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    Dedicated to my wife Cecelia

 

Transcendent in her beauty

And golden in her character

She makes a miracle of every day

I'm blessed to spend with her
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The gate hung in space just beyond the edge of the star system. Like thousands of its kind scattered throughout the galaxy, it was a ring of silver metal about two kilometers across, empty, featureless, and usually inactive. 

The noses of four warships appeared at the same time in the middle of the ring. Equally spaced in a box formation, they fired their bow lasers in a constantly shifting pattern. Each ship had ten weapons on their bow and rows of additional lasers spaced along its length. As the ships emerged and a row cleared the ring, their beams lanced out; all of the weapons firing except the ones pointed toward their sisters. 

It was soon apparent to the ships’ officers that there were no minefields, battle stations, or any type of device to contest their entry to the system. The lasers were shut down and long-range sensors were deployed. As the ships moved into the system, smaller ships followed and dispersed around the ring. Their sensors were also extended, every ship began to search in all directions for information and threats. 

More ships entered the system through the ring, and the reason for their cautious entrance became evident. This was a fleet that had seen action; battle damage and weapon scars covered many of its members, they were not going to travel carelessly. 

Some of the scouts returned through the ring to report. Moments later, the heavies and auxiliaries began to arrive; two carriers and a hospital ship, support vessels and tenders, kept company by some smaller civilian craft that had fallen in with the fleet when their home system had been smashed by the Bug invaders. 

Data was gathered and reports began to flow up the chain of command. History logs showed that this system had once been hostile to travelers; now there was little sign of any civilization. 

Admiral Klanthe watched the movement of his fleet on his command monitors. Twenty days ago, the fleet had belonged to someone else and he had been a division commander. Their task was to stop a Bug fleet headed for Dradionis Four. They had failed and their numerous scars and wounds were now signs of shame, not honor. Two-thirds of the fleet still remained in Dradionis, wrecked and slowly cooling from the energies released in battle. Now the survivors were entering another system, the fourth since they fled down a seldom used gate route, and the little hope they started with was fading. 

Captain Dusame reported, “We’re seeing some signs of mining on the gas giant, sir, some energy signatures of small ships moving around its moons, and some radio and video signals. We should be able to watch the video soon, but the language is unknown. There are two other gates around the system perimeter, Admiral.” 

“Thank you, Captain. We’ll set up another ambush over here with the cruisers. Send a signal to the rear guard. If the Bugs are still following, withdraw slowly; we may have to put up a fight here.” 

“Yes, sir. Signal sent. Maybe they‘ll lose interest soon, sir. They seem more reluctant to follow us each time.” 

“We might have to discourage them, Captain. I want everyone except a cruiser squadron to get on the other side of that sun toward the far gate. Ask for volunteers from the cruiser commanders. I need four.” He did not feel much confidence in his new plan, but his old plan was not working and almost anything would be better than this constant loss.

“Yes, sir.” 

Video came on one of the bridge monitors. The system inhabitants appeared to be reptilian, their speech incomprehensible to the ship computers, and no translations were yet possible. 

“Admiral, I have four cruiser captains on conference call. They all volunteered.” 

“Thank you, Captain. Get us and everyone else headed for the farthest gate while I talk to the cruisers.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

The admiral pulled up the conference call on his command monitor. He knew all of the cruiser captains, not that it made any difference. He was about to lay the heaviest burden on them, but it would not make his own any lighter. 

“Gentlemen, I don’t like asking this of any of you. I much prefer to smash the enemy and then all of us go home where we can brag about it, but it doesn’t look like any of us are going to do that soon. I have a job that needs doing. If it works, the rest of the fleet may be able to escape.” 

None of the captains spoke. This was the first time he had asked for volunteers since Dradionis, and they knew it would be no easy task ahead. But none of them had become naval officers to flee the enemy. 

“If we can’t break contact, we’ll all die. We have evidence that there are beings in this system, and I plan to use them. I don’t like it, but I don’t like the idea of our men and women dying either. So here’s the plan.” 

They listened closely, asked a few questions, then signed off and took their ships back through the ring. 

“Captain Dusame, the cruisers will buy us some time. Signal the fleet. We have twelve hours to get to that third ring before the Bugs force their way in here. If a ship can’t make it, hide in the sun’s corona. We can’t have any stragglers pointing the way, so keep an eye on their progress and warn them off if they can’t make it in time. I want the Bugs to think we’re still in the system.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Ten hours later, the Bug fleet approached the outer gate. A force of fighters and cruisers barred their way. Their fleet was all smaller ships—gunship sized; they liked to get close so their nuclear bombs could destroy their enemies. Their delivery systems were not capable of long range, but the radiation did not seem to bother their ships. So the human strategy was to carve them up with lasers before they could close. 

As long as the cruisers could stay in their box formation, their point defenses could deal with almost any threat. The job of the fighters was to break up any assault before it could overwhelm the cruisers. 

The space around the ring began to fill with wreckage. The fighters darted around the Bug fleet, shooting at engines and disrupting any attempts at concentration. The cruisers dealt with anything that came near the gate; and for a while, they held their own. 

The Bugs developed a tactic of swarming the fighters and trading their larger ships to kill the smaller ones. After three hours of attrition and the loss of most of their fighter screen, the cruiser commander ordered them into the gate. Their job now changed from one of fighting to one of deception. 

The cruisers fought on. The admiral had asked for twelve hours, and they had given him more than that. There was a grim satisfaction in their minds as they sold their lives for the survival of their brothers and sisters in the fleet. 

They had taken a toll on the Bugs. When their fleet finally made its way through the remains of the cruisers, it was no larger than the fleet it had pursued so relentlessly. But the minds in charge of the Bug fleet obeyed their own imperatives. They would pursue their foes until their criteria were met. They followed the fleeing fighters into the system. 

The tiny ships were headed for the largest gas giant. The reptile creatures seemed to be concentrated there, none of the other system planets had any of them in residence. 

As the cruisers approached the giant, they would slow and turn and fire back at the following ships. The Bugs were right behind them as they reached the outer rings, and they immediately started throwing their bombs at anything with a structure. 

Ships, mining stations, habitats, it didn’t matter. The bombs kept coming until there was nothing left to throw them at. Did they know or care that this was not their original enemy? None of the human strategists had ever sensed any great intelligence behind Bug tactics. They would either swarm their enemy, or retreat if it was obvious they could not succeed. None of the Bug ships ever yielded information beyond their simple but durable construction. None of the Bug captives ever communicated or did anything besides try to suicide. It was pointless to take them, and the humans had quit trying. They were like a force of nature, you dealt with them or you fled or died. 

Soon, every construction near the big planet was destroyed. The human fighters had stung the enemy to the last and ensured the destruction of the reptiles. At that point, a change seemed to come over the attackers. Perhaps the ruthless sacrifice of the aliens by the Admiral had convinced them that their job was done. Perhaps they had finally run out of bombs. No one could know, but the humans watched them on a satellite feed as they slowly gathered their ships into formation then departed the system. 

The human fleet slowly caught its breath. They had been fleeing the Bugs ever since their enemy had come boiling out of the gate that led to Prontima, the human capital. Their homes and families were probably destroyed, their society demolished, and their own lives had been nearly taken. Now they would have to rebuild, mend their battered ships, and discover a way to survive. If they did not, then the sacrifices just made would be in vain. 

Admiral Klanthe sent out the search squads for survivors with a heavy heart. He knew the purpose of any military force was to protect a civilian population. But right now, they might be the last surviving humans. He vowed to his dead shipmates and loved ones back at home—it might not be soon, but it would come—that he would do something about this scourge. He had sacrificed the innocent reptiles. It would not be the last hard decision he would have to make. 
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“What do we have, ladies and gentlemen?” 

Two days later and the Admiral already knew most of the answers to that question. But it was a way to get his officers going so they attended the command staff meeting, gathered their information, found out what other officers were doing, and made their plans. 

“Intelligence?” 

Captain Fankron made his report. “We’ve got nothing on the status of Prontima or Dradionis. Scouts have gone back two systems, but Bugs are still lingering there and by your orders, sir, we’re staying far away from them and keeping full stealth.” 

“Alright. Repairs?” 

“Sir, we’ve set up four mining factories on the first world. We have nuclear and heavy metal production for repairs and new ships. The fighter production line is already turning out one an hour, and we should have the first new cruiser tonight.” Captain Nalvekor was in charge of the maintenance and repair. They had factory seeds that could be dropped on a planet and soon go into production. The fabricators on each ship could make most of the smaller items needed, but they had to have raw materials. 

“Have you found some good candidate asteroids for the battle stations, Captain Dusame?” 

“We have three, sir. We’ve started towing the closest one; the other two will get going tonight. They’ll all be in place within three days, and the armorers have started installing beam and rail guns as we tow them.” 

“Excellent. I’ll sleep a lot better when we can blast anything coming into this system.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“How about search and rescue?” 

“We found twenty-seven survivors in space suits and pods, sir. None of the reptiles survived,” Commander Bankelian reported. “We gave 141 dead to the star.” 

It was common practice for military dead to be dropped into a star. It was a better end than anything available on a planet, at least in fleet thinking. 

“What’s our population now?” 

Captain Dusame took that one. “We have 2,417 active fleet personnel, fifty-two in sick bay recovering from severe injuries, thirty-seven civilians in the tag-a-longs, sir.” 

“What about scouts, Commander Tarkontindon?” 

“Primitive life forms on one of the other systems at gate three, nothing on the other side of two. We’re looking at the gates on the other sides of those systems as you ordered, sir. I should get a report on that in a few hours.” 

“What about the planets here? Anything remarkable?” 

“There might be some good fishing on the third planet, sir, lots of ocean and some nice-looking real estate. The atmosphere is a little rich in oxygen for some of us, but we can adapt. Two moons, so it should have some nice sunset views.” 

The admiral gave them a momentary pause. He knew most of them were thinking of the two moons of Prontima Four and their lost home. 

“All right gentlemen, we’ll name the beach planet Sulia, after my daughter.” There were as many objections as you would expect when an admiral proposes something to remember a lost family member. After another moment, he resumed. “Good work. Let’s get started on some housing.” 
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Each member of the fleet possessed a neural lace installed when they received their initial training. The lace allowed fast and secure access to data and let them communicate with their ships and equipment and each other. Four days after the staff meeting, the admiral received a lace call from Captain Dusame while he was sleeping. 

“Good morning, Admiral. Sorry to wake you, sir, but I thought you would want to know. We found a human world on the fourth system beyond gate two.” 

“That’s great news, Captain. What are the details?” 

“There appear to be several billion, sir. They do not seem to be space faring but have some technology. The scout detected radio signals and sent a preliminary report. She’s moving closer and should have more information soon.” 

“Any analysis of the radio signals yet?” 

“There are a lot of them, sir. But not any languages we know.” 

“What’s the system like?” 

“Stable yellow sun, a couple of gas giants with moon families, an asteroid belt. Two gates. The human world is the third planet in the system. They have some satellites up, but no manned space traffic she could detect.” 

“All right, let me get dressed. We’ll have breakfast in the ready room and go over the reports in fifteen minutes.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Admiral Klanthe got out of bed and stepped into his refresher. Five minutes later, he emerged clean and smooth. He dressed and left, wandering over the ship a bit, greeting a few sailors at their tasks, and arrived at the ready room. 

“Good morning, Captain. Anymore good news?” 

“The scout, Lieutenant Lokanorian is her name, sir, is moving in to get some DNA samples. She also just sent some video I haven’t seen yet.” 

“Okay, Captain. We should send a crew out there. Lokanorian will need relief, and I want a constant monitoring presence in that system.” 

“Yes, sir, I’ve already sent a squad.” 

“That’s why you’re my fleet captain. Good work. Let’s look at the video.” 

The captain sent a mental command to the wall screen and a view of a world appeared—largely blue with a wide variety of terrain on the continents and an ice cap on each end. Several city-light displays could be seen on the dark side. 

“Very nice,” the admiral said. “You say there are several billion of them?” 

“Lokanorian estimates about eight billion if their energy readings are typical for a stage two civilization. She’s probably in orbit right now, looking for a good place to sample someone, in full stealth mode, of course.” 

“What about their video? Do we have any of that?” 

“It appears to be mostly entertainment with some news.” A picture of a female at a desk appeared. She seemed to be referring to a map behind her. “I think we have a weather report here, sir.” 

“Very nice, Captain. If she’s any example, then I think the fleet will be pleased with our new neighbors. Any others?” 

A variety of images flashed across the screen showing humans of all kinds engaged in activities or talking, several sporting events, some men with guns fighting other men. Then a spaceship flashed by and appeared to be engaging an enemy. 

“This seems to be fiction, sir. I don’t think a space battle could happen like that.” 

“I’m sure you’re right, Captain. Have you noticed their colors?” 

“Yes, sir, black, brown, yellow, and white so far. No blue or green that I’ve seen.” 

The admiral tapped his pale-blue fingers on the table. “I guess they may be in for a little surprise.” 
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The news flew through the fleet. The few civilian craft with them wanted to leave for the new human world immediately, but the admiral refused to let them travel without an escort. They waited for the full fleet to get ready and devoured the steady stream of information now coming in from the scouts. 

The DNA samples came from people traveling through some of the many wilderness areas. They showed a broad range in genetics, and the fleet doctors announced themselves satisfied with the population’s health. There was no evidence of cloning or inbreeding; the humans on this world must have grown naturally over time and were not the product of a breeding program. 

The admiral called another meeting of his command staff. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve been in this system twenty days now; and we have some decisions to make. I want to hear options and pros and cons from each of you.” 

Captain Nalvekor gave a production report first. “We’re producing two cruisers and twenty fighters a day, sir. In ten days, we’ll double that rate. Carriers and other heavies have been repaired or replaced. We’ve got modular housing going on Sulia. We have plenty of stocks of nuclear and precious metals. We’re good to go or stay, but I would not recommend we abandon this system. It would make a good fall-back or forward base. With the battle stations at the upcore gate, it’s fairly secure here.” 

“Intelligence, Captain Fankron?” 

“Sorry, sir, nothing new from home. The Bugs appear to be setting up in the second system from us. Nothing major, but they’re not leaving, sir. We’ll keep an eye on them.” 

“Do you have any recommendations?” 

“No, sir, but I agree with Captain Nalvekor.” 

“Commander Tarkontindon?” 

“We’re still collecting info on the human world,” she replied. “They call it Terra or Earth, sir. We’ve got a good grasp of the major languages and a lot of their history. They have a worldwide computer network that has little security, but I don’t know how reliable the info is for that reason. They seem to be mostly concerned with pleasure and recreation. Huge amounts of resources go to both. I don’t have any recommendations, sir, just anything that kills Bugs.” 

“We share those sentiments, Commander. Captain Dusame? How’s the fleet?” 

“We’re ready to go, sir. I like it here, Admiral, I found some nice surf breaks and fishing spots, but I can’t rest until we get some back from the Bugs, and I think that will take some help, at least to man the new ships. We all know that cloning fleet members has its draw-backs. I’d like to keep Sulia as a forward base and keep production going here. We should recruit some Earth humans and plant a few factories in their system as well. I think most of the fleet should go there to get new recruits trained and worked in.” 

“Thank you, Captain. I think we’re in agreement here. We’ll keep a force here to keep an eye on the Bugs and develop the defenses. In three days the rest of us will leave and see what we can do with the Terrans.” 

“Now I have some pleasant tasks for an admiral. You have all given great service; and with the fleet soon to expand, I’m giving out promotions. Captain Fankron, you are now a lieutenant admiral, and will be in charge of this system when we leave. 

“Captain Nalvekor, you are also a lieutenant admiral. You will nominate your best commander to me to be promoted to captain and left in charge of production here. When we get to Terra, you will form more maintenance squadrons and plant some factories around that system. 

“Commanders, you are now both captains. I know all of your officers deserve promotion as well, but I want you to think of the ones who deserve it more than the others and can work with an independent command. We’ll have to leave them here to watch our backs. 

“Captain Dusame, you are now a vice admiral. You will be in charge of the home fleet at Terra and recruitment and training. I can’t have you giving me orders, so I have to assume the rank of fleet admiral. Any questions?” 

A chorus of “no sirs” came back. 

“Good. Congratulations. You all deserve that and more. Now go celebrate.” 
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The fleet got ready to leave. The carriers were full of fighters even though they did not have fliers to pilot them. The cruisers and other ships were all short staffed as well. 

The admiral called another command conference just before they left Sulia. “When we get to this Earth, we’ll have to recruit new members with something. We also owe it to our fleet members to pay them so they can enjoy leave and gamble something away like they usually do. So here is what I’d like to do. We are going to form a company. That company will be owned by our current fleet members at a share apiece. Officers will get two shares, and commanding officers will get three shares. The company will own the Sulia system and whatever factories we set up in the Earth system. This command staff will all be directors of the company with various responsibilities. New recruits will not be shareholders, but they will be paid like the rest of the fleet. 

“Any questions?” 

“How many shares are there, sir?” Captain Tarkontindon asked. 

“We’ll start with ten thousand. For every deal we make worth a billion credits, each share will get a hundred thousand. There will be about five thousand shares distributed around the fleet and that will let us keep some cash in reserve.” 

“What about the civilians, sir?” from Admiral Dusame. 

“I’m thinking of giving each ship one share. We have technology we can sell to the Earthers; if our civilians have a share of the company, they may be willing to forgo their own separate deals.” 

Admiral Nalvekor spoke next, “So the fleet owns the company and the company pays the fleet, sir?” 

“I know it sounds like some of the Tranti radicals, Admiral, but we have to have some kind of instrument to deal with money. No one is paying us anymore, our bank accounts and assets on Prontima are gone. I think we need to start over somehow, and I think pay for the fleet is a good place to begin. 

“From what I’ve seen of the earth economy, we should be able to do a lot of business with them. They like precious metals, we have plenty of that and will soon have more. They need our health technology; we should be able to make plenty of money there too. Have you noticed they only live an average of about eighty years? Anyway, it seems even more radical to just give it to them and expect them to be grateful.” 

“I’m sure you’re right, sir,” Admiral Nalvekor replied. “It does seem like a nice solution. But I think you might be able to use the civilians a bit better, sir. There is one, Trader Larane, who had a good reputation on Dradionis.”

“He’s the one with the beautiful daughter, isn’t he?” the aqua blush from green Nalvekor was all the answer needed. “Set up a meeting, we need to get going on this. Any other questions?” The fleet admiral looked around at his staff. “From now on, we will have to have fleet meetings and also company meetings. I declare the first board meeting of Sulia Stellar at an end. Let’s get to work.” 
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Stealth technology had limited usefulness against the Bugs. Analysis of some of their destroyed ships showed that they used mass and energy sensors that were difficult to fool, but the fleet was not worried about any watchers from Earth as they slipped into the system. 

Saturn was in their path and squadrons split away to survey the moons. Raw materials and complex hydrocarbons were available in abundance. One of the smaller satellites had already been picked for a battle station, and it would soon be on its way to the Oort cloud gate. When it was operational it would be joined by others until the gate would have its own ring of defense and could destroy any force of intruders. 

Other factory operations were started in the asteroid belt. The carriers and heavy transports never landed on any decent-size planet because of the structural stress. They could be built to overcome it, but it was common practice in the fleet to build them strong enough to stand maneuvering stresses and just leave them in space. Within days, another carrier would begin taking shape there. 

The rest of the fleet pulled into orbit around Mars. Admiral Klanthe felt it might alarm the Earthers if an armed force appeared in their skies, and it might not help negotiations. He knew that there were many governments on the planet, but the information gathered indicated that the United States were the most advanced militarily, he would start there. 

Some admirals liked to ride on carriers; their staterooms were always larger, and there was more room for staff and the other accompaniments of rank, but Admiral Klanthe had reached his rank on cruisers, and he liked their combination of agility and firepower, so he rode a cruiser to Earth, escorted by two of its sister cruisers. They settled into stationary orbit over the Hawaiian Islands. 

He knew this was the home of the US Pacific Fleet, and he felt that an admiral-to-admiral meeting might be the best way to introduce the Sulians, as he had started to think of themselves, to the Earthers. 

“Lieutenant, ask the control tower at Hickam Base for permission to land. Let them know we would like to meet with their commander.” 

“Yes, sir. Hickam Base control tower, this is Sulian Cruiser One, in orbit above you, requesting permission to land.” 

“This is a secure military channel. Who the hell are you!” came back from the controller. 

“This is Sulian Cruiser One,  requesting permission to land. We would like to speak with your admiral if that is possible.” 

“Listen, joker. The admiral is gonna scorch your butt when he finds out who you are.” 

“This is Lieutenant Teseta of the Sulian cruiser in orbit above you. Now you know who I am, who are you that is threatening me? Are there any officers in your tower that do their jobs in a professional manner?” 

Admiral Klanthe was amused but not very amused. He broke in, “Hickam Tower, this is Fleet Admiral Klanthe. There is an alien military force about eight hundred kilometers above your field. Don’t you think your admiral would like to speak with us?” He broke the connection and turned to the pilot. “Turn off our stealth.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

It was only a few minutes after that until Hickam Tower came back. A new voice spoke, “This is Captain Rogers. Am I speaking to someone in the spacecraft above us?” 

“Yes, this is Fleet Admiral Klanthe. I would like to land and speak with someone in authority. Is that you, Captain?” 

“Sorry, Admiral Klanthe. Admiral Stevens is at a classified location now, but I have contacted him and he is on his way back to the field. He should be here in half an hour. Are you still requesting permission to land?” 

“I think there will be fewer misunderstandings if we can meet face to face. Is that a problem, Captain?” 

“No, Admiral. We have lit some strobe lights in a secure area at the east side of the field. Can you see it?” 

“I will land next to it in two minutes. The other cruisers will remain here in orbit.” 

“I look forward to meeting you, Admiral. I’m leaving the tower now to go out on the field. Will it be safe for a welcoming party out there?” 

“My ship is very well behaved, Captain. Klanthe out.” 

There was a group of Earthers at the side of the field and various military vehicles were speeding for the entrances. Klanthe thought that Rogers was probably trying to secure the area, a prudent move. 

His ship came down and the US military got its first good look at an alien military spacecraft. It was about ninety meters long and thirty meters at its widest beam. There were no portholes or pods or attachments visible, just a smooth black surface with a blunt nose pointed skyward as it settled down on the airfield. 

The skin of the ship split open about two-thirds of the way up and Admirals Klanthe and Dusame appeared, riding a white landing platform to the ground in front of the Earthers, or Terrans, or whatever they called themselves, Klanthe thought. 

One of the Earthers approached the two admirals with his hand out. “I‘m Captain Rogers. Welcome to Hickam Field.” 

Each of the admirals wore a small speaker on their black uniform. Their neural lace translated the English, and their reply came out of the speakers. 

“Thank you, Captain,” said Admiral Klanthe. “I am Fleet Admiral Klanthe, this is my second, Admiral Dusame.” 

“A pleasure to meet you, sir. This is a very historic day, sir.” 

Admiral Klanthe looked at him. “Would you like to have your picture taken with us, Captain? Feel free. We have a few minutes until your Admiral Stevens gets here, correct?” 

“Yes, sir. He will be arriving in a helicopter in about ten minutes.” 

“Is he in that one that just left a submarine to the southwest? It seems to be in a hurry. We are very interested in your submarines. They must be expensive for a planetary economy.” 

“I’m not supposed to say, sir. Everything to do with our subs is very secret. I’m guessing the cruisers in orbit are telling you, sir?” 

“Very good, Captain. Yes, we have good communications. Will we wait here for your admiral?” 

“Sorry, sir. If you would follow me, we can go to his office.” He gestured toward two SUVs and proceeded to get into one. They followed. 

Captain Rogers was on his phone. “Yes, sir, I’m taking them to your office now. Their ship is at the field. Yes, sir, they speak English, but I don’t know how. Their lips don’t move. Yes, sir, they have lips. They seem to be very much like you and me, sir, except for the one who’s blue. No, not very blue, sir. Anyway, he’s an admiral, so it’s his prerogative. Sorry, sir; yes, sir, it was not an appropriate joke. Sir, we’re at your headquarters building now. I need to escort them to your office. Yes, sir, five minutes, sir.” He closed his phone. 

Admiral Klanthe spoke from the backseat, “Admirals are the same all over the galaxy, Captain. One of the few things we can be certain of.” 

Admiral Stevens had interrupted a satellite call to the secretary of defense to take Captain Rogers phone call. He resumed speaking to the secretary. “Yes, sir, I’m almost at my office. The two cruisers in orbit are gone from radar, but I’m sure they’re still up there. I wouldn’t be surprised if there are more, sir. We have two admirals down here now; there may be a whole fleet. 

“Sir, all we know at this time is that they want to talk to us. No, sir, I don’t think so. Two admirals is not a sightseeing group. I’m landing, sir. We’ll use the video conference gear in my office in a few minutes. Yes, sir, good idea to have the president join us.” 

His helicopter had landed at the pad outside his office, and he led his aide into the building. Captain Rogers was offering his guests refreshment in the admiral’s waiting room. They both chose coffee, having heard from their scouts that it was worth trying. 

“Welcome, gentlemen,” Admiral Stevens spoke as he came into the room. “Welcome to Pearl Harbor and Hickam field. I’m Admiral Stevens.” 

“Thank you, Admiral. I’m Fleet Admiral Klanthe, and this is my second, Vice Admiral Dusame.” They shook hands and Admiral Stevens led them into his office. 

“Admiral Stevens, I would like to complement you on your staff. Captain Rogers has been a perfect officer in an unusual situation,” said Admiral Klanthe. 

“Yes, it is unusual, perhaps even unique, Admiral Klanthe. We think Earth has been visited by aliens before, but they have never introduced themselves. Are you the beginning of an invasion?” 

“A friendly one, Admiral Stevens. We would like to do some business here, give some of our crew shore leave, and do some recruiting if that’s possible.” 

“Recruiting? Do you expect military operations around Earth, Admiral? Is Earth in danger?” asked Stevens. 

“Not from us, Admiral Stevens. Would you like to record this conversation? I know the US military operates under civilian authority, and they might like to hear it.” 

“Thank you for the offer, Admiral Klanthe, but my aide is setting up a conference call with them right now. In a moment you will be speaking with the Secretary of Defense, my boss, and with him will be the President of the United States, the big boss.” 

The large video monitor on Admiral Stevens’s wall came alive with the image of two men seated at a table. A small inset window showed the scene in the admiral’s office; two aliens, one blue and one a sort of lilac, both in black uniforms, and a US Navy admiral in khaki, also seated at the table. 

The man on the right spoke, “Good morning, I am President Paul Ryan; at my side here is the secretary of defense, Alan West. Can you hear me?” 

“Yes, Mister President,” Admiral Stevens replied. “With me I have Admirals Klanthe and Dusame. They say they are the leaders of a fleet here in our solar system.” 
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