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For our future, that we continue to rise up.
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Chapter 1 – Neptune, Aboard the Rosalind Franklin
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The General Quarters alarm sounded.  The corridors of the BPOE Rosalind Franklin were suddenly filled with crew rushing to their battle stations.  The science crew aboard were suddenly thankful for all of the damage control drills they had griped about for years.

“Are the microwave frequency upgrades complete on our weapons array?” Captain Dalton Simmons asked from his seat at the center of the Control Deck.

“Yes, sir.  Turrets two and four have focused microwave emitters installed, though Chief Novak reports that they haven’t been test fired yet,” the XO, Lieutenant Commander Beckett Harrison, replied.

Simmons suppressed a sigh.  He knew that his entire crew had been working nonstop against this and had done good work.  His frustration was with the time limitations.

“Good enough.  Tracking, advise immediately if that bogey moves to intercept.  Weps, keep a soft lock on them and warm up turrets two and four.  Wait for my order to fire,” the captain said aloud.

“Aye, captain,” both officers replied as they manipulated their consoles.

“Captain, Dr. Saracen is requesting a direct circuit,” the communications technician reported.

“Put him through to my chair,” Simmons ordered.  “What’s up?” he said when the circuit was patched through as requested.

“Chunks of ice from Triton were blown into space when that ship launched.  Tracking systems logged them automatically.  I want to send a collection drone out to gather some of that material for my teams to study,” Hugh said, understanding that he needed to get right to the point.

“Once we’ve dealt with this alien ship and things calm down out there, I’ll order a sample retrieval.  Simmons out,” the captain replied, closing the circuit.

“XO, notify Major Harrison to prep her teams for mission commencement,” he said moments later to Commander Harrison.

“Aye, captain,” the XO acknowledged before directing the communications technician to relay that order.

Simmons opened his mouth to issue another order when the Tracking console sounded an alert.

“Captain, bogey has adjusted their vector and is now on direct intercept.  Estimate five minutes to contact,” the Tracing Officer announced.

“They continue to ignore all our attempts at contact,” the communications tech added.

“Weps, hard lock.  When they reach two-hundred kilometers fire a warning shot.  Warm them up a few Kelvin,” Simmons ordered.

Commander Harrison echoed the captain’s order, which the Weapons Officer acknowledged.

“Two-hundred kilometers,” Tracking called out sooner than any of them had anticipated.

“Firing,” Weps reported, stabbing the command to activate turrets two and four.

Nothing happened.

“Captain, I’m receiving an error message on my console,” Weps reported.  “No joy on turret two or four.”

Simmons slammed open a circuit to PC Novak.  “Chief, what the hell happened to our turrets?” he barked.

“We had an electrical short, captain.  Techs are already swapping out the affected components,” Novak’s voice reported via the speaker in the captain’s chair.

“Work fast, chief.  Under no circumstances can we allow that alien ship to dock with the Rosalind Franklin,” Simmons prodded.

“Aye captain.  Novak out,” the chief replied before closing the circuit.

“One-fifty kilometers ... One-twenty kilometers,” Tracking called out.

The Weapons Officer gave an abbreviated cheer.  “Console showing green, captain,” they reported.

“Fire!” Simmons ordered sharply.

They watched the main display as the alien ship continued to close.  Moments after the order to fire, the ship arrested its momentum in their direction, abruptly shifting vectors.

“Direct hit, captain.  Looks like we raised the internal fluid temperature by eight Kelvin, sir,” the Weapons Officer announced.

Simmons allowed himself a brief smile.  It grew slightly wider when he observed that the alien ship had altered course again and was retreating toward Triton.  His smile vanished not long after when a beam lanced out from that ship, terminating in an explosion in what had appeared to be empty space.

“Was that their version of a warning shot?” Simmons asked, confused.

The XO examined his console before reporting.  “Perhaps, sir.  If it was it was a two-fer.  They took out the drone the Lise Meitner had been using to communicate with us.”

“Right.  Let’s hold our position.  Notify Major Harrison to stand ready.  We aren’t making our next move until we can better gauge the motives of these aliens,” Simmons replied, a note of impatience creeping into his voice.

The captain’s order made its way to the Major, who informed her teams.  The Rosalind Franklin hung in Neptune space, watching for their adversary’s next move.

♆

An hour passed.  Then two.  Down in the Launch Bay the mood had shifted.  The three Marine Teams had at first sat strapped in and ready to depart.  They unstrapped one by one as the minutes ticked by.  The Marines stood to stretch their limbs and began to engage in idle chatter.  Major Harrison knew as she watched from the Control Booth above the training bay that her people were working out the tension of heading into the unknown.  She therefore made no move to enforce discipline.  She knew her people would fall in as soon as the order did come down.

On the Control Deck, Captain Simmons had likewise grown antsy.  His time running the Rosalind Franklin as a research outpost had meant that he did not spend much time on the Deck; the requirements of running an orbital outpost did not require his regular presence.  In this lull he reacquainted himself with every bolt therein.  When the Tracking Officer announced it had been two hours without any movement, the captain fought to maintain composure as he returned to his chair.

“Marines have a go,” he said more calmly than he felt.

“Aye, captain.  Marines have a go,” Commander Harrison repeated, looking at the Communications Tech.

“You are go for launch,” Comms relayed to both Launch Bay Control and Major Harrison.

Acknowledgements arrived and were confirmed with the captain.  Simmons sat back in his chair.  Finally, progress he thought.

Major Harrison exhaled before opening the communication circuit.  From the Control Booth she called for Alpha, Delta, and Foxtrot teams to fall in.  She was fairly certain they set a record for getting settled and strapped in.  Richards gave the Launch pilot the go sign from the co-pilot’s seat.

The pilot communicated with Launch Control for clearance.  The Launch Bay’s decompression alarm sounded.  At first the alarm was deafening, but it faded into silence as the atmosphere was pumped out of the Bay.  Only the flashing lights and sealed internal hatches warned those aboard the Rosalind Franklin that there was no air outside the Marine craft.  The Launch lifted from the deck.  Then they were away and moving free through space, en route to the Lise Meitner.

“Alien craft is on the move,” the Tracking Officer called out on the Rosalind Franklin Control Deck.

The Marine Launch had been flying free for less than a minute.

“What’s their vector?” Simmons asked.

“Intercept vector with the Launch, well short of the Lise Meitner,” Tracking reported.

“Weps, resume fire.  Increase their hull temperature by twenty Kelvin,” Simmons ordered.

“Aye captain.  Turret two, tracking seventeen second duration,” the Weapons Officer responded.

The alien craft maintained its course to intercept the Launch before the human vehicle could reach the Lise Meitner.

“No change,” Tracking updated.

“Weps, prepare to add another fifteen K.  Comms, resend our warning and –,” the captain ordered.

“Alien craft breaking off on a tangent, captain.  They are returning to their previous position,” Tracking spoke into the captain’s pause.

“Helm, move us between the alien craft and the Lise Meitner.  If they insist on rattling their saber, they can do it at us,” Simmons stated.

“Aye, captain,” the pilot replied as the navigator on their left passed over target coordinates.

As the Rosalind Franklin assumed her new position, the Tracking officer made a noise that was a mixture of surprise and disgust.  “Captain, from what I can tell the alien craft has a weapons lock on us now,” they reported.

“Understood.  Maintain our lock on their vessel and fire on anything that moves toward us from that position,” the captain replied as he studied the main display.  Simmons still hoped to come out of this situation with a diplomatic resolution.

Metaphorically speaking, they were well into uncharted space.  Discovering a sapient alien species in your own celestial back yard was beyond anything humanity had planned for since the canals of Mars had been outed as nothing but optical illusions and wishful thinking.  Much – such as hijacking one ship and firing on another – could be forgiven, even understood, when considering the vast differences that must exist between their two species.  Simmons’ orders may have caused the aliens aboard that craft some discomfort – Hell, maybe even some injuries – but as best he knew no one on either side had yet paid for this misunderstanding with their life.  The reports they had received from the Lise Meitner had not mentioned any casualties, anyway.

The captain’s thoughts shifted to the Marine corporal they had lost when testing the microwave grenades.  There was a line from the aliens’ actions to the young man’s fatal accident, but training accidents happened.  A single life, though infinitely precious, was no casus belli when you were still working to establish a common reference frame with your adversary who could still become your friend.  Therefore the Rosalind Franklin would shoot to dissuade, they would liberate their people, they would defend themselves as needed, but Simmons would do everything possible to not take a life for a life.

“Captain, Launch reports final approach to Lise Meitner,” the Communications technician reported, interrupting the captain’s line of thought.

Simmons made a mental note to include his thoughts in his log, later.  For now, he thanked the Communications tech for the update and ordered the main display set to a tactical overview.  The display shifted from a zoomed image of the alien craft to a rendering of it, the Rosalind Franklin, the Lise Meitner, and the Marine Launch.  As reported, the Launch was seconds away from contact with the Lise Meitner.

The Launch pilot maneuvered the small craft into a stationary position relative to amidships of the Lise Meitner’s dorsal hull.  Once the pilot confirmed their position, Gunny Richards sealed the cockpit.  The decompression alarm sounded in the body of the Launch.  The Marines performed a final seal check on their EVA suits as the atmosphere was removed from the cabin.  A large light turned green and the rear hatch opened.

“Alpha and Delta Teams: Go, go go,” Richards called over the main communications circuit.

Twenty Marines floated from the hatch, their on-suit attitude jets firing to bring them in contact with the Lise Meitner’s outer hull.  They oriented themselves so that the hull became down as their magnetic boots found purchase.  When everyone was accounted for on the hull, the Gunny closed the hatch.

The two deployed teams formed up.  Alpha Team made for the aft cargo port and Delta Team moved along a perpendicular vector.  Delta Team also carried an array of heavy equipment and ordinance, whatever they might need to forcibly undock the alien craft if more elegant measures were unsuccessful.

Foxtrot Team remained aboard the Launch.  As the craft maneuvered away from the drop zone, they shifted into a boarding formation.  Though Foxtrot remained in their sealed EVA suits, atmosphere was pumped back into the cabin, to two bars of pressure.  The pilot kept close to the hull as he made for the starboard docking port, and then performed a precision docking maneuver that aligned the aft of his smaller craft with the docking port.  They felt the slightest bump when the docking latches secured one ship to the other.

“Weapons hot,” Richards ordered.  From his position in the cockpit, he worked his console.  Typically, the crew of the larger ship would control the docking process.  In the case of an uncrewed vessel, the Launch’s computer could override.  Given the unknown status of the Lise Meitner from an operational perspective, Richards and Harrison had planned to execute just such an external control override, thinking it was something the aliens would not have accounted for.  The present problem for Richards was that nothing was happening.

“Status, Gunny?”  Foxtrot Team leader Lieutenant Ashish Rupani inquired after several minutes had passed.

“Stand by, lieutenant.  I’m still ... Ah!” Richards replied, calling out in happy surprise when his board suddenly showed all green.

“We see the green light back here.  Good work, Gunny,” Rupani replied.

“Roger that.  I’m cycling all doors open at once.  Brace yourselves for pressure equalization,” Richards advised.

The hatched popped when it opened.  The extra one and one quarter bars of pressure sought to equalize with the air inside the Lise Meitner.  Though the Marines had mag-locked themselves to the deck of the Launch, the crew person who had manually overridden the docking port was not so lucky.  They were shoved back by the gust of air, hitting the deck hard.

“Well, shit,” one of the Marines observed.

Major Harrison, watching the Marine body cams from the Rosalind Franklin, stifled a laugh.  When her people did not move into the Lise Meitner, she stabbed open her communication circuit to Foxtrot Team.

“Secure that crew person, Marines.  Go, go go.  You are clear to board the Lise Meitner and liberate her crew,” she said forcefully.
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Chapter 2 – Aboard the Lise Meitner
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Their nightmare was over.  Most of the crew of the BPOE Lise Meitner had been in thrall to an alien mist for several days.  Now they had their minds back, if not the ship.  A control device installed by the invaders during their boarding action still held them hostage.  But Captain Celia Grey’s people were working on that, too.  They were not yet aware that the BPOE had dispatched a ship to rescue them, nor that the Rosalind Franklin was almost on station.

The aliens aboard the Lise Meitner had not moved or spoken for hours.  The three on the Control Deck of the ship had not responded to any requests for communications from Captain Grey.  After one hour had passed, Grey had ordered a shift change.  She posted a rotating guard to watch the aliens for any signs of movement, as she could not stand there herself indefinitely.  She was going to get back control of her ship one way or another, and she needed to tend to her duties as captain.

The rest of her Control Deck crew busied themselves opening bulkheads.  They traced circuitry and consulted copies of manuals previously downloaded to their screens in an attempt to hotwire their own ship.  Once the guard was in place Captain Grey joined her people in that effort.  Her experience as a Propulsion Chief before rising to the rank of captain made her see this as just another engineering challenge.  Therefore, when the lead alien’s translator chirped abruptly the captain knocked her forehead against the underside of a console she had been trying to reprogram.

Grey slid out from under the console, wincing.  She wiped dust from her hands onto her coverall and made a mental note to make sure the cleaning crew did not just wipe off the tops of the consoles in the future.  She stepped over to the aliens.  “You back with us now?” she asked with a hint of impatience.

“We have been in communication with the rest of our kind.  Your ability to overcome our calming mist was ... unforeseen.  Those of us here required guidance on how to proceed,” the lead alien replied.

“And now?” Grey prompted when the alien did not immediately offer any further information.

“Our kind remain divided into three factions –,” the alien began and continued to explain.

Grey’s Executive Officer, Commander Christine Phillips, only heard that first phrase.  Her concentration was interrupted by the vibration of her screen, which she discreetly slipped from its pocket in her coverall.  Glancing at the screen, she saw a text message from the ship’s Propulsion Chief, Lieutenant Cesar Quispe.  It read:


FOUND A WAY TO USE MAINTENANCE TERMINALS AS BROADCAST ARRAY FOR SCREENS.  DRONE HAS IDENTIFIED 2 NEW SHIPS NEAR.

1 BPOE, 1 PRESUMED ALIEN



Phillips quickly wiped the message from her device after reading and returned the screen to its pocket.  She returned most of her attention to the conversation between the captain and the aliens as she looked for an opportunity to get this information to Captain Grey.

“...therefore it is unclear which faction will guide our future actions.  Each has decided to enact its own course,” the alien finished.

When the alien did not immediately continue, Phillips cleared her throat to get the captain’s attention.  Grey stopped short of speaking and glanced at her XO.  Noting Phillips’ expression, the captain turned back to the aliens and excused herself.  She motioned to Phillips to follow her.

Using the manual hatch release, they stepped into a corridor just off the Control Deck.

“What’s up Chris?” Grey asked in a low voice as soon she had sealed the hatch behind them.

“Text message from Chief Quispe.  He says they’ve figured out how to use the maintenance terminals to send to our screens,” the XO began.  She briefed her captain on the information the PC had sent her.

“Huh,” Grey acknowledged as she considered this new data.

“What do you want to do?” Phillips asked directly.

Grey made eye contact for a moment, but quickly looked off into space.  She continued to think through the options as she saw them.

The Commander waited for a long moment.  “What are your orders, captain?” she then prompted.

Grey held up a hand.  She appeared to have the beginnings of a plan by the look on her face.  “Right,” she began, “I will present this information to our alien representatives.”

“That’s risky, captain.  It tips our hand that we’ve figured out a way around at least some of their tech,” Phillips replied.

“You’re not wrong, but we’ve already surprised them once.  That we’re having this conversation at all is directly counter to whatever plans they originally had for us,” Grey pointed out.

“That’s true,” the XO agreed after a moment of her own to consider the captain’s perspective.

“Plus, it’ll distract them from whatever that BPOE ship Quispe spotted has planned, which can only be good for us.  And, it could just force the aliens to examine that damned box that let them take over the ship.  Whatever they do might give Chief Quispe some insight into properly defeating the thing,” Grey mused.

“Here’s what I want you to do, Chris, before we go back onto the Control Deck.  Reply to the chief and advise him to keep a close eye on whatever console he has monitoring that box, because I guarantee you, he has one.  Tell him what we’re about to do, and that he is to immediately exploit any openings that may arise,” Grey ordered.

“Aye, captain,” Phillips acknowledged as she pulled out her screen.

“And have him get a message out to that BPOE ship.  Provide them with our current status.  Granted not much has changed since our last broadcast, but if I were planning to retake a ship from aliens by force, I’d want the most up to date intel possible,” Grey concluded.
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