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Bridge

Hampton

Captain Helen Ryles sat perched on her chair in the bridge of the Hampton, a Stellar-class Federation vessel. The tension across her bridge crew was clearly visible. And she had expected it ever since her sensor officer had detected a strange signal near one of the hyperspace gates in the Naros system. Hampton was on a routine journey back to Federation-1 after finishing its mission. It still had to travel through two hyperspace gates before reaching home. However, the detection of an unknown signal had forced Ryles to change course and investigate.

“Captain, we’re approaching Gate 14,” the navigation officer reported. 

“What’s the status of our shields?” Ryles asked. 

“At 100%,” the sensor officer replied. 

Over the years Ryles had learnt the hard way to never take anything for granted. Even with shields that operated at near perfect strength. All it took was one blast from an unknown enemy weapon to disrupt everything. She had heard of such cases during the early days of the Founding War. The first time Ryles had been briefed on it, it had left her stomach in a churn. At that time, anxiety had tried to rise in her, but she had suppressed it. As a Federation Captain, anxiety had no place, and it had to be tamed. Calm and collected was the name of the game and it was the difference between life and death. 

The viewscreen flickered and Gate 14 appeared at the center of it. Every time Ryles looked upon a hyperspace gate it took her breath away. These hyperspace gates were built a hundred years ago by humanity, with the help of an alien species. The establishment of the gates in the Naros system had provided a quick means of FTL travel, which had propelled humanity beyond anything anyone could’ve ever imagined. Once the hyperspace gates had been activated, humanity had spread its wings setting up colonies at a brutal pace. 

“Where’s the signal?” Ryles asked.

“It’s coming from a position a short distance from Gate 14,” the sensor officer replied.

“Take us there slowly,” Ryles said.

The door to the bridge opened, Commander Kilmer walked in and took a seat on the XO’s chair. “Captain, I realized we’ve deviated from our route back to Federation-1. What’s going on?”

Ryles quickly briefed her blond-haired XO on the situation and the strange signal. Kilmer frowned. “Do we know if it is a vessel?”

“I doubt it is,” Ryles replied, as her eyes scanned the darkness of space on the viewscreen. “Are sensors picking up any other vessels?”

“Negative, Captain,” the sensor officer replied.

Kilmer looked even more confused. “What could it be?”

“We’re about to find out, Commander.”

Before Ryles had first met Kilmer, her superiors warned her of his need to ask questions. There was nothing wrong with that, but everything had a limit. Incessant questions couldn’t get in the way of quick-fire decisions. 

The sensor officer turned around. “I got a lock on the position.”

“Magnify it,” Ryles ordered.

The viewscreen changed and a piece of floating debris appeared on it. Kilmer leaned forward. “What is that?”

“Looks like some debris,” the sensor officer reported. “But I can confirm the source of the signal is coming from it.”

Kilmer looked bewildered. “Coming from the debris?” 

Ryles understood the XO’s concerns. How could a piece of debris be emitting a signal? If it was emitting a signal, there was a greater likelihood that someone had left it there. “Can you further magnify it?”

The viewscreen changed to reveal a long metal box. Ryles narrowed her eyes. She had never encountered such a box floating in space and emitting a signal.

“Can we identify what we’re looking at?” Kilmer asked.

“Sensors aren’t able to identify it,” the sensor officer reported. “I don’t think it belongs to the Federation.”

Red flags began to swarm Ryles’ mind. Something was wrong here. How could a non-Federation piece of debris be floating inside Federation space? Alien vessels were forbidden from entering Federation space, unless they had prior approval. At the end of the Founding War regulations had also been put in place to ensure there would be no alien incursions. And for many years it had been enforced. Proximity alarms then began blaring across the bridge. 

“Captain, we have a new contact,” the sensor officer hollered. 

“Where did that come from?” Ryles asked, as she stared at the red dot approaching their position quickly.

“According to my sensors, the vessel emerged from Gate 14,” the sensor officer reported, her voice trembling.

“What!” Kilmer shouted. 

A sleek black vessel the size of a mid-size cruiser appeared on the viewscreen. Ryles narrowed her eyes. She had never seen such a vessel. “Can you identify it?”

Silence. 

“Report!” Ryles hollered. 

“Unable to identify the class of the vessel,” the sensor officer replied. 

Ryles had a sinking feeling about the unknown vessel. She also couldn’t ignore the multiple turrets on the front of the vessel. “Hail them now!”

“No response, Captain,” the sensor officer reported.

“Captain, they’re locking on us,” the tactical officer reported.

“Get us out of here,” Ryles ordered.

“Affirmative,” the navigation officer replied.

“Open a comms channel,” Ryles said.

Ryles sucked in a shuddering breath, as she spoke through the comms. “Unidentified vessel, you’re operating in Federation space. Stand down your weapons now!”

An unnerving silence prevailed.

“What are they doing?” Kilmer asked.

“I don’t see any missile tubes opening up,” the tactical officer reported. “Should we fire on them?”

“Not yet,” Ryles interjected.

She refused to launch the first missile against the unknown vessel. If that was what the unknown vessel wanted her to do, she wasn’t going to take the bait. “Send a comms to Federation Central now and attach images of that vessel.”

If they couldn’t figure out the identity of the vessel, there was a higher likelihood that the analysts at Federation Central could. 

“Transmission sent,” the sensor officer reported. “Oh my gosh!”

“What is it?” Ryles asked.

The sensor officer turned to her with a pale expression. “I’m reading a power surge emerging from the vessel. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

“Get us moving,” Ryles shouted, the thundering beat of her heart drowning out all the noise around her.

Then, a searing, bright light shot out of the unknown vessel and hit the bridge. And explosions ripped all around her. 
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Federation Central

Federation-1

Admiral Vernon sagged back in his chair as he replayed the video footage sent to him by his operations center from Hampton. He watched again the appearance of the unknown vessel right outside Gate 14. Vernon gritted his teeth, as he looked up at Captain Sorenson.

“Admiral, after we received the transmission and video footage, we tried to contact Hampton, but there was no reply,” Sorenson reported.

“Did we send out a vessel to check on them?” 

“Yes, sir. They reported back there was nothing at Gate 14.”

Vernon arched his eyebrows. “Not even a debris field?”

“They ran scans of the area around Gate 14, but there was nothing.”

“Are you saying we lost a Stellar-class vessel to this thing?”

The Stellar-class vessels were amongst the most advanced of the Federation fleet. The vessels had been built at the end of the Founding War, with the intention of being a clear deterrent to any enemies out there. The unexpected skirmish had now left everything hanging in the air. 

Sorenson hesitated. “We believe so.”

“I presume you ran the image of the unknown vessel through our systems.”

“Yes, sir and ...”

Vernon frowned. “And what?”

He didn’t like being kept in the dark. If Sorenson had something for him, he should just come out and say it.

“We weren’t able to identify the vessel, but we found traces of the hull that seemed to belong to a Raven-class vessel.”

Vernon’s mouth went dry. “Those vessels don’t even exist these days.”

“That was my assessment too. So, I had the team run further scans on the image. Again, it showed the same results. Some parts of the hull have come from a Raven-class vessel.”

Vernon sagged back in his chair. The Raven-class vessels had been from another era of humanity. A bleak one. An era no one wanted to talk about any longer and would prefer to think had never happened. It had been one of the lowest points in humanity’s adventures in space, far before the Founding War.

“I thought all those vessels were destroyed.”

“I did check the records from fifty years ago. They indicated all those vessels had been decommissioned and destroyed.”

“Do we think this is the League resurrecting itself again?” 

Sorenson’s jaw dropped. “The League sir? I thought they gave up their arms as part of the end of the Founding War.”

“That’s the official statement.”

The Founding War had been a bloody affair for humanity. A former Federation Captain had led a rebellion that had pitted human vs human for years. It had taken a heavy toll on humanity. Vernon had been a Captain in those years and still retained the scars of the battlefield. Although it had been years since the end of the Founding War, in the back of Vernon’s mind there had always been a lurking thought that the League might reappear in the future. In fact, when Vernon had initially heard of the terms for the end of the Founding War, he had been unhappy. Most of those who fought against the Federation were given a pardon. Even the Captain who led the rebellion. However, that Captain died two years ago, closing a painful chapter in humanity’s history. “All I’m saying is that we need to keep all options on the table.”

“I understand, sir, but I doubt the League is back in any form or shape, especially after its leader died.”

Sorenson seemed a bit too confident in his words. Vernon was slightly disappointed with the man. Sorenson didn’t have battlefield experience of fighting against humans. He had no clue how treacherous the dark side of humanity could be. History has shown repeatedly that the dark nature of humanity always makes a comeback. Especially when you least expect it. Those who choose to ignore it do so at their own peril.

“Did Gate 14 reveal to us where this vessel came from?” Vernon asked.

Each hyperspace gate was equipped with monitoring devices that logged the details of every vessel. It was another part of the hyperspace gate system that kept everything functioning well. 
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