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2517 AD

	Somewhere in The Barrens

	 

	 

	“It appeared out of nowhere!  It’s as big as a comet!” reported the Signals Officer.

	“It’s like we’re on the surface of the sun!” shouted the Weapons Officer.  “Our bow armor is eroding away.  91 percent.  85 percent.  79 percent…”

	“Sigs, transmit friendship comms to the object,” ordered the Commander.

	“Ineffective.  Comms can’t cut through the sheer energy pouring out of that thing!”

	“62 percent.  56 percent…”

	“Nav, plot a course past that thing.  Eng, greatest possible speed.”

	“Igniting stellars,” announced the Engineering Officer.

	“37 percent.  33 percent…”

	The commander calculated the grim calculus.  “Weaps, if our armor degrades below 25%, all weapons free on the hostile!”

	 


91 days before

	Aboard battleship Avenger in the Oort cloud surrounding Sol

	 

	 

	"Shouldn't it be the other way around?" Operations Officer (Ops) Daggert asked his captain, while not taking his eyes off the bridge's main screen.

	"What do you mean?"

	"I mean, if we were attacked, the Vengeance would be protecting us.  That ship easily has more firepower than the entire Terran Union fleet.  More than the entire Confederacy combined!  We're not escorting the Vengeance.  The Vengeance is escorting us."

	Captain Severin chuckled.  "An astute observation."  Her cuff vibrated.  As she read it, her smile disappeared.  "You're in command," she ordered, as she turned to leave the bridge.

	"Yes, ma'am."  Not that there's much to command, Ops thought.

	The Avenger was part of the grandest display of pageantry in all of human history: the bulk of Sol's fleet was escorting Terran Battleship Vengeance back to Earth.  As a show of gratitude, the Dex and Zykboktaoans even lent ships to this cosmic parade.  (I wonder why the TaNong aren't here? Daggert thought.)  Four days into the seven day ceremonial journey, they were deep in the Oort cloud surrounding Earth's solar system.  The cloud's sparkling bits of ice served as festive confetti for the media ships buzzing about.

	What a holo op, he marveled, staring at the (tele)scoped image on the screen.

	The Vengeance was a Revenge-class ship like the Avenger.  And its elongated ovoid shape still resembled a Terran battleship.  But that's where the similarities ended.  Like an olden cigar (Hades, I’m probably the only person in the 26th century who knows what a cigar is, Daggert thought), the front of its hull was clipped, revealing an open maw with an ominous undisclosed purpose.  And magically in orbit about its bow was a vast metallic ring, its diameter roughly the length of the ship.  How it remained in place, physically unconnected to the hull, was due to alien technology.  It was this same mysterious advanced tech that allowed the Vengeance to single-handedly defeat the entire TeraGon Empire.

	The Captain returned to the bridge and to his side.  "Just received an ent(anglement) comm(unication)," she whispered.  Meaning: the orders she was about to relay to him were top secret.  "A few key ships will be leaving this armada and returning to the Sol system at greatest possible speed.  Your cuff."  They pressed their forearms together.  "The list of names I downloaded to you are to disembark from the Avenger to the ships bound for Sol.  Ensure everyone gets to their respective ships.  The Avenger will remain here with a skeleton crew to keep up appearances."

	Scanning his cuff, Ops murmured, "I'm on the list."

	"That's right.  Once you make sure your crewmates are away, you are to report to troop transport St. John.  Safe travels, Lieutenant."

	 


88 days before

	Aboard carrier Helios in orbit around Neptune

	 

	 

	Daggert was nervous about meeting Admiral Devonshire.  As a rank and file lieutenant, the last time he met an admiral one-on-one was, well, never.  And Devonshire commanded the Sol battle group, which was responsible for the defense of Earth’s solar system, obviously the most vital system in the Union.

	The light on the conference room's hatch switched from red to green, signaling that it was unlocked.  It swung open, revealing an unfamiliar lieutenant.  Daggert couldn't read the expression on her face.  Was it shock?  Fear?  Not bothering to meet his eyes, she weakly gestured for him to enter as she walked away in a daze.

	Taking a deep breath, he strode inside and secured the hatch behind him.

	Devonshire was the only one in the room, sitting midway down a long conference table, busy with his tablet.  Overhead shone the hemisphere of majestic Neptune, lazily spinning against the backdrop of stars, its brilliant blue flooding the room from a window (An actual window, not a screen!) spanning the entire ceiling.

	Though the Admiral was sitting, Daggert could tell from his slim torso and serpentine arms that he was tall (as were all Naval Academy grads, who were schooled and trained in low gravity).  His large eyes rolled in their sockets, busy scanning his tablet.  He looks exactly like his official Navy holo, noted Daggert.  Though Devonshire was in his 60s, the only sign of his age was the gray at his temples; the rest of his full head of short spiked hair was sandy brown.  Even his face was free of wrinkles.  Now standing in front of him, Daggert marveled at the pristine smoothness of his skin.  It must’ve been genetically enhanced, he fleetingly thought, but he knew that was impossible: any illegal genetic modifications would have been flagged when he entered the Academy.  Then again, it was hard to scrutinize his features in the sapphire hue of Neptune, which was the only illumination in the room.  He desperately wanted to turn on the lights.
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