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Author’s Note

Note: When more than one race refers to a planet or star in Janissaries, the same name is used by both races in order to prevent confusion. Also on the topic of planet naming, the normal convention for planets is to take the name of the parent star and add a lower case letter (i.e., Tau Ceti ‘b’). The first planet discovered in a system is usually given the designation ‘b’ and later planets are given subsequent letters as they are found. In order to prevent confusion in Janissaries, the closest planet to the star in a star system is given the letter ‘a’, with the rest of the planets given subsequent letters in order of their proximity to the star.
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“...the indirect is by far the most hopeful and economic form of strategy.”

― Sir Basil H. Liddel-Hart, Strategy
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Snoqualmie National Forest, WA, August 28, 1430 PDT

“I may never finish all this paperwork,” Calvin said, “even if you give me a hand.” Lieutenant Shawn Hobbs, or ‘Calvin’ as he was known to the other aviators in his F-18 squadron, was catching up on all of the administrative things that hadn’t been done during the several days of the Sino-American War. He had started out with a huge pile of post mission reports to put together, tons of awards to write up, and too many next of kin letters to send. 

He looked at the other two occupants of the small cabin for support. He didn’t find it in Master Chief Ryan O’Leary. “I’m not helping you do it,” replied his second-in-command during the war. “That’s what they make officers for.” Although he generally liked his former commanding officer, Ryan generally didn’t like authority. Ryan believed that the reason officers existed was to take care of the administrative things, which freed him to focus on the little things...like fighting and winning the nation’s wars. 

Two weeks previously, China, after patiently waiting decades for the peaceful return of Taiwan, had finally decided on a more aggressive approach. Until then, the threat of a United States’ counterattack had kept them from invading the island nation, but the Chinese had finally come up with a way to keep the Americans out of a war in Asia.

They invaded Seattle.

Not only did they invade Seattle—and Tacoma, as well—they also attacked and captured nearby Bangor Naval Base, with its arsenal of nuclear warheads for America’s submarine-launched ballistic missiles. With some of these warheads in hand, they hoped to keep the United States from not only counterattacking them in Seattle, but in Taiwan, as well, for fear that one of these warheads would ‘accidentally’ go off.

Lieutenant Hobbs, along with Master Chief O’Leary, a former SEAL living in the area, had led a group of Rangers on a number of dangerous missions behind enemy lines during the brief conflict. These missions included recapturing the stolen nuclear weapons, which enabled the U.S. military to not only go on the offensive in the northwest, but also to stage a daring raid on Taiwan that turned the tide of the war.

Unfortunately for Calvin, as the platoon’s only officer, he was the one responsible for filling out all of the post-war paperwork. Buried under an avalanche of it, he had requested a couple of weeks of temporary duty in the Seattle area after the war to get it all completed. Hoping for at least a little grudging assistance from Ryan, Calvin and his girlfriend, Sara Sommers, had come out to Ryan’s cabin in the woods.

“All of this paperwork might be my responsibility,” said Calvin, “but I’ve got a lot more of it than I can do. Take a look at this one, for example. This is the award for some idiot that saved a colonel from getting his dumb butt shot off when he tried to attack a tank with just a rifle. Who’d do a stupid thing like that?” He paused, looking at the award. Ryan looked up, recognizing that the award was for him. “A Distinguished Service Cross?” Calvin asked, his voice a little louder. “No way! I’m throwing this one away.” He crumpled up the piece of paper and threw it at the garbage can, missing badly.

“Really?” asked Ryan, “A Distinguished Service Cross? The only thing higher than that is the Medal of Honor. Shoot, sir, I was just doing my job. That was hardly worthy of a Distinguished Service Cross.”

“Well, I say it as worthy,” said Calvin, “and that’s all that matters. I still have a little bit of influence at the moment, and I plan to use it before my 15 minutes of fame are over. I’m writing up everyone I can think of for everything I can remember. I just need your help in remembering all the things our troops did that need to be recognized.”

“The navy said he could only stay here in Seattle until he got his paperwork done,” added Sara Sommers. She had met Calvin during the war and hadn’t let him out of her sight since the war ended. “Don’t help him too much. I don’t want him to get finished too quickly.”

“I see,” said Ryan. “If you’re only staying in Washington until you finish, you’re not in much of a hurry to get it all completed, are you?”

“Let’s just say that I’m trying to do a thorough job of it,” replied Calvin. “Besides, when I get back to the squadron, we’re still going out on our scheduled six-month cruise.” He paused and looked at Sara. “I’m not sure that I want to do that anymore.” 

All three of them were quiet for a moment with their thoughts.

Without warning, Calvin’s head snapped around to look at one of the far corners of the room. “We’re not alone,” he said.

“What do you mean?” asked Ryan. “I don’t see anyone.”

“No, I’m telling you, I heard something,” argued Calvin. “For the last week, I’ve felt like someone’s been watching me, and I know that I just heard something over in the corner.” 

Suddenly, in the corner were three...beings. They were generally humanoid but didn’t appear to be human as they were too short and their heads were too big.

“Hello,” said one, stepping forward. “Although I guess the proper thing in your society is for us to say, ‘take us to your leader.’”

“What?” asked Ryan, unable to come to terms with the sudden appearance of the humanoids. “Who are you?” 

“My name is Arges,” the same one said. “We need your help.”

* * * * *
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Tom Sommers’ House, North Bend, WA, September 1

Four days had passed since meeting the aliens, and Calvin looked out the front window of Tom Sommers’ living room to see two large, black Suburbans pulling up out front. The three-bedroom ranch that Sara’s parents owned was about 25 miles east of Seattle in the bedroom community of North Bend. The house backed up to E.J. Roberts Park, the site of one the platoon’s battles during the war. “They’re here,” he said as the men began walking up the pathway to the house. 

As he had been asked by the aliens, Calvin had called the Chief of Naval Operations and told him that he needed to speak to the president about a matter of national security. The president had called him back later in the day during a meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, thinking it had something to do with nuclear weapons. Calvin smiled at the memory; based on his reaction, it appeared no one had ever asked the president to do something on an act of faith before, and certainly not this big. ‘Could you please fly out to Washington, without anyone knowing, and meet me at my girlfriend’s parent’s house, because there’s a matter of national defense I can’t talk about over the phone?’ Had he been anyone else, Calvin probably wouldn’t have been able to get the aliens their requested meeting with the president. He was still recognized as ‘America’s Savior’ from the war, though, and he still had a touch of political capital left to use. The president had agreed to come out secretly, but had also let Calvin know—in no uncertain terms—that this had better be really, really, important, and this trip used up any favors that Calvin thought might be owed to him for his service during the war.

Calvin didn’t have a problem with either of these warnings as he was sure that a meeting with extraterrestrials would definitely qualify as important under the first caveat. If anything, by setting up the meeting so discreetly, he had probably earned even more political capital for the future.

The problem with sneaking the president out to Washington, Calvin saw, was less a matter of a cover story than it was hiding all of the secret service guards and the rest of his entourage. The two black Suburbans that had pulled up to the house were the bare minimum his secret service detachment would allow. The group walked quickly to the house, where Tom Sommers, Sara’ father, welcomed them at the door. Tom brought the president to the dining room table where Calvin and Ryan were waiting for him. The president, Calvin, and Ryan all sat down at the table while the Sommers stood a little further back, listening to, but not really part of the conversation. 

For Calvin, this was the first time he had met the president in person. He was unsure what his reception would be. While Calvin was responsible for leading a number of missions that significantly shortened the war—including recovering nuclear weapons on three separate occasions—he had also been the source of some discontent among members of the government after the war. Shortly after the Chinese surrender, he had sold the story of the platoon to the media for an enormous amount of money. Some people thought it had been done too quickly, and that it was disrespectful to the dead.

“It’s good to finally meet the ‘Opportunist of Seattle,’” the president said to Calvin in a voice that might have been called ‘stern.’ Apparently, the president was part of the group that thought selling his story to the media wasn’t cool. Oh well. 

“Well, sir, I look at it as resourceful, not opportunistic,” Calvin replied without remorse. “I’m just trying to take care of the families of my men who got killed defending their country.”

“As the president, I am entirely opposed to what you are doing, as it sets a bad precedent for future conflicts,” the president said gravely. Then he laughed and winked at Calvin. “As Bill Jacobs, though. I think what you’re doing for those families is wonderful, and I’m glad you’re building a memorial, too. It would have taken decades for Congress to agree on the appropriate monument.” 

Calvin had used part of the money to set up a memorial and national cemetery next to where the nuclear weapons had been stored. The monument was to be placed in the field where 4,000 infantrymen had fought an armored column, armed with nothing but the rifles they purchased from local sporting goods stores. Although they had delayed the Chinese long enough for Calvin’s platoon to get there with the firepower needed to stop them, over half of them had given their lives in the battle, and another quarter had been wounded. Calvin had watched them continue to attack in spite of their gut-wrenching losses, and their sacrifice had made a tremendous impact on him. He would have spent every dime he had to his name to see their sacrifice adequately remembered. It was even better to have the media pay for it.

The president looked over to where Ryan was sitting. “And as for you, Master Chief O’Leary, what do you have to say for yourself? No one hangs up on the President of the United States!” Ryan had hung up on him, not once, but three times when the president had called to ask for Ryan’s help in finding the stolen nuclear warheads. Jacobs had not been amused.

Ryan sprang to his feet, assumed a position of attention, and called out in his best drill sergeant voice, “Sir! Master Chief O’Leary is happy to be back in the navy and proud to have you as his commander-in-chief, sir!”

He said it with so much apparent sincerity that the president probably almost believed him, even though Calvin knew Master Chief hated authority. Smiling again, the president said, “At ease, Master Chief. Thanks for all of your help, even if you are a frustrating son of a bit...son of a gun,” he finished, flushing a little and looking at Mrs. Sommers.

Mrs. Sommers laughed and said, “Thank you, Mr. President, but I’ve heard it before.” She looked at Mr. Sommers, who had the decency to blush when called out in front of the president. Everyone laughed at that, even Mr. Sommers, and the tension eased a little.

“OK,” the president said, looking back to Calvin, “so now that we’ve got all of that out of the way, what is so damn important I had to come all the way here, by myself, in secret?”

Calvin looked around the room. Although the president had come alone as asked, without any of his staff, ‘alone’ in the case of the president meant himself...and his six secret service guards. “Umm,” Calvin started, looking at the secret service men and women, “I need to talk with you alone...”

The president sighed. “Calvin, this is as alone as I get. The secret service guards swore an oath to protect me, not to do what I say. I could tell them to leave, but they wouldn’t leave me alone with people they don’t know. I have a hard enough time getting them to leave me alone with Mrs. Jacobs at night.” He chuckled at his own joke. “In any event, they are all sworn to secrecy, and I trust their oaths. We’re as alone as we’re going to get.”

“In that case,” said Calvin, getting up from the table and walking to a bedroom door down the hall a short way from the kitchen, “I have some people I’d like you to meet.”

The president looked confused as two short men and one short woman came out of the room with Calvin and walked toward the kitchen. The secret service detail, conditioned to observe, noticed their differences first and stiffened, hands moving unintentionally toward their weapons. Seeing them tense, the president looked again. Even though they looked almost human, they were shorter than normal, barely coming up to Calvin’s chest, and their heads were far bigger. When he saw all three had six fingers, he understood.

“At ease,” he said to the secret service guards, figuring out who the newcomers were in a flash of intuition. “If these folks meant me any harm, I don’t think they’d have asked me here to talk.” He stood up and bowed. “Welcome! On behalf of the United States, I would like to welcome you to our planet. I am Bill Jacobs, the president of the United States.” He paused. “But of course, I’m sure you already knew that.”

One of the two alien males stepped forward. “Greetings, Mr. President. I am Arges, and these are my friends Brontes—” he nodded to the female, who bowed, “—and Steropes.” The male alien also bowed. “You are correct; we are the Psiclopes and we are from another planet. We are not the ‘Cyclops’ as in the one-eyed monster, but ‘Psiclopes,’ as in ‘sees with the mind.’” Calvin had told him to explain it so that the president didn’t get confused, like Calvin had the first time he’d heard the name. 

Arges continued, “Thank you very much for coming here today. We would prefer that news of our presence did not get out to the rest of the world at the moment. It is unfortunate we had to reveal ourselves to you this way, but we need your help.”

“I’m sure that we will do everything we can for you,” the president said. Calvin figured it probably wasn’t a bad thing to have an advanced civilization owe you a favor. “What do you need?”

Arges looked at Steropes, who replied. “The communications link between our home world and Earth has been severed, which means one of two things. Either one of the relays broke, which is unlikely, or another race found one of them and destroyed it.”

“Does that happen often?” the president asked.

“No,” Steropes replied, “it does not. There is, however, a race called the Drakuls which loves finding them, because then they know there is an inhabited planet nearby. Long ago, we moved the relays so they weren’t near the stargates, but if the Drakuls found one, they will not stop until they find the associated civilization. We need to go and find out which of these things happened.” 

“Who or what are Drakuls?” the president asked.

Steropes replied, “The Drakuls look like giant carnivorous frogs that are almost ten feet tall. They are the closest thing to vampires the universe has ever seen. They like their meat raw when they eat it, still alive if possible, and find it the greatest delicacy of all to drink the blood of their prey prior to consuming it. They are brutal and vicious, and their eating habits alone ensure no race will willingly be captured by them. Worse, despite the differences in biology and anatomy throughout the galaxy, there aren’t many races they cannot consume.”

“They sound awful,” Sara exclaimed, unable to restrain herself. “How did a race like that get into space?”

Arges replied, a sad look on his face. “We used to keep outposts on all the inhabited planets, including the Drakul home world. The Drakuls found our outpost there. It is fortunate for us the four Psiclopes there were xenobiologists, so there wasn’t much they could tell, but what they knew, you can be sure the Drakuls found out. Between their brutal interrogation techniques and their propensity to eat their victims alive, the captured Psiclopes would have told them everything.

“Unfortunately, the frogs are also expert copycats. Like the Chinese of this world, they take apart everything they capture. They are very good at finding out what makes it tick and reverse engineering it so they have the technology, too. The Drakuls are just like the Chinese, only better...far better. They don’t have many new ideas of their own, but they are great at using other races’ equipment. The Drakuls captured one of our scout ships with the team, and they used it to take over the supply ship when it came. From there, the galaxy was within their reach.”

With a puzzled look on her face, Sara quietly left the room. The president watched her go and then said, “So let me see if I’ve got this straight.” He ticked off the points with his fingers. “There are many races in the galaxy, at least one of which is really bad. That particular race got the ability to get off its planet and is now roaming the galaxy, eating all the other races they can find. You used to have a communications link that led back to your planet, but it either stopped functioning or has been destroyed, and you’re worried the really bad race destroyed it.” He frowned. “And I think what you’re really worried about, which you haven’t said yet, is that you think the Drakuls, or the frogs as you called them, are coming here.”

“Unfortunately, your deductions are accurate,” Arges said, nodding his head. He looked at Steropes, who continued the story. “If they come here, this will not be the first time your race has battled the Drakuls. A derelict spacecraft found its way to the planet once before while we were asleep. In less than a year’s time, they had conquered almost all your civilization. When we awoke to watch over you again, we found you had been enslaved and were slowly being exterminated as a race. We helped you defeat them, although they nearly caused the end of your world.”

“They took over the world in one year?” asked Ryan. “How many of them were there?”

“There were ten of them,” said Brontes, joining the conversation. “At the time, you called them Titans.” Arges looked annoyed with her interjection. 

“I thought the Titans were myths?” asked Calvin.

“No,” said Steropes, “they were ten-foot tall frogs, with hollow incisor teeth that could drain a body of blood in less than a minute. They are the original vampires of legend. In fact, most of what you think of as ‘monsters’ are actual races that exist in the galaxy. Vampires, werewolves, even the gorgon that Perseus fought...all of them are creatures which inhabit this galaxy. There are good reasons for the rumors and myths that surround these creatures.”

The president may not have caught on to the fact that they were aliens before his security detail did, but he was an excellent politician and backroom dealer, and he did well at connecting the dots. “You sound like you have lots of personal experience with them. I take it from your statements, Mr. Arges, that you have been on our planet for a long time.”

“You are perceptive, Mr. President,” said Arges. “Yes, we have been here a long time. Please, call me Arges, not Mr. Arges. We do not go by honorifics.”

“I knew it!” shouted Sara, coming back into the room with a large book in her hand. In a more normal tone, she repeated, “I knew it, I knew it, I knew it!” Everyone looked at her, surprised at her outburst. 

The president raised his eyebrows at the breach of protocol. “What exactly did you know?” he asked.

Meeting the president’s eyes, Sara asked, “Have you ever heard of the Theogony?” She looked back at the two male Psiclopes in time to see a worried look pass between them.

“The Theogony?” the president asked. “No, I haven’t. It sounds Greek, though. Something to do with gods or religion, maybe?” 

“We had to read it in one of my Classics classes during my freshman year at the University of Washington,” said Sara. “The Theogony was a story Hesiod wrote down around 700 BC, but it had probably been told orally for a long time before that. The story tells about Zeus’ release of three Cyclopes from the pit of Tartarus. They helped Zeus overthrow the Titans by giving him some gifts.” She smiled. “I had to go back and look it up, but I thought I remembered it.”

Calvin looked at her quizzically. “Umm, thanks Sara, but I’m not sure why we needed to know that.”

Sara punched him in the arm. “There were three Cyclopes that helped Zeus overcome the Titans. Their names were...” she paused for effect, “Brontes, Steropes, and Arges. I think we have the original Cyclopes of legend here; there’s no way those three names would be together otherwise.” 

“Yes!” exclaimed Brontes. “That’s us!”

Both Steropes and Arges looked at her sharply, and Calvin could feel the tension between them as the two men stared at her. Finally, Arges sighed. “Indeed, we are those Cyclopes of legend, although the name has lost its original meaning over the ages. We had not intended to speak of this. There are many things you are not ready to know, and more that we are not ready to tell.” 

Sara looked at the book she had brought from her room. “The Cyclopes were named Brontes ‘the thunderer,’ Steropes ‘the lightning,’ and Arges ‘the bright.’ In the Theogony, the Cyclopes provided weapons that were used to help overthrow the Titans. They made a thunderbolt for Zeus, a helmet of invisibility for Hades, and a trident for Poseidon. They also created Artemis’ bow and arrows of moonlight and Apollo’s bow and arrows of sun rays.”

Steropes nodded. “Indeed we did. Although those were our normal items, they appeared to be magic to the humans of that time. For example, a laser rifle could be explained as a bow that fired magic arrows of sunlight. A laser of a slightly different frequency has moonlight arrows. No big deal.”

He paused, composing his thoughts. “As I was saying, much of human civilization at the time was located in the center of the Pacific on an island where the Marianas Trench is now. Generally, we Psiclopes stay awake for about ten years, but then we have to rest and meditate for a year. We had been here for some time, watching you, when a Drakul ship landed while we were in one of our meditative states. A human named Zeus happened to stumble into our cave while fleeing them, and he succeeded in waking Arges from his meditative state.”

Arges took up the tale. “I quickly deduced the adversary he was fleeing was a Drakul and woke the rest of the team. We armed the humans, and the Drakuls were beaten back. The humans took horrific losses, but there were only ten Drakuls. Even though we lost 100 humans for every Drakul we killed, that still was less than 1,000 humans. When the last couple of Drakuls saw they were going to lose, they detonated a large antimatter weapon, hoping to crack the planet and destroy human civilization for all time.”

“The Drakuls didn’t blow up the planet,” Steropes said, “but they did succeed in blowing up the island and causing a tidal wave that circumnavigated the surface of the planet, scattering the few humans that survived literally to the ends of the earth. Zeus happened to survive the blast and ended up in Greece afterward.”

“Let me guess,” Sara said. “The cave you were in was named...”

“It was named Tartarus by the locals,” Steropes finished with a sigh.

“I’m curious,” Ryan asked, pursing his lips. “Were you part of the assault on the Drakuls, or did you let the humans do all the dying?” 

“Our religion forbids us to kill or take a life in any way,” Arges said, “no matter how repugnant that life form may be. We practice ahinsa, which is a belief in kindness and non-violence toward all living things, including animals, because the energy of all living things is connected. Avoidance of verbal and physical violence is imperative because violence engenders negative karmic consequences.”

Calvin looked puzzled, both due to the big words as well as the implications of what Arges was saying. “How is it, if you can’t fight or kill, that you haven’t been wiped out by some other civilization?”

“Although it is against our beliefs to fight and kill,” Steropes explained, “it is not against our code to hire others to do so when necessary. It may seem to you that this is morally ambiguous, but to us it is permissible, when undertaken for reasons of self-defense and species’ propagation. Like now for instance. In the past we have often hired other races to crew our ships and fight our battles for us. Are you familiar with the term, ‘Janissaries?’”

“I think so,” replied Ryan. “Aren’t those the Christian kids the Persians took and raised as a group to fight for the Persian Empire?”

“How the hell did you know that?” asked Calvin, who’d never heard of Janissaries.

“Easy,” Ryan said. “My mom was a Persian who fled Iran when the Shah fell. She wanted to raise me with a sense of my cultural background. She made me take classes in Persian history.”

Arges nodded. “Master Chief is correct,” he said. “Just like the Persians, we have used Janissary-like races to fight our battles many times. Although we will not take a life, there are many like you who will. The last time we fought the Drakuls, we used a Janissary race called the Eldive. That was a terrible time and a horrific confrontation. 

“During the conflict, the Drakuls tracked a damaged vessel back to the Eldive home planet and blew up their world with a series of world-breaker bombs. The Eldive fleet was only crewed with males; the Eldive did not believe in allowing their females to fight. All their females were lost when their home world was destroyed. Believing they had nothing left to live for, the Eldive fleet conducted a suicide attack on the Drakuls’ home planet, which was guarded by a massive fleet. They destroyed the Drakul home world and most of their fleet with kamikaze-style assaults; what few Drakul ships survived were attended to by one of our other Janissary fleets. We thought that we had eradicated them from the galaxy, but it appears we may have been mistaken.”

“This does, however, get us back to the point,” Brontes said after a couple of seconds of shared sorrow as they relived the events. “We have a spaceship to go and find out why the communication relay has stopped working, but we do not have a crew for it. It is cruiser-sized, necessitating a crew of around 400 people, not counting its indigenous air wing. If you intend to man that, you’ll need another 100 people to operate the half skrong of Zeebats.”

“What the hell is a half skrong of Zeebats?” Ryan asked.

“A skrong is the basic combat unit of fighters,” Steropes said. “Each skrong is a double handful, or 12, fighters. A half skrong is six. Our recommendation is to at least bring Calvin to fly one of them. Eventually, you will need pilots for all of them if we continue to use the ship, so it is better to start flying them sooner rather than later.” 

“Cool!” Calvin exclaimed. “I’m in! Where do I sign? Is a Zeebat a type of fighter or just the word that means ‘fighter?’”

“A Zeebat is a type of fighter, one of the most up-to-date ones that we have,” Arges said. “There are other types of craft that can be used in a variety of strategic, operational and tactical situations, but none of them are on the ship, aside from our two shuttle craft.” 

“How up-to-date is ‘up-to-date?’” asked Calvin.

“The schematics for them are only 3,000 of your years old,” said Arges. “They were the most tactically-relevant fighters that existed when we came here.”

“Oh,” said Calvin, crushed. “So they are the tactical equivalent of driving my grandfather’s car?”

“The answer to your question is unknown,” Arges replied, “as it is impossible to know the extent to which the rest of the galaxy has improved its armaments.” He paused, considering. “Regardless, I believe you will still be impressed with the functioning of the Zeebat, Calvin. While the design is 3,000 years old to us, it is still several hundred years beyond anything you would likely have derived on your own, barring an unlikely breakthrough in technology.” 

“Okay,” Calvin said, looking a little happier.

“Everyone is getting a little ahead of themselves,” the president remarked. “While there’s no doubt we will help you, we can’t promise to send people off before we work out how all of the details on how this is supposed to take place. Certainly, we’ll need to bring in some senior officers to determine how we want to man this ship that no one has even seen yet.” He looked at Calvin. “You, in particular, may be a little junior for this mission.” Calvin’s face fell at the news. 

“Oh, no,” Arges said. “We definitely want Lieutenant Hobbs onboard. We have been scrutinizing his performance for some time, and he must be the leader of the military forces with us. In fact, we would like to have the entire unit he led during your latest conflict onboard the ship with us. They have proven their ability to successfully adapt to constantly changing situations.”

“In that case, I’m sure that Lieutenant Hobbs’ participation can be arranged,” President Jacobs agreed. “What help and support can we expect from you?”

“We will provide all the things necessary for this mission,” Steropes said. “The ship, arms and armor for the troops, the Zeebats, and everything else that is needed. We will also begin making our technology available so your country has access to it. If you are to have any chance against the Drakuls, your economy will need to expand beyond anything it has ever seen previously, as will the rest of the planet. You have not yet begun to see the horror that is the Drakuls. Pray that you never do.”

“I will need to go back to Washington and talk with some of my folks to see what we can do to support you,” the president said. “The first thing we will need is a point of contact at one of the bases nearby where you can use a secure phone, because I do not want this information getting out until we are ready for it to.” He gave the group a look that included the Sommers, as well as the military personnel. “I don’t know how long all of you have known about our new friends, but you have already proven your discretion. To say that this is a matter of national security would be the understatement of the century. If what they say is true, it is a matter of global security. We cannot allow this information to get out to the media or to any of the other countries before we are ready. The panic and chaos it would cause would be overwhelming!” 

* * * * *
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Deep Underground Command Center, Washington, DC, September 5 

“All right,” President Bill Jacobs said, looking around the Deep Underground Command Center’s (DUCC) new conference room. “What are our options for assisting the Psiclopes?” 

Four years and nearly a billion dollars in the making, the DUCC had become operational a couple of years earlier. Originally envisioned in 1963, the command center was built to provide a facility for key decision makers in times of crisis. It was constructed to survive any attack made on the United States, while giving leaders access to the people and information they needed to make critical decisions. As the president and his team needed to be able to access the DUCC at a moment’s notice, it was built under the West Wing of the White House. 

With over 100,000 square feet of space, it was built to house a staff of over 300 people. It was still so new, though, that most of the people who would inhabit it in an emergency hadn’t moved in yet, and the lack of ‘personalization’ led to what the president thought was a very austere working environment. Even the walls were blank and boring. It was, however, the most secure facility on the planet, which made it the ideal place to hold this meeting. Even the Psiclopes, he thought, won’t be able to spy on us here.

The president had asked all the military service chiefs to join him in the DUCC, as well as the Secretary of State and the heads of the CIA, FBI, and Homeland Security. All of them had been read into ‘Olympos,’ a new, special access clearance program that had been established for dealing with the Psiclopes. If you weren’t in the program, you didn’t know about the Psiclopes. Period. 

The meeting itself was a ‘ghost meeting,’ similar to the meetings that were held in preparation for the mission to capture Osama Bin Laden. The meeting wasn’t on the attendees’ calendars. No staff or aides were present, no agenda was written down, and no notes were taken. In fact, the only paper in the room was a pile of folders in front of the army’s chief of staff. 

The Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), Admiral James Wright, spoke first. “The most difficult part of this is going to be finding a crew of 400 sailors to man their ship. You can’t just take that many people away and not have it be noticed. The only thing worse than grabbing a crew of 400 from one of our ships would be to try to take 400 people in small numbers from all over the navy. People might not notice as quickly, but then it won’t be a ‘crew;’ no one will be used to working with anyone else and things won’t flow as easily as if the group all came from the same unit. It would also make trying to select who goes a nightmare. It’s far better to use a full ship’s crew. We can’t have people trying to work things out in space ‘on the fly.’ 

Most of the senior officers in the room nodded their heads, with the exception of the Air Force’s chief of staff, General Joseph Simms, who was sitting next to the CNO. The Air Force had fought hard to be the branch of the military selected to man the spaceship, although the Navy had been chosen. The chief of staff’s hand went up.

“If I may,” he said, “the Air Force has come up with a variety of manning solutions that we would be happy to implement.” The chief of staff’s tone of voice always sounded whiney to the president and grated on his nerves. Especially when he was more interested in jockeying for position than solving the problem at hand.

“Damn it, General, we have been over this!” the president exclaimed. “The decision has been made to use the Navy to man the ship. Don’t waste my time on your inter-service rivalry!” The president wanted to squash this early, or it would linger throughout the meeting. While all of the services had worked together well during the Sino-American War, things were rapidly going back to the way they had been before it.

“Well, we still have those solutions, if anyone wants to look at them,” General Simms muttered. 

“Anyway,” the CNO said, “we have decided it is better to use the crew of a ship so they have unit cohesion. Space is too unforgiving to do otherwise.” He looked around, but no one disagreed this time. “It looks like we can use the crew of the USS Vella Gulf,” he said. “The ship is about to make its last deployment before being decommissioned. There are about 35 officers and 350 enlisted on the Vella Gulf, putting it right at the target number the Psiclopes said was necessary to run their ship effectively.”

“Won’t people miss a ship like that?” the president asked.

“We’ve already begun working on a cover story that will help,” the CNO replied. “Instead of deploying with the carrier battle group, it will deploy for independent anti-piracy operations. Before they deploy, the ship will have a communications failure that will prevent the crew from having internet access while on deployment. That way, families won’t expect to be in contact with them on a daily basis. We’ll work out the rest of the deception plan as we go along.”

“Sounds good,” the president said.

“Moving on to the air wing,” the CNO continued, “we have come up with several options. For the same reasons listed previously, it is better to take a squadron, or part of a squadron, and keep it together for the ship’s deployment. As we really don’t know much about the fighter craft the Psiclopes have—well, nothing, really—we thought the best solution would be to pull one of the Hornet squadrons that just got back from cruise. They are used to flying with each other and their re-deployment won’t affect any of our long-term plans.”

“As I understand it, Lieutenant Hobbs squadron was just about to go on cruise, not come back from it. Isn’t that correct?” the president asked.

“Well, yes, sir, that is correct,” the CNO said. “That squadron, the Blue Blasters of VFA-34, is due to go on cruise in a couple of months. Pulling them from the deployment schedule now would cause a huge disruption to our rotation, so I thought it would be better to use a different squadron.”

“Is no one listening to what I am saying?” the president roared. A big man with a big voice, he used every decibel he had at his disposal. He took off a few decibels as he continued, “There is a race of cannibals that may be coming this way. They are technologically way ahead of us. We need to do everything possible to get ready to meet this challenge. The only thing that we have going for us is a group of three aliens who need our help. These aliens have only asked for a couple of things, one of which is to have Lieutenant Hobbs’ group be part of the manning for this mission. I don’t know why they want this group, but damn it, that group is going to be part of this mission! Am I clear on this?”

“Yes sir!” a chastised CNO said. The people on both sides of the CNO looked embarrassed to be sitting next to him.

“Good!” the president said at a volume that was not—quite—yelling. “We don’t have time for hidden agendas. We don’t have time for inter-service rivalry. We don’t have time for anything that doesn’t make us stronger as a nation! We don’t just stand to lose; we stand to get eaten! I, for one, do not want to be on any alien’s menu, especially ten-foot-tall carnivorous frogs that suck the blood out of their victims while they are still alive!” Several of the people in the room had obviously not heard about the dietary practices of the Drakuls, and there were many faces around the table that went decidedly green with the announcement.

“Now,” the president said, calming himself, “can we get past all of this crap and figure out how we are going to not just preserve our way of life, but that of our entire planet?” He looked around to see everyone nodding in agreement. “Good.” He looked at the CNO. “So...what are we going to do about the attached air wing?” 

“The other option we looked at, which I think would probably work better, is to use four pilots from the Blue Blasters,” replied the CNO, “including Lieutenant Hobbs. We will also use four pilots from the Air Force, to be drawn from the F-35 community. That way, we are better able to spread out the experience they will get on this mission, so that they can train more pilots in both of the services upon their return.”

“Out-standing!” the president said, rubbing his hands together. “Now we’re starting to make some progress here. Just maybe we can save the world, after all.” He looked at the Army’s chief of staff, General John Dixon. “What is the plan for the ground force?” 

General Dixon was more of a rule follower than the other senior officers. A prior Ranger who was used to getting hard tasks and accomplishing them, he had worked closely with his five ‘Olympos’ staff members to develop a plan that met the president’s goals. While some people might uncharitably call him a ‘suck-up,’ he considered himself to be an excellent staff officer that worked hard to exceed his boss’ expectations. A short man at 5’6”, exceeding expectations was a trait that had carried him through the ranks of the Rangers; he just out-worked the competition. He looked at the Secretary of State, Isabel Maggiano, and said, “The Secretary of State and I have come up with several options for the ground force. As I understand it, the ship has room for approximately 35 ground force members, not counting Lieutenant Hobbs, who will be the unit’s commander.”

General Dixon pulled out a sheet of notes from the top folder. “Based on his lack of training, Lieutenant Hobbs would not be my first choice for the position, but I understand the need to have him in charge. I know that he did well during the war; however, I think it’s important for his XO to be very experienced, so I have a first lieutenant from the Army’s Delta Force in that position. Normally, a platoon doesn’t have two officers, but I thought it would be appropriate in this case, especially as Lieutenant Hobbs will have other duties as a pilot, as well. The officer I have in mind is a prior enlisted soldier, with lots of special forces time under his belt.” The president nodded. That made good sense and met the desires of the Psiclopes, while still strengthening their force.

The general continued, “The rest of the platoon will be broken down into two forces. The first of these, the ‘space force,’ will be made up of 16 men led by Master Chief Ryan O’Leary. These men and women will primarily train for combat in space. There will be another 16 men, under the leadership of Master Sergeant Aaron Smith, who will be primarily responsible for any ground-based combat. Although both groups will have their own areas of expertise, both will also cross-train in the other’s specialty, so that both groups can be prepared for all occasions.” He looked up at the president and said, “That part is all pretty straight-forward. Here’s where Isabel and I have come up with some options for you. If you are going to brief any of the other countries about the Psiclopes and this mission, we would like to include them in the make-up of this force. It will allow them to participate and will hopefully strengthen our ties with them. It will also allow us to bring in some other experience and ways of thinking.”

He paused, looking around the room. “The bottom line,” he continued, “is that we just don’t know what our troops will face out there. Having a diverse group, with a wide variety of experience, will help them to survive any situation.”

“That makes good sense,” the president said. “I had been weighing whether to tell our allies before the mission or afterward. I think I will tell them ahead of time and try to get you the people you are looking for.” He paused. “You have obviously been giving this some thought. Who are you looking to recruit for the mission?”

“The Secretary of State and I have discussed this quite a bit,” he agreed. “Here’s our plan.” He looked down at his notes. “First, we’d like to reward our allies that came in on our side of the war. Not only to show that we appreciated their support, but to tie them into our plans going forward. Once it comes out that we have made extraterrestrial contact, the political arena is going to be a nightmare.” General Dixon looked at the president. “I don’t envy you at all with that,” he commented, “but Mrs. Maggiano and I have tried to help make that transition smoother.”

He looked at the list. “Japan and Korea both risked a lot to join us and helped make our defense of Taiwan a success, especially Japan. I would like to have one of the Japanese Special Forces Group soldiers and a Korean soldier from their 707th Special Mission Battalion. The Brits have always stood by our side, and I would like to have one of their Special Air Service troops for the ground force and a Special Reconnaissance Regiment soldier for the space force. Also from our NATO allies, I would recommend a German soldier from their Paratrooper Battalion 263 and an Italian Naval Special Forces sailor. The last three would come from nations that helped in the war: a sailor from the Australian Navy’s clearance diving teams, a Chilean combat air controller and a member of India’s Commando Battalion for Resolute Action, their COBRA group.”

“Nice touch on including India,” the president said. “Their moving troops toward the Chinese border was very helpful in ending the conflict, and it will be good to have their billion people on our side moving forward, both for the economic engine they can bring, as well as for a counterweight against further Chinese aggression.”

“Thank you, sir,” Isabel Maggiano replied. The Secretary of State was a short and stocky woman who always wore some of the tallest high-heeled shoes she could find so that she didn’t have to look up as far at her contemporaries. “We also looked at the Russian Spetsnaz, Israeli Egoz Reconnaissance unit, and French Naval Commandos, but each of those nations comes with baggage. The Russians are still mad at us for sinking their destroyer during the war. They might keep the secret, but they might not, just to spite us. Having the Israelis would cause a lot of difficulty with the Arab nations—especially since none of them are included. As far as the French go, they were the only NATO nation not to give us their full support during the war, and anyone they sent might be more interested in industrial espionage than in helping the team.” 

“All of these people, as well as some additional Americans from the other services, would augment the platoon by filling in the slots of people that were killed or incapacitated during the war,” the general noted. “As requested by the Psiclopes, we will keep the surviving members of the platoon essentially intact.” 

The director of the Central Intelligence Agency, Dick Bartlett, raised his hand to get the general’s attention. Bartlett was a man of many faces, the CNO knew, who was equally adept at conning money from Congress as he was picking up women. He’d take candy from a baby if he thought he could get away with it. He usually could, too. “Watch this,” whispered the CNO to the Air Force chief of staff. “I’ll bet he’s got a guy.”

“What do you mean?” the chief of staff, who was relatively new, whispered back.

“He’s always got a guy,” the CNO replied. “If we went to the surface of the moon, he’d probably say he’s already got a guy there.”

General Dixon acknowledged the CIA director, who said, “I have a guy who would be perfect for the platoon, as well.” The CNO looked at the Air Force chief of staff and rolled his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” General Dixon said. “This is a military organization.”

“I understand that,” Bartlett said, “and I have a former SEAL in my organization who would be absolutely perfect for this platoon.” He looked around the room and said, “He’s SAD/SOG,” as if that explained everything. 

“What the hell is a SAD/SOG?” the Air Force chief of staff whispered.

“It’s the CIA’s version of special forces,” replied the CNO. “The Special Activities Division is the CIA group that does clandestine missions and covert operations. The Special Operations Group is the department of operatives that collects intelligence in countries where the U.S. doesn’t want to be associated. They’re the folks that the government denies all knowledge of.”

“Are they any good?” 

“Oh yeah,” replied the CNO. “They’re ultra elite. The whole organization is made up of former SEALs, Green Berets, and 24th Special Tactics Squadron troopers. They can do anything from direct action missions to assassinations to special reconnaissance. They’re also full-time spies, who collect intelligence wherever they go.”

After a pause and a frown, General Dixon asked, “I expect your guy has a military rank that we could recall him to, so that he would fit into the unit?”

“Of course he does,” replied Bartlett. “You can list him as Corporal John Jones.” Even the Air Force chief of staff could tell that name was bullshit. “He’s trained in combat SCUBA, hand-to-hand combat, apprehension avoidance, cyber warfare, and tactical communications, among other things,” continued Bartlett. “He’s also pretty good with improvising explosive devises and hot-wiring vehicles.”

“Wonderful,” the CNO said, in a stage whisper. “If there are any space cars, he can steal them for us.” Several people around the CNO giggled, eliciting a glare from Bartlett.

“I’ll put him up against anyone you’ve got!” said Bartlett, voice rising.

“That’s fine,” the president interrupted, anxious to keep things on track, “I’m sure he is extremely capable and would be an asset to the team. I’m also sure he’ll be there to collect as much intelligence as possible, which you will make known in its entirety to this entire group. Is that understood?”

Bartlett nodded his head somewhat stiffly.

“Good,” the president said. “He’s on the team.” Looking back to General Dixon, he asked, “What about Canada? I didn’t hear any mention of our neighbors to the north. Admittedly, they were more invested in the problem than any other country, with Chinese forces only 100 miles from some of their cities, but they were actively involved and came unconditionally when we called. Do you have something for them?”

“We looked at that,” said the General, “but they didn’t have any ground forces that brought capabilities beyond what we had. They do, however, also fly the F-18 Hornet; we thought they might be a good fit for the space fighter squadron.” 

A flash of annoyance went across the CNO’s face as the Army chief of staff discussed matters that were the Navy’s prerogative, but then Admiral Wright realized, having already been chewed out once for it, he needed to think bigger. “I agree,” he said finally. “Perhaps we could get two aviators from Canada who are used to flying with each other and integrate them together.” Heads nodded around the table.

General Dixon smiled. “Along with the platoon recommendations, my staff also put together a list for how we might assemble the squadron based on the nations and services that were participating in the ground unit. The list suggests a USAF officer as executive officer for the squadron and three other USAF pilots, another three from the navy, two Canadians, two Japanese, a Korean, a Brit, a German, and an Australian.”

Both the CNO and Air Force chief of staff asked to see the list, and he passed them each a copy with their names already on it. “That’s 16 people,” the Air Force officer said, looking at his list. “I thought we were going with eight crews for the six fighters on the spaceship.”

“We are,” General Dixon said. “Didn’t you hear? The fighters are two-seaters. In addition to the pilots, each crew will need a weapons system operator.” 

“OK,” said the president, “that’s a good start. I will work with Isabel to bring the nations we need onboard, while the services put together their plans for manning the platoon and the squadron. No one is authorized to bring anyone else in on ‘Olympos’ without my expressed authorization. Work together to build a plausible cover story that we can use until the news finally breaks. And nobody talks to the Psiclopes about any of this. I want to talk to them first.”

Everybody left to pursue their tasking, already deep in thought for how they could accomplish everything that was on their plates.

Arges smiled from where he watched, invisible, and nodded in satisfaction. Bill Jacobs was a better leader than he had thought. Maybe this species wouldn’t be eradicated, like so many before them had, after all.

* * *
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Tom Sommers’ House, North Bend, WA, September 9

“Why me?” Calvin asked as he sat sipping a beer at the kitchen table in the Sommers’ house. There was already talk that not only was he going to remain the commanding officer of the Ranger platoon, but also he was going to be in charge of the space fighter group on the spaceship. While he was willing to do both in order to be the first human to get to fly a no-shit space fighter, he knew that his lazy afternoons were rapidly coming to an end. He had been scrambling to get the last bit of paperwork completed before he had to take on those tasks. Having just finished the last award, he was treating himself to a well-earned beverage. 

Calvin and Sara had been enjoying some quality time alone when Steropes had arrived. Unusual for the Psiclops, he had actually used the front door rather than just showing up in their midst like they normally did. Calvin had appreciated the good manners. Steropes had refused a beer claiming that the alcohol affected them differently than it did humans.

“What do you mean, ‘why you?’” Steropes asked.

“He means,” Sara said cutting Calvin off, “why is it so important that Calvin goes on this mission? Why is it so important for him to lead the platoon? Why is it so important for him to also have to lead the fighter squadron on the spaceship, too?”

“That’s a lot of ‘whys,’” Steropes said. “Unfortunately, I can’t answer them. Arges thought it important for him to be there and to be in charge.” 

“You can’t answer them?” Calvin asked. “Or you won’t answer them?”

“To tell you the truth,” Steropes replied, “it is actually a little of both. Arges has a feeling that it is important for you to be in charge of the military contingent. I learned a long time ago to listen to his feelings.” 

Calvin considered the answer for a couple of seconds and then asked, “I guess the real question I have is, why do I have to command both the ground force and the space fighter squadron? I can foresee times when both might be in action at the same time. How am I supposed to do both of them?”

Steropes gave a very human shrug. “I have no idea,” he replied. “I guess you’ll figure it out when you need to.”

“But how am I supposed to get any time with him,” Sara asked, “if he has to put together two different groups, train them, supply them and get them ready to go to space in six months? He was going to take some leave so we could go on a vacation together, but now that has been cancelled.” 

“I’m sorry that it has to be this way,” Steropes said, “but his presence is important, even crucial, to the success of your people as they go down the path they’re on. What is the happiness of two people when compared with the prospect of your whole race being eaten alive?” 

* * *
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Deep Underground Command Center, Washington, DC, September 26

Leaders from all the nations which had assisted the U.S. in the Sino-American War had been invited to the White House for a formal dinner and “thank you” from the President of the United States. The United States had been in trouble and had asked for assistance. Now that the crisis was over, the U.S. wanted to show its gratitude to those who had honored their commitments. It was all very above board.

Although everyone appeared to leave after the event, not all of the foreign leaders actually did. Body doubles took the places of the prime ministers of Britain, Canada, Australia, and Japan, as well as the chancellor of Germany and the presidents of South Korea, India, Italy, and Chile. The real leaders went to meet with the President of the United States in the DUCC’s conference room, over half a mile below the White House. 

“Thank you for coming,” the president said, “and for your trust in meeting with me like this.” None of the leaders had been allowed to bring any of their aides or staff, and no notes were being taken. The only thing on the conference table was a stack of folders by the president. All of the foreign leaders were impressed with the facility. In the preceding three weeks, it had become a beehive of activity and now had a very ‘lived-in’ look. “I’m sorry for all of the secrecy that was required to get you here, but I believe you will all agree that it was necessary.”

He looked around the room at the well-dressed men and woman; for the second term in a row, the South Koreans had elected a woman president. “Before we go any further, I would like you to give me your word that what we discuss in this room will stay a secret for one year. At that point, it will be made common knowledge at a joint press conference. Do I have your word?”

Everyone nodded their heads except the Japanese prime minister, who raised his hand. “Sadly, I cannot give you my word on something that I haven’t heard yet. My duty is to my country, and if the secret involves something damaging to my nation, I would be caught between honor and duty.”
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