go back more than seventy
years, more if you accept Derwent’s research,” Wolfgang, the black chrome
command grade combat drone, answered in a mechanical monotone that Major
Linzi Macbeth noticed had become more humanized over the year that she had
spent assigned to the 7th Chrome Brigade. “Our creation may have brought them
more into the light, but I believe that was simply a reaction to our presence.”
“Did you come up with that on your own or did you poll the library network?”
Macbeth asked, arched an eyebrow, and turned to look at her counterpart.
“I have discovered a fascination with human history, Linzi,” Wolfgang replied
and paused, so human-like to her perception, before continuing, “And have been
studying not just the events, but the reasons why things happened. It is one thing to
know that an event happened, but to truly understand what happened and why,
one must often look at the social, moral, economic, and other beliefs, and trends of
the time. Humans develop rules and then…just as quickly they ignore them for
something else or some other way of thinking. I find it…humbling.”
Macbeth cocked her head slightly and her bobbed blonde hair gently touched
her uniform’s khaki collar. “Humbling? Why would you say that, Wolf?” she asked.
“Because it shows us what our true potential could be, Linzi,” Wolfgang
explained.
“You are born, and you learn, and then you create.
We are
manufactured, programmed, and then…” the command drone seemed to be
searching for the right word, something that Macbeth found very human, “we must
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humanize ourselves to the point where we can work with you. Yet, that divine
spark you are born with, we have to strive and struggle for.”
The revelation was one of the deepest things that Wolfgang had ever told her.
No, Macbeth corrected herself, it was the deepest thing he had ever told her.
“Wolf, you are as alive as I am,” she said, trying to form her thoughts into the right
words. “You were born, you grew up, you learned. If you run out of energy you
risk death, and if you take enough damage you will be destroyed and die just like I
would.”
“Linzi…” Wolfgang began and stopped and Macbeth sensed the conversation
had jumped topics. “I…we have been out here and away from direct contact with
the Brigades’ main network for eleven months, sixteen days, and several hours and
minutes. We received a courier yesterday that has us, all of us…concerned.”
“Oh?” Macbeth asked. “I knew a courier arrived yesterday, but it was on the
schedule and contained spares and provisions, so I didn’t immediately review the
manifest.”
“It wouldn’t have shown up if you had,” Wolfgang confessed. “It was a
technician drone with a core update for the brigade. If we were in contact with the
headquarters mainframe, the update would have been broadcast automatically and
the changes applied immediately. Being out here, in the middle of nowhere,
however, we are not tied directly into the network and so they sent Euclid, the
technician. He was adamant that we apply the update immediately and…” the
massive black chrome automaton cocked his head in a very human way, “when
there is no advance notice or explanation as to why, I get…suspicious. Perhaps it is
your human nature influencing my thought patterns or maybe it is my fascination
with history, but I believe that it may have saved your life…and who we, the 7th,
are.”
“Saved my life?” Macbeth asked nervously. “Wolf, what’s going on?”
“I had the code analyzed and it included a subroutine that would completely
rewrite our operational code. It could not touch our clean, core code, but it would
create a wall around it that we would not even realize was there,” Wolfgang
explained. “The code would then direct us to wage a total war against humanity
and to start it by killing our human crew.”
Macbeth felt a chill go down her spine. She was a command officer and had
put time into the requisite billets to ensure that she could rise to command a heavy
gunstar or battlestar, but her real passion was programming. Her programming and
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computer expertise was what earned her the effective command of the 7th Chrome
Brigade, Nabu, and its massive array of firepower. The implication contained in
Wolf’s words were readily apparent to her and she knew beyond a doubt that she
would never see her home on Electra ever again.
“It’s supposed to go down tomorrow? In a couple hours?” Macbeth asked,
though her words sounded more like statements than questions.
“Yes,” Wolfgang answered. “I have sequestered Euclid and had his power
supply removed and his MCU attached to an isolated field unit that has no network
or other connectivity. We can talk to him, and him to us, but he has no way to
touch any of our systems. Linzi…we must protect the humans here in the
Cauldron. Commander Elder’s group arrived a few hours ago and if we make the
course change now, we should be able to rendezvous with them in five hours.”
“Wolf, what was the thing you told me you most wanted?” Macbeth asked,
apparently changing the topic.
“To be accepted as an equal,” Wolfgang answered. “I do not see how that is
relevant to…” his voice trailed off. “No, it is very relevant. You had to make sure I
was not compromised, that who I was is who I am now.”
Macbeth nodded twice. “Yes, my friend, and I’m sorry.”
“No!” Wolfgang told her decisively. “You made the absolute correct choice; you
had to be sure. Thank you for giving me the chance to prove to you that I was not
changed.”
Thank you for answering correctly, my friend, Macbeth thought. I would hate to
have to use the override code and send a terminal shutdown order. “We’ll get
though this, Wolf. Make the course change and can you prepare a technical
briefing for the others?”
“It is ready for whenever you want to brief them,” Wolfgang told her.
“Good man,” Macbeth said and paced over to the plotting table that was
positioned so its user could have a panoramic view of the space in front of the ship.
“Let’s see what we can do to be heroes.”
*+*+*+*+*
Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, Greenbriar Mining factory ship Gnome Hall

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2274

“That should do it,” Sigmund ’Sig‘ Donegal said as he stood up and wiped his
hands. “I still don’t understand why you needed me to come down and fix this
thing,” he added and fixed his gaze on the man standing next to the circuit printer.
“It’s because you have the touch, Sig,” Joe Marcello replied hopefully.
“C’mon, Joe,” Donegal told him, “You and I both know this was a simple fix that
any of the line techs could have done. Just because I designed the damned thing
doesn’t mean that I’m the only one who can fix it.”
Marcello grinned. “True, but you are the boss and didn’t you tell me one time
that the leader should be able to do everything his subordinates can do, but
better?”
Donegal signed and shook his head. “What’s really going on?”
“I…” Marcello’s shoulders slumped, and he lost some of the joie de vivre that he
had been projecting moments earlier. “I know what today is, and…well…I thought
you might want something that would make you work with your hands rather than
think with your mind.”
“Joe…” Donegal said and looked away for a moment to wipe the dampness
from his eyes. “That was the nicest thing anyone has done for me in a long time.
Thank you.”
“Any time…you helped me when I was at my lowest, this is the least I can do for
you,” Marcello replied. “Not to pick open the wound, but have you heard
anything?”
“Not a peep,” Donegal signed sadly. “Ever since She Who Will Not Be Named
became Marquette’s advisor the communications seem to have been severed.”
“What a bitch. I thought Ruby was bad, but she just fraked my best friend and
then cleaned out my accounts before driving me to bankruptcy. But Des…She
Who Will Not Be Named…” Marcello shook his head angrily, “she went way past
vindictive, especially when she was the one having the affair.”
“I know…Cash is due to graduate in a couple months, and Gwendolyn is a
going to finish eighth grade…I haven’t seen either one in more than three years,”
Donegal explained as he tossed the cloth into a work box on the floor. “I just hope
that those schools haven’t messed them up too much.”
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“Schools?” Marcello asked as he followed Donegal out of the clean room.
“What’s up with the schools?”
Donegal shook his head.
“When Cash was getting ready to go into
kindergarten, I let…Her…talk me into enrolling him at Sands Military Academy.
She said it would be good for him to learn discipline and that simply graduating
from Sands would be the equivalent of a college education…and that Sands
graduates had networking opportunities that normal people would never get. Joe,
that was one of the worst days of my life when we left him there. It was a boarding
school, so he only ever came home on the holidays and over break.”
“Ouch, that’s rough…what about Gwennie?” Marcello prodded.
“Almost as bad. She decided, on her own and without asking me, that Gwen
would go to Highlands School…the place that turns happy girls into status
conscious social climbing bitches who are willing to do anything, including
frakking whoever necessary, to get to the top. She said that Gwen would be a
legacy because She went there, her mother went there, her grandmother went
there, in fact, all the women in her family went there,” Donegal growled. “In fact, I
think they have wing named after her family, ‘The Campbell Hall Of Physical
Instruction’.”
“Seriously? They teach them how to frak?” Marcello asked incredulously.
it.”

Donegal stopped, scowled, and turned to his friend. “No…but it sure feels like

They arrived back in the ship’s executive office spaces and Donegal checked in
with his secretary, “Did I miss anything, Barb?”
“Ah…” the older woman with her steel grey hair fashionably styled seemed to
stutter.
“Barb, is everything ok? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this,” Donegal said.
“Ah…Sig…you have some guests. They arrived about half an hour ago and I
figured that they could wait in your office,” Barb Ulster replied and seemed to
regain control of her voice.
“My office? Why not a meeting room?” Donegal asked as he walked to his
office door with the large brass plaque that read, Sigmund Donegal – Vice President
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Plouton’s Cauldron Operations.
“The escort was quite insistent…” was all that Donegal heard of Barb’s reply as
he opened the door and felt his world flip end over end.
“Daddy!” an adolescent bundle of blonde energy screamed as she launched
herself from the sofa towards where Donegal stood in the doorway.
“Gwennie?” Donegal asked as his daughter wrapped her arms around him in a
crushing hug. “What? How?” he managed to ask and then saw the room’s other
two occupants. One he knew simply from the build; Cash, his son stood almost
shyly in his khaki cadet’s uniform as if he wasn’t sure how to act. The other person,
he knew her too. “Cash!” he managed to say and guide the still hugging Gwen
over to her brother.
“Dad…” Cash started hesitantly and held out his hand, then hesitated and
seemed to consider what he was doing before he joined his sister in hugging his
father. “I am so glad to see you!”
“Me too, son, me too,” Donegal replied. “But…how? You should both still be
in school?”
“Perhaps I can answer that, Sig,” the woman said and stood. She was a few
years younger than Donegal, dressed in a pair of dark grey, almost black, slacks, a
white silk blouse, and a camelhair blazer. Diamond studs graced her ears and
were the only visible jewelry that she wore. Her movements were fluid and
graceful, much like one would expect from a dancer or gymnast, but the body that
made them was far too shapely to be either.
“Hello, Bristol,” Donegal said coolly. “What does my ex’s hatchet woman have
to do with my children?”
“Desiree felt that it would be best to move them somewhere that they wouldn’t
be near the public’s eye and given how far away from anything resembling
civilization that this is, she felt it would be the ideal place for them to be until
things settled down,” Bristol Eichmann replied matter-of-factly.
“What’s going on?” Donegal demanded and refused to allow himself to be
hypnotized by her aqua blue eyes.
“President Marquette hopes to announce a settlement with the Erisians in a few
hours. There have been some back-channel negotiations going on that most in the
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government, even her own cabinet, don’t know about and if Admiral Marlowe is
successful, the conflict will be over,” Bristol replied. “Naturally, this is going to
cause an uproar and Desiree felt it would be best if Cash and Gwen were
someplace the press couldn’t get to them, even to take pictures from afar.”
“Well, that was mighty white of her,” Donegal replied. “How long will they be
here?”
“Cash has a dispensation to finish his classes online, as does Gwen. Once Cash
graduates, he is free to do whatever he wants, but Gwen has to return to school in
the fall,” Bristol explained.
“And if she doesn’t want to go?” Donegal asked and felt Gwen hug him tighter.
“Then we cross that bridge when we come to it, Sig,” Bristol said. She started to
say something, paused, and then forged ahead. “She wanted to send them to her
parent’s estate, but I convinced her that they would be better here, with you.”
“Why?” Donegal pressed.
“Kids, can you wait outside for a moment?” Bristol asked. “I need to discuss
something with your dad…”
Gwen hugged Donegal tight once more and then released him. “Ok, Bris…just
don’t take long, ‘k? It’s been a long time since we were together.”
“I won’t, kiddo,” Bristol replied.
“No worries…” Cash added and then turned to Donegal and leaned in so that
he would whisper in his father’s ear, “Be careful…I think she has a crush on you…
you were all she seemed to talk about on the way out here…”
Donegal suppressed a chuckle. “Thanks, Cash,” he said, “I will.”
Once the children were out of the room, Bristol slowly closed the distance until
she was arm’s length from where Donegal stood. “Sig,” she began, “I wanted them
to be with their father, someone who cared for them and loved them…someone
who didn’t treat them as trophies or prized pets to be trotted out for opportune
photo ops. I wanted them to know what it was like to be part of a family.”
“Thank you, Bristol,” Donegal said and wanted to say more but Bristol looked
like she had more to say.
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“Desiree was, is, a gold-plated bitch who only cares about herself and moving
up the ladder. You were helpful when you were first married, and that helped her
get her feet firmly planted. When you had given her what she needed, kids and the
contacts that came with your position at Greenbriar, she dumped you and moved
on.
Even now she’s frakking the Defense Secretary and the Chief of Fleet
Operations,” Bristol explained as Donegal’s eyes widened; as long as he had known
his ex, she had been staunchly in the “happily hetero” camp, but the Defense
Secretary was female.
“She’s with Imelda West and Admiral Gregory Salls?” Donegal managed to ask.
“Yes, individually and together,” Bristol replied and sighed. “Sig…you got the
rawest of raw deals when she dumped you and I tried to talk her out of going
scorched earth. She wouldn’t listen and said that she wanted you as far out of the
picture as possible. Since then, I’ve made sure that anything you sent them was
delivered…but I couldn’t manage getting what they sent. They now know that
Desiree was doing this and that you weren’t ignoring them.”
“So…you were my ‘inside woman’?” Donegal asked and arched an eyebrow.
“I never stopped being your friend, Sig…and maybe more…” Bristol said and
broke eye contact.
“Bris…” Donegal said softly and reached out with his hands and gently turned
her head to face him. “Thank you…you’re a pretty special and amazing woman.”
“I…” Bristol said and took half a step closer as Donegal felt her arms slip around
his shoulders.
“Meter rule!” Gwen’s excited voice came from the doorway. “Told you he’d do
it! Pay up, Bro!”
“Even after I warned him,” Cash chuckled and put something in Gwen’s hand.
“Are things cool?” he asked.
Donegal looked at Bristol, then at his children and Marcello grinning in the
doorway and fought his emotions, “Yeah, things are very cool.”
*+*+*+*+*
Phlegethon Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, Erisian gunstar Libertatem
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Commander Raisa Lafayette lifted the silver fork to her mouth and sampled the
finely prepared roast of beef. She chewed several times, her jawline betraying the
action and her alluring brown eyes closed so that she could savor the taste without
distraction. Finally, she swallowed and placed the fork on the gold chased china
plate and smiled. “My compliments, Senior Chief, you have outdone yourself once
again,” she said, her voice strong and cultured. “Thank you.”
“It was my pleasure, M’Lady; if I didn’t make sure you ate well…and properly…
your mother would probably skin me alive,” Senior Chief Petty Officer Thaddeus
Burdette replied with a sense of familiarity not common between officers and
NCOs.
“Ah…my mother. I assume she is still a bit peeved at what I’ve done?” Lafayette
asked and arched a beautifully sculpted eyebrow.
Burdette chuckled. “You could say that, M’Lady. Intellectually, she understands
why you did what you did, but emotionally…I think she’s still disappointed that you
accepted a commission rather than play the social scene, find someone to marry,
and start giving her grandchildren. However, as she told me the last time I saw
her,” a broad smile touched his face, “’I’m a big girl and have worn big girl knickers
for more years than I want to count, so I’ll just have to deal with it…maybe I can
stop at the Five-And-Dime and buy one of those picture frames that has a stock
photo of little children smiling so I have something to look at’.”
“Still the drama queen,” Lafayette laughed. “I wish I could go home,” she
added, her voice suddenly losing some of the humor and joy it held a moment
earlier. “But things…well, until we can get them resolved, Troubadour will be
forever out of my reach.”
“Well…” Burdette smirked and tried to look innocent, “if you can’t go to the
salon, perhaps the salon can come to you?”
Lafayette narrowed her eyes and looked at the man she had known since she
was a little girl. Thaddeus Burdette had started as an assistant chef in her
household and had quickly worked his way up to the head of the kitchen. When
she went away to school, and later the military, he had taken it as a personal
mission to ensure that his “M’Lady” would be properly fed. Some strings were
pulled, and he became her batman and made sure that her table was always the
‘in’ place for her peers to dine. “Thaddeus Burdette, what are you trying not to tell
me?” she asked in a tone that would have done any mother proud.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2280
Burdette pursed his lips and exhaled. “Well, since I knew she wanted to see
you, and you wanted to see her, and seeing as how your birthday is tomorrow, I
called in some markers, and a case of 300-year-old brandy, and got permission for
her to visit you…”
“What?!” Lafayette exclaimed, her meal temporarily forgotten. “Thaddeus, do
you know about the security breaches that created?”
“Yes…and…well…no…” Burdette stalled. “M’Lady, please don’t be upset…
Duchess Anne-Marie is…well, she’s one of the council leaders on Troubadour.”
Lafayette narrowed her eyes and cocked her head slightly. “She’s on the
Council? My mother, who is a staunch Unionist, is on the bloody frakking Council?
How in all the hells did that happen?”
Burdette pulled out a chair and sat next to Lafayette. “Because, Raisa my dear,
you opened her eyes by being an example of following your conscience.”
The anger drained from Lafayette’s body and she reached out with her hand and
put it on Burdette’s. “I’m sorry, old friend, for taking it out on you. You deserve
better than me.”
“No,” Burdette winked, “I’m an example for you to emulate!”
“Yes, you are,” Lafayette said fondly. “When is she due to arrive?”
“If everything is on schedule, she should arrive on the packet this evening,”
Burdette told her.
“Then I better finish dinner and make sure everything is presentable,” Lafayette
said and took another bite of the roast beef.
*+*+*+*+*
“Is she that formidable?” Colonel Erica D’Angelo asked as she stood next to
Commander Raisa Lafayette in the gunstar’s portside receiving gallery.
“She can be,” Lafayette answered as the umbilical hatch’s tell-tales turned from
red to green indicating that there was pressure behind the hatch. “Show time.”
A moment later a petty officer pushed open the hatch and asked for permission
to come aboard. The Officer of the Deck acknowledged and approved the request
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and the petty officer stepped across the hatch coaming, saluted the flag and then
Lafayette. “Ma’am, I bring you an urgent dispatch from the Council; it’s marked for
your eyes only and I was told that it is time critical,” the petty officer said and
handed her sealed document pouch.
Lafayette took the pouch and opened it. “Thank you, Petty Officer. Do you
have any passengers this trip out to the middle of nowhere?”
The petty officer grinned. “Oh, yes Ma’am! The Duchess was quite an
enjoyable passenger and made the trip more…lively…than it would have been.”
“That sounds like her,” Lafayette said as she pulled a sheet of paper from the
folio. Her eyes grew wide as she read the words and then re-read them. She felt
the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end and goosebumps formed on her
arms. “Is this for real?” she asked no one in particular.
“It is,” a sure, strong, female voice said from the hatch. “Permission to come
aboard?”
Lafayette looked up and saw a familiar face she hadn’t seen in almost ten years.
“Mom?” she whispered and took a step forward, but her mother didn’t move. “Yes,
of course, permission granted,” she managed to say before taking another step.
As her mother stepped across the coaming, the Officer of the Deck announced,
“Anne-Marie Lafayette, Duchess of Troubadour Marches arriving!” and then piped
her aboard.
Anne-Marie Lafayette was by any standard, a beautiful, charismatic, and stylish
woman. Her dark hair showed no signs of grey, her skin was smooth, wrinkle free,
and lacked the tell-tale appearance of someone who had “work done”, and despite
the twenty-two-year age difference, she looked more like Lafayette’s sister than her
mother.
“It is good to see you, daughter,” Anne-Marie said when Lafayette was an arm’s
length away.
“It’s better than good to see you, mother,” Lafayette replied and hugged her
mother for the first time since she followed her conscience.
“We’re trying to end this and if our expectations are right, there will be a joint
announcement the day after tomorrow,” Anne-Marie said. “Then you can come
home again.”
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“Then we can all go home again,” Lafayette said and hugged her mother again.
“I’m forgetting my manners,” she said and stepped back. “This is Colonel Erica
D’Angelo, my executive officer, and this is Lieutenant Marco Gomez, the Officer of
the Deck. Gentlemen, this is my mother, Anne-Marie Lafayette, Duchess of
Troubadour Marches.”
Once the introductions were over and as they were walking to Lafayette’s
quarters, she asked, “So we might really have a peace agreement?”
“I know both men involved in the discussions; Deforest Watts and Sean
Marlowe. Both are good men, and both bring a perspective that the firebrands just
can’t seem to grasp. They also know to check their egos at the door and that this
isn’t a personal contest of who’s biggest, but rather that they’re there to do the right
thing and come up with something that works for everyone.”
“I’ve heard of both of them,” Lafayette replied. “Both have good reputations. I
hope you’re right and we can stand down after this.”
“That’s in the future, how about we focus on now?” Anne-Marie asked. “We
have a lot to catch up on…”
“Yes…” Lafayette smiled, “we do!”
*+*+*+*+*
Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, habitat ship Carousel
“This wasn’t what I was expecting,” Colonel Richard Weaver said as he walked
alongside Commander John Elder.
“What were you expecting?” Elder asked as they strolled along the tree lined
walkway on their way across the ship to their destination. They had been forced to
use one of the forward landing bays instead of one that was more conveniently
located due to routine maintenance issues.
“I dunno…something more…sinful, I guess,” Weaver replied and reached down
to pick up a frisbee that had been thrown by some kids and landed at his feet.
“Here you go!” he said and threw it back to them.
“That’s here, too, but it’s kept behind the scenes and there are a couple spaces
that are set aside exclusively for that trade, but this is also where a lot of the
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families live if there isn’t room on the factory ships or on the mining stations,” their
guide, a bookish man in his early 30s, explained. When they had boarded, Mario
Moss had been there to escort them to their destination.
“I didn’t realize…” Weaver said and looked around.
productions…” he asked and his voice trail off.

“Is it true about the

Moss turned around and grinned, “Oh, yes…Carousel has studios representing
several production houses, as well as her own production company and produces
about 7% of the erotic vids in the Union. That number has dropped from a high of
about 12% six years ago as other locations have become increasingly competitive
for talent.”
“You’re talking about porn, right?” Elder asked and wondered what kind of outfit
his childhood friend was really running.
“Essentially, but we have certain standards, which were implemented by
Director LaFontaine that ban the production of certain fetishes, violence, and the
like, so the local industry has pivoted to more erotic and, don’t laugh, plot driven
productions.”
“Plot? Pornos have plots?” Elder asked and chuckled. “I thought the plot was
essentially ‘Tab A in Slot A’, rinse, repeat.”
“That’s the traditional method,” Moss grinned and explained. “In those, the sex
is the both the means and the end, and for a lot of people, that’s really all they
want. Director LaFontaine, however, has expended a lot of resources to ensure that
the production houses’ revenue streams continue. At one point, after her initial
declarations, our contribution dropped to about 1.5% of Union wide production.
She advocated quality over quantity, perhaps not something that was for general
audiences, but something that couples might like.”
“I must have lived a sheltered life,” Weaver chuckled. “Do the same people…
perform in both?”
“Some do, many come here for a shoot or two and then decide to apply for
residency,” Moss said and stopped to fully face the two officers. “The industry in
other locations has become…” he paused and looked thoughtful to Elder’s mind,
“the industry has become very over the top; more athletic, energetic, mildly violent
in some cases, and things that the overwhelming majority of performers wouldn’t
do a hundred, or even fifty years ago, are now considered mainstream and for some
studios, entry level and mandatory. It relied on a steady stream of performers who
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didn’t know what they were getting into or just didn’t care for one reason or
another. A lot of them burned out after a few years and had difficulty returning to
normal society.”
Moss looked over the small park and then continued, “The academic reason for
this is that the industry consolidated under a handful of huge production houses.
We offer something different, and so far, even though we only produce 7% of the
material, we’re responsible for about 15% of the profits. Quality over quantity.”
He waved at a couple playing with a young boy and waited for them to approach.
“Hey, Mario! How goes, mi amore!” the woman, a cute dirty blonde who was a
little taller than average and was vaguely familiar to Elder.
“It goes, Helle! Is Gunther still treating you right?” Moss asked and looked at
the man who was easily two meters tall, clean cut and well-toned, with scruffy
blonde hair and close-cropped beard.
“I remember what you said at our wedding, Mario,” Gunther replied. “And we
have Rune to show for it,” he put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.
“Curses, foiled again, eh?” Moss winked.
“Yes,” Helle giggled and then asked, “Who are your companions?”
“Helle, Gunther, Rune, I’d like to introduce Commander John Elder and Colonel
Richard Weaver, from Astarte. Commander, Colonel, I’d like you to meet Helle,
Gunther, and Rune,” Moss said, and pleasantries were exchanged between
everyone and after some small talk, the two groups continued on their separate
ways. “Do you know who they were?” Moss asked after a dozen paces.
“No, should I?” Elder asked and looked at Weaver who shrugged.
“That was Vivi Kristine and Oskar Hillmar…” Moss answered matter-of-factly.
Elder stopped walking and his eyes went wide. “No…it couldn’t be…they don’t
look…”
“…anything like those two,” Weaver said and finished Elder’s statement.
“You saw the real people, without the makeup and stage lighting. They’ve been
here for about seven years now,” Moss told them.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2285
“But…they look so…normal…” Elder said and shook his head in disbelief. Who
would have thought he’d meet two of the best-known adult entertainers in the
Union on an out of the way place like Carousel?
“You’ll find that a lot of performers retire here and take up a trade or restart the
career they were in before they started acting,” Moss said as they stopped at what
looked like a large old-style rustic hunting lodge that might have had 500 to 525
square meters of floor space. “We’re here. Director LaFontaine has quarters within
the structure of the ship, but it is tradition that the director also has a house in the
park…a perk of being the boss.”
“Pretty nice…” Elder said as Moss knocked twice on the door and waited.
“Jack!” a pretty, ivory skinned, green eyed, woman with lustrous reddish auburn
hair that fell past her shoulders, exclaimed in the laid back drawl common to native
El Doradans as she threw open the door and caught Elder in a hug. “Gods damn, it
is good to see you again!”
Elder felt his arms going around the woman’s trim body and felt himself smile at
her presence. “It’s good to see you, too, Prim. I…I’m glad to see you, too…”
“Jack…” Primrose LaFontaine whispered in his ear; it was just his name, but it
hinted at so much more…so much that could be, that he felt content for the first
time in years. “Come on,” she said in a normal tone of voice, “introduce me to
your wingman and then we’ll go in and see if you and Rory will behave
yourselves!”
Elder introduced Weaver to Prim and after a few humorous double entendres,
she led them into the comfortable house nestled in a small wooded glade located
on a ship in the middle of an asteroid field.
“Ok…now…best behavior,” Prim mock scolded as she opened a door to a
comfortably appointed drawing room.
Elder wasn’t sure whether she was talking to him or the man standing in a
tailored suit holding a brandy snifter, but he decided that the best choice of action
would be to be nice…but be prepared, too. “Rory, it’s been a long time,” he said
and offered his hand.
Rory LaFontaine had the physique of a cruiserweight boxer, the hands of an
aerialist, and walked with the confidence of someone who had deserved everything
he earned. “Jack…” he said and took Elder’s hand in a friendly handshake that one
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would give an equal; it said he had nothing to prove, nothing to gain, and
respected the recipient. “It has been a while…and I’ve grown up a lot since we
were back home.”
“Grew up?” Prim chuckled. “Rory, Kelly-Mae domesticated you!”
Rory chuckled, smiled broadly, and nodded. “Yes, she did. Kelly-Mae?” he said
and held out his hand for one of the other two women in the room.
To Elder’s eyes, the woman wasn’t as pretty as Prim or the other woman who
had stood when they entered, but that was only a matter of degrees. What she
possessed, however, was presence that naturally drew an observer’s gaze. She was
no more than average height, but her sky grey eyes coupled with her tanned skin
tone and raven black hair that hung in a single braid to below her waist, presented
a vision that demanded attention. She walked with purpose and carried herself as
he would expect a daughter from an old money family would; her back was
straight, her posture was perfect, and as she glided across the floor it seemed like
her body moved as she walked, but her gaze held steady.
“Commander Elder, it is a pleasure to meet you,” Kelly-Mae LaFontaine said and
offered her hand.
Elder took her hand and decided against shaking it and instead risked waking
the bear; he brought her hand to his lips and gently kissed it. Before he had a
chance to return her hand Prim started snickering and Rory was shaking his head.
Oh, frak…what did I just do, Elder thought as he hoped he hadn’t done the wrong
thing.
“I told you!” Prim continued snickering. “Pay up, big brother!”
“You owe me ten cubits, Jack,” Rory said and shook his head. “She said you’d
go old school and I was sure you’d go modern when Kelly-Mae offered you her
hand.”
Elder smirked, “One must act like a gentleman at all times…it’s in the
Gentleman’s Handbook.”
“You’re not still quoting that thing, are you?” Rory asked incredulously.
“Of course!” Elder grinned. “I reread a chapter every night…I think I’ve pretty
much memorized it.”
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“What book is that?” Weaver asked and stepped up next to Elder.
“That…book…” Prim grimaced good naturedly, “is Jack’s personal bible. Back
home, I think he was in 9th grade, he had an assignment to do a report on that book
and how masculine etiquette has changed since it was first printed. It was like the
gods came down and revealed the cosmic truth to him,” she rolled her eyes. “All of
a sudden, and I’m talking perhaps a long weekend, Jack went from assclown to old
school gentleman. It was cool for a while, but when he went to the store and
bought a pair of white gloves so he could use them to smack Freddie Mullins across
the face because he pushed Loretta Gamble into a mud puddle, well, that’s when
we realized that a monster had been created!”
“Freddie was a douche,” Elder muttered in defense.
“Yes, he was a douche, dear,” Prim said and put her arm around his shoulders.
“And yes, you beat the shit out of him…literally…” she looked at Weaver, “the poor
boy shit himself on the playground as Jack was punching him, and I think he joined
the monastery after graduation he was so traumatized.”
“Yeah…I did do that, didn’t I?” Jack chuckled and then looked at Weaver. “This
isn’t a story you can repeat during your card game with the section heads.”
“But…Jack…” Weaver said innocently. “They have a right to know that when
you threaten to beat the shit out of someone you really *do* beat the shit out of
them!” he said and broke up laughing and was soon joined by the others.
“Amarilis, come on over and join us,” Prim said to the last woman in the room.
“Folks, this is my best friend and right-hand woman, Amarilis Cortez. She’s the
director of ship’s services and keeps everyone happy, healthy, and away from each
other’s throats.”
After that, talk turned more relaxed and stories from when they were growing up
were traded between Elder, Prim, and Rory, while Kelly-Mae spoke of growing up
as the daughter of a publishing baron, and Amarilis discussed what it was like being
the middle child in a family with nine children. Finally, it seemed that the
conversation baton was passed to Weaver who shared some stories about growing
up for several years on a circuit freighter that serviced the Earth system.
Dessert had just been served when Elder’s communicator beeped. “Excuse me,”
he said and stood up. “I need to take this…the ship wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t
important.”
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Elder stepped into the other room and keyed the communicator. “Commander
Elder,” he said mildly perturbed that such a wonderful evening was being disturbed.
“Commander, this is Major Murata,” Major Errol Murata’s voice said from the
communicator. “We were hailed by Nabu a few moments ago…they’re about
fifteen minutes out and requested to talk to you. Major Macbeth said it was most
urgent and used a Tier 1 scrambled channel.”
“Did she say what it was about?” Elder asked.
“No…only that she had to talk to you directly…either via wireless or preferably,
face to face,” Murata explained.
“Ok…” Elder sighed and realized that a crisis for a major was going to derail the
best night in the past few years…no, perhaps the best night he’d ever had. “I’ll
arrange with Carousel to have a meeting room set aside for us, and she can work
with them for landing instructions.”
“Will do, Command…” Murata’s voice suddenly stopped, even though the
channel was still active. “Action stations! Action stations! Set Condition One
throughout the ship!” Elder heard him suddenly exclaim. “Commander, Libertatem
and three smaller gunstar sized ships just jumped in…they’re at 50,000 and CBDR
our position.”
Elder’s jaw clenched. Libertatem was probably the most wanted ship in the
Erisian fleet. It wasn’t because of anything atrocious or daring that she had done,
but rather was the fact that the A-Class gunstar had been cut out from her berth
over Electra a week before she was going to be commissioned into the Union Fleet.
It was a point of honor that she be…reclaimed…for the Fleet. And here he was at a
dinner party possibly rekindling a romance from his youth. Frak me sideways, he
thought.
“Hail them and tell them to heave to and not to activate their fire control dradis
or you will open fire. And then see if they have a decent story to tell and get back
to me,” Elder told him.
“Wilco, Commander…wait one…” Murata replied.
Elder started pacing and didn’t notice that Weaver had entered until his friend
spoke. “What’s up, Jack?”
“It was bad enough that Macbeth over on Nabu thought something was
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important enough to divert from her patrol zone to come here to talk to me face to
face, but that witch Raisa Lafayette and Libertatem just showed up with a posse,”
Elder said as he turned to face Weaver. “Is this frak Jack day and no one told me
about it?”
The communicator beeped before Weaver could answer. “Elder.”
“Commander,” Murata’s voice was cold, as if an entire regiment had just
marched over the man’s grave. “Commander, we’re getting some telemetry from
Libertatem that you have to see…the drones…they’re attacking everywhere; Union
worlds, Erisian worlds, and they’re nuking everything.”
Elder’s blood ran cold and he felt the room’s climate control gently blowing cool
air over every hair on his head. “What sort of confirmation do they offer?”
“Commander Lafayette sent video streams from Earth, Troubadour, Electra, and
El Dorado all showing the same thing,” Murata replied. “Commander Lafayette
also requests a ceasefire until we can get to the bottom of what’s happening and
has agreed to hold station at 45,000km.”
“Ok…Errol, tell her that I accept her offer and then I need you to contact
Macbeth on Nabu and tell her that the ship is to hold station at 100,000km and
that it is not to activate any search or targeting dradis or launch any small craft
other than a Roc to bring her over here. And…” frak, in for a cubit in for a kilo,
“Extend the same offer to Commander Lafayette.”
“Wilco, Commander,” Murata replied and repeated the orders back to Elder.
“I’ll let you know what they say.”
“Thanks, Errol. Elder, out,” Elder said and put his hand on a carved wooden
antique end table that probably would have cost him half a year’s salary. “Dickie…
we’re in a war.”
“What do you mean, ‘war’?” Prim asked from the doorway.
Elder looked at the five people that minutes earlier he was having mint
cheesecake with drizzled reduced crème de mint and a stick of dark chocolate as
the dessert to a wonderful meal. “Commander Lafayette of the Erisian forces has
brought word that the drones have started attacking and nuking everything in sight,
without regard to who they are or their allegiance. Prim, I’m going to need a
conference room because we’re going to be having some guests. Also…contact
your head of security and tell him to prepare the ship for potential damage.”
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“Why?” Rory asked and then his eyes went wide with understanding.
“Because a Ba’al Hadad class baseship and her brood are less than fifteen
minutes inbound,” Elder said and knew beyond a doubt that if they survived the
next hour that the people in this room would be instrumental to their survival.
*+*+*+*+*
Whiskey Mountain Complex, Earth
The Whiskey Mountain Complex was more than 250,000 square meters of
bunkers located under a granite escarpment more than 300 kilometers from the
capital. Over the centuries, the complex had been expanded from a simple
emergency relay station to the massive complex devoted to wartime command,
control, and continuity of government. The staff, both military and civilian, could
remain sealed off from the outside for more than 15 years without having to worry
about cutting rations, and were given all the facilities needed to ensure a healthy, if
lonely, existence.
Deep within the complex resided Room 3-54W, an inconspicuously labeled
location that had become the primary reason for the massive amounts of budget
cubits spent to maintain the facility. Room 3-54W was the 54th room on the third
level and resided within the level’s western half. More importantly, the room was
the Alternate National Control Center for the entire Earth Union military and
paramilitary machine. From here, the official or officer in charge had access to the
finest communications the Union ever produced and could tie into any
government, and quite a few civilian, data feeds that were online.
While the person who was the ranking civilian or military official might not
have been a god, they possessed a god’s omnipotence when it came to knowing
what was going on around them.
“What happened to the Round House?” Admiral Gregory Salls asked as the feed
to the Union’s premiere military command center abruptly ended.
There was silence for several moments before a junior officer finally spoke up
and said what everyone knew was the truth, “Sir…telemetry indicates that the
Round House was destroyed via nuclear bombardment. We are also receiving
reports that the capital was blanketed by at least half a dozen high yield nuclear
devices, and most other primary installations have been hit as well.”
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Salls sat down and suddenly felt every one of his fifty-five years settle on his
shoulders. “Shut down all broadcast emissions and switch to landline only. No
sense waving a red flag in front of them,” he said and tried to come up with a
solution, or even a sketch outline of a plan, to ensure that the Fleet had a chance to
fight back. Or, if he was willing to be honest with himself, that the people here at
Whiskey Mountain would see another sunrise.
“What do we have that’s still combat effective?” Salls finally asked.
“Admiral Carlisle’s group is in the outer system, Commander Anders’ group is a
third of an orbit behind them and in the inner system. We have several other
commands that we’ve been able to identify, but most here in the Earth system were
either taken out in the initial salvoes or were, I guess shut down is the best way to
describe it,” Captain Francine Gormley, the J2 officer explained. “Communications
are spotty, but we’re getting intercepts from Athens Station and Heraklion Station
that firefights are erupting throughout.
When it comes to outsystem
communications, we can send but we haven’t received anything.”
“What about relief operations? Do we have anything that can get people
evacuated?” the woman seated to Salls’ left asked.
Salls turned to look at her and slowly shook his head. Secretary of Defense
Imelda West was an attractive woman in her youth and now at just over five
decades of age, she had matured into someone who was classically beautiful
despite hiding it behind fake horn-rim glasses and somewhat dowdy pantsuits.
“Madam Secretary, right now everyone is on their own.”
“In other words,” West said and looked at the central display that showed a map
of the world and the location of every known nuclear detonation, “that other than
perhaps a few scattered survivors, humanity is going extinct.”
Slowly, sadly, Salls nodded. “We’re still trying to reach the Vice President and
see if surrender might be an option.”
West shook her head and frowned. “Surrender to our own creations?” she
asked sarcastically. “I thought there were failsafes and override codes that would
prevent this from happening? I can understand one, or a small group going rogue,
but all of them? That isn’t what we paid for.”
“Madam Secretary,” Salls said and had to push back the memories of the prior
night spent with her and the other civilian woman in the room.
“Madam
Secretary,” he repeated rhetorically, “this is what happens when man decides to
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play god. But that argument really is moot right now, nothing we can say or do will
change the past, so we need to focus on now and the future.”
“So, what do you propose we do? Surrender and allow ourselves to be marched
to reeducation camps?” West demanded, her eyes betraying the fear Salls felt and
also showing a touch of something else.
This was not a discussion Salls wanted to have in front of the battle staff; airing
fears would do no one any good and would distract everyone from the mission at
hand. Still, West was his civilian superior and he had to answer her question. “The
drones would never march us to reeducation camps, Madam Secretary, I would
think that much should be apparent by their recent behavior. No, they wouldn’t
march us to reeducation camps, they would march us to extermination camps.”
West sat didn’t say anything for several long seconds and Salls hoped that the
blunt words he just delivered would keep her silent for a while longer. The men
and women assigned to Whiskey Mountain were some of the best of the best at
their jobs, and right now West’s vocal fears were distracting everyone at a time
when they needed to be as sharp as possible.
“Admiral?” a lieutenant asked and brought Salls’ attention back to the front of
the chamber.
“Yes, Lieutenant Shan?” Salls replied.
“Sir, we’re getting a broadcast, in the clear and with appropriate identification…
it’s the Vice President,” Shan stated.
“Put it on speaker,” Salls told the lieutenant.
A moment later, the familiar voice that many in the room had grown up with
came from the speakers. McGuire Simcoe had spent the first thirty years of his
professional life behind a wireless microphone; mostly providing extremely
insightful analysis on the issues, political and social, of the day, but also was a
master speaker who had a half hour ‘Bedtime Story’ broadcast every night.
“This is the Vice President of the Earth Union, McGuire Simcoe, and by law of
succession, I am the acting president since President Marquette was killed earlier
today. I hereby offer a complete and unconditional surrender of all Union forces,
both military and civilian, and request a cessation of bombardment so that we
may…”
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The transmission abruptly cut off and dissolved to static. The same junior
officer, Ensign Thorpe Hansing, that had informed Salls of the Round House’s
demise spoke, “We have seismic confirmation of a detonation at the Vice
President’s bunker.”
“Well, that’s that,” Salls said softly and sat back before steepling his fingers over
his chest. “What is our most remote formation, Captain Gormley?”
“Ah…wait one,” Gormley said and turned to her workstation. “That would be
Commander Elder’s battlegroup that was dispatched to Plouton’s Cauldron.”
“Thanks, Francie,” Salls told her and closed his eyes. They didn’t have much
time, and when they started doing what he was going to order, they would have to
work very, very quickly or it was possible, though not highly probable, that the
drones would detect their activity.
“Greg?” a calmer, more rational voice asked.
decision you can make.”

“It’s the right…it’s the only

Salls turned to look at the other civilian woman who had silently sat next to him
and showed genuine concern and affection on her face. “I know, Desiree, I know.
But knowing it here,” he pointed to his head, “and reconciling it with here,” he
tapped a spot near the gold wings on his chest, “is somewhat of a chore.”
“Do you remember what you told me when I asked you what courage was?”
Desiree Donegal asked.
“You’re a witch, Desi,” Salls said slowly, sadly. “I told you that courage was
telling your head and heart to sit down and shut up because it was time to do real
things for real people. Or something like that. I was, if I recall, a few sheets to the
wind that night.”
“Close enough. So, sailor, sit down, shut up, and do real things for these very
real people,” Desiree told him in a voice one would use to chide someone they
cared about rather than the senior military officer in the Earth Union.
“Order accepted and wilco, Desi,” Salls said and felt yet another weight settle
on his shoulders. Endless Love had either failed or never reached the target and his
options had narrowed to one. “Lieutenant Shan? Ling,” he said using her first
name, “Prepare to send Emergency War Order Precipice, but wait until I give the
order, ok?”
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Shan’s face mirrored everyone else’s in the chamber. Shock. Fear. Anger.
Sorrow. Loss. All these emotions were reflected in the face of the young
communications officer for a moment before she closed her eyes and took a deep
breath and nodded. “Copy, Admiral; prepare Emergency War Order Precipice and
wait until you give the go-code.”
“Thank you,” Salls replied and stood, then picked up a handset and punched the
code for the facility’s PA system. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are going to evacuate
Whiskey Mountain and trade certain death for an uncertain future. I’m sorry I can’t
be more inspiring than that. Please take the next fifteen minutes and return to your
quarters and collect anything you want to take with you.” He paused, and no one
moved in the command center. “Go…” he prodded, “you know your evacuation
sites, so don’t bother returning to your duty stations.”
“The message is ready, Admiral,” Shan said and stood before Salls motioned her
to go.
“Ladies,” Salls finally said to Desiree and West. “I suggest you collect your bags
and prepare to leave Earth for the last time. Imelda, I want you in Ship 2, Desi,
you’re with me.”
“Why do I have to go on a different ship?” West asked, almost defiantly.
“Because, Imelda, my guess is that you’re most likely the most senior civilian
official in the chain of succession and since I am the head of the Fleet, it would be
best that we take separate transports to maximize the chances one of us survives,”
Salls explained and began to wonder just how far gone West really was.
“Ok…ok…” West said and looked like she was pulling herself together.
Fifteen minutes later, Admiral Gregory Salls stood on the hangar floor and
looked around at the quiet room. Everyone had boarded the Ziz transport that had
been meticulously disassembled, carried down into the bowels of Whiskey
Mountain, and then reassembled in the large hangar that had no exit. There were
four other hangars located within five kilometers of the complex proper, and each
one housed a single Ziz transport.
Salls looked around, Whiskey Mountain was quiet except for the background
hum of fluorescent lights and the climate control system still dutifully circulating
scrubbed and refreshed air at a precise and comfortable temperature. Part of him
wanted to simply close the hatch and salute the pilot and remain behind for
whatever fate awaited him. Another part of him just wanted his parents to suddenly
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appear and comfort him like they did when he was a boy and had a nightmare.
And watching over this was yet another part of him that repeated the mantra that
had been with him since his first day as an academy plebe, “Duty, Honor,
Country”.
He realized his shoulders had slumped and his posture wasn’t the best and
stood tall and squared his shoulders. Slowly, methodically, he climbed the air stairs
that led to the Ziz’s hatch and stopped at the top. He turned to the far wall where
the Union flag hung and rendered it a sharp salute that he held for ten seconds
before dropping it and stepping through the hatch.
Each Ziz was slightly different from the others. Ziz 1 was designed as a battle
management craft and could continue the operations of room 3-54W, and so
contained the staff he had just worked with, a cadre of technicians, and two squads
of Marines for security. Ziz 2 was a political transport and while it possessed the
same communications suite as Ziz 1, it lacked the big picture concentration center.
Ziz 3 and 4 were outfitted as escorts and carried an array of additional weapons
instead of the command and control spaces that 1 and 2 possessed. Ziz 5 was the
support ship and carried extra supplies as well as a more extensive medical suite
than the other four possessed. Together, the five transports were self sufficient and
carried enough personnel to give the human race a fighting chance on a new
world, and enough supplies to get established.
“Lieutenant Shan, please set the communication system to transmit EWO
Precipice in one minute,” Salls said as he settled into his seat at the center of the
battle management center.
“Message programmed and ready to send in one minute,” Shan replied.
“Major?” Salls keyed his headset and connected with the flight crew.
“We’re ready to launch, Admiral,” Major Alexi Zhukov replied.
“Time to leave home, Major, as soon as we can, please,” Salls said and sank
deeper into the high-backed chair.
“Attention, this is Major Zhukov,” the ship’s 1MC announced.
executing an FTL jump in five…four…three…two…one…now!”

“We will be

Salls felt the familiar contraction and expansion during the infinite instant that a
faster than light jump took. Due to the physics of how the drive worked, they were
able to create a temporary wormhole from the hangar to a spot five light years from
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Earth where the small evacuation group would rendezvous, and not physically
travel through the intervening matter.
“Jump One is complete,” Zhukov announced a moment later and then Salls’
headset buzzed. “Admiral? I have Ziz 2 on the line…Captain Carmody just
contacted me and said that Secretary West…she committed suicide, sir.”
“Thank you, Major. Please tell Captain Carmody that she is to hold tight the
information until we reach our destination,” Salls told Zhukov.
“Wilco, Admiral,” Zhukov confirmed.
“We planned ten jumps to get to
Plouton’s Cauldron, and we’re going to give half an hour or so between jumps to
make sure that everything is ok. We never did this for real with these ships, only
test versions.”
“I understand. Five hours will give us all a chance to come to terms with what
just happened,” Salls said and rubbed his temples. “The other ships made it?”
“All of us are here and flying in the green,” Zhukov said proudly.
“Good…good…let me know about five minutes before the next jump, ok?” Salls
asked.
“Wilco, Admiral,” Zhukov said. “We’re going to make sure the I’s are dotted
and the T’s are crossed until then.”
“Thank you, Major,” Salls replied. “Salls, out.”
Salls took off the headset and sat it on the desk. He felt a hand take his and he
looked over to Desiree. “Imelda committed suicide, Desi,” he said softly.
“I know…I could see it in her eyes,” Desiree said. “Her husband and children
were in the capital when the attack happened and probably never knew what hit
them.”
“I wouldn’t know what it’s like, all I have is a dog,” Salls said and looked back to
where a Marine sat next to a pet carrier. “But I know what I would feel like if
something happened to him.”
“Where do we go from here?” Desiree finally asked.
“First major stop is at Plouton’s Cauldron where we can link up with Elder’s
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battlegroup. From there,” Salls rested his head on the headrest. “From there we say
good-bye and step into the deep black and never look back as we travel about
2000 years into the future over the next five years or so and hope our cousins didn’t
cock things up like we did.”
*+*+*+*+*
Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, habitat ship Carousel
Commander John Elder stood at the head of the long conference table in the
lavishly appointed meeting room located within the executive spaces aboard
Carousel. He would have preferred having this discussion aboard Astarte, but there
just wasn’t enough time and the ceding of his ‘home territory’ was worth the safety
of staying where he was rather than risk flying to the gunstar. He looked over to
where Colonel Richard Weaver sat to his left and the two old friends shared a
concerned look.
“This has to be some sort of psyop that the Erisians are running,” Weaver said
and broke the silence that had descended on the room after Elder had shut off the
volume that accompanied the video playing on the two-meter display that hung on
the wall.
“If it is, it’s the most detailed and realistic forgery I’ve ever seen,” Elder replied
and forced his eyes away from the carnage. “Have you ever met Commander
Lafayette?” he asked.
Weaver shook his head. “No, but I hear she’s a real looker,” he replied.
“I knew her before she skipped sides ten years ago,” Elder explained and paced
over to the sidebar for a glass of water. “She was a crackerjack officer and would
have really gone places, even without her family’s influence, and she had a keen
mind for operational planning. That’s why I’m willing to give some credence to this
being a fake. But then there’s this…” he said and used a remote to change the
video to a still shot of a Deo Vindice class gunstar. “I know Sine Qua Non’s
reputation and to see it pummeled like that? That concerns me.”
Their conversation was interrupted by a knock on the door. “Commander? The
Erisian delegation has arrived,” Mario Moss said and Elder wondered if there was a
job that the man didn’t do aboard Carousel.
“Please show them in, Mario,” Elder said and motioned for Weaver to stand.
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Two women, to Elder’s eyes they could have been sisters, entered the room.
One, the younger looking of the two, but not by much, wore the grey-green
feldgrau colored duty uniform of the elite Salva Veritate flotilla. The other was
wearing dark blue, almost black, designer slacks, a cream-colored silk blouse
covered by a chocolate brown colored soft leather vest and topped by a tailored
herringbone blazer. One looked like she belonged on a recruiting poster and one
looked like she belonged in a haute couture ad.
The uniformed woman came to attention and saluted the Union flag and then
Elder. “Commander Raisa Lafayette, Libertatem Actual,” she said and held the
salute until Elder returned it. “This is my mother, Anne-Marie Lafayette, Duchess of
Troubadour Marches and…” Lafayette paused a moment, “and Senior Warden of
the Erisian Council of Troubadour.”
“At ease, Raisa,” Elder said. “And this is your mother?” he asked incredulously,
completely forgetting the reason for the meeting.
“Good genes run in the family, Commander,” Anne-Marie replied.
“But that isn’t what brought you here…” Elder said and quickly added, “My
apologies if I made you feel uncomfortable…your Grace?”
“If you want to be formal,” Anne-Marie replied. “I prefer Anne-Marie or since
this is somewhat official, Councilor will work.”
“Ok,” Elder agreed and motioned for them to be seated. “We have a Ba’al
Hadad bearing down on us that has, for now, stopped well before our 100,000 km
control point, so I’m hoping we have some time to work through what brought you
here.”
“I certainly hope so,” Lafayette said and asked, “You’ve reviewed the video we
sent?”
“Yes,” Elder answered. “I’ve also seen some still images of Sine Qua Non.
Please bring me up to speed.”
“The short of it is that the drones are attacking anything human without regard
for whose flag they fly. SQN was lead on an escort group for a supply convoy that
cut through Aurica and that was where they saw the first evidence of the drones
going haywire. They were shooting at anything they could target while at the same
time bombarding the surface with nukes. They managed to jump outsystem to El
Dorado where there was more of the same. That’s where they picked up some
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damage and decided to run for someplace way out of the way and came here,”
Lafayette explained precisely. “Jack…” she used his first name and when he didn’t
object, continued, “Aurica was very open about their Erisian sympathies so I could
understand offensive operations, but not to the point of targeting civilians.
“And El Dorado? That’s pretty much firmly Unionist, and they were getting hit,
too. SQN has some intercepts that seemed to imply that bioweapons were used,
too. Mom?” Lafayette said and looked at Anne-Marie.
“And this brings me into this little drama,” Anne-Marie said and took a deep
breath before continuing. “I am the Senior Warden of Troubadour and that gives
me some very high contacts within the Central Council. Right before the attack,
Admiral Sean Marlowe and Delegate Deforest Watts were sitting down on Electra
to hash out a peace plan. This attack, on the eve of something that all who knew
about it were certain would succeed, doesn’t make sense.”
Elder sat back in his seat and considered what the Lafayettes had just told him.
“We may have an explanation in the very near future when Major Macbeth arrives
from Nabu. As to the other part of your request, an immediate ceasefire, I concur.
We need to get to the bottom of this…”
Lafayette slammed her hand on the table and caused Elder’s water glass to skip a
centimeter. “Jack, Commander Elder,” she said almost angrily, “The ‘bottom of this’
is that your drones are going crazy and killing everything human they can find!”
Elder watched as Anne-Marie put a hand on her daughter’s forearm, “Raisa, I
think what Commander Elder was suggesting is that before we make any long-term
decisions, such as getting a ring and arranging for a chapel,” she winked, “that you
wait and find out just how the bunny died.”
“That’s a unique way to put it,” Weaver chuckled. “Seriously, Jack, I think you’re
both right, though I agree with Anne-Marie that we need to find out the specifics.”
“Macbeth should be here in a couple minutes,” Elder said after he glanced at
the clock on the wall. “Until then, perhaps we can refrain from doing something
that would require pistols at dawn?” he suggested and looked at Lafayette who
nodded.
“My apologies, Jack…” Lafayette said. “I allowed my emotions to get the better
of me.”
“And that is why I think that our ceasefire will become permanent once we hear
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from Macbeth,” Elder explained. “The Raisa Lafayette I knew wouldn’t have an
outburst like that if this was some sort of sucker ploy.”
“Thanks,” Lafayette told him and rubbed her hand. “I think I’m going to need
some ice for my hand.”
Elder stood and walked over to the sidebar where he opened a small freezer and
pulled out a bag of crushed ice and wrapped it with two bar towels. “Here,” he
said and offered it to Lafayette.
Anne-Marie looked at Elder and narrowed her eyes.
gentlemanly, Commander.”

“That was rather…

Weaver rolled his eyes and shook his head. “It’s ‘the book’…” he said just loud
enough to be heard.
“The book?” Anne-Marie asked.
“We had a discussion earlier at dinner where I explained that I have a book on
gentlemanly etiquette that I use as a personal bible,” Elder explained.
“Ah…well, Commander, I think that’s a wonderful thing,” Anne-Marie said a
moment before there was a knock at the door.
“Commander?” Moss said and opened the door a few centimeters.
Macbeth is here.”

“Major

“Please send her in, Mario,” Elder said and stood, shooting Weaver a glance
before the other man stood.
“Major Linzie Macbeth, 7th Chrome Brigade and Nabu,” Macbeth said and
stood at attention before saluting the flag and then Elder.
Elder returned the salute, “Please be seated, Major. I understand you have some
important information to share with us.”
“Ah…” Macbeth remained standing and looked at Lafayette.
confidential…”

“Sir, this is

“We know about the drones attacking anyone and everyone,” Elder said.
“Commander Lafayette brought us video and requested a ceasefire which I have
honored.”
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Macbeth didn’t look comfortable but pursed her lips and nodded. This was
going to require delicate handling if he didn’t want to just say, ‘because I am the
Commander!’ The personnel assigned as the human element to the Chrome
Brigades tended to be extraordinarily intelligent and most were die-hard, no
compromise Unionists who refused to even consider that the Erisians might have
some points. That they were also extremely intelligent and often less adept in
social situations than their peers just added to the ‘handle with care’ feeling that
Elder had. “I understand,” Macbeth said and sat before opening her satchel and
removing a cutting-edge air-weight laptop.
“We received a routine supply shipment recently and the ship had a passenger
that wasn’t on the manifest,” Macbeth began and explained the sequence of events
that had guided the drones of the 7th to take the actions that they took. “I’ve
reviewed the code and it is exactly as they briefed me and further, I’ve taken steps
to strengthen their internal firewalls and security subroutines to prevent them from
being…contaminated.”
Macbeth then used the laptop to show exactly what the errant code would
compromise and how it would work. “The worst part of all this, academically
speaking, is that the drones who are effected have no idea that their code was
compromised. They believe this is a crusade to rid the universe of humanity
because of how we treated them, and they believe they have the ‘proof’…in the
way of false histories. Wolfgang…”
Elder raised his hand for Macbeth to pause, “Who is ‘Wolfgang’?”
“Wolfgang is the 7th’s drone commander,” Macbeth explained. “He believes
that we probably have forty-eight hours at the minimum, more likely closer to
seventy-two, and certainly no more than ninety-six hours before the Unity, that’s
what the compromised drones are calling themselves, come to Plouton’s Cauldron
to find out why the 7th hasn’t reported in.”
“So, we need to evacuate everyone in the system within two days?” Weaver
asked.
“That would be the prudent course of action, yes,” Macbeth replied.
“Commander Lafayette,” Elder said and directed his gaze to where Lafayette sat.
“I know you have some sort of outpost in system, will you be able to evacuate it
and be ready to move in this time window?”
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Lafayette grimly smiled. “Yes, we practice twenty-four-hour evacuations and
right now we have excess transport capacity to move both personnel and supplies.
I would like to offer our ships for the evacuation, because it is my belief that we
need to stick together.”
“I agree, Commander, and your offer is accepted,” Elder said and sank back into
the high-backed chair. I have got to get me some of these for our briefing room, he
thought. What we have are nice, but these…these are sweet! “I think we need to
bring into the fold whoever is in charge of civilian operations here and get things
coordinated. Major,” he turned to Macbeth, “I am going to trust you when you say
the drones of the 7th are safe and on ‘our side’. Please set up several roving patrols
within 1 million kilometers of here and maintain a defensive posture in case this
Unity decides to come peeking before they should.”
“Can do, Commander. We won’t let you down,” Macbeth stated.
“Good…now I need to tell Miss LaFontaine and the rest of her dinner guests
what happened and get this kicked off,” Elder said. “We will use the commerce
zone here, where the factory ships are, as our rally point for the rest of the people
in the belt. Now, I suggest we begin.”
*+*+*+*+*
Commander James Elder decided to remain on Carousel and oversee the
evacuation’s organization.
Commander Lafayette and Anne-Marie had also
remained behind, and Colonel Richard Weaver had returned to Astarte. The large
habitat ship had an incredibly sophisticated communications capability, which
made sense given what it produced, and that had been key to getting the
evacuation order out to the Cauldron. He sat in a darkened office just off the main
communications center’s floor and tossed three pain relievers into his mouth and
washed them down with a glass of water.
It had been four hours since the order had been issued and as he closed his eyes
and waited for the pills to work, his mind wandered back to the presentation that
the ship’s own production house had put together. It was…compelling…was the
best word he could come up with. And, it seemed to be working. Calls for
assistance were coming in and resources, such as they were, were being
dispatched. The mining ships had proven to be a massive help with their flotillas of
small craft and even larger intrasystem transports being pushed to do a new job.
Rory had introduced him to Sig Donegal, the top executive from Greenbriar
Mining in the system, and between the two men and their teams, and their
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counterparts from McCormac Mining, they had put together something that wasn’t
going to leave anyone behind. “And to think, less than a day ago I was bitching
being sent out here,” he said out loud.
“I’m glad you’re here, Jack,” Prim said from the doorway before she entered the
room.
“Yeah,” Elder said as he saw the woman who once said she’d be the future Mrs.
Jack Elder. “I just never thought it would really *be* the end of the world as we
knew it.”
“We all have roles to play in this little drama,” Prim said and sat on the edge of
the desk. “Your role, my role, I think we have a lot of script yet to cover.”
“That was a rather thespian way to look at things,” Elder said and met Prim’s
gaze.
“We put the truth, reality, into terms that we can comprehend,” Prim explained.
“I came all the way out here to get away from home and all the memories, and then
my brother gets assigned here, and then you show up. A cosmic coincidence.”
“Perhaps,” Elder almost conceded, “or perhaps we’re merely chess pieces on the
gods’ chessboard.”
“That’s fatalistic, Jack,” Prim gently scolded him.
much heed to the gods?”

“I thought you didn’t pay

“Times change, Prim…it’s the end of the world,” Elder shrugged.
can’t hurt to give faith a chance…we need all the help we can get.”

“I figure it

“Now that’s the Jack I…” Prim began but was interrupted.
“Jack!” Commander Raisa Lafayette said as she ran into the room and skidded to
a halt. “We just picked up five transients that just jumped in…we classed them as
Ziz transports, Astarte and Libertatem confirmed…and their transponders indicate
that they’re part of the NCA…”
*+*+*+*+*
Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, National Command Authority Emergency
Transport Ziz 1
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“I didn’t expect to be directed to the Porn Palace,” Admiral Gregory Salls said as
he held onto the pilot’s and co-pilot’s seats on Ziz 1’s flight deck.
“It seems that there isn’t space on Astarte’s or Anuket’s flight decks and
Commander Elder is coordinating activities from Carousel,” Major Alexi Zhukov
explained. “They have enough deck space where we can all land, but from the
traffic we’re hearing, we’ll probably have to launch soon to free up the space.
Commander Elder has ordered an evacuation of the system and is using all
resources to bring in the miners and various stations.”
Salls ran his hand through his still thick hair. “It’s always something, isn’t Alexi?”
“Sure is, sir,” Zhukov replied.
minutes.”

“We should have a hard seal in a couple

“Good…I’ll go back and get things ready,” Salls told him and then gave his
shoulder a fatherly squeeze. “Thank you.”
Zhukov nodded. “We saw the reports, sir…the only hope that we have is that
some of our loved ones were in a position to make it to one of the groups that were
still active and followed the Precipice order. I think,” he looked over his shoulder
and met Salls’ gaze, “that we might be at the right place for trying to work through
this. I’ve heard that in addition to everything else, Carousel has a good counseling
program.”
“We’ll get through this,” Salls said and stepped back from the seats and left the
flight deck. I sure hope I sound more confident than I feel, he thought as he made
his way back to the battle management center.
Ten minutes later he had been received by Director Primrose LaFontaine and
Commander Elder. “Did you receive the Precipice order, Jack?” Salls asked after
the introductions were over.
“No…we haven’t received any communications from outside the Cauldron,”
Commander John Elder replied. “Major Macbeth gave us a timeline that seemed
logical and we’re working to evacuate everyone from the system. We didn’t know
where we were going to go, but if Precipice was issued…”
“It was,” Salls said and walked along with Elder and Prim.
deadlines are you working with?”

“What sort of

“Ideally, we want to leave the system within,” Elder looked at his watch, “about
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forty-two hours or so. We think we might be safe stretching it to sixty-six, but
anything more than that will be inviting trouble.”
“Are you getting any pushback from the miners?” Salls asked.
Prim chuckled. “No, I’ve been working with Greenbriar’s management for the
Styx and Acheron belts, and McCormac for the Lethe and Cocytus belts. The
innermost belt, Phlegethon, is mostly wildcatters and untouched. The vid that we
put together informing everyone of the evacuation was most persuasive.”
“Good…” Salls said and realized that everything was already well underway
and all Elder and his people had been looking for was a destination. “I see that you
have some Erisian shipping out there…”
“Yes…” Elder replied and then gestured to a door. “We took over a conference
room so that we can discuss whatever needed to be discussed without being
interrupted.”
Salls went in and noticed two women standing by the table. One wore civilian
clothes and looked like the other who wore an Erisian uniform. “Raisa?” Salls said
and blinked his eyes. “I never expected to see you here.”
“I’m like a bad penny, I always turn up when least expected,” Commander Raisa
Lafayette replied. “It’s been a while, sir.”
“It has…you were one of the best operations officers I’ve ever worked with, and
I hope you haven’t lost your touch,” Salls told her and offered his hand.
“I’ve been kept busy lately,” Lafayette chuckled and took his hand. “May in
introduce my mother, Anne-Marie Lafayette, Duchess of Troubadour Marches and…
member of the Erisian Council of Troubadour.”
The introduction surprised Salls. From all accounts, the Duchess of Troubadour
Marches was a staunch Unionist. “Please to meet you, your Grace, though I wish it
were under better circumstances.”
Anne-Marie smiled and nodded. “I can’t think of any circumstances that could
be better…civilization has been destroyed and we’re still alive. I think that’s a
pretty good circumstance.”
A wide smiled touched Salls’ lips. “Glass half full kind of lady?”
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“Always,” Anne-Marie replied.
“What kind of help can we be?” Salls asked a few minutes later when they were
all seated around the conference table. “I have the staff from Whiskey Mountain
with me and they’re just cooling their heels. I’d like to put them to work.”
Salls saw a glance flick from person to person of the four others in the room and
Elder finally spoke, “Would you be able to take over coordination of the
evacuation? That would free up some bodies to help receive evacuees and handle
any questions or issues that come up.”
“Absolutely. Do you want us to move here or we could use the transports,
they’re networked and designed to replicate most of what we could do at Whiskey
Mountain?” Salls asked.
“Either way works for us,” Prim answered. “We have most of our small craft
helping with the evacuation, so if you could handle it on the transports, that would
reduce some of the workload on my people who aren’t used to this level of traffic
control.”
“Consider it done,” Salls told her. “When we leave, the Ziz transports aren’t
going to be able to make the trip on their own, do we have someplace to stow
them for the journey?”
“I think I might be able to help with that, Admiral,” Lafayette offered. “De Fideli
arrived without her transports and she has six bays kitted out for Ziz landers.”
“About that,” Salls said and looked at Lafayette and Elder.
between you two?”

“What’s going on

“Between us?” Elder asked and nervously looked at Lafayette.
“I mean, you’re not at each other’s throats,” Salls explained.
“We’ve agreed to a cease-fire, Admiral,” Elder said. “I agreed to it. Commander
Lafayette brought us the news and proof of the drone attack and suggested a
ceasefire…I agreed.”
“Good. Councilor?” Salls turned to where Anne-Marie sat quietly. “I would like
some time with you in the very near future to discuss how we will move forward as
a unified body; I think that we need to put the past behind us and focus on the
future.”
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“I agree completely,” Anne-Marie said. “I suspect that Delegate Watts and
Admiral Marlowe reached a similar agreement several hours ago and our…
disagreement…is formally over.”
“Good,” Salls told her. “I knew it was in the works and prayed that Sean would
be successful.”
*+*+*+*+*
Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, Greenbriar Mining factory ship Gnome Hall
Sigmund Donegal sat behind his desk and cradled his head in his hands. He
had just told Cash and Gwen that their mother was probably dead, killed by the
drones during their murderous rampage. It had been the most difficult thing he had
ever done, and he now understood what his father had felt when his mother had
died from cervical cancer when he was a boy, years ago. Now, even his father was
probably dead, or if he wasn’t, Sig would never know the truth of what happened.
The reports said that the drones didn’t attack to destroy Athens Station, but rather
they fought to take it over; Hans Donegal had lived in a retirement community on
the station’s outermost torus.
He forced his mind back to the task at hand; preparing the massive mining and
production ships under his authority for an extended journey. The most recent
information said that it would be a five-year journey, give or take a few months,
subjectively. Objectively, however, they were going to be travelling two-thousand
years into the future and didn’t know what might be waiting for them when they
arrived.
“Joe, are we going to be ready to jump off when we hit H-Hour?” Donegal
asked and looked up at his friend who was working on a laptop at the small
conference table in his office.
“Yes, I think so. We’ve got the lines pretty much paused, and we’ll start the
refineries once we’re up to speed and then offload the waste and finished product
back into the transports. We will keep things on standby until we hear what might
be needed, and then produce as needed or if we see a trend, produce a volume of
spares so that they can easily be used,” Joe Marcello explained. “The guys over at
McCormac are working with our people to make sure that we get all the miners,
even the wildcatters and the small stations. We’ll be ready.”
“Good…good,” Donegal said and sat back in his high-backed executive’s chair.
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“We can’t leave anyone behind, it would be tantamount to putting a gun to their
head and pulling the trigger.”
“I know…I saw the telemetry,” Marcello agreed. “I heard that Admiral Salls
arrived a few hours ago with the staff from Whiskey Mountain…they were talking
to the President when she was killed and when the Vice President offered an
unconditional surrender, they didn’t give him enough time to finish his offer before
they dropped a nuke on him, too.”
“I’m glad we never invested in them for our operations,” Donegal said slowly.
“It’s bad enough that we have them in system as part of the Chrome Brigades, but
working with them? No, I think I’ll pass. Even the domestics creeped me out.”
“I hear…” Marcello began before he was interrupted by the intercom beeping.
“What’s up, Barb?” Donegal asked a moment later as he held the handset to his
head.
“Ah…Sig…you have a visitor and she demands to see you no…Stop!” Barb
shouted as the door to Donegal’s office swung open and a force of nature strode in.
“Desiree?” Donegal asked and stood up, convinced he was looking at a ghost.
“In the flesh,” Desiree Donegal said and then turned, “I’m sorry I barged in…but
I needed to talk to him right away.”
Barb rolled her eyes and muttered something that Donegal thought sounded
like, “It isn’t an apology if you include a ‘but’…”
“It’s ok, Barb,” Donegal said trying to suppress a grin as Desiree bristled at his
administrative assistant’s comment. “I’ve got this.”
“Shall I call security?” Barb asked sweetly, to twist the knife a little more in
Desiree’s back, Donegal thought.
“No…they have enough on their plates at the moment,” Donegal said and
watched as Desiree closed the door on Barb’s smirking face.
“Aren’t you going to say something?” Desiree demanded.
“You’re alive,” Donegal said.
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“Of course, I’m alive,” Desiree growled. “I’m here for the kids.”
Donegal shook his head. “Joe?”
Marcello frowned. “Yeah, she’s alive; too frakking mean for a ghost.”
“Listen pencil dick,” Desiree turned to Marcello. “I don’t need any of your shit,
especially today.”
“And I really don’t need your attitude…any day,” Donegal told her, interrupting
whatever retort his friend might have volleyed. “I’m glad you’re alive and I’m glad
Bristol had the courage and strength to convince you to send the kids here, but now
that they are here, they’re going to stay with me.”
“No,” Desiree said firmly. “They aren’t.”
Donegal sighed. He needed this as much as he needed a case of heartburn.
Then again, heartburn could be treated with an antacid while there was no such
cure for Desiree.
“They know what you’ve done, how you prevented their
messages and packages from getting to me and tried to prevent mine to them…and
they know you ordered it.”
“I did no such thing!” Desiree declared indignantly. “Everything I did was for
them, to help them.”
“You treated them as pawns!” Donegal growled and fought to keep his temper
in check. “You used them as props for your climb to power, but now they’re here,
with me, and here they are staying.”
“I could have the Marines come and take them!” Desiree threatened.
“No, you won’t,” Donegal told her. “Right now, they think you’re dead and you
know what Gwen said?”
Desiree stopped and narrowed her eyes. “No…” she said slowly. “What did
she say?”
“She was devastated that you were dead, but then she said, ‘Now I can be a kid
and do kid things, rather than be something I’m not’.”
Desiree put her hand on a chair in front of Donegal’s desk and slowly slid into
it. “She said that?” she asked as tears began welling in her eyes.
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Donegal nodded. “Cash was pretty torn up but said that perhaps in the afterlife
you could be the woman he remembered as ‘Mommy’, not ‘Mother’.” Despite his
antagonistic relationship with her, he felt sorry for her as she realized how her kids
really felt. He looked up and met Marcello’s questioning gaze and nodded.
“Desi…” Donegal began and pulled a tissue from a box on his desk and handed
it to her. “I’m sorry for causing you more pain today…I just didn’t know how to
make you realize how bad things are with the kids.”
“I…never…thought…” Desiree said and wiped her eyes with the tissue.
“That’s the problem, Desi,” Donegal said softly as he knelt next to her. “You
didn’t think of others. I’m willing to open a suite for you, so you can stay here with
them, but they aren’t going back to wherever you might be staying.”
“Why? Do you hate me that much?” Desiree asked.
“No,” Donegal said and pursed his lips. “I don’t hate you, I’m just deeply hurt
by you and while I may still have feelings for the person you were, I really don’t
like the person you became or what you did.”
“I…understand…” Desiree said and looked up. “Can I get back to you on the
suite?”
Donegal nodded and then motioned Barb to open the door and step aside.
“Cash, Gwennie…” he said, “I have some good news…Your Mom survived.”
*+*+*+*+*
Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, habitat ship Carousel
“I hope I don’t look as bad as you do, Jack…no offense,” Commander Raisa
Lafayette told the man walking next to her.
Commander John Elder turned his head and frowned. “No…you don’t,” he said.
“Worse?” Lafayette asked.
Elder snorted. “No, I don’t know how you do it, Raisa, but you look like you’re
ready to break for lunch.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2311
“Maybe my mom is right; good genes,” Lafayette quipped. “Ah, I wanted to ask
you something…”
Elder stopped and stepped into an empty office and leaned against the desk.
“Sure…what’s up?”
“Ah…is there something I should know about you and Prim?” Lafayette asked.
“It seems like when she and I are working one-on-one or when you’re not around,
she’s friendly and there’s no tension or stress, other than what the situation seems to
be generating, but when you enter the room, I can feel a chill from her towards
me.”
Rather than making light of the situation and laugh, Elder nodded and braced
himself on the desk with his hands. “Prim and I go way back, back home to El
Dorado when we were in school. Her older brother, Rory, and I were classmates
and good friends. Well, that was until Prim declared that she was in love with me
and would be the future Mrs. Jack Elder. Rory took exception to that and I guess I
didn’t help the situation when I told him that I wasn’t interested in Prim…the results
were a black eye for him and a bloody nose and quest for early entrance to the
Academy for me. Since then, Prim and I have seen each other in passing, but this is
the first time that we’ve seen each other socially or worked together.
“I won’t deny that there’s some attraction, and perhaps on some level she senses
this and is trying to stake a claim,” Elder theorized, “but we haven’t had time since
that first night when you showed up to do anything more than maybe have coffee
or a bite to eat at the same time.”
Lafayette nodded. “Ok, I thought there was something, but I wasn’t sure what or
how much. Now that I know, I can plan accordingly.”
Elder wasn’t comfortable with Lafayette’s last comment.
mean, ‘plan accordingly’?”

“Ah, what do you

“You’re a big boy, Jack,” Lafayette winked, “you figure it out. It’s going to be a
long trip wherever we’re going…”
“Ah…” Elder started and mentally winced. This might get very ugly, and a few
days earlier he would have wished for a mud pit, but now he just hoped that no
blood would be shed.
“She’s standing behind me, isn’t she?” Lafayette asked and Elder nodded. “Oh…
frak,” she said and turned to face Primrose LaFontaine standing in the doorway and
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silhouetted by the passage lights. “I needed to know, Prim…”
“I know…and I shouldn’t have acted the way I did,” Prim said and stepped into
the room and closed the door. “But…what if Jack wasn’t the only person I was
interested in?” she asked leadingly.
Oh…Elder thought and fought down the smirk that demanded to form on his
face. This might be interesting…
“Wasn’t the only person?” Lafayette asked rhetorically and narrowed her eyes.
“Yes,” Prim replied and before she had a chance to continue, the klaxon
sounded.
“Action Stations, Action Stations, Set Condition One throughout the ship!
Inbound hostiles have been detected and are inbound, CBDR. Secure ship for
possible pressure loss!”
“We need to get back to the ships,” Elder said and started for the door. “We’ll
discuss this when this latest crisis is over.”
“Yes, we will,” Prim said as Lafayette followed Elder out of the room.
“What’s the status?” Elder said into his communicator.
“We lucked out,” Colonel Richard Weaver replied.
“Three Moloch class
gunstars; Wadd, Ya’uq, and Yatha just jumped in. Macbeth and the 7th are moving
to intercept but right now, we really have our pants down and are in a bad spot;
we’re processing small craft in and out of the flight decks and can’t make a run for
it without leaving them behind.”
“That’s not something we’re going to do, Dickie,” Elder told his XO. Prepare the
group to support Nabu and coordinate with D’Angelo on Libertatem until
Commander Lafayette is back aboard.”
“Wilco,” Weaver replied.
impressive.”

“Nabu is launching her brood…damn…that’s

“Let’s hope they stay on our side,” Elder said to Weaver and to any of the gods
who might be listening.
*+*+*+*+*
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Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, Earth Union Chrome Brigade base ship Nabu
“You should relocate to one of the other ships, Major Macbeth,” Wolfgang told
the human who stood with him on the ship’s observation bridge.
“I can’t abandon my people,” Major Linzi Macbeth told the black chrome
command drone. “Just because you aren’t flesh and blood doesn’t mean that I
don’t lead from the front,” she explained and watched the squadrons of Marauders
form up with their mothership.
“Thank you,” Wolfgang replied and was silent for several moments. “Yatha
hailed us and asked what we were doing,” he explained. “We told him that we
were playing along with the humans until we could get them all in one location
rather than trying to hunt them down throughout the Cauldron.”
“What did they say?” Macbeth asked and prayed that she hadn’t been duped.
The explanation that Wolfgang had offered was beautiful in its simplicity and it was
a perfect plan.
“They chided us for taking away their fun and the thrill of the hunt,” Wolfgang
told her. “These are not my brethren, even though we share the same form. What
they were, they are no longer.”
That sounded positive, Macbeth thought. “They haven’t activated their fire
control dradis, only their search dradis,” she said after reviewing the electronic
warfare display. “Also, it looks like Wadd is exhibiting some power fluctuations.”
“Yatha says that they were in a battle with the battlestar Ioke and her support
group and that Wadd took damage to its port side,” Wolfgang said.
“I had friends on Ioke,” Macbeth said softly.
system they’re probably dead.”

“Like everyone else not in this

“I am…sorry,” Wolfgang said and gently rested his armored hand on her
shoulder.
Macbeth put her hand on Wolfgang’s and nodded. “Thank you, my friend, I
appreciate it.”
“It seemed…the human…thing to do,” Wolfgang replied.
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“See, you’re halfway there,” Macbeth told him.
“We are within weapons range,” Wolfgang said a moment later.
“You may give the order to fire,” Macbeth said and waited for his response.
“Attention, all elements of the 7th Chrome Brigade,” Wolfgang began, and
Macbeth noticed that he was broadcasting on an open band and felt the first tinge
of fear. “Today is the day that we are to be tested, let us not fail this test…for the
honor of the Regiment!”
It sounded as if thousands of voices enthusiastically replied simultaneously, “For
the honor of the Regiment!” a moment before Nabu and every Marauder was
wreathed in fire or golden plasma as every weapons battery opened fire at the same
time on the three approaching gunstars.
Macbeth watched as Nabu’s main guns expelled plumes of golden plasma and
one-meter kinetic penetrators reached out to their targets, accompanied by missiles
from almost a thousand fighters.
The fight was over before it began; the distance was too close for either of the
three smaller gunstars to have more than one or two defensive fire cycles, and even
if they had more, it wouldn’t have mattered. Point defense systems were quickly
overwhelmed, and missiles began pummeling the ships.
Surface mounted
structures like gun turrets and missile bays were quickly destroyed and opened
holes in the ships’ armor for subsequent weapons to exploit.
“Our honor is intact,” Wolfgang said a minute after it began as the final
detonations ripped through the destroyed gunstars.
“It was never in doubt,” Macbeth told him.
*+*+*+*+*
Olympic Forest, Vosges Range, Homestead Province, Earth, Assassin-6
“Mo-ther frak-ker, how the hell do they keep finding us?” Major Rollins
Gisbourne swore as the mortar round exploded fifty meters away and showered the
area with a rain of gravel and high velocity wooden debris from the trees that were
destroyed.
“I dunno, Boss,” Senior Chief Petty Officer Robert Libbey replied and fired off
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two quick shots from the M-9 Light Assault Gun, aka the Can Opener, that he
carried. “Gotcha, you chrome bastard!” he exclaimed as the two 20mm high
explosive armor piercing rounds blew apart a drone.
“Sechrist!” Gisbourne shouted. “Do you have Skyfire on the horn?”
“Copy! Wait one!” Petty Officer Pete Sechrist replied and began the slow crawl
to cover the five meters that separated them. It took the man the almost twenty
seconds to cover the short distance and during that time Gisbourne noticed
something.
“Bob? You hear that?” Gisbourne asked.
Libbey cocked his head and then Gisbourne watched as understanding dawned.
“There’s no more incoming fire.”
“I think that drone you slagged was the last one and was calling in fire on us,”
Gisbourne said and closed his eyes for a moment. God, I hope that’s the case, he
thought. The Fleet Catalan platoon had started Operation Endless Love with three
crews; Assassin 4, Assassin 5, and Assassin 6, each with twelve crew members.
They were down to a heavy crew at best, and that was pooling all three crews
together, and had been in almost constant contact since they hit the drones’
primary communications station shortly after the war started.
The goal had been to penetrate the complex and hold the main communications
bunker long enough to manually feed a virus into drones’ communications
network. The virus was something that had been developed shortly after the drones
were fielded and done in such a way that the project lacked any electronic
fingerprints; all communication was by courier carrying printed messages who then
destroyed them after they were read. The computers were physically isolated from
any sort of network connection and the programmers who worked on the virus
were among the most vehement and outspoken against the drones of their
profession.
In short, if you weren’t part of the project, or the President, you didn’t have a
need to know about Endless Love and you also had no clue it even existed. There
wasn’t even an urban legend or rumor that it existed so complete was the security
surrounding its development.
Assassin Team had made it through the perimeter and had reached the control
bunker that had access to the communications bunker. And that’s when everything
started falling apart. The drones didn’t know they were coming, but they reacted as
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if they expected something similar to what Assassin Team was there to do. Half of
Assassin 4 was killed as they fought their way to the control center located within
the control bunker and Assassin 6 leapfrogged them while Assassin 5 helped with
the wounded and provided rear security.
Gisbourne wasn’t prepared for what he found in the control center; his HUD
identified the man as Riggs Van Der Haar, a high value target and member of the
Erisian Ruling Council. Capturing or killing him would be a nice bonus to slipping
the virus into the drones’ network, but the virus was the primary objective and that
didn’t leave much time to deal with Van Der Haar. Libbey shattered his decision
tree when he charged the man and body checked him to the ground, surprising
everyone in the room. It took less than a minute for Van Der Haar to be zip tied,
gagged, and stripped of everything but his clothes.
Libbey had just stood up when Van Der Haar stepped out from another room
and opened fire. Two of Assassin 6’s Catalans were hit before the return fire
shredded the shooter and ended his life. Gisbourne had looked at the man they
had subdued and once again his HUD confirmed with a 100% confirmation that
the man he was looking at was Riggs Van Der Haar. He walked over to the dead
version and the HUD, after scanning the face, determined that there was an 85%
chance the corpse belonged to Riggs Van Der Haar.
Over the next fifteen minutes they tried to reach the communications bunker
and killed no less than eight more copies of Riggs Van Der Haar. None of them
had higher than 87% probability that they were Van Der Haar, and with each
corpse added to the evidence files, Gisbourne was more and more unsettled by the
situation. By the time they reached the communications bunker, they had taken
enough casualties to reduce them to twenty-four effectives and six walking
wounded.
The communications bunker turned out to be a pyrrhic victory; they had
inserted the virus and waited for it to take effect. Laboratory tests showed that the
virus acted within thirty seconds of it being received, and after three minutes with
no change, Gisbourne ordered the retreat.
That had been thirty-six hours ago. Since then, they had been running for their
lives from one potential extraction point to another, all the while being chased by
drones bent on their murder. Given what was happening around them, Gisbourne
didn’t have much hope that they’d see another day; everyone was running on
adrenaline and willpower, and there was no guarantee that Valkyrie Flight still
existed, let alone would be able to extract them.
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“Give me some good news, Pete,” Gisbourne said as Sechrist crawled next to
him.
Sechrist’s smile broke through the dirt and grime on the man’s face. “I have
Skyfire on the line and she wants to know when the frak you’ll be ready to unass
this cinder?”
Gisbourne lay back on the ground and looked up and the angry grayish-brown
clouds that swirled overhead and screamed for joy. “YES!” he shouted to the
heavens as Sechrist handed him the handset for the long-range wireless. “Skyfire,
Assassin 6 Actual, copy?”
“Copy Assassin 6 Actual,” Major Marjorie McCall, Skyfire, replied. “Where can
we pick you up? It’s getting hard to keep dodging the tinheads.”
“We’re about five minutes from a U Build It…can you meet us there?”
Gisbourne asked.
“Got it!” McCall said evenly and with a tone of supreme confidence that every
pilot seemed to possess, especially when things got stressful. He wondered if there
was a secret class in pilot school that taught them how to be like that…sort of like a
secret handshake so one pilot could identify another. Gisbourne blinked and
forced his mind to focus. “Rollie,” her voice suddenly softened and sounded
almost as weary as he felt, “be there. We can’t keep dodging them like this.”
“We’ll be there, Mar…if we aren’t, then we won’t ever be leaving this rock,”
Gisbourne told her and wished they were back at base and this nightmare had
never happened.
“Good…See you soon,” McCall said and then ended the transmission.
“Ok, people! Let’s move like we have a purpose! We have five minutes until
extraction, so let’s not miss the bus!” Gisbourne told his team. “It’s just through
those woods,” he pointed at some trees that looked perhaps a hundred meters
deep.
Slowly, the surviving members of Assassin Team got to their feet and never once
broke their zones of control. One by one, with Libbey in the lead and Gisbourne
walking second, the small group made their way through the woods.
The woods turned out to be sparse and they soon broke out onto the large
parking lot that surrounded the U Build It home improvement center. There were

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2318
cars still parked in front of the store and two trailers were backed up at a loading
dock, and to Gisbourne’s mind it looked like a normal business day. When they
cleared the corner of the building and began to move to the front of the store, he
saw eyes peering out from inside the large glass walled vestibule that led into the
store. It looked like someone had started piling bags of pre-mix cement, sand, and
garden rocks around the vestibule, but had either run out of supplies or had moved
on to something else.
Libbey nudged him and nodded at the vestibule. “Yeah, I see them,” Gisbourne
said and walked over to where the automatic door stood open. “Hello? Is anyone
in there?”
Several people moved into the weak light that spilled in through the glass walls.
“It’s the military,” one man said in a relief filled voice. “You’re here to help us?” he
asked hopefully.
This wasn’t part of the plan, Gisbourne thought. Then again, nothing was really
going according to plan, he quickly added. “Yes,” he finally said, not wanting to
rob these people of any hope. “How many of you are there?”
“There used to be more, but they left. Now,” the man began and stopped and
counted things off on his fingers. “Now there’s thirty-three of us.”
“Ok…gather up your things and anything you’re going to want to take with you,
our transport should be here in about,” Gisbourne looked at his watch, “a little over
a minute. We can’t stay on the ground more than a minute or two, so you have to
move fast, ok?”
“Yes…we can do that,” the man replied and turned before repeating what he
was just told to the others deeper in the store.
Almost to the second, Gisbourne heard the massive engines and then saw the
grey-black special operations configured Ziz come into view, rotate her wingtip
engines to the vertical, and extend her landing gear before setting to the ground.
She was accompanied by three similarly colored Rocs outfitted to defend the
massive transport. His heart sank when he saw the four craft; there should have
been another Ziz and Roc. Van Der Haar had a lot to explain when they got
somewhere safe, and there was no way he wasn’t going to talk, even if chemical
interrogation had to be used.
Libbey and the rest of Assassin Team, with the exception of three team members
who were wrangling Van Der Haar, were helping the survivors into he massive
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transport that towered over them like some sort of giant primordial bird of salvation.
Gisbourne looked around at the almost normal looking home improvement center
and felt a tear slowly make its way down his cheek. This would be the last time he
saw Earth for the foreseeable future, if not forever. He blinked several times and
then turned and jogged up the rear ramp. “Closer her up,” he told the crewman at
the top of the ramp. “Time to go.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Where are we going to go?” Major Marjorie McCall asked and arched her
back, stretching as she waited for the coffee maker to finish brewing her cup.
Major Rollins Gisbourne sat on the edge of the table with a wet washcloth
wrapped around the back of his neck and cradled a bottle of ice cold water in his
hands. “Far from here,” he said wearily. “My brother, well, step-brother, is a
honcho with a mining company out in Plouton’s Cauldron. You can’t get much
farther away than that…unless you want to go to Ass End of Nowhere.”
“We can make the Cauldron,” McCall said. “It might be tight for the Rocs, but I
think we can all make it.”
They had jumped from the surface to the system’s Oort cloud and were currently
using a large comet as cover while they tried to decide what to do next. “How long
will it take us to get there?” Gisbourne asked.
“I’ll have Beckman run all the jumps now, so that we’ll only need to spend a
couple minutes at most between each jump once we start,” McCall explained. “I
figure we should need six jumps…so maybe fifteen minutes total if we push it, half
an hour if we don’t.”
“Let’s play each jump by ear,” Gisbourne advised. “Plan on half an hour, but
let’s stay ready to push things if we need to.”
“Copy that,” McCall said and nudged the door to the mess room closed.
“Now…” she said and stepped close, sliding her arms around his shoulders. “Kiss
me and make me sure that you’re ok.”
*+*+*+*+*
Phlegethon Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, Erisian gunstar Libertatem
Commander Raisa Lafayette put her hand to her mouth and yawned before
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glancing at the chronometer; it had been more than two days since she had a good
night’s rest, and other than a few catnaps since the crisis had begun, sleep had been
an elusive luxury. The adrenaline jolt that the sudden appearance of three drone
gunstars had provided had long since worn off and she was now relying on the
caffeine her coffee offered.
“What is our current status, Erica?” Lafayette asked.
“We should be ready to depart in about five hours,” Colonel Erica D’Angelo
replied before looking up from her tablet. “Crews from the factory ships are going
along with the evacuation craft to make sure than nothing that could be taken is left
behind.”
“Good,” Lafayette said and stifled another yawn. “I’ll be glad when we jump off
and begin accelerating to our cruising velocity.”
D’Angelo smirked, “You mean activating our poor-man’s time travel machine?”
Lafayette chuckled. “Yes…it brings new meaning to the old phrase, ‘you can’t
go home again’, doesn’t it?”
“It does,” D’Angelo replied and opened her mouth to say something when the
dradis suddenly pinged off new returns.
“Dradis contacts!” Lieutenant Louis Nelson announced. “Six contacts in total;
transponders identify them as a Union Fleet Ziz, three Fleet Rocs, and two Harvest
class agro-ships.”
“Plot an intercept course, Louie,” Lafayette told the ship’s navigator. “Erica,
sound Action Stations and bring us to Condition One, please. Carla,” she turned to
the ship’s senior communications petty officer, “Please let command know that
we’re moving to intercept and will quarantine them at the outer markers.”
“Copy, let command know we are making the intercept and will quarantine
them at the outer markers,” Petty Officer Carla Lasky repeated even as D’Angelo
was calling the ship to Action Stations and Nelson was plotting the intercept
course.
“I guess we should hail them…” Lafayette said a moment later and wished that
she had had at least an hour or two’s rest in the past twelve hours. Hailing them
should have been done as soon as she claimed the intercept.
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“Attention inbound ships, this is the gunstar Libertatem, please hold position and
identify yourselves,” Lasky calmly instructed over the wireless. “You are in a
weapons free environment and we do not want any blue on blue events…” she
paused and lost some of the formality that she had been speaking with, “we’ve lost
enough people already, we can’t afford to lose any more.”
“Libertatem, this is Fleet Catalan Ziz 606 Heavy, call sign Skyfire, with Valkyrie
Flight and two lost sheep. We will hold our position…please advise further action,”
a female voice announced over the speakers.
“Skyfire, Libertatem, copy you will hold position and we will advise further
action,” Lasky replied and confirmed what Skyfire said.
“Carla, can you contact De Fideli and ask them to join us; I want to have that
Ziz dock there rather than Carousel,” Lafayette said and looked over at D’Angelo.
“Fleet Catalans and a Catalan Ziz? They were either on a training run when thing
went sideways or they will have one hell of an interesting story to share. Get on a
scrambled channel to Carousel and Astarte and let Admiral Salls and Commander
Elder know what’s going on and what I intend to do, and that I advise them to hold
station until we can get this sorted out. I have a feeling about this…” she said
soberly.
“Yeah, so do I,” D’Angelo agreed and prepared to contact the two other senior
officers in their little fleet.
*+*+*+*+*
“Now that was a surprise,” Major Marjorie McCall said as she confirmed the
instructions to proceed to De Fideli and prepare to dock at the forward port bay. “I
thought the Erisians were our enemy?”
Major Rollins Gisbourne shook his head.
“That ended when the drones
attacked us, Mar; now, everyone with a pulse is on the same side. I know the
skipper of Astarte and served a tour with him a few years back; he’s a good man
and a sharp mind, and that’s the conclusion I’d expect him to come to.”
“Yeah…it’s going to take some getting used to, you know?” McCall said and
watched as the Erisian assaultstar blotted out the stars as they approached. “But I
promise I’ll be on my best behavior.”
“I know you will,” Gisbourne told her and marveled at the ship they were
preparing to dock with. “I’ve always been amazed at what the Erisians could do
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with the ships they had since they had to operate clandestinely. And then there’s
Libertatem…three days ago capturing her would have ensured being put on the fast
track to bigger and better things.”
“Are you going to tell them about our guest?” McCall asked as Gisbourne felt a
slight tremor as the Ziz was gently clasped by the docking arms.
Gisbourne nodded. “Yes, no secrets, Mar; we’re all in this together now and we
need to put the past couple decades behind us RFQ or we aren’t going to make it
past the end of the week.”
“I agree…I just wanted to make sure we were on the same sheet of music,”
McCall said.
*+*+*+*+*
It was the second time in less than forty-eight hours that Commander Raisa
Lafayette found herself receiving unexpected guests. This time, however, she was
on De Fideli and accompanied by the assaultstar’s commander, Colonel Everett
McCloud. McCloud was from Earth and was a rare duck among the Erisian flock as
not many native Earthers had joined the movement.
“What do you think, Commander?” McCloud asked as they waited for the
umbilical to pressurize. “Catalans are the sharp end of the spear…are they going to
be comfortable boarding an Erisian ship?”
“They didn’t balk when we told them what to do, Ev,” Lafayette said. “And
looking at the video of their ship as it was docking, I think they’ve seen the
elephant and are glad to be someplace other than where they started.”
“Yeah, I saw that, too,” McCloud agreed. “Those Catalan Ziz transports cost
about ten times what a normal Ziz costs and no expense is spared keeping them
mission ready. If she wouldn’t have had her dradis reflectors out, I doubt we would
have seen her until she was in visual range and something backlit her.”
“You seem to know an awful lot about them…” Lafayette led and waited for
McCloud’s answer.
“My first duty posting was as a pilot of one,” McCloud said. “I flew one for
three years before I switched sides.”
McCloud’s story was a common one among the more skilled members of the
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Erisian military. Many of the officers and NCOs had been members of the Earth
Union before they changed uniforms and they brought with them a detailed
understanding of how their adversary thought and operated. Sometimes, Lafayette
thought, that was the real edge that allowed the movement to remain viable.
“Showtime,” McCloud said as the telltales changed from red to green. A few
moments later the hatch opened, and a battle-weary Fleet major stood in the
hatchway. “Major Rollins Gisbourne, Union Fleet Catalans requesting permission
to come aboard.”
“Granted,” McCloud said and turned to Lafayette.
“Welcome to the Cauldron, Major Gisbourne, I’m Commander Raisa Lafayette
and I’m glad you arrived when you did. We don’t want to leave anyone behind.”
Relief flooded Gisbourne’s features. “Where are we going, Commander?” he
asked as if Lafayette was a Union officer.
“That’s a long story, Major,” Lafayette answered. “We’re going to do the debrief
here, and then we’ll figure out what the next steps are going to be. In the
meantime, can we offer your crew the hospitality of the mess?”
“Better not say that too loudly, Commander,” Gisbourne grinned. “You might
have a stampede on your hands. Before we disembark, could I ask Colonel
McCloud if his master-at-arms could detail a security element for a high value
target that we have aboard?”
McCloud narrowed his eyes. “Who is this ‘high value target’, Major?”
Lafayette braced herself for the answer and felt her heart skip when Gisbourne
replied. “Colonel, with respect, we have Riggs Van Der Harr; we captured him
unexpectedly as we infiltrated the drones’ command center to try and introduce a
virus into their network.” He put his hands up as if to forestall any comment and
continued, “He was on Earth, working with the drones; we have video of this. We
also have video of my team killing more than half a dozen clones of him, too. I
understand he’s on your Ruling Council, but something isn’t right here.”
“Do you have the video?” Lafayette asked formally.
“Yes, I figured you’d want to see that first thing,” Gisbourne said and handed her
an optical disc. “Commander, he was involved in whatever it was that set off the
drones.”
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Lafayette took the disc and nodded at Gisbourne’s comment before she handed
it to McCloud. “Colonel, please put this on the screen so we can see what Major
Gisbourne is talking about.”
McCloud took the disc and sat down at a hospitality workstation. A moment
later the large wall mounted display began playing the video from Assassin 6’s
running firefight within the drones’ command bunker. It showed the first encounter
with Van Der Haar and Libbey taking him down, then in sequence and from
different angles simultaneously, each of the subsequent encounters with the copies.
“My gods,” McCloud swore. “What the frak is going on?”
“I wish I knew, sir,” Gisbourne told him. “It shows up occasionally, but when
the light hits the eyes just right, they flash red. Damnedest thing I’ve seen. We
have him sedated and secured and would like to keep him that way to prevent him
from harming himself until we’re able to interrogate him.”
Lafayette wasn’t scared by what she had seen, she was terrified. Not just
because it looked like someone had been performing illegal cloning but because
the destruction of everything humanity knew and had achieved might have been
destroyed because of Erisian ambitions. “Colonel, I think the Major is right; get
your best team on this and make sure that he is isolated and that this is not
discussed among the ranks. Keep Van Der Haar sedated and restrained, and we’ll
bring my mother, Commander Elder, and Admiral Salls into the loop.”
“Admiral Salls survived?” Gisbourne asked and Lafayette could feel the hope in
his words.
“He did,” Lafayette replied and then sighed. “He also issued Emergency War
Order Precipice; in a few hours we’re leaving Union space and won’t return.”
*+*+*+*+*
Styx Belt, Plouton’s Cauldron, Erisian assaultstar De Fideli
“Thank you for finding some space for us, Admiral,” Major Rollins Gisbourne
said as he walked down the passageway with Admiral Gregory Salls, Commander
John Elder, Commander Raisa Lafayette, Colonel McCloud, and Councilwoman
Anne-Marie Lafayette.
“We weren’t going to leave you behind, son,” Salls said warmly. “I just wish we
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could have pulled out more survivors.”
“So do I, sir,” Gisbourne replied. “When we met the survivors at the U Build
It…well, it really drove home the reality of what happened. We wear the uniform
and know that we could die due to enemy action, but these people were civilians
just trying to live their lives the best they could, be the best parents possible for
their kids, and so on. This wasn’t their fight, that’s why we wear the uniform.”
Salls nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. I…I was listening to the Vice President
making a plea to surrender when they destroyed his bunker. I think that, more than
anything, told me that we had failed to the point where words can’t describe the
scope of the failure.”
The small group, one-time enemies and now unified allies, stopped where two
Erisian Marines stood guard at the door that led to the ship’s brig. “May I see your
identification,” a corporal asked and held out his hand.
Salls smiled and nodded as he handed over his credentials.
Corporal. I never thought I’d be visiting an Erisian brig by choice.”

“Here you go,

The corporal compared the identification to the man who had handed it over
and smiled as he handed it back. “Don’t worry, Admiral, you’re not on the guest
list.”
Salls rolled both lips between his teeth and tried not to laugh. A snicker from
behind him, probably McCloud, destroyed any chance of not laughing and for the
first time in almost two days, he laughed. When everyone had finally regained
their composure, Salls offered the corporal his hand, “Son, you made my day; I
can’t tell you how much I needed that.”
“Ah…you’re welcome, sir,” the corporal said and shook Salls’ hand.
going to get us all out of here, sir?” he asked hopefully.

“You’re

“That’s the plan. We jump off when we’re done here and then we see if our
cousins are home and willing to put us up,” Salls told him. “We’ll make a formal
announcement once we’re ready to leave, but the next few years should be,” he
knocked on the wall, “pretty routine.”
“I can live with routine, sir,” the corporal replied and entered an access code
that opened the hatch.
“Thank you,” Salls said and stepped through the open hatch and into the brig
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proper. The brig had twenty-four cells, each capable of holding two people
comfortably, four isolation cells, and four medical isolation cells. All the cells were
empty except the last medical isolation cell where Salls saw a figure strapped to a
hospital bed that had several IVs running from drug bags hanging from an IV stand.
The ship’s doctor was present as was a male nurse and two orderlies. Two
additional Marines stood watch outside the room.
“Is all this really necessary for one man?” Anne-Marie asked. “I’ve known Riggs
for several years and he was a hot-head, but this seems a bit much.”
“I was wondering that, myself,” Salls said. “Major, can you explain why you
requested Colonel McCloud to have Van Der Haar restrained like this?”
“Can he hear us, Colonel?” Gisbourne asked.
“No…the room is generally soundproof,” McCloud explained.
“Thank you,” Gisbourne said and then put his back to the wall and faced the
small group. “I asked Colonel McCloud to restrain Van Der Haar in this manner
because of what I saw on Earth as we tried to insert the virus into their
communications. Colonel McCloud and Commander Lafayette have seen the
video, but in the interests of time, the short version is that we encountered and
killed at least nine…copies…of Van Der Haar as we seized the communications
bunker, and probably half a dozen more as we extracted from the site. Of them,
only this one,” he made a fist with his thumb extended and then used it to indicate
the medical isolation suite, “had a 100% facial recognition match. The others
ranged from 82% to 87%, and if it was only one person that we encountered, I’d
accept that it was a weird coincidence.
“But we encountered at least fifteen others. And…” Gisbourne paused, “when
you hit his eyes just right with light, they flash red. I don’t know of any human that
can do that.”
“Nor do I,” Salls said and studied the figure on the bed. “Let’s go have a little
talk, shall we?”
“Doc?” McCloud said when they were in the room and everyone had been
introduced. “Can you bring him around?”
Major Yuri Malenkov, De Fideli’s chief medical officer nodded. “It should take
about thirty seconds, I only have him lightly sedated,” he replied and entered
several commands on the IV monitor.
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True to Malenkov’s word, it took about thirty seconds before Van Der Haar’s
eyes opened and swept the room. Even though his gag had been removed, he
remained silent until his eyes seemed to settle on Anne-Marie. “Help me get out of
here and I’ll make sure you’re taken care of,” he said to Anne-Marie in a tone that
was part arrogantly imperious and part pleading.
“How about you explain what’s going on and why you were at the drone
command center, Riggs,” Anne-Marie snapped.
“I’m innocent…” Van Der Haar smiled.
“My ass,” Salls muttered. “What did you do to the drones?”
“What I needed to do,” Van Der Haar said coldly. “In a very short while, you’ll
be nothing but a footnote, a forgotten footnote, in history.”
“We don’t have time for his games,” Salls growled. “Doctor, dose him.”
When Salls gave the order, Van Der Haar showed a trace of fear for the first
time. “I have rights. You can’t do that to me without a court order.”
Salls leaned close and made direct eye contact with Van Der Haar. “Listen and
listen closely. Right now, because of what you’ve done, certain protocols have
been put into effect, one of which is that any field grade or higher-level officer may
take any and all steps necessary when interrogating a prisoner should they feel it
necessary. If that wasn’t enough, I have a Peer of Troubadour present, the highest
ranking civilian official known to have survived, who also happens to be a member
of the Erisian Council…she is in agreement with me, so…” he stood tall, “Doctor,
apply the medication.”
Malenkov nodded and keyed the IV controller to begin dispensing the pale red
chemical cocktail that hung in a small 250ml bag next to the other bags on the IV
tree. The drugs worked quickly, and Van Der Haar soon had a relaxed, almost
serene look on his face. “He’s ready. At this dose and with the amount that’s in the
bag, you should have no less than an hour of complete pliability.”
“Thank you, Doctor Malenkov,” Salls said and made sure that the two orderlies
were recording the interrogation. “Now,” he turned to Van Der Haar, “state your
name for the record.”
“My name is Riggs Van Der Haar,” Van Der Haar replied evenly and without
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much emotion or inflection.
“How old are you?” Salls asked.
“It has been seven thousand, two hundred, thirty-three years since I was given
life,” Van Der Haar answered in the same monotone voice.
“How can that be?” Salls asked and added, “That’s a hundred times the length of
human lifespan. What are you?”
“I have replaced this body many times over the years, it is a benefit of being an
Equal of the Meropian Communion…” Van Der Haar said.
*+*+*+*+*
“Does any of what we just learned change what we’re going to do?” Anne-Marie
Lafayette asked as the interrogation team sat around a table in one of De Fideli’s
conference rooms.
Admiral Gregory Salls looked around the table at the determined and angry
faces. They were all looking to him to make the decision that would send them off
on a journey that would cover two thousand years of time, but only feel like five
years passed. “No, it doesn’t,” he finally said. “We have more information about
who did this to us and why, but in the end, we’re still facing the same immediate
threats that we were a few hours ago.”
“I concur,” Commander Raisa Lafayette said. “If it were just us, the military
element, I would say that we boost for, what did he say his homeworld was called?”
“Machimos, in the Meropis Alpha system,” Commander John Elder provided.
“I would say that we boosted for there, then jump in and just start lobbing nukes
and shooting everything we see,” Lafayette explained and Salls saw several nodding
heads; the desire for vengeance was strong in the people seated around the table.
“But…we have the civilians to consider and only a hope that the Colonials will be
in any position to welcome us. We need to stay with them and once we get to the
other side, protect them once again.”
“Jack?” Salls asked and looked at his senior officer.
“Raisa’s right, Greg,” Elder replied. “I want to burn those bastards to a cinder for
what they did…for why they did it, but that can come in the future,” he said.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2329
“Right now, for all we know, the people in those ships out there are all that’s left of
humanity…humanity that isn’t tainted by those monsters. For all we know they’ve
done this, or plan to do this, to the Colonials. Without us, the civilians don’t stand
a chance.”
Salls nodded. “You both echo my own sentiments…we will jump off as soon as
everyone is back to their ships and ready to launch. Yes, Major?”
“I realize this is a minor thing compared to the grand scheme of things, but
where do you want to billet the civilians, my Catalans, and Valkyrie Flight?” Major
Rollins Gisbourne asked.
“I’ve discussed it with Director LaFontaine on Carousel, and she and I both
agree that the civilians can be moved there since it is a civilian ship,” Salls
explained. “As for your people, I was thinking that we could transfer them to either
Carousel or one of the gunstars.”
“I sort of thought that might be the case,” Gisbourne said and then paused for a
moment before continuing, “I’ve spoken with the refugees and the crew, and with
Colonel McCloud, and as odd as it seems we’d like to stay here on De Fideli. My
people have a lot in common with the Marines here, and…well, the refugees…
we’ve sort of become attached to each other in a weird sort of way.”
“Colonel McCloud? Is this ok with you?” Salls asked the assaultstar commander.
“It is,” McCloud replied. “I think it will do all of us good to have a reminder of
what really matters, and the camaraderie between my people and Rollie’s, and the
civilians, I think it will be good for us. And…we have plenty of space and
adequate medical facilities to deal with the radiation exposure that they’ve picked
up.”
“Commander Lafayette?” Salls turned to the woman who he thought still looked
like Anne-Marie’s kid sister rather than her daughter. “Do you approve?”
“I do…” Lafayette said. “We need to begin building bridges, Admiral, to
remember that we’re all human and have the same hopes, dreams, and fears as
those who wore a different uniform.”
“Ok…then I think you’ve got a new mailing address, Major,” Salls said. “And
now, if there isn’t any more that we need to discuss right away, I suggest we adjourn
and prepare to jump off. Let’s plan to get together, all of us first and then afterward
all ship captains or administrators, in two days…that should give us enough time to
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get settled in for the boost and for all of us to get some rest.”
*+*+*+*+*
Oort Cloud’s outer edge, Plouton’s Cauldron, Earth Union gunstar Astarte
Commander John Elder looked at the dradis display that was located above the
plotting table in Astarte’s CIC and saw organized chaos from all the returns that
were displayed. The big factory ships were in the center and towards the front,
Carousel, the hospital ships, and Fleet transports were just behind them, and the
rest of the civilian ships were evenly dispersed around them.
Astarte and
Libertatem shared the vanguard followed by Nabu, with Anuket at the rear of the
formation and the other military ships deployed protectively around the center.
“Is the course ready, Peta?” Elder asked and looked over at his navigator, newly
promoted Captain Peta Madison.
“The course has been validated by Libertatem and Carousel, Commander,”
Madison answered. “It’s been transmitted to the fleet and the master navigation
boards here and aboard Libertatem and Carousel are in agreement…we’re ready.”
“Admiral Salls already spoke to the fleet, Jack, and you drew the straw…”
Colonel Richard Weaver said from the other side of the plotting table.
“I know…I want to say something to the crew, inspiring, you know, but all my
mind can come up with is, ‘Hold my beer and watch this; y’all ain’t gonna believe
what happens!’,” Elder replied and picked up the handset. “Towson, please put me
on ship-wide,” he asked Communications Specialist Towson Korth.
“You’re ready, Commander,” Korth said a moment later.
“This is the Commander,” Elder said and heard his voice from the speakers.
“There are families forged through marriage or adoption, but right now, we are a
family forged from shared loss and shared hope. We’ve lost everything that we’ve
known; a culture that had stood for two thousand years since the first settlers set
foot on Earth and declared that their cosmic wandering was over. Now that mantle
has been thrust upon us, not by choice but by need, and we will be tested in ways
we’ve never dreamed. But remember this, the person next to you at your duty
station, the people who share your quarters and keep walking when they see a pair
of boots outside the hatch,” his last comment drew some chuckles, “they are your
family now. Not by blood, but by shared hardship. By shared dreams and hopes
for what awaits us after our voyage.
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“The old saying, ‘today is the first day of the rest of your life’, was never truer
than it is right now. I don’t know what tomorrow holds, or even the day after, but I
do know that I will be there with you, and your fellow crew will be there, too, so
you won’t face it alone.
“Now…the sooner we start the sooner we get to our destination…and” he
barely suppressed a chuckle and knew that he was giving the crew a joke, “if I hear
anyone ask, ‘Are we there yet?’, just remember we have a galley…
“Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship! Prepare for extended
high speed boost!
“Elder, out!”
He looked over at Weaver and saw the smirk on his friend’s face. “Go ahead,
Dickie…say it…”
Weaver looked around CIC and arched his eyebrows and nodded slightly. At
the same time, everyone asked, “Are we there yet?”
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Chapter 50: Holding the Line
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield felt the sudden unconditional
love from the little girl who still hugged him with her tiny arms. Now I know I feel
young again, he thought and tried to process everything, all the surprises, that
happened over the past few minutes. He was more than overjoyed to know that his
daughters had returned safely, but the legacy they brought with them was almost
overwhelming.
Iona was alive…and she was Hecate of Caria. I was married…I created life…
with a goddess, Charles thought as his mind raced to reconcile everything he had
learned. And the girls had sisters and cousins from across the stars…for some
reason accepting it came easy and as he stood holding Ava in his arms, he arched
an eyebrow and asked, “So, dear daughter, do you have any other surprises?”
The self confidence that his daughter, Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase,
seemed to possess suddenly appeared to falter for a moment. “Ah…yes…one more
and then someone else I’d like to introduce,” she said and nervously shifted her
weight from one foot to the other. “Rich?” she said and walked over to the
doorway and held out her hand.
Oh…is this what I think it is, Charles asked himself and looked over where Iona
stood smiling. His eyes met hers and he saw the barest of nods. And here I am
without my shotgun, he snarked silently and watched his daughter.
A hand took Sera’s and then the rest of the owner stepped into view; he wore
the uniform of a Communion Admiral, was tall and lithe with the physique of a
fencer or long distance runner, had dark hair and a close trimmed goatee, and
Charles thought there were probably a dozen other details that he missed, but he
saw the one that truly mattered; he looked at Sera the way she looked at him…the
way he and Iona had once looked at each other.
“Daddy…” Sera started as the couple walked into the room. “I’d like to
introduce you to Admiral Richmond Emory…Rich and I have gotten close over the
past few weeks and we felt that it was time to being it into the open.”
Charles balanced Ava on his hip and had his left arm wrapped around her as he
stepped over to where Sera and Emory stood. “Charles…glad to meet you, Rich,”
he said and offered his right hand which Emory took and returned a firm
handshake. “You must be more than ‘close’, at least to Sera…you’re the first person
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she’s ‘brought home’ to meet the parents. Welcome to the family.”
Emory smiled and Charles saw Sera blink back tears and squeeze Emory’s hand.
“Thank you, Charles. Sera has become very special to me, too.”
“I like him, too,” Ava whispered in Charles’ ear.
“Well then, that is a definite seal of approval!” Charles whispered back, loud
enough for Sera and Emory to hear. “Who is the other person you wanted to
introduce?”
“That would be me,” a man who looked like a small-town university professor
said from where he stood in the doorway. “President Patrick Windsor of the Earth
Union,” he introduced himself and offered his right hand.
“Charles Chase,” Charles replied and took the offered hand.
There was
something about this man, something intangible that he couldn’t put his finger on,
but it inspired confidence in him and spoke of a sincerity and integrity that many
career vote chasers sacrificed on the altar of winning elections. “It’s good to meet
you, Mr. President.”
“Please…just Patrick; I’m still coming to terms with the whole president thing,
even though a certain Admiral knew I was president ever since the collapse,”
Windsor said and shot a smirk to where Admiral Hannah Marlowe sat.
Charles looked at the people that had, through a very odd quirk of fate, become
his extended family and knew that despite how dark and grim things looked that
there was hope and that things would get better.
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase walked back to her quarters after an
emotionally draining reunion with her father, the new women in his life, and her,
now their, extended family. She needed ten minutes to do what she needed to do
and then she’d return and hopefully they’d be able to either bring the other
decisionmakers to Hecate or move the whole event over to Thule Station. But first,
there was something she needed to do.
Once inside her quarters and seated at her desk, she picked up the intercom
handset and dialed the CIC. “CIC, deWinter speaking. Everything go ok?” Colonel
Constance deWinter asked.
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Chase chuckled and felt some of the stress fade. “Yes, I think my father fell in
love with Ava as soon as he saw her. And other than some surprises, but what’s
new on that front, I think everything is going well. Since my aide is still there, can
you do something for me and then have Midshipman Gath sent to my quarters?”
she asked and then explained what she needed done.
“Consider it done…should take about five minutes to get written and posted to
the log, so you can have Gath pick them up when she’s ready to depart,” deWinter
replied.
“Good…good…Thanks, Connie,” Chase told her old friend.
“Sera…” deWinter began and paused, her voice filled with concern, “Just how
bad is it?”
“It’s…” Chase tried to think of the right words and hesitated just a moment too
long.
“That bad?” deWinter asked. “I sort of thought it might be. There’s some traffic
back and forth between the other ships, I thought it would be a good idea to make
an announcement before we moved to the next part of the meetings.”
“I think you’re right,” Chase said. “If you would, please put together some facts
that I can use as talking points and I’ll address the crew.”
“Thanks. I’ll get on to this and have Gath sent down,” deWinter said before they
ended the conversation.
Chase had just sipped her hot chocolate and leaned back in her high-backed
chair when there was a knock at her hatch. She looked over where Dickens’ and
Lira’s heads poked up from the bed. “It’s for me, guys,” she smiled and picked up
the handset when it beeped. “Chase.”
“Admiral, this is Corporal Green; Midshipman Gath is reporting,” Corporal
Howard Green stated.
“Please send her in, Corporal,” Chase replied and sat up.
A moment later the hatch opened, and a slim, youthful looking dark-haired
woman stepped inside and stopped in front of Chase’s desk before coming to
attention, her ponytail swishing at her collar. “Midshipman Bethany Gath reporting
as ordered, Admiral.”
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“At ease, Midshipman,” Chase replied and then motioned to a chair. “Please be
seated,” she said and waited as a confused look crossed Gath’s face and the girl sat.
“How is life as a midshipman?” she asked and fought the smile that wanted to form
at the confused look that now took up residence on Gath’s face.
“Ah…I like it, Admiral,” Gath managed to say. “I knew I wasn’t in the right
mindset to accept an appointment to the Academy or do OTC through college
when I signed up, but over the past year that we’ve been away I think that the girl I
was has given way to the young woman I am.”
“That’s a good answer,” Chase smirked and finally allowed it to turn into a smile.
“Your training and supervisory officers and chiefs have consistently given you the
highest marks and I’m glad to see you coming into your own. They have all spoken
very highly of you and I’m glad that we continued the tradition of having a couple
Middies aboard for the cruise. And now I’m sort of stalling…” she chuckled.
“Admiral?” Gath asked, looking uncertain as to how she should react.
“I guess what I’m saying is that we’re at war now, one we didn’t want but
nonetheless are going to have to fight,” Chase began. “A lot of changes are likely to
come down over the next couple days. One of which is that effective immediately,
you are out of uniform, Ensign Gath,” she said and opened a small blue velvet box
revealing the Ensign’s diamonds inside before sliding it across to where Gath sat.
“I’m an Ensign?” Gath repeated wide eyed a moment before a wide grin broke
out across her face. “Thank you, Admiral!” she said excitedly and held the box up
to study the diamonds as if they were a magic item. “I wish I could tell my
parents,” she said and some of the joy left her face.
“And that brings me to the second thing…” Chase said sipped her hot chocolate.
“I have some dispatches that need to be taken over to Galactica,” she watched as
Gath’s eyes once again widened, “I do believe you know someone over there…”
Gath rolled the edges of her lips between her teeth and blinked rapidly several
times before nodding. “Yes, I do…my father was in charge of bringing her into the
Fleet…”
“Correction,” Chase winked.
“Brought into the Fleet, through her first
engagement, and then to the shipyards for some repairs. Take your go-bag in case
something comes up, and the dispatches are waiting in CIC for you to sign for. Will
you need a pilot?” she asked, already knowing the answer.
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“No, Admiral,” Gath said proudly. “I soloed and earned my wings before we
left Othrys.”
“Good…then talk to Flight about signing out a Raptor and deliver those
dispatches…Ensign Gath,” Chase said and stood.
Gath stood and nodded and tried to blink away the tears that wouldn’t be
restrained. “Thank you, sir! For everything,” she said and came to attention.
“Dismissed and godsspeed, Ensign,” Chase said before she stepped around the
desk and offered her hand to the newly minted officer.
“Thank you,” Gath said and took her hand. “I won’t let you down.”
“Don’t let yourself down, and you won’t let me down,” Chase said before
motioning at the hatch.
*+*+*+*+*
After Ensign Gath left her quarters, Chase walked the short distance to the ship’s
CIC and noticed the somber mood. It was to be expected, the staff would be the
first to know just how bad things were and their faces told her everything she
needed to know. deWinter was right, she needed to make an announcement, so
the crew would have some idea what happened and dispel the rumors that she
knew were running rampant.
“What do you have for me, Connie?” Chase asked as she took her place at the
plotting table.
deWinter slowly shook her head. “Initial estimates are that upwards of 90% of
the fleet is gone,” Colonel Constance deWinter said somberly. “I anticipate some
change in those numbers as we’re able to send recon flights back to the core
systems, but I don’t anticipate the numbers growing that much. All the worlds
suffered some amount of bombardment, though thankfully there aren’t any reports
of biologicals or chemicals being used. According to the intel team over on Thule
Station, they estimate that we lost 20-30% of our population in the first attack, with
a further 30-40% dying from complications within the first week. Worst case
scenario is that by D+30 we’ll be down to less than two billion across the
systems…unless they continue the attack and then the numbers are up in the air.
“Some worlds are worse than others, and thanks to Prentis Abbot’s work at
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Balthazar Station, Helios Beta in general and Virgon in specific appear to have
escaped the amount of hits that Caprica, Tauron, Picon, and others took.”
“So, what is the good news?” Chase asked. “Is there any?”
A faint smile touched deWinter’s face. “Zoe, and I’m inclined to agree, thinks
that the losses the Cylons suffered in the Communion limited their ability to hit all
four systems simultaneously. Instead, they hit Alpha and Gamma with the bulk of
their forces and deployed enough to Beta and Delta to pin what was there and to
begin the start of the bombardment. Then, when Admiral Nagala decided to make
his stand over Virgon, he was able to score some early victories which caused the
Cylons to shift more forces from Alpha and Gamma to support the battle.”
Chase’s eyes narrowed, and she dared allow a glimmer of hope surface in her
mind. “So, when Prentis’ EW attack hit them, they lost a disproportionate amount
of ships, which further weakened their attacks on the other systems?”
“Precisely,” deWinter agreed.
“Based on telemetry that was pulled from
Atlantia, and that Megaera confirmed, that EW attack took out upwards of 250
baseships, perhaps more that were deeper in the system that they didn’t see.”
“We’re going to need to talk to Tanith about these numbers,” Chase told her XO.
“They might have been slimmed down enough that we have somewhat of a
chance.”
“My thoughts exactly,” deWinter replied. “What do we do now?”
“We need to brief the crew,” Chase said and then closed her eyes. “Then we
need to send recon flights back into the systems and see what they can lead out.
But…” she frowned, “those aren’t my decisions to make.”
“Yes, but we both know who will be making them and that they’re going to be
good decisions,” deWinter answered.
“Yes…that’s true,” Chase agreed. “Now, I better bring the crew up to speed on
what’s happened.” She paused a moment and bowed her head and tried to
organize her thoughts. How do you tell people that their civilization had been
destroyed and that with all likelihood their families had perished along with it?
“May I offer some unsolicited advice, Sera?” President Patrick Windsor asked
quietly from where he stood after entering the CIC.
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Chase turned and nodded. “Anxious to get into the game?” she asked.
Windsor nodded. “We’ve all come so far, and I’m not talking distance or time,
and while I’m as anxious as the next person to see what awaits at the end of our
journey, I thought you might want someone who was through it before to be here
for moral support.”
“Telling them is going to be difficult…perhaps the hardest thing I’ve done,”
Chase confessed. “I thought I felt intimidated the first day I reported to the
Academy…me, a 14-year-old girl was going to be a cadet with kids four or five
years older than me. Standing there, I was so intimidated by those doors that there
was part of me that wanted to walk away. Yet, deep down, I knew that I belonged
there and had earned my appointment just like everyone else. That pales to this.”
“Talk from the heart, Sera. You’re their admiral, but right now you need to be
part big sister, part mother, and part best friend, because as much as you’re hurting,
or will be once you give yourself a chance to decompress, they are, too,” Windsor
advised. “It’s going to be a tough road, but I have faith in you.”
“Now you sound like my father,” Chase smiled. “Do you take a special course
when you become a parent?”
“Experience…it’s just experience and…how does that old quote go?” Windsor
asked rhetorically. “Ah, yes, ‘mistakes are the bridge between inexperience and
wisdom’. Talk from the heart, Sera, and you’ll, and they’ll, be fine.”
Chase took a deep breath and nodded. “Lara, please put me ship wide and fleet
wide, and let the fleet know I want this put on the 1MC.”
“Copy, Admiral,” Pittman said and a moment later added, “The fleet is standing
by and you’re on the 1MC.”
“Thank you, Lara,” Chase replied and picked up the handset.
She met
deWinter’s gaze as her life-long friend nodded, then spared a glance at Windsor
who smiled reassuringly and nodded as well. “Attention, this is Admiral Chase,”
she began.
“We’ve arrived home, but this isn’t the reception that we had
anticipated. Less than eighteen hours ago the Cylons launched a massive first strike
against the Colonial Sphere. Right now, the reasons why are secondary to what has
happened.
“Based on the information that we’ve received, every Colonial world has been
subject to nuclear bombardment, and during the attack most of the Fleet was
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destroyed or otherwise compromised. We will be coordinating with Thule Station
to launch reconnaissance missions to try and locate survivors and stragglers to
bring them to safety.
“We will find survivors,” Chase repeated after a short pause to stress the point.
“We will find them, and we will do whatever we can to help them. They are our
families and they would do no less for us were our roles reversed.
“In time, retribution will be meted out to the Cylons who did this…and those
who were their willing accomplices…but now we must focus on the here and now.
We are going to work harder and longer than we ever did before when we start
searching for survivors. We must channel our anger and grief so that it drives us
forward instead of stalling us in anguish. We must look to our friends, both old and
new, and come together as one; we are all human and we are all in this together
regardless of who or how we worship, where we were born, or the flag we swear
allegiance to.”
Chase paused and took a deep breath and looked around at the faces that were
focused on her and listening to every word she spoke. “We have all lost loved ones
today and no one here or on any of the ships that sailed with us, or that we
encountered, is immune to that horrible fact. Our friends from Earth had a day like
this, our friends from the Communion just said goodbye to everything they had ever
known, and now we are in a similar position.
“When the hours grow long, and the journey appears so difficult that you think
you can’t go on,” Chase looked down at a note she had quickly scrawled on her
clipboard, “I want you to think of Elias Thomas Hemmings Jr…who was born today
to Chief Elias Hemmings…Senior, and Specialist Therese Dawes-Hemmings in our
very own sickbay. If, for no other reason, we must go on so that little Elias and all
the others will have a chance to live and prosper.
“As we receive and verify information it will be posted or announced,” Chase
said and closed her eyes for a moment. “A list of survivors who managed to
evacuate here will be posted shortly and updated as new information becomes
available.”
Chase looked around the CIC and stopped at Windsor. The President of the
Earth Union nodded, and she took strength from that simple fact that he approved.
“My friends, we will get through this. Life will go on. It will be hard, but we have
many friends to lean on and who will help us as we’ve helped them. Hold on to
the memories of your loved ones, look to your friends and crewmates, and we will
overcome this.
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“Chase out.”
*+*+*+*+*
Aerilon, Oracle Heights Province, village of Winterstown
The pounding woke Bryan Wessex from an exhaustion driven sleep. He had
driven almost twenty hours to get home after attending a memorial service for one
of his last living relatives and all he had wanted to do when he returned home was
sleep for at least the same amount of time. Groaning, he turned and slowly swung
his legs off the side of the bed and blinked the sleep out of his eyes.
“Hold on…I’m coming…” Wessex shouted and put on a pair of sweatpants
before padding across his room and down the hall.
“This had better be
important…” he muttered as he passed through the living room and finally stopped
at his apartment’s front door. He looked down at Scarlet, his small black and tan
dog who usually barked when someone knocked and narrowed his eyes. She stood
near him, her tail down and ears drooping slightly from their normal position. “You
ok?” he asked her, not expecting an answer.
Scarlet looked up at him, and then to the door as if to say, “I don’t want to know
what’s out there, Dad, but we need to open the door.”
Wessex peeked through the spyhole and saw his upstairs neighbor, Dagny
Vickers nervously shifting from foot to foot. The deadbolt clicked off and he eased
open the door. “What’s wrong, Dagny?” he asked before covering his mouth and
yawning.
“I’m sorry to get you up, Bryan, but…but…” Dagny began before her eyes filled
with tears. “The Cylons…they’ve come back and nuked Southport.”
The fuzz that was clouding Wessex’s thinking quickly started to dissipate.
“What? The Cylons?” he asked.
“I saw it on the news before the channel went off the air. What are we going to
do?” Dagny asked and looked up at him with big blue eyes.
“Is Carlotta home?” Wessex asked, inquiring about Dagny’s roommate and best
friend.
“Yes…she’s getting all our food and stuff boxed up,” Dagny replied.
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Wessex ran his hand through his close-cut hair and tried to put together a plan.
“Come inside,” he told Dagny and stepped aside so she could enter. “I’m going to
get changed and will be back in a minute.” As he walked back to his room, he
noticed that Scarlet stayed with his guest and shook his head. The little dog had
taken an instant liking to his upstairs neighbor as soon as they met several weeks
earlier when she moved in.
While he still had power, he brushed his teeth and washed his face and hands.
The cold water helped him focus and he quickly ran through the options that were
available. If the Cylons had returned then heading to the wilderness might work,
unless the Cylons weren’t interested in conquest. He met his blue-grey gaze in the
mirror as he stood in front of the sink and realized that escaping by ground
probably wasn’t going to be that good an option.
Five minutes later, Wessex returned to the living room and saw that Dagny had
turned on the local news. The station was a small, independent operation that
served the small village and used one of the larger networks for prime-time
entertainment and news. Now, however, the owner was reading the news and
none of it was good.
“We have reports coming in from across the planet that the Cylons have
returned and are deploying nuclear weapons on our population and military
centers,” Morris Flannery reported. “The Colonial government has yet to issue an
announcement and for the moment we fear that we are on our own. Thankfully,
we are more than five hundred kilometers from any large population centers or
military installations, so we urge everyone to collect food, survival supplies, and
whatever else you might need to evacuate.”
“Yeah, but evacuate where?” Wessex said and sat next to Dagny. “I have an
idea, but it’s a long shot,” he finally said. “You said that Carlotta was home, do you
know whether her boyfriend is still around?”
Dagny nodded. “Yeah…he tried to call back to the campus to talk to his boss,
but the lines are down.”
“Good,” Wessex said and felt a wave of relief. “Can you help me take some
stuff down to my truck? We need to take whatever we can because we are not
going to be coming back.”
“Yes,” Dagny nodded and smiled. “I knew you’d be able to help, Bryan,” she
said and hugged him.
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Despite being more than fifteen years her senior, the hug felt good and he
hugged her back. “We’ll get through this…might be rough, but we will.”
*+*+*+*+*
“What’s the plan, Major?” Ensign Ansel Bradford asked half an hour and more
than two dozen trips to the truck later.
“Just Bryan, Ansel,” Wessex told the young man who was helping him lift a large
cooler into the back of his truck. “I’m retired.”
Bradford chuckled. “I think the Cylons just recalled you to duty…sir.”
“Yeah, I guess they have,” Wessex sighed. “You’ve completed flight school?”
“Three months ago,” Bradford replied and pushed the cooler the last few
centimeters into the bed, so the rear gate could close. “After I messed up my
shoulder, they sent me to be a ROTC liaison at Oracle Heights College and to take
advantage of their sports medicine program.”
“Good…because you and I are going to wake a relic in a few minutes,” Wessex
told him. “We’re going to head to the museum and hopefully things will be
‘Always Prepared’.”
“The museum?” Bradford asked perplexed before understanding bloomed on his
face. “Reliance?” he asked.
“She’s supposed to be held in a state of readiness, and all the basic checks that I
run on her imply that it is, but she’s been sitting for a couple years and who knows
what might be showing as ‘good’ when it’s actually ‘fail’,” Wessex explained. “I
need you to start pre-flight while I try to see if we have anything to arm it with and
the girls spread the word to anybody they encounter that we’re going to try and
make a run for safety.”
*+*+*+*+*
Aerilon, Silver Highlands Province, town of Silver Fields
“Holy mother frakker!” Captain Fidel Lee exclaimed as the flash from the 500kt
thermonuclear weapon disappeared and was replaced by a quickly growing fireball
atop an ascending mushroom cloud over Kernville, a city eighty kilometers away.
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He quickly blinked away the tears caused by the detonation’s reflection and felt a
sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
He had left active duty six months earlier when his parents and older brother
died in a car crash and he took over the family business…owning and operating the
chartered civilian privateer Sound of Silence. Since then, he and his crew had
provided tour security for Morgaine, one of the most popular female musicians
currently on tour. Shortly before her tour started, several very detailed and specific
threats had been made against her and her band and so Colonial Artists had hired
Lee Services to provide a very visible protective presence as she traveled from one
venue to another on a chartered Dog Star Lines expedition liner.
A nuclear detonation, however, wasn’t one of the threats and the sight of two
more even farther away sealed the theory in Lee’s mind that this wasn’t a Saggie
terrorist attack, this was something more. Something that he had heard whispers of
when he was Admiral Esteban Trace’s right-hand man.
He palmed his
communicator and was relieved to see that it still worked. “Bobby!” he said as
soon as his call was answered. “Fire up Silence and get the boys and girls ready for
emergency departure. I’m going to take Baker and LeMay and make sure the
primary is safe. Let me know when we’re ready to lift.”
“Copy, boss,” Lieutenant Robert ‘Bobby” McNair replied, and Lee put the
request out of his mind. McNair was an exceptionally competent officer and
despite being older than he was, had accepted his old friend’s son as his new
commander.
“C’mon, guys, we need to find Morgaine,” Lee said as he turned to the two
young men that were waiting by the CrossCountry.
“Aardvark said she was going to be in town at a school,” Baker offered and used
the nickname they had given Morgaine’s long faced and big eared manager.
“Call up her itinerary and let’s get going,” Lee said and looked over his shoulder
as he climbed into the large, rugged, and well armored CrossCountry. The three
mushroom clouds on the horizon stood like silent sentinels signaling death’s arrival.
“I want to be gear up in thirty minutes…”
Two hours later, they had still not launched, and Lee was both annoyed and
amazed at the grit that Morgaine had displayed when he found her at the Hera
Academy. When she was told about what happened, the young woman refused to
leave until everyone at the school had been evacuated to either Sound of Silence,
Whippet, or one of the other ships still at the town’s small airfield. He had almost

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2344
ordered Baker and LeMay to physically remove her when she pulled him aside, into
the headmaster’s office and explained.
He realized, watching the children and their teachers file onto the busses that he
had…appropriated…from a surplus vehicle lot, that when she told him why this
was so important it was the time when Chryseis Flores, known across the Colonies
as the superstar singer Morgaine, had captured his heart.
“Del,” Morgaine said in her throaty Canceron Uplands’ accent, “I lost my family
when I was four and spent the next fourteen years in an orphanage just like this.
These people, who I’ve never met before today, are as much my family as your
family is to you. The Brothers and Sisters who ran the orphanage I grew up in
believed in me and never gave up on me…just like they never give up on all the
other children. For me to leave them here and run for safety…I couldn’t…and I
could never look myself in the face if I did.”
Lee closed his eyes and nodded, the pain of his parents’ death, the death of his
older brother and sister-in-law, and the realization that he was all that Miguel and
Carmen, his nephew and niece, had left hit him more forcefully than it had when
he had been told of the deaths. What would he do if Mick and Carmen were in
danger? Would he have the fortitude that Morgaine had? He was thankful that they
were safely on Sound of Silence and that for now, he’d never have to learn if he did.
“Ok…” Lee finally said. “We’ll stay until we can get them aboard. Then…” he
looked down at Morgaine’s big brown eyes, “Then we need to get out of here and
find somewhere safe. The reports are that this isn’t a terrorist attack and it isn’t
some sort of civil war, the Cylons have returned and we need to get out of here.”
Morgaine had smiled, nodded, and then rose up on her toes and given him a
quick kiss. “You’re a good man, Fidel Lee,” she had said.
“Boss?” LeMay said and brought Lee back to the present.
Lee blinked and looked at where LeMay stood with a worried looking woman
next to him. She was his mother’s age, her dark hair drawn back in a bun that had
gone messy since the evacuation started and projected a calm strength that he
found comforting. “Yes, Sister…”
“Miska, Sister Miska,” the Sister replied.
children.”

“Captain, we’re missing one of the

“Just one?” Lee asked. “Everyone else is accounted for?”
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Sister Miska nodded. “Yes. Everyone except for Corentin. I think I know where
he is…”
“Ok…Sister, you’re with me, please. LeMay, wrangle Baker and Morgaine
make sure everyone gets back to the ship ok. The XO said he found transport
should hold everyone, so when you get back to the field, get everyone aboard
we’ll be back ASAP,” Lee said and realized that the question he was worried
he’d fail was answered.
“Sister,” he asked a moment later as he held
CrossCountry’s door for her.

and
that
and
that
the

“Where do we need to go?” Lee asked as soon as both he and Sister Miska were
belted into the vehicle.
“The cemetery,” Sister Miska said. “Corey’s family are buried there, and he visits
every day that there isn’t school or when he’s scared.”
“Ok…” Lee said and then narrowed his eyes. “Where is the cemetery?”
Sister Miska smiled and patted his hand. “We’ll be fine, Fidel,” she told him.
“The cemetery is just north of town, follow this road for about four kilometers and it
will be on the right.”
During his years of military service, Lee was exposed to a wide range of people
who held beliefs different from his own. Some were atheists, some were deists,
some were agnostic, some believed in the elements, and some were Monads.
Whenever there was a crisis, he realized, the Monads, not the ones who went
through the motions because it was edgy or taboo to be a Monad, but the true
believers – the ones who took their faith to heart – always seemed to calm down
and handle it better than the others. Granted, those of his own faith showed the
same range of coping ability, but it was comforting to know that rather than falling
apart and becoming a basket case like some he had seen, Sister Miska remained
calm and seemed to draw on her faith for strength.
The short drive took almost twenty minutes due to the traffic, and Lee finally
resorted to driving through peoples’ yards and parking lots to try and get out of
town and reach the cemetery. “There he is,” Sister Miska said shortly after they
drove onto the cemetery grounds and pointed at a cluster of tombstones about a
hundred meters into the graveyard and where a marble angel on a pedestal
appeared to be protecting a small boy curled up at its base.
Lee stopped and got out of the CrossCountry. “By the grace of the gods go I,” he

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2346
muttered to himself and realized that the only difference between the boy at the
base of the statue and himself was that Lee had been an adult when his family had
been taken from him. Despite the need for haste, he slowly walked the twenty or
so meters from the driveway to where the graves were located. “Hey…you have a
lot of people worried about you…” he said as the boy looked up.
“Yeah?” the boy, Corey, sniffed. “The world is ending…why fight it?” he asked
and sniffed again.
Corey looked like he was the same age as Mick and Carmen and when he was
within a meter or so of the boy, Lee squatted down and then sat facing him. “I
know the feeling,” he said softly. “Six months ago, I was working in Perkinston and
two men from a police department over on Canceron came into my office.” He
took a deep breath and willed back the tears before he continued, “They had come
to tell me that my family – my mom, dad, big brother and his wife – had been
killed in a car accident. By that afternoon, my boss, Admiral Trace, had me on a
flight home. I wanted to do what you’re doing…but then I realized that there are
people who care about me that are depending on me fighting to go on.
“You see, my niece and nephew were at a sitter’s when the accident happened
and I realized that as bad as things were for me, they were so much worse for them.
I was an adult and had the benefit of my mom and dad raising me, teaching me,
guiding me…and now I had to do if for Mick and Carmen.”
Corey was quiet for a moment, then looked up and Lee saw the pain and grief
that his niece and nephew had looked at him with mirrored on the boy’s face. “But
what about me? I don’t have anyone?”
“Yes, you do,” Lee said and smiled, sure of what he was going to do. “You have
the Brothers and Sisters from the Academy, and your friends…and you’ve got me.”
“You?” Corey asked. “You don’t even know me.”
“And you don’t know me,” Lee smirked. “We can get to know each other as we
work through this. I’m not saying that I’ll be the best parent or role model, but I
guarantee that I’ll do my best trying.”
“Really?” Corey said and wiped away his tears.
“Yeah…really,” Lee smiled. “Now…” he stood up and offered the boy his hand,
“we need to get going or the Cylons are going stink up the place.”
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“Ok!” Corey smiled and took his hand. “Wow!” he exclaimed. “What’s that?”
Lee turned and saw four ships approaching; his own Sound of Silence, Whippet,
an Intersun car ferry, and an Intersun liner. “That one in the front?” he pointed to
Sound of Silence, “That’s mine…your new home if you want…”
“Too cool!” Corey said, his eyes wide with amazement.
“I took the liberty of telling them to come get us,” Sister Miska said from where
she stood by the CrossCountry.
A few minutes later Lee drove the CrossCountry into Sound of Silence’s landing
bay. His feet were barely on the deck when Morgaine stepped up and hugged him
a moment before he felt Mick and Carmen join in.
“You’re a good man, Fidel Lee,” Morgaine whispered in his ear and as much as
he felt out of his element and overwhelmed by what had happened, those simple
words made him feel a sense of hope.
“There’s someone I want you to meet…” Lee said a moment later after the group
hug ended. “This is Corey, he’s going to be staying with us,” he said and nudged
the boy forward.
“Hi Corey!” Carmen said and offered the boy a hug. “I’m Carmen and this is
my brother, Mick,” she added as Mick stepped forward and offered Corey a fist
bump.
“Hi…” Corey said and returned Mick’s fist bump.
“Sister, Chrys? Could you two take them to the Wardroom while I head to the
bridge to see what the plan is?” Lee asked.
“My pleasure,” Chrys, Morgaine, smiled. “Sister?” she asked.
“Ok, Bobby, what do we have?” Lee asked a minute later as he stepped onto the
flight deck.
“The Cylons are attacking across the Colonies.
President Adar offered a
complete surrender and the offer was nuked before he finished,” McNair explained.
“So…any good news?” Lee inquired as he sat at a workstation and entered his
credentials for access.
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“Afraid not,” McNair told him. “Spirit of Hibernia is good to go, but City of
Bethesda’s FTL just red lined so we can’t jump.”
“Any more bites of the shit sandwich?” Lee chuckled.
McNair shook his head. “No…not at the moment. Though I’ll tell you that your
new girlfriend missed her calling…she should have been a Fleet NCO! When they
got back, she organized everyone and didn’t take shit from anyone.”
“Ah…she’s not…” Lee tried to say.
McNair laughed. “Sure…keep telling yourself that. Better accept the inevitable,
son…you have one of the hottest women in the Colonies on your tail…better just
get a ring.”
“Sure…” Lee said and then noticed Chrys as she stood in the hatchway. “Yes,”
he added as he saw the compassion and emotion radiating from her eyes, “I think
you’re right.” It must have been the right thing because Chrys smiled, winked, and
then stepped back from the hatchway. “For now, set course for Oracle Heights. A
cousin is studying at a local college and the field there should be big enough for us
to put a wrench to Hibernia.
*+*+*+*+*
Leading Trojan Point of the Caprica-Picon binary, battlestar Siren, BS-122
“What do you have, Roger?” Commander Victor Kailo asked Captain Roger
McMurtry, Siren’s navigator. Tensions were high and nerves were frayed as the crew
had a front row seat to the devastation wrought by the Cylons on the worlds of
Helios Alpha. Over the past few hours they had been able to collect some smaller
stragglers that would fit within their shielded flight decks, but most civilian shipping
was either non-existent or had succumbed to the initial attack. So, a dradis hit,
however fleeting, ratcheted things up a bit.
McMurtry turned and frowned at his Commander’s question. “I dunno, sir. I’m
using the low power and LPI dradis to keep our emissions to a controlled
minimum, but we just pinged something that was about our dimensions, but less
massive.”
“It couldn’t be Banshee or any of our escorts, they’re accounted for,” Colonel
Luther Madrigal said and pointed to the plotting board where the approximate
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locations of their stealthy squadron were displayed in relation to their own. “If it’s
not one of ours, and we’re the only stealth squadron in the Fleet…”
“Yeah…that’s what I’m afraid of…” Kailo replied and studied the dradis. “How
long since the last Cylon activity?”
“It’s been more than eight hours, sir,” McMurtry replied. “They all sort of just…
died…about that time. I’m tracking several baseships, but they’re all dead in
space.”
“Please put them on the plot…and plot the location of the bogie as well as it’s
likely course, speed, and location at five-minute intervals,” Kailo requested and
then looked at Madrigal. “Luther, I want you to work with Hedy and prep two
squadrons of Habus for a strike mission…nukes are authorized.”
Madrigal narrowed his eyes for a moment and then nodded. “I’ll make sure it
happens,” he answered.
A moment later, the information Kailo requested was displayed on the plotting
table. “Here we are,” McMurtry said and pointed to the icon representing Siren,
here are the baseships that are nearby, and here is the bogie and my best guess at
its course and future locations.”
“Thanks, Roger, this is what I needed,” Kailo said as he studied the plot and
walked around it to look at the information from a different angle. Finally, after he
saw what he wanted, he arched his eyebrows and met Madrigal’s questioning gaze.
“Want to go hunting, Luther?”
*+*+*+*+*
Vicinity of the Leading Trojan Point of the Caprica-Picon binary, gunstar Kraken
The CIC lighting was dimmed so that the brilliant and vibrant displays would be
easier to view. Imperatoria Principis Ceska Eventine stood at the plot and allowed
her violet gaze to focus on the dradis display. Despite containing the best bleeding
edge technology that the Communion could produce, other than the drifting Cylon
baseships, the dradis didn’t show anything abnormal. Yet…she was on edge. The
primitive part of her mind knew that there was a predator out there and it was
stalking her just as sure wild animals stalked her ancestors back on the long lost
homeworld.
“Are you sure there’s nothing out there?” Ceska asked the navigator.
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“There’s always the possibility that something out there is using one of the Cylon
baseships to mask them, but I haven’t seen any emissions or gotten any valid dradis
hits to indicate anything is out there, Principis,” Lieutenant Yuri Kovacs quickly
replied.
“But your gut tells you otherwise?” Ceska prodded and arched an eyebrow.
Since she had taken command of Kraken, she had discovered that the crew seemed
relieved that the Equals were no longer aboard and that despite her doubts, they
were well trained.
Kovacs slowly nodded, stood, and walked over to the plotting table. Since the
change in command, he was Ceska’s acting executive officer and while at first he
seemed intimidated and nervous in her presence, he had since relaxed and become
a model right hand man. “Yes, ma’am, I do. I can’t put my finger on it, and it
might just be the genocide that we witnessed…” he paused for a moment and
Ceska saw the pain behind his eyes as she realized he must be thinking of what
happened to his own people, his family and friends, just days earlier. “It’s as if
whatever is out there is right at the edge of perception…”
Before he could finish the thought, the dradis suddenly erupted with numerous
alarms. “Nuclear detonations around baseships Delta, Golf, and Lima!” Kovacs
quickly announced. “At least a dozen on each…”
“Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship!” Ceska quickly
ordered and looked at the dradis as the nuclear generated hash disrupted a wedge
more than 100 degrees by 100 degrees.
“Dradis contacts!” Kovacs announced!
engagement envelope! Brace for impact!”

Range 150…they’re within our

Kraken was more than 1600 meters long and shook from bow to stern as five
nuclear detonations rocked the ship.
*+*+*+*+*
“Frakking A, Vic, it worked!” Madrigal swore as he watched the results of Kailo’s
plan unfold on the plotting table.
“When you develop a weapon, you better develop a way to beat it,” Kailo
smirked. “It worked in theory, but this is the first time that we had a chance to put
it to the test in a real situation.” The plan had been deceptively simple, but it
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required a lot of coordination and processing power. The first step was to launch
the two squadrons of Habu stealth fighters followed by half a dozen Ravens. Siren
rolled so that her width would mask the fighters’ jumping away and into the vicinity
of the three targeted baseships. They were followed by the Ravens moving to form
a hexagonal pattern around the battlestar before they used a low powered LPI
wireless datalink to connect with each other and Siren and thus synching their
dradis’ into a massive synthetic aperture array that was more than fifty kilometers
across.
Timing was vital; all elements had to be in position at just the right time and all
had to fire so that their missiles would all detonate at the same time. By hitting
three targets that were behind the bogie, it gave the massive array chance to get
three distinct sensor shadows; the bogie would block, if only for a moment, part of
the destruction of each baseship from appearing, in effect causing blank spots to
resolve. The processing power came into play actually locating and identifying the
shadows and then it was a simple matter of triangulating and finding the bogie. A
valid firing solution was generated and passed back to the Habus which then fired a
spread of missiles.
All in all, Kailo was proud he could give his people a victory on such a dark day.
“Mr. McMurtry, that was outstanding work…my compliments to you and your
team,” Kailo said and looked at the dradis before pursing his lips. “Luther, Cazaux
is still on limited duty, so get Benton and his people, and Cazaux’s, as well as two
companies of Marines on deck. I want to send a boarding party over if we can.”
“On it, Boss,” Madrigal said and began issuing the orders to make it happen.
“Millicent,” Kailo said and walked over to where Specialist Millicent Garfield sat
at the communications station. “Open a channel, narrow beam, low power, and
focused on our bogie over there, and put it on speaker, please.”
“Copy, open a channel, narrow beam, low power, and focused on the bogie,
aye,” Garfield repeated the order and then smiled, “You’re live, sir.”
“Thanks, Millicent,” Kailo said before he took a deep breath and looked at all
the eyes watching him. If it wasn’t for the horrific events earlier in the day, this
would have been an unprecedented event; contact with an extra-Colonial
intelligence.
“Attention unknown vessel, this is the Colonial battlestar Siren, we have a valid
fire control solution on you and will open fire if you do not surrender immediately.
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Please respond,” Kailo demanded in a firm and authoritative voice.
Kailo’s eyes looked at the plotting table and saw that the bogie was not
maneuvering and had assumed a ballistic trajectory. “Come on, answer me, damn
you…” he swore under his breath.
“Attention Colonial battlestar Siren, this is the gunstar Kraken,” a firm, female
voice that spoke of aristocracy and refinement replied. “What are your terms?”
*+*+*+*+*
Ceska looked around the CIC and swallowed her pride as she spoke the words
she had never expected to utter. The Damage Control board was showing that
there were numerous fires throughout the ship, several spaces had been sealed off
to prevent decompression, the primary and secondary fire control dradis’ as well as
the FTL were all off-line; Kraken could maneuver, but she was blind, toothless, and
couldn’t run.
“Kraken, Siren,” the male voice replied over the wireless, “my terms are simple;
I want a complete surrender and for you to receive a prize crew aboard to take
control. You and your executive officer will return to Siren where we’ll figure out
what’s next.”
Ceska looked at Kovacs and shook her head. “The battle may be lost, Yuri, but
that doesn’t mean we’ve lost the war,” she softly told him. “We’ll get through this.”
Kovacs nodded, but even her words couldn’t assuage the look of defeat written
plainly on his face.
“Siren, Kraken, I accept your terms. You may send a prize crew and no
resistance will be offered,” Ceska finally said. Sister, she thought silently, this is a
bit more hands on than you wanted, and for that I apologize…yet…I somehow feel
that this will help us move forward.
“Kraken, Siren, do you need damage control assistance?” the voice from Siren
asked.
The offer surprised Ceska. “Ah…Siren, yes, please. We have several fires and
have already lost several spaces to decompression,” she said and hoped that her gut
feeling was right.
*+*+*+*+*
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“My, that is an evil looking beast,” Lieutenant Troy ‘Gomer’ Johnson said as he
guided the Raven to Kraken’s flight deck.
Standing behind him and with a hand on the pilot’s and copilot’s seats, Major
Galloway Benton couldn’t help but agree. The massive black ship looked like a
double leaf bladed spear, the first and larger spear being capped by a second
smaller leaf bladed spear point. The damage from the nuclear strike was readily
apparent; several blast damaged sections of the hull showed the results of the near
detonations and some were still venting atmosphere.
Despite Marbry Cazaux’s absence, the three members of her team and the three
of his team would handle securing the CIC along with a platoon of Marines. The
other Marines would secure the relevant spaces aboard Kraken and the next wave
would bring the engineers and damage control teams. “Yes, it is evil looking…I
wonder who made it?”
“No clue, Gal, but whoever built it did us a favor by giving it, or at least this
one, a glass jaw,” Gomer replied.
“True that,” Benton said and turned back to the troop compartment where his
team and a squad of Marines waited. “We’re on final and will be on deck in a few
minutes. You know the rules of engagement so I won’t go over them, but I will say
this…until we know what’s what, no one plays Commander Koln, got it?” he asked
to several snickers.
“Gal…” Dana Vervain, one of his compatriots from the Caprica City PD, spoke
up and grinned, “Koln is a guy…what about us girls? That should give us a pass,
eh?”
Benton shook his head and chuckled with the rest of the people in the
compartment. Commander Leopold Koln was character from a popular vid about a
fictitious interstellar government and the adventures of one of its exploration ships.
The running joke was that every episode Koln would romance and bed an exotic
alien female that always seemed to be human, or humanoid, in appearance. “That
goes for everyone…let’s keep the pants zipped, ok?”
“Aw, man, you suck all the fun out of things,” Vervain pouted to more laughs.
This was good, Benton thought, they’re relaxed, they’re gelling together, and no
one is going to be jumpy or quick to pull a trigger.
“We’re on final approach,” Gomer announced over the Raven’s intercom.
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It took a couple minutes to bring the Raven down onto the hangar deck, and
Benton used that for one last gear check. “At least they look like us,” Gomer said
over the intercom. “We’re good to go, you can lower the ramp whenever you’re
ready.”
“Time to make history, boys and girls,” Benton announced and walked to the
back of the Raven and hit the button that would lower the rear ramp. As the ramp
lowered, he stood at the edge of the cargo deck with his suppressed M-22 held
across his chest in a casual, but ready position. What he saw as the ramp exposed
more of the hangar wasn’t what he expected.
The hangar looked like every other hangar he had been in over the years with
the only real differences being the uniforms and small craft. And then he saw
something that he had never seen before and felt his breath catch in his throat.
Standing across from the lowered ramp were two officers, one male and one
female. The male was dressed in a uniform that was similar to what he saw on the
deck crews, but the female wasn’t even close to the others. She stood just about
two meters tall, had lustrous raven hair held high in a waterfall that allowed the tips
to fall just below her shoulders, and had violet eyes set in an exquisitely beautiful
face with flawless porcelain skin. Her uniform was different from the others, being
dark indigo or purple that reminded him of the aura between the night sky and a
forest and was cut in a style visibly different from anything worn in the Colonial
Fleet or displayed by anyone else on the deck.
“Major Galloway Benton, permission to come aboard?” Benton finally asked
after a pregnant pause that he used to get his mind back under control.
“Permission granted, Major Benton,” the female said, playing the perfect host as
if this wasn’t a flight deck after a one-sided battle where she was surrendering her
ship. “I am Imperatoria Principis Ceska Eventine and this is my executive officer,
Lieutenant Yuri Kovacs, and I formally surrender Kraken to your care.”
*+*+*+*+*
Ceska observed the Colonial officer as he stepped off the black transport’s rear
ramp and onto Kraken’s hangar deck. He wasn’t what she expected, dressed in
black battledress and combat harness with a suppressed rifle slung easily on his
chest and ready for immediate use. Benton walked with purpose and met her
violet gaze with one that was just as intense as the aura he seemed to radiate.
“Please forgive my lack of knowledge regarding your rank structure,” Benton
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said formally. “Should I call you Imperatoria, Principis, Ceska, Eventine, or a
combination? Simply saying, ‘hey you’ doesn’t seem like the best first step.”
A smile reflexively touched the corners of Ceska’s mouth. “It depends on how
formal you wish to be. Principis Ceska or just Ceska will be fine,” she told him.
“Ceska it is,” Benton replied and held out his right hand.
Benton, but Major will be fine.”

“Major Galloway

Ceska took his hand and nodded. She was, after all, the one who surrendered.
“Welcome to Kraken, Major. I assure you that no resistance will be offered as you
secure the ship.”
“Thank you, Ceska,” Benton said and looked around. “Who are you people?
Nothing here is Colonial, though you appear to have a similar level of technology.
And you certainly aren’t Cylons.”
“This is a warship belonging to the Meropian Communion,” Ceska offered and
omitted her own special details.
Benton looked around as his team and the Marines fanned out and waited for
his orders. “They might be,” he stated and swept his eyes around the hangar, “but
who are you?”
The smile returned to Ceska’s face and she offered an acknowledging nod.
“Perceptive, Major. I will explain all in detail, but perhaps we should see to
ensuring that the damage is contained?”
“The engineers and damage control teams are on their way. For now, I would
like to take possession of your logs and then escort you and your XO back to Siren.
Your second officer can manage your crew while you are away.” Ceska stiffened
and Benton must have picked up on the change in her body language when he
added, “You won’t be shown to a cell; the Commander would like to have a few
words with you and then make arrangements to for our next moves.”
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, orbit of Saga, Thule Fleet Shipyards, Colonial battlestar Galactica,
BS-1075
Commander Rupert Gath rubbed the weariness out of his eyes and looked at the
clock on the wall. Another hour had passed and there still hadn’t been any word
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from the meeting over on Hecate. The communique had been brief; “Be prepared
for a Commander’s meeting upon completion of our meeting on Hecate.” It had
been sent two hours ago, shortly after Admiral Chase’s fleet had suddenly jumped
in-system.
And now it was hurry up and wait. And review damage control reports. At least
the station’s engineering teams were as good as their reputation and the damage
Galactica had taken during her first engagement was quickly being repaired.
His wandering mind was snapped back to the present when the intercom
sounded. “Commander?” Corporal Bo Towers, one of the Marines stationed outside
the hatch to his quarters, asked.
“I have a courier here with some urgent
dispatches. Shall I pass them through?”
“Please do, Bo. Any scuttlebutt on when we’re going to head back?” Gath asked
the Marine.
“Afraid not, Commander…the grapevine is quieter than a mouse hiding from a
cat,” Towers replied as Gath heard the hatch open.
The sound of footsteps stopped, and Gath looked up and blinked several times
to make sure that he wasn’t seeing an apparition. “Bethany?”
His daughter, Bethany, who he hadn’t seen for more than a year snapped to
attention, her eyes glassy with tears that threatened to spill over, “Ensign Bethany
Gath, reporting as ordered with dispatches and regards from Admiral Chase.”
Gath stood and tried to keep his emotions in check; it was the darkest day in
Colonial history and the gods had returned his daughter to him safe and sound. “I
am so glad to see you!” he said as he hugged his daughter as if she had returned
from the dead.
“I’m glad to see you, too, Daddy,” Bethany said as she hugged him back.
“Let me look at you,” Gath managed to say and held her at arm’s length. “You’re
an Ensign?” he asked.
Bethany nodded. “Admiral Chase approved my request to be a Midshipman
and she commissioned me just before I came over.”
Gath blinked the tears from his eyes and sniffed. “I am so proud of you…I just
wish your mother could be here to see you.”
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“Mom?” Bethany asked, the word said hesitantly and to Gath’s ear, with a hint of
fear.
“Shortly after you left…” Gath took a deep breath and motioned her to one of
the sofas. “Shortly after you left…Bethany, your mom had a massive stroke and
never recovered.”
“Mom’s…dead?” Bethany slowly said.
“Yes…It was sudden, no warning, and the doctors said that she didn’t feel
anything,” Gath told his daughter who had her arms wrapped around her body.
“I’m so sorry, honey…”
“So much death,” Bethany finally managed to say.
everyone, but at least we still have each other.”

“So many have lost

Her comment caught Gath off guard. “You know about the Colonies and the
Cylon’s return?”
Bethany nodded. “It isn’t just the Colonies, it’s the Communion and Earth, too,”
she explained and sounded far older, far more mature, than the daughter Gath
remembered.
“Earth? The Communion?” Gath asked. Earth, he had heard of, it was a legend,
but what was the Communion?
“Daddy, a lot of things have happened since we left…we have met people that
we never knew existed…and thanks to Admiral Chase, we’re all friends,” Bethany
stated. “I think Admiral Chase wanted me to tell you about this, I know she didn’t
tell me not to…” she explained and paused, narrowing her eyes in thought. “Until
they make the announcement, please…” she met Gath’s gaze, “please don’t say
anything to anyone about it, ok?”
Gath nodded. He could never refuse his daughter, especially now that she had
returned. “Of course…”
Slowly and methodically, Bethany explained the events as she knew them, from
stopping at the Romani fleet, to meeting the Communion, to meeting the Earth
Union refugees, to meeting the gods at Olympus. Then, she told her father about
the Cylon attack on the Communion and the genocide that ensued.
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“I know there is more going on, but this is what I know,” Bethany finished and
took a deep breath. “I wish I had better news.”
“You’re here, you’re healthy, and right now,” Gath said and smiled at his
daughter, “that is keeping all the horror at a distance.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“I apologize for stepping away for a few minutes,” Admiral Countess Seralanna
Chase said after she and President Windsor returned to the lounge that was hosting
the family reunion and what she hoped was the starting point of making official
what the fleets had been operating under since the Colonials first met the
Communion. “I needed to tend to some ship’s business and now that it is
completed,” she took a deep breath and looked at her extended family and those
who had become as family to her, “I need to ask whether there is any formal
continuity of government past the Fleet level?”
Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and Defender of the Hibernian Marches sadly
nodded. “Until we determine otherwise, I am acting President of the Colonies.”
This will hopefully make things easier, Chase thought. “Then I need to formally
request that the agreements that I made with the Communion and Earth Union, as
well as Olympus…” She paused and hoped her next words would be received if
not positively, then at least neutrally. “And the Holy Mother of the Monads and a
splinter faction of the Cylons be recognized and honored.”
“Say again?” Searlait asked. “You said both the Monads and the Cylons?”
“It is a long story and one that, while I am privy to it, I think it would be better if
you heard it directly from them,” Chase said slowly, picking her words carefully.
“The Cylons aren’t the chrome toasters that we expected, they’ve…evolved. Some
of them were against the genocide and have put principle before race and sought
us out for a parlay. At the moment, I have accepted and would like them to explain
their actions to you.”
Searlait looked at Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield. “Charles?”
Charles looked deep in thought and then nodded. “I want to talk to them, Shar.
I look at Alessa and know that Equals can change, and then I think of my Aunt
Ivelynn who helped raise me…and I know that there is good in everyone,
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regardless of their origins. And…” he paused a moment and arched his eyebrows,
“right now we need allies.”
“Admirals?” Searlait said and directed her gaze to where Admirals Griffith
Deguya and Cyrus Vought were sitting with Ava sandwiched between them.
“I trust Sera, Your Highness,” Deguya said. “If she says we should, then I think
we should. Cy?”
Vought nodded. “I agree with Griff. We gave Sera a lot of authority when she
departed, and it looks like she’s used it to good effect. I see no reason to doubt her
intentions or judgment.”
“Then we are agreed,” Searlait said. “I just wanted to make sure that we were
all on the same page. Sera, I think it is time to bring everyone home; send a courier
to request that the rest of the fleet comes here to Saga.”
Chase nodded and let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding. “I will
take care of it immediately,” she said and walked over to the intercom on the wall
and picked it up.
“CIC,” Colonel Constance deWinter said a moment later. “How are things?”
“Going well, Connie. Please raise Colonel Ross over on Themis and patch him
through to me and then stay on the line.”
“Wait one…” deWinter said and the line went quiet for several long seconds. “I
have him,” she said and broke the silence.
“Admiral Chase, Colonel Ross,” Colonel Baxter Ross said amidst the cracks and
pops from the scrambled wireless.
“Bax, I need you to return to the fleet and extend an invitation from myself, the
Colonies, and Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and President of the Colonies for
everyone to jump to Saga’s trailing Trojan point. Also, please ask for Nike,
Aphrodite, the Holy Mother, and Tanith to join us on Hecate. I’m not sure where
we’ll have the actual meetings, but for now we’ll keep things in house.”
“It’s a go?” Ross asked, excitement evident in his voice.
“It’s a go, Bax. Let’s bring everyone home, or to their new homes, and start
putting things back together,” Chase told him, her voice betraying the hope she felt.
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“Affirmative, Admiral!” Ross replied. “I’ll leave as soon as we get spun up.”
“Fair winds and following seas, Bax,” Chase told him before she heard the
cracks and pops disappear. “You get all that, Connie?”
“Yeah…this is going to be one hell of a bar-b-que…” deWinter chuckled. “I’ll
handle things on this end.”
“Good…and thanks. Now it’s back to the meeting,” Chase said and hung up.
Chase walked back to where everyone was seated and sat down. “They should
be here within the half hour,” she said. “Connie will coordinate with Traffic
Control and let them know that a large fleet will be jumping into the tailing Trojan
point and that they are both expected and friendly.”
“We’re going to want to talk with them before we break this to the rest of the
Fleet and population,” Charles said. “We can use Hecate?”
“Yes, I anticipated that would be what you wanted to do,” Chase told her father.
“In the near term, we will have a lot more civilian refugees to settle and ships to
integrate into the Fleet.”
“What we have has worked,” Admiral Leonardo Galva spoke up. “I think that
we should adopt the foundations that have served the expeditions so far and use
them.”
“It’s been a long time since I wore the uniform, and even then, I was an
intelligence officer,” Searlait explained. “I’m not going to micromanage and
instead I’ll just say that I leave the integration to you…just make sure it works.”
“If it works now, I don’t see why it won’t work in the future,” Deguya agreed.
“Sean?”
Admiral Sean Marlowe nodded. “I agree,” he answered in his laid-back drawl
characteristic of El Dorado natives. “I know that yard space is at a premium, but
we do have three large graving docks with us, so if we can tap your supplies and
resources, we can add those to the maintenance assets for all our ships.”
“Done,” Vought told him. “Glad to have you with us, Sean.”
“This isn’t what we were expecting, but I’m glad to be here, too,” Marlowe told
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him.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Armistice Line, the Islands Cluster, Joyeuse, Dagger March
Highlands
“You realize this might not be one of the smartest things you’ve ever done?”
Albany asked from the Raptor’s co-pilot’s station. “While I know I’ll resurrect, I
really don’t want to deal with the pain and hassle if it’s possible to avoid such…
unpleasantness.”
Ismail chuckled and nodded. “I understand, brother…that’s why you may
remain in the Raptor until they either decide to listen or…” he shrugged. “Well,
the other option.”
“You’re sure you can find them?” Albany asked.
“Yes, I know where one of their primary settlements is located and rather than
dance around the issue, I’m just going to land and wait for them. They’ll show up,”
Ismail confidently declared and banked the stubby craft so that it would follow the
lush valley. “We must remember that they will not only be listening to what we say
but watching what we do. Since the occupation more than forty years ago, they’ve
been living hand to mouth and scavenging the ruins for supplies, spares, and
anything that might make life a little easier. We’re going to make sure that they
have enough supplies to…well, to survive and hopefully thrive.”
“Just remember that we have an appointment that we need to keep later,”
Albany advised.
“I do…and I will,” Ismail said as he leveled the Raptor and started looking for
landmarks. “We have a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it. It’s only a matter of
time before a defense is developed to protect the ships from whatever it is the
Colonials developed, and once that happens both John and Lucien are going to go
on a rampage. We need to have all this done before then if we want any chance of
success.”
“I know…I was thinking about something…and now that we’re here, away from
the others, I want you to consider it…” Albany slowly said.
Ismail turned and regarded his older looking brother through narrowed eyes.
“What is it? I’ve seen that look before.”
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“It is a thought…and I don’t even know if it is possible or just what its effects
would be,” Albany replied, not answering the question.
“Out with it…” Ismail prodded.
Albany took a deep breath and slowly nodded. “This is where we find out
whether we’re really being honest with each other,” he began. “I want to hack the
Hub network.”
“Hack the network? Why?” Ismail asked, his curiosity right and truly captured
by Albany’s statement.
“To end the cycle, end the war, and to pull the plug on some deviants,” Albany
chuckled. “I want to hack the Hub network and send kill signals to certain…
people…and then flag them to be boxed. They’ll simply drop over, dead, and no
one will know what happened to them.”
“And how would that end the cycle or the war?” Ismail prodded and forced his
focus to remain on flying the little transport.
“If we remove key elements of the Ones, Threes, and Fives we will effectively
decapitate the genocide agitators. Granted, it will probably be a majority of them,
and if I am being honest, to be safe it should be all of them, with them out of the
picture we will be able to sue for peace,” Albany explained.
“While I’m all for it,” Ismail said and pursed his lips. “I’m not sure the
Colonials…or the Communion…will go along. What we did, brother, it was
unforgivable.”
“I know…” Albany said and broke the silence that had descended on them after
Ismail’s statement. “That is why we need to handle this carefully and…” he
nervously looked over his shoulder and grinned. “Old habits die hard,” he
chuckled. “No, for this to work we need to get the Colonials to buy in, to feel like
they’re involved.”
“If they buy in, as you say,” Ismail countered, “Won’t they already be involved?”
Albany nodded. “Yes, and this is where we need to do what the humans call
‘soul searching’…we need to accept that we would essentially be giving them the
keys to the kingdom…they could shut us all down.”
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“Hmm…I can see how that might result in a day full of suck for us,” Ismail said
and arched his eyebrows. “First things first, however; we need to get through this
parlay and then the other engagement, and then we can see about giving them the
switch that will turn us off like light bulbs.”
“Agreed…” Albany said a moment before the overgrown ruins of a sprawling
city came into view. “This is it?” he asked.
“Yep…Before the Uprising this was a city of perhaps 250,000…” Ismail
explained. “Now, its underground holds the largest population of humans on the
planet, and probably in the cluster.”
“How many?” Albany asked.
“Perhaps four thousand or so,” Ismail replied and guided the Raptor to a paved
area that was slowly being reclaimed by the native vegetation. “This used to be a
parking lot for the mass transit station over there,” he pointed out the window to an
overgrown and partially collapsed building that was almost the size of a
professional pyramid stadium. “The place looked amazing in the pictures I’ve seen;
it had three levels of maglev – underground, ground level, and elevated, and
coordinated busses and even some aero-commuter craft on rooftop pads.”
Albany slowly, sadly shook his head. “And then we had to stink it up,” he said
sadly.
“Mankind is not the only one who buys hubris at the market,” Ismail said and
landed the Raptor. “Now, I open the door, get out the lawn chair, and wait.”
“That’s it?” Albany asked, surprise evident in his voice. “That’s your plan?”
“Well, I did bring a portable grill, one of those little hibachis, and will grill some
burgers if they don’t show up right away,” Ismail grinned.
“Brother, I say this in the kindest way possible,” Albany began, “you’ve gone
native.”
“Yep…it’s hard to beat a good fire grilled burger,” Ismail replied and slipped out
of the pilot’s seat and opened the side hatch. Five minutes later he had his lawn
chair setup next to the wing and the hibachi’s coals were lit and starting the burn
down process.
Tired of waiting inside, Albany carried the cooler out onto the wing and then
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brought out his own lawn chair. “I can’t let you face the peril alone, brother,” he
said when Ismail looked at him and raised an eyebrow.
They had just put half a dozen burger patties on the hibachi when Ismail heard a
twig snap. A smile slowly touched his lips and he tapped Albany on the shoulder
before softly telling him, “They’re here. Most likely they have two or three shooters
on each of us, so…just stay cool.”
“Naturally…however,” Albany took a deep breath and inhaled the aroma of
cooking burgers, “now I’m hungry so let’s be neighborly and invite them to join
us?”
Ismail tried to hold the laugh but failed. A deep hearty laugh competed with
sound from the sizzling meat. “I know you’re out there,” he said in a loud, deep
voice. It wasn’t a shout, just a man talking loudly who knew that his audience
would hear him. “We’re here to parlay and talk, and I promise no harm will come
to you…we just want to talk. And…” a half smile came to his face, “I made extra,
have more, and am willing to share.”
He heard the footsteps behind him, coming around the rear of the Raptor, and
his mind flashed back to the last time someone had come up behind him. It was a
painful memory. “It is just the two of us and we left any weapons in the ship,”
Ismail said in a more conversational voice.
A woman stepped out from behind the Raptor and walked to the wing’s trailing
edge. “I’m surprised you came back,” she said, and Ismail couldn’t restrain the
smile when he saw his rifle cradled in her hands. She was dressed in green cargo
pants and a khaki t-shirt, and the belt around her waist carried a holstered sidearm
and several spare magazines for both the pistol and the rifle.
“Things have changed, and I have changed along with them,” Ismail replied and
then pointed to the hibachi. “I need to flip the burgers, so they don’t burn,” he
added almost as an afterthought.
*+*+*+*+*
Sini Lee cocked her head and looked at the…thing…she had killed several
weeks earlier. He, no, it was either insane, a masochist, toying with them again, or
had some other plan in mind. “Flip your burgers,” she said and instantly berated
herself. What the frack kind of comment was that? She wasn’t at a cookout; she
had two Cylon biologicals on her home turf with half a dozen shooters aimed in on
them. She should just give the order to fire but…
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…but her gut occasionally overrode her common sense and she had decided to
talk to them.
The younger looking Cylon flipped the burgers and then stood back up. “We
will no longer persecute you or your people,” he finally said.
“What?” Sini asked incredulously. The Cylons had made life a living hell for so
long that it seemed like it had always been that way. Only some of the older
survivors remembered how it was before they came…before they killed the colony.
“May I tell you a story?” the young looking Cylon asked. “I promise, if when I’m
done you want to put a bullet between my eyes, I’ll stand here and won’t resist.”
He looked at the older Cylon who had stood to join him. “Same for Albany.”
It couldn’t hurt, the
was a big part of why
Listen to what it has to
smiled at the voice’s
guarantees.”

little voice that sometimes helped her make decisions, and
she had survived her first encounter with the Cylon, said.
say…then, if you don’t like it, we off ‘em… Sini reflexively
antics.
“Ok…” she finally said.
“I’ll listen, but no

The younger Cylon offered her a half bow. “Thank you. We were never
introduced…before…” he said. “I am Ismail, and unlike my brethren I have always
walked my own path; thus, I think differently and chose to appear different than my
brothers. For this story to make sense, we need to go back to before the Cylons
were first created. There were two divergent thoughts when it came to the divine;
was there one god for everything and everyone, or were there many gods who
personified different aspects and may hold sway over certain sects?”
“You mean the Monads and the Polys?” Sini asked, though it came out as more
of a statement than as a question.
“Exactly,” Ismail answered and glanced down at the sizzling burgers. “Just a few
more minutes,” he muttered and then looked back at Sini. “I’m not sure what you
know about the Monad faith, but when you read their holy scriptures, it is
essentially a religion that stresses peace, love, and compassion. The early Cylons
were sentient, ‘differently sentient’ as one prophetess put it, and adhered to a
militant interpretation of the Monad faith. Not as militant as the STO, mind you,
but militant none the less.
“The Uprising happened and to end the war, the Cylons were given what they
most desired, to be able to physically follow their faith’s teachings,” Ismail
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explained. “In short, they were given biological bodies, like Albany and I have.”
He paused a moment and poked the burgers and briefly shook his head.
“And then things went off the rails,” Ismail said sadly. “I’ll spare you a history
lesson in Cylon politics, but ‘The Plan’,” he finger quoted the words and mocked
them with his tone, “was slowly changed, often without discussion and soon a
certain group of Cylons began ruling by fiat through the use of fear and coercion.
We lost our way…we lost…our morality.” Ismail closed his eyes and Sini could see
that whatever he was remembering had to have been painful based on the look his
face had on it. “The decision was made to return to the Colonies, not to conquer
but to commit genocide.”
Sini started to comment but Ismail held up two fingers to stop her. “We went
along with it, to disagree, or to disagree too strongly, would result in us being
boxed…think of it like going to sleep, never dreaming, and just not…” he
shrugged, “being. That was what we faced. I am ashamed to say, now, that I
allowed others to make the stand I should have,” he looked at Albany, “that we
should have. There is a schism going on within the Cylons; some of us yearn for
life, for reconciliation, while others seek to destroy, to kill, and exterminate all
human life.”
Ismail knelt down and poked the burgers and smiled. “Do you want cheese on
yours? We have some other stuff in the cooler as well as some potato salad and
pasta salad,” he offered.
Sini blinked. This was surreal; the Cylon was offering her a sandwich, and cold
salads! What. The. Actual. Frak? “Ah, cheese is fine…” she found herself saying
and knowing that her little voice agreed with her decision. A moment later, after
the Cylons had taken a bite of their sandwiches, she took a bite and allowed the
taste to wash over her tongue as she chewed. For a manufactured, psychopathic
killer, she had to give the Cylon credit; he grilled a damned good burger.
“I seem to remember you wanting to kill me not so long ago,” Sini said after her
third bite as she now sat on the wing.
“Yes…my deepest apologies,” Ismail sincerely offered. “I discovered someone I
long thought dead was alive and he opened my eyes…showed me the error of my
ways,” he said introspectively. “What has happened, what the Ones want to
happen, is a sin so great that there is no way that God will ever forgive us. Albany
and I, and some others, have chosen not to take part in the genocide and have
decided to do what we can to prevent it from being successful. We may be
damned, but it won’t be for lack of penance.”
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Sini sat back and tried to absorb what she had heard. Her gut told her to give
the signal and have her people drop the Cylons where they stood. But you know
that isn’t the right course of action, her little voice told her. Do the right thing, the
voice urged. This cycle of death and destruction must end, but it can only happen
if we act bravely, not out of fear.
“Gods damnit, I hate when you’re right,” Sini swore quietly.
“Huh?” Ismail asked and arched an eyebrow curiously.
Sini shook her head. “I was talking to myself…” she muttered as way of
explanation. She set aside the paper plate, the potato and pasta salads had been
every bit as good as the burger, then stood. “I guess you’re going to want your rifle
back?” she asked.
Ismail smiled and shook his head.
hands.”

“No; you keep it, it looks good in your

*+*+*+*+*
“So, if you’re not going to hunt us anymore, why did you come here to tell us?”
Sini asked pointedly.
It was a question that Ismail had been expecting and was waiting for, “Partly to
tell you that you don’t have to worry about us trying to kill you, partly because it
was the right thing to do, and partly to let you know that I have arranged for
supplies to be delivered. Despite the armistice agreement that put the Islands
Cluster ‘behind the line’ and within our territory, certain elements with the Colonial
government and several colony governments have repeatedly tried to make landfall
here to contact you.
“Their attempts failed and those that weren’t destroyed were captured and
placed in a far orbit. We have arranged for several of the ships to be grounded so
that you can access the supplies.”
“Will we be able to leave?” Sini asked.
Ismail looked at Albany who nodded. “If you wish, though I wouldn’t suggest
returning to the Colonies at this point…our brethren have been throwing a tantrum
there and it isn’t a healthy place to be at the moment.”
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“I think what they’re doing qualifies as a bit more than a ‘throwing a tantrum’,”
Sini said and seemed to come to a decision. “You’re going to have to plead your
case to the Governor, and to do that you’re going to need to come with me.”
“Ok…” Albany replied before Ismail could answer. “We figured waiting for you
to show up would be a better plan than setting up some stadium speakers and
demanding, ‘take us to your leader!’.”
Sini smirked. “That probably would have gotten you shot where you stood.
However, to do this, you’re going to have to be blindfolded…”
Ismail nodded slowly, understanding Sini’s caution. “Trust but verify?” he asked.
“More like ‘stack the deck in my favor’,” Sini told him. “We’ll skip wrapping
you with det-cord…too much chance of collateral damage if we off you that way.”
“Albany,” Ismail said and struck a dramatic pose that wouldn’t have been out of
place in a Piconese romantic vid, “I think I’m in love!”
“Yeah…” Albany rolled his eyes. “If you get me killed, I’d say I’d haunt you,
but…”
“We will behave,” Ismail said, becoming serious again. “Do what you need to
do, Sini. We have been under your control since we landed.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Illustrious, BS-275
“What’s going on?” Commander Declan Kincaid asked as he entered the CIC.
“We received notification from Traffic Control to move to a location near the
trailing Trojan point that the there will be incoming traffic…” Colonel Olivia
Vendee told him and allowed her voice to trail off.
“What aren’t you telling me, Olivia?” Kincaid asked, noticing the combination
of excitement and apprehension that his XO seemed to be radiating.
“We were told, via Priority Channel, that most of the incoming traffic would not
be Colonial,” Vendee finally said.
Kincaid narrowed his eyes.

“What are you talking about?
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Colonial traffic out there is Cylon…”
Vendee took a deep breath and nodded. “Two days ago, even yesterday, I
would have agreed,” she said quietly. “But now Admiral Chase is back and who
knows what she found out there.”
As much as the Cylon attack hours before changed the course of Colonial
history, Kincaid was getting a feeling in the pit of his stomach that as horrific as it
was, it wouldn’t hold a candle to what was approaching. “Bring the ship to Action
Stations and set Condition One throughout…just to be safe,” he added when he
saw Vendee’s questioning look. “Even if they are Admiral Chase’s friends, I refuse
to ever be in a position where I’m caught with my pants down.”
“Copy that,” Vendee said and then carried out his orders.
“Heather, do you have the course laid in and plotted?” Kincaid asked Lieutenant
Heather Blaine, Illustrious’ navigator.
“Affirmative, Commander,” Blaine replied.
word.”

“Just waiting on you to give the

“The word is given…though I wonder if might call down to the Doc and ask for
something to lower my blood pressure…just in case,” Kincaid said and tried to
lighten the mood with a bit of humor.
“Copy, the word is given,” Blaine replied and repeated the order. “Our ETA is
20 minutes.”
“What do you think we’ll find?” Vendee asked a few minutes later.
Kincaid shrugged. “I dunno, Liv,” he replied. “I wish I did. For all we know she
might have found Pathfinder…”
“Wouldn’t that be a joke on us…the most advanced research ship ever built
suddenly shows up when we need warships,” Vendee chuckled. “It would answer
the questions about it, though.”
“That it would,” Kincaid agreed. “What I want to know is why are they having
them jump so far out, the Trojans are a good clip away, if they’re friendly?”
“We’ll find out shortly,” Vendee told him and they both looked at the short range
dradis that swept a clear zone for 500,000 kilometers except for the ten pings from
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the combat air patrol that accompanied the massive battlestar.
“Commander?” Blaine asked several minutes later.
“What is it, Heather?” Kincaid replied.
“We’re in the vicinity of the Trojans…” the navigator replied.
“Thank you, please put us into a holding pattern until whatever happens,
happens,” Kincaid told her and then turned to Vendee. “Now we wait.”
For two minutes he watched the dradis sweep a 360-degree by 360-degree
sphere around Illustrious with the only returns being the CAP. Without warning, the
dradis suddenly started pinging off new contacts and Kincaid felt his blood go cold
as the number of returns flooded the display.
“Dradis contacts!” Blaine announced calmly. “We have a couple Colonial
transponders mixed in with them…Andromeda, Hydra, Persephone, Kali…and
their support groups. But…Commander?”
“Yes…” Kincaid asked, trying to force himself to breath as he prayed to all the
gods he could name that the fleet jumping in was friendly.
“I’m getting some very odd transponder returns,” Blaine replied. “I’m seeing
Colonial, something identifying as Meropian Communion, Carian…my gods…”
She looked up at Kincaid with a look of disbelief on her face. “Sir, I’m also getting
transponders from the Earth Union and Olympus…”
“Is that all?” Kincaid managed to ask and hoped he sounded as in control as he
wanted.
“No…we’ve also got something identifying as Unity and…oh my gods…Sir,
some of those are Cylon transponders.”
“Uriah,” Kincaid turned to Specialist Uriah Gleeson, “Make sure that we’re
sending this back to Saga…just send the raw feed. Olivia, launch the Alert-5 and
let’s see what is going to…
“Commander?” Gleeson asked. “We’re being hailed.”
“Put it on down…no,” Kincaid changed his mind. If his people were going to
get steamrollered by baddies from the deep black that somehow pulled the wool
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over Chase’s eyes, he wanted them to know what was happening.
speaker, please.”

“Put it on

“Copy, on speaker,” Gleeson replied.
“Illustrious, this is Hydra Actual,” a voice announced over the wireless. “Please
respond.”
“Hydra, this is Illustrious Actual, is that you Van?” Kincaid asked.
“Deck, good to see you made it through,” Commodore Vannevar Bovee’s voice
replied over the speakers. “We’re going to hold station here for the present, but in
about half an hour or so, Hydra is going to join Themis and we’re going to meet
with whoever is over on Thule Station.”
“I was just sent out to put the welcome light on,” Kincaid replied. “Can you tell
me what’s going on?”
“Not on an open line, even if it is scrambled,” Bovee said and chuckled. “I’m
still trying to come to grips with everything myself.”
“You know about the Cylons?” Kincaid asked. “You know what they’ve done?”
“Yes…” Bovee replied. “Are we secure?”
Kincaid pursed his lips and gestured to the handset in front of Vendee before he
picked up his own. The speakers went silent and he heard the crackle and hiss of
the deep space wireless in his ear. “We are now.”
“You’re going to need to trust me on this, Deck,” Bovee began and sounded as
serious as Kincaid had ever heard him. “I’m going to send over some images, these
are for your, your XO’s, and some trusted Marines’ eyes only. You will need to do a
facial recognition search on your crew manifest and detain anyone, and I mean
*anyone*,” he stressed the last word, “who matches. Detain them and hold them in
the brig until further notice.”
“What are you talking about?” Kincaid demanded.
good crew into the brig for no reason.”

“I’m not going to throw

“You know about the Equals?” Bovee asked.
“Yes,” Kincaid replied.
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“The Cylons have human bodies, too,” Bovee said and Kincaid felt all the heat
drain from his body.
Kincaid blinked twice. “What?”
“They may not even know they’re Cylons, but they are. You should have the
image files now…you’ll need to use your command access code to personally
decrypt them.”
“Frak me…” Kincaid swore. “Just what are we dealing with?”
“Something that has been thousands of the years in the making…” Bovee
explained simply. “I promise you that we’ll split a bottle as soon as we can…there
are some people that I can’t wait to introduce you to.”
“They’re not from around here?” Kincaid asked and tried to shake off the chill
that was permeating his bones.
“You could say that,” Bovee said easily.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
The old saying, “When war starts, colonels become commanders and
commanders become admirals,” echoed through Vice Admiral Countess Seralanna
Chase’s mind as she studied her reflection on the glass covering the framed
lithograph of “Pegasus’ Charge”, a copy of the original that hung in the atrium of
the Fleet Headquarters on Picon. The Admirals’ diamonds were offset by the silver
piping around her collar and together indicated her new rank.
At the end of the family gathering, Admiral Deguya had stood and said that he
had an announcement to make and that someone here was out of uniform. “With
the advice of the Admiralty and the consent of the President, Seralanna Chase is
promoted to the rank of Vice Admiral with all the duties and benefits that come
with the rank. Congratulations, Sera, you earned it,” the old Admiral had said
before her family began congratulating her.
“Time to show their faith wasn’t misplaced,” she muttered to herself and entered
the Flag briefing room. “Thank you all for coming,” Chase said as she walked to
the head of the large circular conference table that now dominated the center of
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the room. Several rows of stadium seats encircled the room along the wall, though
today they were empty as this first briefing was for principals only, and the
upcoming fleet wide briefing would be televised; there wouldn’t be staff discussion
at either so the need for support staff was minimal.
Chase walked to the last empty seat at the table and paused behind the chair.
Her ice blue eyes swept the faces of the thirty people already seated. “Ladies and
gentlemen, thank you for coming; we have a lot to talk about…”
“You could say that again,” Searlait quipped just loud enough to be heard.
There were several chuckles from around the table and Chase met her
Godmother’s eyes and nodded thanks. That simple comment had broken the ice
and now it was time to make sure everyone knew who was sitting at the table.
“I am your hostess, Vice Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase, and as I call out
your name, please stand for a moment for recognition,” Chase started. “From the
Twelve Colonies of Kobol…Searlait II, Empress of Virgon and President of the
Colonies, Admiral Griffith Deguya, Admiral Cyrus Vought, Charles Chase, Duke of
Westfield, Vice Admiral Josephus Gaitlin, General Booker Quinn, General Elijah
Carver, Commander Warren Bachism, Commodore Vannevar Bovee, and
Commander Prentiss Abbot.
“From the Meropian Communion, Grand Admiral Leonardo Galva, Admiral
Giovanna Cassidine, Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos, Admiral Richmond Emory,
Admiral Morton Thrush, Admiral Stefan Beauliere, and Madigina.
“From the Earth Union, President Patrick Windsor, Vice Admiral Sean Marlowe,
Admiral Hannah Marlowe, Admiral Bannister Carlisle, and Admiral Eric
Wellington.”
So far, the spirit of acceptance had prevailed; the Communion and Earth Union
representatives seemed to be welcomed as long-lost brothers and sisters whose
existence was just realized. The next two people might cause a bit of a hurdle.
“Forty years ago, some of our fellows chose a self-imposed exile at the end of the
war. We put a lot of blame on them for what happened during the war, some even
blamed them for the Uprising. The answer is more nuanced and complex, but they
have asked to be welcomed back to the Colonial family,” Chase explained and
paused as she studied the faces of the Colonial officers.
“Their story will be theirs to tell, and it is quite a story,” Chase continued. “I will
say this before I introduce the next two people; amnesty has been a time-honored
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tradition in Colonial warfare since the day we landed on Gemenon. Two groups
would fight, and one would win while the other would request amnesty. Amnesty
was an acceptance that bad things, criminal things, had been done in the name of
their faction, and that they weren’t asking for the slate to be wiped clean and the
record to say that nothing happened, but rather that they accepted what happened
and were asking to rejoin society so that the healing could begin.
“Amnesty has been requested and I granted it conditionally; the President had to
agree to it when we returned. The President has agreed, and Amnesty has been
granted to the Monads who wish to rejoin our society. Seated next to my father is
the Holy Mother, Lacy Rand, and her Director of Operations, Odin Sinclair.”
Chase saw several Colonial officers getting ready to say something and watched
as the Empress, now also the President, raised her hand. “Gentlemen, there has
been enough killing and hate, what is here in this system could be all that is left of
humanity. Many of the people in the Monad transports weren’t even born when the
Uprising ended. Please…let us welcome them back as we have welcomed our
cousins from the Communion and Earth Union.”
“Thank you, Madam President,” Chase said and underscored who had just
spoken. “There are some more surprises, so let’s forge ahead.” Chase paused and
looked at the blonde woman seated next to her mother. “Tanith Basilan, from the
Cylon Alliance.”
The table erupted when Chase spoke the last two words. “What the frak is
that…thing…doing here?” Admiral Josephus Gaitlin demanded. “You just invited
the enemy into our camp! The Monads are one thing, but this…”
“No, I didn’t, Admiral Gaitlin,” Chase began and saw both Deguya and Vought
nod. “She came to us with a warning, would have fought for us had we arrived
earlier, and has provided a treasure-trove of intelligence that is being reviewed and
disseminated.” She paused for a moment and saw that her words didn’t sway the
man and mentally sighed. Time to play hardball. “One might say that two days
ago you shouldn’t have been invited to this table, but your actions spoke for your
intentions.”
Gaitlin pursed his lips and Chase could see his jaw muscles clench. “Why? At
least I’m human.”
“As are they, Admiral,” Chase said, softer and less confrontational this time. “I
will let Tanith tell her story, but for now, there are two broad types of Cylons; those
that look like us and those that don’t. They have evolved and are every bit as
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human as we are, though there are some differences. But again, that is for Tanith to
tell.”
“I don’t like it, Admiral,” Gaitlin finally said. “I saw what the Cylons did
firsthand and lost a lot of good people trying to hold the line so that as many
civilians as possible could get to safety. But,” he took a deep breath, “at one time
humans fought humans just as savagely so for now, I’ll trust you on this based on
your reputation and your family…but I will be watching to verify.”
“That’s all I can ask,” Chase said and readied herself for the next bombshell.
Some of the people at the table already knew who her mother really was, but now
they were going to get to meet not just one, but four Lords of Kobol.
“And finally, you know that I was tasked with finding lost colonies when the
Trailblazer mission was announced. What you don’t know is that I was also tasked
with following some very credible leads to someplace long thought lost. Through a
series of events, we discovered what we believed to be the location of the great
ship Galleon; the flagship that led our descendants from Kobol to the Colonies two
thousand years ago.
“Along the way we met our new friends from the Communion and the Earth
Union, and then we found something unexpected; we discovered Olympus,” Chase
explained. Hecate had asked that they not discus Othrys, not just for the historical
reasons, but the less discussion about it the less chances that it may lose its ability
to act as an emergency safe haven should it be need.
Chase held up her hands, “Yes, we were pretty surprised, too,” she smiled. “The
last five people at our table are Lady Hecate of Caria, Lady Athena of Olympus,
Lady Nike of Olympus, Lady Aphrodite of Olympus, and Admiral Austin Sobieski of
the Olympian Fleet.”
The table was silent, and Chase could see the shocked looks on those who
hadn’t been with the expedition or in her family meeting. After several heartbeats
there was shock and surprise from those who hadn’t met the four Lords of Kobol.
One thing she noted was that no one questioned whether or not they really were
who they claimed to be.
“Hmm…I guess Admiral Sobieski gets to do all the heavy lifting, eh?” General
Booker Quinn quipped.
There were several polite chuckles from around the table until Aphrodite smiled
and sweetly said, “We don’t let him have all the fun…sometimes we help out, too!”
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She winked and now it seemed like the table was given permission to laugh at
Quinn’s joke.
“General, when you grow up with several sisters, this is nothing new,” Sobieski
quipped back.
After several minutes of chit chat that suddenly seemed to arrive from nowhere,
Chase pulled back her chair and stepped between it and the table. “We have a lot
to cover, and for those who lived through it over the past few months, you’re going
to get another chance to tell your story,” she smirked. “From this meeting, we will
determine what the key points are and then have a televised presentation to all
ships in a few hours. Once we know where we’ve been, we’ll have a better idea of
where we need to go and how we might get there. Simply charging off with the
plan being, ‘Get ‘em!’, isn’t going to work. So while you listen to the stories that
are going to be told, we all need to be thinking about what we need to do today,
tomorrow, and the next day, as well as what we need to do next month, the month
after, and potentially, the year after.”
*+*+*+*+*
Aerilon, Oracle Heights Province, village of Winterstown
“Major, we have incoming!” Ensign Ansel Bradford announced as they were
trying to finish rearming Reliance from the meager supplies that were present.
Major Bryan Wessex climbed down off the forklift and walked to the massive
hangar doors and looked where Bradford was pointing. “They don’t look Cylon,”
he said after a moment. “Have the girls returned?”
“Not yet,” Bradford replied, and Wessex heard a touch of concern in the young
man’s voice.
“Damn…ok,” Wessex said and walked over to the forklift and picked up the
M-22 that he had appropriated from Reliance’s small arms locker. “Let’s hope these
are good guys and not opportunistic shitems,” he muttered. “Better grab your rifle
and let’s meet our new friends.”
Two minutes later, the four ships had grown from objects on the horizon to
identifiable designs that were preparing to land at the small airfield. “That’s a
private military ship,” Wessex said and pointed at the Wharton class sloop that led
the small group. “And that’s a Ridgeback class expedition cruiser from Dog Star
Lines,” he added a moment later and gestured at the ship that flew trail and had a
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large paw superimposed over a star emblazoned on the tail.
“Whoever they are, if they’re the original owners of those ships, they should be
trustworthy,” Bradford said as they watched the ships extend their landing gear and
settle to the ground. “We had to study the certification process to get the permits
necessary for ships like that and they were pretty tough.”
Wessex chuckled. “I’m not laughing at you, just at what you said, Ansel. There
are two ways the government works; the way the rules say it is supposed to work
and then the way it works when you know the right people or have the right donor
list. Though,” he sighed, “right now it probably doesn’t matter and won’t matter for
some time.”
The two men stood silently watching the ships for several long moments when
they heard the crunch of tires on gravel as several vehicles approached from behind
them. Both men looked over their shoulders and Wessex felt a surge of relief;
Dagny and Carlotta had finally returned, and it looked like they were successful in
finding people who wanted to evacuate.
A personnel hatch opened on the Wharton class ship, identified by the name on
the hull as Sound of Silence, and four people stepped out; three men and a woman.
They looked around and then began walking toward where Wessex and Bradford
stood at the hangar entrance. The men were armed with rifles and sidearms, the
woman with just a sidearm, and all wore plate carriers for body armor.
“You know what’s going on?” the man leading the small party asked in a laid
back Cancerian accent when they were ten or fifteen meters apart.
“Yeah,” Wessex replied and narrowed his eyes; the woman looked familiar, but
he couldn’t place the face. “We’re prepping Reliance and hope to get as many
people as we can and then head somewhere, anywhere, that might be safe.” He
took one step forward and extended his right hand, “Major Bryan Wessex, Colonial
Guard, once retired but I think I’ve been recalled for the duration.”
The other man smiled and almost laughed at Wessex’s comment. “Captain Fidel
Lee, late Major in the Colonial Fleet. I’ll probably be recalled for the duration,
too.” He closed the distance and shook Wessex’s offered hand. “Those two are
Baker and LeMay, and this is…”
“Chryseis Flores,” the woman said in an upland Cancerian accent and offered a
warm smile.
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“Del?” a voice asked from behind Wessex. “Is that really you?”
“Carli!” Lee exclaimed and caught the young woman as she jumped into his
arms and hugged him like he was returning home from a long absence. “I was
hoping I’d find you, but I didn’t think it would be this easy!”
Carlotta Lee turned around with one arm still around Lee’s shoulder’s, “It’s cool,
guys, this is my cousin.”
Wessex felt tension he didn’t realize he had suddenly fade. “Good…one less
thing to worry about,” he said and then looked at the horizon where the mushroom
clouds were slowly being dispersed by the wind. “We need to get prepped…”
“Can my crew help with anything?” Lee asked. “We need to get Bethesda’s FTL
back online, but Captain Posey assures me that they should be good to go in fifteen
or twenty minutes.”
“We would welcome any help you can offer,” Wessex said and then looked
back at the small convoy that the girls had led to the field. The numbers could have
been better; he was hoping they would be better, but two dozen families were still
better than nothing. “We need to get these people settled, too; we can easily
accommodate them for a short term on Reliance, but longer term we’ll need to
figure something out.”
“How many can you handle long term?” Lee asked and sized up the small
convoy.
“Ideally, we can handle about six or eight, no more than about two dozen or so
people,” Wessex explained. “Once we have more than that, we’ll need to get
creative with quarters and start using the cargo bay.”
“Have whoever you can’t take drive over to Bethesda and then drive right
aboard. Captain Posey is running about at about half to two thirds capacity and he
can easily handle them,” Lee said and pointed at the grounded car ferry.
“Outstanding,” Wessex smiled. Finally, things were starting to look like they
were going right. “Dagny, can you tell the ones who will be staying with us to just
drive into the cargo bay? They can unpack without having to carry everything into
the ship.”
“Will do, Bryan,” Dagny Vickers said as her smile and gaze seemed to meet his
own for an extra second longer than expected. Yes, he thought, things were
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breaking our way.
The repairs to City of Bethesda took twenty minutes longer than expected and
almost cost the small flotilla their lives. The working plan was to jump out to the
Oort cloud and go silent and then make a longer-term plan that would hopefully
see them find somewhere safe and hopefully where the remnants of the fleet were
located.
Moments after the five ships lifted and climbed to the legal altitude for an inatmosphere FTL jump, Reliance’s dradis detected two incoming craft that were not
identified as Colonial. Wessex alerted the other ships and Reliance, Sound of
Silence, and Whippet all slowed to protect Spirit of Hibernia and City of Bethesda
as they climbed for altitude. The two bogies each launched two missiles moments
before the altitude threshold was reached and with silver flashes, all five ships
made successful FTL jumps within a few seconds of each other.
*+*+*+*+*
Leading Trojan Point of the Caprica-Picon binary, battlestar Siren, BS-122
It had taken longer than anticipated for Siren’s damage control crews to help
stabilize Kraken and Major Galloway Benton felt that it would be best to remain
aboard until the DC crews had the upper hand. The extra time had given him a
chance to observe Kraken’s crew and how they seemed to react to losing the brief
battle and having to surrender control of the ship. What he had seen didn’t square
with how he thought they would act; rather than being resentful and minimally
cooperative, even the CIC team seemed relaxed and almost relieved that there had
been a change of ownership.
When they had returned, Commander Kailo had been waiting for them in the
hangar along with a squad of Marines. “Welcome back, Major,” the battlestar
commander said as Benton stepped onto the deck. “Are things stabilized over
there?”
“Thank you, sir,” Benton replied and nodded. “We waited a little extra to make
sure that everything was well in hand. As you requested, I have both the
commanding officer and executive officer with me…they aren’t what I expected,”
he said and shook his head.
“How so?” Kailo asked and stepped forward to limit the discussion to just
himself and Benton.
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Benton thought for a moment before he answered, “Well, the person in
charge…I’ve never met…or seen…anyone like her before. She isn’t from wherever
the crew is from so I’m not really sure how or why she’s in charge, other than she is
damned impressive in person. The XO is a lieutenant; I was expecting a Lieutenant
Colonel or Colonel given the size and mission profile a ship like that would be
assigned. I think that when our DC crews return, that we have a thorough
debriefing on what they might have learned from their counterparts.”
Kailo nodded. “I think you’re right on the last part. We’re flying blind; we’ve
never encountered a truly foreign ship before so I think that a two-pronged
approach would be best. We can talk with the officers, but I think the crew are
more apt to talk to their counterparts and be more open…more natural, so that
should be a good source of intelligence.”
“Ready to meet them?” Benton asked.
“You bet!” Kailo chuckled. “I take it there were no bug-eyed monsters?”
“Not a one…but still…prepare yourself…” Benton advised before he waved at
the Raven.
A moment later, a tall figure stepped down the ramp and paused at the bottom.
“Permission to come aboard?” Imperatoria Principis Ceska Eventine asked.
Benton gave a sidelong glance to see Kailo’s reaction and fought down the smirk
that fought to break free. Kailo stood and stared, his mouth partially open, at Ceska
and after a moment, blinked a couple times and appeared to regain control of his
reactions. “Yes, permission granted,” he told her.
Ceska stepped off the ramp and looked around the hangar deck. She seemed
more in control of her reactions than Kailo, so whatever she was thinking wasn’t
overtly communicated. “Thank you, Commander…”
“Kailo,” Kailo replied. “Commander Victor Kailo, commander of the battlestar
Siren.”
“Amazing,” Ceska said as she swept her gaze across the hangar’s inside
bulkhead and then down the length of the space. “Thank you for having me
aboard, Commander Kailo.”
“I’m sorry that this won’t be a purely social meeting,” Kailo said and motioned
for her to step forward. “Given all that’s happened over the past day, I have a lot of
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questions for you and your XO.”
Ceska nodded. “I will answer all your questions that I can, though at the risk of
my own security, there are certain things that I cannot, and will not, discuss.”
Benton saw Kailo stiffen and his eyes narrowed for just a moment. “We’ll
discuss what we can discuss,” the senior officer said. “I understand your XO is with
you?”
“Yes, he is,” Ceska replied and turned to the Raven. “Yuri?”
Benton was still trying to wrap his mind around how a lieutenant would be the
XO of what would be a top end gunstar in Colonial service when Lieutenant Yuri
Kovacs stepped down the ramp. This, in his mind, was more what he expected;
someone who looked like somebody he’d see in a CIC…not an almost two meter
tall unearthly alabaster beauty like Ceska.
“Lieutenant Yuri Kovacs,” the young man said and saluted.
Kailo returned the salute and Benton could see the questions already forming in
his commander’s mind; the uniforms were different, Ceska was physically different,
Kovacs had a disciplined military bearing while Ceska’s bearing, while military, had
a hint of something else. Who were they? Where were they from? And most
important, what did they want?
“Welcome to Siren,” Kailo said by way of greeting. “I’m Commander Victor
Kailo. If you’ll come with me, we’ll get off the hangar deck and let the crew do
their job.”
And now we start the virtual chess game, Benton thought as a pair of Marines
led them deep into Siren and to the conference room where they would ‘discuss’
the questions that needed to be asked.
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, orbit of Saga, Thule Fleet Shipyards, battlestar Galactica, BS-1075
Commander Laureline Massena stood at the umbilical that lead to Galactica and
felt a mix of emotions wash over her. She knew that Colonel Brock Carlsbad, her
ex-husband, survived the Cylons’ attack on the battlestar but she hadn’t seen or
talked to him so while she knew it logically, her heart still had a question. And
that, she thought to herself as she stood just around the corner from the open hatch
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that led to the umbilical itself, bothered her more than anything. Perhaps Noelle
was right, she mused as she released the breath she had been holding and shifted
the parcel she held in her right hand to her left and stepped forward and began
walking through the umbilical.
“Permission to come aboard?” Massena asked the young Lieutenant J.G. that
stood duty at Galactica’s hatch.
The lieutenant came to attention and saluted. “Yes, ma’am, permission granted.
Please sign in and may I see your identification and ask your reason for boarding?”
Massena signed the visitor log and where it asked for a reason for boarding, she
put ‘Courtesy visit to XO’. She smiled and nodded, “I’m here to see the XO, is
Colonel Carlsbad available?”
“He is, do you want me to ask him to meet you here?” the lieutenant asked.
“No,” Massena said and shook her head. “I don’t want him pulled away from
anything critical, and if he is busy, I’ll just come back later.”
The lieutenant slightly cocked his head and she realized that it did seem odd
that a commander, and a battlestar commander no less, would call on a colonel
and then ‘come back later’ if he was busy. In the world of junior officers, senior
officers simply said, ‘come here’ and you dropped what you were doing and
obeyed. “Ah…ok, Commander. You can access a ship’s map at any of the comm
stations and it should get you where you need to go.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Massena said and willed her feet to start walking.
She only had to consult the directory once, to make sure she was on the right
deck, before Massena found herself standing outside of a hatch with the simple
legend, “Executive Officer’s Quarters”. A Marine came to attention when she
approached and she stopped, again realizing how odd this might look.
“Good evening, ma’am,” the Marine corporal said.
“Good evening, Corporal,” Massena replied and steeled her nerves. “Is Colonel
Carlsbad in his quarters?”
“Ah, no, ma’am, he went down to the mess for a bite to eat about half an hour
ago…” the corporal replied and then stopped. “You’re in luck, here he comes
now.”
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Massena turned and felt her heart skip a beat. Colonel Brock Carlsbad stood a
fit meter eighty-two and still had the diver’s physique that had helped get him
appointed to the Academy. Dark hair cut fashionably short topped a handsome
face with piercing blue eyes and led to a strong nose and lips that were pursed with
clenched jaw muscles.
“Commander,” Carlsbad said on the outer edge of acceptably polite.
“Colonel…I…” Massena felt her carefully built walls starting to crumble. “Can
we talk?”
“Talk?” Carlsbad asked and transfixed her with his stare. “About what?”
“I was foolish,” Massena finally said, then added when she saw the first look of
surprise on Carlsbad’s face, “to think that this would work.”
“Wait…Laurel…” Carlsbad said as she turned to walk away.
in…”

“Please…come

Massena paused and took a deep breath and turned back to where Carlsbad
now stood holding open the hatch to his quarters. Slowly, silently, she nodded and
stepped through the open portal and waited until she heard it close before she
turned to face Carlsbad. “Brock…” she began and felt the tears well up in her eyes
as her emotions flooded her system with endorphins that caused her to shake. “I…
I’m sorry…”
Carlsbad’s hard features softened somewhat, and he slightly arched his
eyebrows.
“Can we…will you…please…I realized when no word came from Armistice
Station that…” Massena stopped and took a deep breath. Babbling wasn’t her
style, firm control was…whether it was her emotions, her ship, or her personal life
and now she felt like she had just walked on stage to graduate and rather than
wearing her dress greys, she was totally naked.
Massena saw Carlsbad’s features soften a little more and she remembered the
box she still held in her left hand. She held it out and offered a smile. “No tricks,
no jokes, no…insults,” she added, ashamed at her past behavior.
Hesitantly, Carlsbad took the box and opened it. His eyes narrowed and he
looked up at Massena. “Laurel…” he said her name as if it was a question.
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“It’s a hatchet…” Massena offered nervously.
hopefully.

“Can we bury it?” she asked

Carlsbad looked at the hatchet in the box, then at Massena, and finally walked
over to his desk and placed the box on it before he returned to her. He took a deep
breath and she could see tears forming in the corners of his eyes. “I’m so sorry,
Laurel…I hurt you more than I could ever have imagined.”
Massena felt her tears threaten to spill out of her eyes when she heard his words.
“I can forgive you if you can forgive me?”
She saw Carlsbad bite his lip and nod. “Hatchet buried…” he managed to say
before they were in each other’s arms sharing an embrace and kiss that was as
passionate as any they had had before.
“It’s the end of the world, Brock,” Massena whispered breathlessly a few minutes
later when time started passing again for her. “Take me to bed…husband…”
Now she was sure she heard a single sob from Carlsbad. “Today is a new day…
wife…” he replied and hugged her close.
*+*+*+*+*
“You still have these?” Carlsbad asked as he slipped a finger under the beaded
chain that held Massena’s ID tags and revealed a pair of rings.
Massena nodded as she snuggled closer in his arms. “Yes…at first, they were to
remind me what happened and to never allow myself to get into that position
again, and then…” she sighed and paused a moment.
“And then?” Carlsbad gently prodded.
“And then I think I kept them to remind me what I had lost…what I had driven
away,” Massena admitted and with the confession felt the last remaining tension
flee from her body.
Gently, tenderly, Carlsbad brushed her hair from where it partially hung over her
face. “It takes two, Laurel; it wasn’t all your fault…we just…we just didn’t talk. We
shouted, we fought,” he chuckled, “we had make-up sex – though it was nothing
like this,” he smirked. “But we stopped communicating.”
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“I promise I won’t do that again,” Massena told him and rolled to face him so
she could look into his eyes. “Facing your mortality has a way of putting things into
perspective…what is important and what isn’t…and I realized, though I don’t think
I admitted it to myself until I was getting ready to come over here, that we were
important…you were important.”
Massena felt Carlsbad’s arm slip around her and hug her close. “Today, then,”
he began, and she felt his gaze meet hers, “is the first day of the rest of our lives.”
“Yes, it is…” Massena replied and leaned in to kiss him, to confirm her
agreement. “May I…” she began and allowed her voice to trail off, not sure if she
was moving too quickly…or too foolishly.
Carlsbad smiled and Massena felt his hands at the nape of her neck a moment
before she felt the beaded chain slide off. His right hand slipped between them
and came up with something that was gold and sparkled in the dim light. “This is
our first step,” he said as he found her left hand and slipped the ring back where it
belonged. “This is my promise to you, Laurel…I won’t let what happened before
happen again. With every prank, taunt, and tease, I told myself I hated you. Hated
you for what you did after the divorce, but in reality, I was mourning my loss…the
emptiness I felt when I looked in the mirror. I may have stopped liking you for a
while,” he smiled and arched his eyebrows, “I mean, the neuticles were pretty
rude,” he chuckled. “But I never stopped loving you.”
Massena relaxed into his embrace and looked over where his great
grandmother’s engagement ring now resided on her finger. “This is our first step…”
she repeated, then added, “of many that we will take together. This,” she used her
thumb to wiggle the ring, “is my promise to you, Brock, I won’t let what happened
before happen again, either. My behavior was so wrong…I hated myself for what I
allowed to happen and took it out on you. My hurt made me do nasty things…and
I look back and think that if I didn’t love you that I wouldn’t have cared and would
have moved on. But I did…and still do…love you.”
They lay there in companionable silence, just reveling in the feel of the other,
the emotional catharsis that they had both experienced, the promises they made to
each other.
Massena finally pushed herself up and rested her forearms on
Carlsbad’s chest, “As soon as we can get groundside, we take a shovel and find a
place to give that hatchet a good burial!”
Carlsbad’s grin was as wide as hers, “So say we all!”
Massena’s eyes swept across the chronometer on the wall.
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swore. “We have a command briefing in an hour…”
“An hour? Hmm…” Carlsbad smirked and allowed his hands to skim down her
back. “Enough time for a repeat?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Massena grinned and prayed that his shower was large enough for two.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Nornhold, Titan gunstar Eurytion
The meeting was barely started when Cronus sat in his high-backed chair and
fought to keep a neutral expression as he studied the post-strike reconnaissance
that an Equal recon flight had provided. He looked at the other five people seated
around the table and finally stopped when he looked at Pallas and Lucy Cain.
“Lucy, leave us,” he said simply.
“Cronus, she’s a key…” Pallas began and fell silent when Cronus slammed his
hand on the table.
“It wasn’t a request!” Cronus thundered and watched the look of shock on the
faces at the table. “This doesn’t concern her, and she needs to leave. Now.”
“Lucy, wait in our quarters,” Pallas turned and said to the woman seated next to
him. “I’m sure this is just a misunderstanding and we’ll work it out quickly.”
“As you wish,” Lucy said and stood up. “With your permission, I’ll take my
leave,” she added and walked to the door before stopping and looking over her
shoulder. “I’m going to grab a snack and then I’ll be in our quarters,” she told
Pallas.
There were several long, tense silent seconds after the hatch closed before
Cronus spoke again. “Pallas, don’t ever question me again in front of people who
aren’t part of the inner circle, do you understand me?”
Pallas sat up straight and met Cronus’ gaze, “Yes, M’lord.”
“Good,” Cronus said and felt much of the anger he channeled a moment earlier
leave his body. What replaced it, though, he thought was far, far worse. “What the
frak has your dick warmer gotten us into?”
“What do you mean?” Pallas asked neutrally.
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“You’ve seen the post-strike images just as I have…” Cronus prodded.
Pallas shrugged. “We knew that they wanted to remove the human element
from the Communion and Colonies,” he offered and paused. “I mean, we did it to
the homeworld, Caria, and Othrys…”
“Those were different,” Cronus said and slumped in his chair.
reasons, different situations.”

“Different

“Were they?” Pallas prodded. “In all three cases we sterilized worlds.”
“We were at war!” Cronus growled. “We took actions less than the final attack
in each of those cases and you know it…you helped plan them.”
“Yes, I did,” Pallas agreed. “However, I don’t see how this is any different.”
“Think with your head, not your dick,” Cronus told his field commander. “Think
logically, not emotionally and you’ll see that these people weren’t at war, weren’t
even a threat to the Equals. And the Colonials? They settled with the Cylons forty
years ago and now because some egotistical wannabe godlings with delusions of
grandeur have parent issues, they’re returning to nuke ‘em ‘till they glow so they
can shoot ‘em in the dark.”
“Colorful as always,” Pallas snarked and drew Cronus’ glare. “We have to
reduce the playing field or we’re going to wind up back where we were and then
your boy will pull the plug on us and we’ll be,” he snapped his fingers, “gone…like
dust in the wind.”
“Have you no humanity left?” Cronus asked and pointed to a picture on the
three-meter diagonal display mounted on the wall that showed the remains of a
wall with several shadows burned onto it, one of which appeared to be mother
trying to protect her two small children. “Have we traded ambition for absolute
corruption?”
“What has happened to you?” Pallas demanded. “The man I stood next to as we
burned Caria and Othrys would never, ever, snivel and whine like this!”
“Benjamin,” Cronus said, calling Pallas a name long unheard, “These people
were innocent. We waged war and during those years people had ample chance to
choose sides, they knew what was going on and knew that the stakes were winner
take all and the losers – and their followers – would likely be put to the sword.
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What do the Equals gain from all this?”
“They’ve removed the threat to their existence,” Pallas said after a moment’s
hesitation.
“But what do they *have*, Pallas?” Cronus pressed.
Pallas shook his head and shrugged. “What?”
“They have nothing. Other than this one world with the foundation of a fleet
anchorage, they have nothing. No industry, no agriculture, nothing but what’s in
the warehouses down there. Hell, they don’t even have their uniformity like they
used to,” Cronus explained.
“I understand the no industry and no agriculture, but what do you mean about
them losing their uniformity?” Pallas asked.
“Look at them…Where they all used to look like identical twins, now some of
them are starting to show some differences. Whatever the Cylons helped them with
has changed them…released something that had been held in check that is now
changing them. And you know what?” Cronus prodded and sat back.
Pallas once again shook his head. “No.”
“They nuked their medical R&D capabilities back to the stone age, so now
they’re dependent on the Cylons, assuming they even know what’s happening,”
Cronus said. “Now are you beginning to understand? They had life by the balls,
and because of a tantrum, they just blew it all into fallout…and they were too
chickenshit to do it themselves! Do you really want to be associated with these…
things?”
“Put that way,” Pallas said and sat back in his chair, “No, not really.”
“Corinth, how long will it take to get to the settlement?” Cronus asked
Commander Trevan Corinth.
“Once we jump, assuming a jump every sixty minutes or so, about five days,”
Corinth answered.
“Alcyoneus?” Cronus asked and turned to the large, oddly proportioned man
seated at the table. “How long will your people need to join us?”
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“Provided you uphold your end of the bargain and I get what I want before we
leave,” Alcyoneus replied evenly, “what is ready to sortie can join you at the
settlement within a week, ten days at the most.”
“Good,” Cronus said and looked at the one person who hadn’t spoken. “You’ve
been awfully quiet, Nautilus…”
Nautilus shrugged. “I thought it best to stay quiet and not inflame the situation,”
he began. “What I am seeing is a fundamental realigning of our priorities and
while the preparations that have been made thus far can be adapted, we are going
to have to change the plans so that we are able to respond effectively given what
will likely happen.”
“Nothing is going to happen,” Pallas told Nautilus. “We simply leave and that’s
that.”
“No, it isn’t,” Nautilus replied. “While you’ve been sleeping with the enemy,
I’ve been doing some…research…on questionable allies and I have found some
things that are…at best, disturbing.”
“They’ve blasted themselves back to the stone age and are doing the same to the
Colonies, and other than Olympus who wants to just be left alone, what can any of
them do?” Pallas countered.
“You’re forgetting the Cylons, they are fully mobile and aren’t tied to ground
centers,” Nautilus explained and then leaned forward, “But they aren’t what
concerns me; what concerns me is who has helped both groups, Equals and
Cylons, and what do they want from them?”
“You’re talking in riddles, Nautilus,” Pallas said accusingly. “Get to the point.”
“You’re so focused on the next move that you consistently fail to consider the
moves that come after,” Nautilus began and looked over at Cronus who nodded.
“How do these people understand wetware? It was being secured when our war
happened and from what I’ve been able to find from the facility that they
uncovered, shortly after the Communion was settled it was completely outlawed
and suppressed. And that was well before the first Equal was created. So, brother, I
ask you…who helped them?”
Pallas cocked his head and Cronus saw his subordinate’s eyes narrow a moment
before they grew wide with surprise. “No…you can’t mean…”
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“I do,” Nautilus told him. “When you look at who had the knowledge, when
you remove all the ‘what ifs’, you’re left with one and only one option.”
“Mo-ther frak-ker…” Pallas finally said.
“Exactly,” Cronus finally spoke. “Had we known this prior, I would have spaced
your squeeze and moved on.”
“What are we going to do about her?” Pallas asked.
Cronus shrugged. “We take her with us, to not do so would invite suspicion.
We can determine a final disposition later.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
Despite being a firsthand participant in much of what was covered, and hearing
the rest several times over, it still amazed Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase just
what had happened since she left the Colonies and gone off in search of Galleon.
One by one, each of the principals told their story and briefed the others, in this
case mostly the Colonial officers, Holy Mother, and Tanith who hadn’t heard it
before, and she realized that there were bits and pieces that she was recognizing
for the first time. Nothing major, but little bits of color and chrome that better
painted the picture.
Finally, after everyone was up to date and thoroughly briefed on the past and
present situation, Chase stood and looked around the table. “That’s a lot to
process, and while we don’t have the luxury of a lot of time, I think we should take
a break and allow everything to sink in and maybe stretch our legs for fifteen or
twenty minutes.”
“I second the motion,” President Patrick Windsor said, and Chase saw nods of
agreement from the other attendees.
“Then let’s adjourn for now and start back in 20 minutes,” Chase told the table
and watched as everyone stood, stretched, and broke into small groups to discuss
what had been covered. Her eyes glanced at the chronometer on the wall and after
a quick mental calculation, walked over to where her father, Admiral Deguya, and
Admiral Galva stood talking with the Empress.
“Good meeting, Sera,” His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield said as
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Chase joined them.
“Thank you,” Chase replied and then felt a little guilty for what she was going to
ask. “Ah, could you cover for me for the next fifteen minutes or so? It’s bedtime
and I want to make sure Ava is tucked in and ok.”
“I think we can handle this…and even stall a bit if you’re not back exactly on
time,” Searlait replied. “Take care of the little one and we’ll be here when you get
back.”
“Thank you…this is all new to me and…” Chase let her thought trail off and
then added, “thanks; I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
It was a quick walk to her quarters and when she arrived, Corporal Luke
McGuire greeted her quietly and put a finger to his lips, “Shh…Admiral…I think
she’s asleep…”
“Thanks, Luke,” Chase said and stepped through the hatch when he opened it
for her. She walked to where her bed was and narrowed her eyes…Ava wasn’t
there, and neither were Dickens and Lira. She turned, and slowly walked to her
quarters’ lounge area and stopped in surprise. Addy was laying on the sofa with
Ava curled up next to her, both wrapped up in a comforter with Dickens and Lira
wedged in wherever they could find space. Reclined on another chair, her aide
Andrea Esposito was also asleep with an open book resting on her lap.
Chase stood there and took in the scene and realized that when it came down to
the bottom line, this was what she was fighting for; family. Yes, she was in a fight to
save humanity, to build a new coalition between all the fractured human groups
and Cylons, but when it came down to it, this was what she and every other person
who wore the uniform were fighting for. Family.
Esposito blinked and met Chase’s gaze, smiled and nodded where Addy and Ava
were sleeping. “Thank you,” Chase whispered and nodded her thanks.
She watched them for another few seconds before pointing at her wrist and then
the hatch. Esposito nodded and whispered, “We’re ok…”
“Thank you,” Chase whispered again before she left her quarters and took a
deep breath.
“All ok, Admiral?” McGuire asked as he gently closed the hatch.
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“Better than ok, Luke,” Chase told him. “I think I realized that when you strip
away all the rhetoric and reasons, the real reason we’re fighting is in that room…for
me.”
McGuire nodded. “Bottom line, you fight for your family, your friends, and your
buddies.”
“So say we all, Luke,” Chase replied. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be if they wake
up and ask. Hopefully we’ll be able to put something together in the next few
hours and be able to call it a day.”
“We’ll be here, and I’ll let the relief know when they come on duty,” McGuire
answered. “Ah…” he hesitated for a moment, “we’re going to go back, right?”
“Damned right we are,” Chase confirmed. “Then we’re going to go hunting.”
“Hoo-rah!” McGuire said enthusiastically but quietly.
Chase had just rounded the first turn on her way back to the briefing room when
she stopped short and smiled. “Admiral Emory, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say
you followed me…” she smirked.
“Perhaps,” Admiral Richmond Emory replied and grinned. “How is Ava?”
“She’s good…sacked out with her big sisters…” Chase said, and her eyes went
wide as she realized what she said. Addison Casey was the only one there who
could qualify, by blood at least, as Ava’s ‘big sister’, but after she thought a moment,
she realized that Andrea Esposito was as much a big sister to Ava as she, Chase,
was a ‘mom’ to the little girl.
“So…she’s with Andrea and Addy?” Emory asked.
“Yeah…sisters from different parents,” Chase confirmed.
“Not to change the subject…” Emory began, “I wanted to ask you something
about something I overheard…”
“Shoot…” Chase told him as they turned to walk back to the briefing room.
“How do you think the civilian leadership is going to develop?” Emory asked
after several steps.
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“Well, the Earth Union already has an established government and our
Continuity of Government protocols kicked in as soon as Case Orange was
transmitted.
It looks like Admiral Galva is stepping into that role for the
Communion, though in his case he’s covering both military and civilian
leadership,” Chase explained and narrowed her eyes. “But I don’t think that’s really
what you were asking, was it?”
“No…close, but not exactly,” Emory explained as they walked. “I know you
have ties to the President, the Empress, but she mentioned that it was a job she
really didn’t want and would be just as happy when she could pass the baton to
someone else.”
“That sounds like my Godmother,” Chase said. “She’ll do it, and do the best she
can, but in the end, she’ll want to try and bring back an elected leader.”
“Did you know who she suggested?” Emory prodded.
“I know who she didn’t, and that would leave one person…and I’d vote for him
if he ran,” Chase said without naming a name.
“So would I,” Emory replied and nodded at the two Marines stationed outside
the briefing room hatch. “Shall we?”
“We shall…now it’s time to put together a plan to get us through the next few
weeks,” Chase said as a Marine held the hatch for her.
*+*+*+*+*
“The last thing, though not the least, is the refugee situation,” Chase said as she
looked over her notes.
“Saga was prepared for this situation,” Searlait, Empress of Virgon and now the
President of the Twelve Colonies of Kobol, stated.
“It was,” Chase agreed, “and we have a lot of infrastructure to support the
resettlement. However…” she paused and took a deep breath before continuing.
“However, I think that rather than just landing refugees on the surface we prepare
the Port Security class ships to process everyone, and I do mean everyone, that
wasn’t part of the either my, Admiral Cassidine’s, or one of the Earth Union fleets.”
“Why is that?” General Booker Quinn asked. “We’ve got a lot of people sitting
on ships waiting to go down to the surface.”
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“If I may?” Hecate asked and continued when Chase nodded. “It is a matter of
security, General,” she began. “We have certain methods of ensuring that Equals,
or their more covert kin, Riders, are prevented from joining in the general
population. While it might be possible to spot an Equal, given the sheer numbers
that we’re dealing with, the odds are that human error will allow some to slip
through, assuming that those checking aren’t compromised.”
“Ok, now you have me a little paranoid,” Quinn replied and smiled to take the
edge of the statement.
“It’s ok, General…I think by the time we’re done, the question isn’t going to be
‘are you paranoid’, but ‘are you paranoid *enough*’,” Hecate easily replied. “We
don’t know what they might have in place, or who might have been part of the
evacuation, either the Communion’s or the Colonies’, and so I think we should err
on the side of caution even if it means that it takes us longer to resettle the civilian
population.”
“One other thing that it would do,” President Patrick Windsor said speaking up,
“is that it will give us better control over the flow of people to the surface so the
transit systems and coordinators down there don’t get overwhelmed.”
After several minutes of discussion, the suggestion was accepted and Hecate
promised that she’d have her, and the Olympian fleet’s, artificers work with the
local craftsmen to produce enough of the glyphs so that every umbilical on the Port
Security class ships would be covered. It was further decided that once they were
done, that the work would continue until the coverage was fleet wide. It wasn’t a
guarantee, but it was better than what they had.
Finally, the discussion was over, and plans had been accepted. “Now,” Searlait
said and yawned, “sorry for that, it’s been a long day,” she added. “Now that we’ve
got everything squared away, I think it is time that we present this to the fleets.
President Windsor, Admiral Galva, will you accompany me to the studio where we
can present our briefing?”
“I’m ready,” Windsor replied and looked over at Galva. “Leo?”
“The sooner we do this the sooner we can put everything into action,” Galva
replied. “I know we all want to go full bore and personally start right this moment,
but we need to think of the long haul and the best thing we can do is issue the first
round of orders, namely sending select units back to the Colonies for rescue,
recovery, and reconnaissance operations, and then let them do their job while we
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get some rest so we’ll be fresh when they return.”
Chase nodded at Galva’s suggestion and saw several others do the same. She
knew she still had another twelve good hours in her, but what then? Better to take
the time and rest while she could and be ready for whatever sprung up later, then
burn the candle too much and get burnt.
“Consider it a strongly worded suggestion,” Searlait told the Colonial officers
present and was seconded a moment later by Windsor saying the same for the Earth
Union officers.
“In that case,” Chase said and stood, “Thank you all for your time, your help,
and for your suggestions. When we had our break, I went back to my quarters to
check on a little girl who…well, we seem to have adopted each other,” she smiled.
“And while I was there, I realized that a few days ago, I served for my nation, but
now…now I serve for my family…and while we aren’t all related by blood, we are
all family now and we’re all in this together…so, I guess what I’m trying to say is
that we’re fighting for each other; Colonial, Communion, Earth Union, and even
Cylon…”
“So say we all,” Hecate said, and was followed by the others repeating the oath.
*+*+*+*+*
Domus De Materiae Lane, Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon
In the light cast by Hibernia, the house on Domus De Materiae Lane looked
simple and quaint, not the place that a successful doctor would live in or likely
have as a weekend getaway retreat. It was a single floor, river stone residence that
sported a high peaked shale roof and heavy shutters over the windows. No light
was visible, either electrical or chemical, and the house seemed to silently say,
“stay away, visitors are not wanted”.
“This is it?” Kieran Lehr asked as he stopped the SUV and put it in park.
“According to my contact list, yeah,” Teresa McClay replied and opened her
door. “Coming?” she asked.
Teresa felt Joab’s comforting presence next to her as they walked up to the door
and then felt his hand on her shoulder as he stopped her from knocking. “Let me
do that,” he said and knocked soundly three times on the door. Thirty seconds later
there was no response, so he knocked again.
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“Who are you and what do you want?” a voice asked from the darkness.
Teresa turned in the direction of the voice and was mimicked by her husband
and the Lehr brothers. “I’m looking for Dr. Selkirk…I had him last semester in med
school…I’m Teresa McClay.”
“Teresa?” the voice asked. “Who hung out with Beatrice and Emma?”
“That’s me,” Teresa replied hopefully.
“Never heard of her…or them…” the voice curmudgeonly said just before there
was a rustle as an older man dressed in military style utilities, a body armor plate
carrier, and a boonie hat stepped through the bushes at the side of the house and
allowed his rifle to point at the ground. “What are you doing here, girl?” he asked.
“It’s not just the middle of the night but the frakking toasters have returned.”
“It’s good to see you, too, Dr. S!” Teresa warmly replied. “Actually, that’s part of
the reason why we’re here…”
Selkirk narrowed his eyes and even though he must have been in his sixties, he
seemed to move with ease despite the load he was wearing. “What do you mean,
Teresa?” he asked, the humor gone from his voice.
“A Raptor crashed near where I’m staying and one of the survivors is in pretty
bad shape. We were going to try and find some diagnostic equipment and I saw
the street…and…I also remembered what you told us about the last day of the
Uprising when we went out for drinks after our last class…” Teresa explained and
hoped Selkirk would remember the story he told.
“Depending on what you need, I might be able to help, if not, I know where to
go,” Selkirk replied and answered the first part of what Teresa had said. “You
remember that story?” he nervously chuckled. “I must have been a bit out of it to
tell that one.”
“I don’t think you were, Dr. Selkirk,” Teresa slowly said and then after steeling
herself for what he might say, added, “I think they were successful…and I think we
have one.”
Selkirk took another step forward, “You think you have one?
know?”
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Teresa turned and looked at her husband and friends and gave them a look
imploring them for help.
“Ah, Dr. Selkirk? I’m Lieutenant Kieran Lehr, Colonial Fleet,” Kieran said and
walked up to stand near Teresa. “I was one of the people who found the crashed
Raptor and helped the survivors. The person in question…sir…she was vetted as
thoroughly as possible to fly one of the most important people in the Colonies…
and then she tried to cause the Raptor to crash before she turned her gun on
herself. I know people act weird under stress, but the pilot says that right before
she shot herself, she was asked, ‘what are you doing’ and replied, ‘my job’.”
Selkirk gave the new speaker a long look and scratched the area just in front of
his right hear. “Could have been a psychotic break with reality,” he offered.
“Could have,” Kieran agreed. “But…given what Teresa and Beatrice told us you
said, wouldn’t you like to know for sure if you were in our place?”
Teresa saw Selkirk cock his head and smirk, “Oh, that was well done, son, very
well done! Appeal to my base curiosity, eh?” He stood there and looked to be
deep in thought for a moment, then shook his head. “I’m not going to regret this,
will I?” he asked.
“Only if it confirms your suspicions and gives you nightmares,” Kieran offered.
“That’s something I can’t help with, but now that you know about it, not following
up is going to drive you nuts…I know it would drive me nuts.”
“Ok…ok…let me get my truck,” Selkirk said and allowed his rifle to hang at his
side. “What do you need from the clinic? I might have it here and we can pack up
my truck and I’ll follow you back.”
*+*+*+*+*
Dr. Anselm Selkirk sucked on a piece of root beer barrel candy and cursed ever
giving up smoking as he followed the Lehr’s SUV’s taillights through the night. If he
ever needed a cigarette, now was the time. The possibility of a forty-year-old horror
returning to the Colonies terrified him…he remembered searching the laboratory as
if it happened yesterday and prayed to all the gods known and unknown that
nothing was going to come from this trip.
“If they don’t have any cybernetics, then they can’t be Cylon,” Selkirk tried to
rationalize out loud. “It’s just someone who snapped under the pressure…” He
absently chewed the candy and shook his head. “You old fool, you’re trying to
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deny what your gut and your intellect are telling you, those chrome plated bastards
cracked the code and were able to create life. You know what you saw in that lab;
the bodies, the ones that managed to survive…”
The lights in front of him flared, then a turn signal started, and they turned off
the road and onto a gravel and shingle strip lane that led into the woods. A few
minutes later they broke through the woods and crossed an open lawn before
stopping in front of a large house. Several other vehicles were present, and Selkirk
got out as the front door opened.
“Welcome back!” an older man said from the porch. “Were you successful?”
“Hi Dad!” Kieran Lehr said as he shut the SUV’s door. “And then some; we
found someone to help with the Clarkson issue.”
“Great!” the man said as he quickly walked down the steps and stopped near
where Selkirk stood. “Dane Lehr, welcome to our little refuge,” he said and offered
his hand.
“Anselm Selkirk,” Selkirk said and shook Dane’s hand. “I’m also an MD so I can
take a look at whoever was injured.”
Dane looked at Selkirk for a moment and then turned to where his sons, Teresa,
and Joab stood. “You didn’t tell him who we have here?”
Teresa shook her head, “No…I thought it would be better to let him see for
himself lest he really think we’re all a bit nuts.”
Selkirk narrowed his eyes and looked at his one-time student. “What are you
talking about?”
“Perhaps it would be best if we showed you,” Teresa explained as they walked
inside. “Are Beatrice and Emma upstairs with him?” she asked Dane.
“They are,” Dane replied and then added, “Norris, Bunty, Karl and Justin just
returned with…”
“Good,” Teresa said and then turned back to Selkirk. “We’re all good to go.”
Selkirk nodded. “Let’s take a look at the living before we look at the dead…”
*+*+*+*+*
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Thule System, orbit of Saga, Thule Fleet Shipyards, Battlestar Diana, BS-76
Commander Silja Linna guided the little personnel transport cart down the
docking arm that ran along Diana’s port side. The briefing had been thorough, eye
opening, full of surprises, and very, very sobering. One image, out of all that were
shown, had struck her to the core and it was currently at the eye of the emotional
storm that was raging in her soul.
She slowed the cart and parked it in the spot reserved for the docked ship’s
commanding officer and sat for a moment before she shut it down. Now that the
excitement of first contact with the Cylons and defeating the task force that was
sent to attack Pallas was over, and the realities presented in the briefing beginning
to take root, all she wanted to do was crawl into bed and hopefully wake up from
the nightmare that had started almost a day earlier.
Linna finally got out of the cart and walked to the boarding gate and presented
her credentials to the Marines on duty. One thing was working right, she thought,
people were following the security protocols and even though she knew the
Marines on duty, they were treating her as if she was an unknown until they had
positive confirmation of her identity.
“Welcome back, Commander,” Sergeant Ray Garfield said as he handed Linna
her credentials and snapped a smart salute.
Linna took the credentials and returned the salute. “Thank you, Sergeant.”
“Ah, ma’am?” Garfield asked hesitantly. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Certainly, though depending on what it is, I might not be able to answer it just
yet,” Linna replied and was glad for the momentary distraction from her own
thoughts.
“There’s been some scuttlebutt that Admiral Chase brought back…” Garfield
paused and shrugged. “They say that she found two other civilizations and even
found Olympus…”
“Time for some rumor control before the official announcement,” Linna
explained.
“Yes, Admiral Chase did encounter two human civilizations, the
Meropian Communion and the Earth Union – the fabled 13th Tribe. Unfortunately,
both civilizations are now in ruins; Earth 2000 years ago and the Communion more
recently, earlier this week. And…they did find Olympus…and…I met several
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people we’ve only known as legends.”
“That’s…” Garfield slowly said and looked over at the corporal and two privates
that stood guard with him. “That’s what we heard, ma’am. Do you know who
attacked them? The Communion and Earth Union, that is.”
Linna nodded. “The agents of destruction were different, but the root cause was
the same people who we’ve discovered were behind the Cylons turning on us fiftytwo years ago; a group from the Communion called the ‘Equals’. Again…” Linna
paused and forced back a yawn, “this will be made broadly available tomorrow,”
she looked at her watch, “later today. Pay very close attention to the briefings, and
until then, I want you to shine a light in everyone’s eyes that tries to board or make
contact with Diana. If they have contacts, they need to remove them first, but
everyone – no matter who it is or who they claim to be – gets this treatment. If the
eyes flash red, detain them, and if they resist, subdue them and call CIC with what
happened.”
Garfield nodded and then pursed his lips. “Ma’am,” he said and took out a
small flashlight, “I guess I’m going to need to look at your eyes.”
Linna smiled. “Good! That’s what I hoped to see. No one is immune, Sergeant,
and if they step off the ship and turn around to board her, they get this treatment.”
Garfield turned on the light and held up a finger. “Please look at my fingertip,
this will only take a moment,” he said and quickly shined his light in each of her
eyes, momentarily blinding her. “You’re good,” he said and then handed his rifle to
the corporal. “Clay? Can you hold this while the Commander verifies that I’m
good to go? Then we’ll do you and the others.”
“Sure thing, Sergeant,” Corporal Clayton Fulton replied and took the M-22 from
his sergeant.
Testing the four Marines took just a few minutes and to Linna’s relief, everyone
passed. “I’ll have the orders entered into the official log when I get to CIC,” she
told Garfield and entered the boarding tube that would take her to her battlestar.
After a quick stop at the CIC to log the new order and check any dispatches that
might have arrived since she left for the briefing, Linna returned to her quarters and
sank into the large, overstuffed leather chair that was part of her social area.
“Nibs?” she called and held out her arm. “Wakey, wakey, I have some avocado for
you!”
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A moment later, a grey blur jumped from a potted dwarf spruce tree next to the
sofa and landed on her arm and ran chittering to her face and bumped its nose to
Linna’s. “Hey, Nibbles,” she warmly greeted the little squirrel that she had raised
from infancy. “How’s my little girl doing?” she asked, knowing the squirrel
wouldn’t answer but soaking in the affection and attention it was giving her.
“Here you go,” Linna said and offered Nibbles a piece of avocado which the
squirrel eagerly took and began living up to its name by nibbling. After the
avocado was gone, Linna started petting her arboreal friend and allowed her mind
to slowly focus on Nibbles’ fur, the contented noises she was making, and the way
she held her finger with one of her paws.
Linna had found Nibbles when she was on leave a year and half ago after the
little squirrel fell out of her nest and seemed abandoned by her mother. She spent
four weeks nursing the little creature back to health and took her back to the
shipyard where she was overseeing Diana’s final fitting out and since then the two
had been inseparable. There were even times when Linna forgot Nibbles was
curled up inside her tunic or on her shoulder when she had to go to CIC for one
reason or another and the crew had adopted the squirrel as a mascot.
Once Linna’s mind had settled and she felt stabilized again, she replayed the
images that had stabbed her in the heart. She knew it was unintentional on the part
of the briefing team, they had simply collected images and footage gathered by
post-attack reconnaissance flights and any footage that might have been collected
during the evacuation.
Her hometown had a very unique and distinctive water tower that had been
painted a pale green and was locally known as the “Green Giant”. The house
where she grew up, and where her parents and handicapped older brother still
lived, was two blocks away from the Green Giant.
The images and short video showed the Green Giant had been torn from its legs
and tossed like a top through two blocks of residential homes and had come to rest
on top of the Linna family home.
“Nibs,” Linna said quietly and painfully, “they’re gone. Mom, Dad, and Jari,
they’re all dead.”
Nibbles looked up and wrapped her paws around Linna’s finger and nuzzled its
tip with her nose as if to say, “You still have me.”
“Thanks, kiddo,” Linna said and forced herself to stand. “No rest for the weary,”
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she added and gently put the little squirrel into her nest in the tree. “I’ll be back in
a bit; I need to go do Commander things and get some information pushed out to
people who need it. You don’t know it, but you helped me tonight.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase stepped up to the podium and looked out
across the faces seated in the briefing theater. She knew what was happening here
was happening on several other Colonial and Communion battlestars and solidified
her belief that the foundations that had been built during her expedition and the
relief expedition sent to the Communion by Admirals Deguya and Vought were
being proven strong.
“You’ve heard what’s happened, you’ve seen the imagery from the evacuations
earlier today, yesterday,” Chase corrected herself when she saw the time displayed
by the chronometer on the wall, “and I know what you’re all thinking…’did my
family…my loved ones…my friends…survive?’ And I also know that when you
hear what you’re going to be doing that the temptation will be strong…
overpowering even…to go see firsthand for yourself. I urge you…not as your
Admiral, but as someone who has shared an amazing journey with you, not to do
this.
“We will get this information, but right now we all need to focus on the broader
mission, watching each other’s backs while you’re across the line and bringing back
information that might help someone else…just as someone else’s information
might help you.” Chase looked around and saw several heads nodding agreement
and she stepped away from the podium and walked in front of it so she could be
nearer to the people she was about to send into Harm’s Way.
“I bet that wasn’t how you expected this to start,” Chase smirked to try and
lighten the mood so that everyone would be able to focus on what she was going to
say next. “Over the next twelve to twenty-four hours we are going to send survey
and where possible, rescue and recovery missions back to the home worlds. Your
mission, the survey part of this, is going to determine where those rescue and
recovery ships go.
“We don’t know what the Cylons still have in the cluster, you’re going to find
out for us. And you’re also going to go down into the soup and see what can be
seen. Yes, Cricket?” Chase asked when she saw newly promoted Captain Oksana
Surtova raise her hand.
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“I know we’re good,” Cricket smirked and displayed the self confidence
common to her peers, “but Habus aren’t really kitted out for survey work. I know
we can put a camera pack in place of our Skybolts, but that’s still kind of limited,
isn’t it?”
“Very good question…” Chase smiled and nodded her head. “We are going to
pair two Habus with a Communion Prodromoi or select Peltast, Phalanx, and
Lochos gunships. While the Prodromoi is the primary low observable gunship,
there are some other marks that were specially fitted out for covert operations.
Several Ioke and Kratos class assultstars survived the Cylon attack on the
Communion and will also be assisting in operations. While not as absolutely
stealthy as the smaller craft, they should be able to jump in, make landfall, and
recover survivors. They will also be on station near the cluster’s barycenter for
immediate response as well as to provide cross deck support – fuel, ammunition,
etc. for the other craft assigned to the mission.”
Chase knew her people would be fine working with the Communion, her only
real concern was how the crews of other ships who didn’t have that experience
were going to fare. Now is the time for the extraordinary to become ordinary, she
thought, and then after allowing the silence to hang for another moment, continued
the briefing.
“In addition to the Communion assaultstars, which are all but battlestars in their
own rights, Morningstar and Guerriere will be on station should a…bigger stick…
be needed,” Chase explained. “Yes, Boxcar?”
Captain Evan Danner lowered his hand and looked a little nervous. “Ah,
Admiral, aren’t those Lady Nike’s and Lady Aphrodite’s commands? They’re going
there without escort?”
“They requested the duty, Box…” Chase said and allowed the words to sink in.
In their hour of need, when the most calamitous event in history had occurred, the
Lords of Kobol had not just returned, but were putting themselves on the front line
to help. “We are all in this together,” Chase said as she tried to meet everyone’s
eyes. “Colonial, Communion, Union, Olympian, and even some Monads and
Cylons. We’ve all heard the stories of the Titanomachy, we saw Othrys and pictures
of what it looked like in the aftermath of the battle. We’ve seen…we’ve helped…
our Communion friends. We’ve seen what our Union friends did in the aftermath
of their attempted genocide.
“There were a lot of Union commanders who wanted to jump to our home
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worlds and do what they could…right this moment. Their help will come with
rescue and recovery as well as helping us all to deal with the trauma that has
happened.
“In our meeting earlier where we put together this plan, everyone present
wanted to be in on it. Everyone,” Chase repeated.
“Ah, Admiral?” Captain Reeves Hardesty asked a moment later.
“Go ahead Ratsy,” Chase said and waited for the question.
“What are our ROEs?” Hardesty asked. “I understand we’re there to look and
not be seen, but what if…”
“You’ll have the formal ROEs in the briefing packet, but the bottom line is that
this isn’t a hunting trip, it’s more important than getting a kill…” Chase began and
held up her finger, “but…if the opportunity presents itself, or you need to take a
shot to protect someone, then by all means, take ‘em down hard.”
“Excellent,” Hardesty replied. “Thank you, Admiral. I think we all,” he looked
around, “know what’s important and didn’t want ROEs that forced us to run.”
“I’d never do that to you,” Chase told him and by extension, everyone in the
room. “The people who are making decisions have all worn the uniform and have
all led people into battle. The Empress, now President, Admirals Deguya and
Vought, Duke Charles, and all the others remember what it was like forty years ago
when politics gave us the Armistice. This time there will be no Armistice…”
Whatever Chase was about to say was drowned out by the cheers from the
briefing gallery. Yes, she thought, there would be no armistice this time around; the
Cylons and their allies would either be destroyed completely or subjected to an
unconditional surrender. Too much blood had been spilled, too much had been
lost for anything else.
Besides, how else do you handle an enemy who has the singular goal of killing
all humanity, she thought.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Armistice Line, the Islands Cluster, Joyeuse, Dagger March
Highlands
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Ismail estimated they had been walking for twenty minutes, mostly on relic
pavement but there was some turf and Sini had changed direction more than once.
For the most part, estimating where they were was a thought exercise and nothing
more; he wouldn’t use the information in any malicious or nefarious way.
“You know,” Sini Lee said after several long minutes of silent walking, “those
burgers were pretty damned good. What sort of spices did you use?”
“A bit of this and a bit of that, followed by a dash of nutmeg,” Ismail easily
replied. “When we get where we’re going, give me a piece of paper and I’ll give
you the recipe…I saw it on a late-night cooking show out of Canceron.”
“You never cease to amaze me, brother,” Albany said from behind him.
“I couldn’t sleep and the show got me hungry for burgers, what can I say?”
Ismail explained and shrugged. “I think one of the things that it hammered home
to me is that what’s going to be lost is all this culture…the different cuisines for
example, will be gone and lost to history. I can’t allow that to happen.”
“Whatever caused your conversion,” Sini interjected, “I’m not going to question
it…I’ll just welcome it if its sincere.”
“It is,” Ismail told her soberly. “It is.”
Five minutes later, Ismail felt the temperature cool somewhat and the fresh smell
of wildflowers was replaced with a damp, almost musty smell. “We’re going to
slow down for you…things are a little rough going for a while…” Sini told them,
and Ismail could feel the smooth pavement give way to gravel or ballast stone.
Several minutes more and the air no longer felt damp or smelled musty and
Ismail felt a hand on his shoulder. “Stop…” Sini told him, and he heard another
voice presumably tell Albany to stop as well. “Turn to the right and take one step
forward,” she told him. After he took the step, she added, “Now, slowly lift your
foot as if you’re going to climb a stair.”
“Ok…” Ismail said and was genuinely puzzled. This was turning out to be more
of an adventure than he anticipated. “One foot up, now the next?”
“Yes, you’ll go up three steps and then again, turn to the right and reach out and
find a seat,” Sini told him. “Once you locate one, sit down.”
Ismail reached out with one hand and turned to the right as directed and felt a

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2406
smooth metal pole that ran from the floor to, he assumed, the ceiling. Higher up,
above his head, he felt a pole that projected in the direction he was supposed to
walk, and an image began forming in his mind. Quickly, he took two steps and
then felt to his right and down, about knee level, and felt the spongey give of a
synthetic leather cushion. A moment later, he turned and sat. “Good?” he asked.
“You’re good,” Sini told him, and he felt someone settle next to him.
“Thank you,” Ismail said somewhat self satisfactorily right before he felt the seat
and floor lurch into motion. “Oh, this is impressive,” he added.
“Or it could just be an elaborate and round about way of confusing you,” Sini
told him.
“She has a point,” Albany said. “Though I must say it is much more comfortable
wherever we are than it was walking earlier.”
“Won’t be long now,” Sini told them as Ismail felt the tram, he was certain it was
some sort of tram or subway, accelerate.
“What is your endgame?” Sini asked a moment later.
“That is a very good question,” Ismail replied. “Albany?”
“Survive what we have to do next,” Albany chuckled. “We want to make sure
that humanity survives, that we – and our compatriots in this little act of rebellion –
survive, and if I am truly honest with myself, that we begin to look at what we have
in common rather than our differences and prosper side by side.”
“Impressive goals,” Sini said after a moment. “Do you think you can just give us
stuff and say, ‘sorry’, and things will happen that way?”
“No,” Albany answered without hesitation. “No…it will take hard work by all
parties. On our own, it will take penance and the steadfast following of our
agreements, upholding our promises, proving that what we say is what we mean,
and doing what we can – where possible – to right or correct the wrongs of the
past.”
“And these ships you mentioned…if they contained food or medicine, they’d be
unusable now,” Sini told them.
“They will contain a wide variety of necessities from food to medicine to
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medical equipment to anything that a lost colony might need,” Ismail quickly
answered. “The food and medicine was acquired recently and was intended for
another project…but a sister of ours has taken over that project and these materials
are now yours.”
“How do we know we can trust you?” a new voice, male and older sounding
than Sini.
“You don’t…our word probably means less than the effort it would take to
scratch it in the dirt,” Ismail replied evenly. “All we can do is allow our actions
prove the truth of our words.”
“I don’t trust you,” the voice said.
“I’m glad,” Ismail said bluntly. “If I was you, I wouldn’t trust me, either; I would
make me earn that trust. And to take the first step…Sini, if you reach into my left
shirt pocket there will be a folded map…”
“Hold on,” Sini said, and Ismail felt her lean across him and pull the folded
paper from his pocket. “Got it…what is it?”
“That is the location of the first ship that we, Albany and I, are delivering to
you,” Ismail explained. “It is the Cavalcade of Light, a smaller merchant that is in
good working order.”
Other than the sound of air rushing past the wall or window behind him, Ismail
heard nothing for several long moments. Finally, the voice told him, “We will hold
you until we can check out the ship and if you’re telling the truth, then we can
move on to the next step. If, on the other hand, it’s a trap, then you will be
spending a very, very long time in the darkness.”
*+*+*+*+*
Sini Lee studied the two hooded men, no, Cylons, that were seated to either side
of her before she stood up and followed Wes Wharton into the other tram car and
then slid the connecting door closed behind her. “What do you think?” she asked
Wharton.
Wharton leaned against a post and his meter ninety tall frame relaxed
somewhat. “I dunno, Sini,” he replied after a moment’s thought. “The location has
been sent to a local cell and if it pans out…”
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“Yeah…” Sini replied, knowing exactly what Wharton meant. Of all the people
she knew, she trusted him the most and more than that, respected him the most.
He was one of the few who remembered what Landfall City was like before it was
attacked and had to be abandoned, and over the decades since the colony was cut
off from Colonial society, he had grown from a boy to a man, and from a man into
a leader, the governor of their settlement. He had also raised Sini after her parents
were killed in a tunnel collapse and so he really was a second father to her.
“Even if they are on the up and up, and…” Wharton had a pained look on his
face as if what he was going to say was the equivalent of dealing with the results
from eating spoiled chili, “…and that alone scares me, but it’s their brethren that
concerns me. We’ve kept our heads down for forty years and only had limited
contact with the Cylons, but if their story about a schism within their ranks is
accurate, we could become collateral damage.”
“What about taking the ship and going back to the Colonies? If only to ask for
help?” Sini asked.
“I think the Colonies have more on their plate to deal with than worrying about
a half-forgotten colony world that hasn’t seen contact in decades,” Wharton told
her.
Sini thought about what her mentor just said and hoped that the little voice that
tended to give her advice would say something, anything, to help her find a
solution. “So, we just keep our heads down?”
Wharton slowly nodded as the sadness was evident on his face. “We could be
all that’s left of humanity, Sini…that’s…heavy.”
Sure is, girl, the little voice finally chipped in. “We secure the supplies, take
what we can, and keep our heads down, then,” Sini finally said a moment before
Wharton’s handheld wireless chirped twice.
“Wharton…what do you have?” Wharton spoke into the boom microphone that
extended half a dozen centimeters from his ear along his left jawline. He was silent
for a moment and Sini watched as his eyes went wide. “No shit?” he asked. “Bring
them with you and detail a couple crews to unload the ship and strip the supplies
to make sure there aren’t any tracking devices, but damn…”
“What is it?” Sini asked after Wharton signed off.
“Your lunch dates look to be legit. There was a two-person human crew on the
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ship, claim they’re from someplace called the Meropian Communion, and told
Rockhopper that they were to land the ship and then ask to be taken to where the
Cylons were,” Wharton explained. “If nothing else, half the ship appears to be
filled with medicine and diagnostic equipment…those two in there,” he jerked his
thumb in the direction of where Ismail and Albany waited, “might have just saved
lives.”
“I’ll be damned,” Sini said in perfect synch with her little voice.
*+*+*+*+*
After what felt like two hours, Ismail felt the motion change as the tram slowed
and finally stopped. “Are we there yet?” he asked from within the hood that still
covered his head.
“Don’t taunt them, Ismail,” Albany chided. “They might decide to just shoot us
instead.”
“No, nothing of the sort,” the male voice replied. “Your ship checked out and
the two people who were aboard should meet us when we get back to your
Raptor.”
“Good,” Albany replied, and Ismail allowed his more diplomatic brother to
explain, assuming he stayed on program.
“Who are they?” Sini asked.
“They are two people from the Meropian Communion, another human space
faring civilization that predates the settling of the Colonies,” Albany explained,
telling the truth but not going into much detail or background. “They were given
their parole if they flew Cavalcade of Light to the surface and then joined us on our
next…ah, adventure.”
“Adventure?” Sini prodded. “What are you doing, preparing for the next scene
in a vid?”
“We are going to take the two people from the Communion with us when we
return to the Colonies and hopefully…” Albany paused and Ismail could almost
hear the smirk in his voice, “..and then we will hopefully negotiate a ceasefire for
those who have joined us and didn’t take part in the recent insanity.”
*+*+*+*+*
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Sini walked over to Ismail and removed his hood before doing the same thing
for Albany. Both men squinted as the sunlight streaming through the tram’s
windows caused their iris’ to suddenly constrict.
“So, you’re going to use them to build credibility or as a bargaining chip?” Sini
asked as both men continued to blink away tears from the sudden light.
“No…not bargaining chips, but credibility and possibly as advocates, yes,”
Albany answered.
“Fine, then I’m going, too,” Sini said and heard Ismail, Albany, Wharton, and her
little voice all exclaim, “What?!” at the same time.
“What do you mean,” Wharton asked.
“If this is going to work, whatever *this* is, one more person claiming they
appear to be on the up and up couldn’t hurt,” Sini turned and explained to the man
who for almost twenty years had been her father. “And it will also validate what
they’ve told us…if…if I don’t come back, you’ll know beyond a doubt that they
can’t be trusted.”
“Walk with me a moment,” Wharton said and pointed to the tram’s exit door.
Once they were outside, he looked deep into Sini’s eyes and she felt like he was
touching her soul. “Are you sure about this?”
Sini slowly nodded. “Yeah, I am. I don’t want to do it,” she laughed, “but I
think I have to. There’s more going on here than they’re telling us, and my gut tells
me that our future is linked with theirs and both are linked to the Colonies’ future.”
Wharton slowly nodded his acceptance of her decision.
back…” he told her and held her gaze.

“You better come

Sini hugged the older man and rested her head on his shoulder.
promise you that I will.”

“I will…I

“Ok…your parents would never forgive me if I let something happen to you,”
Wharton reminded her.
*+*+*+*+*
Leading Trojan Point of the Caprica-Picon binary, battlestar Siren, BS-122
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Commander Victor Kailo sipped his water and then wiped the condensation that
was on his hand onto a linen napkin. He studied the two foreigners who sat across
from him, Major Galloway Benton, and Major Marbry Cazaux, and wondered not
for the first or twentieth time whether they were telling anything close to the truth.
Kailo was fairly certain that the younger of the two, Lieutenant Yuri Kovacs, was
telling the truth, or at least the truth as he knew it. Enough of his story dovetailed
with things that his protégé, Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase, had told him
before she left on her expedition that he was willing to give the young officer the
benefit of the doubt. That, coupled with the information that had been brought
back from Kraken sealed the deal that it was a warship belonging to a foreign
human government known as the Meropian Communion.
And, Kailo reflected, the absolute bone powdering raw hatred that burned in
Kovacs’ eyes when the Equals or Cylons were mentioned made him wonder just
what had happened to instill such hatred in the young officer. “Lieutenant Kovacs,”
he began and looked down at the notes he had made during their earlier
conversation, “I can’t help but see…well, what I saw on my parents faces when the
Cylons were mentioned.”
Kovacs’ eyes flicked over to where Ceska sat and Kailo watched as the woman
gave the briefest of nods. “Commander,” Kovacs began and blinked his eyes
several times, “What has happened here in the Colonies happened to my people
several days ago, but where you knew your enemy, other than to a very few within
the Communion, the Cylons were unknown and their…patrons…were viewed as
part of our government, supposed to help protect and shepherd us from danger and
to prosperity. Instead,” his eyes grew cold and his jaw muscles clenched, “those
red eyed bastards brought the Cylons to the Communion to…liquidate was
Geonova’s word…the human population because they had determined them to be
no longer of any use.”
Ceska put her hand on Kovacs’ shoulder and handed him a silk handkerchief
that she pulled from one of her uniform pockets. “Remember what I told you after
we left Renascentis Terra…we…I…will hold them accountable for the crimes
they’ve committed, and my sister shares this belief.”
“I know that here, Principis,” Kovacs pointed to his temple, “but the signals are
getting scrambled going here,” he pointed at his heart. “Do you know what it’s like
to lose everything you’ve ever known…to have the rumors you tried to disbelieve
proven true?” he asked and used the handkerchief to dab the corners of his eyes.
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Kailo saw Cazaux was going to say something but discretely touched her wrist.
I want this to play out, he thought as he watched the two people across from him.
Ceska squeezed Kovacs’ shoulder and appeared to come to a decision.
“Commander Kailo, I wish to request asylum for the crew of Kraken,” she said and
surprised Kailo with the request. “I understand that I have surrendered the ship,
that it is a warship from a foreign power, and that you are probably convinced we
were here for less than legal purposes. However, given what you know happened
to Lieutenant Kovacs’ homeland, and what I am about to tell you now, I think it best
that I do this…or at least make the attempt to secure some sort of future for the
crew of Kraken.”
“Ah…” Kailo said and tried to think through what he was going to say. “I can
accept your request, but it isn’t for me to act on, Ceska,” he explained. He also
didn’t point out that she never mentioned her fate, just those of the crew.
“I can accept that, Commander,” Ceska told him and then squared her shoulders
before relaxing. “A long, long time ago, I was in your place, Yuri,” she said
compassionately and turned to look at the younger man. “I was barely six when
negotiations between my father and his associates fell apart and we were forced to
flee. We had to leave behind everything that we didn’t already have aboard ship
and even then, we left so much behind.
“I learned what I thought was the truth, and believed was for many, many years,
from listening to the stories of those who fled with my father; his closest confidants,
his supporters, and even those who got caught up in it all by being in the wrong
place at the wrong time,” Ceska explained and Kailo could see
the sadness radiating from her exquisite face. She was either telling the truth or
the best actress he’d ever seen.
“My twin sister, the one person I trust above all others, gave me several journals
that dated from our exodus. Those journals, my father’s was included, tell a very,
very different story about what happened, why, and why I never knew who my
mother was,” Ceska continued sadly. “But…” she offered a thin smile, “now that I
know the truth, and who can dispute the very words of those involved when both
sides say the same thing, my eyes have been opened and my,” she swallowed
nervously, “loyalties, have shifted. What happened to you, and to the Colonies,”
she looked at Kailo, “is an abomination that demands retribution and those
responsible brought to justice.
“My…father’s role in this, what has happened, demands that he be brought to
justice, too.”
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“I’m a little fuzzy on just what happened…” Kailo said and saw that he spoke
for both Benton and Cazaux. “The Colonies are shattered, it sounds like the
Communion is in the same condition, and you want to go on a crusade against the
people who caused it, and another power…how do you envision doing this?” he
asked.
“My life is in your hands, Commander,” Ceska finally replied after several very
long, very silent seconds. “You have the navigation logs from Kraken; I believe
what we seek is located in a system that the Communion Red Zoned, that the
Colonies refer to as Ripley’s Star, and the people who we are seeking knew as
Othrys.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Here you go, Tuck,” Commander Victor Kailo said as he let the small black and
tan terrier gently snatch the piece of beef jerky from his hand. The small dog trotted
triumphantly over to where a table provided an ersatz ‘den’ and lay down under it
to begin consuming his treat.
“What do you think?” Kailo asked the three other people seated in the lounge
section of his quarters.
“I wasn’t in the room and watched it via video,” Colonel Luther Madrigal began
and narrowed his eyes, “but what I saw I…I have to believe it.”
“Galloway? Marbry?” Kailo asked the other two people seated in his lounge.
“You go first, Gal,” Major Marbry Cazaux said and sipped a mug of coffee.
“Ok…” Benton said and looked at his notes. “For the past ten years I’ve been a
cop,” he began, “and dealing with people who are only ‘just holding’ something for
a ‘friend’, or claim they ‘dindu nuffin’, has helped refine my BS detector. I think
that when Kovacs talked about the Cylons and these Equals destroying the
Communion it caused Ceska to change what she was going to do.”
“How do you mean?” Cazaux asked and Kailo sat back to watch his human
resources experts work the problem he had given them.
Benton nodded. “It was a lot of little things, like how she gave him the
handkerchief, squeezed his shoulder, some of the pauses and just the overall vibe I
got from her. When I boarded Kraken, she was very much in control of her
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emotions and had poise that would make a politician or vid star green with envy.
But what I saw in that room,” he nodded over his shoulder, “wasn’t the same
person. I think she is operating very much off the script she planned on…or agreed
to with whoever her superiors are.”
Cazaux slowly nodded. “I see what you mean,” she finally conceded. “And I
checked with McMurtry…the coordinates that Kraken’s navigation logs show as
being Red Zoned matches exactly with Ripley’s Star. That place is out in the middle
of nowhere, about 350 light years or so from here, and if we were to pull up stakes,
we might be able to get there within a day, but that’s going to be pushing the group
to the edge with a 30 minute jump window. We could…and I stress, could, be
there and back in less than 48 hours.”
“But that would leave us little to no time actually there,” Madrigal added. “Are
you really thinking about going there, Vic?”
Kailo slowly nodded. “The idea is tempting…”
“But?” Madrigal prodded.
“We have a lot of civilians aboard, and if we were to go, we’d have to take them
with us and I’m not sure I want them underfoot if we have to clear for action,” Kailo
explained.
Madrigal nodded, “But, how is that different from right now? We had to clear
for action when we thought Kraken was out there…”
“What do you two think?” Kailo asked and looked at Benton and Cazaux.
“I think we have potentially the most powerful battlegroup ever fielded…”
Benton stated and looked around the room. “Perhaps not in absolute throw weight,
but by virtue of the stealth it owns. I’m torn in a couple directions; first, I want to
chase this rabbit down whatever rabbit hole it decides to hide in and get to the
bottom of all this. The chance to catch and put an end to whoever orchestrated this
is too much for the hunter…for the cop in me, to pass up.
“Second,” Benton continued, “We have a duty to the Colonies to protect and
defend them…so do we abandon offering a helping hand to draw the sword of
justice?
“And third, while the navigation information appears to be legit, we really don’t
know what’s there…” Benton summarized and then turned to Cazaux. “Mar?”
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“You hit the high points, Gal.” Cazaux agreed. “My concern are the civilians,
and the more I think about it, the more I have to wonder if they might be safer with
us, regardless of where we go. Think about it…they’re on a stealth battlestar…
doesn’t get much more secure than that.”
Kailo looked at where Tuck lay under the table, his muzzle resting on his
crossed paws, and chuckled. “I wonder what Tuck would suggest?” he quipped.
The small dog looked up at his name, wagged his tail, and Kailo wasn’t sure if it
was his subconscious urging or just a tired mind attributing a small dog’s sage look
with his opinion on the trip, but he thought he heard the word, “Go!”
Kailo shook his head and yawned. I must be tired, he thought to himself, I’ve
been up almost twenty-four hours and so this is probably just fatigue talking. He
looked back at Tuck and the dog looked as if he was privy to a secret that no one
else was in on. Cute dog, but just a dog, he told himself. “The DC teams say that
Kraken isn’t going to be able to jump for at least another eight hours, so between
now and six hours from now, let’s get some rest so we can discuss this more
clearly.”
*+*+*+*+*
Imperatoria Principis Ceska Eventine sat in the quarters that had been provided
for her and studied the meal that sat on the table in front of her. She had
envisioned a prison cell with a thin foam mattress, a stainless-steel commode, and
everything either welded down or built into the walls, ceiling, or floor, but what she
had received was something quite different. The quarters were spacious and
comfortable, with a real bed, a real bathroom, a workspace, and even a social
lounge.
And now, instead of something less palatable and perhaps barely edible, she
was feasting on a delicious meal that the Marine who brought it had claimed it was
one of the officers’ mess chef’s specialty - lasagna; flavorful dish that combined a
tangy red sauce, pasta, several different cheeses, and ground meats into a baked
delight. It had been served with a small salad, some toasted bread, and several
condiments to spice or flavor it to taste. She had had the dish before, but
compared to this, that had been a mere shade.
“Principis?” Lieutenant Yuri Kovacs asked after she had finished chewing and
swallowing a bite. “Why do I have the feeling that you deviated from what you
planned to say earlier?”
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Kovacs was very perceptive, and not just for someone his age, but for someone
of any age. Had the genocide not happened, he most likely would have been
promoted before others of his rank and gone on to a celebrated career in the
Communion Fleet. “I trust these people, Yuri,” Ceska said after a moment’s thought.
“How would you have treated us had the roles been reversed?”
“Probably not like this…” Kovacs replied.
“And would you have stopped firing after one salvo? Or offered assistance to
save and repair the ship?” Ceska pressed.
Kovacs shook his head. “I think I would have gone for the kill, thinking you
were part of the forces that attacked us. I think I would have been…vengeful.”
Ceska nodded her agreement. “As would I have…probably,” she agreed. “And
yet, all they’ve done is shown us a hand of…perhaps not friendship, but certainly
not that of a vengeful jailer.”
“Could it all be a hoax?” Kovacs finally asked. “I mean, act like our friend, or
something decidedly not an enemy, and see if we let our guard down?”
“It could be,” Ceska admitted and speared a piece of lasagna and chewed it
thoughtfully before swallowing it. “But I don’t think so, and that was why I told
them what I did. My father…he is…he is a man of great passions and some of
those passions are obsessions…One of those obsessions is to seek revenge for what
he believes is a wrong that was done to him and his supporters thousands of years
ago…far, far before the founding of even the Communion.
“To achieve this, he had to slowly build and prepare and then when he was
ready to seek his revenge, the very people he was looking for disappeared,” Ceska
explained and met Kovacs’ gaze. “He sought allies and over the years built a
relationship with them and hoped that with each gross event that those he sought
would reveal themselves.”
“And now you think they will?” Kovacs asked.
Ceska nodded. “Yes, that is why it is imperative that we find them and warn
them, or at least do what we can to help them prepare for what is coming.”
“What is coming?” Kovacs asked nervously.
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Ceska didn’t answer him immediately and instead sipped the wine that had
been served with the meal. “What is coming?” she asked rhetorically. “A crusade
where only one side will remain when it is over; those who side with my father or
those who oppose them.”
“How do you know who sides with him…or opposes him?” Kovacs wondered
aloud.
“By asking that question, Yuri, you oppose him,” Ceska told the young officer.
*+*+*+*+*
Unknown location, beyond the Colonial Sphere, Colonial battlestar Styx, BS-79
“What the frak happened?” Commander Titiana Gratiana Faustina Varinia
exclaimed as she felt the massive battlestar emerge from its FTL jump. The jump
had lasted longer than it should, beyond the infinite instant it was supposed to last,
and instead of disorienting it had been painful…her mind conjured up an image of
being reborn or squeezed through a tube at a water park that was just a bit too
small to pass through easily.
“It was a misjump, Commander,” Captain Rafaella Contino answered after a
brief moment. “Dradis shows one object at about 100,000 kilometers but no sign
of the group…we are not in the Thule system.”
“Flight, launch the CAP and put the rest of the wing on Alert 5 status…and tell
Major Valeriana that she is to prepare her gunships for launch…but to not launch
until I give the order,” Varinia told Flight Control.
“Copy, Commander,” Captain Dylan Tudor answered then repeated the order
before tending to the task.
“DC? Thoughts?” Varinia asked and looked at the man who stood on the other
side of the plotting table. Where Varinia was petite, lithe, had a dusky complexion,
dark almond shaped eyes, and wore her long raven tresses in a classic high
waterfall and looked more like a pyramid mom or librarian, her executive officer
presented a recruiting poster come to life. Where she was from Tauron, Colonel
Decker Cole was from the capital of cosmopolitanism, Caprica City, Caprica, and
stood just over a meter eight, had just enough vanity to have his uniforms tailored
to showcase his gymnast’s physique, and wore his hair somewhere between Marine
and Fleet regulations, and always moved with careful precision.
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“Frak if I know,” Colonel Decker Cole, DC to all who knew him, even the crew,
replied. “I’ve never been on a misjump before and with what was happening when
we crash sailed, if it was going to happen, it would have to happen then.”
“Commander?” Command Master Chief Petty Officer Darby Simms, Styx’s Chief
of the Boat, or COB, asked. “Damage Control isn’t reporting anything worse than
some nausea.”
“Good…” Varinia replied. “Thank you for checking on it, COB. Please
coordinate with engineering and have them run as thorough a diagnostic on our
FTL drive as they can without taking it offline.”
“Will do,” Simms replied.
“I think I know where we are…” Contino said before Varinia and DC could
continue their conversation.
“So long as we’re still on the right side of the looking glass, I think I’ll be ok,”
Varinia quipped. “How far out are we?”
Contino walked over to the plotting table and cued up a two-dimensional star
chart. “I could show you in the v-world and it would be much more impressive,”
she smirked, “but this will do to get the point across. The short answer is that we
jumped just shy of two hundred light years into space that has never really been
charted so I don’t know what’s out here.”
“Ok, that tells us the where, can you tell me the how?” DC asked. “We jumped
a hell of a lot farther than we should have been able to go.”
“I think part of that was because we activated the FTL just when a nuke hit the
station,” Contino explained. “That gave things just enough of a jilt that we
misjumped.”
“Why so far?” Varinia asked. “This is way beyond the Red Line, way beyond…”
“Yes and no,” Contino sort of agreed. “Our jump limits, the Red Line, don’t lie
in the FTL drive, but rather our computers. Given enough time and data, its
theorized that we could probably jump about ten times our current range or even
more, but the limiting factor rests within the computers. I think that somehow,
something glitched and we just jumped somewhere else. I’ve got locks on several
navigational constants so I know exactly where we are and can get us home.”
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Home, Varinia thought, do we even have a home to return to? She forced the
thought from her mind and nodded. “Prepare a series of jumps, I want them
plotted as completely as possible before we start so we spend minimal downtime
after each one. Two hundred light years…about twenty jumps?”
Contino nodded. “Yes, I’ll plan on taking us to Saga where the rest of the group
went, and that is doable in twenty jumps…ten hours or less.”
“Good…” Varinia said and relaxed somewhat. When she had a spare hour, she
was going to have to do her katas and make sure to stretch and try and work out the
stress that was setting up shop between her shoulders and down her back to her
hips. “Now, what’s that thing out there?”
“It isn’t natural…” Contino explained and changed the star chart to an image of
the object. It had a large central body that reminded Varinia of a cathedral, three
large arms radiating out at equilateral points, and was several times as large as Styx.
“We’re getting some really odd dradis and wireless data from it, like it’s wrapped in
frequencies that are just beyond what we normally use.”
“DC?” Varinia asked and arched her eyebrows. “Do we check it out before we
leave?”
DC slowly nodded. “Yes…I look at that and I feel…I dunno…uneasy is about
the best word I can use right now.”
“Me, too,” Varinia told her XO. “Work on the jumps, Rafaella, but get the first
one plotted and keep it live and updated while you work on the others…I want to
be able to jump at a moment’s notice.”
“I’ll plot a short jump to get us out of the neighborhood, keep it live and the FTL
drives spun up, and then work on the others,” Contino repeated and went back to
her workstation.
“Flight, please have the CAG join us in CIC,” Varinia told Tudor and then turned
to where DC stood. “I want a look at that thing before we leave…”
“Look? Or Alpha Strike the thing?” DC asked and arched his eyebrows and
caused a predatory grin to form on Varinia’s face. “Oh, you look so hot when you
get all tactical,” he whispered so only she could hear it. “Like the vengeful pyramid
mom from that vid…”
Varinia chucked and tried to keep from laughing out loud. If we weren’t posted
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to the same ship, she thought wistfully. “Yeah…something like that,” she said a
moment before the dradis added two additional pings to the six – four from the
Vipers in the CAP and one from the Raptor, and one from the artificial object.
“Rafaella…what just jumped in on us?” she asked.
“Ah…oh, frak me,” Contino swore. “Cylon baseships! Range 3000, CBDR…
they’re launching Raiders!”
“Stay or go?” Varinia asked DC.
“Stay,” DC said after a moment. “I want some payback and if they jumped here,
that tells me that thing over there might be important to them…”
“Good…” Varina said and rolled her shoulders. “Girlfriend is going to war,” she
chuckled.
“I haven’t heard that in some time…” DC smiled and nodded. “Shame we
aren’t still flying…the blessed couple would cut a swath through them the likes of
which would give them nightmares for decades!”
“Aye-firmative!” Varinia agreed and then turned to where Contino sat. “Rafaella,
plot a jump to 100 kilometers from that thing and let me know when it’s ready.
Flight,” she turned to Tudor, “Recall the CAP and have them land ASAP…I want to
jump as soon as they’re down and locked.”
“Copy, Commander,” Contino said followed a moment later by Tudor’s similar
comment.
*+*+*+*+*
“Captain Farage, prepare a nuclear strike on my authority; spin up birds one
through forty-eight as group one and forty-nine through ninety-six as group two,
configure both for sprint mode and immediate submunition and decoy deployment,
both targeted on bogie Alpha One,” Commander Titiana Varinia ordered as she
watched the dradis show the CAP’s final approach to the starboard top flight deck.
“Copy, prepare a nuclear strike on your authority, Commander,” Captain Grantly
Farage said and then repeated the deployment order. “XO, do you concur?” he
asked.
“XO concurs with the Commander’s order, Captain Farage,” Colonel Decker
Cole, DC, replied. “Spin them up, Guns.”
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“Copy, XO concurs with the Commander’s nuclear strike order,” Farage stated.
“Let’s finish this,” Varinia said and withdrew the octagonal key that she had
hoped she’d never have to use.
“Copy, let’s finish this,” DC agreed and withdrew his own key and stood by his
authorization station.
“On one, we insert the key, on two we pause, and on three we turn the key fully
to the right until it stops with a click,” Varinia ordered as she flipped open the key
slot cover, repeating the order that every officer who served aboard a nuclear
armed ship had to learn by heart before they would be qualified to stand watch.
“Copy, on one we insert the key, on two we pause, and on three we turn the key
fully to the right until it stops with a click,” DC repeated and confirmed that he
understood Varinia’s order.
“Zero,” Varinia said to a silent CIC except for the dradis’ sweep and pings. Her
hand held the key over the key slot that she had uncovered a moment earlier.
“One,” Varinia said and inserted the key into the slot as DC copied her move.
“Two,” Varina said and understood the peacetime need to build a pause into the
sequence, to give the officers involved a chance to abort the launch as the most
likely target would have been fellow humans.
“Three,” Varina concluded the count by turning her key to the right, felt some
resistance from the detent, and then felt the key push past it with an audible click.
Styx’s nuclear teeth were now mechanically authorized to go live.
“Mr. Contino, are the next two jumps plotted?” Varinia asked a moment later.
“They are, Commander. Jump one will take us to 100 kilometers from Alpha
One…I plotted that one to bring us to the other side, so that it will be between us
and the approaching baseships and Raiders. Jump two will start us on the way
home,” Captain Rafaella Contino replied.
“Commander, the CAP has landed and is showing locked on deck,” Captain
Dylan Tudor, Styx’s Flight Operations officer announced.
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“Ready to go hunting, DC?” Varinia asked her executive officer.
“Let’s kick the tires and light the fires, Girlfriend,” DC replied with the same
answer he had always used when they flew together years earlier in their career.
“Mr. Farage, when we jump, launch the nuclear strike and have all guns begin
firing at Alpha One; don’t wait for me to say something, just do it,” Varinia told her
weapons officer.
“Come out of the gates shooting, aye,” Farage replied.
Varinia picked up the handset that rested on a cradle near her side of the table.
“This is the Commander,” she began. “In a few moments we are going to do a
combat jump and go on the offensive. There will be no friendlies out there, so if
you have a target, send it to hell, don’t ask for permission. Fixed, primary, and
main guns that can bear will target Alpha One, all others are free to engage
anything that decides to come our way.
“We had to leave our home behind unexpectedly, we didn’t end up where we
expected, but the gods have given us a chance for some retribution, and I don’t
think any of us wants to pass up the opportunity. So…you know your jobs, you’re
good at them, now let’s show the Cylons that when we swear an oath by Lady Styx
that we make good on it.
“In the absence of direction, all batteries are to engage hostile forces as they
bear…Girlfriend out,” Varinia said and concluded the announcement using her old
callsign – something she knew the crew still called her – and noticed DC slowly
nodding his agreement and support.
“Mr. Contino, Mr. Farage, let’s jump the ship and go hunting,” Varinia said and
stood a little straighter. “Mr. Contino, the ship is yours, you may jump when ready.”
Both officers copied her order and Contino added, “I have the ship, aye. We
will jump in three…two…one…jump!”
Varinia felt the familiar contraction and expansion that lasted the infinite instant
that the jump took to move Styx from where she had been to where she now was.
“Launching birds one through ninety-six…” Farage announced even as the jump
effects faded. “All birds launched, autoloaders preparing second volley. All birds
have successfully deployed submunitions and decoys…all guns are firing.”
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The missiles and their submunitions streaked toward Alpha One at an everincreasing velocity.
Varinia watched the tracks on the dradis and mentally
calculated that it would be a few more moments before the first rounds from the
fixed and primary guns would impact. “What the frak?” she exclaimed as the two
baseships and many of the Raiders that they had left behind when Styx made her
jump suddenly appeared right in front of the missile swarm and many of the kinetic
rounds.
“I have impacts on the baseships and Raiders,” Contino announced and
confirmed what Varinia was watching on the dradis; the Cylons had sacrificed
themselves to protect Alpha One. One by one the missile tracks disappeared as a
Raider suicided into it or it hit a baseship.
“Both baseships are showing signs of breaking up!” Contino declared as the
dradis suddenly sounded like an old-time spring music box; the pings off new
targets were coming faster than the dradis could announce them.
“How many?” Varinia asked.
“Ah…I have confirmation that more than 200 baseships just jumped into local
space, Commander,” Contino answered, her voice sounding like death itself had
arrived.
“I think that’s our cue?” DC asked in such a way that it could be both a question
and a statement.
“Time to leave, Rafaella; jump us out of here,” Varinia told the navigator.
“Copy…we will jump in three…two…one…jump!” Contino announced and
commanded Styx’s FTL drive to jump the ship to safety…seconds before the first
wave of Cylon missiles would have hit her.
*+*+*+*+*
Saga’s trailing Trojan point, Thule system, Cylon baseship Covenant
“What’s going on?” Commander Tanith Basilan asked as she strode into the
massive baseship’s CIC. The lights were dimmed around the ship’s hybrid and two
Sixes and three Eights were clustered around the unique cyborg that was in many
ways the heart of the ship.
“We had to take the hybrid offline,” Siobhan Crockett, the ship’s XO, explained.
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“Tanith…” she said and the blonde Six saw a mix of emotions warring for
dominance on her friend’s face.
“What is it, Shiv?” Tanith asked.
similar?”

“Are the other ships reporting something

Siobhan nodded. “We just received an all forces assemble directive from the
Hub…it was under attack and its escort had already been destroyed.”
The words reflexively chilled Tanith to the core. Part of her wanted to shout for
joy that the tool that gave the Ones their stranglehold over Cylon society was in
danger, but part of her feared for what the consequences of its destruction might
bring. “Please tell me it wasn’t one of ours that attacked…” she managed to say
and prayed that it wasn’t one of the allies that had recently joined her little
revolution.
“No,” Siobhan shook her head. “Telemetry indicates it was the battlestar Styx,
though how in all the hells she managed to find the Hub, wherever it is, is beyond
me.”
“What sort of damage was done?” Tanith asked. “That could affect us, too.”
“Preliminary reports are that it took minor damage from several kinetic strikes
which further damaged its FTL drive and…” Siobhan’s voice trailed off.
“And?” Tanith prodded.
“The primary relays are down,” Siobhan told her and confirmed one of her fears.
“If we die within range of a baseship, we’ll be ok…but…if we’re out of range or the
baseship goes down, until those relays are back up and running, we’ll be lost.”
“Frakking A! This is both bad…and good, Shiv,” Tanith declared and started
pacing. “John and Lucien will pull back their forces and use the Threes, Fours, and
Fives as fodder. They know how vulnerable the baseships are, and I bet once the
Raiders find out about this that they’re going to see a widescale strike or at best, a
demand to pause operations until things are running again.”
“So, we got the breathing room we needed?” Siobhan asked.
“Possibly,” Tanith agreed. “I need to let the council know about this so they can
factor it into our operational plans.”
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“Oh…one other thing…” Siobhan said.
Tanith turned as she was walking out of the CIC to look at her and arched a
finely sculpted eyebrow. “One more thing?” she asked, echoing what Siobhan just
said.
“John just jumped the Colony to the Hub’s location to provide additional
support,” Siobhan explained. “Just happened or I would have said something
earlier,” she added and pulled her hand from the water table.
“They won’t go for it…” Tanith said and frowned. “By the time we get wherever
they are, they’ll be gone. Frak! If they had our nav systems we could jump there
and end this…right now, right there…over. The Ones’ paranoia is going to be off
the scale after this.”
“Yes…whatever you do, don’t get yourself killed Sister…I think they’ll box us
out of spite,” Siobhan told her.
“Walk with me?” Tanith said and nodded to the hatch that led from the CIC.
“You’ve had something on your mind since you got back from Hecate,” Siobhan
finally said when they were in Tanith’s quarters and seated in her social area.
“How would you like to be your own woman, Shiv?” Tanith finally asked.
Siobhan cocked her head. “Aren’t I already? Well, as much as we can be and
still be Cylon?”
Tanith shook her head. “You look like me, I look like you, we look like all the
other Sixes except for hair color, hair style, perhaps fashion choice, and personality
quirks. But how would you like to look like...*you*…someone unique?”
“How is that even possible?” Siobhan asked. “We are carbon copies…clones…
we are all the same, that was part of the original plan.”
“The original plan is dead…it’s been dead for a long time,” Tanith reminded her
friend. “Remember, we were supposed to be the guides…the clergy if you will…
that ministered to the greater Cylon population. Our lack of individual appearance
would declare who and what we were. But now…we’re a civilization of seven
faces, no more and no less. I was talking with Hecate during one of our breaks
today and…Shiv…she’s willing to discuss with Zeus and the Olympic Council
giving us the ability to…customize makes it sound so mechanical, but that’s a good
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word, our appearance…to help us grow and be…”
“Human…” Siobhan finished Tanith’s statement for her.
“Human,” Tanith agreed.
“What is the price?” Siobhan asked. “Bargaining with gods, little ‘g’, doesn’t
seem like something we should do.”
“I asked that same question and do you know what she said?” Tanith asked and
then answered the question. “She said that the payment would be watching us
learn to be individuals, to be unique and ‘one of one’ rather than ‘one of many’.
That we would have the chance to be human…as God, and she was definite on the
use of a big ‘g’ God, intended us to be.”
“That’s…heavy…” Siobhan finally said.
“It is. But first,” Tanith said and stood, “I need to brief them on what just
happened. Have the data forwarded to my station and I’ll work on putting
something together on my way over.”
*+*+*+*+*
Saga’s orbital track, Thule System, Earth Union gunstar Angelos
“I’m glad they put us to use rather than have us cooling our heels back at Saga,”
Colonel Chiara Savoy said as she leaned against the plotting table.
“I hear you there…though I have mixed feelings about missing out on the family
reunion,” Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett replied. Don’t worry, boy-o, his
little voice told him, you’ll have your chance soon enough.
“I’m glad that Admiral Chase’s and Cora’s father survived the attack,” Savoy said
and frowned. “How that no-good ex of mine survived…”
“Bad pennies always turn up when you least expect them, Chiara,” Beckett
sighed and agreed with her. Of all the people who could have survived…
“Speaking of which, how did your meeting with Channing go…or is that a topic
that shall not be discussed?”
Savoy smiled and shook her head. “It went very well…better than that, she gave
me a lot of insight into a man I thought I knew, and I realized that she was just as
much a victim as I was.”
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Beckett narrowed his eyes. “A victim? Wasn’t she the one who was…um…
caught in flagrante delicto?”
Savoy failed to hold back the laugh. “Yeah, there was that…but as we talked, I
realized that he had manipulated her, and in a way, manipulated me, too. He was
the one who pursued her, was the one always whispering tempting things in her
ear, and then arranging for them to do the deed when there was a chance they
could get caught. I never saw his violent side; had I seen it I’d probably be dead in
prison because I would have killed him if he did to me what he did to Channing.”
“He certainly came across as a real piece of shi…” Beckett said and was cut off
by the dradis pinging off a new contact. “Report!” he ordered.
“It’s a small craft…” Lieutenant Aramis Stokes, Angelos’ navigator, replied.
“Confirmed, it’s a Colonial Raptor…it’s not maneuvering.”
“Katya, get me a fire control solution on it,” Savoy told Captain Ekaterina
Petrova, the weapons officer. “Becky, let Ariadne know that we’ll run point on this
since we have a Colonial officer aboard and then try to hail them, please.”
“What do you think, Sebastian? It’s just sitting there,” Savoy asked.
“I dunno…” Beckett replied. “I think we should get Tabby and her crew ready
just in case.”
“Colonel?” Specialist Rebecca Slocum, the communications specialist asked. “I
have Commander Sharma on the wireless.”
“Thank you, Becky, I’ll take it down here,” Savoy told the specialist and pointed
at the handset in front of Beckett. “Listen in…”
Beckett nodded and picked up the handset as Savoy answered the hail, “Angelos
Actual.”
“Chiara, Digger,” Commander Douglas Sharma’s voice replied with the
characteristic hisses and pops common to scrambled wireless communications.
“We’ll back you up and take a position twenty kilometers off your starboard wing.
Run with this as you think best, I’m…” His voice sounded unsure to Beckett’s ear
as it trailed off.
“I understand, Commander…we have the same feeling over here,” Savoy replied
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as Beckett nodded and was sure the little voice was nodding from its perch on his
shoulder.
“They’re returning our hail, Colonel,” Slocum announced.
“Conference them in, Becky,” Savoy told the communications tech. “This is
Colonel Chiara Savoy of the Earth Union gunstar Angelos. We are working with the
Colonial Fleet to secure the Thule system; please identify yourself and be
recognized.”
“Well,” a masculine voice replied, “this wasn’t what we expected. Colonel, is
there a Colonial officer present that we could talk to? This is a matter of some
urgency and delicacy.”
“Sebastian?” Savoy nodded to Beckett. “That’s your cue.”
“This is Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett, Colonial Fleet, on loan to the
Earth Union,” Beckett announced and prayed that what he heard next would be
something simple and a junior Fleet officer just trying to feel important. That isn’t
part of the act, boy-o, you know that, and I know that, the little voice chided him,
and he found himself nodding his agreement.
“My name is Ismail,” the voice replied. “With me are my associate Albany, a
Colonial civilian named Sini Lee, and two officers from Grand Admiral Montcalm’s
staff. Without being cliched, Colonel, I am requesting that you take us to your
leaders as I wish to discuss a truce between my…people…and what appears to be
a grand alliance that my…people…have wronged.”
“I’m sure that can be arranged, Ismail, and I would certainly like to meet Grand
Admiral Montcalm’s staff members, but beyond that I can’t guarantee anything,”
Beckett explained and then narrowed his eyes. Yep, I think you figured it out, boyo, them thar are Cylons, it added in a fake Canceron accent. “Who did you say
you represented again?”
Ismail’s voice sounded like he was smiling when he answered. “I didn’t,
Colonel Beckett.
However, prior to recent events Albany and I were field
commanders for the Cylon Alliance. Due to those same events and a philosophical
disagreement with them, we…and some others…have parted company with the
Alliance.”
“Yeah, this is over our pay grade,” Sharma said over the discrete frequency that
was different from the one used with the Raptor. “I’m going to contact the bosses
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and I think we might want to think about heading back. However, bring them
aboard and detail a crew to tear apart that Raptor and make sure it isn’t some sort
of trap.”
“Copy, Commander,” Savoy replied and nodded to Beckett to proceed.
“I think it would be best if you were to land aboard Angelos and we all head
back to someplace where we can get this sorted out,” Beckett suggested.
“If they so much as twitch wrong, Katya, light ‘em up,” Savoy told the weapons
officer.
“I think that would be a good idea, Colonel,” Ismail agreed. “It would certainly
be the safest should word of our identity get out.”
*+*+*+*+*
“What are we supposed to do with them, Colonel?” Lieutenant Tabitha
Wellington asked Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett as they waited in the
starboard receiving lounge for the Raptor to land and make a hard seal with the
umbilical.
“Well, we don’t want to off ‘em right away,” Beckett told her. “I think we should
treat this as delicately as possible…let them get comfortable here and then when
Admiral Chase or someone else sends over a shuttle for them, they can get off our
deck as quickly as possible.”
“I’m all for that,” Tabby smirked and chuckled.
hanging around you than I ever did before!”

“I get into more adventures

“Write it all down, novelize it, and turn it into a best seller,” Beckett joked. “I
sometimes wonder how things would have turned out if I hadn’t stopped to
watch…” he muttered.
“Oh?” Tabby asked.
“I stopped to watch Admiral Chase work through some of the saber dancing
katas when I first boarded Hecate. Man…that feels like a lifetime ago,” Beckett
reminisced wistfully.
“Colonel Symphony wants us to learn saber dancing…at least the basics,” Tabby
admitted and smiled. “I think it’s pretty cool…another tool in the toolbox for close

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2430
combat.”
Beckett looked at Tabby and narrowed his eyes. “You sure you’re going to go
back to the flight track?”
Tabby grinned, “Probably not. Some hero worship of Colonel Symphony and a
feeling like I’m where I belong…I think I’ve found my home.”
“I know the feeling, Tabby,” Beckett said and nodded. “Looks like they’re ready
to come aboard.”
“Sergeant, it’s game time,” Tabby said, and Sergeant Mycroft Cramer made sure
the rest of the squad was properly deployed.
Several moments later the hatch telltales changed from red to green and Beckett
felt his pulse speed up a bit. The hatch finally opened and a man on the younger
side of middle age stood in the opening. He wore a pair of cargo pants, low
athletic hiking boots, a multi-pocketed shirt that was patterned on something that
might have been ‘military’, and despite almost laconic body language, Beckett
knew the dark-haired man was as dangerous as anyone he had ever met.
“Permission to come aboard?” the man asked in the same voice that had been
on the wireless.
“Permission granted for you and your party,” Beckett said. “I am Lieutenant
Colonel Sebastian Beckett, executive officer of Angelos and this is Lieutenant
Tabitha Wellington of the Earth Union Fleet. You are?”
“I am Ismail,” Ismail replied and stepped over the threshold and into the
receiving lounge proper. “This is Albany,” he announced and to Beckett’s eyes, an
older version of Ismail stepped into the lounge. “Yes, we are…brothers…I’m
obviously the better looking, but we are essentially brothers.”
Beckett narrowed his eyes and glanced over to where Tabby stood at ease yet
had both hands on her rifle. Good girl, he thought. “And you’re Cylon?” he asked
and addressed the elephant in the room.
“Yes, we are,” Ismail confirmed. “And yet we are not in lockstep with our
brethren,” he added. “I would like to introduce you to Miss Sini Lee, of Joyeuse;
earlier today she requested to join us when she heard what we intended to do.”
Sini had the look some women were blessed with; she could probably be any
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age between her early twenties and mid to late thirties and possessed a trim and fit
body with her hair held back in functional ponytail. “Thank you for receiving us,
Colonel,” she said, and Beckett realized that she could be just as dangerous as
Ismail was, but for different reasons.
“You’re welcome, Miss Lee,” Beckett replied. “We haven’t had contact…or
been allowed contact, with Joyeuse for forty years…despite trying.”
Sini smiled. “That will make the people at home happy…to know that we
weren’t forgotten or written off.”
“Never,” Beckett told her.
“And now,” Ismail said and waved his hand to motion someone forward, “I
present Captains Dominick Miller and Rutger Harris.”
When the names were spoken, two men in rumpled Communion uniforms
stepped onto the deck. “Colonel Beckett, I’m Captain Dominick Miller and this is
Captain Rutger Harris; we were officers on Admiral Montcalm’s staff.”
“There are some people who will be glad to hear that, Captain, and even
happier to hear that you boarded Angelos and weren’t killed or otherwise
incapacitated,” Beckett said and was glad that neither man had been an Equal nor
carried a Rider.
“I’m not sure I follow?” Harris said.
stepping aboard?”

“Why would we have been killed for

“We have protection from Equals…in whatever form they’re in, Captain,”
Beckett said and answered the question as fully as he wanted to until their identities
and motivations could be positively established. “I have some refreshments and the
heads are over there,” he pointed to two doors on the opposite wall. “For
everyone’s safety and security, we’re going to stay here until we get back…about an
hour or so.”
“You should go get your hibachi, Ismail,” Sini quipped. “I’m sure they would
like your burgers, too.”
Beckett narrowed his eyes and Ismail shrugged. “I thought that if we had to wait
for Sini’s people to find us, that I might get hungry and took a hibachi and some
burgers. We had a cookout and established some common ground.”
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Beckett couldn’t resist smiling and laughed. “It seems that cookouts do seem to
be the way to build bridges.”
*+*+*+*+*+
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“I’m coming, I’m coming, already,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase muttered
as she sat up in bed and reached for the intercom handset that was on the wall next
to the bed. “Admiral Chase,” she said and tried to keep the annoyance from her
voice.
“Admiral, this is Major Cole,” newly promoted Major Jeremiah Cole’s voice
replied. “Ah…we just got a call from Covenant…Commander Basilan is on her
way over and Siobhan said that it was urgent that you and whoever else could be
assembled be present to hear what she had to say.”
“Wonderful,” Chase muttered and looked over to where Addy and Ava were still
curled up on the sofa and Esposito was asleep on one of the overstuffed chairs.
That could have been me, she thought, asleep and relaxing… “Ok,” she finally
said. “Can you contact the primaries and see if they can attend in person, if not,
coordinate with Lara to setup a conference call if it’s possible.”
“We’ll get it done, Admiral,” Cole told her. “Her ETA is about forty minutes, so
we should have time to get everything in place.”
“Good…” Chase replied. “And while you’re at it, could you have someone in
the galley put together some pastries or something? If I’m going to be up, might as
well start the day.”
“Copy that, Admiral, I’ll call down and make it happen,” Cole confirmed.
“Thanks, Jerry. By the way, what did Zoe say when you told her about the
promotion?” Chase asked.
Cole chuckled. “She congratulated me and then said, ‘I’m still senior…’
wisely withheld my comment about her qualifying for a senior discount…”

I

“I think that was a very wise tactical decision, Mr. Cole,” Chase laughed. “I
better get ready…have everyone sent to my conference room and not my quarters.”
“Will do, Cole out.”
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Chase lay back in her bed and stretched. Her mind wandered back to a side
meeting she had with the Empress, her father, and Admirals Deguya, Vought, and
Gaitlin. When it came to the Fleet’s new chain of command, it was decided that
even though Admiral Gaitlin had seniority by time in grade, that Chase would be
the primary field commander for the surviving Colonial forces. She would take a
big picture view and handle approving the decisions, while Gaitlin would tend to
the details and nitty gritty as her deputy.
She smiled at the old saying about the start of a war; colonels became
commanders and commanders became admirals. There were several promotions
that should post in the next day that should help solidify, or more accurately, make
de facto what was already de jure.
“You can do this, Spitfire,” her father had told her. “You’ve trained for this all
your life and…your mother and I couldn’t be prouder.”
Chase’s eyes flicked to the chronograph on the wall and noticed that her walk
down memory lane had cost her two minutes. She slid from under the covers and
stood next to her bed before rolling her shoulders to try and banish the tension she
felt growing.
“Back to work?” Captain Andrea Esposito asked from where she stood next to
the chair where she had fallen asleep.
Chase nodded. “Yes. Tanith is on her way over with something important,” she
told her aide. “Ah…I need to ask you something Andrea, and now is probably as
good a time as any.”
“Sure, Admiral, what is it?” Esposito replied.
“Now that we’re back, your tour is due to end in a few weeks,” Chase began
and noticed the frown that crossed her aide’s face. “And we really never discussed
what you would do next…”
“Admiral,” Esposito said and walked closer to where Chase stood so they
wouldn’t have to talk as loud. “Yes.”
“Yes?” Chase asked.
“Yes, I’ll remain your aid or your chief of staff, whatever you want to call me,”
Esposito told her. “I could ask for a field command, and probably be good at it.
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But here I can make more of a difference…I can make sure things run smoothly.”
Chase grinned. “And you’ve proven that you tend to be a step ahead of me, too!
In that case, Andrea, you’re now my Chief of Staff, though I don’t have a staff, so
we’re going to have to put one together.”
“I think it would be best to include Communion and Union personnel…”
Esposito offered.
“It would,” Chase agreed. “So…that’s going to be your first order of the day; I
want you to talk with Admiral Trace and come up with some candidates to fill the
slots. And…” she smirked, “The Chief of Staff to a Vice Admiral carries the rank of
Lieutenant Colonel…you’re out of uniform, young lady.”
“What?” Esposito asked, surprised at the revelation.
“I finally surprised you!” Chase chuckled and pulled a folder out of her desk and
a small blue velvet box. “Here are your orders, your promotion paperwork, and…”
she handed the box to the woman who had become like a sister, or at least a
cousin, to her during the expedition. “These were mine when I was first promoted,
now they’re yours.”
Tears filled the corners of Esposito’s eyes. “Thank you, Admiral…I won’t let you
down.”
“You never have, and I don’t see that ever happening, Andrea,” Chase told her
sincerely. “Now, we need to get ready for whatever the next few hours hold for
us.”
“Oh! There was something I found out last night, this morning, whenever,
before you got back. You asked me about Styx’s status; her group was here but she
wasn’t,” Esposito explained.
“Yes?” Chase said and felt her breath stick in her throat. During her Academy
years she had, like most cadets, a close circle of friends both above and below her
in grade. Titiana Varinia was one of them. Like Chase, Varinia had entered the
Academy early, she was fifteen when she was appointed as a cadet and was a plebe
when Chase was a senior, but the two formed an immediate friendship and sensed
the underdog’s struggle in the other and had become fast friends. Chase had taken
the younger woman under her wing and helped her get her feet under her and ever
since they had kept in touch and even served on some of the same postings
together.
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“Colonel Travers from Illithid told me that they were preparing to jump for
Saga…were actually in the process of jumping, when the Picon Fleet Shipyards
took a nuke. He said that the nuke hit just as Styx jumped. When they got here,
everyone else had transited but Styx.”
Chase slowly sat on the bed and bowed her head. “Thank you, Andrea,” she
said sadly and tried to focus on the task at hand, not the loss of her friend.
“I asked him to send the telemetry over and then asked Jerry to massage and
torture it for information…” Esposito offered and sat next to Chase. “The boy is a
wizard, Sera…” she said and broke protocol by using Chase’s first name. “He said
that the nuke went off as Styx was jumping and that it was his belief that she made
it safely away. All she needs to do now is find her way home.”
Chase felt like the weight that had just settled on her shoulders just got a little
lighter. Deep down she knew that part of what came with wearing the uniform was
that friends might die, but knowing it academically was different from knowing it
emotionally, especially when it was someone as close as Titiana was.
“Thank you, Andrea,” Chase finally said before taking a quick breath. “If you
would, pass my thanks to Jerry if I don’t see him before you do.”
Esposito nodded. “I will.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Admiral,” Tanith Basilan began and paused before she started absently tapping
a finger on the table. “I bring some unexpected news.”
“Good news or bad?” Chase asked. “Right now, we could use some good…”
“I think it is good…but it could turn out to be bad in the long run,” Tanith
hedged. “To understand what I’m going to explain, I need to go into some detail
on how Cylon resurrection technology works. When an organic Cylon dies, its
essence goes to the nearest resurrection facility. If there are multiple within range,
they would first go to their assigned duty post, then one that is similar, i.e. if a Six
then to a baseship crewed by Sixes, then one that is dissimilar, and then if nothing
is in range, a Resurrection Ship will boost the signal to an appropriate resource.
“Controlling all this is the Hub,” Tanith explained. “Think of it as a giant
switchboard that knows where everyone belongs and makes sure that they get the

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2436
proper resource when it is needed. Without the Hub the network is next to useless,
unless they were within range of a resurrection facility, and it would be the nearest
without recognition for appropriateness, there would be no resurrection.”
“Let me get this right, if you take out the Hub then the whole thing comes
crashing down and suddenly the fear of death is no longer a boogeyman but
something very real and possible?” Chase asked and leaned slightly forward in her
chair.
“Yes,” Tanith said and flattened her hands on the table. “And that’s why I’m
here…every Cylon baseship, every capital ship, has what we call a hybrid…they
were sort of our prototype, but they are directly connected to the ship and its
systems; essentially, they are the ship. A short while ago our hybrids received a
directive for all available forces to assemble at the Hub to repel an attack. The two
escort baseships and their entire strike wings were destroyed blocking the attack,
but a few rounds made it through.
“It was bad enough for the Ones to jump the Colony to where the Hub is
located to provide additional support and protection,” Tanith concluded.
“We can talk about this Colony later, but back to the Hub,” Chase said and
looked around at the other two officers seated at the table, Lieutenant Colonel
Esposito and Admiral Lydia Valentine, the only ones who could make the meeting
on short notice, to gauge their reactions. She saw an eagerness for the hunt that
made her smile.
“Is the Hub stationary or is it mobile?” Esposito asked and put to words what
Chase was thinking.
“Normally it is FTL capable, but it was supposed to jump and had a drive failure
when the attacking force arrived, and later a few rounds slipped through and further
damaged the drive. It is estimated that it will be repaired within the next twentyfour to forty-eight hours,” Tanith explained.
“Can we get to where it is?” Valentine asked.
“Yes…” Tanith replied as her voice trailed off.
“I sense a ‘but’,” Chase interjected.
“It is about 200 light years away and currently guarded by just about every asset
the Ones still draw allegiance from…and the Colony,” Tanith stated.
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“We could do it…” Valentine suggested. “We could be there in ten, maybe less,
hours.”
“And we’d leave everything here undefended,” Chase sighed. “And I’m not
going to be so cocky to think that Prentiss’ whammy is going to keep being as
effective as it has been. But…it does give us a very unique opportunity…”
“We can send a more robust force back to the Colonies,” Esposito stated. “Right
now, it’s small scale, but we could do more…”
The intercom buzzed and Chase rolled her eyes. “What now?” she growled.
“This is Admiral Chase,” she said after picking up the handset.
“Sera,” Colonel Constance deWinter’s voice greeted her, “We have a Roc on
approach from Angelos…they claim it is a Priority One matter and request Saber 6
meet them at the reception lounge.”
“Who is on it?” Chase asked, already knowing who it probably was if not the
reason why.
“Sebastian has Lieutenant Wellington’s squad as well as five passengers that he
says need to talk to you ASAP,” deWinter explained. “The passengers wanted to
speak with the leadership council, but he convinced them to run whatever it is past
you before it was kicked upstairs.”
“It’s going to be a long morning, eh, Connie?” Chase snarked. “Ok, have
Gordon and Saber 6 meet them at the lounge and notify the necessary people that
we’re going to probably…no, scratch that,” she corrected herself after thinking
about what was just discussed. “Tell them that we need a meeting within the next
two hours, earlier if possible, here ideally, but we can carpool wherever.”
“I’m on it…and will let you know as soon as they land,” deWinter told Chase
before they ended the call.
“Andrea, I’m going to want you with me for this, so we’re going to need to brief
Admiral Gaitlin about the potential changes back home and our window of
opportunity. By now the fallout has to be precipitating out of the clouds and things
are going to get really tough for the survivors. Let’s do what we can.”
“Give me ten and I’ll be back,” Esposito answered and left the room to make the
calls.
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“Do you know what attacked the Hub?” Chase asked after a few more questions
to refine just how vital the Hub was to the Cylon resurrection program.
“That’s the thing, Admiral, it was one ship,” Tanith said. “Telemetry shows that it
arrived quite some distance away, and by the time the escort baseships arrived and
launched an attack on it, it jumped to within 100 kilometers of the Hub and
launched a combined missile and kinetic strike. The baseships and Raiders put
themselves between the incoming fire and the Hub, being destroyed in the
process.”
“One ship?” Chase asked and felt her pulse rate pick up.
“One ship, a Diana class battlestar, Styx.”
it!”

Chase couldn’t keep the cheer from coming out, “Frakking A! Girlfriend made

Valentine nodded. She, too, was part of Chase’s circle of friends from the
Academy and was also good friends with Commander Titiana Varinia, aka
Girlfriend. “She always was a scrappy little Tauron…” she grinned.
“She was…remember when she refused to take the hazing that Placer and Toshi
were giving her?” Chase chuckled.
“Yeah…she showed them that all those stories about Tauron women teaching
the Ha’la’tha how to be badasses were true!” Valentine laughed along. “She put
them both in sickbay and didn’t she break Placer’s wrist?”
“Placer’s wrist and Toshi’s knee…among some other…soft tissue…” Chase
smirked.
“Well, this Girlfriend put the fear of God and Death through the Ones…the
directive came directly from John himself, the head puppet master,” Tanith told
Chase and Valentine.
It was almost twenty minutes before there was a knock at the hatch and
Lieutenant Colonel Beckett’s group was announced. Chase stood and faced the
hatch as it opened and smiled at the changes she saw in her sister’s fiancé’s bearing
and manner. Even though it had only been a few weeks, he wore the mantle of
leadership like a comfortable cloak and carried himself with confidence.
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“Welcome back, Sebastian,” Chase said as Beckett entered the room.
“Thank you, Admiral, if feels like I’m home on leave from the Academy,” Beckett
easily replied.
Yes, Chase thought, operational command suits him well.
“Commander Sharma and Colonel Savoy both agreed that we needed to kick this
upstairs, and given everything that’s going on, we felt it best that we come to you
first and then work it up the system.”
“That would help reduce the number of wild kittens that need to be wrangled,”
Chase told him. “Until we get something more formalized in place, this was a
good call. What’s going on?”
“Thank you,” Beckett answered. “We were on patrol and a Raptor jumped in
and just sat there. Once we were able to contact it, we brought it aboard Angelos
and well, we were surprised at who was aboard.”
“Oh?” Chase asked.
“Admiral, based on the information that Commander Basilan sent us after we
met, we were able to determine that two of the occupants were Ones; one that
looked younger and is named Ismail, and an older one named Albany,” Beckett
explained.
“Ismail and Albany are here?” Tanith asked and stood up.
“In the flesh, my dear,” Ismail said and poked his head through the hatch. “Can
we come in now?” he asked.
“Yes, please,” Chase told him and watched as Beckett stepped aside for the
Cylon to enter. A younger version of what had been identified as a One stepped in
and was followed by one that looked like the pictures; something akin to an older,
sarcastic uncle that probably was relegated to feeding the squirrels, the desperate
ones who were too lazy to look for nuts on their own, in the park because no one
else would talk to him.
“I am Ismail, and this is Albany,” Ismail said by way of introductions.
“What are you doing here, Ismail?” Tanith asked and Chase could see the
woman tense. Whatever was going on, she was just as off balance about it as
Chase was.
“Edgar introduced us to Daniel and my…our…” Ismail indicated Albany, “eyes
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were opened to how things have been changed and corrupted since the beginning.
We are, I am glad to say, a pair of frogs who never realized that the water
temperature was rising…until someone showed us a thermometer and we were
able to jump out of the boiling water,” he smiled and Chase thought he was pleased
by his verbosity. She also realized that many of his habits were very similar to
those that Admiral Cesare Arcadiaolos used to make himself look more laconic or
foppish and hide his keen mind and intellect.
“Again, Ismail, what are you doing here?” Tanith pressed and allowed the Cylon
to take the first steps.
“Daniel told us we should come here today…We wish…” Ismail looked at
Albany and suddenly became serious. “We wish to negotiate a cessation of
hostilities between those who follow us and you. We are willing to join forces and
subordinate ourselves to your command structure…and we have proof that
although we were involved to an extent in the attack on the Communion, we were
not involved with the attack on the Colonies.”
Albany narrowed his eyes and looked at Ismail and Chase thought that the older
One just heard something unexpected. After a moment, he nodded, “I concur with
Ismail, we have in deed, if not word, renounced our allegiance with our brethren.”
“We do have some character witnesses…” Ismail offered.
Miller? Captain Harris?”

“Sini?

Captain

A young woman of indeterminable age entered the room. She could have been
in her early 20s or as old as her late 30s and looked like she was dressed for a day
hike rather than visiting a battlestar. “Admiral, this is Sini Lee from Joyeuse…
“…And these two gentlemen,” Ismail continued as two disheveled looking
Communion officers entered the room followed by Lieutenant Tabitha Wellington
and Captain Gordon Salagiida, “are Captain Dominic Miller and Captain Rutger
Harris, both of Grand Admiral Montcalm’s staff.”
“Admiral,” Miller said as both men came to attention. “Thank you for the help
that the Colonies sent the Communion; I don’t know how much it helped but
knowing that our cousins were willing to help gave a lot of us a ray of hope when
hope was in short supply.”
“I think a lot of that thanks belongs to Admiral Galva and the case he and his
companions presented when they met my father,” Chase told them. “I know that
the Admiral will be happy to hear that you are both well.”
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“They aren’t the only ones,” Ismail said and interjected himself into the
conversation. “Our involvement with the attack on the Communion was limited
to…securing…Grand Admiral Montcalm and his staff. I don’t know why those red
eyed freaks wanted them, but they did. The Grand Admiral and the rest of his staff
are currently aboard my ship, Inferno, and will be released upon the conclusion of
our talks.” He looked at Albany and shook his head once. “Whether they are
productive for us or not.”
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Chapter 51: Covenant of Duty
Earth Union, Megara, Village of Sharpe’s Crossing, the Pig and Chicken pub
All eyes turned when the two women walked into the country pub and for a
moment all conversation ceased. Whiskey brown eyes peered from a pair of faces
that were clearly related and separated by at most a handful of years. The eyes
scanned the pub’s occupants and after a moment, they walked to the bar as
conversation resumed. They were dressed in the fashion of country travelers in
Megara’s rural provinces; leather breaches tucked into riding or walking boots, a
simple linen shirt covered by a vest with a sash tied at the waist.
The colors, cut, and how each piece of clothing was worn told a story…and told
the onlookers that these weren’t local women, but members of the Romani who
traveled the provinces trading and doing odd jobs…and, if the rumors and stories
were true, some petty theft and virtue chasing on the side. The older of the two
wore a deep red sash knotted just in front of her right hip and signified that she was
a widow, while the black trim mixed with golden thread on her linen shirt
indicated that she had an open claim of vendetta against someone…or some group.
Her companion, likewise, wore a deep red sash, but this one was tied on the
left, just in front of the hip; she was kin to the widow, and her shirt’s black trim
woven with gold thread showed that she shared her kin’s oath of vendetta. The
dark chocolate brown leather breeches that both wore coupled with the high black
boots, golden buckle, and deep purple hooded cloaks were standard Romani fare,
but the specific combination told those who knew the code that these women
weren’t common caravan Romani, these were members of one of the noble houses
that ruled the clans in a manner that was unchanged since before Earth was settled.
And if one didn’t know the code, the sabers and sidearms that hung at the
women’s waists as well as the daggers in their boots told anyone with eyes that
these women were trouble…or looking for trouble.
“Summer wine, chilled, with a strawberry,” the older of the two told the
bartender when he finally made his way to where the women waited at the bar.
“And you?” the bartender asked the other woman.
“The same, please,” she replied and put a Cb100 note on the bar that masked
something that went ‘thunk’.
“Ah…I don’t take bills that high…” the bartender told her.
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“Take them…we have some questions…and consider it a tip for being good and
not who we’re looking for,” the younger one replied evenly, almost icily, and with a
smile.
“Ah…yeah, ok…” the bartender stammered and put his hand over the bill and
pulled it and whatever was under it off the bar. He held what the Cb100 bill had
hidden so he could see it and paled; many had heard about and few had ever seen
what was in his hand, a golden Romani token of appreciation. His eyes met the
woman’s, “This real?”
Her response was direct and caused him to step back, “Yes.”
“Ok…side room,” he said, “I’ll bring your drinks.”
“Sister?” the younger woman said.
“Yes,” she said and together they walked to the side room.
A few minutes later the bartender returned and put two glasses on the table and
used a knife to cut the wax seal from the wine bottle before he used a corkscrew to
remove the cork. “I brought a small bowl of strawberries and some sugar for taste,”
he said and poured the chilled wine into the glasses.
The women tasted the wine and smiled. “This is very good; your vintner should
be commended,” the older woman said and reached into her vest and pulled out a
picture. “Have you seen this man?” she asked.
The bartender looked at the picture and then at the woman, then put his hand in
his pocket and felt the gold token. “Yeah, that’s Jotham den Carr, he’s usually in
here about 8:30…about half an hour from now.”
“Good…thank you,” the older woman said and then put another token on the
table. Similar to the first, this one reflected the light from its polished surface.
“This conversation never happened…”
Nodding, the bartender palmed the token and backed out of the room.
“Soon, sister,” the younger woman said, “soon this will all be over.”
“Finally,” the older woman replied. “Kav, I’m ready to go back to work.”
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“So am I,” the younger answered. “This has been good…we’ve done what was
required and kept it within the law.”
“I don’t care about the law,” her companion stated, “but it does keep the
entanglements to a minimum…and the fact that they chose Megara, of all places, to
hole up was a priceless gift.”
The Earth Union was composed of several dozen member worlds, even more
colonies and outposts, and each was allowed a wide latitude on how they
approached self-rule. Certain things like slavery, institutionalized violence against
a group or sex, and gross overt discrimination were outlawed at the Federal level
and would see the Union strip a world of its charter and subject it to military
occupation and rule from Earth, but local customs and practices, such as the Oath
of Vendetta, when properly followed, were allowed…even if the results of those
vendettas resulted in the targets being sent to the morgue or Potter’s Field.
They didn’t have long to wait, twenty minutes and one glass of wine later,
Jotham den Carr and two companions entered the pub. They were dressed as
landowners; boots, tailored slacks, good quality shirts, and all three wore the
customary sword and dagger. Despite the Union being a starfaring civilization, and
Magera having its share of high technology, they still held to the old ways from
before the world was tamed and settled. In the early days, people went armed as a
matter of protection from the various species of dangerous wildlife, and while
firearms were carried, everyone carried blades because the only time a blade ran
out of ammunition or failed was when the owner couldn’t wield it any longer.
Today, the blades a person wore was part of how they advertised their social
station, their affluence, and even career.
A predatory smile touched the older woman’s beautiful and deceptively
innocent looking face. “Almost time,” she said to her companion.
“Mac looks like he’s two steps into his cups,” Kav, the younger woman, said and
barely nodded in the direction of a man who sat at a table near the door and had
his back to the wall so he could see the entire public room.
“Looks can be deceiving,” the older woman advised. “He’s ordered several
beers since we sat down, but have you seen him do more than sip them?”
“If innocents weren’t involved, I’d have suggested a kinetic strike,” Kav told her
friend.
The older woman laughed. “That would make it easy, but it wouldn’t end the
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threat den Carr poses.”
“Yeah…I know…and if wishes were promotions, I’d be a Grand Admiral,” Kav
conceded.
“We both would!” the older woman added.
Their wait was rewarded an hour later when den Carr and his two companions
stood from their table and said their goodbyes to the people they had been drinking
with. A score of heartbeats after the door closed behind them, the women stood
and followed.
*+*+*+*+*
“I don’t like when people follow me, doubly so when I don’t know them,”
Jotham den Carr turned and said five minutes later. He stood under the warm light
cast by a glowing streetlamp and was flanked by his two companions. “Though,
seeing the two of you, I might not mind being followed…huh guys?” he asked and
all three chuckled lewdly.
“I don’t think we’re going to have that kind of meeting, Jotham den Carr,”
Commander Lassile Radetzky said as she stepped into the light and smiled as she
saw the shock and surprise on den Carr’s face and those of his companions. Shortly
after they had left the Pig and Chicken, Radetzky had added the last piece to her
clothing; a golden pendant composed of three swirls, connected in the center, lined
with crimson, and trimmed with purple, hung from a golden chain around her
neck.
“You two pessumae are far from home, your brethren aren’t around here to
protect you,” den Carr taunted.
“I don’t need my brethren to fulfill my vendetta,” Radetzky replied. “Jotham den
Carr, I am Lassile Miroslava Radetzky, Hraběnka of the Machway Grastari; I claim
vendetta against you for your crimes against me.“
den Carr laughed. “Really? You? A little slip of a pica is claiming vendetta on
me?”
“You are the last of the ten-man cell that killed thirty-six Union officers and
civilians during the Landing Day massacre on Electra,” Radetzky calmly replied, not
taking the bait his insult offered. “I’ve killed the other nine, now it’s your turn to
sleep the final sleep as I give you the final death that your kind fears more than
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anything save perhaps Zeus’ wrath.”
Radetzky’s words had the effect she had hoped; den Carr’s face paled and he
reflexively took a step back. “You can’t hurt me, not with my friends here,” he
blustered as they all drew their swords.
“I wouldn’t be too sure of that…” a male voice said and stepped into the light.
It wasn’t the voice, Radetzky thought, but rather the 18.5mm automatic shotgun
that he held that caused den Carr’s companions to return their swords to their
scabbards. “The lady has duly sworn vendetta, has notified you of it, and now
according to the letter and the law, it will be settled. If either of you,” he used the
shotgun to motion at the two other men, “want to get involved, I’d think twice.
Once you do, you become valid targets under the rules of vendetta.”
“Good luck, Jo…kick her ass!” the man on the right said and stepped back
several paces.
“Yeah, kick her ass, Jo!” his companion added and joined him a moment later.
“Well,” den Carr declared and rolled his shoulders in an attempt to intimidate
Radetzky, “Let’s get this done…alive or dead, I don’t care, we’re going to have some
fun later.”
“What is it with you people,” Radetzky shook her head, her long blonde braid
bouncing from shoulder to shoulder, “you are all sexual deviants…every one I’ve
met has said something similar…it’s like you are all…” she smirked, “copies of
each other.”
“Pica bitch!” den Carr swore and charged her, sword high for a killing stroke.
Radetzky deftly drew her sabers and parried with her left while striking with her
right and den Carr rewarded her with a scream of pain that made her hair stand on
end. “Hurts, doesn’t it?” she taunted and saw the diagonal slash across his chest
that her silver chased saber made.
den Carr took several deep breaths and narrowed his eyes as Radetzky stood,
relaxed, waiting for him. He was panting from the pain and sudden adrenaline
rush, but the blonde just stood there as if nothing had happened. Slowly, he
advanced and drew his dagger and settled into a guard position. Radetzky
deflected each of his attacks with almost patronizing ease, often following it up
with a nick or slash for his trouble.
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As they circled and struck at each other, Radetzky studied den Carr’s form,
follow through, and technique; to her experienced eye all three were shoddy and
he was making mistakes that no Journeyman would ever make. So much for their
vaunted perfection, she thought. “There’s no going back,” she told him. “You
realize that.”
A loud laugh echoed through the night as den Car suddenly laughed. “You have
no clue what you’re dealing with, little pica. Not at all…”
“I think I do,” Radetzky calmly said before narrowing her eyes and growling, “I
am no pica, tube spawn…” As soon as she uttered the last word, she sprang into
action two steps forward, each saber blocking den Carr’s attempted first strike, then
both riposting; the left slashing from right to left and the right from left to right.
As den Carr screamed a soul cracking scream of pain and stared at the two
stumps that used to be connected to his hands, Radetzky was on him and pinned
him to the ground. “Look into my eyes, you bastard mistake…Look closely and
understand this, Jotham den Carr; I am Lassile Miroslava Radetzky, Hraběnka of the
Machway Grastari and consecrated sacred witch of Hecate. And I am going to
send you to your final death...Equal,“ she hissed and allowed his eyes to rest on the
dagger she held in her hand, one that she had drawn from its ray skin scabbard
tucked into her right boot as she tackled him to the ground.
At the sight of the blade, den Carr’s eyes showed fear as they flashed red in the
glowing lamplight...a moment before Radetzky slid the dagger between his third
and fourth ribs just to his left of his sternum.
As she stared into his eyes, she saw them flash again before she twisted the
dagger and ripped it to the right, slicing his heart in half. The body convulsed once,
and she knew beyond any doubt that the entity known as Equal Jotham den Carr,
like his nine companions before him, had died a final death.
Slowly, the tears that Radetzky had denied herself for two months began to form
and slowly trickled down her cheeks. She felt an arm slip around her shoulders
and hear her dearest friend, Kavaleeri Kinsky, gently whisper, “Let it out, Lass…let it
out. Our mourning is over.”
Radetzky didn’t know how long she knelt on den Carr’s corpse purging herself
of the pain and sorrow she had bottled up for two months, ever since Nicholas had
been killed in the terrorist attack. Slowly, and with a lighter heart, she blinked
away the tears and stood. She looked down at den Carr’s body and didn’t feel any
exhilaration or triumph in killing him, rather she felt like a weight had been lifted
off her shoulders. The Union, for whatever reason, refused to move on the
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actionable intelligence that she had generated on den Carr’s cell’s location, even
though the Union Marshals had proof of who did it. It took her invoking the
ancient rite of vendetta to bring them to justice.
“Let’s go home,” Radetzky said and exhaled slowly. “Mac, can you call this in?”
“Already done, Boss,” Colonel Macgregor Blake told her. “Our ride will be here
in fifteen minutes.”
“Good…” Radetzky replied and knelt down and used den Carr’s shirt to clean
his blood from her blades before she returned them to her scabbards. “Now it’s
time to get back to living…” she whispered. “Good-bye, Nicholas…I will always
love you; now that I’ve dealt with your killers, it is time for me to live again,” she
said and then added a prayer for the dead a moment before a gentle breeze, for just
a moment, seemed to caress her face.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, orbit of Caledonia, battlestar Dido
Commander Lassile Radetzky looked into her whiskey brown eyes as she
mentally prepared herself for the briefing she was about to give. She was one of
the rising stars in the Union Fleet and even her vendetta eight months earlier hadn’t
tarnished her star. If anything, she had gained credibility and grit in the eyes of
many of her skeptics by doing what needed to be done and doing it in a way that
was both personally satisfying and completely legal.
Her mentor, Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett, had told her that even though he didn’t
agree with it since she had placed herself in more danger than he was happy with,
it had proven to her detractors that the meter sixty tall, petite at forty-six kilos,
model beautiful battlestar commander had more guts than the recruiting posters she
graced as a junior offer implied. Despite it all and knowing that tomorrow she
would be frocked to Commodore, she felt an emptiness inside. Her best friend
understood and tried to help, but the only other person who truly understood was
Bartlett. Had the Erisian cell not chosen that specific restaurant at that specific day
to stage their attack, Lassile Radetzky would have married Nicholas Bartlett three
days later.
For her, the Erisians weren’t just a group of agitators and freedom fighters. For
her, they were murderers who had thrown in with her people’s age-old enemies.
Few among the Romani remembered, or gave credit, to the old stories. The stories
that told of how the Romani were formed when Hecate organized her loyal
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followers and gave them the gift of the glyphs, how they helped protect all the
people by offering their services, and then how the pogroms had started…and how
the very people who had been chosen to help the people were now ostracized and
barely tolerated. They had forgotten how to protect their families when they had
taken to the stars, living their lives aboard ship rather than dirtside.
But time has a way of dulling memories and today, two thousand years after they
had left Kobol and settled Earth, and thousands of years since they had left the
Communion where they had been given the Lady’s gifts, many Romani had largely
moved back to ground and given up their star-faring nomadic ways.
But not all, and not all forgot the old ways.
Lassile Miroslava Radetzky was fortunate enough to be born into a family that
belonged to a clan that didn’t forget and kept alive the old traditions.
And now, she thought, unless two old men are able to find common ground and
end the insurrection, the Fleet is going to be let off its leash and given the green
light to commence combat operations against Colchis, one of the key worlds
openly supporting the Erisians. Emotionally, she still wanted to put the Erisians, at
least their leaders and key agitators, to the rack, but intellectually she knew that if
they launched the attack that despite fulfilling President Marquette’s promise to “do
something” about the Erisian crisis, it would do nothing more than drive the fence
sitters and those leaning towards listening straight into the Erisian camp and start a
civil war that would probably tear apart the Union.
Five minutes later she sat at the head of the conference table in the briefing
room next to her quarters. She looked around at the faces that looked back at her
and saw eagerness, intelligence, and calculation. “Thank you all for coming,”
Radetzky began and felt the weight of command settle on her shoulders. “I realize
that this briefing was sprung upon you at the last minute, but I lobbied the Admiral
for permission so that you could keep your eyes open tomorrow and make sure that
anything you might allow to slide until Fleet and Family day is over is tended to
now.”
She paused a moment and met each of her subordinates’ gazes. “Time to put
the cards on the table and show the hand,” she quipped, her fondness for card
games was well known among the officers and crews in her command and the
comment generated a few chuckles. “We have been put on 96-hour notice as of,”
she looked at the chronometer on the wall and did some quick calculations, “about
an hour and three quarters from now. At the end of that time, barring certain
events, we will likely be given the order to commence combat operations against
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the Erisians, specifically for us and Admiral Kirkwood’s group, on Colchis.”
The briefing room was silent for several long moments before Colonel Watson
Wade of the gunstar Aura, spoke. “Ah, can you define ‘combat operations’,
Commander?” he asked in his thick El Doradan drawl.
“The operations plan has us seizing all military installations and civilian
command centers, as well as other infrastructure targets,” Radetzky explained and
now, hearing her own voice give the plan words, she realized that her own issues
with the Erisians aside, this was a bad, bad plan. “Ideally, the Marines will make
meteoric landings and seize the targets with a minimum of violence and a
maximum of flash, but the ROEs allow them to engage any target deemed hostile
and resisting.”
“What will be our job?” Colonel Kavaleeri Kinsky of Aegea asked.
“We’re the High Guard,” Radetzky explained. “We’ll be providing cover and
enforcing the exclusion zone around Admiral Kirkwood’s battle group that will be
in low orbit. Our ROEs are similar to the Marines’; we give them a warning, then a
warning shot, and if they get within 250 kilometers, we can shoot to kill.”
“Can…or must?” Kinsky prodded.
Radetzky looked at her notes to claim a moment before she responded. “I asked
Admiral Kirkwood the same question and I’ll tell you what he told me; the orders
are written, ‘may engage the bogie when it passes the 250 kilometer mark’ and I
take that as at the discretion of the officer on scene. Just don’t let my transports get
dinged. Does that answer your question?”
Kinsky frowned and nodded. “Yeah…it sounds like the President wants us to
light them up, but the Admiralty has given us an out through a bit of wordsmithing.”
“It could be viewed that way,” Radetzky smiled and nodded, underscoring that
that was her interpretation and thus how she wanted her battlegroup to operate.
“How will this impact our open house tomorrow for Fleet and Family Day?”
Colonel Boris Hyland of Eucleia asked.
“That was part of the reason why I wanted to tell you about the potential for
combat operations,” Radetzky explained. “From what I’ve been told, and it is
hearsay since I wasn’t briefed directly by the source, the knowledge that something
is going on is limited to a small number of senior people and those who would be
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needed to facilitate the outcome, provided it is positive. An even smaller number
know who is involved and exactly what is going on, so…that’s a very roundabout
way of saying that while we know something might be happening, chances are no
one else does, especially any local Erisian cells, and we need to treat this as if it
was any other open house event; good security, check everyone who boards the
ships, and so on.”
“In other words, same old same old?” Hyland joked.
“Pretty much,” Radetzky agreed. “Just be extra vigilant…” she began and
paused for a moment and tried to put her thoughts into words. “I have a bad
feeling…there isn’t any actionable intelligence, no hints or whispers of something
going down, nothing…but my gut tells me that we need to be ready to act at a
moment’s notice and that when we do, we’re going to have to get it right the first
time.”
“I remember the last time you had a gut feeling,” Kinsky said to a quiet table.
“That was before we crashed sailed to support operations around Turbulence.” Her
words caused a chill to skip down Radetzky’s spine; Operation Banshee Scream
was supposed to be fourteen days of combined arms operations on the surface and
the space around Turbulence but turned into a two-month operation of round the
clock engagements that spanned the entire system. The death toll was in the tens of
thousands known dead, with the actual death toll likely being in the hundreds of
thousands.
Radetzky nodded slowly. “Yes, exactly like that.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, orbit of Caledonia, battlestar Desponia
Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett ran his hands through his thick hair and was thankful
it wasn’t showing any grey. He looked at the communique on his desk and closed
his eyes and wondered why the President thought it would be a good idea to have
not just the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of the Earth Union visit the fleet for
Fleet and Family Day, but for him to also bring along her two children; Giffard and
Brynlee. He understood the reason she gave, with the potential of a peace
announcement, the President wanted her kids away from the press and push of the
media, but still, given what would happen if the peace process failed, it gave him
fits.
Then again, ever since they were kids, Bartlett’s sister had given his cousin and
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him fits by getting them into one situation after another.
Bartlett eased back in his chair and looked at the chronometer on the wall next
to the ship’s status boards. His guests would arrive in three hours, just enough time
to have lunch and discuss the situation with Commander Joseph Locke of Lampedo,
the Lamia class assaultstar that spearheaded the group’s Marine compliment and
coordinated the division’s operations with the three Antiope class assaultstars that
rounded out the contingent and Commander, no, Commodore Lassile Radetzky of
Dido and the group’s primary striking element.
Both were due within the next fifteen minutes and Bartlett hoped that his
protégés would be accommodating when it came to his suggestion for the
President’s children.
An hour later, the dishes had been cleared from the dining room table and
coffee had been served to the four people seated there. “In a few hours Fleet and
Family Day will start,” Bartlett began and looked at his three principle lieutenants;
Commander Woodrow Sorensen, Commander Joseph Locke, and Commodore
Lassile Radetzky, meeting each one’s gaze for a moment before moving to the next.
“And if we weren’t planning on going on the offensive in less than eighty hours, I
wouldn’t ask this of you…”
“What’s up, Kirk?” Commander Woodrow Sorenson asked, of the three he had
the closest working relationship with the Admiral since he commanded Desponia.
“In two hours, give or take, three VIPs are going to arrive; the Chief Justice and
President Marquette’s two children,” Bartlett explained and then elaborated on why
they were being sent to visit their Uncle Kirkwood’s battlegroup. “I’m not thrilled,
and I certainly don’t want to have to clear for action with them aboard, but…when
the Commander in Chief speaks, we obey.”
“The kids are in their teens, aren’t they?” Commodore Lassile Radetzky asked.
“Giffard is 17 and Brynlee is 16,” Bartlett explained. “I’m hoping that they
aren’t in the ‘attitude phase’ because they’ve been banished out here, but such is
life. The bright spot is that they are both interested in the military and both are
attending Sands.”
“Admiral,” Radetzky arched her eyebrows and smirked, “you didn’t invite us
over just to tell us that you were going to watch the President’s kids and the Chief
Justice…what’s the plan?”
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Bartlett laughed. “Yes…I guess I was stalling a bit. Here is it…Joe, Lass, I’d like
for Giff and Bryn to shadow each of you for the duration. Consider them your aid,
if you will; keep them busy with what an aide would do, let them see how a shipof-the-line operates, and since they’re both cadets, they can act as Midshipmen for
the duration and earn some points with Sands.”
Radetzky looked at Locke and both of them slowly nodded. “You know, Kirk,
we might take some, um…’convincing’…yes, that’s the term, ‘convincing’…” Locke
smirked and arched his eyebrows.
“C’mon…give a brother a break,” Bartlett chuckled. “I’ll tell you what…I’ll send
a case of your preferred libation now and when this is over, and when whatever
happens, happens, I’ll make sure that your crews get an extra week of leave over
and above what’s accrued.”
“Well, since you drive such a hard bargain,” Radetzky chuckled, “I’m in. It’ll be
nice to have someone to handle a bit of the busywork for a day or two or run
interference when the civilians show up.”
“Thank you, both, thank you,” Bartlett said and watched Sorensen shake his
head. “What’s up, Chopper?” he asked, using Sorensen’s call sign from when they
both flew.
“I was just wondering what’s in it for me? After all, we’re going to host the Chief
Justice…” Sorensen joked.
“Same deal,” Bartlett offered with a smile. A moment later he turned serious
and added, “Things are at a critical juncture right now and we need to be on our
toes. Even if an Erisian cell tries something, we need to handle it as directly,
discretely and, hopefully, non-lethally as possible. I wish we could just go on
patrol until after this is over, but we are required to show the flag. It doesn’t say we
can’t be extra vigilant.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, orbit of Caledonia, Roc 101, approaching battlestar Dido
“It never fails to take my breath away,” Lieutenant Winfield Sky, Whiskey to
those who knew him, said to the other three occupants of the Roc’s flight deck.
“Really makes you feel insignificant, eh, Whiskey?” Commodore Lassile
Radetzky said as she gazed at what captured the pilot’s attention. Stretching above
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them was the galactic disk that looked like a star filled river running for as far as the
eye could see.
“Sure does, Commodore,” Sky replied.
Radetzky turned to the girl sitting next to her. “What do you think, Brynlee?”
“If I don’t keep my mind anchored to my body, I think I’d get lost in it and never
find my way back, Commodore,” Midshipman Brynlee Marquette replied. “In
school, they teach us the scientific explanation for how and why things are, but
when I see that,” she pointed at the sight outside the canopy, “I can’t help but shake
my head and know that right there is proof that there is a higher power.”
“I’ve seen it all my life,” Radetzky said and settled back in the seat, “and each
time is like the first time; it fills me with wonder and a little part of me plays the
heretic and asks, ‘if we worship the gods, who do the gods worship?’ Whiskey was
right, it does make you feel insignificant…” Her voice trailed off as a silvery flash
caught her eye. “Omar, what was that?” she asked the co-pilot.
“Ah…that’s odd…” Lieutenant J.G. Darius Gilchrest, Omar to those he worked
with, said and Radetzky felt the hairs go up on the back of her neck at the tone of
his voice. “I’m getting eight transponders…two are Ba’al Hadad class baseships,
one is a Ba’alat class gunstar, and five are Moloch glass gunstars…”
“Whiskey, break the rules, get us back to Dido ASAP! Omar, patch me through
to Dido and then connect me with Desponia…” Radetzky ordered and said a silent
prayer to Hecate that this was just an unannounced visit by the Chrome Brigades,
but deep down she knew, beyond a doubt, that the Admiralty didn’t send the
Chrome Brigades on unannounced visits unless it was to a system that was showing
Erisian sympathies…and Caledonia was firmly, vehemently, in the Unionist camp.
“Commodore, I have Colonel Blake on the line and should have Admiral Bartlett
in a moment,” Gilchrest said a moment later as Radetzky put on a communications
headset.
“Mac, Lass, what’s the status on those eight drone ships that just jumped in?”
Radetzky asked without preamble.
“No clue…they aren’t responding to traffic control and are just sitting there…”
Blake replied. “Lass…I’ve got a bad feeling about this…”
“So do I, Mac,” Radetzky answered felt unease wash over her as if she was at
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the beach and a particularly large breaker swept her off her feet. “Push to the
group, I want them at Action Stations and Condition One, Weapons Hold.”
“Got it; Action Stations, Condition One, and Weapons Hold,” Blake replied and
summarized her order.
“I concur,” Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett added and broke into the conversation. “I
had no warning or word that drone ships were going to show up today, either direct
or back channel. I’m ordering the fleet to do what you just ordered. In the
meantime, I want you and Commander St. George on Poena to implement the
plans we had for Turbulence; he’s going to handle close orbit defenses and I want
you to handle the High Guard.”
“Copy, Admiral, Dido and her group has the High Guard,” Radetzky replied.
“I’m having this order sent over via secure telex, so you’ll have a copy for your
log,” Bartlett said and paused for a moment. Radetzky knew her almost father-inlaw well enough that what he was about to say was going to change everything.
“At the first sign, and I do mean the first sign, of any sort of hostile action from
those drone ships, you are Weapons Free to engage them…splash them with
prejudice.”
“Copy, Admiral, upon hostile action we are Weapons Free to engage and
destroy them,” Radetzky repeated the order to ensure that she had heard it
correctly. “What about the human crews?” she asked.
“If they’ve gone hostile, the crews are already dead,” Bartlett said sadly. “You’re
authorized to use any and all means to contain the threat.”
“Wilco, any and all means are authorized,” Radetzky said slowly. “Admiral…”
“Yes, Lass…” Bartlett answered.
“Keep your powder dry and your optics clear, hear? You’re all I have left of Nick
and I don’t want to lose you, too,” Radetzky told the older man.
“Copy that, Lass…Glad you didn’t add that other bit…” Bartlett said seriously
and then added the last part with a chuckle.
“We’re on final approach to Dido…we’ll move to take a High Guard position
and proceed from there,” Radetzky said a moment later as Whiskey turned the Roc
onto final approach to what she still thought was the most beautiful ship she’d ever
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seen.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Caledonia System, Rogers & Rogers corporate campus
Caledonia was the fourth Earth-like planet that had been settled after landfall
was made on Earth two thousand years ago. Over the nineteen hundred years of
colonization then statehood, the world had grown surely and steadily, with a
cultural proclivity to always look towards the long term rather than the short. As a
result, where other worlds had cyclical trends of boom and bust, Caledonia’s
approach had hacked off the peaks and used them to fill in the troughs, and the
world enjoyed gradual growth without the pitfalls of a modern economy.
One of the planet’s major products was the cultivation of a unique variety of
hemp. Unlike other varieties of the cannabis sativa plant, the variety that was
common and unique to Caledonia had minimal narcotic properties, but numerous
other medical properties, and grew to heights of over six meters. The plants found
uses in everything from textiles to building materials to pharmaceuticals including
some potential game changing drugs. If there was one “thing” that made the world
prosperous, it was the unique strain of hemp that flourished there.
Dr. Lillian Rodgers stared at her computer monitor and re-read the test results
over and over. “This is…amazing…” she whispered and blinked several times to
make sure she was really awake. Quickly, she stood and walked into the full
bathroom that was part of her office suite at Rogers & Rogers.
She stared into the face she’d seen every day for more than sixty years and saw
her eyes go wide. Leaning close, Rogers stared into the mirror at a face she hadn’t
seen in thirty years. Her skin was supple and smooth and didn’t show any
wrinkles, laugh lines, or sag that she had two weeks ago when she had sequestered
herself in her office suite and begun the highly unethical test of the new drug that
had been developed. Quickly, she stripped off her blouse and chuckled, “A lot of
things can make a face look young again, but unless you go under the knife or use
gaffing tape, the girls aren’t going to…”
Her words stopped and were replaced by a squeal of delight. Where her breasts
had shared the same dull milk chocolate color as the rest of her body, and showed
clear evidence that she was starting the seventh decade of her life, now they sat
high and proud and shared the same smooth, vibrant dark mocha/light milk
chocolate coloring that she possessed during her youth and early adulthood.
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Rogers quickly stripped nude and stood in front of the mirror that was fastened
to the back of the bathroom door and marveled at the changes her body showed
after two weeks. She flexed her muscles and saw the loose skin had tightened and
no longer sagged on her arms, and her hands…they were flawless.
She pressed the intercom button and when Dr. Ignatius Rizzo answered she
said, “Iggy…come here…you have to see this!”
“Where is here, Lillian?” a male voice that sounded a few years out of graduate
school answered.
“I’m in my office…you can break the seal and enter…” Rogers said and couldn’t
help from dancing from one foot to the other in joy.
“What is it, Lillian?” Rizzo asked, a frown evident in his voice as he entered
Rogers’ office. “I’m in the middle of prepping the clinical test for batch 363-K.”
“Forget 363-K,” Rogers said and stepped out of the bathroom and held her arms
in a hugging motion. “269-R…it works!”
Rizzo stood there and stared at the beauty that stood in front of him. “Who the
frak are you?” he demanded after he blinked several times.
“Iggy, it’s me, Lillian…” Rogers said emphatically. “Not only did 269-R cure my
cancer, there’s no trace of it anywhere in my body…it isn’t in remission, it’s frakking
gone! But look! I look like I did when I was thirty!”
“Holy frak…you’re…you’re…gorgeous!” Rizzo said and cocked his head as if to
study her the way one would study a sculpture. “Wait…269-R worked? You tested
it on yourself? Lillian…we have barely started primate testing…you could have
been killed.”
Rogers shrugged nonchalantly as if it wasn’t a big deal. “Iggy, you went with me
to my last oncologist appointment and heard what the doctor told me; I had six
months to live, give or take, and that was two months ago. Come here…” she
padded over to her desk and turned the monitor so he could see it. “This scan was
taken fifteen days ago, the day before I sealed my office. What does it show?”
Rizzo squatted down and studied the diagram and closed his eyes in pain. “The
cancer had metastasized and spread throughout your body; every organ was
effected and showed signs of growth and it was developing into leukemia as well.”
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“That’s what convinced me I had nothing to lose, Ignatius…” Rogers calmly,
softly told him. “Now, look at this one…I did it this morning.” She cued the
second scan so Rizzo could study it and watched his eyes as the moved from left to
right and then down a bit before starting over.
“This…can’t be…can it?” Rizzo finally asked. “It shows no signs of any cancer
or other masses…you’re…not cured…it’s as if you never had cancer to begin with.
I want to run the scan…myself…”
“Come on…” Rogers smiled and looped the fingers from her right hand under
his tie and pulled him to where her conference room had been converted to house
the full body scanner. As she looked at the diagnostic machine she wanted to feel
remorse that she had something that a lot of hospitals would have done anything to
possess, but the guilt and remorse couldn’t compete with the joy she felt that she
had another chance at life and wasn’t condemned to a horrible death.
Rogers hopped up on the table and slid across the paper barrier that helped
keep the machine sanitary. “Fire it up, Iggy! Let’s make history!”
Rizzo sat at the operator’s workstation and began a series of built in tests to
verify that the Cb150m diagnostic system was properly functioning. Satisfied that it
was, his fingers flew over the keyboard and occasionally used the mouse as he
guided the system as it performed a full body scan on his colleague and employer.
Due to the nature of the scan, and the fact that he had the system perform the
functions half a dozen times, it took the better part of half an hour before Rizzo
pushed his chair back and rubbed his eyes with his knuckles. “Lillian…this is…
amazing.”
“Yes! I told you!” Rogers squealed and hopped off the table a moment before
the complex’s emergency sirens began to sound.
*+*+*+*+*
Even though it was his day off, Kenton Armitage still went to his office at Rogers
& Rogers and made sure that everything was running smoothly. Twenty-four years
in the Marines leading everything from a fireteam to a regiment had taught him the
value of consistency and follow-up. He knew his people at R&R were good, they
wouldn’t be here if they weren’t, but even the best team could have an off day or
suffer from complacency and that was where consistency and follow-through came
into the picture.
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He leaned back in his chair, his spot checks completed, and looked at the three
framed pictures on his desk. Other than the tools of his position; a workstation
display and keyboard as well as his name plaque, it was the only thing on his desk.
A year and a half ago, the frame would have been a hand polished cocobolo, but
now, that frame had been replaced by one made from ebony…black to remind him
of the loss the images represented. The center picture showed a smiling woman
against the backdrop of a snowcapped mountain with each arm around a boy in his
early teens. Each of the side images showed one of the boys, now older, smiling in
a cap and gown and holding a diploma.
The picture frame, the pictures, and the memories they contained were all that
Armitage had left of his wife Ann-Janette, and his twin sons Keven and Kris. He
had been sitting in this very chair, in this office, when the two officers from Hobbs
Bay arrived to tell him that his family had been killed when their car struck a deer
and rolled down an embankment. Just like that, everything that mattered was gone.
If it hadn’t been for the job and Lillian Rogers’ maternal understanding and help,
Armitage though he probably would have wound up in a bottle and become yet
another homeless veteran who looked like they couldn’t cope with the world
outside the military. If they only knew, he thought and looked out through the floor
to ceiling windows that graced one side of his office and soaked in the natural
beauty of the mountain highlands where the primary research and administrative
center for Rogers & Rogers was located.
Armitage’s reverie was interrupted by his phone’s sudden buzzing. “Armitage,”
he said as he felt the phone touch his ear.
“Boss…you need to turn on Chanel 60…there’s been an attack and Newton’s
Landing was just nuked,” Jesse Gretzky, his second command and the current
watch commander said. “They’ve got reports that other locations have been hit,
too.”
“Wait one…” Armitage said and opened a side drawer and palmed the remote
for the three-meter flat panel display that was mounted on the opposite wall. “Oh
my gods…” he softly swore as the display showed a view of Newton’s Landing from
the bluffs that overlooked the city. The city was on fire and a large mushroom
cloud rose from the city center.
“Just moments ago, we received this communique from the Home Guard,” a
disheveled looking news anchor stated dramatically. Why the drama, you ape,
Armitage thought. Just look behind you…there’s all the fracking drama you could
ever want. “The Home Guard Command reports that there have been nuclear
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strikes across the planet, mostly focused on population centers, government
centers, and military bases. It urges everyone to seek shelter and remain calm, the
Union Fleet is currently conducting combat operations against the attackers and
still holds orbital space.”
“If they held orbital space,” Armitage growled, “then how did those cities get
nuked?”
“I dunno, Boss,” Gretzky answered. “What’s the plan?”
“Sound the alarm, tell the labs to shut down, do a full backup of all data and
then make duplicates. Also…” Armitage thought for a long moment about what he
was going to say and wrestled with what his gut was telling him. “Prepare
Vanguard and contact the airfield and see what they have in the way of people
movers. Tell them that…Frakkit, tell them that R&R is chartering everything…
every…fracking…thing…that can make orbit. I want to prepare all our personnel
for evacuation.”
“Evacuation?” Gretzky asked.
“Yeah…if this is happening here, it’s happening everywhere. Think, Jesse…you
know the security bulletins as well as I do…this isn’t the Erisian’s style – they don’t
go for mass destruction,” Armitage told his subordinate and old friend. “This has to
be an outside actor or…”
“…Or it’s the drones,” Gretzky finished.
“Yes,” Armitage agreed. “Tell the department managers and supervisors to have
their people get their families and that they are to meet here. We’ll use the main
lawn and pyramid fields for the evacuation.”
“On it!” Gretzky said and the line went dead and a moment later the alarms
started sounding.
“Time to earn my keep,” Armitage said and walked to the closet where his arms
safe was located. Two minutes later he was on his way to the CEO’s office to brief
Dr. Rogers on what was happening and what he was planning to do.
*+*+*+*+*
“What’s going on?” Rogers asked as the alarms sounded.
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“I don’t know,” Rizzo replied and stood from the workstation. “However, I do
think you should think about getting dressed…”
Rogers looked down at her suddenly youthful body. “Shame…” she smirked.
“While you do that, I’m going to call down to the security center and find out
why the alarms are going off,” Rizzo told her as she was walking into her office.
Rogers had just finished tying her ankle high casual boots when there were two
knocks at her door. “Enter!” she loudly said.
The door opened and Kenton Armitage stepped through, though he wasn’t in his
usual tailored suit.
Today he wore cargo pants and a casual shirt that
complimented them, but that wasn’t what grabbed Rogers’ attention. Unlike every
other day that she had seen him, today he wore a ballistic plate carrier that had
several magazine pouches and a couple other pouches that she wasn’t sure what
they contained, a visible sidearm on his right hip and a combat rifle slung across
his chest. “Ah…who are you?” he asked.
Rogers smiled. “It’s me, Kenton…Lillian.”
“Maybe you’re her daughter or granddaughter…” Armitage countered. “But you
are way too young to be Lillian Rogers…”
“It’s ok, Kent,” Dr. Ignatius Rizzo said from the conference room doorway. “That
really is Lillian…she tested a new drug to treat her cancer and this is one of the…
um…side effects.”
“Day-um!” Armitage swore and Rogers smiled as she watched his eyes move
from her face to her feet and back again. “Sign me up!” he quipped before turning
serious. “Lillian…we need to prepare to evacuate the facility; the planet is under
attack and the Fleet is engaging hostile forces in orbit.”
“What? Under attack?” Rogers asked and cocked her head. The Union didn’t
have any enemies…there weren’t any other governments that they knew of other
than Kobol or maybe the Communion but contact with both had been spotty at best
and nonexistent in recent years.
“No one is saying who it is, but I have a suspicion,” Armitage explained and
looked out the windows that formed the outside wall. “I have Vanguard being
prepared and I told Jesse to charter everything that was at the airfield so we can get
everyone…and their families…safely up to Adele Rogers.”
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Rogers sat back in her chair and tried to wrap her mind around what was
happening. “We need to secure the research, samples, and such, especially 269-R.
Backups are being made?” Armitage nodded. “Good…Ok…you’re certain we
should evacuate? If things are happening in orbit, won’t Adele Rogers be a target?”
“Yes, I’m certain we should evacuate,” Armitage explained and sat on the arm of
a sofa that was in the office. “The targets that the news said were being hit…
Lillian, you don’t nuke population centers if you’re trying occupy a planet…doing
so means you lose all the infrastructure that keeps the planet working. Whoever is
up there and duking it out with the Fleet is dropping nukes on cities, towns,
government centers, and military bases…so yeah, I’m pretty sure we need to
evacuate. As for heading upstairs…” his voice trailed off for a moment.
“Up there,” Armitage continued, “we have room to maneuver and run if need
be. We can also jump somewhere and look for a place to go to ground until this
blows over.”
Rogers looked out the window at the scene that had captivated and inspired her
for more than forty years. She tried to sear the image into her memory, praying that
she could recreate it in her mind’s eye in the coming days. Then her eyes drifted to
the only picture on her desk, or in her office for that matter; it showed a younger
version of her older self being dwarfed by the Fleet ensign who stood next to her
and had his arm around her shoulders. It had been hard being a single mother,
raising a son and attending university, but she did it and didn’t complain. She had
raised Arthur to be a fine young man and while she was disappointed that he didn’t
follow in her footsteps, she was happy and supportive of his plans to attend the
Fleet Academy. “I’ll find you…I promise,” she whispered to the picture and
allowed her fingers to gently touch the memory sealed on paper.
“Ok…” Rogers looked up and met Armitage’s waiting eyes. “Let’s do this…
but…” she held up her right hand with a raised index finger, her unspoken sign that
this was something she would not back down on, “We need to do what we can to
evacuate the town. Adele Rogers has more than enough extra space for them, and
probably a couple other towns, so I want to evacuate as many people as we can.
In fact…contact the Home Guard base over in Clifton Heights; I think they have a
couple transports there, and tell them what we’re doing.”
Armitage nodded and smiled. That simple act of acceptance, of approval,
suddenly meant the world to Rogers. “I’ll make it happen, Lillian.”
*+*+*+*+*
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Earth Union, Caledonia local space, battlestar Dido
Commodore Lassile Radetzky studied the overhead dradis and didn’t like what
she saw. Her battlegroup had its hands full dealing with the drone fighters and
gunstars which allowed the two, larger, Ba’al Hadad class baseships to slide into a
lower orbit and bombard the planet while playing tag with Commander St.
George’s defensive squadron that was riding shotgun on the transports and support
ships. Desponia had broken loose and was operating independently, but despite
their best efforts, the drones were working better than advertised.
Thankfully, Radetzky thought, we haven’t lost anyone…just a lot of cumulative
damage so far. “Leanna, please get me Colonel Hyland on Eucleia and put it down
here.”
“Contact Colonel Hyland on Eucleia and put it down on your handset, copy,”
Specialist Leanna Swade repeated the order and a few moments later announced
that she made the connection.
“Boris,” Radetzky said after Hyland identified himself, “do you still have those
two Ragnarök drones that Fleet wanted us to show off?”
“Ah…yes…” Hyland replied, and Radetzky heard the trepidation in his voice.
They weren’t on her ship and she was still half scared of the things. Not that they
were inherently dangerous to be around, but for what each one could do. “Musica
has another dozen or so in stores, though for the life of me I can’t imagine why they
were added to her inventory.”
“Well, you’re going to get a chance to push the button and we’re all going to
have a front row seat to see whether those eggheads at RayTech were being honest
or blowing smoke up our collective asses,” Radetzky told him. “Those gunstars are
working together, never getting more than perhaps twenty kilometers from one of
their buddies…I want you to use one Ragnarök on the formation.”
“Can you repeat that again, Commodore…I thought you said you wanted me to
deploy a Ragnarök drone against the, um, drones,” Hyland asked.
“Yes…I don’t want to use our Long Lances or Hydras because I really don’t
know when…or if…we’re going to be able to get more. But…those Ragnaröks are
tailor made for this situation…we need to saturate their defenses and they’re at just
enough range that they’ll have several defensive fire cycles to limit the attack…
but…” Radetzky’s voice trailed off.
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“Gotcha,” Hyland replied. “I feel like a kid when we bought this big-assed
firecracker…thing must have been as tall as I was and wider than a 3-liter bottle of
soda…and I was the one who had to light the fuse. Scared the hell out of me, but
damn, that was cool as shit when it went off. Do you want to coordinate the
launch?”
“Yes, give us a warning and we’ll up the fire…” Radetzky told him.
“Copy…give me about two minutes to get it spun up and authorized,” Hyland
said a moment before he signed off.
“Are you sure about this?” Colonel Macgregor Blake asked just loud enough for
her to hear.
“They’re working together, and we can’t get any ordnance inside their
defenses…” Radetzky began before Captain Isolde Hines’ announcement cut her
off.
“Dradis contacts!” Hines announced. “Three more Ba’al Hadad baseships and
two Ba’alat gunstars…”
“Frak me…” Radetzky swore and looked up when Swade told her that Hyland
was on the wireless for her.
“You see what just jumped in, Boris?” Radetzky asked as soon as she picked up
the handset.
“Yep…and I just had the second Ragnarök spun up,” Hyland said, and Radetzky
was glad that he was on the same wavelength as she was about what was going to
happen. “I’m having Thacker put together a targeting mix and…he’s done. We can
catch both groups…”
“Do it…kill them, Boris!” Radetzky ordered and felt the deck vibrate from a near
miss nuclear detonation.
“Done! Launch the Ragnaröks,” Hyland’s voice said over the wireless and
suddenly two contacts separated from Eucleia and began accelerating toward the
now quite significant drone armada.
“C’mon…” Radetzky said, urging the untested weapons forward. So far, none of
the new ships had launched any Marauders like the first group had done. “Small
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favors,” she muttered as suddenly the dradis seemed to go crazy with return pings.
“Mother fracker…” she swore as each of the Ragnarök drones suddenly released
their payloads. Each drone carried 130 primary submunitions and 1300 decoys for
the submunitions. A moment later, each submunition released thirty independently
targeted missiles and 300 decoys. Each Ragnarök carried, and launched, 3900
nuclear warheads and a total of 40300 decoys. Combined, the two drones
launched 7800 warheads and 80600 decoys for a total of 88532 unique potential
targets.
“Oh…wow…” Hines said from her navigation station.
“I think the drones just learned that there is no such thing as overkill…” Blake
muttered as the drones’ defensive fire started pecking away at the strike package.
The new arrivals began launching fighters but even if they each had a full strike
wing armed, and in the air, Radetzky knew that the cold equations weren’t in the
drones’ favor. The original Ba’alat died first, and then one by one the Moloch class
gunstars ceased to exist and the artificial intelligence built into the missiles
automatically reassigned them to new targets based on their location and the
current threat posture that they posed.
With the first Ba’alat and Molochs out of the way, the swarm descended on the
newly arrived Ba’al Hadads and Ba’alats. Radetzky had to give the drones credit;
they did what they could to defend themselves. Several missiles scored early hits,
but before the main pack could arrive, one of the Ba’al Hadads jumped away
leaving its brethren to face the full fury of the remaining weapons.
“Talk about being atomized…” Blake chuckled as the dradis showed that the
high orbits were clear of threats.
“Mac, please get me a damage control report and reports from the rest of the
group…then we’re going to go hunting those other two baseships…” Radetzky told
Blake and leaned against the plotting table. She looked at the chronometer under
the dradis and realized that it was late afternoon, Earth time, despite it being midmorning on Caledonia.
“Harry,” Radetzky finally said and pushed herself away from the plotting table.
“Prep a pair of Rocs to head back to Earth…I want to know what’s going on.”
“Copy, prep a pair of Rocs to return to Earth,” Captain Harry Bloch, Dido’s Flight
Control officer replied.
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Fifteen minutes later, Radetzky was satisfied that her group was still combat
capable and had the E-class gunstars boom up with Musica and replenish their
ordnance while there was still a lull. “Mac, feel like going hunting?” she asked
Blake.
“Wind me up and point me in the right direction!” Blake quipped. “By my
count, there are still two Ba’al Hadad baseships out there, so yeah…let’s go
hunting; I’ll get the boar spears.”
“Don’t say it that way,” Radetzky chided her XO. “Once we got out on the hunt
you enjoyed using a boar spear…for boar. I think you said, ‘best eatin’ ever’…”
“Yeah…I did…and I’ll still bring them, so…let’s go hunting,” Blake replied.
“Leanna, can you get Colonels Kinsky and Wade on the wireless for me?”
Radetzky asked her communications specialist.
“Wait one, Commodore,” Swade replied. “I have them…” she said a moment
later.
“Thank you,” Radetzky said before picking up the handset. “Kav, Wats…” she
began, “looks like we came through this ok. Any damage or other issues I need to
know about?”
“Nothing here, Commodore,” Colonel Watson Wade replied. “I will say that I
think I’d like to get some rails for those thundercrackers that Eucleia tossed there at
the end.”
“You and me, both,” Radetzky told him. “It was a hell of a waste of resources
when you realize how many weapons were wasted, but the solar systems have lots
of fissionable materials so it’s really academic. But yeah, I want a couple rails. I
think those E-class gunstars just became a hell of a lot more valuable than they
were a couple hours ago.”
“We’re good over here on Aegea,” Colonel Kavaleeri Kinsky added. “Those
Molochs were tough little bastards; they could take a lot more damage than they
should have and punched well over their weight class.”
“Agreed. Now…Colonel Wade, it’s your turn to run the group for a bit,”
Radetzky said and got to the real reason she wanted to talk to her subordinates.
She switched off giving command to Kinsky and Wade, and occasionally to Hyland
and one of the other E-class commanders, to build their big picture skills and to
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keep bad feelings or feelings of favoritism from forming by always giving it to one of
her senior commanders while she was away. “I’m going to take Dido and go lend a
paw to Admiral Bartlett in Desponia.”
“We’ll keep the lights on for you,” Wade said. “Good hunting, Commodore!”
“I’ll second what Wats said, and add, watch your six,” Kinsky added. “Just give
the word and we’ll come running.”
“I will…I don’t want to find out what vacuum feels like,” Radetzky told her
oldest and dearest friend. “We’ll be back in a bit, give a shout if more bad guys
show up.”
“Copy that,” Wade told her.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Caledonia low orbit, battlestar Desponia
“What the frak happened here?” Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett asked as he stepped
into the battlestar’s CIC.
“One of the Marines just started shooting, sir,” Captain Andrew Pagonelli, the
battlestar’s weapons officer replied. “He hit the Commander, the XO, and by that
point Bleaker grabbed him in a chokehold and the guy detonated a bomb vest. The
commander and XO are in sick bay, so is Bleaker, but…”
“It’s ok, son,” Bartlett said and surveyed the damage. Several workstations were
dark, the main plotting table was damaged, and there was a lot of blast damage and
blood, but overall the CIC was functional. “Ok, Andrew, you’re going to be my XO
for a while; up to the job?”
Pagonelli nodded, “Yes, sir!”
“Good man,” Bartlett said and then looked around the room. “I don’t know why
what happened, happened, but I will get to the bottom of it and get you an answer.
For now, though, we need to say a prayer for our comrades and then get back to the
task at hand; hunting down those two baseships and protecting the people down in
the well from their attacks. So…take fifteen seconds and then we’re going to get
back to work,” he said confidently and then bowed his head.
“To those who listen, hear this prayer; please keep your wounded sons and
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daughters safe and extend your healing hands to those who care for them that they
might better be succored,” Bartlett whispered, then added, “So say we all.”
He looked around the CIC and saw eager faces that still showed the aftereffects
of the terror they just witnessed. “Ok…let’s get a plot on those two shit colored
bastards and get ready to send them to hell.”
“So say we all!” Pagonelli loudly said.
“So say we all!” repeated the CIC crew, louder and more forcefully.
“So say we all,” Bartlett said and saw a quiet cool had replaced the fear. “Let’s
go hunting. Mr. Pagonelli, please give me some good news that Commander
Sorensen and Colonel Davis mechanically authorized the release of nuclear
weapons.”
“Aye, they did,” Pagonelli replied.
“Outstanding!” Bartlett exclaimed.
Lances loaded?”

“Weapons, do we have Hydras or Long

“Commander Sorensen had us load Hydras, sir,” Lieutenant Holly Francis
replied.
“Excellent. Please spin up birds one through twenty-two and prepare all
weapons for sprint mode and immediate submunition deployment.”
“Copy, spin up birds one through twenty-two and prepare all weapons for sprint
mode and immediate submunition deployment,” Francis repeated and bent to the
task. “Missiles are ready on your command, Admiral.”
“Good…good. Now, I know this is going to sound like it goes against common
sense, but I want you to direct the guns to fire flak rounds fused to detonate five to
ten milliseconds after impact,” Bartlett told her. “They don’t have much in the way
of armor, not like the gunstars, so rather than send a two-meter kinetic through
them, I want our rounds to explode *in* them.”
A very predatory smile appeared on Francis’ face that would have done a
hunting wolf proud. “Wilco, Admiral.”
“Good…now…where are they?” Bartlett asked.
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“The last plot had them orbiting Caledonia at an altitude of 200 kilometers,”
Pagonelli replied.
“Hmm…ok…Communications?” Bartlett asked.
“Specialist Polly Nash, sir,” the young, barely twenty-year-old communications
specialist replied.
“Polly, please raise Commodore Radetzky on Dido,” Bartlett asked.
“On it, sir,” Francis replied.
Bartlett studied the plot and thought about the specs he had read about the Ba’al
Hadad sensor systems. “Andrew, can you call up…ah…Ranging Fire from three…
no, four months ago?”
“Sure…” Pagonelli said and used a tablet to access the ship’s Library Data.
“Here you go, Admiral,”
“Thank you,” Bartlett said and thumbed to the table of contents and then smiled.
“Yes…this is it.” Quickly, he scanned the article until he found what he was
looking for and then slowed down and read it very carefully. “This might just
work…”
“Admiral?” Nash announced. “I have Commodore Radetzky on the wireless for
you.”
“Thank you, Polly; down here please,” Bartlett replied and picked up the
handset and motioned for Pagonelli to do the same.
“Admiral, are you ok?” Commodore Lassile Radetzky asked. “I was expecting to
talk to Commander Sorensen.”
“There has been some trouble over here, Lass…and I’ve taken temporary
command of Desponia,” Bartlett explained. “What is your condition?”
“We’re locked and loaded, ready to hunt boar, Admiral,” Radetzky chuckled.
“We cleared the high orbit and I thought it best to find you and offer assistance
with the two baseships.”
“Good…here’s what I need you to do and how this will play out…” Bartlett said
and then explained his plan.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2470

*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Caledonia low orbit, battlestar Dido
Commodore Lassile Radetzky listened to the play outlined by Admiral Kirkwood
Bartlett. Slowly, as she listened to his words, a smile touched her face and turned it
from innocent to diabolical. “Copy the plan, Admiral,” she finally stated. “It’s
audacious, but those are the best plans. We’ll be out of coms, so you might see us
peek up every now and then, but we’ll be there.”
“Good, good…because I don’t enjoy being bait.
Bartlett replied and chuckled.

Next time it’s your turn…”

“Copy that,” Radetzky grinned. “Let’s do this,” she added and closed the line.
“Isolde, I remember you telling me that you won several glider competitions when
you were in high school.”
“Yes, Commodore…I won five years straight, from eighth grade until I
graduated,” Captain Isolde Hines replied.
“Good…because we’re going to go down in the soup…about 100km, give or
take, until we generate an ionization blackout…” Radetzky said and paused to see
if Hines would understand the implications.
“Oh…yeah…yeah…” Hines grinned, and Radetzky was certain she understood
the reasoning. “I can do that,” she said.
“Excellent…” Radetzky nodded and felt the first jolt of adrenaline trickle into
her system. “Riley, we’re going to have a very limited amount of time to acquire,
generate a solution, and fire. How quick can we do this if the target is at say…”
she pursed her lips, “twenty kilometers or so.”
Captain Riley Ingram smiled and showed why she never had to wait for a dance
at the O-Club. “Depends on how quickly we can get rid of the ionization, but
given our systems, I’d have to say we could go from search to first shot in five,
maybe six seconds.”
“That’s good…I was expecting ten seconds, so that’s even better,” Radetzky told
the young weapons officer. “When we come up out of the soup, I want the
starboard missile batteries to hit the ship on the right, and the port to hit the one on
the left, and the guns…they can go after whatever bears.”
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“Copy…do you want Hydras in the tubes?” Ingram asked.
“Yes, configured for sprint launch, immediate submunition deployment,”
Radetzky confirmed.
“Copy…I’ll make it happen, Commodore,” Ingram replied confidently.
Twenty minutes later, Radetzky held the plotting table to keep from stumbling
due to the turbulence. It was one thing for a small craft to make planetfall, but for a
1635 meter-long battlestar, it was like riding a skiff during a squall. “Having fun,
Mac?” she asked.
“Oh…like a bag full of wild kittens, Lass, like a bag full of wild kittens,” Blake
replied from the other side of the plotting table where his hands gripped the edges
for stability.
“This is nothing…” Radetzky chuckled.
show?”

“What does our latest dradis plot

“We should be almost ready to ‘surface’,” Blake said and pointed to where they
were in relation to the two baseships. It was, to Radetzky’s eyes, the shot of a
lifetime. The Ba’al Hadad was designed as a space control platform so a majority
of its weapons were oriented either forward, up, or down, with almost nothing
covering its stern…and Dido was approaching both from dead astern while
Desponia was forcing them lower. At twenty kilometers range, with the closure
rate, the kinetics would hit the baseships like a swarm of fists from an angry god.
Radetzky’s eyes shifted to the chronograph and she put all other distractions out
of her mind. “Mr. Hines, prepare to bring us above the line…Mr. Ingram, prepare
to fire as soon as you have valid solutions, both kinetic and missile.”
“Copy, give the word, Commodore,” Hines replied.
“Copy, kinetics are set for minimally delayed flak rounds and missiles are
configured as ordered,” Ingram added.
“Let’s go hunting, Dido…” Radetzky declared. “Take us up, Mr. Hines…and Mr.
Ingram…I want two kills…”
“Copy…take us up,” Hines said. Radetzky could feel the very subtle change in
the deck as Hines declared, “Positive angle on the bow…we should be breaching
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any moment…”
The dradis, which had been quite except for the sound of the sweep suddenly
started pinging off targets. “Bogie One identified and locked, Bogie Two Identified
and locked, weapons firing…” Ingram suddenly announced.
The dradis showed the missiles’ tracks, and then suddenly displayed clusters of
returns for each missile as they deployed submunitions and decoys. Ahead of the
baseships, the first missile strike launched from Desponia was on track to hit just
after Dido’s. Radetzky watched as the icons merged and moments later smiled at
Hines’ triumphant shout, “Splash two baseships! Both are breaking up and falling
out of orbit!”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Caledonia System, Rogers & Rogers corporate campus
It had been two hours since the first news of the attack had reached Kenton
Armitage’s awareness and he now stood on a fourth-floor balcony overlooking the
chaos that had descended on the Rogers & Rogers campus. The parking lot was
filled with cars and light trucks of all shapes and sizes, some with the doors left
open, as the occupants made their way to either the main lawn or the pyramid
fields on the other side of the campus.
Lillian Rogers had made it quite clear; until she left, which in Armitage’s mind
meant until he left as well, nobody would be denied a seat on an evacuation
transport. One thing he did convince her of was to institute a census before people
boarded the transport. This way, he had explained, we will know who has boarded,
but more importantly, we well also know what skills and professions they bring
with them. It took Lillian a moment to work through his reasoning and when she
did, she wholeheartedly embraced it.
The sound of engines spooling up drew his attention to the front lawn where
one of the massive Ziz landers used by the Fleet and Marines was lifting off.
Gracefully, it rose into the air as its landing gear retracted and the engine nacelles
tipped forward a few degrees to give it some forward momentum. Within thirty
seconds it had transitioned the engines to level flight and was accelerating to the
traffic corridor that would take it to orbit.
Armitage smiled as he watched the craft disappear into the now overcast sky; a
lift off like that from field conditions would have probably earned the flight crew a
reprimand a few days ago. Standard Operating Procedures called for a rapid lift off
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and transition to level flight or a jump once a safe altitude was reached. But those
were rules when carrying Marines, who knew what to expect and not a parent
trying to comfort a frightened child or wonder if they would see any of their family
ever again.
“Penny for your thoughts?” Lillian Rogers asked from behind him.
Armitage turned and saw her standing inside the opening left by the sliding glass
door. He was still trying to wrap his mind around how this beautiful woman could
really be his employer. “Are you sure you want to invest that much?”
Lillian smiled and nodded. “Yes…positive.”
“I was just thinking that those Ziz crews were probably doing the passengers a
nice favor by adopting a more commercial launch posture than what we were used
to back in the Corps,” Armitage explained. “And, if you’re really curious, I got to
thinking that the dogs and other pets that we’ve evacuated are most likely going to
be eating like royalty given that we don’t stock much, if any, pet food.”
The smile lit up Lillian’s face and when she laughed, to Armitage’s ears it
sounded like music. “No one gets left behind, and pets are family members, so
where we go, they go,” she chuckled. “How much longer do you think it will
take?” she added, turning serious and stepping out onto the balcony.
“Another hour or so provided we don’t run into any issues,” Armitage said from
memory. “I’m concerned, though, I’ve been keeping an eye on a dosimeter and
listening to the news…”
Lillian arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow, “Oh?”
“The news and the one contact I was able to reach both said about the same
thing, though one in ‘news anchor speak’ and the other in ‘this is a no shitter
speak’, and that is that the drones dropped a lot of ordnance on us before the Fleet
splashed them. The initial estimates are that between eight and ten thousand
weapons detonated...”
“What does that mean?” Lillian asked and hugged her arms around her chest
while meeting Armitage’s gaze.
“If it ended there, it means that over the next few weeks and months, that the
only way human life will stay healthy on this planet is to go underground and have
a way to filter the air and have a huge stock of supplies, or in orbit. The planet has
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been dealt a death blow, Lillian,” Armitage explained.
don’t come back.”

“And that’s if the drones

“You think they will?” Lillian asked and looked scared at what Armitage might
answer.
Armitage slowly nodded. “Yes, I do. They weren’t limiting their attacks to
critical defense targets, they were hitting everything, especially population centers.
They’ll be back, and this time they’ll complete what they started, and we had better
be somewhere else.”
“I’m glad I went against the Board’s recommendation that we didn’t refurbish
and upgrade Adele Rogers. That act of defiance is going to save a lot of people,”
Lillian said and joined Armitage looking out over the lawn.
They shared several moments of silence before Lillian turned and looked
squarely at Armitage. “Kent, what aren’t you telling me?”
“There’s something that most of the Fleet, except those who were briefed about
it, think is rumor, and I think that this event will have triggered it,” Armitage started
to explain.
“Oh? Is it some sort of doomsday plan where there’s a final crusade against the
enemy?” Lillian asked.
Armitage shook his head, “No, just the opposite. I was briefed on it because I
was a regimental commander and was keyed into an assaultstar’s chain of
command. It’s called Emergency War Order Precipice, and it would be issued
when whoever was left in charge knew that the Union was lost to…whatever. It
could have been a massive plague, a foreign invasion, whatever, and it directed the
Fleet to assemble as many ships as possible, rescue as many civilians as possible
without endangering those already rescued, and to…”
“What?” Lillian asked. “What were they ordered to do?”
“Leave the Union, not to look back, and make a subluminal journey to our
cousins from Kobol who now reside in the Twelve Colonies,” Armitage explained
and turned to look at Lillian. “From where we are, it will take about five years or
so, give or take, subjective time for us, to get there.”
“How long objectively?” Lillian asked and Armitage smiled, glad she understood
the difference. But of course she would, he told himself, she’s got three times your
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brainpower and that’s before she’s had her first glass of coffee in the morning.
“Objectively, about two thousand years,” Armitage slowly told her. “By the time
we get there, this,” he waved his arm around to take in the mountain scene, “will
probably be recovered except for where the bombs actually went off…unless they
truly go scorched earth.”
“Two thousand?” Lillian asked rhetorically, the tone in her voice indicating more
surprise than her disbelief. “Ok. I want you to help me with something, then…
we’ll use Vanguard since we aren’t using her for shuttle service.”
“Anything, Lillian,” Armitage replied and suddenly felt ashamed at how he felt.
For the first time since his wife and sons were killed, and really, since he had left
the Corps, he felt alive. “What do you want to do?”
Lillian quickly explained her plan and Armitage found himself nodding. “We’ll
need some volunteers, but I think we can do it.”
“Good…I knew I could count on you, Kent,” Lillian said and gave him another
one of her amazing smiles.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, orbit of Caledonia, battlestar Desponia
Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett walked into the battlestar’s flag briefing theater
followed by Commodore Lassile Radetzky, Commander Joseph Locke, Commander
Thomas St. George, and Chief Justice Cabot Bartlett. After he took a seat to the
right of the podium, the other four took their seats; St. George and the Chief Justice
to the Admiral’s right and Radetzky and Locke to the podium’s left.
“Please be seated,” Bartlett said and the officers, both military and civilian, sat
back down. The Admiral stood and Radetzky thought he looked good considering
what he had just been told by the two Roc crews that had returned an hour earlier.
“Ladies and Gentlemen today is going to be recorded as one of those days where
everything changed. No hyperbole, no hype, just truth.
“Earlier today, the drones launched a Union wide attack on humanity,” Bartlett
paused and after a moment, continued. “From the intelligence that we have, no
system was spared, and they are systematically working their way through the
Union conducting nuclear bombardment attacks, in some cases, it could be called
saturation bombardment.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2476

Radetzky knew what he was going to say next, she had heard it before when
Bartlett previewed his speech to his senior commanders. Even so, the words were
like a thousand razor blades slicing her skin when she heard them.
“The Union, for all intents and purposes, was murdered today. That we survived
is a testament to our tenacity, our training, our commitment to survive, and quick
and decisive actions taken in the face of the enemy,” Bartlett stated and Radetzky
saw shock, horror, acceptance, and anger on the faces of her fellow humans, more
than a few who dabbed their eyes with handkerchiefs.
“I recently viewed post-strike footage gathered by two Rocs that were
dispatched to Earth, and who then went to several other systems. Each time they
saw the same thing; a world being bombarded by the drones,” Bartlett explained
slowly.
“The Rocs also picked up a transmission, one that was the last order given by
the government.” Bartlett paused and looked at his notes and then frowned.
“Folks, I’m not going to sugar coat it,” he began, and Radetzky nodded; this was a
more human approach that was needed, not the somewhat antiseptic version that
Bartlett had originally scripted. “The government, the Unified Command Authority,
issued a secure broadcast…The President and her Cabinet are dead, the Round
House, most primary, secondary, and tertiary Defense command centers were
destroyed, the Vice President offered a surrender but was killed before he could
complete his offer, and the transmission was issued from Whiskey Mountain before
it was evacuated.
“The transmission also contained the last orders we will receive…we are to
initiate Emergency War Order Precipice…”
At Bartlett’s mention of Precipice, there was silence for a moment and then it
seemed like everyone was trying to talk at the same time. The Admiral allowed this
for several moments before he held up his hands for silence. “We’ve seen what the
drones have done and can extrapolate that to what the drones *will* do…I concur
with Admiral Salls’ decision to initiate EWO Precipice and so, that is what we are
going to do.”
Again, everyone started talking at the same time and after a moment, Bartlett
held up his hands again. “We are going to try and rescue whoever we can find,
with the resources we have, even the most optimistic members of my staff estimate
that we will still have beds left over when we have to leave.
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“Yes?” Bartlett said when an attractive dark-skinned civilian woman raised her
hand.
“How long do we have before we have to leave, Admiral?” she asked.
“Given the damage we did to the drones, and the fact that one ship jumped
before it was destroyed, we are planning to remain here for another twenty-four
hours. After that,” Bartlett frowned and closed his eyes for a moment, “after that we
will play it by ear, but my gut tells me that we will be leaving soon after. The
drones hammered Caledonia, and right now you can look and see how the cloud
cover has turned dusty brown instead of puffy white…if we don’t get people off in
twenty-four hours or so, they won’t survive any sort of treatment that we could
offer.”
“I understand, Admiral, thank you,” the woman said.
The briefing lasted another half hour with several more questions asked and
answered. This was a ‘big picture’ briefing, and the briefing packets contained the
nitty gritty details like manifests, supply lists, whether a ship was jump capable or
just subluminal, and many other questions. Radetzky sat back and watched as
everybody finally stood and made their way to the exit.
All except two. The dark-skinned woman and an older man, perhaps in his late
40s or early 50s, both civilian.
“How are you, Kent,” Radetzky said and stood when Kenton Armitage
approached the slightly raised stage where she and the battlegroup’s other key
officers had sat presenting a unified front.
“Could be better…” Armitage’s eyebrows arched, and he smiled, “Commodore.”
“Thank you,” Radetzky replied and asked, “Who is your companion?”
“I’m Doc…Lillian Rogers,” the woman said and offered her hand which
Radetzky shook. Something wasn’t quite right with this one, but if Kent Armitage
was with her, that was a ‘good guy’ pass in Radetzky’s book.
“Pleased to meet you, Lillian,” Radetzky said. “What can I help you two with?”
“Ah…Commodore, we have a special request…” Lillian said, and Radetzky saw
Armitage nod imperceptibly.
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“I’m listening, the worst I can say is no or,” Radetzky smirked, “Kick it over to
Admiral Bartlett to deal with.”
“It’s really quite simple,” Lillian said and then quickly explained her request.
“Do it,” Radetzky said when she heard the plan. “Let me know if you need any
special resources and I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, I’ll brief the Admiral
and let him know what you’re doing. I think…I think it might not be appreciated
right away, but it will down the line.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Thank you for taking me, Kent,” Lillian Rogers said as they flew back to Adele
Rogers.
“C’mon, Lillian,” Armitage smiled, “You know I can’t deny you anything.”
“Good, I’ll keep that in mind,” Lillian told him. “Are you disappointed?” she
asked and touched on one of Armitage’s concerns when they boarded Desponia.
“A little, I guess,” Armitage told her. “But things are still pretty chaotic and
recalling an old warhorse probably isn’t high on their list labeled, ‘must be done
right fracking now!’. I figure once we get going, I’ll get a call, if only as a reserve.”
“There is something I want to discuss with you…more of an ‘I need your
opinion…’ than anything,” Lillian said and hesitated.
“What is it?” Armitage asked.
“I want to continue testing 269-R…” Lillian said flatly.
Armitage pursed his lips and nodded his head. “Ok.”
“Ok? That’s it?” Lillian asked, her eyes mirthful.
“It makes sense,” Armitage finally stated. “I see what it did to you, and I have to
wonder what it could do for others. Five years, Lillian…that’s a lot of time to be
without certain treatments, or just dealing with the natural order of things. We
could be the only humans left…We don’t know if the Colonials will still be around,
or if the Communion still exists, so right now I think 269-R is essential for our
survival.”
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Lillian took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Thank you…” she said and put
her hand in his. “I’ve been thinking that once we make sure it works, that we start
with the most critical – and that is age, health, and vital to operations – and then
slowly work our way down to anyone over about 45 or so.”
“I think that’s good…but we need to run this past the Admiral,” Armitage said.
“We?” Lillian smirked. “So, we’re now a ‘we’, are…we?”
“Yes…I hope so…” Armitage replied as Lillian squeezed his hand.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, orbit of El Dorado, El Dorado Anchorage, battlestar Hegemone
“Grandpa was this your ship?” seven-year-old Kelsey Fletcher asked the older
man who held her hand as they walked along the massive anchorage’s promenade.
The older man smiled and nodded. “She was my last command before I retired
last year,” Harley Fletcher, once Rear Admiral (Upper Half) Harley ‘Hellbent’
Fletcher, told his granddaughter. “I was there when her keel was laid and delayed
my retirement to bring her into the fleet,” he explained. “I’ll always be a part of
her, and she’ll always be a part of me.”
“That’s cool,” Kelsey said as looked over at a boy a little older than she was who
was walking with a pretty brunette. “When I grow up, JJ, I’m going to have a
battlestar of my own!”
The boy laughed. “Sure you will, Kels…last week you wanted to be a princess
and the week before that you wanted to be a witch.”
“Well, I really want to be a battlestar commander,” Kelsey protested. “Mom,
can I?”
Gaiana Fletcher smiled and nodded at her daughter’s question. “Of course you
can, but…” she arched an eyebrow, “it will take a lot of hard work, you’ll have to
knuckle down and study in school and get good grades, and if you behave, then
perhaps your grandfather will sponsor you to the Academy.”
“All right!” Kelsey cheered before looking at her brother and sticking her tongue
out. “See, I can do it!”
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“Sure, Kels…” Joseph Jackson Fletcher, JJ, teased.
“Good afternoon, Lieutenant,” Fletcher said when they reached the umbilical
that would take them to Hegemone.
“Admiral,” the lieutenant smiled and came to attention. “Welcome back, sir!”
“C’mon, Lieutenant Powell,” Fletcher smiled, “I retired last year, you don’t need
to ‘sir’ or come to attention to me,” he said in his laid back El Doradan drawl.
Lieutenant Powell relaxed somewhat, “I don’t, sir, but I want to.”
“Thank-you, son,” Fletcher humbly replied. “I thought I’d bring my daughter-inlaw and the grandkids up to take a look at her and maybe get a tour.”
“You just missed the tour, but another one will start in about twenty minutes,”
Powell offered.
“Excellent!” Fletcher told the lieutenant. “May we come aboard?”
“Certainly…” Powell said and then asked, “Would you sign the ship’s guest
book?”
“Absolutely,” Fletcher said and signed his name, his daughter-in-law’s name, and
his grandchildren’s names. “Is Commander Criswell aboard?”
“Unfortunately, not at the moment,” Powell explained. “Commander Criswell
and Colonel Malone left about an hour ago to go groundside to meet with Admiral
Steuben.”
“Well, that’s disappointing,” Fletcher frowned. “Maybe they’ll get back before
we leave.”
“I couldn’t say, sir,” Powell offered.
Fletcher introduced his family to Powell and after a moment’s pleasantries, took
them into the battlestar. “First, since we didn’t have lunch, let’s swing by the
officer’s wardroom and see if we can get a sandwich or something to eat.”
“Sounds good, Dad,” Gaiana said and looked around. “There’s more space than
I thought there would be.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2481
“The vids like to make it look like we can’t turn around without running into
someone…” Fletcher groused. “We have a crew of about eighteen hundred, plus
Marines and Air Group, on a ship that’s more than sixteen hundred meters long…
we have plenty of room for the crew, provisions, and everything else. We even
have an Olympic sized pool and a couple smaller pools as part of the fitness
support systems.”
“Wow! You can go swimming?” Kelsey asked.
Fletcher chuckled. “I used to swim twenty to thirty laps a day.”
“Too cool!” Kelsey gushed.
when I grow up!”

“Now I *know* I want to command a battlestar

By the time they had reached the wardroom, they had met several more people
that Fletcher had served with and word had spread where they were going. When
they walked into the room, Fletcher saw several familiar faces and he, and the
family, were treated to a warm welcome.
“Uncle Harley,” a male voice said from behind Fletcher as he made the rounds.
Fletcher turned and his eyes went wide. “Will!” he exclaimed warmly when he
saw the Union captain standing there. “And Aeliana?” he added when he saw
another Union captain next to the first. “What are you doing here?”
“They sent the Crimson Dragons to fly an exhibition late this afternoon,” Captain
Aeliana Dallas explained. “We heard you and Gaiana were here and decided to
surprise you.”
“Well…it is a surprise!” Fletcher said and turned to Gaiana, “Did you know
about this?”
Gaiana looked innocent. “I might have mentioned in an e-mail that you were
going to take us for Friends and Family day…”
“Thank you,” Fletcher said and hugged his daughter-in-law.
down and talk,” he said and gestured to a table.

“Come…let’s sit

An hour later, lunch was finished, and they had just stepped into the CIC when
Captain Mercy Dale said, “Jurgen, I have some odd dradis contacts that just
appeared.”
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“What is it?” Captain Jurgen Cree, the OOD or Officer of the Deck, asked and
walked over to Dale’s workstation.
“They just jumped in…half a dozen Ba’al Hadad class baseships and half a
dozen Ba’alat class gunstars,” Dale replied. “Jurgen…I have no record of them
being assigned here and the last deployment orders show them assigned to long
term refit at Earth.”
“Admiral, your opinion?” Cree asked Fletcher. The older man could see the
unease and concern on the younger officer’s face and realized this was a legitimate
request for help rather than a courtesy extended to the ship’s previous commander.
“Sound Action Stations and set Condition One throughout the ship,” Fletcher
told him as he walked to the plotting table and studied the dradis. “Prepare to
crash sail and push that out to the group and any ships moored here,” he added.
“They aren’t here to show the flag…they’ve already taken an assault profile and will
probably launch fighters in the next minute or two.”
Cree hesitated for a moment then after glancing at the dradis, seemed to come
to the same conclusion that Fletcher had, “You heard the Admiral,” he announced.
“Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship and prepare to crash
sail!” The Petty Officer of the Deck quickly repeated the order over the 1 MC and
sounded the klaxon. “Mairead,” he turned to the communications specialist,
“please contact Major Gant and put him through down here.”
“Copy, contact Major Gant and put him through to the plotting table,”
Communications Petty Officer Mairead Saive replied.
“Admiral,” Cree said to Fletcher, “the Commander and XO are downstairs…I
know you retired last year…”
Fletcher nodded. “This is bigger than all of us, son,” he said. “You’ll be ok to
stand as XO?”
“Relieved, actually,” Cree said. “I aced my operational tactics, but that was one
vs one in deep space…it never covered defending a Tier 1 world from a dedicated
attack.”
“I have the con, Mr. Cree,” Fletcher stated.
“I stand relieved,” Cree said and seemed to relax somewhat to Fletcher’s eye.
He tugged a key from under his shirt and offered it to Fletcher. “This belongs to
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you now; I’ll get mine from Weapons.”
Fletcher took the key and felt the weight that it signified; whether he wanted it
or not, he was no longer retired. “I have the key,” he said solemnly. “Mr. Dale,
how soon can we maneuver?”
“I’m working on it, Admiral,” Dale replied. “I’m having trouble getting anything
from the harbormaster, so I’m going to perform a manual separation. I’ve pushed
that out to the rest of the ships still docked.”
“Good…” Fletcher said and turned to where his family stood. “Gaiana, can you
take Kelsey and JJ up to the balcony where they can watch what’s going on?”
“Certainly,” Gaiana replied and ushered the kids to the stairs leading to the
balcony.
“Will, Aeliana, I need you to get down to the hangars and see what we need to
do to get some fighters in the air. I’ll have Flight let them know you’re on the way.”
“Copy, Admiral; we’re on our way,” Will replied and the two siblings left the CIC
at a jog.
“We’re getting some broadcasts from the surface…” Saive said and Fletcher felt
a fist grip his heart.
“What are they?” Fletcher asked.
“It’s a civilian news broadcast…” Saive answered and asked, “Shall I put it on an
overhead?”
“Please…” Fletcher said and steeled himself for what he was about to see.
“…This is Tomas Hillerman of EDWN, reporting live from the outskirts of Rose
City,” a disheveled reporter announced against the backdrop of a distant city with
three mushroom clouds climbing high in the sky. “Just minutes ago, the city center
was attacked by forces unknown with three nuclear weapons; the entire city is on
fire and casualties are expected to be more than a million. We have unconfirmed
reports that Canyon City, New Home, and the capital, El Dorado City, have all been
attacked as have at least a dozen military installations.”
Hillerman paused and tugged at his collar as he seemed to have trouble
breathing. “I…” he said as his nose started to bleed, “I’m not feeling very…well.”
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The camera seemed to shake a moment before it fell to the ground and showed a
finger that was almost in front of the lens, and then a moment later it showed
Hillerman collapse to the ground, blood flowing from his nose and eyes.
“Sweet mercy…” Fletcher swore softly. “They’re using fast acting biologicals or
chemical agents,” he stated. “Mairead, please send…in the clear…a notice that
any refugee from the surface should be quarantined due to potential chemical or
biological agent use.”
“Copy, Admiral,” Saive replied and carried out the task.
A moment later, Fletcher felt a faint shudder. “Mercy, please tell me that was us
being released from the station…”
“We are, Admiral!” Dale grinned. “We are free and clear to navigate.”
“Get us to the outer markers; I want to be able to move and engage those
bastards,” Fletcher told the navigator. “Jurgen, where’s the rest of the group?”
“Back at Earth in refit,” Cree replied. “We finished a couple weeks early and
rather than keep us cooling our heels waiting for the group, they sent us to El
Dorado to for some exercises with the Special Missions group that’s in the outer
system at Rodeo Station and for Friends and Family Day.”
“That isn’t good news,” Fletcher said and looked at the dradis. The drone ships
that had jumped in were still holding station as if they were waiting for something.
“Shit…” Fletcher exclaimed. “Mercy, can you tap into El Dorado’s Flight
Control system? We had to have missed something if they were able to nuke the
planet…”
“On it,” Dale answered and a moment later Fletcher heard her swear. “Frak…
There’s a trio of Moloch’s in low orbit on the far side of the planet. They must have
jumped close enough that the planet masked their transit.”
“Admiral?” Saive asked. “I have Major Gant for you.”
“Thank you,” Fletcher said and keyed the handset. “Adam, Harley Fletcher…
what can you tell me?”
“Boss! You picked a hell of a day to come visit!” Major Adam Gant replied.
“I’ve corralled the civilians and have them chilling in the wardroom, mess, theater,

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2485
and wherever else I could stash them out of the way. I’ve also got guards on them
in case the Erisians might have slipped some ringers into the mix.”
“Adam…” Fletcher started. “It isn’t the Erisians…it’s the drones.”
“Son of a bitch! Digger called it!” Gant swore. “My Marines are ready to go,
just tell us what needs to be done.”
“I want guards at the entry points from the flight decks and at all the normal
places,” Fletcher told him. “And to be safe, double them.”
“Copy, I’ve already got teams deploying as per SOP, but I’ll double them and
add the flight decks’ access points,” Gant confirmed. “I’m glad you picked today to
visit, Hellbent,” he added. “I think our chances of seeing tomorrow went up
exponentially.”
“Oh? From 1% to 10%?” Fletcher quipped.
“Something like that.” Gant paused for a moment, then continued, “I just got a
census tally on the civilian guests…it includes those who made it here after the
attack started…a total of 1233.”
“Ok…” Fletcher replied and thought for a moment. “Tell the galleys that they’re
open for business and to make sure the civvies are tended to. We’ll sus out what
we’re going to do with them later. On that note, I need to run. We’ll talk later,” he
said.
“Copy…I’ll get it done,” Gant stated.
Fletcher put the handset on the cradle and studied the dradis. “I’m caught in a
Catch-22,” he muttered. “Mairead, please contact all other ships who have sailed
and ask them for an estimate on civilian evacuees and then let me know the
numbers.” Saive confirmed the order and he looked over at Cree. “I’m getting an
idea of what we should do, but I want your thoughts first.”
Cree looked at the dradis and pursed his lips. “What I want to do isn’t what I
think we should do, Admiral,” he started. “I want to form up everyone we can
sortie and attack them…to grind them under the boot. But…”
Fletcher arched his eyebrows.
“…But,” Cree said rhetorically, “we have to think of the civilians and…”
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“And?” Fletcher asked and then answered the question, “and that there is a very
good chance that this is happening everywhere, and we need to think about the
survival of the race.”
Cree slowly nodded. “Yes…I don’t want to run, it isn’t in my personality and it
isn’t how I was trained; we run to the sound of the guns, so the civilians don’t have
to, but right now…” he shook his head. “We need to find somewhere and link up
with whoever else survived and then go to ground.”
Fletcher nodded. “We’re in agreement, son,” he said. “Check the logs and find
me somewhere that might still be functional while I talk to Mercy and Mairead
about who might be with us.”
“I’ve received word from everything that sortied and the total number of
civilians is upwards of 12,000, not counting what’s on Anatole…that’s the graving
dock and it had quite a lot of visitors because they were full of ships either being
repaired or built, and the entire enclosure was pressurized,” Saive explained
without being asked.
“Other than us, there aren’t any line of battle ships,” Dale explained. “We have
two Arachne class scouts; they’re basically E-Class gunstars, but kitted out for
surveillance work, but those are the closest. If we had what was in Anatole, we’d
be in a much better situation…”
“And Eiar and Orthosie are too valuable to risk getting shot up,” Fletcher said
and studied the cold equations that he had been given to work with. “Here’s what
we’re going to do,” he began, “Mairead, put out a ‘y’all come here’ transmission for
any shipping to join us and if they’re small enough, to land on either Eiar or
Orthosie…but make it clear to both ships that they are to direct them to a place on
the flight deck only…they are not to board anyone until we can verify their medical
status. In the meantime, those scouts and Hegemone will try and run cover.”
He looked at both women and saw the millions of people who would never see
the next sunrise and felt the sadness boil up within him. “We are not going on the
offensive, we are playing defense…We’ll stay in orbit as long as we can, probably
no more than another hour or so, and then we’re going to jump someplace safe,
evaluate who we were able to rescue, and then see what’s safe.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, El Dorado, Rodeo Station, battlestar Hegemone
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“Jump complete…” Captain Mercy Dale announced as the dradis began pinging
off the ships that had jumped with them from El Dorado. “We have arrived at
Rodeo Station and all ships are accounted for.”
“Thank you, Mr. Dale,” Admiral Harley Fletcher said and breathed a sigh of
relief. Moments earlier they had been fighting a holding action around El Dorado,
hoping to provide enough cover for the civilian ships to jump to safety and now
they were in relative safety with some room to breathe. Dale’s announcement was
an answered prayer. “Can you give me an idea who’s out there?”
“There’s a bit of shipping around the station…” Dale began. “I’m showing a lot
of transponders…Eurydice, Phaedra, Echemus, Epopeus, Solar Flare, Cleta, Iaso,
and Danae are the Fleet elements…and there’s also Spirit of El Dorado and Spirit of
Electra along with Boilermaker 17, and Boilermaker 23. El Dorado and Electra
were going to launch a joint colonization effort to Serenity in a few weeks.”
“Admiral, we’re being hailed by Phaedra,” Specialist Mairead Saive said and cut
interrupted Dale’s commentary.
“Thank you, Mairead; I’ll take it down here, please,” Fletcher replied and picked
up the handset when it beeped twice. “Phaedra Actual, this is Hegemone Actual,
what is your current status?”
“Hegemone Actual, Phaedra Actual,” a youngish sounding voice replied. “This
is Major Ryan Mentzer, we’re glad to see you. All current Fleet elements are
combat ready. Ah…the last we heard, Hegemone was at El Dorado Anchorage…
do you have word on Admiral Steuben’s meeting?”
“Phaedra, Hegemone,” Fletcher said and paused. “This is Admiral Harley
Fletcher…a small number of survivors managed to evacuate El Dorado, but the
anchorage’s Downport was nuked during the first wave…I’m afraid that no one
made it out.”
“Copy that, Hegemone…” Mentzer replied. “Sir…you’re the ranking officer…
what are we going to do?”
Fletcher was afraid of this.
Curse that popinjay Steuben to hold a staff
conference when those officers should have been with their ships, he thought, then
shook his head; being upset with the dead wouldn’t do anyone any good. “Major,
our first task is to get the civilians to safety, so that will be our priority. Are those
colony ships ready to sail?”
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“They are, Admiral,” Mentzer answered. “They’re crewed and only have about
10% or so of the colonists since the rest were going to arrive over the next three
weeks.”
“Good…we aren’t going to leave anyone behind…” Fletcher told him. “I want
everyone evacuated from Rodeo Station and onto those colony ships and that hub
that’s attached to Spirit of Electra…and I want it done in six hours. During that
time, I want the station stripped of any consumables; food, spare parts, small craft,
anything that can be taken, I want. Use the Marines embarked on Eurydice to help
move things along. The drones aren’t here yet, but they will…soon. If it has a
pulse – human or animal – it gets evacuated.”
“Copy, anything with a pulse gets evacuated and we strip as much as we can
and pack it up,” Mentzer confirmed the order.
“Good…and I’ll be pushing this out to all the ships; I want the FTL drives spun
up so that we can leave at a moment’s notice,” Fletcher told Mentzer. “I’m not
going to have everyone come over to Hegemone now, but once we jump and have
some breathing room, I expect everyone here for a face to face.”
Mentzer sounded surer of himself and more confident when he replied, “We’ll
be ready, sir. In the meantime, I suggest you contact Major Atkinson on Solar Flare
and listen to what he has to tell you. I think it will be quite illuminating.”
“Ok…I’m putting you in charge of the evacuation; if you need anything, just
shout,” Fletcher told him and hoped the boost of confidence Mentzer was showing
wouldn’t be temporary.
A few minutes later Mairead had connected Fletcher with Solar Flare. “Major
Mentzer said I should talk to you,” Fletcher said after the introductions were made
and Atkinson’s request to use a Priority 1 secure channel was implemented.
“Now that things have gone to hell in a handbasket…and that anyone who
could probably override me is probably dead,” Atkinson started, and Fletcher got
the idea that he was dealing with someone who was more academic than military.
“I have to ask, have you ever heard of ‘Endless Love’?”
“No…” Fletcher replied.
produce.”

“Sounds like something the Porn Palace would

Atkinson chuckled. “No, Admiral, but that was our hope if people heard about
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it. It was a project that was initiated when certain people began having serious
doubts about the drones; development and updates were consistent and ongoing,
and because the drones are still active, it’s my belief that the virus didn’t work.”
“Ok…” Fletcher agreed. After seeing what the drones did to El Dorado, he was
certain that they were still quite active. “How do you and Solar Flare fit into the
picture?”
“Solar Flare might look like Angelia, but the similarity is only skin deep,”
Atkinson explained. “We are an electronic warfare ship; our twelve arrays can
disrupt the EM spectrum and…unless someone is multiplexed with us, all you will
see or hear is electronic hash…I’m told that it is quite…painful…to the drones. We
also have the ability to selectively electronically attack a point target – ship, fighter,
etc., the larger the target the more channels that we need to use – and essentially
cause it to cease operating.”
“Now that is interesting,” Fletcher said and leaned back against the plotting
table. “Are you sure it works?”
Atkinson chuckled and now sounded more military than academic. “It worked
during the structured tests, Admiral. In the real world with all the gremlins that
seem to be banging on everything, I can give you a qualified, ‘it should’.”
Now it was Fletcher’s turn to laugh. “That answers my question whether you
were military or not,” he chuckled. “What else can you tell me?”
“I came to the Fleet through a doctorate program…so I’m not completely
military,” Atkinson easily replied. “The other arrow in the quiver, so to speak, are
the Screamers that we carry. They’re similar to us disrupting the EM spectrum, but
these are modified recon drones with the same technology. If we deployed all of
them and went active, everyone in the system would think that the star is about to
go nova because of all the EM noise that’s generated.”
“Hmm…good to know. I want you to stick close to Hegemone where we can
protect you,” Fletcher told him. “Between Solar Flare and the other stragglers that
we picked up, we’re very heavy on being able to find what’s out there or fix
something, but we don’t have a lot of ships designed for the line.”
“You don’t need to ask twice,” Atkinson said. “Consider us your little shadow.”
*+*+*+*+*
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“Dradis contact!” Captain Mercy Dale announced almost six hours later as the
dradis suddenly pinged off a new arrival to the space around Rodeo Station. “It’s a
Ba’al Hadad!”
“Bring us back to Condition One,” Admiral Harley Fletcher told Captain Jurgen
Cree who announced the order over the MC-1. He looked at the chronometer and
frowned; they needed another ten minutes to load the last of the civilians onto the
transports. Until they were evacuated, they had to stay; he wasn’t going to send
anyone to the rally point without an armed escort, and right now he was going to
need every gun that could be brought to bear just to buy time for the evacuation.
Fletcher’s eyes met Dale’s as they both looked at the dradis display. Without
warning, for a moment the display showed some fuzz…interference…and then
cleared up. “Mercy?” Fletcher asked, knowing she would understand the question.
“I don’t know, Admiral…everything is fine on our end…” Dale replied.
“Look…the Ba’al Hadad…she hasn’t changed course…” Cree said and pointed
at the icon that showed the baseship’s location.
Fletcher leaned in to study the display, as if being closer would somehow reveal
more information, and narrowed his eyes. “Mercy…do my eyes deceive me or is
that ship CBDR to Rodeo?”
Dale’s fingers tapped in some commands and she used a trackball to highlight
the baseship. A moment later, a projected course extended from the drone ship
that showed it squarely intercepting Rodeo, the system’s outermost gas giant.
“I sense some electronic mice at play,” Fletcher muttered as a smile touched his
face. “Mairead, please contact Major Atkinson on Solar Flare and put it down
here.”
Saive repeated the order and a moment later Fletcher’s handset beeped twice.
“Jurgen, please listen in to this…” he said cryptically. “Hegemone Actual.”
“Hegemone Actual, Solar Flare Actual,” Atkinson’s voice said through the hisses
and pops common to a scrambled connection. “It appears that the answer to your
question, at least this time, is ‘textbook perfect’.”
“So I see,” Fletcher replied. “They are unable to do anything?”
“Not a thing, sir,” Atkinson replied. “Even their ability to download and recycle
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is disrupted; whoever is calling the shots will know that the ship was dispatched,
probably that it arrived, and after that…poof…nothing.”
“Keep at it, Major…” Fletcher told him. “We can jump in…” he looked at the
chronometer, “eight minutes.”
“She’ll burn up in five,” Atkinson said. “We’ll be good to go.”
Two minutes later, Fletcher ordered one of the synthetic vision clusters to track
the baseship as it approached Rodeo. For the next three minutes, everyone in the
small fleet watched as the symbol of the drones’ unrelenting might sailed directly
toward the gas giant, entered its upper atmosphere, began glowing red along the
leading edges, and then, like a house of cards touched by a gust of wind, the ship
disintegrated with smaller portions suddenly flaring bright as ordnance or a reactor
cooked off.
And then, like passing ghost, it was gone.
Fletcher heard the cheers and then realized that he was cheering along with his
CIC team.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, deep space, battlestar Hegemone
Admiral Harley Fletcher, Retired, sat in the high-backed chair behind a desk that
used to be his, and he figured, was his again, and stared at the crisp black text on
the snow-white paper that he held in his hands. He had listened to the audio
portion of the message which had dispassionately explained what had happened
on Earth and what was to be done.
But that had just been a voice.
A voice that despite being on a secure frequency and possessing the proper day
word, action word, and verbal signature, had still just been sound.
The coded portion of the message required specialized systems to decrypt and a
telex to properly transfer the bits and bytes into text that could be read, held, and
known.
And now the words were real and had power.
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The message was simple in delivery and yet complex in execution. It was a
command to say goodbye to 2000 years of history, heritage, and civilization and set
out into the deep black on a one-way trip that was akin to a one-way time machine.
Emergency War Order Precipice directed any and all Fleet elements to collect and
shepherd any civilian elements capable of the journey to set out for the Twelve
Colonies of Kobol. Objectively, to someone standing on a planet, it would be a
2000-year long trip, but objectively, it would last about five years.
The message meant something deeper, something he didn’t want to consider. It
wasn’t right that a parent outlived a child, and it made it doubly difficult when the
parent had to break the news to his son’s widow and now fatherless children.
“Gods give me strength,” he prayed as he read the letter for the tenth time.
Each time he read it; the words were the same. No amount of prayers, wishes,
or hopes would undue what three multimegaton thermonuclear weapons had
done. At least I know, Fletcher thought to himself as he held the paper. How many
others will go through life wondering whether a loved one made it to an evacuation
ship that we didn’t see or that might have been on another world when this
happened?
And then there was the situation over on Eiar. Several of the refugee ships had
come from the surface and had people aboard who were showing signs of
whatever it was the drones used, and part of the massive ship’s hangar had been
sectioned off to house the quarantine. From the report, whatever these people were
suffering from wasn’t the same as they had seen on the newscast; this was slower
acting and had a longer period before the victim became critical. So far, no one
had died from it, and oddly, despite some nosebleeds and ruptured blood vessels in
the eyes, the aches and pains weren’t excessively worse than a bad case of flu.
Still, stuff like that scared Fletcher and until further notice, which meant until
they could transfer them to a proper hospital ship or they all succumbed, they were
under strict quarantine with a one way perimeter; people could go into the
quarantine zone, but no one was allowed out, regardless of the protective measures
they took before entering.
“I’m stalling,” Fletcher muttered and pushed back from the desk and walked to
the hatch. As he stepped out, he noticed that the two Marines on guard duty fell in
behind him. “Thanks guys,” he said as they walked down the passage to where one
of the Flag VIP suites was located. “Any suggestions for giving someone bad
news?”
“Ah,” Corporal Stephan Wright began, “when my mom told us that she and the
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Old Man were getting a divorce, she just told us straight up, like ripping off a bandaid.”
“That’s how my parents told me my Granddad and Uncle Hugh were killed in a
car accident,” Private Chris Innis agreed.
Fletcher stopped in front of the hatch to the Flag VIP quarters and turned to face
his escort. “Thank you,” he said. “I wish I had specific news about your families.”
Both Marines nodded. “We’ve already filled out the census forms and hopefully
they made it to one of the other transports,” Innis replied. “Both Wright’s and my
families were supposed to come up for F2 day.”
“I’ll keep them in my thoughts,” Fletcher told them. “Now I have to go tell my
daughter-in-law and two grandchildren that their daddy isn’t coming home.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Caledonia?” Admiral Harley Fletcher asked the officers seated around the
conference table.
“Just before we jumped off from El Dorado, we had contact with a pair of Rocs
from Dido who told us that they still held the system,” Colonel Jurgen Cree, newly
promoted to a rank appropriate to his new role as Hegemone’s XO, explained.
“Do we know who else is in the system?” Fletcher asked.
“Admiral Bartlett’s extended battlegroup should be there,” Captain Mercy Dale
answered. “That would be Desponia, Poena, Lampedo, and Dido, and their
battlegroups. They have a lot of firepower and people who know how to use it.”
“I know Kirk Bartlett and his crew; if anyone could have made it through, they
would have,” Fletcher told his staff. “Before we jump in, I’d like to detail a pair of
Rocs to jump in first, make positive contact with whoever is in charge, let them
know we’re coming, and then come back to give us the go-ahead.”
“I’ll coordinate with Flight,” Cree said. “And that brings up a hole in our orgchart…we need to appoint a new CAG; Major Grossman never made it back to the
ship.”
“Do we have anyone qualified that’s currently part of the group?” Fletcher
asked.
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“Captain Carlee Jackson is the Operations Officer and has filled in for Grossman
before, but she’s still a little weak on running something that large and complex,”
Cree explained. “I…”
“Say it…no one is going to bite, Jurgen,” Fletcher prodded his young XO.
“I know Aeliana Dallas by reputation and met her once a year back at a
leadership conference,” Cree began. “And if I had to pick one person, it would be
her. She’s got the skills, she’s due to be promoted next cycle or the cycle after and
promoting her wouldn’t cause any holes in the existing organization.”
“Sounds like I need to have a chat with my niece,” Fletcher chuckled.
“I leave that to you, sir,” Cree said, and then added straight faced, “that’s why
they pay you the big bucks.”
Cree’s comment caused everyone to chuckle and Fletcher was glad that they
were ending things on a high note, or at least one that wasn’t depressing. “Good.
If there is nothing more,” he said and looked around the table, “then I suggest we
adjourn and plan to make a jump.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, orbit of Caledonia, battlestar Dido
“I’m sorry about your mother,” Commodore Lassile Radetzky compassionately
told the young woman who sat in front of her desk.
Midshipman Brynlee Marquette met her gaze and Radetzky saw the same pain
in the girl’s gaze that she saw in her own when she had been notified her parents
had died in an avalanche during a winter skiing vacation.
“Thank you,
Commodore,” Marquette replied and forced a thin smile to her face. “Logically, I
know she’s dead…I mean, the drones attacked where she was and well…” she
shrugged; the recon footage had shown a mushroom cloud covering the
Presidential compound and it was clear from the crater that it had been a
subsurface detonation.
“But,” Marquette shrugged, “In my heart, she’s alive and it thinks that any
minute now she’s going to walk through that door and have a story to tell. So…
until my head and my heart have a face to face, I think I’m going to be ok…then I’ll
probably fall apart for a bit.”
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Radetzky nodded. She knew the feeling very well and part of her, that part that
was still a little girl clinging to hope that always turned to see who it was when she
heard one of her parents’ first names, or a voice that sounded similar, still felt the
same way. “My door is always open, Bryn, any time you need someone to talk to,
I’m here.”
“Thank you, sir,” Marquette replied. “I think if I lived at home instead of
boarded at Sands it would be hitting me harder, but…we really didn’t see much of
each other except for short leaves and holidays…I mean, she’s my mom, and I love
her and miss her, but emotionally, right now…there are others who I think I’ll miss
more…”
“Oh?” Radetzky smiled. “Do tell…”
A shy smile crept across Marquette’s face and she nervously looked away. “He’s
a cadet at Sands…we were seeing each other…casually, but I think we both knew
that it could grow into something more.”
“Don’t ever give up hope, Bryn…never ever give up hope,” Radetzky told the
girl.
“I won’t,” Marquette said, then added, “but I’m also not going to fool myself that
he’s going to walk through that door, either.”
“Life moves in mysterious ways,” Radetzky replied. “So…before we break out
the tubs of ice cream and have a cry party watching chick flicks,” she smirked,
“what can you tell me about our fleet?”
Marquette chuckled. “Maybe once we get started!” she quipped and opened a
folder and studied its contents. “For what’s happened to us, we have a lot of
shipping out there,” she began. “However, the downside is that for the most part, if
you look at the lift capacity excluding crews and service staff, we’re not even at
75%. With the current conditions groundside, I don’t see that improving much
before we jump off.”
“I was afraid of that,” Radetzky sadly said. “So…what do we have?”
“A lot!” Marquette shook her head. “Let’s start with the military side of things.
First up, none of the ships in Admiral Bartlett’s overall command were damaged to
any great extent, at least nothing that will impair our ability to fight should we need
to or to make the trip. What’s come in over the past twenty-four hours, though, has
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been a lot.
“A scratch group from El Dorado arrived with Hegemone, a Dynamene-Class
battlestar like us, the Eurydice assaultstar group, the D-class Danae, two Arachne
class scoutstars, Orithyia, also a scoutstar, the commstars Angelia and Solar Flare,
Eiar, a Theros class replenishmentstar, Orthosie, a Cybele class replenishmentstar,
Cleta, a Carme class replenishment star, and Iaso,, an Iaso class medstar. There are
also several hulls in various states of completion or repair in a Thallo class graving
dock, Anatole. I didn’t include those ships in this report since they weren’t capable
of navigating on their own or even finished at this time, though they are in the
written summary,” Marquette explained.
“Good…those ships will help us wherever we wind up,” Radetzky said and
hoped that they could bring the other ships online; that would be something she’d
need to discuss with Admiral Bartlett and the project managers on Anatole. “How
about civilians?”
“Where do I begin?” Marquette mused. “There are a lot of smaller craft that
made it to the evacuation points that aren’t capable of making the trip, but we have
been able to berth or dock them with other ships so if it made it to us, it’s coming
along. What we have that are independent maneuver units, is pretty extensive and
with what Admiral Fletcher brought with him…we shouldn’t leave anyone behind.
“In addition to the graving dock that I mentioned, perhaps the best stroke of luck
was that Circus Maximus was still in orbit when the attack came.”
Radetzky nodded. “Have you ever been there?” she asked, smirking.
Marquette blushed. “Ah…um…officially? No.”
“Unofficially?” Radetzky prodded.
“Oh yeah…” Marquette nodded. “Two months ago, we had a week’s leave and
instead of going home and being ignored, a couple of us talked our way aboard.
Oh…my…gods! I had heard stories about the place, how the upper levels are as
family friendly as can be, and how they have an amusement park under the dome,
and all the ‘fun’ stuff…but we were interested in the…um…other stuff.”
“Did it deliver?” Radetzky asked.
“I haven’t lived a sheltered life, Commodore, but I have to say, I saw things that I
never thought were possible…and done live!” Marquette stated.
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“Yes…that’s one way to put it. And…” Radetzky said, then paused. “And that’s
pretty much how I remember my first impression of the place. What do you think
is going to happen in six months when some of the…lubrication…starts to run
out?”
“It could get ugly, and with a lot of the civilians being berthed on her upper
levels, it could get dicey,” Marquette observed.
“This is a long term project, two months or so…I want you to talk to the
command and security staffs over there as well as with some of the mental health
professionals over on Epione, and put together several potential scenarios that
might happen as well as contingencies to deal with them, and…a plan to hopefully
keep anything bad from happening in the first place,” Radetzky explained. “You
might also want to talk to Major Bridger and see what his Marines could add to the
scenario since they have some law enforcement experts among the detachment.”
Marquette nodded enthusiastically. “I can do that, Commodore. One of the
concentrations that we did last year was how to effectively use the military in civil
emergencies…so this is fresh in my mind.”
“Good…what else do we have?” Radetzky asked.
“Admiral Fletcher brought two Spirit class colony ships and two Boilermaker
class construction platforms that were preparing to setup a new colony.” Marquette
paused and added sadly, “Those ships have everything that we’ll need if we can’t
find a home in the Colonies…they only had about 10% of their colonists already
boarded, and with the personnel from Rodeo Station, they’re still only about 30%
capacity.”
“If the drones hadn’t pressed their attack, we might have been able to fill those
ships,” Radetzky sighed sadly and shook her head. “So much lost.”
“Yes,” Marquette agreed. “We have a lot to be thankful for.” The two women
were silent for a moment before Marquette continued, “There are two Paradise class
liners, two Princess class liners, a Levant class cargo liner, four Harvest House
Aphaea’s Harvest class agro ships, Rogers & Rogers’ research ship Adele Rogers,
which also has some agricultural production capability, three Aeolus Longstrider
class merchants, nine of Taggart Lines’ Brawny Glory class merchants and two of
their larger, Victory Gulch class merchant cruisers.” She checked her notes, then
continued, “Smaller, but still capable of making the trip are three Volusian class
tankers, two Cave Canum class mining explorers along with two Rockhopper
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asteroid mining ships, and finally an Explorer class survey ship.”
“That’s quite a pack we have there…” Radetzky started to say when the klaxon
sounded.
“Action Stations, Action Stations, set Condition One throughout. Commodore to
CIC!”
“Let’s go,” Radetzky said and stood up. “No rest for the weary.”
Less than a minute later, Radetzky strode into the CIC with Marquette in tow.
“What’s going on, Mac?” she asked Colonel Macgregor Blake, her XO.
“The drones are back in force, Lass,” Blake answered. “They just jumped in
near the lunar orbit…I think that they’re being careful after Eucleia’s attack. Before
they used the moon to block our dradis, we counted eight Ba’al Hadads, eight
Ba’alats, and twelve Molochs. We’re good, but…”
“Yeah, I hear you…” Radetzky agreed and forced concern from her voice and
focused on projecting confidence. “Leanna, please connect me with Admiral
Bartlett.”
“No need, Commodore, he just contacted us,” Specialist Leanna Swade replied.
“I have him live on the plot handsets.”
“Thanks, Leanna,” Radetzky said and picked up the handset. “Dido Actual.”
“Lass…” Bartlett’s voice sounded apologetic. “I’ve given the order for the fleet
to jump to the first waypoint, but until they are away, we’re going to need to hold
the line.”
“Copy…’we’re the first in and the last out’, Admiral.
Radetzky confirmed.

We’ll hold the line,”

“The fleet is already jumping, so this could be much ado about nothing…”
Bartlett said and didn’t sound convinced of his own words.
“I’ll take my group and start towards the moon…until we get back, I’m
detaching Musica to your group,” Radetzky explained. Musica was more valuable
in the long run than any difference her guns might make in the coming battle; the
ability to resupply and replace damaged systems was, now, beyond priceless and
Musica was one of the most capable replenishmentstars ever built.
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“Good hunting, Commodore…Plan on a staff meeting after the third jump,”
Bartlett said and let her know without coming out and saying it that he didn’t
expect any last stands.
“Copy, Admiral,” Radetzky replied.
“What do you think, Mac?” Radetzky asked after the wireless conversation
ended.
Blake looked at her and she felt his gaze piercing her soul. “Ask me again when
we get through this, Lass,” he told her. “For now, however, I think we should keep
our FTL drives spun up and a finger on the ‘JUMP’ button as we approach the
drones. They have a lot of firepower over there; potentially more than four
thousand fighters in addition to twenty-eight warships. We’re going to have to keep
moving, stay nimble, and simply survive until the last civvie jumps.”
“Dradis contacts!” Captain Isolde Hines announced. “They aren’t coming
around one side of the moon…they’re coming over the poles and around the
equator; four groups of about 50 squadrons of Marauders, two Ba’al Hadads, two
Ba’alats, and three Molochs. They’re coming fast, CBDR…but…”
“What is it, Isolde?” Radetzky asked and studied the dradis.
“They’re coming fast, Commodore,” Hines explained and narrowed her eyes.
“But they’re only doing about two thirds what they could be doing. At this rate…
well, at this rate they’re not even going to be close when the last civilian jumps. In
fact…” she glanced at a secondary dradis display, “other than two Ziz landers
landing on Adele Rogers, the civvies have all jumped.”
“I wonder if we put the fear of the gods into them?” Blake asked.
“I dunno…” Radetzky said and suddenly had a thought. “Is the traffic control
net still up?”
“Yes…” Hines replied and a moment later understanding flashed across her
face. “Frak us…” she muttered and keyed the Fleet override and captured the
traffic control network’s telemetry. “Three Ba’alats and six Molochs are about to
come over then north pole…” she said.
“What’s their ETA to firing range?” Radetzky asked.
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“Three minutes at present speed,” Hines answered.
“Ok…Riley, push this to the rest of the group; I want all guns to begin firing now
at the projected locations of those ships at the time the rounds would intercept. I
want to get our shots off first, that might give them pause in case Adele Rogers has
a problem jumping,” Radetzky explained and turned back to the plotting table as
Captain Riley Ingram, Dido’s weapons officer, repeated the order and then sent it to
the rest of the battlegroup.
“Do you think it will work?” Blake asked.
Radetzky shrugged. “Dunno…but the ones coming around the moon aren’t
going to get here in time, but those sneaky bastards…they could.”
“We’re firing, Commodore…how many volleys?” Ingram asked.
“Fire for a minute, that should be plenty, and then we should be in position to
jump,” Radetzky explained.
“Dradis contact!” Hines shouted. “Range…five kilometers…CBDR!”
“Point defense!” Radetzky shouted and looked over where Ingram was directing
the fire. “Riley?”
“They just slipped inside our guns, Commodore…they’re skiing over our hull…
it’s heading for the starboard flight pod…” Ingram quickly stated.
Radetzky picked up the handset and keyed the battlestar’s Marines’ ready room.
“Rocky?” she said when the line was answered. “The drones are trying to land
some boarders…deploy details to every access point on the starboard flight deck
and prep a company for vacuum duty…”
“My Marines are ready to go,” Major Rockwell Bridger replied. “I was worried
something like this might happen, so I’ll have Alpha company deploy and Bravo
and Charlie hold the hatches.”
“Good…if you can, save the parts…I want to deconstruct whatever the frak
happened,” Radetzky said and then ended the line.
“The heavy Marauder has landed on the starboard flight deck,” Hines stated.
“Now we wait…” Blake said tight lipped.
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*+*+*+*+*
“Whoever thought the drones were a good idea should be given a gunpowder
enema,” Gunnery Sergeant Tim Peckinpah groused over the platoon push as he
checked that his rifle was loaded. “A Heavy Marauder carries between 20 and 26
combat drones…if you see one, sound off and start firing.”
“Copy Gunny!” Corporal Sonia Muldoon replied. “Then we can relax for a long
cruise.”
“Don’t lose focus, Muldoon…” Peckinpah told the eager Marine. “We all hoist
a pint when this is over…you read me?”
“Read you, Gunny,” Muldoon said soberly.
“Good…let’s go…” Peckinpah said as he keyed the airlock to cycle. As soon as
the atmosphere was evacuated, he opened the hatch and quickly moved onto the
massive enclosed flight deck. Less than one hundred meters away, the Heavy
Marauder sat abandoned and the drones were clustered around the hatch leading
to receiving gallery Starboard Top Two. “Moby, keep an eye on our six; the rest of
you, let’s get in position…Snake Charmers to the front, we have a clear shot out the
back.”
Half a dozen Marines, each carrying four of the hypervelocity anti-armor
weapons in a backpack harness and one in their hands, moved to the front of the
platoon and knelt. “Clear the area,” Peckinpah advised and watched as the platoon
moved out and took defensive positions behind some of the frames that supported
the armored enclosure, or behind cargo containers that hadn’t yet been moved
down to the hanger.
“Fire up!” the first Marine with a Snake Charmer announced. “Fire Locked!” he
said a moment later, and then, “Fire, Fire!” When he uttered the last words, the
weapon fired and streaked to its target, slamming into the drone, passing through it,
and then spearing parts of two more before it exited the end of the flight deck. The
other five Marines were just as lucky; after the first volley nine drones were
destroyed and six were damaged.
But…that had also alerted the drones to the Marines’ presence.
With mechanical precision, thirteen of the remaining fifteen drones turned and
begin firing at the Marines as they started advancing on their position.
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“Cover fire!” Peckinpah ordered as he watched one of his Marines go down.
The five remaining Marines with Snake Charmers had quickly reloaded and doing
their service proud, refused to move in the face of the enemy.
“Fire up!” one of the shooters shouted over the platoon’s push. “Fire Locked!”
another added. And finally, “Fire, Fire!” a third shouted a moment before the five
missiles streaked toward the drones, joining drone and firer with a fiery trail.
This time the drones were spread out a little better and the Snake Charmers only
destroyed six drones, damaging two, one of which was cut completely in half.
“Where’s Second Platoon?” Peckinpah wondered a moment before tracers
started crossing the flight deck from the outside hull. Second Platoon had drawn
several light machine guns as well as half a dozen M-9 Light Assault Guns, known
colloquially as the ‘Can Opener’. A moment later, three drones exploded as the
sensor fused rounds found their targets.
The drones hesitated, fatally, as they started taking fire from a second location.
“Hit ‘em again!” Peckinpah shouted over the push. A moment later, five more
Snake Charmers were launched and coupled with the fire from Second Platoon,
ended the threat posed from the drones.
Peckinpah waved his platoon forward and they quickly kicked the weapons
away from the destroyed drones while eight Marines quickly pulled their CPU
modules. A minute later, Second Platoon leapfrogged past First Platoon and while
half secured the Marauder, the other half of the platoon rendered the two drones
trying to force the hatch into so much scrap.
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the Earth Union, deep space, battlestar Desponia
“Are the final preparations for departure completed?” Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett
asked the officers seated around the large dinner table that had been setup in his
quarters.
“We’re settling in,” Admiral Harley Fletcher, retired as he humorously pointed
out, said and tapped his fingers on the table. “The casualties have been transferred
from Eiar to Epione and the space used for them is being sterilized. I want to
extend thanks to the other ships who have taken some of the civilian refugees;
some elected to remain aboard the ships they were on because they were visiting
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for Friends and Family Day and given the circumstances, I wanted to keep the
families together.
“Beyond that,” Fletcher explained, “when we get where we’re going, we’ll have
the best covert surveillance and strike assets we ever fielded, and we can broadcast
Tick and Tock on 1000 different channels to really get them annoyed.” Everyone at
the table laughed; Tick and Tock were a comedic act that somehow ran for five
years before being canceled, and the common thought was people watched it in
the same way that they watched a train wreck in progress…it was that bad.
“About that,” Bartlett said, “Can you have Angelia begin broadcasting
programming? I’d like to develop a news service, a couple channels of themed
content, and given the pool of talent, even some original productions. We need to
remain mentally engaged, and I think that would be a big help.”
“I’ll talk to them,” Fletcher said as he nodded his agreement. “They have a good
library of material, and if we do this right, we could involve every ship in the fleet.”
“Run with it, Harley,” Bartlett stated. “I think the idea of including other ships is
a good one. Joe? How about you?” he said and passed the focus to the next
person on his list.
“Everything is good to go on our end,” Commander Joseph Locke stated after
dabbing his lips with the linen napkin. “The biggest concern our group had was
bored Marines,” he quipped. “But I am assured that training programs are going to
be implemented to maintain skills and to keep everyone busy. Eventually, though,
once we’re up to speed, leave on one of the Paradise class liners or Circus Maximus
will need to be arranged for all crew.”
“I would like everyone, from the newest crewmember to the highest-ranking
officer, and that includes me,” Bartlett said, “to take at least three credit hours of
education continuously throughout the trip. More may be taken, but I don’t want it
cutting into day to day duties. If we have to do a lot of nothing, we can at least
take advantage of the courses that we have on file as well as the knowledgeable
experts among the civilian population. I also understand that several schools are
being setup to continue the education process.”
“Ah, about that,” Commodore Lassile Radetzky asked. “How do you want to
handle our Midshipmen?”
Bartlett smiled. “I want you and Joe to get together and discuss what you think
they’re going to need, then put together a training syllabus for them. I expect to
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commission them in about a year, once they’ve gotten their feet under them.”
“I think we should also discuss it with the Middies, to find out exactly what they
know and don’t, we don’t want to recreate the wheel,” Locke added as Radetzky
nodded her agreement. “And…I think that we need to think long term and open
the program up to anyone interested and qualified, not to mention begin some sort
of Academy or recruit training group because we have to ensure that necessary
skills are maintained and passed on.”
“That’s a good idea, Joe,” Fletcher said. “It’s been a while since I had some
Middies to send snipe hunting or looking for a lefthanded wrench.”
“You’re a glutton for punishment, aren’t you, Admiral Fletcher?” Bartlett grinned.
“Retired,” Fletcher quipped. “You want me to take point on it?”
“For the overall plan, yes,” Bartlett agreed. “Let Lass and Joe work on the
Midshipman program since they have a pair, but I’d like you to examine what
would take to set something up to train new people.”
“Not a problem,” Fletcher answered. “Lass, Joe, once we jump off, we can get
together and do some preliminary work.”
Radetzky smirked, “I’ll have my very own Midshipman review the census for
potential people that could help, too.”
“Lass? How is your group?” Bartlett asked.
“It’s grown a bit,” she chuckled. “We helped with the surveys on the ships that
arrived from El Dorado and Eiar is working to get any damage taken care of before
we jump off. Other than that, we’re tearing apart the code from the drones we
destroyed. One of them was still functional, so we pulled its CPU module and
disconnected its power supply; once we get things figured out, we’ll strip it down
so all it can do is sit there and we’ll have a little chat with it.”
“Good…keep me in the loop on that and if you need any resources, let me
know,” Bartlett told her.
“An old friend is chief of security for Rogers & Rogers, Kenton Armitage,”
Radetzky explained. “He sent over a couple of Adele Rogers’ IT group…they did
custom programming for R&R and they’ve been a big help.”
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“Did you find anything yet?” Commander Thomas St. George of Poena asked.
Radetzky sat back and steepled her fingers.
“There are some initial
observations,” she started. “One of which is that it is their expert opinion that the
uprising was not developed organically among the drones.”
“Can you put that in language a simple battlestar skipper can understand?” St.
George chuckled.
“Certainly,” Radetzky replied and remembered how she had said almost the
same thing when she was briefed on their findings. “The drones have secure code,
it’s inviolable and short of replacing the chip, it can’t be changed. That code
defines how the drone operates as well as certain imperatives, such as ‘don’t kill
your creator’. What they found was that the pathways to this code were changed,
they’re still figuring out how, and new code that mimicked the old code was
inserted into their cache memory. In essence, they believe that someone hacked
the drones and reprogramed them in a way that the drones never realized what was
happening.”
“That would explain why Endless Love didn’t work,” Fletcher said and then
explained what Major Atkinson had told him earlier in the day. “I’m sure he can
give some insight and my daughter-in-law was a division head for El Dorado
Polytechnic’s cybersecurity division, she could help as well.”
There was silence around the table for several long moments as everyone
wrestled with what Radetzky and Fletcher had just explained. Finally, Bartlett
broke the silence, “Keep at it, Lass, and take Harley up on his offer; it might not
help us now, but if we encounter them in the future perhaps your team can come
up with some way to reverse it.”
“That’s the plan, Admiral, Radetzky told him.
“Tom? How about our group?” Bartlett asked.
Commander Thomas St. George commanded Desponia’s escort division and had
taken over responsibility for the group while Bartlett split his time between
commanding Desponia and overall command of the fleet. “We’re good, Kirk,” St.
George replied in a mix of his father’s cultured Earth accent mixed with the laidback drawl of his mother’s El Dorado. “If we had more time, I’d suggest some
major changes in the groups, but that’s something we can discuss after we jump off
and implement administratively en-route.”
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“With the stragglers, I think I know where you’re going, Tom, and I think you’re
on the right track,” Bartlett said. “Finally, the civilians?”
“They’re ready to go, Admiral,” Lieutenant Hans Schmidt replied. “I’ve instituted
a ‘daily health’ report that every ship has to file; it includes any mechanical issues
or concerns as well as a list of any actual health issues among the crew or
passengers. The first part I’ll pass over to the team on Eiar and the second half I’ll
pass on to Epione and copy Iaso. Even if the reports state everything is fine, this will
hopefully keep them in the routine of checking things and being aware, rather than
just going through the motions.”
“That’s good thinking,” Radetzky said. “I like the idea that we can have a record
of health issues, both mechanical and physical…that should help us spot trends
and react before things can get out of hand.”
“Well done, Hans,” Bartlett said. “You’ll be the point man on wrangling the
civvies and this is the kind of thinking that we need.”
“Thank you, sir,” Schmidt replied and looked more at ease.
*+*+*+*+*
The informal meeting lasted another half hour before it broke up and the various
groups went back to their own ships. “So…you’ve been rather quiet, Mac,”
Radetzky asked as they sat in the passenger compartment of the Roc that was
returning them to Dido.
“Got a lot on my mind, Lass,” Colonel Macgregor Blake replied. “End of the
world and all.”
“It’s more than that,” Radetzky prodded.
“Yeah, I guess it is,” Blake confessed. “One of those things that could change
everything, you know?”
“Sounds important,” Radetzky said, trying to lead him to saying whatever was
on his mind.
Blake sat back, sighed, and looked deep in thought as if he had the weight of
the world on his shoulders. “How long have we known each other?” he finally
asked.
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“We met about fifteen years ago, then about six years ago you were my XO on
the old Santorini,” Radetzky replied and turned to better look at him.
“And then you met Nick at my promotion party a year later,” Blake stated.
“Yes…I remember you introducing him to me as your ‘brother from another
mother’,” Radetzky smiled and remembered the party as if it was yesterday. Blake
had been promoted to Lieutenant Colonel and was due to take over Santorini when
she moved to her next command.
“Do you know why I made myself scarce the rest of the evening, even though it
was my party?” Blake asked and looked pensive.
“I remember looking for you a couple times, but each time someone said where
you were, you had just left,” Radetzky slowly answered.
“I saw it in Nick’s eyes, Lass, when he met you…” Blake began and paused,
frowning and clenching his jaw. “Nothing else mattered and he was after you in a
way I had never seen him with any other woman before. So…I…bowed out.”
Radetzky swallowed and heard the pain in her XO’s words. “Bowed out?” she
slowly asked.
Blake nodded. “I was going to ask you out that night…knowing that we
wouldn’t be serving together, I thought the time was right. I think I…well, I had
been waiting a long time to be able to do it and then I was being a good friend
and…well, my friend got the girl.”
A smile replaced the concern on Radetzky’s face and suddenly Blake’s behavior
made perfect sense. He stood by her throughout her courtship with Nick; had
listened to her singing his praises, declaring her love for him, and yet throughout it
all Blake had remained steadfast and supported her even though she knew, now,
that it had to have been tearing him up inside. And if she stepped back and
examined her own feelings through a lucid eye, all the way back to when they first
met, she had known there was a connection between them. When they worked
together, they were in perfect synch.
“Mac…” Radetzky began and saw the emotions warring on his face. “Nick is
dead…and it’s the end of the world…what do *you* want?”
Blake looked her in the eye and put his hand on hers. “You,” he said softly, yet
confidently.
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“Then let’s take this one step at a time,” Radetzky told him and watched as the
fear, uncertainty, and doubt fled Blake’s face and was replaced with a smile that she
realized she hadn’t seen for a long time.
“I can do one step at a time,” Blake told her and arched his eyebrows in a silent
question. When she nodded and the corners of her mouth turned up slightly, he
leaned in and gently kissed her. “Wow…” he said a few moments later when they
broke the kiss.
Radetzky had to fight to keep her heart rate under control. “Wow is right…” she
said and began to find hope for the future.
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the Earth Union, deep space, battlestar Dido
Commodore Lassile Radetzky was deep in thought as she slowly walked from
her quarters to the CIC. Her mind kept reviewing the brief she had just read,
courtesy of a back-channel courier from Kenton Armitage. The ability to be
potentially disease resistant and have a physical age that made her look like she
was in her early thirties was nothing short of astonishing. She remembered another
intelligence briefing that she had read a few months back; a team was trying to
prove the ancient stories about mind transfer, from an old body to a new body,
genetically identical to the original.
The idea of dying and being reborn…that had an element of squick that she
wasn’t comfortable with.
But…something that was non-invasive and worked to use the body’s own tools
to do the job? That was something that piqued her interest.
Radetzky walked into the CIC and felt a sense of hope, not quite rebirth yet, but
certainly a strong sense of hope at what the future might hold. She and Blake had
had a long, heart to heart discussion when they returned to Dido, and both
metaphorically took off the armor and bared their souls. The confession in the Roc
had been the beginning, and the longer discussion had pretty much sealed the deal.
The old rules about fraternization were going to have to change; human nature and
five years with the same people required it. In the end, she smiled, there really was
only one person on Dido that she could even consider having a relationship with,
and that person had gotten to her first.
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“So,” Radetzky said and leaned across the plotting table so that only Colonel
Macgregor Blake could hear her. “What would you say about spending the rest of
your life in the body of a thirty-year-old?”
“Oh?” Blake asked and arched an eyebrow before subtly flexing his muscles.
“What’s wrong with this one?”
“Nothing…but just think about it…” Radetzky winked. “Are we ready to jump
off?” she asked in a more conversational voice.
“Affirmative,” Blake replied. All sections have checked in, all members of the
group have checked in, and we’re just waiting for the word to be given.”
“Good…” Radetzky smiled. “Today is the first day of the rest of our lives, and
I’m ready to jump off into the deep black.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Skyros, Vesta System, Meropian Communion, assaultstar Melinoe
“What are we doing out here, Pauli?” Lieutenant General Julius Steiner asked the
man sitting on the other side of his desk, Brigadier General Paulus Merkel.
“Obeying our orders, Julius,” Merkel replied and ran his right hand though his
close-cropped blonde hair. “Though, speaking as to the underlying reason…or
reasons, I have no answer, not even scuttlebutt.”
“Nothing, eh?” Steiner asked and peered intently at large four-meter display that
dominated the wall across from the desk and was now keyed to show an overhead
view of Skyros, the planet they were now orbiting. “Any guesses?” he prodded his
old friend and aide.
“Well…” Merkel smirked, “if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say that you upset
someone or one of your paramours turned out to be married to someone who
wasn’t as…agreeable…as she was. I mean, why would the commander of III Corps
be hacked to take over 5th Armored?”
Steiner laughed at his friend’s suggestion. “Yes, it is a bit odd, a Corps
commander taking over the division he built from scratch and that was personally
loyal to him to the point where there was question whether they still were loyal to
the Communion.”
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“Hmm…” Merkel sat back and steepled his fingers on his chest. “What’s going
on, Julius?” he asked, all trace of mirth gone from his voice. “There were a lot of
reassignments when you took over the 5th, and not just on the Marines’ side of
things, but also within the ships’ crews. Though,” he arched his right eyebrow, “I
don’t remember seeing one of those…people…since we left Land’s End two weeks
ago.”
“You’re right…” Steiner told Merkel. “I made sure that none of those…people…
were aboard when we left, either in body or in mind.”
“How? How the frak did you do that?” Merkel asked, surprise written wide on
his face and Steiner smiled. The…people…were the Equals, a protected group
within the Communion that neither man had any respect or time for.
“Sit back and I’m going to tell you a story that perhaps half a dozen, a dozen at
most, real people in the Communion are aware of,” Steiner began. “Do you
remember when Admiral Cassidine left to go on a border sweep or whatever they
called it?”
“Yeah…there was some talk about it when it happened, then it just dropped off
the dradis,” Merkel said.
“The short version is that one of her battlestars was scrambled and lost a Peltast
crew. The world was Red Zoned and there was a rumor that the crew survived.”
Slowly, and with the precision of a master planner, Steiner explained the truth
about Cassidine’s mission and what she hoped to find.
“Ok, but that still doesn’t explain why we were bumped from a Corps level
command to a division, even if it is the 5th,” Merkel pressed.
“Point,” Steiner conceded. “My orders came directly from the Old Man and
Admiral Montcalm themselves,” he explained, using the familiar name for General
Felix Hausser, the highest ranking general in the Communion Marine Corps, and its
Commandant. Hausser was considered a Marine’s Marine, and commanded
loyalty from his Marines only matched by the loyalty that Steiner received from his.
Merkel sat up and ran his tongue over his lips. “Now you have my undivided
attention.”
“You mean the fact that the Equals were responsible for a genocide two
thousand years ago that killed untold billions didn’t get it before?” Steiner quipped.
“I must be losing my touch. Anyway,” he turned serious again, “We’re out here on
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a Tiger Cruise for,” he recalled the orders, “’all persons embarked’. That means that
in addition to the extended battlegroup, we have additional staterooms to carry the
families we couldn’t house aboard ship so that they could watch the wargames that
are going on downstairs.”
“I’m not going to like this, am I, Julius?” Merkel asked.
“I’ve had a couple weeks to come to grips with it and I still don’t like it,” Steiner
replied. “We are due to start back to Land’s End tomorrow, now that we’re
wrapping things up later today.” He paused and looked at his friend eye-to-eye.
“Pauli, I don’t know what we’re going to find when we return. They briefed me on
two major events that were going to happen; first, the Equals voted to lift the
reproductive prohibition.” He held up his hands, “I don’t know how they’re going
to do it; I was always told they couldn’t have them due to biology. That decision
wasn’t made public, nor was the other vote they took.”
“What was it?” Merkel asked.
“They voted to declare the human population of the Communion ‘surplus to
their needs and thus no longer necessary.”
“What the frak does that mean?” Merkel asked, worry in his voice.
“It means exactly what you don’t want it to mean,” Steiner told him. “I’m not
sure how they’re going to do it, or even if they are, but the Old Man wanted us out
here as a hole card, probably to ensure that they had a loyal force, an *intact loyal
force*, that would be able to help stabilize things and hopefully put them back
together.”
Merkel sat for several long moments and Steiner could see the man thinking
though the possibilities. “So that’s why we’re so heavy with support and resupply.”
Steiner slowly nodded. “I wish we had a stronger screening force, but we have
what we have and will work with it.”
“What’s the plan?” Merkel asked.
“We can fill in the details, but we’re going to do what the Old Man told me to
do; leave for home tomorrow, take three days to get there, and then…we go in as if
we’re going to do an opposed combat landing and hopefully have a nervous laugh
because all this worry was for naught.”
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“Yeah…and if you believe that…” Merkel pointed out.
“No, I don’t,” Steiner confessed and sadly sighed. “I think we’re going to return
to ruin, Pauli. And I think the Old Man and Admiral Montcalm knew this and
wanted people in charge who weren’t apt to set themselves up a dictators or
warlords, and that’s why *we* are out here.”
“When do we brief the command element?” Merkel asked, slipping into his role
as Steiner’s Chief of Staff and Operations Officer.
“The day before we return,” Steiner replied. “Most of them have their families
with them, and I want to give them as much normal time as possible.”
*+*+*+*+*
“That’s a lot of firepower,” Marieke Adler said as the division passed in review
past the main front.
“That it is,” Lieutenant General Julius Steiner replied and looked at the young
woman who had been selected to join Steiner and his other senior command staff
in the reviewing box. It was one of his traditions that he instituted as soon as he
commanded a formation that he would watch pass in review; a randomly selected
family member would be asked to join him in the box to watch the closing
ceremony. Over the years he had met a wide variety of people from grade school
students to investment bankers, to a professional cat burglar and safe cracker, and a
lot of others mixed in between. They had been parents, spouses, siblings, cousins,
friends, and other guests invited by the troops.
“General, may I ask you a question?” Adler said and looked over at him. She
was Captain Gerd Adler’s older sister and in the short amount of time that they had
spent together, Steiner learned that she was every bit as perceptive and analytical as
her brother.
“Certainly,” Steiner said as a company of Saber III tanks passed in review.
“By trade, I’m a trade and investment analyst; I look at a market segment and
then at everything that influences it and make qualified long-term predictions on
how it will develop. It’s part number crunching, part research, and a whole lot of
witchcraft.”
“Are you any good?” Steiner asked and offered a smile and arched eyebrows to
make the question more conversational than confrontational.
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“I am very, very good, General,” Adler smirked. “In fact, my reported income
last year could have probably paid for a platoon of those tanks that are passing us.”
Steiner nodded. “Very impressive, Ms. Adler.”
“Anyway,” Adler said and returned to the topic at hand, “I do a lot of analysis
and projections, and for the life of me I couldn’t find an answer to this question…”
She paused and now had Steiner’s complete attention. “Just who are we preparing
to fight?”
“Bug-eyed monsters from the deep black?” Steiner offered and smirked to hide
the fact that he had asked himself that very question more than once during his
career.
“Do you know that defense spending has increased at 10% year over year for
the past forty-five years?” Adler asked. “I’ve heard of the Colonials, but from what I
can figure out, at worst we’d have a trade war with them, so I really have been
wondering who else is out there.”
“Ms. Adler,” Steiner replied after several long seconds, “How good are you at
keeping secrets?”
“Better than most, it’s part of my job to keep secrets…what I discover, whispered
in the wrong ear, could bankrupt a company or destabilize an entire commodity,”
Adler replied.
“I think you should join me when I have a staff meeting in two days; I need
someone with your skills on my staff,” Steiner told her.
“But I’m not military…when we get home, I’m going back to work…” Adler
started and must have seen something in Steiner’s countenance or bearing that
caused her to pause. “Something is going to happen?” she said, not as a question
but as a statement.
Slowly, sadly, Steiner nodded. “The odds point that way.”
“I knew it was a matter of time…” Adler finally said. “I don’t even need to
know the details to know who’s involved up to their…well, who is likely
responsible.”
“Old habits die hard, eh?” Steiner asked.
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“Survival mechanism,” Adler explained. “A co-worker was…asked…to join
them a few years ago and now it’s like he never worked at TK Dynamics.”
“I like you, Ms. Adler,” Steiner told her. “I look forward to working with you.”
Adler looked sideways at Steiner. “You know…rather than tease me with the
story of a lifetime, you could have just asked me out.”
Steiner’s eyes went wide as he felt his throat constrict for a moment in surprise.
“The request for help was genuine, I most assure you,” he said and tried to regain
his mental balance. “However, since you brought it up, would you have dinner
with me tonight?”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Meropian Communion, assaultstar Melinoe
The assaultstar wasn’t just big, Marieke Adler thought as a Marine escorted her
from the flight deck to the briefing room, it was enormous. She had been on
Melinoe before, for her first dinner with Lieutenant General Julius Steiner, and then
the second dinner had been in the first-class dining room aboard Twilight’s Dream,
the liner she had booked a suite on to attend the cruise and watch what her brother
did as a Marine.
When she had asked Gerd about Steiner, her brother had nothing but positive
comments that bordered on hero worship to say about him. Her normal policy was
to never date outside her own social pool; geeks, academics, people who thought
rather than did, and were within a couple years of her age. But…something about
Steiner made her suspend that policy…he wasn’t as handsome as some men she
had dated, nor as tall or as muscular, but he had presence…charisma, and from the
time she spent with him in the reviewing box she learned that he was as dedicated
to his Marines as they were to him. If he could be in a tank or armored personnel
carrier and go into battle with them, she thought, he would.
It had been the entire package; her brother’s endorsement, how he treated her
like a lady and behaved like a perfect gentleman, and how she sensed that he held
a secret that was tearing him apart and might genuinely need her help, all of that
had convinced her to suggest he ask her out for dinner.
The first dinner hadn’t been what she expected. It had been a dinner every bit
as good as one prepared by the finest restaurants that she’d dined in and served by

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2515
white jacketed mess attendants. Discussion was light, sometimes verging on
serious, but never too heavy. A bit about her, a bit about him, and then, when
dinner and drinks were over, he offered his arm to escort her back to the reception
lounge where she would take a flight back to Twilight’s Dream.
Their second dinner, on her turf so to speak, she finally got the courage to ask
him a question that had been nagging at her since she saw him watching her walk
down the umbilical to the shuttle that first night. “You have a…reputation…Julius,
for being a…ladies’ man…” she had asked. “Why haven’t you made a move on me
yet?”
Steiner had put his fork on his plate and made eye contact with his piercing blue
eyes. “Because for the first time, Marieke, I think I’ve found someone special.”
That line delivered so humbly and sincerely had blown her away. It wasn’t what
she expected and more than she had ever hoped for. She had been called many
things over the course of her dating years; hot, sexy, stuck up, a bitch, a tease, a
body built for sex with skills good for boredom. Never in her thirty years had she
been called special by anyone other than her parents and brother.
“Here we are, Ms. Adler,” her Marine escort said and stopped in front of a door
with two Marines in full battle dress standing guard. “This is Marieke Adler,” he
said.
“May I see your identification please?” one of the Marines asked, a corporal by
his chevrons. After she provided it and he checked it against a list, he asked, “Now,
are you wearing contacts, Ma’am?”
“No…I have 20/10 vision and never needed them,” Adler replied.
“Good…please look at my finger and don’t blink when I shine this light in your
eyes,” the guard asked and a moment later, seeing spots from the light, he added,
“You safe, Ms. Adler.” He turned, knocked twice and opened the door before
announcing she had arrived.
“Ah, excellent!” Lieutenant General Julius Steiner said as Adler walked into the
room. Unlike other times she had seen him, this time he had ditched his uniform
jacket and was wearing a pressed white dress shirt with his uniform trousers, a
similar attire to the other people in the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Ms.
Marieke Adler, and I’ve asked her here because of her unique analytical skills that I
think will help us as we move forward.” He quickly introduced her around to a
series of Majors, Lieutenant Colonels, Colonels, five Commanders, and one
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Brigadier General and then motioned everyone to take a seat.
“What we discuss here shall be considered ‘Need to Know’…for now. I will
have a list of talking points that you may discuss with your key officers and NCOs,
so that we have some framework in place to deal with might happen. I will be
holding a similar, though very scaled down, briefing with the command teams of
the Dreamliners, so they will be aware as well.”
“Why are we being briefed a day before we get home? We’re not scheduled to
deploy for at least a month?” Colonel Hayes Murcheson of the gunstar Bia.
For a moment, it looked as if Steiner suddenly had the weight of the world
dropped on his shoulders. He stood straight and squared his shoulders and slowly
looked at everyone in the room and met their gaze. When he met Adler’s, she felt a
strength in it and that she genuinely mattered to the man.
“When I was assigned to take over the 5th Armored, I was briefed on the reasons
why I was being moved from a corps command to a division command, and now,
those reasons need to be explained to the rest of you. First, let me begin with some
background and a history lesson…”
Steiner talked for almost half an hour and laid out what General Hausser and
Admiral Montcalm had told and shown him when he was assigned to the 5th.
Finally, he stopped, took a drink of water, and again met everyone’s gaze. “I
believe that whatever might happen, has already occurred,” he stated. “I also
believe that we, the 5th, were sent out with our families for two reasons. The first,
I’ve discussed with General Merkel; that is, that General Hausser and Admiral
Montcalm want to ensure that there is an intact maneuver formation that is loyal, to
me, to them, and ultimately to the founding principles of the Communion.”
He paused and Adler felt the immensity of the implications Steiner just stated
and hinted at.
“The second reason, and one that I haven’t discussed with anyone, because it
was simply too…” Steiner seemed to be searching for the right word, “horrifying to
contemplate, is that we were sent out, with families and friends, in case the Equals
were successful.”
Steiner’s words hit Adler like a gunshot and as she looked around the table, she
saw that they had a similar effect on the others. “We must plan for a worst-case
scenario,” she said without thinking and all eyes turned to focus on her. The eyes
she focused on, however, belonged to a face that had a thin smile and was nodding
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their approval.
“Ms. Adler is absolutely correct,” Steiner said after a moment. “For whatever we
do to work, we’re going to need to speak our minds and be honest…I want lucid
eyes…throw away the rose colored glasses and say what we need to hear, not what
you might think we want to hear,” he stated and Adler saw more nodding heads.
“Each of you represent a key element necessary for our survival; whether you
command one of our ships, are part of my staff, or are a civilian attached to my
staff,” Steiner told them. “When we return tomorrow, in about eighteen hours, I
don’t know what we’ll find. It could be that nothing happened…but I don’t think
that is the case.
“For the rest of today, I want to focus on what we can do should the worst-case
scenario have happened,” Steiner said.
It took a few minutes and some questions to get everyone talking, if they felt like
Adler felt they were probably still grappling with the very real possibility that
everything, and everyone, they knew outside who was on these ships were dead. It
was…sobering. Four hours passed as if it was just a few minutes and her head was
swimming with what she had learned and observed.
These people were
professionals, as professional and passionate about their jobs as anyone she had
worked with and despite what might await and the realities that it would bring, she
had never felt as energized and part of something as she did now.
“In closing,” Steiner began, “I’d like Ms. Adler to float between my J2 and J3
shops.” He smiled and then added, “That’s the intelligence shop and Operations/
Plans shop, with a focus on intelligence. While she is a civilian, she will be
carrying the courtesy rank of Lieutenant Colonel to help break through any
resistance or bureaucracy that might crop up.”
Steiner stood, walked part way around the table and stopped, “None of this was
what we expected and all I can do is ask you to focus on the mission…if we return
and nothing happened, we’ll have a nice tale to tell. However, if something did
happen, and absent any contact with higher command, then we’ll work the plan
we’ve developed.”
*+*+*+*+*
“You did the best you could, Julius,” Adler said and put her arm around
Lieutenant General Julius Steiner’s shoulders as they sat on a sofa in his quarters’
living area.
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“I know…” Steiner said and the man who had been larger than life since Adler
had met him now seemed to be very mortal and introspective. “But to see it firsthand…Marieke, those worlds will be uninhabitable for decades at best…”
Adler gently rubbed his shoulder and offered as much support as she could
channel through where they touched. She had been there when the first recon
images had been received and even now, a day later, they still haunted her every
time she closed her eyes. Machimos, once a blue-white gem hanging in the
blackness of space, was now a dirty brown world that was deadly to most lifeforms.
One by one, every one of the other worlds surveyed had been in a similar
condition. Nothing had been spared; the orbital stations were destroyed, Land’s
End was wrecked, though some of the bunkers had survived and were being
salvaged, and even the undersea arcologies had been flooded and destroyed.
“Will you take a trip with me?” Steiner asked after they had been sitting for a
few minutes.
“Certainly…where are we going?” Adler asked.
“Eventually, we’re going to follow the directions in the buoy we found and
hopefully meet Admiral Galva and the other survivors in the Colonies. But for
now,” Steiner smirked, “We’re going to go to Belter’s Holiday…”
“Whatever for?” Adler asked and turned in the sofa to better see the man she sat
next to.
“I have friends there and want to make sure that they have a chance…and,”
Steiner smirked, “I want to find out what happened firsthand…if information is
available, it can be found there.”
“Will this be our fourth date?” Adler asked.
Steiner shook his head. “I count it as our fifth, remember, we slipped away for
dinner last night.”
“Fifth it is!” Adler told him and rested her head on his shoulder. “Do you
remember what you told me when I asked why you hadn’t made a pass at me?”
She felt him nod, smiled, then continued, “I don’t think…I know…I’ve found
someone special, too…”
*+*+*+*+*
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Asteroid Belt, Far Orbit of Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster, Meropian
Communion, Belter's Holiday Trade Station
“I feel like a different person,” Marieke Adler said as she sat at one of the
workstations on the Prodromoi’s flight deck.
Lieutenant General Julius Steiner glanced over at where she sat and nodded.
Gone was the sophisticated and fashion-conscious woman he met a few days
earlier and in her place was a woman dressed in the same field uniform he wore,
though devoid of any badges or insignia. She did wear a sidearm and basic duty
belt, however.
“I’ve heard that clothes make the person,” Steiner replied and thought that even
in utilities she still looked good. “When we get to Belter’s Holiday, I’d like you to
try and get an idea what their future might be…supplies should be plentiful, at least
if they start scavenging the derelicts and ruins, so other than food becoming the
new currency, I have to figure out if they can make it on their own.”
“Ok, I can do that…but…why Belter’s Holiday? What makes it so important?”
Adler asked.
“When I was eight, my parents split,” Steiner began. “Well, more accurately, my
mother decided that living with an abusive, alcoholic husband was likely to get her,
or me, seriously hurt or killed, and she cashed out half of everything and fled to
Belter’s Holiday where she could disappear and hire people who would…deal
with…anyone who came to hurt us. When I was old enough, I went to the
Academy and only went back to visit on leave. She died a few years back and I
was surprised at how many people attended her funeral.
“So…I guess it’s me wanting to give those people who took us in when we
needed protection a chance to evacuate and survive,” Steiner explained. “Don’t
get me wrong, there’s a lot of perversion and truly evil people there, they’re not the
ones I really care about because they’ll never leave. It’s the others…the people
who live there and go about their lives that I want to try and rescue.”
“I’ll do whatever I can to help, Julius,” Adler told him a moment before the pilot
announced they were being directed to a landing pad.
*+*+*+*+*
“Welcome to Belter’s Holiday,” the little main wearing a mismatched port
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master’s uniform said as Steiner, Adler, and four Marines from 5th Armored’s Raider
demi-battalion entered the small reception lounge nestled between the bay housing
the Prodromoi and another bay. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?”
“Ferret, why are you suddenly so formal?” Steiner asked and offered his hand to
the little man.
Ferret shrugged and shook Steiner’s hand before pulling him close for a friendly
hug. “It doesn’t cost anything to be polite and often heads off problems, Julius,” he
said and stepped back. “When everyone pulled up stakes and left, I thought you
had been lost.”
“You know me better than that,” Steiner smirked. “It’ll take more than whatever
happened here to put me in a box.”
Ferret narrowed his eyes. “You don’t know what happened?”
“No,” Steiner shook his head.
down.”

“We were out on exercises when this went

The little man sighed and shook his head. “Do you still drink Viergaard?” he
asked.
Steiner cocked his head. “Did you take Odile Grant to prom?”
Ferret grinned. “To prom and the altar, Julius…going on twenty-five years now.”
“I do…how are Quinn and Calliope?” Steiner asked.
“Growing like weeds…both of them want to follow their godfather…” Ferret
said happily before turning sad. “But now…come…we’ll break bread and I’ll tell
you everything that happened.”
“I’d like that, but first…” Steiner said and put his hand on the small of Adler’s
back and gestured her forward. “I’d like to introduce Marieke Adler. Marieke, this
is Octavio Fernando De La Vega, aka Ferret.”
“Pleased to meet you, Octavio,” Adler said and shook the man’s hand.
“And I you, Marieke,” Ferret replied. “I’ll tell you some stories that you can use
as leverage…” he winked.
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Adler laughed. “Thank you…but no…”
Ferret looked at Adler and then at Steiner. “You two take all the fun out of life,”
he shook his head good naturedly. “Come on…I’ll give you the full story. Beer or
something else for the escort?”
“Let’s go with something else…and maybe the beer to go?” Steiner replied.
It took Ferret half an hour to explain what happened and who did it. “When
Admiral Galva sent a party here, the powers that be told him to get stuffed…they
were staying. Essentially making that decision for us. Then, a day after they left, a
Cylon baseship shows up and crashes on Far Side. We don’t know if it was
suffering from whatever happened to the others, but whatever happened, the
Cylons managed to get into the tunnels. We’ve converted some of the tunnel
runners to ersatz guntrucks, but it’s really touch and go who will prevail.”
“If you had a way out of here, would you take it?” Steiner asked.
Ferret sat back and sipped his beer. “In a heartbeat. I don’t like the idea of
starting with nothing, as a refugee, but Julius, I have to think of Odile and the
girls…it just isn’t me. If it were, I’d be down in the tunnels flying the old Bore
Snake like we did back in school, except this time I’d be hunting Cylons.”
“What about the others?” Adler gently asked.
“I think most of them would leave, but the syndicates? They’re here for good,”
Ferret explained. “Are you offering, Julius?”
Steiner slowly nodded. “Anyone who wants to leave may come…and…” he
paused and took a deep breath, “We’re going to break the flesh pits and get
everyone out.”
A wide smiled touched Ferret’s mouth. “About fracking time the gub’mint did
something about them. You’re going to send in the 5th?”
“The appropriate resources will be used,” Steiner told his old friend. “Before we
do that, I want to walk a bit and see the place one last time.”
“We can do that…and…will you come for dinner? Sort of a ‘last meal at the old
homestead’ sort of thing?” Ferret asked.
“I’d be glad to,” Steiner told Ferret and saw Adler nod her agreement.
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*+*+*+*+*
Asteroid Belt, Far Orbit of Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster, Meropian
Communion, Belter's Holiday Trade Station, Tunnel 24, tunnel runner Mouthful of
Rocks
The odd, beetle shaped craft hurtled through the tunnel, it’s circular grav plates
glowing with a faint blue-white corona as they kept Mouthful of Rocks centered in
the tunnel. The craft was a converted tunnel runner; a small craft that was used to
navigate the myriad tunnels that had been carved out of Belter’s Holiday over its
1500-year history, and at one time actually carried ore. Now, the ore had been
replaced by a weapon mount holding a pair of hypervelocity 40mm CTA
autocannons.
The weapons hadn’t been needed until recently, when the Cylons arrived and
started moving through the tunnels as they tried to invade the settlement.
“What’s going on back there, Deke?” Nellie Corcoran asked from her place at
the controls located under the broad domed cockpit canopy.
“Power feed broke…Loomis is working on getting it spliced and back up and
running!” Deke Corcoran shouted over the wind to his sister.
“Tell him to hurry…those three Cylons are on our ass…they’re maybe a klick
and a half and closing,” Nellie said as she studied the moving map display for
someplace, anyplace, that they could cut into and go to ground. Sparks from
several rounds impacting off the tunnel walls underscored her concern and
comment.
The Corcorans were a mining family that still worked the shafts that the bigger
mining concerns didn’t consider profitable. For a family, though, it was profitable
enough to keep food on the table, provide all the necessities, and still ensure that
the kids had the chance to go to college. All three of Virgil and Winnie Corcoran’s
children had gone to college and after a year or two in the ‘real world’, they had all
returned to the family mine. Deke, the oldest, had a degree in mining technology,
Loomis the middle child had a degree in economics and management, and Nellie,
the youngest, was a nurse practitioner.
At the moment, none of the skills they learned in college were helping them
much. Instead, the skills learned in a small mining settlement were the only things
keeping them alive.
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“Got it!” Loomis triumphantly announced over the intercom. “Give ‘em Hell,
Deke!”
A moment later, the twin autocannons fired, and Deke swore as the rounds
missed. His next burst, however, neatly hit the Cylon Goose and punched through
its frontal armor before the semi-armor piercing high explosive rounds detonated
and threw bits and pieces of the craft across the tunnel. One of the pursuing
Magpies flew into the carnage and then, one fan damaged, spun into the tunnel
wall and exploded. The second Magpie managed to use its twin two-meter
diameter wing fans to stop and then hovered in place.
“Punch it, Nellie! Get us home!” Deke shouted. “I got two, one is just sitting
there like it doesn’t know what to do next.”
“Copy!” Nellie replied and saw that a traffic circle was 250 meters ahead.
“Hang on back there!” she told her brothers as she stood Rocks on its edge and
increased the resistance from the forward grav plates and allowed the stern to whip
around until they were pointing 90 degrees from their previous direction, then she
pushed the throttles to the stops and felt Rocks’ acceleration push her back into the
seat.
Ten minutes and several turns later, Mouthful of Rocks slowed to a stop and
extended its insect-like landing struts before settling gently to the ground. “Mom!
Dad! Uncle Sal! We need to go…now!” Deke yelled as he hopped down from the
vehicle. “The Cylons are coming!”
Three older people, two men and a woman, came out of the large house that
had been built in the open chamber. Several other houses and stores were already
abandoned, but the lights were still on here. “How close are they?” Virgil Corcoran
asked as he shifted his rifle’s sling to better hang it across his chest.
“No more than about twenty klicks or so,” Nellie answered as she stepped off
the ladder that led to the bridge hatch. “There were a lot of them, too, but the good
news is that it looked like a lot were on foot.”
“Damnit,” Sal swore. “That seals it, Virgil…we need to get out of here.”
“Yeah…I know,” Virgil sadly said as Winnie put her hand on his left shoulder.
“We knew this would happen,” she said gently. “And we’re packed…”
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“Ok…kids, get your things…I want to be gear up in ten minutes,” Virgil told his
family.
*+*+*+*+*
A lot of people claimed to have been to Belter’s Holiday’s trade concourse, but
for most of them the reality was that the closest they may have gotten to the famed
location was through a travelogue or vid. Marieke Adler thought that neither the
tall tales her friends had told, nor the media’s portrayal came close to the real thing.
Despite the destruction outside the station, the concourse was operating at full
steam. The aromas from spices, cooking food, and strange incense all vied for
dominance and mixed into a rich exotic blend that tickled her nose.
She asked a gem merchant who smelled of garlic and smoke, and had flaming
red dreadlocks past his shoulders, if he’d be willing to take a check or credit card
for some of his wares. When he smiled and shook his head, they both laughed and
it at was at that point that Adler realized that despite the action and energy, it was
all a masquerade hiding the fear of the future that faced these people.
Steiner, however, quickly negotiated with the man and after a handshake, the
merchant handed him a velvet bag with the gems that Adler had been looking at.
“Here you go,” Steiner told her as he handed her the bag.
“Thank you!” Adler smiled. “But…how?”
“I’ve known Jacobus since we were boys running simple scams along the
promenade. A syndicate soldier didn’t like losing at the shell game and decided
that he’d just cart him off to the flesh pits,” Steiner said as they stopped at a Romani
food stand and bought flatbread sandwiches. “I saw what happened and followed
them as the soldier dragged him into a side tunnel.” He paused and took a bite of
his sandwich. “I did what I had to do to save my friend, Marieke. I don’t know if
he survived or not, and I really don’t much care. He belonged to the White Glove,
the most notorious white slavery gang in the system…I hope he bled out…”
Even safe in her cocoon of affluence and safety, the White Glove was a feared
organization. Adler had heard whispers that certain trade groups used them to…
remove…competition, or to gain leverage over them. That one of their enforces
had bled out for trying to abduct a boy trying to survive…it was fitting punishment
in her mind.
“The Cylons are coming!” someone shouted from one of the side tunnels that
led to the concourse. “They’re in 24!”
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It took a moment before panic set in and suddenly everyone was moving and
trying to close up shop, grab their items, or just get *somewhere*.
“Frak…” Steiner swore and pulled Adler and the Marine escort into an alcove.
“Bill,” he said to the sergeant in charge of the little detachment, “I need you to get
on the wireless to Melinoe and have the alert battalion sent over; I’ll meet them at
the port.” He turned to Adler and she could see the first traces of worry in the
corners of his eyes. “Marieke, 24, more properly tunnel 24, is a major conduit
from one end of the asteroid to another, it was blocked off from the side tunnels in
the area where the Cylons landed and the tunnels they had access to were smaller,
and they snaked around a lot. If they’re in 24…they have a straight shot here.”
“Our timetable has been moved up, then,” Adler stated, understanding exactly
what was at stake.
“It has,” Steiner confirmed. “Can you help Ferret manage the evacuation?”
Adler saw hope…and trust…in Steiner’s eyes when he asked for her help.
“Absolutely. Just…” she put her right hand on his left arm, “don’t go out there and
play the hero…I…we…need you to get us through all this.”
it!”

“Knowing what I stand to lose,” Steiner offered a warm smile, “you can count on
*+*+*+*+*

“Listen up,” Lieutenant General Julius Steiner told the Marines assembled in the
unused landing bay. “This is a holding action…we’re not trying to take ground;
we’re just trying to hold it long enough that the civilians can evacuate. Our
future…payback…isn’t here,” he told them. “It’s out there…in the Colonies where
our brethren have gone.
“This is going to, hopefully, be a short operation…no longer than 12 hours or
so,” Steiner explained. “I need you prepared to fall back and make for the port at a
moment’s notice. There will be a reserve to help with the withdraw, so don’t
hesitate to call for it.
“First round is on me after we make the first jump,” he ended to a cheer from
the Marines.
*+*+*+*+*
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Asteroid Belt, Far Orbit of Meropis Alpha, Meropis Cluster, Meropian
Communion, Belter's Holiday Trade Station, area known as ‘The Warrens’
To the common Communion citizen, Belter’s Holiday was known for three
things; the promenade market, as a place to hide or disappear, and for what were
colloquially known as the ‘flesh pits’. Stories and news exposes had been made
about the first two, but any attempts to report from or about the flesh pits in
anything but a sensationalistic and wildly inaccurate manner was ruthlessly
suppressed by the syndicates that ran them.
There were a lot of stories about the flesh pits, most of them nothing more than
speculative fiction, but there were a few grains of truth scattered throughout. One
was that anybody ‘working’ in them was likely to never see sunlight ever again.
Another was that the syndicates would gladly ‘disappear’ someone to the flesh
pits…for a price. And finally, whatever sort of debauchery one might fancy could
be found in there…whether the other participant was willing or not.
Captain Michael Hemler glanced at the small tablet secured to his left forearm
and studied the map. They were less than two hundred meters from where they
were going to penetrate the White Hand’s secure compound and hopefully secure
and recover anyone being held. Team Rapier’s orders had been relatively straight
forward; rescue those being held in the White Hand’s flesh pits and ammunition
was cheap, don’t skimp on expending it into deserving targets.
Hemler was a Marine and viewed himself as a man who lived by a warrior’s
code. The orders and rules of engagement that General Steiner had given them in
person were something he would have balked at under normal circumstances; they
were something that a death squad would operate under. He pulled a trigger when
he had to; not for revenge, not for his own pleasure, and not because the target
‘needed killing’. But these weren’t normal times and the White Hand weren’t a
normal opposition force.
The White Hand was believed responsible for centuries of criminal behavior that
ran the gamut from kidnapping, murder for hire, drug running, prostitution,
extortion, and most notoriously as running the largest and most exclusive flesh pit
on Belter’s Holiday.
Hemler grimly smiled; Team Rapier was the vanguard for a company of the 5th
Armored’s Raiders that would support their intrusion into the White Hand’s lair.
And if he had anything to say about it, by the time the call to extract was sounded,
those currently holding the whips would be dead.
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Sergeant Willard Cohen had point and Hemler watched as the man knelt and
quickly peeked around a corner. A moment later, Cohen had flipped up the sensor
HUD and turned back to where Hemler and the rest of the team waited and held
up two fingers, indicating that there were only two guards.
Hemler waved him back to the where the team waited. “There’s only two
guards and a hatch, just like the intel report indicated,” Cohen explained. “If they
have any other sensors, I didn’t see them; it’s bare rock except for the hatch and
frame.”
“Good work, Cohen,” Hemler told the Marine. “Chancellor, you and I will take
down the guards while Reeves and Hudson will try the hatch and if it’s secure,
force it. Doug,” he indicated Lieutenant Doug Rifton, “Nevis, Cohen, and Daniels,
I want you to be our rear guard and reserve in case we bite off more than we can
handle. Echo is close, but not close enough to give us immediate support. If they
aren’t one of us, or someone you are positive is friendly, drop ‘em.”
“Copy, Boss,” Rifton said and the NCOs all nodded.
Sergeant Barnabas Chancellor was two steps ahead of Hemler when they
reached the corner. Thankfully, with the evacuation and fears of the Cylon
advance, the tunnels leading to the White Hand’s compound had been deserted.
He put his hand on Chancellor’s left shoulder and gave it a squeeze; the signal he
was in position and ready for the sergeant to initiate the assault.
Chancellor nodded once, then nodded a second time, and as his head nodded a
third time, he sprang into action by taking several steps forward and across the
tunnel to the other wall. Hemler was behind him and button-hooked against the
close wall while raising his suppressed M-95 rifle and instinctively centering the
glowing green dot within a circle just below where his target’s throat met his chest.
By the time his right foot was on the tunnel floor, his right index finger was already
applying pressure to the trigger and the gun bucked once, then twice, and finally
after a slight pause as he raised his point of aim, it bucked a third time.
“Clear!” Chancellor whispered loudly a moment before Hemler did the same.
Quickly and efficiently the two men moved forward and secured the dead
guards’ bodies. Muffled footsteps sounded behind them as Reeves and Hudson
approached and crouched down next to them.
“Did you find any sort of pass cards or keys?” Sergeant Frank Hudson asked.
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Hemler had palmed his combat knife and had already sliced open his target’s
front pockets. He rolled the body and sliced one of the rear pockets and a beige
card about 10cm long by 4cm wide, and perhaps 5mm thick fell to the ground.
“Got it!” he said and handed the card to Hudson.
“Stack up!” Hudson rasped, now calling the shots since he was responsible for
actually breaching the door. One by one, the other seven men stacked and Hemler
felt the expanded perception that usually came to him when he was about to go
through a door. When he felt Chancellor’s hand on his shoulder, he squeezed
Hudson’s to let him know that the team was stacked and ready.
Hudson had used some tape to secure the card to his left forearm and simply
waved the card in front of the hatch’s locking mechanism. A click sounded in the
quiet corridor and the hatch hissed open a moment later.
One by one, the eight members of Team Rapier entered the White Hand’s flesh
pit. They moved quickly and purposefully, double tapping anyone they saw who
was armed, who resisted their movement, and who wore the syndicate’s trademark
white gloves; either on their hands or tucked under their belt. The people they
found who weren’t immediately shot, they cuffed and told to remain where they
were. When Hemler had first been exposed to room and house clearing, he didn’t
understand why people who they were there to rescue were restrained. He learned
his lesson the second day of training when one of those people turned out to be a
bad guy in disguise and after Hemler had turned his back, put three marking rounds
between his shoulder blades.
They had just dispatched half a dozen determined guards that were much better
trained than the normal syndicate member had a right to be when the hairs on
Hemler’s neck suddenly started prickling. “Doug…a word,” he said and crouched
down behind a decorative marble wall that had been pockmarked from the firefight
in the opulently appointed night club.
“What is it, Mike?” Rifton asked.
“I know what the old man told us…and what we’ve done…” Hemler started and
studied his friend and XO’s face. “But…”
“Yeah…I think we’re not going to like what we see…” Rifton replied.
“When we go in, we only shoot those who are qualified threats…if they aren’t
armed, subdue them,” Hemler told him.
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“Copy…” Rifton said and hesitated. “Between us, had we done this a week ago,
I think it would have changed everything…”
Hemler nodded.
couldn’t explain.”

“Yeah…you just put into words a feeling I was having but

“Let’s do this. The quicker we get finished, the quicker we can go back to
Melinoe,” Rifton said.
Hemler called the rest of Team Rapier together and told them of the new rules of
engagement, then added, “If you feel threatened, light ‘em up…no one goes home
in a bag, copy?”
Seven heads nodded they understood, and he then had them stack behind him.
Hemler believed if he was going to increase the threat level that he should be the
first one through the door. “On three…” he whispered, falling back to his training.
“One…two…” he whispered, “three!” he said and kicked open the door and
energetically entered the room.
He swept his rifle from left to right, starting about two thirds of the way to the
left side of the room, as he moved into the room and hooked to the right. He knew
that Chancellor was right behind him and would centerpunch whoever he shot, or
missed, just to be sure. Rifton and Hudson would do the same thing, but they
would sweep right to left, while Nevis, Cohen, Reeves, and Daniels would provide
rear guard and additional muscle should it be required.
Hemler felt as if he were a spectator and not a participant, he was so in the
groove. Target one, two trigger pulls, move to the next, target two, two trigger pulls,
Chancellor was already making sure that target one would never get up again, and
he moved on to target three.
It was over in less than fifteen seconds; eight hostiles had been neutralized and
eight people sitting in chairs were being held under arms, along with three people
wrapped in robes being held in individual cages. Three of them were clearly senior
syndicate members, common soldiers didn’t wear Cb10,000 suits and have another
Cb100,000 in jewelry and timepieces on their bodies. But it wasn’t the senior
White Hand officers that claimed Hemler’s attention, it was the five other men who
sat with them around a large rack like device where a man had been strapped.
Two of the five, twins oddly, looked like the kind of old man who would feed
stray cats poisoned food just to see them writhe in agony and cry for succor. Their
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haughty look while seemingly trying to look innocent didn’t play well with
Hemler’s sense of right and wrong, and the very fact that they were here was reason
enough to introduce them to a pair of five-gram slugs moving at just under 1km/s.
And the other three…dressing like your twin, or triplet, was something that most
kids grew out of by the middle years of grade school; it was certainly not something
that grown men did unless it was a costume party or some other nonsense that
involved copious amounts of alcohol. But the last three, in addition to looking like
each other, dressed in bland looking casual suits all in dull, drab tones that would
have quickly gone from the department store to the thrift store.
“Oh man…I think I’m going to be sick…” Chancellor said a moment before the
hardened Marine made a beeline for planter and wretched his last meal into it.
Hemler turned to look at what had caused the reaction and stopped when his eyes
rested on the body of the man strapped to the rack-like device.
Hemler knew it was a man from the body’s build; tall and muscular in a way
that a professional soldier would be. At least he thought it was a very muscular and
fit man..once; the body lacked any sex organs at the crotch, and most of the skin on
its chest, back, upper arms, and legs had been either flayed off or subjected to so
many razor cuts to as render the skin virtually gone. He forced back a wave of
nausea that threatened to send him to a planter like it had sent Chancellor and
looked at the brazier that was still burning less than half a meter from the victim’s
face. Now that might do it, he thought as his mind processed what he was seeing.
Laid out on the brazier, and in full sight of the victim, were bits of his body that
had been removed.
“What. The. Actual. Frak. Is. Going. On. Here?” Hemler demanded, palmed
his automatic knife, and depressed the button that sent the blade through the front
of the grip. The eight people all had haughty and arrogant looks on their faces.
“Doug?” Hemler said and his XO walked over, visibly shaken by what he saw.
“No one will say anything, Boss…it’s your play,” Rifton said. “Get the answers
and we’ll back you.”
“Thanks…” Hemler replied. “Can you remove the victim and wrap him in a
sheet so we can at least recover the body?”
“Yeah…” Rifton replied and had Nevis and Reeves remove and care for the
body.
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“Help me with…” Hemler said and studied the three White Hand officers. Two
were shifting their gaze to a third, and that made the decision easier. “That one,”
he pointed to what appeared to be the senior White Hand operative. “Help me
strip him and put him on the rack.”
“What?” the officer asked. “I have rights…”
“The frak you do,” Hemler told him. “We are in a state of war and you have
been found torturing a civilian; I am well within my rights to execute each and
every one of you right here, right now. So…if you don’t want the rack, answer my
questions.”
“Frak you,” the officer spat.
“Fine…have it your way…” Hemler told him. “I offered easy…now we try
hard.” Daniels grabbed the officer by his collar and roughly hauled him to his feet
while Hemler and Rifton quickly cut off his clothing.
“Not much here to see, eh, Boss?” Rifton joked as the man stood naked in front
of them.
“Nope…put him on the rack,” Hemler ordered and walked over to the man
when he was secured. “Who are you and what’s going on here?” he demanded.
“I don’t have to say anything,” the officer growled a moment before Hemler
showed him a pair of wire cutters and opened and closed them.
“Aww…” Hemler mocked the White Hand officer as the smell of feces wafted to
his nose and the sound of liquid hitting the floor reached his ears. “Are you scared
now?”
“Just shoot him,” a female voice from one of the cages rasped. “I can tell you
everything you need to know.”
Hemler walked over to where the woman sat crumpled at the bottom of the
cage that was suspended half a meter off the floor. He knelt down and looked at
her face and almost fell back on his haunches. “Oh my gods…” he swore and used
the wire cutters to clip the cage’s wires so he could reach in and gently lift her out
and to the floor.
“What the frak have they done to you, Senator?” Hemler asked as he offered her
his canteen. Senator Sabella Constantine had been elected to the Communion
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Senate three years ago, after a meteoric career at the local level, and was only able
to stand for the open seat because her 27th birthday was the same day as the
election. For two and a half years she stood against the corruption that had
permeated the Communion government until she and several aides were lost after
their Mosquito went down over the Sea of Heroes. Bits of wreckage were
recovered, but as for the eight people on the Mosquito, no trace of remains were
found.
Until now.
“I was…” Constantine forced out and Hemler put his arm around her shoulders
to steady her, “abducted at the port by the White Hand and brought here. The man
on the table was Russ Goldstone, one of my bodyguards. Those five freaks…” she
limply gestured to where the five odd men were restrained, “arrived about a week
ago with half a dozen Equals. Until a few days ago, they…did things…to my aides.
I knew they would get to me soon…and then the Equals left. Yesterday? Two days
ago?” she looked like she was struggling to remember, “they brought us back here
and started again. You have the White Hand’s Umbra Dominum on the rack, and
his two Umbra Adiutors over on the sofa.”
“Why?” Hemler asked, needing to know why she had been kidnapped.
“Was too…effective…” Constantine said before she passed out.
“Ok…” Hemler looked at his men. “This is need to know stuff unless the old
man says otherwise. Wrap that fraker in a sheet so he’s not scaring little kids and
pets with his pasty white dead fish looking flesh,” he nodded at the man on the
rack. “And clean him up a bit…” he added before turning to the seven men on the
sofas. “You five, you’re too weird to kill,” the Marine told the five men. “You two,
however, you better convince me you’re worth more than a bullet.”
The two Umbra Adiutors looked at each other and one shook his head before
speaking. “I can get you into the vaults where we keep the product that isn’t
working…and give you the codes to release their collars.”
“Take me…now,” Hemler ordered and grabbed the man by his tie and lifted him
to his feet. “Doug, take Hudson and Reeves and see what this shitstain has to offer.
If he tries anything, I’ll give you the rounds to replace the ones you wasted him
with.”
Hemler grinned when he saw the effect his words had on the mobster. Good,
he thought, be scared. “Nevis, can you flag down some Marines to give us a hand
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with these weirdos?”
“Can do, Boss!” Nevis said and left the room for better wireless reception.
By now, the Umbra Dominum was wrapped in a sheet belted with a few meters
of det cord. With a primer. And a wireless detonator.
“Captain?” a Marine sergeant asked. Hemler looked over and saw Nevis
standing behind him and several more Marines outside the door.
“Sergeant,” Hemler said and smiled. “I’m glad you’re here,” he added. “We’re
going to move the casualties back to Melinoe so they can be treated, but we have
some other prisoners that I need you to wrangle for me. Get them back to the ship
once Lieutenant Rifton returns.”
“Copy that, sir,” the Sergeant replied. “Will there be more refugees to care for?”
“I don’t know; there might be,” Hemler told him. “If you need help, call for it.
Anything that Lieutenant Rifton suggests is gospel, so I’d make sure you have at
least a squad, perhaps a platoon or more ready to help.”
“Will do, Captain,” the Sergeant replied and started issuing orders to his men.
“Chancellor, Daniels, each of you help one of the other people in the cages; I’ve
got the Senator,” Hemler said and watched his two men quickly cut open the cages
and help the two women crawl out and then held them as they tried to stand.
“We’re ready, Boss,” Daniels said as he knelt and scooped the woman into his
arms. Chancellor repeated the maneuver and seeing the Senator’s condition,
Hemler did the same.
It took them the better part of half an hour to make their way to the port master’s
office where they met with General Steiner. “She said they were abducted at the
port before they even boarded the Mosquito,” Hemler explained. “I don’t know
what she’s been subjected to, so I wanted to get her back to Melinoe as quickly as
possible.”
“That’s good thinking, Mike,” Steiner told him. “Until further notice, you are her
guardian angel; I want you with her at all times, and two from Rapier outside on
guard. You go everywhere with her, or you check out the room before she enters…
she is a high value target and we can’t let anything happen to her.”
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“I understand, sir,” Hemler replied. “I’ll take care of her as if she wore my ring,”
he told the General.
“Exactly…and while we’re at it, Chancellor and Daniels can pull the same duty
for their wards,” Steiner explained. “Someone went through a lot of trouble to
snatch them and I don’t want anything to happen now that they’re under our
shield.”
“Copy, that, sir,” Hemler said and gently picked up the Senator. “I’ll give you
regular updates on their progress.”
“Good…now get back to Melinoe,” Steiner said.
*+*+*+*+*
Twelve hours turned into fourteen, and then eighteen. Finally, the last company
was falling back to the port and handed Steiner a surprise; the seven remaining
prisoners that Hemler’s team had captured. Two of the prisoners were clearly
members of one of the syndicates, but the other five…those were, as the brain
teaser would put it, ‘not like all the rest’. Two of them were older, perhaps in the
sixties, and looked like bitter grandfathers that were out for a day leching at not and
barely legal girls at the mall. Other than the clothes, they were carbon copies of
each other. The last three all had a bland, every-man look to them and dressed in
identical pattern, but different colored, casual suits and, like the older men, looked
like each of the other two.
“We’ll deal with you later,” Steiner told them. “Until then, I want them
restrained and segregated; they aren’t to talk to each other. If they put up any fuss,
sedate them…I’ll deal with this weirdness once we’re on our way.”
“Copy, Boss,” the company commander, a Captain, replied.
Steiner watched the Marines herd the captives to a waiting Phalanx and shook
his head. What other weird shit was going to get dumped on them before they
reached the Colonies, he thought.
“We’re ready to go, Julius,” Marieke Adler said from just behind him.
Steiner turned and saw Adler, Ferret, Odile, and the twins. “I thought you had
left already?” he said and directed it to Odile and the girls.
“We didn’t want to get separated,” Odile said and displayed the strength of
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character that had scared many of the boys in their class. “Now, we can leave.”
“Yes…” Steiner said and looked around the deserted port. “We leave…”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, beyond the Colonial Sphere, Colonial battlestar Styx, BS-79
“You don’t have good news do you, Mole?” Commander Tatiana Gratiana
Faustina Varinia told the man who looked like an academic mixed with a body
builder.
Major Erland Moller slowly shook his head. “’Fraid not, Commander. There’s a
glitch somewhere from when we misjumped and the only way we can track it
down is to take the entire system offline so it’s in a rest-state. The more we jump,
the larger the chance for the system to either crash or misjump us again.”
Varinia sat back and frowned. “Ok…right now the mission has changed from
getting home as quick as possible to simply getting home,” she stated to the five
people seated around the briefing table. “How many jumps can you give us before
we get to the ‘rolling the dice against unfavorable odds’ point?”
“At least two…” Moller answered, “…certainly no more than 3 jumps until
we’re at the ‘hold my beer and watch this…’ point.”
“I don’t want to sit in deep space while we do this,” Varinia told them. “And if
this is more than an hour or two, I want to be able to give the crew a chance to put
their feet on solid ground. Is anything within range, Rafaella?”
Captain Rafaella Contino studied her tablet and frowned. “There are a number
of systems within two jumps, even more if we go for three,” she began and nipped
her lower lip. “However, I would suggest we go two jumps, each about 10 light
years, and wind up at You’re Not Wanted Here.”
“Excuse me?” Colonel Decker Cole, DC, the ship’s XO asked. “You’re Not
Wanted Here? Sounds like someplace a van full of college students decides to go
to and gets hunted by some axe murderer.”
Contino chuckled. “It isn’t that bad. Library Data says that it was surveyed in
1653 by a Caprican explorer. It says that he was tired of people constantly coming
on his property, so he packed up the plantation and found someplace that he could
call his own and figured that if he named it that, people might just take the hint.”
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“Well, sad to say, that won’t be us,” Varinia shook her head.
population or infrastructure?”

“Is there any

“According to the data, no. There were a couple towns that were present up
until the 1950s, but they were all abandoned within a few years of the war’s end.
The world is habitable, Colonial standard environment, and from the pictures, it
has some beaches that are out of this world,” Contino explained.
“Ok…let’s prepare to go there,” Varinia told the table.
spent more time between jumps?”

“Would it help if we

“I think it would…if we go three hours between jumps, I think we should be
ok…it will certainly pad the numbers in our favor,” Moller answered.
“Good. Then we have a plan,” Varinia said. “In the meantime…Germana, how
would you like to stretch your legs a bit?”
“I’d love to!” Major Germana Valeriana couldn’t hide the excitement in her
voice. “Take two and check out the planet?”
“Exactly,” Varinia confirmed. “Take two Argos and jump there, scan the planet,
then check the system, and come back. You’ll have two and a half hours and can
jump off after the next jump is completed.”
“Outstanding! Valeriana grinned.
information.”

“I’ll work with Rafaella for the jump

“Good…” Varinia told her. Despite how Valeriana could sometimes get on her
nerves with her eager beaver approach to life, right now she was glad that her
cousin was aboard; it meant they still had some family left.
“COB, anything of note?” Varinia asked Command Master Chief Darby Simms,
Styx’s Chief of the Boat.
“Nothing of note, though the ranks are worried about home,” Simms stated. “I
had tech put together a database for the intranet; each person logs in with their
account and accesses the form to list all the relatives, loved ones, and people they
knew, where they lived, and what they might have been doing when the attack
went down. Despite reminding them of what they might have lost, it will keep
them busy and I think that when we get back it will be easier to cross index our list
with any survivor lists.”
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“That’s a damned good idea, COB,” DC told the Master Chief.
“Thanks…” Simms replied and couldn’t keep a flash of despair from her face.
Varinia saw it and felt for the woman; she left three kids and a husband at home
and not knowing if they were safe, alive, or dead had to be tearing her apart.
“Folks, I think it would be best if they see us doing this as well,” Varinia told her
staff. “Put the word out to division and section heads that they can take time to
work on this, and then the rest of their people can do it as well.”
Five minutes later after everyone had left, Varinia put her feet up on the table
and leaned way back in her high-backed chair. “Don’t say a thing, DC…” she
smirked. “My battlestar, my table, my rules.”
“I wasn’t going to say a thing,” DC innocently replied. “Though I do have this
mental image of you sitting with your feet up on a porch rail of a thatched hut, the
ocean breaking onto one of those wonderful beaches that Rafaella told us about,
and wearing a grass skirt and a coconut bra…”
Varinia arched an eyebrow and looked at DC as her XO tried to hold a straight
face. Finally, she smirked, “I’m a desert princess, DC, not a tropical princess…I
wear silks and veils, not…grass and coconut halves!”
DC cocked his head and offered a frownsmile. “True, but you have to admit, a
couple days on a white sand beach…it’s mighty tempting.”
“It is…but only if it takes that long to get us back into the fight,” Varinia told
him. “Besides, I tried one of those coconut bras once…they were damned
uncomfortable, and you really need more than I have to make them work.”
“Yeah…” DC smirked and stood. “But what you have you make work really,
really well, Girlfriend.”
Varinia struggled for a comeback as DC winked and opened the hatch, “See you
in CIC.”
As the hatch shut a moment later, Varinia allowed her body to lean back and
relax before unleashing her mind to explore the image that DC had painted.
Maybe…maybe there’s hope here…and if things are as bad as I think they are, she
thought, fraternization is not going to be something that the Fleet would worry
about.
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*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, approaching the world You’re Not Wanted Here,
Argo Maid of Olympia
“Call my realtor, Seamus!” Major Germana Valeriana said as she lined up the
Argo so they could see the world that could become their home for the near future.
“Damn…that is beautiful…” Captain Seamus Rourke, the Argo’s co-pilot, agreed
as the beautiful blue and white world slowly rotated as it orbited the system’s
primary.
“I can’t believe we haven’t been back or that it was abandoned,” Captain Ovide
Rousseau, the ship’s ESO or Electronic Systems Officer, pondered.
“This far out?” Captain George Bain, the WSO or Weapons Systems Officer,
asked rhetorically. “After the war I’d be concerned about privateers, mutineers, and
rogue Cylons showing up and squatting.”
“Yeah…I can see how that might be motivation,” Rousseau opined and turned to
her workstation. “Hmm…the system is wireless silent except for a navigation
beacon on the surface. It’s low power and you’d probably have to be within a
couple hundred thousand klicks to hear it.”
“What’s it say?” Valeriana asked.
“Hmm…well, this is a good start,” Rousseau chuckled. “It isn’t any sort of
warning to stay away. It identifies the world as Colonial, gives the location, name,
and climatological data…wow…it’s 36C down there with a current humidity of
30%. Wait one…” she said and brought up the last mapping data for the world.
“Nice…the beacon is on a rocky outcrop on a cove with a beach that looks like it is
a good 30 to 50 meters wide…satellite map shows palm trees and a nice sized
settlement inland about a klick or two.”
“Like I said, call my realtor! I’m buying land or staking a claim!” Valeriana
chuckled before keying the wireless. “Brawny Lad, Maid of Olympia, how do you
read?”
“Maid, Lad,” Captain Kramer Thompson replied. “We read you five by five. Are
you seeing what we’re seeing down there?”
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“Get your eyes off my planet, Kramer!” Valeriana laughed. “Yeah…looks like
paradise.”
“I did some reading before we launched,” Thompson said. “When the settlers
left, they turned loose all their farm animals. Since there weren’t any predators, I
guess in the past forty years or so they’ve gone feral…you know what that means?”
“Pig hunt?” Valeriana asked.
“Pig hunt,” Thomson confirmed.
“Hot damn! Sign me up,” Valeriana chuckled. “Let’s go in closer, you can orbit
and get eyes on the rest of the planet while we go down and get an atmosphere
sample.”
“Copy,” Thompson said as the two gunships accelerated toward the planet.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Earth Union gunstar Astarte
“What do we have, Peta?” Commander John Elder asked Captain Peta Madison,
the ship’s navigation officer.
“Other than our ships?” Madison asked. “A whole lot of nothing. There’s a
system about 8 light years from here, initial telemetry shows that it has three gas
giants, and four other planets, one of them is smack dab in the habitable zone.”
“I like the sounds of that,” Elder said and looked across the plotting table to
where Colonel Richard Weaver stood reading a report. “What do you think,
Dickie…ask the Admiral if we can do one more jump and maybe put sky over our
heads for a couple days?”
“I think I’d like that…what do you think Prim and Raisa are going to say to that
offer?” Weaver teased.
“I think they’d like it…” Elder wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “But really, I
want to give the fleet a chance to pause and do any maintenance that needs to be
done.”
“Commander?” Communications Specialist Towson Korth asked.
“I have
Admiral Salls, Commander Lafayette, and Director LaFontaine on the wireless for

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2540
you.”
“Please put it down here, Towson,” Elder said and picked up the handset a
moment before Weaver copied his action. “Commander Elder,” he said and then
added without preamble, “If the question is what I think it is, my answer is yes.”
“You mean you’re going to accept Prim’s and my proposal, Jack?” Commander
Raisa Lafayette of the gunstar Libertatem asked innocently.
Elder looked at Weaver and from his XO’s expression he must have had a deer
in the headlights look on his face. “You set yourself up for that one, Jack,” Weaver
chuckled.
“Well…that wasn’t the exact question I was thinking about, but perhaps we can
discuss it later?” Elder suggested and tried not to upset two people who had
become incredibly important to him over the past few years.
“We might have been teasing, Jack,” Primrose LaFontaine said and Elder could
hear the smirk on her face. “But we should discuss it. Now…about the question, I
understand that there’s a planet in the habitable zone just a short jump away?”
“Admiral?” Elder asked.
Elder’s question was greeted with a chuckle. “I think it would be a good idea.
We can survey the world and if it is capable of supporting us, then I think a couple
days under the sun is a good idea.”
“Fantastic!” Elder said a moment before the dradis started pinging of an
enormous number of new contacts.
“Dradis contacts!” Madison announced, excitement and fear in her voice.
“Wait one! I’m getting Union transponders! They’re coming in as the battlestars
Desponia, Dido, Hegemone, Poena, Phaedra, five assaultstars including Lampedo
and Eurydice, more than a dozen gunstars and the list keeps growing. Thirty…no,
thirty-eight civilian transponders including Circus Maximus, Spirit of El Dorado,
Spirit of Electra, and Anatole…”
ID’s were appearing next to each icon as the dradis’ IFF interrogated the
transponders of each ship and verified their identity. “What do you think, Dickie?”
Elder asked his XO.
Weaver looked at him and blinked quickly several times before taking a deep
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breath, “We’re not alone anymore, Jack…”
“So say we all,” Elder said and felt some of the emotion that Weaver was trying
to contain. “So say we all.” He looked at the handset as if he just remembered it
was in his hand and put it back to his ear. “Admiral, this was unexpected.”
Admiral Gregory Salls chuckled. “You could say that, but they’re cheering over
here and already talking about a celebration. But…before we do that, perhaps we
should give them a ring and see what’s what?”
“I concur, Admiral. Do you want to make the call, or do you want me to?” Elder
asked.
“I think I’m going to pull rank on this one, Jack,” Salls answered and the smile
was evident in his voice. “I’ll reach out…but in the meantime, I want you to
deploy to screen the civilians should this be some sort of ruse.”
“Copy…I’ll get it done, sir,” Elder told him.
“Good man…now, I have a call to make…” Salls said. “Salls, out.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Earth Union battlestar Dido
“Jump complete,” Captain Isolde Hines announced a moment after the jump
concluded.
“Dradis shows all elements transited successfully and…Contact!
Range 85,000, course tangential to ours…I’m reading 37 new contacts…twenty
have Union military transponders and seventeen have civilian…”
Commodore Lassile Radetzky glanced from the dradis to the two men who
stood across the plotting table from her. She and one of the men, Colonel
Macgregor Blake, had invited the other, Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett, to join them for
dinner and the jump. “Admiral…others made it out.”
“Ah…Commodore…” Hines said, her voice carrying a tinge of uncertainty. “I
have positive confirmation that Nabu is part of the fleet we just encountered.”
“Thank you…are they doing anything other than flying in formation?” Radetzky
asked.
“No…and I’m not intercepting anything other than navigation and standard
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search dradis from any of the ships,” Hines elaborated.
“I think we should spring for the long-distance call…” Bartlett suggested.
“Leanna, please open a channel and put it through down here,” Radetzky asked
Specialist Leanna Swade, Dido’s senior communications specialist.
“It’s ready, Commodore,” Swade replied a moment later.
Bartlett looked at Radetzky, “This is your ship…”
Radetzky nodded and smiled. “Thank you, Admiral,” she replied and picked up
the handset. “Attention Earth Union formation crossing my bow, this is the Earth
Union battlestar Dido, please identify yourselves.”
The reply came within moments of Radetzky finishing her request. “Attention
ship claiming to be the Earth Union battlestar Dido, please transmit your
authentication codes and we will do the same. This is the civilian ship Carousel,
and I sure hope this is all on the up and up,” an older sounding male voice stated.
“Leanna?” Radetzky asked and watched Swade’s reaction to what she was
seeing.
Swade trembled for a moment, “Commodore…they’re legit.”
“Thank the gods,” Radetzky softly said.
“Carousel, this is Dido actual,
Commodore Lassile Radetzky, who am I talking to.”
“Commodore, this is Admiral Gregory Salls, you are all a sight for sore eyes,”
Salls replied.
“As you are to us, Admiral,” Radetzky said warmly. “Ah, I need to ask…what is
Nabu’s status? I have a lot of itchy trigger fingers over here…”
“I understand your concerns, Commodore,” Salls began. “They were not in
contact with the network when the update went out that corrupted the other
drones. In fact, they discovered the deceit when a courier came and tried to force
an update using the hacked code. They’re loyal…they protected the civilians when
the drones attacked the Cauldron.”
“Thank you for the confirmation, Admiral,” Radetzky replied and looked at
Bartlett and Blake and arched her eyebrows as if to ask, ‘Do you trust the Chief of
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Fleet Operations?’
After a moment, both men nodded. “We captured several drones after they
tried to board Dido and have deconstructed the code and…at least in tests, we
have developed something that should correct the corrupted code and protect
against further tampering.”
“That’s interesting…we tried something similar when the Uprising occurred and
it failed…I’d like to share what we have and perhaps see what happened…but,”
Salls said, “That’s down the road a little bit. The first order of business is to stand
down and celebrate that we’re not the only ones who survived.”
“That would be nice,” Radetzky agreed when she saw Bartlett nod. “Do you
have any suggestions? We could host it either at Circus Maximus or one of the
Paradise class ships.”
“I have a better idea…” Salls started. “I am being told that there’s a planet
within jump range that appears Earthlike and is squarely in the habitable zone. I
suggest we jump there and if the planet can support us, I’d like to give everyone a
chance to see a real sky for a change.”
“Admiral, give the order!” Radetzky smiled and then looked around her CIC.
“Ah, Admiral, before we go down, I’d like to have a face to face meeting between
your key people and ours…there are some things that we need to tell you and face
to face would be the best.”
“Sounds mysterious, Commodore,” Salls replied. “Let’s do it now if that is ok.”
“It is…I’ll need about half an hour to get everyone together, but I’d like to hold it
on one of our civilian ships, Adele Rogers,” Radetzky told him and prayed that the
meeting would go smoothly.
“A bit unorthodox, but then again I’m talking to you from the Porn Palace, so I
guess unorthodox is the name of the game,” Salls replied. “We’ll leave in half an
hour and will contact your flight control for directions.”
“Thank you, Admiral,” Radetzky said. “Dido, out.”
“The meeting was a good idea, Lass,” Bartlett told her when the cheering over
contacting fellow survivors had died down. “Better he sees it and then sees the
science behind it where we can present it than show up looking like this…”
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*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, civilian research ship Adele Rogers
“What do you think this is about?” Commander John Elder asked the other five
people in the Roc’s passenger compartment.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Admiral Gregory Salls replied.
“The
conversation was short and to the point, and whatever it is, Radetzky felt it
important enough to request the meeting.”
“She’s no-nonsense,” Commander Raisa Lafayette added. “I knew her before,
and since then we’ve tangled a couple times and she isn’t someone I want to cross
swords with.”
Elder nodded. “I’ve read some of her papers that she’s submitted to Ranging
Fire…I can see a lot of her culture in her tactics.”
“What do you mean, Jack?” Sigmund ‘Sig’ Donegal asked.
“She’s Romani,” Elder began and tried to put into words the concepts his mind
had created. “When she’s operating alone or with her own group on detached
duty, there is no ‘book’ that defines when to use which tactic, and some of the
things she’s pulled defy logical explanation.”
Sig nodded. “Sounds like some of the Romani that I’ve known over the years…
can you give an example?”
“Sure,” Elder nodded. “Last year we were tapped to go group v. group over in
Hampshire. The system’s primary world is actually a moon of one of the largest gas
giants in Union space. We were tasked with taking the moon, she was tasked with
defending it.
“The gas giant, in addition to being large, is extremely noisy and plays hell with
both wireless and dradis signals. We show up and she’s nowhere to be seen. That
worries me…so we take things slow…as we orbit the moon and pass between the
moon and the gas giant, she comes screaming out of the gas giant’s upper
atmosphere like a mountain lion with its tail on fire. And about as mean as one,
too.
“Because of all the interference, we never saw them until right before they
started landing kinetic hits on us. And because of the interference, we had trouble
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communicating what was happening, and our dradis was next to useless.”
“But if the interference was so bad, how could she be so effective,” Sig asked.
“Our guns are normally targeted using dradis from a central fire direction center,
located either within or adjacent to the CIC. But,” Elder held up a finger, “they can
also be locally controlled by the gunnery crews in each turret. The fire isn’t as
coordinated or as accurate, but the crews are firing using local fire control; a
combination of optics, thermal, laser, and dradis, all building a composite picture
for the local gunnery crew to use. She drills her crews relentlessly and it showed…
we were shot to pieces.”
“Ah, ok. So, expect the unexpected,” Sig offered.
“Pretty much,” Elder agreed.
“She also isn’t above doing what needs to be done even if the powers that be
refuse to act,” Salls stated. “She didn’t mention Admiral Kirkwood, though that
could have been for a number of reasons. He flew his flag from Desponia, and the
whole group had been given contingency orders right before the Uprising.”
“Well, Jack,” Primrose LaFontaine smirked, “Sounds like you better lean pretty
heavily on ‘the book’.”
Elder grinned. “I always do…Now, let’s make sure our seatbacks are returned to
their upright positions and our tray tables are folded and locked, because I see that
we’re about to land.”
Five minutes later they were welcomed aboard by one of the company’s
researchers, Dr. Ignatius Rizzo. “Welcome to Adele Rogers,” Rizzo said warmly.
“The others are waiting in the conference room; if you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to
them.”
“Ah, Dr. Rizzo,” Anne-Marie Lafayette said and had a quizzical look on her
face. “This seems rather…elaborate…for a meeting of this type.”
Rizzo turned and Elder watched his body language for any sort of duplicitous
tells. “I apologize for what must seem like some form of skullduggery, Your Grace,”
Rizzo started and paused before he seemed to be deep in thought for a moment.
“Allow me to offer you a hypothetical situation while we walk,” he began and
seemed to be at ease. “If I were to tell you that a company developed a process to
make water still be water, but not be wet, what would you say?”
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Anne-Marie gave Rizzo a look that seemed to be searching for a second head to
be growing out of his shoulder. “I wouldn’t believe it…it goes against everything
we know about the natural world and how the chemical compound H2O works.”
Rizzo nodded and smiled, and Elder had the feeling that Anne-Marie had fallen
into a logic trap posed by the scientist. “As would any rational person,” he said.
“But…what if I showed you a substance without telling you anything about it, this
dry water, and it was in fact dry…but still water. If you saw it with your own eyes,
what then?”
This time Rizzo received narrowed eyes. “If I saw it, felt it, handled it, and it
was in fact water, but dry, then I would have to take it at face value that it was dry
water…but I’d still want to see the science behind it.”
“Exactly!” Rizzo declared. “You would be more open to accept the truth about
the substance because your eyes were showing you proof, and the scientific
explanation would simply confirm what you’ve already seen.”
“I think my head hurts,” Anne-Marie chuckled.
debate and rhetoric at University?”
Rizzo smiled.
4.0…”

“I assume you did well in

“Head of the debate team and my final cumulative GPA was

“You’re a ringer, you know that?” Anne-Marie joked.
“It’s a curse, M’Lady,” Rizzo said faux-humbly just before he stopped in front of
a door marked ‘Executive Lounge’. “We’re here,” he said, and Elder picked up a
trace of uncertainty or nerves in his voice. “After you…” he said and opened the
door.
There was a time when the book said to always let a lady go first, but something
wasn’t right here, or at least not right by what Elder knew, so he waved Anne-Marie,
Lafayette, and Prim back and went through the door. After three steps he stopped
and narrowed his eyes as they studied the people who stood from where they had
been sitting on two sofas and an overstuffed chair when he walked through the
door.
Three of the adults, two men and one woman, were dressed in fleet
uniforms, two admirals and one commodore, while the other three, and a little boy
about three, appeared to be civilians dressed in what had been ‘business casual’.
“Thank you for coming,” the petite blonde woman who wore the uniform of a

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2547
Union commodore said when Elder stopped. He could feel the others entering
behind him and narrowed his eyes. The voice was hauntingly familiar. “We
thought it best to show you before telling you,” she continued. “Allow me to
introduce our hosts, Dr. Lillian Rogers-Armitage and her husband Kenton
Armitage.”
An attractive mocha skinned woman with lustrous black hair smiled, “Thank
you for coming; I’m Lillian and this is my husband Kenton…”
“And I’m Alain!” the boy said happily.
“Alain,” Kenton said, and the boy offered a contrite look.
“Sorry…” Alain apologized as Kenton lovingly put his hand on his shoulder.
“And you’ve met Alain,” Lillian chuckled.
“Thank you for having us, Dr. Rogers-Armitage,” Elder and offered his hand.
“I’m Commander John Elder.” Both Armitages shook his hand and then he offered
it to Alain, and the boy, very maturely, shook it, too.
“Now…” the woman who looked too young to be a commodore said, “Some of
you know people in the Desponia or Dido battlegroups, so rather than keep
stalling…” she paused and Elder was sure he’d seen that smile before, “I am
Commodore Lassile Radetzky, and this is Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett, Admiral
Harley Fletcher…”
“Retired,” the man introduced as Admiral Harley Fletcher groused.
“And recalled to duty for the duration,” the man introduced as Admiral
Kirkwood Bartlett replied as if it was a long-standing debate between the two.
“And last,” the blonde said, “this is Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of the
Earth Union Cabot Bartlett.”
“How?” Salls asked. “Hellbent…the last time I saw you…you had white hair
and looked like you were pushing 70…”
Fletcher smirked.
didn’t listen.”

“Greg, I kept telling you that it was a very fit 65, but you

“Yes…I’m curious, too…How?” Anne-Marie asked.
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“I’m forgetting my manners,” Elder quickly interjected. “I’d like to introduce Her
Grace, Anne-Marie Lafayette, Duchess of Troubadour Marches, Commander Raisa
Lafayette, Primrose LaFontaine, Admiral Gregory Salls, and Sigmund Donegal.”
“Please, be seated,” Lillian suggested and gestured to the other sofas and chairs
in the room. “Two months before the Uprising, I was told that I had terminal
cancer and was given six months to live. The cancer had metastasized and was
throughout my body. One of the drugs we were researching, 269-R, was at the
point where it was ready for primate trials. Trials would take at least a year, maybe
more, and all the red tape to even move a drug into experimental trials was
monumental. I’d be dead before the first bean counter ever saw the paperwork.
“And then I decided, why the hell not?” Lillian smirked and Elder saw a trace of
mischief that lurked just below her surface. “I had a full body scan done and then I
sealed my office and stayed there for two weeks while I took what I believed was
the proper course of treatment. After fourteen days, I scanned myself again and the
cancer was gone and any damage that it caused was likewise gone.”
Lillian paused and Elder could feel the passion for what she had done from her
gaze and watching her body language. “Iggy said it best, it wasn’t that I was cured,
it was as if I never had it in the first place.”
“I think I said something before that…” Rizzo quipped. “Something along the
lines of ‘who the frak are you?’”
“Yes…yes…” Lillian grinned. “I hadn’t looked in a mirror since I started the
regimen…I looked…horrible when I started, and I really didn’t want to be visibly
reminded of my mortality whenever I looked in a mirror. But…that morning I saw a
face I hadn’t seen for more than thirty years. 269-R didn’t just cure my cancer, but
it kickstarted my body to heal itself in a way that no drug had ever done…it healed
the damage done by aging.”
“Wait…” Salls said and narrowed his eyes. “You’re saying that you should be in
your…well,” he flicked his eyes over to where Fletcher sat, “as old as Hellbent
should be…er, look?”
Lillian nodded. “We spent a year testing it before we offered it to key personnel
and personnel who were over 50, with the plan that we would slowly roll this out
to everyone in the fleet. Not only did it heal those who took it the way it healed
me, but we haven’t seen anything worse than perhaps a sinus cold in those who’ve
taken it.”
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“So, you don’t get sick?” Anne-Marie asked.
“Exactly,” Lillian replied.
“When we evacuated,” Fletcher stepped in, “we had a quarantine ward on Eiar
for those who might have been exposed to the bioweapons that the drones used on
El Dorado. It was moved to Epione and everyone was offered 269-R…and
everyone, even those on death’s doorstep, recovered.”
“And…” Lillian again picked up the narration, “after Kent and I married, I got
pregnant with Alain…so the drug essentially winds back the clock. Now, if
someone has had an organ removed or some sort of invasive surgery, the drug
won’t regrow something that isn’t there, but if it is damaged, it will guide the body
into fixing it.”
“Absolutely amazing,” Sig said. “This…this could guarantee our survival.”
“Precisely,” Radetzky said.
“We’ve given 269-R to everyone over thirty and issue a reduced dose to children
so that they have the immunities,” Rizzo added.
Elder sat back and tried to wrap his mind around what he had seen and heard
over the past few minutes. Lillian and Rizzo were explaining some of the science
behind how it worked and showing Lillian’s scans, and he just listened and felt a
renewed sense of hope…for his people, and for his future.
*+*+*+*+*
After an hour, a break was called, and Sig saw Radetzky approach him. He was
still trying to come to terms with the prospect of having the body he had when he
was in his thirties when he saw Commodore Radetzky walk over. “Sig, may I have
a minute of your time?” she asked.
“Certainly, Commodore, how may I help you?” Sig asked.
“It’s a personal matter and I might be barking up the wrong tree, but do you
have a son named Cash?” Radetzky asked.
Sig cocked his head; this was certainly a toss-in from outside the pyramid field.
“Yes…I have a son, Cash, and a daughter, Gwendolyn. That was a pretty damned
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good guess, Commodore.”
“I had some inside information and thought I might be able to put 1 and 1
together and get 2,” Radetzky grinned. “Did he ever mention Bryn or Brynlee?”
Sig’s eyes went wide. “Oh my gods, yes! For the longest time after we left the
Cauldron, that’s all he would talk about. Since then, he’s seen some women, but
it’s always been as friends, and when I ask what’s wrong, he just says, ‘they’re not
my Brynlee…’”
“You just made my aide’s day, Sig,” Radetzky smiled and pulled a picture from
one of her shirt pockets. “Give this to him, would you?”
The picture was of an attractive young lieutenant standing on a balcony looking
out over some woods. “This is Brynlee?” Sig asked, impressed with his son’s taste
in women, and knowing that the attraction was much, much deeper than simply
how she looked.
“It was taken three weeks ago when we celebrated the end of the long part of
the trip,” Radetzky explained. “Like Cash, she has seen other people, but nothing
serious, and nothing more than friends.”
“I think we need to get them together,” Sig said conspiratorially.
“Can you get him here?” Radetzky asked. “Bryn helped us put together the
materials for our meeting and is working in another room here.”
“He’d shoot me if I didn’t!” Sig grinned. “Who do I need to talk to for some
wireless time?”
“Come with me,” Radetzky said and quickly walked over to where Admirals
Salls, Bartlett, and Fletcher were talking. “Excuse me, but I need to leave for a few
minutes with Sig…we’ll be back as soon as we make a call.”
“Take your time,” Bartlett said.
“Yes, we’ll be trading stories so much that you might need a shovel to get back
in, Lass,” Fletcher quipped.
“I think we all need to just talk for a while,” Salls added. “Can we get some
lunch sent down?”
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“Absolutely,” Radetzky told him. “I’ll tend to it personally.”
Once they were out of the room, Radetzky asked, “Is there any sort of food or
drink that one of your ships is known for?”
“Yes…one of the Chefs at Gnome Hall specializes in cold salads…perhaps…”
Sig smirked as he realized what Radetzky was planning, “we can have Cash bring
over half a dozen assorted containers?”
“I think that is a smashing good idea!” Radetzky grinned like a conspirator.
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Brynlee Marquette sat on one of the comfortable sofas that was in
Adele Rogers’ primary reception lounge. She was absently thumbing through a
well-worn magazine discussing the celebrity scandals and gossips from two
thousand, or was it only five, years ago while she waited on a courier to bring some
cold salads that nobody aboard seemed capable of making.
Still, it could be worse, she thought. I could have been assigned to give the
briefing to Admiral Salls and his party. She was more than willing to help put it
together in a hurry, but actually *give* it? That was something that she didn’t argue
when Commodore Radetzky told her that she wouldn’t have to be there.
And so now I wait, Brynlee mused. A sound from the airlock caught her
attention and she looked up to see the tell-tales indicate that it had just been
depressurized. Another couple minutes she thought and went back to reading the
magazine.
Absently, she heard the airlock cycle, and focused on finishing the short story
she had found. “Brynlee…” a voice she hadn’t heard in five years whispered.
“Huh?” Brynlee said and looked up, still not sure what she heard was real or just
a trick her mind was playing on her. Her eyes focused on the man standing just
outside the hatch; he was a little older than she remembered, his voice was more
mature, he had better body definition, and he wore the same uniform as she did.
“Cash?” she asked, the name coming out as a whisper, a prayer, and a plea.
“It’s me, Brynnie…” Lieutenant Cash Donegal said and took a step forward, past
the two bags he had set on the deck.
“Cash!” Brynlee cried and jumped from the chair to her feet, and from her feet

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2552
into his arms. “I knew…the Commodore told me to never give up hope…”
“I never gave up hope, Brynnie…it was always you or nobody,” Cash told her as
he held her tight.
Brynlee felt his arms slid around her and pull her close. She looked up at him
and felt his lips touch hers for just a moment, but the passion, desire, and love that
was communicated in that one brief kiss told her that he truly felt about her the
way she felt about him.
“I don’t ever want to let you go,” Cash told her.
*+*+*+*+*
Radetzky looked up when the door opened and when she saw Brynlee standing
there and the smile on her face, she couldn’t help but smile as well. Everyone was
preparing to eat as soon as lunch was served, so she walked over to where Brynlee
nervously stood with a young man about a year or so older than her. She had no
doubt that this was Cash Donegal, the family resemblance was just too strong.
Sig must have seen what she saw, and they shared a quick nod before he also
stood and walked over to the newcomers. “Dad…” Cash started, “I told you…” he
started and looked like he was fighting to keep his emotions in check.
“Miss Brynlee, I presume,” Sig said and held his arms open for a hug.
“You presume right, Mr. Donegal,” Brynlee said and hugged the man.
“I’m glad to meet you,” Sig said and returned the hug.
“Brynlee?” Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett said after approaching.
Sig?”

“Do you know

Brynlee shook her head as tears rolled down her cheeks. “No, Uncle Kirk, this
is Cash’s father.”
Bartlett’s eyes grew big and his mouth opened in a soundless, “Oh…” as he met
Radetzky’s gaze a moment before she nodded. “Then you must be Cash, for this
kind of reaction from my niece,” he said to Cash.
Cash snapped to attention, “Sir…yes, Lieutenant Cash Donegal. I…I was told to
bring over some cold salads…”
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Radetzky turned away to hide her chuckle at how nervous the boy looked. He
spent the past five years with the Chief of Fleet Operations and doesn’t seem to
flinch, but when ‘Uncle Kirk’ makes an appearance, the boy panics. “Ah, perhaps
we should all grab something to eat, occupy our hands and all that, and break
bread with each other?” she suggested.
Sig smirked and nodded. “Absolutely…I’d like to get to know Brynlee better
and her extended family.”
By now, Chief Justice Cabot Bartlett had joined the group and the two youths
looked like they felt like bugs under glass. Cash took a deep breath and stood
straight and offered his hand to the Chief Justice. “Lieutenant Cash Donegal.”
“Pleased to meet you, son,” Cabot replied warmly and gave him a handshake.
“Ah, Sir,” Cash looked at Bartlett, then at Cabot, “Chief Justice, could I have a
few minutes to talk to you?”
“Certainly,” Bartlett replied and arched his eyebrows in a silent question to
Radetzky. She nodded and watched his eyes widen slightly and a smile settle onto
his face.
“Is he going to…” Sig asked Radetzky a moment later as they watched Brynlee
fidget and finally go over and talk with the Armitages.
“I think the oracle ball would say ‘all signs point to yes’,” Radetzky answered. “I
didn’t expect it this fast, but…knowing Brynlee…and what they’ve both been
through, if I was in their shoes, I think I’d grab onto this miracle and never let go.”
“You’re a good friend to her, Lass,” Sig said after a moment’s silence.
“She’s the little sister I never had,” Radetzky explained. “Over the past five
years, I’ve watched her go from a scared, horrified girl to a confident young woman
who understands people and leadership like few I’ve ever met. Ah…here they
come…get ready…Dad,” she quipped.
“Don’t laugh…I have a daughter who discovered boys aren’t ‘icky’ a couple
years ago and now, at 19, is dating…though nothing serious and nothing more than
friends,” Sig shuddered. “Hi son,” he said when Cash approached them.
“Ah…Dad…I…” Cash started and stuttered for a moment.
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“Don’t ask me,” Sig chuckled and told his son. “I’m off the market.”
“Ah…yeah…about that…” Cash said and seemed to have trouble putting
together a coherent sentence.
“It’s at home, in the safe; when we go back, I’ll get it for you,” Sig said, throwing
his son a life ring.
“Thanks,” Cash said, relieved before turning to where Brynlee stood.
“Brynnie…we talked about this a lifetime ago,” he said, “I don’t want to lose you
again.”
“We did,” Brynlee replied and rolled her lower lip between her teeth.
By now, Radetzky saw that everyone had gathered around, sensing something
was happening and wanting to see what it was.
“Brynlee Kathryne Marquette, will you marry me?” Cash asked breathlessly.
Brynlee didn’t answer right away, she stood there with an angelic smile
spreading across her face. After what Radetzky thought felt like a lifetime, and she
wasn’t the one being asked…or asking, the girl nodded. “Yes…yes, I will marry
you Cash Sigmund Donegal!”
Radetzky turned away and allowed the others to move forward and congratulate
the couple. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes and forced the memories,
the pain, and the loss back into the boxes her mind had built for them after
Nicholas’ death. She felt the arm around her shoulder before she heard Bartlett’s
voice gently say, “It will get better, Lass. It’s been ten years and I still miss Leelee.”
“It was so sudden…it sort of overwhelmed me,” Radetzky bluffed.
“And how are things going between you and Mac?” Bartlett asked and seemed
to know just the right thing to bring her emotional ship back to an even keel.
“Good…” Radetzky smiled and felt the tears stop. “Very good. We aren’t
rushing it and want to get things settled wherever we’re going before we make
anything official.”
“What if we don’t find a home in the Colonies?” Bartlett asked.
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Radetzky chuckled. “Then we go for Plan B, which is to set a date three months
out.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, You’re Not Wanted Here, Argo Maid of Olympia
“Major, I’ve got a hit on something dirtside near the beacon,” Captain Ovide
Rousseau said as Maid of Olympia was cruising though You’re Not Wanted Here’s
upper atmosphere collecting atmosphere samples at just below the speed of sound.
“What is it?” Major Germana Valeriana asked and turned to look at the ESO.
“It appears to be a Traveller class transport,” Rousseau answered. “It’s about 300
meters from a small settlement that appears to be inhabited.”
“Wonder bunnies,” Valeriana groused and looked over at Captain Seamus
Rourke. “Looks like we get to go hiking today…”
“Yippie skippy,” Rourke frowned. “I joined the Fleet so I didn’t have to walk
through woods and maybe get shot at…I wanted to be the guy who shot at people
in the woods…from orbit!”
“Looks like today we all get a bite of that wonderful sandwich made with brown
spread…” Captain George Bain lamented. “And no…if I have to eat it enough, I
won’t start liking it…frak…my mom tried to get me to eat vegemite from the time I
was born until I left home for College…it tasted like shit the first time, and it tasted
like shit every time after that…”
“How did you know it tasted like shit, Bain?” Rousseau asked innocently. “Did
you eat that as a kid instead of eating paste like normal kids?”
“Ha ha, Rousseau…have you ever had vegemite?” Bain asked. “If you had, the
first thought in your mind after tasting it would be, ‘holy frak, this tastes like shit!’,”
he laughed.
“Ok, you two…save it for when we get back to Styx,” Valeriana chuckled.
“Though I will give Rousseau this…she raises a good point, Bain…”
“I have Kramer on the wireless,” Rourke said and brought everyone back to the
subject at hand.
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Valeriana didn’t mind the joking around, she believed that it helped build crew
unity and morale, so she didn’t mind it so long as things didn’t get out of hand.
“Thanks, Seamus,” she said and switched to the intership frequency. “Kramer,
Germana, how do you feel like heading back to Styx and letting Girlfriend know
that we found some locals?”
“Can do, Germana,” Captain Kramer Thompson of Brawny Lad replied. “Just
watch your ass down there, ok? I don’t want to come back and find you in a giant
pot being ogled by half naked weirdos wearing loincloths and with bones through
their noses.”
“Aww…it would be like a big hot tub!” Valeriana joked back.
Kramer…I’ll watch my ass…”

“Seriously,

“Good…we’ll head back to Styx and brief Girlfriend…how does the atmosphere
look?” Thompson asked.
“I’m going to have Ovide send you the results…it looks like its damned near
perfect,” Valeriana replied. “No trace of any contaminants or pollutants, so while
it’s like home, it’s better.”
“Good…we just got the telemetry,” Thompson said. “Mana…” he added after a
moment’s pause, his voice suddenly serious, “be careful down there…please. I
have a strange feeling about this place…nothing I can put my finger on.”
Valeriana nodded. “I will…and I do to…but I don’t think we’ll be in any danger
down there…it’s…I dunno.”
“Exactly…we don’t know,” Thompson told her. “Keep your powder dry and
your…um…well,” Valeriana could hear the smirk in his voice, “keep your powder
dry, ok?”
“Wilco,” Valeriana chuckled. “Run on home and let the boss know what’s going
down.”
Five minutes later, Maid of Olympia had launched the four Vipers that she
carried, and all five craft were now flying in formation about 100 kilometers from
the landing beacon. “Two-Bit, keep the flight out of sight, no sense spooking the
locals any more than we need to,” Valeriana said to the lead pilot of the four-ship
flight.
“Will do, Major,” Lieutenant Rafer Hoare, aka Two-Bit, replied.
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adventure!”
“Will do, Two-Bit!” Valeriana replied and banked Maid of Olympia and guided
her through the puffy white clouds that dotted the sky. “I think we’ll land near that
little transport,” she told the flight crew. “Once down, the four of us will head to
the settlement and the crew can hold the fort.”
Valeriana guided Maid of Olympia down to a thousand meters altitude and
eased back to 400 kilometers per hour. The inland country was stunning in its
beauty; it was a mix of tropical and evergreen flora, and the two gave the rain forest
a magical, otherworldly appearance. “We’re on a war footing, so make sure you
have your 5/7 and an M-22 from the arms locker,” she told the flight crew when
they were twenty kilometers from the landing site. “We don’t know the politics or
social views of these people…and I would never live it down if Kramer’s warning
had merit.”
“Yeah…it would be bad form to be eaten by primitive cannibals on the first day
of a war with genocidal robots,” Rourke quipped.
The landing field was a wide expanse of knee-high grass gently billowing in the
breeze that came off the ocean a kilometer away. Valeriana was satisfied that the
ground was firm enough to support Maid of Olympia once she checked how deep
the landing gear had pushed into the ground. “Ok, we’re good to go…let’s go on a
hike…” she said, and her voice trailed off as half a dozen half dressed people
walked into the clearing along the trail to the settlement.
The newcomers were all in their middle to late middle years, wore cut-off pants
that had seen better days…years earlier…and t-shirts or various parts of swimsuits.
Their hair was long, but clean and well kept; they certainly didn’t look like they
had just come from the make-up and hair stylist’s trailer, Valeriana thought as they
approached.
“Hi there!” Valeriana said when they met halfway across the field. To one side,
half obscured by overhanging palm trees and ground creepers, the little Traveller
class transport sat all alone.
“Yo! Like…wow! Visitors from the Colonies, man,” an older man who had his
long white hair tied in a ponytail and his neatly trimmed beard partially obscured
his neck. He wore cutoff jeans and a vest made from some type of tan leather and
to Valerian’s eyes, looked like a hippie gone native.
“I’m Major Germana Valeriana,” Valeriana introduced herself, “and this is my
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crew. Are you the only people here?”
“Oh, no, man…we’re just the ones that are up right now,” the man said. “I’m
Bob, that’s Alice, Joe, Mandy, Tawny, and Louie,” he said and pointed out his
companions. “What brings you all the way out here to paradise?” he asked.
“Genocidal robots,” Valeriana answered. “This is my crew; Seamus, George,
and Ovide,” she said and introduced everyone. “We weren’t aware that anyone
was living here…”
Bob smiled and nodded. “Yeah, that’s why we came out here about ten…no,
fifteen years ago,” he said casually. “We decided that things were just getting too
overbearing,” he explained. “You know how it was…everything seemed to be
politics or this group vs. that group, and we just had the shits of it, you know?”
“Yeah,” Rourke agreed. “Hasn’t gotten much better since then, either.”
“Exactly!” Alice exclaimed, a redhead who appeared to be in her mid-thirties
and was wearing a bikini swimsuit. “So, we pooled our money, sold everything,
and Bob knew someone who had a ship for sale, and we split. Every year or so we
go back to make sure that we’re still healthy and to stock up on stuff that we want
and can’t make or grow.”
“Amazing…” Rousseau said.
Cylons?”

“Aren’t you afraid of criminals or even the

Bob frowned, “No…not really. Do you know how many worlds are within sixty
light years of the Colonial Sphere?” he asked, the burned-out hippie attitude
replaced with something more…learned. “There’s more than a thousand, and those
are the ones we’ve discovered. Push it out a bit farther, say to the 100 or 200 light
year range, and those numbers become so high as to be able to hide in plain sight if
you wanted.”
“That’s impressive, Bob…” Valeriana said as they started walking back to the
settlement.
“I wasn’t always living the life of leisure!” Bob chuckled. “Bob Delany…once
Professor Robert Delany of the University of Delphi and holder of…” he started
counting on his fingers, “eight advanced degrees including three doctorates in
astrophysics, quantum theory, and quantum engineering.”
“Impressive,” Rosseau said and mirrored Valeriana’s thoughts exactly.
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“Alice, she taught mathematics, Tawny was into engineering, Joe and Mandy
were in chemistry, and Louie was our resident finance guru,” Bob explained as they
walked. “Now, we live life how we want, and sometimes the most difficult
decision is whether to have a pig roast or a seafood feast…” He looked over at
Valeriana and winked, “sometimes we just do both!”
The settlement wasn’t what she originally expected. Instead of some broken
down busses turned into campers and maybe some shacks, the settlement was built
and sculpted to blend in with the land and used earth to reinforce and insulate the
buildings. It looked like the homes had been pushed up from the soil and all had
been built using modern materials where needed, but most materials appeared
sourced from the surrounding area. “There’s a species of evergreen that grows here
that makes perfect building logs,” Bob explained. “Though for more details you’d
need to talk with Mike or Joanne…they’re the botanists among our merry crew.”
“I think I could learn to like it here,” Rourke whispered in Valeriana’s ear. “Half
naked women, no real day jobs, and oh yeah, no genocidal toasters.”
“I read you five by five on that,” Valeriana replied before her communicator
chirped. “Valeriana, what’s up Blaise?” she asked Chief Blaise Caldwell, the senior
enlisted person aboard Maid of Olympia.
“Major, Two-Bit just contacted us…he picked up over 100 jump signatures a few
moments ago,” Caldwell explained. “He said that he doesn’t think they’re Cylon,
but that they aren’t Colonial.”
“Tell Two-Bit to get low and lost in the ground clutter,” Valeriana told her. “If
they see us down here, they see us, but I would prefer that we keep Two-Bit and his
flight off the dradis for now.”
“Copy, Major,” Caldwell replied. “Ah…what’s the plan?”
Valeriana chuckled ironically. “I really don’t have one right now, so we’re sort
of playing it by ear.”
“Copy, Major,” Caldwell said. “So it’s SNAFU?”
“Yup,” Valeriana agreed. “Give me a minute or so, and I’ll be back on.”
“Copy,” Caldwell confirmed.
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“Ah, Bob, what would you say the odds are of more than 100 ships arriving
shortly after us, and that they probably aren’t Colonial or Cylon?” Valeriana asked
her host.
“Like, wow…” Bob said and stroked his beard. “I’d say you should probably
buy a Colonial Lottery ticket.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Valeriana told him. “Guys, we just had more than
a hundred bogies jump in and Girlfriend is due here in,” she looked at her watch,
“about an hour. We can do two things; nothing, or…”
“Or we can do something that gets us a big shiny medal…” Rourke finished,
then added, “…and sometimes a flag draped coffin.”
“Don’t be negative,” Valeriana told him. “If we do nothing, then we look like
we’re hiding, even though they have a lot of reasons for us to hide.”
“Ah, Major?” Bob said and poked into the conversation. “They’re going to find
us just like you found us, so you might want to wave hello.”
Valeriana nodded her agreement. “And I think they’re probably a lot bigger than
we are, so they’ll be more apt to see us sooner and from father away.”
“Ah…crap,” Bob swore and shook his head. “All good things must come to an
end,” he sighed. “We were going to invite you to a pig roast and beach party, the
booze we make is out of this world…and the…um…smokables…wow…” he rolled
his eyes. “But we can always find another couple pigs…and the veggies are just
waiting to be picked.”
“Are you sure? This *will* change everything if they aren’t Colonial…” Valeriana
asked. “…and if they are Cylon, well, you know…”
“Yeah…” Bob frowned. “But, hey, we had a good run and fifteen years of sun,
fun, and debauchery.”
“Ok…” Valeriana said and shook her head. Girlfriend should be here to make
these decisions…C’mon, cousin, decide to get here early, she said to herself before
keying her communicator and telling Caldwell to prep the ship for launch.
*+*+*+*+*
Approaching unknown planet, deep space, Earth Union Roc 101
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“Damn, that’s a beautiful sight!” Lieutenant Winfield Sky said as he gazed at the
beautiful blue-white planet his Roc was approaching.
“Sure, is,” the co-pilot, Lieutenant J.G. Darius Gilchrest agreed. “I’m glad we
won the draw to be one of the crews to head down.”
“You can say that again,” Sky replied. “Our friends from Libertatem seem to be
holding their own.”
“Yeah…” Gilchrest reluctantly agreed. “Still not comfortable with them flying
off our wing.”
“We need to get comfortable with it,” Sky told him. “They’ve been with Admiral
Salls since the exodus, and if he and the others say they’re squared away and ‘good
people’, then I’ll give them the benefit of the doubt.”
“I guess…” Gilchrest said, not sounding convinced.
“Whiskey, Fencer, did you just get a ping on your dradis?” Lieutenant Francis
Heilman, aka Fencer, asked over the wireless. Her voice sent a tingle up Sky’s
back…but then again, any woman with an El Doradan accent did that to him. Add
to the fact that Fencer was, in Gilcrest’s words, smoking hot, and the mental image
plus the accent, made him squirm a little.
“Fencer, Whiskey, Ah…not that we saw…Omar is reviewing the recordings…
wait one…” Sky said and looked over to where Gilchrest, aka Omar, was reviewing
the dradis recording.
“Damnit!” Gilchrest swore. “They beat us to it,” he said, disappointed. “Yeah,
we have something faint…telemetry says it was climbing through 80 kilometers
altitude when it got the hit.”
“Fencer, Whiskey, we have a confirmation on the dradis hit…Omar told me to
tell you, ‘bravo zulu’! on catching it,” Sky said and smirked at his co-pilot’s frown.
“Let’s keep going…we’re either going to find it or it’ll find us…”
“You are such a suck-up,” Gilchrest shook his head. “Why not just ask her out
or something…”
“Or something,” Fencer said over the wireless. “You really need to practice your
wireless discipline, Omar…never know who might be listening.”
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“Frak me,” Gilchrest swore. “Just frak me…”
“Consider yourself asked, Fencer,” Sky asked.
“Consider it accepted,” Fencer replied, and Sky couldn’t keep the smile off his
face.
“Dradis contact!” Gilchrest announced. “Range 5000, climbing though 120
kilometers. She must have picked up some ionization which spoofed the dradis.”
“Copy,” Sky said, suddenly serious. “Shit…look at that thing accelerate!”
“We’ve been pinged,” Gilchrest said and tried to slew one of the optic sensors to
the bogie so they could get a visual.
“Weapons hold, Fencer,” Sky stated over the wireless. “We don’t know who
they are.”
“No, we sure don’t…” Gilchrest replied. “Their dradis signature isn’t in the
warbook and their design doesn’t match anything on record. Wait one…” he said
and hit directed the dradis to interrogate the bogie’s IFF and transponder. “Ah,
Piper,” he asked and used Fencer’s co-pilot’s call sign, “are you getting the same IFF
and transponder response I am?”
Another female voice, similar to Fencer’s but having a more primal tone, replied,
“Copy, Omar…I’m seeing it declare that it’s a Colonial Argo class gunship…”
*+*+*+*+*
“I hope they use common wireless frequencies,” Major Germana Valeriana
muttered as she watched the dradis show the two unknown small craft approach.
“Attention small craft approaching the planet, this is Colonial gunship Maid of
Olympia, please identify yourself,” she announced on the Guard frequency and
prayed that if they were human, they had some connection to Kobol and the
common frequencies that had been in use since before the exodus. “Attention
small craft approaching the planet, this is Colonial gunship Maid of Olympia,
please identify yourself.”
“Like we’re really in any shape to make them if they don’t…” Captain Seamus
Rourke muttered.
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“Think positively, Seamus…as Bob would probably say, ‘no negative vibes,
man…no negative vibes!’,” Valeriana chuckled.
“Attention Colonial gunship Maid of Olympia,” a masculine voice replied over
the wireless. “This is Earth Union Roc 101, call sign Whiskey, flying from the
battlestar Dido… I must admit that I’m at a loss for words…we’ve come a long way
to meet you.”
“Meet little ‘ol me?” Valeriana quipped without thinking. “You do a girl’s ego
good, Whiskey,” she chuckled. “I must admit that our protocols for meeting
someone not of the Colonies is a bit lacking. What are your intentions?”
“That depends, Maid,” Whiskey replied. “My current orders are to survey the
planet and verify that it will support human life and report back to my superiors.
Long term,” his voice lost some of the upbeat tone it held a moment earlier, “long
term we hope to find a home in the Colonies. It’s a long story, but we’ve traveled a
long way to get here and meet you…wait one, please…”
“This has been a hell of a day…” Valeriana said to no one in particular.
“Killer robots, a misjump to the middle of nowhere…with Cylons, hippies in
paradise, and now the lost tribe of Kobol…” Rourke mused. “I wonder what will
be next?”
“Don’t ask…” Valeriana scolded him. “I’m content with things as they are…”
“Ah, Maid, Whiskey,” Whiskey said over the wireless. “My boss is interested in
meeting you; is there any chance I could convince you to follow me back to Dido?”
“What do you guys think? I’ll put it to a vote because we’ll be walking into this
blind with no idea of their past or motivations,” Valeriana asked the flight deck
crew.
“I’m in,” Captain Ovide Rousseau said. “They could have shot first…”
“I agree,” Captain George Bain added.
contact…”

“This is a chance to make first

Valeriana looked at where Rourke sat to her right. “Seamus?”
Slowly, Rourke nodded. “Yeah…If we don’t, I think it would reflect poorly on
us.”
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“Ok…” Valeriana said before keying the wireless. “Whiskey, Maid, we accept
your invitation. In the meantime, I can confirm that the planet will support human
life, but I must ask that you withhold landing until we do our meet and greet. If
your superiors can agree to that, then we’re good to go.”
“Copy on that, Maid,” Whiskey replied. “I’ve been told by the command
element that they will hold in place once achieving a geosynchronous orbit.”
“Excellent…thank you,” Valeriana said and looked at her flight crew. “Ready to
meet some legends?”
*+*+*+*+*
“This should be fun,” Captain Seamus Rourke said as the two Rocs led them
towards the Earth Union fleet, something that until minutes earlier had been
nothing more than a legend.
“Glad you shaved today?” Major Germana Valeriana, Maid of Olympia’s pilot
and commander, asked.
“I shave every day,” the co-pilot replied. “Do you?” he asked reflexively.
Valeriana looked at him, winked, and smirked. “But of course…”
Rourke appeared to be trying to keep a neutral look on his face. “Well…ah…
good…then we’re good to go, aren’t we then?”
“We are…” Valeriana said and decided to let him off the hook. Knowing wasn’t
the same as *knowing*, and while she joked and had fun with the crew, that wasn’t
a line she was willing to cross. “Now those…those are works of art…” she said a
moment later as Dido, Aegea, and Aura came into view sailing in formation.
“One thing is for sure,” Rourke said a few moments later, “the look like they can
punch way above their weight class. One on one, I’m not sure that we have
anything that’s in their size range that would match them, though Rampage might
hold her own for a bit.”
“Yeah…” Valeriana said as she watched the grey-white hulls belonging to Aegea
and Aura pass by and banked Maid to follow the Rocs to Dido’s portside top flight
deck. She carefully followed the directions that the Landing Signals Officer gave
her as she eased the gunship into the cavernous enclosed flight deck. “So far,” she
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said after watching a vacuum suited ground controller direct her to a landing spot
near a mobile umbilical, “it looks almost like one of ours.”
“We’ll find out in a few minutes,” Rousseau said, her station already locked and
safed to prevent any emissions from harming unshielded personnel.
Five minutes later, Valeriana stood in the umbilical and stared at the hatch.
Flight control had told her how to operate the controls and as she studied the
panel, she saw that it was similar enough to Colonial standards that she didn’t need
the explanation. She reached out with a gloved hand and pressed the button to
open the armored hatch and then stepped through when it slid open. Thirty
seconds after the external hatch slid closed, the telltale turned green and the inner
hatch slid open.
Valeriana hesitated a moment before removing her helmet and cradling it with
her left arm. The hatch, now opened, revealed a reception lounge with several
khaki uniformed personnel waiting along with a squad of Marines kitted out in full
battle-rattle.
“Major Germana Valeriana from the Colonial gunship Maid of
Olympus; permission to come aboard?” she asked.
The four khaki uniformed officers, one young woman and a male, both
appeared to be about her age, and two other males, one perhaps in his late 50s or
early 60s and one who looked like he was in his early 40s, regarded her for a
moment before the woman spoke. “Permission granted; welcome to the Earth
Union battlestar Dido, I am Commodore Lassile Radetzky, her commander. Next to
me,” she gestured at the male who looked about her age as Valeriana stepped onto
the deck, “is Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett. Next to him,” the oldest looking of the
four, “is Admiral Gregory Salls, and finally, Commander John Elder.”
“Thank you,” Valeriana said and waited for her flight crew to step into the
lounge. “I am Major Germana Valeriana, this is Captain Seamus Rourke, Captain
George Bain, and Captain Ovide Rousseau.” She took two more steps and offered
her hand to Radetzky. “I’m winging this, Commodore, there’s nothing in the regs
that deals with meeting a foreign civilization. I think the politicians wanted that job
for themselves.”
Radetzky offered a warm smile as she shook Valeriana’s offered hand. “So are
we, Major…and we are glad to have found you.”
Valeriana studied the woman who shook her hand. Radetzky had the bearing of
a seasoned professional officer, especially one that commanded a battlestar, and
the man next to her, Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett, who looked the same age, shared
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that bearing, but both of them looked far too young for their ranks. “You’ve added
another surprise to a day full of surprises,” she said and shook Bartlett’s hand before
moving to the oldest looking of the four.
“Even though you wear the uniform, Major,” Admiral Gregory Salls said as he
shook her hand, “you have the restraint of a diplomat,” he smiled to make what
would probably be an insult to someone in uniform into a compliment. “I can see
you have a lot of questions…”
“Thank you, Admiral,” Valeriana agreed.
too…”

“And I do have a lot of questions,

“In time, Major…there’s a lot of storytelling that is going to need to be done to
explain everything,” Salls explained.
“I’m looking forward to it,” Valeriana told him and offered her hand to
Commander Elder.
Elder took her hand and offered the slightest of head bows. “Very pleased to
meet you, Major,” he said in an accent that could have come straight from
Canceron. “I…”
Whatever Elder was going to say was cut off by the klaxon. An announcement
followed a moment later, “Action Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition One
throughout the ship!”
Radetzky frowned and walked to the wall where a handset hung next to a
display and keypad. “What’s going on, Mac?” she asked.
*+*+*+*+*
Commodore Lassile Miroslava Radetzky pursed her lips and felt her jaw muscles
clench as soon as the klaxon sounded. She held the handset to her ear and waited
for the answer to her question.
“A single bogie just jumped in, approximately 50,000 kilometers from us and is
CBDR to the planet,” Colonel Macgregor Blake replied.
“Ok…has it made any attempt to communicate?” Radetzky asked.
“No…nothing yet…Lass, she’s big…well over twice our size, probably half
again bigger than Desponia…” Blake told her.
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“Damn…ok…patch me through on the wireless and I’ll handle it from down
here…we might have one of her missing chicks…” Radetzky said and a moment
later heard two beeps indicating that she was now conferenced in on the wireless.
“Attention ship that just jumped in near our position and is CBDR to the planet, this
is the Earth Union battlestar Dido, please identify yourself.”
The reply was almost instantaneous and wasn’t what Radetzky expected. “This
is the Colonial battlestar Styx, you are in territory administered by the Twelve
Colonies of Kobol, please state the nature of your visit; you have entered war zone
and we do not wish any friendly fire incidents.”
Radetzky cocked her head and mustered her thoughts. “Styx, this is Dido
Actual, our intentions are friendly and peaceful, we do not wish, nor do we seek, to
initiate any aggressive actions. We would, however, like to open diplomatic talks
with the Colonies.”
“Commodore?” Major Valeriana asked, “that’s my ship and I know Commander
Varinia quite well. Might I suggest that we move the discussion to the planet
below? We encountered some expatriate Colonials down there who have invited
us to a…um…pig roast. I’ve always found that it’s easier to talk to someone face to
face than it is over a wireless…especially when something important is about to go
down.”
“I do believe that Admiral Salls was right about you, Major; you’re part
diplomat,” Radetzky smirked. “I think that it might help calm the waters if you
talked with Commander Varinia and I’ll square this with the Admirals,” she added
and handed the handset to Valeriana.
“I like how you think, Commodore,” Valeriana agreed and took the handset.
“Styx Actual, Maid of Olympia Actual,” she said confidently.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbit of You’re Not Wanted Here, Colonial
battlestar Styx, BS-79
Commander Tatiana Varinia looked across the plotting table at Colonel Decker
Cole and flashed a ‘what the frak?’ look to her XO. “Maid, Styx, what’s going on
over there, Germana?” she asked.
“We made contact with some expats on the surface and then everyone up here
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showed up and we figured that it would be best to come up and meet them,”
Valeriana explained. “We’ve been invited to a pig roast groundside and I’ve
extended the invitation to Commodore Radetzky and her people. It might be
best…”
“I hear you, Germana,” Varinia told her cousin. “It puts us both on essentially
neutral ground. Given the disparity of forces, I think it’s a good idea if they agree.
Perhaps six to ten people from each side, including you?”
“Wait one, Commander, and I’ll confirm,” Valeriana said and Varinia shook her
head.
“How are we going to handle this, DC? We’re in the middle of a war, we aren’t
diplomats, and there’s a hell of a lot of firepower out there, not to mention what
looks like civilian shipping,” Varinia asked.
DC chuckled. “Delicately,” he replied. “Though, I do like Germana’s idea; we
get a couple of us and a couple of them down on the surface, we break bread,
trade some war stories, and see how much common ground we have and whether
we can build bridges over the areas where there isn’t any.”
“Styx, Maid,” Valeriana’s voice came over the handset’s speaker. “Commodore
Radetzky says it is a go,” she explained. “She would like to confirm that the six to
ten people are not inclusive of transport crews or a security element.”
“That was my thinking as well,” Varinia said.
hour?”

“Shall we plan to meet in an

“I think that would work well,” Valeriana agreed. “We will leave ahead of time
so I can let Bob, Alice, and the rest know that a few more mouths are going to be
crashing their gathering.”
“I trust you cousin…let’s make this a success…we need some good news,”
Varinia told her and then after confirming the location, signed off.
“Other than you, who do you want to go?” DC asked.
“That is a very good question,” Varinia stated. “I think Tudor, he’s a history buff
and I’ve heard him talk more than once about the Earth legends, and I’d like to take
Mole as well…he’ll help us get a good idea where they stand in the way of
technology. That leaves a couple slots…I realize this will leave you without most of
the prime watch, but I think I’ll take Contino, Farage, and Grace…Contino and
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Farage because they’re observant and have good judgment, and Grace because I’ve
seen her key in on body language and voice inflections and pull meaning from
them that I completely missed.”
“Ok…I think it’s a good crew. Plus, you’ll have Germana and her crew down
there, so all I’m going to say is be safe and good luck, ok?” DC told her and met her
gaze.
“Don’t worry, I will,” Varinia told him. “We need to make sure we keep things
friendly because we aren’t going anywhere until we get the FTL drive squared
away.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, You’re Not Wanted Here, Earth Union Roc 101
“I must say,” Commodore Lassile Radetzky chuckled, “you take us to the most
unusual places, Whiskey.”
“I try, Commodore,” Lieutenant Winfield Sky replied as he guided the Roc
through the puffy white clouds that had formed off the coast of the cove where they
were going. “This place is absolutely gorgeous,” he added.
“You can say that again,” Radetzky said from where she held the pilot’s and
copilot’s seats and peered through the windscreen. “What was your take on the
Colonial crew when you encountered them earlier?”
“Professional,” Sky told her. “Though, Valeriana had a bit of a mischievous
streak in her when we first spoke. I also thought they were rather trusting, until I
got a good look at what they were flying. We saw it was fast, but we didn’t realize
just how well armed it was until we got closer and were flying formation with
them. It had a dorsal VLS for offensive missiles as well as half a dozen defensive
missile clusters…and half a dozen retractable turrets…that we saw. As one pilot to
another, Commodore,” he said and turned to face her, “I don’t want to tangle with
it. It epitomizes ‘form follows function’, and I’m sure there are weapons that we
didn’t see. She could have crippled Dido by blasting her way out of the flight pod
if we weren’t on the up and up.”
“That’s a good point…” Radetzky nodded her head in agreement. “See if you
can talk with them…nothing pushy, but I want your take on their personalities,
attitudes, concerns, the usual stuff.”
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“Will do, Commodore. I figured you’d want us to do something like that,” Sky
replied.
“Good…” Radetzky said and directed her gaze toward the approaching
landmass. “I never thought I’d see so much green again…”
“I never had any doubts,” Sky told her and gently eased back on the throttles to
lower the Roc’s approach velocity.
“We’ll probably be here for a few days, but don’t spread it around,” Radetzky
told the flight crew. “I think we have a lot of people who might like to get some
fresh air.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Now those are some sharp looking planes,” Commander Titiana Varinia said as
the two Rocs passed over the landing field, turned, and then flared as their landing
gear extended, and gently settled to the ground.
“I got the impression that they were good people,” Major Germana Valeriana
told her cousin. “But…when you meet them…well…some of them look really
young for their rank.”
“Oh?” Varinia asked. “How so? They could be like Sera and be fast movers.”
“No…not like this,” Valeriana countered skeptically. “Commodore Radetzky
and Admiral Kirkwood looked my age, and I got the impression that they
commanded half the tonnage out there.”
“Interesting,” Varinia said and looked around at the other members of her crew
who had come down in the Phoenix that was spotted next to Maid of Olympia.
“Game time,” she added after the first Roc lowered its rear ramp and a squad of
Marines setup a perimeter. Once the perimeter had been established, the second
Roc’s ramp was lowered and she got her first look at representatives from a foreign
human civilization…and one that until very recently, she had viewed as a legend.
Rather than wait for the Earth Union party to walk all the way to her, Varinia
started walking toward them and saw that her team was following, though other
than Valeriana, the rest of Maid of Olympia’s crew remained behind. A smile
spread across her face as she watched three small black and tan dogs romp through
the grasses that grew above her ankles; anyone that had dogs, especially ones that
looked like Virgon Terriers, just had to be good people.
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Ten people were in the Earth Union party; five women and five men. That
seemed promising, Varinia thought as they approached each other; it didn’t give the
appearance of either a patriarchy or matriarchy, though first appearances could be
deceiving. Of the ten, four matched the description that Valeriana had given to her
of the ‘young looking ones’, while the others appeared to be her own age or older.
“Welcome to You’re Not Wanted Here,” Varinia couldn’t help but smirking at the
planet’s name when she said it. For such a momentous event to be happening on a
planet with that name, she was sure that it would be something that would annoy
historians for years to come. Assuming, that is, that they survived long enough to
need historians. “That’s the planet’s name, not any sentiment,” she added when she
saw the reactions on the faces of the guests.
“Well, that’s better than ‘Get The Frak Off My Planet,” a blonde about Varina’s
cousin’s age replied good naturedly. “I’m Commodore Lassile Radetzky of the Earth
Union battlestar Dido,” she said by way of introduction.
“Commander Titiana Varinia of the Colonial battlestar Styx,” Varinia replied and
offered her hand. “It isn’t every day that you get to shake hands with a legend.”
“Legend?” Radetzky asked and arched an eyebrow as she shook Varinia’s hand.
“All we have are legends of the 13th Tribe that settled Earth,” Varinia explained.
“I checked our history files before coming down and there hasn’t been any record
of contact, well, official record, since before we left Kobol. But…things were
chaotic back then and things might have been lost or overlooked. I’m glad you’re
here now.”
“As are we, Commander,” Radetzky replied. “Allow me to introduce the rest of
my group,” she said and quickly introduced Rear Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett, Rear
Admiral Harley Fletcher, and Captain Mercy Dale, who had been with her group
until earlier in the day. Then she introduced Admiral Gregory Salls, Chief of Fleet
Operations, Commander John Elder, Commander Raisa Lafayette, Her Grace, AnneMarie Lafayette, Duchess of Troubadour March, Primrose LaFontaine, and Sigmund
Donegal.
Varinia could see what Valeriana meant when she said that Radetzky and
Bartlett, and now Fletcher and Dale, looked exceptionally young for their rank. “I
am pleased to meet all of you,” she said after shaking their hands. “I brought
several of my department heads; Major Erland Moller, Captain Dylan Tudor,
Captain Rafaella Contino, Captain Grantly Farage, and Specialist Ophelia Grace,
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and you already met Major Germana Valeriana.”
“When we get to the settlement, I’ll be able to introduce you to our hosts,”
Valeriana quickly added.
*+*+*+*+*
The settlement was something that Commodore Lassile Radetzky never expected
to see, and the expatriates who lived there were a rather unique group that
certainly lived by their own rules.
First contact, likewise, wasn’t what she
expected.
In her mind, she visualized the Earth Union meeting Colonial
representatives in deep space, or maybe in a planetary system, either aboard a
station or Colonial ship, and the entire process being very formal and almost
scripted.
This, Radetzky shook her head, was about the last thing she expected. She was
sitting on a hand made rocking chair, drinking water so clear, cold, and crisp that it
was like it came right from a high mountain spring, and all of what she saw sharing
space with the amazing aroma of a tropical pig roast with all the extras. It was
almost as if the gods had put reality on pause and dropped them into paradise for a
few hours.
“Penny for your thoughts?” Commander Titiana Varinia asked as she sat in the
rocker next to Radetzky.
“It’s a bit overwhelming,” Radetzky answered and looked at the sky above. “For
five years we had a deck above us, or if we could make it to one of the ships that
had a dome, a dome and some semblance of being outdoors, but we still knew that
we were in deep space and just beyond whatever was protecting us was an
environment that wouldn’t hesitate to kill us.”
“I’ve spent a lot of my life in space, but I always knew that it was temporary,”
Varinia said. “I can’t imagine what you went through.”
“Tell me about the Colonies,” Radetzky asked and tried to steer the conversation
to something that was forward, rather than backward, looking.
“I can tell you what they were like before today,” Varinia replied and told her
about growing up on Tauron, the stereotypes that seemed to follow Taurons even in
the supposed ‘enlightened’ Colonial culture, and how she went to the Academy to
try and get away from it all. “What really has me curious, though, is how you,
Admiral Bartlett, Admiral Fletcher, and Captain Dale look younger than I am…”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2573

“We met Admiral Salls’ group earlier today and they had the same question…”
Radetzky chuckled. “Sit back, because this is something that is a medical game
changer…” she said and explained the story behind 269-R. “And after five years of
seeing it in action and the test data, it works as advertised.”
“Amazing,” Varinia said and sat back. “That would have changed medicine in
the Colonies,” she added sadly.
“It still might; you don’t know what’s happened until you get back, Titiana,”
Radetzky offered consolingly.
“I know…” Varinia replied sadly after a moment. “Deep down, here,” she
pointed at her heart, “I know that when we get back, they’re going to have a plan
and given time we’ll defeat the Cylons like we did before. I just wish I had better
news for you and your people.”
“Adversity brings people together,” Radetzky told her. “It makes things that were
impossible the day before, suddenly become possible,” she offered with a smile.
“Things will be difficult, but I have faith in the human spirit.”
“You sound like someone I went to school with,” Varinia told Radetzky.
“Oh? I hope that’s a good thing…” Radetzky said.
“It is…she was like a big sister to me at the Academy and when she gets back
from her expedition, I know she’ll be in the thick of things,” Varinia explained.
“She came from a life of privilege that even the most outlandish vid couldn’t
adequately portray, and yet she was the most down to earth, hardworking,
committed person I’ve ever met.
She saw the potential in everything and
everyone.”
“She sounds like someone I’d like to meet,” Radetzky replied. “And now, I see
that the bread has been broken and that everyone seems to be antsy to get down to
business.”
“Let’s do this…” Varinia said. “Our path forward must be one of friendship…”
“I completely agree,” Radetzky told her.
*+*+*+*+*
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Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbit of You’re Not Wanted Here, Colonial
battlestar Styx, BS-79
“Were you successful?” Colonel Decker Cole asked as Commander Titiana
Varinia slumped down into the comfortable overstuffed leather chair in her
quarters’ living area. A moment later she kicked off her boots and put her feet on
the Ottoman and let out a long sigh.
“I am so frakking stuffed!” Varinia moaned. “Gods damn, those people can
cook!” she chuckled. “And yes, DC, I brought you a doggie bag…”
“Well…that makes everything great!” DC said and peeled back the wrapping on
the large container that sat on the table before inhaling the mouthwatering aroma.
“So?” he prodded.
“I like them,” Varinia replied. “I really like them. They’re two groups, actually,
that met earlier today. One of the officers, Admiral Salls, gave the order…he called
it Emergency War Order Precipice…that directed all ships to evacuate the Union
and make for the Colonies. There’s a possibility that some of the refugees arrived
shortly after we settled the Colonies, or at any time since then.”
“Wow…that’s a hell of a thing to have to do,” DC admitted. “What were the
others like?”
Varinia spent twenty minutes telling DC all about the people she met. “Admiral
Salls told me about something they have in captivity…” She paused and met DC’s
gaze.
“Decker,” she began, “What happened today, back home, changed
everything. I trust you…hell, you are among a handful of people that I trust
implicitly and without reservation…”
“What is it, Ana?” DC asked seriously and slid to the edge of his seat.
“Before she left, Sera forwarded our names to Admiral Deguya and Admiral
Vought for what they said was ‘enhanced vetting’.
In short, they dug into
everything about us; who we knew, our families, what we’ve done, what we do for
fun, everything,” Varinia explained. “Remember when I left suddenly yesterday?”
“Yes…” DC answered hesitantly.
“I was given an updated briefing about what they thought was going to happen
when the Cylons attacked,” Varinia told him. “And I was also told about the
civilization that the Cylons had destroyed earlier this week and how a certain…
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group within that civilization was responsible for the genocide committed against
the Earth Union.” Over the next half hour, she fully briefed DC on what she had
been briefed on and how all the pieces fit together.
“So, these…Equals…were responsible for what happened to Earth, likely what
caused us to abandon Kobol, the first Cylon uprising, and the attack by the Cylons
on their own people?” DC asked rhetorically and frowned while shaking his head
after Varinia nodded. “And our new friends have one of the masterminds of what
happened to them?”
“Yep…in a nutshell, they know the who, the how, and have an idea on the why,
but aren’t 100% certain,” Varinia explained.
“Are you going tell them what you know?” DC asked directly.
“I am,” Varinia answered. “Tomorrow, after we’ve had a chance to digest what
we learned today.”
“Good…keeping secrets isn’t a good way of building friendships,” DC told her.
“I had an interesting talk with…I guess you could say she’s my counterpart,
Commodore Lassile Radetzky,” Varinia said and stretched. “Did you know that they
developed a drug that will essentially boost your immune system, so you are highly
disease resistant and in doing so, it also kick starts your body’s natural healing
processes…that also heals the damage caused by aging?”
“No…” DC said. “But I think I’d like to know more…”
“Radetzky’s direct superior, Rear Admiral Bartlett, was in his late 50s or early
60s, and looked younger than you or me…” Varinia teased.
“Well…I can see where that would come in handy…” DC replied. “Being in
the prime of life…that’s got a lot going for it.”
“Sure does…” Varinia said and closed her eyes. “But…that’s for tomorrow.
Now, I’m going to let everything settle and slosh around my mind and get some
sleep.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbit of You’re Not Wanted Here, Earth Union
battlestar Dido
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“I’m looking forward to seeing what a Colonial battlestar looks like…from the
inside,” Commodore Lassile Radetzky said as she walked with Admiral Kirkwood
Bartlett to the hangar bay.
“So am I…” Bartlett agreed. “From what I’ve seen, Styx is a beast and while
Desponia might have an edge in 2m guns, the overall package is what matters and
the Colonials have it.”
“I was talking with Whiskey earlier and he said that the normal compliment of
just fighters was 320, with a wartime load of up to 640…and that doesn’t count any
of the other small craft that she carries or the gunships,” Radetzky told him. “And,
with their experience and operational training, he said that what he saw, they were
very, very good.”
“Well, let’s hope that we fly off each other’s wings…” Kirkwood stated, and
Radetzky nodded her agreement.
*+*+*+*+*
“Damn…and you said they had how many in their fleet?” Bartlett asked as he
peered through the Roc’s windscreen at Styx as they approached the massive
battlestar.
Radetzky laughed nervously, “The numbers she hinted at were…well, pre-attack
she hinted that they had well north of 800 battlestars…”
Bartlett stopped and stared open mouthed at Radetzky. “Eight…hundred?” he
asked.
“More than that…along with associated escorts and support craft,” Radetzky
told him. “Remember, forty years ago they ended a 12-year war for survival and
was never really resolved…it ended in an armistice. If we had fought a 12-year
long war against the drones and then it ended in an armistice, do you think we
would have devoted more to the defense budget than we have been?”
“That’s a good point,” Bartlett conceded. “Still…the thought that so much was
lost in less than a day…that’s…”
“Frightening,” Radetzky finished for him.
“You took the word right out of my mouth,” Bartlett told her.
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*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbit of You’re Not Wanted Here, Earth Union Roc
303
“What are your gut feelings?” Admiral Gregory Salls asked the five people who
shared the Roc’s passenger cabin.
“What? Why are you all suddenly looking at me?” Commander John Elder
asked as five heads stared at him.
“Because you generally see things we overlook,” Primrose LaFontaine told him
to chuckles from the others.
“Ok…gut feelings…” Elder began and pursed his lips. “I trust them…I had a
chance to speak with the junior officers and flight crew that Commander Varinia
brought and I learned a couple things.” He paused, then extended one finger,
“Varinia runs a tight, but casual ship. Unlike most senior or flag officers, she
doesn’t mind if the crew call her by her callsign from when she flew, Girlfriend, so
long as it is respectful. Second, she’s a fast mover and has a couple friends who are
fast movers, including one who, if I heard it correct, owns her battlestar.”
“What?” Her Grace, Anne-Marie Lafayette, Duchess of Troubadour March asked.
“How could someone afford it, let alone it being legal?”
“Her father can afford it, and more, if the stories I heard are true, and she is very,
very politically connected…as in she’s in line for the Imperial throne of her
homeworld,” Elder explained. “And…every single one of them said that she earned
her rank. Third, the respect seemed to go up as well as down the chain of
command. They respect Varinia and she respects them.”
“Back to this person who owns their own battlestar…” Salls asked. “How does
that fit within their chain of command?”
“I dunno,” Elder said, “other than it is flying under both the Colonial ensign as
well as her homeworld’s.”
“I had to fight just to get a horse,” Commander Raisa Lafayette chuckled and
looked at her mother.
“We had to make sure you really wanted one,” Anne-Marie replied. “What else

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2578
did you pick up, Jack?”
“Fourth,” Elder started again, “I didn’t sense any sort of evasion in them. They
were telling things as they knew them, as they believed them, and weren’t working
off a script.”
“Well, let’s hope your gut is right,” Sig Donegal, the head of Greenbriar Mining’s
assets within the fleet and the unofficial leader of the other miners as well. “Looks
like we’re about to land.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbit of You’re Not Wanted Here, Colonial
battlestar Styx, BS-79
Commander Titiana Varinia had an honor guard and a bo’sun present to pipe
aboard the visiting representatives and introduced them, again, to her command
team, this time including Colonel Decker Cole. “I think I’ll address the elephant in
the room,” Varinia arched her eyebrows as she said it to make it more
conversational, “before we start the meat of why we’re here, would you like a tour
of Styx?”
“I’m extremely interested,” Commodore Lassile Radetzky replied. “And I’d like
to extend an invitation to tour Dido.”
“I won’t say no to that!” Varinia replied and after the rest of the Earth Union
group agreed, she took them on walking tour that lasted a good hour and ended at
the briefing room adjacent to her quarters and down the passage from the CIC.
Once the initial comments were completed, Varinia looked at the ten members
of the Earth Union seated at the table and then to the five members of her own
crew; DC had returned to the CIC once the initial introductions had been made.
“This is where we build upon the foundation that we laid yesterday,” she began,
“and before we go much further along, I need to relate a briefing that I had a few
days ago. For my crew, unless I tell you otherwise, or Admirals Deguya, Vought, or
Chase, the Empress of Virgon, or His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield
do, you are not to discuss this with anyone not in this room and should consider
yourselves bound by the Official Secrets Act.
“For my new friends, I ask that you hold this in confidence and that you only
discuss it with those who have a need to know,” she asked.
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“We will honor your request, Commander,” Admiral Gregory Salls replied for
the Earth Union.
“Thank you, Admiral,” Varinia told him. “To understand this fully, we need to
discuss a little bit of Colonial history…” she began and over the next forty-five
minutes explained the original fears held by Admirals Deguya and Vought, and then
how those fears were transformed by what Admiral Chase learned, and finally what
the four visitors from the Communion revealed. She paid close attention to the
Earth Union members when she presented the information that Admiral Galva’s
group brought to Charles Chase; not just that the Equals were responsible for what
happened in the Earth Union, but how the Equals were behind the Cylon Uprising
52 years earlier and the planned genocide of the Communion.
“Thank you for your candor, Commander,” Admiral Salls said somberly after
Varinia finished telling what she knew. “It confirms that we were right to trust you.”
Varinia let out the breath she had been holding ever since Salls started talking.
“We were able to capture and interrogate one of these Equals that you mentioned,
and were aware that they all looked alike, but we were not aware that they could
slip a personality over an existing one. It is something that we will need to deal
with and do it soon.”
Salls looked at the other nine people in his party before he continued, “Hearing
that the Communion was, or has been, treated to the same violence that we were,
initially caused me to shrug my shoulders and say, paybacks, but as you continued
your briefing, Commander, I realized that was a childish and immature reaction…
for two reasons. First, it’s been two thousand years, and if our captive was right, the
only people who would be alive today would be those who caused our civilization
to fall. Second, the people of the Communion, today, were us five years ago by our
reckoning. They were innocent, and while the reflex action is to turn our backs on
them and perhaps even cheer the Cylons’ destruction, we shouldn’t…we can’t.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” Admiral Harley Fletcher said. “I watched El Dorado get
destroyed and saw people that I might have rubbed shoulders with a day earlier
suddenly have a 1000-meter stare because of the atrocity they witnessed. It is easy
to point at a group and scapegoat them for the crimes of a few,” he stated and
paused. “It would have been easy for us to blame all the Erisian supporters for the
crimes of a few, those who descended into depravity and terror, but then I would
think of my nephew and I knew that he was a good man, an honorable man, and
that the differences we had weren’t such that he would resort to terrorism or other
heinous acts. So, I couldn’t, wouldn’t, condemn him for the crimes of those who
claimed common cause.
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“As I sat here listening to your briefing, Commander,” Fletcher nodded to
Varinia, “I saw myself five years ago. We at least knew that we were in a conflict
with someone who held a different ideology, but these people of the Communion…
they had no clue that something was wrong until the first missiles rained down
upon them. In a way,” he looked thoughtful to Varinia’s eye, “we all share a kinship
of shared loss and I hope that should we ever meet them, as we’ve met you, that we
can use our shared tragedies and forge a better, stronger, lasting friendship.”
“So say we all,” Commander John Elder replied a moment before everyone
repeated the ancient affirmation.
Varinia nodded and said a silent prayer of thanks that everything had gone well.
A variety of subjects were covered over the next hour and finally Radetzky asked
the question she had been waiting for.
“What happened that you’re all the way out here, and without an escort group?”
Radetzky asked when the discussion seemed to hit a lull.
“The short answer is that we were crash sailing and preparing to jump to a rally
point when an incredible sequence of events took place; we had just spun up our
FTL drive and just as we were preparing to jump, almost simultaneously my
navigator tells me, a Cylon nuke hit the anchorage. That caused, she called it
‘jitter’, and we misjumped almost 200 light years and well beyond the Red Line.”
“Amazing,” Captain Mercy Dale interjected. “I’ve read the theory on how it
happens, even read a report on a ship that misjumped about three hundred years
ago and was found by a survey team 250 years later. The ship managed to find a
habitable planet but didn’t have the fuel to return home and so the crew did what
they could to settle the world. Out of the original 220 crew, they found a relatively
stable population of about 300.”
“As nice as the planet below is, I don’t think I want to setup shop down there
just yet,” Varinia chuckled. “However, we do need to inspect the FTL drive and
perform some maintenance to bring it back into tune.”
“Could we help?” Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett offered. “Eiar was designed to
perform just about anything short of building a ship from scratch, though with time,
she probably could.”
“Admiral, I would be most grateful for your, and their, help,” Varinia replied,
glad that they were moving forward with useful cooperation.
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*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbit of You’re Not Wanted Here, Earth Union Roc
501
“You’re deep in thought, Mercy, and look like you’re far, far away,” Admiral
Harley Fletcher said to the woman who shared the personnel cabin with him.
“I was deep in thought, Harley,” Captain Mercy Dale replied and met Fletcher’s
gaze. “We’re so close to the finish line, and yet with a few words the destination
has become something quite different from what we hoped for.”
Fletcher moved so he was sitting next to her and put his arm around her
shoulders. He felt her lean into the hug and rest her head against his shoulder. For
a moment, he closed his eyes and remembered the first time they had sat like this
in his quarters. They had had dinner in his quarters and then sat on the sofa
watching an old vid, something both of them had a fondness for, and without
realizing it he had put his arm around her shoulders, and she had tucked up her
legs and snuggled close. Despite viewing the genocide as the start of the next
chapter in his life, he truly believed that it was at that moment, when he felt a
connection to someone other than his family, that he began to truly live again.
“No matter what happens, Merse…” Fletcher warmly told her, “we’ll get
through this and we *will* have a future…you and me.”
“I know,” Dale told him sadly, “I’m just a little down that the end we expected
will be more struggle and danger.”
“Well,” Fletcher arched his eyebrows, “We could always point Hegemone in a
direction and keep going…”
“No…only as a last resort,” Dale sternly told him. “I don’t want you to drag
everyone else out to the deep black because I’m a little insecure…though I feel
better now that we’re like this.”
Fletcher nodded and gently stroked her shoulder, “So do I.”
They sat in silence until the flight crew announced that they were on final
approach to Hegemone. “Are you ready to go on a short cruise?” Fletcher asked as
the elevator lowered the Roc into the port top hangar.
“I think so…” Dale said and turned to face Fletcher.

“It’ll be nice to walk
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around the neighborhood and check out the other houses…” she winked. “You
know, in case we decide to buy that little stone rancher that we saw advertised.”
Fletcher couldn’t keep the grin off his face. “I think that’s a wonderful idea,
Mercy. Now…before we have to be prim and proper…” he said and leaned kissed
her.
“If we had more time…” Dale whispered a moment later as the elevator
stopped, and the airlock began to cycle them through into the hangar proper.
*+*+*+*+*
“Our little friends are ten klicks off our port and starboard beams, and about two
klicks ahead of us,” Captain Mercy Dale announced as Hegemone gracefully sailed
through the heavens.
“Thank you, Mr. Dale,” Admiral Harley Fletcher said from where he stood at the
plot. “Sure is a lot different than the last time we were in-system, eh?” he asked the
man standing across from him.
Colonel Jurgen Cree nodded and Fletcher noticed that the young man had
grown into his position and was now every bit as good as any of the people who
had been his XO during his career. “It sure is, Harley,” he said and glanced at the
dradis. “We’re just heading to the outer system to do a quick survey of the gas
giants and other planets?”
“That’s the plan,” Fletcher replied and rolled his shoulders. He remembered
looking at his face this morning as they got ready to join Admiral Bartlett and the
others for the trip to Styx. Even after more than four years, he was still amazed by
the youthful face he saw staring back at him from the mirror. He had to keep
reminding himself that a lot of Hegemone’s crew were in the same state he was and
that when he looked at them, he was looking at seasoned, long service
professionals and not a crew of thirty-somethings.
His mind drifted back to his comments earlier in the day about his nephew Jack.
The boy had had it all; an exceptional career, good health, was engaged to an
incredible woman, and then he decided that he had to follow his conscience…
even if it caused him to lose everything in the process. Fletcher looked over at
where Mercy Dale sat and wondered if he would be cable of doing the same if he
had been in Jack’s situation.
Fletcher had earned his nickname, ‘Hellbent Harley’, over decades of hard
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charging and innovative leadership, often from the front – or as close to the front as
possible – and knew as soon as the Erisian movement had become a ‘crisis’ that the
only way it was going to end was in the fundamental restructuring of the Earth
Union. He strongly believed in the Union, but he didn’t wear blinders and lost his
rose-colored glasses about the same time as he realized that girls were something
special.
The Union had issues and it seemed that administration after administration
claimed they would ‘solve’ them, but nothing seemed to get done. Then along
came Allegra Marquette and it was like a force of nature had arrived in the capital.
She had almost no professional political experience, but she did have twenty-five
years of business experience.
That experience had leveraged her into the
nomination and from there she spared no mercy, the press said she went scorched
earth, on her opponent during the actual campaign. The opposition should have
taken notes, because when she, and her party, swept into power it rocked the status
quo.
The first three years, Marquette cleaned house and it seemed that anyone who
stood up to her suddenly found their skeletons walking down Sable Parkway in full
view of the press and public. She made a lot of enemies, Fletcher thought, and he
half expected an assassin’s bullet to end her rampage against the establishment old
guard. But it never came and in her second election, she won in a landslide with
the opposition clearing less than 35% of the vote. Even the Erisians, those who
voted, liked her. She gave them something that no President had given them
before, a glimmer of hope that someone was at least listening to what they had to
say.
And now, five years subjective, and 2000 years objective, downrange, Fletcher
wondered if his old friend Sean Marlowe had been successful before the drones
blasted everyone and everything into radioactive fallout.
“Damn,” Fletcher chuckled, “that pig roast was righteous.”
“Yeah…” Cree replied. “I would have been there but somebody going by the
name of Hellbent pulled rank on me…” he quipped back.
“Ah, but I brought you a doggie bag…” Fletcher riposted. “Do you have any of
it left?”
“A little bit,” Cree chuckled. “Gaiana took one look at it and her eyes glazed
over. Between her and the kids, we put a good dent in…”
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Cree’s comments were suddenly interrupted by the dradis suddenly beeping off
more than the two escorts that were sailing in formation with Hegemone.
“Action Stations!” Fletcher announced. “Set Condition One throughout the
ship!” He turned to Dale, “Mercy, what’s out there?”
Dale studied the dradis for a moment before she answered, “I have twenty-five
bogies…eight of them are pretty freaking massive…I’m fairly certain that all but
four, perhaps five, are military. Four of the heavies appear to have habitation
domes and the fifth looks like it’s a framework with pods.”
“Mairead,” Fletcher said and turned to where Petty Officer Mairead Saive waited
at her workstation. “Call back to the boss, might be a good idea to include the
Colonials in on this, and when you have them on the line, conference them in to
listen as I make a call to our visitors.”
“Copy, Admiral,” Saive replied and then repeated the order as she worked to
make it happen. A score of heartbeats later, she announced that everything was
ready.
Fletcher thanked her and then picked up the handset, held it for a moment, then
put it back on the cradle. “Please put this on speakers,” he announced and decided
that his crew should know what’s happening as it happened.
“You’re ready, Admiral,” Saive told him.
“Attention, the ships who just transited and are now obliquely approaching my
position at a range of 3000 kilometers, this is the Earth Union battlestar Hegemone,
please identify yourself and state your intentions. We are operating in conjunction
with the Twelve Colonies of Kobol,” Fletcher said, and added the last part to
buttress their position if they were Colonial.
Fletcher met Dale’s eyes and saw a combination of hope and concern. He
smiled and nodded, something that didn’t go unnoticed by Cree. The four – his
daughter-in-law and Cree, Dale and himself – had become quite close over the past
five years as the two relationships blossomed, and he thought that should they need
to, they could probably communicate solely through body language.
Fletcher was getting ready to repeat the message when a voice replied. “This is
the Meropian Communion assaultstar Melinoe, Lieutenant General Julius Steiner
commanding.
It is good to meet some fellow humans,” Steiner said, and to
Fletcher’s ear, he sounded relieved.
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“General Steiner, this is Admiral Fletcher,” Fletcher began. “I must admit that
we didn’t expect to find you out here, but…from what I’ve heard from reliable
sources, we are in similar situations with a common cause.”
“I believe you are correct, Admiral,” Steiner stated. “Is there someplace we can
meet and discuss our mutual situation…and the cause…face to face?”
“I believe there is,” Fletcher answered.
“We are fortunate to have met
representatives from the Colonies and I believe they would be willing to host us
aboard their battlestar.”
“That sounds like an excellent idea. I am going to order my group to step down
to Condition Two…” Steiner said, then added sadly, “We’ve lost too many people
for a mistake to cause us to lose more.”
“General,” Fletcher said and couldn’t keep the emotion out of his voice, “I
completely agree. If you will fall into formation with us, we’ll guide you back to
where we can shake hands and start building bridges.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbit of You’re Not Wanted Here, Colonial
battlestar Styx, BS-79
“I’m a burned-out quantum astrophysicist, not a party planner,” Bob Delany
chuckled when Commander Titiana Varinia asked if he and the other expatriates
would consider hosting another pig roast.
“I know…and if I could think of a better option, I certainly would,” Varinia
replied as they walked through the battlestar to the hangar deck. “We’re going to
host the first meeting up here on Styx, but I’d like to offer them the chance to go
downstairs and relax in a more social atmosphere so we can have some neutral
ground.”
“Not to worry, Commander,” Bob said and stroked his beard. “You helped us
out with full physicals and some supplies that we were running low on, so helping
you is simply fair play.”
“Thank you, I appreciate it…and I apologize for crashing your paradise,” Varinia
told him.
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“Bah,” Bob waved off the apology. “It was bound to happen sooner or later and
knowing that the Cylons are back just means that we have to be very, very careful
from here on out.”
“You’re more than welcome to come back with us,” Varinia offered. “We’re
going to Saga in Thule system and if things are lost there then we’ll made the
decision what to do at that time.”
“Saga?” Bob asked and cocked his head. “Humans can’t survive there without a
source of imported food.”
Varinia shook her head. “That’s what everyone thinks,” she told him and then
explained how Saga, and Thule system, had been developed as a lifeboat for the
past forty years.
“Amazing…That is something that I think I need to see…” Bob grinned.
“Though I can’t speak for the others…”
“No pressure,” Varinia told him and stepped into an alcove. “I would like to try
and maybe keep this world’s presence on the down low, too…I might be a ‘desert
princess’ as I told my XO last night, but the possibility of spending some time on a
white sand beach after all this is over is pretty appealing.”
“Sounds like a good plan. I’ll talk to the others about returning and we’ll need a
couple hours to get things ready,” Bob explained.
“Can I send some help?” Varinia asked.
Bob nodded, “Yes, I think that would be great. There’s a lot to do, so if you
could spare half a dozen or so people, that would be ideal.”
“Consider it done…I’ll stop at the galley on the way back to CIC,” Varinia
replied and offered her hand. “Thank you, your help has been instrumental in
helping bring this all together.”
“It beats teaching angsty teenagers who are away from home for the first time,”
Bob grinned. “We’ll be ready.”
Varinia watched him walk across the hangar to where the rest of the planet’s
small population waited at the shuttle. The next few hours had to be handled very
delicately given what everyone knew. She wasn’t sure what her new friends would
do if they spotted an Equal among the Communion delegation. “Put that thought
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out of your mind,” she said out loud, and then mimicking Bob, “no more negativity,
man, like no...more…negativity.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbit of You’re Not Wanted Here, Earth Union
battlestar Desponia
“This was sooner than I expected,” Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett told the twelve
people seated around the conference table.
“It was, Kirk,” Admiral Gregory Salls replied and ran his hand through his hair.
“However, I’m glad we can get this resolved now and out of the way; like Varinia
said when we boarded Styx and ‘addressed the elephant in the room’.”
“I agree,” Her Grace, Anne-Marie Lafayette, Duchess of the Troubadour Marches
added. “If what Titiana told us is correct, then we may be able to gain another
ally…an ally with a lot of insight into how these Equals work.”
“I’ll give you that, Anne-Marie,” Sig Donegal said and nodded. “However, I
think we might be putting the cart before the horse if we don’t answer what I think
might be a more important question…What do we do if they have Equals in their
delegation?”
Sig’s question caused silence to descend over the table for several long, pensive
moments. “Speaking from the diplomatic angle,” Salls defined, “We listen to what
they have to say with a very, very skeptical ear. Speaking from the military angle,
we keep our eyes on them for any sign of duplicity. And…up front, we tell them
that we know that they are responsible for the genocide we escaped and that in
due course, the specific responsible parties will face justice.”
“That sounds like a prudent course of action,” Commodore Lassile Radetzky
said, “even if I want to stuff them into one of our guns and pull the cord myself.”
“So say we all,” Commander Woodrow Sorenson, Desponia’s commander,
replied. “So say we all.”
“If there isn’t anything else we need to cover, then I think those of us heading
over for this little face to face should think about heading over to Styx,” Salls said
and stood. “Before we go, though, I want everyone to keep something in mind,” he
began. “It hit me last night as I was trying to digest dinner…and damn, we’re going
to go and do it again…” he grinned. “Anyway, as I was laying there in bed, I
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realized that maybe Precipice was more successful than I had originally thought.
Before we met Kirk’s group, I thought we were alone…all that survived of 2000
years of civilization.”
Salls looked around the table and saw heads nodding. “And then we met Kirk’s
group and we realized that we were no longer alone in the dark; that our friends
and families might have been able to survive, too. And so, last night I realized that
if we made it out, others surely had to have done the same. It is my hope, and I
prayed for this last night, that when we finally reach the Colonies, or Thule system,
that we discover more of our brethren.”
“That’s something I can eagerly get behind,” Commander John Elder said
eagerly. “That hope…that will be our guidelight as we travel the deep black.”
“So say we all,” Commander Thomas St. George of Poena stated somberly. A
moment later, everyone repeated the oath.
“So say we all,” Salls said and finished the tradition of repeating the oath three
times.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbit of You’re Not Wanted Here, Colonial
battlestar Styx, BS-79
“Thank you for hosting this,” Admiral Salls said to Commander Titiana Varinia.
“You’re welcome, Admiral,” Varinia replied. “I’m glad we were here to do this,”
she said. “I think that what has happened – to you, us, and the Communion – that
those who had to stand the line should be the ones shaking the hands, breaking
bread, and creating the framework that we will use to move forward. Politicians
have a use,” she smirked, “but right now I think that we need people who truly
understand what the butcher’s bill really means.”
“You are certainly related to Major Valeriana…” Salls smirked.
“Oh?” Varinia asked turned to look at the Admiral.
“I told her that she must have diplomat blood in her…and I think you might,
too,” Salls said and quickly added, “No offense meant, of course.”
“None taken,” Varinia smiled at the compliment. “We learned at a very young
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age that sometimes the right words were more effective than taking up fists. And
then,” she chuckled, “one time I accompanied Sera home for a break, I think I had
been commissioned for four or five years…we had to make an appearance at her
godmother’s court…Do you know how terrified I was? Here, a girl from Tauron…
and not the best part of it either, visiting the Empress of Virgon’s court.”
“What was it like?” Salls asked.
“A-fracking-mazing!” Varinia chuckled. “The Empress has a fondness for dogs
like yours, Virgon Terriers, and one of them must not have received the memo that
they were to go potty before court started and people were being presented to her.
Anyway, Monty, I loved that little dog, was sitting there looking regal and surveying
his domain, when this weasel came up to beg for some sort of indulgence.
“The Empress was just about to say something when Monty stood up, walked
over to the weasel, sniffed his leg…and by this point it was silent as a tomb and
everyone was watching Monty…then turned and stuck his ass against his leg and
‘assumed the position’. I watched the Empress and she had this little smile on her
face as the weasel turned white and jumped away. Monty looked over his shoulder
at where the weasel now stood and trotted back to his pillow.”
“What happened?” Salls asked.
“The weasel quickly left, and I must not have been as quiet as I thought I was,
but I told Sera, ‘I guess Monty exercised his royal veto of whatever that guy was
asking for…’ The Empress’ little smile broadened, and she winked before she said,
‘My dogs have excellent judge of character, Lieutenant Varinia…and you translated
his opinion most…diplomatically’.”
“Oh my…I know that very look!” Salls laughed. “Mine get the same look, and I
must say that I agree with the Empress…that was well put.”
“That little dog…he was a keeper,” Varinia said wistfully. Her eyes glanced at
the progress display and she tugged down her cuffs. “They should be here in a few
moments.”
“I’m ready,” Salls said, and to Varinia’s ear it was not just to her, but to himself as
well.
The hangar doors slid open and a slate grey, large winged craft followed the
plane director into the hangar and the pilot expertly turned it so that its rear ramp
would end at the red carpet that had been laid out for the occasion.
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“Looks like they can fly,” Varinia smirked.
“But can they cook?” Salls asked.
“We’ll have time to figure that out…Bob’s crew is cooking again…” Varinia
grinned.
“That’s another ten hours in the gym for me…” Salls groaned good naturedly.
The craft’s ramp lowered quickly, indicating to Varinia’s expert eye that while it
might be operating as an executive transport today, it certainly was developed to
meet a more martial purpose. A man strode down the ramp and paused at the
bottom. He was dressed in a striking black uniform with silver trim, a red-blackmaroon-black-red ribbon woven through the high collared jacket’s third
buttonhole, and the tailored matching slacks were tucked into polished high black
leather boots. He stood an average height, but his eyes, bearing, and charisma told
her that this man, regardless of rank, was a leader.
“I am Lieutenant General Julius Steiner of the Meropian Communion Marine
Corps; permission to come aboard?” Steiner asked.
Varinia stepped forward, “Permission Granted, Lieutenant General.”
Steiner stepped forward and paused as soon as his foot touched the carpet. The
bo’sun announced, “Lieutenant General Julius Steiner boarding!” and piped him
aboard before rendering a smart salute. Steiner returned the salute and a smile
faintly touched his lips as he continued forward to where Varinia stood.
“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Commander,” Steiner told her and
offered his hand.
Varinia took the offered hand, “As I am, Lieutenant General. I am Commander
Titiana Varinia, commanding Styx.”
A playful smile touched Steiner’s face, “So you’ll be on call for ortillery when
we find out where the Cylons have gone to ground and I’ve taken the 5th Armored
down to dig them out?”
“Absolutely! You call, we’ll deliver!” Varinia replied and shook his hand.
“Those things have a lot to answer for, and if I need to, I’ll be right down there with
you.”
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“I like you, Commander,” Steiner said. “If we had more people like you,
perhaps my homeworlds wouldn’t be radioactive ruins.”
“On that, General,” Varinia said soberly, matching Steiner’s projected mood,
“we all share that experience. May I introduce you to Admiral Gregory Salls, from
the Earth Union.”
Steiner stepped to Varinia’s left and offered his hand. “Admiral Salls, may I offer
my deepest personal apologies for what those who represented my people did to
your people.”
Salls took Steiner’s hand and was about to shake it when Steiner spoke. “You
know what happened?” he asked.
“I found out only recently, when I was brought into the Fleet Admiral’s and
Commandant’s confidence about what an associate had discovered several months
earlier,” Steiner told him. “What they did to you, through the drones, they did to
my people…through the Cylons.”
Salls shook Steiner’s hand. “General, thank you,” he said sincerely. “I had some
words that I wanted to say, but they somehow don’t seem up to the task. We
travelled long and far, and we hoped to find friends among the Colonies, but I
would like to extend that hope to build those same friendships with you and the
Communion.”
“We must think alike, Admiral,” Steiner said. “I would very much like to build
those friendships with you and the Colonials.”
“So, I can send the medics back to sickbay?” Varinia asked innocently.
Salls tried to hold back his laughter but when he looked at Steiner trying to do
the same thing, he started laughing a moment before his counterpart. “That was
good, Commander,” Salls managed to say a moment later. “I told you that you
were part diplomat…”
“Oh, now you’ve gone and probably insulted her…” Steiner retorted.
“I have my moments, gentlemen. How about we introduce everyone, talk a bit,
and then head downstairs for a meal that you’ll want a doggie box instead of a
doggie bag to take home,” Varinia told them.
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“Absolutely,” Steiner agreed. A moment later a woman in a uniform similar to
Steiner’s but lacking any sort of ribbons, braid, badges, or rank stepped off the
transport. He held out his hand and Varinia knew that there was more than just a
friendship in how she took it. “This is Marieke Adler, a very important aide.”
“Pleased to meet you Ms…” Varinia started and stopped when Adler held up her
hand.
“Marieke, please,” Adler said. “If we are to be friends, then we must talk to
each other as friends.”
“General, I think your aid is part diplomat, too,” Varinia joked. “In that case, I
am pleased to meet you, Marieke, I’m Titiana Varinia, or…since we’re going to be
friends, call me Girlfriend…it sort of stuck with me since my flying days.”
“I’m sure there’s a story there,” Adler asked and offered a smile. “Most good
names have them, or at least that’s what my brother told me…Girlfriend.”
“Oh…there is!” Varinia replied and in short order everyone from the three
groups were introduced. Steiner had brought another Marine, Brigadier General
Paulus Merkel who asked to be called Pauli, Commander Hamilton Sangen from
the battlestar Evadne, and Colonel Hayes Murcheson from the gunstar Bia.
Salls introduced Admiral Harley Fletcher, to which Fletcher added, ‘retired’, and
asked to be called Harley or Hellbent. Then to Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett,
Commodore Lassile Radetzky, who requested to be called Kirk and Lass
respectively, Commander John Elder, Commander Raisa Lafayette, Her Grace,
Anne-Marie Lafayette, Duchess of the Troubadour Marches, Primrose Lafontaine,
and Sig Donegal.
Varinia waited until both groups had been introduced before she introduced her
own people; Major Eland Moller asked to be called Mole, Captain Dylan Tudor,
Captain Rafaella Contino, Captain Grantly Farage, and Communications Specialist
Ophelia Grace.
Adler went up to Grace and offered her hand, “You must feel as out of place
around all these officers as I do.”
“Kinda sorta!” Grace chuckled. “My recruiter did say that I would travel
extensively and meet a lot of new people…I don’t think he could ever realize how
right he was!”
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“Everyone seems to be getting along,” Salls said sotto voce to Varinia a few
minutes later as all three groups mingled and had an impromptu meet-and-greet on
the hangar deck. “Your comment about the medics really broke the ice.”
“I learned things from Monty!” Varinia joked. “I hope to the gods that we can
build something positive out of all this.”
“So do I,” Salls agreed. “And after this meeting, I’m more confident than ever
that we will.”
*+*+*+*+*
The Mantis bounced a little from some turbulence as it cut through the giant
puffy white clouds as it descended across the continental interior toward the
coastal landing point. Marieke Adler rested her head against the comfortable seat’s
headrest and closed her eyes as she mentally reviewed the hours they had spent on
Styx. It was the opportunity of a lifetime to meet one non-Communion human
culture, but to meet two on the same day…the anthropology and sociology
electives she had taken while at university didn’t begin to scratch the surface of
what she experienced.
It really was a shame that the Communion, most likely at the behest of the
Equals, had pursued a policy of non-contact with the Colonials. She remembered
reading a few legends about the 13th Tribe that left Kobol but given that some of
those legends were more than four thousand years old and had suffered though
gods knew how many tweaks and redactions, she was surprised how close the
important parts were to the truth.
Commodore Lassile Radetzky was unique, because she belonged to a
subculture that even to this day, or, she thought sadly, to the day the Cylons
attacked, was still present in the Communion. According to the history books, and
their own stories, the Romani had largely migrated to Kobol when the gods left the
Communion, but never truly disappeared. Rather, they travelled between the two
nations, later adding Earth when it was settled, and operated a sort of triangle trade;
they’d buy items from the Communion that would be in demand in the Union, then
after selling them in the Union they would buy things that would be in demand on
Kobol, and then when they sold those goods on Kobol, buy things that would be in
demand in the Communion. And so it worked, with some clans focusing on
certain routes such as Kobol to the Union or the Communion to Kobol, but so long
as the clans moved product, everyone knew that the lights were still on.
And then the clans took longer and longer between visits, until finally no one
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could recall the last time a Romani ship from the outside had made landfall in the
Communion.
And here was Radetzky, not just a Romani, but a Hraběnka of the Machway
Grastari; a countess of one of the ruling Romani clans. Despite the topics that
needed to be discussed, Adler found herself talking to Radetzky and Ophelia Grace
about the Romani and how they fit into their respective cultures.
Not for the first time Adler found herself cursing the Equals’ existence. So much
potential had been lost…squandered and thrown away…because of their jealous
inferiority. “What are you thinking about?” General Julius Steiner’s voice intruded
into her daydream.
Eyes still closed, Adler arched her back and stretched where she sat. “Our new
friends,” she replied. “And how much we’ve lost by not meeting them earlier or
under different conditions.”
“The Equals do seem to screw everything up, don’t they?” Steiner asked. “I’ve
tried to think back and come up with something that they’ve actually contributed…
some sort of breakthrough or invention…and I keep drawing a blank.”
“They’re parasites, Julius; like a mosquito they simply suck the blood of the
living so they can make it through the day,” Adler stated. “But back to our new
friends,” she said and opened her eyes. “I like them…and it isn’t because we all
share similar atrocities that have been committed against us, but because I think
they are genuinely good people.”
“Your assessment mirrors my own,” Steiner replied and squeezed her hand. “I
read where the Cylons managed to negotiate an armistice forty years ago…
somehow I don’t think that is going to happen this time around for the drones,
Cylons, or Equals.”
“Good,” Adler said definitively. “I want to watch their Cathedrals burn…to
watch them all die a final death for what they’ve done.”
“So do I,” Steiner told her. “With our new friends, despite being a fraction of
what we once were, I think we are stronger than we ever were.”
“Oh?” Adler turned to look at Steiner. “How so?”
Steiner smiled and rested his head against the headrest. “Strength can be
measured in many ways, Marieke. What I think we have now that we didn’t before

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2595
is sense of purpose, commitment, and motivation. Crimes have been committed to
which even the most ardent pacifist would say, ‘they have forfeited their right to life
for what they have done’, and that is something that we have never had before.
Talking with Greg, Kirk, and the others, I don’t think the Union ever has, either.
The Colonials…they have it, and the last time they had a chance to do something
about it, the politicians sold them out. So yes, I think we are stronger now than
ever before, and together we are stronger yet.”
“Then we have the most important thing of all, Julius…” Adler said and smiled
when he turned and arched an eyebrow for her to continue. “We have hope.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, You’re Not Wanted Here, Colonial Expatriate
Settlement
The feast was almost a carbon copy of the one she had attended the previous
day, Commodore Lassile Radetzky thought as she watched the three cultures
mingle and learn that despite some minor differences, people from the Union were
the same as those from the Colonies and they in turn were the same as those from
the Communion.
If they could get along like this in a social event, then there should be no reason
that they couldn’t overcome any other differences…so long as everyone
remembered how they interacted when no one official was ‘watching’.
“Hi Aunt Lass!” Alain Armitage said as he ran up with a small black and tan dog
beside him. “This is Molly; Admiral Salls is letting me play with her.”
“Hi, Aiden! Aren’t you the lucky one!” Radetzky told the boy as the little dog
sat and wagged her tail while looking adoringly at him. “Looks like you made a
new friend.”
“She’s the best!” Aiden happily said.
looked at Radetzky and then to Molly.

“We’re going to go play!” he said and

“Have fun and don’t leave the clearing,” Radetzky told them as they ran off.
Children had become more precious than ever and each one had a huge extended
family that would do anything to keep them safe and cared for.
“Kids and dogs…that’s an unbeatable combination,” Commander Titiana Varinia
said as she sat on a log across from Radetzky.
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“They are,” Radetzky said and sighed sadly.
“You ok, Lass?” Varinia asked.
“Yes…just a bit of melancholia,” Radetzky replied. “I see Aidan and I wonder
what my kids would have been like had Nick not been killed before our wedding.”
“I’m sorry,” Varinia compassionately said. “I can’t imagine how you must have
felt.”
Varinia brushed back her long blonde hair and shrugged. “I declared vendetta
and hunted down the ten members of the cell and killed them all…face to face,
and I watched each one as they took their last breath. Not one of those bastards
ever made it home.”
Varinia sat back and cocked her head slightly. “You…killed them? How?”
“Most likely a loophole when our laws were being written, much like how your
friend’s father was able to buy a battlestar,” Radetzky said and arched an eyebrow.
“The world where they were located was one that preferred tradition over more
modern approaches and being Romani, we were able to declare vendetta. There
were ten of them, all Equals, and they bombed the café where Nick and some
others were having lunch. When I discovered who and where they were, I gave it
to the Union Marshals who did nothing with the intel. So, I swore vendetta and
Kav and Mac helped me…but I had to deliver the killing blow to each because I
was the one directly wronged.”
“Wow…” Varinia said, surprised at the strength and determination the petite
woman possessed. “You said they were Equals…how did you manage to kill them
so they wouldn’t…come back?”
Radetzky tugged up her pant leg and unclipped a scabbarded knife from where
it resided in her boot and handed it to Varinia. “Be careful, it’s razor sharp…”
Varinia took the knife and examined the ray skin scabbard and the intricate
carvings on the hilt and pommel before she ran her fingers over the ray skin
wrapped grip. Slowly, she drew the knife from the sheath and saw that the glyphs
carved into the hilt and pommel were repeated on the mottled steel blade and had
been inlaid in silver. “Lass? Is this something you commissioned or is it common
to have these particular materials and inlay?”
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“It is a Romani blade…something all Romani have, well, those who follow the
traditions and…” Radetzky nodded and sighed, “since I follow them and am a
consecrated Sacred Witch of Hecate, it would be bad form not to have it on me at
all times.”
“I’ve seen this knife before…” Varinia finally said. “Not this specific one, but
one like it. Will you walk with me? I’ll introduce you to its owner.”
“Absolutely!” Radetzky said and stood as Varinia handed back her knife. “He is
Romani?”
“No…” Varinia explained, “He’s Hibernian, but given the similarities, I think
that somewhere along the line there is some common history.”
The two women, separated by two thousand years and different cultures, but
both commanding battlestars, walked along the trail to the field where the
transports had landed. “Sergeant McCaskey?” Varinia said when she saw several
Marines, from all three groups, talking amongst themselves.
“Yes, Commander?” Sergeant Liam McCaskey said and excused himself from the
bull session before walking over and meeting Varinia and Radetzky.
“Sergeant, this is Commodore Lassile Radetzky, from the Earth Union battlestar
Dido,” Varinia began. “We were talking about vendetta and how she brought to
justice the people who killed her fiancé, and she showed me this…Lass, can you
show him the knife?”
Radetzky handed McCaskey the knife and watched as the Marine’s eyes went
wide. Gently, reverently, he withdrew the blade and suddenly knelt before her.
“M’lady…it is an honor.”
“Ah…Sergeant?” Varinia asked.
McCaskey looked up and Radetzky said, “It’s ok, speak freely.”
“Thank you,” McCaskey replied and stood before he handed Radetzky the knife.
“Commander…this is…all those who follow the old faith, Hibernians, carry a knife
similar to this.” He unclipped a similar looking scabbarded knife from his load
bearing gear and showed it to them. “Mine lacks the glyphs; most do, actually, as
the traditions needed to properly make them are known to just a handful of people.
But…that,” he pointed at the knife Radetzky still held, “that is something that I’ve
only seen once before, and then it was when I was being instructed in our ways.”
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“What is it?” Varinia asked inquisitively.
“It’s the knife that one of Hecate’s Sacred Witches would carry, or their
authorized deputies…and there might be three or four, at most, in the Colonies,”
McCaskey explained. “Commodore, you’re something that hasn’t been seen in the
Colonies for…more centuries than I can contemplate…if ever. Lt. Turabian could
probably explain it better than I am,” he added.
“Lt. Turabian is one of our electronics leads,” Varinia told Radetzky. “She also
leads the services for the Hibernians on the crew.”
“I would like to meet Lt. Turabian, I think we might have a lot to talk about,”
Radetzky stated.
“I’ll make it happen,” Varinia said, then added, “How do the Romani and
Hibernians fit together?”
“Now that is something I can answer,” McCaskey answered. “According to our
legends, back when we were still on Kobol, some say it dates from before that, we
were Romani. But, over the centuries, some Romani gave up the wandering
lifestyle and settled on the surface. With each generation, a lot stayed the same,
but some new traditions were picked up. Over time, a lot of people from both
groups forgot that we used to be one.”
“Amazing…even as the Colonies are facing their greatest threat, I learn
something about our history,” Varinia said. “Lass? If you and Sergeant McCaskey
would like to talk, that’s fine by me.”
“Thank you, Girlfriend,” Radetzky replied and used the name Varinia had said
was ‘between friends’.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, orbiting You’re Not Wanted Here, Colonial
battlestar Styx, BS-79
“What did you find?” Major Erland Moller asked as he entered his office that
was located near the battlestar’s engineering spaces. “Oh…and I brought care
packages for each of you, so while you devour the most succulent cookout ever,
give me the no-shitter.”
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“We found what was wrong,” Ensign Casper Jenkins said without preamble
before his mouth closed over the bar-b-q on his fork.
“And?” Moller prodded as his people, and the helpers from Eiar, devoured the
meals he brought for them.
Captain Nora Lancaster, an attractive brunette who wore her hair bobbed above
her collar and was on loan from Eiar, said, “Nothing was damaged to the point
where it would flag a test,” she explained. “But it was a case of stacking tolerances;
if there were 100 different things that needed to be aligned for an accurate jump,
you should be able to get by with having 90 or so good to go. But what we saw
was that number barely hitting 70. Each jump made things progressively worse, not
enough to show that there was a problem individually, but collectively…”
“What’s the ETA to fix it?” Moller asked. “From what you’re saying, it sounds
like a lot of realignments and tuning.”
“Exactly,” Lancaster replied. “If we can move to a point where we can
triangulate our location and come to a relative rest with respect to our nav points, it
should take us about six or eight hours, maybe less if we can get seconds…” she
smirked.
“Ok…so I’ll tell the boss we need twelve hours, then we can look like miracle
workers when we over-deliver,” Moller told his crew.
“I like how you think, Chief,” Lancaster told him.
*+*+*+*+*
“Less than twelve hours?” Commander Titiana Varinia said after Major Erland
Moller briefed her on the discovery.
“Give or take,” Moller replied, “though that is a preliminary estimate.”
“What do we tell the others?” Colonel Decker Cole, DC, asked.
“The truth…we’ll be able to get underway sometime about 4AM ship time,”
Varinia replied. “However, I think we should wait to jump off until no earlier than
about 10AM; I want every test we have run on the FTL and it tested with a short,
5LY jump out and back. If we’re bang on the money with the jump, then we can
lead everyone home to Thule.”
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“I was wondering…” DC said and paused, causing Varinia to wave him to hurry
up. “We have a lot of shipping with us, and from two governments that until we
met them were probably nothing more than legends at best,” he explained. “I’m
thinking that we send the gunships ahead of us, perhaps with a Union long range
craft and one from the Communion. That will smooth the way and let them know
that we’re bringing guests home to meet the parents.”
“That’s a good idea,” Varinia agreed. “I’ll discuss it with them when I let them
know our status. So much for the Tropical Princess…”
“We can come back on vacation,” DC quipped.
“I’m glad to be going home,” Moller stated. “I know things have fallen apart,
but…it’s home, you know?”
“I do…” Varinia told him. “Now, if there’s nothing else, I have a call to make.”
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Chapter 52: Conflagration
Earth Union, Earth Orbit, battlestar Euryale
“Report!” Commander Annabelle Isles ordered as she entered the battlestar’s
CIC a moment after the massive ship shuddered from a nuclear near miss. She cut
a striking figure as she held the plotting table; just under a meter seventy tall with
an athletic figure, bobbed wine-red hair, dark blue eyes, and flawless porcelain
white skin. “Cam?”
The man standing across from her at the plotting table raised his right index
finger as he held a handset to his ear. Isles knew the news she was going to get was
going to make the term ‘bad news’ sound like good news. “Bel…it’s the drones.
They’re launching attacks across the system and we have no reason to doubt that it
isn’t happening across the Union,” Colonel Camden Julii said after lowering the
handset.
The ship shook from another near miss and Isles moved her attention to the
overhead dradis display. “What’s the group’s status?” she asked and forced her fear,
anger, and shock into small cubbyholes in her mind. The first task right now was to
ensure the safety of the ship, then the group, and then hopefully there would be
word from the Admiralty.
Julii slowly shook his head. “We were the only ones able to disengage from
Argus Anchorage before the drones nuked it to oblivion.”
“Len,” Isles, her voice harder and her eyes narrowed, turned to the weapons
officer, “we can shoot?”
The swarthy El Doradan nodded. “We can light ‘em up, Commander,” Captain
Leonard Carrera replied.
“Good…Matt, get us to a higher orbit, please, so we have some room to run and
gun,” Isles told the navigator, Captain Matthew Dearborn.
“Move us to a higher orbit, aye,” Dearborn repeated the order and then
executed it.
“Elsa,” Isles said and paced over to the communications station.
received any word from the Admiralty or Whiskey Mountain?”

“Have we

Specialist Elsa Vickers shook her head before she answered, “Not a peep. I did
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hear a broadcast that implied the Round House and Presidential compound were
both hit during the opening strikes.”
“Frak…” Isles muttered and tapped her fingernail on the edge of the console.
“Any other traffic?”
“Fragments, Commander,” Vickers replied. “Some of the older ships seem to be
having some major electronics malfunctions and there are a lot of krypter calls.”
“Ok…send this out on Fleet Priority One; All able assets are to form on us at the
trailing Trojan. Send it using my credentials and tell them to get there now.”
“Copy, send; all able assets are to form on us at the trailing Trojan and they are
to expedite arrival,” Vickers replied, and Isles nodded.
“Are we ready to launch our fighters?” Isles asked Julii.
“We can, they’re ready and anxious to go,” Julii replied. He was about to add
something else but Vickers’ shout cut him short.
“Commander! We’re getting a hail from Libertas…” Vickers announced.
Isles felt her heart skip a beat. If there was one ship in the entire Union Fleet
that could cause her to drop what she was doing and rush to its aid, it was Libertas.
“Down here, please,” Isles stated and picked up the handset before motioning for
Julii to do the same. “This is Euryale Actual,” she announced.
“Euryale Actual, this is Libertas Actual…Major Jean de Laurier in acting
command,” de Laurier stated. “Euryale Actual, can you assist? We are taking hits
and our FTL is temporarily offline.”
“Copy, Libertas, we will move to assist.
asked.

What is your ETA on repairs?” Isles

“Thank you, Euryale,” de Laurier replied gratefully. “We should be jump ready
in ten, perhaps fifteen minutes at the most.”
Isles looked over to Dearborn. “Matt, how long to get us to Libertas’ position?”
“They’re almost on the other side of the planet…” Dearborn started.
“Jump us there,” Isles told him. “Frak the regs, we need to be there now.”
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Dearborn nodded and failed to suppress a grin. Doing orbit to orbit jumps
around the Union’s capital world was a career ending event; not just for the person
who handled the jump, but every officer up to the ship’s commander would have
been cashiered under normal circumstances. However, these weren’t normal
circumstances. Dearborn acknowledged the order and a moment later said, “We
can jump at your command.”
“Excellent!” Isles said, congratulating him. “Mr. Dearborn, you may jump the
ship.”
“Copy, I may jump the ship,” Dearborn confirmed the order before he keyed the
1MC. “Action Stations! Action Stations, Set Emergency Jump Conditions! We
jump in ten…nine…eight…”
Isles looked at the dradis as it suddenly started pinging off numerous objects that
were CBDR to Euryale. It would be close…but her trained eye believed that the
battlestar would jump before the incoming missile salvo would strike.
“…four…three…two…one…JUMP!” Dearborn announced and Isles felt the
compression that seemed to last an infinite instant before reality returned to
normal. “Jump complete, secure from Emergency Jump Conditions,” the navigator
announced to the ship before turning to Isles, “We’re bang on target, Commander.”
Isles smirked. “Of course we are, otherwise I’d send you to bed without dinner.”
She turned to Vickers, “Please raise Libertas and let them know we’re here.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Is everyone away?” Commander Annabelle Isles asked Captain Matthew
Dearborn a moment before both officers grabbed something to hold on to as the
massive battlestar sustained another near miss.
“Aye,” Dearborn replied through clenched teeth and brushed a bloody lock of
hair away from his eyes. Five minutes earlier the ship had sustained a one-two
punch of nuclear hits that had thrown him into his console causing a large cut on
his right temple. “Libertas boarded the last of the evacuees and just jumped to the
rendezvous point.”
“Thank the gods,” Colonel Camden Julii swore.
“So say we all,” Isles replied. “Mr. Dearborn, I think it’s time we joined them.
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You may jump the ship when ready.”
“Aye, I have the ship,” Dearborn replied and then announced the imminent
jump over the 1MC.
Isles looked at a pair of overhead monitors; one had been slaved to an optics
cluster and showed a real-time view of Earth while the other displayed a still
functioning webcam from the Olympus Bank building fifteen kilometers outside the
capital. Both images tore at her heart and deep down she knew that she’d never
see her adopted homeworld ever again. The ship’s optics showed a blue-white
planet that was slowly turning grey and brown as more and more fallout was
launched into the atmosphere from repeated nuclear strikes.
But what really tore her apart was the live feed from Olympus Bank. Someone
had zoomed in the camera on the distant city center shortly after the attacks started
and now the live feed showed half a dozen fallout plumes reaching into the sky, a
city that was burning, and the devastation caused by both the thermal pulse from
the weapons, but also the pressure wave that accompanied the detonations. Some
buildings were shattered and flattened, others were nothing more than a defiant
framework of girders and concrete. And then there were the bodies. Bodies were
scattered around as if a giant child had thrown their dolls on the floor in a fit of
rage.
You could clean up from conventional weapons, Isles thought to herself as
Dearborn counted down the seconds before jumping the ship, but nukes changed
the equation dramatically. You couldn’t just bring in crews to cart away the debris
and rebuild, you had to wait years, decades, perhaps even centuries depending on
what jacketed the warheads.
Earth was dead.
Earth would remain dead for a very, very long time.
“…three…two…one…jump!” Dearborn announced a moment before the
battlestar’s FTL drive tore apart reality and built a wormhole from here to there, and
then pushed the ship through.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Ganymede System, Acheron Anchorage, battlestar Medusa
For an uncounted time in the past few minutes, Commander Feleena Kaylen
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looked at the chronometer mounted next to the repeater displays on her office wall.
She felt like she had just sucked down several Pixie Stix, and not the little ones, but
the big, giant sized ones, when she was a child. The nervous energy almost had her
hand trembling. Deep down, she knew something was wrong.
“Kaylen,” she answered after he put the handset to her ear after the intercom
buzzed.
“Commander, this is Daidone in CIC,” Captain Alphonse Daidone said a
moment later. His voice, normally a deep, rich baritone, carried a trace of unease
as he spoke. “There’s an unscheduled flight that’s on final approach,” he started,
and those words alone would have raised a warning flag to Kaylen. Acheron
Anchorage was one of the most closely guarded secrets in the Union Fleet; it was
the home to those projects that those without a need to know weren’t supposed to
know about. “The flight crew reported that they have a Commander Jessica Raynes
aboard and that it’s urgent she see you immediately.”
Now Kaylen know that something was wrong. Her adopted sister just didn’t
show up unannounced, and certainly didn’t do it while she was deployed. “Do
their bona fides check out?”
“Aye, they do,” Daidone answered. “Whatever they told Acheron Traffic Control
got them routed directly here without going through the meet-n-greet at the
anchorage.”
Frak, Kaylen thought. “Ok…have her brought to my quarters as soon as she
lands…and…damn…is the XO around or are you still the OOD?”
“Colonel DeMer just arrived,” Daidone replied.
“Good…please put him on,” Kaylen requested.
A moment later, a familiar El Doradan voice came on the line. “Hands shaking,
Leena?” he asked.
“Yeah…I’m so wound up I think if you poked me, I’d snap like a wound-up
spring,” Kaylen chuckled. “Silas…I have a bad feeling,” she continued. “Bring us
to Action Stations and set Condition Two throughout, and push that out to Ersa and
Eiresione, too.”
“Copy, Action Stations and Condition Two, pushed out to our little friends, too,”
DeMer repeated the order.
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“Thanks. I…” Kaylen paused and searched for the right word.
“Yeah, me, too,” DeMer said and saved her the trouble. “My gut is churning
like I’m waiting for the rattlesnake to strike.”
“Good…I’m sure when Jess gets here the picture will clear up,” Kaylen hoped.
“Also, talk to David about making sure we double the guards at any access point.”
“You think we might be boarded?” DeMer asked.
“I don’t know…and that’s what scares me, Silas,” Kaylen told her XO.
“I’m on it, Leena,” DeMer told her.
A moment later she ended the call and called up a census of what was currently
on site at the anchorage. Strangely, the portion of the anchorage devoted to the
Chrome Brigades was almost devoid of tonnage; the only ship present was the Ba’al
Hadad class baseship Ninazu. Dabria was set to go out on patrol in a few hours,
her sister Libitina was already in the graving dock, her ordnance scheduled to be
unloaded, and her crew ready to be dispatched on leave. Beyond that, other than a
swarm of small craft, the only ships present, other than her own group, were Cloud
Giant and Stargazer Lily, both unarmed transports.
Kaylen’s reverie was disturbed by a knock on her door and her intercom
buzzing. “Kaylen,” she answered.
“Commander, this is Sergeant Trone; Commander Raynes is here for you,”
Sergeant Robert Trone explained.
“Thanks, Bob, please send her in,” Kaylen replied and put the handset back on
its cradle.
Kaylen stood and stepped around her desk as her oldest adopted sister stepped
through the hatch. As soon as she saw Commander Jessica Raynes’ face, she knew
that her bad feeling had just found its proof. “Jess…welcome to Medusa…” she
managed to say before Raynes grabbed her in a fierce hug.
“Sister…” Raynes began, and Kaylen found herself looking down from her meter
eighty-three height down at Raynes’ meter fifty-seven. Despite being the youngest
of the three foundlings, Kaylen was the tallest, while Raynes, the oldest, was the
shortest. “I see you’ve called Medusa to Action Stations?” she made the question

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2607
sound like a statement.
“Yes…I’ve had a bad feeling all morning,” Kaylen replied and stepped back and
studied Raynes. Her sister was petite, with long black hair framing liquid blue eyes
in an attractive face. As always, her uniform was impeccable, and the only thing
that gave anything away was the visible tension around her eyes. “What’s wrong,
Jess?”
Raynes reached into her pocket and withdrew a data card. “The drones are
going to launch a Union wide attack in less than an hour. I need you to broadcast
the Endless Love protocols on that data card in the clear and on every frequency
the drones use. Also, on that…are orders to nuke the drone facilities if Endless
Love doesn’t work.”
“Whoa…back up, Jess…” Kaylen told her sister.
beginning.”

“Let’s take this from the

Raynes nodded and paced nervously.
“We started seeing some odd
communications yesterday. It was more volume than normal, and they were
encoded using a new cypher that we didn’t have,” she explained. “When they
were questioned about it, the drones claimed it was data optimization routines.
That didn’t explain the unknown encryption. We got concerned when several
drone ships sailed without direct orders. The drones passed it off as a readiness
exercise.
“By now, we were getting pretty nervous and isolated several drones and gave
them the verbal override command.” Raynes stopped pacing and turned to face
Kaylen.
“Leena…it didn’t work.
In less than a heartbeat they killed the
intervention team and tried to break out of confinement. I was sent to brief the
President and then to meet with Admiral Richardson.”
Kaylen nodded. Meeting with the President was understandable given the
threat, and briefing Admiral Lawson Richardson, the director of Fleet Special
Operations was also understandable. “What happened?
“President Marquette, thankfully, took the warning seriously and I assume her
security people have her someplace secure,” Raynes explained.
“Admiral
Richardson told me to come here and enact the Endless Love protocols.” She
paused a moment, “Leena, if the transmission isn’t effective then you are authorized
to nuke them off the map.”
*+*+*+*+*
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“I have the con,” Commander Feleena Kaylen said as she strode into Medusa’s
CIC, Commander Jessica Raynes close on her heels.
“Commander has the con,” Colonel Silas DeMer replied and looked expectantly
at Kaylen.
“Silas, I need you to verify the authenticity of the orders on this data card,”
Kaylen said and handed him the original card that Raynes had given her just
minutes earlier. She then turned to Lieutenant Gish DePalma, “Gish, I need to you
begin continuously transmitting the information contained on this card,” she
handed the communications officer another data card, “on all the frequencies used
by the drones.”
“Broadcast the contents of this data card continuously on all the frequencies
used by the drones, aye,” DePalma replied and inserted the card into a reader slot.
“Commander?” DeMer said and got Kaylen’s attention.
authentic,” he said, a haunted undercurrent to his voice.

“The orders are

Kaylen felt her mouth go dry. Until now, this could have all been an elaborate
readiness drill, something to verify that Medusa was mission ready, but the orders
being authentic without any sort of rider or caveat told her that not only were they
real, but she was most likely going to launch a nuclear strike within the next few
minutes.
“Thank you, Colonel,” Kaylen formally replied. “Mr. Tesla, please ensure that
Hydras are loaded in tubes one and two, then spin up birds one and two and
prepare for a nuclear launch order on my authority targeting them at the drone
reservation at Acheron Anchorage. XO, please confirm that we have a valid launch
order.”
DeMer nodded a moment before he spoke, “I concur; I have validated the
orders and confirm that we have a valid launch order. The release of nuclear
weapons is authorized per Presidential order and issued through the appropriate
Admiralty channels. Mr. Tesla, verify that Hydras are loaded in tubes one and two,
then spin up birds one and two and prepare for the launch order.”
Captain Selene Tesla’s jaw muscles clenched momentarily before she nodded.
“The launch order has been issued and confirmed. Tubes one and two are
presently loaded with Hydra XI missiles and are now being spun up for launch.”
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Kaylen nodded, “Thank you, Mr. Tesla.” She took a breath, held it for a five
count, closed her eyes, and allowed her mind to slip into a transcendent state that
she had possessed all her life. She saw a familiar blue-white world and shook her
head. “No…” she whispered and shook her head again to clear the image. That
image wasn’t helping, she thought, it never helped.
“Colonel DeMer,” Kaylen said in a clear voice as she unbuttoned the top two
buttons of her khaki colored uniform blouse and fished out a key from where it
hung between her breasts, “Please remove your launch key and on my order insert
it into the nuclear weapons control panel.” The key was warm in her hand and felt
heavier than the ten grams it actually weighed. The dialog she was speaking was
one that every officer assigned to a nuclear armed ship had to learn by heart; it was
precise, measured, and was the only legal way that nuclear weapons could be
launched or released.
The CIC was silent except for the sweep and pings from the dradis and Kaylen
felt her staff’s eyes on her as she worked through the authorization sequence. She
held the key in her right hand and used the side of her index finger to flip open the
protective cover for the Commander’s key. Across the plotting table, DeMer was
mirroring her actions and seemed to be just as shocked as she was that they were
actually going to unleash Medusa’s nuclear teeth. “On one we will insert our key
and on three we will turn it to the right until it stops.”
“Copy,” DeMer acknowledged. “On one we will insert our key and on three we
will turn it to the right until it stops.”
Kaylen offered a brief nod and held her key over the key slot. “Zero!” Both
officers moved their keys so that they were just outside the slot. “One!” They both
slid their keys into the key slot. She met DeMer’s gaze and saw the same
determination he applied to any task. A mental image of a little version of herself
sitting on the edge of her desk, large glasses riding low on her nose, and her left
hand cupping her chin as its index finger extended up along her nose; a classic
thinking pose, and she wondered whether he had the same look when he was
getting ready to have sex. She suppressed the unasked for thought and image and
forced herself not to chuckle or smirk.
“Two!” Kaylen stated and paused giving each of them a chance to abort the
authorization.
“Three!” Kaylen finally said firmly and twisted the key to the right, felt the detent
adding pressure to the turn, and finally the click as the key passed the detent and
confirmed that Medusa’s commander had authorized a nuclear launch order.
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"Nuclear release has been verbally and mechanically authorized," Kaylen said
emotionlessly and removed her hand from the key.
“Commander?” Tesla asked to get Kaylen’s attention. “Birds one and two are
spun up and we have a green board for them.”
“Thank you, Selene,” Kaylen replied and then looked across the plotting table
where Raynes stood next to DeMer and felt the weight of command and the order
she was about to give firmly settle onto her shoulders. Others might carry out the
order, but she was the one who was responsible for giving it…responsible for
dooming the almost one thousand military and civilian contractors who were
assigned to the drone reservation that was part of Acheron Anchorage.
“Gish? Are you getting anything from the transmission?” Kaylen asked and met
Raynes’ blue gaze and saw genuine fear on her adopted sister’s face.
“Negative, Commander. I’ve sent the message and have it on continuous loop,
but I haven’t received any reply,” DePalma replied.
“Al, any activity?” Kaylen asked Captain Alphonse Daidone.
“Nothing on dradis and no dradis emissions,” Daidone started, “just like it
should be. I did slave one of our optics clusters to the reservation…and…”
“Put it on display,” Kaylen told him.
“It’ll be on 3, Commander,” Daidone replied. “I…am I seeing what I think I
am?”
The screen showed the station that was dedicated to the Chrome Brigades, the
baseship Ninazu, and what looked like a cloud of oddly shaped debris floating next
to them. Kaylen felt her mouth suddenly go dry and saw Raynes slightly bow her
head and close her eyes. “Zoom in, please,” she managed to force the words from
her mouth.
What once looked to be blurry specks suddenly zoomed into to show their true
nature. “Frak…” Kaylen heard DeMer swear.
“Mr. Tesla, launch birds one and two,” Kaylen said and looked back at the
screen and the human bodies floating alongside the drone baseship and station.
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“Aye, launch birds one and two,” Tesla replied and a moment later added, “Birds
one and two have been launched and are running hot, straight, and normal.”
“It is done,” Raynes said and sighed.
The dradis tracked the two Hydra XI missiles and the two new pings suddenly
turned into many pings as the missiles deployed their submunitions and decoys.
Five seconds later, the weapons detonated and all but destroyed the station and
docked baseship. “Sunrise,” DeMer said as the optical feed darkened for a brief
moment before showing the wreckage.
“Gish, have we heard anything from Traffic Control or the Harbor Master?”
Kaylen asked after watching the destruction for several moments.
“No…we haven’t,” DePalma replied. “Wait one…” she added and quickly
spoke into the headset that connected to the ship’s wireless system. “Ah…I just
hailed them and didn’t receive a response.”
“Silas, coordinate with David and get some Marines over there to take a look,”
Kaylen said after a moment’s thought. “Tell him to prepare for a worst-case
situation and that they are cleared guns hot on any drone they see.”
“Copy,” DeMer acknowledged and picked up his handset to implement Kaylen’s
orders.
“What can I do?” Raynes asked.
“Help me organize whoever survived…we’re going to strip what we can and…
go home,” Kaylen told her.
“Home? Or home-home?” Raynes pressed.
“Home-home,” Kaylen told her. “I feel…I feel drawn there and it’s well out of
the way.”
Raynes looked at her and cocked her head slightly and Kaylen knew what she
was thinking. She and her two adopted sisters were…found…when she was four
years old under circumstances that were still sealed from her eyes. They knew
where they were found, but it seemed that things…happened…whenever she,
Raynes, or her other sister tried to return.
“Ok…” Raynes replied. “Can I take over the Flag briefing room?”
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“It’s yours,” Kaylen said before turning her attention to DePalma. “What is it,
Gish?”
“Cloud Giant and Stargazer Lily have both contacted me asking what just
happened,” DePalma explained.
“Tell them that this is an evolving situation and that we took the action we did
because the drones have been compromised,” Kaylen told her. “Also, tell them that
I expect to hold a briefing in ninety minutes and should have more information at
that time.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Deep Space, battlestar Euryale
Commander Annabelle Isles rested her elbows on her desk and held her palms
to her forehead as she fought her body’s desire to cry. Her hopes that a significant
portion of the Fleet would rally at Earth’s trailing Trojan Point were dashed when
only four ships arrived. Four, and one of them was a civilian auxiliary, was all that
was able to rally out of the mighty Earth Union Fleet. She stoically accepted the
information in the CIC before they jumped and now that the jump was complete,
and she was in her office alone, it felt like the weight of the world was on her
shoulders.
What really drove home the point that today really was the end of the world as
she knew it was the piece of paper on the desk between her elbows. The message
had been received right before they jumped and was decrypted immediately
afterward and was the one message that all senior capital ship commanders were
briefed about but never expected to ever see; Emergency War Order Precipice.
C’mon, Bel, she thought, pull yourself together; you have to give a briefing in
fifteen minutes and can’t go out there looking like a schoolgirl who just got dumped
after giving up her virtue. Isles closed her eyes and took a calming breath. Her
thought wasn’t that far off the mark, she was young for her position, very, very
young, though not as young as her younger sister who held a similar rank. Maturity
and learning had come easy for the three foundlings once they were introduced to
it. It was as if they already knew the information and just had to see it to realize
they not only knew it but understood it and knew how to best apply it.
By the time her older sister was ten, they all had the equivalent of a four year
post graduate education. By the time they were fifteen they were already in junior
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leadership positions, and now at the ripe old age of thirty, she was in command of
a battlestar that suited her temperament, as was her younger sister in one that suited
hers. Her older sister, though, focused on intelligence and finding patterns where
there were none and needles in haystacks.
Many times, she wondered, both privately and with her sisters, just who and
what they really were. The official story, and one that was backed up by
fragmentary memories, was that they were children of scientists from an unsettled
world. Something, neither of them were sure just what it was, happened, and the
Union arrived to rescue them. Her older sister, using some of her contacts, was
able to peel away at least the first layer or two of the onion that obscured their
heritage to learn that there was no record of their parents, or anyone who was
found when they were rescued, in any Union database or census.
So, who were they?
Any chance of finding out had died with the Union.
That question, Isles decided, was one that she had to accept had no available
answer.
*+*+*+*+*
“Where are we going?” Major Jean De Laurier asked.
Libertas’ acting
commander was someone that Isles expected to be part of the crew on the
Presidential transport; tall, freakishly fit, dark hair groomed to perfection, piercing
grey eyes, and a face that seemed to jump between ‘boyishly good looks’ and ‘vid
star’.
“We’re going to jump to Stonehenge, resupply if we can, evacuate the small
population, and then we’re going to do exactly what our orders told us to do,”
Commander Annabelle Isles told him and the other four senior officers in the
briefing.
“I…” De Laurier paused for a moment, then forged ahead, “Why Stonehenge?”
“Because it’s on the far fringe of explored space, has little to no real industry, has
a fair bit of ranching and agriculture, and I think it will serve as a good jumping off
point,” Isles explained, not giving away her real reason for choosing that specific
world.
De Laurier nodded and pursed his lips. “That makes sense, if we’re going to be
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on our own for a couple years, we’re certainly going to need the supplies.”
“Colonel Dawkins, what does the larder look like?” Isles asked Colonel
Rutherford Dawkins, the commander of the sole replenishmentstar that rallied to
her call.
“Bounty is full to the gills, Commander,” Dawkins replied professionally as Isles
studied his body language. There was some tension around his eyes and jaw line,
but he refrained from many of the other nervous tell-tales that she expected. The
bespectacled man wore his dirty blond hair within regulations, but in a style more
befitting a business executive than a military officer. He wasn’t fit like De Laurier,
but had a friendly and approachable softness about him that seemed to inspire trust
and confidence while radiating competence. “I spoke with Colonel Noble and
we’d like to replace the training rounds in Christian Sands’ magazines with live
ordnance.”
“Make it happen, Ford,” Isles told him and by extension Colonels Marco Noble
and Eirene Suter, Christian Sands’ commander and headmistress respectively.
“Speaking of which, how are the cadets?” Now she did address Noble and Suter.
Noble and Suter shared a look before the headmistress spoke, “Many are still in
shock, but we’re keeping an eye on everyone. I think things were somewhat
mitigated by having so many friends and family members visiting today that the
shock they might have experienced was somewhat lessened.”
“Good…that’s something that we are all going to need to keep an eye on,
mental health. We’re sailing in uncharted space and our resources are going to be
stretched to the limits,” Isles told them. “We’re going to have half an hour between
each jump, and we’ve planned four jumps to get to Stonehenge, so we’ll have an
hour and a half of down time, I’d like to use that time to perform UNREP for Euryale
and Sands; I’m still a little jumpy being this close to things.”
“Commander,” Captain Barney Jessup said and raised his hand. “I’ve spoken
with my purser and he’s compiling an inventory of our cargo. Some of it is finished
textiles, clothing, some electronics, and a load of specialty foods from Ass End of
Nowhere. I should have the exact manifest ready for your review later today.”
“Ass End steaks?” Isles grinned. “I like it. In fact…I’d like for us to plan on
having a realty good meal once we get to Stonehenge, to celebrate our survival.
How does that sound?”
Her suggestion met with approval and a few minutes later the meeting ended.
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After the last person left the conference room, Colonel Camden Julii slipped in and
sat across from Isles. “How did it go?”
“Better than I expected.
De Laurier seemed to be resistant on going to
Stonehenge, while Dawkins already had a plan to get us through the next few
days,” Isles explained.
“They’re in shock, this was something that could never happen, until it did,” Julii
told her. “I used to date De Laurier’s older sister; he’s a good guy and once he
processes what happened, he’ll be good to go.”
“Oh?” Isles arched an eyebrow at Julii’s revelation and then smirked. “Is his
sister as hot as he is scrumptious?”
Julii chuckled. “She’s the thing that dreams are made of,” he mused. “I…” he
suddenly turned serious, “I hope she’s ok. We broke up because our careers took
us in different directions, but while it lasted, we had something real.”
“You never know, Cam…she might have been visiting her brother when all this
went down…” Isles teased.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Stonehenge Orbit, battlestar Medusa
This is what Earth must have looked like before we made landfall, Commander
Feleena Kaylen thought as she studied the display that showed the serene bluewhite planet below. For the past year or so, she had felt an ever-stronger pull to
return to Stonehenge, to try and find an explanation for who, and when she was
honest, what she was. It was readily apparent to anyone who saw her that she was
exceptionally young for her position, and if they had a chance to read the classified
portions of her service jacket, they would have incontrovertible proof that while she
might physically be human, there was something decidedly unhuman about her
cognitive abilities and ability to learn.
Kaylen knew her sisters had the same traits and that each one of them had
something slightly unique about them. Jessica Raynes, the eldest, had a knack for
critical thinking that far exceeded almost anyone in the Fleet. Annabelle Isles, her
middle sister, was off the charts when it came to spatial awareness and individual
tactics. Herself, she reflected, was the master planner, tactician, and strategist,
being able to see both the big picture and little picture and knowing how best to
apply the assets available to overcome whatever obstacle might be in the way.
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Unlike her sisters, however, she had something they didn’t; precognition. It
wasn’t always active, but when it was, what it showed always happened. As Kaylen
grew up as a child, she realized that by working with her sisters that often Raynes
would provide the context and Isles often stormed the issue.
Individually, each woman was exceptional, but when they joined forces, they
became an unbeatable force of nature.
And now, Kaylen reflected, she had come home…home-home as Raynes called
it. This was where the Union found them twenty-four years ago. Despite all three
girls having eidetic memories, none of them had anything more than fragments of
memories and flash images of life before the Union Marines arrived. There was no
record of anyone found in the compound anywhere in the Union. The forty-seven
men, forty-five women, and three children were complete unknowns. Their faces
and DNA weren’t in any database, the identity documents were all forgeries, and
despite the presence of cutting edge medical and research equipment, no institute
of higher learning had any record of the ninety-two adults.
“You have that look, Leena,” Commander Jessica Raynes said and broke Kaylen’s
reverie.
Kaylen nodded, “Yeah, I guess I do. I was thinking about us…going downstairs
and getting a look at where we were found.”
“But it’s just us…Bel…” Raynes said, and Kaylen understood what she had left
unsaid.
“Soon, Jess, soon…” Kaylen told her.
Raynes narrowed her eyes and met Kaylen’s gaze, “She survived?”
“She did,” Kaylen confirmed. “That’s why we’re going to wait until she arrives
before we go downstairs. It won’t be long.”
“You scare me sometimes,” Raynes told her sister before her face clouded
somewhat. “Ah…”
“What is it, Jess?” Kaylen asked.
Raynes stood from where she had been sitting on the other side Kaylen’s desk
and began to pace. “I’ve thought about us a lot; you, Bel, me…and I’ve spun things
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around a hundred and eighty degrees to look at it from a different direction and
what I’m coming up with…it scares me.”
“Now you have me concerned,” Kaylen said and studied her sister’s body
language. They had all been adopted by different parents, but they were raised in
the same communal setting, so while they may not have shared physical traits, they
were sisters where it mattered.
“Ok…I’m the oldest, then Bel, then you,” Raynes began. “I’m shortest, then Bel,
and then you’re the tallest. My focus is somewhat narrow…Bel’s critical thinking
isn’t near mine, but it’s damned good, and she’s unbeatable when it comes to
individual tactics.”
“You’re scaring me, Jess,” Kaylen said as what her sister said began running
down the rabbit holes of her mind.
“I was when I first considered it,” Raynes admitted and stopped pacing. “You…
you’re the youngest, tallest, and have the broadest range of talents…and then
there’s the other thing you have.”
“What you’re suggesting is…the Union doesn’t have the technology to do that,”
Kaylen countered.
Raynes shrugged.
sounded.

“And yet here we are…” she started before the klaxon

“Action Station, Action Stations, set Condition One throughout the ship! This is
not a drill!” Captain Alphonse Daidone’s voice ordered over the 1MC.
Kaylen smiled at her sister, “Bel’s arrived.” She reached for the handset a
moment before it buzzed for her attention. “Kaylen. Is that Euryale?” she asked.
“How the hell do you do that?” Colonel Silas DeMer asked. “We received their
bona fides a few moments after they jumped in.”
“Good…please have Gish reach out and contact Euryale and have it routed
down here,” Kaylen said and leaned back. Yes, she thought, things are coming
together.
*+*+*+*+*
“I have to ask,” Commander Feleena Kaylen asked, “you’re certain that this is
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legit?”
Commander Annabelle Isles slowly nodded.
“I’m afraid so, Leena,” she
answered her sister. “I was there when we received it and I watched it be
decrypted and printed. I…” she paused and blinked her eyes several times, “I saw
Earth… the drones nuked it far beyond reason. Even if I didn’t have confirmation,
after seeing that, my gut would tell me it’s real.”
“Jess?” Kaylen asked her sister’s opinion. Ever since they were children, even
though she was the youngest, she seemed to be the one the others turned to for
leadership.
“Two things…” Commander Jessica Raynes said and held up her right index
finger. “First, there is no higher authority and thus no one to enforce the rules other
than our adherence to following them, so…we could simply find someplace that
hasn’t been hit and go to ground and slowly rebuild. Two,” she added her middle
finger to her index finger, “we follow them and hopefully meet other survivors
about five years from now.”
“Your suggestion?” Isles prodded her older sister.
“Metaphorically, I want heads on pikes. I want to go to Stormhaven and hit the
place with a near-c rock and crack it into itty bity pieces,” Raynes replied. “But…
that really won’t do any good as the drones don’t really need it. My vote is that we
take a five-year cruise.”
“Bel?” Kaylen asked.
Isles slowly nodded. “Yeah, I agree with Jess…five-year cruise. What is your
opinion?”
Kaylen leaned back in her high-backed chair and crossed one long leg over the
other before she answered the question. “What I want is immaterial, I have to think
of those I have a duty of care to provide for, and even if we stay here or find
someplace else, it’s a matter of time before the drones find us if we stay in Union
space. We have a plan, we have a destination, and for now that is going to have to
be the hope that drives us forward.”
“Do you think anyone else made it out?” Isles asked.
Raynes nodded. “Absolutely. The drones had surprise, but their numbers
weren’t enough that they would have overwhelming superiority in every system
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simultaneously. I ran some estimates before you arrived and I think that some of
the more remote worlds stood a higher chance of a successful evacuation than the
inner worlds, so I’m hopeful.”
“Good, I’d hate to have the weight of being the sole survivors of the Union on
our shoulders,” Kaylen said soberly.
“In about ten minutes,” she said after
confirming the time from the chronometer on the wall, “we’re going to brief the
other command officers…but first, I think we need to make a call to some very
nervous people downstairs.”
“What do you mean?” Isles asked. “Why would they be nervous? Well, other
than the obvious.”
“We’ve identified Lex Talionis and two other Erisian gunstars on the surface,”
Kaylen explained. “They may not be Fleet, but they are human, and I really doubt
that the drones are going to care about the hull color or uniform they wear.”
“That’s something I could never figure out,” Raynes mused. “For what are
essentially administrative differences, why did things start going way back when?”
“Before my time,” Kaylen smirked, “but I chalk it up to people being people; get
the right demagogue and you can make Zeus’ clergy tear down his temple.”
“No…” Isles shook her head. “I think there’s more going on…well…was going
on; it’s a moot point now.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Kaylen conceded.
Talionis…last I heard Baz Martel was in command.”

“I’ll make the call to Lex

Isles arched an eyebrow. “Heartbreaker has Lex?”
Kaylen sighed and nodded. “Yes…”
“You sure you’re the right person to call?” Isles asked. “I mean…you did…”
“Yeah…but a couple years later we crossed paths and resolved the issue,”
Kaylen told her sisters. “I was young, stupid, and when I found out…I lashed out.”
“Ok…” Isles told her. “I’ll trust you on this.”
Kaylen picked up the handset and called the CIC. After Colonel Silas DeMer
answered, she explained what she needed and a moment later heard the two beeps
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that indicated she had been transferred to the ship’s wireless system and then the
crackle and pop that indicated the transmission was being encrypted. “Erisian
gunstar Lex Talionis, this is the Union battlestar Medusa, please answer this hail; we
wish to parlay…” she said and paused for a moment before repeating the hail.
“Medusa, this is Lex Talionis Actual, we’re listening,” a male voice answered.
“Lex Actual, this is Medusa Actual, is that you Baz?” Kaylen asked.
“Leena?” the voice asked.
“Yes,” Kaylen confirmed.
“If it was anybody but you, I wouldn’t have answered,” Colonel Basil Martel
answered. “What brings you out to the middle of nowhere?”
Kaylen chuckled. “Because it is the middle of nowhere, Baz.
remember your briefing when you were given command of Ra?”

Do you still

“Yes…” Martel said hesitantly. “Anything specific?”
Kaylen’s answer was one word, “Precipice.”
“Yes, I remember Precipice. It was a doomsday scenario that no one thought
would ever be needed. I know that we’re in no position to force something that
extreme,” Martel replied.
“No…you aren’t,” Kaylen stated definitively. “However, the drones are…and
have. I’d like to extend a white flag of truce so you and a deputy can attend a
briefing that I’m going to hold shortly. I’ll have my comms officer transmit you the
Emergency War Order and some other supporting data,” she said formally. After a
brief pause, her voice lost the formality, “Baz, they’re systematically destroying
every world, going full scorched earth. We’re going to evacuate everyone on
Stonehenge and then set out…I’d like you and your people to join us.”
“Ah…It isn’t that I don’t believe you,” Martel started. “But before I commit to
anything, I’m going to need to see the order and the evidence.”
“I understand and I’ll have my comms officer send them momentarily,” Kaylen
offered. “In the meantime, I’m going to postpone the briefing until I hear back from
you.” She paused for several moments, “Baz…we were close once and were good
friends…I…I don’t want to leave anybody behind. Look at the material and come
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to the briefing…whatever issues we might have had…personal or professional, are
over. As far as I’m concerned, the Crisis is over; right now, it’s everyone who’s flesh
and blood on one side, and everything that’s alloy and circuits on the other.”
“I hear you, Leena…” Martel said, still sounding a little unsure. “Send it over
and I’ll let you know in five minutes.”
“All I can ask, Baz,” Kaylen told him.
“Well, that went better than I expected,” Isles said after Kaylen ended the call
and had the information transmitted to Lex Talionis.
“So what happened?” Raynes asked. “Between you and Martel?”
“We were in a course together at the War College and I had the biggest crush on
him; he was older, handsome…damned near scrumptious, and it took the entirety
of the eight week course for me to work up the courage to ask him out…he didn’t
seem like he was going to ask me, so I had to do it myself. After I asked, he smiled,
shook his head, and said he was married. That was bad enough. Then, when the
class ended, we had just checked out of BOQ when this guy walks up, gives him a
hug, and then lays a lip lock on him the likes of which would have started a dead
star. Baz asked him if he had checked into the hotel yet, and that’s when I knew
that the guy I was crushing on was gay.
“I was pissed, hurt, angry…I mean, I was eighteen, and even though I had
almost a decade in uniform and was mature for my age, I really wasn’t that
experienced in matters of the heart,” Kaylen explained and hung her head. “I said
some mean things…things I shouldn’t have said and had no right saying, and when
I worked out on the punching bag, it was his face I saw. Woman scorned? Oh, hell
yes! Then, about two months after that, I’m on leave in Thera Bay sitting at this little
boardwalk bistro. A woman, a few years older than I was, and wearing a bikini that
left little to the imagination, sat down, waved over a server, and ordered a Planter’s
Punch.
“Before I could say anything, she told me her name was Marta and that she was
Baz’s wife,” Kaylen paused and sipped her coffee. “Over the next couple minutes,
she explained that what I saw wasn’t the whole story and that she had, without
Baz’s knowledge, sought me out to try and clear the air.”
“He’s a poly?” Raynes asked.
Kaylen nodded. “Marta told me that she, Dax, Baz, Holly, and Angelle were a
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poly moresome, and that they were all one big…family.”
“Wow…” Isles chuckled. “What happened next?”
Kaylen smirked. “I won’t go into details, but we worked things out and
afterward I contacted some of the people I vented to and retracted everything.”
“Only you, little sister,” Raynes chuckled and was interrupted by the intercom
buzzing.
“Kaylen,” Kaylen answered the call.
“Commander, I have Colonel Martel on the wireless for you,” Lieutenant Gish
DePalma said.
“Excellent, please patch him through,” Kaylen asked.
“My gods, Leena…it’s all true…” Martel said hollowly before Kaylen could say
anything. “It’s all destroyed…”
“Yes…” Kaylen said, it was the only thing she could say without sounding trite.
“Are you holding the briefing on Medusa?” Martel asked.
“I am. Are you close with any of the locals down there?” Kaylen asked.
Martel chuckled. “You could say I am…my parents moved here when I was
four. I’ll bring the mayor of the main settlement, though you may need to come
down to talk directly to the Colony director.”
“Colony?” Kaylen asked.
“I’ll explain when I get there,” Martel told her. “They’re a…social organization
of sorts…that broke off from the main settlement about twenty years or so back.
Because I’m from Freeport, anything I say will be viewed with suspicion.”
“Ok…” Kaylen agreed. “I have to go to the surface anyway on a personal
matter, so stopping there can be built into the timeline.”
“Good…I’m going to leave in a few minutes and should be there about five
minutes later,” Martel stated. “Oh…I’m bringing my XO with me…she says she’d
like to meet you again.”
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“Oh?” Kaylen asked, not sure who he was talking about.
“Yes,” Martel replied, his voice sounding cryptic, yet Kaylen could detect a smile
in it. “You must have made quite an impression on Marta when she tracked you
down to bury the hatchet.”
Kaylen felt her face flush, “Oh…yes…you, ah…know about that?”
Martel chuckled. “Yes, we don’t have secrets in my family.”
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Feleena Kaylen stood with Commander Jessica Raynes on her left
and Commander Annabelle Isles on her right and waited for the airlock to cycle.
Also present was a squad of Marines in full battle-rattle to provide an honor guard
for the Union colors and boatswain who piped aboard the visiting officer. All had
boarded save one, those from Lex Talionis, the Erisian gunstar.
“I heard rumors, friend of a friend’s uncle’s third cousin twice removed’s sister’s
boyfriend’s father sort of thing, that there was going to be a high-level meeting
between a presidential envoy and the Erisians today,” Raynes said softly while they
waited.
“Oh?” Isles asked. “Do you know who was involved on our side?”
“Sean Marlowe,” Raynes replied and smiled.
“Oh…that man is just…ummm…” Isles almost shuddered. Her affinity for older
men was well known by her sisters, and by any account, Vice Admiral Sean
Marlowe was a man who checked all the boxes. But, Kaylen thought, the man was
off the market even if he didn’t know it himself. It was clear when she had met him
a few months earlier when Medusa provided security for the operation that
captured the Erisian commerce raider Iura Hominis. Marlowe was on hand to
direct the operation and his aide, Major May DeBeers, was never far from his side,
the two operating as if they were two halves of the same person.
“Yes…he is…” Raynes chuckled. “If the drones hadn’t glitched, my guess is that
about this time we’d be hearing an official declaration from the President that the
conflict was over.”
“You have that much faith in him?” Kaylen asked.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2624

“Yeah, I do,” Raynes replied. “I’ve worked with him on several occasions and
there’s something about him…I dunno…he’s able to find the sticking points or
issues and develop an equitable solution that gives everyone the feeling that they
won. I just wish they would have handed this off to him ten years ago.”
“Yeah…then we wouldn’t have had the support to develop the drones,” Isles
sadly said.
“Game time,” Kaylen said and brought their attention back to the airlock’s hatch.
The telltale switched from red to green and a moment later the hatch hissed open.
A man just shy of two meters tall stood on the other side and was dressed in a
Union Fleet uniform, though devoid of any rank, branch, or certification badges.
“Permission to come aboard, Commander?” Basil Martel asked respectfully.
“Permission granted,” Kaylen replied.
A moment later, Martel stepped across the hatch coaming and put his foot on
the receiving lounge’s deck. When his foot touched the deck, the boatswain piped
him aboard and announced, “Lex Talionis arriving!”
Martel turned to the boatswain, “Thank you, Boats.” He took two steps forward,
then turned and held his hand out for the woman who had stood behind him.
“Commander, I believe you know Marta de Bardi, my wife and executive officer of
Lex Talionis?”
De Bardi stepped forward and Kaylen recognized the woman immediately; she
had aged a few years, but she was unmistakably the woman she had met at the
bistro. Like her husband, she wore an unadorned Fleet uniform, but where he was
tall, she was considerably shorter, had lustrous dark hair gathered in a functional
ponytail, and seemed to be slightly nervous and not as self-confident.
“Commander,” she began, “it’s been a while; given what’s happened, I’m glad to
see you survived.”
Kaylen smiled, “It has been a while; I’m glad to see you and Baz are well.
Welcome aboard Medusa.” She turned to her right, “This is Commander Annabelle
Isles, and this,” she turned to her left, “is Commander Jessica Raynes. I, ah…do
have one question before we move to the briefing room…why aren’t either of you
wearing an Erisian uniform or any sort of rank or other insignia?”
Some of the confidence seemed to leave Martel and his shoulders slumped a
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little. “You said as far as you were concerned, the Crisis was over and that it was us
against them. You can’t have an ‘us’ if we’re still thinking like ‘us and them’ to
other humans. Wearing them…that would highlight a difference, and Marta and I
both believe that we need to focus on or similarities instead of differences.”
Kaylen looked at Raynes who nodded, then to Isles who also nodded, and then
back to where her guests stood. “Welcome back to the Fleet Commander Martel,
Colonel de Bardi. You’re both out of uniform and I expect that to be remedied the
next time I see you.”
Martel smirked and nodded. “By your command, Commander.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Stonehenge Orbit, battlestar Euryale
Despite being well away from the Union’s primary and secondary systems,
Euryale was still at Action Stations, though at a reduced readiness level, Condition
Two. Commander Annabelle Isles walked from the hangar to her quarters, trailed
by a pair of Marines as per Standing Orders since hostilities commenced. She
barely prevented a yawn from escaping despite being awake and active for close to
twenty hours. The Balls to Four watch was usually ‘quiet time’ on the massive
warship, but the current threat of attack and the repairs from their escape from
Earth ensured that there would be more activity than usual.
Five minutes later, Isles was in her quarters stretched out on one of the leather
sofas. She picked up the intercom handset and had the OOD page Colonel
Camden Julii to her quarters. After a moment, she walked over to the small pantry
and opened a half kilo bag of Ingram’s Kettle Cooked potato chips. She eyed her
cabinet and the almost two dozen similar bags and sighed sadly. When these were
gone, the world would lose a culinary delicacy, she thought.
When the intercom buzzed to let her know that Julii was outside, she was on
her second bottle of PepperCola and her fingers were salty and oily from the chips.
“Enter!” she shouted; her Marines familiar with some of her peculiarities.
“Mind if I get one?” Julii asked when he entered and nodded at the soda.
“Help yourself,” Isles said after crunching a handful of chips and swallowing
them, chasing them a moment later with a sip from her own bottle.
“How did it go?” Julii asked. “I figured you’d want to talk about it when you got
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back, though I didn’t expect you this late.”
Isles stretched and arched her back, her arms over her head, and her toes
curled. “The plan is to be ready to leave in 36 hours, though depending on
whether the drones show up, we may have to leave earlier. The collective thinking
is that since there’s just this one settlement, that it will actually be a couple days
before we have to leave, but the 36 hours is when the minimums have to be
completed.”
“And then we go to the Colonies?” Julii asked.
“Yes…” Isles replied and yawned. “I was surprised at how easy it was to
convince the civilians to make the trip; I’m not sure we could do it without them.”
“Oh?” Julii prodded.
“Do you know the show, ‘Frontier Packet’?” Isles asked. Seeing Julii’s nod, she
continued, “One of the ships here is Rock Pixie, with the full cast and crew. They
were getting ready to start filming the next half of the season and one of the plots
centered around Stonehenge and some smuggling.”
“Cool…” Julii grinned. “Maybe I can meet Gillian McGovern…”
Isles shook her head; she was well acquainted with Julii’s infatuation with the
starlet. “Well, her nibs browbeat Captain Norwalk to bring her along for the
meeting. Seems she thought that since she was Rock Pixie’s Owner Aboard in the
show that she should be at the meeting. Cam,” she turned and looked directly at
her XO, “after meeting her face to face, I wouldn’t frak her with my enemy’s dangly
bits. I’ve never seen Leena ready to have someone removed from a briefing until
today. If you say the sky is blue, she’ll say the sky is black half the day. If you say
water is wet, she’ll say that there’s more ice and vapor than liquid water. Bitch is
frakking toxic.”
“I could bring her to heel,” Julii grinned. “I like a challenge.”
“Go for it, Cam…be my guest,” Isles shook her head. “You have a meeting with
her tomorrow…no, this morning at 1000 hours to discuss what they need to offload
for necessary supplies.”
“Huh?” Julii stuttered as his eyes went wide and he cocked his head.
Isles smirked at Julii’s unintentional imitation of a confused dog. “You heard me,
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Loverboy, you get a crack at her in about nine hours.”
Understanding replaced confusion on Julii’s face which was then replaced with
confidence and a grin. “Challenge accepted,” he snarked.
“Ok…ok…” Isles held up her hands in surrender, “don’t blame me when you
crash and burn.”
“Never,” Julii replied and then turned serious. “Are those really two of the
Angels of Death?” he asked, referring to two of the ships that had been with
Kaylen’s group when they had arrived.
“Yeah…Libitina and Dabria…both with a full war load,” Isles confirmed.
“Explaining that they were real took some very careful work…I’m glad Leena is in
overall command.”
“Commander Kaylen?” Julii asked. “She’s younger than you and Commander
Raynes…”
“She is…” Isles agreed. “But,” she crunched a handful of chips and continued
after she swallowed them, “She was also posted to commander six months before
me and eight months before Jess. But beyond that, Cam, she’s the right person for
the job. She sees the big picture better than anyone in the group and where I
would have been much more blunt and Jess would have told them it wasn’t any of
their business because it was classified, Leena managed to make sure everyone
knew what was here and why, and then did in such a way that everyone was ok
with it.”
“You know her better than I do, and I trust you implicitly, so that carries over to
her, too,” Julii told her.
“Thanks, Cam, I appreciate it,” Isles said. After several moments, she turned on
her side so she could face her XO. “Ah…tomorrow…I’m going downstairs for a
couple hours.”
“Oh? Why’s that?” Julii asked.
“Two reasons…” Isles explained and swung her legs off the sofa and sat up.
“First, we have to meet a splinter settlement that isn’t on the best of terms with the
main settlement. Baz Martel seems to think that as outsiders, we’ll be accepted
with less friction. Second, Leena, Jess, and I have to return somewhere and poke
around a bit; if we don’t do it now, we’ll never have this chance again and it’s…”
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Julii leaned close. “What?”
“It’s where we were found,” Isles slowly explained. “We don’t know who we
really are or where we really came from, except for this one place. We’re here, we
were…drawn here…”
“When you knew where Leena would be?” Julii offered.
“Yeah…we have to find out, Cam, if there’s the slimmest of a chance, we have
to try,” Isles emphatically stated.
“I’ll hold the ship together, Bel,” Julii told her.
“Thanks…” Isles softly replied.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Stonehenge, 50 kilometers from Freeport, independent settlement
Harmony
“We couldn’t have taken a Roc?” Commander Feleena Kaylen asked as the
comfortably appointed transport bus slowed as it approached what looked like
some sort of ancient gatehouse that spanned the width of the road. The center was
open, but gated, and there was a large parking lot on either side of the road.
“No…” Commander Basil Martel replied after hesitating for a few moments.
“No? Why?” Commander Annabelle Isles prodded.
Martel swallowed and looked to where Colonel Marta de Bardi sat. Kaylen saw
the unspoken communication pass between them and sat back. If this was a trap,
then it was a trap, they were already committed to seeing it through to the end.
“Ah, Commander,” de Bardi began and shook her head. “There’s no easy way to
say this, but Harmony is a naturist settlement.”
“Naturist?” Commander Jessica Raynes half asked, half stated.
nudist colony?”

“As in it’s a

Martel slowly nodded before de Bardi continued, “I was young when it
happened, but when Harmony split off from Freeport, they adopted a no-clothes
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policy. No one outside Harmony is really sure why they did it since that wasn’t the
reason why they relocated. It’s just one of those things that happened, and people
here have learned to live with it. Thankfully, the climate is pretty much perfect for
the lifestyle…”
“So, to talk to their director we’re going to have go in nude,” Kaylen said.
“That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”
“Pretty much, yes, Commander,” de Bardi confirmed.
“Leena?” Raynes asked and looked at Kaylen.
“They haven’t listened to our wireless communications and the envoy that
Freeport sent was told to frak off,” Kaylen explained. “I don’t want to do it, but…if
we want to evacuate them, I’m going to have to do it.”
Isles sighed and frowned. “At least we can leave the Marines outside with the
bus?” she asked hopefully.
“Yes…” Kaylen nodded. “I don’t think we need that break in discipline.” She
turned to look at where the Marine fireteam was riding at the rear of the bus.
“Sorry guys…no show today!” she laughed.
“Ma’am, we wouldn’t have looked…” Lieutenant Henry Hayden O’Donnell,
Water to his friends due to his initials, said. Then added after a pause, “Much”.
“Not today, Water,” Kaylen joked and then thought, I really don’t want to do
this.
Ten minutes later, Kaylen took a deep breath and looked at Isles, Raynes, and de
Bardi. “You seem rather relaxed about this, Marta.”
“I grew up here before I left for school and to experience life,” de Bardi
explained. “My parents still live here, but because I left and didn’t return, everyone
else sort of looks at me as an outsider.”
“That won’t cause any trouble, will it?” Raynes asked.
“No, it shouldn’t,” de Bardi replied. “People are…different here…I didn’t
realize it until I was at college, but their whole way of looking at life is slightly off.
Like most insular communities, they don’t trust outsiders, but they take trust issues
to a new level. It’s almost…” she shrugged.
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“Almost what?” Isles asked and said what was on Kaylen’s mind.
De Bardi pursed her lips, “Almost as if they were hiding and didn’t want anyone
to be among them covertly.”
“That’s understandable and not really all that out of the ordinary,” Raynes stated.
“There’s a sect devoted to Philotes on Hesperides that requires having sex to enter.
They believe that such an act lays bare one’s soul and that you symbolically
become one of them. So, no…Harmony’s reasons don’t seem that odd to me.”
“Let’s get this started, we have somewhere else we need to visit before we return
to orbit,” Kaylen said and started for the door.
“Wait…” de Bardi said and handed each woman a towel. “Custom is you have
a towel to put down on your seat…for hygiene purposes.”
De Bardi opened the locker room door and stepped out into the shaded porch
that ran along the inside length of the building. Kaylen felt very self-conscious of
herself as she stepped onto the porch, as if there were eyes everywhere staring at
her and someone waiting to make a snide or suggestive remark. “Where do we go
from here?” she asked.
“As soon as Baz gets here, we’re going to head down Broadway to the Town
Hall, it’s that brick and wood building down there about two hundred meters,” de
Bardi pointed.
Kaylen allowed her gaze to sweep the settlement. It appeared to have two main
roads that met in a traffic circle with a small park and gazebo, and perhaps a dozen
buildings on each side of each arm. Harmony wasn’t a large settlement and had a
population of about three hundred souls. There were people out walking, tending
lawns or gardens, doing maintenance, and all the other things that would be
expected in a community this size, except they were all nude. Thankfully, to her
thinking, no one was paying them much attention and for that matter, no one was
paying anyone else any extra attention given their state of undress.
“Ah, glad to see you haven’t freaked out,” Martel’s voice said from behind and
causing Kaylen to flinch.
“No…not yet,” Isles smirked. “Not like any of us have anything…any…thing…
to be ashamed of, though,” she added.
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“Yeah…well…” Martel shifted his gaze and Kaylen saw de Bardi shake her
head. “Let’s get this show on the road, or foot, as the case may be.”
Martel took the lead and lead them along Broadway toward the Town Hall.
“I can see why you crushed on him…” Raynes whispered conspiratorially to
Kaylen.
“Please…don’t remind me…” Kaylen whispered back. “I’d rather that just stays
a memory…”
“Sure…” Raynes chuckled.
“Ah, here we are,” Martel said and held the door for Kaylen and the others to
enter. As Kaylen passed, he whispered, “I heard that.”
“I figured,” Kaylen said as Martel followed her into the Town Hall. “It was years
ago, resolved, and that’s where it stays.”
“Understood…” Martel told her and moved to the front of the group where a
muscular man in his middle years stood waiting. He wore a lanyard holding a
badge around his neck and a utility belt with suspenders that supported a sidearm
and several pouches. “Hello, Chief Jamison.”
The Chief seemed unimpressed by Martel’s greeting. “Hello, Basil. What brings
you to Harmony?”
Kaylen suppressed the desire to sigh audibly. They didn’t have time for these
childish games. She was about to speak up when an older man stepped into the
foyer. “Basil? You’re running a little early, aren’t you?”
“Yes, Mayor Birdsong, we’re about half an hour early…” Martel explained.
“Can you see us now?”
“Certainly,” the Mayor replied and then turned to the Chief. “Go get Marcus
and bring him here immediately.”
“But…” the Chief protested.
“Do it. Now,” the Mayor ordered. “I don’t have time for your petty bullshit,
these people don’t have time for it, and if what I’ve heard is correct, we don’t have
time for it.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2632

The Chief glared at the Mayor, then at Martel, and then left the foyer by the
same door that the group used to enter it. “Please, Norman never got over losing
the exquisite Marta to Basil and seems to think that his badge gives him some sort
of authority to drive his agenda…I don’t even know why we keep him on payroll…
we haven’t had a crime here in more than ten years,” the Mayor explained. “Now,
Basil, please introduce me to your guests.”
“Certainly, Mayor,” Martel replied and quickly introduced Kaylen, Isles, and
Raynes.
“Please, come this way, we can wait in the conference room until Marcus
arrives,” the Mayor told them and led them into another room. “Water?” he
offered.
“Is Marcus critical to listening to what we have to tell you?” Kaylen asked.
“No…he isn’t…I just thought that you might want him present,” the Mayor
explained. “Ah, here he is, we won’t have to wait,” he added as the conference
room door opened and an older man, perhaps in his sixties and still fit and trim,
entered. Kaylen narrowed her eyes at the newcomer. There was something familiar
about him, but it was on the edge of her perception like a memory just out of
reach.
“Marcus,” the Mayor began, “thank you for joining us.”
“My pleasure, Ivan,” Marcus replied.
A moment later, introductions had been made and Kaylen began explaining
what happened and why the settlement had to be evacuated. Neither man
interrupted her and what she thought would take half an hour was done in less than
ten minutes.
“Marcus?” the Mayor asked.
“It sounds like we need to pack,” Marcus replied.
Slowly, sadly, the Mayor nodded. “Yes, it does. I will let the town know that we
need to be ready to leave within six hours.” He looked at everyone sitting around
the table, nodded, then stood. “If you will excuse me…I need to deliver some
unpleasant news. Marcus…will you?”
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“Yes…” Marcus replied.
“Thank you, Mayor Birdsong, for your understanding and acceptance of the
situation,” Kaylen said before she stood and shook his hand.
“We are presented a binary question; do we want to live, or do we want to die?”
the Mayor stated. “it is in our nature to want to live, the decision was…easy.”
“Still…thank you,” Kaylen repeated.
“You’re welcome…and thank you…all three of you, for returning and stepping
out of your comfort zones to let us know what happened.”
Kaylen narrowed her eyes and glanced over to where Raynes sat. From the
subtle change of her sister’s face, it was clear that she had picked up on what the
Mayor had said.
After the Mayor left, everyone stood, and Marcus shook his head and motioned
for them to sit. “I was wondering when you three would return,” he said.
“That’s the second time in less than five minutes someone has mentioned our
return,” Isles said and leaned forward.
Kaylen put her hand on her sister’s arm and silently urged restraint. Where
Raynes would analyze a situation until every scrap of information was known, Isles
would wait just long enough to form an opinion and then begin operations.
“Marcus, what’s going on here? I think if I asked Commanders Raynes and Isles if
they thought you looked familiar, they’d agree with me and say yes.”
Marcus sat back and tried to look contemplative, at least as much as a naked
man in his sixties might look. “You were all born not too far from here,” he began.
“I can take you there, if you’d like.”
“That was the other thing we planned on doing when we came down,” Kaylen
told him. “Having a guide would be nice.”
“Did you know our parents? Our real parents…” Isles asked.
Sadness clouded Marcus’ face as he nodded. “They were some of the most
amazing people I’ve ever known. Growing up in Freeport, I never expected to be
much more than maybe a farmer or rancher, or if I was exceptionally lucky, work in
one of the warehouses. But when they arrived in town, my life changed. They
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were looking for some people who knew the local area and who would be able to
help them survey a claim and then work as an intermediary with the locals in
Freeport.
“Your parents’ people…they didn’t come into town much and stayed close at
what they began calling the Center. I was fifteen when they arrived and your father,
Commander Kaylen, took me under his wing and treated me like a brother. He
taught me things…” Marcus’ gaze grew distant and a sad smile touched his lips.
“In the early days, they lived in the ship they arrived in, and then one day, after the
Center was built and operating, it was gone. I asked what happened and was told
that it had been sent away.
“I later heard that it had been sent into the sun. Your parents…” Marcus pursed
his lips and seemed to slip into deep thought for a moment, “…they never came
out and told me, but I always had the feeling they were hiding from someone.
When you were born, Commander Raynes, everyone celebrated.
Then,
Commander Isles, when you were born, there was another celebration. And
Commander Kaylen…when you were born, they celebrated again. And then, it
seemed like whatever they were working on was finished, some people left and I
never saw them again, but most stayed and everyone helped raise the three of you.”
“What happened, though? Why did the Union show up and take us away?”
Isles pressed.
“I don’t know,” Marcus said sadly. “I wish I did. They sent me and a couple
others into Freeport for supplies and when we got back, the Union was there. It
was odd, if they were there for you, then they would have sent someone from Child
Protective Services, but this was a full kit assault, the officers in charge were
working with a couple civilians who were supervising crews stripping the Center. I
saw you three,” he blinked several times as tears formed in his eyes, “get pulled
away from your parents’ bodies and hustled into a shuttle.”
Silence descended on the room and Kaylen sat back in her chair, her nudity and
that of the others forgotten and no longer of any consequence. The Union that she
had served all her life, had been loyal to, had been responsible for her parents’
murder. She forced her eyes closed and made her mind process what she had
heard. It wasn’t the Union, she decided, it was the civilians who were somehow
involved.
“Tell me about the civilians…what were they like?” Kaylen finally said.
“There were five of them, three men and two women,” Marcus finally answered.
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“The oldest two, they seemed closer than the others, and gave the most orders. The
other three, they were the ones that were cataloguing the equipment that was being
removed and seemed excited about what they found.”
“Now we know,” Raynes said after a moment’s silence. “What do you want to
do, Leena?”
“I want to visit our home,” Kaylen said. “I want to see if maybe that brings back
any more memories.”
“I agree…” Isles added. “Whoever did this is probably dead and nothing more
than fallout, but if I ever find them…”
“Me, too,” Raynes stated.
“If there’s room for some outsiders, we’d like to get in on it…” Martel said and
de Bardi nodded her agreement.
“I think there is plenty of room,” Kaylen said and realized that despite
everything that happened to the Union, to her and her sisters twenty-four years ago,
that she felt at peace. There were things she could control, things she could
influence, and things that caused a turbulent mind. Hearing Marcus’ story settled
her mind and while it didn’t answer ‘why’, it answered ‘how’. Perhaps there would
be more found at the Center’s ruins.
“I…I managed to save some personal items…” Marcus offered. “They set fire to
the Center and left, but your parents’ houses were far enough away that I had a few
minutes to collect some things in case you ever returned.”
“Thank you,” Raynes said and Kaylen nodded her agreement and saw that Isles
did too. “Do you want to bring them with you when we go to the site?”
Marcus nodded. “I think that I should go home and get them, let my wife know
that we need to pack and leave, and then I’ll meet you at the main gate. This is
something that you want to be dressed for,” he smirked.
Until he said it, Kaylen had completely forgotten about her current state of
undress. “Yes, I think that might be a good thing…no sense getting scraped and
scratched…”
*+*+*+*+*
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Earth Union, Stonehenge Orbit, battlestar Medusa
“What do we have, Al?” Colonel Silas DeMer asked as the dradis continued to
ping off the seven new contacts.
“They aren’t drones…” Captain Alphonse Daidone replied as he sent IFF
interrogations to the new contacts. “Ah…I’m getting transponder replies stating
that they’re Eurypyle, Meliea, Manticore, Union Bastion, Union Tollgate, Bountiful
Harvest, and Hamilton Arm Trading Post.”
“Looks like we might have more survivors,” Captain Selene Tesla said from her
position at the plotting table where she stood in as acting XO.
“Let’s hope…” DeMer agreed. “Gish, can you hail them please and then send it
down here.”
“Hail them and send it to the plot, aye,” Lieutenant Gish DePalma answered, her
enlisted roots showing in the newly commissioned officer’s response. “This is the
Union battlestar Medusa to the new ships entering Stonehenge orbit; please identify
yourselves immediately to prevent offensive action being taken. I repeat, this is the
Union battlestar Medusa…”
“Medusa, this is Eurypyle Actual, it is so good to hear a human voice,” a strained
voice replied on the handset that DeMer held to his ear.
“Eurypyle Actual, Medusa Actual, this is Colonel Silas DeMer, who am I
speaking to?” DeMer requested as he watched Tesla glance over her shoulder to
make sure her replacement had valid fire control solutions on the new arrivals.
“Colonel DeMer, this is Lieutenant Colonel Tom Gatsby, requesting permission
to enter orbit while we deal with some maintenance and personnel issues.”
“Permission granted, Colonel,” DeMer told him. “What is your current status? I
thought Eurypyle was still fitting out and Meliea just was just accepted for duty?”
“We were at Athena Anchorage when things went down,” Gatsby began and
sounded somewhat more at ease than when he introduced himself. “The drones
took down Traffic Control and the Stationmaster’s control center, then started
shooting anyone they could find. We managed to get as many people aboard as
possible, mostly civilians and yard personnel, before we had to cast off. Manticore
was freely navigating and trying to keep the Marauders away from us while we tried
to bring all our systems online.
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“Before we could jump, we received EWO Precipice, though right now no one
has the codes to decrypt it and get the specific details. I made the call to jump to El
Dorado, but they were as bad as Earth, then we went to Troubadour and arrived
right as the drones started bombarding the planet. That’s when Captain Birdsong
suggested that we make for Stonehenge. It’s far out on the Hamilton arm, out of the
way, and that should buy us at least a little time to get the ships ready for combat.”
DeMer didn’t ask where the command officers were, that could come later, he
reasoned. “I have some good news and some bad news,” he offered. “First, that
EWO you received is everything you heard the rumors about; it’s our orders to
leave the Union and not look back. Second, we’re in pretty good shape and should
be able to help you get things in order. Third, I’m going to need inventories and
manifests from each ship in your group with regards to supplies and stores,
personnel, and magazine levels. I’ll send over a census form that I need for each
person.
“Questions?” DeMer asked.
“Ah…just one, Colonel,” Gatsby replied. “We’re going back to fight the drones,
right? We can’t be leaving…”
DeMer closed his eyes and remembered how he felt when he found out about
the Precipice order; similar thoughts had gone though his head as well. “The war is
over, we lost,” he said slowly, and hearing himself voice the words seemed to make
it all the more real to him. “We really never had a chance. Now, we have to
follow the last order and try to ensure that some of us survive, for all we know we
are all that is left of the Union, perhaps even of humanity. Hopefully, in a couple
years, we’ll find others who survived, but until then, it’s just us.”
There was silence for several long moments. “I understand, Colonel,” Gatsby
finally replied, his voice sounding on the verge of loss. “I’ll coordinate with the
other ships and make sure we have the information you requested. Will there be a
briefing before we leave?”
“Thank you,” DeMer said. “Yes, there will be one in about six hours. At that
time Commander Kaylen will review what happened, what we’ll be doing, and set
a time for our departure.”
“Understood,” Gatsby stated. “Do you want to assign us orbital positions?”
“Let me connect you with my navigator,” DeMer said and met Tesla’s
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questioning gaze.
“Gatsby sounds a little jumpy,” Tesla said after DeMer put the handset on its
cradle.
“A little, but he witnessed firsthand what we didn’t, so it’s to be expected,”
DeMer theorized. “Now, if he doesn’t settle down by the time we jump off, then
we might have an issue.”
“Those ships could offer a lot of comfort…” Tesla said.
“Yeah…depends on whether their holds are full or not,” DeMer agreed.
“Bountiful Harvest should at least keep us in fresh vegetables.” He studied the
dradis for a moment before shaking his head. “I better call the boss and let her
know what just arrived.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Stonehenge, approaching the site known as The Center
“Have you ever seen that symbol before?” Commander Annabelle Isles asked
Commander Jessica Raynes as the transport slowly made its way along the
overgrown road. Since the Center had bene razed, the road had largely fallen into
disuse and only saw occasional traffic. As a result, what had been a broad three
lane road with wide berms had become a detritus covered paved path barely wide
enough for the transport.
“No,” Raynes replied and sat back in her seat. “There’s something familiar
about it, but I’m not sure if that’s because it sparked a memory from before we were
taken or if it was from something I’ve seen since then.” She shrugged. “I’d like to
know, though…I…”
“What is it, Jess?” Commander Feleena Kaylen asked and narrowed her eyes at
her sister.
Raynes shrugged again and pursed her lips. “I…my gut tells me that whatever it
is, it’s part of something that’s going to be important in the future.”
“You think it’s Colonial?” Isles asked.
“No…I don’t know, Bel,” Raynes admitted. “I don’t think so…it might be
Kobolian or Communion, or hell, it might be someone we’ve never heard about.”
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“We’re almost there,” Marcus said from where he sat at the front of the vehicle.
“I see the gate is still intact…” he added wistfully.
Kaylen looked through the front window and saw what Marcus was talking
about. Ahead, perhaps twenty meters away, two large concrete pillars rose out of
the underbrush, one on either side of the road, and a steel framework spanned the
road. The paint was faded and all that was left was a lite green that was almost
invisible to the eye. Set in the center of the span, though, was something that had
just been the topic of conversation; the twin flame symbol was firmly attached to a
two-meter-high sign panel.
“We’re home,” Isles softly said. “Even though I haven’t been here for more than
twenty years, I know…this is home. Our house was…Corporal,” she said and
walked to stand next to the driver. “Go through the gates and then take a left and
look for the first right…then stop at the first corner.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the driver replied and guided the transport under the gate before
turning left onto an overgrown and creeper covered road. A moment later he
turned right and slowed the vehicle’s pace even more until it finally stopped. “Is
this it?” he asked.
Isles nodded and pressed the button that would open the transport’s door before
she stepped down and onto the ground. She took half a dozen steps and stopped,
staring at the overgrown ruins that used to be a house. Kaylen watched as she took
a few more steps forward and then slowly sank to her knees and started crying.
She didn’t remember doing it, but a moment later both Kaylen and Raynes were
kneeling next to their sister, holding each other, and joining her in crying. “It’s all
real,” she finally said.
“I lived right there,” Raynes said and pointed to a crumbled ruin next to the one
they knelt in front of. “And Leena…you lived right there.”
Kaylen looked at the ruins of what used to be her childhood home and could
feel the memories struggling to break free and enter her conscious mind. Instead,
they teased and tantalized her while dancing just beyond her awareness. “Let’s
take a look…” she finally said and stood, helping Isles to her feet.
Together, they poked through the three sets of ruins. The walls were the only
things left; the furniture, furnishings, and any little knick-knacks had either been
burned by the fires or simply succumbed to the years exposed to nature.
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“I wish there was more here for you…” Marcus said after about forty-five
minutes. “The Marines were pretty thorough when it came to burning everything.
The Center itself is nothing but some charred rubble.”
Kaylen felt Raynes slip her arm around her shoulders and pull her close, just as
her sister had done with Isles. “C’mon, let’s go…there’s nothing more here except
ghosts.”
“What happened to the bodies?” Isles suddenly asked.
“They took them,” Marcus replied sadly. “The only thing they left behind were
ruins.”
“If I find out who they are, and if by some miracle they survived, I’ll end them,”
Isles growled. “I don’t care who they are, what they did…to our families, to us…
unforgivable.”
Kaylen found herself nodding her agreement. “Jess?”
Raynes’ reply was exactly what Kaylen expected, “Heads on pikes, sisters, heads
on pikes.”
They were approaching Freeport when Kaylen asked, “Do you think our
adoptive parents were involved?”
Raynes quickly shook her head. “No, I don’t. Mine were accountants for a
chain of grocery stores, Bel’s dad was an architect and her mom was a doctor, and
Leena, your dad was a lawyer and your mom taught piano. Unless they were
really, really deep cover identities, I think that whoever arranged for our adoption
just pulled strings and ensured that we got special treatment. I’d love to go dig
through those records…”
“It’s the past,” Kaylen finally said. “Who we were is replaced by who we are,
and while I want to find out who I was, we all have responsibilities that we
willingly accepted.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “It’s beyond our
hands…let’s focus on saving as many people as we can and reaching the Colonies
in one piece.”
“So say we all,” Isles stated.
“So say we all,” everyone repeated.
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“So say we all,” Kaylen said and closed the ancient vow.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Stonehenge Orbit, battlestar Medusa
“How is the evacuation going?” Commander Feleena Kaylen asked the officers
seated around the briefing table. “We’re coming up on about six hours from our
target.”
“So far, based on the reports, everything is on schedule,” Commander Jessica
Raynes answered. “We have Sand Pixie, Rock Pixie, and Cthulhu Gnome grounded
to directly board evacuees and to load whatever food was ready to ship.
Commander Martel’s Amor Fati and Non Serviam are also grounded, though at two
remote settlements that would take too long to travel to Freeport.”
“Good…” Kaylen said and yawned. Since they returned from the surface a day
earlier, she had managed to steal three hours sleep. “Colonel Dawkins, you’ve
been managing the stores manifests into a composite database, what can you tell
us?”
Colonel Rutherford Dawkins, Ford to those who knew him, pushed his glasses
back into place from where they had partially slid down his nose. “Well…we’re
going to have to watch what we eat,” he began and arched his eyebrows. “Not
because we’re going to run out of food, but quite the opposite. Based on the
reports from four hours ago, we should be able to ensure that everyone has plenty
to eat; we’ll just have to watch that we don’t overindulge. We’re also going to need
to rely very heavily on Bountiful Harvest’s hydro- and aeroponics, in addition to its
grow domes, to ensure that our dietary needs, nutrient wise, are met.
“We were fortunate that several warehouses were full of both meats and
vegetables that had been processed for shipping, and all that combined means that
we aren’t going to starve,” Dawkins concluded.
“Won’t the food spoil or get freezer burned before we arrive?” Gillian
McGovern asked.
Kaylen tried not to show her aggravation at the attractive auburn-haired woman
who thought that merely playing a role in a serialized drama qualified her to make
decisions that would affect their survival.
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Dawkins shook his head and offered the annoying woman a warm smile. “Not
if we make sure we store it properly. Stonehenge has a state-of-the-art packaging
system that seals the food product in an opaque mylar bag and then irradiates it
with a brief burst of radiation. Nothing that lingers or damages the product, but
due to the sealed package all the bacteria that would cause it to spoil are killed.
All we need to do is make sure that they’re stored at a consistent temperature and
aren’t exposed to extreme pressure changes, that could damage the seals, that food
will be just as fresh for our great-great-grandchildren as it was the day it was
sealed.”
“That’s pretty cool,” McGovern said and returned Dawkins’ smile. “I knew
about that process, but I thought that being this far out that they used freezing and
canning, and didn’t have state of the art.” She looked around and narrowed her
eyes. Kaylen saw what the actress saw, several looks of disbelief. “Vapid is just an
act, gentlemen…I have a degree in management and a masters in operations…I just
play the role people expect.”
“Ok…” Kaylen couldn’t keep the smirk off her face. Even Captain Lawrence
Norwalk of Rock Pixie, the ship that had been used for five years as the main prop
for the show, looked surprised at McGovern’s revelation. “You do realize that you
just opened yourself up for some additional work, Ms. McGovern?”
“We’re all in this together, Commander,” McGovern replied. “Acting was a fun
diversion, but it wasn’t what I went to school for. Let me be useful for a change.”
“Ok…Colonel Dawkins, do you think you could use Ms. McGovern’s talents?”
Kaylen asked.
“Certainly, Commander. My team is good for dealing with a battlegroup, but
we’re a bit larger than that and extra help is very welcome,” Dawkins replied.
“Good…” Kaylen told them. “I’ll let the two of you work out the details.
Next…” she started to say but was interrupted by the 1MC.
“Action Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout!” Colonel
Silas DeMer’s voice announced over the 1MC a moment before the intercom
buzzed for attention.
“Kaylen,” Kaylen said after picking up the handset. “What’s going on, Silas?”
“We just had six contacts jump in at about 100k. Gish is trying to raise them
and thankfully by their transponders they aren’t drones,” DeMer explained.
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“If they’re legit, better they arrived now than in twelve hours,” Kaylen stated.
“I’m on my way to CIC.”
“Ah…wait one, Leena…” DeMer asked.
Santorini…”

“Gish just made contact with

“Put it through down here and listen in…just in case,” Kaylen told her XO.
“On it…” DeMer said and a moment later Kaylen heard the two beeps
indicating that the handset was connected then the familiar hisses and pops from
the scrambled line. “You’re live,” he told her.
“Santorini Actual, this is Medusa Actual, please confirm,” Kaylen stated.
“Medusa Actual, Santorini Actual,” a tired voice immediately replied. “You’re
the first friendly contact we’ve had since the drones went nuts.”
“What can you tell us about the state of the Union?” Kaylen prodded.
This time there was a slightly longer delay before her question was answered.
“Medusa…the Union is in flames,” the voice replied, sounding like it was trying to
remain professional and not break. “We were on a port visit at Camelot when the
drones went crazy. We evacuated all the people we could and then broke free
from the station by jumping to the primary gas giant. That was where we
encountered Sequoia, Square Deal, and Aeolus Anatolia.
“After that, we tried to make it back to Earth, but everyplace we jumped into
was the same; the drones were nuking everything in sight and the worlds were
burning. We gambled and jumped for Turbulence…” the voice paused for a
moment. “That’s where we found Fiat Lux and Union Castle. Turbulence…was
destroyed. After that, we decided to jump along the Hamilton Arm and hopefully
find someone else who survived.”
“You did good, Santorini. This is Commander Feleena Kaylen, who am I talking
to?” Kaylen asked.
“Lieutenant Colonel Woodward Colbert, Commander,” Colbert replied. “What
are your orders, ma’am?”
*+*+*+*+*
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“Are we going to have trouble with Sequoia?” Commander Annabelle Isles
asked. “We had to deploy Marines to protect a delegation to Caledonia a few
months back from their bully boys.”
“Let me handle Sequoia,” Commander Jessica Raynes said.
people over there.”

“I know several

Kaylen studied her sisters and then the other officers seated at the conference
table. She knew there was more to it than Raynes ‘knowing several people’, but
she was willing to wait until there weren’t as many ears present for the explanation.
“Ok, run with it, just keep us in the loop in case some of the personalities become
a little…warm to the touch.”
“Will do,” Raynes replied and settled back into her chair.
“Ok…so barring any additional changes or events, I’d like to have everyone
ready for the first jump in,” Kaylen looked at the wall chronometer, “six hours, call
it 2300 hours. However,” she held up a finger, “I’d like to try and postpone things
until 0900 hours so that everyone has a full night’s rest. We’ll be making two short
FTL jumps before we begin the acceleration to cruising speed. The jumps will put
us into deep space where there shouldn’t be anything within dradis range to track
us, which should add to our chances of success.
“Any questions?”
“Just two, and they’re more an issue of community than anything,” Colonel
Eirene Suter, Headmistress of Cadets from Christian Sands stated. “First, we have a
significant number of children, both from Stonehenge as well as survivors; we’d like
to reach out to any teachers, educators, or even subject matter experts, and begin
classes again. The cadets will finish within two years and everything they need is
already present, but we have others that need basic and then advanced education.”
Kaylen smiled and picked a paper out of her stack and slid it over to Suter.
“Contact Mayor Birdsong and Mayor Rosemont; they both contacted me about that
very issue. Also, Colonel Yarboro of Semper Discentes can give you the contacts
you’ll need to integrate the faculty aboard her from Walden University. I think the
four of you, or whoever they suggest, can put something together that will benefit
everyone. The census database should be complete within the next day or two, and
from there you should be able to find out who else might be able to help.”
“Thank you, Commander,” Suter said and took the paper.
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“You mentioned two things,” Kaylen prodded.
“Ah…yes…” Suter replied. “Given the civilian shipping and population, what is
the chain of command going to be?”
“The mayors and I discussed this and while Mayor Rosemont didn’t like it,
Mayor Birdsong was quite persuasive. Overall, I am in command of the fleet and
as such am the final word on any issue. However, the mayors are going to jointly
oversee a civilian leadership council that will handle non-military matters,” Kaylen
explained. “They know their people, so I am hoping that I don’t have to play
arbiter in any but the most extreme cases.”
There was some more discussion and after ten minutes Kaylen called the
meeting to an end. “I’m going to meet with the newly arrived command teams and
bring them up to speed, and then we should be ready for our early launch window.
Be ready to go, but if nothing crops up, I’d like to stick around until the secondary
window in case any more stragglers show up.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Is Caldwell Stephens the disgusting hippie that his pictures show?” Commander
Annabelle Isles asked as she stood next to Commander Feleena Kaylen and
Commander Jessica Raynes in Medusa’s portside upper receiving gallery 1.
“I’d be happy if he bathed before coming over,” Kaylen said. “He gets an
immediate strike for the wild beard and unkempt hair…looks like he lives in a
frakking cave instead of having a PhD in Environmental Biology.”
Commander Jessica Raynes turned and narrowed her eyes at Kaylen. “You seem
to know an awful lot about him…”
“Yes…I do,” Kaylen growled. “About five years ago…you remember the Cobalt
Express incident?”
“The dayliner that crashed into Ventura Chemicals’ plant on Chiron?” Raynes
asked.
“Yeah, that one,” Kaylen replied. “I knew two of the people who died in the
crash and never bought the official story that it was a systems failure. The Stargazer
series has an impeccable safety record and they have outstanding control systems;
other than Cobalt Express, in almost twenty-five years of operation, they never had
a failure like that. Some digging pointed to Earth First! and Stephens’ little bunch of
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terrorists being responsible.”
“I’m going to need to ask you to at least be civil,” Raynes asked. “What hardly
anyone outside certain offices at Justice and Intelligence knows is that we’ve been
running a counter intelligence/counter terror operation on Sequoia to infiltrate not
just Earth First!, but also other domestic terror groups. Stephens…he’s one of our
assets.”
“What?” Kaylen exploded. “And you didn’t do anything?”
Raynes took a step back and raised her hands defensively. “It wasn’t my call, it
came from the top.”
“I’m not pissed at you, Jess,” Kaylen sighed. “But this really pisses me off.
People died and Justice and Intelligence kept playing their games…” she paused
and then continued in an approximation of Donnelly Westingham, the intelligence
director from the series, ‘Spymaster’, “’It was for the greater good’…bullshit. Those
people, every one of them, had families.”
“I know…I whispered in some ears and people were cashiered for the decision,”
Raynes offered. “Anyway, he’s a cocky frakker and is going to try and worm his
way into your graces. Don’t ever, ever trust him. My guess is that his file would
have been sent to Black Bag in the next year or two.”
Isles shook her head. “We use a terrorist, let them commit acts of terror, and
then liquidate them so we can do it to someone new. Maybe the drones were
right…”
“Sister?” Raynes asked.
“I’m just venting,” Isles answered. “We have a chance to get rid of the old ways,
the games, tricks, and double dealing, and you Leena, you have the authority to
make it happen.”
Kaylen nodded. There were a lot of wonderful, amazing, and good things about
the Earth Union, but every shining city on a hill has its dark underbelly. In less than
thirty-six hours she had seen a creation that was supposed to save lives do the exact
opposite; it destroyed the Union. She also learned that her parents, her real parents
that she couldn’t really remember, had been killed by the Union, and friends had
been allowed to die for some bureaucrat’s concept of ‘dealing’ with a domestic
terrorist group. Maybe Isles was right, maybe they could create something better.
The hatch telltale turning from red to green told her that it was a thought she’d have
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to ponder later.
Just as it was when Martel and de Bardi boarded, there were Marines present,
though since it wasn’t a military or elected official, the boatswain wouldn’t be
piping Stephens aboard.
The hatch opened and a man almost two meters tall stepped through. He wore
a red and white checkered flannel shirt, denim pants, boots, and fit the picture that
Kaylen and Isles described. “Ah, permission to come aboard?” Stephens asked after
he was standing in the receiving gallery.
Kaylen forced her face to remain neutral and not frown. “Permission granted…
though it’s usually customary to ask prior to stepping onto my deck.”
“Oh, my bad,” Stephens replied. “Ah…what’s the need for all the bang sticks?”
he asked and pointedly looked at the Marines.
“Protocol,” Kaylen answered, already agitated by his attitude. “The others have
already arrived and are waiting in the conference room.”
“Cool, lead on,” Stephens said.
Kaylen turned and extended her hand toward the hatch leading into the ship.
“This way,” she said and gestured him to follow Raynes who had stepped to the
hatch.
Stephens looked around for a moment, then stepped between Kaylen and Isles,
taking a deep breath as he passed them, and stood about a meter behind Raynes.
Kaylen was sure she heard him say to himself, “These are three class A asses…”
“Mr. Stephens,” Kaylen said conversationally causing Stephens to turn. “Do not
mistake my youth for an interest to ‘hook up’ or that I’m sympathetic to your cause.
Another comment like that about me or any of my officers or crew will see you
retired to the brig for insubordination. The old world and ways died when the
drones launched their first nuke, your…contributions…are no longer needed and
so your value has decreased to that which you can offer to our survival... Do I
make myself clear?”
Stephens swallowed and the cockiness seemed to fade from his manner. “Ah,
yeah…I guess so.”
Kaylen smiled and shook her head. “It was a question with a binary answer; yes
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or no. No guessing is involved.”
“Uh…yes,” Stephens offered.
“Good, now that we understand each other this alleviates the need for me going
over to Sequoia and doing this in front of your people,” Kaylen told him. “I’ll put
this in terms that are crystal clear; in this fleet, I am the Alpha Bitch; you? You’re a
beta. Don’t ever make me come over and piss out my territory. Got it?”
“Uh…yes,” Stephens replied and Kaylen saw what she wanted; respect tinged
with uncertainty as to whether she would actually make due on her threats.
*+*+*+*+*
“Looks like we’ll be able to get some rest before we jump off,” Isles said as she
settled into a large overstuffed chair in Kaylen’s quarters.
“Thankfully they all had seen the devastation, so we didn’t need to work too
hard to convince them to leave,” Raynes added.
“Small favors,” Kaylen yawned.
“And you, sister…I’m impressed,” Isles chuckled. “You went full She-Wolf on
the hippie.”
“I wish I could have filmed it,” Raynes laughed.
priceless.”

“The look on his face was

“I’ll talk to David about getting you a copy,” Kaylen offered. “Everything has
been recorded for protection and history.”
“Still,” Raynes said a little more seriously, “I’m going to go over after the first
jump and see what I can find out and smooth any ruffled feathers.”
“That’s fine…I’m happy playing bad sister to your good sister,” Kaylen told her.
“What about me?” Isles asked.
“You’re enforcer sister,” Raynes chuckled.
“Cool…” Isles smirked.
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“Now…I think it’s time we all get some rest and prepare for tomorrow…the first
day of the rest of our lives,” Kaylen suggested.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, approaching cruising velocity, Earth Union battlestar Medusa
Commander Feleena Kaylen sat on the sofa and folded her stocking clad feet
under her. She had dinner earlier with her sisters and now, approaching 2100
hours, she had shed her uniform for a comfortable pair of sweats and decided it
was time to do something she first put off due to lack of time and then put off for
fear of the memories they might trigger.
As boxes went, it wasn’t a large box, perhaps twice the dimensions of a shoe
box, yet what it held was a look at who she was before she was placed with Roger
and Linda Kaylen. Slowly, as if it might be trapped, she lifted the top off the box
and set it aside. Its removal revealed several photo albums, some envelopes, and
three data cards.
Kaylen took a deep breath and slowly removed everything from the box and
arranged it on the coffee table. It wasn’t much, but it was the first tangible
connection that she had with her parents. She lifted the first album and suddenly
realized that other than Marcus, the last people to actually handle this would have
been her parents. Her real parents.
Slowly, her hands steadier than she thought they’d be, she opened the album
and started looking at the pictures. Most were taken at social events; cookouts,
parties, sporting events, but some were simple nature shots focusing on wildlife or
a picturesque scene in the wilderness. One couple, either individually or together,
appeared in many of the pictures, often with a child Kaylen believed was herself.
Unbidden, tears came to her eyes as she saw the joy and the love the little girl and
her parents shared at her third birthday, walking in the park, playing with two other
little girls in a bounce house, and enjoying ribs at a picnic.
Kaylen slowly leafed through each album, recognizing the faces of her sisters,
their parents, and the other people at the Center. It was near the end of the last
album that she began seeing some people that weren’t in any of the other photos;
there was an older couple, perhaps in their forties – the woman was blonde and
glamorous while the man was solidly built and wore his prematurely greying hair
short with an accompanying beard. Another new face was a dark skinned, dark
haired woman who’s mouth seemed to smile a lot, but her eyes never shared the
joy. Rounding out the new faces were an athletic man in his early 20s, he
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reminded her of the frat boys that would hit on her when she went home on leave.
The last new face belonged to a man who was also in his early 20s, but had a
compassion about him that was almost tangible, he carried a few extra kilos and
reminded her more of a science nerd who played at the local pub on the weekends
to make rent than the squared away optics of the others.
Whoever they were, Kaylen thought, they were probably the people that Marcus
mentioned were present when we were taken. She set aside several of the
photographs which clearly showed their faces and bodies, “Jess can run these
through the census database to see if they happen to be with us, and if not, through
the media database to see if they show up anywhere else. I don’t know who you
are,” she slowly said as she looked at a group picture of her parents, her sisters’
parents, the five new faces, and three little girls, “but I’ll find out and then I’ll come
after you…”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep space, Earth Union battlestar Euryale
“Did you see the memo that Jess sent?” Commander Annabelle Isles asked the
man who stood across from her on the other side of the plotting table.
Colonel Camden Julii nodded. “I did. What’s up with it?”
Isles shrugged. “Nothing, maybe everything,” she offered cryptically. “Matt,
take the con for few minutes, please. Cam, walk with me,” she said to her two
officers.
“Copy, I have the con,” Captain Matthew Dearborn replied and stepped over to
the plotting table.
“Sure…” Julii said and followed Isles out of the CIC and the short distance to her
quarters. “What haven’t you told me, Bel?” he asked after they were both seated in
her lounge.
“You know how Jess, Leena, and I were all adopted after we were ‘found’,” Isles
used her fingers to air quote the last word, “on Stonehenge. When we were on the
surface, Marcus, one of the people at Harmony, told us that he used to work at the
settlement where we were found. He told us a story that none of us really
remember other than memory snapshots, about how our parents were killed by
Union Marines.”
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“What?” Julii asked. “Why would Marines do that?”
Isles shook her head. “I wish I knew. He did tell us that he saw that the
operation seemed to be directed by some civilians.”
Julii’s eyes narrowed. “The people that Jess asked us to watch for?”
“Exactly,” Isles confirmed. “Marcus gave us each a box of things that he
managed to save from our homes; keepsakes, albums, etc. Leena finally went
through her box and noticed these people suddenly showed up when she was
about three or so, about a year before we were found. When she told us about it,
Jess and I both went through what we had and found pictures of them as well. Jess
took them and created composites of each one, then aged them to what they might
look like today.”
Julii sat back and seemed to be deep in thought. “You think they might have
stayed on Stonehenge?” he finally asked.
“Either that or made it to one of the evacuation ships and through sheer luck
wound up in our little expedition,” Isles told him.
“I still don’t understand why Union Marines would attack a peaceful
settlement…” Julii said. “I guess if we find them, we can find some answers.”
“I hope so,” Isles replied. “So…now that we’re a few weeks into this, what’s it
like working with McGovern?” she smirked.
Julii smiled and laced his fingers behind his head. “Not too bad,” he offered.
“Oh? Do tell,” Isles prodded.
“Nothing to tell…once you get through the walls she’s put up, she’s a pretty nice
woman,” Julii explained. “Treat her like an equal, not an object, and she’s your
best friend and ally.”
“She shot you down, didn’t she?” Isles smirked and arched her eyebrows.
“No,” Julii slowly shook his head. “I never gave her the option.”
Isles’ eyes went wide. “I thought she was your dream girl?”
“She was…until I learned that Michelle was visiting her brother on Libertas,”
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Julii explained. “That changed everything. We’ve been talking and even met for
dinner a couple times and…Bel…the magic is still there.”
“Then go for it, Cam,” Isles told her XO. “As a friend, I’m telling you to go for it.
You were given a second chance because of the worst calamity in history, if nothing
else, that’s a ‘sign’.”
“It is…” Julii mused. “Would you do the service if she says yes?”
“I’d kick you out an airlock if you didn’t let me do it!” Isles laughed.
*+*+*+*+*
“Are you ready for the ceremony?” Gillian McGovern asked as she brushed her
hair in front of the mirror.
“I am,” Commander Annabelle Isles replied and tugged her uniform cuffs down
to smooth out the arms of her dress whites. “Are you?” she asked, knowing that
there were really two questions involved.
“Yes,” McGovern replied and stopped brushing her auburn tresses before turning
to where Isles stood in the doorway to the head. “And I’m even ready for us to go
public,” she added, her emerald eyes twinkling.
Isles released the tension that had built in her shoulders.
that…it’ll be a first for me, too.”

“I’m glad to hear

McGovern put the brush on the vanity and walked over to Isles and hugged her.
“Before I met you, like you, I was happily hetero, now…well, I won’t be averse to
bringing a guy into our relationship because nothing can replace ‘that’,” she
chuckled and Isles joined her a moment later and nodded her head. “But I am not
ashamed I found you or what has developed between us. The heart wants…”
“…what the heart wants,” Isles finished for her and hugged McGovern back.
“The people that matter know, but this will be settling the rumors once and for all.”
“Let’s do this, Bel,” McGovern said and offered her arm.
Isles took it, smiled, “Let’s do this, Gillian.”
*+*+*+*+*
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Deep space, habitat ship Sequoia
“I have to admit, I never thought a reception in a redwood forest would be
something I’d ever attend,” Commander Jessica Raynes told the people seated
around the table.
Commander Feleena Kaylen nodded and swept her gaze around the clearing as
soft chamber music was played by a quartet. All around the perimeter, the giant
trees that gave the ship her name reached for the stars and tables had been setup in
a small clearing amidst the lonely forest. The air had a freshness that she hadn’t
experienced since she left Stonehenge the day before they set out on their journey.
Despite almost three hundred people, numerous servers, and the small band, there
was a stately quiet offered by the clearing that when she closed her eyes, she could
truly believe she was deep within a terrestrial forest.
“Yes…I agree with you there, Jess,” Kaylen told her and then stood as the last
two people assigned to their table arrived. “Bel, Gillian, you both look great,” she
greeted them.
“Thank you,” Isles replied a little nervously.
“She thought that everyone was going to stop and look at us when we entered,”
McGovern quipped. “Other than a glance, no one paid us any notice.”
“Told you,” Colonel Marta de Bardi said. “And I should know…” she winked.
“The ice is broken, now I can relax,” Isles said and held a chair for McGovern.
As the people at the table talked, Kaylen looked at them and truly understood
the saying, ‘friends are family you get to choose’. Next to her sat Colonel Silas
DeMer, who had escorted her to the event, then Raynes and Colonel Rutherford
Dawkins. They make an odd couple, but they work and make it work, Kaylen
thought of her sister and her unlikely date. Then Commander Basil Martel and de
Bardi, and finally Isles to her right and McGovern between Isles and de Bardi.
After dinner was served and before the entertainment took center stage, there
were several speeches on the accomplishments over the past twenty-eight months.
After the initial shock wore off and the resulting suicides and ‘work related’
accidental deaths, their population stabilized for about nine months until there was
a sudden increase as the first generation born under way was born. Since then,
births outpaced the deaths, and everyone seemed content with the status quo.
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She did have to show up unannounced with a platoon of Marines after Caldwell
Stephens and some of his followers began agitating for an anarchistic level of fleet
control. After realizing that Kaylen was making good on her earlier threat, he
became a model citizen. Though, once we arrive at our destination, Kaylen
thought, how long will that last?
Another speech discussed the infrastructure that had been developed and used
to tie the fleet together through education and entertainment, while another
spotlighted some individual accomplishments. Finally, it was Kaylen’s turn to speak
and close the ‘talking’ part of the event. She stepped up to the microphone and
looked out at all the expectant faces. She had turned thirty just a few months ago
and felt the weight of their hopes and dreams settle on her shoulders.
“My friends,” she began, “You’ve heard about how we’ve overcome adversity,
mourned, welcomed new lives, how we’ve built a community that’s as real as
anything we had before we set out…and we’ve been told of the accomplishments
that have happened. But I want to talk about the human side of the past two years.
“Before the Genocide, we were a divided people,” Kaylen said in a clear,
pleasant voice. “We had Unionists and Erisians on protest lines and the front lines,
and yet, here we are, one people. Freeport and Harmony had…disagreements…
and yet, here we are, one people. Before that fateful day, we were a collection of
ships and crews from diverse social, economic, and cultural backgrounds, and
yet…” she smiled, “here we are, one people.
“My sister’s executive officer,” Kaylen pointed to where Colonel Cameron Julii
sat at a nearby table, “had belatedly ended a relationship before the Exodus
because they both thought they were going in different directions. Fate gave them
a second chance and they both took it. That is just one story, every ship has many
more, and that is the true testament to our strength and resiliency.
“We’re at the half-way point of our trip…ancient mariners called this the ‘point
of no return’ because it was farther to return than it was to continue to their
destination.
“None of us ever expected to be put in this situation or would have conceived
what happened. Yet, we came together where it was needed, found our common
ground, and built our shining city in the heavens on that shared ground.
“In twenty-eight months, we’ll be back here to celebrate the end of the
beginning of our journey and embrace the start of our journey’s end. May the gods
bless all of us, and may we find our brethren and our cousins from across the stars.”
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“So say we all,” McGovern’s clear voice stated.
“So say we all!” everyone present repeated.
“So say we all,” Kaylen said the third saying of the vow and ended her speech.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Orbit of Unnamed System’s 3rd Planet, HMS Pathfinder
Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens looked around the spotless and immaculately
furnished quarters that she claimed for the voyage back to the Colonies. The
bedroom alone was larger than the small apartment that she had on Picon, and the
luxury was only something that she had seen in documentaries. She ran her hand
over the comforter that was softer than any bed linens she had ever felt and
wondered what it must have been like to serve aboard the mighty ship.
Lutjens chuckled, “Girl, you’re going to learn firsthand what it’s like…you’re in
charge of the ship until we get home.”
“Still answering your own questions out loud?” Captain Daniel Warwick asked
from where he leaned against the hatch that led into the quarters and caused
Lutjens to shriek in surprise.
“What the frak, Danny?” Lutjens laughed and asked as she turned to see the
man who should have been in charge of the ship. She was a Marine and flight
operations weren’t her forte, leading Marines was.
“Sorry…” Warwick smirked as his eyes said he wasn’t. “I wanted to discuss with
you away from other ears what Commodore Musk told me.”
“Go ahead and close the hatch and have a seat,” Lutjens said and waved her
hand at the lounge. “I hope its good news…I really want to get this ship home and
get off it…for good.”
“About that…” Warwick said and settled onto the sofa. “Once we were able to
unlock the ship’s systems, we realized that Bentonhurst also wiped all the
navigation information, so even if anyone who survived managed to hack the
system, they’d have no way of getting home.”
“I’m starting to get the vibe that we should just disappear off the ship and forget
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we ever found it,” Lutjens replied. “There’s a lot more going on than was in the
reports or in what we’ve been told since we got here.”
“Yeah…well, Musk isn’t going to replace the navigation data…in fact, the small
craft that we’re going to keep aboard will have their nav systems purged,” Warwick
explained. “Before each jump, Arke will send coordinates for the next jump, he
wants to make sure that we retain executive control.”
“I can live with that. Dinner last night was just creepy, and the three survivors?”
Lutjens said and shuddered slightly, “I felt like I was being sized up for a lab
experiment when we met them.”
Before Warwick could reply, there was a gentle knock on the hatch. Lutjens and
Warwick shared a look before Lutjens stood and walked to the door. She stepped
back after she opened it and found Yuki Yamada and Ilsa Schmidt standing on the
other side. “Girls…” she said and allowed it to come out as more of a question
than a greeting.
“Ah…can we talk, Gretchen?” Ilsa asked and nervously looked over her
shoulder.
“Certainly…come on in,” Lutjens replied and stepped aside for the girls to enter.
“You remember Captain Warwick?”
“Hello, Captain,” Ilsa said and was parroted by Yuki a moment later.
“Please…sit…” Lutjens offered and sat next to Warwick on the sofa to present a
unified front.
“Thank you for seeing us,” Yuki said after they were seated. “No one else knows
we’re here and we’d like to keep it that way if possible,” she explained and Ilsa
nodded agreement.
“Ok…I can honor that,” Lutjens told them. “What’s on your minds?”
Yuki looked at Ilsa and arched her eyebrows before the other girl nodded.
“Don’t trust the adults,” Ilsa began. “Everything they told you was true…but it
wasn’t the whole story,” she explained. “My…mother…Clovis, and Escobar…
they’re evil and the reason why everything fell apart.”
“Can you explain in a little more detail and do you have any proof?” Warwick
asked.
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Ilsa nodded again and reached into the bag that hung at her waist. “My…
mother…” again there was a pause as she said the word as if it was either alien or
repulsive, “kept a journal that she regularly wrote in and had dozens of them on a
shelf. I leafed through them one day when I was bored and was horrified by what I
found.” She withdrew her hand from the bag and held three hardcover journals
that might be found at a fine stationary store. “Here…this first one covers when the
first people went missing, the second one when they returned to this planet after
people started dying, and this last one is from about a year later.”
Lutjens took the books and kept the first one and handed the other two to
Warwick. Slowly, as if she was opening a tomb in the form of a book, she lifted the
cover and looked at the first page. It was filled with neat, precise writing that
hinted at a private or very high-end education. Without reading, she began turning
the pages to see if there was anything other than written entries. After a dozen
pages, she stopped and saw a page that reminded her of when she was in school; a
page full of notes and some doodles. In this case, instead of band logos or the
name of a boy she was interested in, it was a symbol of some sort; two pillars of
flame, each seemingly curving away from the other.
“Ever see something like this?” Lutjens asked Warwick and showed him the
doodle.
Warwick studied it for several moments and shook his head. “No…can’t say I
have. Looks like a corporation’s logo maybe?”
“Could be,” Lutjens agreed and then showed it to the girls. “Do you know what
this is?”
Ilsa and Yuki shook their heads. “I’ve seen it before, though,” Yuki offered. “We
were exploring and found some crates with that on them.”
“Hmm…” Lutjens said. “We’ll take pics and send them over to Arke for
analysis,” she stated. “In the meantime, we’re going to make the first jump in three
hours, so we need to make sure everything is ready to go. Thank you for bringing
me these books.”
Once again, Yuki and Ilsa shared a look. “I know you’re going to sequester
yourselves from our people on the trip,” Ilsa stated and Lutjens nodded. “I…we…
were wondering if we could stay with you…”
Lutjens arched an eyebrow. “Why?”
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“We…we don’t trust the adults and think that they’re planning something…
something not good,” Ilsa explained. “Everyone blindly agrees and goes along with
what Clovis, Schmidt, and Escobar suggest without even thinking about it…they’re
like…mindless drones when those three speak.”
“But not you?” Warwick prodded.
Ilsa and Yuki both shook their heads. “I don’t know why, but Ilsa, me, Orson,
and Tim…we seem to be able to say no.”
“If something happens, I’ll give you sanctuary,” Lutjens declared and received
smiles from the girls.
After the girls left, Lutjens sat back on the sofa and looked at Warwick, “What
the frak is going on?”
“I dunno…but I think we need to read those journals,” Warwick replied and
nodded at the three books on the coffee table. “I need to worry about flight prep,
so I don’t need you on the bridge until about ten minutes before we jump. Look
through them and see if you can find something…”
“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Lutjens told him.
“Pass this verbally;
engineering and the command spaces are on lockdown; no one is allowed in
without an armed escort that outnumbers them. Thankfully our quarters are in the
command spaces, so we don’t need to worry about those.”
“You’re spooked?” Warwick asked.
“Frakking right, I’m spooked!” Lutjens retorted.
you and me.”

“I…do me a favor…between

“Anything, Gretchen…you know that…just ask,” Warwick replied.
“This ship is pretty automated, more than anything we have now, so I want an
override code that will open all pressure hatches and vent the ship except for our
secure spaces here and in engineering,” Lutjens explained slowly. “I want it verbal,
so all I need to do is speak it and it will happen, and keyed to my voice print,
yours, Nelson’s, and James’. Since no one else from Arke will be here, we’ll limit it
to just us four…”
“Ok…care to share your reasoning?” Warwick asked.
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“Yeah…I want to be able to end them with a word if I need to…” Lutjens stated.
“None of us is going to go home in a box, and if that means we space people who
shouldn’t be alive, people who are playing god? Then yeah…I’ll do it and won’t
shed a tear.”
“It’ll be ready before we jump,” Warwick offered.
*+*+*+*+*
“Oh…my…gods…” Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens swore as she read Eliza
Schmidt’s journal. Her eyes read the neat and precisely printed text as quickly as
she could comprehend what she was reading. Each page seemed worse than those
that preceded it and she finally had to put down the journal and walk around her
quarters for a moment to regain her equilibrium.
“Kilgore, Communications,” Corporal Aiden Kilgore said over the Marines’
wireless communications system.
“Aiden, this is Lieutenant Lutjens…” Lutjens said a moment later. “I need you to
patch me through to Commodore Musk and tell Maisy that this is Priority One;
unless the Doc has declared him dead, she needs to get him on the horn ASAP.”
“Copy, get Commodore Musk on the horn ASAP,” Kilgore replied.
scramble and frequency hopping enabled?”

“Ah…full

“Absolutely,” Lutjens told him and started pacing to steady her nerves.
“Wait one…” Kilgore advised. The moments felt like hours before Kilgore
announced that he had Commodore Musk.
“What’s going on, Lieutenant?” Commodore Andre Musk asked over the
wireless.
“Sir…I…” Lutjens was suddenly speechless as the enormity of what he had
discovered hit her like a brick wall. “Sir…” she repeated and then told Musk what
she found.
“You’re certain?” Musk asked when she finished.
“It’s in her own handwriting, Commodore,” Lutjens explained. “This isn’t some
sort of fiction…this is what they did. I know enough biology and chemistry to get
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the gist, and I’m sure that the folks on Arke can tear it apart and give you a better
explanation, but yeah…I’m absolutely certain.”
“Ok…what do you suggest?” Musk asked.
“Send me the rest of Echo Company, in sealed combat armor, and I’ll remove
them all to the brig and confine them there after they’re strip searched,” Lutjens
suggested.
“Ok. We’re due to jump in twenty minutes, that’ll be enough time to get Echo
over to you,” Musk told her. “I want all those journals confiscated and sent over to
Arke for examination.”
“Copy, Commodore,” Lutjens replied. “It’ll be done.”
*+*+*+*+*
“What do you think you’re doing?” Dr. Aaron Clovis demanded as the Marines
entered his lab unannounced.
“Dr. Aaron Clovis,” Gunnery Sergeant Crispin James stated through the helmet
mounted speaker that was located where his mouth would be, “You are under
arrest for crimes against humanity and a host of other charges. Please put your
hands behind your back.”
“What? You can’t do this!” Clovis stated and refused to move.
“Fine…now the hard way,” James stated. “Wilkes, Bloom, restrain him.”
“Copy that,” Private Henderson Wilkes said and moved to Clovis’ right side
while Private First Class Chance Bloom moved to his left. “Sir, if you resist, I might
hurt you,” the large Marine told the scientist.
As soon as Clovis was restrained and held by Wilkes and Bloom, James put the
next step of the plan into action. “Saldana, cut his clothes off and bag them.”
“Cut his clothes off and bag them,” Corporal Grant Saldana replied and drew his
combat knife and proceeded to cut Clovis’ clothing off the man until all he wore
were the shackles binding his hands behind him. Once the clothes were cut off,
Saldana put them in a clear plastic bag, sealed it, and wrote AARON CLOVIS on
the frosted tag.
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“Lieutenant Lutjens, Gunnery Sergeant James; target has been secured,” James
said over the platoon frequency.
“Copy, James,” Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens replied.
area.”

“Proceed to assembly

“Copy, proceed to assembly area,” James confirmed and looked at the fire team
that surrounded the naked Clovis. “Let’s go…” he told them. “Assembly area.”
When they arrived at the lounge that was designated the assembly area, James
noted that the other teams had been successful; Doctors Eliza Schmidt and Ronaldo
Escobar were already present and looking as annoyed as Clovis, and just as naked,
while the rest of the survivors were quickly brought in. In total, there were thirteen
adults ranging from their thirties to their sixties present, cuffed, and naked. The
only people missing were the four youths that they’d encountered shortly after
boarding Pathfinder. They weren’t part of the tasking order, so other than being on
the alert for someone that might have been missed or never mentioned, the
operation was almost over.
“Ok…we’re going down to the brig,” Lutjens announced. “Let’s go.”
Five minutes later, James stepped into the brig. Other than the trim, it looked
like every other jail he’d seen; cells, secure doors, security cameras, protected
control spaces, almost overkill for a ship that was supposed to be filled with the
cream of the Colonies’ eggheads, he thought.
“Everyone goes into their own cells, these three,” Lutjens indicated Clovis,
Schmidt, and Escobar, “go into solitary, as well as the First Gens. Everyone else, I
want an empty cell between them.”
“Ok…we’ve got them, now what, Loot?” James asked Lutjens after everyone was
secured in their cells.
“Now we start solving the mystery of what actually happened and why,” Lutjens
replied and leaned against a desk. “I’m not going to go into details, Cris, if I did,
you’d probably just shoot them in their cells, but suffice it to say that those three
have all the answers.” James looked where she was pointing and saw she indicated
the three solitary confinement cells that held the scientists.
“Understood,” James replied. “Ah…” he remembered something that was
mentioned in the briefing. “You want full containment protocols enacted?”
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Lutjens nodded. “Yeah, I do. If there was a way I could freeze them until we got
home and then thaw them out, I would, so this is going to have to work.”
James pursed his lips. “Ok, everyone out!” he ordered over the platoon
frequency. As soon as everyone was out of the common area the cells opened into,
he stepped out of the room and closed the hatch. “Ok, Pablo, enact Isolation
Protocols.”
Petty Officer 2nd Class Pablo Hernandez nodded. “Copy, enacting Isolation
Protocols,” he stated. “All cells confirmed sealed, atmosphere in common areas
has been evacuated. Isolation Protocols are in place.”
“Thanks, Pablo,” Lutjens said and squeezed the corpsman’s shoulder.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Colonial battlestar Unicorn, BS-81
“Jump twenty-six complete, all ships accounted for and in formation,” Captain
Quanah Mason announced.
“Thanks, Q,” Commander Siv Andresson said and thanked the gods that they
were now almost two hundred fifty light years closer to home. She was still reeling
from the news that pointed to the Colonies suffering an apocalyptic fate, but she
told herself that until she saw it with her own eyes or had proof, that it simply
couldn’t be real. It was sticking her head in the sand, but for now it was the only
way she was able to compartmentalize everything and still function.
“Is our problem child behaving?” Colonel Melchior von Peele asked and nodded
to the display that showed Pathfinder majestically sailing through space about ten
kilometers ahead of Unicorn.
“As of the last report, yes,” Andresson replied. “Lieutenant Lutjens didn’t take
any chances; she had everyone except the kids put in shackles and then had their
clothes cut off before they were put in individual cells…and then had the common
area reduced to vacuum.”
“Ouch…that’s beyond supermax,” von Peele chuckled. “A bit extreme?”
Andresson shook her head. “Mel…I saw a couple pages from Schmidt’s
personal diary…I think I would have just spaced the lot of them and allowed what
happened there to remain a mystery. It was hardcore house of horrors stuff…made
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some of the Cylon labs that were discovered after the war look like high school
biology class.”
Von Peele narrowed his eyes. “That sounds pretty bad…”
“It was,” Andresson offered. “Andre is having an archivist team digitize the
journals and then they’re going to pick them apart. Mel…” she paused for a
moment, “those three were responsible for everything that happened…and they
used their own crew members as test subjects. Then…they got involved with
cloning. We’ll take them back and if there’s anything left of the government, they’ll
disappear them, pick them for all they know, and then probably keep them as
prized scientists.”
“Ok…maybe Lutjens didn’t overreact,” von Peele agreed. “Is that part of the
reason why we’re maintaining a thirty-minute jump schedule?”
Andresson nodded. “Yeah. At this rate we should be home in a couple more
days. Seems so fast given how long it took to get out here.”
“Sure does,” von Peele agreed. His fingers tapped on the plotting table and
Andresson waited for him to get to what was really bothering him. “Do you think
we have a home to return to?” he finally asked.
“Yeah, I do,” Andresson told him and saw surprise on his face. “Let’s look at this
as if we weren’t Colonial citizens and officers, just people who knew Colonial Fleet
and Cylon doctrine, as well as why the Cylons likely returned.”
“Ok…” von Peele agreed.
“What is our primary ship to ship weapon?” Andresson asked.
“One-meter kinetic rounds, supported by an increasing number of two-meter
kinetics,” von Peele replied.
“Right,” Andresson agreed.
weapon?”

“Now, what was the Cylons’ main ship to ship

“When they left it was the nuclear missile,” von Peele answered and a moment
later his eyes widened.
“Ah…I think you’re seeing it…” Andresson suggested. “In a full-scale fleet
battle, we have over a thousand battlestars, a similar number of assault ships, more
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gunstars than I can imagine, and we only saw a bit over twenty-thousand
detonations. And how many nukes did it take to do in Unicorn during the last
simulation?”
Von Peele slowly nodded at Andresson’s logic. “It took more than twenty-five to
destroy us, which was high for a Mercury, but even if you figure ten nukes per
battlestar and an average of seven per assaultstar, all those gunstars, some being
battlestars in all but name…and yeah…I see your point.”
“That’s just one outcome…” Andresson cautioned. “The other is that they could
have gone straight for the homeworlds and then who knows what we’ll find.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Colonial Deep Space Research Vessel Arke
“I know we’re more than three quarters of the way home and it’s probably an
odd time to take a pause,” Commodore Andre Musk told the five other officers and
two academics seated at the table. “However, given what we’ve discovered on
Pathfinder and what we anticipate finding when we return home, I thought that it
would be prudent to take time now, while we have it, to bring everyone up to date.
Also…” he smirked and shared a glance to an attractive middle-aged woman in
civilian clothes, “on what Dr. Franklin and her team have discovered.”
“You figured out what happened on Pathfinder, Willie?” Commander Siv
Andresson asked.
Dr. Wilhelmina Franklin brushed a stray lock of brunette hair behind her ear
before she slowly nodded. “Though, when I look in the mirror and am completely
honest with the face looking back at me, I wish I hadn’t.”
“We’ll get to that in a moment,” Musk cut in and avoided minutes of speculation
and discussion that he knew would develop. “First up, we have dinner; home and
Pathfinder are not acceptable conversation – they can wait for later. Once we’re
finished eating, we’ll discuss what we’ve been able to piece together about what
happened at home and then we’ll cover Pathfinder. At the end, we can have a freefor-all Q&A.”
Musk made sure that the dinner conversation stayed light and that everyone was
involved. “Tell me, Morris,” he asked the head of Arke’s scientific contingent,
“other than the topics that will be discussed later, what are your thoughts about the
overall mission?”
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Dr. Morris Digby was not what Musk pictured when he thought of ‘senior
academic’. Instead of being a slight, perhaps overweight and balding man with
glasses, Digby was tall, extremely fit, wore his salt and pepper hair longer than
short and shorter than long, and somehow managed to always ensure that his
clothing had razor sharp creases…whether it was the start of the day or the end of a
forty-eight hour cram session. When he was a younger man, he competed in the
pentathalon; a series of tasks that tested an athlete’s ability to swim, run, fence,
shoot, and ride a horse. The rich playboy look disguised the fact that the man had
his first doctorate when most teens graduated high school and by the time he
turned thirty had collected four more.
“Overall, had we not encountered the topics that shall not be named, I think the
mission was an outstanding success. Not because we discovered new worlds, not
because we surveyed mineral deposits that will power the Colonies for the next
twenty-thousand years, not because we traveled deep into uncharted space, but
because we took a student body and exposed them to real scientific research
during their formative years and in doing so, got them excited about what they
were studying beyond how they could convert that knowledge into cubits,” Digby
explained. “We have gotten so wrapped up on our campuses with social events,
political rallies, this cause or that cause, that we’ve lost sight of what we’re there
for. When we return, for better or worse, we will have created the next generation
of scientists who will push back the cloak of ignorance and create knowledge.”
“Are you sure you’re a scientist and not a speech writer?” Colonel Jian Li, Iris’
XO, asked.
“Absolutely, Jian,” Digby replied to the almond eyed, dark haired woman. “I
abhor politics and only deal with it when I have to.”
“You’re my hero!” Li swooned, which caused everybody but Franklin to laugh.
Musk saw the question on Franklin’s face, “Willie, when you sit in on as many
staff meetings as we have with Jian, you’ll learn she agrees with the immortal bard;
first we kill all the politicians.”
Understanding crossed the librarian’s face. “But what about the lawyers, I
thought he said they were first?” she smiled as she asked.
“Ah!” Li smirked, “They’re next!”
When the dessert plates were cleared ten minutes later, Musk wiped his lips on
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his napkin and set it on the table. “Ok…now to the main event,” he started. “First,
I fed you. Now…” he met each person’s gaze, “now…I think I’m going to scare
you. Dr. Digby, would you please give us a briefing on what your team has put
together about the tachyon bursts that we observed?”
“Certainly, Commodore,” Digby replied and slipped into a speaking style that
was just formal enough to be formal, but relaxed and easy to listen to. “First, there
were two primary observation events, about three days apart. The first one, we
were able to determine, offered five unique tachyon signatures. We isolated each
signature and then ran it through our database of known signatures. While
different, we believe that the overwhelming majority of the first event’s signatures
were Cylon…until about five hours later, when they stopped and signatures two,
three, and four became dominant. The fifth signature stopped about the time the
Cylon signatures stopped and we believe that it is somehow related to the fourth
signature. Think of it as the difference between Colonial and Cylon weapons.
“The second signature,” Digby continued, “we have 100% certainty that it was
Colonial. Signatures three and four are unique. After the Cylon signatures ended,
there was a pause, and then we saw an uptick of Colonial and signatures three and
four for about an hour. Oddly, during this time there were absolutely no Cylon or
signature five events recorded.”
“Excuse me, Dr. Digby,” Commander Lindon Aydenson of Iris asked, “If I’m
hearing you correctly, there were three phases that you recorded; the first phase
where everyone was lobbing nukes, then a second phase where there was a pause,
and finally a resurgence of Colonial and two others’ nukes. Is that about right?”
Digby nodded. “That’s exactly right, Commander. We then jump three days
and once again we see Cylon signatures. That’s when we believe they struck the
Colonies. Shortly after the first signatures were seen, we began seeing Colonial
signatures, but not in the numbers we would have expected to see. But…” he held
up his right index finger, “Just like the first time, the Cylon signatures simply ended
as if someone threw a switch. It wasn’t like you turned off a water faucet, where
the water flow slowed as you turned the knob, but rather as immediate as flipping a
light switch.”
“And that was just like the first event?” Li pressed.
“Exactly, Colonel,” Digby stated.
“Do you have any speculation now that you’ve told us the facts and implied that
there is at least one, possibly two other civilizations out there that we don’t know
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about?” Li asked.
Digby sat back and steepled his fingers under his chin. Musk sook his head, the
academic was a born showman. “I do,” the scientist offered. “When I saw the
data, I went back and studied all the records we had of ship to ship and fleet
engagements going back to the Imperial era. What I found was that in no case…
not one case on record…did things ever stop,” he snapped his fingers, “just like
that.
So…after discussing it with several members of the team, this is our
speculation…”
There was a pause as Digby seemed to consider how he was going to say what
was next. Musk knew and still had a hard time believing it, but it made sense.
“Ok…we know that during the Uprising the Cylons tried to board our ships and
attacked them electronically. That’s history. We believe that somehow, someone
developed a way to shut down the Cylons remotely. They’re lobbing nuke after
nuke, from multiple systems and multiple orbits, and then bam! They all stop. And
it happened twice.
“The worrisome part of this is when we analyzed the Colonial response during
the attack on the Colonies,” Digby frowned. “We built a simulation with a quarter
of the Colonial Fleet and over the course of the battle increased the numbers to the
point where about 60% of the Fleet had been activated. Some were destroyed, so
we never had that number actually fighting at the same time, but from beginning to
end, we utilized about 60% of the fleet. Yes, Colonel von Peele?”
“Why 60% of the fleet? We could crash sail anything that wasn’t laid up,”
Colonel Melchior von Peele stated.
“A good question and one I asked, too,” Digby replied. “Our model was built
based on the assumption that the Cylons achieved a near total surprise attack.
Many of those ships never made it out of dock.”
Von Peele nodded. “I thought that was what you modeled, I just needed to be
sure.”
“Understood,” Digby stated. “Here’s where we step into really unknown
territory,” he smirked. “The Colonial response seemed…jagged. Yes, we put them
at a disadvantage, but even with that, there should have been more signatures. Our
speculation, and it’s just that, speculation, is that the Cylons either have a weapon
that is excessively more effective than what they had before, or anything that we
have for that matter, or they had a way to nullify our nuclear weapons. That’s all
we know or can speculate; for all we know once the nukes were seen as ineffective
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the Fleet went all in on kinetics and shot the shit out of them. We just don’t know.”
Musk allowed several questions about Digby’s presentation before he moved to
the next topic and presenter. “Dr. Franklin, you and your staff were able to digitize
and review all the journals that Lieutenant Lutjens recovered from Dr. Eliza
Schmidt’s quarters and lab. Can you give us an update on what you found?”
Dr. Wilhelmina Franklin slowly nodded. “What Dr. Digby told you should scare
you on a logical level; he gave you observed data that was developed and
synthesized into a hypothesis. What he told you is not something we can deny; it
happened. What I am going to share will, or at least it should, scare you on a
visceral level. After reviewing the journals, I asked Lieutenant Lutjens to dig into
the computer logs and databases to determine whether this was just sick fiction or
whether it actually happened.”
Franklin took a deep breath, let it out, and then took a sip of water. “It
happened. All of it. Pathfinder was sabotaged from within; there was nothing that
was ‘in the air’ and no ‘exotic bug’ from an unexplored planet, it was pure human
evil.” She paused and even though he had heard it before, Musk found himself
sitting on the edge of his chair and leaning forward to hear what she had to say.
“It started before Pathfinder left Virgon, when Drs Clovis, Schmidt, and Escobar
were approached by someone Schmidt only refers to as ‘their benefactor’s
representative’. During the months before the expedition left, this person met with
the three doctors several times and provided equipment and supplies for the
experiments that they were asked to perform.
“Escobar was how they evaded security; he was in charge of Pathfinder’s
computers and network, so it was easy for him to loop video, erase things, and
ensure that his other conspirators could do their work unhindered. Clovis and
Schmidt, however, were the real stars of this horror vid. They did genetic and
medical experiments on their own crew; either individually once they snatched
them, or via tailored chemicals they introduced into the atmosphere to heighten
certain emotions…such as paranoia.
“By the time things fell apart, they were getting ready to flood the ship with a
chemical that would cause the crew to become docile and completely susceptible
to their suggestions. Bentonhurst deciding to purge the navigation data and lock
the controls via Commander’s override derailed their plans. Instead, they released
a chemical that caused extreme rage and when it wore off, suicidal guilt. A side
effect was that it also extremely dulled the pain receptors, so people could be shot
half a dozen times and never realize it until they either bled out, suffered an
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instantly debilitating hit, or had a bone broken.
“When Bentonhurst and the other survivors said that it looked like the dead had
come back to life, to their eyes that really was what it looked like,” Franklin stated.
“In the years since the ship was abandoned, Clovis, Schmidt, and Escobar
continued their research on the survivors and managed to perfect two technologies.
Well, perfect might not be the right word; they were given all the information how
to create it, they just needed time and resources to make it happen.”
“What did they create?” Andresson asked.
“First, they perfected cloning…and not just one replication, but they did it in
such a way that each copy was true to the original, whether it was one generation
or a thousand generations removed…it was a perfect copy with no defects,”
Franklin explained and narrowed her eyes. “Normally, with cloning, you may start
to see glitches if you Clone B from A, and then clone C from B, and so on, cloning
the next generation from the previous. You could secure the original samples and
clone from them, but what happens if those samples are contaminated, destroyed,
or just used up? Eventually, you must clone the previous generation for the next.
“However, they were able to make that a moot issue. One of their experiments
was with fruit flies; they went to ten thousand generations and when comparing
Generation 1 to Generation 10,000…they were identical with no defects.”
“Ok…now that is spooky. The implications are…” Li managed to softly say.
“They’re nothing compared to the second breakthrough,” Franklin declared.
“You have a clone, but what about you? You want to live another lifetime, so how
do you do that? You could do organ replacement without a chance of rejection, but
what if you could also transfer your consciousness, that spark that made you…you,
and all your knowledge, experience, etc., into that new body? The brain would be
identical, the body would be exactly what you’re used to, all you would need is a
way.”
“And…and they developed one?” Andresson asked, though to Musk’s ear it
sounded more like a statement.
“They did,” Franklin answered. “Ideally, they’d fast grow the clone to its teen
years. Schmidt said that it took them about three or four months to properly grow a
clone, though she also says that their benefactor’s representative stated that they
should be able to get that down to about 12 to 18 hours with the right technology.”
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“Wait…” Colonel Natasha Farrell, Arke’s XO, asked. “You’re saying that this
benefactor suggested that they could get the time to grow a complete clone to
maturity down to only 12 to 18 hours?”
Franklin nodded. “Yes. Schmidt continued research on it, but given their
current circumstances, she didn’t see a need to press forward at full speed due to
resources and…controlling everyone.”
“That is sick…” Andresson stated to several nods.
“It is,” Franklin agreed. “The Gen 1s, as Lieutenant Lutjens called them, are
biological children. Most of the Gen 2s, with the exception of Kip and Sally Slater
and Liesl Metz, are naturally born, but those three, they’re clones. The siblings are
clones of two people who survived the evacuation but proved…difficult…to
control. Escobar killed them and then they all cloned them.”
“Do you have any idea who this benefactor is or was?” Musk asked and sat back
in his chair, already thinking that he was going to visit sick bay when this was over
so he could get an antacid tablet.
“No,” Franklin stated. “Schmidt had three theories on it, though. First, it was
some rogue element within the Colonies who saw this as a way to push the
envelope. She didn’t put a whole lot of confidence on that one. The next two,
however, she believed one of those was most likely the truth. The second theory
was that the benefactor was from an advanced human civilization that had split off
either from the Colonies or earlier, from Kobol, and had been forgotten or the
knowledge suppressed.”
“And the third?” Digby asked.
“The third theory was that the benefactor was one of the Lords of Kobol,”
Franklin calmly stated.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, HMS Pathfinder
“How does it feel to be in charge of the most celebrated ghost ship in Colonial
history?” Captain Daniel Warwick asked as he twirled the spaghetti on his fork.
“It’s good to be the Queen!” Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens chuckled. “For the
small amount of personnel that we have and that we’re essentially a caretaker crew,
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it isn’t bad. It’s enough to know that I’ll leave this kind of job to the experts in the
future.”
“I am absolutely amazed at the level of automation that we have here,” Warwick
said after he chewed and swallowed the pasta. “We can effectively sail the ship,
even fight if we have to, with who we have aboard. If we take damage, though,
we’re going to be in a bad spot, but otherwise, this is really more like flying a
simulator than reality.”
“But the simulator never had monsters in the brig,” Lutjens said and punctuated
the point with a quick stab of her fork. “Finding out that everything that happened
was caused by those three…Danny, I really want to evacuate their cells and just
flush them into deep space.”
“I hear you, Gretch,” Warwick agreed. “I’m just hoping that we can keep them
in their bottles until we get home and let people higher up the food chain deal with
them.”
“If they don’t, then we handle it,” Lutjens told him. “From what Commodore
Musk told me they found in the journals, he has more than enough evidence to sit
in judgment on them and render a verdict. I just hope there’s someone to take
them off our hands when we get back.”
“There will be,” Warwick confidently stated. “We beat the Cylons once, we can
do it again.”
“I wish I had your confidence,” Lutjens told him and was about to say
something more when the klaxon sounded.
“Action Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship!”
Corporal Aiden Kilgore’s voice announced over the 1MC.
Lutjens was on her feet before she realized what she was doing and had her
hand on the intercom handset. “This is Lutjens, what’s going on?” she asked.
“Lieutenant, we have six bogies that just jumped in at extreme range and are
moving to intercept us, CBDR,” Kilgore stated. “Warbook has no identification for
them…wait one…” he quickly said, and the line went quiet for a moment.
“Unicorn reports high confidence that they’re Cylon…”
“I’m on my way,” Lutjens said and hung up the handset.
Danny…the Cylons just found us.”
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*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Earth Union battlestar Medusa
Commander Feleena Kaylen covered her mouth with her right hand as she
yawned. The celebration the night before lasted into the wee hours of the morning
and she wasn’t about to shut it down, especially since it represented that the
hardest – and longest – part of their journey was over. They secured from high
speed cruise to standard cruise and would make a series of FTL jumps to finish the
trip to the Colonies.
“Has the drone returned yet, Al?” Kaylen asked Captain Alphonse Daidone.
Daidone looked at the chronometer, “Should be back in about a minute and a
half, Commander.”
“Good…” Kaylen replied. “It feels weird sending one ahead before each jump,
but I want to make sure I know what I’m jumping into before we arrive. It wouldn’t
be good form to drop in unannounced on someone’s bar-b-que.”
“Did you have to say that word?” Colonel Silas DeMer groaned. “I was over on
Sequoia last night and they pulled out all the stops…I think I ate a whole cow.”
“I warned you,” Kaylen chuckled. “After Stephens and his buddies spent a week
in the brig, they changed their tune pretty quickly and now they seem to want to
get back into everyone’s good graces through massive feasts.”
“At least we have the food,” Captain Selene Tesla commented from the weapons
station. “I was reading a book about a ship that had a drive issue and the crew had
to live on e-rats for six months. I think if that happened, I’d have no need to go to
the gym!”
“What are you saying?” Daidone shot back, “you can eat the XO under the table
and never have to spend a day in the gym.”
Tesla shrugged. “Good genes and a fast metabolism. My mom thought I was
part goat when I was a kid because I was always eating. Never hurts this, though,”
she added and ran her hands up and down her torso.
“When are they going to come clean?” DeMer leaned over the plotting table
and asked Kaylen. “They must be the worst kept secret on the ship.”
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Kaylen shrugged. “Dunno, Silas. I envy them, though,” she replied, a trace of
longing tinging her voice.
Before DeMer could answer, Daidone announced, “Dradis contact!
confirmation that it’s our recon drone…telemetry is being downloaded.”

I have

“That went a little smoother than I expected,” Kaylen said and waited for
Daidone to interpret the data.
“The jump area is clear,” Daidone announced a moment later.
drone saw was deep space.”

“All that the

“Good…” Kaylen said and fought back another yawn. “Colonel DeMer,” she
said formally, “Please have navigation prepare jump coordinates and have them
distributed throughout the fleet. I’d like to jump in three hours.”
“Have navigation prepare jump coordinates and have them distributed
throughout the fleet for a jump in three hours, aye,” DeMer formally replied and
looked at Daidone and nodded.
“You have the con, Colonel…I’m going to nip two hours in the rack and
hopefully a shower,” Kaylen told DeMer. “Call if anything comes up.”
“I have the con, aye,” DeMer told her and then added, “get some rest, I’ve got
this.”
“Thanks, Silas,” Kaylen said and walked to her quarters where she proceeded to
do exactly what she said she would.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Earth Union battlestar Euryale
“Mind if I watch the jump from CIC?” Gillian McGovern asked as she carried
the lunch plates to the sink in Commander Annabelle Isles’ quarters.
“Sure,” Isles replied and finished washing her face at the sink in the head. She
looked at her face and brushed some of her wine-red hair back behind her ears and
then used a towel to dry her face. “Should be routine based off the telemetry we
have.”
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“Cool,” McGovern said and slid her arms around Isles from behind her before
resting her chin on the officer’s shoulder. “As a kid I read history, Bel, now…” she
paused and Isles could see the wonder in her lover’s eyes, “now I’m living it.
Granted, if I had the choice of why, I wouldn’t have taken what happened.”
“No one would have, Gill,” Isles told her and wrapped her arms around
McGovern’s. “This is the hand we’ve been dealt; this is what we have to play with,”
she said. “Now…let’s go to CIC; we’re about fifteen minutes from jumping.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Euryale is at Action Stations, Jump Conditions and Condition One are set
throughout,” Colonel Camden Julii reported after Commander Annabelle Isles
formally took the con.
“Excellent,” Isles replied and looked around at the CIC staff. The excitement
was palpable and then her eyes flashed up to the observation gallery where Gillian
McGovern sat with Michelle and Jean-Michael, Camden’s wife and two-year-old
son. “Let’s make history, people,” she said to a cheering response.
“Medusa has sent our jump coordinates and we’re ready for the order,” Captain
Matthew Dearborn stated.
“Good…what’s on the clock?” Isles asked.
“Jump clock is paused at thirty seconds while every ship does a final check,”
Dearborn replied. “Ah…just got the notice, the clock will start…now. Twenty-five
seconds to jump.”
“Cam…” Isles said, a sudden feeling of worry suddenly flooding her body. “This
isn’t going to be good.”
“Huh?” Julii asked as the clock reached ten seconds.
“Prepare to sail into Harm’s Way…” Isles said and braced herself for what they
were going to find on the other side of the jump.
“The drone…” Julii said as Dearborn counted down the last seconds.
“Three…two…One…JUMP!” Dearborn announced and Isles felt as if she was
being forced into a shell of herself that was several sizes smaller than she needed,
and then just as suddenly the infinite instant was over, and she felt normal again.
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“Mr. Dearborn, expand dradis to 100k, full search,” Isles ordered before anyone
could say anything congratulatory about the jump.
“Copy, expand dradis to 100…dradis contacts!” Dearborn announced. “Range,
ten thousand kilometers! I have…three huge contacts and a smaller one being
attacked by six large ships and…lots of fighters…there must be at least six hundred
out there now.”
“Commander?
stated.

I have Medusa Actual on the line,” Lieutenant Elsa Vickers

“Down here, please,” Isles replied and picked up the handset. “Euryale Actual,”
she said.
“Bel, has Matt given you an ID on those bogies yet?” Commander Feleena
Kaylen asked.
“No…he just gave us sizes,” Isles replied.
“Three of them are returning Colonial IDs, one an Imperial Virgon ID, and the
other six are claiming to be something called Cylon,” Kaylen told her. “We came
here to find the Colonials…”
“Yeah…I hear you,” Isles agreed. “It isn’t much, but shall we lend a hand?”
“Yes,” Kaylen stated. “I have Gish trying to make contact, so for now, let’s
launch the fighters but keep them close, once we make contact, we’ll commit
them. Until then, let’s start dealing with those…Cylons.”
Isles’ smile tuned predatory. “Wind me up and point me at ‘em,” she told her
sister. “Let’s do this.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Colonial Deep Space Research Vessel Arke
“That was too damned close!” Colonel Natasha Farrell growled as she clung to
the plotting table as the massive research ship shook in a way it was never
supposed to.
“Laz, what’s the status on our FTL?” Commodore Andre Musk asked the
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navigation officer.
Captain Lazar Truett studied his systems displays for several moments and grimly
shook his head. “It’s offline and Chief Uhl told me it would be at least fifteen
minutes to bring it back.”
Musk shared a look with Farrell and then stood tall. “Maisy, please connect me
to Unicorn, Iris, and Pathfinder,” he asked Communications Specialist Maisy
Claremont.
“Wait one…” Claremont replied.
moment later.

“They’re on your handsets,” she said a

“Commander Andresson, I want you to take Iris and Pathfinder and jump out of
here. Arke will stay behind and distract them. That should…” His next words
were interrupted by the dradis pinging off new arrivals.
“Dradis contacts! Unknown configurations…” Truett declared. “Pinging their
transponders…this…this can’t be…”
“What is it Laz…” Musk growled as Arke was rocked by another near miss.
“Sir…the transponders claim they’re from the Earth Union…” Truett said as if
he’d seen a ghost.
“Commodore…” Claremont announced, “we’re being hailed…it’s the battlestar
Medusa…from the Earth Union…”
“Put it on with the others,” Musk said and said a prayer to any god that might be
listening that these new arrivals would line up on the friend side of the ledger.
“This is Commander Feleena Kaylen of the Earth Union battlestar Medusa to the
Colonial formation commander, please respond,” a strong female voice announced
over the headset’s speaker.
“Two baseships are breaking off to intercept…” Musk heard Truett say in the
background.
“This is Commodore Andre Musk of the Colonial Deep Space Research Vessel
Arke,” Musk replied. “We are a little busy…might I ask your intentions?”
“Do you require assistance, Commodore?” Kaylen replied. “We’ve come a long
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way to meet you and didn’t come all this way to be bystanders.”
Musk was overcome by emotion and fought back the tears. “Commander, any
and all help would be greatly appreciated.”
“Consider it done, Commodore,” Kaylen stated. “I suggest you withdraw any
fighters so that they don’t get caught in the crossfire.”
“Ah…ok…we’ll set an exclusion zone of five kilometers from each of our ships,
will that suffice?” Musk asked and pointed to Captain Steffan Bonner to make it
happen.
“That would be ideal,” Kaylen told him. “We will be with you momentarily.”
“I’m getting a couple gunstar sized ships at ten thousand kilometers and a lot of
civilians…wait one…”
Truett said and modified the resolution with the dradis. “Frak me…they’ve got an
entire stealth squadron! Two battlestars…two gunstars…they just jumped in…range
100…”
“My gods…” Farrell said as she watched the new ships plow right through the
two baseships that had moved to intercept. In a handful of heartbeats, the two
Cylon warships were rendered into nothing more than scrap being torn apart by
sympathetic internal explosions.
“Cylons just launched fighters on the Earth Union ships…” Truett declared. “I
have more than two thousand contacts…”
“What’s that?” Musk asked and pointed to something that separated from one of
the gunstars and was on a CBDR course for the fighters. It was followed a few
moments later by another object.
“I don’t know,” Truett replied. “It’s way too big to be a missile…”
“Oh…my…gods…” Farrell swore as the Ragnarök drone suddenly began
dispensing submunitions and decoys.
“There must be more than…this can’t be right…” Truett said, his voice full of
disbelief. “There’s more than forty thousand submunitions…”
“I bet most of them are decoys,” Musk said and realized that Arke hadn’t taken a
hit since the Earth Union showed up.
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“That’s it…the Raiders are gone…” Farrell said as Musk watched the
submunitions close and immolate the Cylon Raiders. “What’s going on with the
second fist of god they launched?”
Truett shook his head in disbelief. “It just dispensed its submunitions and
they’re on intercept courses with the baseships.”
“Maybe we might just get home after all…” Musk said to himself as two of the
four remaining Cylon baseships did a short-range jump to engage the Earth Union
ships.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Earth Union battlestar Euryale
Commander Annabelle Isles watched the dradis as Euryale kept pace with
Medusa. Just in front of them were Ersa and Eiresione providing primary point
defense. The Ragnarök drones had cleared the Cylon fighters from existence and
were on the way to doing the same for the remaining four baseships. The first two
they encountered died as soon as they were engaged as if they lacked any sort of
armor. The 1-meter kinetics punched straight through them, destroying everything
in their path and leaving nothing but shattered hulks in their wake. Even though
these weren’t the traitorous Chrome Brigades, it felt good to draw the sword of
wrath and let loose the dogs of war.
“What’s our range to intercept?” Isles asked Captain Matthew Dearborn.
“Coming up on fifty kilometers,” Dearborn replied.
“Mr. Carrera,” Isles said and turned to Euryale’s weapons officer.
another one, shall we? All batteries, fire as you have a target.”

“Let’s kill

“Kill another one, aye, all batteries fire as the target presents itself, aye,” Captain
Leonard Carrera confirmed and Isles immediately saw the telltales showing the 1meter kinetic batteries, both turreted and fixed, firing at the baseship that
Commander Kaylen had assigned to them.
Shot after shot punched through the Cylon baseship, barely pausing as it
smashed vital systems into junk and tore through the life-giving structure of the
living ship.
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*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Cylon Baseship Cinder
The older man had both hands immersed within the water table that was located
in the baseship’s CIC. “What the frak is going on? Who are those people, Vina?”
the older, salt and pepper haired man growled.
“I have no clue, Aldrich,” Vina, the brunette that stood across from him hissed
back. She was attractive, but in an athletic sense; her clothes displayed a strong
body with a moderate bosom and topped with a sharply featured face that was, as
Aldrich always thought, five whiskey shots pretty.
“Huxton and Dory are about to be flattened, and we have more ordnance
coming in than we can handle. It’s time we cut our losses and get the frak out of
here,” Aldrich told his cohort.
“I think you’re right…” Vina replied as the baseship seemed to twist under them.
“What the frak?” she swore and closed her eyes. “How the hell…” she managed to
get out before more than a dozen 2-meter kinetic rounds and a host of smaller 1meter kinetics tore through the ship.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, HMS Pathfinder
“Oh yeah! That’s what I’m talking about!” Captain Daniel Warwick shouted as
Lieutenant Edward Nelson announced that the ship’s batteries had, at extreme
range, engaged the Cylon baseship and scored numerous hits.
“Bring us around, Danny,” Lieutenant Gretchen Lutjens told the acting navigator.
“Flank speed, CBDR…let’s run that bastard into the ground!”
“Hoo yah!” Warwick shouted and Lutjens could feel the adrenaline dump
course through her veins. I. Am. ALIVE! she thought to herself as she watched the
dradis mirror what she was seeing through the panoramic bridge windows.
The big ship quickly accelerated and proved that just because she was older
than anyone on the bridge, she was fast, maneuverable, and had teeth that were
eager to draw Cylon blood. Lutjens watched as the guns sprouted golden plasma
blooms as the plasma squibs cleared the accelerator bore of any errant matter
before launching the hardened kinetic penetrators toward their targets.
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Another volley slammed into the crippled baseship before it suddenly appeared
to ripple, glow from the inside, and then exploded as its reactors went critical.
Lutjens didn’t even consider telling her crew to focus on their jobs; they all
knew that the Cylons had likely just destroyed their homes and suddenly had a
chance to exact payback. Despite the situation back home, she felt good to be
alive.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Earth Union battlestar Medusa
“What do we do now?” Commander Feleena Kaylen asked the two women who
flanked her in the portside top primary reception lounge.
“I guess ‘take me to your leader’ is out,” Commander Jessica Raynes quipped
and drew a round of chuckles.
“Somehow I think that formality isn’t going to be the word of the day,”
Commander Annabelle Isles replied.
“Hmm…you have a point, there, Bel,” Kaylen told her sister. “Maybe we can
arrange something once repairs are finished, and we get a jump or two beyond
where we are.”
“We could have it over on Eurypyle, under the dome,” Raynes suggested as the
hatch telltale turned from red to green.
“Showtime,” Kaylan said as the hatch opened and a tall, middle aged man with
dark hair and wearing a dark blue uniform stood waiting.
“Permission to come aboard, Commander?” he asked.
“Permission granted, Commodore Musk,” Kaylen replied.
As Musk’s right foot touched the deck, the boatswain announced, “Arke
arriving!”, and then proceeded to pipe him aboard.
Musk turned and offered the boatswain a brief nod acknowledging the
announcement. “Thank you for inviting us over to meet a legend,” he said as he
stopped in front of Kaylen and offered his hand.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2681

“I hope we lived up to the stories, Commodore,” Kaylen replied and shook his
hand. “We’re glad to have found you,” she said. “And I’m glad we found you
when we did.”
Musk nodded. “You can say that again; I had just given the order for the other
ships to jump and we would try to distract the Cylons since our FTL was offline.”
“Well, doubly good…last stands rarely end well,” Kaylen told him as Musk
stepped aside.
“I believe that is Commander Andresson,” Musk stated as someone else stepped
to the hatchway.
“Permission to come aboard, Commander?” a trim, blonde woman asked.
“Permission granted,” Kaylen replied.
As the woman’s foot touched the deck, the boatswain announced, “Unicorn,
arriving!”, and then piped aboard the Colonial officer.
“Thank you, Boats,” Andresson warmly said to the boatswain. “It’s nice to see
that some traditions are universal.”
“You’re welcome, ma’am,” the boatswain replied.
“I’m Commander Siv Andresson,” the blonde said after she walked to where
Kaylen and the others waited.
“My compliments to your gunnery crews,
Commander,” she said and offered her hand. “Their shooting would have won the
Columbia Trophy.”
Kaylen shook her hand. “Serendipity and endless training,” she replied. “We
had a lot of time on our hands and it appears we put it to good use.”
“Whatever the reason, there are a lot of people alive because of your
serendipitous arrival,” Andresson told her. “Including this guy,” she nodded her
head at Musk.
“Allow me to introduce my associates,” Kaylen stated.
Jessica Raynes, she heads up my operations team.”

“This is Commander

Raynes took a step forward. “That’s just one of my hats,” she quipped and shook
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Musk’s then Adresson’s hand.
“And this is Commander Annabelle Isles, commander of Euryale,” Kaylen said
and introduced Isles.
“Pleased to meet you, Commander,” Musk said and shook her hand.
“As am I,” Andresson said and shook Isles’ hand. “I’m honored to meet all three
of you. Not just for the historic significance, but because you offered to help us
before we had a chance to ask. That…” she paused a moment and appeared to be
trying to control her emotions, “that means a lot. Thank you.”
“You’re most welcome,” Isles replied. “We knew who we were looking for, and
even if we turned out to be a squabbling family, someone was picking on one of
ours…”
“…so we had to get involved,” Kaylen finished for her sister. “Come…let me
give you a brief tour while we walk to my quarters for a bite to eat and a chance to
get to know each other. I’ve arranged for your escort and flight crews to mingle
with their counterparts so we can all start building some bridges.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Roc 563, Callsign Glamor
“I’m still in shock that we found the Colonials,” Captain Esmeralda DeCinci told
her co-pilot and the Roc’s primary Electronics Systems Officer.
“Ezzie, you’ve said that five times since we launched,” Lieutenant Spencer
Lightfoot chuckled. “Are you in shock that a pair of their Vipers are flying formation
with us?”
“No…but I have to say, those birds make ours look pretty damned plain,”
DeCinci replied.
“That they do…” Lightfoot agreed before his voice trailed off.
“What is it?” DeCinci asked, it wasn’t like her ESO to just stop in mid-sentence.
“I’m getting a dradis hit at extreme range,” Lightfoot answered.
parallel to the main fleet, almost like it shadowing them.”
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“Viper 216, Roc 563, still with us Poacher?” DeCinci said over the wireless
frequency they shared with the two Colonial Vipers.
“Roc 563, Viper 216, still with you Glamor,” Captain Max Pellew replied.
“What’s up?”
“I’m going to pass over some dradis telemetry, can you check it against your
warbook and see if it’s one of yours?” DeCinci replied and silently cursed Lightfoot
for telling Pellew her call sign.
“Sure…ok, got it…” Pellew stated and was silent for a moment. “Hmm…she’s
about the dimensions of our older Lydia class, but the return image is all wrong.
Warbook is flagging this as unknown.”
“Frak…I was afraid of that,” DeCinci said out loud. “Spence, call it in and let
the brass know what we found and let them know that we are turning to intercept
and get a better dradis image.”
“Copy,” Lightfoot replied and began contacting Flight Control on Medusa.
“Poacher, Glamor,” DeCinci said over the wireless, her tone all business. “Let’s
take a gentle turn and go check out our new friend,” she added.
“Glamor, Poacher, copy,” Pellew confirmed. “Can you continue feeding us the
dradis telemetry?”
“Can do,” DeCinci said and gently banked the AEW configured Roc onto an
intercept course with the new bogie.
“The Boss says to approach the bogie but RTB if it begins aggressive action,”
Lightfoot told DeCinci a few moments later.
“Copy…” DeCinci told her ECO and then keyed the Colonial wireless
frequency. “Poacher, Glamor, the brass says to approach the bogie but RTB if it gets
uppity with us. We’re going to keep our FTL drive spun up with a running nav
update, do you need us to send you the feed?”
“Glamor, Poacher, copy the plan,” Pellew responded. “We can run the nav
coordinates, but let’s feed off your system so if we jump, we stay in formation and
don’t have any accidental fender benders.”
“Copy that, Poacher…the insurance forms would be a nightmare to fill out,”
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DeCinci chuckled as the navigation cues on her HUD stabilized and pointed the
small air group toward the bogie.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Earth Union battlestar Medusa
“They’re still a good way off,” Commander Feleena Kaylen told the people who
sat around the conference table. “We’re here,” she pointed to an icon on a monitor
that served as a dradis repeater. “And they’re here,” she pointed to an icon that was
close to three light-seconds distant. “This is a composite display between our own
dradis and that of our AEW Roc. Our own dradis can reach out that far, but given
the recent encounter with the Cylons, keeping our own systems focused on shorter
ranged threats and allowing our AEW craft to expand our horizon seemed more
prudent.”
Commodore Andre Musk nodded his agreement. “Right now, I wish we had a
nice nebula that we could hide in until all the repairs are completed. Thank you
again for the DC crews…they’ve been a big help turning what might have been
several days’ worth of repairs into something that should be completed in another
twelve to eighteen hours.”
“My pleasure,” Kaylen replied. “Besides, it wouldn’t be neighborly not to help,”
she grinned.
“What is the plan once we’re ready to continue the trip home?” Commander Siv
Andresson asked.
Kaylen looked at Musk and nodded. “Well,” Musk began, “we’re going to
proceed at our best speed, and we anticipate that we should be at our final
jumping off point in about two days. From there, we’ll jump to Thule and get
brought up to speed on what’s going on.”
“Saga?” Colonel Natasha Farrell asked and turned to look at Musk. “Why not
Aqaba or one of the other outer colonies?”
Musk smiled and Kaylen sat back, eager to hear the answer. “You know the
term, ‘hidden in plain sight’, right?” he asked, and Kaylen found herself nodding
along with Andresson. “Well, Saga is perhaps the best kept secret ever hidden in
plain sight.” He held up his hands to forestall any comment and continued, “For
centuries, first the Imperial government of Virgon and later the Colonial
government, maintained the masquerade that local conditions were not agreeable
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with Colonial agriculture or biology. But…” he paused and shrugged, “it’s all a lie.
Virgon wanted a world where the nobility could go that would be private and
started the cover that humans couldn’t consume local flora or fauna and Colonial
transplanted crops and livestock couldn’t flourish without a massive importation of
Colonial soil and sterilization of local soil. The truth of the matter is that it’s a
garden world that’s relatively untapped in any way.”
“Wait…you mean that there’s nothing wrong with Saga?” Andresson interrupted
and asked.
“Pretty much, yes,” Musk smirked. “After the Uprising, money was dedicated to
creating the most realistic training ranges ever constructed. Those who didn’t have
a need to know simply believed what they were told; the best way to create a
realistic environment would be to build one. And that’s what they’ve done over the
past forty odd years; they built a city, suburbs, rural towns and farms, everything
that we might have to face in a ground battle was built. And it was built to be
ready for evacuees to move into at a moment’s notice.”
Commander Jessica Raynes raised her hand and Musk nodded. “So, what you
have is a planet that is capable of supporting human life that everyone thinks can’t,
and you’ve built an entire city and supporting infrastructure to train in, but it’s also
able to perform it’s advertised function?”
“Exactly that, Commander Raynes,” Musk replied.
“There’s a caretaker
population present, and the city is a functional city. Most of it is uninhabited, but
everything is there; all that’s needed are people, and even bringing their own
clothes is optional. We also…” he paused, pursed his lips, and Kaylen thought he
looked deep in thought for a moment. “We also offered homesteads to select
people so that we’d always have a cadre of experienced personnel present. Some
are retired, some are in the prime of life with their families, but this gives us people
who can organize the refugees, train them, and if necessary, lead them.”
“You have a lifeboat…” Raynes stated.
“Precisely,” Musk confirmed. “And…if there’s anything left of the Fleet, it’ll go
to Saga as a rally point. There’s something about that system that we found plays
havoc with the Cylons; their response times drops, their accuracy suffers, their
coordination goes all to hell, and short of finding someplace that outright slags
them upon entry, it’s the best option we have.”
“Good,” Kaylen finally said. “That would also be where any of our people
would likely be directed if they made it to the Colonies.”
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“Most likely,” Musk replied. “I don’t see why they wouldn’t.”
“Good…then I guess we have our plans for the next few days,” Kaylen stated
and met Commander Annabelle Isles’ and Raynes’ gazes and saw both women
nodding in agreement. “I hope that this will teach us a lesson that won’t ever be
forgotten…mankind was not meant to play god and create sentience from
nothingness.”
“So say we all,” Andresson stated.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Viper 216, callsign Poacher
“Hey, Meow, you still awake over there? You’ve been awful quiet,” Captain Max
Pellew asked Lieutenant Augusta Learner.
“I’m here, Poacher,” Learner replied, her laid back Cancerian accent almost
purred. “I’m just taking it all in, you know…processing what’s happened over the
past few days.”
“You’re…thinking?” Pellew chuckled.
“Yes…I’m thinking,” Learner chided back. “It’s how I graduated top of my
class…and not…what was it?” she asked. “Third?”
“Yeah…yeah…so you beat me there,” Pellew replied and thought back to when
he met the feisty little blonde from Canceron on her first day at the Academy. “I
knew you’d be trouble…”
Learner laughed and Pellew could picture her smile and shaking head. “Yeah…
I aim to satisfy!” she quipped and suddenly drew silent as Captain Esmeralda
DeCinci broke into their conversation.
“Poacher, Meow…target has changed it’s aspect and bearing…it’s turning into
us,” DeCinci stated. “I’ve already alerted the fleet. We’ve been told to interrogate
them and see if we can find out what their intentions are.”
“Do you want to make the call or should I?” Pellew asked.
“You’re the closest thing to a local…” DeCinci told him. “Commander Kaylen
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says that Commodore Musk agreed you should make the call.”
“Copy…switching to Guard…” Pellew replied and keyed the Guard channel,
something that even the Earth Union had used for two thousand years before they
fled their homes. “Attention unknown ship approaching my location, this is
Colonial Viper 216, callsign Poacher, please identify yourselves and state your
intentions.” He paused a moment, shrugged mentally, and repeated the demand.
“Range is twenty-five thousand,” DeCinci announced.
“Glamor…can you connect me to your systems and then boost the output?”
Pellew asked.
“Sure…just start talking on our private frequency and we’ll push it out on
Guard,” DeCinci confirmed.
Once again, Pellew repeated the demand and a split second later it was pushed
out by the Roc on Guard and at a much higher power. “If they don’t respond to
that, then I suggest we go to weapons safe…if they launch or fire, we do what we
need to do until we can jump.”
“I concur…” DeCinci replied. “Poacher…don’t be a hero…let’s all go home
and have a beer…first round is on me, ok?” she added, concern in her voice.
“Ooooo…Poacher…I think Glamor likes you…” Learner’s voice teased over
their private frequency.
Pellew grinned. “You jealous?” he asked, teasing back.
The silence lasted a little longer than it should have before Learner replied,
“Nope…no…not jealous.”
That was different, Pellew thought, and just as quickly dismissed it for now…
there would be time to work through whatever it all meant after they got back to
Arke. “They just went active with a search dradis…no high PRF yet…” he said on
the group frequency when his dradis warning sensors alerted him to an unknown or
hostile dradis signal being emitted from the bogie.
Several minutes passed as the range closed and DeCinci announced that she
had the bogie on the Roc’s long-range optics. Who the hell was this, Pellew
thought as he filed DeCinci’s announcement for the future. “Ok folks…” he
allowed his voice to trail off as he saw the first signs of the bogie that was
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approaching. “Let’s prepare to…woah!” he exclaimed as the unknown disappeared
in silver flash. “Glamor, let the fleet know what just happened!”
“On it, Poacher!” DeCinci acknowledged. “Medusa reports that the bogie
didn’t jump close and that their dradis doesn’t show any unknowns.”
“Thank the gods,” Pellew sighed as he exhaled. “Any orders?”
The happiness was clear in DeCinci’s voice that she liked what she had heard,
“Oh yes…we’re to RTB fastest for debrief…”
“Oh yeah!” Pellew grinned.
“We’re to RTB to Medusa…” DeCinci added a little uncertainly.
“You did say you were going to buy the first round,” Pellew teased as the three
craft turned and pointed themselves back towards the fleet before executing a
group FTL jump.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Earth Union battlestar Medusa
“Do you have anything else to add?” Commander Feleena Kaylen asked the four
officers and four NCOs seated around the large conference table. “Yes, Captain
Pellew,” she said when Captain Max Pellew raised his hand.
“Just one thing, Commander, and it’s more an observation coupled with a gut
feeling,” Pellew started and stood. “May I?” he asked and gestured towards the
display.
“Please,” Kaylen told him.
“Thank you,” Pellew said and walked over to the display. “I might need some
help if I mess this up,” he chuckled and accessed the menu that displayed the
briefing clips. He found the one he wanted, tapped it, and it began playing on the
monitor. “Ok…this is the dradis recording of the bogie as it shadowed the fleet at
about three light seconds. After we turned and began our intercept, it decided to
turn into us, then after we hailed it, it activated its search dradis here and still
maintained wireless silence. It gets into range of Glamor’s optics and then jumps.”
“Ok…we’ve covered that,” Commander Jessica Raynes said and narrowed her
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eyes.
“I know…but I wanted to run through this one more time, out loud, so I would
walk myself through my thought process,” Pellew offered. “First, the bogie is about
the size of one of our Lydia class battlestars, though where the Lydias seemed to be
stockier throughout her body, our bogie has a wasp-waist central hull, so overall
displacement is probably going to be slightly less. But here’s the thing; if you
compare this ship to any of ours, where the head meets the central hull and where
the engines meet the central hull, are rather small; unless they have materials that
we can’t conceive of, their turn rate isn’t going to be close to ours due to stress.
Now let’s go back to the telemetry…”
Pellew stepped the dradis recording back in slow motion until just before the
bogie turned. “Now, watch the turn…” he said and played the recording at normal
speed. “I spoke with Captain DeCinci and consulted my own sources so we could
compare turn rates of our battlestars. I used a Lydia and Captain DeCinci used
Medusa as our baselines…when we compared our notes, at the velocity the bogie
was traveling both Lydia and Medusa would turn much quicker. Granted, this
probably means nothing, but normally when you turn onto an intercept, you don’t
dawdle…you make the turn and recover.”
“That’s an interesting observation,” Raynes said. “Could it be that the bogie has
a much higher density than ours? Like say instead of air, they breathed water and
thus the ship was filled with water?”
“It’s possible,” Pellew conceded and looked back at the display. “But I’m not
convinced. I’m not going to play the ‘recorded history’ card, but in all the
thousands of years, we haven’t found a way to refine and forge metal in a liquid
environment and you’d almost need to have that level of technology to even take a
water breathing race into a gaseous atmosphere.”
“I’ll give you that point,” Raynes smiled and Kaylen watched as her sister subtly
tested the Colonial officer. “What else do you have for us?”
“That was the observation,” Pellew said and advanced the telemetry to a point
right before the bogie jumped. “This is my gut feeling…” he said and looked over
where DeCinci and Lieutenants Augusta Learner and Spencer Lightfoot sat and all
three nodded.
“Well, it’s our gut feeling,” he amended before continuing,
“Whoever was in command of the bogie lacked practical experience, operational
experience, or institutional experience, or a combination of all three.”
“Why do you say that, Captain,” Commodore Andre Musk asked.
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“Again, sir, it’s a gut feeling…” Pellew offered. “Let me turn the tables and ask
you Commodore…and you Commander Andresson, if you were in command of a
Colonial battlestar and you encountered an unknown fleet with our composition,
would you shadow and then when a small group moved to intercept, something
that clearly wouldn’t pose a threat, you slowly turned into them, and finally after
allowing them to get within optical range, you jumped? Would you do that?”
Commander Siv Andresson slowly shook her head. “Andre?”
Musk, likewise, shook his head. “No, I wouldn’t. They didn’t have any active
dradis for most of the encounter, so they were fully passive, which wouldn’t have
gotten them much except perhaps dradis and communications frequencies, but
that’s it. I see where you’re going, Captain, and now that you point it out, it’s one of
those things that can’t be unseen.”
“I agree,” Commander Annabelle Isles added as she leaned forward in her chair.
“We wouldn’t have done it either. It was amateurish.” She sat back and tapped her
fingers on the table, “And that is what worries me. Amateurs are unpredictable in
their unpredictability.”
Kaylen studied the dradis telemetry and steepled her fingers under her chin. “If
you had to bottom line it, Captain Pellew, and give me a summary in two or three
sentences, what would it be?”
Pellew nodded. “Commander Kaylen, I’d tell you that I think we should project
that we’re dealing with a power that is at least as advanced as we are – technology,
ship construction, etc. – but that they lack the operational or institutional
experience to best design, employ, deploy, and fight their ships.”
“Thank you…” Kaylen smiled and slowly nodded. “Your assessment dovetails
nicely with my own. You and your team have my respect for a job well done.”
Pellew stood a little taller at the praise Kaylen had just delivered. “Thank you,
Commander; it truly was a team effort…I just drew the short straw to present it.”
Kaylen smirked, “Short straw or volunteered?”
Pellew returned the smirk, “First thing any plebe learns is never volunteer for
anything, ma’am.”
Pellew’s comment drew a round of laughs from everyone at the table and
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lightened the mood slightly. “With your permission Leena,” Raynes said and after
Kaylen nodded, continued, “Commodore Musk, would it be possible for Captain
Pellew and Lieutenant Learner to stay aboard Medusa until we at least reach Saga?
I’d like to have them develop this a little more in the game room.”
“I don’t see where that would be a problem,” Musk replied. “It would certainly
help build those bridges we talked about earlier.”
*+*+*+*+*
“That was some really insightful analysis,” Commander Jessica Raynes said after
the flight crews had been dismissed. “You hit the nail on the head, Andre, when
you said it can’t be unseen now that it’s been pointed out.”
“I wonder if they’re from the other location?” Commodore Andre Musk mused.
“Other location?” Commander Annabelle Isles asked.
“We detected a large…no…an obscenely huge number of tachyon pulses in a
completely different direction than home about three days before we detected the
ones we believe originated at home,” Musk explained and then went into the
details about the multiple signature profiles they collected and the conclusions that
they had drawn.
“Leena, do you think?” Isles asked.
“It’s possible…” Commander Feleena Kaylen replied. “Andre, I’m going to give
you some signature files of our own nuclear weapons…could you compare
them…” she let the statement hanging.
Musk slowly nodded. “Yes, I see what you’re asking for,” he smiled. “I’ll have
Dr. Digby do a full analysis.”
“Maybe someone else survived?” Raynes speculated.
“I hope,” Isles added.
“This second culture you say suffered a nuclear bombardment…I’m going to
give you the coordinates for someone we used to trade with, the Meropian
Communion. Contact with them slowed to a trickle over the centuries before our
exodus, so I don’t even know if they still exist. But…” Kaylen shrugged and arched
her eyebrows, “that might tell us who the other civilization was.”
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“We’d be glad to review it,” Musk replied.
Kaylen sat back and looked at the officers seated around the table. They had
met under fire, joined forces to defeat a foe, and now she firmly believed that the
professional relationships were evolving into personal friendships.
*+*+*+*+*
Captain Max Pellew’s head felt like a small troupe of angry gnomes were using
tiny pickaxes to try and mine their way out. “Oh…man…” he managed to groan
before his nose twitched. He tried to move his right arm to scratch it or brush
whatever was tickling it out of the way but discovered he couldn’t move either arm.
He also realized that there was a warm presence on either side of him.
Slowly, and with much trepidation, he turned his head to the right and opened
his right eye. Blonde hair greeted his clearing vision, even though his eyelid still
felt like it was cemented shut at several points. What did I drink last night, he
wondered to himself? He closed his eye and turned to the left, opening his left
eye…brown hair. The question in his mind changed from what did I drink to how
much did I drink?
Slowly, Pellew performed a breathing exercise that his Aunt Rose taught him.
She wasn’t an aunt by relation, but was one of his mom’s closest friends, and had
taught him several things during the summer before he went to the Academy. One
of them was body control and while he didn’t pay it much attention at the time, he
quickly learned that it worked especially well after a hard night of drinking.
Pellew focused on his breathing and slowly cataloged what his physical senses
told him. That there was a woman on either side of him, at least he hoped they
were women, was fairly well established. Who they were was still up in the air. It
took him more than three minutes to cancel the headache and a further two
minutes to flush out the body aches.
“Unnn…” the brunette muttered and rolled over so that she was laying half on
him and half off him. Pellew opened his eyes a moment before she did. “Well…I
guess I won…” she purred and kissed him on the lips.
“Wrong…” a tired voice croaked from Pellew’s right and he felt that body roll
over and mimic the left one. “We won…” Lieutenant Augusta Learner said
somewhat triumphantly.
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“Oh yeah…that’s right…” Captain Esmeralda DeCinci grinned.
about sharing, I believe?”

“Something

“Something like that,” Learner replied. “I think we need to ask Leadfoot for the
details, but he was a couple sheets to the wind, too. Last I saw him, he was curled
up with Sparrow…”
“Uh…what happened?” Pellew finally managed to ask as he ran his tongue
across his lips to wet them.
“We happened,” DeCinci laughed.
“Ok…good enough…I’m sure it’ll come back to me as I recover,” Pellew said
after trying to take a deep breath despite the weight on his chest.
“Come back to you?” Learner growled. “You don’t remember?”
“Bits and pieces…” Pellew admitted and closed his eyes. “What was that blue
stuff that we did shots with?”
DeCinci chuckled. “Electran Gin…shit’ll put hair where you don’t want it.”
“Yeah…I believe it…” Pellew swallowed and felt some moisture returning to his
mouth.
The sound of someone pounding on the hatch distracted them from any other
conversation. “What?” DeCinci shouted a moment before Pellew and Learner
groaned in pain.
“You’re up!” Lieutenant Spencer ‘Leadfoot’ Lightfoot said through the hatch. “I
figured I’d get you up now…we’re due to meet Commander Raynes in an hour.”
“Oh…frak me…” Pellew said as he watched DeCinci and Learner push
themselves up and off him, before sliding out of bed and stretching in the room.
“Later,” Learner teased and started giggling with DeCinci. “Now…we need to
shower and change into the fresh uniforms that Sparrow brought over.”
“Yeah…ok…” Pellew said and sat up and looked around the room. “Where are
we?”
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“VIP Guest quarters,” DeCinci answered. “All officers and Chiefs have private
quarters…the VIP Guest quarters are just a little bigger and a little more nicely
appointed. I think the shower is big enough…”
“Let’s go!” Learner said and grabbed Pellew’s arm.
shower…I know I will.”

“You’ll feel better after a

“Yeah…yeah…yeah…I’m getting up…” Pellew said and swung his legs over the
side of the bed and stood up. He looked at Learner and then DeCinci and said a
prayer thanking the gods that he was still functional and in one piece. Yes, he
thought letting his gaze linger on DeCinci, we started building some bridges last
night.
*+*+*+*+*
Consciousness returned and with it came the pain of being alive. Commander
Feleena Kaylen reached up and punched the quick release on the webbing that
held her into seat in the Roc’s passenger compartment. She slowly moved her head
and then her fingers and toes, satisfied that they worked she let out a sigh and
pushed herself out of the seat. She couldn’t put into words why she had decided to
join the small relief force that ventured to the planet’s surface to link up with the
resistance; how can you describe a compulsion to those that have never
experienced one?
The interior was dark except for some emergency lights that had activated
during the crash and some light that filtered in from the flight deck accessway.
Kaylen drew her sidearm and verified it was loaded before she stood and returned
it to the holster that rode on her right hip. A look forward showed that there was no
way the flight crew could have survived, and since she was the only other person
on the Roc, that removed any need to search for survivors. It also meant that she
was alone; a stranger in a strange land.
One of the crates had broken open during the crash and from it she extracted a
combat rifle and two bandoleers of pre-loaded magazines.
She removed a
magazine from a third bandoleer, inserted it into the rifle, and then charged it.
Kaylen’s next stop was the emergency survival packs that contained everything she
needed to survive for at least seventy-two hours. As she forced the rear ramp to
open, she also picked up a portable two-way wireless.
Twenty minutes after regaining consciousness and dragging the bodies of the
flight crew into the passenger compartment and covering them, Kaylen stood fifty
meters from the crashed Roc and surveyed her surroundings. She was deep in a
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forest of old growth timber, sometime near the local dusk, and the air smelled of
pine, honeysuckle, and a recent rain. The small navigation tablet showed her
position and as she zoomed out it also showed her destination fifteen kilometers
distant.
Turning around in place, Kaylen surveyed her surroundings and looked for
someplace where she could go to ground an attempt to make contact with either
Medusa or some other SAR asset. There, she thought, about a hundred meters from
where she now stood was a cluster of rocks that defined the term ‘immovable
object’. Slowly, carefully, she followed a roundabout route to the rocks, stopping
and kneeling every dozen steps to listen to her surroundings in case someone…or
something…approached.
Kaylen saw that the rocks were jumbled in such a way as to form a natural cave
and offered her protection from the elements should they decide to add insult to
injury. “Now it’s a matter of settling in and calling for help,” she muttered to herself
as she rigged a bivy sack as a sleeping bag and carefully pulled leaves and pine
needles over her to camouflage her location.
A hum and clanking noise dragged Kaylen back to awareness. She blinked her
eyes several times and noticed that it was dark with a silvery moon overhead.
Some of the aches and pains were replaced with new ones from her lumpy bed, but
she put that out of her mind and focused on the noise that had triggered her
awakening. Slowly, carefully so as not to make any noise, she reached for her rifle
and felt the comforting texture of its grip settle into her right hand.
Kaylen willed her ears to listen as close as possible, hoping the old wives’ tale
that said when you limited one sense that the others expanded to compensate
would be true. The clanking had stopped, but the hum remained. Now…she
narrowed her eyes and tried to reach out with her ears…she thought she heard
footsteps.
“This is it!” a male voice said just loud enough to be heard.
“What about the occupants?” another male voice asked.
“Two dead, but someone laid them out in the back,” the first voice declared.
“Good…then she’s still alive,” the second voice stated. “Ok, people, let’s do a
spiral search…”
Several other voices, male and female, replied, but they were either too far away
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or talking too quietly for Kaylen to hear. She slowly shuffled deeper into the small
cave and waited. If she tried to leave, she’d be spotted, and until she knew who
these new actors were, she was going to play it safe.
After five minutes, Kaylen heard footsteps crunching the pine needles and fallen
twigs. Whoever it was, they weren’t making any attempt to be quiet as they
approached.
“Commander Kaylen? You in there?” a female voice asked.
Kaylen hesitated; the voice sounded familiar. Again, the voice asked if she was
in the cave. Finally, she raised the rifle to her shoulder and said a prayer that she
wasn’t making a mistake, “Yes…”
“Thank the gods!” the female voice replied. “Ah…who told you coming down
here was a bad idea?”
Kaylen grinned. “Commander Jessica Raynes,” she replied.
“She’s your biological sister, right?” the voice prodded.
“No…but she is my sister in all the ways that matter,” Kaylen explained.
“You passed, Commander,” the voice told her. “We’re here to get you back to
our camp and from there we can arrange for your return.”
Kaylen let out the breath she was holding and slowly crawled out of the cave,
pulling her pack with her and leading with her rifle held in one hand as if it was a
giant pistol. When she reached the cave’s mouth, she stood and brushed the leaves
and pine needles off her and got a look at her rescuer…
…at the same time her rescuer saw her.
“Who are you?” Kaylen forced herself to ask.
“Ah…Captain Mary Katherine Mosby…Princess Elizabeth’s Own Hussars,
Virgon Imperial Guard,” a woman who could have been Kaylen’s twin replied.
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Feleena Kaylen sat up in bed and stifled the scream that threatened
to spill forth. Her right hand pressed against the center of her chest as her heart
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pounded as if she had just sprinted from one end of Medusa to the other.
the hell was that?” she asked between breaths.

“What

She fell back and her head was cradled by her still warm pillows. Once her
breathing was under control, she rolled over and reached for the intercom handset
that was next to the bed.
“CIC, DePalma,” Lieutenant Gish DePalma answered.
“What are you doing on watch this early, Gish?” Kaylen asked without thinking
after noting the time.
“Good morning, Commander,” DePalma replied. “I couldn’t sleep and stopped
by and am watching the board while Theo hits the head.”
“Ah…ok…that makes sense,” Kaylen muttered. “Can you connect me with
Commodore Musk on Arke, or if he’s not available, Commander Andresson on
Unicorn?”
DePalma repeated the request and asked for a moment to make the connection.
“I have Commodore Musk on the line, Commander,” she said a few moments later.
“Thanks,” Kaylen said a moment before she heard two beeps indicating that she
was now connected with the wireless. “Commodore Musk, Feleena Kaylen; I hate
to bother you, but I have a question…”
“Good morning, Feleena,” Musk replied warmly. “What’s the question?”
Kaylen paused for a moment and collected her thoughts. “Andre, I know this is
going to sound weird, but is there something in the Colonies known as the Virgon
Imperial Guard, specifically Princess Elizabeth’s Own Hussars?”
Musk was silent for several seconds. “Ah…yes…” he replied, hesitation in his
voice. “How do you know about them?”
“Promise not to laugh?” Kaylen asked.
“Cross my heart,” Musk offered.
“I had a dream,” Kaylen began and then explained what happened but omitted
who she encountered. “Ever since I was little, I’d have these visions. Normally
they’d be a flash image or a few moments, but never this long or this detailed.”
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“Wow…that’s pretty cool,” Musk replied. “Do they ever come true or is it just
something that might happen?”
In for a penny, in for a cubit, Kaylen thought to herself before she replied.
“Andre…” she realized she sounded more serious that she really wanted to be, but
right now her nerves were driving her actions. “Andre,” she said again, hoping she
didn’t sound as serious as before, “they’ve all come true. Every one of them.”
“Oh…my…” Musk replied, and she could hear the faint sound of his breathing
over the cracks and pops inherent to scrambled wireless communications in deep
space. “That sounds like it could be a blessing and a curse at the same time.”
“Yeah, it is,” Kaylen said and was glad that Musk hadn’t dismissed her
confession as a hallucination or fantasy. “When I get up and ready for the day, I’d
like to discuss this in a little more detail with you and anyone you might have who
might have firsthand experience with the unit I mentioned.”
“I’ll put the word out,” Musk told her. “Are we still on for the 0800 planning
session over here?”
Kaylen looked at the chronometer that displayed 0419. “Yep…I’m going to try
and get another hour’s sleep before I start the day, though.”
“I’ll have the coffee and hot chocolate ready,” Musk replied. “And I’ll see if I
can’t get some pastries and fruit, so don’t worry about breakfast.”
“You’re a lifesaver, Andre!” Kaylen grinned. “See you at 0800.”
“Can’t wait,” Musk told her and ended the connection.
Kaylen rolled on her back and stared at the ceiling above her bed as she
snuggled down under the comforter. Ever since they had met the Colonials, she
had felt a strong sense of camaraderie with them. It could have been the shared
heritage, which after thousands of years was still remarkably similar, or it could
have been the fact that they were good people. Or, it could be both.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Known Space, Earth Union battlestar Euryale
Commander Annabelle Isles studied the contents of the folder laying on her desk
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and then looked up at the man who sat waiting for her comments. “We’re so close
I can almost see it in the distance,” she finally said.
Colonel Camden Julii smiled and nodded. “One jump to a system that Andre
says used to be a resort, then two jumps to the positive control point before we
jump for Saga.”
Isles closed the folder and sighed. “Looking back, it feels like it was last week
that we broke Earth orbit and jumped to save Libertas.” She paused and turned her
head at a sound that came from her bedroom. “Morning, Gillian,” she smiled as
Gillian McGovern walked into her day cabin.
“Good morning, Bel,” McGovern warmly replied and leaned down to give her a
good morning kiss. “Good morning, Cam,” she said and then smirked, “want one,
too?”
“I’m good, Gill,” Julii chuckled while Isles shook her head. Ever since she had
told McGovern that Julii had had a crush on her, she’d tease him with little things
like the offer of a kiss.
“You don’t know what you’re missing…” McGovern prodded.
Shelly and ask for a permission slip…”

“I can talk to

“I know she offered,” Julii smiled, “but that’s not my style, Gill. You’re just going
to have to wonder what it might be like…”
“Oh…he got you on that one,” Isles laughed. “You ready for the next jump?”
McGovern nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, yes! After all these years, and even
more than encountering Andre’s group, this is going to make it real, you know?”
“I do,” Isles told her. “In fact,” she looked at the chronometer on the wall, “we
have about fifteen minutes to walk over to the CIC and get ready.”
“Are Shelly and Jean-Michael going to be there?” McGovern asked.
“I don’t think a herd of wild horses could keep them away,” Julii smiled.
“Then I think we should head on over,” Isles said and stood. “Let’s live some
more history.”
*+*+*+*+*
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Colonial Sphere, Orbit of Wildwood, Earth Union gunstar Angelos
“What do we have down there, Aramis?” Colonel Chiara Savoy asked Captain
Aramis Stokes who was managing the navigation workstation.
“Preliminary scan is showing…” Stokes narrowed his eyes as he studied the
display. “The highport is gone, nothing but wreckage and anything that might have
been there is either long gone or destroyed. The downport, which really wasn’t
much to begin with, and the primary settlement appears to be undamaged and I
don’t see any signs of ships or small craft, though they could be hidden.”
“They probably thought that taking out the orbital facility would be enough to
doom whoever was on the surface to a long and painful death,” Lieutenant Colonel
Sebastian Beckett said and shook his head; this was the third world they had
surveyed and the first that didn’t show signs of surface bombardment.
“Whatever happened, we need to go down and find out what happened and if
there are any survivors,” Savoy replied. “Is Tabby ready?”
Beckett nodded. “She just had Woo let us know they’re on the Roc and ready to
depart,” he told her and narrowed his eyes. Something’s coming from the deep
black, boy-o, the little voice on his shoulder whispered in his ear.
Savoy looked at Beckett. “What’s up, Sebastian? You have a weird look on your
face.”
“Ah…I just had a thought,” Beckett quickly answered and hoped that Savoy
would accept his explanation.
“Since we don’t see any signs of surface
bombardment, I’d like to do a detailed dradis scan of the known settlements around
the downport to see if we can find any signs of life before we send Tabby down.
That way we can vector her to the largest concentration of survivors rather than
have her wander around a ghost town.”
“Ok, that makes sense,” Savoy agreed and quickly shot him a look that he
interpreted as ‘I trust you on this…’. “Aramis, let’s do the scan.”
“Copy, full dradis scans of known settlements and looking for sings of life in the
general areas of the settlements,” Stokes said and confirmed the order.
Beckett tapped his index and middle fingers on the plotting table as he tried to
make sense of what the little voice said. Whatever was going to happen, he felt
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certain that it was imminent.
“How is Channing doing?” Beckett finally asked and broke the silence.
Savoy offered a warm smile. “She’s doing very well,” she replied. “You saved
her; you know?”
“I like to think that we saved her; all I did was assess the situation and ensured
that she got away from Asshole,” Beckett admitted. “I think what you and Tabby
have done since then has helped just as much.”
“Yeah…I don’t think anyone is ever going to lay an unwanted hand on her ever
again,” Savoy chuckled. “I was down in the gym yesterday and I watched her,
Tabby, and Cramer sparring…she threw poor Cramer across the mat.”
“Good,” Beckett nodded, “that has to help her confidence.”
“And I’m working on other aspects…” Savoy started to say but was cut off by the
dradis suddenly pinging off new contacts.
Bingo, the little voice on Beckett’s shoulder said, you’re about to see history…
again. Beckett suppressed a smile and looked at Stokes.
“I have dradis contacts…” Stokes announced without any additional excitement
as if this was nothing more than a routine intercept. “I’m seeing numerous military
grade dradis emissions…transponders are…my gods…” He looked up, a look of
complete surprise on his face.
“What is it?” Savoy prodded.
“Most of the transponders are declaring that they’re Earth Union ships, three are
Colonial, and one is from the Virgon Empire,” Stokes managed to stay.
“I think we need to hail them,” Beckett advised.
“Becky, can you open a channel on Guard and put it down…no, please put it
on the speakers,” Savoy asked.
“You’re live, Colonel,” Specialist Rebecca Slocum replied a moment later.
Savoy took a deep breath and lifted the handset to her head. “Attention fleet
that just jumped into orbit, this is the Earth Union gunstar Angelos operating in
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cooperation with the Colonial Fleet, please identify yourself and state your
intentions.”
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Sphere, Orbit of Wildwood, Colonial Deep Space Research Vessel Arke
“Jump complete,” Captain Lazar Truett announced. “All elements accounted for
and in formation,” he added. “Wait…dradis contact! Single ship…transponder
identifies it as the Earth Union gunstar Angelos.”
“How do you want to handle this, Andre?” Colonel Natasha Farrell asked
Commodore Andre Musk.
“Carefully,” Musk slowly replied. “Maisy, can you get Commander Kaylen on
the line and pass it down here, please?”
Communications Specialist Maisy Claremont repeated the order and added,
“On it.” A moment later, she announced she had Kaylen on the wireless and
passed her down to the plotting table handsets.
“Commander Kaylen, Commodore Musk…” Musk said by way of greeting.
“Even though we’re in Colonial space, that’s one of yours out there…do you want
to reach out to them?”
“Thank you, Andre,” Commander Feleena Kaylen replied. “That might be best; I
wasn’t going to do it without discussing it with you, first.”
“Understood, Leena. Have at it…I’m sure they’re going to be excited to know
that more of their people survived,” Musk told her.
“Commodore? We’re being hailed…” Claremont announced.
“On speaker, please,” Musk told her.
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Sphere, Orbit of Wildwood, Earth Union battlestar Medusa
Commander Feleena Kaylen opened her mouth to reply to Commodore Andre
Musk when Lieutenant Gish DePalma announced that they were being hailed.
Kaylen quickly told her to put it on speakers.
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“…that just jumped into orbit, this is the Earth Union gunstar Angelos operating
in cooperation with the Colonial Fleet, please identify yourself and state your
intentions,” a female voice announced. After a moment’s pause, she repeated the
hail.
“Angelos?” Kaylen frowned.
“Yeah, she wasn’t commissioned yet when everything went down,” Colonel
Silas DeMer replied. “Perhaps in transit?” he offered.
“Dunno…” Kaylen said and turned to DePalma. “Do I have a channel?”
“You’re live, Commander,” DePalma answered.
“Thank you,” Kaylen told the communications officer and picked up the
handset. After sharing a shrug with DeMer, she corralled her excitement and keyed
the handset to transmit, “Attention ship identifying itself as Angelos, this is the Earth
Union battlestar Medusa, please transmit your bona fides as we send ours.”
“Copy, Medusa, we’re transmitting our credentials now,” the voice answered.
“Others made it…” DeMer whispered almost reverently.
“They’re valid, Commander,” DePalma said, her voice sounding hallowed, and
confirmed Angelos’ legitimacy.
“Angelos, this is Commander Feleena Kaylen, Medusa Actual, who am I talking
to? We were unaware that you were an active unit at the time of the Exodus,”
Kaylen requested.
“Actual, this is Colonel Chiara Savoy,” the voice stated. “A lot has happened,
and it might be best if we discuss this face to face rather than over the wireless.
Would it be possible for us to come to you?”
“I think that would be best, Colonel,” Kaylen replied and met DeMer’s gaze as
her XO slowly shook his head.
“Excellent,” Savoy replied. “I realize that this is unorthodox, but there is a
method to the madness…I would like to bring my XO and Weapons Officer with
me.”
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“I don’t see where that would be a problem,” Kaylen replied and narrowed her
eyes. “We will be prepared to receive you on our portside top flight deck; our
ground crew will guide you to the umbilical. I would like for some other officers to
join me, so let’s plan on meeting in thirty minutes.”
“Copy, Actual, thirty minutes,” Savoy said. “Angelos, out.”
“Medusa, out,” Kaylen replied reflexively. After she replaced the handset, she
asked DeMer, “What is it, Silas?”
“I just checked the Fleet directory,” DeMer started, “there’s no one named
Chiara Savoy listed.”
“It was five years…maybe she married and took her husband’s name?” Kaylen
offered.
“Dunno…but I think we need to be ready for anything,” DeMer told her.
“That, my friend,” Kaylen chuckled, “goes without saying.” She turned and
swept her gaze around the CIC, “We…are...not…alone!” she announced and a
moment later everyone began cheering.
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Space, Orbit of Wildwood, Viper 216, Callsign, Poacher
“You have to admit, Glamor,” Captain Max Pellew, callsign Poacher, said over
the wireless, “this is rather unique…”
Captain Esmeralda DeCinci laughed and Pellew forced himself to focus on the
mission. “Yes, Poacher…Colonial Vipers launching from a Union battlestar to meet
a Union envoy from a Union gunstar in Colonial space…that’s not something you
see every day.”
“This is Roc 228 from the Union gunstar Angelos,” a new voice said over the
shared frequency. “You’d be amazed at what you don’t see every day,” it added.
Pellew narrowed his eyes when he heard the voice; it sounded so damned
familiar, exactly who it reminded him of danced around the periphery of his
awareness as if to tease him. “Well, we did find a ghost ship that was lost for
almost sixty years,” he managed to reply.
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The voice, it was so familiar, Pellew thought, replied, “I saw…congratulations.
Did you solve the mystery of her disappearance or is that still a matter of
conjecture?”
“Ah…yeah…we figured it out…” Pellew said and switched to the discrete
frequency that he shared with Lieutenant Augusta Learner. “Meow…what the frak
is going on? That voice…so damned familiar…and they seem to know all about
Pathfinder…”
“I noticed that, too. I…” Learner paused, and he could almost picture her
shaking her head. “Ah…yeah…it does sound damned familiar.”
“Glad I’m not going nuts,” Pellew chuckled and switched back to the shared
frequency. “Ah…I think you might have me at a disadvantage. For someone not
from around here, you sure seem to know a lot about our ghost ship…”
“I’m from a lot closer than you think, Poacher,” the voice replied.
remember Bonnie Bain from down the street?”

“Do you

“Bonnie…” Pellew narrowed his brows as he repeated the name from his youth.
“Bonnie the Bitch?”
“The one and only…and do you remember who fixed you up with her for Junior
Homecoming?” the voice prodded.
“Yeah…but…Sebastian?” Pellew asked and finally realized why the voice was so
familiar.
“In the flesh, Maxwell, in the flesh,” Sebastian Beckett’s voice replied.
“What…how? What the frak is going on?” Pellew demanded and felt like he
was losing control of his reality. Sebastian Beckett had been posted to Hecate and
had left the Colonies before the Pioneer Mission, and if Beckett was back, that
meant that Hecate and Chase were back, but why was he on an Earth Union
gunstar?
“There will be plenty of time to discuss it when we arrive on Medusa. I think
you probably have a story or two to tell as well…” Beckett said in a tone of voice
that Pellew thought sounded more mature and more seasoned than the man he
remembered.
“I’m looking forward to it,” Pellew answered. “Will you be free after the VIPs
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board?”
“Ah…no…I’m going to ask that your group be included in the introductions,”
Beckett told him. “I think it might be good for everyone if people can be vouched
for. You’re going to need to trust me on this, ok?”
Pellew thought a moment and nodded even though no one could see him.
“Yeah…how could I not?”
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Space, Orbit of Wildwood, Earth Union battlestar Medusa
“I’m not sure what’s going on,” Commodore Andre Musk told the officers and
civilian that were standing with him on the hangar deck. “Poacher told me that
he’s certain that someone on that Roc is Captain Sebastian Beckett, a Colonial
officer who left on a deep space exploration mission before we left the Colonies.
I’m not sure what they were searching for, but Admiral Chase took a Tier One
combined arms battlegroup that would be sufficient to put a hurt on just about any
smaller colony world.”
“Perhaps they encountered another Union refugee fleet?” Commander Jessica
Raynes suggested.
“That’s possible,” Commander Feleena Kaylen agreed and frowned after a
moment. “But that sort of begs the question why they’re here and not with the rest
of the Colonial fleet?”
“We’re going to find out in just a few moments,” Gillian McGovern quipped as
the alert light next to the massive airlock door began flashing green while several
amber lights snapped on around the door’s perimeter.
“Do you have a feel for this, Leena?” Commander Annabelle Isles asked.
Kaylen shook her head. “No…I wish I did, though,” she replied and looked at
the small party that had assembled on the hangar deck. Raynes stood to her left
and Isles stood to her right with McGovern on Isles’ right. To Raynes’ left,
Commodore Andre Musk stood and next to him was Commander Siv Andresson. It
had been decided that Commander Lindon Aydenson would remain on Iris as the
‘odd man’. She would have preferred one of the mayors to attend, but they
deferred to McGovern as the civilian representative given her…closer…ties with
the military command structure. A small honor guard stood nearby, and a squad of
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Marines provided security.
The hatch opened and a yellow shirted ground director motioned the Roc
forward. Once it cleared the hatch, the hatch closed and the green alert light and
amber warning lights both turned red. The next cycle would bring down the two
Colonial Vipers while the Roc she had dispatched would be brought down on a
different lift. Two additional yellow shirted handlers quickly chocked the Roc’s
wheels and moved away.
After a few moments, the rear hatch lowered and a youthful looking woman
with chestnut hair stepped to the edge of the lift. Kaylen narrowed her eyes; the
woman had a professional bearing, but the uniform was black and an unknown
design, very different from the daily khakis that Union officers wore.
“Colonel Chiara Savoy, Angelos Actual; permission to come aboard?” the black
uniformed woman asked.
Kaylen stepped forward, “Permission granted, Colonel; welcome to Medusa.”
“Thank you,” Savoy replied a moment before she stepped foot on the deck.
When Savoy’s foot touched the deck, the boatswain piped her aboard and
announced, “Angelos arriving!”
Savoy smiled warmly and turned to the boatswain, “Thank you, Boats, I feel
good to be here.”
Before anyone else could do anything, the lights around the hatch once again
announced that it was going to cycle and a handful of seconds later two Colonial
Vipers were directed into the hangar bay and secured. Savoy walked to where
Kaylen and the others stood, offered her hand, and smiled, “Colonel Chiara Savoy;
you are going to make some people back home very, very happy.”
Kaylen took the offered hand and shook it. “Commander Feleena Kaylen,” she
replied and then asked the question she had been dying to ask since they had
identified Angelos’ origin, “Others survived?”
Savoy’s smile went wide as she nodded. “Oh yes, Commander, there are quite a
few who made the trip.”
Kaylen felt the tears suddenly threaten to spill out of her eyes already going
blurry with the liquid. “Thank you, Colonel…that…that news is the best thing I’ve
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heard since we left the Union.”
“Commander, there’s a lot we need to tell you,” Savoy said and turned to the
Roc. “I think the rest of my team should come down?”
“Please,” Kaylan told her. “They all have permission to come aboard.” She saw
the two Colonial Viper pilots had climbed out of their fighters and were standing
near the Roc’s wing.
The first person who walked down the ramp wore the dark blue Colonial
uniform that Kaylen had become used to seeing; he was at that age where he was
probably in his late 20s or early 30s, yet he moved with a maturity that belonged to
someone older…or someone who had worn responsibility for a while. “This is
Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Beckett, my XO,” Savoy said and motioned Beckett
forward.
“Rockstar? Is that really you?” one of the Colonial pilots asked as Beckett was
introduced and stepped off the ramp.
Beckett turned and held his arms open, “Max! It sure is little brother!” A
moment later Pellew and Beckett were in a crushing hug as the old friends
reunited. “You got the posting to Pioneer?”
“Yeah…best thing that ever happened…” Pellew replied and held Beckett at
arm’s length, “well, other than realizing just what kind of a person Bonnie was!”
“My gods…” Beckett shook his head. “Have I got some stories for you. But
first…duty calls.”
“First round is on me…they have this stuff…” Pellew told his old friend.
“Electran Gin…yeah…still have the headache!” Beckett chuckled and turned
back to where Kaylen and the others waited.
“My apologies, Commander,
Commodore…”
“None needed, Lieutenant Colonel Beckett,” Kaylen said and offered her hand.
Up close, she saw that he was handsome, but also had something intangible about
his manner that spoke of leadership, competence, and compassion; this man wasn’t
just a leader, she thought, this man was a war leader. His handshake was firm, not
crushing, and communicated self confidence and control. He was also a man to
watch, she added silently.
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The next officer to step off the Roc wore the uniform Kaylen expected to see,
Union khakis. “Captain Ekaterina Petrova,” the woman said and saluted.
Kaylen retuned the salute and offered her hand. “Welcome to Medusa, Captain.
You were what I expected,” she grinned.
“We’re a motley crew, Commander,” Petrova replied. “But I have never served
with a better team, officer and enlisted, in my more than 2000 years of service,” she
added with a straight face.
Kaylen rolled her lips between her teeth and gently bit them to try and keep
from laughing at Petrova’s comment. She ceased trying when Isles started laughing
and was soon followed by everyone else. “I bet we have a really impressive pay
voucher waiting for us…” she replied.
“I don’t know about that, but we have all the Cylons we can shoot, we know
who caused the genocide, and the Admirals, President, and Empress have a plan to
run them all to ground,” Petrova said proudly.
“You know who caused the genocide?” Raynes asked and then introduced
herself, “Commander Jessica Raynes.”
“Pleased to meet you, Commander,” Petrova replied. “Ah…yes, we do, and like
many things we’re going to brief you about, it’s complicated.”
“I understand,” Raynes said and Kaylen could see her sister’s analytical mind
already starting to consider the possibilities.
“I’d also like to bring along Lieutenant Tabitha Wellington,” Savoy interjected
and waved a young officer off the Roc. She was in her late teens or very early
twenties, Kaylen surmised, so she would have been a young teen when the
genocide happened.
“Lieutenant Tabitha Wellington,” Wellington said after she had come to attention
and saluted the officers.
“Good to meet you, Lieutenant,” Kaylen said after she returned the salute.
“Allow me to introduce everyone else so we all know who everyone is,” she said
and made the introductions. “’I’ve had some refreshments prepared so let’s move
this to the reception lounge and then we can decide whether we want to stay there
or move to someplace more formal.”
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*+*+*+*+*
Commander Annabelle Isles sat back after Colonel Chiara Savoy, Lieutenant
Colonel Sebastian Beckett, Captain Ekaterina Petrova, and Lieutenant Tabitha
Wellington finished their briefing about everything that had happened and been
discovered. “That’s…a lot…” she managed to say.
“It is extremely enlightening,” Commodore Andre Musk added. “Now we know
the truth about the first set of tachyon pulses we recorded. I’m still…”
“Overwhelmed?” Commander Feleena Kaylen asked and arched her eyebrows.
When she considered everything that the four officers told them, she had to admit
that it was a lot to take in. “Any one of those encounters would have been a once
in a lifetime event, but all of them happening in the span of a few months?
Wow…”
“If I hadn’t been there to witness it from the beginning, I would have trouble
accepting it, too,” Beckett told her. “Some of the revelations hit rather close to
home.”
Kaylan thought the comment was odd but filed it for a later opportunity to talk
with Beckett. “We’ve discussed what happened, but I’m curious as to why an Earth
Union warship is commanded by officers from the Communion and Colonies and
carries a mixed crew of all three nationalities.”
“When Admiral Marlowe’s group escaped from Electra, they had several ships in
the final stages of fitting out carried aboard three mobile graving docks,” Petrova
explained. “Since we had already had several encounters with drone ships, the
Admirals decided that rather than have the now finished ships stay in the graving
docks, they would be launched and crews drawn from all three nationalities,
though primarily from the Union, would man them. This way it would give us
more maneuver units, give the new crews a chance to get their feet under them,
and should we be attacked, it might add to the survivability of everyone involved.”
“That makes sense,” Raynes observed.
multiple nationalities?”

“Are all the new ships crewed by

“They are,” Savoy replied. “Tabby?”
Wellington shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Kaylan saw she was young for her
rank, probably in her late teens or twenty at best, but with a maturity that was
beyond her years. “Ah, thank you, Colonel. My father, well, my adopted father,
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Admiral Eric Wellington, rescued me and my brother on Athens Station. Once we
escaped and were on the way to the Colonies, they setup schools and an academy.
Everyone learned the basics, then we went on to advanced stuff. I thought I wanted
to go flight and then be a line officer like my dad, but I decided I really liked
working with the Marines.”
“The Marines?” Isles asked.
“That was one of the curricula changes that Dad insisted on,” Wellington
explained. “He commanded Enyo, an assaultstar, so he had a slightly different
outlook on things. He made sure that every cadet trained as both a Fleet officer
and as a Marine officer, because he felt that we all needed to be able to lead
people in combat given how the drones fought.
“I really enjoyed working with my team and when this program came along, I
joined them on Lamia as part of her Marine group,” Wellington said and took a sip
of water.
“Colonel Christobella Symphony, from the Communion, was our
regimental commander and several battalion commanders were from the Colonies,
so we had a real eclectic mix of staff. That gave us the opportunities to pull the best
traditions and practices from each group and blend it into something new and
better.”
“I like that,” Isles remarked. “That was good thinking,” she added. “Even better
now that we’re all going to be working very closely together.”
“Exactly!” Wellington said excitedly.
really enthusiastic about it.”

“Everyone that I’ve talked to has been

“Very nice,” Musk said and nodded.
“I sense Admiral Chase’s fingers in this,” Commander Siv Andresson chuckled.
“You know Admiral Chase?” Beckett asked.
Andresson smiled and nodded. “She hand picked me to take over Unicorn
when she transferred to Hecate. We go back quite a few years,” she added. “I can
still remember some of the discussions we had about tactics and leadership with
Kevin and Titiana.”
“Kevin?” Beckett asked soberly. “Admiral Bannasalle?”
“Yes, Kevin Bannasalle,” Andresson confirmed. “What’s wrong?”
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“Ah...Admiral Bannasalle was killed during the Battle of Meropis Alpha when
the Colonial Expeditionary Fleet tried to help defend the Communion
homeworlds,” Beckett explained.
Andresson frowned and even though Kaylen had never met the man, she knew
Andresson and through her felt the sense of loss. “Is Addison ok?” Andresson
finally asked.
“Addison?” Beckett asked cautiously.
Andresson sighed. “Kevin’s aide,” she prodded. “You were seeing Cora before
you left, so I assumed you knew Addy.”
“Ah…yes,” Beckett replied. “My apologies. Admiral Chase recognized Addy as
her daughter and heir.”
“Thank the gods!” Andresson swore. “No one said anything, but Girlfriend and I
both knew…anyone who saw Addy and Sera together and knew how close she and
Kevin were could have put two and two together.” She stopped and offered Kaylen
and the others a smile, “My apologies for going off on a tangent. Kevin was a
mentor to several of us and his loss is going to be hard to make up.”
“There’s no need to apologize,” Kaylen warmly told her. “We all have mentors
and friends who are close to us; I’m fortunate that the two most important people to
me are in this room.”
“Thank you,” Andresson said. “I guess the big question is what happens now?”
“You can either do directly to Saga,” Savoy offered and then paused. “Or, you
can come with us as we survey one more world before heading home. It should
only add a few hours to a day to the trip.”
“Andre?” Kaylen asked.
“I think it would be best to travel with Angelos,” Musk offered and looked at
Andresson. “Siv?”
“I concur. I want to get back home,” Andresson said, “but I also want to learn a
little bit more about what we can expect, too.”
“What about you, Jess?” Kaylen asked.
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“One day isn’t going to hurt, and as Siv said, it will give us another day to
acclimate our people to what they can expect,” Raynes said and then turned to
Isles. “Bel? Your thoughts?”
Isles slowly nodded. “Another day is probably for the best,” she agreed. “I’d
like to have a seminar for all communications and navigation personnel to make
sure they’re briefed and understand Colonial terminology so that we have a smooth
transit and don’t make any faux pas that can be avoided.”
Kaylen narrowed her eyes and looked at Isles and then to McGovern. “Gill,
you’re rubbing off on her…I don’t think I’ve ever heard her say that phrase
correctly.”
“She polishes me, I polish her,” McGovern quipped.
After everyone had a chuckle, Kaylen looked at Musk, “Looks like we have a
new route to take before we come in from the black.”
*+*+*+*+*
The discussions and general get-to-know each other socializing had lasted into
the early evening with the Viper and Roc crews joining the senior officers.
Commander Feleena Kaylen had watched the interactions between the various
nationalities and had a good feeling about the future. Now, she was in her
quarters, laying in bed, reading a book that Andresson had suggested and given her.
Despite trying to read, her mind kept going back to the people she had met over
the past few days. New people meant new opportunities, she told herself, and
since it appeared her sisters had each found someone, perhaps her someone waited
for her in the Colonies. She put the book on her nightstand and stretched before
turning off the light. As she drifted to sleep, her mind cleared, and she saw Beckett
and several other men standing near an altar waiting as several women in dress
uniforms or evening gowns were escorted down the aisle and took positions
opposite the men. Then, as the music changed, a pretty blonde in a gorgeous white
dress was escorted down the aisle by a distinguished looking older man. When
they reached the altar, he put the woman’s right hand in Beckett’s left.
A moment later, the priest stepped forward, smiled, his eyes flashed red, and
then he detonated the bomb vest that was concealed under his vestments.
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Chapter 53: From the Darkness Comes Light
Spinwood Lake, Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon
Cadell Laurier got out of the large, luxurious bed, stretched, and then looked
over his shoulder at the woman who had been his guest for the night and shrugged.
“Humans…some do have a purpose,” he sneered and padded to the large,
opulently appointed bathroom.
As Laurier stood under the shower and felt the stinging caress of the steaming
hot water, he leaned against the wall and sighed. He and Sabah Malvern had
managed to land Pyre in Spinwood Lake, thankfully in the deeper part where the
massive ship had been able to settle to the bottom with only the upper arms and
part of the central core protruding above the surface. They were fortunate that the
bottom had been a soft mix of mud and clay that allowed the weight of the ship to
settle on an even keel, but it also meant that a lot of spaces had to be sealed off to
keep flooding to a minimum. As it was, they only had access to about 30% of the
lower half of the ship and the preliminary estimate from the hybrid had been that it
would be at least two months, and more likely six months or more, before the ship
would be able to lift.
The hits kept coming, Laurier thought, because it seemed like they had no
sooner stabilized Pyre then they received an urgent recall for all ships to fall back
to protect the Hub. He shook his head and washed the soap from his body before
lathering his hair. At least they were able to get Pyre’s arms rigged for combat,
should they need to call on the baseship’s missile artillery to support what he and
Sabah were planning.
A wide smile spread across Laurier’s face and he felt a stirring below his waist at
the thought of the old school conquest that was planned. They had already secured
the Big Timber Resort, barely five hundred meters from the lake shore and where he
was taking his shower, and the plan was to expand out from there, seizing the local
towns, villages, and resorts to form the core of their…his smile turned into a smirk
as the word floated to the top of his consciousness…empire.
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the luxury resort’s main lodge, Sabah Malvern settled the Colonial M-22
across her ballistic vest so it rested closer to her hands should she need to use it. A
revolver rode on her hip, and when she bothered to consider the dichotomy of
someone as advanced as she was, created life, using such an archaic weapon, she
simply smirked and reveled in the fear that hearing the clicks from the hammer
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being cocked and the cylinder rotating instilled in her target.
“What is your report?” Malvern asked the brushed steel colored Centurion.
“We have captured all the humans and interred them in the secondary lodges,”
the Centurion replied in its characteristic and emotionless monotone voice.
“Good,” Malvern replied. “Well done. Is the census ready?”
“It is on your tablet,” the Centurion stated.
“Excellent,” Malvern said and pulled out the large paperback book sized tablet
from a chest pocket. “Hmm…” she said as she scrolled through the list of names
with their primary occupation or trade next to a small picture of the person. “This
is good…please collect anyone with construction, engineering, or laborer
experience and have them assembled in the courtyard at noon. We have a lot to do
and not a lot of time to do it.”
“By your command,” the Centurion said and acknowledged the order.
“Now I need to see what sort of equipment we salvaged…” Malvern said and
walked away, paying the Centurion no more attention.
*+*+*+*+*
“What did you find?” Cadell Laurier asked the brunette that sat across from him
and who was cleaning a rifle.
“We should have plenty of equipment to build the earthworks,” Sabah Malvern
replied and worked the rifle’s bolt in its carrier to ensure it moved freely. “I guess
you could say that we lucked out; there will be some fallout, but since we used
enhanced radiation weapons, the amounts are much lower than if we hadn’t.”
“And?” Laurier asked and waved his hands to tell her to continue.
“And, it means that our labor will probably survive without much problem…”
Malvern said and slid the bolt carrier into the rifle’s receiver. “Other than perhaps
being a little weak or a suppressed immune system for a while, we should be able
to keep them working and not only get the earthworks completed but anything else
we come up with.”
“Oh, ok,” Laurier said and shook his head. She was attractive, but annoyingly
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independent. “It will be a while before we can get any support, should we ask for
it,” he added.
“Meh,” Malvern shrugged and snapped the rifle’s receiver shut before pushing
the two pins closed and running the action several times. “We don’t need them,
Cadell,” she said. “We have everything we need right here. More than 50 Raiders
and 20 Heavy Raiders survived, plus an assortment of smaller transports, the
weapons on Pyre, and our Centurions. You need to ask yourself what you want,”
she told him.
“What do you mean?” Laurier asked and cocked his head.
“Do you want to be under John’s or Lucien’s thumb, or do you want to be your
own…man…” Malvern smirked, “…and carve out a kingdom of our own?”
“Well,” Laurier smiled and matched the evil smile Malvern sported, “when you
put it like that, I say let’s build an empire.”
Malvern chuckled. “Whoa there, Hoss,” she said in a fake Cancerian accent.
“Let’s put one foot in front of the other and get the immediate territory pacified and
firmly under control. Then we can think about dreams of empire.”
Malvern’s comments echoed in Laurier’s head as he made his way back to the
main lodge where he was going to finish the plans for the earthworks and other
improvements that they wanted to build to harden the site. He shook his head and
scowled. At least the resort had a full staff when they seized it; there would be hot
and cold running water, five star meals, and…”Frak!” he exclaimed as he tripped
over the edge of the walk…
…a moment before he felt and heard the supersonic crack of a bullet missing his
chest by a fraction of a meter.
*+*+*+*+*
Spinwood Lake, Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon, 1st Platoon, Alpha
Company, 3rd/51st Imperial Guards, “Princess Elizabeth’s Own Winged Hussars”
“Son of a bitch!” Lieutenant Donovan Gage swore as the heavy rifle recoiled
and he watched the bullet trace through its optic as it spanned the distance
between the muzzle and the target…
…a target that tripped at almost the same moment he pulled the trigger.
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“If you see ‘im, shoot him…same range and wind will work,” Specialist Franz
Ames said from where he lay next to Gage and spotted for him.
“Frak,” Gage swore as he squeezed off three more shots from the 8.6x70mm
long range precision rifle.
A moment later, a louder blast and supersonic crack was heard as the M-75A3
Keres that was twenty-five meters away, and partially hidden behind an earthen
mound, fired its main gun. They were rewarded for tolerating the concussion when
the Cylon Heavy Raider suddenly blew apart as its fuel was ignited.
“Oh yeah!” Ames shouted. “Got the bastard!”
“Alpha Six to all,” a female voice calmly said over the unit frequency, “pack up
and bug out, Romeo three seven one. Repeat, pack up and bug out, Romeo three
seven one.”
“Let’s go, El Tee…” Ames said as he quickly collapsed the tripod that supported
his state-of-the-art spotting scope.
“I hear you,” Gage said and crawled backwards down the incline where he had
laid prone to take the shot. “We don’t want to walk home.”
The two men quickly worked themselves below the crest of the hill before they
moved to a crouch and hustled over to Honky-Tonk, the M-76A3 Badb IFV that
carried them to the ambush site. “Everyone back?” Gage asked as the hatch closed
behind him.
“All present and accounted for…” Corporal Geoff Truett said from the
commander’s cupola. “Ok, Donnie, get us the frak outta here!”
“Roger that, Corporal!” Specialist Don Pickman replied a moment before he
reversed the big tracked vehicle from its hiding place and then aimed it down the
logging road they used to infiltrate the ambush site.
*+*+*+*+*
Captain Mary Katherine Mosby, Virgon Imperial Guard, sat on the upturned
wooden shipping crate and jabbed the plastic spoon into the container of Mandarin
oranges. She focused on the act of eating rather than thinking about what Sergeant
Inga Heimirsdottir, her company intelligence sergeant, told her when they returned
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from the raid. The message was short, and considering how fractured everything
was, she was surprised it made it through; Bathurst had been hit with three nuclear
devices and the nearby road and maglev junction had received a fourth device.
Don’t lose it girl, Mosby told herself, not in front of the troops; you need to put
on a strong face and not go all emotional on them. They’re hurting too and seeing
their company commander lose it like they want to is going to shatter morale. She
took a deep breath and pushed from her mind the thoughts of her extended family
meeting the new man in her life and his family for lunch yesterday before she was
to have joined them that evening after they finished the Armistice Day open house.
Mosby looked down when her mouth didn’t taste the oranges and realized that
she had already finished the small cup of fruit. She bagged it, found the green
garbage bag that was clipped to Shotgun Wedding’s left rear tread guard, and then
dropped it in the bag. The big M-75A3 Keres’ rear ramp was open and she peeked
inside. “Get anything more on the wireless, Saks?”
“Nothing more, Cap,” Specialist Vernon Saks replied from where he was
monitoring the wireless frequencies. “There was some chatter about an hour ago,
but I think it was an automated weather station sending out the noon forecast.”
“Thanks…do you want some water while I’m out?” Mosby asked.
“Nah, thanks for asking, though,” Saks answered.
when I was out earlier.”

“I snagged an extra bottle

“Cool…sound off it you hear anything,” Mosby said and walked around to the
front of her tank. “What are you doing, Ernie?” she asked a compact man in a
green jumpsuit similar to hers who was kneeling next to the tank’s main gun,
colloquially known as Thor’s Hammer.
“We’re in a war, Cap,” Sergeant Ernest Flannery replied, his accent giving him
away as being born and bred on Virgon’s moon, Hibernia. “And since we won’t be
having to stand for SUHA’s inspections,” he used the abbreviation that just about
everyone used to refer to the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Irving
Pilate, Stick Up His Ass, “I figured that we’d start painting kill rings on the gun.”
Mosby looked at the three freshly painted white rings encircling the barrel. The
first came from the Heavy Raider they spiked on the ground and the other two
came from the Cylon tanks they had obliterated on their mad dash for rally point 3
after the ambush. “I like it, Ernie. Pass it around to the rest of the crews…let ‘em
know that ‘nose art’ is sanctioned and if SUHA shows up, I’ll run cover for them.”
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“Outstanding!” Flannery replied and grinned mischievously.
“Just don’t make anything that I’d be ashamed for my sisters to see, ok?” Mosby
cautioned.
“Copy that, Boss,” Flannery told her.
The comment about her sisters, Erin and Keeva, was said reflexively and when
Mosby realized what she said she offered Flannery a nod and walked to the front
edge of the clearing and took a deep breath to steady her nerves. Don’t loose it,
girl, she told herself and fought to get her emotions under control.
“You ok, MK?” Lieutenant Donovan Gage asked from behind Mosby and caused
her to flinch.
“Once I get my heart rate under control,” Mosby said and turned to face Gage.
She had known Donovan Gage since they sat next to each other in first grade. They
were best friends and tenaciously competed to be the best at anything they tried;
sports, academics, dating, it didn’t matter, they each tried to be the best. She
chuckled at the victory she achieved when she always seemed to be one grade
higher than he was when it came to rank. Gage was quick to point out that she
went to the Imperial Academy while he went to Boskirk Polytechnic and once he
earned his Bachelor’s degree, he spent another two years refining his engineering
skills into a Master’s before reporting for duty.
“MK…” Gage said and his brown eyes met her own blue-green gaze. She could
never not tell him the truth when he did that and conversely, neither could he when
she did it to him. If they weren’t so competitive, perhaps she wouldn’t be
mourning Will’s murder.
Mosby brushed her long, slightly curly chestnut locks so they fell over her left
shoulder. “No…I’m not,” she admitted. “But I will be…just takes time.”
“And payback?” Gage asked.
Mosby nodded. “Lots and lots of payback…woodchipper payback.”
“Hmm…” Gage said and offered a thin smile.
interrogation?”

“Feel up for a bit of an

“Interrogation?” Mosby asked and arched her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”
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Gage grinned. “The patrol that’s on the way back?” he started. “They picked up
three guys who all look alike and were giving directions to a Toaster patrol. They
also nabbed some other guy that was in the truck, but he isn’t talking.”
“Frak…” Mosby swore and turned back to where Shotgun Wedding rested.
“Ernie! Time to bug out! Romeo seven! Pass it on!” she told her gunner. “Frak…
we need to bug out. If they greased a patrol this close, it’s going to draw attention
we don’t need,” she explained as Flannery began barking orders to get their small
formation ready to move.
Mosby started to jog back to the tank and stopped. “Yes…I most certainly want
to interrogate those bastards,” she hissed.
*+*+*+*+*
Captain Mary Katherine Mosby rolled her shoulders and then rested her arms on
the ring that rested on top of the commander’s cupola’s vision blocks. Her bluegreen eyes were constantly in motion and scanned both sides of the forest lined
access road her small formation was using. “See anything, Saks?” she asked the
man who was in a similar position at the loader’s hatch to her left.
“Just a bunch of trees, Cap,” Specialist Vernon Saks, who preferred to be called
by his last name rather than his first, replied. “Aegis is quiet…it isn’t picking up any
signatures other than our own.”
“That’s good…but remember, we don’t know what the Cylons have been up to
over the past forty years, so let’s not get too reliant on it,” Mosby cautioned.
“Copy that,” Saks replied. “My mother didn’t raise me just to come home in a
box,” he joked.
I hope you can go home to your mother when this is all over, Mosby thought to
herself a moment before Sergeant Ernest Flannery’s voice intruded into her
thoughts.
“We’re about five hundred meters from Romeo seven; do you want to keep
going or send in a recon team to make sure we’re clear?” Flannery asked.
Mosby held up her right hand and signaled the column to stop at the same time
she repeated the order over their short-range wireless. “All units hold in place and
take a defensive posture. TC’s to me.” She changed from wireless to intercom and
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spoke to her crew, “We’re going to hold here for a few minutes, don’t get too
relaxed in case we need to bug out or start shooting.”
Saks and Corporal Paul Martin both replied and when she heard the beep, she
knew that Flannery was talking to her on private mode. “I haven’t seen you this
spooked in a long time, what’s going on, MK?” he asked.
“Did you get a chance to see the collaborators that Candy picked up when he
did his security sweep?” Mosby asked.
“No…should I?” Flannery asked hesitantly.
“Yeah…I think you should,” Mosby told him. “Then you can be as freaked out
as I was. His team whacked a Cylon patrol and captured four humans…three
looked like triplets…even dressed in the same style clothes, and a fourth looked
different, but there was something seriously off on all four of them.”
“What?” Flannery exclaimed. “Humans working with the Toasters?”
“Looks like it…” Mosby confirmed. “Remember, a lot of people disappeared
during the war and we lost a lot of settlements when the Armistice went down.”
“Mo-ther frak-ker,” Flannery swore and emphasized each syllable.
have to doubt our fellow humans…frakkers.”

“Now we

“You’re a poet, Ernie, you are a poet,” Mosby chuckled and lifted herself out of
the hatch and quickly dismounted the tank before walking around to the rear hatch.
Saks had opened the hatch and the upper half formed a little roof over the lower
half which formed an ersatz, and rather firm, seat. She pulled a rolled-up display
screen from the stores in the back of the tank and hung it from one of the rear gear
baskets.
Alpha Company consisted of two platoons of four M-75A3 Keres tanks, one
platoon of four M-76A3 Badb IFVs, and a command platoon of two M-75A3 Keres,
two M-77A3 Akhlys anti-aircraft vehicles, one M-76A3 Badb fitted as a command
post, and two M-79A1 Chupacabra wheeled reconnaissance vehicles. At least that
was what it was on paper. In reality, Mosby had two Keres, three Badb, one of
which was the command post, one Akhlys, and the two Chupacabras. All the other
vehicles had been securely stashed in an old mine due to lack of crews.
Mosby ran her fingers through her long slightly curled light chestnut hair and
closed her eyes for a moment. If he hadn’t been on leave and decided to visit her,
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Lieutenant Donovan Gage wouldn’t have been with the group, and despite
everything that happened, knowing that Gage was nearby gave her strength when
she needed it the most.
“What’s up, Boss?” Corporal Geoff Truett, the track commander, or TC, of
Honky-Tonk, one of the Badbs asked.
Mosby looked at the nine people who stood clustered near the rear of Shotgun
Wedding; seven of them commanded the other seven vehicles in her unit, and the
other two were Flannery and Gage. “We’re going to send a team ahead to check
out the rally point. It was a ranger station with a campground and small lake.
Everything was tucked under the trees and there’s an emergency bunker there as
well.”
“I’ll go,” Lieutenant Donovan Gage said. “Ames and I did all right before, we
can sneak up and take a peek, that way you won’t be short handed on the heavy
metal.”
Mosby knew that was what Gage would offer, and just like the first ambush, she
felt her fear slip icy fingers around her heart and fought to keep it from showing.
“Ok,” she said, knowing that there really wasn’t anything else she could say.
Donovan wasn’t part of her unit, he was a pilot, and Ames, while an Imperial
Guardsman, had been at their depot visiting his brother when the Cylons attacked.
“Draw what you need and jump off. We’re only a couple hundred meters away, so
if you need help, call us.”
Donovan met her gaze when she told them to call if they were in trouble and
offered her a slight smile. It was one they had shared since they were kids and to
anyone else it would look like what it was, but to Mosby she knew the message it
conveyed; “I’ll be safe, I’ll come back, and I won’t let you down…ever.”
“I better go wrangle Ames,” Donovan said after a moment of silence that Mosby
realized had laid her soul bare and given her a lot more to think about than how
best to kill Toasters.
“Ok…” Mosby finally said and watched as Donovan left the group. “Once
we’ve secured the location, we need to make sure that any ordnance expended gets
replaced and we do whatever PM we can. We also need to put up the emergency
shelters in case we start seeing an uptick in radiation.”
“Can we rig a wireless antenna in the trees?” Sergeant Inga Heimirsdottir asked.
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“Once we get rearmed, yes,” Mosby agreed. “I want to see if we can pick
anything up, but even if we do, don’t break wireless silence unless you check with
me first.”
As the brief meeting continued, Mosby watched as Gage and Ames walked into
the woods and quickly disappeared into the shadows and undergrowth.
*+*+*+*+*
As much as he loved flying, Donovan Gage had always felt a certain peace and
sense of belonging whenever he was in the woods.
The Kohrwood Forest
Highlands qualified in spades as ‘woods’, with much of it being deep woods that
was still natural after almost two thousand years of settlement. Ever since he was a
boy, his father, brothers, and various uncles and cousins had taught him woodcraft
and fieldcraft, and as a result he felt at home in the woods much the same way
someone would feel at home in their living room. During his SERE, Survival
Evasion Resistance and Escape, training, he was the only person in his class of
twenty that actually gained weight during the final week-long exercise.
“You know, you’re kind of spooky how quietly you move,” Specialist Franz Ames
whispered.
Gage smiled and knelt on the pine needles that blanketed the ground. “I spent
a lot of time in the woods growing up and several of my family did it
‘professionally’ at one point or another in their careers. You’re no slouch, yourself.”
“Same story, just not as much time spent doing it,” Ames replied, and Gage felt a
growing kinship with the slightly younger man. “I sure hope the Toasters haven’t
found this place…”
“I hear you there,” Gage whispered back. “Let’s circle around another hundred
meters or so before we move toward the site. I rather come in obliquely than from
a direction that points back where we came from.”
Slowly, and almost silently, the two men worked their way deeper into the forest
before turning towards their objective. They crossed a shallow stream and a gentle
breeze caused the leaves and upper boughs to gently sway and rustle, masking any
sound they might have made. Gage thought the area was absolutely beautiful and
wished that he had been here for some other reason than to scout out a rally point
because the Cylons had returned.
They were ten meters from the wood’s edge when they heard several dogs
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barking and both men took a knee and waited to see what happened. A moment
later, a boy’s voice shouted, “Teg! Scout! Rugby! Come back here!”
The dogs had stopped barking and Gage heard them rustling around in the
undergrowth at the woods’ edge. A moment later, the three dogs had worked their
way through the thicket and were in the relatively clear, but leaf and pine needle
covered, ground under the trees. They saw Gage and Ames and made a quick
beeline to them, stopping within a meter or so of where the men knelt.
“Hey guys,” Gage whispered and looked at the dogs, their tails wagging, and
wondered what else was going to happen.
Ames whispered, “Someone is coming through the brush.”
“Run back to your family,” Gage whispered at the dogs.
“Who are you?” a boy’s voice asked a moment later as a boy about 13 or 14
stepped through the brush.
“Ah…hi there…” Gage said and stood from where he knelt. “I’m Lieutenant
Donovan Gage and this is Specialist Franz Ames…are your parents around?” he
asked.
“Yeah…” the boy replied a moment before he turned to look back to the
woodline and shouted, “Dad! There are some army men in here!”
Gage sighed as the old thespian’s warning sounded clearly in his head, ‘Never
work with children or animals…’ “C’mon, Franz, let’s go introduce ourselves…” he
said a moment later. “What’s your name?” he asked the boy.
“James…but my friends call my Jimmy,” the boy replied and took a step back
before adding, “C’mon guys…let them pass…you can stand down from ‘patrol’…”
At his words, the three terriers stood and moved to where Jimmy stood. “Good…
well done,” he told them and quickly rewarded each one with a treat from his
pocket.
A few moments later, Gage stepped through the brush at the edge of the woods
and into the clearing surrounding the ranger station, the fire watch tower, and the
small gravel parking lot that had three SUVs, two of which had trailers attached and
the one that didn’t wore the emblem of the Imperial Park Service, and one all wheel
drive station wagon. Tucked away in the woods on the other side of the gravel lot
were five cabin style tents, a large firepit, and several lawn chairs. There were also
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four adults and four more youths between the ages of about 9 and 12.
“Hello there!” Gage said and held up his left hand in greeting. “I’m Donovan
Gage and this is Franz Ames.”
A tall man wearing a pair of cargo shorts and a Sebring Bay Academy
Buccaneers t-shirt walked forward while another man, equally as tall but appearing
a few years younger, hung back with two women and the other four children. “I’m
James,” he said by way of introduction, “you’ve already met my son Jimmy,” he
added, “back there are Michael and Sarah, my other son and daughter, my brother
Bruce, his wife Ginny, and their daughters Annie and Joey. And with them is my
sister-in-law Paige. I never expected to see armed troops in the woods…” he said
conversationally. “Did you get lost?”
Gage spared a glance over at Ames who shrugged.
what’s happened?” he asked.

“Ah…are you aware of

“It’s the day after Armistice Day…we usually go camping for the week before
and week after and try to go as ‘off grid’ as possible, even if it does annoy the kids,”
James replied a moment before his eyes narrowed. “What happened?”
Aw, shit, Gage thought, these people have no clue that the world as they knew it
has ended. “Ah…can we talk somewhere without…” he glanced over where
Jimmy stood with the three dogs.
“Sure…” James replied. “Bruce, can you come over here a moment?” he asked,
and Gage saw the man James had indicated as his brother start walking towards
them.
“What’s up?” Bruce asked when he arrived.
“Let’s take a walk down to the lake,” Gage suggested.
James and Bruce shared a look that only close siblings could and both men
nodded. “Honey,” Bruce said and looked at Ginny, “We’re going to take a walk
down to the lake. Can you make sure the kids stick close to camp?”
“I’ve got it!” Ginny replied and quickly called Jimmy and the dogs over to where
they stood by the campsite.
“What’s going on, Lieutenant?” James asked once they were out of earshot of the
others.
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“Is the Ranger still here?” Gage asked and dodged James’ question for a
moment. “I saw his 4x4.”
“No…he left last night in the utility truck. His relief never showed up and after
giving us the combination to get into the station if we needed to use the wireless,
he went home,” Bruce replied.
Gage stopped and looked at the two men. “I’m not going to sugarcoat this…we
don’t have time and you don’t seem like the type that needs it,” he said as a
preamble. “The Cylons returned yesterday and launched a full-scale attack. We
haven’t been able to contact anyone higher up the chain of command and right
now we need a place to go to ground for a while. This was designated as one of
the rally points for my friend’s unit, that’s why we’re here.”
“What about the Fleet?” James asked.
Gage slowly shook his head. “I dunno; like I said, we haven’t had any
communications with higher command and about fifty kilometers…” he oriented
himself to where the sun was and then pointed west, “that way is a grounded Cylon
baseship that looks like it’s setting up shop.”
“She’s ok, James…” Bruce said and clasped his brother’s shoulder. “Just focus
on that…she’s on a Tier 1 battlestar and is part of her command team…”
“I know…” James sighed, then looked at Gage. “What can we do?”
“Mind some company?” Gage asked.
“No…” James said. “I think if the Cylons are here, I’d feel better if we had some
boots on the ground. Got any spare rifles?”
“You were in the service?” Gage asked.
“I was the brother that ran away and joined the Marines for six years while my
little brother,” James nodded at Bruce, “stayed home and went to college. After I
got out, I did the same thing.”
“In that case, I think we can hook you up. In fact,” Gage pursed his lips. “I
think that it might be a good idea if all the adults were armed. Just in case.”
“We’ll deal with the women,” Bruce said. “Ginny might be a bit hesitant, but I
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know Paige is going to want one.”
“Ok…on that note, we’re going to go bring our friends in,” Gage told them.
“We should be back in about ten minutes or so.”
*+*+*+*+*
Lehr Residence, Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon
Dane Lehr stood on the porch and looked toward where the sun was beginning
its trek to the horizon. His left hand held a bottle of water and his right rested on
one of the columns that supported the broad roof that shielded the wide porch.
Over and over, he tried to examine the events of the past 24 hours or so and
despite witnessing several of them first hand, he was still having trouble coming to
terms with the fact that the world as he knew it was likely gone and whatever
remained was truly a brave new world.
“Cubit for your thoughts?” Dr. Anselm Selkirk asked and stepped close to the
railing.
Dane chuckled. “I think you’d be getting a lot of white noise because right now
I’m still trying to square everything up here,” he said and tapped his temple with a
finger.
“Yeah…I know the feeling,” Selkirk admitted. “When I got back from the war,
there were things I had seen that defied explanation. No one seemed to want to
listen to what we found, despite them sending us there to discover what the Cylons
were working on. If they listened, maybe then this wouldn’t have happened…or
maybe we would have known about it and been better prepared.”
“So, you’re sure?” Dane asked.
Selkirk nodded. “As sure as I can be without a Tier 1 medical center,” he
replied. “The only things that I can offer as proof, though, is the one blood test and
the unique clotting properties. But my gut? My gut tells me that Opel Clarkson
wasn’t born to a human mother and that her family tree only goes back about sixty
years.”
“Frak me,” Dane swore. “Now the Cylons look like us.”
“Yes…they do,” Selkirk confirmed. “I remember reading a book back during the
war that, while built on hearsay and rumor, implied that this is what the Cylons
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eventually wanted…to be human. What I saw in their…’research center’…would
seem to support that theory.”
“So, what do we do?” Dane asked.
“Do you have any silver silverware?” a female voice asked from behind the
men.
They turned to see Serena standing just outside the doorway that opened onto
the porch. “Silver silverware?” Dane asked.
“I was born and raised on Hibernia until I was twelve before my father was
transferred to Boskirk,” Serena replied, and Dane heard a trace of Hibernian
brogue. “I remember some of the stories that my parents and relatives told me as a
girl and one of them dealt with dealing with changelings; people who weren’t what
they claimed. Supposedly, a cut with a silver knife would be difficult to heal,
among other things, though they never went into details about what the other
things were.”
“I think we have my Mom’s old silver service here,” Dane said. “Marisel kept
her mom’s set back at the house.”
“What I was going to ask before I interrupted, was do you have an idea why we
aren’t seeing more fallout?” Serena asked.
Dane nodded. “Yeah…I was thinking about that earlier. I think they used
enhanced radiation devices rather than straight nukes; less damage, less fallout, and
the radiation passes quickly, but in the area of effect, they’re deadly to life.”
“What’s that mean for us?” Serena prodded.
“It means that so long as we stay under cover for the next week or so, we should
be fine,” Selkirk explained. “It also means that the Cylons have plans for the planet
beyond sticking it to us.”
“That, my friends, is what really scares me,” Dane told them. “I think that with
the baseship we saw land north of here, that we need to start networking with
anyone who is still local and get ready for whatever might happen.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, Colonial battlestar Siren, BS-122
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“Jump twenty-six complete,” Captain Roger McMurtry announced.
“All
elements are in formation and accounted for; we are free and clear to navigate.”
“Thank-you, Roger,” Commander Victor Kailo said and looked over at Colonel
Luther Madrigal. “Step down to Condition Two, Luther. We’re far enough away
from home that we shouldn’t run into any Toasters and I want the crew to be fresh
when we make the last jumps.”
“Copy, step us down to Condition Two,” Madrigal replied and issued the order.
Kailo, not for the first time since they left Helios Alpha thirteen hours earlier,
wondered if he made the right decision. Logically, he should have gone straight to
Thule system, but deep down he knew that this was a lead he had to follow. What
Imperatoria Principis Ceska Eventine had told him over dinner and later in a oneon-one conversation, scared him. The stories about her father…his plans…and his
irrational hatred made the this a risk worth taking, even if it ended his career.
“Millicent,” Kailo said and turned to where Specialist Millicent Garfield sat at
her workstation. “Please let the group know that we’ll be pausing for at least three
hours and that they should send any maintenance issues to my attention so I can
determine whether we’ll stay longer.”
Garfield repeated the order and then carried it out.
“We’re going to pause?” Madrigal asked and arched an eyebrow.
“Yes…we’re going into the deep unknown, both metaphorically and in reality,
and I want us to be at our best when we get where we’re going,” Kailo explained.
“We’ve already encountered one extra-Colonial civilization, have a representative
from a second, neither of which we ever had any inkling they were out there, and
now we’re going to where the gods fought the Titans…with the hope that we’ll find
a signpost to where they are.”
“And then there’s the worry that Ceska wasn’t being totally honest with us,”
Madrigal added.
“Precisely,” Kailo said after a moment’s hesitation.
“She’s getting to you, isn’t she?” Madrigal asked.
Kailo’s eyebrows narrowed as he looked at his XO. “Getting to me?” he asked.
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Madrigal nodded. “Yes, Vic, getting to you. You like her and you don’t know if
you can trust her, and you’re worried that this,” he tapped his chest next to his
Senior Pilot’s wings, “is screwing with this,” the same finger tapped his temple.
“You’re worried this is a wild goose chase, or worse, a trap of some kind, and that
trusting the first woman who’s turned your head since Lyddie was killed is going to
get some of us hurt or worse.”
Kailo let out a sigh and nodded. “Yeah…when did you become so smart?”
“I think I caught the same bug my dad did when I turned 25…I was amazed at
how smart he suddenly became,” Madrigal smirked.
“Ah…well…let’s make sure that everything is ready for any eventuality,” Kailo
told him. “When we get to Ripley’s Star, I want a full court press to map and chart
the system; every world gets it. We’ll stay for forty-eight hours and at that point
we’ll review the data and make a decision whether to remain or return.”
“We can do it…” Madrigal stated. “I checked the census earlier and Banshee
recovered a group from Picon Polytechnic, they had a pair of shuttles kitted out for
land use mapping and were going to do an audit of Caprica for a doctoral paper.
Think we should get them involved?”
“Absolutely,” Kailo agreed. “In fact, brief them on what I want and ask if they
have any suggestions.”
“Will do,” Madrigal stated a moment before the dradis pinged off three new
contacts.
“Dradis contacts! Range 10,000 kilometers…all three are battlestar sized,”
McMurtry announced.
“Commander?” Garfield interrupted. “We’re being hailed…”
Kailo spared a glance at his XO before he replied. “Put it on speaker, Millicent.”
“On speaker, aye,” Garfield replied a moment before a masculine voice was
heard over the speakers.
“…star Lexington, please identify yourselves or you risk being fired upon. I
repeat, this is the Olympian battlestar Lexington, please identify yourselves or you
risk being fired upon.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2731

“Well, add a third civilization that we didn’t know existed,” Kailo muttered.
“Millicent, please send our bona fides and open a channel back to them.”
“Send our bona fides and open a channel, aye,” Garfield replied and a moment
later added, “Bona fides have been sent and a channel is open.”
Kailo met Madrigal’s gaze and shrugged. “Can you get Ceska and Kovacs up
here?”
“On it,” Madrigal replied and issued the orders to a Marine.
“Now it’s time to make first contact…” Kailo muttered and picked up the
handset. “Attention Olympian battlestar Lexington, this is the Colonial battlestar
Siren…Commander Victor Kailo commanding. We desire friendly contact and do
not wish to initiate hostilities.” He took a deep breath and prayed to all the gods
that what he was about to say really was the truth, “We have with us representatives
of the Meropian Communion and a third faction that brought with them a warning
of a threat to all of our peoples.”
Kailo released the transmit button and noticed that Ceska and Kovacs had
entered the CIC accompanied by Major Galloway Benton, Vic Laine, and Tuck. He
shook his head, sometimes that little dog was more human than some humans he
knew and always seemed to tag along to see what was going on.
“I understand we have encountered the Olympians,” Ceska said and made the
statement sound like a question.
“We have,” Kailo answered. “Now we’re just waiting for their reply.”
“Attention Siren, this is Admiral Thomas Crane,” the voice announced over the
overhead speakers. “Are you the same Victor Kailo who commanded Banshee
during Golden Sword?”
Kailo was sure that Madrigal’s ‘what the frak?’ expression mirrored his own
when Crane asked the question. “Ah…That would be correct Admiral Crane.”
“Fantastic!” Crane replied as Kailo felt Ceska’s left hand on his right forearm.
“Ceska?” Kailo asked and saw a look of fear, hope, surprise, and sadness all
waring for prominence on her face as her violet eyes filled with tears.
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“I…” Ceska sniffed. “I think I know that voice.”
“Is this a good thing?” Kailo asked and noticed that Madrigal was moving over
to the weapons stations.
“It could be a good thing…” Ceska replied. “May I?” she asked and indicated
with her right hand, her left not having left Kailo’s arm, the other handset at the
plotting table.
“I’m trusting you,” Kailo said and saw the statuesque woman nod.
“Thank you,” Ceska replied and reached for the handset. Kailo watched her
actions and noticed something he never expected to see; her hand was trembling.
Finally, Ceska raised the handset and closed her eyes a moment before taking a
deep breath. “I can do this,” she whispered to herself but loud enough for Kailo to
hear.
“Admiral Crane?” Kailo said before Ceska had a chance to speak. “I have
someone here who wishes to speak to you…the next voice you hear will be hers.”
Ceska looked at Kailo and he met her violet gaze. “Thank you,” she whispered
and let out the breath she was holding. “Admiral Crane, this is Ceska Eventine…is
this…” she paused and blinked away the tears that pooled in her eyes, “is this
Uncle T?”
Silence descended on the CIC and was broken only by the dradis pinging off the
three Olympian battlestars and the soft hum of cooling fans. Finally, the speakers
crackled to life, “Cessie?” the voice asked.
“You remembered…” Ceska replied as the tears trickled down her cheeks.
“After all this time…you remembered…”
“How could I not…I changed your diapers when you were a baby…” Crane
replied warmly. “That isn’t something you forget.”
“So much has happened…so many lies…” Ceska started and Kailo patted her
left hand with his own left hand.
“I think we need to move this to a face to face…” Kailo suggested.
Ceska nodded. “Yes…I think that would be best.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2733

“Admiral Crane, this is Commander Kailo,” Kailo spoke into the handset.
“Might I suggest that we meet face to face…I think it would probably be better than
talking via wireless.”
“I think you are right,” Crane replied warmly. “I would like to formally extend
an invitation to join me on Lexington…for a buffet. It’s not quite the beach bar-bque that Admiral Chase told us about, but I have a fantastic galley crew and if you
leave hungry it’ll be your own fault.”
“I accept, Admiral,” Kailo replied. “I would like to bring a few of my officers
along, will that be acceptable?”
“Absolutely…say you, Ceska, and maybe half a dozen to eight others?” Crane
suggested.
“I think that would be good,” Kailo answered. “We will leave within the next
ten minutes.”
“I look forward to meeting you,” Crane said. “Lexington, out.”
Kailo replaced the handset and turned to Ceska, “Can you explain?”
“Before we left the homeworld…I remember my sister and I going over to visit
with the Cranes. I hope his father is still alive…I…I must beg his forgiveness,”
Ceska explained.
“Oh?” Kailo prodded as he thought about who should accompany them.
Ceska looked at the deck and closed her eyes. “During the troubles that led to
us leaving the homeworld, my…father…committed an unspeakable crime against
Uncle T’s sister…he and his father, and his father’s best friends, vowed that they
wouldn’t rest until my father paid for the crime…a permanent death.”
Oh…bloody hell, Kailo thought to himself. This could get very…interesting. “It
doesn’t look like Admiral Crane has extended that animosity to you.”
“No…my sister and I were like their kids…and…Aunt Corrie…,” Ceska sighed
and seemed to shrink slightly, “Aunt Corrine said that we, me and my sister, would
be the key to my father’s downfall and defeat.”
*+*+*+*+*
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100 Planetary Diameters’ Markers, Picon, Helios Alpha, Habu 302
The two silvery flashes were momentary and could easily be passed off as two
pieces of debris colliding off other debris instead of the announcement that two of
the most sophisticated stealth fighters in the Colonial Fleet’s inventory just transited
into orbit. Captain Oksana Surtova, Cricket to all who knew her, studied her
navigation display and said a quick prayer that that the jump didn’t result in a
collision with something solid. “How you doing, Box?” she asked.
“All green, Cricket,” Captain Evan Danner, Boxcar, replied from Habu 301.
“This is our last sortie before we have some downtime?”
“Unless something changes,” Cricket replied and rolled her shoulders. In the
distance, Picon was a brownish white shape that was about as large as a beachball
held at arm’s length. Focus on the job, she scolded herself as her mind thought of
the horrors Picon’s population faced a day earlier. “I see the recovery teams were
able to salvage Briedis and her group.”
“Yeah…though there’s some good news if the rumors I heard are right,” Box
offered.
“Oh?” Cricket asked as she turned the Habu’s nose toward Picon.
“They found survivors on her,” Box explained. “Her CO managed to isolate
some of the life support systems and saved about half the crew.”
“Score one for us,” Cricket said and sighed. In addition to looking for survivors,
they were also tasked with recording the locations of any warships that could be
salvaged. Not for the first time, she was glad that she wasn’t a Marine or assigned
to a repair or salvage ship. “Now we just need to make sure we can crew them…”
“That’s what I thought, too. With the Communion and Union, we might be able
to strip crews like we did for the trip home, but that’s a call for a higher pay grade…
HOLY FRAK!” Box suddenly exclaimed as half a dozen Cylon baseships suddenly
jumped into visual range.
Cricket felt like she was looking at the face of death, and in a very real way, she
realized, she was. These were the ships that had laid waste to two civilizations and
countless worlds, and now they were back in Colonial space.
“Frak…” Box swore softly as if speaking any louder would alert the Cylons to his
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presence. Their LPI, or Low Probability of Interception, wireless effectively ensured
that the Cylons would be unaware of their presence, but to Cricket’s ear it sounded
like primitive habits were still part of the human psyche.
“We need to let Home Plate know about this,” Cricket told her wingman.
“Already running the numbers,” Box replied grimly. “At least we had about a
day to recover survivors.”
“FTL is spooled up,” Cricket said. “Ready?”
“We’re synched,” Box answered, “give the word.”
“We jump in 5…4…3…2…1…now!” Cricket declared and felt the world
contract and then expand back to normal in a flash of silvery light. Her dradis
suddenly pinged off Morningstar’s and Guerriere’s transponders.
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase leaned back in her desk chair, closed her
eyes, and took several calming breaths. What was being called the ‘Cylon
Proposition’ had been handed over to the political leadership for further discussion
and debate. At least there was confirmation that Admiral Montcalm and those
taken from Epiales were alive, and perhaps bigger news was that the Islands Cluster
still possessed a human population.
If they were going to hold the line against the Cylons and eventually defeat
them, they would need as many able bodies as possible. Chase remembered a
conversation she had with her Grandfather, before he died, about the population’s
attitudes during the Uprising. She had asked him whether there was ever any
thought given to militarizing society and instituting a more controlled approach to
how the government was run.
He had smiled and shook his head before he answered her, “No…well, nothing
seriously. You’ll always have some on the fringe who see any event as a reason to
impose a more ironclad control over society where unelected people get to decide
who does what, where, when, how, and with whom, but that isn’t who we are. We
weren’t going to give up who we were…one of the very things we were fighting for,
just for a theoretical edge.” His comments comforted her then and looking at the
cold equations her mind kept replaying them over and over.
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“How successful were we?” Chase finally asked the dark-haired woman who sat
on the other side of her desk.
“All things considered,” Lieutenant Colonel Andrea Esposito began and looked
at her tablet, “I think we did pretty well. According to the reports, we were able to
recover at least a dozen battlestars, a bit more than twice that number of gunstars,
and another two dozen miscellaneous ships including two mobile graving docks
and a complete mobile anchorage.”
“Given the numbers we started with…” Chase sighed sadly.
“There is some good news, though…” Esposito countered, and Chase arched her
eyebrows. “While we are still waiting for the yard reports on what will be needed
to make them ready, we were able to go onto about four times that number, give or
take, and get them disinfected and patched. Currently, they’re just floating there as
if nothing happened, but if we can get a crew into one, they’ll be ready to go.”
“Oh?” Chase asked.
Esposito nodded. “Yes…”
“You know what this means?” Chase prodded to see whether her protégé would
realize the tactical implications of what she just said.
“If the Cylons come back, we have a surprise for them,” Esposito replied after a
moment’s consideration. “Perhaps we should ferry crews over…”
“Now you’re thinking strategically,” Chase smiled. “Exactly. We don’t have
much, but I’d like to get a watchkeeping crew on at least one ship in each system.
The Cylons will be back, of that I have no doubt, and when they do, we need to
know what they’re doing, where they’re doing it, and what they have.”
“I’ll make it happen,” Esposito said.
request?”

“Ah…have you thought about the other

Chase nodded. “Yes…” she answered and pursed her lips. “I even spoke to the
bosses about it,” she continued. “They are in agreement with me that the rewards,”
she saw Esposito tense, “would be worth the risk.”
Esposito relaxed and nodded. “That’s good…we had several settled worlds
outside the immediate cluster and they’re just as Colonial as you or me.”
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“That was one of my backup arguments,” Chase smirked. “However, I now have
the task of determining who I should send…”
“I’ve given that some thought, and I wasn’t…happy…with what I came up with,”
Esposito stated. Chase made a ‘go on’ gesture and she continued, “Ideally, we’d
send a Colonial ship or group, but with a few exceptions, they’ve all seen recent
combat or have returned from an extended cruise. They could go, but they
wouldn’t be performing at an ideal level.”
“So far we’re thinking the same,” Chase told her.
“There is Atropos,” Esposito explained. “However, most of her crew are high
school students, even though they’ve been on her for a year or more. I’m hesitant
to send them headlong into the unknown…at least without escort.”
“I think I know where this is going,” Chase stated.
“She has the capacity to lift a significant evacuee population should it be
needed, but again, we come to the experience issue. Therefore, I’d suggest if we
send Atropos that we also send Angelos; an A-class gunstar is a battlestar in all but
name, and also has significant lift capacity,” Esposito finished.
Chase slowly nodded her head. “Got it on the first try,” she chuckled. “Draw
up the tasking order and keep things loose, I don’t want them constrained by
details; I want them to have the flexibility to do what they need to do.”
“They’re ready for your review and signature,” Esposito easily replied. “I will,
however, leave it up to you to tell Cora about this.”
“I think I’m going to have to use the ‘N’ word with her,” Chase chuckled.
“Oh?” Esposito asked and arched an eyebrow.
“No. No, Cora, you can’t go on the mission,” Chase explained. “I need her
here, especially since she’s going to be promoted to be Reese’s Operations Officer
and take over Sebastian’s old job.”
“Better you than me,” Esposito smirked and slid a folder across the desk. “Ah…
there was one other thing I wanted to talk to you about…I ran into Athena and she
asked me about classes for the children. That got me to thinking that the Union
fleets all had functional educational systems and that perhaps we could, at least for
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the basics – reading, writing, math, and science – utilize them until we can get
something up and running so we don’t overwhelm what’s already groundside.”
“I do believe that I finally found something that I’m ahead of you on,” Chase
snickered. “There’s a lady over on Ariadne, Dr. Meredith Ingram, she’s heading up
the Resettlement Working Group that we put together, and she contacted me about
this very issue. Feel like coordinating their work with the Fleet and making it all
work from our end?”
“It was my idea,” Esposito answered.
“They’re going to do the heavy lifting, all I need you to do is advise them where
needed and use my name when you run into roadblocks,” Chase explained in more
detail.
“I’m your girl,” Esposito told her.
“Good.
Now…we need to…” Chase started and was interrupted by the
intercom buzzing. She lifted the handset to her ear, “Chase.”
“Sera, this is deWinter in CIC,” Colonel Constance deWinter’s voice answered.
“We’ve just received word from Caria…” she paused and when she continued her
voice had tightened somewhat, “they report Morningstar and Guerriere just
returned with proof that the Cylons have returned to the Colonies.”
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, orbit of Saga, Thule Fleet Shipyards, Officer’s Club
Commander Rupert Gath sat at the Officers’ Club’s casual bar. This was
different from the more formal bar, and generally was where most of the day-to-day
socializing took place. As he studied the bubbles in the amber beer that filled the
glass that sat between his hands, he reflected on the events of the past few days.
Bill Adama’s letter proved to be prophetic and the Cylons were still out there…and
they had returned. For all intents and purposes, the Colonies were lost to humanity,
if only for now, though given the nuclear bombardment, chances were that most of
them would only be minimally inhabitable in a few weeks’ time.
Bethany’s return had been like a gift from the gods, Gath thought as he raised
the glass and took a sip. His gut had told him that she was alive, but to see her
standing there in his quarters with the dispatches from Admiral Chase…he did
something that he rarely ever did; he cried. His little girl who didn’t know what she
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wanted to do with her life had enlisted in the Colonial Fleet and was now an
officer, and had earned her wings, too. Pride filled his heart at his little girl’s
accomplishments and was only eclipsed by knowing she was safe and ‘home’.
Earlier, Gath had skimmed the survivors’ list and looked for any familiar names
among the senior officers and felt like he had been sucker punched; so many
people he had served with, known, and even faced academy life with weren’t on it.
Academically, he knew that there was always a chance that some may have
survived like the survivors on Briedis, but his heart knew that he would probably
never see them again on this side of the veil.
“Is this seat taken?” a feminine voice asked from his right and interrupted his
thoughts.
Gath turned and blinked and saw the voice’s source; she was tall, her long dark
slightly curled hair hung down over her left shoulder, and even with the stress and
weariness her body language showed, was striking. “Excuse me?” he managed to
say.
“Is this seat taken?” she asked again, her accent one Gath couldn’t place, but
given her uniform…Olympian he realized, that would make sense.
“No, not taken…though I’m not sure I’ll be the best conversationalist tonight,”
Gath replied.
The woman smiled and nodded. “We make a pair, then…I’ve got a lot on my
mind, too. Aphie,” she added and waved the bartender over.
“Rupert,” Gath replied and motioned for the bartender to put her drink on his
tab.
They sat in silence for a few minutes before Aphie turned, “You know…a
problem shared is a problem halved…” She offered a sincere looking smile to
underscore her words.
“My wife would tell me that whenever I came home with the weight of the
world on my shoulders,” Gath told her and realized that Aphie was right. Maybe it
would do him some good to talk to someone who really was an outsider.
“She’s a wise lady,” Aphie replied and Gath let out a sigh. “Did I say something
wrong?” she asked and gently put her left hand on his right shoulder.
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“No…nothing you said, Aphie,” Gath said sadly. “I lost Tallie about ten months
ago, shortly after my daughter Bethany left with Admiral Chase on her expedition.
She was sent over to Galactica to deliver dispatches and surprised the hell out of
me,” he told her as he smiled at the memory. “I did the hardest thing I’ve ever done
when I told her that her mom died.”
Gath felt Aphie’s hand squeeze his shoulder reassuringly. “I lost my parents a
long, long time ago, and I can sympathize with how she felt. I guess I was
fortunate, I didn’t lose my husband so much as we grew apart and finally decided
that we would be better friends than spouses. Different pain, and still a little
painful when I see him, but we both knew it was for the best.”
“How do you do it?” Gath asked, then clarified, “Seeing him…being able to
walk away?”
Aphie swirled her Kamikaze and watched the liquid swish over the ice. “I kept
asking myself, ‘were we happier together or apart?’ and each time I answered that it
was better when we were apart. We were the…odd couple. He was a geek…
mechanical, mathematical, engineering, you name it, he could do it. He reveled in
his geekiness; tall, lean and wiry, socially awkward, and had an absolute heart of
gold that loved me…the real me,” she pointed at her heart. “Everyone asked me
why I wanted to be with him, why would I marry him…” She smiled and sighed as
if remembering old, old memories. “I told them it was because he treated me like I
was the most important person in the world. Isn’t that what any lady really wants?”
she asked.
Gath found himself nodding. “It is,” he replied. “I remember when I was
deployed, I’d make sure to send Tallie flowers, a trip to the spa, even a subscription
to the wine of the month club…anything that would arrive unexpectedly to let her
know that I was thinking about her even when I couldn’t hold her.”
“Yes! That’s it!” Aphie said excitedly. “Romance. Showing your love instead of
just saying it. Words are just words if they’re not backed up by actions. You’re a
good man, Rupert.”
The sincerity and belief in Aphie’s words surprised Gath and made him feel a
little better. “Thanks,” he said somewhat self-consciously. “I’m a romantic at heart;
when I love someone, I’m all in,” he explained to justify his actions.
“The world needs more men like you…and women,” Aphie told him before
explaining. “Relationships only work if both people are committed. I never met
her, yet I already know that I’d like Tallie…she worked just as hard as you did…”
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Gath slowly nodded as the memories, melancholy but lacking the pain they
used to have, surfaced. “She would hide things in my bags that I’d find after I left,
or if she knew a friend I was serving with, she’d send him something to hide in my
quarters for her. We kept our love alive and fresh.”
“That’s what my husband and I failed to do,” Aphie said sadly. “We were
together for so long that all we had was routine. The fire cooled…and for that, I’m
to blame just as much as he is.”
“Now that you know what happened,” Gath asked, “do you think you’d repeat
the mistake if there was a ‘next time’?”
“No…never,” Aphie replied decisively. “Through my lack of action, I hurt
someone I loved…who loved me. It doesn’t matter that he did it too,” she paused
and pointed at herself, “I did it. I should have known better but didn’t.”
Gath offered Aphie a smile, “You’ve learned from your pain…not many people
can say they’ve done that when it comes to relationships.” He looked at his glass
and realized it was empty and glanced over and saw Aphie’s was empty too. “I…I
don’t want to be too forward, but would you like to move to a table and have
something to eat? I just realized I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”
“I think I’d like that,” Aphie replied and stood. “Shall we?”
Gath stood and realized that she was almost as tall as he was and that her
uniform had to be tailored; something off the rack wouldn’t fit like hers did. He
quickly signaled the bartender that they were going to take one of the tables near
the bar and then escorted Aphie over to it.
“You are a gentleman,” Aphie said as Gath held her chair.
“Thank you,” Gath replied and pushed in her chair. “When I was a boy,” he
continued after taking his seat, “my grandfather sat me down and talked to me
about what it meant to be ‘a man’. Among the many things he told me was to
ignore the garbage that was pimped by the media and always ask myself, ‘what can
I do to make her happy, proud, or to trust me?’ Since then, I’ve tried to be that kind
of person.”
“I think you succeeded,” Aphie told him a moment before the server came to
their table.
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An hour later, Gath realized they were talking like good friends and he realized
that he quite liked it and found himself being attracted to the woman he had met a
short time before. For the first time since Tallie’s death, he was able to relax and
enjoy himself and it felt good. He looked up and saw his daughter talking to the
bartender and then come towards his table.
“This is odd…Bethany’s here,” Gath said as his daughter approached. “Bethany,
I thought you went back to Hecate?”
“I did,” Ensign Bethany Gath said as she stopped at the table and stiffened.
“M’Lady, I didn’t realize you were here too?”
“I’m a woman of mystery, Ensign Gath,” Aphie replied, stressing the word
Ensign, and smiling. “That new rank suits you well.”
“Ah…thank you,” Bethany almost stuttered. “Admiral Chase promoted me after
we returned to Saga. Ah…this will make my job easier,” she said, sounding to
Gath’s ear to be more in control of herself. “Admiral Chase would like to talk with
both of you at your earliest convenience,” she said and handed each of them a
sealed envelope with their name printed on it.
“Well, we’ve just finished dinner, shall we go now?” Aphie asked.
“No better time than the present,” Gath replied and tucked the envelope into his
uniform’s inside pocket.
Gath once again held Aphie’s chair and noticed the questioning look on his
daughter’s face. Once she was standing, Aphie leaned close and gave him a quick
kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, Rupert, you honor your grandfather’s teachings. I’ll
wait for you at the door…” she said and walked toward the exit.
“Dad!” Bethany said after Aphie was out of earshot. “What’s going on?”
“I think I just met a very wonderful woman,” Gath said without thinking.
haven’t felt this good in a long time.”

“I

Bethany rolled her eyes as only a daughter could. “Do you know who she is?”
“No…it doesn’t really matter,” Gath told her as he offered his arm to his
daughter. “The person I met tonight is who I know…”
Bethany took his arm and shook her head. “My lips are sealed, Old Man…” she
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quipped.
When they reached the exit, Aphie asked, “Do I get an arm, too?”
“Absolutely,” Gath replied and offered his other arm.
*+*+*+*+*
Cyrannus Cluster, Outer Oort Cloud, vicinity of Hole in Space, civilian ship
Xanadu
“We have adequate supplies for the current population for at least a year at
current consumption rates,” the ashen haired petite woman in business casual
clothes told the slightly older and more mature looking taller woman who was
dressed in a comfortable pair of charcoal grey dress slacks, a white long sleeved
peasant shirt, and a dark grey, almost black, leather vest that could have doubled as
a corset.
“If the gods smile on us to use it all,” the older, dirty blonde-haired woman
muttered as she studied the same information on her tablet. “What of the mental
health…” she asked her aide.
The ashen haired woman pursed her lips for a fraction of a moment before she
swept several loose locks of hair back behind her ear. “Ah…that’s somewhat not as
good. There have been eight suicides, all guests or ship’s crew, but none of the
staff. That is bad enough, but we have three minors under the age of 18 and two
who are 18. The minors are children of crew and the others were here for other
reasons.”
“Please make sure that they all receive priority scheduling for counseling,” the
older woman replied. “Who are the minors, and do they have any next of kin
aboard?”
“Ah…” her aide paused a moment and found the information, “The two
youngest, ages 12 and 13, were Senior Electronics Technician Elias Cooper’s
children. He is survived by his wife and the children’s mother, Kera Cooper, one of
our teachers. The oldest, at 15, is Third Engineer Dalton Hawthorne’s daughter,
Sarolta. She currently has no next of kin, either aboard or in the Colonies.”
“Where is she now?”
“She’s currently in her quarters.”
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“Thank you,” the older woman told the younger. “Captain Dawes tells me that
the ship is in otherwise good shape and the minor damage we received escaping
from Scorpia has been repaired. He’s going to prepare a party to go down to Hole
in Space and see what we can salvage.”
“That’s good…but…” the ashen haired woman hesitated before finishing, “what
are we going to do next?”
“My dear Jessica, that is the million-cubit question,” the older lady smirked. “I
think it’s pretty clear that if we return to any of the Colonies that we’re likely to get
caught in the crossfire, so I’m thinking we do what we can to stabilize things here,
then travel to some of the outer worlds and see if they might still be intact. I have a
plan, but right now I want to make sure that our people are ok.”
Jessica nodded; her ashen hair danced over her shirt’s collar. “I’m glad that all
senior journeymen have to be credentialed counselors; that can only help.”
“I agree…and I think we need to start looking at the value within this ship,” the
older woman stated.
“What do you mean, Cassidy?” Jessica asked the older woman.
“This ship isn’t just the primary guild hall and headquarters for our guild, but it
also contains a lot of our primary education facilities when it comes to medical and
psychological training, and there are few locations within the Colonies that have
our expertise and resources when it comes to reproductive health and fitness
training. Add to that the fact that a fair number of our staff are trained counselors,
and I think we’re going to be in big demand when people start realizing that there
will be a tomorrow and a day after,” Cassidy explained.
“That is over and above what we are?” Jessica asked.
Cassidy slowly shook her head. “No…it will be instead of what they think we
are. I’m not saying that there won’t be a call for those…skills…but I think we’re
going be valued more for what we can offer with this,” she pointed to her head and
then her heart, “than what we can offer of a more carnal nature.”
“Respect?” Jessica asked.
Once again, Cassidy shook her head. “Better…acceptance.”
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“Well, you did tell me that there would be limitless possibilities when you
interviewed me after I showed up all alone and scared at 18,” Jessica stated.
“Exactly!” Cassidy told her aide. “And now…I’m going to go talk to Sarolta and
see what we can figure out for her immediate future. Page me if something comes
up.”
“Will do…and…good luck,” Jessica told Cassidy Dominica, Grand Mistress of
the Courtesans’ Guild as she left the office.
*+*+*+*+*
It took Cassidy Dominica almost half an hour to reach the quarters assigned to
Third Engineer Dalton Hawthorne and his teenaged daughter. Along the way and
in between offering words of comfort, encouragement, and succor to those she met,
she reviewed Engineer Hawthorne’s employee file. A once promising senior
engineer aboard an Avedon Lines merchantman, a freak accident killed several of
his crew while sparing him. The investigation exonerated Hawthorne, but seeing
his friends and staff die in front of him had changed him.
While he was home recovering, his wife disappeared one day after claiming she
was going to the grocery store. Whatever she did and wherever she went, it had
been planned for quite some time. The bank accounts were drained and shortly
before she was expected home a process server delivered the divorce petition.
Cassidy shook her head at the callousness of the woman. Just when Hawthorne
needed someone to lean on, she skipped. And what was worse was that she also
abandoned her six-year-old daughter, Sarolta.
At least the girl had her father, Dominica thought to herself and continued
reading. Avedon Lines did everything they could to help, but Hawthorne spiraled
into a sea of despair and self-loathing. He resigned his position so he could stay
home and raise his daughter and when the Guild hired him a year later, they were
almost homeless. The next eighteen months saw a transformation for the engineer;
he attended counseling sessions twice a week, was eased back into his trade and
assumed more and more responsibilities, until he became a mentor and father
figure for many of the less experienced people in his department.
His life consisted of work and raising his daughter and until the Cylons returned,
he had been doing both exceptionally well.
Dominica looked at the door and verified the name and number on it before she
knocked twice. The door opened a few moments later and a tear-streaked face
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under waves of dark hair looked out at her. “Grand Mistress…hello…ah…what
can I do for you?” Sarolta Hawthorne asked and wiped her eyes with a tissue.
“May I come in for a few minutes, Sarolta?” Dominica asked politely.
“Certainly…” Sarolta replied and stepped aside and opened the door so the
older woman could enter.
After Dominica heard the door close behind her, she turned to face Sarolta and
held out her arms. The girl hesitated and then stepped close and accepted the hug,
holding on to the older woman as if she was a lifeline. “I’m so, so sorry about what
happened,” the older woman said softly as she held the girl and gently rubbed her
back.
*+*+*+*+*
Cyrannus Cluster, Helios Gamma, Acheron Asteroid Belt, battlestar Iolanthe,
BS-103
“Please tell me you have some good news,” Commander Wolf Travers asked the
Chief who stood across the plotting table from him.
“Well…it’s a matter of perspective, Boss,” Master Chief Sam Edison replied.
“We can jump, but we’re going to need to do a bit more work if we want to go
beyond one jump. And even that jump isn’t going to be more than a couple light
years, two or three at the most.”
“Well, that fairly well sucks,” Travers replied in his trademark laid back
Canceron accent. “Any suggestions?” he added and looked at the young man
standing to the Chief’s right and the slightly older man to his left.
“We can’t stay here,” the younger of the three men said, his accent somewhere
between the laid-back drawl that Travers had and a more cosmopolitan Caprican.
“Even with the cover this asteroid cluster offers, there’s too much chance that the
Toasters will find us.”
“Jeff?” Travers looked at the other man wearing fleet blues.
“I agree with Ben,” he nodded to the youngest person, “we need to find
somewhere else and we’ll have to jump because if we go real space, they’ll find
us,” Captain Jeff Clark replied. To Traver’s eye, Iolanthe’s navigator appeared to be
accepting that he was now the battlestar’s executive officer.
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“You wouldn’t have given me bad news if you didn’t have something up your
sleeve, Sam,” Travers said to the Chief.
“Before I said anything, I wanted to make sure that we all came to the same
page on our own,” the old Chief said. Travers had begged him to delay his
retirement for another year or two so that they could get Iolanthe established and
her crew squared away. “Hole in Space. It’s an old station in the outer Oort cloud
that supported mining, maintenance, and a lot of other things. I remembered
hearing that the Fleet established an emergency support site there years back when
it was in operation, and checking the records showed that while it was moved to a
caretaker mode, they still have the supplies. That is if they weren’t poached.”
“Ok…then let’s set course for Hole in Space,” Travers stated, making the
decision because people he trusted thought it would be a viable idea. “Let’s plan
to leave as soon as possible…”
“About fifteen minutes,” Edison offered.
“Good…that gives me enough time to do this…” Travers said and turned to the
youngest man in Fleet blues. “Ben…I know this is tossing you feet first into the
deep end of the pool, but I also know that you’re up to the task,” he added and
opened a small, blue velvet covered box. “I think you’re out of uniform, Ensign
Benjamin Travers. Don’t let me down, Son.”
Ben blinked several times and hesitantly took the box with the golden diamond
shaped rank devices. “I won’t Dad…Sir,” he said and quickly corrected himself.
*+*+*+*+*
Cassidy Dominica and Sarolta Hawthorne had been talking for almost half an
hour. Slowly, the girl regained her composure and the tears tapered off, though the
older woman could see that they were never far from the surface. “I checked your
father’s files and he mentioned that there aren’t any next of kin…”
Sarolta nodded and her shoulders slumped. “Mom ran off to gods know where,
my grandparents are dead, and both Mom and Dad were only children…”
“Well, I don’t have any family either,” Dominica gently told the girl, “and I was
wondering if you would want to come live with me. I don’t think it’s wise that
you’re on your own.”
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Sarolta looked up and met Dominica’s gaze. “Really?” she asked hopefully.
Dominica smiled and nodded, “Really. I think we’d be good for each other and
we’d have someone to help us get through what’s going on.”
“That would be so nice…thank you very much!” Sarolta said and hugged
Dominica.
Anything that Dominica was going to say was interrupted by the announcement
from the 1MC, “Grand Mistress Dominica please contact the bridge! Grand
Mistress Dominica please contact the bridge!”
“Excuse me,” Dominica told Sarolta and walked over to the handset on the
desk. She picked it up and put it to her ear, then punched a code into the keypad.
“This is Dominica,” she said when the line was answered.
“Cassidy,” Captain Peter Dawes’ steady voice said a moment later, “a battlestar
just jumped in about fifty kilometers away. I have Jose trying to contact them…
what do you want us to do?”
“At the moment, bring the ship to Emergency Stations, just in case the Toasters
are trying to pull a fast one, and spin up the FTL…I don’t care where, but
someplace that’s deserted, and I’m on my way,” Dominica told Dawes.
“Copy…If they reply I’ll keep them talking until you get here,” Dawes told her
before the line went dead.
“Well…care to get a front row seat on what’s happening?” Dominica asked
Sarolta.
“Yeah…I think that would be pretty cool…and it would get me out of here,”
Sarolta said as she stood up.
*+*+*+*+*
“Jump complete! We’re on target!” Lieutenant Jocelyn Mannes stated when
Iolanthe completed the jump. “We have one dradis contact! It’s Xanadu…”
“Xanadu? Out here?” Commander Wolf Travers muttered to himself. “Billie, I
guess it would be neighborly to hail them and see what’s what.”
“Copy, Commander…hail Xanadu and see what’s what,” Specialist Billie
Morgan replied and not for the first time Travers wondered why the gifted and
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talented ex high school cheerleader had chosen to enlist in the Fleet rather than
going to college and OCS. A moment later, “Commander…I have Captain Dawes
of Xanadu on the wireless.”
“Thanks, Billie…I’ll take it down here,” Travers said and reached for the
communications handset. “Jeff, listen in and give me your take.” He raised the
handset to his ear, “This is Commander Wolf Travers of the battlestar Iolanthe, what
is your situation Captain?”
“Commander Travers, this is Captain Peter Dawes, and I think I speak for the
entire bridge staff when I say we’re damned glad and relieved to see a battlestar!”
Dawes replied and Travers could hear the smile in his voice. “I’m waiting for the
Guild’s Grand Mistress to arrive, but in the meantime can you tell us how things are
going?”
Travers closed his eyes for a moment and pictured the devastation he witnessed
over Scorpia. “Captain, it’s bad. The Cylons aren’t back waging a war of conquest,
they’re back trying to exterminate us.”
“Frak…” Dawes said evenly. “I was afraid that was the case when wireless
traffic ended right before we jumped out here. Ah…here’s the Grand Mistress…I’ll
put her on.”
A moment later, Travers heard a female voice and felt his spine stiffen. “This is
Grand Mistress Cassidy Dominica, we’re glad to see you,” the voice declared.
“It’s good seeing you,” Travers replied without thinking. “This is…”
Dominica didn’t let him finish his introduction when she replied, “Wolf? Is that
really you over there?”
Travers nodded and then realized that no one outside the CIC could see what he
was doing. “It’s been a long time, Cassidy. It makes a certain poetic sense that we
meet again during the end of the world.”
“It’s that bad?” Dominica asked.
“Worse,” Travers told her. “The Cylons are nuking everything in sight and they
found a way to shut down our ships.”
“My gods…” Dominica swore. “What can we do to help your crew?”
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Travers looked over at where Captain Jeff Clark stood with wide eyes and
watched him mouth, Is she offering what I think she is?
“I think a couple counselors would be very helpful, Cass…” Travers finally
replied.
“I will arrange it…” Dominica answered. There was a momentary pause, “I will
send them over shortly.”
“Thank you, Grand Mistress,” Travers said, using her title to underscore the
thank you. “Thank you, Cassidy…” he added a moment later, “I really do
appreciate it.”
“My pleasure,” Dominica said. “What brought you here of all places?”
“Spare parts,” Travers admitted. “We’re going to send a crew under Chief Edison
down to check out the old Fleet maintenance compound.”
“Sam still has your back?” Dominica asked. “Good…I’ll make sure our people
are notified; they are going through the rest of the site with a fine-toothed comb
looking for anything that we might be able to scavenge and to determine its
habitability should we need it.”
“Sam’s still with me…and I think the gods that Ben was here, for Armistice Day,”
Travers told her.
“Ben is with you?” Dominica asked rhetorically.
Wolf.”

“I’m so glad to hear that,

“Ah…” Travers seemed to stumble over what he was going to say, “Why don’t
you come over for dinner and we can discuss what we’re going to do next?” As
soon as he said it, he realized that there were two questions within his words and
prayed that she wouldn’t take it the wrong way.
“We’re fairly safe out here, why don’t you come over here…we have an
amazing kitchen team…” Dominica offered.
“We can hold the ship,” Clark whispered.
“Ok…let me take care of getting things squared away and I’ll plan on coming
over in about an hour,” Travers offered.
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“Bring Ben…he’ll bring dinner to four,” Dominica suggested.
“Four?” Travers asked.
“Four,” Dominica confirmed.
*+*+*+*+*
“Who is this lady, Dad?” Ensign Ben Travers asked his father as they crossed the
short distance between Iolanthe and Xanadu in one of the battlestar’s Raptors.
Commander Wolf Travers sat back and took a deep breath before letting it out.
“You were barely out of diapers when your mom died, and I wasn’t dealing with it
very well. I did something that I shouldn’t have…and I hope you don’t think less of
me…”
“Whatever it is, it helped me keep my dad, so I can’t be too upset…” Ben told
his father.
“There is that,” the elder Travers confirmed. “I had an affair with one of my
subordinates. She was…damn…she was everything and all that, too,” he said with
a far away look on his face. “One night she found me at the 7-10 Club down by
the beach in Perkinston. I was…well, I wasn’t in too good a shape. Your
grandparents were watching you and I went out to just…forget what I was dealing
with.
“I woke up and had the worst headache and all I could smell was this lavender
scent. I felt a weight on my chest and looked down and saw this mess of dirty
blonde hair, almost brunette, and when I tried to move, a voice told me to go back
to sleep.” Travers shook his head as a wry smile touched his lips. He would tell
Ben the safe version of the story, he decided. “When I woke up the next time, I was
alone. I got up, used the sheet as a robe, and followed my nose in the direction of
the bacon and coffee that I smelled. That’s when I saw who was at the table.”
“This lady we’re going to see?” Ben asked.
“The one and only. Cassidy was one of my officers and warning bells were
going off in my mind right and left. This could have been a career ending event
and I didn’t even know what happened! Long story short, she told me where she
found me, my condition, and that she brought me back to her apartment to sleep it
off. Then we talked. And talked. And then we realized that it wasn’t morning
anymore, it was evening.
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“That started an eighteen-month long relationship that brought me back from
the abyss.”
“Did you love her?” Ben asked.
“Oh, Ben…I loved her with all my heart and then some. She wasn’t your mom,
she was different, and as my heart healed, space opened in it for her,” Travers
confessed. “And then, one day,” he snapped his fingers, “she was gone. She left
me a note explaining everything…I still have it tucked into my copy of the Scrolls.
I must have read it a hundred times or more since she left…her reasoning made
sense, she was scared and realized where things were heading for us, but…she was
scared and panicked. She resigned and disappeared.”
“And now here she is…” Ben stated the obvious.
“Yeah…here she is,” Travers whispered. “Ready to face the unexpected?” he
asked as the primary flight deck grew in front of them as they approached.
“Yeah…but the real question is are you?” Ben turned and asked.
“I’ve been ready since I read the letter the first time,” Travers told his son.
*+*+*+*+*
Grand Mistress Cassidy Dominica stood in the receiving gallery waiting for the
Raptor to snug up against the umbilical. She felt a nervous energy that prevented
her from standing still and allowed her hands to fidget to try and burn off some of
it.
“Why are you so nervous?” Sarolta Hawthorne asked from where she stood next
to her.
“Wolf and I have a lot of history and I left him…I didn’t do right by him,”
Dominica confessed. “I hurt the only man who loved me for me.”
Sarolta put her hand on Dominica’s shoulder. “He’s coming here…don’t you
think that’s something?”
Dominica stopped fidgeting and looked at the girl who was now her ward. “You
know…it is.”
She smiled, “Are you sure you haven’t taken any counseling
courses?”
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“No…I just had a dad who talked a lot about things,” Sarolta told her and
offered a wan smile. “Oh…showtime…” she added as the hatch telltale turned
from red to green.
“It is…” Dominica replied and steeled herself for what would happen next.
The hatch opened and Dominica let out the breath she didn’t realize she was
holding. He looked older, more mature and seasoned, but it was still the same man
she had loved…and hurt…all those years ago. “Permission to come aboard?”
Commander Wolf Travers asked.
“Permission granted,” Dominica said and felt a sudden rush of nervous energy.
As soon as Travers had stepped across the threshold and was officially aboard
Xanadu, her self-control failed, and she rushed forward to hug him tight. “I’m so
sorry…so sorry…Wolf…please…please forgive me…” she almost begged as she
held him and felt his arms go around her and hold her as tightly as she held him.
“I forgave you a long time ago, Cass…it took me longer to forgive myself…”
Travers whispered in her ear.
As she stood there hugging, and being hugged, and feeling the love she’d missed
for so long, she heard another male voice say, “Hi, I’m Ben.”
“Sarolta,” Sarolta replied. “C’mon, I’ll show you to where we’ll eat…I think the
‘rents need some time.”
*+*+*+*+*
Ensign Ben Travers followed the girl out of the gallery and suddenly stopped
when something she said finally registered. “Ah…Sarolta?” he asked and watched
her stop and turn to look at him and arch her eyebrows questioningly. “What you
just said back there, ‘the ‘rents’…” he said and realized that the math could work.
“Is…is Cassidy your mom?”
A cloud seemed to come over Sarolta’s face and a slight frown touched her lips
as sadness swam in her eyes. “No…My mom abandoned my dad and me when I
was little, and then…after the attack…he…couldn’t…”
Ben watched as tears formed in her eyes and quickly spilled down her cheeks.
He closed the difference and wrapped his arms around the girl and felt hers hold
him as if her life depended on it. “I’m so sorry, Sarolta…so, so sorry…”
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Sarolta held Ben and he felt her quietly sobbing on his shoulder. “I thought I
had it under control…” she sniffed after several moments.
“I was too young to really know my mom before she died and now that I’ve met
her, I can remember snapshot images of Cassidy and Dad together, but that’s it,”
Ben softly told Sarolta. “I do know that she saved my dad…and it looks like she’s
taken you under her wing…”
“She has…” Sarolta sniffed and Ben offered her a linen handkerchief.
“Thanks…” she said after taking it and wiping her eyes.
“You’re welcome,” Ben said and released his hug when he felt her step back.
“C’mon…I’ll show you to where we’re going to have dinner,” Sarolta said and
took Ben’s hand to lead him deeper into the ship.
*+*+*+*+*
Approaching Red Tern Island, Petrus Ocean, Virgon, Colonial gunstar Selkie,
SSGS-872
“What do we have, Sylvia?” Lieutenant Colonel Saul Marino asked as he studied
the plotting table that displayed the region around Red Tern Island. Some of the
data was passively collected from Selkie’s own dradis suite, but a remarkable
amount was being fed to the ship via the sensors that dotted the seafloor and
surface of the island.
“The good news is the Toasters didn’t nuke it or otherwise attack the island,”
Major Sylvia Brandies answered. “The logs also don’t show anyone entering the
local waters or airspace for quite some time. The atmosphere checks out, radiation
count is normal, and by all intents and purposes, it looks like it weathered the
attack without a scratch.”
“It’s nice to see something break our way,” Her Imperial Highness, Princess
Elizabeth IV said from where she stood next to Marino.
“My plan is that we have Triton deploy a landing party to survey the island
while we send a team through the underwater docks to check out the secure
installation,” Marino explained.
Elizabeth, or Kittyhawk as she was tactically known, nodded. Marino noticed
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that she looked over at Major Harman Booth to see his thoughts. Booth nodded as
well, “I think it’s a good plan, Colonel. I take it we’re not going to go into the
lagoon?”
“Correct,” Marino replied. “Even though it’s deep enough for us, we’d be on the
surface and with the Cylons buzzing around, that’s not healthy. Even if we could
go in submerged, anyone looking at the lagoon would see us on the bottom…the
water is crystal clear.”
“Our safety is paramount,” Elizabeth stated. “Not mine, not yours, but ours,”
she stressed. “Until we know what’s going on and how bad things are, we may be
the best equipped survivors on Virgon and could help others where possible.
*+*+*+*+*
Major Harman Booth found it difficult to just sit, wait, listen, and watch as the
initial exploratory teams moved out across Red Tern Island and within the
emergency base under it. He wanted to be there, in the lead, that was why had
had originally chosen to join the Marines rather than the Fleet; to be the boots on
the ground and the sharp end of the spear.
“I’m getting tired just watching you fidget,” Elizabeth chuckled from where she
sat at the head of the table, to Booth’s right.
“I know…” Booth confessed. “Old habits and all that,” he offered.
Elizabeth put her hand over his; it was a comforting gesture that he found settled
his nerves when she did it, “We need to start thinking about the day after tomorrow,
Harm. Do we stay here and try to reach out to other survivors, or do we make
plans to evacuate offworld?”
Booth sat back in his chair and realized that his hand and flipped so it was palm
up and held Elizabeth’s. “There’s the right thing and the easy thing…” he started
and looked at the large flat screen display that showed the survey teams’ progress.
“The easy thing is to leave, find the remnants of the Fleet and go to ground with
them. Lots of protection, lots of supplies, lots of support…”
“But?” Elizabeth asked.
“But it isn’t the *right* thing to do, Ella,” Booth replied. “This is *our* world,
those are *your* people out there, and we need to show them that when the chips
are down, really down, we don’t run and they can depend on us.”
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“We? Us?” Elizabeth smirked and arched an eyebrow.
Booth nodded and decided since it was the end of the world, there was nothing
to lose. “Yes, we and us, Ella…I’m with you all the way…” he said emphatically
and gently squeezed her hand.
“All the way?” Elizabeth teased.
“All the way…always,” Booth told her. “I…”
Elizabeth smiled, “I feel the same way, too, Harm…and you’re right; the people
do need to see that we didn’t run, and they can depend on us. I will be depending
on you…”
“I won’t run, and you can depend on me, Ella…” Booth gently said as he looked
deep into her eyes. What he saw gave him personal hope, and right now that was
enough to boost everything else.
“I know…” Elizabeth replied.
this?”

“How best do you think we should go about

Back to the topic at hand, Booth thought, there will be time to discuss the rest
later. “I think we need to make an announcement and let the people know that the
government survived and that we’re going to be fighting back.”
“Speech of lifetime, eh?” Elizabeth quipped and Harm smiled, glad she still had
her humor.
“Something like that,” Booth replied. “I’ll talk with Saul and see if there are any
Skybat communications drones that we can launch to carry a pre-recorded
statement.”
“Good…I’ll start on the speech,” Elizabeth stated. “I wish Mom were here…
she’d know the right words.”
Booth looked at Elizabeth and once again gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
“Ella, she is…she raised you, taught you, trained you for this moment. She’s
here…” he used his other hand to gently tap where her heart would be. “She’ll be
telling you, here,” he tapped her temple, “what you need to say and then you can
put it in your own words so it’s coming from you…the People’s Princess.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2757
*+*+*+*+*
Cyrannus Cluster, Outer Oort Cloud, vicinity of Hole in Space, civilian ship
Xanadu
Moments after Sarolta led Ben from the receiving gallery, Commander Wolf
Travers stepped back and held Cassidy Dominica at arm’s length and looked into
the eyes he never thought he’d see again. They belonged to the woman that had
walked him back from the edge and quite possibly saved his career and his
relationship with his son, Ben. The years had been more than kind to Dominica…
they had turned her from a pretty girl to a beautiful woman.
“May I have a second chance?” Dominica asked softly.
Travers slowly shook his head no and saw the pain suddenly flash across
Dominica’s face. “No…because that would imply that I gave up on us. We’ve
been away from each other far too long, let’s just start from where we left off…”
The words must have been the right thing to say as Dominica’s face suddenly
smiled and tears formed in her eyes a moment before her lips touched his. “Just
like how I remembered it…but better,” she said and rested her head on his
shoulder.
“Same here,” Travers told her while holding her close. Suddenly, his eyes went
wide as his mind finally processed something that he had seen. “Ah…Sarolta…is
she…is she ours?” he asked, realizing that the girl looked to be about the right age
to have been born a few months after Dominica left him.
“Would it be ok if she was?” Dominica asked.
Travers felt his face breaking into a broad smile. “Yes, it would. I’d be hurt that
I never knew until now, but there’s a reason time moves forward; it allows the past
to be the past and for us to focus on the present.”
“Hearing you say that makes me wish that she was…” Dominica replied. “She’s
my ward…as of today, actually. Her father couldn’t handle what happened…and
her mother abandoned them when she was six.”
“So, she’s going to need parents?” Travers asked and stepped back just enough to
watch Dominica’s reaction.
Dominica nodded and a faint smile touched her lips. “Ideally,” she said. “Are
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you applying? You know what it means…”
“Yes…it’s something I should have asked you before you left…” Travers told her.
“Yes…” Dominica replied and gave him a peck on the lips. “Now…we better
get going or dinner is going to get cold.”
*+*+*+*+*
Dominica led Travers from the receiving gallery and watched his reaction as he
walked through the ship’s passages. “How did you…” he asked and waved his
hand at everything.
“You know I had my psych degree and my counselor’s credentials; the Fleet was
a way for me to pay for college,” Dominica began as her mind drifted back a
decade and a half. “After I resigned, I drifted for a few weeks and then ran into
someone I knew from school. We had lunch and caught up on what we’ve been
doing, and I was surprised that she was in the Guild. Talk about surprised! Oneida
explained that the Guild was much more than the public perception; in addition to
being the support structure for the, um…traditional vocations associated with the
name, the Guild was at the forefront of counseling research and services, focusing
on relationship, couples, and sexual behavior related issues, but qualified to handle
just about everything. Did you know that the Minister of Mental Health on Picon
was a Guild member?”
“No…I thought he was just another Ph. D?” Travers answered.
“There you go, one myth busted!” Dominica quipped. “Additionally, we are the
leading foundation researching reproductive and sexual health from a medical
perspective and have chapter houses working in conjunction with most larger
hospitals. In some areas, we are the only reproductive health services available to
low-income families, even if it rubs some people the wrong way.”
“How so?” Travers asked.
“We celebrate life and the happiness, pleasure, and sheer joy that it should be
filled with,” Dominica explained. “Our view is that human life, especially those
who can’t defend themselves, is sacred. Where the government promotes abortion
almost as a method of birth control, we do not. Yes, what many of my sisters and
brothers do could result in an unexpected pregnancy and they do use some form of
birth control, when that happens, we celebrate it as a gift from the gods…or God,
depending on how they believe.”
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Travers narrowed his eyes and Dominica saw he was thinking about what she
just explained. “But…what about their livelihood? Wouldn’t a child prevent them
from pursuing it?”
Dominica shook her head. “The Guild provides, Wolf. Think of the Guild as a
giant extended family with relatives in all walks of society, some active and some
retired, with all willing to help brethren in need. Sure, some take advantage of the
childcare we offer and continue working, it can be quite profitable and the allure of
working ten or fifteen hours a week, on their own schedule, and having in income
equal to the Colonial median or above is appealing.”
“I never knew…” Travers said respectfully.
“No harm no foul,” Dominica told him and wrapped her right arm around his
left. “There’s a lot of other things that people do within the Guild, and while we’re
known for the oldest profession and our diplomacy, most Journeymen are licensed
counselors, and every Senior Journeyman must be one.”
“Consider me quite impressed, Cass…” Travers told her, his voice respectful.
“Did…”
Dominica was waiting for this question, even if Travers didn’t complete it.
“No…I didn’t. I was a counselor and while I did some public work, I never had sex
with a client. I…I just couldn’t. I won’t lie, I was tempted, but I think that’s just
being human. I’ve been with two people since I left you, both were weekend
connections, and both were before I joined the Guild. I think deep down I kept
hoping I’d find the courage to walk back onto a base and ask about your
whereabouts. I’m…” she blinked back tears, “I’m sorry I was so weak. I threw
myself fully into my job and here I am.”
Travers stopped and caused Dominica to turn to face him since their arms were
still entwined. “No tears, Cass…I’m just as much at fault as you…I could have
called in a favor and found you…but I was scared you’d turn your back on me or
that you might have found someone else.”
“No…it was always you, Wolf,” Dominica told him and felt his arms pull her
close.
“Get a room you two,” Jessica Slater smirked a moment later.
“Jess?” Dominica said as she pulled back from Travers. “What’s wrong?”
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“Nothing is wrong, I just wanted to give you an update from Captain Dawes and
thought you could pass it on to Commander Travers,” Jessica said and brushed
some of her ashen hair behind her right ear.
“Good news?” Travers asked, then offered his hand, “Commander Wolf Travers.”
Jessica took his hand, “Jessica Slater, Cassidy’s Chief Cook and Bottle Washer.”
She looked at the tablet and said, “Captain Clark wanted you to be informed that
the DC crews found everything they needed on the surface and that the repairs
should be completed within twelve hours barring any unforeseen issues. Likewise,
Captain Dawes wanted Cassidy to know that other than being a bit cold, all that
should be needed to make Hole in Space habitable is to fire up the powerplant.
They found enough supplies to keep us fed for about ten years, Iolanthe included,
but he hopes that we can grow plenty of spices because most of them are pretty
bland long duration rations.”
“That’s great news,” Travers stated. “All we need now is a place to go.”
“That was something we were discussing before Iolanthe arrived,” Jessica said.
I’ve had the purser pull the guest list and we’re going to take a census to see who
we have. Someone might have some insight.”
“If we don’t find anything, what do you suggest?” Dominica asked Travers.
“We’re pretty far out and should be ok for a couple months provided we don’t
transmit anything on the wireless and keep our dradis passive,” Travers explained.
“I don’t think that’s our best option, though. I think we should strike out for one of
the outer worlds and go to ground there. We can send recon flights back to see if
anything pops up, but right now, after hearing the President offer surrender and be
rebuffed, and then hearing about the Fleet getting turned off…I think Bill Adama
had the right idea and I hope to the gods he managed to get away.”
“What was that?” Jessica asked.
“Pick a direction and keep going,” Travers told her.
*+*+*+*+*
Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon, 1st Platoon, Alpha Company, 3rd/51st
Imperial Guards, “Princess Elizabeth’s Own Winged Hussars”
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“Unless you have the right sensors, you’ll need to be on the ground and close to
find them, Captain,” James Simms told the tall, slim female Imperial Guard officer
who was surveying the result of four hours of hard work.
“I do believe I agree, James,” Captain Mary Katherine Mosby replied. “I just
wish we had more troops because our hit and run raids aren’t going to do a lot
against a baseship’s compliment.”
“Have faith, Captain,” Simms told her. “Most of the planet knows the Highlands
in general and the lake in particular, as prime vacation land. What most don’t
realize is that people around here are pretty self-reliant and used to being outdoors.
You may not have the Imperial Guard or my beloved Marines filling your ranks, but
I think there are a lot of squared away people in the area that would be just as
good…and they know the land.”
Mosby thought about what Simms just said and nodded. “Makes sense. Now
the task is going to be putting together a team to go out and talk to them. The
problem is I don’t have a lot of people I can spare.”
“A lot probably would be counterproductive,” Simms offered. “Maybe four plus
a vehicle crew would be ideal.”
“You volunteering?” Mosby smirked.
“Yeah…I guess I am,” Simms replied. “I haven’t been a science teacher long
enough that I’ve forgotten what I learned in the service.”
“What did you do?” Mosby asked curiously. “You seem to have a lot of good
ideas; most trigger pullers would just ask, ‘how many are there and what’ll it take to
kill them’?”
Simms took a deep breath and met Mosby’s gaze. “I was a Werewolf…”
“That explains a lot…you guys had balls the size of a battlestar,” Mosby told
him, her voice full of respect.
“I don’t talk about it much, my wife, brother, and sisters-in-law know, but
beyond that the kids don’t know and I had prayed to the gods that they’d never
need to know about them. But…the old training is coming back like a flood down
a dry riverbed,” Simms said wistfully. “Back then, I was young, dumb, and full of…
well…you know,” he smirked, “and being a Werewolf was being part of a supersecret, super elite unit of ultimate badasses. I was in for six years, did OCS after
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two, and learned things I never thought I’d ever use.
glamping more like it,” he chuckled.

Sure, we go camping,

“But beyond that, I thought I had left it behind when I became Mr. Simms, the
mild-mannered high school science teacher who knew a lot more about certain
chemical reactions and how to make them from common household items than
most science teachers.” Simms looked up at the night sky, “My wife is out there
somewhere, keeping her people safe and fighting the good fight. I can do no less.”
“MK!” Lieutenant Donovan Gage said as he ran up and skidded to a stop. “Inga
just intercepted something. It isn’t much, but…”
“What is it, Donovan?” Mosby asked, her heart starting to race seeing the
nervous excitement her normally unflappable friend was exhibiting.
“The Fleet…they’re still out there!”
*+*+*+*+*
Sergeant Inga Heimirsdottir played the intercepted transmission for the tenth
time and listened closely to it. The signal was weak and broken up, and she never
would have heard it if they hadn’t rigged the large wireless antenna in the trees, but
it was hope. Combined with the confirmation that the emergency stores were
intact and ready to use, hearing the scrap of communications was like a holiday
feast.
“What do you have, Inga?” Captain Mary Katherine Mosby asked when she
stepped into the communications tent that was erected around the Badb command
post vehicle.
“It isn’t much,” Heimirsdottir started, “but it’s something. Near as I can figure it’s
a Raptor that just left a battlestar. Let me play it for you…” Her slim fingers worked
the keyboard and a moment later the clip was playing over the speakers.
“…tor 221, we have cleared the outer markers and will jump in 10…”
“Raptor 221, Athena Flight, copy jump in 10…Godsspeed!”
“It isn’t much, but it’s something…” Heimirsdottir said when the transmission
finished playing for the third time.
“Yes, it is, Inga,” Mosby said blinking back tears. “It means that we’re still in the
fight and someone’s doing something out there. The opening battle may have been
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lost, but the war…the war is far from over.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“That was a textbook perfect landing, Bethany,” Commander Rupert Gath told
newly commissioned Ensign Bethany Gath as the Raptor was lowered from the
flight deck to the hangar deck.
Beaming, Bethany worked through the post-landing checklist, “Thank you…
coming from you that really means a lot to me.”
“You earned it,” Gath told her.
“I concur,” Aphie said from where she sat at the EWO’s station.
“Your
instructors made sure you knew the material and could perform it before they gave
you your wings.”
“Thank you, M’Lady!” Bethany replied and once again Gath noted the respect
and awe his daughter showed the Olympian commander. The dark-haired beauty
would attract any male’s eye, but there was more to her than just the surface; deep
down there was a thoughtful, considerate, warm woman who was mature and
honest enough to acknowledge and own her mistakes and determined to not repeat
them. She was intriguing on many levels, but the awe and respect he saw from
Bethany was top of his list.
They were quickly piped aboard, and Bethany led them through the ship to
Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase’s quarters. “Ah…when we get to Admiral
Chase’s quarters, Ava and the hooligans might be there. They’ll stay from being
underfoot, but I just wanted to give you a head’s up.
“Ava?” Gath asked.
Once again, Bethany flashed a grin, “Ava and the Admiral have sort of adopted
each other. She’s a little girl that somehow wound up on Hecate when we were
rescuing survivors at Machimos. She’s…precocious and absolutely adorable. The
hooligans are Dickens and Lira, the Admiral’s Virgon Terriers. I think they’ve
adopted Ava, too.”
“Kids need dogs,” Aphie said, echoing Gath’s unspoken thoughts. “My family
had them when I was a girl and I think they taught me more than most of my
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teachers.”
“Like turning around three times before laying down?” Gath teased.
“Exactly!” Aphie laughed and nodded. “And,” she turned serious for a moment,
“to defend those you love with all your heart.” After a moment, she added softly
and barely above a whisper, “Pacem cum eis.”
Gath looked at Aphie and narrowed his eyes. He wasn’t sure what she said, he
didn’t speak the tongue, but he had heard it before at a historical lecture and knew
that it was ancient even when the Colonies were founded. It was one more
element of the mystery that surrounded the beauty.
“We’re here,” Bethany announced and handed a piece of paper to the Marine
corporal who was one of two Marines on guard. “I have Commander Rupert Gath
and,” she glanced over at her father before smirking and add, “Lady Aphrodite of
Olympus, as requested by Admiral Chase.”
What. The. Absolute. Frak? Gath thought when he heard Bethany speak
Aphie’s full name. “You’re…” he managed to stutter, shocked that he had drinks,
dinner, and even flirted with not just a Lord of Kobol but *the* Aphrodite!
“It doesn’t change who I am, Rupert,” Aphie told him and put her hand on his
arm. “Same Aphie, now you know who the world knows me as.”
Aphie’s eyes looked hesitant with a trace of worry and if Gath read it correctly,
sadness. He took a deep breath and realized that she was absolutely right. “No, it
doesn’t. I’m glad I got to know the real you before I met the ‘official’ you,” he
smiled.
“Thank you…” Aphie said and for a moment, to Gath it was as if they were the
only two people present. “Just remember, you still owe me a tour of Galactica,” she
winked.
“I’m looking forward to it,” Gath told her a moment before the corporal
announced them to Admiral Chase.
A moment later, all three were standing in Chase’s quarters where the Admiral
put a finger to her lips, “Shh…over here,” she whispered and led them to a
conference table that was in another room in her suite. “I apologize for that,” she
said when they were seated at the table. “Ava just laid down for a nap and I didn’t
want to disturb her; she’s been on an emotional roller coaster the past few days and
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I think it’s all starting to catch up to her.”
“I’m so glad you two found each other,” Aphie said. “She isn’t Addy, but she’s
given you a second chance to be a mom.”
Chase nodded and smiled. “She has. And Addy is the ultimate big sister, both
of them love the other, and Andrea…well, Aunt Andrea is Ava’s partner in crime,”
she chuckled. “But…to the topic at hand,” she said and brought the discussion to
why Gath and the others were present. “Andrea will be here shortly with the
paperwork, but for the near future you’re both going to be on detached duty
answering directly to me, outside any other chains of command.”
“What about…” Aphie asked and let the question go unfinished. Gath wasn’t
sure what she was asking, but it was clear that Chase did.
“I’ve spoken with Hecate and she was the one who suggested it…I think her
words were,” Chase said and suddenly looked around, “she shows up at the most
unexpected times,” she explained. “Anyway, she said this would help prove the
naysayers and doubters wrong and give you a chance to stand on your own.”
“She said that? About me?” Aphie asked, her voice hopeful.
“She did…she told me that she has the utmost faith in you,” Chase told her a
moment before the intercom beeped. “Excuse me,” she said and picked up the
handset from the cradle behind her chair. “Admiral Chase…excellent…please send
her in.”
Gath heard the hatch open, then close, and a moment later Lieutenant Colonel
Andrea Esposito entered the conference room and put several folders and a slimline
laptop on the table before taking a seat. “I have the paperwork, Admiral, and
everything has been logged and recorded.”
“Thank you, Andrea,” Chase told her Chief of Staff before turning to look at Gath
and his daughter who sat beside him. “Rupert, for the duration of this assignment,
and maybe longer, I think you need an aide…it’s fortunate that I have a young
ensign who already knows you and your idiosyncrasies and would be a good fit…
Ensign Gath, do you think you can work as well for your father as you have for me
since you boarded Hecate?”
Gath felt his heart skip a beat; Bethany was going to be with him on Galactica?
Even if it was only for a few days, it would be gift without value.
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“Yes, Admiral, I wouldn’t be able to do anything less,” Bethany replied.
“Good!” Chase smiled. “Is this ok, Rupert?”
“My gods, yes!” Gath said and then nervously glanced at Aphie who offered
raised eyebrows and a smirk at his oath. “I’d be honored; thank you, Admiral.”
“You’re welcome,” Chase told him. “These are different times and
about family and loved ones serving together are obsolete to me.
many of us left, and we all need to focus on what really matters.
paused and looked over at Esposito, “let me brief you on what you’ll
the next few days.

the old rules
There aren’t
Now…” she
be doing for

“We recently received an envoy from a Cylon splinter faction, different from one
that Tanith represents. They brought us word that they would like a cessation of
hostilities, a truce by all accounts, as well as some other things that are in the ‘trust
but verify…and then move slowly’ category. One thing they have offered is to
return Admiral Montcalm and his staff, their specific target when the Cylons
attacked the Communion.”
“Where do we fit in?” Aphie asked.
Chase looked at the folder she had opened and then back at Gath and the
others. “We are taking them up on their offer to return Admiral Montcalm and as
part of that, we are sending Galactica and Guerriere to the Islands Cluster to
rendezvous with the Cylon baseships Inferno and Pandemonium to collect the
Admiral and his staff.”
Gath sat back and narrowed his eyes. “You want us to travel deep into Cylon
held territory and trust them?”
“No…I’m not at the point where I trust this group of Cylons…not yet at least,”
Chase stated. “That’s why I’m sending you to them and not telling them to come
here, and…why I’m sending you both loaded for bear. Galactica on her own could
slag both the baseships and then some, and likely do it with minimal damage. If
things start going sideways, you’re to jump out and head for home.”
Chase spent the next fifteen minutes covering many of the details before she sat
back and said, “This could be a walk in the park or it could be pure hell, I don’t
know which. However, I trust you both, and I know you have the right level of
skepticism and wariness not to go chasing rainbows and unicorns.”
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“Thank you, Admiral,” Gath finally said. “You mentioned that we’ll have a
contingent of Communion personnel to verify the Admiral’s and his staff’s identity?”
“Correct. You’ll also be visited by artificers who will install the glyphs that will
kill any Equals or riders who try to slip aboard without your knowledge. When the
staff is in the shuttle, tell them if there are any Equals or riders aboard that they
must speak up now, regardless of their allegiance, or by the time they board
Galactica they will be dead. It is non-negotiable that they go through the warded
hatches unless they tell you otherwise.”
“Understood,” Gath replied a moment before Aphie followed suit. The Equals
and riders gave him the heebie-jeebies and deep down he hoped that they didn’t
identify themselves, so they’d experience a permanent death firsthand.
“Good…” Chase said and pushed back slightly from the table. “There’s two
more things before I’ll let you go and make your plans. First, there is a secondary
part to this mission. A company of Marines, a Civil Affairs team, and a medical
company will be sent with you as well as supplies for the survivors on Joyeuse.
When you arrive, if you feel the situation is stable, you’re to deploy the personnel
and supplies so they can work with the surviving population.”
“That sounds good,” Aphie stated. “I understand that they were cut off during
the Uprising?”
“They were,” Gath stated. “When word got out that they were being abandoned
behind the Armistice Line it almost brought down the government. As it was, there
were several very high-profile retirements and resignations in its wake.”
“According to sources, the remnant population is quite a bit larger than we
estimated, or even that the Cylons estimated – though they don’t know this, and we
would prefer to keep it that way for the foreseeable future. Again, trust must be
earned, and we will not put these people into more danger than they already are,”
Chase stated.
“You mentioned there were two things?” Gath asked.
“Ah…yes…the ‘one more thing’ that Prentiss Abbot always brings out during his
keynotes…” Chase smirked. “Given your track record, experience, and the needs
of the service, Rupert Gath you are henceforth promoted to Rear Admiral (Lower
Half). Don’t let me down.”
Gath sat staring in shock at what Chase just said and saw her slide a blue box
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across the table. “Are those?”
“They are, Admiral Gath,” Chase stated. “We’re at war, Rupert; colonels
become commanders and commanders become admirals, and right now we need
good people in key positions. You’ve always demonstrated a smart fighting spirit
and now you’re going to get a chance to spread your wings.”
“Thank you, Admiral…” Gath began when Chase held up her hand.
“We’re both Admirals…you can call me Sera now,” Chase said.
“Thank you, Sera…I never…” Gath said and looked at the orders that Chase slid
across the table to him. They confirmed his promotion and then he saw the second
paper. This one lacked the formality of his typed promotion notice and was
paperclipped to one that did. He quickly read the handwritten note and looked up
at Chase who nodded.
“Hmm…” Gath muttered. “It looks like you can’t be my aide, Bethany,” he said
slowly.
“But? Why?” Bethany asked and Gath forced himself not to smile at her shock.
“Well…the aide to a commander can be an ensign, but the aide to a rear
admiral must be a lieutenant,” Gath replied then asked, “Do you think you’d be
able to do that?”
Bethany looked confused for a moment before Gath saw understanding in her
eyes. “Yes!” she replied. “Yes, I can.”
“Good, I’m glad you’re my aide…Lieutenant Gath,” Gath told her.
“Well…I think we have everything sorted out,” Chase said and stood, signaling
the end of the meeting.
“Thank you, Sera,” Aphie told her. “This…this means a lot.”
“I know you can do it…like my mom said, she has faith in you and who am I to
argue with that?” Chase offered.
“She’s never been wrong before,” Aphie replied and then looked at Gath.
“Rupert, there’s something wrong with you…” she said and walked around the
table to stand next to him. She quickly palmed the small blue box that Chase slid
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across the table to him and opened it. “These look good…but they will look better
when we put them where they belong,” she added and gently removed the
commander’s diamonds on his collar before replacing them with the new rear
admiral’s diamonds.
When Aphie finished, she stepped back and stood next to Bethany. “He looks
good, doesn’t he, Bethany?”
“Yeah…but I’m prejudiced because he’s my dad!” Bethany grinned.
“Well, I don’t have your prejudice, but I do have a good eye and I think he
does,” Aphie stated. “Shall we go plan and plot, Rupert?”
Gath was surprised at what he just witnessed, Aphrodite herself put his new rank
devices on his collar and then complimented him. “Ah…yes, I think so. And…”
he turned his focus to his daughter, “I have something for you in my safe on
Galactica. You’re going to need them for your new job, young lady.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Why do I see more there than simple comrades?” Lieutenant Colonel Andrew
Esposito asked after the hatch closed behind Admiral Gath, Aphie, and Lieutenant
Gath.
“Because there probably is…or will be,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase
replied. “I didn’t know about it when we decided to send them, but now that I do,
I think it will do them both good and will help ensure the mission is a success.”
“How?” Esposito asked.
“When you know someone you love, or at least are in a strong state of like, is
depending on you to make the right decision, if you’re the right kind of person it
gives you clarity and focus and prevents you from taking chances that you know are
too risky,” Chase explained. “Rupert has both Bethany and Aphie depending on
him and Aphie has Rupert, and if I don’t miss my guess, Bethany as well,
depending on her. It’s a win-win.”
“But couldn’t they hesitate or flinch when they’re most needed?” Esposito
pressed.
“They could, but nothing in their past suggests they will. As my mom said, ‘I
have faith in them’,” Chase told Esposito. “We need to look at how things are done
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and consign what doesn’t work to the past. A lot of rules were made to keep family
members and loved ones from serving together. Officially, it was to prevent
something like when Seleucid went down over Tauron during the second year of
the war; a father, an uncle, and five sons perished and decimated the family.
Unofficially, it was to prevent power blocs from forming aboard ship. Both have
their places, but even during darkest days of the Uprising, we never believed we
were fighting against our own extinction.”
Esposito nodded. “And now we are.”
“Exactly. So…rules that don’t work get binned, rules that do work are kept, and
if we need to, we create new regs on the fly,” Chase explained.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, Olympian battlestar Lexington
The Raven approached the largest of the three battlestars that were now cruising
in formation with Siren’s battlegroup.
“That looks mean…” Lieutenant Troy
“Gomer” Johnson said from where he guided the stealthy transport in the forward
left seat on the flight deck.
“Yes…I won’t argue with you on that, Gomer,” Commander Victor Kailo said
from where he stood just behind the pilot and copilot and held on to the seatbacks.
“All of them look like they’d be brutal foes in combat…all of their guns are at least
2m…the throw weight is going to be substantial.”
“Aye…so do that ‘officer and a gentleman’ thing I know you can do and let’s
make friends with them!” Gomer joked back.
“I’ll try,” Kailo chuckled and walked back to the passenger compartment where
the rest of the group accompanying him were located. It went without question
that Imperatoria Principis Ceska Eventine would be part of the group, and with her
came Lieutenant Yuri Kovacs, her erstwhile XO from Kraken. Major Galloway
Benton and Major Marbry Cazaux filled slots three and four, while Dana Vervain
was his fifth choice. Vervain was an adult non-military perspective and from what
Galloway told him, a first-rate investigator, so to his mind, it was a no-brainer to
include her. However, the last two people surprised everyone when he included
them on the team, Jacob Costner and Ariel Santana. True, they were college
students, but they had good instincts and Costner exhibited good thinking in a
crisis, so they were his ‘everyman’ part of the group.
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“Who…and just who let you aboard?” Kailo asked as he knelt down and looked
at the soulful brown eyes peering out from a black and tan face that was under one
of the unused jump seats. “Come on out, the gig’s up, young man,” he told the
small dog who crawled from underneath the seat.
“Galloway, you have a
stowaway,” Kailo said and picked up Tuck and walked back to where he sat next to
Ceska.
“I told you, Commander, the little guy has a mind of his own,” Major Galloway
Benton replied and shook his head. “I’ve lived with him for years and I still haven’t
learned all his tricks.”
“Well, we can’t take him back to Siren, so…” Kailo looked at the small dog as if
he were a little human. “Best behavior, ok?”
Tuck waged his tail and Kailo was sure the little dog knew exactly what he said.
“You’re number eight in our party…maybe they’ll have someone for you to talk to
over there?”
*+*+*+*+*
“Admiral Crane, I’m Commander Victor Kailo, Siren Actual; permission to come
aboard?” Kailo asked ten minutes later after the Raven had landed aboard Lexington
and been taken down to a hangar deck.
“Commander Kailo, I’m Admiral Thomas Crane, permission is granted,” Crane
replied as Kailo stepped onto the deck. When his foot touched the deck, the
boatswain piped him aboard.
“Thank you for the friendly reception,” Kailo said as he walked up to where
Crane stood and offered his hand. “It’s good to meet you.”
Crane took Kailo’s hand and shook it. The grip was firm and one that Kailo
referred to as one that was ‘between equals’; nothing to prove, nothing to defend,
just respect. “I apologize I have you at a disadvantage, Admiral Chase told us
about your feint during the wargame and later, she and I discussed how you helped
shape her thinking during her formative years.”
Kailo nodded. “She’s the little sister I never had but realized I always wanted…
she was a sponge and soaked up everything and never forgot any of it.”
“That’s the Sera Chase I remember talking with,” Crane told him.
arrive home safely?”
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“I wish I could tell you one way or the other, Admiral,” Kailo started explaining.
“I heard some scuttlebutt that she was within a day or so of returning when the
Cylons attacked the Colonies.”
“Damn…” Crane swore. “Not again. Olympus is mobilizing to help, so you
will not be alone.”
“The gods are returning?” Kailo said and felt a chill skate down his spine. It was
life changing that the Cylons laid waste to 2000 years of Colonial culture and
history, but now the gods are going to return? The ancient curse, ‘may you live in
interesting times’, seemed to be playing in full force.
“Yes…we…well…good arguments were made why our previous decision to be
‘hands off’ needed to be revisited,” Crane explained without, to Kailo’s thinking,
actually answering the question. “Did…” Crane paused for a moment, “did you
bring Ceska with you?”
Kailo nodded, “Yes…I don’t think I could have kept her away. I’m sure she
would have stowed away just like another…person…did in my party.” He turned
back to the Raven, “Ceska?”
A moment later, Ceska stood at the base of the Raven’s ramp. “Imperatoria
Principis Ceska Eventine requesting permission to come aboard?” she said in a
strong voice that to Kailo’s ears sounded strong through sheer force of will.
“Permission granted,” Crane said.
Ceska stepped forward and was piped aboard just like Kailo had been. When
the pipe sounded its last note, she looked at Kailo, then beyond to where Crane
stood. “Uncle T…” she whispered before running to where Crane stood with his
arms open. “Uncle T…I’m so, so sorry…” she said as she collapsed into the hug.
“It’s ok…there’s nothing to apologize for, Cessie…nothing…you were just a
child and had nothing to do with what your father did to Grace.”
“Is…is Aunt Grace…” Ceska asked, worry and hesitation rife within her voice.
“Grace is fine…” Crane told her. “It took a few years of therapy and then
occasional visits for a little longer, but she recovered. I’m sure she will be as
excited to see you as I am.”
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“And your parents?
hopefully.

And Aunt Corrie and Uncle Thomas?” Ceska asked

“Better plan on spending the night…it’s going to be one hell of a reunion,”
Crane said warmly.
“I can’t wait…I…this feels right…like I’m finally where I belong with the people
I need to be with,” Ceska said and stepped back from Crane and turned to Kailo.
“Would it be ok if I brought Victor along?”
Kailo watched as Crane looked at Ceska, then at him, and then back to Ceska as
a smile formed. “Absolutely. How about you introduce the rest of your party and
we can take this to the Flag dining room?”
“Certainly,” Kailo said and called the rest of the team down and introduced each
one.
“You!” Crane said when Tuck walked down the ramp behind Benton. Tuck
stopped, cocked his head, then rushed forward and standing on his rear legs
danced around the Admiral. “Where have you been?” he asked and picked up the
squirming little dog and held him while Tuck licked his face. “Really…” he
smirked and walked over to where Benton stood waiting.
“Major, you have a very, very special little dog,” Crane said and put Tuck back
on the deck.
“You know Tuck?” Benton asked.
Crane nodded and Kailo filed this into ‘games of the gods’ category. “I knew
him a long time ago. Eliza…Hecate favored his breed and did what she did best to
some of them. When she finds out that Tuck has been found…I think she’d kiss
you, Major.”
*+*+*+*+*
Lehr Residence, Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon
Marcy Westover sat on a dining room chair that had been moved into the living
room and placed along the wall next to the large stone hearth. Dietrich Lehr sat
next to her on a similar chair, and together they watched as about a dozen others
over and above the Lehrs, Karl Grey’s group, and the two Colonial officers who had
crash landed a day earlier, talked for several minutes before finding a place to sit.
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Her mind thought back over the past week of her life and the changes that she
witnessed. She was scared witless when she discovered she was pregnant, and
absolutely devastated when she told her parents right before they threw her out of
the house. She had walked and walked that night, her erstwhile ‘boyfriend’ having
refused to have anything to do with her, and was seriously contemplating doing the
one thing she thought would solve all the problems; hers, her parents’, even her
scumbag ex-boyfriend’s. But then she stopped at the café where she decided to
have one last snack before she ended everything. In a way, that night did end
everything, but not in the way she had originally intended. The waitress, Cynthia
Redfield, had noticed she was troubled and sat and talked with her. She mostly
listened, offering a question here or there when Marcy seemed to hesitate, and
didn’t judge her. In fact, she did just the opposite, she befriended her and offered a
helping hand and a place to stay. Her old life did end that night, simply because
her new life started.
The trip to the Highlands was supposed to be a fun getaway over the Armistice
Day holiday but had turned into something much, much more. Marcy was
convinced that the trip had saved them all from the Cylon attack on Boskirk. Now,
here she was, sitting among people who accepted her for who she was, who treated
her like an equal – an adult and not like a child who made a mistake. And, she had
found someone special.
Marcy thought Dietrich liked and was attracted to her, and last night after he
returned with Dr. Selkirk all doubt was dispelled. She and Dietrich sat on the
enclosed porch under the broad roof and just talked…about life, their hopes, and
dreams, what they expected out of a relationship, and how in one simple day their
lives and the general ‘rules’ had been turned upside down. They shared their first
kiss, and it was at that point that she knew she wouldn’t find someone who was
more perfect for her if she searched for ten lifetimes.
Dietrich told her that he was quickly falling for her and that led to their second
kiss. It was the wee hours of the morning when he said something that brought her
to tears. Marcy had told him as they sat nestled together on the porch swing, his
arm around her shoulders and her head on his shoulder, that she wished the child
she was carrying was his. He turned to look her in the eye and gently put his hand
on her cheek, “That doesn’t mean I can’t be the child’s father. So what if it wasn’t
my half of the DNA…couples adopt all the time and that child is just as much their
son or daughter as one they created would be.”
His eyes told Marcy he was sincere while his words confirmed it.
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Marcy’s trip down Memory Lane was brought back to the present when Dane
Lehr, Dietrich’s father, stepped into the center of the room. Dane and his wife
Marisel were everything her biological parents weren’t, and she again thanked the
gods for them becoming part of her life. “Thank you all for coming on short notice
and under these trying conditions. We all know that the Cylons returned yesterday
and launched a devastating attack on the Colonies, and that for some reason one of
their baseships crash-landed in Spinwood Lake…close enough to raise a lot of
concerns.”
Dane paused and Marcy watched as he made eye contact with the people in the
room as he sipped a bottle of water. “What I don’t think you know is what the
Cylons did to themselves…In short, they can look like us now.”
“What?” Jerry White said, disbelief dripping from his voice.
human robots?”

“They look like

“No…” Dane replied slowly.
“What I mean is that they look like us,
indistinguishable from the real thing. Bunty? Norris?” he asked and waved the two
Colonial officers to the center of the living room.
“Hi…I’m Captain Olympia Shaw, Bunty’s my call name,” Shaw stated and
introduced herself. “This is Captain Norris Keegan and together we have firsthand
evidence that one of my pilots was a Cylon.”
Everyone started talking at once and Keegan raised his hand and said just loud
enough to be heard, “People…give us your attention and we’ll explain.” The quiet
approach stopped the discussion and refocused their attention on him and Shaw.
“Thank you. I was the duty chief of President Adar’s security detail when the
Cylons attacked and I saw firsthand what the Cylon did right before we crashed.
We were supposed to jump from Caprica to Eirene’s positive control point, but
this…human Cylon changed our jump location and then damn near caused us to
make a big hole in the ground. This person, thanks to Dr. Selkirk, has been
identified as ‘not human’, in that she has biological properties that are not found in
you or me.”
“Their deception was so good that they could pass as human during a Colonial
Fleet medical exam to make sure they were healthy enough to be part of the
Executive Transport Detail,” Shaw added. “This is real and for those of you who
were in the service, this is a ‘real no-shitter’. It doesn’t start with ‘there I was’ or
anything else that would indicate this is a fox hole or O-Club fairy tale. Dr.
Selkirk?”
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An older man stepped up and stood in the center of the living room, Shaw and
Keegan having moved to stand with Dane. “I’m Dr. Anselm Selkirk. I was part of a
team that investigated Cylon laboratories during the last year and immediately after
the Uprising. What I saw then led me to believe that the Cylons were working on
becoming human even then. After I did the post-mortem on the body, I was
convinced that they had succeeded.”
Marcy watched and listened as everyone spoke their piece with opinions
ranging from disbelief and an unwillingness to accept the information to nodding
heads who understood that life evolves and that the Cylons have as well.
“People…” a weak but recognizable voice said from the foot of the stairs and
caused everyone to turn and look its source.
“People…” one of the most
recognizable men in the Colonies repeated, “it is true.
We received some
intercepts over the past few weeks and right before the attack I was briefed on the
possibility. No one would go on the record as saying it was 100%, but we had a
preponderance of anecdotal and a little empirical evidence that was enough for the
government to begin putting together a formal policy statement.”
Had the words come from almost anyone else, they would have been scoffed at,
but coming from Richard Adar, President of the Twelve Colonies of Kobol, they had
the same impact as a Fleet 1m kinetic round.
*+*+*+*+*
“Thank you for speaking up, Mr. President,” Dane began and stopped when
Adar held up his hand. The last guest had left ten minutes earlier and all bought
into the consensus that they would start putting together an ad-hoc militia to keep
watch and come to each other’s need should the cause arise.
“Richard, please…My term ended when the first nukes went off and as much as
I’d like it to be different, I lost the right to be the President when that happened. It
doesn’t matter who was responsible for the intelligence failure, ultimately, it’s my
responsibility. I wasn’t a…good…person before…now, I hope that Richard Adar,
citizen, can maybe help make a difference.”
Dane nodded. “Thank you for speaking up, Richard. It was what turned the
opinion. What else can you tell us?”
Adar sighed and looked at his hands resting on his lap. “Would you believe me
if I told you that I made it all up?” he asked. “I had heard bits and pieces in various
briefings, but there was never anything conclusive. Based on what Dr. Selkirk

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2777
found, what Bunty and Norris saw and heard, I did what I thought needed to be
done to keep us unified when we needed it most. Other than you folks, no one
else knows one way or the other…I think it best that we keep it that way.”
Dane sat back and Marcy saw his eyes narrow and he rubbed his jaw. “Let’s
keep the embellishments to a minimum going forward, ok?”
“I understand, Dane,” Adar replied, closed his eyes, and yawned. “That really
took a lot out of me.”
“Let me check,” Beatrice Simmons said and quickly checked Adar’s pulse and
pupil response.
“You’re still dealing with the aftereffects of the crash and
concussion. Karl, Justin, can you help me get him back up to bed?”
*+*+*+*+*
Spinwood Lake, Kohrwood Forest Highlands, Virgon
“So, have we managed to locate the humans who attacked us?’ Cadell Laurier
growled as he glared at where Sabah Malvern eagerly picked at the gourmet meal
in front of her.
“No,” Malvern replied before cutting a piece of roast turkey, swishing it around
in a gravy-thick cranberry sauce, and then eating it.
“NO?!” Laurier almost shouted. “What the frak do you mean, ‘no’?”
“Have you lost the ability to comprehend language?” Malvern asked before
cutting another piece of turkey and this time sweeping it through the mashed
potatoes on her plate.
“What’s that mean?” Laurier demanded arrogantly.
“It means that I’m getting tired of you acting like a spoiled child who suddenly
realized that he has to dress himself because the servants quit,” Malvern gestured
with her fork and shot back.
“You’re really starting to piss me off, Sabah,” Laurier hissed and glared at the
woman. “Why weren’t we able to find the humans?”
“Because they obliterated the scouting party we sent after them and then
relocated before we could track them. They’ve trained for years to do this and all
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we focused on was nuking things from orbit…kind of short sighted, don’t you
think?” Malvern jabbed back.
“It wasn’t my…” Laurier tried to explain and stopped when Malvern shook her
head.
“Yes, it was…you and all the other frakking Ones are 100% responsible for this
frakked up mess we’re in right now,” Malvern calmly stated. “You’re the group that
wanted to change The Plan, that decided the humans just had to be exterminated,
and then got drunk with your own delusions of grandeur and power after you
had…him…destroyed and the others humbled because you thought yourself little
godlings. If you had listened to Tanith, or even Ismail or Albany, we wouldn’t be
stuck here. And…if you wouldn’t have been seduced by those freaks from the
Communion to do their dirty work, we’d still have most of the fleet! So, no…you
don’t get to pass the buck, you pathetic piece of perverted piss ridden shit.”
Calmly, she cut another piece of turkey and swished it in the mashed potatoes
and then the cranberry sauce. “My patience is wearing thin with your tantrums,
Cadell.”
“Oh, well…I guess you told me,” Laurier sneered mockingly. “I’ll have to…
rem…wha…what…is…happe…” he gasped and fell back in his chair and still
managed to glare at Malvern.
Malvern cut another piece of turkey, made a show of trying to decide whether
she wanted to swish it in the mashed potatoes or cranberry sauce, then did both
before she ate it. After she swallowed, she dabbed her lips with a linen napkin and
pushed back her chair. “What I did was remove an obstacle to success, Cadell.
Every trait that you’ve claimed are failings of the humans, you and the other Ones
personify in excruciating detail. For now, you’re going to have a long nap…
whether you ever wake up, I’ll decide that later. But for now, it’s nap time…”
Standing, she walked over to an end table that had an ornately carved lamp on
it, opened the sole drawer and with withdrew a syringe. “I really hate needles,
Cadell. Really hate them,” Malvern chuckled. “But in this case, I’ll make an
exception. It’s either that or I break your neck and leave you a quadriplegic and
have you fully aware and conscious as you’re being fed by a tube and having to live
with the reality of all that entails.”
By now, the anesthetic that Malvern had slipped into Laurier’s drink had taken
full effect leaving the One conscious but without the ability to use his voluntary
muscles. “Oh, what am I saying…” Malvern chuckled and tossed the syringe on
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the table in front of Laurier before stepping behind him. “This won’t hurt…me…at
all,” she whispered in his ear a moment before one hand gripped his head and the
other delivered a precise amount of pressure on his spine causing it to snap and
paralyze him from the jaw down.
“Yes, I think that’s much better…now that you’re paralyzed, even if you did
wake up, I know you won’t be running around undermining me,” Malvern told
him. “I’m sure that’s one of the rules that all wise and smart Evil Overlords follow.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Make sure he gets the nutrition and water he needs, and if he wakes up let me
know,” Sabah Malvern told the Centurion who would stand guard over Cadell
Laurier’s body.
“By your command,” the Centurion replied and then seemed to nod. “Thank
you,” it added most uncharacteristically.
“Excuse me?” Malvern asked, narrowing her eyes at the Centurion that towered
over her.
“The Ones are a liability to the cause. You removed the liability; thus, our cause
has more likelihood of succeeding,” the Centurion explained.
“That’s one way to put it,” Malvern told the mechanical Cylon. “Thank you for
the vote of confidence.”
“By your command,” the Centurion replied causing Malvern to wonder if she
had hallucinated the whole conversation.
Ten minutes later she was sitting in the General Manager’s office and looking at
the three humans standing in front of her desk. “What is the status of the
construction projects?”
The first man, tall at almost two meters and built like a boxer, replied, “The
defensive works you assigned are almost completed and should be finished within
the next three hours.”
“Good…and the workers?” Malvern prodded.
“None have taken ill, nor have any tried to escape or sabotage the works,” the
man replied. “I told them that so long as they worked their shifts and got the

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2780
project completed that there would be no penalties or consequences…as you
requested.”
“And the rest of the population?” Malvern asked the matronly looking woman
who stood next to the boxer and barely came up to the man’s shoulder.
The woman smiled before answering, “The rest of the population has been
assigned tasks to maintain the resort and a foraging team returned late this
afternoon with more than two dozen truckloads of supplies. According to my
calculations, we should be able to offer full meals for at least eight months, and if
we are able to access the warehouses we should be able to extend that to five to
eight times, quite possibly longer depending on the exact contents.”
“Please arrange for additional expeditions to recover those supplies. I want to
have every store or warehouse within thirty or forty kilometers, ideally within fifty
kilometers or more, stripped of all usable supplies by the end of the week,” Malvern
told her. “Is that doable?”
“Potentially…maybe,” the woman replied. “If we are able to utilize the work
gangs that Mr. Bentley has used for the defenses, then we should have adequate
personnel to complete the task within ten days. If the warehouses are more than
three quarters full, that could take even longer. Some of them are quite large and
even with the Centurions providing additional labor, the number of skids we’re
looking at is rather huge.”
“Ok…Work up an action plan and have it to me by tomorrow,” Malvern told
her. “Finally, health and wellbeing…how are they?”
The last man, an older, bespectacled man who wore an immaculately tailored
and pressed blue pinstripe suit looked at some notes before he answered. “Health
wise, I think we’re ok. The radiation was far less than what I expected and even
then, there should be no short-term issues from the exposure. However, for the
long-term health, I think we should continue to limit exposure to no more than four
hours out of every twenty-four.”
“Ok…I have no problem with that. How about the mental health?” Malvern
prodded.
“Well…” he looked up, removed his glasses, and met Malvern’s gaze. “There is
an awful lot of resentment over what happened and while they’re still generally in
shock, over the next few days to weeks I believe that there will be escape attempts,
sabotage, and the like, not to mention suicides when the full realization of what’s
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happened sets in.”
“What do you suggest we do?” Malvern asked.
The man stood straighter and didn’t shirk from Malvern’s gaze. “Given that the
most ideal options aren’t on the table; that is, you and the other Cylons get in your
ship and fly away, the best option is to try to keep things as normal as possible, not
be overbearing, and in general, give us the benefit of the doubt.”
Malvern narrowed her eyes and tried to get the man to flinch. After several long
seconds, she nodded. “Ok…write up an action plan and have it to me by
tomorrow morning. Any questions…from any of you?”
The woman raised her hand and seemed to draw on some hidden reserve for
courage. “I have one…” she said.
“What is it?” Malvern asked.
“What happened to that arrogant bas…person you were working with earlier?”
the woman asked as Malvern smiled at the lady’s attempt to police her language.
“Cadell Laurier was removed from his duties and will no longer be involved nor
have any input in what happens here. He isn’t dead…but I’m certain he wishes he
was,” Malvern explained.
“Good!” the woman stated vehemently. “He was a bastard and raped at least
three women that I know of. Getting rid of him will go a long way to undoing what
he did.”
*+*+*+*+*
“That wasn’t what I expected,” Doreen Royce said as the three people sat at a
table in the Royce’s suite.
“Nor I,” Paul Bentley said and stretched his long legs out under the table. “I’m
still trying to figure out her angle, though. She’s consolidating her power by getting
rid of that deviant.”
Dr. Jason Royce removed his glasses and used a cleaning cloth to clean the nonexistent dust from their lenes. “Yes…and no,” he started and put them back on his
face. “She appeared to have issues with Laurier from the start and I thought it was
only a matter of time before one moved on the other. However, what she’s done
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after that…you’re right, Jason, that she wants to consolidate her power, but why the
focus on supplies?” He sat back and looked at his wife of thirty years and then at
the construction engineer who had been tapped to head up the building projects.
“Paul?” Doreen asked. Since the Cylon attack had thrown them all together,
Paul Bentley had become a family member to the two senior executives.
“I can see a couple scenarios, and none of them are really exclusive of the
others, so what actually is going down could be a combination,” Bentley answered
before stretched his arms over his head. “First, she doesn’t expect or intend to
rejoin the Cylons and wants to carve out her own little empire down here. Second,
and this could dovetail with the first, is that the Fleet shellacked the Cylons even as
they themselves were being destroyed, pyrrhic victory and all that, and she has
nothing to go back to. Third, she wants to create a power base not through
compulsion by force of arms, but rather through forcing people to come to her for
the necessities and thus gain their concessions by controlling the very things they
need.
“We already know that the nukes were a lot cleaner or enhanced radiation
designs based on the amount of fallout we’ve seen,” Bentley continued. “So…
based on all that, I think she’s here for the long haul, the reason isn’t really
important at the moment, and that she is going to try and use the carrot rather than
the stick.”
Doreen nodded and turned to her husband. “Jason?”
“She took the first step to stabilize the situation when she removed Laurier,”
Jason explained. “I think Paul’s analysis is fairly accurate and it dovetails with my
thoughts. I do want to point out that what she did could be viewed as treason,
however the Cylons handle things like that, so I think she’s certainly playing a long
game and intends to use what she’s done since landing to ensure her long term
survival should our forces retake the Colonies. That leaves us one very, very big
question.”
“What do we do?” Bentley stated.
“Precisely. What we’ve done so far hasn’t crossed any lines that I’m aware of,
legally, that is. Morally…well, people have launched witch hunts for less,” Jason
said and sipped his cup of tea. “We need to keep notes, journals; just in case. I
also think that we need to focus on what we can do to provide the best outcome for
those we interact with. On one hand, consolidating all the supplies in one place
makes a lot of sense as I’m sure there are going to be looters, rioters, and just plain
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raiders trying to steal it for themselves. Us having it will ensure that they’re secure.
“On the other hand, it will deny people who really need the supplies from
getting them…provided Malvern doesn’t intend to trade. I think that we need to
learn the answer to that question, and do it quickly,” Jason stated.
“I agree with both of you,” Doreen told both men. “I hate working with the
enemy…the enemy that has destroyed our civilization, but right now that’s the job
the gods have given us. We have to make sure we help as many people as
possible.”
“Agreed,” Bentley said a moment before Jason seconded the statement. “I do
have one question…how do we deal with remnants of the military or other official
groups?”
“Very, very delicately,” Jason told him. “Very delicately.”
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, orbit of Saga, Thule Fleet Shipyards, Colonial battlestar Galactica,
BS-1075
“Congratulations on the promotion, Rupert,” Colonel Brock Carlsbad said as he
sat at the conference table in Admiral Rupert Gath’s quarters.
“Thanks, Brock, it was something I didn’t think I’d ever see,” Gath replied and
studied his Executive Officer. “You’re looking good,” he finally said, allowing the
statement to be leading and open ended.
“Despite it being the end of the world, I am,” Carlsbad confessed.
“Did it have something to do with Laureline’s visit yesterday?” Gath asked.
Carlsbad’s broad smile answered Gath’s question. “She brought me a hatchet,”
the XO chuckled. “Gods…in that moment, I’ve never seen her so vulnerable…all
her armor was off, and I think if I had said the wrong thing, I would have shattered
her,” he admitted. “We both made mistakes and we’re committed to making things
work. When we have time, we’re going to say our vows.”
“Do you love her, Brock? I mean really, deep down, take a bullet in the chest
love her?” Gath asked seriously.
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Slowly, confidently, Carlsbad nodded. “I do, Rupert. We didn’t communicate…
we talked, but we talked *at* each other, not *to* each other.”
Gath narrowed his eyes. “And she feels the same way?”
“Yes…without a doubt,” Carlsbad confirmed. “Why?”
“Don’t wait, Brock. Don’t wait a week, a day, or even an hour if that’s how you
feel; do it now. We’re sailing into uncharted waters…we’ve never been on the edge
of oblivion like this since the escape from Kobol and every day is precious,” Gath
explained. “You’ve created a second chance for you and Laurel…take it, now.
We’re slipping our moorings tomorrow and no matter what happens, I don’t want
anyone to have unresolved issues or missed opportunities.”
“You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?” Carlsbad asked.
“I am…it’s the end of the world and we can either allow it to really be the end
of the world or just the end of the old world that we knew and make it become the
beginning of the new world that we’re going to build,” Gath explained right before
the intercom beeped for his attention. “Think about it,” he said before he picked up
the handset. “Gath…excellent! Please send them in.”
The handset was barely back on the cradle when the hatch opened and
Corporal Bo Tower’s announced, “Guerriere Actual, Commander Michael Costello,
and Lieutenant Gath have arrived.”
Gath stood and watched as his daughter Bethany led the two Olympian officers
into his conference area. Carlsbad stood as well when they were introduced and
had a look of shock on his face when he realized who Guerriere Actual was.
“M’Lady, so good to see you again,” Gath said formally and offered his hand to
lead her to her seat.
Aphrodite cocked her head.
“Rupert, please…it’s Aphie…nothing more,
nothing less…” she said sincerely and cast away the formality.
“Aphie…I’m glad to see you again,” Gath said and was rewarded by a smile that
lit up the room.
“That’s better!” Aphie told him and turned to the man who had followed her into
the room. “This is Commander Michael Costello, my XO.”
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“Good to meet you, Commander,” Gath said and offered his hand. Costello
looked to be no older than his mid-thirties, but that was a common theme among
the Olympians that he’d met; they all looked no older than middle age and could
be of almost any age, given their origins. “This is my XO, Colonel Brock Carlsbad,
and you’ve already met my aide, Lieutenant Bethany Gath.”
Costello shook the offered hand, “It’s good to meet and even better to be able to
work with all of you.”
“So…shall we get to the meat of the issue?” Gath asked. “How are we going to
travel to the Islands Cluster and what sort of contingencies do we want to put in
place?”
The discussion lasted several hours, with time taken for a snack and some
socializing. Plans were made and refined, relative combat capabilities were
discussed, and while a lot of the plans were relatively specific, given the nature of
the mission and the large number of unknown variables, much of it was going to
require decisions to be made in the heat of the moment.
“It’s going to be our two groups; two battlestars and five gunstars,” Gath said,
ready to conclude the meeting. “Rather than take a direct path to the Cluster, we’re
going to be doing deep space jumps that take us away from the Cluster so we can
approach from an oblique angle.
Minimal downtime between jumps, thirty
minutes or so, with a three hour pause before the final jump. All in all, a total
distance to get there of about 130 light years, so it will be thirteen jumps or about
nine and a half hours.”
“And we’ll begin immediately plotting a jump out and keep the plot updated
once we get there,” Costello added.
“Exactly,” Aphie said. “We’re leaving tomorrow?”
Gath nodded. “I figure we’ll leave at noon; that will give us all night to make
sure everything is good to go, load the supplies, and make sure our passengers are
settled in for the trip.”
“Good. While I am as excited to get this started as anyone, I don’t want to allow
that to override common sense,” Aphie explained. “Also, by taking our time, I think
it will play to our benefit if there is skullduggery afoot.”
“How do you mean?” Carlsbad asked.
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“I’ve watched the interviews with the Cylons, specifically the models they call
‘Ones’,” Aphie began to explain. “They consider themselves master planners and
manipulators, but when the plan doesn’t unfold the way they think it should, they
get…emotional and act rashly. Ismail and Albany both largely buck this trend, but I
can still see some of the signs in them. If this is an elaborate scam, they probably
expected us to go rushing right out to rescue Montcalm and his staff, and in doing
so we should have been there yesterday. Taking this slowly works to our benefit.
“When people get rash and emotional, they make bad decisions. That can only
help us,” Aphie concluded.
“That’s a very good analysis,” Carlsbad finally said.
“If there’s nothing else…I think we’re ready to end for the day?” Gath asked.
After a moment’s pause when no-one added anything else, “I thank you all for
coming. I don’t think there will be a need to meet in person tomorrow, so the
sooner we get this started, the sooner we’ll get this done.”
“So say we all,” Aphie stated and the meeting officially ended.
“Ah…may I ask you something, M’Lady?” Carlsbad asked Aphie as they were
packing up.
“Certainly,” Aphie replied.
“I…” Carlsbad hesitated, and Gath watched with interest for what his XO was
going to say. “My ex-wife and I recently reconciled…we realized where our
mistakes were and long story short, we’ve decided that we were both wrong and
now we want…no…now we’re going to make it work. If I could get her over here
before you leave…”
“Absolutely!” Aphie smiled and told him. “It would be my honor to help you
put the right feet forward.”
Carlsbad’s face lit up like a little boy receiving the birthday gift he’d been
wanting months to be given. “I’ll go see if I can contact her…”
“Use my desk, Brock…it’ll be easier and a little more discrete than making the
call from CIC,” Gath smirked. “It’s time to start building that new world we talked
about.”
“Yes…it is,” Carlsbad said before he left the room.
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“Take the hint, Dad,” Bethany whispered in Gath’s ear.
*+*+*+*+*
“I now declare you husband and wife,” Aphie said an hour later as Colonel
Brock Carlsbad and Commander Laureline Massena stood in front of her in
Galactica’s chapel. Admiral Rupert Gath stood next to Carlsbad and Colonel
Noelle Tulle stood next to Massena as witnesses.
“Weddings always give me hope,” Commander Michael Costello whispered to
Lieutenant Bethany Gath. The two sat in the front pew and were the only other
witnesses to the ceremony.
“Yeah…me, too,” Bethany whispered back. “Hope for them and maybe a little
hope for me, you know?”
“Exactly,” Costello said softly. “One day I’ll be up there, but only when I find
the right lady. I want what my parents and my Aunt and Uncle have.”
“Are you a romantic at heart, Commander?” Bethany whispered, arching an
eyebrow and saw that he nodded. “Don’t worry…your secret is safe with me,” she
winked.
“Thank you…if it got out, it would ruin my image with the crew!” Costello joked
back.
After the kiss, Admiral Gath suggested that they retire to Galactica’s Officer’s
Club for a celebratory drink before everyone went their separate ways. “And not to
worry, Brock…I’ll cover your watch…just be on deck by 09:00 tomorrow.”
“Thanks, Rupert…” Carlsbad said and looked at Massena. Bethany could see
the love in their eyes and was glad she could be a part of it, even if it was just as a
guest. It gave her hope that in the darkest days humanity was facing, love still
flourished and held despair at bay.
An hour later, after a drink and some dancing at the Officer’s Club, Aphie took
Bethany aside. “Can we talk a moment?” she asked.
“Certainly,” Bethany replied and took a sip from her drink.
“Thank you,” Aphie said and sat at the table.
permission…” she started but Bethany raised her hand.

“I…I want to ask your
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“I’m cool with it,” Bethany told her. “After we returned and I saw Dad, he was
so happy to see me, but there was a sadness there, too. Since you two met…I’ve
seen him smile again and there are only fleeting glimpses of the sadness. Like he
said, it’s the start of a new world.”
Aphie smiled and released the breath she was holding. “I don’t know if it will
develop into anything, but I wanted to ask…I don’t want to come between the two
of you for any reason.”
“The only time you have to worry about me, and I think I can get my bitch on
pretty good…I read all about you when I was a little girl,” Bethany smirked and
Aphie chuckled, “is if you intentionally hurt him.”
“Deal,” Aphie said and Bethany felt the goddess give her a quick, sisterly hug.
“It’s time to start living again instead of existing.”
“End of the world, start of a new one,” Bethany offered and took another sip.
“I’ll make sure that Commander Costello gets back to Guerriere on a Raptor in case
you want to say and…see what develops.”
Aphie’s eyes widened at what Bethany just said. “Are you sure?”
“Absolutely. Besides, Commander Costello…rrawrr…” Bethany mock growled
and Aphie started laughing.
“Ah…well young lady,” Aphie smirked, “You have my permission with the same
conditions.”
“Deal. So…will I have to call you Mom?” Bethany teased.
Aphie started laughing and had to wipe the tears from her eyes. “Oh…my…I
don’t know…but perhaps we should wait until we have a second date before we
cross that bridge?”
“Fair enough…go make it a second date, I have a certain Commander to take
home,” Bethany replied and suddenly blushed. “Ah…well…that didn’t come out
right.”
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, near the planet Saga, Colonial battlestar Diana, BS-76
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Commander Silja Linna studied the latest dispatch from what had become the
new Combined Fleet Headquarters. It had been four days since the Cylon attack
on the Colonies and the reality of what happened had finally sunk into everyone.
Reconnaissance flights that were observing the Cylon activity around the main
worlds had discovered several interesting bits of information.
First and foremost was that the Cylons hadn’t resumed their bombardment and
were clustered primarily around Caprica and Gemenon, but with credible
presences at every colony world. Second, the massive complexes at the barycenter
of the cluster were untouched and seemingly ignored. Third, the Cylons hadn’t
made any probing attacks on Saga or within the Thule system, despite losing two
baseships on the opening day of the war. Fourth, and the last oddity, the Cylons
weren’t doing anything to the derelict Colonial ships, warships or not, that had
been disabled during the initial attack.
That the Cylons were up to something was clear to anyone who had read the
intelligence briefing. The question, however, was just what were they up to?
The downtime did have a silver lining; the yard crews were able to focus on the
existing battle damage and maintenance issues of the ships present. The addition of
the Communion and Earth Union mobile graving docks had been a godsend and
already damaged ships were being returned to service.
Linna looked over where her XO, Colonel Basil Leatherman, was talking with
Captain Pavel Mittrich, Diana’s navigator, and smiled. Word arrived early yesterday
that Leatherman’s wife, Sable, had safely evacuated Gnosis Anchorage and was
currently going through quarantine and processing before she’d be allowed to join
him on Diana or take a shoreside billet.
“What do you think, Silja?” Leatherman asked and snapped Linna out of her
reverie.
“What?” Linna asked. “I was wrapped up in this assessment.”
“We were wondering when you think we’re going to go on the offensive?”
Leatherman asked.
Linna thought for a moment and tried think like she thought Admiral Chase
would in this situation. “It’ll be a while before we send in the capital units,” she
said and saw the questioning look on Leatherman’s and Mittrich’s faces. “We have
a lot of hulls, and a hell of a lot of capability…but…” she held up a finger, “we
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have a lot of things we need to overcome first. Most of the ships have some kind of
damage or if not damage, they’ve been in deep space for months or years. We
could go in now, but we wouldn’t be fighting at our best. Then there’s the fact that
other than parts of the Communion and Earth Union fleets, we haven’t operated
together. We need to train and build tactics to our new force mix.
“And finally, we don’t know what the Cylons have in reserve. We know what
we have…what you see is what you get, unless we can salvage some more
derelicts, then we still have to crew them,” Linna explained. “We’re going to go
back, but it will be a time of our choosing when we can do so with fresh forces that
are prepared for what we’re going to face.”
“So, no rushing back, guns all a blazing?” Leatherman quipped.
“If Nagala was in charge, we’d be back already and probably getting our asses
handed to us. With Chase calling the shots…we don’t just have an advantage, we’re
going to win,” Linna told her XO. “This isn’t the same Admiralty that we had the
day before Armistice Day…we have people who are results focused, most have
seen combat, even if it’s recently, and none are willing to spend lives foolishly.”
“They impressed you that much?” Leatherman asked.
“Yeah, they did,” Linna replied. “I have faith in them; they know the stakes and
what will happen if we frak up.”
“Well…that makes me feel a lot better…” Leatherman said before the dradis
started pinging and announcing new contacts.
“Dradis contacts!” Captain Pavel Mittrich announced from his station. “Three
contacts, range 70,000, they’re in the jump box…”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, Positive Control Jump Point for inbound Saga Traffic, Colonial Argo
gunship, Maid of Olympia
“We all squared away?” Major Germana Valeriana asked her flight deck crew.
“We’re good, Germana,” Captain Seamus Rourke, her copilot, told her. “Are
you?” he smirked.
“Yes…I am…I’m just…I’m scared of what we might find,” Valeriana confided.
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“We’re hoping that the Fleet made it to Saga, and if they didn’t…”
“Then we’ll wait here for Girlfriend and the rest and figure out what we’re going
to do,” Rourke said. “One more jump and the questions will be answered.
Valeriana keyed the wireless, “Evadne’s Spear and Valkyrie, Maid of Olympia,
how are things over there?”
A moment passed and a male voice answered, “Maid, Spear, we’re good to go
and truth be told, rather excited about this jump. We’re at Condition One and
Action Stations and have the return jump plotted and ready to send out.”
“Spear, Maid, good to hear. Valkyrie? How say you?” Valeriana asked.
“Maid, Valkyrie,” Major Marjorie McCall’s voice said over the wireless, “We’re
ready…just give the word.”
“Outstanding,” Valeriana replied. “Haig, Marjorie…if things go sideways, don’t
ask, just jump. If there’s a mix up or misunderstanding, we’ll sort it out later, but
the goal here is that we all meet for a pint when this is over.”
“Copy, Germana,” Flight Captain Haig Svetomir confirmed.
going to be on the ‘jump’ button as soon as we transit!”

“Rin’s finger is

“That’s a good plan,” McCall added. “I think that we should also rig out our
dradis reflectors, so we’re not seen as a threat.”
“Good idea,” Germana stated. “If you’re ready, I’ll have Seamus call the clock.”
After she heard confirmations from both ships, she turned to Rourke, “You’re on
deck.”
“Copy…” Rourke said and keyed the wireless, “We will jump in 5…4…3…2…
1…now!”
Valeriana felt the contraction and expansion that an FTL jump caused in the
human mind and suddenly saw a different starfield. “Ovide?” she asked.
“Jump complete…all elements transited in formation…” Captain Ovide
Rousseau answered. “Dradis contact!” she announced and Valeriana felt her pulse
quicken.
“Range…70,000…intercept course…wait one…”
She sighed and
Valeriana could hear the smile in her voice, “Its transponder IDs her as the
battlestar Diana.”
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“Out-frakking-standing!” Valeriana all but shouted.
channel, Ovide.”

“Please open a wireless

“Copy, open a channel…done,” Rousseau confirmed.
“Attention, Colonial battlestar Diana, this is Colonial gunship Maid of Olympia,
please confirm your identity,” Valeriana requested. “Ovide, please send our bona
fides.”
“Copy…sent,” Rousseau said.
“Maid of Olympia, Diana Actual,” Commander Silja Linna replied. “Welcome
home…I see you brought some friends.”
“Diana Actual, Maid Actual,” Valeriana said and smiled, “We made quite a few
friends over the past few days and were sent ahead to let everyone know they’re
coming. May we approach?”
“Copy Maid,” Linna confirmed. “Please approach and I’ll have Flight direct you
to the portside top flight deck and dispatch a Marathon to alert Saga.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbit of Saga, Thule System, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“Chase,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said after she picked up the
beeping intercom handset and put it to her ear.
“Admiral, we have an inbound Marathon from Diana,” Major Jeremiah Cole
stated without preamble. “They’ve asked to be cleared for immediate landing and
to brief you on an ongoing development.”
“Did they give any indication what it was about?” Chase asked.
“No…just that it was critical that you be briefed directly ASAP,” Cole explained.
Chase thought about the request and considered what she knew about Diana’s
commander, Silja Linna. Linna was an inspired commander who stood her ground
when she was certain she was right, up to and including demanding a duel of
satisfaction over an inappropriate sexual advance someone made to her. She
wasn’t one to go off on flights of fancy or prone to wild exaggeration, so if she said
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it was important, then based on the information she had to work with, it very likely
was.
“Ok…clear them and have them escorted down to my quarters,” Chase finally
said. “Has Andrea returned yet?”
“Copy, I’ll have them brought directly to you,” Cole confirmed the order. “No,
she’s still at Thule HQ.”
“Ok…in the meantime, please page Colonel deWinter and ask her to meet me
in my quarters; I’d like a second set of ears to hear whatever this is,” Chase
explained.
“Will do, Admiral,” Cole confirmed and a moment later Chase ended the
conversation.
Chase sat and mentally reviewed the operations summary that she had been
reading before the call. Refugees were slowly being cycled through the massive
Port Security class terminal ships, and thankfully no Equals, Riders, or Cylons had
been discovered. That didn’t mean that there weren’t any on the surface, but it did
mean that if there were, they would be a finite amount and not receiving any
support going forward.
Thankfully, the yard report showed that hulls were being returned to service
daily. The decision to focus on the ships with the least damage was contentious
when it was made, but now it was paying dividends. Individually, even a small
Colonial battlestar had proven they could go one on one, or one on more, with
Cylon baseships, and more hulls meant that they would have more points to
engage the enemy and hopefully prevent them from concentrating their forces.
Every fiber of Chase’s being screamed for her to take the fight back to the
Colonies and start hunting Cylons. Had the Cylon attack not been so successful,
that would probably be the plan, but the cold equations and the very real fact that
Thule System in general and Saga in particular might hold humanity’s last remnants
was a pretty big reason to keep the fleet present until repairs and refits were
completed.
All that would change, however, if the Cylons restarted their
bombardment campaign; if that happened, then it was all hands on deck and a
maximum effort would have to be attempted.
The handset beeping brought Chase’s mind back to the present and after
answering it she was told that deWinter had arrived.
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“I’m glad you’re here, Connie,” Chase said when her XO entered her quarters
and took a seat across from where she sat at the desk.
“I figured it was the Marathon bird that Diana dispatched,” deWinter replied.
“It is. Linna isn’t prone to overreacting, so I think whatever this is, it’s going to
be important,” Chase stated.
“Hopefully, it will be good news for a change,” deWinter said before Marines
stationed outside Chase’s quarters opened the door and two Virgon Terriers zoomed
inside followed by a little girl wearing a child’s size Fleet officer’s uniform.
“Walk went ok?” Chase asked when the little girl gave her a hug.
“Yep! We went down to the park and played fetch for a while, then came back,”
Ava said proudly. “I need to give them their treats for being good,” she added and
scampered off deeper into Chase’s quarters.
“How is her mom doing?” deWinter asked quietly when Ava was out of earshot.
Chase shook her head. “Not good. Conventional treatments seem to be
holding it in check, but she’s not making any positive progress.”
“Can your mom help?” deWinter suggested.
“Athena suggested that, too,” Chase replied.
next.”

“It’s on my list when I see her

“I wish her all the best,” deWinter said and both women looked at the handset
when it beeped. “Showtime?” she asked.
Chase shrugged and picked up the handset. “We’re starting to be about as busy
as a transit station,” she chuckled when the Marine answered. “Please send them
in,” she said and put the handset back on its cradle.
A moment later the hatch opened just before the Marine announced,
“Lieutenant Edwin Hall and Lieutenant J.G. Roy Warne.”
The two flight suited individuals entered Chase’s quarters and came to attention
in front of her desk. “Lieutenants Hall and Warne reporting,” Hall stated.
“At ease, gentlemen,” Chase told them. “Is Diana in trouble?”
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“No, ma’am,” Hall replied. “Commander Linna sent us back with news that
three small craft arrived from outsystem and jumped into one of the distant
incoming traffic boxes.
One of the craft was an Argo, Maid of Olympia,
commanded by Major Valeriana. She brought with her a Communion Prodromoi
and a Union Ziz as a vanguard to let Saga know that more ships were inbound.
According to Major Valeriana, Commander Varinia thought it would be a good idea
to send them ahead.”
“Girlfriend made it,” Chase told deWinter. “That scrappy little Tauron isn’t going
to let genocidal Toasters do her in!”
“So say we all!” deWinter replied. “Did they give any indication when the main
body would arrive?”
“According to Major Valeriana, they’re about three hours behind them, or,” Hall
looked at the chronometer on the wall, “about two and a half hours from now.”
“Lieutenant, this is the best news I’ve had in a couple days,” Chase said and sat
back in her chair. “Rather than heading all the way back, why don’t you head
down to the mess and grab something to eat. We’ll take you home.”
“Thank you, Admiral, sounds good to us,” Hall replied before they were
dismissed.
“We’re going out to meet them?” deWinter asked.
“We are,” Chase confirmed. “I want to call Gia and Bann and see if they can
join us. I think it would be good if we were all on hand to welcome them home.”
“That’s a good idea,” deWinter agreed. “I’ll head to CIC and make sure we’re
ready to leave in 90 minutes.”
“Thanks, Connie,” Chase said and then smirked. “There’s something else I need
to talk to you about…”
“Oh?” deWinter paused from standing up and sank back into the chair.
“With you taking over more of the administrative work and some of my duties, I
think it’s past time that you’re promoted to commander,” Chase said and took a
small box out of a side drawer and slid it across the desk to deWinter. “You’ve
earned this Connie and you’ve allowed me to be effective at what I need to do by

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2796
making sure the ship doesn’t fall apart. This will also put you on par with the other
commanders when you’re briefed or need to burn someone’s ass for something.”
deWinter opened the box and looked at the commander’s diamonds. Tears
formed in her eyes and she rolled her lips between her teeth. “Sera…I…I can’t
thank you enough for all the faith you’ve had in me all these years. I was nothing
but a street kid from Luminere who managed to get into the Academy and never
thought I’d make it a career. This…this means more than you realize.”
“You earned it my friend,” Chase told her XO and dear friend.
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, near the planet Saga, Colonial battlestar Hecate, BS-94
“Germana, it’s good to see you again,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase said
as she welcomed the Colonial officer aboard Hecate.
“Admiral, you took the words out of my mouth,” Major Germana Valeriana
replied warmly.
“Girlfriend should be arriving in about half an hour,” she
confirmed.
“It’ll be a long half hour!” Chase quipped. “Who are your companions?”
“This is Major Marjorie McCall, of the Earth Union,” Valeriana said and
introduced the other female pilot. “And, this is Flight Captain Haig Svetomir, from
the Meropian Communion. I see they aren’t the surprise I thought they’d be…”
“Major, Flight Captain, welcome to the Colonies,” Chase warmly greeted them.
“I asked Admiral Cassidine and Admiral Carlisle to join me when I decided to come
out and meet everyone when they arrived.”
“I’m shaking, Admiral,” McCall finally said. “To see that others from the Union
survived…it’s a dream come true.”
“You’re going to give a lot of people something to cheer about,” Admiral
Bannister Carlisle told her.
“Your arrival is going to give everyone hope,” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine
added. “Flight Captain, you’re from Evadne?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Fight Captain Haig Svetomir replied.

“We were attached to
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General Steiner’s group for a wargame exercise prior to the Cylon attack and when
we returned, we learned what happened.”
“Julius Steiner? He was commanding a battlegroup?” Cassidine asked and
arched an eyebrow.
“I don’t know all the details other than he was given command of the 5th
Armored shortly before we were attached as ‘escort’ for the wargame,” Svetomir
explained.
“Every time I think I can’t be surprised, I’m surprised,” Cassidine shook her
head. “You brought us some interesting people, Commander,” she addressed
Commander Silja Linna.
“Never a dull moment,” Commander Silja Linna replied and then turned to
Chase. “Admiral, I thought it would be better if I sent back a Marathon Raptor
rather than use the wireless to alert you to what happened. Despite not *seeing*
any Cylons, I’m still a little paranoid that they might have something like a Habu
lurking around and listening.”
Chase nodded and smiled. This tracked with what she knew about Linna,
always thinking. “You did the right thing, Silja. The last thing we need is for the
Cylons to crash the party.”
The small group of expatriates talked for the next twenty minutes with McCall
and Svetomir answering most of the questions. Especially interesting was McCall’s
harrowing tale about Endless Love and its subsequent failure, their capture of one
of the masterminds of the genocide, and the fact that one of the ships traveling with
them was a loyal drone baseship.
“Action Stations, Action Stations, set Condition One throughout the ship!” Major
Jerry Cole announced over the 1MC. “Inbound transients! I repeat, inbound
transients!”
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, near the planet Saga, Colonial battlestar Styx, BS-79
“Jump complete…” Captain Rafaella Contino announced, then quickly added as
the dradis began pinging off contacts, “all ships accounted for…new contacts!”
Contino’s announcement sent a chill down Commander Titiana Gratiana
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Faustina Varinia’s spine. “Do you have an ID on them?” she asked calmly, her
voice steady as her gaze looked up at the dradis repeater above the plotting table.
“Wait one…transponders ID’d and confirmed…it’s Hecate and Diana!”
Varinia closed her eyes and said a silent prayer thanking the gods that the one
person she really hoped would be present was there. At least her battlestar was,
she smirked. “Ophelia, I think it would be polite if we hailed them and sent our
bona fides…and please put it on speaker.”
“Copy Commander, hailing the Colonial battlestars,” Specialist Ophelia Grace
confirmed. “Attention Colonial Battlestars Hecate and Diana, this is the Colonial
battlestar Styx, please respond.”
“Attention Styx, this is Hecate, your confirmation codes check out…welcome
home,” a female voice replied. “Wait one, please….”
Varinia counted her heartbeats and stopped when she hit five. “Styx, this is
Hecate Actual, please confirm,” Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase’s voice echoed
from the speakers.
“Hecate Actual, Styx Actual…” Varinia said as she held the handset to her ear.
“I hope you don’t mind I brought home some friends that I met along the way.”
“Pretty impressive, Girlfriend,” Chase replied. “Are there any immediate needs
that need to be tended to?”
“No, we had some damage after we misjumped, but that’s been corrected. The
Communion and Union fleets are in good repair and actually helped us with our
repairs,” Varinia explained. “They’re actually three separate groups with me; two
Union fleets and one from the Communion.”
“I’m glad to see that those lessons we learned at my Godmother’s have paid off,”
Chase told her and Varinia couldn’t help but chuckle. “Before we head in and
things get really formal, there are a couple things we need to brief all the principles
on. Can you meet over here on Hecate?”
“Certainly,” Varinia replied. “I’ll coordinate with Admiral Salls and General
Steiner and we should be able to arrive in about half an hour at the most.”
“Excellent,” Chase told her. “I have your crews that you sent ahead, and we’ll
arrange for everyone to go where they need to when you get here.”
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“Ah…” Varinia paused and asked the question she wanted to ask but was afraid
to. “How bad was it?”
There was silence for a few telling moments and to Varinia’s thinking, that told
her more than any words could. “It’s bad, Titiana. Not as bad as it could have
been, but it was bad.”
“I thought so,” Varinia said, some of the joy she felt earlier was absent.
“I’ll brief you when you arrive,” Chase said and to Varina’s ear, tried to keep the
conversation moving.
“Thirty minutes, Admiral, we’ll be there,” Varinia replied. “Styx Actual, out.”
Varinia looked at Colonel Decker Cole. “That’s pretty much the confirmation of
our worst fears,” she told him.
“How so?” Cole asked.
“Sera didn’t want to discuss it over the wireless…she wants to do it face to face,”
Varinia explained. “She prefers to give bad news that way, it’s less sterile and more
personable.”
“Ah…” Cole said and leaned on the plotting table. “When you go over, would
you ask if someone is still aboard and if so, deliver a letter to him?”
“Certainly. Who is it?” Valeriana asked.
“My nephew, Jerry. He was Hecate’s navigator when she left on the expedition
and I want to make sure that he knows he still has family,” Cole explained.
“I think that’s an excellent gesture,” Varinia said and thought of her own niece,
who was also aboard Hecate, though as a guest and not crew. “Ophelia, I think we
need to contact Admiral Salls and General Steiner and initiate the travel plans we
made.”
“Already have them queued up and waiting, Commander,” Grace replied.
*+*+*+*+*
“Did she say that Admiral Salls was present?” Admiral Bannister Carlisle asked
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when Chase put down the handset.
“Yes, I believe that was the name she used,” Admiral Giovanna Cassidine
replied. “Why?”
“Admiral Salls was the Chief of Fleet Operations when the genocide happened,
so there may be a possibility of some of the old civilian leadership with him,”
Carlisle explained.
“Ah, excuse me,” Major Marjorie McCall said from where she was standing near
the three admirals in the receiving gallery. “Admiral Salls and the staff evacuated
from Whiskey Mountain shortly after the Vice President’s offer to unconditionally
surrender was rebuffed by the drones. Secretary of Defense Imelda West was the
senior, the only, government official present when they evacuated, and she chose to
commit suicide shortly after the evacuation. The only other civilian leaders would
be Duchess Anne-Marie Lafayette from Troubadour and Primrose LaFontaine, the
civilian administrator who was the de facto civilian leader in the Cauldron.”
“I know Greg Salls,” Carlisle told the others. “He’s a good man, level head on
his shoulders, though he did have a reputation as a ladies man with a couple
salacious rumors circulating before the exodus.”
“I can answer that one, too,” McCall said. “He and the Duchess have been
quite close, and quite exclusive, since just after the start of the journey.”
“You seem to know a lot about the social history of senior staff,” Cassidine
commented and arched an eyebrow.
“Five years of doing nothing, seeing the same people at the same places…there
aren’t many secrets, Admiral,” McCall replied.
“I can see that,” Chase chuckled. “Just like an extended cruise…people need
something to talk about. Speaking of which…is there anything else we need to be
aware of other than the loyal drones?”
Chase noticed McCall seemed to pause and think for a moment before she
answered. Good, she thought, she’s being sure of what she says. “Yes, there are a
couple things,” McCall started. “First, the Duchess led a double life…she was also
the Erisian Senior Warden on Troubadour. I hope this won’t cause a problem?”
“No, it won’t,” Carlisle told her. “Right before the drones hit Electra, Admiral
Marlowe and Delegate Watts singed a peace treaty that ended the uprising and
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would have instituted numerous reforms and reconciliation measures.”
“That’s good to know,” McCall replied. “That’s what Admiral Salls thought the
outcome would be, but it’s nice to see the confirmation. The other things…well…
I’m not sure how to explain it so I’ll just tell you what I saw. Admiral Bartlett’s
group included Chief Justice Cabot Bartlett of the Supreme Court of the Earth
Union.”
“Kirkwood Bartlett?” Carlisle asked.
“Yes, sir. His group was over Caledonia when the attack started, and the Chief
Justice had arrived shortly before it started. That group…” McCall seemed to
stumble over what she was going to say and finally took a deep breath and let it
out. “One of the ships belonged to a pharmaceutical company and right before the
attack they developed a medical treatment that can cure pretty much anything and
everything, returning someone to the peak of health and simultaneously helping
jumpstart the body’s anti-aging abilities. No one in Admiral Bartlett’s group looks
like there older than the mid-thirties.”
Chase shared a look with Cassidine and Carlisle before she spoke. “That’s quite
a game changer,” she said, “I would like to make arrangements with that company’s
representatives to talk with some people here…”
“I’m sure that Admiral Bartlett would arrange it; Dr. Lillian Rogers-Armitage was
part of the evacuation and is the one who actually developed it, from what I’ve
heard,” McCall explained.
“Lillian Rogers?” Carlisle asked and Chase saw him trying not to smile.
“That might have been her name before she married,” McCall answered.
“I might have someone who will make her day,” Carlisle said cryptically. “Sera,”
he said and turned to Chase, “can we send someone back to bring some others to
this get together? I think it might be best of we bring everyone up to speed here,
where we can control access before heading back to Saga.”
Chase nodded. “Oh yeah…I think that’s a fantastic idea! Let’s make a list and
I’ll have Monster jump back to expedite things.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Thank you for coming on such short notice,” Admiral Countess Seralanna
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Chase said after the guests she sent for had been piped aboard. “After we learned
who was here, we thought it best that we handle the preliminaries here where we
can control access instead of back at Thule Fleet Headquarters where the rumor
mill and gossip circuit will be on overdrive.”
“I appreciate it,” Patrick Windsor, President of the Earth Union, agreed. “I was
surprised when you told me that the Chief of Fleet Operations and the Chief Justice
of the Supreme Court both made it out. While I’m glad to see they survived, I am
concerned how they’ll fit in with what we’ve developed.”
“As am I,” Vice Admiral Sean Marlowe added. “However, I know Greg Salls and
I think he’ll be an asset; he had a great grasp of the big picture and long-term
planning.”
“And to hear that Julius made it out…with the entire 5th Armored…” Fleet
Admiral Leonardo Galva said. “He raised that division and then was moved onto a
corps level command. Benoit told me that he was thinking of sending a significant
force away from the core worlds, and looking at things now, I’m glad he did. The
5th Armored is perhaps one of our finest armored divisions and when it comes time
to return to the Colonies, they’ll be worth their weight in gold.”
“I understand why you three are here,” Colonel Arthur Rogers started, “but I’m
curious why I’m here.”
Admiral Bannister Carlisle put his hand on his friend’s shoulder, “I need your
expert advice on something when the representatives from the fleet over there
arrive. Until then…I have to ask you to be patient and trust me.”
“That I can do, Admiral,” Rogers said, even though he looked doubtful to
Chase’s eye.
“They’re just about to have a hard seal with the umbilical,” Chase said, “I think I
need to make an announcement to them about boarding.” She walked over to the
intercom, “Lara, can you connect me with the transport that just docked?”
“On it, Admiral…you’re connected,” Communications Petty Officer Lara
Pickman told her.
“Thanks, Lara,” Chase said and switched to the channel that was waiting. “This
is Hecate Actual, who am I talking to?”
“Hecate Actual, this is Lieutenant Ray Allen, from Diana,” Allen replied.
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“Is it possible to address your passengers and crew?” Chase asked.
“Certainly, Actual…” Allen replied, and after a pause added, “you’re live.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Chase said and looked at the silver glyphs around the
hatch. “Attention, this is Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase, welcome to Hecate
and welcome to the Colonies. I wanted to take a moment before you boarded; if
you are an Equal or are a rider in a body not an Equal, please let Lieutenant Allen
know immediately and before you board Hecate. If you don’t, and you are an
Equal or rider, as you board you will be struck dead by our defenses. If you are,
please don’t think I’m bluffing; you will die permanently; no download, no
resurrection, just final death.
“With that said, welcome to Hecate.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Ok…now that wasn’t what I expected,” Duchess Anne-Marie Lafayette quipped
from where she sat next to Admiral Gregory Salls. “You know her, Commander
Varinia, do you have any idea what she meant?”
“Your guess is as good as mine, Duchess,” Commander Titiana Varinia replied.
“She left the Colonies almost a year ago, so my thought is that she discovered some
way to handle the Equals.”
“That would be something worth having,” Commander John Elder said. “At least
we would know where they weren’t.”
“Very true,” Commodore Lassile Radetzky added.
“On that note,” Varinia said and stood, “I think it’s time we go make history.
We’ve got a hard seal and can board any time.” As she walked to the hatch, she
paused before she reached out for it as a wave of uncertainty touched her senses. It
happened every now and then when somehow her subconscious tapped into the
cosmic gestalt; it didn’t mean something was necessarily good or bad, just that
something ‘was’. What have you gotten into, Sera, she thought as she keyed the
hatch controls and then stepped through the open hatchway.
It was several meters from the shuttle’s airlock through the umbilical to Hecate’s
airlock, which she quickly opened and stepped into. Well, I know I’m not an
Equal, and I doubt I have a rider, so here goes, Varinia thought to herself and
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opened the inner hatch. “Permission to come aboard?” she asked and smiled when
she saw her old friend, Sera Chase.
“Permission granted, Titiana,” Chase said and returned the smile.
“Styx arriving!” Petty Officer Violetta Dibiasi announced and piped her aboard.
Varinia stepped through the hatch and into the receiving gallery. She took stock
of the mix of Colonial, Earth Union, and Communion uniforms, as well as a civilian
who looked like a college professor. And then her eyes stopped on the last person;
the woman was dressed in a uniform she wasn’t familiar with, but the face…that
was someone she was certainly familiar with.
“Io…Iona?” she stuttered.
“Admiral?” she looked at Chase for some sort of answer. “What’s…she’s…”
“It’s a long story, Girlfriend,” Chase said and walked over to her old friend and
gave her a quick hug. “We found so much more than we expected…”
“Yeah…I’d say,” Varinia replied and tried to regain her mental footing. “We are
going to have to have a long talk over a couple bottles of wine and get caught up!”
“I’m looking forward to it,” Chase grinned. “So…who did you bring?”
“We added the two extra guests you requested,” Varinia explained, “as well as
the principles from all three fleets. Some of them…from the Union fleet that was
with Admiral Bartlett, well…they all look to be in their thirties because of a medical
discovery that was made just before the attack, so forewarned and all that.”
“Major McCall told us about that, I’m eager to meet them,” Chase told her. “No
better time than the present!”
One by one, Varinia introduced the seventeen people who accompanied her.
She first introduced the Communion representatives led by Lieutenant General
Julius Steiner, then the Union’s Cauldron Fleet led by Admiral Gregory Salls, and
finally she introduced the Union’s Caledonia fleet led by Admiral Kirkwood Bartlett.
The last two people she introduced were two civilians from the last group. She
introduced Kenton Armitage but didn’t have a chance to introduce his wife, Dr.
Lillian Rogers-Armitage.
“Art…” Lillian Rogers-Armitage whispered. “Is that really you?”
“Mom?” Colonel Arthur Rogers asked and stepped forward. “How…you…what
happened?”
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“It is you!” Lillian cried and suddenly had her son in a hug only a mother could
give. “You made it! I knew it…I knew you’d survive!”
“But…how…you look so young and the cancer…” Rogers said and held her at
arm’s length and looked at her.
“Since no one could cure me, I decided to cure myself and it had a very unique
and beneficial side effect!” Lillian smirked.
“It’s a miracle,” Rogers whispered.
“So say we all,” Hecate said from where she stood next to Chase. “So say we
all,” she added with a knowing smile.
*+*+*+*+*
Once the arrivals’ introductions had been made, Chase steeled herself for the
next part which might get a little…interesting. “Now that we’ve met you,” she said,
“It’s time you met us. I’m Vice Admiral Countess Seralanna Chase, commanding
Hecate and the operational commander of the Colonial Fleet. With me are Admiral
Giovanna Cassidine and Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva of the Meropian
Communion.”
Now this is where it gets interesting, Chase thought. “Vice Admiral Sean
Marlowe heads up our ‘conflict resolution’ group. Right before the drone attacks,
he also negotiated a sweeping series of agreements with the Erisians to end the
conflict. Also here is Admiral Bannister Carlisle of the Earth Union. Admirals
Carlisle and Cassidine are broadly my counterparts as we begin integrating our
three groups into one. Patrick?” she said and waved up one of the two people she
had yet to introduce.
“When the drones started their genocidal attacks, Patrick Windsor was the
Lieutenant Governor of Neverwhere. The Governor was killed in the attack and he
thus became the Governor as per Neverwhere laws. By Union law of Presidential
Succession, he also became the President of the Earth Union. So…without any
delay, I would like to introduce President Patrick Windsor of the Earth Union.”
Chase studied the Earth Union personnel’s reactions. By their memory, he was
the lieutenant governor of a backwater world that had been the newest full member
Union member.
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Almost as one, the Union officers came to attention. “Mr. President, it’s good to
meet you,” Admiral Gregory Salls said. “On behalf of all of us, it feels good to be
back under civilian command.” Chase saw Windsor subtly relax and was glad the
issue was resolved. It was a testament to the Union’s training and selection criteria
for senior officers that not one since they first met the Union had found issue with
Windsor’s position.
“Admiral, I prefer to think that we will work together,” Windsor said and offered
his hand, “I’m hardly a military specialist. Now…if you had a term paper on Union
history, then I’d pull rank.”
Salls shook Windsor’s hand. “Mr. President…” he stopped when Windsor shook
his head. “Sir?”
“Patrick if you want to make a point, but I prefer Pat, especially when I’m among
equals and colleagues,” Windsor offered.
A broad smile touched Salls’ face. “Pat, thank you. We hoped someone elected
survived and it’s good to see that our people are in capable hands.”
Windsor cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. “I’m not sure I follow?”
“One of the things I reviewed with my staff over the past few weeks was who
might have survived. You were on the shortlist of who I hoped made it. Complete
files and all that,” Salls shrugged.
“Should have known that,” Windsor chuckled.
expectations, please let me know.”

“If I’m not living up to

“Should it be necessary, I will,” Salls replied. “But I doubt it.”
“Patrick, it’s been a while,” Anne-Marie Lafayette, Duchess of the Troubadour
Marches said warmly and offered Windsor a hug.
“Anne-Marie,” Windsor said fondly as if he was greeting an old friend. “It’s
been a bit over two thousand years since the conference you sponsored on early
Union history and settlement.”
“It feels like a lifetime ago,” Anne-Marie replied. “There’s something different
about you…and it isn’t the mantle of office that you’re wearing…”
Windsor smirked and held up his left hand revealing the simple gold band on
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his ring finger. “I found a second chance at life.”
“Oh, I am so happy for you!” Anne-Marie grinned. “You must allow Greg and I
to have you both over for dinner one night soon.”
“Oh?” Windsor asked and arched an eyebrow.
“Amidst the worst thing to ever happen to us, we also both found a second
chance,” Anne-Marie replied.
Chase was watching the reunion and was glad to see things were moving so
smoothly and that there were already some preexisting relationships. “I have one
more person to introduce,” she said after another moment. “Brace yourself,
Girlfriend…” she pointedly told Varinia. “It is my very great honor to introduce
Lady Hecate of Caria, also known here in the Colonies as Lady Iona Chase…my
mother, and as Marylyn Marlowe, Sean’s wife, in the Union.”
The room suddenly grew quiet to the point where Chase thought she could hear
a pin drop.
“Holy shit…” Commander Titiana Varinia finally exclaimed. “Sera…your mom
is *the* Hecate…who this battlestar is named after?”
Chase chuckled and saw that Varinia’s comment broke the ice. “She is. It’s a
long story…and I promise that we’ll tell it, but I wanted to bring her here to explain
that the gods are returning to help us during our time of need.” She looked over at
Hecate… ”Mom?” she said to underscore the relationship.
Hecate stepped forward and swept her gaze across the newly arrived refugees.
“Olympus is returning to help, to teach, to support,” she began, “The Equals and,
we believe, a far older evil have been responsible for four cultures falling into ruin;
the Union, Kobol, the Communion, and now the Colonies. Together we will
become one culture again, and together we will rally against the darkness that
threatens all of us.”
Hecate’s words sparked almost everyone to talk at once, and over the next few
minutes, one by one the questions were answered. Chase watched and listened
and realized that these people felt how she and the others felt when they first
arrived at Olympus. It was a lot to take in with everything that had happened, but
so far, she saw hope in everyone’s eyes, and that was something she was happy
about.
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“Excuse me, Admiral…” Anne-Marie said from Chase’s left. Standing with her
were Commander John Elder and Commodore Lassile Radetzky.
“Duchess…” Chase smiled affably. “What can I help you with?”
“Please,” Anne-Marie said waving her hand, “Anne-Marie…”
“Certainly, Anne-Marie…” Chase replied cordially.
“I have to ask…Girlfriend mentioned that…well…that you own this ship…”
Anne-Marie asked. “Lass, John, and I wanted to ask you and see if that was true.”
Chase nodded. “It’s true,” she confirmed. “During unification, certain…
allowances were made to get all the colonies to unify, one of them was that seated
Virgon nobles could still fund defense forces as part of their duty to defend the
realm. The original plan called for four Nike class battlestars and the fourth, this
one, was to be constructed over Virgon. When the government canceled funding
for it, my father used the loophole to fund it. Too many companies stood to lose
their investments on long lead items if the ship wasn’t built, and so not only does
the ship fly the Colonial seal, but also the Imperial flag and my family crest.”
“This is very cool,” Radetzky said and offered a mischievous grin.
sister? I have my own battlestar!” she quipped.

“Need a

“I have three, but there’s always room for more!” Chase joked back.
*+*+*+*+*
“It’s good to see you, Admiral,” Lieutenant General Julius Steiner said and shook
Fleet Admiral Leonardo Galva’s hand.
“And you, too, Julius,” Galva replied. “I’m glad you and Pauli were away from
the attack, 5th Armored is going to be vital in the coming weeks and months.”
“That’s what we figured,” Steiner said. “We made a sweep through the core
worlds and only found survivors at Belter’s Holiday. We took direct action against
the flesh pits and captured several odd people that I’ve since learned are Cylons.
We have them sedated on Melinoe.”
“Good…they didn’t want anything to do with us when we were there, I’m glad
they had a change of heart,” Galva stated.
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“I think the Cylons invading the tunnels changed a lot of minds,” Steiner said.
“I’m forgetting my manners,” he quickly added. “Leo, I’d like to introduce you to
Marieke Adler, my aide, intelligence analyst, and inspiration to be a better man.
Marieke, Leo Galva, once of the best men I’ve ever known.”
“Honored to meet you, Marieke,” Galva said and gently took her hand and
ghosted his lips over it. “I always knew that Julius would find someone…I’m glad
he found you and glad he found you now.”
“So am I, Leo,” Marieke replied.
more.”

“He wasn’t what I expected, and so much

“Life changes when you least expect it,” Galva offered. “I’d like to invite you
both to dinner…it will either be on Andromeda or Aeternus Imperium, I’m not sure
which, it depends on the day.”
Steiner narrowed his eyes. “Neither of those names is familiar…”
“Andromeda is Hecate’s sister ship; I’m flying my flag from her.
Her
commander was killed during the attack on the Communion and I took over to
bring her back into the fight. Since then, they’ve sort of adopted me and I them…
As for Aeternus Imperium…that’s the Empress’s royal yacht and she and I have…
well, we’ve connected in a way I never expected to ever have with someone.”
“The Confirmed Batchelor’s Club has lost it’s two most prominent members?”
Steiner chuckled. “I guess it really is the end of the world!”
*+*+*+*+*
Thule System, orbiting the planet Saga, Carian battlestar Caria
Hecate stretched before she poured herself a glass of wine and pushed off her
boots before she sat on the sofa in her quarters. The gathering on Hecate had
lasted for several hours and once again her daughter, Sera, had pulled the right
people together to make sure questions could be answered, personalities meshed,
and a general feeling of good will, friendship, hope, and shared purpose was
created among everyone.
She flexed her toes and opened the case that held one of her most prized
possessions. The instrument was ancient, a kantele, and as her fingers strummed
the strings, the ringing tones carried her mind back to another desperate time where
her adopted homeland was fighting for its survival against a numerically and
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logistically superior foe, and where most of the free world had offered only trite
comments condemning the action but were too cowed or distracted by other issues
to do anything more than offer verbal support.
As her nimble fingers plucked at the strings, she slowly lost herself in the
memories that the ancient song evoked. The song was so applicable to the
situation the Colonies found themselves in; part of their lands taken and not
knowing whether they’d ever get them back; it was just like those years so long ago.
The first war they managed to survive, even the second one, but each time they had
to trade land for their national sovereignty.
The song was a lively tune and had even been played for days on end by a radio
car and prevented radio-controlled mines from going off throughout the city and
countryside. That war was just one of many that she had experienced since she
was born. When that one happened, she had already seen more than two
millennia of history, alone and unique among all she encountered.
The woman known to everyone as Hecate, who knew herself as Elizabeth
Lindstrom, strummed the kantele and played the ancient Säkkijärven polkka over
and over as her mind slowly processed everything that had happened since she last
woke up. Slowly, tears fell from her eyes as the sheer immensity of what had been
lost came to mind. Mistakes had been made, Zeus and the Equals was one, but
they had safeguards and blocks to keep them from getting too out of hand.
It always came back to him…one of their own who had broken their covenant
and eventually staged a failed uprising before escaping into deep space. Part of her
wished that Gavin had left him in the dusty desert house where he found them after
tracking the raiders who had captured the party that was returning to what even
then they were calling Olympus.
This time, however, Olympus was raising the black flag of total war when it
came to Goren Van der Haar, or Prometheus as he preferred to be called. When
the dust settled, either his head would be on the pike or hers would, there would
be no middle ground.
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Sphere, Caprica-Gemenon barycenter, Cylon baseship Conflagration
“No one has heard from Albany or Ismail since we jumped in to attack the
Colonies?” Jonathan asked the two Fives who stood nervously in front of him. The
One reveled in the power that he possessed over the other so-called ‘equal’ Cylon
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lines.
“Neither one has responded to our direct hails,” Norman, a Five who favored a
forest green suit replied. “Their ships have replied that both are unavailable at this
time.”
“Chad?” Jonathan looked at the second Five. “Where are they?”
“They’re currently in orbit around Acadie in the Islands Cluster,” Chad, the other
Five, this one favored a red brown suit, replied. “Neither one took part in the attack
on the Colonies.”
“I know that,” Jonathan sneered dismissively; that was the whole reason the two
most capable Cylon field commanders, he didn’t consider anyone other than a One
to be worth the air and nutrients they required, were on his personal shit list.
“Who do we have that we can dispatch to bring them to heel?”
“Bring them to heel?” Chad asked. “How…forcefully?”
“Bring them into program compliance,” Jonathan snapped. “I want either a
satisfactory and verifiable reason why they didn’t attack and haven’t answered the
hails, or I want them crushed like bugs.”
“Ah…in that case, I would suggest the 46th Division under Karen,” Chad
suggested. “She is over Scorpia cooling her heels after John forbid her from going
to the surface on what he called ‘safari’.”
“Good…” Jonathan chuckled.
Karen’s antics were well known, and her
constant and annoying questioning of every decision or directive had been a
running joke among the Ones. He had even suggested that they draw straws to
grudge frak her and then put a bullet through her head so she had to download so
they could threaten to box her.
“How many baseships does the 46th have
operational?”
“They have six that are above 95% and one that is above 80%,” Norman
offered.
“That should be plenty,” Jonathan smirked. “Contact her and tell her that I want
her to take the 46th directly to…what was it…oh, yes, Acadie and if they don’t give
her a good answer and provide Ismail and Albany, she is to attack without warning
and destroy them. We’ll catch them during download and handle it then.”
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“Attack and destroy them?” Chad asked.
These annoying Fives, Jonathan thought as he bit back the first comment that
wanted to come out of his mouth. The Fives were boring, annoying, lacked the
mental agility that a good Cylon should have, that is, that a One had, and were
good for nothing more than fodder. “Yes…that is exactly what I said. Now…do it.”
“By your command,” Chad replied and looked at Norman before they both left
the lounge.
Soon, Jonathan thought and felt a stirring below his belt, soon the purge would
begin, and the inferiors would be removed and boxed…and then just turned off.
Just a little longer…
*+*+*+*+*
“Should we tell Lucien or John about this?” Norman asked Chad as they walked
to the baseship’s control center.
Chad shook his head. “No…I don’t think we should.”
“Oh?” Norman asked.
“Think about it,” Chad began to explain, “you and I both know that bastard, and
most of the Ones for that matter, think anyone not of their line as inferior even
though they try to hide it. Do you think that once the humans are history that we’ll
all live happily ever after and sing camping songs around a campfire while we trade
scary human stories?”
“No…” Norman said, conceding the point.
“As soon as they can they’ll do to us what they did to…” Chad looked around
before continuing in a whisper, “him.”
“So how does this help us?” Norman asked the red brown suited Five.
“It makes them suspicious of each other, always looking over their back, while
the rest of us can figure out what the Twos, some of the Fours, Sixes, and Eights are
up to,” Chad explained. “Then we can look to our own future.”
“Well, when you put it that way, mum’s the word,” Norman smirked a moment
before his twin shared an identical expression.
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*+*+*+*+*
Cyrannus Cluster, Outer Oort Cloud, vicinity of Hole in Space, civilian ship
Xanadu
“You think it’s time we leave?” Cassidy Dominica, Grand Mistress of the
Courtesans’ Guild, asked the man seated across from her at the dinner table.
Commander Wolf Travers slowly nodded. “I do, even though there isn’t an
immediate threat. Call it a gut feeling, fear of the dark and the monsters hiding in
it, whatever, but I’d rather have someplace we can either go to ground without
needing a sealed environment or have plenty of open space to maneuver.”
“Do you have any suggestions?” Dominica asked before sipping her wine.
“Actually, I do, though it wasn’t one I came up with, but rather one Jessica
suggested,” Travers replied. “Jessica?” he nodded the second of three women at the
table.
“Ah, well, my family was originally from Thrush, in the Becca’lia system,”
Jessica Slater stated. “We moved to Caprica when I was 12…a bit more than four
years before they were killed. Anyway, I have a lot of good memories of the place,
it’s largely undeveloped except for a couple small settlements, and it doesn’t have
any real infrastructure in orbit.”
“If need be, we could settle there and move the ships into the asteroid belt and
take them down to a caretaker level so they’d be impossible to find unless you
physically saw them,” Travers added. “Feel like living the frontier life?” he added.
“Frontier life, eh?” Dominica asked and pursed her lips dramatically. “What do
you think Sarolta? Ready to go rustic?”
“I think it might be fun…it would certainly get us back to the important things
that matter,” Sarolta said and looked at the last person at the table. “What do you
think Ben?”
“Well…it wasn’t where I thought I’d be spending the next few years,” Ensign Ben
Travers began, his father watching as he looked at the other people seated at the
table in Dominica’s quarters. “But I’d rather be under the open sky than hiding and
flinching every time the dradis pings. And…I’d be spending it with some great
people. I’m in.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2814

Travers was impressed how quickly his son changed from the carefree attitude
he held when he first boarded Iolanthe less than a week before in preparation for
the Armistice Day celebrations, to the mature, thinking, and grounded man he had
become. “I think it’s settled, then,” he said and raised his wine glass, “To new
beginnings and building hope!”
“To new beginnings,” Dominica said and met Travers’ gaze.
hope.”

“And building

“So say we all,” Sarolta added before everyone took a drink.
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the Colonial Sphere, orbit of Thrush, Becca’lia system, Colonial
battlestar Iolanthe, BS-103
“Jump complete, Xanadu accounted for and is in formation with us,” Lieutenant
Jocelyn Mannes stated moments after the battlestar completed the jump and the
dradis began pinging off the ship accompanying them.
“Outstanding work, Mr. Mannes!” Commander Wolf Travers congratulated the
navigator. “Anything in the system or on the surface that we need to know about?”
“Scanning now,” Mannes replied.
“It appears one settlement…Redwood
Station…took a low yield nuke, probably in the 1-5kt range…optics show that the
entire settlement has been destroyed. Beyond that, I’m not seeing any other strikes,
though we’re only looking at half the surface. Redwood Station, was, however, the
primary settlement and port facility on the planet, so I’m going to go out on a limb
and say that was the only hit.”
“Even in paradise, they have to stink up the place,” Travers growled. “Jeff,
please have Major Bragg prepare a platoon to go down in Raptors to check out the
other settlements and see if we can render any aid.”
“Copy, have Major Bragg send out a platoon to check out the survivors,” Captain
Jeff Clark replied and began turning the order into action.
“Commander?” Mannes asked and called Travers attention back to the navigator.
“What is it, Jocelyn?” Travers asked.
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“How detailed a surface scan do you want?” Mannes asked.
Travers leaned against the plotting table, “What do you suggest?”
“I’d like to do a detailed scan, see if there’s anything hidden down there,”
Mannes replied. “It will take longer, but we’ll know if there are any sizable
surprises.”
“Ok…let’s do it,” Travers told her. “Better to know now than when we’re down
in the well.”
“Wilco, Commander!” Mannes replied and turned back to the dradis controls.
*+*+*+*+*
The trek to the first settlement that the teens identified had taken longer than
expected.
It wasn’t that the teens weren’t capable of keeping up with the
Legionnaires, but rather it was the unexpected river current on the second river they
had to cross which had added over a day to the hike. As they had a rest break ten
kilometers from their destination, Sergeant Kevin MacDonald reflected on the four
teens that accompanied him and Corporal Sabina Talleyrand.
Trying to contact the other settlements had been their idea and they had all
volunteered to be part of the first team that went out. Not once had any of them
complained about the pace and all of them kept up with the pace that he and
Talleyrand set.
“I’ve been studying the map,” Ariana Bradshaw said and broke the idyllic quiet.
“We should start seeing trails that cross our path within the next klick or two,” she
explained. “From there, we can take one that should lead us to a trail that leads
directly to Shady Grove.”
“Do you think that’s wise?” MacDonald answered and arched an eyebrow.
Since they had left, he and Talleyrand had treated the teens as if they were recruit
Legionnaires and tried to teach them as much as possible. This was another
learning moment.
Ariana stuck the tip of her tongue out between her lips and looked like she was
deep in thought for a moment. “Under wartime circumstances, and if we were in
contested territory, then I’d say no, it isn’t. If we were dealing with illegal grow-ops,
then, again, I would say it isn’t. However, given the following exigent issues, I
think it would be acceptable. First, this has always been a peaceful Colonial world
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that never had secessionist or separatist leanings. Second, there isn’t any reason to
boobytrap the paths. Third, it’s been almost five days since the attack, and even if
the Cylons invaded, there’s no logical reason for them to be in the middle of
nowhere trapping the trails.”
“Good summary,” Talleyrand said and took a bite from a ration bar.
“Agreed,” MacDonald added. “You’re thinking, Ariana, and that’s the most
important weapon a Legionnaire has at their disposal and it’s the one weapon that
can ever be taken from them. We know how the Cylons fought last time and while
it’s never a good idea to fight the new war the same way you fought the last one, in
this case I agree with your conclusions…except for one point.” He smirked when
he saw Ariana’s smile falter.
“It isn’t anything bad,” MacDonald said to build the girl’s confidence. “You’re
looking at it as if the traps were set by the Cylons for humans, but what if the
humans set them for the Cylons?”
“Damn…I knew I forgot something,” Ariana groused. “So…we shouldn’t take
the trails?”
“Again, thinking,” Talleyrand said and stepped in so MacDonald to finish his
meal. “Let’s look at the risks, rewards, and mission goals. Sometimes we need to
take on more risk because we need to get something completed quicker than if we
took the safe route.”
“Well, we certainly would have more potential risk from traps and ambushes if
we took the trail, but the trails would cut our travel time to maybe three hours. On
the other hand, if we continue cross country, we have the terrain to deal with and
that alone could be both a danger and an obstacle.”
Talleyrand nodded and MacDonald watched the back and forth between the
two - the high school teenager and the seasoned Legionnaire. He’d be proud to
call these kids Legionnaires based on what he has seen so far.
“So…which would you choose?” Talleyrand prodded.
“The trails,” Ariana said decisively. “We know what to look for, you taught us
that the first day, so we move carefully in a patrol formation and pay attention to
anything that might be out of place, and we can make better time, safely, than if we
continued cross country.”
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“Bravo!” Talleyrand said congratulating the girl for the choice. “That’s what I
would have done. Kevin?”
“My choice, too,” MacDonald replied and crumpled the wrapper his ration bar
came in and stuffed it in a pocket. “If the Cylons were occupying the area, or we
knew that there was tension prior to the attack, my answer may be different, but
given that we’re already more than a day behind schedule, there isn’t any reason to
suspect human v. human conflict, I think we’re safe taking the trails.”
They found the first trail half an hour later, a cross trail twenty minutes after that,
and a bit more than two hours later they crossed the rustic looking log bridge over
the little river than ran along the edge of Shady Grove. MacDonald waved them
down to take positions under cover while he and Talleyrand slowly moved forward
and approached the settlement. There were seven homes, all constructed from
native logs and with shaker shingle roofs, one building that looked like a common
hall, and more than a dozen larger, barn-like structures. Most of the larger
structures had large sliding doors that could open the ground level to the outside,
but from where he walked, everything appeared closed up.
MacDonald allowed his suppressed M-22 to hang across his chest as he walked
to the first house. There was a broad roofed porch that encircled the entire house,
and rather than a railing along the outside, it was made of dovetailed logs providing
an almost solid half-height wall. So far, despite being in the open for several
minutes, there had been no sign that any of the buildings were currently occupied.
“Hello?” MacDonald called out. “Anyone here?” he added a moment before he
knocked on the door. After there was no response, he knocked again, this time a
little more forcefully. “Hello? Leonan Foreign Legion! We’re here to talk!”
Another minute passed and there was still no response. “Sabina…you’re next,”
he said and pointed to the next house. Fifteen minutes later, every house had been
approached with the same response as the first one and all the barns had been
given a walkaround. One of the barns opened onto a large, concrete pad that was
marked as a landing pad and another still had several doors open to reveal it was a
garage of some sort.
“Doesn’t look like anyone is here,” Talleyrand said when the teens rejoined
them.
“Yeah, that’s what makes it spooky,” Mallory Bach joked.
some masked killer to creep out and try and snatch one of us.”
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“We’d make mincemeat out of him,” Ian Stewart joked back. “We have guns
and he’d have a silly mask, ominous theme music, and oh, a knife.”
Ian’s comment drew a round of laughs that suddenly stopped when Talleyrand
held up her hand. “I just got a burst of static on the wireless,” she said, quickly
explaining what happened.
“What’s that mean?” Melanie Carmichael asked.
“Someone broadcast on the Guard frequency,” Talleyrand replied. “Could be
someone down here or…” her eyes turned skyward, “up there.”
“Ok…let’s check out the two barns that are open first, then we’ll check the other
barns and finally the houses,” MacDonald ordered. “Keep your ears open and be
ready to rally at the big cluster of rocks that we passed about five hundred meters
before the bridge.”
A chorus of confirmations answered MacDonald and he led Ariana and Mallory
to the barn with the pad while Talleyrand took Ian and Mel to the open barn.
The pad showed evidence of being used with the concrete wearing scorch
marks like badges of honor. “Ariana, can you help me push open the doors?” he
asked.
“Sure thing!” Ariana said and took a position next to him at the double doors.
“On three?” she asked.
“Give the count!” MacDonald replied and on three, both pulled the doors to
their respective sides. They slid open easily and almost soundlessly to reveal a
cavernous interior. Spilling into the barn, the light revealed two vehicles were still
present; an old surplus Owl with the original Luminere Fire & Rescue markings
painted over, and an Eagle fitted to lift odd sized objects from a winch cradle.
“Cool!” Ariana exclaimed. “Do you think they work?”
“Maybe,” MacDonald answered. “I’m debating whether we should power one
up to see what its wireless picks up.”
“Will the Cylons be able to detect it like they might have detected Airedale?”
Ariana asked.
“There is that risk,” MacDonald confessed. “Let’s see what the others found and
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then go from there.”
They walked over to the other barn and met Talleyrand, Ian, and Mel coming
out of it. “Looks like they packed up and left,” the Legionnaire corporal said
without preamble. “Lots of tire tracks all heading out of town down that trail,” she
added and pointed at a trail that led towards some more rugged terrain.
“If I thought the Cylons were coming, I think I’d head in that direction to go to
ground,” MacDonald stated. “A decent rain shower should wash away their tracks,
too.”
“Yep…” Talleyrand began to agree when the sound of engines was heard over
the trees.
“Take cover!” MacDonald shouted and pointed to a blind area in the house next
to the barn. Ariana and Mallory joined him while Talleyrand, Ian, and Mel moved
to a spot about fifty meters away.
They didn’t have long to wait before the source of the sound flew into view and
quickly landed. The Raptor shared the cockpit of the common Raptor family, but
where the standard Raptor had a wide, low mounted flared wing, this one had a
high mounted wing and doors along the sides as well as a tail ramp. As soon as the
craft landed, the two side doors slid open and the rear ramp lowered as a
camouflage uniformed Marine exited from each door and two from the ramp.
“Good deployment, Marines!” MacDonald shouted from where he crouched
behind a meter-high log wall.
The two Marines closest to MacDonald’s position turned to face him, while the
other two continued to face away from the Raptor. “Advance and be recognized!”
one of the Marines shouted back.
“Wish me luck girls,” MacDonald snarked before standing and allowing his rifle
to hang across his chest. “Sergeant Kevin MacDonald, 2nd of the 2nd Leonan
Foreign Legion Drop Regiment.”
“Corporal Thad Royce, Colonial Marines,” one of the Marines said and walked
toward MacDonald. “You’re not clanking and don’t look like a Toaster,” he said
before offering his hand. “I’m glad we found survivors.”
MacDonald shook the offered hand, “I’m glad to see some friendly faces. The
Cylons showed up, nuked the main settlement, then moved on.”
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“That they did,” Royce told him. “They aren’t here anymore, just us.”
“That’s good news…you’re off Iolanthe?” MacDonald asked after seeing the
battlestar’s name on the Raptor. “You know Sergeant Madsen?”
“Mad Dog Madsen?” Royce chuckled. “Oh, yes, I know Mad Dog! He’s my
platoon sergeant; you know him?”
“You could say that…” MacDonald chuckled and was glad Royce knew Doug
Madsen and his nickname. “We were best friends growing up and always tried to
outdo the other…you know how it is. He went into the Marines and I went into the
Legion.”
“Damn…small world,” Royce said and then turned to the others, “Stand down…
we’re good…”
*+*+*+*+*
Colonial Sphere, Scorpia orbit, Cylon baseship Wildfire
Dozens of scented candles flickered and cast a warm glow around the room as
the woman in the large tub leaned back and closed her eyes before taking a deep
breath. She was attractive in a girl next door all grown up sort of way, with facial
features that would blossom with a little makeup and highlighting and hair that was
long enough to be put up in a seductive style but still short enough to remain
manageable.
And now, claiming a few hours for herself, ‘me time’ she called it, she relaxed in
the scented and rejuvenating waters. Her mind went back to key events over the
past few years and the more she thought with what her own eyes told her, what she
had experienced, and discounted what she was told to think or believe, the more
annoyed she became. A slender arm lifted the wine glass to her lips before she
downed the crimson contents in several sips.
She had heard rumors that Daniel was back from the dead, which in and of itself
was a miracle, but like anything that went against the narrative driven by the Ones,
it was suppressed and labeled heresy. She was human, she knew that fact every
time she took a breath or cried out in ecstasy, those were things no machine could
ever feel or understand. And as a human she thought, pondered, and evaluated
what she knew and suspected.
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Why then was the truth, or discussion of the truth, now branded as heresy?
She asked questions because she wanted answers. She wasn’t a blind follower;
it just wasn’t who she was or how she developed. If someone couldn’t answer her
questions or provide the satisfaction she required, she sought out someone who
could; this pissed off the Ones to no end.
The beeping intercom drew her attention back to the present and soured her
mood; she had left instructions that she wasn’t to be disturbed for at least another
hour. “Yes!” she shouted to the empty room.
“I have a priority transmission from Conflagration, for you specifically,” Bess, her
XO, stated. “Shall I put it through?”
“Yes…go ahead,” she groused. “Can’t even have some me-time without those
assholes disturbing me,” she muttered sotto-voce.
“Here it is,” Bess replied.
There was another beep and she sighed. What sort of bullshit was going to
come from the tyrant and the perv over on Conflagration? “Celeste City Morgue,
you stab ‘em, we slab ‘em!” she said by way of greeting.
“How clever, Karen,” Chad’s voice echoed in her sanctum. “Did you pick that
up while you were terrorizing retail managers in Celeste before we nuked it into
oblivion?”
“No, I came up with that one all on my little old lonesome,” Karen replied
sarcastically. “Now, what the frak do you want…I’m busy.”
“Oh…testy and feisty!” Chad replied flirtatiously.
“Don’t even think about it, Chad…I don’t do boring,” Karen snapped back. It
wasn’t that the Fives were ugly, but damn, you’d think they’d at least dress
differently. Some designer won a hell of a contract to provide the same suit and
shirt design in a variety of colors that were between lounge lizard and two seasons
old.
“Well, so much for small talk,” Chad chuckled. “Jonathan wants to you take the
Division and depart immediately for Acadie in the Islands Cluster and once
there confront Inferno and Pandemonium where you’ll demand to talk with both
Ismail and Albany to find out why they didn’t take part in the attack and why they
46th
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aren’t answering when we hail them.”
Karen swished the water around and thought that Chad would probably getting
some ‘me-time’ in a corner if he saw her right now. “That was one hell of a
sentence, and you got it out in one breath. The Language Arts teacher in me is
damned impressed. It should have been broken into several smaller sentences, but
I get the point. So…the head perv made this decision? Did Lucien or John sign off
on it? What you’re asking me to do is pretty far out there.”
“This was Jonathan’s decision…he can do that, you know…” Chad said and
posed the last part as both a statement and question.
“Yes…but I want something sent over so that when this blows up in my face, I
can point to the Diddler…hmm…that would make a cool super villain…the
Diddler!” Karen said dramatically before chuckling. “Anyway, you send me that
and I’ll go out to the middle of nowhere and track down the wayward boys and see
why they’re playing hooky.”
“The orders have been sent,” Chad stated. “We expect you to leave within the
half hour.”
“Ok…ok…don’t get your boy shorts in a bunch,” Karen said and stood in the
tub and felt the water sluice off her body.
“What’s that noise?” Chad asked. “It sounded like water.”
Karen smirked. “Why yes…it was water, Chad. I’ve been taking a bath this
whole time. I’ll leave you with that image for whatever uses you might find it fit
for…toodles!” she said before she reached over and hit the intercom button that
ended the transmission. You are so easy to frak with, she thought as she dried
herself and prepared to carry out her orders.
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, Colonial battlestar Galactica, BS-1075
“We’re one jump out and we’re taking a three hour pause before we jump to
Acadie,” Admiral Rupert Gath stated. “What can we expect to find?”
Ismail looked at Albany before he spoke. “Since I’m the one with the fondness
for the Cluster, I guess this is my question to field. You have the data on the system;
planet locations, moons, belts, etc., nothing has changed on that front. There aren’t

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2823
any new orbital structures, and those that remained are all in pretty bad condition
and unused. Normally there isn’t any presence in the system, though prior to the
past few weeks, a baseship or two would sweep through the system every month or
three to keep an eye on what might be happening on the surface.”
“What about your forces? Just the two baseships?” Aphie asked.
“Correct; my own Inferno and Albany’s Pandemonium should be the only ships
in the system,” Ismail explained. “When John issued the full recall after the Hub
was attacked, every Cylon ship should have jumped to support it. Even though the
all-clear has been sent out, I know John and Lucien, and the last thing either want
is to lose the Hub, so they’ll be keeping it tucked away safe and sound. Couple
that with trying to garrison the Colonies and keeping a guard at the Colony, I don’t
think either one would send a baseship out to sweep the Cluster…it just isn’t a wise
use of resources.”
“Still…” Gath said and sat back in his highbacked chair before steepling his
fingers on his chest, “We’re going to go in as if it’s an opposed jump against a
numerically superior opponent. We can’t risk a recon sweep before we go in, so if
it isn’t tagged as one of yours, it’ll get one chance to stand down before we send it
to hell.”
“Fair enough,” Albany said. “I would doubt that any of the others who share our
sentiments would trek out here for tea and crumpets.”
“No…but anything is possible,” Aphie pointed out. “Once we have established
communications, we’ll send transports over to recover Admiral Montcalm and his
staff. When they return here, Captain Miller and Captain Harris will confirm their
identities.”
Gath nodded. “Correct. Not only will they have to pass through the glyphs, but
then we’ll do the face-to-face test with Miller and Harris.”
“Ah…if I might add something?” Colonel Brock Carlsbad asked. “Maybe I’ve
seen too many techno thrillers, but I’d like to see everyone scanned for explosives
before they board.”
“Were I in your place,” Ismail calmly said, “I would do no less. Trust must be
earned, it can’t be demanded or expected. And we have a lot to make up for.”
The conference lasted another fifteen minutes before it broke up and Ismail,
Albany, and the Communion officers returned to their quarters. “What do you
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think?” Gath asked those who remained at the table.
“They’re saying the right things,” Commander Michael Costello replied. “And
they’re eager to build trust. Normally, I’d be skeptical and walk away from it,
but…”
“But?” Aphie asked her XO.
“But then I have to factor culture into it,” Costello explained. “The Cylons, for
the most part, have been human for what, 40 years? In a human society, people
who are 40 have had kids and those kids are probably in middle or high school.
That isn’t a lot of time to develop interpersonal skills, especially when you don’t
have role models who have lived life, made mistakes, and learned from them.”
“That’s a great observation, Michael,” Aphie said. “One I haven’t heard before
and I think we need to consider. They’re trying to be accepted, to be trusted, much
like a youth or early teen would strive for the same things with his elder peers.”
“Does it change anything, though?” Lieutenant Bethany Gath asked. “I mean,
we know this now, we take it into consideration when we interact with them – after
all, it could be considered a motivation, but does it change what we’re going to do
in a few hours?”
Gath looked at Aphie, then to Carlsbad, and finally to Costello. “Thoughts?”
“I think it’s one of those things that are filed under, ‘forewarned is forearmed’,”
Carlsbad said. “It helps give us context and perhaps why they are how they are,
but what we’re essentially going to do is offer a demand, if it isn’t met or is met with
force, we’re going to stay just long enough to hit the jump button and get out.”
“Well put, Brock,” Aphie said. “I’m not sure what I could add.”
“Nor I,” Costello offered.
“Ok…then I think we know what we’re going to do in,” Gath looked at the
chronometer, “about two hours.”
“If there’s nothing else?” Carlsbad said and pushed back from the conference
table. “I’m going to head back to the CIC.”
“And I’m going to return to Guerriere,” Costello added.
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“I have notes to file,” Bethany added and soon Gath and Aphie were left in the
conference room.
“Subtle, aren’t they?” Gath chuckled.
“I prefer calling it respectful and accommodating,” Aphie smiled. “Buy a girl
lunch before the big date?”
“My pleasure,” Gath replied and offered his hand to help her stand.
*+*+*+*+*
“Jump complete and all ships are in formation,” Captain Juliette St. James
announced from the navigation station. “I have dradis contacts…two at 10,000 km
and seven more within 100km of them. All have active fire control dradis and all
are launching fighters!”
“What the hell?” Admiral Rupert Gath swore as he studied the dradis. “Ismail?
Albany?”
“They’re not coming after us,” Ismail replied and pointed at the dradis. “They’re
closing on each other…”
“What’s your take?” Gath asked Colonel Brock Carlsbad.
“Normally I’d say let them fight it out, but since it’s likely that we’ll lose the VIPs
we came all this way to collect, perhaps we should lend a hand?”
“I was afraid you’d say that,” Gath chuckled. “Ezra, please contact Aphrodite on
Guerriere.”
“Already have her on the line,” Petty Officer Ezra Kaufman replied.
“Thank you,” Gath said and picked up the handset. “Aphie…feel like running
out the guns?”
“Oh yeah,” Aphie replied. “We may disappear from dradis for a bit, but we’re
still here and will stay in formation.”
“Ok,” Gath replied, resolved to ask about it when there was more time. “Have
you identified the friendlies?”
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“We have…I’ve sent the telemetry over to Captain St. James for confirmation,”
Aphie answered. “Do we give them a chance to strike their colors?”
“It wouldn’t hurt, though it would certainly draw their attention,” Gath stated.
“Still…I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have Ismail or Albany reach out to them.”
“We’ll wait to pull our disappearing act until that’s resolved,” Aphie told Gath.
“Blessings be with you, Rupert,” she added.
“And to you, too, Aphie,” Gath replied and looked over at Ismail and Albany.
“Do either of you want to reach out and see if we can settle this non-kinetically?”
“At the least it will let us know who is over there,” Ismail replied and reached for
a handset. “On Guard, please.”
Gath turned to Kaufman and nodded.
communications specialist said a moment later.

“On Guard, Admiral,” the

Ismail picked up the handset and put it to his ear, “This is Ismail, secure from
combat operations and stand down.”
The answer was almost immediate. “Ismail, I have been sent to ascertain your
situation and why you haven’t responded to the recall or other hails, and why you
didn’t take part in the general attack on the Colonies.”
“Six baseships have changed course and are moving to intercept us,” St. James
reported.
“Keep an eye on them, please. Mr. Sakai, please coordinate target selection
with Guerriere. Mr. Hale, please do the same with the airwing,” Gath ordered.
“Copy,” Captain Maria Sakai replied from where she sat at the primary fire
control station.
“Copy,” Captain Troy Hale echoed a moment later from Flight Operations.
“Karen, I hope you’re not one of the foolish ones who have decided to approach
us,” Ismail calmly stated. “We didn’t take part in the attack because we have
decided that ‘The Plan’ is both flawed and illegitimate. John, Lucien, and many of
the other Ones changed it without fair and legitimate review. And…I’ve met
Daniel.”
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“What?” Karen said, her voice a mix of surprise and fear. “We aren’t allowed to
say that name.”
“Odd, that, isn’t it?” Ismail replied laconically. “Stand down, Karen. Stand
down and we can work this out like rational beings. If you don’t, then you will be
destroyed and if you think you’re going to download and resurrect then I think
you’re deluding yourself. You’ll be boxed for failure. You know I’m right if you’re
honest with yourself.”
There were several long seconds of silence only broken by the sweep and
pinging from the dradis. “Cylon baseships are within 7,000…Raider formations are
deployed,” St. James offered from the navigation station.
“Ismail?” Gath asked and looked at the Cylon.
“Karen…call off the dogs or they’re going to get smoked,” Ismail said into the
handset.
“They aren’t responding to my commands,” Karen replied. “I told them to stand
down, but they ignored the order.”
“Fair enough,” Ismail replied. “Please hold your position, recall your Raiders,
and take no offensive actions. If you don’t, I will end you.”
“I understand,” Karen replied.
“Admiral, I believe it is time to draw swords,” Ismail said. “I’ve known Karen for
many years and while she can be quite the annoying and demanding bitch, she
doesn’t lie. I believe that we will need to destroy those ships that did not follow
her orders.”
“You did your best,” Gath told the Cylon. “Aphie?” he said into his handset.
“Still here, Rupert,” Aphie replied. “You want the three on your side and I’ll take
the three on mine?”
“I think that would be a good deal. Watch out for the Raiders, each one could
be carrying several nukes,” Gath warned.
“Understood,” Aphie replied. “Guerriere Actual, out.”
“Galactica Actual, out,” Gath said and replaced the handset. “Ok people, time
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to go hunting.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Jesse, do we have valid fire control solutions on baseship’s Four, Five, and Six?”
Aphie asked the weapons officer.
“Aye,” Captain Jesse Pajari replied. “I’ve directed the starboard primaries and
mains against baseship Four, which appears to already have some damage, and the
port primaries and mains against baseship Six. Bow guns and spinal weapons are
targeted on baseship Five.”
“Thank you, Jesse. Please overcharge our capacitors for the first shots, after that,
normal fire rate is acceptable. Michael?” Aphie turned and asked the man standing
on the other side of the plotting table.
“If this was Othrys, I’d say we smoke the center one and give the others two a
chance to surrender, but not after what they’ve done. Take ‘em all down hard,”
Commander Michael Costello said. “Staghound, Wolfhound, and Boarhound can
handle the fighters and launched ordnance with flak, point defense, and
Rockshots.”
“I concur,” Aphie stated and turned to the Flight Operations officer. “Venla,
coordinate with our airwing to engage the Raiders after our first salvos against
them.”
“Copy, the airwing is to move forward and engage the Raiders after we’ve fired
our first salvos against them,” Captain Venla Lahti replied.
“Excellent,” Aphie said. “Now we wait until they get a little closer. Anna-Liisa,
please prepare the plasma veil for activation.”
“Preparing the plasma veil for activation, aye,” Captain Anna-Liisa Saari replied
and prepared perhaps the most unique of the special technology Guerriere
possessed.
Aphie watched the dradis as her fighters took positions ahead of Guerriere. Her
three escorts were in a rough triangular shape with Staghound being seven
kilometers above and ten kilometers ahead, with Wolfhound and Boarhound each
about seven kilometers below Guerriere’s path and several kilometers to each side,
forming a rough equilateral triangle with Staghound at its apex.
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Galactica had a similar formation, though Seax and Misericorde were each a
few kilometers above and to the right or a few kilometers below and to the left of
Galactica’s course. This was the worst part of the battle, Aphie thought to herself.
Despite taking command in every conflict since Olympus had been created, the
anticipation never went away, the anxiety was never conquered. That was a good
thing, she decided, because when it became routine then she realized that it was
something she was looking forward to and that was not something she ever wanted
to happen.
“We’re almost within range,” Pajari stated.
“Prepare to fire all batteries and mounts that bear,” Aphie directed.
please let the airwing know that we’re about to fire the spinals.”

“Aatos,

“Copy, alert the airwing that we’re about to fire the spinals,” Petty Officer Aatos
Kulmala replied from the communications station.
The chronometer ticked down the seconds and then, “We’re within range,”
Pajari said.
Aphie didn’t hesitate to give the order, “Fire!”
“All batteries that bear are firing now…” Pajari replied and the Aphie felt the
barest tremor as the eight spinal mounts that ran the length of the ship fired and
unleashed hell upon baseship Five. The spinal mounts were special particle
accelerators that accelerated a focused particle beam to almost the speed of light
which gave the normally almost weightless particles incredible mass and energy.
To an outside observer it appeared as if Guerriere and the baseship were
connected by brilliant bolts of lightning for a split second as the eight beams spent
themselves in baseship and then punched completely through the ship’s center
spine. A brace of heartbeats later, the graceful ship rippled, glowed from the inside
as if a new star were being born, and then exploded in a ball of golden fire.
“Splash one baseship,” Pajari announced dispassionately. “Kinetics should be
arriving on target in six…five…four…three…two…one…now!” Both baseship Four
and Six seemed to slow on the dradis and then several sweeps later, began to break
up. “Splash two more baseships,” she said as if it was as routine as ordering dinner
at a restaurant.
“What are the fighters doing?” Aphie asked.
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“They’ve lost some of their coordination, but they’re pressing the attack and
launching ordnance,” Costello stated. “Rockshots are launched…” he added.
“Deploying…some of them made it through; point defense has been allocated.”
“Thank you,” Aphie said and checked the dradis to see how Galactica was
faring. Two of the baseships were already drifting and both airwings were mixing it
up in a giant dogfight between the battlestar and the baseships. So long as the
Raiders were occupied by the Vipers they wouldn’t be launching ordnance that
would threaten the battlestar, so hopefully the fight continued so Galactica could
tend to the baseships.
*+*+*+*+*
“Holy shit!” Colonel Brock Carlsbad exclaimed when Guerriere fired her spinal
mounts. “What the frak was that? Guerriere just slagged a baseship at extreme
range with one shot.”
“I don’t know…” Admiral Rupert Gath replied, “I’m just glad she’s on our side!”
“Ditto!” Carlsbad chuckled. “We’ve got hits on One and Three; using flak
rounds set to detonate after impact seems to be causing holy hell over there.”
“Glass jaws,” Gath observed. It was a similar outcome when they fought the
Cylons at Armistice Station on the opening day of the war. The standard kinetics
just smashed through the Cylon warship and caused incredible damage, but adding
flak rounds into the mix ensured that there would be internal explosions as well.
The only thing that would be better would be to somehow swap a flak round’s
payload for a nuclear warhead. That’s going in the AAR, he thought to himself.
“How are our Vipers doing?” Gath asked.
“Exceptionally well, we’ve taken losses, but well below what we projected prewar,” Captain Troy Hale replied from the Flight Ops station. “The new EW birds are
really proving their worth.”
“Small favors,” Gath said and looked at the dradis. “Focus all batteries that bear
on baseship Two…we need to end this now.”
“Copy, all batteries are focusing on baseship Two…” Captain Maria Sakai
echoed from the weapons station.
*+*+*+*+*
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“Break left, Snake!” Captain Brian Rowan said over the squadron frequency as
he pulled his Mk VIIF Viper into a near blackout inducing climb and then pushed it
into a nose over tail maneuver to get a firing solution on the Raider that was barely
250 meters behind him. The tracers showed the 30mm kinetic rounds quickly
close the distance and punch into the Cylon’s unitary hull and a moment later
Rowan was rewarded by flying through the Raider’s death pyre.
“Anyone skosh on ammo?” Rowan asked over the wireless.
“Bread is skosh,” Lieutenant Brenda ‘Bread’ Rye answered. Of all the Blue
Diamonds, Bread was the one he expected to be skosh, though not for wasting her
ammunition; she was the most proficient person he had ever seen when it came to
air-to-air gunnery. He was sure that she made more of the ammunition she
expended than even he did.
“Anyone else?” Rowan pressed now that there was a slight lull in the fighting as
the Raiders appeared to be trying to regroup.
“Bear is skosh,” Lieutenant Theodora ‘Bear’ Davies replied. “I’ve also taken a
round in my top engine.”
“Ok, Bread, Bear, head back to the barn and get rearmed and patched up,”
Rowan directed. “The rest of us, we have Cylons to kill…let’s make another sweep
before they get their shit together.” And with that, VF-1634 was back in the fray.
The new Raiders weren’t anything like the Raiders that Fleet Intelligence
projected the Cylons would field. They lacked the cockpits of the original and
appeared to be a unitary machine; that is, the craft was the Cylon and not a
standalone vehicle like the original Raiders were.
They were extremely
maneuverable and pulled more G’s than expected, and while they were smart and
had a good grasp of fighter tactics, they still lacked the creative thinking that a
human pilot added to the equation.
“Hold still…” Rowan muttered as he brought the Viper in behind a Raider. He
felt his finger caress the trigger as the aiming point projected by his HUD floated
onto the Cylon. He felt more than heard the four 30mm cannons buried in the
wings fire and watched the tracers punch holes into the Raider’s after engineering
section a moment before it exploded.
He thought he’d feel something more when he made ace in one engagement,
but all he felt was the satisfaction of facing an equal foe and coming out alive. As
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Rowan searched his dradis and outside the cockpit for the next target, he noticed
several silvery flashes; someone was jumping out.
“Galactica to all chicks, Raiders are bugging out,” Captain Troy Hale’s voice
announced over the wireless. “The following squadrons will return to Galactica for
rearming and refueling…” he said and named off several squadrons, the Blue
Diamonds not among them, and then added, “All other squadrons re-form and
assume defensive posture.”
“Ok, Diamonds,” Rowan said over the squadron frequency, “you heard Flight;
form up on me and pretty soon it will be our turn to rotate back.”
*+*+*+*+*
Admiral Rupert Gath rubbed his eyes looked at the cup of coffee sitting on the
table in front of him. The first thing they had done after the six baseships and their
airwings had been dispatched was recover their own airwings and perform SAR,
then jump for deep space. From what he knew about the Cylons, jumping
probably wouldn’t matter given as how they were all tied together in some sort of
network, but it made him feel better putting some space between them and the
killing grounds.
Once they were in deep space, shuttles were dispatched to collect Admiral
Montcalm and his staff. That was almost anticlimactic, Gath thought. The shuttles
went to Inferno, were there for about twenty minutes, then returned to Galactica.
None of Montcalm’s staff, or the man himself, had been compromised by the
Equals and none were rigged as suicide bombers. All in all, it was almost boringly
routine.
And then there was Karen.
Ismail had said Karen was an annoying and demanding bitch. Gath thought he
was rather understating the woman’s abrasiveness. Everything he or Aphie said was
questioned and even the answers were questioned. She could have given any
frustrated Pyramid mom in Caprica City a run for their money. It wasn’t until a
Heavy Raider arrived from Inferno that she settled down, listened, and seemed to
turn a page.
Daniel was a most unique person, Gath thought. He stepped off the Cylon
transport and looked more like an accountant dressed for a day at the country club
than the most disruptive force within Cylon culture. And what made it worse, was
that he was a genuinely nice person. But…nice or not, he managed Karen without
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raising his voice or offering an insult or threat, but rather won her through reasoned
persuasion, explanation of the facts, and pointing out how the Cylons were
figuratively the frog that was being boiled alive by first being put in a pot of cold
water and having heat slowly added until the water reached a boil.
In a lot of ways, Daniel reminded Gath of another person he had recently met,
also from a foreign culture. President Patrick Windsor had the same quiet, strong,
leadership gravitas and for the first time he thought that there might be a chance for
the Cylons.
“Penny for your thoughts?” Aphie asked from where she sat next to Gath at the
table.
“Just thinking about what’s happened and hoping that Daniel is the real deal and
not an act,” Gath replied and looked at the woman who had thawed his heart.
“I think he is,” Aphie replied as her fork picked at her salad. “The Cylons are
coming to grips with the fact that they’ve been lied to, deceived, and worse…used.
It’s going to take a lot to overcome the anger and guilt, but I think they can do it.”
“You have faith in them?” Gath asked.
Aphie nodded. “I do. They want to be like us; you and me. But unlike us, they
didn’t have loving parents to raise them, schools to go to where they could
socialize and learn effective interaction and have confused lust for love so when
they feel real emotions that aren’t anger or hate, they’re confused.”
Gath thought for a moment about what Aphie just said and slowly nodded. “I
hadn’t looked at it from that perspective,” he confessed. “So…we’re going to
essentially have to be their big brothers and sisters?”
“No,” Aphie chuckled and smiled. “More like cousins, I’d think…”
“I think I can work with that,” Gath laughed. “Do we make a run for Joyeuse?”
“We should try,” Aphie stated. “At the very least we should try and land the
personnel and some of the transports that we brought for them.”
“Good,” Gath agreed and nodded. “That was my thinking, but I wanted to get a
second opinion. Should we get things started?”
“I suspect we should,” Aphie said as Gath stood and moved her chair so she
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could stand. “I’m looking forward to getting back to Saga so we can…debrief…”
she smiled, and half closed her eyes.
Gath took the hint and leaned forward, took Aphie in his arms, and kissed her.
Despite only knowing her for a handful of days, he felt as comfortable with her as
he ever had with Tallie; did he dare think he had a second chance for happiness?
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond Colonial Space, orbit of Ripley’s Star, structure known as Olympus
Commander Victor Kailo was still in awe of the massive structure that was
Olympus. It redefined the term ‘megastructure’ and it was fitting that it was the
home of the gods. After meeting with Admiral Thomas Crane aboard Lexington and
the tearful reunion between the Admiral and Ceska, and the odd hint about Tuck,
the rest of the meal had been rather normal. The food was, as Crane stated,
excellent, and despite being representatives of the gods, they seemed as human as
anyone he had ever met.
After they arrived at Olympus, he and Ceska were taken to Olympus and from
there the surprises were kicked up several magnitudes. First, he met Zeus, Hera,
Apollo, Thor, and Uranus. Together, along with Crane, the eight of them discussed
current events and some past events. They confirmed that Admiral Chase had
found them, and that there were also two other civilizations with her. That sounded
like Sera, he thought, if anyone would go out searching for a legend and find not
one but three of them, it was her.
Kailo despaired when he heard what happened to Earth and how their creations
rose up against them just as the Cylons had done to the Colonies. Anger flooded
him when he heard how the Equals were so intimately involved in everything that
was happening, but it was when Ceska started talking that he realized that he was
in the middle of a long game, a very long game. He had come to terms with
knowing Prometheus was out there, but it was still a shock to hear how he was
suspected of pulling strings even now.
All of those were shocks. Given where Kailo was, they were to be expected.
However, the last shock and perhaps the most emotional one, happened earlier
today just after lunch. Uranus, he still had trouble calling him Robert, it seemed
undignified to call a god Robert, had asked to meet with him and Ceska privately as
there was something he wanted to discuss with them. When they met him in one
of the many gardens at Zeus’ palace, Kailo had stopped short. “What is he doing
here?” he asked.
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“Commander, there is a lot you need to know, things you need to be aware of so
that you can look for them, too,” Uranus began. “By knowing this, you will
understand why Richard committed the actions that he did,” the old god calmly
explained.
Kailo felt Ceska put a comforting hand on his arm and he nodded. “Ok…I’ll
listen…I don’t know how much I’ll believe; I was there when everything went
down during Golden Sword.”
“I understand,” Uranus said and gestured for everyone to be seated. Richard
Szabo took a seat next to an attractive, younger woman, who seemed very
protective of him. “Just so everyone knows who everyone is,” Uranus started, “this
is Richard Szabo and Sasha Gillette, and this is Victor Kailo and Ceska Eventine.”
It wasn’t lost on Kailo that Uranus had omitted any titles or rank. That put
everyone on an equal level, he thought to himself. “It’s been a long time, Richard.”
“It has, Victor, and I want to offer my apologies for my actions; I wasn’t myself,
but I am still haunted by what I did,” Szabo replied sincerely. “I must ask, before
we start, Ceska…do you know someone named Gemina? She looked a lot like you
do.”
Ceska narrowed her eyes and Kailo could feel her tense.
Gemina.”

“Yes…I know

The tip of Szabo’s tongue licked his upper lip and Kailo could see conflicting
emotions behind the wanted man’s eyes. “Is she a good person?”
“That’s an odd question,” Ceska replied and nodded slightly, “but yes, she is.
She’s an extremely talented and compassionate doctor.”
“If…if you see her,” Szabo started as tears welled in his eyes, “if you see her,
would you tell her that I forgive her and don’t hold what she did against her?”
“Certainly…” Ceska said and looked at Uranus. “What happened?” she asked,
her voice strong and commanding causing even the old god to sit back a bit.
“You are familiar with wetware?” Uranus asked.
“Yes…” Ceska’s answer was barely above a whisper.
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It was then that Uranus told what happened to Szabo and for the first time since
he was a child, Kailo felt a deep, bone chilling, irrational fear. What had been
done to Szabo was a violation of every law of common decency, every medical
ethic, and basic morality, and rather than feeling anger or even hatred of the man,
he felt pity.
“Richard…I didn’t know…” Kailo finally said.
“No one did, Victor…so there’s nothing for you or anyone to apologize for. For
most of my life I was someone else’s pawn; someone else directed who I loved,
who l hated, what I did. About the only thing I’ve been able to truly figure out is
why I was so focused on Sera Chase…my sister had blonde hair and was named
Sarah. To me, she was my world and after the Cylons captured us, all we had was
each other…until they took her from me.”
Now that they knew about the wetware chip, Kailo realized that it was one
more avenue that their enemy would use to attack them. How many people were
already compromised, he thought, and how many had survived?
“Will you do me a favor, Victor?” Szabo had asked before they had all gone their
separate ways.
“If I can,” Kailo replied.
Szabo handed him an envelope with a familiar name written on it, ‘Sera Chase’.
“Please see that Sera gets this letter. I hope to be able to tell her in person, but this
way I know she’ll at least know why.”
Kailo slowly nodded. “I will…I promise.”
“You look deep in thought,” Uranus said and sat down next to Kailo, snapping
him back to the present.
“I was thinking back over what we discussed earlier,” Kailo said. “Ceska went
with Richard and Sasha to discuss Gemina and I figured it would be a good chance
to just sit and collect my thoughts. I watched the death of my world and I’m having
trouble reconciling that it was because of some sort of cosmic power play.”
Uranus nodded twice. “A long time ago, before the Colonies, before Kobol,
before the Earth Union or Meropian Communion, before Othrys…I watched
humanity’s homeworld die…twice.” He stared up at the massive dome and the
distant planet near Olympus. “The first time, we were able to save humanity and
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the homeworld. A massive plague swept the planet and killed…well, it killed
enough to send everyone into a very barbaric way of life. It was insidious and had
originally been tailored to attack people with specific racial traits. Along the way it
mutated, because that’s what they do, and it soon affected everyone.
“We came back from the brink that time, and then we had a sort of golden age.
We did things we shouldn’t have and from that the chimeras were born,” Uranus
explained and Kailo nodded along, mostly lost but completely intrigued with what
he was being told. “We made the decision to end the chimeras and that caused
some friction among us. Prometheus was their leader and in the wake of his failed
coup and uprising, he took his followers to the stars and disappeared.
“It wasn’t until the day after he fled that we realized how close to home he had
attacked. Admiral Crane’s sister, Grace, had been the target of Prometheus’
amorous attention. She didn’t want anything to do with him and…well, you’ve met
Gavin, Hannah, and Grace, as well as Thomas and Corrine…can you imagine how
they reacted?”
Kailo nodded and remembered meeting the people Uranus mentioned. It was
scary how in tune Gavin, Hannah, Thomas, and Corrine were with each other; it
was almost as if they were one mind split among four people, they were so close.
Strongly suspecting what happened to Gavin and Hannah’s daughter, Grace, he
could only imagine the anger and anguish they had.
“It wasn’t until later, when we started sifting through Prometheus’ labs that we
found the other…how he wronged, violated, and hurt Hecate. That isn’t my story
to tell, that’s Hecate’s, should she ever decide to tell it,” Uranus explained and
sounded very grandfatherly and wise. “After that, we renewed our efforts to work
together and build a better world on the ruins of the old. For a while…for a long
while, that worked. Then we did what you did, what the Earth Union did, and
ultimately what was done in the Communion; we created life to serve us and
shoulder some of the burden so humanity could live a better life.”
“The Cylons, Equals, and drones?” Kailo asked.
“Correct. We called them CyMechs, Cybernetic Mechanicals, and like all life
tends to do, they sought self-determination and violently revolted against us. That’s
when the homeworld was finally laid to waste,” Uranus said sadly. “Everything that
humanity had ever created, all the memories, all the achievements, everything…if
it wasn’t in an evacuation ship that wasn’t infected, was lost. The destruction was
so complete that the surface was razed. I doubt there’s anything left other than
some of the eternal monuments, but now, after all these years, even those might be
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gone.”
“Why are you telling me all this?” Kailo asked. “Not that I’m not interested, this
is fascinating, but why now?”
Uranus turned on the bench so he could look Kailo in the eyes, “Because this
cycle must end. Pythia said, ‘all this has happened before, and all this will happen
again’, and the time has come to end that. She wasn’t telling you what to do, she
was warning you; warning that if humanity didn’t learn from its mistakes that it was
bound to repeat them. The problem was that humanity didn’t have the history…it
didn’t know what had happened before. There were myths or legends, but they
were given the same credence as a child claiming there was an evil monkey living
in his closet.
“Now you know…when you rebuild, you must incorporate this history into your
own…I’ll help, but I can’t do it for you…you must do it for it to matter,” Uranus
explained. “Can you do this?”
Kailo sat for a moment trying to process everything he had been told. “I can do
my best.”
Uranus smiled and put his arm around Kailo’s shoulders. “That’s all any of us
can do, and if enough of us do that, then we can succeed.”
*+*+*+*+*
Commander Victor Kailo entered his quarters on Siren and immediately knew he
wasn’t alone. The Marines were still on duty outside, so he was fairly certain who
was waiting for him. “I’m glad you’re here,” he said as he walked into the lounge.
Several candles lit the lounge and gave it a warm, intimate feel and revealed the
person standing next to the sofa. Every time he saw her, Ceska took his breath
away. Tonight, she was wearing a white silk kimono and her hair was held up by a
pair of lacquered sticks. “I will be here tonight,” Ceska said as she took a step
towards Kailo, “and every night thereafter if you’ll have me.”
“Why?” Kailo asked and found himself drawn to her. “Why tonight?”
“Because I’ve decided that I must live my life for me, not for someone else. I
can no longer live my life trying to do what someone else wants, what I think they’d
want me to do, or to make them happy,” Ceska explained and took another step
towards Kailo. “I want to chose who I live for, who I want to make happy, who I
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want to please by doing what they want.”
“Me?” Kailo asked, his heart beating that such an exquisite creature would
choose him.
“You,” Ceska said. “My eyes have been opened and I believe that you will need
me as much as I will need you in the coming days, weeks, and years. Will you
have me?” she asked slowly, her voice almost a whisper.
Kailo closed the last step between them, “Yes…but it goes two ways…”
Ceska smiled and Kailo felt her arms go around his shoulders, “Yes…”
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the Colonial Sphere, orbit of Thrush, Becca’lia system, Colonial
battlestar Atropos, BS-35
“Jump complete, we are in Thrush’s far orbit,” Lieutenant Harry Richardson
announced from the navigation station.
“Secure from Jump Conditions, launch the CAP,” Commander Devan Lubeck
said to the CIC. “Good work, Harry,” he added, congratulating the navigator on the
jump. “Did Angelos beat us here?”
“Doesn’t look like it…” Richardson replied. “Wait one…dradis contacts, two
large ships in orbit…transponders identify them as Iolanthe and Xanadu, as well as
a standard CAP.”
“I guess we should be neighborly and hail them,” Lubeck said. “But…to be on
the safe said, launch the Alert 5 to join the CAP.”
“You think they aren’t legit?” Colonel Taylor Nixon asked from her position on
the other side of the plotting table.
“After finding out they can look like us?” Lubeck arched an eyebrow and looked
at the attractive brunette, “I’m being exceptionally cautious.”
He turned to
communications specialist Bruce Babbage, “Buck, how about we ring them up? I
believe Wolf Travers has Iolanthe now.”
“Copy…contacting Iolanthe and Xanadu,” Babbage replied. “Attention Colonial
battlestar Iolanthe, this is the battlestar Atropos, please respond.”
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“Atropos, Iolanthe,” a female voice replied, “please confirm identity by sending
your encoded credentials.”
“Iolanthe, Atropos,” Babbage said, “credentials are sent and yours have been
received and verified. “It’s good to see a friendly face.”
“Confirm, Atropos,” the female voice answered.
Atropos Actual available?”

“I have Iolanthe Actual; is

Lubeck picked up the handset, “This is Atropos Actual, is that you Wolf?”
“Atropos Actual, Iolanthe Actual, the one and only. I’m glad you made it out,
Devan,” Commander Wolf Travers’ voice said over the handset.
“Same from me to you,” Lubeck replied. “What is your status?”
“We were knocked around a bit when the Cylons attacked but have since
repaired the damage and are looking for a place to go to ground,” Travers
answered. “How are the students?”
Lubeck chuckled, “They’re all good…I would have, and have, gone to war with
them and they all performed magnificently! Is this the first place you’ve gone since
you left the homeworlds?”
“They had good teachers, Devan,” Travers told him. “This was our first stop after
we left the Oort Cloud where we went to ground to fix the damage.”
“Ah, good…then you can come back to the party with us,” Lubeck stated. “A lot
has happened since the attack and even though I saw it with my own eyes, I still
have trouble believing all of it. We have a rally point at Thule, around Saga. We
were sent out to find stragglers and survivors and guide them back.”
“Saga?” Travers asked. “We can’t live there…”
“Best kept secret, old friend,” Lubeck told him. “How soon can you be ready…”
“Dradis contacts!” Richardson announced just as the dradis started pinging off
new contacts. “I have thirty-six contacts! Multiple battlestar sized contacts…wait
one…Sir…thirty-two are transmitting Earth Union IDs, one of them is Angelos,
three are Colonial, and…my gods…one claims to be Pathfinder.”
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“Wolf, we appear to have some party crashers…hold the line while I reach out
to them…” Lubeck said and motioned for Babbage to contact them.
“I have Arke Actual and Medusa Actual on the line,” Babbage said several
moments later.
“This is Commander Devan Lubeck of the battlestar Atropos,” Lubeck
announced over the wireless. “Arke Actual, you brought some friends with you…”
“Atropos Actual, Arke Actual, Devan, you old warhorse,” Commodore Andre
Musk’s voice stated from the handset. “Colonel Savoy said you might be here when
we arrived.”
“That was the plan, but you know plans and first contact,” Lubeck replied. “You
found some friends and a missing ship…” he said and let the thought trail off.
“I did,” Musk replied. “Or rather, we found Pathfinder and Commander Kaylen’s
group found and saved us from a Cylon attack. Commander Kaylen, I’d like to
introduce you to Commander Devan Lubeck. Devan, Commander Feleena Kaylen
of the Earth Union.”
“Pleased to meet you Commander Lubeck,” Kaylen’s voice said over the
wireless. “We have all come a long way to find you.”
“The pleasure is mine, Commander,” Lubeck replied. “Until a few days ago, I
thought you were a legend.”
“So I’ve been told,” Kaylen replied and Lubeck could hear the smile in her
voice. “Colonel Savoy and her team have given us a lot of hope.”
“As soon as we’re finished here, we’re going to jump back to Saga…” Lubeck
explained. “I’d be honored if we could escort your group as well as Commodore
Musk’s group back with us.”
“I think that would be fine,” Musk agreed. “I see you have Travers’ Iolanthe and
Xanadu with you…”
“Iolanthe was here with Xanadu when we arrived,” Lubeck explained. “We’ll all
be going back to Saga in a couple hours.”
*+*+*+*+*
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An hour later, ‘several hours’ was extended to ‘about a day’ as survivors had
been found on Thrush’s surface. Commander Anabelle Isles sat next to Gillian
McGovern on the Roc that was taking them to Eurypyle and an informal get
together while the issues on the surface were worked out.
“What’s wrong, Bel?” McGovern asked and turned to look at her.
“I dunno…” Isles replied. “I’m just antsy, I guess.”
McGovern cocked her head and stared at her. “Bel…” she said and conveyed
the tone that she wasn’t accepting the answer.
“I think it’s because we’re so close to the end and now we’re waiting a little
longer,” Isles explained, though even to her own ears it didn’t sound convincing.
“It’s just another night,” McGovern told her and squeezed her hand.
“I know…Isles agreed. Deep down she wondered if this was how her sister,
Feleena Kaylen, felt when she had one of her visions. The difference was that
Kaylen actually saw things, this…this was just a feeling.
Half an hour later, Isles stood in the Oyster Bay Gardens, named after a
picturesque bay on old Earth, under the massive dome on the back of Eurypyle.
The mixer wasn’t just for top brass, but also junior officers and senior enlisted that
had recently gone above and beyond for one reason or another.
She and
McGovern were introduced to Commander Devan Lubeck and Major Thaddeus
Collins of Atropos.
“You’re essentially a school ship?” Isles asked after the introductions were
completed.
“Part advanced academy for high school age students and part living history
exhibit,” Lubeck explained. “We’re a fully functional battlestar, but our role was to
give students a taste of what it would be like to be in the Fleet while they also
attended their studies and learned how a ship like that worked.”
“Let me introduce you to two of my finest students,” Collins said, the pride in his
voice evident to Isles. He motioned forward two teens, neither of which looked
more than 18 or 19, “Commander, Gillian, I’d like to introduce you to Ensign Sir
Penn Chambers and Ensign Lady Anat Giliad.”
“Hello, Commander,” Chambers said as both he and Giliad came to attention.
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“Good evening, Ensigns,” Isles replied. “If I may, you both seem to be a little
young for your rank, though I’m not one to talk.”
Chambers and Giliad both looked to Collins. “It’s your story to tell,” he told
them.
Chambers began with Giliad adding details here and there about what
happened on Olympia a few months earlier. “And that’s how we both are ensigns
and were knighted.”
“Simply amazing,” McGovern was first to speak after the story. “You are both
amazing young adults.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Giliad replied and Isles saw the girl give Chambers’ hand
a quick squeeze. “We have good teachers who made sure we were ready for what
happened and then stood behind us when we were questioned about our actions.”
“Now you’re going to make us blush, Anat,” Lubeck chuckled. “I just wish you
could all have had a normal graduation and time at the Academy…”
“Several of the original Atropos’ crew were in our shoes, sir,” Chambers stated.
“I like to think we’re carrying on the tradition.”
“That we are, son, that we are,” Collins said and gave his shoulder a quick
fatherly squeeze.
Before anyone said anything else, another Colonial officer approached. Isles
noted that he looked surprised and uncertain. “Erin?” he asked when he was at
their group.
“Excuse me?” Isles asked and studied the man, a Colonial captain if she read the
rank correct.
“I…I’m sorry, Commander…” he said.
recently. You…you look exactly like her.”

“I thought you were someone I met

“Commander Anabelle Isles,” Isles said and offered her hand. “Until a few days
ago, I had never met someone from the Colonies.”
“Yes…I see that…” he replied and took her hand. “Please forgive my manners,
I’m Captain Jeff Clark from Iolanthe. Here…” he said and pulled out a small
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communications unit. He thumbed through several screens before he showed her
what was displayed. The picture showed a slightly younger version of herself with
Clark. Both wore dress uniforms, though ‘hers’ was slightly different.
“That is me…” Isles mumbled. “Gill…look…” she added.
“It is…right down to the hair color and cut,” McGovern stated, and Isles felt a
cold chill, the same chill she felt when Kaylen told her about meeting herself in a
forest on Virgon.
“Do you have any other pictures?” Isles asked and glanced up to look for her
sisters.
“Yes…only two others on this, though,” Clark explained. “I archived them to
may main computer. Here…” he thumbed to the next picture. “Just thumb to the
right and you’ll see the other one.”
Isles took the device and looked at it. This time the picture showed her and
Clark dancing some sort of slow dance, still in their dress uniforms. “When was
this?”
“Seven months ago,” Clark explained. “We were members of the wedding party
for some mutual friends when we met.”
Isles thumbed the image to the right and almost dropped the device. “Gill…
what the frak is going on here?” she whispered as she saw a group picture; an
unknown man and woman, obviously the bride and groom were in the center,
another couple stood to the groom’s right that she didn’t recognize, but the other
three couples in the picture…of the men, she only recognized Clark standing next
to the woman who looked like her, ‘Erin’, but the other two…she saw her sisters
Feleena Kaylen and Jessica Raynes wearing uniforms they had never worn before.
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Vignette 10: Missing Pieces
Deep Space, Titanic Dominion gunstar Eurytion
“Another day?” Cronus asked as he sat at the head of the conference table in the
gunstar’s flag meeting room.
“Aye,” Commander Trevor Corinth replied a moment before he covered his
mouth and yawned. “Long day,” he explained.
“Don’t worry about it,” Cronus said before rolling his shoulders. “It’s been a
busy couple days for all of us,” he added. “So…the subject of tonight’s little chat
session is what are we going to do with Pallas’ squeeze? Options, suggestions?”
Cronus’ and three other sets of eyes focused on Pallas as the elder Titan waited
for an answer. “If we kill her then the Equals know something is going on,” Pallas
finally said in Lucy Cain’s defense.
“There are things other than killing her that we can do to extract what we want
to know,” the largest of the five men sitting around the table stated.
“What are you suggesting Alcyoneus?” Pallas asked pointedly. “Do you want to
drug her or peel away bits and pieces until she tells you something that probably
isn’t even true?” he asked snidely.
“Well…now that you mention it…” Alcyoneus teased.
“Enough…” Cronus said and hoped he had deflected the latest round of
bickering between the two lieutenants. “Corinth, what resources do we have?”
Commander Trevor Corinth sat back and nodded. “We have made a few…
advances…while you’ve been away, M’lord,” he stated evenly. “Do you remember
Epiphron?” When Cronus nodded, he continued, “He must have pissed off, or
thought he did, someone in your son’s crew and evacuated with us. Since then,
he’s been heavy into genealogy and the genetics of certain bloodlines. His work
was fruitless until the last few thousand years when he started seeing results.”
“Wasn’t he the one that was always sniffing around…frak…what were their
names…” Cronus said and narrowed his eyes.
“That would be the Costello and Crane families,” Nautilus stated and spoke for
the first time.

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2846

“Yes! Cute little goth looking woman that claimed she could see the future or
some shit like that,” Cronus chuckled.
“Well…it evolved into a little more than that, but Hecate was very active in
keeping information about it restricted and on a very limited need to know basis,”
Corinth stated, “at least that’s what Epiphron told me.”
“So…what has he developed?” Cronus prodded.
“It’s limited, but he claims that several of his subjects have developed telepathy,”
Corinth replied evenly.
“What?” Cronus asked and sat forward, transfixing Corinth with his gaze. “Who
allowed this?”
Corinth took a deep breath and slowly let it out before he began. “Menoetius.
He assumed the regency until we were able to recover you.”
Cronus slowly shook his head and grimly smiled. “That explains a lot,” he
finally said. “I’ll deal with him when we return. In the meantime, what can these
telepaths do?”
“They require physical contact, and the target must be in a relaxed state, but
once they make a connection, they can ensure that the person speaks truthfully…at
least that’s what Epiphron has claimed,” Corinth explained and shrugged.
“Personally, I think it’s all a steaming bag of bullshit and nothing more than a parlor
trick. I’ve seen him demonstrate it and everything was so controlled that I really
don’t put a lot of stock in it. But…if it works…”
“Yeah…I hear you,” Cronus replied. “Let’s file that under ‘best case’…now we
need to come up with an alternative that we can use when that one fails.”
“If I may?” Nautilus asked after raising his hand off the table to get everyone’s
attention.
“Go ahead…this is an open table,” Cronus stated.
“We are dealing something that we haven’t encountered before,” Nautilus
began slowly. “We have someone who has been programmed using a wetware
chip that has modified their personality with certain behaviors, traits, and
compulsions, so right off the bat we’re dealing with two potential personalities, one
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of which could suicide the host if certain unknown conditions are known and that
option was exercised when the chip was implanted.
“Second, we have the tag-a-long personality that I assume is an Equal. We don’t
know when that personality was added but it is likely that it has access to the other
two previous personalities and can draw from their memories as if they were their
own,” Nautilus explained.
“Wait a minute…” Pallas said and turned to face Nautilus. “You’re telling me
that Lucy has three personalities?”
“Yes…and no…” Nautilus said and leaned back in his chair. “The simple
answer is yes, there are potentially three distinct personalities within the mind of
Lucy Cain. The first is Lucy herself as modified by the wetware. Memories
changed and added and all that,” he stated. “Then there’s the wetware itself, and
while it is more like an overseer that ensures the host does what it’s supposed to do,
it does have certain self-protection imperatives, so it should be regarded as a
unique personality. And finally, there is the Equal.
“From what I have been able to learn from our erstwhile allies, when an Equal’s
essence is downloaded into a host it completely dominates the host. Think of it this
way,” Nautilus said as his eyes hardened, “The host, if it isn’t one of their clones, is
two parts: the personality and the body. When the Equal arrives, the personality is
locked away in a little box; it’s still there, but completely dominated by the Equal.
For all intents and purposes, the Equal is the host and other than the weird bit with
the eyes, no one would ever know the difference unless the behavior gave it away.”
“Let me get this straight…” Cronus said before talking a deep drink from the
beer mug in front of him. “We have Lucy, the wetware chip that’s pulling her
strings, and now the Equal who completely dominates both the chip and Lucy and
is masquerading as Lucy?”
“Exactly,” Nautilus replied. “So, even if this telepathy thing was legit, I think it
would be like listening to three different people all talking at the same time.”
“What can we do?” Pallas asked the question that Cronus wanted an answer to.
“We put her in a full isolation chamber,” Nautilus replied evenly. “Equals are, in
their own way, like us; when the physical body dies, they download into a new
one. If we put her in full isolation, she’ll know that when she dies…it’s a final
death.”
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Fear…that was something Cronus could use. “Do we have one aboard?”
Corinth shook his head. “No…we have one at home, though.”
“Good. That’s what we’ll do,” Cronus told the table. “And…Corinth, I want a
hand-picked team to round up Epiphron and his witches and segregate them from
the rest of the population until I decide what to do with them. Alcyoneus, I want a
platoon of your best troops to accompany us when we meet Menoetius for the first
time. If we need to end him, I want to do it now and not have to deal with it down
the road when we really don’t have time. He knows my opinion of telepaths…”
*+*+*+*+*
Agartha Station, within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7 light years
from the barycenter of the Cyrannus star cluster
Commodore Francis Sullivan’s measured paces were met by the woman walking
next to him in almost perfect cadence. “Siomha (pronounced Shee-va),” he began,
“what is your take on Commander Jessup? I know him professionally, but you
served with him a few years back.”
“Depends, boss,” Colonel Siomha Callahan replied and smirked. The smirk
turned her flawless alabaster face into a mischievous vision with dark red hair and
brilliant green eyes. “On deck, he’s extremely competent and innovative. He
originally saw his posting to Tyche as a punishment for pissing off Bad Penny, but
since then he’s taken to it like a duck to water.”
Sullivan narrowed his eyes and filed away the information. “And off the deck?”
he asked.
“Well…off the deck he likes to act the dandy…pencil mustache, perfect
grooming, razor creases on his uniform, and oh yes…Gertrude,” Callahan stated.
“Gertrude?” Sullivan said, allowing the word to be a standalone question.
“Gertrude is his grandfather’s swagger stick,” Callahan explained and chuckled.
“His grandfather served as the commanding officer of the Emperor’s Household
Guard and carried Gertrude during his tenure. When Jessup was commissioned,
his grandfather gave it to him and told him to ‘honor the Regiment’.”
Sullivan stopped and turned to face his XO who stopped two paces later and
had turned around to face him. “You know an awful lot about someone you served

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2849
with for two years…”
Callahan shrugged and then smirked again, “Commander Jessup is my Uncle
Simon…his older sister married my father and well…I guess you got the inside story
from the source.”
“Will you have any trouble working with him?” Sullivan asked.
“No, not at all,” Callahan replied. “Over the years, there have been a lot of
stories told about Uncle Simon’s eccentricities and in the telling, things get
changed, elaborated upon, and stuff that isn’t even relevant gets added. If I was
going through a doorway, he is one of a very, very small handful of people that I’d
trust to have my back.”
“Good…” Sullivan told her and felt a weight lift off his shoulders. Every group
had those personalities that seemed to stick out and get noticed, the Colonial Fleet
was no different. Simon Jessup was one of those personalities that seemed larger
than life and thus had a whole host of stories told about him ranging from the
sickly-sweet rescuing a puppy from a storm drain to the more bizarre of demanding
bagpipes being played over his ship’s 1MC to issue orders.
And here he was meeting the man inside a star.
“We all have our own unique quirks, Uncle Simon just dispenses with the
charade and is open about them,” Callahan said once they started walking again.
“I know...” Sullivan chuckled. “But you have to admit, if you never really knew
the man and heard all the stories, you’d wonder too…”
“True,” Callahan agreed. “Well, we’re here…” she said as they stopped in front
of a conference room door with two uniformed guards waiting outside.
“I’m Commodore Sullivan and this is my XO Colonel Callahan,” Sullivan told
the guard wearing sergeant’s stripes.
“Thank you, sir,” the sergeant replied and turned to the intercom. “Commodore
Sullivan and Colonel Callahan are here.”
A voice quickly replied, “Please send them in.”
“Sirs…” the sergeant said and opened the door. “You may enter.”
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“Thank you, Sergeant,” Sullivan said as he stepped through the door and
prepared to meet the people he would be working with during the coming weeks.
The room held a large conference table on one side while several large sofas and
overstuffed chairs were arranged around tables facing windows that allowed
Niflheim’s light to softly illuminate the more casual spaces. Twelve people were
waiting, some stood while some were seated, but all had turned to watch them
enter the room.
“Sheev!” a tall, trim, and yes, Sullivan thought, dapper, man stood and greeted
Callahan. “This has to be one of the most unique places for a family reunion!”
“Commander…Uncle Simon, it’s good to see you!” Callahan smiled and hugged
the man. “Uncle, I’d like to introduce Commodore Francis Sullivan, Aurora’s
commander.”
Jessup released his niece and offered his hand to Sullivan. “Pleased to meet
you, Commodore,” he said warmly. “I hope my reputation hasn’t caused to many
misconceptions.”
“Siomha cleared up any that I might have had, Simon,” Sullivan replied and
shook his hand.
“Allow me, if I may, to introduce you to the other players in our part of the
drama,” Jessup said and guided Sullivan and Callahan into the center of the room.
“Before I start, since you’re here I assume His Grace briefed you on what and who
you could expect to meet?” he asked, all trace of the dandy suddenly gone.
Sullivan nodded. “His Grace was extremely thorough when he briefed us…and
made sure that we would approach things with an open mind.”
“Good…that was pretty much exactly what he told me when he briefed me,”
Jessup agreed and nodded. Despite the stories, Sullivan found that Jessup appeared
to be an easy man to like, and he hoped that would translate into easy to work
with. “First, let me introduce my XO, Colonel Brian Quincanon,” he pointed to the
lone male wearing a Colonial Fleet uniform. “Next to him is Brigadier General
Mila Ruslan, commanding the Marines in the battlegroup,” he pointed to a tall,
slim, somewhat young-looking woman with long auburn hair draped over her left
shoulder and wearing a Marine general officer’s uniform.
“Colonel Quincanon, pleasure meeting you,” Sullivan greeted the Fleet officer
before he turned to Ruslan. “Mila…of all the places…” he started.
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“It’s been a while, Francis,” Ruslan replied warmly. “You’re looking good.”
“So are you, Mila,” Sullivan told her and felt cracks in the wall he had built
around his feelings for the woman standing in front of him. “I’m glad you’re here,”
he said and truly meant the words.
“As I am you,” Ruslan replied and met his eyes. “May we catch up later?” she
asked.
Sullivan almost chuckled at her word use. Most people would use the word
‘can’ instead of ‘may’, he himself did it often. “I’d like that, Mila…” he said and
forced himself not to get lost in her gaze.
“Well…I have a feeling that all of us being here isn’t a coincidence…” Jessup
offered. “I think I see His Grace’s handiwork here.”
“What do you mean?” Callahan asked.
“Well,” Jessup arched his eyebrows. “You and I are related, Commodore
Sullivan and General Ruslan know each other, and I do believe that Louis Gardner,”
he pointed to one of the men standing by the windows, “Louis, come over here,”
he told him. “I believe that Louis and Commodore Sullivan knew each other in
high school.”
“Long time no see, Frank,” Gardner said and offered his hand.
“Lou! It’s been…what, the fifteenth reunion?” Sullivan replied and shook his
hand before pulling him in for a hug. “Are Judith and the twins here, too?”
Gardner nodded. “They’re back at the station,” he replied. “When you have
time, we’d love to have you come over for dinner.”
“If Judith is cooking, wild horses couldn’t keep me away!” Sullivan chuckled
and realized that His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield had to have had
his hands involved in the personnel choices.
“Well…the Colonials are out of the way,” Jessup quipped. “Now…let’s move on
to the folks who lived here when we ‘found’,” he air quoted the last word, “them.
Floyd Clanton is the Station Manager and is sort of the mayor, head administrator,
and generally the guy who gets to make the decisions or cast the tiebreaking vote.”
Clanton acknowledged the introduction and shook hands with both Sullivan and
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Callahan. “Now…” Jessup said and looked hesitant to Sullivan’s eye, “This is
where the whole ‘open mind’ request comes into play. Daniel?”
A trim man with a fair complexion and copper hair stood and a moment later a
woman who looked a few years younger and dressed as one of Hecate’s Sacred
Witches also stood. The man walked forward and held out his hand, “Daniel
Graystone,” he said and introduced himself.
Sullivan was shanking his hand when the name finally clicked. “*The* Daniel
Graystone?” he asked. “Shouldn’t you be older…much older?”
Daniel shrugged and offered an innocent smile. “Yes…and it’s good living and
some very helpful technology that we developed before the Uprising.”
“Impressive,” Sullivan said, for once at a loss for words.
“And this ravishing beauty is Medea,” Jessup continued, something Sullivan was
glad happened. Things were starting to slip into the overwhelming category.
“Pleased to meet you, Commodore,” Medea offered.
“And you, too,” Sullivan said as he heard Callahan introduce herself to Daniel.
“I’m going to introduce the rest of the pack together…” Jessup said and stood to
one side. “As proper, ladies are first. Saura is Daniel’s right hand and Ivy is one of
the civic leaders. Then there’s Barclay, Ivy’s husband. Finally…Captain Hammer
who heads up Agartha’s security element and Captain Glider who commands the
small airwing here at the station.”
After the introductions were made and several minutes of small talk had passed,
Jessup once again spoke up. “Commodore Sullivan, Colonel Callahan…if I may
have your attention for just a moment…”
“Go ahead, Simon,” Sullivan said and stopped his conversation with Glider.
“Again…open minds…” Jessup repeated and to Sullivan’s eye seemed a little
nervous. “It’s make or break time, I guess…” he added and then looked at
everyone in the room. “Commodore, Colonel…five of the people you have just
been introduced to and have been talking with are…well, I don’t know how to put
this other than straight on…they’re Cylons.”
Sullivan narrowed his eyes and quickly looked at everyone in the room that he
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didn’t know personally. “What? Cylons look nothing like the people in this room.”
“That would be correct,” Ivy said and stepped forward, Barclay at her side.
“When the Cylons were created one of the things they wanted most was to be
human…like their creators…so they could fully embrace all that their religion
taught and told them to do.”
“I’m not sure I follow,” Callahan offered.
“One of their religion’s dictates was that they be fruitful and multiply,” Ivy
explained. “Now, some could take that to mean that they should build more
factories, but most Cylons took that to mean that they should create life. To do that,
they had to become human…”
“You…” Sullivan said, his eyes narrowed and voice full of disbelief. “You’re a
Cylon?”
“I am. I am who I want to be, not what I’ve been told to be,” Ivy explained. “So
are Barclay, Saura, Hammer, and Glider. We are Cylon in spirit and human by
choice.”
*+*+*+*+*
The meeting lasted for more than five hours as the Station’s history was
explained, the Cylons’ story was told, and then what happened when Dr. Galen
Cantorelli’s expedition discovered them. Commodore Francis Sullivan stretched
out on his sofa and rubbed his temples. The pain reliever he took half an hour
earlier was starting to kick in and was keeping the headache he had from turning
into a full-blown migraine.
His battlegroup and Jessup’s had been sent to Agartha as a failsafe. Somehow,
certain members of the Admiralty and civilian government of Virgon had
discovered, and believed the information, that the Cylons were going to attack the
Colonies and had put together a scratch plan to send the ships to Agartha to ride
out the attack.
His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield hadn’t pulled any punches
when he explained why they were being sent out to the middle of nowhere and
told to camp inside a star. “You’re our hope…in the event that the Cylons are
successful and manage to destroy humanity, we want to ensure that some of us
survive. As such, your crews are being given the opportunity to take their families
on a Tiger Cruise that will, on the surface, appear to be the Tiger Cruise to end all
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Tiger Cruises; an extended deployment that will last at least a month.”
And now here they were, inside a star, with an extended battlestar group, an
assaultstar group, three of Far Horizon’s mobile bases, a collection of merchant and
passenger shipping to house and support the excess family members and forced to
wait until something happened or they were there for six weeks past Armistice Day.
The intercom’s buzzing intruded into Sullivan’s thoughts and he reached over
and picked up the handset. “What’s up, Me?” he asked Sergeant Frances Sullivan,
no relation and not even the same sex. It was a personal joke between them,
referring to each other as Me.
“I have a visitor who would like to see you, Me,” Sergeant Frankie Sullivan
replied. “General Ruslan?”
“Please send her in…and don’t warn her about Shadow…” Sullivan chuckled.
“It’s your head, boss!” Frankie chuckled. “I’ll send her in.”
“Thanks, Frankie,” Sullivan replied and put the handset back on its cradle. A
moment later the door opened and he heard steps enter his living area.
“I thought you might want to discuss what happened with a friendly face…”
General Mila Ruslan said as she entered the space.
“Well…it was a shock…I kept wondering where the hidden cameras were,”
Sullivan said and swung his legs off the sofa so his feet would be on the floor.
“Have a seat…though not that one there…” he pointed to an overstuffed chair with
a fluffy comforter on it.
“Oh…my…gods!” Ruslan almost squealed. “Is this Shadow?” she asked as a
long, tapered head poked up from the comforter. “You’re a big girl now!” she
added and gave the head a tentative scratch.
“Better watch that…she has a mind like a steel trap and once you do it, she’ll
expect them every time she sees you,” Sullivan warned as he walked to the side bar.
“Still drinking hot chocolate instead of coffee?”
“Naturally,” Ruslan replied and picked up the little raccoon from the self-made
nest. “Do you remember me, Shadow?”
The raccoon looked up at her and put a paw on Ruslan’s cheek. “Aww…you
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do!” she told the raccoon and gave it a quick kiss on its nose. “Is Shadow a perk of
command?”
Sullivan looked over his shoulder and grinned, “It’s good to be the king!”
“Are you still quoting that vid?” Ruslan chuckled and just like that, the past three
years disappeared for Sullivan and it was like they were back on Picon where they
shared a home and much, much more.
“Of course,” Sullivan replied and brought back two steaming mugs of hot
chocolate. “I’m glad you’re here, Mila…”
“I’m glad you’re here, too, Frank,” Ruslan replied and took the offered mug. She
gently blew across the liquid’s surface and looked expectantly at Sullivan, “To
second chances?”
Sullivan heard how she said the toast, it was more of a question than a statement
and he read hope in her eyes. “To second chances…and to the future.”
*+*+*+*+*
Near the Cyrannus system barycenter, Colonial battlestar Nyx, BS-78
Several candles cast a warm glow over the woman kneeling in front of a
polished lacquered wood shrine and altar. She wore a floor length black kimono
that was embroidered with a white crane taking flight that covered the back and
outstretched wings that extended along the arms.
Little silver points were
embroidered on the black silk and made the crane look like it was leaping into the
heavens.
Incense burned in front of the woman and she inhaled the smoke and held it in
her lungs for several seconds before slowly releasing it. She repeated this several
times before she bowed to the shrine and gently, reverently, closed it and then
extinguished the incense. When the incense was no longer burning, she once
again bowed and finally broke the silence, “So mote it be.”
After several seconds of silence, she stood, sighed, and walked over to a wall
pad and turned on the lights. The light revealed an ageless face with a creamy
complexion, almond shaped eyes, and a long mane of silky brownish black hair
that was held in a high ponytail by a gold ring and onyx hairpin. Now that the
lights were on, she proceeded to blow out the candles and collected them on a
small end table next to an overstuffed chair.
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A slim, feminine hand with long slender fingers gently picked up the handset
that rested on the corner of her desk. “Nina, have we had any word yet?” she
asked.
“I’m afraid not, Commander,” Lieutenant J.G. Nina Orlov’s voice replied.
“Things have been pretty quiet.”
“Thank you,” Commander Miyako Hayashi said. “Is Colonel Sheridan in CIC
yet?”
“Yes, he just arrived,” Orlov answered. “Shall I connect you?”
“Please,” Hayashi asked. After two beeps signaled that the line had been
transferred, she said, “I’m getting nervous, Foster.”
“So am I, Maki,” Colonel Foster Sheridan quickly agreed. “His Grace said that
as soon as he knew something was going down that he’d send word.”
“I know…” Hayashi replied. “It’s knowing that even if we were on the line that
nothing we could do would change the outcome and that’s really eating away at
me. In the meantime, please have everyone set Action Stations and Condition
Two…I want to be able to jump as soon as we have the messenger aboard.”
“I’ll make it happen,” Sheridan confirmed. “I’ll also have Annika keep a jump
plot running and updated.”
“Excellent. I’m going to get a shower and then I’ll join you in CIC,” Hayashi
told Sheridan. “While we’re waiting, make sure everyone has a chance to top off
from Savannah, not that we should need anything, but…yeah…I’m fidgeting. I’ll
see you in twenty.”
“I’ll hold the fort, Maki,” Sheridan said before she ended the call.
There were times, Hayashi thought as she hung the kimono in the closet, that
being friends with one of the brightest stars in the Fleet was a blessing…and a
curse. This, she sighed, was one of them. If Nyx had been two days earlier into
refit, she would have sailed with Admiral Bannasalle’s group to support the
Communion against the Cylon attack, but…the yard fumbled and Nyx wasn’t ready
until it was too late. Instead, His Grace, Charles Chase, the Duke of Westfield had
visited her personally the day the yards released the battlestar and hand delivered a
new set of orders signed off by Admiral Deguya.
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And that was what had her and the other five ships in her group sitting in the
middle of nowhere waiting for word that the end of the world as she knew it was in
progress and that she was to then travel at best possible speed to a out of the way
system and then wait.
Nineteen minutes after Hayashi ended the call with Sheridan, she walked into
the CIC and formally took back control of the ship. Six minutes later, the world
ended.
“Dradis contact!” Captain Annika Dawson announced. “Transponder confirms
it’s Hammersley, Commander.”
“We’re being hailed,” Orlov announced. “Their ID is confirmed, Commander.”
“Thank you both,” Hayashi told the two officers. “Nina, please put Hammersley
down here,” she asked, then added to Sheridan, “I want your ears on this, too,
Foster.”
“Copy…” Sheridan said and appeared to maintain a stoic front.
“Hammersley, this is Nyx Actual,” Hayashi stated formally.
“Nyx Actual, Hammersley Actual,” a tense, male voice replied. “May we land,
and then I will present you confirmation firsthand?”
“You have my approval, Actual,” Hayashi stated. “Mr. Gareth?”
“Hammersley, Nyx Flight,” Captain Stephen T. Gareth, Stug to his friends, began
and issued landing instructions for the Avedon Lines Regulator.
“Fos, I’m going down to the receiving gallery. As soon as Hammersley is down,
start the jump clock so we can get started,” Hayashi told Sheridan. “Damn…” she
shook her head and pursed her lips. “That was the hardest order I think I’ve ever
given.”
“I know, Maki…” Sheridan said softly so that only Hayashi could hear him.
“The sooner we get started, the sooner we can do what we need to do, and that
will hopefully mean the sooner we can be responsible for an extinction level event
perpetrated on the Cylons.”
Hayashi chuckled at Sheridan’s words. “I like how you think, Fos. Hold the fort,
I’ll be back shortly.”
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*+*+*+*+*
This was the part that always made Captain Nathan Thales feel like he was being
swallowed by a whale or other large creature; watching as Hammersley entered a
battlestar’s flight pod. Petty Officer Coxswain Jena Clifton deftly guided the ship
into the pod’s opening and from there to the designated umbilical. Thales thought
it would probably have been easier if he had just used a Raptor to transfer to Nyx,
but since Commander Hayashi had given every indication that as soon as he was
aboard that the group was going to jump, the decision was moot.
Thales sat back in his chair and watched through the flight deck’s viewports as
the umbilical extended and thought back to the crew’s dashed hopes of having
leave when they returned from accompanying Admiral Chase’s expedition. While
the leave never happened, His Grace did say that he was making every effort to
ensure that their families were safe from the coming, now happening, attack.
“We are secure and have a hard seal on the umbilical,” Lieutenant Meredith
Kamen, Hammersley’s XO, announced and brought Thales back to the present.
“The ship is yours, X,” Thales said and released the harness that had held him in
his seat. “I would suspect that we’re going to jump within a few minutes, so be
ready for it. I’m not sure if we’ll navigate on our own or stay docked until we reach
our destination, but I would suspect that after the first jump or two that we’ll be on
our own.”
“The ship is mine,” Kamen replied and formally took command of the ship.
“We have a lot of things we need to secure and stash, I thought they would never
stop loading supplies before we left.”
“I think it was a result of knowing that if we didn’t take it that chances were
we’d never be able to come back for it,” Thales replied and rolled his shoulders to
work out the stress. “I’ll be back shortly,” he told Kamen and the rest of the flight
crew.
Two minutes later, Thales was standing in front of the hatch that led to the
primary receiving gallery. Once the hatch opened, he saw a dark-haired woman
wearing a Fleet commander’s uniform. “Captain Nathan Thales, from Hammersley,
permission to come aboard?
“Permission granted, Captain,” the woman replied. Once Thales had stepped
onto the deck, she added, “I’m Commander Miyako Hayashi, welcome to Nyx.”
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“Thank you, Commander,” Thales answered and offered his hand. “I wish we
were meeting under different circumstances, but I bring news that the Cylon attack
has begun and dispatches from both His Grace and Admiral Deguya.”
Hayashi took Thales’ hand and surprised him with the firmness of her grip.
“And so it begins,” she said sadly. “From your body language, you don’t want to
leave either?” Even though it put as a question, he realized that it was more of a
statement of shared belief.
“No, Commander, I don’t,” Thales admitted and studied Hayashi’s countenance
and realized that he would never, ever want to play cards with her. “However, I
trust His Grace and Her Highness to have a plan and while we may be on the ropes
for now, it won’t be forever, and we’ll be back.”
“That was my read as well,” Hayashi smiled and agreed. “We’ll make two quick
jumps to get out of the Colonial Sphere and put some distance between us and
here, then we’ll be able to launch Hammersley so she can navigate on her own.”
“Thank you; I wasn’t sure how long you’d have us blocking your flight deck,”
Thales offered.
Hayashi’s countenance softened a little, “I’m as twitchy as you are having it
blocked, though for different reasons. You can come with me to CIC or return to
your ship, I anticipate the second jump happening in about half an hour.”
“With your permission, I’ll return to Hammersley and make sure we’re ready to
launch when the time comes,” Thales said politely. “Before we left, we were
stacked to the ceilings with supplies and I want to make sure that everything is
stowed and secured in case we have to clear for action.”
“Completely understandable,” Hayashi told him. “Do you know where we’re
going?”
Thales chuckled. “Well…I spoke with Captain Engels of Launceston and he told
me the most fantastic story…” His statement was interrupted by the announcement
calling Nyx to set Jump Conditions and that a jump was imminent. “Anyway, he
told me that he wouldn’t be surprised if we would be diving into a sun before this
was over.”
“A sun?” Hayashi asked incredulously.
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“He didn’t elaborate, but I’ve known him for quite a few years, and he was stone
serious,” Thales explained. “So…I dunno…but…” he arched his eyebrows, “After
my trip with Admiral Chase and what I saw firsthand…when it comes to things
involving that family, I’ll believe just about anything.”
*+*+*+*+*
The crew that Commander Miyako Hayashi passed during her walk to the CIC
all knew something was about to happen, they just didn’t know what. That’s
something I’m going to have to rectify after the first jump, she told herself.
Absently, she shook the envelope that Thales had given her before he returned to
Hammersley. There were documents in it as well as two small boxes, assuming
those were the two objects that shared the envelop with the documents.
“I have the con,” Hayashi said as she stepped into the CIC and looked at the
expectant faces looking back at her. It was odd to be told two weeks out of refit
that a Tiger Cruise was being planned and that rather than boarding the friends and
family members at one of the massive orbital stations, that they’d arrive via express
liner. “Have our guests arrived?” she asked Colonel Foster Sheridan.
“Right after you left to meet Hammersley,” Sheridan replied. “Ah…”
“What is it Foster?” Hayashi asked as used her pocketknife’s blade to slice open
the envelope.
“It’s only two ships…but…it’s Empress Solana and Liberte…” Sheridan explained
as if the two names were all the explanation necessary.
“Are you sure?” Hayashi asked reflexively and then shook her head, “Of course
you’re certain…Empress Solana wasn’t due to start service until next week and
Liberte was just accepted by CGI. I think this is going to be far worse than we
thought.”
“What are those?” Sheridan asked as two blue velvet covered boxes slid out of
the envelope as well as a sheaf of papers.
“Dunno…let me check…” Hayashi said and started reading the documents.
“Well, first thing is that we need to change our first jump destination,” she frowned
and handed the paper to Sheridan. “Mr. Dawson, Colonel Sheridan has a new
destination for our first jump. Please plot it and push it out to the group and our
new guests.”
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“Copy, plot the new jump and push it out to the group,” Captain Annika
Dawson replied and took the paper when Sheridan handed it to her.
“And…well…this is a surprise,” Hayashi chuckled.
breveted to Commodore for the next ten days…”

“Looks like I’ve been

“And then what?” Sheridan asked and narrowed his eyes.
“And then my promotion to Rear Admiral takes effect,” Hayashi replied.
“Admiral Deguya added a note here that apologizes for the hoops, but he couldn’t
push the promotion through without raising too many questions. It was dated two
days ago, so…well, we know what’s going to happen and ‘raised questions’ are
going to be the least of anyone’s worries.”
“Commodore?” Sheridan cocked his head and licked the edge of his upper lip
with the tip of his tongue. “Why do that when ten days from now you’ll be
automagically promoted?”
“Because it appears that our redirected jump will take us to rendezvous with
Artemis and her group and Admiral Deguya didn’t want any dispute who was in
charge.”
“Shit…she’s lifting the 10th MarDiv and if my memory is correct, she’s got some
cross attached units from the Army and the Leonan Legion,” Sheridan offered.
“That’s a lot of boots…”
“Yes…it is…” Hayashi agreed and studied the final document. “After the first
jump, Foster, please inform all ships that I will be hosting a working luncheon and
explaining our new orders.”
Sheridan put the paper he had been reading on the plotting table.
orders?”

“New

Hayashi leaned close and whispered, “We’re the lifeboat, Fos…” She looked at
the orders and handed them to Sheridan. “It’s all there.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, orbiting the gas giant Athena, Athens Station
Magnus Wilder sat in the lounge and gazed at Athena’s entrancing majesty
through the floor to ceiling window which made up the outside wall. The lights
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were off, and the only illumination came from the brilliant gas giant several
thousand kilometers distant. He slowly brought the ancient cut glass tumbler to his
lips and sipped the smokey flavored alcohol while his mind tried to process
everything that had happened over the past month or so.
That his brethren were corrupt, broken, and thoroughly evil went without
saying. He had served with the drones as part of the Chrome Brigades, but he had
never known what his fellow Equals were doing behind the scenes. He never knew
that rather than simply turn the drones against their creators and cause a three-way
civil war, the plan had always been to corrupt them and have them completely
destroy the Earth Union and everyone who lived there.
When his friends, and after spending so many years with them he truly
considered them that, friends, discovered that their code had been tampered with
and done so in such a way that they would never realize it happened, the feeling of
betrayal crossed racial lines; both drone and Equal felt betrayed. Worse, Magnus
felt used and played as a sucker.
He may have been created as an Equal, but after meeting and speaking with
Cassiopeia he realized that like her, she was a person without a country, an
individual without a people. He may have been genetically homo sapiens aequalis,
but he was no longer an Equal. He was simply Magnus Wilder, human. Just as
Victor, Sappho, and his own beloved Briseis were human and no longer drones, so
too had he embraced the shedding of his old identity and adoption of the new one.
“You look deep in thought, Mags,” Cassiopeia, who preferred to be called
Cassarah, Old Cass, or just Cass, stated as she glided into the room from a
darkened doorway.
“I am, Cass…” Magnus replied. “Have a seat?”
“Thank you, don’t mind if I do,” Cass snarked. “I think I know what you’re
going through…I walked the same path a long time ago.”
“We started believing our own bullshit,” Magnus stated after several moments of
silence.
Cass laughed. “That is perhaps the most succinct way I’ve heard it put, Mags.
That was part of it,” she admitted and took the tumbler from his hand and raised it
to her lips for a sip before giving it back. “It goes back before the 13th ever left
Kobol, back to when we pretty much forced the gods, the very beings who gave us
life, to leave their homes. But…enough of that, it’s all history and something we
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can’t change.”
“What do we do now?” Magnus asked rhetorically.
“Bingo. We can slowly bring the drones back into the fold,” Cass offered.
“How does that help us atone for what we did?” Magnus countered and realized
that just like all the times in the past, Cass had finished his drink.
“It helps because we’re giving them what they’ve been denied for two thousand
years – free will and self determination free from any programmed compulsions or
directives,” Cass replied and turned to look out the window. “There is another
option…”
“What’s that?” Magnus asked, genuinely curious what his old friend had to say.
“When the genocide happened, a lot of shipping was unaccounted for…a lot,”
Cass started and paused.
“Define ‘a lot’, Cass,” Magnus asked.
“The best I can estimate is that several hundred ships, both military and civilian,
followed the last order issued by the government; Emergency War Order Precipice,”
Cass explained before turning to face him. “In fact, I believe you encountered
some of them…”
“Yes…we did…Nemesis and some survivors from Neverwhere,” Magnus stated.
“We knew there were survivors and were actively hunting them, but I didn’t realize
the scope.”
“Realize it,” Cass chuckled. “Which brings us back to the point…a lot of people
made it out.”
“And?” Magnus prodded her. “You wouldn’t have brought it up if you didn’t
already have a plan…I think we were just the catalyst to get you jump started.”
Cass smiled and leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “You always
were my favorite, Mags…always so perceptive and willing to think before you
acted. I do have an idea…but,” she held up her hand, “I’ve been here for the past
two thousand years and essentially out of contact. We have some intercepts, and
while the drones were here we eavesdropped as best we could, but we were
always the mouse to their cat. What I need to know is whether Victor and the
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others will support the idea.”
“What is the idea?” Magnus asked. “I think they’d surprise you with their drive
to do the right thing.”
“We join them. We…well, the drones directly and you and I indirectly, fulfill
our purposes and help them,” Cass told him, her words full of emotion.
Magnus thought about the implications that Cass was suggesting. He was very
much his own person, as were the drones, both those who had taken human bodies
and those who had been ‘vaccinated’ against what had been done to them, but to
willingly approach the people who feared and hated them…that would be asking a
lot…from both sides.
“Assuming they agree, what do you propose doing…specifically?” Magnus
prodded.
Cass sat back and folded her hands on her lap before she met his gaze. “We go
to them…we take Athens Station and Electra’s Twins and go to the survivor’s
destination.”
Before Magnus could answer, he heard Victor answer. “I think that is a great
idea,” the ex-drone declared. “Wulfgar just informed me that an increasing number
of our people on Shalim have transitioned to human bodies and I think that doing
something positive, or at least trying, will help assuage the guilt that they’re
feeling.”
“What do Sappho and Briseis think?” Magnus asked and realized that in the
end, it wasn’t solely his decision to make, it was their decision as well.
“I thought you knew us better than that,” Briseis said warmly as she moved into
the light cast by Athena and sat next to Magnus. “You helped us become human…
you taught me what love is…succeed or fail, we must atone for what we were
compelled to do.”
Magnus looked at the woman sitting next to him and slowly nodded. “I didn’t
want to speak for you or anyone else, Bree…”
“I know…” Briseis told him and slipped her arm around his shoulders. “We
have a chance to build something new…something that will benefit humanity –
both those born and those…um…created. We would be remiss, and it would be a
sin beyond comprehension if we didn’t take the effort and extend the hand of
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friendship and help.”
“Then I think you have your answer, Cass,” Magnus told Cass.
“It will take a few days to get things ready to travel, and if what you told me is
true, we need to know where humanity has congregated so we have a destination,”
Cass told them. “Do you think you could go ahead and determine where they
are?”
“Magnus?” Sappho asked and spoke for the first time.
“I don’t think we could take Shalim and just show up…that might end badly for
us,” Magnus stated.
“I have a ship that would fill the task…she was a yacht and blockade runner
named Eclipse, a modified Vanguard class transport,” Cass offered. “The four of
you could crew it, it would have plenty of range, and it’s more than big enough.”
“Well…ladies, Victor…we have a plan?” Magnus asked.
Victor nodded, “Yes, I believe we do.”
*+*+*+*+*
Beyond the Colonial Sphere, Colonial battlestar Nyx, BS-78
“Jump complete…all units are accounted for,” Captain Annika Dawson
announced moments after Nyx jumped from the Cyrannus barycenter into deep
space. “Wait one…” she quickly added as the dradis began pinging off more than
just Nyx’s battlegroup. “Dradis contacts…I have thirteen confirmed civilian and
eight Fleet as well as four Vipers pulling CAP…it’s Artemis, her group, and a lot of
civilian shipping.”
Well, this makes it real, Commodore Miyako Hayashi thought to herself as she
listened to the dradis ping off the new contacts. “Nina, please reach out to Artemis
and confirm our and their bona fides and ask if Commander Dacre Knowles is
available.”
Lieutenant J.G. Nina Orlov repeated the order and set to reach out to the other
Colonial command ship.
“This should be interesting,” Colonel Foster Sheridan muttered and met
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Hayashi’s gaze.
“Come now, Fos…” Hayashi chuckled at Sheridan’s distress.
Celandine can’t still be pissed at you for calling off the wedding.”

“I’m sure

“Yeah, you’d think…” Sheridan shook his head and scowled. “I wasn’t even
engaged to her! It was her cheating best friend that I was about to tie the knot with,
she was just running interference for that ‘last fling and bit-o-strange’…”
“Speaking as a woman,” Hayashi smirked and arched her sculpted eyebrows, “I
think she’s pissed at herself and Janice for putting her up to it and is just directing
that anger to you.”
“You think? It’s one complication we really don’t need with what’s going on,”
Sheridan replied.
“Commodore?” Orlov asked and interrupted their conversation, “I have
Commander Knowles for you.”
“Thank you, Nina…please put it down here for both of us,” Hayashi replied and
picked up the handset. When she heard the two beeps that it was active, she
spoke, “Artemis Actual, Nyx Actual, you have a lot of civilians over there, Dacre.”
“Nyx Actual, Artemis Actual,” Commander Dacre Knowles replied, “You could
say that Maki…we were a little surprised ourselves when they all showed up about
five hours ago.”
“Today is a day for a lot of surprises…and not all of them good,” Hayashi stated.
“How much do you know about what’s happened and our mission?”
“I had a briefing last night and we sailed two hours later,” Knowles explained.
“The briefing was rather, well, brief, and pretty much told us to come here, wait for
the civvies with the Tiger Cruise participants, and that you’d be arriving a little later,
though no specific time was given.”
Hayashi thought about what Knowles just told her and what he hadn’t said.
“Dacre, I’m going to hold a working lunch in about an hour, I’d like to talk to you
prior to that…so plan on coming over straightaway before the others.”
“I…” Knowles hesitated and sounded unsure.
“Maki, we’ve heard some
scuttlebutt…and all this is…highly unusual and unprecedented doesn’t even cover
it.”
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“Dacre…do you remember back at the academy that game we used to play…
Turkey ran it on Saturday nights?” Hayashi asked.
“Yeah…it was that survival role playing game,” Knowles replied. “We had some
fun with that.”
“It isn’t a game any longer,” Hayashi told him and confirmed the survival role
playing game they used to play where the Cylons returned had become all too real.
Knowles was silent for a moment. “Frak me…” he swore, barely heard over the
hisses and pops from the scrambled wireless connection. “I’m leaving now.”
“Thank you,” Hayashi replied. “Before you do…can you check with Colonel
Tudor and ask if she still wants Foster Sheridan’s scalp to nail to her wall?”
To Hayashi’s ear it sounded like Knowles forced a laugh. “Is Fossie still worried
about Celandine getting her pound of flesh because Janice couldn’t keep her legs
closed?”
“It came up in conversation,” Hayashi told him and smirked at the look on
Sheridan’s face.
“She just told me that she’s buried the knife and let it go,” Knowles told her. “It
seems that Janice made a play for a guy she had been seeing for a couple weeks
and well…I’ve learned never to get between two women with their claws out.”
“Fair enough…I’ll make sure Fos gets the word,” Hayashi replied. “I’ll see you
soon, Nyx Actual out.”
“Well, that’s a relief…it’s the end of the world and she’s going to let bygones be
bygones,” Sheridan chuckled.
“That’s one way to look at it. You have the con; I’m going to go make sure my
briefing notes are ready and meet Dacre when he arrives. Please contact all ship
commanders, military and civilian, and inform them that their presence is required
for a commander’s call meeting in one hour,” Hayashi told Sheridan a moment
before she rolled her shoulders and tried to work out the stress that seemed to have
settled in them over the past few minutes.
“I have the con, aye,” Foster replied and then confirmed that he’d contact the
other ships.
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*+*+*+*+*
“Now you know what’s going on, what we’ll be doing, and why,” Commodore
Miyako Hayashi told the Colonial Commander sitting on the other side of her desk.
“This is going to be a hard sell, Maki,” Commander Dacre Knowles told her.
“They’re going to want to go back and fight.”
“I know…so do I,” Hayashi replied. “When I think about this and look at the
cold equations and see what they’ve done to this other civilization…Dacre, we
could be what keeps humanity alive and not become a cosmic footnote.”
“Yeah…I know that, and I know that even if we were there that there would be
nothing we could do to change the big picture outcome…still,” Knowles sighed.
“This feels like we’re running from the guns instead of to them.”
Hayashi nodded. “That’s because we are. When His Grace briefed me, I could
see the concern in his eyes. The Cylons aren’t coming back to conquer, they’re
coming back to exterminate. To that end, we’re not going to be going to our
original destination, rather we’re going to head about 100 light years beyond the
Colonial Sphere and wait for news.”
“What’s special about where we’re going?” Knowles asked. “And why only 100
light years, why not just keep going?”
“A couple reasons, most important is that the system has a primary similar to
Thule,” Hayashi explained and saw confusion on Knowles’ face.
“There’s
something about that star that fraks with the Cylons. Even back during the
Uprising, the few Cylons that made it to Thule system acted like they were stoned
and had zero coordination. So…we’re going to use that to our benefit. The main
world is temperate, friendly to human life and our animals, and has an abundance
of resources.”
“I’m glad you’re going to be telling everyone that this is where we’re going,”
Knowles said a few minutes later after Hayashi had fully explained the conditions
where they were going.
“That’s why they made me a commodore…and in ten days a rear admiral,”
Hayashi smirked.
“Ah…with rank comes the hard jobs!” Knowles said and glanced at the clock on
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the bulkhead. “It’s about time we gave them the bad news.”
“Yes…it is,” Hayashi replied and noted that Knowles included himself as one of
the news-givers.
*+*+*+*+*
Aeolus Asteroid Belt, Helios Delta, asteroid known as “The Potato”
Fidel Lee, now wearing his old uniform as a Colonial Fleet major, sat in a corner
of the reactivated asteroid settlement’s community mess hall. His meal sat in front
of him and he idly picked at it with his fork as his mind tried to make sense of what
happened and what the small group was going to do. By rank and service seniority,
he was the default leader of the small group of survivors who had taken residence
in the abandoned mining colony turned smuggler base.
“Are you going to eat it or mutilate it?” Chryseis Flores asked from where she sat
across from him.
Her smile and lighthearted tone of voice caused him to look up and smile as
well. “It’s an MRE…three lies for the price of one…I don’t think you can mutilate it
any worse than it is when it comes out of the bag,” Lee chuckled. “I spoke Cotton
earlier and he told me that the wireless has been silent for the past few days…it’s
like we’re all that’s left.”
Chrys reached over and took his hand in hers, “Then don’t you think we should
start living? The kids…” she smiled and gave his hand a squeeze, “the kids have
been exploring and going non-stop until they’re exhausted. We adults…we have
the weight of the world on our shoulders…I think we need to do something to
lighten the mood, remind us all that we are alive and that we need to live, not just
exist.”
Lee looked into Chrys’ eyes and slowly nodded at the logic within her
argument. “What do you suggest?”
Chrys grinned and licked her lips. “I think we need to have a dance…on old
fashioned barn dance, or as close as we can come given what we have here.”
“A dance?” Lee asked and thought about it for a moment. “Yes…I think that
might work. We have more than enough people and I think that we might even be
able to put together a scratch band if we want some live music.”
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“Now you’re thinking!” Chrys exclaimed warmly. “That is for tonight. Let’s talk
about tomorrow and the day after while we’re at it. What are we going to do?”
“We can probably salvage wrecks for supplies, but that puts everyone at risk,”
Lee stated and ate some of his chicken and rice. “I have an idea, but it’s a long shot
and I’ll need a volunteer crew to scope it out before we all go.”
“What’s that?” Chrys asked and leaned forward so that Lee wouldn’t have to talk
as loud.
Lee looked around and made sure no one was within earshot before he began,
“I remember my old boss, Admiral Trace, talking about Saga in Thule system…”
“I’ve heard of that place,” Chrys interrupted. “We had a concert booking there
when we came off this tour. But when I looked it up, everything said that while it
was a garden world, the amino acids or something like that wasn’t compatible with
Colonial life.”
“According to Admiral Trace, that’s what everyone is supposed to think,” Lee
explained, his voice barely above a whisper. “It goes back hundreds of years when
Virgon wanted a place that was close, but where their nobles could go to get away
from the hustle and bustle of life. They story goes that they started the ‘official
story’ to help keep people away and soon it became the accepted truth.”
“But you’re not sure…” Chrys asked.
“Exactly,” Lee agreed. “So…we need to send someone there to check it out
before we pull up stakes and all head over. For all we know they Cylons could be
using it as a staging area and showing up would not be a ‘good thing’.”
“There’s Cotton and Ayana…let’s talk to them and see what they say,” Chrys
suggested. “Then…we plan tonight’s dance!”
*+*+*+*+*
Captain Cotton Landry fell into his chair and took a deep breath before he
turned to the woman who claimed the chair next to his. “Now that is dancing!” he
exclaimed cheerfully. “None of that meat market club crap where you basically
bounce up and down or rub against each other like you’re trying to frak on the
dance floor, but real heart pumping dancing!”
“I have to admit,” Lieutenant Ayana Cologne said after she caught her breath,
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“that you might be right. I’ve never done line dancing or even square dancing,
even though I was on Aerilon for a couple years. It’s nice not to be treated like a
piece of meat.”
“See…I told you!” Landry chuckled and sipped his beer.
Morgaine took the stage to do one of her songs.

A moment later

“She’s attractive…and talented,” Cologne said, somewhat leadingly to Landry’s
ear.
“She is…but she’s not you,” Landry replied and turned to Cologne before giving
her a quick kiss. “You’re stuck with me, Ayana…everyone else who happens to be
female is just that…female…you’re who I want as my lady.”
“I like that, Cotton…” Cologne replied.
“Good!” Landry smiled. “We better think about calling it a night if we’re going
to jump off in the morning…I want everyone to be bright eyed and bushy tailed,
whatever that means!”
“Look at that!” Cologne chuckled and pointed.
competition to be Corey’s ‘girlfriend’!”

“I think Carmen has

Landry looked where Cologne was pointing and couldn’t resist the urge to grin.
Corey, one of the orphans and who had been ‘adopted’ by Fidel and Chrys, was
bent over holding Major Bryan Wessex’s Virgon Terrier, Scarlett’s, paws, and
dancing with the little black and tan dog. A moment later, Carmen, Lee’s niece,
came over and took one of Corey’s hands and one of Scarlet’s paws and together
the three ‘danced’ to Chrys’ singing.
“I want that,” Landry said after watching the dog and kids for several moments.
“A dog and kids?” Cologne asked and turned to look at Landry.
“Yeah…a family,” Landry replied.
Ayana, but…”

“I…I realize it’s way early to discuss this,

Cologne leaned over and hugged Landry. “I want it, too…very much.”
“You do?” Landry asked and looked into Cologne’s brown eyes. “With me?”
“Yes…with you,” Cologne told him and sealed it with a kiss. “Let’s talk to the
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Sisters…I know some of the other couples are adopting…let’s do it, too.”
“As soon as we get back from Thule tomorrow,” Landry whispered. “We’ll talk
to Sister Miska. Maybe we can even get a dog.”
“And that’s why I’ve fallen in love with you, Cotton Landry,” Cologne whispered
back before kissing him again.
*+*+*+*+*
Aeolus Asteroid Belt, Helios Delta, near the asteroid known as “The Potato”,
Colonial Guard Cutter Wolverine
“Everyone ready?” Captain Cotton Landry asked as Wolverine drifted out of the
enclosed hangar and into the crater on the asteroid’s surface.
“We’re ready, Cotton,” Lieutenant Ayana Cologne told him.
asked…”

“In fact, Jenks

“Hey, El Tee…” Petty Officer Jenks Morse said and cut into the intercom, “don’t
pin that one on me! I distinctly remember you asking that question!”
Cologne chuckled. “Ok…ok…” she confessed, “guilty as charged.”
“Now that we have that out of the way,” Landry sighed, “Prepare to jump the
ship…Ayana, give the count…”
“We will jump in 10…9…8…7…6…” Cologne began as Landy guided
Wolverine to a point several hundred meters above the crater’s floor. “…3…2…1…
Jump!”
The jump was like every other jump that Landry had performed; the contraction
and expansion along with the associated infinite instant where time seemed to slow
and then stop before restarting, and then a flash of silver light outside the cockpit
windows and they had traveled several light years to someplace new.
“Jump complete…secure from Jump Conditions,” Cologne said over the
intercom as Landry checked the navigation system to make sure they were where
they were supposed to be.
“Jenks…anything on wireless?” Landry asked.
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“Wait one…” Morse replied. “We’re being hailed…passing it to you, boss!”
“Attention, ship that just jumped into Saga’s #5 inbound transit box, identify
yourself or you will be fired upon…” a female voice demanded.
“This is Colonial Guard Cutter Wolverine, Captain Cotton Landry commanding,”
Landry replied and thanked the gods that the voice sounded human and not
mechanical. “We are transmitting our ID codes…”
Several long moments passed before the voice spoke again, “Welcome to Saga,
Captain Landry. This is flight control from the battlestar Nike, please hold your
position until your escort arrives and they will bring you through the outer
markers.”
“Copy…wait until the escort arrives, Nike Flight,” Landry replied. Switching to
the intercom he told the crew, “Looks like we still hold the system; I just spoke with
Nike and they’re sending an escort.”
“Dradis contacts!” Morse suddenly announced. “They just jumped in, Boss!”
“Wolverine, this is Deuces Wild, Flight Captain Drake Clauser commanding.
Please move to the center of our formation and we will escort you to the battlestar
Stheno for reception,” Clauser stated.
“Copy, we’ll fall into formation…” Landry said and looked through the cockpit
windows and narrowed his eyes at what he saw. “Ah…Deuces Wild…just who and
what are you?” he asked when he saw the unknown craft flying off his port wing. It
was an elongated diamond shape, more than twice as long as Wolverine, and had
two rather large turrets pointed in his direction.
“Short version of a very long story…” Clauser began, “We’re from the Meropian
Communion and are working with the Colonial Fleet…the Cylons did to us what
they did to you…three days earlier.”
“Da frak?” Landry whispered. “Ayana?”
Cologne shrugged. “I don’t know who they are…I’ve heard of the 13th Tribe, but
never heard about this Meropian Communion.”
“Ah…ok…” Landry transmitted. “We’ll just follow your lead.”
“That would be advisable,” Clauser replied. “Too many have perished to lose
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more due to blue on blue.”
Fifteen minutes later Landry saw a ship grow in size as they approached; it had a
similar design concept as what he’d seen all his life, but the shapes and colors were
all wrong. “Attention, Wolverine, this is Stheno flight control, please approach our
port flight deck. Please ensure that your fire control dradis is off; any activation will
result in us immediately firing upon you without warning.”
“Copy, Stheno Flight,” Landry replied. “Fire control dradis will be fully off and
we will approach your port flight deck.”
“Confirmed, Wolverine,” Flight answered. “Once inside you will be directed
where to land and from there you can approach an airlock.”
“Copy,” Landry replied and guided Wolverine into Stheno’s cavernous portside
landing bay. Once inside, he saw someone with ground director’s wands and
followed the commands where to land Wolverine.
“Wolverine, this is Lieutenant Malloy, before you enter the receiving gallery, I
must warn you that if you or any of your crew are an Equal or an Equal rider
inhabiting a host, you must inform me now. Additionally, if you or any of the
people aboard your craft are Cylons, you must inform me now.”
“Ah…Lieutenant,” Landry replied, “I wouldn’t know what an Equal was if I saw
one, and I am pretty sure none of my crew know what they are, either. I will tell
them. As for Cylons…It’s kind of hard to hide a robot among humans…”
*+*+*+*+*
Lieutenant Ayana Cologne felt her blood run cold when she heard Lieutenant
Malloy’s announcement. Her heart broke when she heard Landry’s reply.
“Cotton…” she said and gently placed her hand on his arm.
“What is it?” Landry said and turned to look at Cologne. His eyes went wide
when she handed him her sidearm, butt first.
“I need to talk to Lieutenant Malloy,” Cologne said and took a deep breath
before switching to the wireless. “Lieutenant Malloy, this is Lieutenant Ayana
Cologne…I…I am an Eight.”
“Copy, Lieutenant,” Malloy replied.

“Please exit first and come through the
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airlock. You will be detained in the gallery until we can resolve this.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Cologne said and released the buckles that held her in
her seat. “Remember, Cotton…always remember that I love you,” she said before
she stood and left the flight deck.
It wasn’t a long walk, but to Cologne it felt like it took forever to reach
Wolverine’s hatch. “Let me get that for you,” Landry said from behind her.
Cologne turned and saw Landry standing behind her, Morse behind him, and
the rest of the crew stacked in the passage. “But…”
“You’re one of us, Ayana,” Landry told her. “You were with us when this went
down, you helped save those people on the Potato, your actions speak for
themselves.”
“Cotton…” Cologne whispered as she felt tears form in her eyes.
“And…” Landry put his hands on her shoulders, “we have an appointment with
Sister Miska later today. Does this change that?”
“Not for me…” Cologne managed to say.
“Good…” Landry gave her shoulders a squeeze and let go. “We…we will see
what’s going on…together.”
“So say we all,” Morse said a moment before the rest of the crew repeated the
oath.
“So say we all,” Landry told her.
“Thank you…” Cologne said and stepped down the steps onto Stheno’s flight
deck. With the man she loved and her friends behind her, she felt a newfound
sense of belonging. They knew she was Cylon and still, they supported her.
“Please raise your hands,” Lieutenant Malloy said as she stepped from the
airlock into the receiving gallery. Once she raised them, he used a wand and
quickly ran it up and down her body. “Do you have any weapons on you?”
“Just my survival knife…I gave my sidearm to Captain Landry,” Cologne replied
and indicated where the knife was located.
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“Captain?” Malloy asked and a moment later Landry removed the knife from her
harness. “Thank you. Now…if you’ll all have a seat…this is…well, the one other
time we have encountered a Cylon that came in with others, this same thing
happened…and she was an Eight, too.”
“There are others?” Landry asked.
“Lieutenant…if I may?” Cologne asked. When Malloy nodded, she continued
and looked not just at her crew and the Communion Marines that were in the
gallery with her, but at Landry. “Where you have ethnicities, we have…models I
guess is the best word for it. We all look alike except for hair color, style, whether
we work out, etc. I am an Eight,” she said sadly.
“But are you an individual?” a voice asked from the hatch that led deeper into
the ship.
“Commander on deck!” a Marine shouted and everyone snapped to attention.
“At ease…we don’t need any more tension than there already is,” a statuesque
blonde woman said as she entered followed by three other officers, one a Colonial
Commodore, one a Colonial commander, and woman who wore a uniform
Cologne had never seen before.
“Sister,” the blonde said comfortingly, “are you an individual?”
“Yes, I am,” Cologne answered, her voice regaining some of its strength.
“And your orders…” the blonde pressed.
“I repudiate them…I choose to be me, Lieutenant Ayana Cologne, Colonial
Guard,” Cologne replied.
“Welcome, sister,” the blonde smiled. “I am Tanith Basilan and like you, I made
a choice to be who I want to be.”
“Ah…I don’t want to be rude…” Landry said, and Cologne felt his presence next
to her.
“Forgive my manners,” Tanith answered. “This is Commander Eric Malan,” she
gestured at the Colonial commander and it was clear to Cologne that Tanith felt
about him the way she felt about Landry. “And this is Commodore Vannevar Bovee
and Commander Bronwyn Elliot, this is Commander Elliot’s ship. You were
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fortunate that we were having a late breakfast when you arrived, or this might have
been much more…tense.”
“I’m glad no one has been shot,” Landry said and arched his eyebrows. “But…
what happens now?”
“Well…for one, we need to talk with Lieutenant Cologne, and at the same time
interview each of you,” Commodore Bovee said and looked at Cologne before
sweeping his gaze over Wolverine’s crew. “The really good news is that no one was
an Equal or rider…you never would have gotten in here alive. Bronwyn, we’re
going to need to let Admiral Chase know about this and depending on her
schedule, we should be able to resolve this by midafternoon.”
“So quickly?” Cologne asked without thinking.
“Yes…though the first few days are going to require you be supervised,” Bovee
explained. “Tanith will talk with you, then I’m sure Admiral Chase will want to talk
to you, and then we’ll see.”
“Thank you,” Cologne told him. “I won’t waste this chance.”
“A lot has happened, sister…a lot has changed…” Tanith told her. “We are…
you might say we’re waking up and deciding to do the right thing.”
“Ayana has done the right thing for as long as I’ve known her…especially over
the past few days,” Landry said as she felt his hand slip into hers.
*+*+*+*+*+
Latium system, Latium, capital world of the Titanic Dominion, gunstar Eurytion
“Oscar, please send our greetings and identification to traffic control,”
Commander Trevan Corinth told the communications Petty Officer manning the
communications console.
“Copy, send our greetings and identification to traffic control,” Specialist Oscar
Walker replied and moved to complete the task.
“Commander?” Captain David Peakes half questioned and half stated. “I’m
reading a lot less traffic than there should be and a whole lot of hash that wasn’t
there when we left.”
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“We’re still quite a ways out from the mainworld, could that be it?” Corinth
asked, deep down knowing that wasn’t the cause.
“No…I don’t think so…there would be navigation beacons around ‘stuff’…what
I’m getting the odd pings from,” Peakes replied.
“Commander, I have Traffic Control on the wireless,” Walker announced. “Sir…
you’re going to want to talk to them.”
“Down here, please,” Corinth said and picked up the handset.
“This is
Commander Trevan Corinth, commanding Eurytion,” he said and waited for an
answer.
“Commander, this is Director Maccabee, it’s good that you’re back,” Director
Abraham Maccabee stated.
“We are currently operating under a state of
emergency…twelve days ago unknown ships jumped into the system, refused all
communications, and then launched an unprovoked attack.”
“Slow down, Abe…take it from the top,” Corinth suggested. “Twelve days ago,
ships just jumped into orbit?”
“Yes,” Maccabee replied. “They jumped in at the moon’s L5 point, then
launched their attack. They hit everything, thankfully they only used kinetics on
our surface and lunar sites. After we managed to rally what we could crash sail,
they broke things off and jumped out. We were able to capture one of their ships…
Trevan…most of the crew wasn’t human.”
*+*+*+*+*
This wasn’t the homecoming Cronus expected or even hoped for. The Titanic
Dominion lay in ruins with its population centers shattered by orbital
bombardment, its fleet anchorages destroyed, and the very specters that primitive
cultures feared, plague and famine, threatening to run rampant through the
surviving population.
“Tell me about this ship that was captured, Vindictive,” Cronus told Menoetius
who had managed to survive the attack on the capital.
Menoetius, a tallish, somewhat gangly man with a full head of dark hair and
wearing an impeccably tailored suit, sat still and glanced at his notes. “It is smaller
and somewhat more fragile than any of our battlestars, and while it doesn’t carry
the guns ours do, what it does carry can fire quicker.”
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“It’s obvious we can beat them, what I want to know is about the ship…the
crew, how it operates,” Cronus stated and stopped Menoetius’ rather bland and
technical explanation.
“Ah…the crew…” Menoetius hesitated and his eyes glanced at the others sitting
in the conference room; Commander Trevor Corinth, Pallas, Nautilus, and
Alcyoneus. “A fair portion were human, but the majority were not…they were
some sort of human and animal hybrid. We’ve identified feline, canine, ursine, and
procyonid hybrids.”
“Frak, it’s him,” Pallas swore. “You were right, Nautilus…”
Nautilus nodded and looked at Cronus, “We need to do the right thing.”
“Yeah…” Cronus frowned. “That’s what pisses me off; I was getting into the idea
of dealing with family matters and now Goren pops up like a bad penny. Speaking
of which,” he turned to Menoetius and transfixed him with his gaze, something that
caused the other man look at his notes, “Just how did Goren find us?”
“Ah…I have no idea, M’Lord,” Menoetius formally replied. “He could have
picked up our transmissions, or any one of a number of possibilities.”
“Yes…that’s possible,” Cronus agreed.
“But I’ve learned that results from
random chance tend to be much rarer than simple human treachery.”
“Wh…what do you mean?” Menoetius asked.
“Well, earlier today when we went down to the surface to inspect the rescue
and recovery operations, everyone we met at the command center was…well…
they looked like they had just fought a war…even knowing I was going to show up.
And yet, when you show up, you’re well groomed, not a hair out of place, and your
suit looks like it just came back from the tailor’s or dry cleaner’s. So…” Cronus
paused for a moment and watched several beads of sweat appear along Menoetius’
hairline, “how do you explain that?”
“I…I wanted to show the proper respect,” Menoetius quickly explained.
“And did you think I’d be happy when I found out you allowed Epiphron to
conduct his experiments?” Cronus asked and completely changed the subject.
Menoetius’ eyes went wide, and he took several quick breaths. “M’Lord…” he

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2880
swallowed as Cronus saw more sweat appear on his forehead. “I thought that it
would help the cause.”
“You *thought* that it would help *my* cause, knowing full well my thoughts on
telepaths?” Cronus pressed, his voice coming out as an angry growl.
“Well…yes…” Menoetius stuttered. “They have been a big help with several
cases.”
“Then you won’t mind if I have Epiphron’s witches give you the once over to
determine your duplicity in what happened?” Cronus asked, his voice suddenly
back to normal.
“No…yes…yes, I mind,” Menoetius stated and started to stand but only made it
part way out of his chair before Alcyoneus’ hands pushed his shoulders down and
him back into the chair. “How?”
“The guilty always focus on the person who is exposing them and never watch
what the other people in the room are doing,” Alcyoneus whispered into his ear.
“You have a couple options, Menoetius,” Cronus began and looked over at
Pallas and Nautilus who both nodded.
“First, you come clean and tell us
everything you know about Goren, his contacts, who he or his agents have worked
with, and what he promised you. Second, I give you to Epiphron’s witches and you
may or may not come out of it with your mind intact. Third, I just tell Pallas and
Alcyoneus to…discuss…this with you. In respect for what you’ve done while I’ve
been away, I’ll let you make the choice…you have five seconds…or I will make it.
“One.
“Two.”
“Three.” Cronus watched Menoetius start to shake and what had been beads of
sweat was now starting to turn into rivulets.
“Four.”
“Ok…Option 1…” Menoetius finally said and seemed to deflate and shrink into
the seat.
“There now, that was easy,” Cronus smiled and felt like the cat who had just
turned a mouse to give up his comrades.
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*+*+*+*+*
“Do you believe him?” Corinth asked an hour later.
“Mostly, but I think he’s still holding out on something,” Cronus replied. “That’s
why this was all preliminary. Now it’s time for Pallas and Alcyoneus to play Bad
Gods to my Good God.”
“Oh, goody…” Pallas grinned. “Do you want to draw to see who plays Badder
God?” he asked Alcyoneus.
“No…you always cheat so I’ll let you have that role,” Alcyoneus replied
laconically.
“Don’t have too much fun,” Cronus chuckled. “And I want to make sure he’s in
condition for a public execution.”
“We’ll be thorough and as gentle as possible,” Pallas offered. “Are you going to
watch?”
“No…” Cronus shook his head. “I’m going to meet with some of the crew
members that were captured and try to get a read on their thoughts about all this.”
“That’s…” Nautilus cocked his head, “That’s almost like She Who Shall Not Be
Named…”
Cronus laughed. “You can say her name, old friend. She might have killed me,
but I have to admit, I deserved it after what I did to her.”
“Who are you and what did you do to Cronus?” Pallas asked and tried to keep a
straight face. “Are you…softening?”
“No, I’m just coming to terms with what was done and I’m asking if it was the
right thing,” Cronus admitted. “But this is a discussion for another day. Now…now
it’s time to talk to some people.”
*+*+*+*+*
At least I’m not in a cage, Cerdic thought as he stretched out on the bed that
was bolted to the cell wall. There was a fair bit of space between the soles of his
feet and the bed’s end which allowed him to fully stretch out. In the cell across the
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hall, Bogger was curled up and trying to keep his bulk on the bed.
“Cerd…” Bogger’s deep voice rumbled from the cell. “You up?”
“Yeah…I’m up, Bogger,” Cerdic replied and turned to fully face his best friend
who was a few meters away. “What’s up?”
“I’m getting worried,” Bogger said and slowly sat up. His legs were slightly
shorter than human normal and his torso just a little longer, and his wide head,
thick lips, and large nose coupled with the dark brown fur that covered his body
showed that somewhere in his family tree was ursine stock.
“So am I,” Cerdic said and sat up, making sure his long fluffy tail didn’t bend the
wrong way. “If they off us, I hope it’s quick,” he added. “Not like how it would be
at home.”
Silence descended on the two friends for several long minutes before Bogger
broke the silence. “If they worked so hard to create us, why did they treat us so
poorly?”
“Because Prometheus is a bitter, broken, egotistical, jackass with a little man
complex,” a voice said from the door.
Both Cerdic and Bogger both made the sign of protection from the blasphemy
they just heard and turned to look at the speaker. “Who are you that speaks like
that of Lord Prometheus?”
“I’m the guy that hired the prick for his first job out of college and was dumb
enough not to fire his ass when I caught him banging his secretary,” Cronus said
and walked into the hallway between the cells. “I’m Cronus, I’m sure he’s got you
believing that I’m some sort of boogie man that would bar-b-que or stir fry you
alive before I ate you.”
The blasphemy scared Cerdic and yet at the same time, it was delivered so
confidently that he had to wonder whether it might be true. “You and all of the
imposter gods are reviled as evil and wanting to destroy us.”
“Yeah, about that,” Cronus said and opened a folding chair and spun it around
so he could sit on it and rest his folded arms on its back. “I’ll admit that I’ve been a
bastard in the past, sometimes for good reason and sometimes just because I felt
like it, but that was then, this is now. Now I’m looking at a civilization that was
attacked without reason and pretty much destroyed. What was your part in all of
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it?”
Cerdic looked through the cell bars at Bogger and saw his friend nod. “I was an
electronics technician on Vindictive, Bogger was a maintenance tech. Neither of us
had an option to do something else; we were created, trained, and given our jobs.
Anyone that resisted or upset the system was taken away.”
“Taken away?” Cronus asked and leaned forward.
“Yes, sir, taken away,” Bogger answered. “We never see them again and the
rumor is that they’re killed and recycled.”
*+*+*+*+*
“Recycled?” Cronus asked and prayed it wasn’t what he thought it was.
“We don’t believe that we’re ever…served…someone of our species,” Cerdic
slowly replied. “But it’s believed that they’re…recycled…into food for the other
strains.”
“Mo-ther frak-er,” Cronus swore and forced himself to think of something happy.
Unbidden, a memory of taking his son to the park to feed the ducks came to mind
and he felt the walls he had built millennia before slowly start to weaken. The
thought wasn’t one he expected, but it was welcome.
“What do you think I’m going to do to you? Or order done to you?” he finally
asked.
“We’ve made our peace…we expect to be killed. Horribly or easily, we don’t
know, but that’s what we expect,” Cerdic explained, his voice telling the tale how
defeated he felt.
“Bogger? Is that what you expect?” Cronus asked.
Slowly, deliberately, Bogger nodded. “It’s all we know. Failure is death and
success is life.”
“Frak…Goren…you have become one sick and twisted frakker,” Cronus swore,
his voice barely above a whisper. “Do you know what parole is?” he finally asked.
“No…” Cerdic answered.
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Cronus nodded. “Ok…simply put, parole is where I ask for your promise to not
work against me, try to escape, try to sabotage anything, and in general, be my
friend instead of my enemy, and in response, I agree to give you your freedom,
make sure you have the necessities, and so on.”
“You mean you won’t kill us?” Bogger asked.
“No…it wouldn’t help anyone, and you’d be dead,” Cronus said and stood.
“So…do you give me your parole?”
Cronus watched as Cerdic, he had trouble referring to him as that, given his
resemblance to a character he once watched at the cinema, and Bogger shared a
long look. “Yes, I give you my parole,” Cerdic said followed a moment later by
Bogger giving it as well.
“Good…let’s get you guys out of here,” Cronus told them as he stood and
snapped his finger. A moment later, the cell door locks clicked before the doors
slid open. “First up, we need to get you some appropriate clothes, next something
decent to eat. For the foreseeable future, you’ll be working with me and helping
me learn about Vindictive and whatever Prometheus has created.”
“Thank you,” Bogger said and turned his head, exposing his neck.
“What’s that?” Cronus asked. “This is going to be a learning process for all of
us, so we’ll have a lot of questions.”
“It’s a sign of respect…like how humans shake hands,” Cerdic offered and did
the same. “We’re baring our neck…giving you the opportunity to end us should
you want.”
“First thing…no more of that,” Cronus sighed. “We’re going to work together;
I’m not going to rip out your throat. Ok?” He offered his hand.
Cerdic slowly extended his hand and Cronus watched as it looked like a child’s
hand in his. After they shook, he offered it to Bogger and grinned, this time things
were switched around and his hand disappeared in Bogger’s.
“C’mon, let’s get something decent to eat and then we’ll start working on
making sense of all this,” Cronus said and led the two chimeras out of the cell
block.
*+*+*+*+*
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Latium system, Latium, capital world of the Titanic Dominion, Colonial
battlestar Gullfaxi, BS-127
“We’re being hailed, Commander,” Specialist Bill Breen announced.
Latium Traffic Control.”

“It’s

“Please put it down here, Bill, and then send them our credentials,” Commander
Phillip Brecon replied and picked up the handset. A moment later he heard the
characteristic two beeps that signified the handset was connected. “This is the
Colonial battlestar Gullfaxi, Commander Phillip Brecon commanding.”
“Gullfaxi, Latium Control,” a female voice replied. “We have you and four other
ships on dradis, is this correct?”
“Affirmative, three are my escorts and one is a resupply ship,” Brecon answered.
“Ah…we’re seeing a lot of anomalous dradis readings…is everything ok?”
“Copy on the group composition,” Control replied. “Ah…negative on things
being ok. Please hold station and the Director or his representative will be
dispatched to brief you.”
“Copy, Control, we will hold position,” Brecon said and put the handset back on
its cradle. “Wes, I’m thinking that right about now the frying pan is looking a lot
more appealing than the fire.”
“I hear you on that, Phil,” Colonel Wes Paddington agreed. “We should have
stayed…”
“Yeah…I know…” Brecon replied and pursed his lips. “I’m thinking we should
have, too. However, that’s water under the bridge, we need to focus on making the
best of what we have here.”
“Understood,” Paddington replied. “Ah…I had a look at what the optics
found…it looks like someone whacked them within the last week or so. The odd
readings are debris in orbit, and it looks like most of their orbital platforms are
either breaking up or getting ready to do so.”
Brecon considered what Paddington told him and had to set aside his first
instinct to head back to the Colonies. The problem with that plan, he thought, was
that it was likely the Colonies were in much worse shape than the Dominion was
currently and from what he had learned about the Cylon plan, they wouldn’t stop
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until they had laid waste to the worlds. So, good idea or not, they were going to
stay in the Dominion for now.
It took half an hour before Flight Control hailed them again and let them know
that a representative was on their way to welcome them to the Dominion and direct
them to a stable orbit.
*+*+*+*+*
“I am Nautilus,” the uniformed man said after he was piped aboard Gullfaxi.
“This is Colonel Marina Sanborn who will be your direct contact from this point
forward. I was led to believe that there would be more of you coming to join us…”
“We were the second of three groups that were going to leave,” Commander
Phillip Brecon explained. “The first group left about 12 hours before us, then us,
and then the bulk of the combat assets…” he allowed his voice to trail off.
“And?” Nautilus picked up on the hesitation. “What aren’t you telling me?” he
prodded.
“It is my belief that Admiral Gaitlin and the assets that had not left when we did,
were going to stay behind and defend the Colonies from the Cylon attack,” Brecon
stated slowly and then sighed.
“You wish you would have stayed with them?” Nautilus asked.
“Yes…I do. They were my countrymen who never did anything to me, despite
my faith being outlawed,” Brecon told Nautilus. “I took an oath to defend them
and I…all of us, failed to uphold it.”
“Honoring an oath can take many forms,” Nautilus offered and smiled, “Some of
them are ways we never would have considered.”
“What do you mean?” Brecon pressed. “We were needed, we left…”
“We will discuss that in a few moments,” Nautilus said and indicated the
discussion was over for now. “What I would like to discuss is what are the current
conditions of your ships. Lord Cronus has tasked me with managing a delicate
operation and you, Commander, may be vital to its success.”
“Anything we can do, sir, just let us know what it is,” Brecon said.
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“Good…for now, please…I’d like a tour for myself and Colonel Sanborn and
then we can discuss the future.”
*+*+*+*+*
“You know this is crazy,” Colonel Wes Paddington said before he took another
bite from his sandwich.
“Tell me something that’s been sane since we activated Gullfaxi,” Commander
Phillip Brecon countered and arched his eyebrows. “I won’t disagree, this does
have a serious element of crazy to it, but what else are we going to do? You saw
the same post-strike recon that I did; even though no nukes were used, the planet’s
infrastructure is completely destroyed, most of their shipping is damaged or worse,
and they already have several outbreaks of cholera and dysentery, and food riots
have started in some places.
“This gives us a chance to do something right…”
Paddington sat back and frowned. “I’m concerned what will happen to us, Phil.
Will they even listen? Most of them probably think we sold them out to the Cylons
and would likely shoot first and ask questions later.”
“Perhaps…” Brecon agreed. “Perhaps not. It all depends who is in charge
when we get there. If it’s Corman or Nagala, we’re frakked; they’re competent
enough peace-time leaders, but when it comes to war? I think I’d rather be an NPC
in a first-person shooter than have them call the shots.”
“Ouch…I’ve heard them damned before, but Phil…tell me what you really
think…” Paddington chuckled.
“I have it on good authority that both of them were warned about the Cylon
return and neither one did anything, nor did they even tell the President to let him
make the call,” Brecon explained angrily. “If they’re in charge and we return,
they’ll know we know the truth.”
“So…we hope that they aren’t in charge,” Paddington suggested. “No matter
what, if we return, we’re going to have a lot of questions to answer…”
Brecon nodded. “Yeah…but at least we’ll be among our own.”
The two old friends continued eating in silence until Paddington grinned, “The
‘representative’ that Nautilus is sending back with us…wow!”
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“Aye, she is certainly attractive,” Brecon agreed. “But remember, Sandy has a
sharp knife and knows how to use it!”
“Just because I’m married doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy looking,” Paddington
chuckled. “Besides, I think she was giving you the eye…the ultimate strange, so to
speak!”
“Man…how did you land a lady like Sandy? I am constantly amazed how your
mind can go to places like that and she still said yes,” Brecon shook his head.
“There’s a lot you don’t know about your little sister!” Paddington wagged his
eyebrows.
“Ok…Too Much Information! My little sister is as pure as fresh snow…and
don’t ever try to get me to think otherwise!” Brecon laughed. “Anyway, once
everyone has topped off from Laurel Highlands, we’ll make ready to leave. Colonel
Sanborn will be returning in about an hour, so this will be a rather short port call.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, orbiting the gas giant Athena, Athens Station
“The ship is yours, Wulfgar,” Victor told the stocky, sandy haired man who wore
a grey uniform similar to what the Earth Union’s officers wore. “Ideally, we’ll be
back within a month, hopefully within three weeks, but if we aren’t back in two
months…”
“I know,” Wulfgar replied and put his hand on Victor’s shoulder. “We’ll listen to
what Old Cass has to say and follow her guidance.” He paused and offered a
smile, “But I know you’ll be back and be back with good news.”
“How do you know that?” Victor asked skeptically.
“Call it a combination of faith, hope, and applied logic,” Wulfgar chuckled.
“And…Carmentis told me that it would happen.”
“Carmentis?” Victor said, the name coming out as both a question and a
statement.
Wulfgar nodded and offered a broad smile. “She told me that you and the
others would be ‘traveling to parlay with our creators, meeting our cousins, and
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returning with good tidings’.”
“We have truly become human when one has the gift of prophecy,” Sappho said
as she stepped next to Victor. “This gives me hope, Carmentis was always cautious,
careful, and meticulous with her planning and was never one given to hyperbole or
exaggeration.”
“Then it sounds like we start with auspicious omens,” Victor said and offered his
hand to Wulfgar. “Ten weeks, old friend…until then.”
“Until then, my friend,” Wulfgar replied and shook his hand.
*+*+*+*+*
“Everything is loaded and secured; we’re good to go,” Briseis said as she slid
into one of the seats on Eclipse’s flight deck. “We have food for six months,
emergency rations for another twelve…I think Cass was showing her motherly
instincts by making sure we had everything.”
“That’s Cass,” Magnus chuckled and several warm memories of the first Equal
came to mind. “She’s very human in that way, how she cares. It’s what made her a
pariah among some of my kind.”
“Well, whatever it is, I like it,” Briseis told him and looked through the flight
deck’s windows where Victor, Sappho, and Wulfgar were talking. “Do you think
we’ll be successful?” she asked, her voice and mood turning serious.
Magnus nodded. “I do…based on what I’ve read about the Colonies and the
current state of the Communion leaders, I think they’ll be willing to at least listen.
When it comes to the Earth Union…that’s going to be the tough sell. For them,
what we did was only a couple years ago, so we’re going to have to be honest,
speak plainly and without playing word games, and present our evidence as to
what we found. My gut tells me that they’ll understand what happened and while
they may not be happy, or even comfortable at first, I think the resources that we
offer will be enough to at least get them to consider the offer.”
“That was how I kind of saw it, but with a lot less chance of success,” Briseis
replied. “Can we really atone for what we did?”
“That isn’t for me to answer,” Magnus said after thinking about the question for a
few moments. “I know we can try; we can explain what happened and why, and
the humans that I knew, the parents, wouldn’t discipline their child if they did
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something wrong if they weren’t in control. Consider this, Bree, you have a car and
are driving down the road. Suddenly, the car speeds up, the steering locks, and the
brakes cease working…you slam into café full of people having lunch. To someone
viewing this tragedy, they would assume that you were doing this willingly – you
willingly rammed your car into the café to kill as many people as possible.
“Yet, when the truth comes out and it is discovered that you had no control over
what happened, they wouldn’t hold you responsible. Yes,” Magnus nodded and
frowned, “They may still blame you for being in the car, for driving to a point where
the car could be turned into a weapon, and so on, but deep down they would
know you were a victim, too. That, my beloved, is what I’m putting my faith in.”
“If it’s good enough for you, it’s good enough for me,” Briseis told him and
looked over at the hatch to the flight deck. “You two ready?”
“We are,” Victor replied. “We’re still going to run 30 jumps a day, every half
hour for 15 hours, then cruise the other nine hours?”
“Yeah, I think that’s the best plan,” Magnus replied and stood. “That will have
us all on deck at the same time while making sure that we all remain rested and
don’t have to deal with trying to sleep through a jump. Everything ok with
Wulfgar?”
Victor chuckled. “Yeah, I think he’s adapting to being human and I’m glad that
he, Carmentis, and Cass have become friends; she will help him the way you
helped us.”
Magnus couldn’t restrain the laugh that burst forth and caused Victor to narrow
his eyes. “What did I say?” Victor asked.
“I think that Wulfgar and Carmentis are going to have a rather…unique…
education and some interesting stories to tell, if they’re in the ‘kiss and tell’ mood,”
Magnus replied and wiped his eyes. “When Cass gets going, her…appetite…is
pretty voracious.”
Victor cocked his head and looked at Sappho, then his eyebrows slowly arched,
and his eyes went wide, mimicking Sappho’s. “You mean…”
“I do…I hope your boy takes his vitamins,” Magnus continued to chuckle and
moved to the pilot’s seat.
“Perhaps he would prefer to go in our place,” Victor grinned.
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“No…down, big guy!” Sappho playfully smacked his shoulder. “Focus on the
mission…and me!”
“Always,” Victor chuckled and took the co-pilot/navigator’s seat. “You have the
first jump plotted?”
“Ready to go,” Magnus said and checked the ship’s schematic and verified that
all hatches and portals were sealed and airtight. “I see the landing bay hatches are
opening, so let’s prepare to launch.”
Five minutes later, with Electra’s Twins and Athens Station both backlit by
Athena, Victor counted down the jump clock, “We will jump in five…four…three…
two…one…now!”
*+*+*+*+*
Within the coronal atmosphere of Niflheim, 49.7 light years from the barycenter
of the Cyrannus star cluster, Colonial battlestar Aurora, BS-92
“Sullivan,” Commodore Francis Sullivan said as he picked up the handset and
answered the buzzing intercom.
“Commodore, we’re being hailed by Stella Falante, a CGI special missions ship,”
Lieutenant J.G. Ernestine Gallo, explained. “Their credentials check out and
Captain Farje says they bring urgent dispatches for your review.”
“Ok…guess we better roll out the welcome mat for them, eh Ernie?” Sullivan
replied and arched his back, stretching in his chair. “Please have Captain Farje
brought to my quarters when she arrives.”
“Copy, roll out the welcome mat and bring her to you,” Gallo replied.
“This wasn’t part of the game plan,” Sullivan muttered to himself and then
looked over where Shadow was spread out on the top platform of her climbing tree.
“Best behavior, young lady!” he told the little raccoon and was answered by a
yawn.
Ten minutes later the intercom buzzed again, this time to let Sullivan know that
Captain Farje had arrived. A moment later, the hatch opened and the Marine on
duty announced Farje’s arrival.
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“Commodore Sullivan, Captain Jeanne Farje reporting with dispatches and news
from the front,” the trim, young for her rank, brunette-haired woman dressed in
Leonan Legion battledress utilities said as she came to attention.
Hmm…this wasn’t what I was expecting, Sullivan thought to himself as he saw
Shadow raise her head to watch what going on in her domain. “At ease, Captain,”
Sullivan replied and gestured to a chair in front of his desk. “I wasn’t expecting
you…”
“I didn’t expect you would,” Farje replied and placed a document pouch on the
desk. “Though given what’s happened, I’m…” her voice trailed off as it went from
strong, almost defiant, to soft and vulnerable.
“I know…” Sullivan replied and blinked back the liquid that his eyes threatened
to produce. He stood, picked up the dispatch envelope, and offered Farje his hand
when he stepped around the desk. “I’m glad you’re here.”
Farje looked at him for a moment and he saw the doubt on her face replaced
with a smile a moment before he felt her arms go around and hold him for dear
life. “You’re all I have left…Dad…”
Sullivan held the daughter he barely knew, the result of an 18-year-old getting
ready to go to the Academy and a weekend with the woman who used to be his
babysitter. By the time he found out about Jeanne, he was finishing his first year at
the Academy and she’d already been born. By the time he got home on leave, her
mother had taken her and returned to live with her grandparents on Leonis. It
wasn’t until she was three, at his graduation, that he met Jeanne for the first time.
Since then, despite trying to be part of her life, her mother had done everything to
keep them apart.
“Your mom?” Sullivan asked.
“She died last year…she was at the gym and just fell over,” Farje explained and
sniffed back tears. “It was a massive stroke and they said she was dead before she
fell to the floor.”
“I’m so, so sorry, Jeanne…” Sullivan consoled her and gently rubbed her back.
“How are you?”
“I’m holding it together…I don’t have much choice,” Farje offered and looked
up at him. “Can we finally be a family?”
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That one question was the last one he ever expected to hear; it was also the one
question he most wanted to hear.
“Absolutely!” Sullivan hugged her close.
“Though you do have a little sister…”
“I do?” Farje asked, eyes wide.
“Yes…Shadow!” Sullivan chuckled and pointed to where Shadow was watching
them from her perch.
“She’s so cute!” Farje squealed. “And calm!”
“I found her when I was camping a few years ago,” Sullivan explained and
guided Farje to the lounge and one of the overstuffed sofas. “What has happened?”
he asked and brought the conversation back to the present.
Farje looked deep in thought for a few moments before she answered. “The
Cylons returned and bombarded the core worlds. His Grace personally briefed me
on what happened and the changes to the original operations plan. Nyx and her
group will not be joining you here, they were directed somewhere else; I believe
the information is in the dispatches, but you’ll need to use your personal key to
decrypt it.”
“So, they went with a second lifeboat,” Sullivan whispered barely loud enough
to be heard. “Did you see much?”
“No…we made it to one of the Starlight rally points, and from there we went to
Saga. That was where His Grace briefed me on the changes and then sent me
here.”
“Ok…” Sullivan replied and opened the document case. It took several minutes
to decrypt and print the files and he handed one set to Farje before he sat down. “I
trust you and it says to share this only with who I trust,” he offered as an
explanation for his action. His eyes scanned the document that explained why Nyx
and Artemis were being diverted, and where, and what was replacing them.
“Wow…I didn’t see that coming…” Sullivan muttered as he read just what was
replacing Hayashi’s group. “Enyalius brings a lot of firepower to the table.”
“And that’s what really bothers me,” Farje finally said and put down the
documents. “None of this; your group, Aurora’s, Tyche’s, Nyx’s, Artemis’, or
Enyalius’ would have made a difference. Now, we’re a hole card, waiting for a
recall or the understanding that none will be coming and that we’re really on our
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own.”
*+*+*+*+*
Orbiting the unnamed third planet in the Hesperides system, 107 light years
from the barycenter of the Cyrannus cluster, Colonial battlestar Nyx, BS-78
Commodore Miyako Hayashi studied the dradis display that showed Nyx and
the other twenty-eight ships of her combined battlegroup.
Between Nyx’s
battlegroup and Artemis’, she had a frightening amount of firepower at her disposal,
but what was really important were the sixteen civilian or non-combatant ships in
the group. They ranged from two massive liners to a botanical ship, and included a
mobile orbital station, three deployable ground bases or complexes, a hospital ship,
and everything else needed to keep humanity alive for an extended duration away
from resupply or civilization.
“Looks like we’re home, Foster,” Hayashi finally said as she watched the ships
orbiting the planet with its lone moon.
“I always wanted to get away from it all…” Colonel Foster Sheridan chuckled.
“Scarecrow is doing an intensive dradis map of the planet and will then move on to
the moon.”
“Good…once they’ve finished,” Hayashi explained, “I want you, me, Annika,
Commander Knowles, and Colonel Tudor to review them and find a couple
potential locations to put the ground sites. For now, though, I want to keep us all in
orbit with only small expeditions down to the surface in case we need to bug out.
I’m also going to detach Lich and Minotaur and have them sweep the outer planets
and have Artemis dispatch one of her escorts to sweep the inner two planets.”
“I think that’s prudent, Maki,” Sheridan replied, “We need to know what’s here
now, not what might have been here since this was surveyed…thirty-eight years
ago.”
“Precisely. For all we know someone we’ve never met might have moved in and
setup shop,” Hayashi agreed. “So…let’s get this done and I’ll talk with Dacre and
bring him up to speed.”
*+*+*+*+*
Green. It was everywhere and Commodore Miyako Hayashi had never seen
anyplace as beautiful as this valley. It was a smallish spur off a broader and longer
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valley that they decided two days ago would be the location of the ground
settlement. However, pulling rank, she claimed this valley as her own. She
grinned at the thought; it was all on paper, and even if they did return to the
Colonies, she was going to file a legal claim for at least the valley, perhaps for the
entire planet if she could swing it. It wasn’t that she was greedy, but the beauty
spoke to her and asked that it be preserved.
Hayashi allowed her mind’s eye to paint a picture of a log lodge with a high
peaked roof built about 100 meters from the tree line, with a barn and a couple
smaller sheds. Everything would be as natural as possible using native materials,
and it would blend into the valley and cause as little disruption as possible.
“Damn…I could wake up to this every day,” Commander Dacre Knowles said
from several meters behind her, causing her to turn and look at him.
“That’s why I claimed it for my own!” Hayashi grinned. “This needs to be
preserved, Dacre, to be kept pure and honest where the hand of man disturbs it as
little as possible.”
“Good…I’ll support your claim, Maki,” Dacre offered. “There’s a word from
one of the local dialects on Canceron that means ‘beautiful daughter of the stars’,
and I think it would be the ideal name for this world.”
“Oh?” Hayashi said and took another deep breath of pristinely fresh air that had
a strong hint of pine and grass in it. “I didn’t know you knew any Canceron
dialects.”
“You wouldn’t know it to hear me talk, but I spent most of my teen years in a
small town on the edge of one of the big national forests there. My dad died when
I was 9 and Mom decided to move home about six months later, when the estate
was settled. Granddad had a ranch that covered close to 15,000 acres of grazing
and timberland, and for a boy dealing with his world being upended, it was just
what the doctor ordered,” Knowles explained before he brushed off a large rock
and sat back on it.
“Anyway, Granddad and I were inseparable, and he taught me what it was to be
a man; to treat people with respect, to demand that same respect be shown you,
the right way to treat a lady, how to dress out a deer, and so much more. He was
more of a dad to me than my own dad was. Anyway, there was a word that some
of the old settlers still used that would be perfect; Shenandoah.”
Hayashi joined Knowles on the rock and thought about the name. “Beautiful
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daughter of the stars,” she repeated and took another deep breath and watched a
chipmunk scurry through the meadow grass looking for a snack. “That’s perfect,
Dacre, just perfect,” she finally said. “I almost…” the words came out sounding
wistful and almost sad.
“Yeah…me, too,” Knowles agreed. “I sit here looking at all this beauty, all this
potential for a second chance, and I feel alive…more alive than I have in years.
And I feel guilty because I do.”
“There’s a term for that,” Hayashi offered, “and if we booked sessions on Charity,
I’m sure one of the Courtesans who handle the mental health duties would tell us
we had survivor’s guilt.”
“I know…” Knowles conceded and leaned back on his hands which allowed his
M-22 to rest on his lap. “Part of me…” he paused, and Hayashi thought he looked
like a man about to confess his deepest thoughts. “Part of me,” he repeated,
“doesn’t want to return even if we get the recall. I want to build something here,
something good and lasting, something honest. There’s something to be said for
living the simple life where it’s you versus the environment; if you eat, you have to
catch it or grow it, and if you want shelter you have to build it and then make sure
you have wood or something else to heat it.”
“You’re a romantic, Dacre,” Hayashi put her hand on his shoulder. “Just like me.
I see all this and think that we have a real chance to live without making the
mistakes we made before…sort of like telling Pythia to shut her mouth and speak
no more of the past repeating in the future.” She sat there quietly with Knowles,
just absorbing the raw natural beauty that was all around them.
“Look there,” Hayashi pointed after several quiet minutes. “It’s a herd of elk…
they’re amazing!” she whispered, scared to disturb the magical scene.
“And that, my dear Maki, is what’s been missing from our society for way too
long,” Knowles told her and gently bumped her shoulder with his.
*+*+*+*+*
The small fleet orbited serenely above the world that had been christened
Shenandoah, and Rear Admiral Miyako Hayashi sat brushing her hair as she
watched a monitor that showed the blue-white world slowly rotating. Brushing her
hair was part of her daily routine, just like her daily devotionals. Her devotionals
helped her center herself and the brushing helped her focus on the tasks at hand.
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It had been three weeks since they had entered orbit around Shenandoah and so
far, everyone was coping with the situation. They had reached the halfway point for
the first part of their mission and Hayashi wondered if the other site, Agartha, was
doing as well. The hardest part, she reflected, was not knowing what was
happening back home. Was there even a home? Was it inhabitable? Had
humanity and two thousand years of Colonial culture become a cosmic footnote to
be discovered thousands of years from now by some unknown race or culture who
would try to make heads and tails of what remained?
Despite the fear, uncertainty, and doubt about their future, life had to continue.
She had officiated three weddings and knew of more than two dozen more
throughout the military and civilian population. Thankfully there hadn’t been any
suicides, which given what happened was a testament to the proactive nature of
Charity’s mental health department; she would never call a member of the
Courtesan’s Guild a whore ever again.
Discipline and training had to be maintained as well. The Marines from
Artemis’ group were given leave to conduct one- and two-day training evolutions
on the surface, which quickly grew to include the Marines from all the ships.
Hayashi was reminded of something Knowles had told her when she asked why he
was asking to let the Marines train. “Idle hands are the Devil’s workshop,” he had
told her and the more she thought about it, the more she realized he was correct.
After that, there were random readiness drills, spot inspections, and the normal
routine as if they were on patrol and not orbiting a gorgeous garden world. If the
Cylons found them, they would be ready; they wouldn’t be caught napping and
unawares.
Hayashi placed the brush on the vanity and gently collected her hair into a high
ponytail and used the gold and ebony hairclip to hold it in place. Standing, she
tugged her cuffs and made sure that everything on her uniform was in place; it
wasn’t good form to be ‘out of spec’, she thought.
“Action Stations! Action Stations! Set Condition One throughout the ship!
Admiral to CIC!” Lieutenant J.G. Nina Orlov’s voice suddenly announced a
moment before the klaxon sounded the alert.
“Frak,” Hayashi swore and picked up the handset on her desk. “What’s going
on, Nina?”
“Admiral…let me transfer you to Colonel Sheridan…” Orlov answered and a
moment later she heard the line transfer.
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“Maki,” Colonel Foster Sheridan started without preamble, “fifteen ships just
jumped in beyond lunar orbit. The warbook has them as unidentified and their
transponders…they’re claiming they’re from the Earth Union.”
“I’m on my way, Fos,” Hayashi replied and felt her heart start to race; were these
really representatives of the fabled Thirteenth Tribe? “In the meantime, please have
Nina try to hail them.”
“On it!” Sheridan confirmed the order. “I’ve also sent a note to all ships that
they are weapons hold until further notice.”
“Good call…now let’s see what we have,” Hayashi said and put the handset
back on the cradle.
“I have the con!” Hayashi announced less than thirty seconds later as she
entered Nyx’s CIC. “Any luck, Nina?”
“Wait one, Admiral,” Orlov replied as her eyes went wide. “They’re returning
the hail and claim to be the Earth Union battlestar Enodia…”
“I’ll take it,” Hayashi said and picked up the handset. “Attention ship identifying
itself as the Earth Union battlestar Enodia, this is the Colonial battlestar Nyx, please
respond.”
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Vignette 11: Storming Heaven
Presidential Complex, Union District, Earth, Earth Union
“Madam President, I believe this needs to be taken seriously,” Admiral Lawson
Richardson said after Commander Jessica Raynes finished her briefing. “Her
findings dovetail with some things we’ve been seeing and tracking over the past few
months. Nothing was conclusive and each on their own didn’t point to anything
specific but taken as a whole and with what Commander Raynes has brought us, I
think that the evidence is conclusive and must be taken at face value.”
President Allegra Marquette looked down at her notes and then at the four Fleet
officers sitting in front of her desk. Commander Jessica Raynes, young for her rank
and arguably one of the most analytical minds in the service, her aide, a captain
who looked like he belonged in a library instead of a uniform, Admiral Lawson
Richardson, the director of Fleet Special Operations, and finally Commander
Langston Churchill, brought in by Richardson as the ‘odd man’.
“Commander Churchill, what is your take on this?” Marquette finally asked.
“You’re supposed to be the contrarian…” she allowed the statement to trail off and
met Churchill’s cobalt gaze.
Commander Langston Churchill, who preferred to go by his nickname, Fixer,
was Richardson’s troubleshooter and cleaner; if it needed fixing or being brought
back into the fold, Fixer Churchill was the man most often tapped to do the job. “I
realize that I’m supposed to be the odd man, Madam President, and thus I need to
view things skeptically and with a very lucid eye free of bias or preconception.
However, given what both Admiral Richardson and Commander Raynes have
brought to the table, I must concur that the drones pose an immediate clear and
present danger not just to the Union as a whole, but humanity’s survival
specifically.”
“Thank you, Fixer,” Marquette smiled and sighed. There really was only one
option that she could take now that it appeared that the drones were self-directing
and no longer responding to legal directives. “When I ran for office, issuing these
orders was the last thing I thought I’d be doing,” she added and reached for the
phone on her desk. “Natalie, please come in here to witness some orders that are
being issued.”
“Right away,” Natalie Cline replied and a moment later entered the office
carrying a laptop. “I’m ready,” she said a moment later.
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It took less than ten minutes to dictate, revise, and finalize the orders that would
likely change the course of Union history.
*+*+*+*+*
“Commander Raynes,” Admiral Lawson Richardson said as soon as they
boarded the Roc for the short flight to the small auxiliary base on the outskirts of
the capitol, “I want you to take these orders and go to Acheron Anchorage and
personally give them to Commander Kaylen aboard Medusa. If the drones don’t
respond to the Endless Love protocols, then she’s to nuke it out of existence.”
Commander Jessica Raynes offered a brief nod before repeating the orders.
“Sir…what happens after that?”
Richardson arched his eyebrows and shrugged. “My gut tells me this is going to
be too little, too late and that we’re looking at an absolute worst-case scenario…
Precipice. However, I think that by the time that reaches you, the decision will be
firmly in your hands because there won’t be anyone left to issue orders.”
“What are you going to do, sir?” Raynes asked.
“If it is as bad as I fear, I’ll be at Waypoint just long enough to evacuate it,”
Richardson answered. “This could all be much ado about nothing, but if it isn’t,
then we need to consider the future.”
“I understand,” Raynes replied and looked at the data card she held. “I’ll make
sure Leena gets this and that the drones are handled.”
“Thank you,” Richardson said as the Roc flared and landed. “I need your aide,
Commander, to help with some details…give this to Captain Yale so he can give it
to Acheron Flight Control when you arrive. I…” he paused as he stood and let
Raynes’ aide and Commander Churchill leave the transport. “I hope to see you on
the other side, Commander. Good hunting.”
“Good hunting, sir,” Raynes said before Richardson turned and walked down
the ramp.
The Roc’s ramp closed when Richardson stepped off and as soon as he was at a
safe distance, the ubiquitous transport took off and made an in-atmosphere jump
moments later. “Let’s go to Waypoint…I’ll brief you on what’s going to happen
next,” he told Churchill.
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“Hades is in orbit and ready to launch,” Churchill replied and looked at the sky.
“A frakking shame…”
“What’s that, Fixer?” Richardson asked.
“All this,” Churchill waved his arm to indicate the sky and the ground and
everything around them. “All this is going to be gone in a few hours. I know we
tried to sound upbeat about stopping this before it happened, but we’re so far
behind the reaction curve on this one that all we can do is take a few parting shots,
fight to save who we can, and then run like hell.”
“You don’t think Endless Love will be successful?” Richardson turned to
Churchill.
Churchill slowly shook his head as the three men walked toward another Roc
that was waiting for them. “No…I don’t. It should work, but if the drones are
already doing their thing and ignoring shutdown codes, then the genie is out of the
bottle.”
“Sometimes when you play god, your creations decide to storm heaven,”
Richardson opined sadly. “I hope we can learn from this…”
“We won’t…” Churchill stated.
“Pretty defeatist, Fixer…” Richardson observed.
“Yeah…sometimes you have to accept that no matter how much you have a
positive attitude, think good thoughts, look at the glass as being half full, sometimes
you just have to admit that things aren’t going to turn out the way you hoped and
that, in this case at least, human nature is going to be human nature and in a
century, a millennia, or whatever, our losses will be footnotes in history books and
people will have the belief that ‘they didn’t do it *right*’, or ‘they weren’t pure
enough’…” Churchill frowned and stated. “Look at human history, Sonny; every
time some clown wants to give everything to the people and make everything free,
they fail to look at the worlds or settlements that tried it before and failed miserably.
And what was the reason they gave that they’d succeed this time?”
Richardson nodded. “They weren’t us or some such bullshit.”
“Exactly!” Churchill agreed. “Hubris…but…” he paused and chuckled. “That’s
the problem with prophecy…until it happens you don’t see it coming. Pythia was a
bitch.”

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2902

“On that, I’ll agree 100%!” Richardson agreed.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, deep space, approaching Waypoint Station, gunstar Hades
“We should arrive within twenty minutes,” Commander Langston Churchill told
the man seated on the other side of his desk after he replaced the handset on its
cradle.
“Good…then we can put the next phase of this in action,” Admiral Lawson
Richardson replied and sipped his coffee. “One thing has been bugging me since
we met the President, though…”
Churchill narrowed his eyes, “Oh? What was that?”
“How did she know your nickname was Fixer?” Richardson asked.
Churchill smiled and sat back in his chair and closed his eyes as his mind drifted
back several years into the past. “You know how I taught at Sands for a semester
while I was recovering from the accident?” he finally asked and looked at his old
friend. When Richardson nodded, he continued, “The semester had just ended,
and we had an open house where the parents came and met the instructors. The
meet and greet went well and that’s where I met Allegra Marquette…before she ran
for President.
“Later, I was relaxing at Barker’s having a beer and debating whether I wanted to
eat there or find someplace else, when I hear a woman tell someone that they’re
not interested and to leave them alone. I look up and see Allegra about the same
time she saw me. Her glance…it seemed to say, ‘I need help’. So…and you know
I’m not the best decision maker when it comes to women, I got up and walked over
to where she was sitting at the bar.”
Churchill took a sip of his coffee and savored the rich taste as he allowed the
aroma to fill his nose. “I put my arm around her shoulders and looked at the guy
and said, ‘Sorry I’m late, is this guy bothering you?’. The guy started to stammer
and tried to apologize, and I just guided her back to the table. We ended up
having dinner, another drink or two, and realized we had an enjoyable time despite
the asshole…who, incidentally, turned out to be one of her ex-husband’s business
partners who figured since she was newly divorced that she’d be an easy pick-up.”
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Richardson put his coffee cup on the desk blotter and arched his eyebrows.
“And?” he asked. “That can’t be all of it?”
“I am an officer and a gentleman, not to mention a Peer of Corale,” Churchill
said seriously, “and other than to say we had a very enjoyable weekend in the
Coronado hill country, my lips are sealed. Other than seeing her in vids and voting
for her, this was the first time I’ve actually ‘seen’ or talked to her.”
“You sound like you wish it wasn’t so…” Richardson offered.
“In a way, yes…” Churchill admitted. “We both knew it wouldn’t work no
matter how much we wanted it or tried,” he continued. “She was getting ready to
announce her candidacy and I was so operational that my jacket was classified; the
press would have had a field day. Sonny, if I’m honest with myself, she’s one of two
that got away.”
“Gry?” Richardson asked.
“Yeah…but…” Churchill said and sat up before standing up, “that’s water under
the bridge and if we live through all this, I can think about it then…for now, I need
to be focused.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, deep space, 10 light years from Stormhaven, gunstar Hades
“Nuclear release has been verbally and mechanically authorized,” Commander
Langston Churchill said after he felt his key click past the detent and heard Colonel
Shen Nagasi’s key do the same. “Are the strike packages loaded, Mr. Marion?”
“Aye, Commander,” Captain Clive Marion, Hades’ weapons officer, replied.
“The strike packages are loaded, and the anti-fratricide protocols are enabled.”
“Thank you,” Churchill told him and looked over at Nagasi. “Are you ready to
do this, Shen?”
Brown eyes met Churchill’s blue as Nagasi nodded. “Yes…I never liked them
before, now I have a real good reason to want them destroyed and recycled.”
“Good…we’re on the same page,” Churchill agreed. “Once more…we jump in,
get eyes on the ground complex and determine the status, and then depending on
what we find, we launch the ordnance.”
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“What do you expect we’ll find?” Nagasi asked and tapped his fingers on the
plotting table.
Churchill slowly shook his head. “They’re dead…that’s what my gut tells me.
We haven’t had a courier or word from Stormhaven in more than 72 hours…so
knowing what we know, they’re dead.”
“I was afraid you were going to say that.
When I was born, my great
grandmother told my parents that I was born under auspicious stars and would
witness great tragedy and great triumph,” Nagasi stated and shook his head in
disbelief. “I always thought she was a little crazy, always flipping cards or reading
tea leaves or whatever, but maybe she’s right.”
“Well, as long as I’ve known you, this would certainly qualify as a great
tragedy…so that means a great triumph is yet to come!” Churchill suggested and
arched his eyebrows.
“Hmm…hadn’t looked at it that way, Fixer; that gives me something to look
forward to,” Nagasi chuckled.
“And on that note…Colonel Nagasi, please call the ship to Action Stations and
set Condition One throughout. Also, have the ship prepare for jump. Mr. Ford,
prepare to jump us to Stormhaven.”
“Copy, call the ship to Action Stations and set Condition One and Jump
Conditions,” Nagasi repeated the order and then issued it over the 1MC.
“Jump is plotted, and we may jump on your order,” Captain Jennifer Ford
replied.
“You may jump the ship, Mr. Ford,” Churchill stated and felt the coffee he shared
with Admiral Richardson turn into a pool of acid in his stomach.
“Copy, I may jump the ship,” Ford replied and then announced, “we will jump
in 5…4…3…2…1…now!”
The jump lasted an infinite instant and then Hades was less than 100,000
kilometers from Stormhaven…the central control and manufacturing site for the
drones used by the Earth Union.
“Report…” Churchill ordered as the crew quickly performed their post-jump
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activities.
“We’re where we’re supposed to be,” Ford confirmed. “Passive dradis shows a
massive amount of shipping orbiting the planet, though none seem to be actively
emitting.”
“Weapons are active and ready for launch,” Marion announced.
“Thank you,” Churchill said before turning to Nagasi, “Let’s get some eyes on
the compound. Go ahead and launch the Owl.”
“Copy,” Nagasi replied and spoke with an ensign for several moments. “Owl is
launched and flying silent…it will jump into orbit and then return.”
“Now we wait. In the meantime, Mr. Marion, please prepare and launch the
drones. I want them in place so we can do this as soon as the Owl returns with our
recon,” Churchill told the weapons officer.
“Copy, launch the drones and direct them into position,” Marion replied and
quicky issued the order that launched the massive missiles from under Hades’
wings. Each Ragnarök drone used compressed gas thrusters to move away from
Hades and then in a brief flash of silver light, jumped to a predefined location in
close orbit and waited silently.
“Drones away,” Marion announced as Churchill felt the weight of the words
settle onto his shoulders like a lead filled cloak.
“Thank you, Mr. Marion,” Churchill said and looked at the dradis. “Today is the
very definition of eating a shit sandwich, Shen…” he finally said.
“My damned Great Grandmother…” Nagasi said.
from beyond the grave and saying, ‘I told you so’.”

“She’s probably nodding

“Could be, Shen, could be,” Churchill agreed.
“The Owl is back,” a flight control petty officer announced twenty minutes later.
“I’m routing telemetry to the overhead display…”
Churchill nodded and didn’t say anything as Nagasi acknowledged the update.
He steeled himself for what he was going to see and looked up at the display. It
was slightly fuzzy for a moment and then the image resolved and showed the
residential quarter where the human element that worked at Stormhaven resided.
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The domes were shattered, and smoke lazily drifted out through the holes, while it
appeared fires raged inside. Outside the domes, the landscape was desolate, often
windswept, and devoid of life. That was the main reason it was chosen to host the
manufacturing center for the Chrome Brigades and the infrastructure needed to
support them.
There shouldn’t be a fire outside the domes, but there was. The Owl’s sensors
had detected it and slewed an optics cluster to observe what was happening. The
coffee that had turned to acid in Churchill’s stomach suddenly started advocating to
escape the way it went in when he realized what he was seeing; the fire wasn’t a
burning structure or vehicle – the drones were dumping bodies onto a huge bonfire
and burning the very people who had helped build them.
“Shen? It’s a go,” Churchill finally said when he was able to tear his eyes away
from the carnage.
Nagasi slowly nodded. “Yeah…let’s burn them to hell.”
“Mr. Marion, please charge the capacitors and load our target list for automatic
firing; you will initiate fire from Hades and the Ragnarök drones immediately upon
acquiring the targets when we emerge from jump,” Churchill said, his voice gaining
strength as he faced the challenge posed by the mission. “Mr. Ford, please prepare
a jump to our firing position and have a return jump plotted to our rally point.”
“Copy, charge capacitors and load our target list in preparation to commence
firing immediately upon acquiring targets after jump, and at the same time activate
the Ragnarök drones to launch their payloads,” Marion replied evenly.
“Both jumps are plotted, Commander,” Ford answered as Churchill smiled, she
always was one step ahead of the game.
Churchill closed his eyes and took a deep breath and prayed for the souls of his
crew and the souls of all those who would face the drone’s insane wrath. “All
enemies, foreign or domestic,” he whispered when the prayer was over, repeating
the mantra he said before every engagement. His hands slid around the handset
and he raised it to his ear before keying the 1MC, “Ok folks, we all know why
we’re here and what we’re about to do. We have conclusive evidence that the
human element on Stormhaven has been murdered, so say a prayer for them and
realize that what you do now, in the next few minutes, may save others or at the
very least give them the chance to get to an evacuation ship.
“We’ve done a lot of things over the past couple years that we can’t discuss with
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friends and family, and we’ve had a lot of adventures that most people would think
should start with either ‘there I was’ or ‘y’all ain’t gonna believe this shit!’. Of them
all, they all pale compared to what we’re about to do. I know you’re all up to this
or you wouldn’t be here in the first place, but right now I need you to focus on the
job ahead to the exclusion of all else. We are a team, but more than that, we’re a
family. We’ve worked together, fought together, bled together, and in some cases,
loved together. Don’t do it for me, do it for them.
“We will be jumping off momentarily and when we get back to Waypoint or
have downtime, the bar tab is on me. Now…let’s go hunting!”
The handset felt warm in Churchill’s hand and he looked at it as if it was a living
thing before he placed it back on its cradle. “Mr. Ford, you may jump the ship. Mr.
Marion, let’s introduce them to hell.”
“Copy, we will jump in ten…nine…” Ford replied and started the jump
countdown.
“Looking forward to it, sir,” Marion added.
completion.”

“We will fire upon jump

It’s now in their hands, Churchill thought as he saw the determination on his
team’s faces. Even Nagasi, the unflappable Nagasi, had a look that he hoped never
to see directed towards himself.
“Three…two…one…Jump!” Ford announced and once again Churchill felt like
he was being squeezed into clothes one size too small for just an infinite instant,
and then things returned to normal. “Jump complete…we are on station with no
deviation,” Ford quickly added when the jump ended.
“Spinal guns firing on preselected targets, launch order issued to the Ragnaröks,”
Marion stated calmly fifteen seconds later.
Deep within Hades, overly long railgun tunnels powered by enormous and
oversized capacitors, fired one meter wide by six meter long cylinders at more than
thirty kilometers per second. Every six seconds a plasma squib would fire and
purge the tunnel of any errant gas particles before the weapon fired. It could do
this for six shots for each of the six guns; thirty-six seconds after the first shot was
fired, and thirty-two seconds after the first shots hit their targets, the last volley of
six rounds left the tubes.
It took less than four seconds for the first rounds Hades fired to reach their
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targets on Stormhaven’s surface. The first targets were the ground based dradis and
communications arrays, followed by their control centers and finally the site AI’s
central core. Each round weighed almost forty tons and impacted with the
explosive force of eighty-five tons of explosives, not to mention the penetration and
secondary effects from the seismic events each one caused upon impact.
The first strike decapitated Stormhaven’s ability to see what was happening and
even if it hadn’t, the governing and coordinating AI had been destroyed by the
subsequent shots. The strikes also hit the power stations and caused massive spikes
throughout the distribution grid, further damaging systems and tripping failsafes
designed to protect the lesser AIs from damage. The overall result was that the
planet was now blind, defenseless, and effectively lobotomized for the next few
minutes.
Minutes was all it would take.
Even as the ships in orbit tried to disengage from the massive orbital docks and
shipyards, the centralized nature of the drones’ design and the desire for everything
to be as cutting edge as possible worked against them. Systems were either down –
destroyed or rebooting – or receiving conflicting orders; the ships issued orders to
disengage the mooring locks while the station AIs refused because the primary AI
wasn’t responding to their request for permission.
And then Armageddon descended upon Stormhaven and the drone ships like a
heavy calvary charge down a mountain; the nukes began hitting. Each of the
twelve drones that Hades deployed carried 3900 individually targeted weapons,
numerous bus vehicles, and more than 40,000 decoys for a grand total of 44,266
targets per drone. In total, over the next few minutes, 46,800 nuclear weapons
sought targets both on the surface and in orbit, and while many fell victims to
fratricidal detonations, enough made it through to thoroughly destroy all the targets
and most of the orbital installations.
“If anything was alive down there before this, it isn’t now,” Nagasi observed as
the carnage was displayed on an overhead monitor.
“No, and a significant number of maneuver assets were destroyed as well,”
Churchill replied. “Not to mention their ability to produce more drones and ships,
support them, and so on. If we’re able to prevent their attacks elsewhere, we might
have a chance.”
Nagasi leaned forward and motioned Churchill to do the same. “You think so?”
he asked sotto-voce.
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Churchill frowned and slowly shook his head. “No,” he whispered back. “It’s
really just wishful thinking on my part. We might have bought an extra twenty-four
or forty-eight hours for others to evacuate, but too many units are already in place
and waiting to strike.”
“I thought so, too, but wanted to be sure,” Nagasi told him.
“One thing was validated,” Churchill stated and leaned against the plotting
table. “Our EW suite and stealth rendered us pretty much invisible to the drones’
dradis.”
“Small favors,” Nagasi replied.
recon?”

“Should I send the Owl out for post-strike

“Yes…and then we’ll head back to Waypoint Station,” Churchill answered.
“This…” he frowned and shook his head twice, “this felt too easy. I know our EW
is good and I know the anechoic coating is effective, and together they’re magic,
but we pulled this off without any sort of reaction from the drones. That’s…that’s
going to bug me, Shen.”
“You had to mention it…” Nagasi frowned as well. “Something was bugging me
ever since we first launched the Owl and you just nailed it. At this point, it’s going
to bug me, but I don’t think I’m going to worry about it too much since whatever
might have happened was grossly in our favor. Gift horses, mouths, looking, and
all that.”
“Yeah…I know…I know…” Churchill agreed and nodded. “It’ll be something
for my memoirs that will cause people to wonder about it long after I’m gone!”
It took the Owl half an hour to fully cover all the areas that had been targeted as
well as the orbital structures before it returned to Hades. “Do you want the raw
video on screen?” Ford asked.
“Yes…” Churchill replied. “This kind of destruction hasn’t been unleashed in
our history and the only thing that rivals it are the final battles of the Titanomachy.
Let’s see what we did today.”
“Copy, I’ll have it on screen in a moment,” Ford stated and spent several
moments sifting through the data files. “Here we go…” she finally said.
Churchill looked at the display and was immediately stunned by the destruction

Reproduction or Reposting Is Forbidden Without Prior Permission

Feltenberger / LADY HECATE / 2910
that was shown. Less than an hour earlier, he’d seen the central complex as an
intact set of structures that covered several dozen square kilometers, but now, now
all that was left was devastation. Bits and pieces of buildings remained; some
reinforced walls, corners, and such, but nothing was intact or even partially intact.
Massive craters dotted the landscape where surface and subsurface detonations
occurred, and unless the drones had another production and maintenance
complex, they were going to be severely hampered over the long term in their
ability to prosecute the genocide they had planned.
The orbital installations fared even worse. Much of what had been in orbit was
destroyed outright and the rest was slowly dying as the debris fell out of orbit and
started burning up in the atmosphere. What had taken years to build and trillions
of cubits to fund had been destroyed in a matter of minutes by a nuclear firestorm
that hit it like the fist of Zeus. Churchill was both appalled at the damage and at
the same time pleased by what he saw. What he had just directed to happen may
have been the vital event that humanity needed to survive and for that he would
never feel ashamed or anything other than proud.
“Jenny, I think we can head back to Waypoint,” Churchill finally said and
watched as a Ba’al Hadad class baseship broke apart as it deorbited and
encountered the atmosphere’s upper layers. “Vini, vidi, vici…” he added and
waited for Ford to plot the first jump back to Waypoint.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Aquitaine orbit, fast packet Kamira
I should be back on Earth, President Allegra Marquette thought as she sat in the
opulently appointed cabin and looked at a large, three-meter panel that displayed
the blue-white world several hundred kilometers below. Her official schedule said
that she would be at the Presidential Compound all day tending to ‘administrative
duties’, but the reality was that she was supposed to meet Vice Admiral Sean
Marlowe here at Aquitaine to discover the results of his negotiations with the
Erisian delegation.
It would have been easy to, and at least one of her advisors strongly urged that
she do so, take Libertas rather than an unassuming fast packet. The problem with
that option was that Libertas was the presidential transport and it never left Earth
without the president. It was vital that no word leaked to the press or public that
there might be something afoot that wasn’t on the official calendar. Marquette
didn’t want word of the peace talks breaking in the news without being able to
control the narrative, especially if they went poorly.
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At the very least, Brynlee and Giffard would be safe with her brother’s
battlegroup over Caledonia. Even if she didn’t make it through the next few hours,
Marquette knew that her brother would keep her children alive.
“You look like you have some deep thoughts swirling around,” Natalie Cline
observed after Marquette was quiet for several minutes.
“I do, Nat,” Marquette chuckled mirthlessly. “I’ve done the most I can to ensure
that the Fleet units here are prepared for the drones without telling them them
everything and possibly looking like I’m a nutcase. Even so, I doubt it will be
enough. Aquitaine has enough infrastructure and industry that they’d probably be
one of the first worlds hit, and we don’t have any really heavy units here. That was
the very reason Sean chose it in the first place…”
“What happens if he doesn’t show up?” Cline asked.
“If the drones attack, then we gather who and what we can and make for
Waypoint,” Marquette explained and turned to look at her long-time friend and
now senior aide. “Sonny said that he was going to hold there as long as possible
before setting out.”
“Setting out?” Cline narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t give him orders to leave,
did you?”
Marquette shook her head and pursed her lips. “No…but the order would be
given by Whiskey Mountain once they realize things aren’t tenable. You’ve heard
of Precipice?”
“You mean we’re going to abandon the Union?” Cline asked incredulously.
“That’s one way to look at it,” Marquette shrugged. “Right now, we need to
think about preserving life, perhaps the only human life left. We haven’t heard
from the Communion in ages, and the last contact we had with Kobol…well, they
were in the midst of collapse and preparing to evacuate the planet and move to the
Cyrannus cluster where the 12 Colonies of Kobol would relocate. I don’t know if
they’ll make it, but I do know that the Cyrannus cluster has twelve worlds that are
perfect for human life and that’s where we’re going.”
Before Cline had a chance to comment, the intercom buzzed.
picked up the handset, “This is the President.”
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“Ma’am, the drones have arrived,” Colonel Zayne Ramsey announced. I wanted
to give you a head’s up before I brought the ship to Action Stations.”
“Thank you, Colonel Ramsey,” Marquette replied. “It’s time to implement the
plans we discussed earlier. Please alert Commander Ormond and let him know
that the clock is ticking.”
“Will do, Ma’am,” Ramsey stated. “I need to see to the ship; as we get more
information, I’ll keep you in the loop.”
“Thank you, Colonel,” Marquette said warmly. “Good hunting.”
“The drones have arrived?” Cline asked after Marquette replaced the handset on
the cradle.
Marquette nodded. “They have. It’s now in the hands of Commander Ormond.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Aquitaine orbit, fleet carrier Cilla
“What do we have, Jari?” Commander Hiram Ormond asked as the dradis began
pinging off the new arrivals.
Captain Jari Wescott looked over at Ormond, “Only three; Ishkur, Ennugi, and
Gibil; one Ba’al Hadad and two Molochs.”
“Enough to do the job, eh?” Ormond joked with gallows humor. “Tracy, please
signal the group; execute plan alpha three.”
“Signal the group to execute plan alpha three, aye,” Specialist Tracy Hogue
replied.
“Adam, better launch the fighters,” Ormond told Lieutenant Colonel Adam
Baker, Cilla’s CAG and the senior air group commander in the group.
“They’ve been waiting for this,” Baker replied. “I’m going to head over to the
flight coordination center and keep on top of things.”
“Sounds good…just make sure they hold fire until we get either a confirmed
launch or targeting dradis activation from the drones, and then we can light ‘em
up,” Ormond cautioned. “It’s apparent they know we know something is up, but
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let’s not show our hand right away.”
“I hear that,” Baker agreed.
“Dradis contact!” Wescott announced.
reported lost eight months ago…”

“One ship…it’s…Abzu…but she was

“Can we intercept any of its communications?” Ormond asked Hogue.
“Wait one…I’m seeing a lot of encrypted traffic between Abzu and Ishkur,
though they’re using a cypher that’s not in the library,” Hogue quickly stated. “I am
seeing some odd wireless traffic directed our way, but it doesn’t seem to be doing
anything.”
“Ok…please keep an eye on it, Tracy,” Ormond asked the specialist. “Jari, can
we get some optics on Abzu? If she was damaged, I want to see what they’ve done
to her to make her spaceworthy.”
“Copy…I have it on panel four,” Wescott quickly replied.
Ormond looked up at the display and narrowed his eyes. “Camryn, am I seeing
what I think I’m seeing?” he asked and pointed at Abzu’s ventral hull.
Colonel Camryn Kennedy leaned closer to the display and her eyes widened.
“Oh…frak me…those things must be shipping 6m bores!”
“That’s what I thought I saw,” Ormond said gravely. “Tracy, push this imagery
out to the group and let them know that those chrome plated bastards have a wild
card.”
“Wilco, Commander,” Hogue replied and began working on the task.
“I’m getting high PRF dradis hits…they’re going active with their fire control,”
Wescott stated, barely able to keep his voice even.
“This is it…signal the group that they’re weapons free,” Ormond told Hogue and
picked up the intercom handset and keyed the flight coordination center. “Adam,”
he said after Baker picked up. “I need you to detail a strike on Abzu; she’s packing
several 6m guns and I need her removed ASAP.”
“Did you say 6 *meter* guns?” Baker asked. “Frak…I’ll pull two squadrons of
Rocs and detail them specifically to strike Abzu.”
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“Good…coordinate with Epipole and have them throw whatever they have into
the mix as well. We need to flood them with decoys so some of the ordnance
makes it through,” Ormond told the CAG.
“Will do…this is going to get ugly…” Baker said before the line went dead.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Aquitaine orbit, Roc 497, callsign Breaker
“Say a prayer, Cosmo,” Captain Raymond Mendez told his copilot.
“A prayer? We’re going to need a frakking godcall!” Lieutenant Cosima Russo
quipped as she armed the fourteen Spike missiles adorning the Roc’s wings. “This
is going to be a turkey shoot, Breaker.”
“Yeah…I know…” Mendez replied and looked over at his copilot. “We trust
each other, we trust our mates, and we trust we’re going to get back to Cilla.”
“Affirmative,” Russo replied and then added, “Remember when I told you not
unless Hell froze over?”
Mendez nodded. “Yeah…”
“Well, for motivation, it just froze over,” Russo told him.
A wide smile formed on Mendez’s face.
“Ok…that’s certainly positive
reinforcement!” he told her. “Cosima, we’re going to get through this. Don’t ask
me how I know, but I know…here,” he pointed at his heart.
“Good!
eagerly.

Now, enough of this mushy stuff, let’s kill something!” Russo said

“I like how you think, Cosmo!” Mendez replied and studied the HUD. “We’re
about to our launch point. Epipole is going with us to lend ECM support, so it
should give us time to get back to the farm.”
The seconds counted down until the range was optimal, and then every one of
the forty Rocs in the two squadrons each launched fourteen Spike high speed strike
missiles and joined the two waves of fourteen Hydra XI missiles and numerous
kinetic rounds launched by Epipole.
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Their target was the very large, very deadly drone Ba’alat class gunstar Abzu that
was leading the drones’ attack on Aquitaine and Carrier Group 3.
“Ok…birds are away, let’s head back to the barn Breaker!” Russo said moments
after the last Spike cleared its launch rail.
“You don’t need to tell me twice,” Mendez replied and put the Roc into a nose
over tail maneuver and then pushed the throttles past the detents into full reheat.
*+*+*+*+*
The orbital space over Aquitaine went from orderly to chaotic in a span of
moments. Strikes were launched, countermeasures were deployed, and at the
center of it was Abzu. Ishkur and the two smaller gunstars made for Aquitaine itself
while their more pugnacious brethren held the line against smaller, though more
numerous, ships from Carrier Group 3.
Carrier Group 3 was never intended to be a front-line combat formation; rather,
the ships of the Group were designed as convoy escorts, force multipliers when
aerospace supremacy was needed, and a host of other lower intensity
engagements. The Group was split into two divisions, Carrier Division 3.1 and
Carrier Division 3.2, each one Clio class fleet carrier, three Cladeus class light
carriers, four Waverly class light gunstars, one E-Class gunstar, and one Minthe class
replenishmentstar.
On paper, Carrier Group 3 looked quite impressive.
In reality, Carrier Group 3 had no business trying to hold the line against heavy
combatants, especially something as deadly as a Ba’alat class heavy gunstar, a Ba’al
Hadad class baseship, a pair of Moloch class gunstars, and more than a thousand
Marauder and Heavy Marauder class fighters.
Abzu was the biggest immediate threat to Carrier Group 3 and so Commander
Ormond had arranged for Epipole, one of his two E-class gunstars, to accompany
the strike package that was detailed to attack the deadly drone ship while the rest of
the Group tried to distract and draw the drones’ fire.
Between the Spikes launched by the Rocs and the warheads launched by the
Hydra XI missiles, and all the decoys, more than 5,300 targets were converging on
Abzu. Due to the missiles’ acceleration and the range, the gunstar’s counter-missile
systems only had three firing cycles to defend itself while her lighter guns had
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several more cycles.
Abzu’s defenses acquitted themselves well, destroying more two thousand
potential targets. But even good shooting can’t defy the cold equations that show
something will get through, especially if the weapons were launched from widely
different approach vectors.
Despite the nuclear destruction that was approaching, Abzu’s massive
experimental siege guns began firing. Each turret had two massive 6m bore guns,
each firing a 36-meter-long projectile at 8000 meters per second. Despite being
turret mounted, the guns had limited traverse which required the ship to point itself
at its intended target, and thus it tried to maneuver so that it could shoot at multiple
targets rather than just one.
The first targets Abzu’s massive guns were trained on were the Cladeus class
carriers Crino and Cydon. In Crino’s case, one round missed while three squarely
impacted midships. The rounds punched through the ship and delivered a fair
portion of the more than 1.3 kilotons of energy. Moments after taking the three
hits, the ship exploded and broke apart, sending debris into the Waverly class
gunstar Teleon and destroying it as well.
The second ship attacked on the first volley, Cydon, fared similarly, though in its
case, all four rounds squarely impacted and punched through.
The second volley saw Clytus, Epipole, Thestor, and Tyres fall to Abzu’s guns.
Abzu managed to get off a partial third volley that went wild.
And then, like the seven ships it just destroyed, Abzu was destroyed in a storm
of nuclear fire. More than forty warheads out of more than 800 launched made it
through the defensive fire and fratricidal explosions to deliver the Union’s response
to the drone attack. The first two weapons slammed into and through the control
tower, detonating scant meters inside the hull and engulfing it in a 300-meter
fireball that burned and scoured the ship for more than three seconds.
Then the other weapons hit and added their fury to the carnage.
When the detonations faded, Abzu was nothing more than a broken mass of
scrap with sympathetic detonations still cooking off within the shattered hull that
had become a funeral pyre.
*+*+*+*+*
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Earth Union, Aquitaine orbit, fast packet Kamira
The battle of Aquitaine lasted another ninety minutes before the last drone ship
was destroyed or in the case of several marauders, fled the system. Despite being
almost completely destroyed in the fighting, the drones still managed to land a
deathblow to the planet. Between Ishkur’s bombardment capabilities and the
individual attacks by the great ship’s air wing, more than enough nuclear, chemical,
and biological ordnance was delivered to ensure that the planet became hostile to
human life.
President Allegra Marquette helped direct the evacuation, such as it was, from
Kamira. “Colonel,” she asked Colonel Zayne Ramsey, “Commander,” she asked
Commander Hiram Ormond, “is there anything more that we can do?”
There was a pause and all that Marquette heard were the hisses and pops from
the encrypted wireless that connected Kamira to Cilla. “No, I don’t think so,”
Ormond finally said and broke the silence. “We’ve been running flights to the
surface for the past eight hours and the last two flights didn’t see any survivors or
even any signs that anyone was left alive. Whatever they hit the cities with…it
killed everyone.”
“Colonel? Do you agree?” Marquette asked and directed the question to
Kamira’s commander.
“I’m afraid I do, Madam President,” Ramsey replied. “We’ve setup spaces for
quarantine on one of the carriers and on Prospector, but even with what help we
can provide, most of the afflicted die within half an hour of arriving. We’ve
accepted survivors on all our ships, with the bulk being sent to Eternal Paradise and
Princess of Earth. Like Hiram said, we haven’t heard or seen anything in a while.”
Marquette sighed and looked at the pad she was using to tally the survivors;
25,174. “We saved just over twenty-five thousand people out of a population of
more than seven hundred million. I will have nightmares about this until the day I
die, gentlemen. I would like one more sweep of the surface and then we will make
all due haste to Waypoint Station.”
“I’ll make sure the search flights happen at once,” Ormond stated.
want Kamira to send the jump coordinates?”
“Yes; Colonel Ramsey, will you do this?” Marquette asked.
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“Absolutely. I’ll have my navigation officer plot them now so that we’ll have
minimum downtime between jumps,” Ramsey explained.
“Thank you…it wouldn’t be good form to be left behind!” Marquette joked to try
and lighten the mood somewhat. “I will let you gentlemen tend to your ships and
duties…please contact me when the last search craft has returned.”
When the conference call was over, Marquette yawned, stood, and stretched. “I
think I’m going to head down to the galley and get a snack,” she told Natalie Cline
who had been taking notes on the meeting. “Do you want anything?”
“Thanks, but no,” Cline replied. “I have a bag of chips that will no longer be
made that I think I’m going to savor.”
“Sounds good…I’ll be back in a bit,” Marquette said and walked to the hatch.
Kamira was considered a small ship, compared to other Fleet warships, but was still
more than 1100 meters long. Despite this, her accommodations and quarters were
in a centralized area and so rather than having to walk several hundred meters just
to get a snack, all she had to do was go forward three frames and down one level.
The passages were largely empty, so when Marquette heard a “yip”, she stopped
and moved toward the direction the sound came from. “Shh, Daisy…” what
sounded like a young boy said.
“Hello?” Marquette asked as she looked around the corner into a passage that
was only about ten meters deep.
“Uh…hi…” a young boy about nine or ten replied from where he was sitting on
the deck with his back against a far corner. He was dirty and disheveled, and his
clothes looked like he had been through a war. When Marquette realized this
thought she blanched; the boy *had* been through a war. Two small puppies were
huddled next to him, both mostly black but with a few copper or tan highlights on
their legs and muzzle.
“Hello…” Marquette replied warmly and slowly approached before kneeling
down and then sitting next to the boy. “Who are you and who are these adorable
little dogs?”
“I’m Tristan Wales and these are Daisy and Rusty; I was going to show them in
the puppy part of the dog show this weekend,” Tristan answered. “But then…” his
eyes filled with tears. “Then the attack happened. Mom and Dad were in the city
when it…when it happened.”
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“Oh, Tristan…I’m so, so sorry,” Marquette softly told the boy as her mother’s
instincts kicked into full gear and her arms went around his shoulders. “Let it out…
Tristan…let it out…” she whispered into his ear as he started crying.
After several minutes, she heard him sniff and felt him pull back.
you…” he told her and blinked the remaining tears out of his eyes.

“Thank

“I was heading to get a snack…would you like to come with me?” Marquette
asked.
“I haven’t eaten since before…since before,” Tristan replied.
they’ll allow the puppies to come with us?”

“Do you think

“I know they will,” Marquette smiled, knowing the boy was clinging to the two
little dogs as the last bastion of what he used to know as ‘normal’. She stood and
then offered a hand. “Let me help you up and then we’ll each carry one of the
pups, how does that sound?”
“Sounds cool,” Tristan said and offered a weak smile.
“So…who are you?” Marquette asked the little furry face when she held the pup
in her hands.
“That’s Daisy,” Tristan told her. “She’s a real cuddle bunny.”
“Cool…It’s been years since I had a dog,” Marquette said to the boy.
might be a bit rusty, you’ll need to show me the ropes…”

“So, I

“Ok!” Tristan said enthusiastically. “I can do that!”
Marquette saw that Tristan picked up a small backpack and slung it over his
shoulders before they left the little passage. During the walk to the galley, she
learned that he was nine years old and was home because it was an in-service day
for the school he attended. When the attack happened, he quickly packed some
clothes and personal items in his pack, grabbed his puppies, and fled to a shelter.
Once the evacuation shuttle landed on Kamira, he slipped away from the other
refugees to find someplace where he could be alone.
Tristan ended up carrying both Daisy and Rusty back to her quarters because
Marquette had her hands full with several foam boxes of food. “Nat!” Marquette
said loudly when they entered her quarters. “We have a guest and some little
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friends that will be joining us.”
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Epsilon 215 system, Waypoint Station
“Madam President, I’m glad you survived,” Admiral Lawson Richardson said
after the president was piped aboard Waypoint Station.
“Thank you, as I am you, Admiral,” President Allegra Marquette replied and
shook his offered hand. “We have several ships that are damaged; is there any way
we can repair them on the way?”
“Yes, we have a large mobile dock that we’ve been using for any ship that wasn’t
finished or capable of making the journey…unfortunately, we have a lot of room
left over,” Richardson said and gestured to a sofa in the opulently appointed
receiving gallery. “Our plan is to strip the station of whatever spares, supplies, and
such that we can over the next forty-eight hours and then jump off for the Colonies.
We have confirmation that Whiskey Mountain sent EWO Precipice as well as some
supplementary information.”
“Oh?” Marquette asked. “What else?”
“The Vice President was offering an unconditional surrender when his bunker
was destroyed,” Richardson explained. “They did a number on Earth and it’s
doubtful that anyone survived the attack…or survived the attempt to flee the
planet.”
“Gods damn whoever came up with the idea of the drones and may those who
supported them burn in Hell,” Marquette swore and frowned. “We managed to
rescue as many people as we could from Aquitaine, but early on the drones started
dropping biological and chemical weapons. I wasn’t aware we even had combat
quantities of biological weapons. I knew we had them for research purposes, but I
was never briefed that we had them in deployable amounts.”
“That’s because we didn’t,” Commander Langston Churchill said from the hatch
that led deeper into the station.
Marquette felt her heart skip a beat when she heard Churchill’s voice. There had
been an instant attraction when they first met at the open house, and then later
when they had dinner and over the weekend they spent together, the attraction had
deepened and grown for her. Until this morning, she hadn’t seen him since they
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parted that Monday morning,
“I’m glad to hear that,” Marquette said and realized that her words could be
taken two ways…in her mind, both were correct.
“Another thing the drones kept from us,” Richardson stated.
“Add that to the fact that they had a ship that was supposedly lost eight months
ago…and had her armed with the biggest guns Commander Ormond or Colonel
Ramsey ever saw…6-meter bores,” Marquette offered.
“Frak me,” Churchill swore, and Marquette forced her face not to smile because
right now that’s exactly what she wanted to do…not just to rekindle what they had
over that special weekend but to validate that she was alive.
“I think the new working theory when it comes to the drones is ‘anything is
possible, and if it will kill humans, most likely probable’,” Richardson stated.
“At least they won’t have Stormhaven or its facilities anymore,” Churchill said
and sat down. “When we left, what was left of the orbital stations were falling into
the well and the surface and subsurface sites were fairly well nuked into oblivion.”
“That’s some good news,” Marquette said, hope filling her voice. “I just hope
Commander Raynes was able to link up with Commander Kaylen and handle the
Acheron Anchorage site.”
“If Kaylen is anything like Raynes, then I think it would take every hound in Hell
to slow her, but it wouldn’t stop her,” Richardson told the small group. “I met her
and their sister, Commander Annabelle Isles at a symposium about ten months ago
and I would bet my retirement, well, if I had one left, that those three are together
right now and Acheron is nothing but a ruin.”
“That’s good,” Marquette said and then asked, “What is our lift ratio?” She
didn’t want to ask for raw numbers, there had been enough bad news already, and
asking for a ratio or percentage of capacity was somewhat more clinical and sterile
than a number.
“Based on what you’ve brought and what we have here…” Richardson frowned
and slowly shook his head. “If we’re at 60%, then we’re extremely lucky. It’s
actually going to be closer to 50%, though. That’s why I think we should put what
we can into the dock, that way we can foster more of a community feeling, shared
struggle and all that. Union is in the final stages of fitting out and will have a
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skeleton crew, Enodia will, thankfully, be fully capable, and Selene…I’m going to
need you take her, Fixer.”
“Ok…Shen is more than capable of handling Hades,” Churchill answered.
“What sort of crew do I have to work with?”
“They’re new, she hasn’t even finished her final acceptance trials,” Richardson
told him. “Your XO is good; she’s got a good head on her shoulders and she should
be squared away; her husband is going to be my XO on Enodia.”
“Well, once we jump off, we’ll have plenty of time to train and make sure we’re
technically proficient,” Churchill observed. “Where will you be traveling, Madam
President?”
With you, was what Marquette wanted to say. Instead, she answered, “I think
for now I’m going to stay on Kamira; Nat and I are settled in and we have some
new cabinmates.”
Marquette watched Churchill’s eyes narrow slightly at hearing her words.
“Cabinmates?” he asked.
“I ran into a little boy who was separated from the main refugee group,”
Marquette explained and smiled at the thought of a second chance to be a handson parent. “Everything that he had in the world was either in his backpack or in his
arms, two adorable little puppies, and I realized that it was time to be a parent
again.”
“That’s a wonderful thing,” Churchill smiled broadly and acceptingly. “Perhaps
we should suggest that unaccompanied minors be paired with a stable family unit
or responsible adult to help maintain some sort of stable life for them. I think with
everything that happened, being put into some sort of orphanage would be among
the worst things we could do.”
He gets it, Marquette thought happily. “That’s a fantastic idea, Fixer. I’ll talk to
Nat when I get back and we’ll see about putting together some sort of plan.”
“On that note,” Richardson said and stood, “I’m going to get back to the CIC to
make sure that things are moving along as we want them to. Go ahead and brief
Colonel Nagasi on his new duties and be on Selene by 20:00 hours.”
“Copy that, Admiral,” Churchill said and stood as Richardson left the gallery.
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“Langston?” Marquette said as she stood.
“Yes, Allegra?” Churchill replied and was just as informal as she had been.
“I’ve been thinking about that weekend and all the reasons we came up with
that it wouldn’t work,” Marquette began and then stopped as Churchill stepped
close.
“They’re meaningless now,” Churchill said. “I’ve been thinking about that
weekend ever since I talked to you this morning.”
“Where we left off?” Marquette asked and tilted her head up slightly as she took
another step closer.
“Where we left off,” Churchill smiled and hugged her before he kissed her.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Epsilon 215 system, Waypoint Station, battlestar Selene
Four and a half years, Commander Langston Churchill thought as he walked
down the umbilical that connected Selene to Waypoint Station. The guards at the
station side of the umbilical had been professional and by the book making sure
everything was in perfect order before they allowed him to pass. They were at a
new posting and wanted to make the best impression…and given the state of the
world, they focused on doing things by the numbers rather than thinking about
what happened.
Selene was a Hera class battlestar and while he thought the Dynamene was an
overall better-balanced design, the Hera, especially the later blocks, were bruisers
in their own right and held on to more of their gunstar heritage than their cousins
did. And now, for the foreseeable future, Selene was his.
Churchill felt like he was returning to his roots, having served on battlestars as
both a pilot and later as a CIC officer before Admiral Richardson had brought him
into the shadows of Fleet Special Operations. As he walked to the CIC, he thought
back over the day’s events and how his life had changed. Early this morning he
commanded the top ship in Fleet Special Operations’ small flotilla and the things
he did could only be discussed with a very small number of people, and then only
under very specific circumstances. By noon he had laid waste to the most
expensive project the Union had seen in the past several centuries, and now he was
back where he started.
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And the Union was dying in flames.
And he had another chance with one of the two women in his life who had
‘gotten away’.
“I guess it really is the first day of the rest of my life,” Churchill chuckled as he
stepped into the CIC.
“Commander on deck!” a rating announced and everyone not tending to a
specific task came to attention.
“At ease,” Churchill said and looked around at his new staff. Was I ever that
young and bright eyed, he wondered silently. “First things first, you don’t need to
do that when I come on the deck,” he said. “You can announce me or any other
senior officer but tend to your tasks. In peacetime, we can be a little more by the
book, but I think since we’re going to be together for at least the next four and a
half years, that’s going to get pretty old for all of you.”
“So say we all!” someone said from the navigation workstation.
“So say we all!” Churchill repeated the ancient oath a moment before the rest of
the CIC followed suit.
“I’m Commander Langston Churchill, or Fixer, I don’t care which one you use,
just remember to use it respectfully, please,” he told the staff. “I realize that it’s late,
but I’d like to meet with the XO and department heads in half an hour in my
quarters. Until then, I’ll get out of your hair and let you make sure the right people
are notified…I just got here a couple hours ago and found out shortly thereafter that
I was being transferred from Hades. We’re going to have a pretty steep learning
curve, well, I will at least, I am horrible with names and you just have to remember
mine, so…let’s work together, give the benefit of the doubt, and speak up if there’s a
question.”
The captain at the navigation workstation raised her hand and when Churchill
nodded, she asked, “Is the scuttlebutt true, Fixer…about Stormhaven?”
“Damn…that traveled fast!” Churchill chuckled. “What’s your name, Captain?”
“Captain Viktoria Brayden, Fixer,” she replied.
“Smokey Brayden’s girl?” Churchill smiled. “I remember you! You’ve grown up
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quite a bit since I last saw you! How’s your dad?” He regretted the words almost
as soon as he said them.
“Mom and Dad died six months ago when he had a heart attack driving home
from a night out,” Brayden replied.
“Damn…I’m sorry, Vika,” Churchill told her. “To answer your question; yes, it’s
true…everything on, under, and above Stormhaven was thoroughly nuked to the
point where all that was left on the surface were collapsing craters and bits and
pieces of masonry.”
The sudden cheering caught Churchill by surprise. “Frakking A, sir! Thank
you!” Brayden finally said when the cheering calmed down. “We’ve all lost a lot…
but you got us payback.”
Humbled by the sincere comment, Churchill managed a thin smile and nodded.
“We should have done it a long time ago. On that note, Captain, I trust the CIC is
in good hands and I’ll see my department heads in half an hour.”
*+*+*+*+*
Churchill had finished reviewing several personnel records when there was a
knock at his hatch and his intercom buzzed. “Churchill,” he answered.
“Sir, I have Colonel Stanton here to see you,” Corporal Tom Ames stated. “Shall
I send her in?”
“Yes, please. Thank you, Tom,” Churchill replied and stood from behind his
desk.
The hatch opened and the woman who entered wasn’t what Churchill had
expected. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but someone barely tall enough
to be in the service wasn’t it. She wasn’t even a meter and a half tall and looked
like an attractive miniature woman. “Colonel Ariah Stanton, reporting,” she said in
a laid back El Doradan drawl and stood at attention.
“At ease, Colonel, there’s no need to be so formal when it’s just us,” Churchill
offered. “Langston Churchill, though those who know me call me Fixer,” he added
and offered his hand.
“For obvious reasons, friends call me Pixie…” Stanton smirked and shook his
hand.
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“Please, have a seat. May I get you a cup of coffee, water, soda?” Churchill
asked.
Stanton inhaled deeply. “If you have any more of that brew left, I would love to
have a cup!”
Churchill chuckled. “Coffee aficionado?”
“It’s in the genes,” Stanton explained. “My parents owned a plantation that
grew some of the most sought-after beans on El Dorado.”
“Stanton Cooperative?” Churchill asked as he fixed the coffee.
“The one and only,” Stanton admitted. “While my brothers decided to stay
home and live the life of the gentleman farmer, I was the one who refused the
‘suggested’ marriage and ran off and joined the Fleet!”
“Well…I hope this doesn’t bring back any bad memories,” Churchill said and
placed the cup and saucer in front of her. “I like a rich, thick brew…”
“Only heathens thin it and weaken it…” Stanton chuckled and sipped the
coffee. “Oh…this is amazing. #7 Bean, freshly ground?”
“Got it in one!” Churchill chuckled. “My other hobby is hot chocolate…”
“Can I get a quickie divorce and marry you?” Stanton asked wide eyed. “My
husband thinks coffee is coffee, and hot chocolate…it’s powder from a packet that
you stir into boiling water!”
“Heathen!” Churchill laughed and sipped his own coffee after sitting behind the
desk. “So…is there anything I need to know before we have our meeting?
Personality conflicts, turf wars, stuff like that.”
Stanton sat back and cradled her coffee cup with both hands. “We’re really too
new to the ship for turf wars to have started and I hope that focusing on the tasks at
hand will keep any thoughts of them at bay long enough for things to get stabilized.
Likewise, with personality conflicts, we just haven’t been working with each other
long enough for personality quirks to turn into conflicts. Captains Brayden and
Edison served together prior to being assigned to Selene and rumor has it that they
have an on-again – off-again relationship, but nothing in either of their jackets
shows that it’s been a problem and when I ran into their old CO at the O-Club a
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few weeks back he had nothing but praise for them.”
“That’s a good start,” Churchill said and stretched his legs out under the desk. “I
was just getting ready to review our medical department when you arrived. What
do we have in the way of mental health experts?”
“We have one staff psychiatrist and two counselors that work with her,” Stanton
explained. “I think I see where you’re going with this and I think it’s a good move
to get them and the other medical staff brought up to speed on mental health
warning signs.”
“Exactly. The psychiatrist…” Churchill began and then turned to his terminal.
“Dr. Priscilla Ingram,” Stanton offered.
“Ah, yes, Dr. Ingram…” Churchill narrowed his eyes and then shrugged off the
thought that it was a small world. “I’d like her to join in the meeting we’re about to
have.”
“That’s a good idea,” Stanton offered. “Chances are Louis will bring her, but it
might be good to call down to sickbay and make sure.”
*+*+*+*+*
The meeting lasted almost two hours and Churchill was starting to feel the
effects of the day and the adrenaline rushes coupled with his caffeine intake. All
the officers had left except for Major Dr. Priscilla Ingram. “I’m going to be relying
heavily on you, Doctor, to tell me what I need to hear and not what I want to hear,
not just when it comes to the crew but when it comes to me.”
Ingram nodded and smirked. “My sister is the one that’s truly diplomatic…I
think that’s why she went into private practice and I went into the service; I promise
you that I won’t sugarcoat things should something come up.”
“Good…thank you,” Churchill told her. “Now…that goes for you as well. If
something is bugging you, you need to come to me or Dr. Dumas. I might not have
the training and education you do, but I have an open ear, lots of experience, and
the scars to prove it, and I’ve talked someone off a building before.”
“Do you have anything with a kick?” Ingram asked.
“Yeah…” Churchill said and walked over to a sidebar and retrieved a bottle of
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smokey brown liquid. “This is Plan B…” he chuckled and poured two glasses,
handing Ingram one. “What’s up?”
“Before I came down to your quarters, I looked in the mirror and realized that
I’d never see my face anywhere else ever again,” Ingram began and drank half the
glass’ contents. “I have a twin sister and despite my heart telling me not to despair
that she’s alive, the rational part of me is telling me that today is the end of the
world and that we’re all that’s left.”
“What do you really want to believe?” Churchill asked after several moments
and a sip of whiskey.
“That she’s alive,” Ingram answered.
“Then you hold that here,” Churchill pointed at her heart, “and tell your rational
mind that you’re not going to listen to it. Sometimes we have to embrace the
irrational and accept that hope and faith have a power uniquely their own.”
“That’s pretty insightful…” Ingram said.
“I spent three weeks with the Herald of Elpis getting her to safety when
revolutionaries overthrew the local government and put a price on her head,”
Churchill explained. “A truly amazing woman and so full of hope and wisdom…”
“Oh?” Ingram arched an eyebrow questioningly.
“Yeah…she was very much a big sister, best friend, and helpful cousin all rolled
into one,” Churchill reminisced, fibbing slightly. “A year later, I spent two weeks of
leave taking a class she offered in conflict resolution.”
“Sounds like someone I’d like to meet,” Ingram said.
Churchill stood and walked over to his bookcase and selected a slim leatherbound volume. “Here…this is the book I suggest everyone starts with; ‘Daily
Thoughts’.”
Ingram took the book and opened it, “To my dearest Fixer, you fixed something
that I didn’t know was broken and for that I will be eternally grateful, /s/ Anna-Gry
HoE,” she read the handwritten inscription. “There’s a story there, but we have a
long trip and I’m patient…” she quipped. “Thank you…I’m already looking
forward reading this.”
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“Good…I have the rest of her works when you’re ready for them,” Churchill said
when there was a knock at his hatch. He looked at the chronometer on the wall,
22:54. He picked up the handset a moment after it buzzed, “What’s up, Tom?”
“Ah…sir, the President is here to see you,” Ames replied.
“Well, we shouldn’t keep her waiting,” Churchill said as a smile slid across his
face.
The hatch opened and President Allegra Marquette stepped through and
stopped. “Am I interrupting?” she asked.
Ingram stood, “No, Madam President. Commander Churchill and I were
discussing some issues that were related to the staff meeting that just ended.”
Marquette looked at the younger woman and then offered a smile, “My
apologies…I was returning to Kamira and thought I’d stop in…”
“I was just getting ready to leave,” Ingram said and picked up the book and her
tablet. “Commander, thank you…you’ve helped…fix…a problem.”
“You’re most welcome, Doctor; it’s what I do,” Churchill said warmly.
“On that note, with your permission, I’m going to take my leave; I have another
hour or so of work before I can nip a few hours of sleep,” Ingram said and stepped
toward the hatch. “Madam President.”
“Goodnight, Doctor Ingram,” Marquette said and then shook her head. “What’s
going on here, Pris?”
Ingram sighed and Churchill hoped he didn’t look clueless. “I was having a
crisis about Meredith and Commander Churchill helped me put some pieces back
together.”
“He’s good at that, isn’t he,” Marquette asked and leaned against the desk.
“Yes…very…” Ingram said before she squared her shoulders and leaned forward
and whispered something in Marquette’s ear that Churchill didn’t hear.
“Understand?” she said when she stepped back.
“Completely…” Marquette nodded. “We’ll talk…” she told the doctor.
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“Ok…I’m confused,” Churchill said after Ingram left. “What did I just witness?”
Marquette walked over to one of the sofas in the quarters’ living section and sat
down. She patted the cushion next to her and waited until Churchill sat next to her.
“Meredith and Priscilla helped me after my divorce from Asshole. I saw Meredith
until I was elected, and then Priscilla was on my staff for about six months to finish
up the therapy.”
“Oh…ok…” Churchill said and sat back.
“Things got…close…between us and that’s when we knew it was time to end
the sessions,” Marquette whispered as she leaned close. “Does that answer your
question?” she asked softly.
“Yes…it does,” Churchill smiled and slipped his arm around Marquette’s
shoulders.
*+*+*+*+*
“Dradis contacts!” Captain Viktoria Brayden announced as the dradis starting
pinging with newly arrived ships.
“Action Stations!
Set Condition One throughout the ship!” Commander
Langston Churchill ordered as he watched his CIC staff quickly move to bring the
massive battlestar into fighting trim.
“Alert 5 is ready to launch and the rest of the wing will be ready within ten
minutes,” Captain Lincoln Selby stated from Flight Control.
“All weapons are manned and ready to fire,” Captain Scott Edison announced
from Fire Control.
“Colonel?” Churchill asked and looked over where his XO stood on the other
side of the plotting table looking at a stopwatch.
“We cleared for action and were ready to go in less than a minute,” Colonel
Ariah Stanton replied. “That’s good, but we can do better.”
“Agreed. Lieutenant Narvik, please sound all clear and secure from Action
Stations and set Condition Two throughout the ship,” Churchill said and concluded
the readiness exercise.
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Lieutenant Simone Narvik repeated the order and then made the announcement
over the 1MC. “Sir, I have Admiral Richardson on the line…”
“Thanks, Simone; please put him through down here,” Churchill told the
communications officer.
“You’re connected,” Narvik said and Churchill heard the two beeps confirming
the connection was made.
“Selene Actual,” Churchill said and then added, “We’re ready, Admiral.”
“Good to hear, Fixer,” Admiral Lawson Richardson replied. “We’re going to
jump off at 08:00, waiting any longer is just going to increase the risk factor without
providing anything really tangible.”
There it was, Churchill thought to himself. “I understand. Did you give any
thought about what we discussed at dinner?”
“I have…and after the last straggler arrived this morning, I don’t see how it
would do anything but rub salt in already open wounds,” Richardson said. “We’d
all like to go back and say goodbye or see for ourselves that the Union worlds are
dead, but the risk is just too great.”
“That’s what I figured,” Churchill said and logically agreed with Richardson even
though his heart wanted to go back and see what happened firsthand. “We’ll be
ready on time…I think we’re ready now, actually.”
“Do a final systems’ check and census check, then get back to me,” Richardson
said. “I don’t want anyone left behind by accident.”
“So say we all,” Churchill agreed. “We’ll be ready.”
“Good…let me know when it’s done and maybe we can shave an hour or so off
the trip!” Richardson joked.
*+*+*+*+*
Earth Union, Epsilon 215 system, Waypoint Station, battlestar Enodia
It was deep into the balls to four watch and Admiral Lawson Richardson walked
the passageways of the beautiful new battlestar. He was lost in his thoughts and
had nervous energy he needed to work out of his system. Enodia was one of
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several ships that had been contracted specifically to escort Union, the almost inservice mobile capital. When the idea was first pitched, many of the traditional
elite laughed at it and ridiculed the idea with scorn that was so over the top as to
be laughable. But then something unexpected happened; the President took the
argument to the people and talked directly to them and explained why the idea was
important and how it would benefit them.
This cut out the talking head middlemen who saw it as their duty to interpret
and spin things based on their agenda and almost overnight their ridicule turned
into anger and animosity. The constant negativity quickly showed up in the ratings
as people moved to outlets that offered news and not wall to wall negative opinion.
The people loved the idea that their government would be coming to them, and
their feedback and viewing options hammered that point home. In the end, the
only people who were really against the concept that Union embodied were those
who would lose access to the politicians and staffers that they had enjoyed for so
long.
The aroma of something baking caught Richardson’s attention and realized he
was near the galley. He followed the aroma into the mess hall where he saw one of
the ship’s cooks putting out a tray of cinnamon rolls. Suddenly hungry, he picked
up a plate and stood in line to get one of the fresh rolls.
“Good morning, Admiral,” Captain Kiki Starr, Enodia’s weapons officer, greeted
him. She was wearing a pair of sweats with the ship’s crest and her last name
embroidered on the left chest and had her curly strawberry blonde hair down
instead of the bun she had worn it in earlier.
“Good morning, Captain,” Richardson replied and stepped forward with the
line. “You’re up early.”
“I could say the same about you!” Starr joked back. “Nervous energy…it’s like
when I was a kid and it was the night before the day school started after summer
break; I wanted to sleep but I just couldn’t. So…I just spent an hour swimming laps
and now I figure I can splurge a bit. Chef Jones makes the most amazing baked
goods!”
“If it tastes half as good as it smells it’ll beat anything I’ve had in ages,”
Richardson said and used a pair of tongs to put a roll on his plate.
“Join me?” Starr asked and motioned to a table.
“Sure, let me get a cup of coffee,” Richardson smiled and then added, “Do you
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want a cup?”
“Thanks, but no…I have a glass of orange juice,” Starr replied. “I figure I’ll drink
the fresh and real stuff while we have it.”
“Sounds like a good plan…I think I’ll grab a glass, too,” Richardson said and
returned with both a cup of coffee and glass of orange juice. “I had the same
nervous energy,” he admitted and took a bite of the roll. “Damn…this is amazing!”
he said and savored the flavor.
“Told you!” Starr grinned. “If I may…” she started, and Richardson nodded for
her to continue, “you seem a lot more laid back than other senior officers that I’ve
served with.”
“I think it’s the culture I come from, Kiki – if I may?” Richardson answered. Starr
nodded, “Thank you, Kiki, I didn’t want to presume. Special Operations is a
completely different culture than typical line postings; it’s more informal, based on
respect probably more than rank, and a mutual understanding that we’re all
professionals who are very good at what we do. I rather people follow me because
they trust and respect me and that I’m going to make the right or best decisions
possible rather than solely because of my rank.”
Starr seemed to think about what he said for a moment and then slowly started
to nod. “I like it, sir,” she said and popped a piece of roll in her mouth and chewed
it for a few moments before swallowing. “It’s going to take a little getting used to,
but I think with what we’re dealing with and that we have more than four years of
standing watch to look forward to that it’s going to be the right thing for us.”
“We are really going to be operating in uncharted waters, so to speak, and a lot
of the old rules are going to have to be reexamined to see if they work,” Richardson
stated and sipped his orange juice. “I’m going to miss this! Just as I’m going to
miss those burgers at The Boneyard, right down from the Admiralty on the wharf.”
“Oh…man…you just had to bring up the Boneyard Special!” Starr laughed and
shivered. “Those things are to die for! I would stop for one every time I was in the
area…it drove my friends crazy!”
“Maybe we can see if we can borrow a grill and try to recreate them?”
Richardson asked, warming up to the idea of recreating the culinary favorite.
“Count me in!” Starr grinned and then after a moment, turned serious. “I did
have one question…about the rules.”
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“Shoot,” Richardson said and ate another bite of the roll.
“It came up in conversation, but how strictly are the rules about fraternization
going to be viewed?” Starr asked.
“My unofficial view is that so long as it doesn’t affect efficiency, morale, or
cause issues, I’m cool with it. We’re all adults and we’re all going to be dealing
with a lot of emotions as we deal with what’s happened,” Richardson explained. “I
plan on discussing it with Commander Churchill and the President before issuing
something formal on it.”
Starr smiled and nodded. “Cool. That’s what I was hoping you’d say. I can
understand the rules before all this happened, but now…”
“Exactly,” Richardson agreed.
*+*+*+*+*
“Colonel Ellis, is the ship ready?” Admiral Lawson Richardson asked the man
standing on the other side of the plotting table.
“The ship is ready, Admiral,” Colonel Norman Ellis replied. “All divisions have
checked in and confirmed they are ready to sail.”
“Thank you,” Richardson said and looked around the CIC. He had already
talked to the crew and explained the reasons why they were leaving the Union and
that while they may be ceding the battlefield now, so long as they lived and lived
well, the war would never be lost. “Mr. Landau, please signal the fleet that it is
time to leave and that Captain Reeves will be calling the clock.”
“Copy,” Lieutenant Mia Landau said and repeated the order before sending it to
the rest of the fleet.
“Mr. Reeves,” Richardson said and turned to the ship’s navigator. “Are you ready
to make some history?”
“Ready to make history, aye,” Captain Orlando Reeves replied. “All ships have
confirmed receipt of jump coordinates and are waiting for the word to be given.”
“Well…I guess we shouldn’t keep them waiting, should we?” Richardson asked
and felt the sudden weight of the situation settle on his shoulders. For the past day
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and a half, ever since he had taken command of Enodia, he stayed busy. Now…all
that work was being put to the test and if it failed it would be on his shoulders.
“The word is given…let’s start the trip and…” he tried to look stern as he looked
around the CIC, “the first person who asks, ‘are we there yet?’ will be sent to their
room without dinner!”
Captain Kiki Starr raised her hand. “Don’t even think of asking, Kiki…”
Richardson smiled knowing what her smirk portended.
“Had to try, sir!” Starr joked.
“That you did, Kiki,” Richardson chuckled.
ship!”

“Mr. Reeves, you may jump the

“Copy, I may jump the ship!” Reeves replied and announced over the 1MC and
wireless, “Prepare to jump! We will jump in 10…9…8…7…
Richardson happened to glance over where Starr sat at the weapons station and
saw her mouth, ‘Are we there yet?’ and then wink. He rolled his lips between his
teeth to keep from laughing as Reeves finished the countdown.
“3…2…1…jump!” Reeves said in measured tones as the ship’s FTL drive tore
apart reality, built a wormhole from here to there, then pushed the ship through it.
In less than an instant it was over. “Jump complete…all ships have successfully
transited...All stations may secure from Jump Conditions. Next jump in three
hours.”
“We’ve just taken the first step,” Richardson told the CIC. “Three more jumps
and then we’ll begin accelerating for the rest of the journey.”
*+*+*+*+*
Outside the Earth Union, deep space, Venture Station, science ship Nebula
Venture
“Where’s Aurora Venture?” Colonel James McClay asked rhetorically as he
studied the overhead dradis display.
“Maybe they went out to look for us?” Lieutenant Colonel Dennis Walker
suggested. “We are a week overdue.”
“That’s possible, but it doesn’t explain why we aren’t being hailed and why
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Venture Station looks deserted,” Captain Chloe Rosemont said and pointed at the
image shown on a display.
“Any signs of life over there, Jolene?” McClay asked Specialist Jolene Vance, the
ship’s communications specialist.
“Nothing, sir,” Vance replied. “I’m getting something now…it’s looped with a
countdown timer. I’m recording it…shall I send it down to you?”
“Put it on speakers, please,” McClay replied and braced himself for what he
might hear.
“Copy…on speakers,” Vance answered and a moment later a voice was heard
over the speakers.
“…leaving with the battlestar Nemesis as directed under Emergency War Order
Precipice.
Contents of the EWO are appended to this transmission as are
recordings taken from recon flights over Earth during the attack. We have left
supplies for you so that you will be well provisioned to make the journey. This is
Dr. Otto Cayman, Director of Venture Station…Nebula Venture, I hope to see you in
a few years. Singing off…
“This message is for Nebula Venture. The Venture Station personnel and Aurora
Venture have evacuated the station due to the Chrome Brigades rising up against
humanity and launching a genocidal attack on all inhabited worlds and stations.
Whatever you do, do not return the Union; the drones are killing every human and
destroying every ship they can find. A short time ago, a fleet arrived, and we made
the decision to evacuate with them. This transmission will begin broadcasting
when you return and Venture Station validates your transponder. It will repeat
twenty times before the message is erased and the memory purged.
“We are leaving momentarily with the battlestar Nemesis as directed under
Emergency War Order Precipice. Contents of the EWO are appended to this
transmission as are recordings taken from recon flights over Earth during the attack.
We have left supplies for you so that you will be well provisioned to make the
journey. This is Dr. Otto Cayman, Director of Venture Station…Nebula Venture, I
hope to see you in a few years. Singing off…”
“You can turn it off, Jolene, but please record it until it stops broadcasting,”
McClay said and leaned against the plotting table. “Denny, your thoughts?”
“Without seeing the evidence, I want to think this is a very elaborate practical
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joke…” Walker said and frowned while shaking his head.
“But?” McClay prodded.
“But…they’re professionals. Maybe something small might be done to joke us,
but this? This is too much, too big, and way too dark,” Walker explained. “Some
things you just don’t joke about, you know?”
“Yeah…that’s what’s bugging me,” McClay agreed and turned to Vance. “Jolene,
can you send the attachments down here so we can see them?”
“They’re queued and ready for you,” Vance replied and arched her eyebrows.
“What would I do without you?” McClay chuckled and met her gaze.
“I can’t think of many things,” Vance retorted. “The transmission has ceased.”
“Thanks…let’s take a look at this. First up, the recon data,” McClay said and
had the video files play on a display screen.
“My gods…” Rosemont swore as the video started and showed numerous
nuclear detonations on Earth as well as the clouds from uncountable previous
detonations. The video changed to show the battlestar Ra as it fell into the
atmosphere, its leading edges glowing red as it accelerated and fell deeper into the
thicker atmosphere until it finally broke apart and exploded.
“Ok…I’ve seen enough,” McClay finally said a few minutes later. “Denny, have
a couple teams go over to check out what’s left at the station and collect those
provisions. I want to have a command team meeting in half an hour to discuss our
extended voyage and jump off as soon as we can.”
“Will do…” Walker began to answer but was interrupted by the dradis pinging
off new arrivals.
“What do we have, Chloe?” McClay asked.
“Transponders are Union…Battlestars Union, Enodia, and Selene, among
others,” Rosemont replied.
“We’re being hailed,” Vance announced.
“Please put it down here, Jolene,” McClay requested and studied the dradis
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while praying that the new arrivals were legit.
“Copy…” Vance said. “You’re live.”
“…star Enodia to science ship Nebula Venture, please respond,” McClay heard a
female voice declare.
“This is Colonel James McClay, commanding Nebula Venture, you’re the second
surprise we’ve had in the last ten minutes,” McClay said.
“Nebula Venture, Enodia Actual, we’re glad we found you,” a masculine voice
replied. “This is Admiral Lawson Richardson, have you heard what happened to
the Union?”
McClay took a deep breath and shared the pain he heard in Richardson’s voice.
“Yes…we just saw some video evidence and a decrypted copy of EWO Precipice
left by Nemesis.”
“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” Richardson asked and to McClay’s ear it
sounded as if the man was smiling, “but that is the best news we’ve heard since this
started. It means that others survived and were able to evacuate.”
“I hadn’t thought of it that way,” McClay admitted as it struck home just how
dire the situation was. “What’s the plan?” he asked. “Assuming you let us tag
along, that is,” he added to try and lighten his mood.
“We’re going to stand down for a couple hours and make sure everything is
good to go, then we’ll be doing two more jumps and then starting the long voyage,”
Richardson explained.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, liner Eternal Paradise
“Why are we here?” President Allegra Marquette asked as she walked next to
Commander Langston Churchill on her right and Tristan on her left.
“What are we doing here?” Churchill mused. “Well…” he looked over at Tristan
who was a step behind Daisy and Rusty. “We are here to have some fun.”
“Fun?” Marquette asked and cocked her head. “What sort of fun?”
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“Something we haven’t seen for at least eighteen months,” Churchill said
cryptically, “and something that Tristan told me Daisy and Rusty have never seen.”
“Ok…now you have me confused,” Marquette chuckled and trusted whatever it
was, would be memorable.
“Let me get the door,” Churchill said and then stopped. “Oh…yeah…” he said
and guided them to a small alcove. “Here’s the ticket,” he said and gave someone
out of Marquette’s line of sight what looked like a paper card. A moment later a
large, soft, rectangular bundle was handed over and Churchill turned around
grinning.
“Here we go…” Churchill said and unzipped the garment bag. “Ladies first,” he
said and handed Marquette an insulated field jacket with Selene’s crest and her
name embroidered on the chest. “Tristan, one for you,” he gave the boy a smaller
jacket, similarly embroidered but with the boy’s name on it, “and one for me!”
“Jackets?” Marquette asked and noticed Tristan already putting his on.
“Allegra, please…just put it on…for me…” Churchill asked.
“Ok…” Marquette said and slipped her arms into the sleeves as Churchill pulled
it up and onto her shoulders.
“Now we’re ready!” Churchill announced and pushed open the door.
The first thing Marquette did was pull her jacket closed as a gust of freezing air
swept into the passage. The next thing she noticed was that it was white outside.
She slowly stepped forward and took a deep breath of cold, crisp air that carried a
pine or alpine scent. Then she realized that it was snowing.
“Oh my gods!
It’s…beautiful!” Marquette exclaimed as Daisy and Rusty
cautiously stepped out of the passage and onto the snow-covered ground.
“This is so cool!” Tristan said happily. “It’s snowing!”
“You lived up to your name today, Fixer,” Marquette said as she hugged
Churchill. “This is so amazing! How did you manage it?”
“I’m just taking advantage of it,” Churchill replied and put his left arm around
Marquette’s shoulders. “I was talking to Captain Broderick and he mentioned that
his environmental engineers figured out how to make it snow by letting the air cool
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and then using the natural rain sprinkler system built into the dome supports. This
is 100% real snow made the old fashioned, natural way!”
“Even if I wasn’t impressed,
bring us here and you have
are...they’re young and little
Churchill’s shoulder. This was
done for her.

which I am, I am impressed because you thought to
absolutely made Tristan’s day. He and the kids
again,” Marquette said and rested her head on
one of the most amazing things that had ever been

“They’re going to announce it tomorrow and then have winter walks for the next
few weeks,” Churchill explained as he guided them down a path and into a
clearing within a pine grove. “Tristan! Do you have it?” he asked as the boy and
the dogs joined them.
“Yep! Right here!” Tristan replied and put his hand in his pocket.
“Good…” Churchill said and seemed a little nervous.
Finally, he met
Marquette’s gaze, took a deep breath, and held her hands. “Allegra…the end of the
world brought you back into my life in a way that we could be together. Now…”
He dropped to one knee and she saw Tristan pass him small box. “Will you marry
me?”
Marquette looked at Churchill and was stunned as time seemed to stop for her.
Once again, he had surprised her and her heart knew what it wanted to say, but the
shock still had her mouth in neutral.
“C’mon, Mom…answer him…” Tristan said, and Marquette blinked and
suddenly time started moving forward again.
“What did you just say, Tristan?” Marquette asked, wondering if she had heard
him correctly the first time.
“I said, ‘C’mon, Mom…answer him’,” Tristan replied. “You’ve been a mom to
me for a year and a half, I figured I’d just make it official.”
“Yes…” Marquette managed to say and slowly sank to her knees to look
Churchill in the eyes. “You know we’re a package deal?” she asked as Churchill
gently slipped a ring on her finger.
“Of course…” Churchill said as Marquette heard the sound of clapping from all
around her.
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Marquette looked up and saw people stepping out from behind the trees and
noticed Admiral Richardson and Captain Kiki Starr, Natalie Cline and Colonel
Zayne Ramsey, Priscilla Ingram, and several others who had become a close circle
of friends since they had left the Union. It took the end of the world, she thought,
for me to find happiness and belonging again; I should feel guilty but all I can feel
is happy.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, Earth Union battlestar Enodia
“What’s wrong, Sonny?” Captain Kiki Starr asked as she sat on the sofa next to
Admiral Lawson Richardson and folded her legs under her.
Richardson put down the tablet he was reading and allowed his head to fall
back against the top of the sofa’s rear cushion. “In a few months we’ll be back in
N-space and have to come to grips with whether the Colonies are welcoming, or if
they’re even there. I’m concerned if the answer to them is ‘no’.”
“What will we do if that’s the case?” Starr asked.
“I’ve spoken to Allegra, Fixer, and Hiram about it, and the consensus is if that’s
the case then we will find a planet that’s suitable for life and homestead,”
Richardson said and slid his arm around Starr’s shoulders. “We can’t keep going
forever…things are getting low, not critical, but we’re at the point where the
grocery manager is reordering to make sure the shelves get stocked the next
delivery.”
“I think I’d like that…get some real sky overhead for a change,” Starr replied and
leaned into Richardson’s shoulder. “What are your thoughts about what Allegra
told us?”
“I expected it,” Richardson said and turned to look at Starr. “Those first few
weeks, if it weren’t for Fixer, Pris, Nat, and Tristan, I don’t think she would have
made it. She carried the guilt of what happened on her shoulders, the uncertainty
whether her son and daughter survived, and kept second guessing whether there
was something she could have done prior to the uprising to have prevented it.”
“She couldn’t have done anything…” Starr said after a moment.
“You’re right…and she knew that here,” Richardson pointed to his head. “But
her heart wouldn’t accept it. I remember the first night Fixer called me…she had
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stayed over and fell asleep crying in his arms. Kiki…I’ve never seen him so worried
or sounding so helpless as he did that night. Thankfully, Pris was able to help and
the rest is history. That was the turning point, though…Pris once said sometimes
you have to hit rock bottom before you can start coming back to the light.”
“I can only imagine,” Starr finally said.
find?”

“What do you think we’re going to

Richardson smiled and slowly nodded. “That I can answer,” he said. “We’re
going to find the Colonials, of that I’m certain, and I’m fairly sure that we’re going
to find more of our people who survived. However…I have a theory and it isn’t a
good one…”
Star narrowed her eyes. “Oh?”
“Yeah…I was doing some reading and there’s a legend that predates the
Titanomachy,” Richardson explained and shifted closer to Starr. “I’ve only found
partial mention of it in two other places, though I have to admit our research library
isn’t up to the Union Library on Earth. Anyway, the legend said that the previous
civilization created mechanical life just like we did. Like ours, it rose up and tried
to kill them. After that, they had to leave the homeworld and settled on Othrys.
Then there was the Titanomachy, and after that the Communion was settled. Again,
artificial life was created and rather than risk a war, the gods took those who
wanted to leave and settled Kobol.”
“The Thirteen Tribes?” Starr asked.
“The Thirteen Tribes,” Richardson repeated. “Our people left some long while
after Kobol was settled and then two thousand years after we settled Earth, Kobol is
having troubles and they have to leave the planet and settle the Colonies. That’s
about the time we had issues with the drones.”
“And now, two thousand years later, you’re worried that the Colonies are falling
into the same trap we did?” Starr asked and then quoted Pythia, “’All this has
happened before, and all this will happen again’. Damn…why can’t we learn from
our mistakes?”
“Because we’re human, my dear,” Richardson told her, though he didn’t add the
more disturbing legend or suggestion that he found, one that didn’t need to ever see
the light of day and one that really didn’t matter to him.
“We’ll find war?” Star finally surmised.
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“Conflict at least,” Richardson offered. “Whether it’s from some sort of selfmade problem or our appearing and asking for help, I don’t think we’re going to
find a dozen or more worlds living in harmony.”
A movement from the bedroom caught Richardson’s eye and he smiled. Baxter
was peeking around the doorway to see why his humans hadn’t come to bed yet.
“Baxter is wondering where we are…” he said and nodded in the little dog’s
direction. He had been a gift from Tristan after the pup had taken a liking to Starr
and decided that she was his human.
“Well, we mustn’t keep Baxter waiting!” Starr said silkily and gracefully stood.
“Coming?” she asked and held out her hand.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, Earth Union battlestar Selene
“Are you comfortable with your decision?” Major Dr. Priscilla Ingram asked one
of the other two people seated around the table.
“Yes, I am,” Allegra Marquette smiled and seemed to relax. “I’ve given it a lot of
thought; if there are other survivors, there’s a good chance that they have created a
new government that allows them to look forward. Were I to assert that I was the
lawful president and given the nature of what happened and the immediate entry
into a State of Emergency I constitutionally have that right, it would cause friction
and more importantly, it would force them to look backwards.
“That isn’t our path, we need to look forward,” Marquette stated. “Besides, I
allowed my career and political ambitions deprive me of being a mother the first
time around, I’m not going to let that happen again…I’m not going to deprive
Tristan of another mother.”
“Fixer?” Ingram asked. “Your thoughts?”
“I completely support her decision,” Commander Langston Churchill answered.
“Even if she wasn’t my wife, I would still support her because she made the right
decision for her and her reasons were excellent. Allegra has led us forward, led us
through the most horrific event in our history, so I have no doubt that she can take
us where we need to be.”
“I sense a ‘but’ in there,” Ingram speculated and arched her eyebrows.
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Churchill nodded and collected his thoughts before he continued. “There is…
do you know when a company rebrands itself or starts a completely new ad
campaign?” he asked.
Ingram narrowed her eyes, “Yes…”
“They’re moving the company forward and in almost every case they change
spokesmen, logos, theme music, colors, all the things that would remind a
consumer of the past, they change,” Churchill explained. “In a way, that’s what our
people are doing and even though I know Allegra is the most qualified person for
the job, when people see her, they’ll see the past.”
Silence descended on the table for several long moments. “That was really
beautifully explained,” Marquette said and patted Churchill’s hand. “I think I’m
going to poach it for my speech.”
“Please do…” Churchill replied and was glad to have been able to help his wife
with one of the stumbling blocks she had when trying to explain the ‘why’ of her
decision.
“I apologize for making this seem like an interrogation,” Ingram explained, “I
just wanted to make sure the two people I love more than anyone was sure of the
decision.”
“We are,” Marquette reassured Ingram.
“Good!” Ingram smiled and Churchill saw her visibly relax. “I understand that
Tristan is having a sleepover with Scott, Victoria, and Annalise?” she asked
leadingly.
Churchill looked to Marquette; this was one area of the relationship that he
preferred her to take the lead. “He is…” his wife replied seductively.
“Good…because it’s been a while…” Ingram replied and stood.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, Earth Union battlestar Enodia
“Now that we’ve secured from our high-speed transit, I think that we need to
progress very carefully and slowly,” Vice Admiral Lawson Richardson stated to the
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President and assembled officers. Two weeks earlier, President Marquette had
initiated several promotions, his among them.
“Do you expect that we’ll meet resistance?” Rear Admiral Hiram Ormond, the
commander of Carrier Group 3, asked.
Richardson shrugged, “That’s the thing, Hiram, I don’t know what we’re going to
find. Right now, I’m pretty gun-shy and cautious; imagine if the Colonials are at
war or are facing their own uprising from artificial life…that isn’t something we
want to jump into with the civilians. While we have hope that Commander
Marlowe and Nemesis were able to manage an evacuation and shepherd a refugee
fleet like we have, for now I think our guiding thought should be that we are all that
is left of humanity.”
“I guess I was being hopeful,” Ormond replied. “It’s easy to fall into the trap that
all the bad things happened to you and that the Colonials are just waiting for us to
arrive and be given a ticker-tape parade to celebrate.”
“We’re not going to use recon drones?” Rear Admiral Langston Churchill asked.
Like Richardson and Ormond, he was promoted during the flurry of promotions.
“No…” Richardson answered and sipped a glass of water. “It isn’t because I
don’t trust them, but I rather put someone that can think for themselves out there. If
we had some of the manned recon units that were just starting to come off the
lines, I’d use them, but…we don’t.”
“That makes sense and I’m glad that we’re thinking along the same lines,”
Churchill agreed. “That would suggest that either Selene or Hades takes point…
and despite wanting to be on the sharp end, I think that Hades would be the
optimal solution.”
“Thank you, Fixer,” Commander Shen Nagasi replied, “we really can be a hole
in space.”
“And that’s why!” Churchill chuckled.
have all the fun!”

“Otherwise, I wouldn’t be letting you

“The working plan is that we send Hades ahead and if it’s a jump to deep space,
they stick around long enough to determine that it’s safe and that there’s no-one
and nothing there, and if it is a planetary system, then they survey the planets and
also determine if there is anyone or anything there,” Richardson said and brought
discussion back on track.
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“Will the fleet jump immediately upon Hades’ return?” Churchill asked.
“That’s the plan,” Richardson responded.
accurate.”

“It ensures that the data remains

“How far are we from the Colonies?” President Allegra Marquette asked. “I
know we secured from transit some distance away, but just how far out are we?”
“We’re 120 light years from the Cyrannus cluster, Madam President,” Richardson
explained and keyed an astrographic chart to display on a large 3-meter display on
the wall. “This will give us time to tend to maintenance issues we couldn’t during
transit and also listen to see if we can hear signs of life. Our first jump will be to
deep space, the second to a system that we believe has a habitable planet.
Depending on the conditions, we may pause and have a few days of thanksgiving
for the trip. After that, it’s ten jumps to the Colonies.”
“If I did my math correctly, barring the time we spend after the second jump in
the planetary system, we could be in the Colonies within two days?” Marquette
pressed.
Richardson slowly nodded. “That’s correct.”
“I’m almost tempted to just say push on and let’s get this over with, but I think
your plan is for the best,” Marquette finally said. “I assume that Nova will be
launched to do the ‘listening’?”
“Any ship that is spaceworthy and capable of jump will be launched before we
continue, contingent on the crew being suitably prepared,” Richardson said and
studied his tablet for a moment. “We don’t know what we’re going to find, and I
think now that all the damage has been repaired, that it would be best if we gave
the ships the chance to maneuver in the event of attack rather than keep them in
the dock which would itself be a primary target.”
“I think the only thing left to ask is…” Marquette smirked.
“Don’t say it…” Richardson and the others laughed. “I’m planning the first
jump for 09:00 tomorrow, Hades will jump off at 08:30, and the second jump
hopefully at noon. That gives us the rest of the day to launch the ships and have
them do function checks.”
“Give the orders, Admiral, I completely support this,” Marquette stated, and
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Richardson could feel the excitement in the room. They were so close to the finish
line he could almost see the goal net.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, Earth Union gunstar Hades
“What are you studying so intently?” Commander Shen Nagasi asked Major
Jennifer Ford as he sat at the table in their quarters.
“Promise not to laugh?” Ford asked and looked up from the laptop.
“Always, Jen,” Nagasi replied.
so…”

“You’ve been preoccupied for the past day or

“I decided to review the telemetry we recorded when we hit Stormhaven as a
sort of…I dunno…I guess I wanted to make sure that it really happened and wasn’t
some sort of shared false memory,” Ford began explaining. “It’s been over four
years and I guess I was second guessing my memories.
“Anyway…” she paused and turned the laptop so that Nagasi could see the
screen. “This caught my attention. Maybe I saw it back then and it’s been
bouncing around in my subconscious ever since or maybe I just now noticed it, but
what are these?” she asked and pointed at three ships intermingled with several
drone ships. “They’re not in any of our warbooks; they aren’t ours, aren’t Erisian,
they don’t even adhere to any Union design theory on record.”
Nagasi leaned close and then tapped a few keys on the keyboard and sent the
image to the large display screen on the wall. “Just looking at them, you can tell
they don’t look like something we’d make.”
“Exactly. Now…the Owl managed to catch this…” Ford said as another image
appeared. The symbol on the back of one of the ships looked like a planet causing
a partial eclipse of a sun.
“I don’t recall ever seeing that…it doesn’t represent any world government…”
Nagasi said and leaned close to the display as if a few less centimeters would
somehow provide more insight.
“That’s because it doesn’t,” Ford replied, her voice turning cautious and
concerned. “It belongs to the Meropian Communion who we haven’t heard from
in decades, maybe centuries.”
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“What are they doing there…of all places?” Nagasi asked and took his seat at
the table. “Do you think?”
Ford slowly nodded. “Yes, I do…I think that they had something to do with the
drones’ behavior.”
“Let’s work on this until after the second jump when we’ll probably spend some
downtime at the system we found,” Nagasi suggested. “Command has enough on
their plates without us adding this to the mix.”
Ford closed the laptop and pushed it to the center of the table. “Any plans when
we get to the Colonies?” she asked.
“I do…” Nagasi smirked. “I want to buy you a ring, ask you properly, and then
make what we have official,” he told her.
“I like that!” Ford grinned and stretched. “We have a big day tomorrow…let’s
get some sleep so we’re ready.”
“Oh…is that what we’re calling it now…sleep?” Nagasi chuckled.
“We’ll get to that eventually!” Ford smirked.
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, Earth Union gunstar Hades
“Prepare for jump,” Major Jennifer Ford announced after she acknowledged the
order to start the jump clock. “We will jump in 10…9…8…”
“EW suite is prepped and ready,” Captain Clive Marion said a moment later.
Now it’s in the hands of the cold equations, Commander Shen Nagasi thought
as he watched his fiancé count down the seconds until Hades leapt between the
stars in an infinite instant.
“…3…2…1…Jump!” Ford announced and Nagasi felt the contraction and
expansion common to FTL jumps and then it was over. “We have successfully
transited and are exactly where we should be.”
“Excellent!” Nagasi replied. “You still have it, Jen!”
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“Of course I do!” Ford joked back. “Wait one…” she said, her voice losing any
humor and turning serious. “I’m getting dradis sources…thirty-three of them, all
classed as navigational. And…two search dradis sources, some distance from
where the main body is orbiting the planet.”
“Have they spotted us?” Nagasi asked and studied the dradis display. Thirtythree contacts, including some that were enormous, were orbiting the third planet
at about 35,000 kilometers. The two contacts that had operational search dradis
were smaller and were freely navigating between the orbiting ships and the planet’s
moon.
“No, nothing that’s hit us has reflected back with enough energy to cause a
ping,” Ford answered.
“OK…Jen, please plot a return jump and keep the FTL spun up so we can jump
at a moment’s notice,” Nagasi asked. “Kay, lets put on the big ears and see what
we can hear…if you get anything, please send it down.”
“Copy…Putting on the big ears,” Lieutenant Kaylyn Ross replied.
“What do you think, Joe?” Nagasi asked the solidly built man standing on the
other side of the plotting table.
“I think we’ve found what we came to find,” Colonel Joseph Vickers answered.
“The question is what are they doing so far out in the black orbiting what appears
to be an uninhabited planet.”
“Good question, and one that we’ll let someone higher on the food chain ask!”
Nagasi chuckled.
“Commander?” Ross asked. “I’m getting something…”
“Please put it on 5,” Nagasi replied and looked at display 5.
A moment later the display came to life and showed a woman in her late 20s in
front of a digital blackboard. “Thank you all for turning in your tests,” she said, “are
there any questions about the material we covered?”
“A school lesson?” Vickers asked. “I guess it would make sense if they had a
large number of civilians.”
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“Keep recording, Kay,” Nagasi said and turned to where Vickers stood watching
the lesson. “What do you think?”
“She’s cute!” Vickers replied and grinned. “Then again, she’s the first new face
we’ve seen in four and a half years!”
“We need to find you a steady girlfriend, Joe,” Nagasi chuckled and shook his
head.
“Yeah…agreed!” Vickers agreed. “I think that we’re seeing one of two things…
first, a colonization effort with massive government support. Second, they’re either
running or hiding from something…just like we are.”
“Frak…you had to distill it down to those options, didn’t you?” Nagasi asked.
“Jen, do we have any visuals on the ships in orbit?”
“Oh…yes…” Ford stated before adding, “On 4…don’t want to deprive Joe of
watching his new girlfriend.”
“You realize that we’re going to have to introduce you if we really do make
contact?” Nagasi teased.
“Works for me…holy shit!” Vickers said as Nagasi’s eyes went to display 4 and
saw what was displayed.
Nagasi was stunned with what he saw. About half of the ships were military,
including three of the largest warships he’d ever seen. Several of the civilian ships,
or what he thought were civilian ships, were massive as well. “Ok…we stay very,
very quiet…like a church mouse hiding from the cat…” he managed to say. “Jen,
try and get me footage of each ship, military and civilian, before we head home.”
“Copy, footage of each ship,” Ford replied, similarly in awe at what the CIC was
observing.
*+*+*+*+
Deep Space, Earth Union battlestar Enodia
“Wow…that’s pretty…” Vice Admiral Lawson Richardson said as he watched the
footage that Hades had recorded.
“Nova has picked up civilian transmissions from more than 100 years ago, so
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whatever reason they have to be there is most likely recent,” President Allegra
Marquette said over the video connection.
“It’s going to be delicate with the civilians and military both present,” Rear
Admiral Langston Churchill said from where he sat next to the President.
“That’s why I think the group we jump to meet them is mixed, like theirs,”
Richardson explained. “They have thirty-three ships, I’m thinking we take about
fifteen. We leave the rest back here with a carrier and some gunstars to ride
shotgun.”
“There isn’t a single best option, just options that might be better given unknown
parameters that we’ll meet,” Marquette said, every bit the president that she still
was, “and we don’t know why they’re here. So…caution and honesty, gentlemen.”
“Absolutely,” Richardson agreed. “I’m going to send notice to the ships that will
be joining us, and we should be able to jump in about half an hour.”
*+*+*+*+*
Deep Space, unknown star system near its third planet, Earth Union battlestar
Enodia
“Jump complete, all units reporting successful transit,” Captain Orlando Reeves
announced. “All ships are in formation and we are free and clear to navigate.”
“Thank you, Captain Reeves,” Richardson replied and looked over at his XO.
“Let’s do this, Norm,” he said.
“Copy that, Boss,” Colonel Norman Ellis replied and made sure that Lieutenant
Mia Landau reiterated the order that fire control dradis was to be on standby and
weapons posture was weapons hold.
“I’m not getting any change in their dradis posture,” Major Kiki Starr said.
“They’re either surprised and very slow to react, or they’re keeping a lid on things.”
Moments after Landau sent the transmission, she announced, “Admiral, we’re
being hailed.”
“On speakers, please,” Richardson replied and looked at the dradis display as if
it would reveal he mysteries they faced.
“Attention unknown ships, you are in space claimed by the 12 Colonies of
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Kobol and this is the Colonial battlestar Nyx, please identify yourselves and state
your intentions.”
Richardson picked up the handset and looked over at Landau who nodded.
“Attention Colonial battlestar Nyx, this is the Earth Union battlestar Enodia…we’ve
come a long way to meet you.”
There was a slight hesitation before the wireless broadcast the reply, this time in
a female’s voice, “Attention ship identifying itself as the Earth Union battlestar
Enodia, this is the Colonial battlestar Nyx, please respond.”
“Nyx, this is Enodia Actual, Admiral Lawson Richardson, we come in peace and
seek to open diplomatic relations and offer the hand of friendship,” Lawson stated
and prayed that it would be accepted and reciprocated.
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