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            Not So Civil War

          

        

      

    

    
      VICTORIA

      “People, we’ve got to wrap this up. I’ve got a bet with the first officer on Fearless that the Msitu crew will achieve the mission objective by chow time,” Murphy boasted as we sped through the water canals of a ruined sector of Aquilee.

      Knowing that my soldiers would seek my mood for approval, I nodded. Head movements and other body language were the only non-verbals they could rely on when I was in uniform. The boast was dramatic, but it would serve to boost the morale of my people. It may be a routine assignment, but it was key if we wanted to end hostilities between the government and rebel leaders.

      And if my people succeeded in securing the safety of the Galaxy Federation citizens while quelling a rebellion, then I would gladly cosign on his boasts. After all, they were true and Aquilee needed the reprieve.

      The stone and wood island city was the capital of the planet, known as the jewel of Venetian. It had seen better days. Kuzi, the entire planet, had seen better times, with most of the damage seemingly located where the previous royal family had the greatest power.

      Aquilee had been the stage for the feuding royal family to battle for succession after the mad king publicly killed all of his heirs. While they were embroiled in bitter in-fighting, the people staged a coup led by their newly elected king, which, of course, gave the previous dynasty, the Rinaldis, a common enemy—the new king.

      War was hardest on the civilians. They couldn’t stand up for themselves and were likely to become bargaining chips for the conflicting powers that be.

      “What did you bet, Commander?” Lieutenant Ibanez asked. “Msitu is the best, but I want to know what’s on the line.”

      “Three rounds on them for the strike platoon,” he answered. “So we need to get it and pin it.”

      Ibanez grinned and nudged one of her fellow strike team members. “Not bad, but we can handle an incursion in our sleep. Land, sea, or stars, we’re the best in the GF.”

      Several others nodded in agreement or pumped their fists into the air.

      I glanced at Murphy and nodded once.

      He moved from the aft portion of the stealth boat to the stern where I stood. I had seen enough war in my enlisted years, though the battle theater usually took place in some lawless asteroid belt or a backwater sector of galaxies.

      Venetian was a first-world planet in an affluent area of the quadrant. First-world planets usually did their dirt via corporate takeovers and political maneuvers. Bitter rivals applied calculated brute force out of the public eye to council chairs and other governmental figures, not on the street for all to see. It made the current conflict all the more dangerous with the combatants acting out of character.

      Murphy lowered his voice once he was next to me.

      “You’re wasting my boasts by listening in silence, Captain.” His head was on a swivel as we jetted across the placid city waters. “Usually, you join in with the trash talk by now.”

      I surveyed the area as we moved forward down the canal. We were surrounded on all sides by either stone or water as we traveled the aquatic city streets. A guerrilla attack was not out of the realm of possibility since insurgents had already resorted to violence. “You seem to be handling the matter just fine. Besides, I know we are the best. Otherwise, the Vice Admiral would not have given the mission to us.”

      I could feel his glare even though I remained focused on our surroundings.

      “You know what I mean, Ma’am.” He added that last part to annoy me.

      He was my second. We didn’t need to fall on ceremony after all the years we’d known each other. His ill-spent ire was a testament to the tension.

      “Do not embarrass me by losing, Msitu. We are the best in the fleet. I look forward to reminding the other captains of that at the next captains’ meeting.” I nodded to Murphy then dropped my voice again. “That is how you do it.”

      “I stand corrected.”

      My crew was good, but I understood the need to hype up the soldiers. Land battles were up close and personal, which we excelled at, despite the element of danger being greatly heightened. There were even thrills to it—taking down the villain, saving the town, or rescuing civilians. Except, this was not what we had to do. If it came to it, the war on Venetian had to end by any means necessary.

      Crushing innocents was not what I signed up for as an enlisted. I would do my best to make sure that didn’t happen, however, casualties often were a part of the job. The realization that freedom came at a price was one of the first lessons I learned as a Galaxy Federation soldier.

      As an officer, I saw freedom was also bought on the backs of the people who served under me. Come kuzi or the tide, I would spend the lives of my people like a miser.

      There was nothing civil about the situation. When in-fighting was the source of conflict, it was difficult to tell friends from foes, which meant a high probability of harming an innocent. That didn’t root well with me.

      Murphy edged a little closer. “Captain, may I ask why aren’t you leading from the Msitu like all the other captains are on their ships? I thought you wanted to influence the battle plan.”

      At his statement, I did meet his visored gaze with mine.

      His brown locks whipped about his brow from the wind as we made our way to section three.

      He had an excellent point, but I wasn’t ready to answer his question. I was doing it for me and he didn’t need to know that. “I’m not like the other captains.”

      “That’s for sure. You’re the only one that still goes on missions and wears full armor like an enlisted.”

      That old vine.

      “I like to stay sharp. You know that.”

      He nodded. “The rest?”

      I fought not to raise my voice at his dig. There were years of blood between us. I knew he had my back even if he was too familiar. He earned that right with me in private—which we would not maintain if I let the conversation continue. “We both know why that is, Commander.”

      His posture went rigid. I didn’t see any alerts on my readouts from my helmet dashboard. Murphy’s reaction was to my words and not danger.

      “The galaxy is complicated. I get that. Wear your PAN with a visor. Your subordinates would at least see some facial expression,” he remarked.

      I would not change. “The fact we are discussing my appearance instead of your impressions of the situation or battle tactics proves I need to remain as I am.”

      “Or that I’m trying to encourage you to up your political game, Captain.” His jaw tightened. “You know me better than that.”

      I did. “You know my appearance is a sore subject. This conversation is unnecessary. Vice Admiral Torres views my performance as satisfactory, and that is sufficient. End of discussion.”

      I turned toward one of the watchstanders. “What do we have on the Galaxy Federation building?”

      A window on my visor opened with a feed from one of my people scouting the area. Statistics flowed next to the window, spotted enemies, and discovered capabilities. Our approach via the canals was still the best tactic.

      Our mission was to rescue GF personnel held hostage by the Rinaldi family and their sympathizers and assist the new king the people selected, former GF ambassador Mace Benedict Arnaud.

      If it were anyone but him, I would have moved kuzi to protect the people while leaving the latest royal to figure out the path to negotiation on their own. It was the price of leadership.

      But Benedict was that monarch. He was chosen by the Venetian people.

      I knew his politics.  A takeover to make a grab of power and fellatio the GF was not his way. The previous monarch attempted to secede from the Galaxy Federation rather than stop the corruption oppressing the Venetian people. King Wilhelm Rinaldi II’s death during the birth of a coup had been fortunate.

      The mad king had already killed all of his children to muddy the line of succession. While the Rinaldis fought amongst themselves, the people chose Benedict to start the Arnaud dynasty, giving Venetian a path forward.

      It was a simple concept for the GF—keep Venetian in the Federation or lose it. It was a bonus that the Venetian people followed him. After all, he exposed the Royal corruption that GF allowed to go on in the first place. The fact that Benedict cared about the people made it palpable to do what I needed to end the conflict.

      “We’re here,” Murphy said.

      Finally, we’re down to business. I gave him the signal as I tapped my side arms, my sword, and my laser.

      Murphy barked, and several of my team rushed forward onto the stone walkway while others entered the canal to seek out the underwater entrance. I planned to monitor operations from the stealth boat with two support staff. From my temporary base, I could remain close and provide the least amount of interference.

      Waging a battle from the comfort of space sounded good, but it was too easy to lose sight of the situation. Civilians and homes became dots on the screen, and the environment was chaotic.

      There would be limited unnecessary casualties on my watch. I was not so naive to believe there would be none when hostages were involved. The GF personnel were innocent in the conflict. Benedict and any who chose to follow him had already resigned when it was evident that the people preferred him over the Rinialdis. The previous king’s death and the people’s selection of Benedict were sparks to fossil fuel.

      “What’s the status of the GF personnel?” I asked a watchstander.

      “Nothing beyond the demand for the Galaxy Federation to pull off the planet, Ma’am.”

      “Any scans that show anything more?”

      The ensign’s fingers flew over the palmtop computer. “Heat signatures are on par with expectations. I pulled the badge records of all the employees in the building at the time of the occupation.”

      “And what did you find?” I asked.

      “Approximately six hundred heat signatures are showing up, and there are 598 employees badged into the database.”

      Complications have already begun. “Notify Murphy and Ibanez. Send them all of the badge pictures. There’s no way the Rinaldis are holding the building with just two people.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Maxwell?”

      “Ma’am.”

      “Patch me into Vice Admiral Torres.”

      He nodded and then set to his task. A breath later, he frowned. “I can’t get through to his flagship.”

      Not good. “What about the Msitu?”

      Maxwell shook his head. “We’re jammed. I can’t raise Fearless, Enterprise, or Fidelis. The Rinialdis must have raised a planet-wide jammer.”

      “Do we still have our comms?”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” the watchstander answered. “It appears only long-wave communication is disrupted. We won’t have satellite assistance without tapping into their cyber network. We should be able to communicate with any personnel within a mile radius without outside interference.”

      “And our Captain is the senior officer planetside. They are in for a shake-up.” Maxwell remarked. “It’s good for us that you are so hands-on.”

      “There’s no doubt our shipmates are working the problem from their angle. We’ll leave them to it while we even the playing field.” A plan was forming, and we would take an ear for an ear. “Maxwell, I want control of their cyberspace within the hour. I want to know if anyone is talking about the GF or supporting the Rinaldis.”

      To the other watchstander, I said, “Launch the drones. We need eyes in the sky with the Msitu silenced. Connect me with the other ship’s away teams.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” they said in unison as they both got to work.

      “Murphy and Ibanez, keep your eyes open. There are leopards in the forest.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing our Captain does things her way,” Murphy replied.

      “Roger, Captain Strong,” Ibanez said. “We’re entering the underwater gate. The coast is clear.”

      “Keep your head on a swivel. This is the Rinaldi’s territory. We are the visitors, and we’ve already sprung some of their traps.”

      “Roger, Captain.”

      I glanced at my watchstander. “What do you have, Ensign?”

      “I’m trying to locate the Fearless away team using their GF signatures since they are not answering my hails on standard frequencies, or even the clandestine ones.”

      “They may have realized that the Rinaldis cut comms and are being cautious. Send the lyrics to the GF military anthem every few minutes until they answer.” I studied the building from our base in the canal. The area was a spirit village. It was the middle of the day, and no one was on the street.

      We still maintained our cloaking protocol. There were an unknown number of enemies out there, and we were in their home base. The Rinaldis were not well-liked, but they were familiar. It was unknown how well-received the newly selected king was in the face of adversity. This was a test of the stickiness of the Venetian people’s sap.

      “Ma’am, I have the Fearless team on a secure channel.”

      “Patch them through.”

      “Lieutenant Montgomery for Fearless,” declared a dour-looking Natsumium with short tusks protruding from his mouth and a narrowed eye gaze that most of the military officers seemed to adopt when under duress. His bony, ridged brow furrowed slightly once he took in my appearance. “Report, Lieutenant What’s going on with your team?”

      He straightened and then saluted. “Captain Strong, Ma’am, why aren’t you with⁠—”

      “Report, Lieutenant” I did not return the salute for several breaths.

      “My team was sent to gather information about the palace in case other GF personnel were held in addition to Ambassador Arnaud.”

      “Former Ambassador. The GF recognized his resignation, and the Venetian council crowned him. He is now the monarch.”

      “The King, Ma’am, is being held in the palace. Some people are fighting the Rinaldi regime in level two as they try to make their way to the palace to provide additional support.”

      My stomach fluttered at his words. That was where I should be, but I had my orders. I knew the likelihood that they would hold him away from others. It worked as a hostage technique. It was a primary tactic, but knowing that I was correct there and too far away didn’t sit well with me.

      But I could order someone to handle it in my stead.

      “I want your team to bolster the local Venetian people against the Rinaldis.”

      The lieutenant nodded. His nostrils flared, and his tusks quivered as he grinned. “Your order is not to try and restore communications with the Fearless and the rest of the battle group?”

      “Is restoration within your abilities?”

      “No, Ma’am.”

      “You heard my order, Lieutenant. Don’t waste my time. The situation escalated when they cut our planetary comms. Do not go full berserker, but I want you to let them know that the GF does not tolerate the oppression of people or takeovers of planetary governments within the Federation.”

      “Right away, Ma’am,” he said with a glee that I knew the Rinaldi regime would regret.

      “I expect a report within an hour.” The screen darkened. “That should tangle the Rinaldi’s vines, an angry Natsumium officer.”

      “He might go full battle lust,” the watchstander said with a questioning tone.

      “He won’t.” I knew the Captain of Fearless. She wouldn’t promote someone she couldn’t control, but she would keep a well-honed, disciplined warrior nearby for when the need arose.

      And it did.

      For the moment, he worked for me. Anything he and his team could do to keep the Rinaldis busy and away from Benedict worked for me.

      “Yes, Ma’am.” The watchstander went back to work.

      “I am repurposing four of the drones for defense,”  I told them as I accessed the weapons array and then fired a laser blast at the approaching enemy craft’s engine manifold. The back half of the gondola emptied in smoke, then it staggered in the water before breaking apart and tossing its occupants into the canal.

      The attack wouldn’t kill them, but it would stall them while I observed to formulate my next move. Drones were good for a few blasts before they had to recharge, so they were only suitable for a few bursts at a time. This also made them ideal for a few calculated strikes and covert missions.  I would need to finish them off the old-fashioned way, without the support of a ship if I wanted to keep drones in the air. “I will handle our visitors. Keep me up-to-date on everyone’s movements. Inform the other teams to join Fearless or us, depending on their location if you manage to hail them before my return.”

      “Give ‘em hell, Captain,” Maxwell said without looking up from his work. “Comms will be restored when you return.”

      “Good man.” I stepped off the stealth boat and quickly retreated into the shadow of the closest building.

      I noted the location for my return and then considered the stone and cypress wood edifice. The building appeared to be a shop with several residential balconies of black wrought iron attached to the side. I jumped and grabbed onto the bottom of the first balcony. Climbing it and using it as a type of scaffolding was nothing for an Asranian—children could do it. Granted, we were stronger climbers on a forest planet, where gravity was lower than Venetian, which was twice the GF standard.

      Still, I hauled ten balconies up to reach the flat roof of the establishment with relative ease. The sun’s reflection in the solar panels was enough to deter the common intruder, so I was alone for the moment. That would change if any spotters or snipers caught sight of me. I was out in the open.

      Vice Admiral Torres didn’t approve stealth suits for the away mission, an incorrect move. I advised it as a discretionary measure in case the need arose. Bureaucratic tape killed more soldiers than enemy fire in the field—and he still denied the order.

      And this is why. I consulted the north drone. My targets crawled out of the canal, most uninjured. A few limped or held shoulders as they maneuvered close to buildings to obscure⁠—

      The drone went black.

      Shitake.

      “Look alive, Maxwell and Ensign. The Rinaldis took out the north drone.”

      “No problem, Captain. I used our new jurisdiction and took control of an upscale tavern. We now have eyes independent of the drones.”

      “Patch them through to my—” My notifications lit up. I glanced at the icon, and the area opened with the wanted information. “Impressive, Sterling.”

      Her breath hitched. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

      “Stay focused. Our company is not a civilian.”

      “Roger, Captain,” they both replied.

      Studying the feed, I needed to subdue at least twelve targets. I was reasonably certain the Rinaldis knew we were on the planet and in small force since they blocked communications and blinded planetside flight control. They knew the GF would hedge our bets and not fire on the planet without more provocation. They were confident that they could overpower us.

      It was obvious in their choice to come at us in small teams instead of en masse. Their intent was likely to ransom us and force the GF to back off. Except I was here, and I would not allow it. If anything, I had a hostage plan of my own.

      “Captain, they are tracking PAN signatures,” Maxwell warned.

      “Can you shut them out without blinding us?”

      “No, but I can create ghosts using data from five minutes ago and confuse them, though it hurts us too.”

      “Do it and shut mine down until I tell you.”

      “You will be blind, Captain. You’ll only have comms,” Sterling added.

      “Noted.” It would be like my life before I became a soldier. There were worse things than being unplugged from a network of information. “Do it, Maxwell.”

      My visor telemetry and video faded as the regular world came into view. Without all the fancy tech, the helmet was a glorified sunshade—which I still needed on the blinding roof. The mercs were heading in my general vicinity. They didn’t know I was off the grid or that my grandmother taught me survival under my father’s nose. The old ways, coupled with GF tech, made me the soldier that I was.

      It’s a game of flushing the tree devils.

      The carnivorous simians with razor-sharp teeth and claws were aggressive at night. During the day, they peacefully slept, hugging thick branches and trunks. It was the safest time to hunt them.

      I could do this. I would do this.
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      VICTORIA

      I never knew where the day would take me. One minute, I was cruising on a basic security mission. Next, I was scaling the side of a commercial, residential complex while people cowered inside their cozy rooms watching me as though it was some sort of drama. It was from their perspective. No one expected the capital city of a first-world planet to become a warzone.

      Their wide-eyed expressions reminded me that there were people in the seemingly spiritless city of stone and wood. The stakes were high, which meant picking off the enemy groups approaching the GF building quickly to prevent casualties and calls for backup.

      From the roof of the residential complex, I gauged the distance to the next one, got a running start, vaulted over the side to land with a roll, then popped back up to my feet. Fortunately, I avoided landing on the partial canopy or any of the tables of the rooftop cafe. Again, the area was empty.

      This was a stark contrast to the coast, where people bustled, oblivious to the conflict. The closer, inward the people’s indecision raged, with some willing to arm themselves. At the epicenter, they hid.

      The Rinaldis were likely focused on the city’s interior, where the gentry and their families were. The middle class and gentry ensconced themselves in their wooden mansions, out of the conflict as they waited to see who would win. It was evident on the way to the Galaxy Federation building by the shuttered windows and covert looks from behind curtains. Those who could have fled, did so, but the vast majority of the city was trapped.

      The unknown factor was Venetian’s working class. Many of them were ignorant of the situation, but some hid. What would they do in the coming hours of the battle, once they all realized what was happening?

      The people’s betrayal of the previous monarchy should have made the Rinaldis wary enough not to wage open antagonism. There must be a third party or some other faction within their ranks of influence.

      The entire conflict was a ham-fisted attempt concocted by the elite. The people would not immediately bow down to the Rinaldis. I wonder what they planned after they took control of the city, to force Benedict into being a figurehead while they pulled his strings?

      That was ludicrous.

      Even if the Rinaldis managed to maneuver Benedict into a political trap, he was savvier than a tree devil. He would outthink them if given time. He was a dangerous enemy. Killing him was best, but not before they had assurances.

      Following the logic, a political marriage would be the answer. There was a Rinaldi daughter, one of the mad king’s distant cousins—a DeMarco, that was considered a darling in the public eye. It was rumored that the Arnaud family and the Rinaldi brood would link together through marriage. I never found any legitimacy in the gossip, but I admit it was a brilliant strategy.

      They must be planning to marry the daughter to Benedict. That would satisfy the people while they ruled through him long enough to get an heir. Once the heir was produced,  his life would be forfeit. The people, in general, would be none the wiser. They had a new dynasty, meanwhile the same moss, different tree.

      I would not allow it.

      One crisis at a time. My first objective was to deal with the incoming combatants.  I crept to the edge of the building to view the canal below. The one plus of the open political strife was that the residents in this portion of the city were afraid to leave their homes, and shops were closed.

      This made spotting the two marks as they edged along the shadowed alley to my right easy. Grabbing my blaster, I dialed down the setting to stun. I wanted the option to interrogate them later.

      Aiming for the one further back, I fired. My target fell, and the other turned to check when I pinged him in the back.

      “Two stunned at coordinates one-one,” I replied.

      “Another is approaching the east side of zero-two,” Sterling advised.

      Straight ahead, two buildings away—it was nice that one of them came straight toward me. I could save my tricks for the crafty ones and take my tree devil count to a total of three. There were still another dozen or so to hunt. Odds were high that several would get past me and into the GF building if I went too far from the base. I needed a plan other than waiting for them to come to me.

      And more people.

      “Base, report on the objective.”

      “Mission is still underway,” Maxwell answered. “Be advised, Commander monitored our chatter. He and three others from strike team A are on the hunt with you.”

      “You know we wouldn’t let you have all the fun hunting tree devils, Captain,” Murphy chuckled on the line. “Could we, soldiers?”

      “No, Sir,” they chimed in.

      “We can’t let you show us up, Captain,” one added.

      The best crew in the galaxy.

      “Then three days’ leave to the grunt with the highest stun count. I’ll even throw in a bottle of Collisian Spice Rum to sweeten the deal.”

      Murphy hooted in excitement. “And the Captain doesn’t pour rum on graves either, only the living drink the good stuff.”

      “You can count on me,” someone said.

      “To die or win?” another asked light-heartedly.

      I spotted another Venetian merc and stunned them. “I’m up to four stuns. I’ll end up with my own bottle if there isn’t less chatter and more stunning.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      Four of my people was more than enough to take care of the remaining enemy.

      I made my way back to our boat. Except for the stunned merc laid out near our vehicle, all was well.

      One got by me? For his competency, he’d be the first interrogated. I reached to grab him when a soldier materialized out of the cloaked craft.

      “Captain, I have him.” He saluted.

      I returned the gesture. “Is Ibanez holding the building?”

      “Yes, she is, Ma’am.”

      “Good. Take him inside the GF building. I want to interrogate him there.”

      The stocky soldier grabbed the prone figure by the arm and eased him into the wounded warrior carry that we all learned in basic. Draped across his shoulders, my man eased forward, and I followed without additional staff. Everyone worked on the tasks I set. With the perimeter secured, I could navigate the terrain without cover.

      Situations like the current one were why I still did my PT each day—that and morale. Physical Training saved my life more than once. It did today as well.

      “Ma’am,” a guard at the entrance saluted.

      “The Captain is in the building,” he announced on the comms.

      I hadn’t reinstated my access to the intranet out of curiosity. From the inaudible chatter, I knew my people scrambled. Considering the situation, Ibanez, my highest-ranking officer in the building, would meet with me to give me a status.

      Good, they continue to adjust quickly.

      “Take the prisoner to holding,” I said to my escort. “Then go back to the stealth boat to cover Maxwell and Sterling.”

      He nodded before stalking down a hallway. I studied the lobby of the GF building. It held up well, considering my people infiltrated it and took possession. There were a few overturned couches with laser burns and cuts in the blue and coral area. The President of the Galaxy Federation’s image lay on the floor with a large blaster hole through the bottom, juxtaposed against the untouched vase with a painted mermaid on the side. Both it and the small cypress table were unaffected by the battle.

      Less for the oversight committee to complain about later.

      The sailor watching the door called out, “Ma’am?”

      I turned to see Murphy waltzing through the door as though he owned the place. He stopped before me with an expectant expression. The Commander was proud of himself. He must have won the rum and lorded it over the soldiers that he was still blaster strong as an executive officer. Then knowing him, he promised to gift them the rum, but he was keeping the leave. It was ungracious, but it would push them to improve and maintain excellence even after promotion. He had his way.

      I had mine. I would ignore his honeybee routine and test the stickiness of his sap. “I take it our company is resting and out of our way?”

      On cue, a soldier brought one of the tree devils. Simultaneously, another one went out, presumably to get the others. The current conflict may be over, but the next would begin at any time; the war was not over.

      “Mission objective is complete. We have secured the GF building and captured the reinforcements.”

      “Well, done.”

      “The Msitu crew is the galaxy’s finest,” he boasted.

      “Naturally. Good job, Commander.”

      He grinned, then straightened his posture as his attention focused beyond me. “Thank you, Captain, but there is something you should know⁠—”

      The hairs on the back of my neck raised. Something was wrong.

      “Captain Strong, I applaud you and your people for safely rescuing the Galaxy Federation staff,” a rich baritone I recognized from his many speeches said.

      Benedict.

      He was in the GF building.

      And not in the palace as reported. How did he get past the Rinaldi mercenaries?

      My heart raced at seeing him in the flesh. This was close. There wasn’t an auditorium of politicians between us. He was there—an arm’s length away.

      At least I could watch him safely from behind my helmet. Then he wouldn’t have to know that my tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth. Words failed me as the most beautiful soul I’d ever seen watched me with puzzled ocean eyes.

      Murphy held out his hand. “Our Captain appreciates the gesture.”

      Benedict took his grasp and shook it once. My gloved palms tingled at the lost opportunity.

      “No offense, Your Majesty, but you shouldn’t be here.” Murphy’s tone held an odd lift as though he were nudging a reaction.

      Yes, that was correct. Benedict was supposed to be in the palace, directing fighting.

      My brain rebooted as I focused on the fact that Benedict was in the Galaxy Federation building and not in the palace. His enemies and his people would notice eventually, then come for him. The situation had escalated from a threat three to a five. It was my responsibility to handle the matter as the senior officer planetside.

      As a side note, Vice Admiral Torres would blow a reactor that I went with my spirit and led the Msitu strike team. He would’ve chalked it up to my normal idiosyncrasies until other factors escalated the battle. The Rinaldis or their loyalists cutting communications and holding the other strike teams as virtual hostages complicated matters for me politically and strategically. We would be successful, that was without a doubt, but with Benedict present, it would appear as though I was in it for the glory. Especially if I didn’t use my ace.

      Which I had to use to keep ahead of the enemy. The price was high.

      Benedict stepped around Murphy. “Captain Strong⁠—”

      I directed my following statement at Murphy, “Take the Venetian King to a safe area. Then put everyone on high alert. The Rinaldis will realize he’s here if they haven’t already.”

      “They have, Captain,” Maxwell said into my comm as my display came back online. “Forgive me, Ma’am, for reconnecting you to the network, but several dozen bogies are advancing in our direction from the air and canal.”

      Kuzi. And the tree devils are closing in.
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      VICTORIA

      “Impeccable timing, Maxwell.” The enemy was on the way to take Benedict. There was no time for commanding officer egos, seniority, and politics. My decision was made. Benedict and my people came first. “Do you have control?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Shut down all power except to emergency locations and the main floor of the palace.”

      “Done,” he replied.

      “Then restore our connection with the battle group. Advise the Msitu to stand by to defend our location,” I ordered. “Sterling, connect me with an open channel for all planet-wide communications.”

      I didn’t want my next words to be left to hearsay later.

      “Done, Ma’am. They are receiving.”

      I couldn’t see it, but my PAN would send a holographic image of me and my movement to every receiver on the planet through newsfeeds and communication networks. “Venetian people, I am Captain Strong of the Galaxy Federation. Your King, Mace Benedict Arnaud, First of his name, is safe under the protection of the Galaxy Federation after the previous Rinaldi dynasty attacked the city of Aquile and held its people, as well as GF off-worlders, hostage. They refused to negotiate with GF officials by cutting off world communication when we only want to ensure that the Venetian citizens are free to live in peace. We do not wish to wage war. However, we will defend the interests of a GF nation, its people, and GF property. Captain Strong out.”

      I motioned to end the transmission, and Murphy began identifying targets.

      “Lieutenant Greentree,” I said in my comms.

      “Ma’am, we heard everything. The Msitu is ready to defend. As a preemptive move, we targeted the incoming on your location.”

      “Fire at will at those targets only.”

      “Aye-aye, Greentree out.”

      “Take care.” Benedict stepped in front of me. “They are still Venetian people, even if they are misguided, Captain.”

      Stay focused, Victoria.

      I turned my head in Murphy’s direction.

      “The Captain is aware, Your Majesty.” Murphy stepped between us.

      “Captain?” Sterling called on a private channel. “The Vice Admiral is hailing you.”

      I stepped away from Murphy and Benedict. There was no time for my crush or a demotion for overstepping political boundaries. “Hold his hail and patch me to the palace.”

      I had one last gamble to make. Glancing at the drone’s feed, I saw another one was down. However, I was treated to the view of several smoking vessels sinking in the canal and mercenaries attempting to save themselves. There were also a few crumbling buildings, one of which missed the entire canalside wall and small fires from laser blast heat.

      In the water, some bodies floated, unmoving.

      It couldn’t be helped.

      “Captain Strong.” Benedict put his hand on my arm and then pulled it quickly away.

      I blamed his misstep on his frustration.

      He wasn’t perfect, though he was close in my eyes. My heart raced again. My arm warmed from his brief touch. You can do this. Focus on Murphy.

      Right on cue, Murphy wedged between us. “Your Majesty, is there a problem?”

      Benedict looked around Murphy at me. “The Venetian people are GF citizens as well.”

      “I am well aware of that, and we still need to maintain order with minimum loss of life,” shot out of my mouth before nerves could shut down my tongue again. “I am ending this conflict now. It will be up to you to negotiate the treaties that follow, Your Majesty.”

      “Captain, I have the palace,” Sterling announced. “Whenever you are ready.”

      Thank the spirits.

      “I am.” I strengthened my resolve like the redwoods on Asran. “Rinaldi family, the GF has complete control of your cyber traffic. If you do not cease hostilities and attend treaty talks in good faith with King Mace, I, not the GF, will collapse your economy and information structure, setting you back a hundred years. Send up a blue signal flare when you accept. You have five standard galaxy minutes to comply.”

      I turned towards Benedict, who blinked at me for a heartbeat, then nodded with a grave expression. “We thank you for the opportunity.”

      My tongue was rooted to the roof of my mouth again, so I nodded.

      “Captain, we spotted a blue flare above the palace,” Murphy advised.

      Less than a minute. Monetary means triumph again.

      Benedict could take care of the rest.

      “Good. You have the area while I brief the Vice Admiral on the situation.”

      Murphy cringed. We both knew the Vice Admiral would be less than enthused that I initiated a cease fire. He would focus on the fact that I left my ship to monitor operations directly. No matter the results, he didn’t take kindly to his executive officers doing hands-on work. The only mark in my favor was that I publicly placed us in the position of a ceasefire with the least amount of collateral damage. He could not fire me.

      But he could assign me to the outskirts of the Gamma Quadrant in some boring back forest.

      And none of the people would be promoted.

      “Ma’am, we have a conference room ready for your use,” Ibanez announced.

      “Lead the way, Lieutenant”

      She did an about-face, then walked stiffly toward the corridor.

      I joined her, and once we were out of the immediate sight of my people, I asked, “What is your issue, Lt?”

      Her body tensed even more as she stood in front of a door that I presumed was the conference room. She pushed her visor up on her forehead. “Permission to speak freely?”

      I schooled my spirit for the disappointment to come. “You may.”

      “We’re a damn fine crew, Ma’am. Msitu defeated the rebels.”

      “The other strike teams did provide support, but for all intents and purposes, we did,” I added.

      Her eyes blazed suddenly. “I requested a transfer to the Msitu because you are the best. Everyone in the quadrant knows that even though you haven’t made rear admiral. You run a tight ship without squeezing us out and you understand grunts.”

      “I sense there is criticism coming.”

      She met my gaze with hard brown eyes. “Why do you have to be so different from other captains?”

      The question stung just as much the second time. It was well within my right to respond negatively even though I encouraged my people to expand their tactical imagination and critical thinking so they would provide better counsel. However, the fact that it came up a second time in less than a day was not lost on me. Murphy knew this brewed.

      I thought it was the stress of battle that put the crew in the mood. We were good at battle but that doesn’t mean we loved it. “I am different from other captains.”

      Her eyes flashed in obvious annoyance, but she maintained discipline.

      “A better question is, are you happy under my command?”

      Ibanez studied me for a couple of moments. “I want to make captain one day.”

      Her nonanswer told me all I needed to know as a lump formed in my stomach. Ibanez was a good warfighter. She had promise but would not rise through the ranks under someone out of Central Command’s favor. My officers were the best. “I take it your transfer is already in my inbox. I will approve it before I talk to the Vice Admiral.”

      She lowered her head as she pushed her visor back over her eyes. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

      Ibanez opened the door, and we walked inside.

      The small conference room was untouched by battle. It was designed for small meetings of less than a dozen people. Dark green chairs of a native fiber, likely seaweed, surrounded a cypress wood table with a glossy sea stone top. The opalescent mineral was one of several types found in the depths of Venetian seas. It was responsible for strengthening their wood, and they used it in nearly everything.

      This would be my final Venetian background. “I’m fine by myself.”

      She nodded, then stepped out.

      I opened my inbox as promised and approved the transfer along with a handful of others—ones I had yet to acknowledge beyond rank. Ibanez was good, but there was no reason to keep a soldier that did not want to stay. Better for her to make her way on her terms than mine.

      “Sterling, patch me through to the Vice Admiral.”

      “Right away, Ma’am.”

      An eternity passed before his holo image rendered in the conference room with me. He stood with his back to me for several breaths before turning with the perpetual frown I considered his trademark on his clean shaven face. I straightened under his gaze. He was of the old school and would not appreciate an overly calm demeanor in his subordinate while he admonished them. “I’m prepared to make my report, Vice Admiral Torres.”

      “What in the nine rings of hell are you doing, Strong?”

      He was angrier than I anticipated based on his holo projecting instead of contacting me through video conference. It was a waste of resources that he frowned upon for simple dressing-downs.

      “My job, Sir. Your objective of silencing the rebellion without sparking war was clear. His majesty and the new GF ambassador may now commence with talks.”

      “You know what I mean, Strong.” His tone menaced slightly. “I sent four ships to handle the job that one accomplished. You know how that makes me look?”

      “Competent because it still took four ships to complete the mission. The Msitu crew did not work alone. Lieutenant Montgomery and others will attest to that. We worked as a coalition.”

      He circled me while I remained still. “I see you cultivated brains to go with the looks, which few besides me would know. You’re lucky. Admiral Anchors is retiring, and I’ve been named his successor because of your little stunt. It was the feather in my cap to tip the odds in my favor.”

      A troublesome development but no different than before. “Congratulations, Sir.”

      I braced myself for what surely would come next, my reassignment.

      He stopped in front of me. His glare was obvious as his jaw worked. “I don’t like you, Strong. Sure, you’re one of my best, but you’re an unknown, and you don’t play the game. You think you’re too good for it. Well, I believe I solved that problem finally. You are the new Vice Admiral of Delta Quadrant. I expect your pretty little ass to act accordingly, starting with your uniform.”

      I fingered my PAN armor. It was a standard issue with some additional features afforded me by my rank. Command Central’s regulation read that all soldiers were to wear PAN, though captains and above generally did not. Those that did, forwent the helmet for a visor. He wanted to break me. I would not allow it. “Thank you, Sir, but I decline. There are others with more seniority than me.”

      “You’re turning down a promotion?” The disbelief in his voice was evident.

      I knew a sap trap when I saw one. Delta Quadrant allowed me to remain close to Benedict, however, the increase in rank would complicate how I commanded and force me into my weakest skill, politics. “Yes, Sir, respectfully.”

      “You’re a damn fool. Spend some time in Gamma frontier while you think about it. You are to leave immediately after handing off to the Fearless.”

      My blood boiled, but I expected it. I was also less likely to make a fool out of myself in front of Benedict again. “Yes, Sir.”

      The deafening silence and the empty room finally caught up with me. Vice Admiral Torres was gone.

      It went better than I expected, though I was sure to lose more personnel to transfers unless Torress was particularly hateful. There were still two things on my side: I was free, and Benedict was safe to continue his reign. Even more so, I didn’t have to be the resident officer that had to attend a political wedding between some noble debutante and him.

      Perhaps in the coming months, I’d get over my crush and move on to more productive uses of my time, like my next move.

      “May your leaves flourish, Benedict,” I said aloud as a reward to myself. He may be in the same building, but we would not interact again, not when I behaved like a sapling in the wind. There was no time for childish games. My job was to hand off to Fearless and await orders in Gamma.

      And bide my time.
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            Troubled Waters

          

        

      

    

    
      BENEDICT

      FIVE YEARS LATER…

      Rough waters were a bad sign according to mystics. Fortunately, I was not superstitious by nature. Logic drove my decisions, however I recognized the people factor. A person was emotional, and what they believed also impacted a situation.

      As the King I had to manage both the logical and the emotional, to ignore both invited tragedy. I reflected on this as I stood in the palace garden wall on the highest tier in Aquilee, my capital city, watching the white caps of the waves churn on the shore miles away.

      From my vantage point in the palace, they appeared benign, but experience taught me otherwise. In a few bells, I would be down there on the beach giving my speech while the waves beat against the sand and stone, spraying mist and creating a veritable fog.

      We will see what the day will hold.

      Despite the tumultuous sea around our floating capital, preparation for Freedom Dawn continued. Five years ago, the Venetian people overthrew the Rinaldi family and installed me in their place. It was another one of those emotional components that I had not expected.

      Logically it made sense, but I expected a popular Rinaldi branch family, not mine, and not me. I was half Martian, and anti-foreign sentiment and immigration policy were hot topics, they still were—a testament to how treacherous the Rinaldi rule had been. The people latched on to familiarity. I was an ambassador, I helped orchestrate the voting process with the expectation that the people would vote for an oligarchy and create a council and new king, which they did do.

      People are always a surprise.

      I must always remember that. Seaweed could always get caught in the gears.

      And the Arnaud dynasty began.

      I gripped the edge of the sea stone wall as I watched Apollo climb higher in the sky. Perhaps our sun would cut though some of the fog forming on the shore and lower tier.

      It hadn’t been my intention to accept the crown, but then hostilities broke out from the old regime. It was either accept the mantle and stay in my comfort zone or leave my people leaderless. We Venetians were made of fine mineral water, I said many times in speeches. It was true, however that was the first time I was tested for the good of others. I did what I must.

      We got through the dark times, however Venetian was forever changed.

      Five years of peace—for the most part. No more civil war. There were conflicts here and there, but nothing significant for two years.

      “How long are you going to brood out here like an old man?”

      I turned at the sound of the one person who would give me honesty, my cousin on my mother’s side,and best friend, Archer.

      He grinned then bowed his head.

      “Safe waters, Benedict.” He joined me at the terrace wall. “I don’t like that fog forming down there. You should holocast your speech.”

      “Safe waters to you, as well. I’m not afraid of the weather. Besides we both know it has been two years since I was seen in an official capacity on the lower tiers.”

      He frowned. “I like the selective wording you used there. A politician through and through.”

      His barb no longer stung. We hashed that out as boys when we were at the academy. “And yet you follow me, cousin.”

      He snickered. “What can I say? I’m a smart man. That and your right hook is something any Martian should be proud of.”

      The heaviness of the day lifted from my shoulders. “Is it time?”

      Archer straightened then pulled out his holo reader. He was in his assistant persona. “The council wants to meet with you before the festivities. Darsangi is a snit about security of the beach. He thinks it’s unwise to descend from on high amongst the mortals. The last part are my words because of his high-handed nature.”

      Georgio was zealous about my security, but he was paranoid with reason. I would not hide in the castle for the rest of my life like the former king. Separating from the people blinded one to certain realities.

      Level one may be the sea level and the poorest in the city, but it was the life blood since it was also our port. All of Venetian were my people. “You haven’t had your cafe yet, I assume.”
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