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DENARI PRECEPTS OF ETHICAL CIVILIZATION

As translated from the Denar Language by Ambassador Laurie Denari

PRECEPT 1

HARM NO ONE, NOT EVEN YOURSELF, FOR ALL ARE FAMILY.

PRECEPT 2

THE INDIVIDUAL IS AS IMPORTANT AS THE SOCIETY: For

Society is comprised of Individuals, all of whom have a stake in our

Civilization’s Survival.  Cooperation of All Individuals ensures Survival.

PRECEPT 3

EMOTIONS MUST BE CONTROLLED

AND TEMPERED BY LOGICAL REASONING.

Uncontrolled emotions often cause harm. All Individuals and Societies

are Responsible for the Consequences of their Words and Actions.

PRECEPT 4

RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE INDIVIDUAL.

RIGHTS:

1. Life, Excellent Health, Safety, & the best possible Medical Care;

2. Freedom of Education, Thought, Privacy, Speech & Choice;

3. Freedom to pursue Personal Goals, Careers, & Avocations;

4. Freedom of Assembly of Groups & Organizations;

5. Freedom from Tyranny, Oppression, & Slavery;

6. At least 3 days out of every 9, for R&R, Personal Business, Hobbies,

or Family Activities;

7. Special Training in Survival, Combat, Practical Emergency Medicine,

& Weaponry (Courses added after the beginning of the Great Krev War);

8. Ownership of Private Property (including defensive weaponry);

9. Voting in Free Elections upon reaching The Age of Responsibility.

RESPONSIBILITIES:

1. All Individuals must make a serious effort to learn all course contents...

2. All individuals must make a serious effort to cooperate with...

3...etc...

PRECEPT 5

RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF OUR CIVILIZATION.

RIGHTS:

1. ORGANIZATION AND PRIORITIZATION OF OUR CIVILIZATION.

2. FUNDING OF...

3...etc...

RESPONSIBILITIES:

1. ORGANIZATION OF THE WORLD GOVERNMENT UNDER

THE SCIENCE COUNCIL & COURT.

2. DEFENSE OF ALL SOCIETIES WITHIN OUR CIVILIZATION.

3. CIVIL INFRASTRUCTURE...

4....etc...  

PRECEPT 6

EDUCATION IS THE KEY TO THE SURVIVAL OF OUR CIVILIZATION.

For any civilization to function, a highly Educated and Informed Electorate must

be available to perform all of its functions.  Basic Education shall include:

Language Skills; Reasoning Skills; Creative Arts &  Crafts; Math, Science

& Technology, History; Basic Mechanical Skills;  Health & First Aid;

Essential Home, Urban & Wilderness Survival Skills; & Basic Military Training.  

Advanced Education must include...

Vocational Training must include...

All Individuals must aspire to learn at least 2 different Vocational Specialties.

PRECEPT 7

THE HEALTH OF THE MIND IS AS IMPORTANT

AS THE HEALTH OF THE BODY: So...

PRECEPT 8

TRADE FAIRLY, USING APPROPRIATE & MUTUALLY

AGREEABLE SCALES OF VALUES: So...

PRECEPT 9

SOCIETY MUST EVOLVE TO AVOID STAGNATION AND

EXTINCTION: So Be Curious, Creative, and Adaptable to Change.

PRECEPT 10

PROACTIVELY PROTECT THE ENVIRONMENT AND

THE WEB OF LIFE WITHIN IT: For Denareb is the Only

Planet within our Star System that Supports Life.  So...

PRECEPT 11

TRUE FREEDOM REQUIRES CONTINUAL VIGILANCE AGAINST

TYRANNY OR ANARCHY: So Be Observant, Aware, and Brave.

PRECEPT 12

ALWAYS BE PREPARED: Because you cannot know what may happen

in the Future.  The Prepared Mind is ready to handle emergencies, or to

Recognize and take advantage of new opportunities. So Be Prepared.

In the Denar Language, “Trustworthy, Loyal, Helpful, Friendly Courteous & Kind” translates as one word: “Mensch”.
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Chapter 1  A Time of Strife...​
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VICE FLEET COMMANDER’S OFFICE,

EARTH SPACE FORCE, LUNA BASE

ESF Vice Fleet Commander, Doctor Kenneth Harris, stood behind his desk, communicating remotely with the officers in the Base Command Center, with the alien commander, Vuna-tok of the Denari Expeditionary Fleet, with the civilian representative of the Council of Sixteen of the alien Expeditionary Fleet, Zepora-ki, with the Secretary General of the United Nations, Doctor Gaspar Cortez, and with the President of the Peoples’ Republic of China, President Song (the wounded party), two of the three monitors on his desk in split-screen.

Dr. Harris glanced from one monitor screen to the next as he attempted to determine the progress of the z-Trin assault on the crater that had once been the Forbidden City in the very heart in Beijing, China, to keep the U.N. informed, to demand help from the Denari Expeditionary Fleet, and to placate the Chinese, all at the same time, and all while secretly dealing with the dire, life-threatening condition of Fleet Commander Laurie Denari, the blue alien woman he loved.

Laurie’s left arm, shoulder and part of her chest and left lung had been re-grown after being disintegrated by an agent of the covert international criminal conspiracy, the Red Dragon. However the recreated parts of her body were out of quantum-level time-sync and she had been in continual pain. In an effort to restore her body, Comet I, the Luna Base AI computer, had beamed her into storage, but an explosion elsewhere on base had disrupted transporter power during dematerialization and storage, and there was a significant mismatch between the checksum of her pattern in storage and her normal transporter pattern. Now the Base AI was afraid she might not be able to rematerialize Laurie at all; and Ken Harris was feeling that fear as a growing knot in his gut, as he valiantly contended with the current crises of command.

“Tactical, what is the situation in Beijing?”

“There are now seven z-Trin troop ships inside the crater, Commander. It appears some sort of construction has begun in the center, although the z-Trin have now generated a light-scattering shield above the crater, and it is difficult to clearly observe any activity through it.”

“And the situation above the city?”

“There are six more z-Trin light cruisers hanging seventy kilometers over the city, Sir. It is not difficult to speculate precisely why those ships are there.”

“Thank you, Tac.” Ken turned to face the Chinese president on a different monitor, knowing that all of the others could see and hear that communication as well. “So, you can see, Mr. Song, that we are doing our best to observe what is happening in your country, and we are maintaining attempts to speak to the z-Trin on your behalf. We need to gather more intelligence, and wait to see when and how they respond to our attempts to speak to them. However, Zepora-ki,” he turned to look at her on a different screen, “has your Council of Sixteen been able to raise the z-Trin?”

“One moment, Doctor Harris,” said President Song, “are you saying that you have no strategic plans against these invaders? These monsters that have destroyed not only our historical city center, but the political center, our central government structures, as well? It is only by a stroke of great fortune that I, my staff, and our entire State Council members were on holiday, hundreds of kilometers away, when your alien forces struck! And all you intend to do is wait and watch?”

“I did not mean to imply that was all that we could do, Mr. President. However, if I told you that we had a strategy, or specified what it might be, while broadcasting as we are on an open band, the z-Trin would know it immediately, and it would become useless. It is more practical to frustrate their attempts to gather intel by forcing them to guess whether or not we have a strategy, and just what it might be.” Ken turned back to the monitor showing Zepora-ki, “So, have you been able to raise the z-Trin?”

From her desk on the Denari Battlecarrier, Zheng-yi (Righteous), she said, “Vuna-tok and I have been working together to try to make sense of the z-Trin attack, and to make any contact with them. So far they have not responded. We now know that the bulk of their fleet is clustered two light years off the Sol System in the direction of your constellation of Sagittarius. We need to consult with your Fleet Commander as to what is to be done.”

Harris’ frustration increased. “I have told you that the Commander is very busy and cannot be disturbed at this time.” He wasn’t going to tell anyone that Laurie had been in the process of beaming when a sudden loss of power had corrupted her transporter pattern. He wasn’t going to tell them that Comet might never be able to recover Laurie at all.

Dr. Harris...Ken, said Vuna-tok, radio-telepathically from across the void, you haven’t told us what’s happening with her. Why not. What’s wrong?

I can’t say, Vuna, Ken replied. Not yet. I’ll have to get back to you later. Please don’t press me on this, just now. But I need your ship at Beijing, and at full stealth status! Coordinate movement with Horus.

Vuna-tok could feel the pain and fear coming across in Ken’s radio-telepathic voice, and knew that something was very wrong. He decided he wouldn’t press the issue for the moment, and said, Alright, Ken, I’ll move the ship and keep her invisible for the time being. But if you don’t tell me something about Laurie soon, I’m beaming over there!

The doctor continued, his intense internal strain becoming evident in the tenor of his voice, “Mr. President, we are all working to resolve this tragic invasion as quickly as possible. Please let us get back to work, and we’ll contact you as soon as we know more.”

“I suppose that will have to do for now,” said President Song. “But I must warn you that my own people are putting pressure on me to do something, or our military may bypass my authority.”

“And as I have told you, Sir, any military actions taken by your people would be useless as it is physically impossible for any of your weapons to breach the z-Trin’s shields, and the z-Trin response would be devastating. As both the Futara and the z-Trin have demonstrated, space-faring races typically do not bother to fight on the ground. They fire powerful weapons from space to eliminate all ground-forces resistance before they land, and collateral damage means nothing to them. You have noticed the z-Trin are sitting in the radioactive crater their antimatter bomb excavated from what was once the Forbidden City. Doesn’t that suggest what they are capable of doing to rest of your country if you provoke them further?”

“Further?!” Song felt justifiably insulted. “We did nothing to provoke them, in the first place!”

Ken said, “I believe they were provoked because your government had taken no actions to apprehend the man who leads the Red Dragon criminal organization, who calls himself Emperor Ming, who lived within the Imperial Palace in the Forbidden City, half a kilometer from your Communist Party Headquarters. And that continual inaction has permitted the Dragon to commit extensive sabotage of the ESF for three years, and most recently nearly cost the life of our Fleet Commander. Which, we believe is precisely why the z-Trin destroyed the Forbidden City, to stop that man. So it was because you did nothing, and your inaction provoked them. The z-Trin may have acted out of a misguided sense of loyalty to ESF, even though ESF formally deplores their methods and the actions they have taken. We are sickened by the massive loss of life and the loss of historical and cultural treasures. However, it is apparent that the z-Trin have taken steps to further press their advantage, to what ends we do not yet know. We are trying to find out exactly what their ultimate goals are. So, please permit us to get on with our investigation, and we will, I promise, keep you informed.”

The Chinese President gave him a wide-lipped, exasperated look, and his image abruptly disappeared from the monitor.

Ken looked at the other monitors and said, “Let’s all get back to work.” He turned and left the office quickly, and headed back to Med Center as fast as he could without running.

* * *
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MEDICAL CENTER, LUNA BASE

Dr. Harris rushed in, to find zoologist Lieutenant Commander Roger Walker, Nurse Lieutenant Glenda Niven, and Dr. Nancy Lieberman standing back, silently contemplating an empty exam table. Ken asked, “Comet, have you finished rerunning the data? Do you have accurate checksums? What’s happened to Laurie?”

Comet I, the base AI computer answered aloud, “Ken, the data checksums are only slightly off what they should be from a normal beam-out. It could reflect the difference in the uniform she was wearing, or what was in her pockets at beam-out, as compared with the last time I transported her, or it could be the difference in the densities of the regrown bone, lung, and muscle tissue of her chest and shoulder joint and arm after the injury...or it could be almost anything, her most recent meal, a gain or loss of mass...almost anything.”

“Well, beam her back.”

“I...I’m afraid.”

Roger and Glenda stared at each other, then at Ken, then at the computer monitor over the exam table. “What do you mean, afraid, Comet,” Glenda asked, in confusion. “How can a computer be afraid?”

Ken said, “Glenda, these Denar AI computers have true emotions. I understand that may not make sense to you, because Earth’s computers are simple, rational, number-crunching machines. Just accept that Comet does have feelings, she loves Laurie, and she’s terribly afraid that something might have gone wrong when we had that power loss from the explosion in section G-4 during the beam-out.” Ken controlled his near-panic, closed his eyes and asked his own fighter craft’s AI, Bastet, what do you think?

Bastet spoke aloud from the monitor, so the others would know he’d asked her opinion, “Ken, Comet and I have conferred, and I believe we do have most of her in storage, and it does match some 98.8476308976824161984018 percent of the average of her four previously stored transporter patterns. I think we have no choice but to rematerialize her and determine whether there has been any significant damage to her body or her personality. We’ve already done what can be done.” Bastet didn’t want to explain that Denar AI systems normally required a 99.999999999989% match before rematerializing a person. And because a person’s neurological state was of prime importance when beaming a person, the brain and nervous system were the last components of a person to be dematerialized, and the first components rematerialized, a Last-in, First-out data storage stack. Transport was organized in that manner, so a person beaming into an unknown, potentially hostile environment would have immediate access to all the body’s sensory organs and muscles, in case of danger. That particular data was represented by that last one to two percent when Laurie had been beamed out, and the explosion had interrupted the data transfer. Bastet knew why Comet was afraid. She might rematerialize a deficient personality, a mild to severe loss of memory, or perhaps, a brain dead body.

“That’s still greater than a one percent difference. In terms of DNA, a one percent difference would distinguish two separate species,” said Dr. Lieberman.  

Comet replied, “You’re thinking of a difference in DNA encoding.  We’re speaking of a difference in matter composition and patterning, in this particular instance, Doctor.”

“However,” said Bastet, “we’re still concerned with statistically significant variation, here, Comet. I know you’re doing the best you can with the numbers, but there could still be some damage we cannot account for.”

Ken looked around, anxiously, even though Bastet wasn’t in the room. She realized he wanted, needed to see her and projected her sleek image into his mind, saying, “I still think we need to try beaming her back. I say, in for a penny, in for a pound.”

The doctor felt heartened by her analysis, as well as her use of idiom. It meant she had a fair degree of confidence that Laurie would be okay. But just to be certain, he asked, “Because you mentioned her previously stored patterns, are they all intact?”

“Affirmative, Ken,” she replied.

“Good! Very well. Alright, Comet...as Laurie would say, do it. Reverse the transport. Beam her in.”

A cylinder of sparkling bluish haze formed in the space front of the exam table, and faded, revealing a four-foot tall, blue-scaled, reptilian appearing alien, her head crowned by opalescent gray feathers with white tips, a single red feather over the center of her forehead, the top of her uniform coverall dangling from the waist, her left chest, arm and shoulder still partly bandaged.

––––––––

[image: ]


War-Clade-BH1CRLF-11709 found herself standing, bandaged and half-clothed in a strange uniform, before four unknown giant, pale-tan-skinned aliens. They weren’t as monstrously huge as the Krev, and they definitely weren’t Krev, but still much taller than Denari. She blinked twice in surprise. The room around her looked and smelled like a typical medical bay, but she had just as clearly lost time, because the Denar had never encountered this species before. She remained stock still, trying to remember anything of the past few hours or days, and couldn’t. Carefully, she tried her voice, “Klen va staa?” (Where am I?) “Klen mu tev vitz?” (Where is my weapon?) “Klen mu tev tru-cau-taa-klut?” (Where is my space suit?) “Klen mu tev mnemet-taa-klut?” (Where is my space ship?)

Dr. Harris was perhaps the only one more shocked than the little archosaur. These were the first words she had spoken over three years ago, when she had awakened from surgery after crash-landing on Earth. He immediately knelt to be at eye-level with her and spoke in her native language, keeping his voice soft. “Laurie, don’t you know me? I’m Ken Harris, and we have known each other for years.” Yu-zhing, tell her.

Comet spoke to her radio-telepathically in Denari to reassure her, this was true. The fighter’s computer quickly explained, skillfully summarizing the past three years: how Laurie and Comet had been damaged in battle; how the AI had put her into electronic storage to keep her from bleeding out; how they had drifted three-thousand light years from Denareb through the galaxy over a period of two-hundred-thousand years at 1.5 times light speed to crash-land on Earth; how then Air Force Flight Surgeon Kenneth Harris had saved her life; how she and Comet had provided advanced technology to create the Earth Space Force to protect Earth from the rapacious alien lizard analogs, the Krev; and how she still commanded ESF; and how a Chinese spy had almost killed her, disintegrating her left arm, shoulder, and a small portion of her chest cavity and left lung. Finally, the AI explained the reason for Laurie’s current medical condition, the attempt to realign her body’s quantum state reconstructed components with the rest of her body using transporter technology had gone amiss when the transporter lost power during an explosion elsewhere on Luna Base. Part of her transporter pattern was lost. The attempt to rematerialize her had left her in this present state, partial memory loss, and only the gods knew what else.

Yu-zhing, it is you, isn’t it? This isn’t some kind of trick, or a horrible nightmare?

**11709, it is I!** Comet told her several things only the two of them could possibly have known, having been together through the Krev war. **...And your Earth name is Laurie, Laurie Denari. And this large alien mammal is Ken, your doctor, and the two of you have been through everything together for more than three years, now. And believe it or not, you love him, and he loves you. Now you both need some time alone to heal. Of all living creatures, he is the one we trust the most. Go to him. I’ll ask the others to leave.**

Feeling completely lost, but trusting her Comet implicitly, Laurie ran to Ken’s arms, put her head on his shoulder and began to cry softly...well, as much as a Denar can cry without tear ducts.  Ken wanted to open his mind to her and lift her from the floor and spin with joy at having her back, but knew it would frighten her. So he just held her, allowing only his feelings of relief and happiness bleed through their radiotelepathic link.

Comet asked Nancy, Glenda and Roger to leave the room, while she, Ken, and Bastet tried to help Laurie remember the recent past. Ken allowed her into his mind, to see whatever she needed to see, and when her most pressing questions were answered, he pushed her back gently and asked, “Now, I need to know, how does your arm feel?”

Confused, Laurie pulled back farther, for he had spoken in English, and she didn’t understand.

Ken realized her mind had lost its knowledge of English; and he repeated the question in Denari. “Do your arm and shoulder feel any different?”

“No. Nothing feels odd. Should it?”

“Let me remove the bandage and run a scan.”

Laurie turned toward the table, and it was too high for her to easily step up onto it. As she turned to ask for help, Ken was already there, gently lifting her up to the table, and settling her in a comfortable position. It seemed unfamiliar to her mind, as though no one that huge had ever helped her that way before, and yet...there was a strange, calming familiarity with the action, as though her body had experienced his kind strength and compassionate touch before. She relaxed and let this massive alien remove the bandages to examine her arm and shoulder, and the left third of her chest, while she stared at him, studying his face, trying to remember anything about him, this place, or this world.

“So, nothing feels off, or different?”

“No.”

“Please lie back and let the computer do a complete scan.” He helped her lie down, and said, Surgator, full body scan.  Ken waited while the system ran a rapid examination of Laurie’s body.

*Doctor, the Fleet Commander’s body appears completely normal, as compared with the scans taken two hours ago. However, there is no quantum level difference between the replicated portions of her body and the rest of her somatic cells, now, as there was before this last transport.*

Bastet! Your idea worked! Thank you. And thank you, Comet!

Bastet felt pleased that it had succeeded, though she didn’t reply because she was now seriously concerned about Laurie’s memory loss. Those memories must have been lost or scrambled, and were somehow tied to the data loss during transport. In Laurie’s present mind, she had never reached Earth, and it would be time-consuming to reeducate her. Time they didn’t have.

Comet did reply, **Yes, Ken! It worked. If only there hadn’t been a power loss during the moments of dematerialization and data recording!**

Power loss?

“Yes, Laurie, I mean, Hona, Laurie. Nef mentana ki-lu-u...” and Ken continued speaking in Denari, explaining the forensic team’s findings that the explosion in the Luna Base crew quarters was adjacent to power and data cables running between Comet I, the Med Center, and the Main Data Storage Center systems where transporter patterns were routinely stored, both for currently active transports, and for previous transport patterns. The power disruption from the explosion could have been planned by an enemy agent to destroy Laurie’s current pattern while Comet was attempting to fuse her body’s two disparate quantum signatures. And they had found a partial fingerprint on one of the bomb fragments.

“Comet I, Comet II? Is that why I’m feeling two different voices for Comet?”

**When we arrived at Earth, I crashed, and was seriously damaged. During the two-hundred-thousand years in transit, my outer coatings and surface structures were susceptible to vacuum ablation, metal fatigue and radiation. Entering Earth’s atmosphere my hull super-heated and deformed. I could not repair myself. But at the Air Force Base in Nevada, I was able to use our transporter technology to replicate another yu-zhing and transfer my personality into it. We kept me, to power and run base operations, but you now fly my replica when necessary. It’s okay, she’s me. I also created a comet for Ken, and you trained him.**

Thank you, Comet. I understand.

“Now, once again, I need to ask you how you feel at the moment?” Ken helped her sit up again.”

“Disoriented, weirded out.”

“I mean, your arm, your chest?”

Laurie felt herself, touching along her arm, shoulder and chest, moving and flexing. “Normal I guess.”

“No...how do I put this...strangeness, like it doesn’t belong to you?”

“No. It feels fine.”

“Thank the gods. Now that that’s over, we need to figure out how to restore your memories.” Ken helped her pull her uniform coverall up and zip it. Laurie examined it, the pockets, the arm patches and collar insignia.

*That might be very difficult and would take a long time, if we do what you’re thinking, Ken. I’d suggest that we do another merge with her next most recent transport pattern...*

“Now hold on, Bastet! In the last attempt we lost her memories. I don’t want to lose any more of her! Let’s wait until I’ve thoroughly checked her physiology, and we give her a few days to recover.”

*You’re forgetting, Ken, we’re in crisis mode, dealing with spies, saboteurs, assassins, the z-Trin invasion of China, the international Red Dragon organization, the possibility of other nations hacking and stealing our technology, the U.N.’s failure to help the other alien factions of the Expeditionary Fleet find land for colonies on Earth, the Futara’s continuing need to construct a minor planet for themselves, not to mention keeping an eye on the Family Krev down there. Laurie needs her mind and her memories intact now!*

“Krev?! Did you say something about Krev?! Here?!”

“Yes, Laurie. Three Dreks followed you to this region of space. You and I took out one, and the other two stayed hidden for the first couple years. We finally found and captured them, and they’re living in northern Arizona, in the United States.” Out of habit, Ken telepathically sent her a map, which she accepted, though it made no immediate sense to her. “Having lived as hunted fugitives on Earth for all that time has mellowed them quite a bit. The two former forward observers mated and have a family that we are protecting. The other races of the Denari Expeditionary Fleet want to exterminate them.”

“I should say so!”

**And THAT,** said Comet, **is why she needs to undergo another fusion with a more recent transporter pattern...to restore her contemporary personality before she meets the Council of Sixteen of the Expeditionary Fleet, or Vuna-tok, again!**

Who? What expeditionary fleet? What council? Vuna-tok? That’s a Denar name! I thought you said I was the only Denar here!

“Okay, Comet, Bastet, I get it. You’re right. We need to do it as quickly as possible.” The doctor’s natural tendency for caution was frustrated by current events, and this added pressure from Comet wasn’t helping. “Okay. But we need to select a recent transport pattern closest to the present before the bombing, and she had no other reason to transport that recently. Any pattern we choose will not reflect the last couple days, the invasion of the z-Trin, the destruction of China’s Imperial Palace.”

“China? Chinese? Are they the same place? Why are we helping them if they sent a spy to kill me?”

“Well, actually, she did transport from her office to Cargo Transporter Room 3, just before she was injured. We could use that pattern, but you’re right, it’s already two days old. But either way, she’ll need to know who the players are, which should be half the battle. It will be easier to fill her in on the current state of events, than to slowly reprogram her mind over the next few months.”

An alert blared and Ken raised his voice to say, “Tactical, what is happening?”

“Commander, a z-Trin battlecruiser is on a heading straight at us, now decelerating from zero-point-zero-zero-zero-one-five cee, fifty-four light-seconds out!  Secondary outer Luna Base shields have just engaged.”

“Damn! Murphy’s Laws, again! If two things can go wrong, the one that will go wrong is the one that can do the most damage! Charge all weapons batteries. Scramble Predator Squadron. Laurie and I will be there in three minutes.”

“We don’t have that long, Sir. Less than 160 seconds left, now.”

“They’ll need to brake and decelerate further...that should give us some time.”

“Unless they intend to collide, Sir.”

* * *
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A CONCLAVE OF SECRETS

K-Z: Now is not the time.

D-S: Why not? They understand basic biological science. The human bio-medical Commander understands genetic descent modified by mutant variability.

T-Q: The human leader is under significant strain. True that he understands it, but a large proportion of the humans of his nation have been fooled into rejecting it. To tell him now, while he has so many other stressors is not the ideal time.

Z-F: But the Enemy has learned of this location. They will come.

R-M: True, but not soon. There is time.

L-U: We could provide the human with...

K-Z: Now is not the time. He must handle these simple problems himself. It should improve his self-confidence and competence.

T-Q: Monitoring indicates he nears the limit of his capacity to deal with stress.

R-M: Which is a good test of his ability to do so. We must be certain he can handle such stress before we approach him on this matter.

L-U: We could provide information slowly, incrementally, as we have done with the other species in the past.

K-Z: True, also. But now is not the time. Let us observe his mind through these current situations, and for the next several weeks, and evaluate at a later point in spacetime.

D-S: You still believe he is the correct one to receive our secrets?

K-Z: We reason, based on the available evidence, that he is the only one who could comprehend.

R-M: There is another...

* * *
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Corridor leading to the COMMAND CENTER, LUNA BASE

With insufficient time to consider parameters, select a transport pattern, and attempt a fusion of Laurie’s old memories with her new body, the two of them raced down ramps, and through winding underground corridors toward the Command Center. And as they ran, they spoke mind to mind.

You said you and I took out a Drek. You’re a fighter pilot as well as a doctor?

You trained me to fly Bastet in space, although I’d had some aerial combat flight training in the past.

You speak Denari extremely well, Doctor...mm...Ken.

Our dreams co-mingle as we sleep, Dear.

We have been sleeping together?

For about two-and-a-half of those three years, Laurie.

Oh. Laurie knew that her AI would have recorded those encounters, and she found the idea of sexing with an alien intriguing, but she also knew this was not the time to review them. But this mammal is positively huge! What about the size of his...

Comet, when we get to the Sit-Room, direct Laurie to the command chair and fill her in on the situation, the players, the size, composition and current disposition of our fleet, so she can follow along, and give advice as necessary. I’ll do the talking, for the most part. She can observe my lead.

As they entered the room, Laurie took the command chair, while Harris took actual command. Tactical, Status, he said. Officers about the room glanced momentarily between the doctor and the commander, shrugged and responded to the doctor’s orders.

The z-Trin light cruiser, Anas-Sessio, is rapidly decelerating...now settling into a position...looks like ten kilometers above us, and we’re well within mutual firing range, Commander. Message coming in, on visual.

On main screen, Ensign.

The image was of the same creature they’d seen, earlier, which looked very similar to a bull, with a long face and long, pointed horns stretching from the sides of its head. It wore a uniform with symbolic stars on its collar, and said, “I am General z-Rikhet of the z-Trin. We z-Trin have destroyed the Imperial City. We z-Trin have destroyed the false Emperor. We z-Trin have taken control of the land. We z-Trin now require that you order the locals to provide food for my troops. We z-Trin have prepared a road and gateway on the western side of our shield barrier. We z-Trin have noted that you have not attacked us. You humans do not fight for your land? Are you cowards?”

“Oh shut up, Muzzle Face,” said Ken, gruffly, no longer in a mood to take guff from anyone. “I am Fleet Commander Harris of Earth Space Force, and we demand that you shove off, leave the land that you have stolen and repair the damage you have caused. And the only one I see who looks like a cow is you, Muzzle Face.”

“Cow? What is cow? I said you are cow-ards. You do not know your own language?”

“Comet, show old Muzzle Face some images of cattle.” And Comet, make them progressively degrading and gruesome.

The AI sent ten images of cattle being used for pulling plows and wagons, for milking, being slaughtered and butchered for food, being skinned for leather...

“What is this? You insult me? You take me for a farm animal? For a food animal?”

“General Muzzle Face, I take you for a Fool who lets his anger lead him into taking dangerous and unnecessary chances. I take you for an idiot who put his own people into jeopardy for a quick victory instead of giving us all time for diplomacy to work in your peoples’ favor. I take you for a greedy, corrupt son of a bitch who murders and destroys wantonly, with no conscience, no ethics. You are now designated a criminal having violated the Twelve Precepts of Denar, of Family! I have the President of China asking me to blow your ships out of the sky...which I have the ability and the authority to do at any time. I don’t know if you’re on that gun-ship hanging above Luna Base, or if you’re just bouncing your signal off it. However, if you don’t send your representative back to the United Nations to bargain for land in good faith, and recreate an absolutely perfect, full scale replica of the Forbidden City and its Imperial Palace, in place precisely as it was before you destroyed it, and every single precious artifact within it, I will hunt you down and destroy your ship, although I may choose to save the crew.

“You see, General z-Disaster, I could wipe your entire fleet out of existence, all eight-thousand-two-hundred-thirty-two of your people from the galaxy in a matter of seconds. We humans can be excessively cruel and vindictive. Just as you were cruel and vindictive when you bombed Beijing, when you murdered all those thousands of people, locals and visitors alike, when you wantonly destroyed the accumulated art and culture of thousands of years of proud Chinese history and culture.” Ken’s voice was rough, his tone angry, as though he were channeling the anger of the murdered thousands, of the thousands injured, of the horror and grief of the entire Chinese nation.

Ken paused only to calm himself, to take a sip of water to soothe his throat, then continued. “However, I do not wish to do that. I don’t want to exterminate your people. We humans don’t want to eradicate another species of intelligent beings from the Universe. We would greatly value your people as friends, as colleagues, if you can be reasonable. The choice is yours. And as you can see, my weapons systems are fully charged, and my fleet is already distributed among your flotilla and ready to fire and destroy all of you. You are all sitting ducks.” All ships, become visible for two seconds only, then reposition and prepare to fire: to disable his ships only, not to kill.

In the sky above Luna Base, five comets flickered into visibility surrounding the Anas-Sessio, then faded out. In the region of space far above the City of Beijing, Horus, Righteous, Marduk and Pele faded into view for two seconds, an ominous deep red glow visible in their primary weapon tubes, as three-hundred comets also appeared surrounding all forty-six z-Trin warships, then all ESF ships faded into invisibility.

General z-Rikhet was thoroughly flustered, his head swiveling around to look at his display screens. He coughed several times, as the realization took hold that his ships were literally sitting ducks (though he wasn’t certain just what a duck was.) He knew there was no way he could order his ships to maneuver or defend themselves in time.

“Now, General z-Nuisance, do you surrender or do I destroy your flotilla? You have five seconds to comply. Four...three...t...”

* * *
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DEEP SPACE, ONE-HUNDRED-EIGHTY-NINE LIGHT YEARS FROM SOL

Constellation: Carina

One-thousand-three-hundred-twenty-six huge, dull black spacecraft began reorganizing, repositioning into a vast hexagonal wedge, reminiscent of a six-sided awl, of six columns with a single battleship at the point, each successive ship separated by a distance and offset sufficient that no exhaust plume would damage the ship immediately behind it, and permitting it to accelerate directly forward when necessary to advance the column, or modify its position within the wedge, or change formations as needed. The actual Command Ship would be the fifth ship in Column Five, essentially on the bottom of the wedge, so as to be indistinguishable from the other members of the fleet from the point of view of an enemy, yet providing the High Command with an excellent view of what was ahead of and around them. And should the command ship be detected or encounter danger from the flanks, it could simply move into the center of the wedge, protected by those of the columns surrounding it.

All ships would remain close enough to enter hyperspace at almost the same moment, and bring them out of hyperspace at a distance of only three light years from the Ortuga Star System. The trip should take no more than two vnem, approximately eleven Earth months, assuming all vessels within the Dokor could maintain course and speed.

There were, of course, certain other vessels with questionable propulsion systems, or exceptionally heavy loads, such as civic ships, agro and various other support ships that might not be capable of maintaining the required velocities, or with non-functional hyperdrive systems needing repair, but those were assigned to the rear of the wedge, and could be recovered once the attack plan was successful. But the Dokor could not wait for them to catch up. It would advance, no matter how many were left behind in transit.

Yet, the alien signals had been verified as Denari, the enemy they had been hungrily hunting for eighty-thousand years. There were legends of the intrepid, unvanquishable foe they had fought two-hundred-thousand years in the past, a war that had lasted a thousand years; legends of the superior technology they had been desperate to gain; legends of how delectable fresh Denari flesh tasted.

Preparations were completed, orders were given, and the Dokor accelerated, more or less uniformly, and launched into hyperspace on schedule.
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Chapter 2  Reintegration​
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16:35 HOURS  FLEET COMMANDER’S OFFICE, LUNA BASE

“That was a very successful plan,” Laurie said, in her own language but obviously amused, leaning back in her desk’s swivel chair.

Colonel Interplanet Janet, Laurie’s Denariform android adjutant, sat at her own desk, going through reports, quietly eavesdropping on the present conversation through the open door between the Fleet Commander’s inner and outer offices.

“You, Laurie, created that plan, infiltrating their flotilla using stealth two days ago. I was simply there at the climax to bring it all to fruition.”

“You sounded very angry with the General. Are you always that grumpy?”

“No,” said Ken, his own tone still noticeably strained. “It is just that I have been under so much pressure, while you were first seriously wounded, then surgically repaired, then in terrible pain and anguish, and then suddenly just gone!” Ken noticed the tremor of his right hand, clenched it into a fist, and knew that she had seen it. He grasped his right hand with his left, and took a deep breath. “Hell, so many other things happening or going wrong in the past three days, plus continually worrying about you, that when I saw that stupid cow face staring at me, calling me out, my control just got away from me!” Ken leaned, then sat down heavily on the side of her desk.

Now she did laugh, and it made him relax, a little. But it didn’t last long.

He tried a smile, but noticed that showing his teeth, caused her eyes to widen, her head to pull back. She had forgotten simple human facial expressions. To a Denar, showing teeth was a predator’s initiation of aggression, a prelude to an attack. He immediately closed his lips. “Sorry, Laurie, that was a smile, a human expression of pleasure or amusement, not aggression...usually. And usually, I’m very even-tempered. Laurie, I’m just so glad you’re all right. When we beamed you out to realign your quantum-temporal signature between your body and the replicated arm and chest components, and then there was the explosion and the power fluctuation, and Comet said she hadn’t completed the beam-out, didn’t have your complete transporter pattern, and I was so terrified I’d never get you back...and, and now you’ve lost three years of memories of us, and...and...” His voice cracked, tears filled his eyes. Feeling his anguish through their radio-telepathic link, Laurie stood up on her chair and stepped up onto the desk to go to him and hold him. Ken wrapped his arms around her and clung to her, almost too tightly.

Janet looked up sharply in alarm, having never seen the doctor cry. She almost called Colonel Pooni, Ken’s adjutant, to help him, but saw that Laurie was handling it.

Laurie’s mind still had difficulty accepting a giant alien mammal as someone who could care that deeply for her, or that she could love, even though their minds radiotelepathically fused while they hugged, and Ken’s emotions washed through her. He loosened his grip only enough for her physical comfort. For a few minutes, their thoughts mingled freely, randomly, but they both knew what they needed, and her mind urged, Sex!

The way in which the Denar species was designed—and they were, in fact, designed to evolve in a specific manner by a much older space-faring alien race who took samples of carnivorous therapod dinosaurs from Earth toward the end of the Jurassic Period to a new planet, and genetically altered them to adapt them to their new world, and in particular, to increase their intelligence—the only way adult Denari could relieve the build-up of psychological strain, was rapid copulation. It released hormones that broke down stressor chemicals such as cortisol and epinephrine within the bloodstream and the brain, as well as releasing endorphins that adhere to pleasure receptors in the brain. The process made the pack-hunting raptors far more dependent on each other, which, over evolutionary time, tamed them enough to view one another as family, rather than as competitors for food...or as food, so they would not attack and eat each other, or their own children. The eggs were tended and the young were then raised by the community, rather than only by their original parents. As their tribal development evolved, marriage, or permanent bonding between any two to six Denari, while not discouraged, was very rare, with the exception of designated breeders. And Denari enjoyed sex with either gender equally, although only rapid coition between male and female could produce complete strain relief. Copulation was essential for the species survival, because if pent-up psychological strain was not relieved regularly, the excessive strain produced permanent neural damage and ultimately killed them. A single Denar alone could never survive longer than a few months, once beyond adolescence. But then, even the best, most practical, most advanced engineering designs have their unforeseen flaws, just as every decision has its unintended consequences. Should a lone Denari crash-land on a desert planetoid, even if uninjured, even with all the survival gear required, they would not survive more than a few months.

Colonel Janet discretely left the office as soon as she sensed the couple’s intent. However, as Ken and Laurie began unzipping each other’s uniform, the door chime rang. They both stopped and stared at the door. Ken’s left hand began to tremble with the strain, and Laurie pulled away, stepping down off the desk.

Yu-zhing, where? she asked, urgently.

Comet directed her to the door to her private quarters, and she took Ken’s hand, pulling him with her. She said, I don’t care who that is. Comet has been updating me about your extraordinary...mm...physiological attributes, and just now I have urgent need of your...

* * *
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07:00 HOURS   CONFERENCE ROOM 1, LUNA BASE

“Goot morrning, eferyone. Iss you alll wewll?” said Laurie, slowly. She had been practicing English phrases for much of the previous evening, and was anxious to try her hand at conducting this conference. Laurie was normally entirely comfortable with positions of command. Two-hundred-thousand years ago, she had not only been the Denar’s leading fighter pilot, but had also been in command of her battlecarrier when the ship’s captain had been seriously injured. She had also been one of the leading tacticians of her day. However, in the present, the department heads seated around this table stared at her, for she had an obvious odd accent, trouble with word choice and pronunciation, and a definite lisp. They knew the Fleet Commander wasn’t one to make jokes or play with strange accents. Either she wasn’t well, or it wasn’t her. “Colonell Zhanette, pleeesssummarice the agenta vor totay.”

Uneasily, the officers glanced at each other, but since Colonels Janet, Pooni and the doctor appeared unconcerned, the rest of them would play along. Laurie felt their unease through the radiotelepathic AI network, and decided to remain silent for the rest of the meeting. Comet, translate the rest of this for me; Ken, you take over, please.

**Sure, Commander.**

Of course, Laurie.

“Yes, Sir,” said Janet. “Item One concerns the repairs to NCO Quarters, Section G-4. As you all know, no one was hurt or killed by the explosion, but four dorm rooms were breached to vacuum, decompressed and severely damaged. Personal items recovered from either the rooms, the roof, or the lunar surface undamaged will be released to their owners, as soon as the CSI’s are finished with them. Damaged personal items such as electronics will be replaced by the ESF without charge. Displaced personnel are being housed temporarily in the Hotel area, Sections H-5 and -6, and some of them have concerns to be discussed. The damaged living quarters are being completely replaced with new prefab structures. Engineering will provide up-to-date info on when the new quarters will be sealed and safe for habitation.”

Harris turned a questioning glance at Engineering Lieutenant Commander Antonyev, who nodded to him, and Ken nodded back at Janet to continue.

“Item Two concerns the search for the saboteur. The CSI’s have found a single bomb fragment with a partial fingerprint, a print that does not provide a clear clue pointing to anyone in particular, just yet. Exposure to decompression and subsequent moisture from the air after collection of the fragment distorted the amino acids and DNA in the fingerprint, so, again, no positive matches with anyone. The Security Office formally announces that this is actually the third act of sabotage on Luna Base proper, and involves a third saboteur.”

There were surprised looks from the department heads sitting around the table, except for Captain Willis, head of Security.

Janet continued, “The Security Office initially wanted to maintain secrecy, to avoid causing a general panic on base. Please note that the first two saboteurs were caught and have been dealt with. But now with a third incident, and a third, as yet unknown, saboteur, it has been deemed necessary to alert all base personnel. Everyone should be watchful of anything or anyone unusual that they see, or unusual events that occur around Luna Base. Also note that we did not want to release this information, but the two previous espionage agents were of Chinese-American descent, and it is believed that the organization responsible is of Chinese origin, but may have agents of other nationalities, as well.” Janet paused, and saw that Ken had signaled her. “I see that Dr. Harris has something to add.”

The doctor stood up and said, “Gentlemen, I really did not want to release this information, because it’s bound to affect our work, our relationships with our co-workers, and friendships. The Security Office went so far as to suggest mind-probe nanites for all personnel who are not implanted for direct communication with the Base AI, but I rejected it because that could seriously undermine morale and the trust we need in each other for survival in such a dangerous environment. And while I do want everyone to remain alert for odd happenings, what I don’t want is everyone staring at anyone with a hint of Chinese or Asian ancestry. I’ll have more to say on the matter as we get deeper into this item on the Agenda.” He didn’t want to tell anyone their theory that the agents probably had split personalities, though it would likely come out, later. It was enough to tell the staff to watch for odd events or behaviors. Any mention of psychotic behaviors might seriously weaken discipline. Ken sat down and nodded for Janet to continue.

“Item Three is the news that Sen z-Nuf-ka has returned to the Council of Sixteen office at the U.N., and he appears to be in a cooperative and generous mood. He reports that General z-Rikhet and his top five officers have fled, and must be in hiding somewhere, possibly on Earth, since no one in the z-Trin sector of the Expeditionary Fleet seems to know where they are.”

There was a murmur of anger around the conference table, though it quieted down when Laurie looked around.  

“Item Four is the repositioning of the z-Trin fleet, to their original holding pattern within the larger Expeditionary Fleet. They have left only two ships of maintenance people at Beijing, and they are still in the process of decontaminating the crater and are apparently dismantling the buildings they were beginning to construct on the crater floor. They said they are leaving the shield intact over the crater only to protect the Chinese from radiation, and only until reconstruction of the Forbidden City is well under way. We are still awaiting intel on the current disposition of General z-Rikhet and his staff officers, but no one is talking on that subject.”

“Item Five on the agenda is the appointment of a committee to coordinate with President Song on conditions in Beijing, including damage control, medical aid, repairs, reparations, and gathering sufficient information including plans and blue prints for the reconstruction of the Forbidden City and the Imperial Palace and the replication of the artifacts lost.”

Lieutenant Commander Antonyev interjected, “I visited there, a few years ago with a group of engineers and geologists. We were asked to do a study on the stability of the ground around and beneath the Forbidden City. They do have all of those plans, and many excellent photos including close-ups of the artwork and artifacts, and they have special artisans who restore damaged items, assuming, of course, not all of them were killed during the bombing. They wanted us to check the foundations and tunnels beneath the city for signs of stress and degradation after a seven-point-six earthquake, to verify what their own scientists had been telling them.”

“Tunnels?” asked the doctor, suddenly uncomfortable with the idea.

“Yes, you know the Chinese were wonderful at excavating and reinforcing tunnels. Like the ones between buildings in the China Town districts in San Francisco and Los Angeles?”

Oh hell, Ken thought. Did the z-Trin really manage to kill the Emperor, or did he escape through a tunnel system? “Colonel Janet, please add one more item to the end of the Agenda. While the z-Trin are filling in the crater in Beijing, we need to search the crater walls for cavities that indicate the presence of tunnels leading away from the area.”

Janet nodded and said, “Aye, Sir. Tunnel search is appended as Item Fifteen. Next, Item Six is the construction and naming of the new battle carrier in Space Dock. Several nations and corporations, lauding ESF as the hero of this most recent attempted invasion, are now eager to provide materials and assistance to us so we can speed up production on the carrier. And one of the construction crew has suggested holding a naming contest for the ship.” Janet glanced around to see whether that would draw any comments, remembering the trouble the British once had with a similar naming contest for an oceanic research vessel. Apparently some of the officers remembered that the public had voted for ‘Boaty MacBoatface,’ and there were a few humorous snorts, grins and guffaws, but no one said anything. Eventually that ship had been named the ‘Sir David Attenborough,’ bringing the whole affair to a satisfying conclusion, at least for the House of Lords, science educators, and a majority of the public.

Looking to Laurie and then Ken for approval, Janet went on, “Item Seven is the current rate of production of new comets being constructed for the Zheng-yi. Because various nations are pleased that the Denar fleet’s flag ship, Righteous, actually came to help us against both the Futara and the z-Trin, they are being so generous with raw materials that we should soon able to provide the Denari flagship with five new comets per week, all including the advancements that Comet, herself, designed. Our factory at Seaman Wash would like at least five Denari engineers to beam down to help, though. Because the comets we’re building for the Denari are smaller than ours, they’d like nut-turners who can actually fit inside those smaller space-frames to help with assembly.”

Ken nodded, and said, “I guess we’re running low on midgets,” which garnered a few laughs around the table. He was hoping to keep the tone of the meeting lighter, as he suspected it was going to be a very long one. He did make a mental note with Bastet to ask Vuna for five engineers.

“Item Eight is the schism within the United Nations caused by the z-Trin attack. Certain nations are unwilling to deal with them until they have made reparations, while others are unwilling to even consider a vote to grant them any land on Earth, at all. However, the situation has stimulated discussion on getting the rest of the species from the Expeditionary Fleet settled, and some few nations are now offering land for settlement or colonization, possibly just to avoid further unsanctioned attempts at land-grabs by aliens. Dr. Cortez has requested ESF provide some help with mediation in those discussions, and has specifically requested Vice Fleet Commander Harris as a mediator.”

“Hold on a second! Why me?”

“Commander, someone apparently leaked your role in dispersing the z-Trin and getting them to leave China.”

“My role? It wasn’t my plan. It was the Fleet Commander’s plan, and she and I worked on the idea with Tactical. It was a battle scenario and I was taking a big chance. It could just as easily have gone the other way if that fool General had pressed his attack or waited just two more seconds to surrender.”

Colonel Pooni said, “Commander, you defused an explosive situation without firing a shot.”

Colonel Janet said, “Sir, someone leaked a cell phone video of the entire exchange in the Command Center.”

Ken frowned and muttered, “That’s a violation of base security.”

“Sir, there are rumors that several people down there want to give you a medal...or medals...”

Ken’s face flushed and he hung his head. For a moment, he didn’t say anything, just took a deep breath and let it out, slowly. He realized his emotions were still raw, and he needed to exert more self control than usual. Evenly, he said, “I was simply doing the job, following Laurie’s plan. A medal isn’t required for doing the job.” He looked up and around the room, then at Colonel Janet, and said, “Besides, I wouldn’t be of any use at the U.N., just a figurehead.” And when everyone simply stared at him, he said, “Dammit, Jim! I’m a doctor, not a diplomat!”

There were some chuckles around the table, though Laurie didn’t laugh. She didn’t understand the Star Trek reference. Ken saw that, and felt a sharp pang of loss. I have got to get her memories back! Soon!

Bastet let both Pooni and Janet feel Ken’s distress through the radio-telepathic network, and they glanced at each other.

Pooni told Janet, He’s holding himself together with duct tape and bailing wire. We need to give him all the support he requires until Laurie’s memories can be restored.  

For Ken’s sake, Janet didn’t want to reveal the next item on the agenda, but she continued, anyway, speaking softly, “Item Nine is a query from Expeditionary Fleet Commander Vuna-tok as to why he cannot get a straight answer as to the present condition and health of Fleet Commander Laurie Denari. Doctor, I believe this one is also yours.” She kept her eyes on the list. Unfortunately, the others at the conference table looked squarely at the doctor.

Frustrated again, the doctor met every eye around the room, returned his gaze to Janet and said, “For the moment, that information is classified Top Secret. Colonel, scratch Item Nine from the Agenda. Now, let’s get back to the other items on the list, and stop wild speculation on things beyond your pay grades.”

“Item Ten,” said Janet, hurriedly, “concerns a request by the Astrophysical Department on behalf of the Futara.  By international treaty, the Asteroid Belt objects are open for mining by any Earth nation with the technology to reach them. However, that leaves a vast number of objects from Jupiter’s Trojan asteroids on out to the Kuiper Belt that are essentially unclaimed, and unlikely to be claimed for the foreseeable future. It is the recommendation of the AD that ESF make a formal request to the United Nations to permit the Futara to come in-system and utilize any of those objects from the Trojans on outward to construct the kind of planet they require in a stable orbit suitable for their life form. They would be unlikely to interfere with the other species in the star system.”

Dr. Harris said, “I wonder why no one has proposed this before? This is an excellent idea. Keep it on the agenda and we’ll discuss formalizing the request to the U.N.”

Other officers around the table nodded, and Colonel Janet continued.

“Item Eleven is the current deployment of the fleet. Horus is returning to the task of deploying sensors around the Heliopause. Marduk is delivering supplies and construction personnel to Mars Base. Pele is currently running an undisclosed recon mission while her Spacer Troops are in training, here.”

“Item twelve...”

Twenty-eight minutes after the meeting had commenced, and the Agenda had been read and formalized, Ken said, “Okay everyone, take a thirty minute break, and then we’ll reconvene and begin with the discussion of Item One, the progress of the repairs of personnel quarters, Section G-4.” Gods, I was right...this is going to be one loooooong meeting!

* * *
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14:30 HOURS  MEDICAL CENTER, LUNA BASE

**Ken, the next most recent, complete copy of Laurie’s transport pattern is the one when I transported her from her office to Cargo Bay 3, just before Sergeant Wing shot her. I still have the complete pattern in my own storage, even though the one in Base Storage was degraded during the power loss. The only concern I have in using that pattern is that she was in a state of heightened alertness because she was about to intercept Sergeant Wing to prevent his escape. Therefore, she would have a higher level of adrenaline in her bloodstream on rematerialization. Also, she’ll be carrying a charged weapon, though I’ll remove it toward the end of the transport cycle.**

The doctor looked at Laurie, then at Dr. Lieberman. Nancy, having heard Comet’s assessment nodded agreement.

Okay then, said Ken, we’ll have to use that one, and I’ll compensate for the extra adrenaline with a hypospray. It’s missing a couple days of events, but she can easily catch up. So, Laurie, are you willing to do this? The doctor turned and went to a cabinet for the correct hypospray, and adjusted it for a low dose, setting it on a tray near where Laurie stood.

Yes, Ken, Comet. I have to regain all of my memories of ESF, of Command, and especially of you, Ken. I have no real choice.

Laurie, said Ken, gently gripping her shoulders. There is always a choice. You can go on as you are and re-learn everything, even though it would take a long time. This other method, using transport to reintegrate your past and present body and memories...I’m still leery of it. I don’t want to lose you, if it doesn’t work.

Laurie looked up directly into his eyes, the reflective layer catching the light so her eyes glowed red. Ken, every decision we make, every action we take has an element of risk. There is always the chance, no matter how small, that something will go wrong. But I need to take this chance. I still feel so lost in this condition. I desperately need to remember everything. No matter what happens, remember that I love you...I think. She stepped back, away from him, and said, Comet, do it! Do it now!

**Transporting into storage,** said the AI.

The sparkling blue cylinder of the transporter field engulfed the azure alien, and then disappeared, leaving empty air where she had stood.

**Merging and integrating transporter patterns.**

The doctor held his breath, waiting for her return.

**Re-imaging Laurie, reversing transport. Rematerializing.**

The cylindrical transporter field reappeared and receded, leaving Laurie standing there, eyes wide, breathing harder than before, her right hand reaching to her side for a non-existent weapon. She looked at her hand, at Ken, blinked twice, exhaled a long breath, put a hand to her forehead, and dropped to her knees. Ken leaped to her side, kneeling to hold her up, and injected the hypo into her neck. “Laurie?”

She gazed up at him, “Yes, Ken,” she said in English, with no trace of an accent.

Ken lifted her off the floor, holding her in his arms and stood up. Their minds fused, and though he knew she felt exhausted, he also knew her memories were intact. Laurie was whole at last. Thank the gods, he said. And thank you, Comet.

After several minutes of mentally sharing current events, making sure she wasn’t confused by anything, he set her down, and they walked back to her quarters together, discussing plans for the rest of the day...after another hour or so for strain relief...

* * *
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17:00 HOURS   FLEET COMMANDER’S OFFICE, LUNA BASE

“I understand you transported over and tried to see me, yesterday,” Laurie said to the image on the monitor.

“Comet said you were in your office, but when I came by, you didn’t answer,” said Vuna-tok.

“I was ill for a couple days, and needed rest.”

“Is that why Dr. Harris handled the z-Trin affair?”

“Yes.”

“There aren’t very many diseases that should affect you. What was wrong?”

“You might say I wasn’t myself, for a time.”

“You weren’t yourself? What does that mean? Is there some new disease, something contagious? Do I need to...”

“Vuna, let me stop you right there. The problem was mine. It was contained and dealt with. I’m not going to discuss it further with you.”

Vuna-tok paused, his lips widened in exasperation, then asked, “Did you know of General z-Rikhet’s tactics before he attacked?”

“No,” said Ken. “What do you mean?”

“He was trying to goad the Chinese, and later, you into firing first, which would have given him justification to follow through and annihilate the remainder of the city.”

“Ah!” said the doctor, “That is a very common tactic that humans have used for thousands of years. It almost worked on the Chinese. Their president was under pressure to counter attack after the initial bombing. We told him not to attack, because we suspected that if they tried to retaliate, the z-Trin would have destroyed all of Beijing and much of the surrounding area.”  

“You were correct. The z-Trin have used that tactic in our fleet’s recorded history. What the General failed to take into account was exactly what you did.”

“It was a standard Denari battle tactic developed well before the Krev war,” said Laurie. “Since the z-Trin ships seemed content to sit still over the city for several hours, I figured they might continue to do so long enough to position my ships in place. I was somewhat surprised he didn’t suspect anything.”

“The Expeditionary Fleet hasn’t used the invisible infiltration tactic for a very long time. Our Denar warships were almost completely wiped out by about ninety thousand years ago, and only Zheng-yi, our yu-zhing and six other capital ships still have the capacity to shunt our heat signatures into the parallel universe and remain invisible, so we simply haven’t used it. The other species appear to have forgotten that stealth techniques were even possible in space since all ships normally radiate heat and are quite visible in the infra-red spectrum, and we have kept that knowledge in reserve in case one of our number ever tried to betray us. Fortunately, none of them ever did.”

“Until now,” said Laurie. “I suppose we were lucky they had all forgotten. I’m surprised the Futaran Captain of the Venom, or his crew didn’t tell everyone else about their experience.”

“The Futara generally keep to themselves. It is practically impossible for them to mingle with the other species for obvious reasons.”

“Yes, I see. They don’t get along with gravity very well. Well, thank you for the additional information. Now, do you have anything else to report?”

The little Denar male looked down, then back at her and said, “Nothing at the moment, Fleet Commander.”

“Then thank you for helping resolve the z-Trin crisis. Please note that we will be increasing the number of comets we are constructing for you to five per week, because some of our constituents on Earth are also grateful for your help, and are contributing more materials to help replenish your ability to field more fighters. Also, our comet construction plant would be grateful if you could spare five engineers to help with assembly. Humans are so much larger than we are, and have difficulties fitting into and working inside standard-size yu-zhing. ESF Command out. End Transmission.”

“You were rather abrupt with him,” said Ken from the chair opposite her desk.

“Well I wasn’t going to tell him the details of my ‘illness.’ It would undermine his confidence in us, in me.”

“He just wanted to help.”

“He couldn’t have helped. Zheng-yi doesn’t have a single transporter trace of me, much less a recent one.”

“They might have had a better method of fusing patterns, one that wasn’t so debilitating.”

“Maybe, maybe not. But I wasn’t going to show weakness. You know what that could do to his fleet.”

“He mentioned that none of their other species ever tried to betray them during their long journey. I think of Gunatu and his four Futaran commanders, and now, General Nuisance, and I wonder, why now? Do you think it’s because they’ve reached a viable star system where they might all thrive, and they’re just impatient...”

“Yes, some of them are likely unwilling to wait for diplomatic solutions. They see the humans as disorganized, their government models as dysfunctional, with primitive weaponry that would have no chance against their superior shielding and weapons; and after a couple months of waiting for action they see nothing much being accomplished. From a Denar point of view, it’s inefficient, and perhaps a bit maddening.” Laurie paused in thought, then said, “If some of those nations don’t make reasonable offers soon, we may have more serious incidents to deal with.”

“I think the Twelve Precepts of Denar Civilization will keep them from making further attempts. I believe most members of the Expeditionary Fleet are honest, civilized people.”

“I just hope you’re right, Ken.”  

“So what’s next?”

“I’ll conduct tomorrow morning’s conference as usual, and that will dispel any rumors within ESF. Now, let’s go eat. I’m famished.”

They left her office and headed toward the Officers’ Wardroom instead of her kitchen. Eating in public would help assuage the worries of the other officers and crew. Ken said, You know you’re silence during this morning’s conference caused a lot of rumors to spread through the base.

Yes, and after I noticed how uncomfortable my slurred speech made the department heads, I decided to shut up and let you handle everything. Comet said several of them didn’t even think it was me.

In a way, it wasn’t entirely you.

I’m sure that’s what caused the rumors.

Can you think of any other way we can dispel the rumors or reduce the effects of them, tonight?

Well, we could spend a day at your family’s mountain cabin in California.

That’s a great idea, but I can’t get away until...mm...tomorrow night. Any other ideas?

Yeah! We can ask Tina to spend some quality time with us, tonight. We haven’t had her in more than two weeks, and I think that would dispel any rumors that I’m not in good health. If you’re up for it?

Oh, I’m sure you can get me...up for it. Say, why don’t we invite her to the cabin, too?

Oh Yeah! You have a very lascivious mind, Ken. And here I thought I was the one with sex on my mind all the time! You know the Director of Astrophysics put Tina’s name first on the request for the Futara.

Yes, because it was her original idea.

So, it’s only fitting that we thank her properly, tonight...

And perhaps all day at Idyllwild...

* * *
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IDYLLWILD, CALIFORNIA

Two Days  Later

“That magic shop was amusing, Ken,” said Tina, walking on the other side of Laurie.

“I find it amusing that humans still believe in magic at all,” said Laurie.

“The science fiction author, Arthur C. Clark said, ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology would be indistinguishable from magic,’” said Ken. “Of course, here they tone it down, call it healing magic. But their book section is full of texts on ceremonial magic, Wicca, and various other forms of magic and witchcraft. That used to surprise me, too. But people who can’t seem to comprehend facts and evidence, logic, and science, often turn to the supernatural, to religion and magic, or even pseudoscience.  It gives them a feeling of having some control over their lives, in the face of a chaotic universe of random chance.”

“I think we can all agree on that,” Tina replied. “Just beaming down here in the middle of town would scare most of these people.”

“That’s why I drove us into town. We want Earthers to get used to aliens, not scare hell out of them.”

Laurie said, “I think the ones who’ve met me here, today, were...well, I guess some of them were uncomfortable, but most of them seemed to take it in stride.”

“But they’ve seen you with me in the news, probably on TV, ever since the DEF arrived. So, I shouldn’t think there would be too much trouble with...”

“Hey, Commander Harris! Commander Denari!” someone shouted and waved from across the street.

Ken and Laurie smiled and waved, and continued on.

“See, they’re getting used to our presence, already,” said Laurie.

“Well, the people in the pizzeria were friendly, enough.”

“And the rock shop was nice,” said Tina. “Let’s check out the antique shop.”

Just then, someone about fifteen feet from them was about to turn a corner towards them, and saw them. His eyes focused on Laurie, his fear, obvious. He spat, made the Sign of the Cross in the air, turned and walked swiftly away from them.

Laurie tilted her head, watching the man go.  

“A perfect example of a bad example,” Ken said, “And that’s the kind of behavior I expected to see here in a provincial mountain village.”

“Come’on, Ken,” said Tina. “You find that kind of uneducated crap everywhere. This is a tourist town.  We don’t know if he’s a local or a tourist.”

“I’m not particularly concerned,” said Laurie. “I knew there were people who can’t accept the reality of intelligent alien life, much less coming to Earth. And I know there are many who just can’t handle it, especially after the trouble some of the z-Trin, Futaran, and the one Bentar have caused. It’s going to take time for them to get used to our presence, to realize there are good and bad people in every species. Eventually, more of them will. Ken, look. Is that a shop that makes those cool leather boots?”

“It does look like it. You know I just wanted you two to have some fun today.”

“I am having fun, Ken. I’m not going to let a fool spoil it. Maybe we can get some boots made for us. Let’s go see...”

“Okay,” said Tina, “but let’s not stay out too late. I want to get back to your cabin before dark so we can have some more...fun.”

“We have all night for that, luv, before we need to get back to base in the morning...”
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Chapter 3  Making up is hard to do​
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UNITED NATIONS, RECEPTION ROOM

Three Weeks Later

It was an odd gathering, with Sen z-Nuf-ka sitting on an exquisite carpet, alien in design, but quite similar to an oriental rug, in the middle of the floor, so as to avoid appearing too tall and threatening to the humans mingling around him, speaking with the Chinese ambassador, while the Denar Sen Zepora-ki and her retinue, the Bentar Sen Ruvik, and the Noremet Sen Phlogiston V’Rimsqi and several other delegates from the Council of Sixteen mingled among them, sipping champagne, mokhlug, or snacking on hors d'oeuvres, exchanging pleasantries, and discussing the finer points of the treaty between the z-Trin Unity and the Peoples Republic of China. And although everyone made the effort to appear jovial on the surface, there remained a noticeable undercurrent of tension, for the humans in the room were ill-at-ease in the presence and closeness of creatures so vastly different from themselves, yet so technologically superior beyond all that humans had ever accomplished.

Sen Jandar moved toward the corner of the room where the ESF Fleet Commanders stood in dress uniforms, anxiously observing the celebration of the treaty. As he approached, Jandar set his drink on a sideboard and said, “If the music were a little faster, I’d think I was in a cantina on Tatooine!”

Both Laurie and Ken laughed, and finally relaxed. Ken asked, “You’ve seen Star Wars?”

“I requisitioned seventy-five of Earth’s science fiction movies to watch so I could get a quick read on human perceptions of outworlders.”

“A quick read?” asked Ken. “At an average of two hours per film, that’s a hundred-fifty hours...that’s like three and a half standard work weeks! When did you find the time?”  

“I made the time. It was a very interesting, and I think worthwhile study. I watched both the highly-rated movies, and the...what you call ‘B’ movies, including ‘Plan 9 from Outer Space’, ‘The Blob’, and even ‘Attack of the Killer Tomatoes.’ Hollywood always tends to place more importance on the human protagonists, as opposed to the aliens, but that’s to be expected. However, they also cannot tell the difference between scientific reasoning and magical thinking, which is a bit disconcerting. In general it appears that humans may be broadly categorized into three classes: those who fear anything or anyone different from themselves, especially alien beings; those more adventurous people, who enjoy meeting and learning about other people and their cultures, including aliens; and those who don’t, or didn’t believe we existed, and really don’t care whether we do or not, as long as we’re not perceived as a threat to their preferred lifestyles. I understand that you, Dr. Harris were one of those who looked forward to meeting outworlders.”

Ken smiled and said, “It has been my life’s work. From early childhood I wanted to be a doctor who could understand and heal the illnesses of beings from other worlds. I deliberately chose my coursework with that goal in mind, and insofar as I have been able to keep the Fleet Commander healthy on a world completely alien to her, I feel I’ve been reasonably successful. In my youth, most people, including my friends, thought I was a little crazy, because Earth had no proof that alien life existed. But with Laurie, and now with your fleet’s presence, I feel vindicated.”

Jandar slouched, and said, “You don’t need to be so formal, Doc. We’re all friends, here. Z-Nuf-ka would like to speak to you, when you have a minute.” The tall creature patted Ken on the shoulder, retrieved his drink, straightened and walked off to talk to the French ambassador.

I guess I should go apologize to z-Nuf-ka for calling General z-Rikhet ‘Muzzle Face’.

Perhaps, said Laurie, but you also don’t want to appear weak. Follow his lead in the conversation. Remember, Sen z-Nuf-ka is also a former General.

The two of them made their way to the center of the room.

“Ah, Fleet Commanders, I am excited to see you again,” said z-Nuf-ka. “Doctor, that was a...how to describe it...a masterful stroke, calling z-Rikku ‘Muzzle Face.’ It was the perfect insult to knock him down a shelf or two, confuse him. He has always been a rude, vicious, authoritarian blek tor...mmm...I don’t think there is a meaningful translation for that in English...at least not a polite one. He is not used to having his orders questioned.”

The doctor relaxed a bit, and said, “I’m glad you’re not offended by my choice of words on that occasion. I only meant to discredit him, not other z-Trin.”

“Gods no, young man. We understand what you were doing, and it worked. I’ve called him ‘Muzzle Face,” myself, since then. And I think that...mm... moniker...has stuck to him like Chom Krasper.”

Ken breathed a sigh of relief. “So, Sen Jandar said you wanted to talk to us?”

“There were two items I wanted to mention. The first was that you were right to shame him for violating the Twelve Precepts of Denar. Many commanders of the fleet want to formally condemn z-Rikhet for that. ‘Harm No One, Not Even Yourself, For All Are Family,’ is the first, most basic Precept of Family the Denar ever taught us. Drilled into us, is probably more accurate. It’s what held our fleet together through time; helped us understand one another...that all sentient beings share common needs. It kept us all alive. You might have brought it up with Sen Gunatu and those Futaran commanders, you know.”

“I didn’t think of it at the time; and those particular commanders lost their lives, their ships, and their crews. All of Earth was angry at them, and we didn’t want that anger to spill over onto the rest of the Futara and the whole Expeditionary Fleet. It was difficult enough just controlling the situation with the Futara and the Bentari without rubbing their noses in it. Besides, Gunatu’s in cold storage. We don’t need to worry about him, anymore.” Ken paused, then asked, “You said there were two items?”

The creature looked at Ken and said, “Doctor, you said something else that unnerved z-Rikhet. He told me you said, quote, ‘We humans don’t want to eradicate another species of intelligent beings from the Universe.’ Did you mean to imply that humans have exterminated other sentient beings on your own world?”

The doctor closed his eyes for a second, regretting that statement, as much as what he would now have to explain. He took a deep breath and said, “Unfortunately, yes. Early in our prehistory, there were other humanoid species, with whom we competed for dominance, the most recent being the Neandertals, some thirty- to forty-thousand years ago. We interbred with some of them, and we carry a tiny percent of their genes, but we apparently out-competed or killed off the rest. They’re extinct. And we have been carelessly killing off many other species of animals, some of whom may also have been intelligent. We had almost wiped out the whales and dolphins, before we realized they were intelligent, and we’ve since made laws to protect them from being hunted. But we have, to our great shame, driven many...many other species to extinction, some by over hunting, some by reducing or destroying their available natural habitats, some by polluting the environment, poisoning their habitats. And we have carelessly intensified and accelerated what should have been a slower rise in global temperatures, which is likely to exterminate even more species, both on land and in the oceans. As we told your council several times, humans can be thoughtless, greedy, and just plain stupid, at times.”

Ken suddenly realized the room was silent; everyone had been listening to him. Inwardly, he cringed, but quickly recovered and said, “But many of us have been working to improve things. And please understand, Sen, we have no wish to harm anyone from your fleet. I was merely trying to distract and frighten General z-Rikhet when I said that. Nothing more.”

“We do understand that, Doctor. All of that is behind us, now.” At z-Nuf-ka’s reassurance, other conversations in the room picked up where they had left off.

The doctor relaxed and asked, “So, did you have any other questions for us?”

“As a matter of fact, the treaty we have worked out with the Chinese has some very loose terminology, vague in many respects, especially with regard to reparations, which we feel should be more specific. I believe the problem comes from difficulties in precise translations between the various languages of the members of the U. N. who helped create the document. If I am correct in my interpretations of what has been written, the various nations have attempted to create a format for future documents between themselves and other species of our Fleet, which gives them substantial leverage over what they could demand from us, leaving us with very little...um...wiggle room, I believe you call it. I would prefer to see a more equitable version of the treaty, if you think it reasonable to make such a request at this time.”

Laurie said, “While I haven’t read the entire treaty as written, I do understand where you’re coming from. I had similar problems when we created the treaty between the U.S. and the Denareban Conformity, three years ago. I think it might be worthwhile if you asked for expert help from the U.S. Office of Foreign Relations’ Department of Extraterrestrial Relations. Doctor Frasier Connelly had to add a couple attorneys with expertise in international law to develop the treaty which made the Earth Space Force possible. However, that turned out quite well. I think Connelly could help you.”

“I see,” said z-Nuf-ka. “Why didn’t you mention this when we first began dealing with the United Nations?”

“When Comet and I first arrived here, we needed to find a place for us on this world, but specifically within the United States. We needed to be certain that we could trust that our technology would not be used for criminal purposes such as the conquest of other nations, or the subjugation of the people of the U.S. We spent weeks studying the history and politics of the U.S., and Earth at large. And the government created the DER to help us formulate a workable treaty to ensure that neither side could take unfair advantage of the other. That did take some time, but we eventually came to a workable agreement.

“When the Expeditionary Fleet began dealing with Earth, their tasks were to first assure the people of Earth that they were not a threat, second, to ask for relief from the exigencies of millennia of space travel, and third, to ask for space to colonize on Earth, or within the Solar System. So, while Comet and I simply needed to work with the U.S. government, the Expeditionary Fleet needs to work with all of the governments of the nations of Earth, because absorbing the needs of some eight-hundred-thousand alien refugees affects almost all of the people of Earth. It’s a much more complex problem. And when your fleet arrived, I didn’t fully understand just how complex the situation would become. If I had thought of it, I might have suggested the Council of Sixteen communicate directly with the DER. I suppose I should apologize for not considering asking for Dr. Connelly’s help at the outset.”

“Nonsense,” said the ambassador. “You have compared and explained the differences in our situations very clearly. It is understandable that asking the U.S. Department of Extraterrestrial Relations for help might not have occurred to you at the time. It is possible that had we asked them for help when we first arrived, that could have angered the representatives of many other members of the U.N. We have observed such...um...jealous bickering among several of the ambassadors of several nations since we have been here. It was difficult for us to comprehend at first, even after you had explained that the people of individual nations do not consider the people of other nations as Family. Our Family united to cross spacetime safely. The competition, jealousy, fear and hatred so obvious among humans was very confusing to us when we first arrived. It frustrated and angered many members of the Council and many other leaders within the fleet.”

“Gunatu’s Futaran raid didn’t help matters much, either,” said Ken.

“On that, we can all agree,” said z-Nuf-ka. “Neither did z-Rikhet’s abortive attack on China. I think all it did was to make Earth’s peoples so afraid of us, they’ll never trust us.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Sen Ruvik, who had just walked within earshot. Switching from English to Denari so the humans in the room couldn’t understand, he continued, “I think we should offer business and industrial services to select clientele on planet.”

“Really?”said z-Nuf-ka. “What kind of services could we offer that wouldn’t provide the Earthers with advanced technology they have not yet developed for themselves?”

“I can think of two immediately. They have need for various metal resources. We could offer to mine the asteroids for them, refine the ores, and sell them the metals they need. These would be valuable services to their industries. I’m certain our Strun traders could develop reasonable rates of exchange. Also, we have noted trade between corporations in different places on Earth. They move goods by planes and by ocean-going vessels at great risk and expense, and such transport often takes a lot of time. We could offer instantaneous transport from any point on Earth to any other point, for a price. Our energy costs would be low, and we could, say, begin with vital transports, such as teleporting internal organs, hearts, for example, harvested from one expiring patient to another hospital elsewhere on Earth where that heart is in dire need. That life-saving transport would be seen by humans as a ‘humanitarian act’, no matter what price we charged for the service. We’d begin getting requests for transports of other organs immediately, then for other items, and eventually, we’d have a planet-wide transport business.”

“My dear Ruvik, you’re thinking like a Strun!” said Sen Jandar, who had just appeared behind Laurie. “But wouldn’t that upset the other local transport businesses?”

Sen Ruvik, still speaking in Denari, lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “If we kept the price competitively high, we avoid putting other transport services out of business, so we’re not seen as a threat to them, just another competitor. As an excuse for the high prices, we could say we’re using transporter units that are also being temporarily diverted from critical Fleet functions; or that it takes a lot of energy to transport certain items. Something to let them think we’re using resources dedicated for other tasks, so it’s costing us something of value. There’s no need to tell them our ship-board vareks absorb energy from the vacuum for free.”

“You have been taking lessons from Shlok,” Jandar said, quietly.

“I have observed him in negotiations in the past. He has a rule: ‘You must always let the customer believe he’s getting the better end of the deal.’”

Laurie and Ken glanced at each other, thinking, We can stop worrying so much how they’ll get along. They’ll get rich offering the simple services their advanced tech provides, without giving away any of the technology itself.

* * *
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VEILED PALACE, Hidden in the Mountains East-Northeast of Jílín,

Dōngběi (Northeast China)

Originally designed and constructed as a summer palace for a Manchurian Emperor of the Jin Dynasty (before they were overthrown by Genghis Khan in 1234 CE), and long since abandoned, in ruins, and overgrown by forest, the Veiled Palace had only recently been rediscovered and refurbished, but only on the inside. It remained hidden by the dense forest, making it practically invisible from the air or space, unless one knew precisely where to look. It was an ideally covert location for the Red Dragon.

The throne room was fairly small, little more than a reception chamber for handling small ceremonies, or consulting with foreign dignitaries and advisors. Above the throne was a large, ornately carved emblem of a vermilion, long-bodied Chinese dragon devouring the Earth. Several office workers, agents and servants passed quietly hither and yon through the court on their way to one corridor or another, shoes scraping the mosaic tiled floor, while pairs of armed guards stood at attention to either side of every passageway.

Zhou Rong Ming sat upon the Dragon Throne, clothed in the simulated raiment of the last Emperor of the Ming Dynasty (although he was unlikely to have borne any direct relationship to the family that had ruled China between 1368 and 1644 CE). The Emperor’s Chief of Operations, Mr. Chu, stood on a lower step to his right side.

Facing the throne from the court floor, Ms. Katiana Lysenko smiled slyly and maintained eye-contact with the emperor as she curtsied before him, thinking in amusement, “Rook eye...a’ways rook eye...”, while she set a heavy Zero Halliburton aluminum brief case on the floor. Being aluminum, the case itself should have been light-weight; but the products it contained were exceptionally dense. “Emperor Ming, we are pleased to provide this latest shipment of Tedium-416 for the next generation of Dragon fighters.”  

“Has the problem of contamination been resolved?” said Ming, his tone belying his limited tolerance for a female leader of the Russian arm of the Dragon.

“There has been some improvement in techniques, and thus some improvement in purity of the samples, but sub-molecular separation and manipulation of individual atoms of such a strongly gravitic, essentially sticky substance is, I am told, very difficult with our present engineering capabilities.” Katiana smiled and continued, “Perhaps if you could loan us one of your Chinese nuclear engineers, who could find a way improve our equipment and techniques.” It was a direct challenge, for she knew the Chinese had tried numerous times and still failed to produce the new super-heavy element required to initiate and sustain fusion in Denareban reactors.

Ming’s mouth momentarily widened in exasperation, but he caught himself and said, evenly, “Very well. We thank the Russian satrapy for its valuable contribution to our great and noble cause, and we shall consider the temporary transfer of one of our nuclear engineers to aid your research.”

Katiana wanted to ask whether there had been reports of any activity, whether sabotage, assassinations, or procurement of any more alien technology from Luna Base by the programmed agents of the Red Dragon over the past few weeks, but she knew better than to antagonize the narcissistic emperor any more than she already had. “Thank you for your consideration, Emperor Ming. If you will permit me to leave, I am expected in Vladivostok by morning.”

“Very well. Mr. Chu, see Ms. Lysenko to her plane. And take the Tedium down to our new manufacturing facility.”  

––––––––
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Lugging an unbelievably heavy, yet small case in his left hand, Mr. Chu led Katiana out through the newly redecorated halls of the Veiled Palace. For the most part, none of the people they passed paid them any mind, though some were clearly uneasy at Mr. Chu’s approach, their faces and shoulders displaying tension, and their evident relief as he passed by without recognition or comment. As on the thirteenth floor of the Lucky Dragon Hotel on Macao Island, off Hong Kong in the South China Sea, she noted the elaborate ornamentation, and garish dragon theme covering walls, ceilings and floors. And again, potted ‘Dragon’s Blood’ trees lining corridors, and paintings of various styles of dragons of the planet’s many cultures. Again, she thought to herself, Too much is too much!

Mr. Chu noticed her expression, and said quietly, “I apologize for the exuberance of Ming’s interior decorating, but despite my best efforts to offer suggestions of artistic minimalism, the man is rather obsessive.”

“That could be a useful quality for a leader,” she replied, politely.

Chu smiled and said, even more softly, “And I should apologize for the manner in which he treats you.”

“Misogyny is a trademark of royalty in paternalistic societies in general. He couldn’t be emperor without it.”

“Perhaps I shouldn’t say this, but I disagree. He, in particular, would be a better emperor without it. I think in our new technocracy, we would be better off to lose our ancient prejudices, and come together as one people, an Earth united against the alien scourge.”

“I like the way you think, Mr. Chu. Perhaps one day we might be more than simply colleagues with a common cause.”

They continued to chat quietly, amiably, as they walked to the camouflaged vehicle waiting to take Ms. Lysenko down the mountain to the nearest covert airstrip. As the car left and turned a corner, Mr. Chu set the case down, rubbing his left arm and shoulder for a minute, wondering after the woman who had carried it into the palace, herself, with no trace of difficulty.  Then he picked the case up, this time in his right hand, and proceeded down into the tunnel to the engineering laboratory.

* * *
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MEDICAL OFFICES OF MURG YABBL, RECONSTRUCTIVE SURGEON

BENTAR CIVIC SHIP ISHKKEBBIBL

A strong odor of ethyl alcohol, mixed with other odd chemical scents assailed Sen Gunatu’s sensitive nose as the bipedal bear-like creature entered the medical office. At this time of the evening, there was no receptionist on duty, but he hadn’t been expecting one. He could see a cursory attempt had been made to clean and straighten the room, but the floor was still scuffed, the walls spotty, and the framed artwork somewhat askew on the walls. A few Adz-Padz had been left on end tables for the entertainment of waiting patients or family members, offering the chance to view the latest news, read interesting articles, skim the advertisements, or play games, and two of them were actively flashing the latest ads for fur care, or clothing and accessories, and services both legal and otherwise. Gunatu ignored all of it and went to the desk, pressing the signal button for assistance. He could hear the chimes ring in several other compartments beyond the bulkhead’s double doors, the ringing adjusted to be louder than the vibration of the ship’s internal power generation station, on the next lower deck. These cut-rate (and not entirely legal) businesses were all relegated to the hind-most, lower decks of the oldest, most dilapidated civic vessels of the Bentar section of the Fleet. The working class tradesmen and their families on this ship simply could not afford the opulence of the more modern ships. But as they were essential to the servicing of the fleet, they were assigned decent living quarters and given food rations that were better than merely edible. But the “entertainment” in this region of the Ishkkebbibl (English translation: “Star of the Deep”) was little more than bars, vids, gambling, and prostitution...not much different from similar cultures on Earth. The more respectable theatres for concerts and plays were ten decks above, and well forward of the Engineering and Industrial sections of the ship.  

A grizzled, gray-furred, elder Bentar came through the hatch behind the reception desk. “Good evening, Mev Brezzel. I have been expecting you,” he said, motioning Gunatu to come around the desk.

“My name is Gu...”

“Not anymore!” said the doctor, sharply, cutting him off. “You are Mev Brezzel. And do not speak so loudly. The walls have ears, and our jammers are old and could be malfunctioning. Now, come, quickly. We have only six hours for your surgery, and a great deal of work ahead of us. Before morning we’ll take the necessary images bioscans for your new identification cards so Raskkenna can integrate the data into the fleet-wide network. Then, and only then will you be relatively safe and free to move about this ship and the rest of the fleet.”

Gunatu nodded and followed the doctor into a small surgical suite. “Do I need to be awake during the surgery?”

“Varg no! You’ll be under for all six hours. Don’t worry, there will be no pain, and we’ll be simultaneously programming your new identity into your brain so it will all seem natural to you. Now, put your clothing and effects into that locker, and set the key to your choice of code. Then lie down on the table. My team will be in to prep you in just a moment.”

Gunatu glanced uneasily at the indicated plastiform surgical table. “Programming the identity into my brain? Will I remember me? I mean, who I really am?”

“Of course! But when you are asked who you are, you’ll automatically answer Mev Brezzel, and you’ll know his entire history.”

“His history? Brezzel is a real person?”

“Was a real person, a cloned worker...a ship’s maintenance mechanic. There were a few dozen copies of him, but they were all incinerated when their ship was destroyed during a battle, about forty-nine-thousand years ago. You’ll even have his mechanical skills, should you need them.”

“I won’t look that old, will I?”

“We’ll make you look about ten years younger than you are.  It may not fool another doctor, but in public you’ll blend in very well with the fleet. Also, because your health records will show a disability, you won’t be flagged for military or public service.”

“Just a second, a disability?”

“Don’t worry, just some weakness in your left side, from a minor stroke Mev once had.  And with a record of a past stroke, the possibility of having a major stroke in the future eliminates you from consideration from military and public service, or any really stressful jobs, and puts you on a government dole for all your basic needs, which is frankly a step up from menial labor. So you can do just about anything you want, because you’ll have a small, but permanent credit stream to cover basic living expenses.”

Gunatu...no, Mev Brezzel began to undress and looked down at his hands. There was still pain from when the fleet commander had removed his claws. Pain, whenever he touched or grasped anything. He would be grateful to be rid of that pain...and the shame of being clawless. He had no understanding of how they could surgically replace his claws, or change his appearance, but he was desperate to have the surgery. Having been confined to his tiny flop for days had felt like prison...worse than the time he’d drifted through space toward this section of the fleet. He’d been making plans during all that time, and he was now eager to set those plans into motion. Dealing with the criminal element down here to set up this surgery, and getting new ID was irritating and degrading; but every little step was essential, if he could get to his old military unit and persuade them to action. And as a former Sen, as well as having been a General, he was very good at persuasion.  

As he sat down on the surgical table and slid over to lie down and try to get comfortable, he said, “Thank you for doing this.  I know some of my former...uh...associates covering the cost of this operation for me.  But...this is quite a bit more than I expected.”

“Relax, Mr. Brezzel. It’s the least we can do for a General in distress.”

* * *
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ESF TRANSPORT SHUTTLE GN-134

Enroute from Earth to Luna Base

Staff Sergeant Marsha Hui Ying Lin sat quietly in her passenger seat, gazing out of the port as the transport ship escaped Earth’s tenuous atmosphere, watching as the sky blackened and the stars became brilliant points of light. There were now so many stars, it was practically impossible to recognize any of the known constellations or asterisms (recognizable patterns of stars, such as the “Big Dipper”, actually just a part of the large constellation “Ursa Major”). At night on Earth’s surface the atmosphere absorbs the light from dimmer and more distant stars, and it’s fairly easy to pick out the patterns of constellations of the brightest stars. But beyond that precious, thin and delicate, life-sustaining mixture of gas and dust, thousands more stars become visible to the eye, obfuscating simple patterns.

Marsha had recently transferred from the U.S. Air Force to the Earth Space Force, gone through extensive training for working in space, and was now returning from a one-month furlough on Earth, where she had visited Hong Kong, just to see what China was like. (Her adoptive red-neck parents, born and bred in Mississippi had never let her return to the land of her birth, afraid she might get contaminated by ‘them damned Pinko Commie Cooties.’ But at twenty-seven, Marsha felt it was time to learn something more of her origins, her own heritage.)

Her genius-level knowledge of Earth-based electronic engineering would now be challenged as she learned Denar advanced technology on the job. Newly commissioned officers were usually beamed directly to Luna Base, while non-com technicians, such as Marsha, were typically ferried by shuttles to whichever orbital stations they were assigned. Living and working in space had been her dream since childhood, and she had jumped at the offer to transfer to the Space Force.

As thoughts flashed through her mind, her gaze faltered, tempted by the ESF Denar Transporter Power Cycle Technical Manual, TM-13445-A, on the tray table in front of her, for this was supposed to be a seven hour flight, the ship scheduled to make intermediate stops at two other space stations. The first stop would be at Fort Skye, an official ESF supply depot, five-hundred-seventy-five thousand kilometers off Earth, over twice the Earth-Moon distance. The second stop would be at Remulak, a massive alien ship repair facility, three million-five hundred-thousand kilometers further out. Remulak was owned and operated by a consortium of aliens from the Denari Expeditionary Fleet, authorized to come in-system and park in a Near-Earth Orbit, so other vessels from their fleet could get service locally, as more and more alien vessels were visiting Earth. ESF had made the authorization to come this close to Earth in exchange for permission to send human engineers and technicians to Remulak to learn about the kinds of ships in the DE Fleet. And every single ship had Denar Transporters, making Marsha’s new assignment essential to both fleets. The mere thought of living and working on Remulak was so exciting, she didn’t even bother watching the rear-view display screens of Earth slowly shrinking in the distance. If she could have jumped up out of her seat and helped push the ship forward faster, she would have!
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