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We were getting close to the target. The final moments before insertion are always the worst for the heart.

“Coming up on the target, Captain,” relayed the helmsman.

“Good! Head engineer, hot drop when ready,” ordered Captain Masker without delay.

“Yes, Captain,” replied the head engineer through the live wire.

The hum of the bulkheads started to change tempo at a rapid pace. The ship was preparing for the mission; she was as ready as she was ever going to be. The question that we should be asking, however, was: are we?

Our head engineer was good. He cut the FTL warp engines quickly and snapped us back into normal space in a flash. The bulkheads cried out one last time before silencing themselves as they returned to normal space.

“No syndicate activity so far,” relayed the head sensor officer, who spoke quickly for the entire sensor team.

“Hide us behind one of the asteroids and continue to scan. Keep the shield cocoon on standby and throw it up the moment we receive any unwelcome attention,” ordered the captain quickly, and the helmsman proceeded to carry out his orders without delay.

I was strapped into my sentinel chair, officially keeping an eye out in case the bridge crew tried to stage a mutiny against the captain, a throwback from the early Terran Navy days when that was a big problem aboard ship. Unofficially, I was lending my eye and judgment by looking at the sensor data that was coming in through the scanner. So far, I didn’t see a single thing that was out of the ordinary. Intel says that the pirate syndicate is hiding out here somewhere. They’ve clearly done a good job of hiding their location.

The opening moments of the mission, because of this, were quite boring. We floated behind the asteroid rock, taking care to use it as a shield while we had our own shields down in order to utilize our scanners to the utmost. These particular pirates liked to use asteroids as bases, so we started by first pinpointing every single possible asteroid in the system that our computers could detect. Once we had a pretty good image of the various asteroid belts and their particular members in the system, we started to analyze.

With the help of our computers, we quickly sifted through mountains of data, looking for anything that could be considered out of the ordinary. Abnormalities such as a quick orbit, a rotation of the asteroid itself that was too slow or too fast compared to the others, or even apparent mass distortions that could be gleaned from how the light reflected off the surface were noted. We didn’t have time to do a full analysis of the entire system, so we tried our best to see if we could find the pirate base of operations without leaving the shelter of this asteroid. Unfortunately, we didn’t have much success with that.

Growing increasingly impatient with the delay in discovering the base, the captain decided to up the ante: “Launch four sensor probes. Two for each pole of the sun, two for each side. Have them set for wide scan for anything that was made by the hand of man.” He ordered, and the gunnery team complied immediately with his order, launching four probes a few seconds after the captain finished.

If the pirates hadn’t picked up on our hot drop FTL exit point by now for whatever reason, then they were in luck with the launch of these four probes. We had no location camouflage anymore, but in a few moments, they wouldn’t either. The game was on.

“Contact, far side of the system behind the sun. Irregularity in a dwarf planet in the asteroid belt; 89.4% probability of mechanical structures inside according to the probes,” relayed the head sensor officer without delay.

“Take us out from behind this asteroid. Full burn toward the target; ready FTL skip for my mark. Recalibrate sensor probes for offensive analysis. Continuous relay until they burn out or fly beyond range,” ordered the captain, and his orders were carried out without delay by both the helmsman and the head sensor officer.

We moved away from the asteroid and activated our sub-light engines once we were clear of it. The captain waited a few moments for the probe data to come through and be processed before dropping the hammer. Once we skipped to the other side of the system, the party was on.

“Engage FTL skip! Full shield cocoon upon landing!” ordered the captain, and we were on our way a brief moment later. A second of FTL later, and we landed on the other side of the solar system.

The pirates proceeded to attack us without any delay. We had a full shield cocoon up, so no damage was sustained by the ship, but this meant that we had to be careful in how we approached the situation. We couldn’t return fire without lowering the shields, but without any shields, we would sustain full damage from incoming enemy fire . . . it was a tricky situation.

“Where’s the primary source of incoming fire coming from?” asked the captain as he started to evaluate his options.

“The dwarf planet that harbors their base, port side, captain,” replied the head gunnery officer.

“Who’s shooting at us from the starboard side?”

“Two frigates.”

“Armament?”

“Unknown without raising a sensor tower through the cocoon.”

“Very well, raise three sensor towers, one each for the port, starboard, and stern, respectively!”

The head sensor officer immediately complied with the captain’s order, and in a few moments, we had our three sensor towers sticking out of the shield. This restored full sensor capability, which had been nullified the moment we raised the full shield cocoon, at least as long as the sensor towers weren’t targeted and destroyed.

“Exclusively railguns on the part of the frigates, captain; five-second travel time from hostile to impact.”

“Can we drop our starboard shields, fire a broadside, and raise them up again in that time?”

“It’s going to get awfully close, captain. The average time for such a maneuver is six seconds, and only rarely does the crew manage to do it in four,” replied the head gunnery officer, relaying a fact that the captain already knew but felt he should hear again under the current circumstances.

“Alright, do it! One half of the broadside per frigate. Let’s see if we can take both out of the fight at once!”

The gunnery team did a good job. With the help of the sensor teams regarding the fire patterns of the frigates, they dropped the starboard shield facing, fired off the broadside, and raised the shields back up in 4.7 seconds, just shy of the incoming fire that was launched from the hostile frigates the moment our shields were dropped. The broadside crippled one enemy frigate with a direct hit on her center belly, while the other was hit in the armor plate and remained in the fight with minimal damage. Both raised their shields and stopped firing.

“Increase our acceleration; take us past the enemy base,” ordered the captain.

The helmsman burned quickly, allowing us to ease the pressure on our shields by forcing some of the incoming railgun rounds from the base to miss. They quickly adjusted the swivel of their guns to match our trajectory, but for a few moments, our shields received a much-needed respite.

“Turn us around; keep the bow of the ship aimed at the base,” ordered the captain once we passed the hostile base. The helmsman did as the captain ordered without any delay.

“Should I open our stern missile silos?” asked the head gunnery officer, who knew our captain well enough to read his mind in moments such as these.

“You’re getting quite good at this. Yes!”

Our main threat was still the enemy base, but the fact that reinforcements were no doubt inbound from the rest of the solar system meant that we had to think quickly about what we wanted to do. We were a Peacekeeper cruiser, one that was armed to the teeth and good for keeping order on the fringes of the frontier, but we were still just a cruiser. If these pirates can summon enough frigates or, heaven forbid, a cruiser or three to reinforce their base, then we are going to have a problem on our hands.

“Are the shields of the enemy frigates still raised?” asked the captain, who was too busy looking at the tactical readout for the enemy dwarf planet base to notice the enemy frigate assets that were still in play.

“Yes, captain,” replied the head gunnery officer immediately.

“Alright. Drop our portside shields and ready another full broadside against the hostile frigates. Fire the moment their shields come down, then raise them up again as soon as our rounds are away.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The move that the captain was thinking about was a standard one in such a situation. Our objective is to neutralize the pirate base directly ahead. This will obviously help to reduce the increased frequency of pirate raids in this local sector of space. The problem is, we are only a single cruiser, and the small dwarf planet up ahead, just large enough to be a sphere from the force of its own gravity, is going to take a lot of firepower to destroy.

This would’ve been a mission that Terran Command would normally assign to a small wolf pack of cruisers. At the very least, we’d have a sister ship to accompany us. Unfortunately for us, the intel that gave us the location of this base is brand new, and we didn’t have the time to coordinate with other Peacekeeper cruisers. To add insult to injury, this frontier sector doesn’t have all that many patrols. No doubt a main factor in the pirates setting up shop here in the first place.

“Is this vulnerability confirmed?” asked the captain as he tapped on the tactical readout.

“Yes,” replied the head sensor officer.

“Launch missiles; have them set to swarm the base until we send the order to plunge."

“Right away, Captain,” replied the head gunnery officer while simultaneously carrying out the captain’s order.

The game was now at a stalemate. We had our portside armed and ready for a full broadside against the hostile frigates, but the enemy frigates were still wrapped up tightly in their shield cocoons. They were scared to come out, and I didn’t blame them. There was a good chance, after all, that they’d be destroyed the very instant they dropped their shields. Until their shields drop, however, our railgun rounds will do minimal damage against them.

Our missiles wasted no time in swarming around the asteroid base, with enough velocity that any point defense would be more or less useless against them. They needed a target, and the captain had a good one in mind with the vulnerability that he had pointed out to the head sensor officer. The only problem, however, was that we didn’t have forever to make up our minds. The missiles would eventually run out of launch propellant, and everyone aboard the ship knew that time wasn’t on our side regarding enemy reinforcements. We either needed to kill the remaining frigates and thus have a combined arsenal of railguns and missiles to use against the base, or we needed to destroy the base and retreat as quickly as possible.

I decided to try and assist by focusing on the enemy pirate base. I looked at the vulnerability that the captain no doubt was interested in. It consisted of several scans that showed a hollow cavity near the surface of the dwarf planet up ahead. "Hollow" means that humans carved it out. Furthermore, "hollow" means that it is likely pressurized with air. In space warfare, there tends to be a golden rule: if something is pressurized by people who are your enemy, it tends to be a good idea to depressurize it at your earliest convenience.

“Captain, I think a dozen warheads will breach the outer crust of the dwarf planet. A steady barrage of all remaining missiles, with impacts separated by five seconds each, should do the trick in terms of crippling the station,” I suggested quickly.

“I concur, Sentinel. Alright then, carry out the Sentinel’s suggestion,” ordered the captain.

“Right away, Captain,” replied the head gunnery officer.

Feeling good about myself for doing my small part, I retreated back into the tactical readout. Our frigate friends still had their shields raised, which meant that our port side remained unshielded and ready to fire. Our forward shield, on the other hand, remained raised, as the base was still throwing some decent fire against us with their railguns. We needed to lessen the number of enemy turrets, especially the point defense turrets, if my suggestion was going to work. I had no doubt that the captain was thinking along the same lines.

“Fire interval from enemy base railguns to impact across our shields?” asked the captain.

“They are firing varied shots at two-second intervals per firing. We won’t be able to lower our shields and fire without receiving severe damage across our decks,” replied the head sensor officer.

“Alright, this is what we are going to do. I trust that our remaining missiles have been loaded into the missile silos at our stern, correct?” asked the captain.

“Correct, sir,” replied the head gunnery officer.

“Okay. As soon as our current missile deployment starts to hit the base, which should be in a few moments, launch all remaining missiles and set them on a direct course against the supposed weak point of the enemy base. Two-second delay per impact. We’ll lose a few to the point defense, but enough should remain to carry out the mission. If not, then abort, helmsman,” ordered the captain.

“Yes, sir!” replied the head gunnery officer.

“Aye, sir!” replied the helmsman.

A classic all-in maneuver, a specialty that Captain Masker was known for among the Terran brass who had the opportunity to know him. Maybe it was this all-in trait that the captain was so fond of relying on that got us assigned to this mission. Or perhaps it was the fact that we were the only Peacekeeper cruiser in range that could carry this mission out. My ego can live with either explanation, or both at once if that was the true reason for us being out here at this very place, at this very time.

“Impacts starting. Hostile frigates are burning against us, trying to flank, captain,” relayed the head sensor officer as a precaution in the event that the captain did not see the frigates start their burn.

“Noted; thank you,” he replied, still deep in thought as to our next move.

We were lucky. My hunch, as well as that of the captain, proved to be the correct move. We depleted our entire store of missiles, but it was enough to burrow into the dwarf planet and cause some serious damage to the inner guts of the base. Incoming fire from the enemy base was significantly lessened, no doubt a result of great damage across their electronic and power systems.

We still had the frigates to deal with; however, we couldn't carry out the final coup de grâce against the base until they were dealt with. We couldn’t lower our shields and unleash the full force of our armament until then.

“Sensor team, I need an analysis on that crippled frigate. Is she still combat-capable, or is she cocooning as a decoy to give her partner a fighting chance?” asked the captain.

“One moment, captain,” replied the head sensor officer as he quickly started to compile the various data reports that would help him answer the captain’s question. The rest of the sensor team listening in through the live wire was no doubt doing the exact same thing.

“Take your time. We have all day!” added the captain, with a faint tease that was his way of helping to prod you along with your task.
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“I can’t say for sure, but there’s a greater chance of it being a decoy than a ship that can still pose a significant threat. She took a half broadside to her exposed belly with no armor plate to lessen the blow. I’d wager a good third of her decks are gone, as well as the crew complement,” relayed the head sensor officer with full honesty.

“Alright. Full broadside against the other frigate that’s still in the game. Continue firing at will until our portside weapons are overheated, then turn around and do the same with our starboard side. Cut engines and raise stern shields,” ordered the captain, and his orders were carried out without delay.

Ignoring the other ship was a risk, but considering the very probable fact that she was hanging on by a thread after the direct hit we gave her, it wasn’t a risk that was entirely without merit or logic.

The gunnery team did as the captain instructed and focused full fire from our portside railguns against the cocoon of the enemy frigate that was still in the fight. Shields are tough to break, especially when fully raised, but after overheating our portside guns and turning around to use our fresh starboard weapons immediately after, the cocoon eventually broke, and the enemy frigate was utterly destroyed.

“The crippled frigate is dropping . . .” The head gunnery officer paused his remark when the enemy rounds smacked against our armor. The great jolt across the entire ship was incredible in terms of how much it scared you.

“Do return fire at your earliest convenience!” retorted the annoyed captain, and the crippled frigate joined her sister ship a few moments later as a pulverized husk of metal and superheated gas.

“Damage?”

“Minimal, Captain, but we’ll require a retrofit and inspection immediately after the mission,” replied the bosun without delay, who acted as the unofficial observer of ship health during battle.

“Lovely. Alright, proceed to destroy the enemy base, then withdraw immediately after."

The mission wasn’t all that bad considering how it could’ve otherwise gone. Our objective was accomplished with only minimal damage to the ship. After the dwarf planet was thoroughly pummeled with railgun fire, enough to ensure that the enemy base inside was thoroughly destroyed, we withdrew from the field of battle and entered FTL with a heading to the nearest Peacekeeper starbase in the sector.

“With me, first officer,” ordered the captain, and both he and the first officer immediately got up from their chairs and started to head to the captain’s quarters. My fellow sentinel and I proceeded to do the same.

We tailed the captain and the first officer with our laser rifles resting squarely on our shoulders. Once they reached the captain’s quarters and stepped inside, we remained on guard as sentries directly outside the door. Only faint and inaudible mumbles could be heard from the other side, but it was a good assumption that the captain and the first officer were talking about the most recent mission, as well as preparing the reports that they’d give to whomever debriefs them once we arrive at the Peacekeeper starbase.

*
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I have to say that the best part of the sentinel job is when you’re standing as sentry. Still as a statue, there is a certain calm that you get to enjoy, a calm that no one else aboard the ship gets to have during their on-duty hours. You, of course, can’t be lazy; after all, a member of the crew could try and take over the ship at any moment. But the truth of the matter is that my role as sentinel is entirely symbolic, a holdover from a more chaotic age.

After staring at the bulkhead wall ahead of me down the hall for what felt like hours, I finally heard the door behind me slide open. My fellow sentinel and I saluted at once as the captain and first officer stepped out. We proceeded to follow them back to the bridge immediately after.

The mood on the bridge was calm. The entire bridge crew was busy compiling reports from the rest of the ship: weapon readiness status, damage reports, and the state of the primary and backup ship systems; all of this and more was being compiled for the captain and first officer to read. I got to enjoy the luxury of sitting back and observing everyone go about their business. I was, after all, the first line of defense in the event that someone wanted to take out the captain.

“Have the technicians discovered anything with regard to our armor plate?” asked the captain as he started to read the reports that were being sent to his console. There was a good chance that his answer could be had if he simply read the report fully, but the captain always had the excuse that his time was at an utmost premium. Why spend ten minutes reading when you can have the answer you want in just a few seconds?

“The main skeleton frame is intact and free of damage, for one. While we can’t get a good view of the outer armor plate while we are cruising at FTL, I think the damage has been limited to just the armor plate and perhaps a few of the initial shock absorption beams. The retrofit teams will be able to give us a full report once we arrive at the starbase, but we shouldn’t have anything to worry about from what the technicians have told me,” replied the bosun, who summarized for the captain one of the main ship status reports that he had been given.

“Everything else is good then?”

“Yes, sir. Other than our fully depleted store of missiles, low inventory of railgun rounds, and the damaged portside armor plate, we are the same as we were before the mission,” replied the bosun.

“Good! Carry on until we arrive at the starbase,” finished the captain, and for the rest of the FTL trip to the starbase, the bridge was quiet. The sound of the humming bulkheads at FTL, affectionately known as the Peacekeepers' Melody, was the main sound that filled our ears until we arrived.

*
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One could tell just by looking at the Peacekeeper base that this was a deep frontier sector. On paper, this was space owned by the Terran Republic, but it was clear that, in all actuality, this area of space was as lawless as the Old West had been back in North America during the late 19th century.

At a glance, looking at the tactical readout, I counted around thirty Peacekeeper cruisers that were either docked at the station or nearby on patrol, ourselves included in this number. There was a good chance that this was the full extent of the Terran Navy in this sector, just thirty or so humble little cruisers. And they wonder why we have a pirate problem on our hands!

“Inform the commander that the Calyster has completed her mission, and that we are pleased to report that the intel we’ve received was good. Two pirate frigates were destroyed, as well as the main objective,” ordered the captain, and the bosun wasted no time opening a communication line to the station and relaying the good news.

“Veba-D773 copies Calyster. You are cleared to dock in lock twenty-five,” replied the Peacekeeper station, and the helmsman immediately started to maneuver the ship to dock at the aforementioned lock.

“Calyster copies Veba-D773. Out,” finished the bosun before cutting the communication line to the station.

“Authorize the crew for ship-wide off-duty hours as soon as we dock,” ordered the captain.

“Yes, sir!” replied the bosun.

My fellow sentinel and I waited until we docked, and the captain got up from his chair before we got up ourselves from our seats. He was accompanied by his first officer, and they proceeded to walk to the bridge elevator. We quickly followed them inside, and the four of us took the elevator down to the main decks.

“I have a feeling that the base we took out was just an auxiliary one,” remarked the first officer to the captain as soon as the doors to the elevator closed, and we started to make our way down.

“I concur,” admitted the captain.

“Oh?”

“Think about it. Just two frigates to guard the base from any attacks? Weak enough that we could destroy it with just a handful of missiles and railgun fire? Even a child knows that a properly prepared and reinforced base on a dwarf planet or moon is harder than a walnut out of the depths of hell to crack open. Either the pirates have just set up shop, which could be the case, or our intelligence units still have some work to do.”

“I have the same exact doubts. It was too easy.”

“The pirates have their assets still at large. And a syndicate that is as well-armed and coordinated as the one that we’ve been hunting for months now is not going to have a single base. Hell, there’s a good chance that we did not destroy a base at all, just a decoy or supply depot at best!”

“The scanner data that we’ve recovered should help to answer that very question.”

“Hopefully. Either way, we have a debriefing to do now.”

“Indeed,” finished the first officer, right before the elevator stopped and opened its doors to the deck.

The four of us proceeded to step off the elevator and walk all the way to the main ship airlock, which was currently sealed to the station. We entered the airlock, closed the door behind us, and waited until the door in front of us opened. Since the station and the ship breathe the same air at the same pressure, the waiting period was over more or less in an instant.

“Welcome aboard! The commander wants to speak to both of you as soon as possible. With me, please,” ordered the station officer, and the four of us promptly followed him through the station to the commander’s office.

To say that the station commander lived a spartan lifestyle would be an understatement. There was a desk and a bed on one side of the room. That was it. No decorations, no flags, nothing. The sight was startling, and I’d wager that even the captain had wide eyes as he glanced around the commander’s office.

“Take a seat!” ordered the station commander, and the captain and first officer quickly took a seat in the two available chairs in front of the commander’s desk. We sentinels stood at attention behind our two commanding officers.

“I’ve just been informed that your mission was a success,” said the station commander as he grabbed an electronic tablet and proceeded to skim through it. I assumed that it was our ship’s sensor data that he was looking at.

“That is correct, sir,” replied the captain.

“Two hostile frigates down as well, with only a graze on the armor plate from the looks of it. Not bad!” added the station commander as he continued to read whatever was on the tablet.

“Also correct, sir,” replied the captain.

“Sir, if I may . . .” asked the first officer.

“Go ahead,” replied the station commander as he continued to peruse the tablet.

“The captain and I believe that the base we’ve destroyed is not the main syndicate base in this sector of space,” admitted the first officer.

“Is there some enemy intelligence that you’ve gathered that I’m not seeing in this report?” asked the station commander, who put the tablet down and looked the first officer directly in the eye. He clearly had his attention.

“No intelligence to support this, sir, but it’s a strong hunch that I have,” replied the first officer.

“I have to agree with my first officer’s assessment as well, sir,” added the captain to back up his first officer in front of the station commander.

“On what grounds?” asked the station commander, who by now was curious as to what the two men in front of him had in mind.

“This syndicate is not like the others that we usually have to deal with out on the fringes of the frontier. These pirates have well-armed ships, the construction capacity to turn dwarf planets into decent bases with reasonable defenses, and finally, the ability to evade our detection for months, even when we have dedicated the full range of our resources to stamping them out. I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if they are receiving funding and support from a frontier civilization, considering the capabilities we’ve seen them demonstrate,” admitted the captain.

“I concur. Fortunately for the both of you, we may be in a position to do something about it. How well do you trust your two sentinels?” asked the station commander before looking at both of us straight in the eye.

“Fully, sir. Now what do you know?” replied the captain without skipping a beat.

“The base that you just attacked and destroyed was an auxiliary base. Our biggest problem with regard to this syndicate is their stubborn refusal to commit all their assets at once or keep them stored in a single area. They are smart that way. Unfortunately for us, this wise move keeps us on the defensive, as I can’t risk sending out a decent chunk of the fleet all at once, thus leaving the starbase vulnerable to attack. We lose this starbase, and the Republic loses credibility with every single human civilization in the nearby area. Civilizations that we want to convince to apply for membership in the Republic, I might add,” added the station commander, who illustrated the main issue we have faced for the past few months with this pirate syndicate.

“You don’t have to tell me, sir!” admitted the captain with a laugh.

“Anyways, we are going to give you a quick retrofit and fix up your armor plates. Your technicians tell me that there is no other damage, but we’ll do a quick check of your ship’s skeletal frame just in case they missed anything. I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if the railgun slugs that the pirates use have some sort of corroding agent that your technicians can’t detect,” replied the station commander.

“What use are corroding agents on the rounds? They’ll take too long to do anything meaningful in the heat of battle!” asked the first officer.

“They kill you from the grave, for one. Those bastards that you killed likely died knowing that you’ll never make it back to the starbase! Assuming that my suspicion regarding the corroding agents on the slugs ends up being the case, of course, it could just be paranoia. But I don’t leave anything to chance with this syndicate,” quipped the station commander with a smile.

“An inspection wouldn’t hurt, and I’ll never say no to something that will be beneficial to my ship and crew,” added the captain.

“That’s a good man! Anyways, is there anything else that you have to report regarding your most recent mission before we begin?” asked the station commander.

“Begin what, sir?” replied the first officer, who was quite curious.

“You’ll see in a few moments. Nothing else?” pressed the station commander.

“Nothing else. Any other detail that we’ve neglected to mention so far in this debriefing will be contained in our official report once my crew has had the opportunity to write it,” replied the captain.

“Copy that, captain. Alright, I suppose we can start the second part of this debriefing, which will be a briefing on a new assignment that I have for you. Are you familiar with Epislan II?” asked the station commander.

“Aye, it’s the sector capital,” replied the captain immediately.

“Indeed. While I can’t tell you the entire story, I can tell you that you’re going to be given a courier mission by me to deliver some important cargo to the local sector government. We can’t send it over secure communications because I, for one, do not trust the integrity of those systems. So we are going to do it the very old-fashioned and much more secure way. You’ll be briefed further as you read this debriefing en route to Epislan II,” said the station commander, before taking out a dossier and placing it on his desk.

“Who’s to know of this?” asked the captain.

“The five men in this room; no one else. Hence why I asked if you could trust your sentinels,” replied the station commander with a smile.

“I see, sir. Alright, sir, if that’ll be all, we’ll head back to the ship and await the completion of your mechanical inspection and retrofit before heading off,” finished the captain, before waiting to be dismissed by the station commander.

“One last thing, captain,” the station commander said as he opened one of his desk drawers and took out another envelope before placing it on his desk. “This is for the sector governor’s eyes only. This only leaves your hands if he grabs it with no one else around. Understood?”

“Perfectly, sir. Do we have a mole?” asked the captain as he took the envelope that no doubt contained some very juicy information on the pirate syndicate that we’ve spent months putting together.

“It’s a working theory of mine, yes. It is either that, or we’ve been more incompetent than normal with regard to dealing with these pirates. I rather believe the former instead of the latter."

“The same with me, sir. Finally, I can assure you that this will get into the sector governor’s hands,” said the captain, in a way that betrayed to me that he truly meant it.

“I have no doubt about that. Report back to your ship and wait for your retrofit to be completed. Then carry out the mission as detailed in your dossier the very moment that you head off. Dismissed!” finished the station commander, and the captain and first officer immediately got up from their chairs and saluted before making their way out of the station commander’s office. We proceeded to follow them out immediately after.
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Chapter Three
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No one spoke a word as we walked back to the lock that led to our ship. The four of us were no doubt deep in thought regarding the revelations that the station commander had shared with us; at least, I was.

Once we made our way back to The Calyster, the captain went straight to the elevator without delay before taking it back to the bridge.

“We’ll be having the debriefing without delay as soon as we get to the bridge,” ordered the captain, and we all replied with a "yes, sir" before returning to total silence as the elevator continued to go up.

Once the elevator stopped moving and its doors flew open, the captain and the rest of us wasted no time in stepping off.

“Captain on the bridge!” yelled out the bosun in his signature style that he only uses for that one relay. Everyone on the bridge quickly stood up and clicked their heels at attention.

“Return to your posts,” replied the captain immediately after as he made his way to his quarters. The bridge crew was right back to whatever it was that they were doing within a moment.

Turning the corner and walking down the corridor to the captain’s quarters, we wasted no time in stepping inside once the doors opened. The captain closed them behind us as we all entered before taking a seat in his chair behind the desk. The first officer took a seat in the chair that faced the captain’s desk, while the other sentinel and I remained standing right behind the first officer.

“Alright, let’s see what the station commander has for us,” remarked the captain as he opened the dossier. The room was silent as the captain read the dossier, slowly digesting its contents before he was ready to pass them on to us for our debriefing.

“Very interesting,” admitted the captain as he finished reading.

“I’m all ears, sir, as are the two sentinels behind me, I reckon!” remarked the first officer, who was correct in speaking for both of us when he said that we were all ears.

“I’m sure that you are. Alright let’s start from the beginning. The station commander believes that the syndicate is waiting for an opportunity to strike the Peacekeeper station where the main strength of Terran Navy presence in this sector is located. Because of this, he has kept the overwhelming reserve of ships near the station.” said the captain, thus starting the debriefing. 

“Has the pirate syndicate changed their strategy at a moment’s notice?” asked the first officer. 

“No. The station commander continues to believe that their main goal is to neutralize the Peacekeeper naval garrison in this sector first and foremost. What comes next is not mentioned in this dossier that I received, so I’m going to assume that we don’t know anything else. What has changed on the other hand is our strategy. It looks like we finally grew a pair after dancing around for the past few months.” replied the captain, this time with a strong smile on his face as he finished his reply. 

“The station that we destroyed in our last mission. It wasn’t the main base?” I asked, having a hunch that the station commander’s mission is going to have something to do with the fact that we are moving in on the syndicate’s main base of operations. 

“Not bad sentinel, not bad at all! You are correct in that the base that we’ve just destroyed in the last mission is not the main one. I have a feeling that you believe our mission is going to involve attacking their actual main base, is this correct?” asked the captain, who by now was looking directly at me. 

“That’s correct captain.” I replied. 

“Very good Xander, very good! You are correct once again. But first, we need to force the syndicate to redeploy their forces, even if they do not want to do so.” remarked the captain, and I could see now that this mission was going to be a little more complicated than the last one. 

“All that about debriefing the sector governor, what’s the purpose?” asked the first officer. 

“That question I can’t answer unfortunately. But if the station commander has a similar strategic mind to the one that I have, then I wager that he’s going to try and force the mole to report back in a panic.” replied the captain. 

“By forcing a private meeting with the sector governor?” asked Louis, who was the other sentinel that shared the responsibility of guarding the captain with me. 

“Precisely. I’m going to assume that the gameplan is to force the mole to tip off the syndicate that we know something big. The station commander will likely redeploy all of the Peacekeeper cruisers that are currently guarding the station elsewhere, thus tipping off the mole that is likely to be handing around the station about the sudden deployment. The syndicate will then do something interesting, which we’ll exploit as soon as possible. Not a bad plan as plans tend to go, but we are risking a lot in order to force the pirate syndicate into a position that we want.” replied the captain. 

“I personally like the plan sir. Playing it safe hasn’t done anything for us so far other than attacking and destroying at best one of their secondary bases, as well as two of their frigates. The sooner that we can deal with these pirates decisively, the sooner that we can redeploy to another part of the republic that can use our help. Not to mention help this sector out tremendously in terms of law and order.” I added with full honesty. 

“Xander’s right sir.” added Louis.

“Just because he’s right doesn’t mean that the plan is without its faults. Assuming that the station commander, who is the unofficial commander in chief of the Terran Navy in this sector, has the aforementioned plan in his pocket, where does that leave us? We are currently in route to Epislan II with what I’m going to assume is a strategy report for the sector governor’s eyes only. After we are doing being the galactic post, what do we do after that?” asked the first officer. 

“That leads us back to our little debriefing, and I have a feeling that you’ll like this part! According to what I just read, I’m to remain with the sector governor for the entire duration of the later part of the mission, while you take command. No doubt to help drive the point home to whomever is the mole that the Terran Navy plans to do something big, something big enough that merits having a cruiser captain stay behind to ‘advise’ the sector governor, even at the cost of relinquishing control of his ship to his second in command.” replied the captain with a smile. 

“I see. I can definitely say that this plan is a bold one sir.” admitted the first officer. 

“Fortune favors the bold as they say. And considering the fact that we’ve been twiddling our thumbs for months, I think that it’s about damn time that fortune starts to throw some success our way! If we have to be bold for her to do that, then that’s what we are going to have to do!” quipped the captain. 

*
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Fortunately for both my legs and those of Louis, the debriefing only went on for another hour. Standing at attention isn’t so bad, especially when you are doing in such a way that allows you to rock back and forth on your heels. Full attention when you’re still as a statue after all is required only in formal moments. As for all the other times when you need to stand at attention, so long as you’re not bouncing off the walls like a crazed chipmunk, a slight at ease where you remain still, but not perfectly still, is no big deal at all. 

Once the debriefing had been concluded, the captain and the first officer made their way to the bridge and remained there for the rest of the day shift. We were making good progress on the trip to Epislan II, but we still had around 14 hours to go until we arrived. Eventually, the night shift crew took over, and the captain and first officer retired for the evening to their respective quarters. We mere mortals on the other hand, followed the rest of the day shift bridge crew down to the crew quarters, where we’d get something to eat before retiring to our bunks for the night. 

“Want to get something to eat before heading to our respective bunks?” suggested Louis, who no doubt wanted to talk to someone to get his mind off of the mission, and the details that he knows regarding it. 

“Sure thing. Assuming that the galley is even open of course.” I replied, reminding Louis of the many times that we tried to do this very thing, only to be turned away as the chef and his cooking staff had cleaned up for the night. 

‘It’s right after the change of shift. If we hurry, we might be able to catch some of the remaining breakfast before they toss it.” 

“It’s worth a shot.” I finished, right as the elevator stopped and the doors to it opened. 

We wasted no time in briskly walking to the ship’s galley. I had no doubt in my mind that we looked ridiculous. Being the only personnel aboard ship other than the marines who are allowed to carry laser rifles during non-combat hours, we surely turned a few heads as we walked past. Luckily for us, our embarrassment in the eyes of our fellow crew was worth it in the end. The kitchen crew was clearly cleaning up, but some food appeared to be available. 

“Need help cleaning some of that remaining chow?” asked Louis as soon as we stepped into the galley. One of the kitchen mates turned around and smiled as he heard Louis’s remark. 

“Ah sentinels, a pleasure to see you. Aye we do have some remaining breakfast from the night shift crew. You’re welcome to get a plate and utensil pack and help yourself to whatever’s left, so long as you clean it afterwards.” he replied. 

“Copy that, and thanks!” I remarked. 

“No problem. You two after all have the excuse of following the captain around all day! How’s the man if I may ask?” asked the kitchen mate.

“He’s doing well. He has quite a few things on his mind as captain, but that naturally comes with his job description.” I replied. 

“Indeed. Well enjoy your breakfast chow, and sleep well sentinels!” finished the kitchen mate, before returning to the cleanup task that he was doing before we walked into the galley. 

We didn’t have much to go with. Hard biscuits, powdered orange juice mix, and some scrambled eggs that tend to taste like it was frozen before the invention of the warp drive, that was all that was left. Still, one can’t complain, some chow after all is better than none! 

Louis and I stacked up our plates with the remaining chow before finding a seat at the nearest bench. Louis proceeded to talk without delay the very moment that we took a seat. 

“You know Xander, you don’t talk all that much about your background.” remarked Louis, who no doubt picked a topic that was not related to the mission itself but was large enough to occupy some time as we discussed it. 

“I don’t talk about it because I don’t see the need. After all, I can ask the same exact question to you.” I replied. 

“That’s fair. In that case, why don’t we start with my background?” 

“I have no problems with that. Tell me, how’s life growing up on Mars?” I asked as I got started on my breakfast chow. The fact that I met someone who not only was born in, but also grew up in Sol, was something incredible to me. After all, only an infinitesimally small number of humans can claim to have grown up in orbit of the star that started it all. 

“It’s alright.” 

“Just alright? Come on!” 

“Everyone thinks that growing up on Mars or one of the great stations in orbit of Sol is something that is heavenly. But from what I’ve seen of the galaxy since I joined the Terran Navy, most humans at the end of the day grow up and live the same childhoods.” 

“So, an Earther child lives the same as an orphan on a deep frontier world?” 

“You’re being ridiculous with your arguments. Naturally the child of very wealthy and/or powerful Terrans is going to have a better childhood than the child who grows up in the middle of a frontier slum as an orphan. But if you compare the creature comforts of a Terran who lives far away from Sol, versus a Terran of the same social class who lives near Sol or perhaps even in Sol itself, then you’ll find that the childhood experience is quite similar, perhaps even the same. Sure, the night sky is different, and the various natural landmarks that the child will grow up seeing will be different, assuming the child is even on a planet of course, but in the end, the childhood will be the same.” said Louis, who finally paused after his lengthy reply.

“On that point I can agree with you. I’ve visited many worlds and stations during my career as a Terran peacekeeper, even Earth itself during my academy days! At the end of the day, they are all in the end more similar than dissimilar.” I admitted. 

“I’ll be honest with you Xander, Mars is something special. Man has seen it in the night sky since time immemorial, and the warm of Sol has graced her surface, what little warmth it gets of course without the mirrors to augment it, since her creation billions of years ago. I can call myself a Martian by birth, something that very few humans can do. But does this make me superior to you? Not in the least. Especially as a descendant of a nation world. With that being said, I think it’s time that we talked about your background.” remarked Louis, as he grabbed a hard biscuit and started to eat it. 

“What do you want to know?” 

“You’re from New Italy, correct?” 

“That’s correct.” 

“So . . . tell me what it’s like to grow up there!” 

“I would say that it’s an experience. As a nation world, we were founded by colonists who wanted to preserve the Old Earth nation of Italy as much as possible. In this regard, we have an incredibly strong cultural synthesis. We have cultural elements going as far back as the Etruscan and Celtic tribes that used to inhabit the north of the Italian peninsula back on Earth all those years ago, as well as the various Italic tribes that inevitably formed Rome, and everything else that came after until the dawn of the FTL Age.” 

“Then the entire world is a living preservation of a cultural artifact?” 

“In a way, aye. But some modifications have been done, all in the name of putting the ‘New’ in New Italy. Modifications that I think have been an improvement on the cultural inheritance that we’ve received from Earth. But to answer your question, I would say that growing up in New Italy was a wonderful experience. The weather is always perfect, and the relentless cultural preservation campaigns that the planetary government continues to push on our world makes for a vibrant place to live.” 

“I grew up with the prestige of Mars to keep me warm, while you had the cloak of an Italian cultural colony to do the same. What about language? Is standard Terran Italian the norm for all residents of New Italy? After all, the Italian peninsula has had quite a few languages since the early days of man.” 

“That’s the interesting thing. The majority of the planet only speaks the standard Terran English! If you wish to live in the better areas of the planet however, you need to learn one of the thousands of different languages and dialects that have been preserved through living communities. There are communities that speak Ancient Greek, as well as Old Latin that’s so old that Julius Caesar himself would likely have issues with regards to comprehending it!” 

“Fascinating! How does the government know that you speak the language? Wouldn’t there be attempts to lie?” 

“Oh, there are! In order to prevent this, New Italy has a rigorous process by which you prove your language ability and thus secure the right to live in the respective area that you apply for. Firstly, assuming you do not speak the minority language and/or dialect in the first place, which most prospective residents will not at first, then you’re sent into a full immersion school. Not a single word whether spoken or written will be in a language that is not the one that the school teaches. You’re effectively a child for a few years, forced to relearn everything all over again in the unique and old language that likely has few if any speakers outside of New Italy or a world that is dedicated to its preservation.” 

“Once you learn how to comprehend, speak, and write in this language, then you’re allowed to live in the community?” 

“Yes, once you pass the main admission test. You spend two days in this test. The first day, you must write by hand whatever is instructed by the panel of judges that evaluates you. This is something that lasts for over eight hours, and it’s quite thorough. The second day, you sit on a chair in front of the judges, and you must defend yourself against them using the spoken word for another eight hours. If you pass both tests, you prove your fluency, and the panel sends word to the planetary government that you are permitted to live in the community.” 

“Sounds like a lot of work.” 

“It is, but these communities are luxurious in terms of quality of life. The governments welfare system prioritizes these residents before anyone else, and all local government funding is first given to these communities. The rest of us get whatever scraps are left.” 

“I see. On one hand, it incentivizes residents to learn a preserved language and join one of these communities. On the other, it promotes poverty among the rest of the population, which is the majority I presume?” 

“It is.” 

“I see. Both good and bad can come of this. Which one I think is the winner, I have no idea.” 

“Truth be told, I don’t have a clue either.” 
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Chapter Four


[image: ]




Louis and I continued to talk for some time as we finished the remnants of breakfast chow. Once we finished both our conversation and the chow, we kept our promise to the kitchen mate and cleaned up after ourselves. Once the dishes were done, dried, and stored on the rack that was ready for the night crew’s dinner rush, we proceeded to leave the galley.

“I had a good talk just now, Xander. Thank you for it,” said Louis right as we were about to split off and head to our respective quarters for the night.

“The same with me, Louis. Sleep well,” I replied.

“You too, Xander. See you tomorrow!”

“See you!”

With my farewell to Louis now finished, I turned around and started to walk down the corridor toward my quarters, while Louis did the same in the opposite direction. There wasn’t much activity in the corridors; with the night shift currently at their posts and the day shift either sleeping or relaxing in their respective quarters, the ship was quiet, too quiet I’d say. Other than the FTL music that hummed from the bulkheads, I did not hear anything. It’s always creepy whenever the ship gets silent enough to reach a point where the hum is the only sound that accompanies you. That and the very faint ringing in the ears that you get after your first few years of Terran Naval service. I blame the laser rifles and the FTL music, especially the latter. I could swear that it changes you . . .

I continued to walk until I reached my quarters, and I entered without delay. The other sailors were all playing cards.

“About time, sentinel; where were you?” asked one of my bunk mates.

“Helping the kitchen staff clean up the chow that was left over from the night shift’s breakfast meal,” I replied with full honesty as I took a seat on the bulkhead floor and joined the card game.

“Lucky bastard! I always get chased out of the galley whenever I try to do the same. ‘Not enough for everyone,’ they say. Well, it’ll be better in my stomach than in the trash!” quipped another bunk mate.

“I’ll remember to mention your suggestion to the captain when I get a chance,” I added with a smile.

“You do that, sentinel; sailors are starving down here!” 

“Anyways, Xander, we are doing a ration game. The wager is a weekly bottle of hair conditioner,” said another bunk mate.

“Not that valuable, considering the fact that a good majority of the ship gambles it away as soon as they get it,” I remarked, not entirely pleased with the stakes of the game.

“The little birdies on the vine tell me that we are having a full inspection soon. If your hair isn’t up to code, there’ll be hell to pay,” said another sailor, hoping to entice me to join.

“Fine. I’m in for my weekly ration,” I said and joined the card game without delay.

As luck would have it, I lost my weekly ration of hair conditioner. I didn’t mind, as I usually sell it off to another sailor in exchange for something more valuable, such as shampoo or deodorant. But with the good fortune of more food today, I thought that it was fair that I lost my weekly ration of hair conditioner. After all, you always lose some whenever you win some. The universe is never entirely out of balance in favor of one side of the scale. It's unfortunate for those who want to succeed and succeed quickly, but very fortunate for those who do not want to lose it all and stay that way permanently. It’s a law of the universe that I can live with.

*
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The sound of the day shift alarm was lovelier than normal; I blame that on the fact that I got some extra chow last night before bed. Either way, I was up on my feet within moments, and my sentinel’s uniform was up to code a few moments later as I joined my bunk buddies in racing out of the quarters.

We moved quickly as we did not have any time to spare. My objective was the elevator, which would take me up to the bridge. I reached it, and fortunately did not have to wait all that long before being able to use it to head to the bridge. I had my laser rifle in hand, and my butt was in my sentinel’s chair on the bridge a brief moment later. Louis arrived on the bridge a few moments after me, but the captain’s chair was empty.

The captain emerged a few moments after Louis took a seat. The first officer had accompanied him, and they both proceeded to take a seat in their chairs before beginning their day.

“Status report?” ordered the captain as soon as he took a seat.

“All is normal from when you relinquished command last, sir,” replied the bosun, giving the standard reply for when all ship systems are as normal as they could possibly be.

“Excellent! Continue on the course then,” finished the captain before retreating into the console that was in front of him.

For the first few hours of the day, we did not do anything that was uneventful. The ship was running normally, there were no hostiles in sight, and the goal of our first phase of the mission, which was reaching Epislan II with the special delivery that the captain was to hand straight to the sector governor’s hands, would be accomplished soon. There was no way to accelerate the timetable and reach Epislan II faster without putting additional wear and tear on our FTL engines, so all that we could do was sit back and relax. Mandatory breaks are the sailors’ favorite gift from heaven, for good reason too!

*
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“Captain, we are approaching Epislan II,” relayed the helmsman, which caused all of us on the bridge to snap out of our daydreams and focus on the consoles and displays that were in front of us.

“Excellent, standard approach maneuvers, helmsman. Give their system defenses the time and space that is needed to determine that we’re friendly,” ordered the captain as he tapped on the console that was in front of him until he got the display just as he wanted it.

“Right away, sir.”

Our approach to Epislan II was standard and uneventful. We dropped out of warp at the edge of the system and held there for several moments until we received an incoming message.

“Epislan II is requesting a comm line,” said the helmsman.

“Granted. Put it through,” ordered the captain, and the helmsman wasted no time in doing just that.

“About time, Calyster,” said whoever was speaking for Epislan II.

The voice sounded annoyed, usually a strong indicator that whoever told them to expect us had informed them that we’d be there in a much shorter timeframe than what ended up being reality. No doubt it was a little ploy by the Peacekeeper station in order to get Epislan II off of their backs. I don’t blame them; I would’ve done the exact same thing.

“We apologize for the delay, but overloading our FTL engines in order to save time tends to backfire on mission efficiency more often than not. I can speak from personal experience in this matter,” replied the captain, who had the strength of absolute truth on his side.

“Whatever the case and blame, it’s in the past now. We are ready to receive you, captain, as soon as you are able,” added Epislan II.

“Excellent, we’ll enter a standard orbit and send a shuttle down without delay. Please send the landing coordinates as soon as possible,” added the captain, and the helmsman immediately set a quick FTL course for Epislan II as soon as the captain finished his reply.

“Epislan II copies, captain. Out,” finished Epislan II before they severed the comm line.

With a quick skip of the FTL engines later, we were in orbit around Epislan II. The captain and I, alongside my fellow sentinel Louis, rode the elevator down to the shuttle deck, and in turn, we rode a shuttle down to Epislan II a few moments later.

“Alright gentlemen, listen up. I’ll be having you escort me to the sector governor’s office, where you’ll stay for the initial debriefing. Once we get to the good stuff that’s for the eyes and ears of the sector governor and me only, you’re to leave and report back to The Calyster, where you’ll be the sentinels for First Officer Dalker once he assumes command,” ordered the captain.

“Copy that, sir,” I replied.

“Clear as crystal for me as well, sir,” replied Louis.

“Excellent. With that being said, sit back and enjoy the ride down to Epislan II. It’s a humble little world; perhaps it’ll be a gem of the republic someday, but not for the next century at the very least,” finished the captain.

We did as the captain ordered and tried to enjoy the ride down to Epislan II as much as possible. It was bumpy, but our shuttle pilots are well-trained and spend most of their on-duty shifts in the simulator in order to keep their skills honed and sharpened to a knife’s edge. This allowed for a reasonably tolerable experience on the way down.

Looking out of the window, I could see where the captain got his remarks regarding Epislan II being a gem of the republic someday. The world was barren, with little vegetation and a sky color that betrayed the fact that the air wasn’t at all like the air quality back on Earth. It was breathable and survivable, yes, but you wouldn’t want to do any cardiovascular endurance training in this atmosphere unless you really hate yourself.

We ended up landing on a shuttle pad on the roof of the governmental building where the sector governor lived and worked. Some of the governor’s staff came to greet us as soon as we landed, and we stepped out of the shuttle and proceeded to walk toward them as soon as the shuttle's engines spooled down.

“Welcome to Epislan II, Captain!” said the staffer, before extending her hand for a handshake. The captain received her handshake and responded with one of his own without delay. We, of course, did not get a greeting, but we are sentinels. We exist to look nice and pretty as mobile statues and destroy any threat to the captain with superheated plasma from our laser rifles if the situation requires it. That’s the job description after all.

“Thank you! I’m to see the sector governor without delay,” replied the captain, who held the envelope that the station commander had given him firmly in his hand.

“Of course. Right this way, gentlemen, I’ll take you to him,” finished the staffer, before turning around and leading us to the sector governor.

We proceeded to follow the staffer and her colleagues into the building and through its corridors. The building itself, as well as the corridors inside, looked nice. It wasn’t at a level that would be the norm for a building that housed the local Terran government responsible for the entire sector, but it was well enough to convey the sense that our government back home wanted to keep this sector for ourselves, even though the local pirate syndicate would much rather have us vacate the premises as quickly as possible.

Eventually, we reached the office of the sector governor. The door to it was plain from the outside, but I had a feeling that the interior of the office within was going to be quite fancy. Apparently, all diplomatic and governmental staff of the republic can’t live without their fancy accommodations. They are too soft in my book.

“The governor is waiting inside,” said the staffer before stepping aside to allow us to pass her. The other staffers opened the door for us, and I was right. The luxury of the governor’s office was apparent even from the corridor.

“Thank you!” replied the captain before stepping inside. We followed him in immediately after.

At first glance, you can clearly see that this is an office for someone who is used to talking as a career, especially with regard to swaying other people to his point of view. The office had two couches at the center, one facing the other. Just from the soft leather appearance alone, I could tell that those couches were heavenly once your bottom was blessed with their touch as your weight pressed you in.

The rugs of the office were nice, adorned with the emblem of the republic, as well as other colors and flags that I could tell immediately from memory were the colors of the Terran Navy, as well as others that I assumed were from the flag of this local sector. In case this reference wasn’t clear enough, behind the governor’s desk were several flags: one for the republic, another for the Terran Navy, and a few others that I was going to guess were the emblems of the local sector, and perhaps of Epislan II herself.

“I’ve been expecting you, Captain. So tell me, why has the station commander in charge of naval operations in this sector decided all of a sudden to send my administration into a mass panic?” asked the sector governor.

“Mass panic, sir?” replied the captain, before taking a seat on one of the chairs that faced the sector governor’s desk. Louis and I, of course, remained standing. Maybe one day that’ll change, but today was not that day.

“Aye. Something involving the pirate syndicate that has been filling up our workdays for the past few months. Something big if I understand the reports correctly.”

“Well, Governor, I’m afraid that the station commander has a point.” The captain placed the envelope on the sector governor’s desk as soon as he finished his sentence. The sector governor’s eyes opened wide as he saw the envelope, and he took it in his hands and opened it as quickly as he could.

Wasting no time in reading the contents, the sector governor’s face flustered a wild range of facial expressions as he read the report. Having firsthand experience with the naval brass after serving in the Terran Navy since the end of my adolescence, there was a good chance that some of the material inside was exaggerated for good effect, hence the reaction that I saw on the part of the sector governor. Was it necessary? Probably not. But the politicians tend to only lift a finger if they feel their hides burning, so sometimes one needs to hold the fire close to the soles of their feet, even if it’s still quite far away.

“Have you read this report?” asked the sector governor after he finished reading.

“No, sir. My orders were to deliver that packet to you, and to ensure that the packet itself did not leave my sight or hand until it could be presented to you,” replied the captain.

“Well, take a read then,” ordered the sector governor, before sliding the report over to the captain. He proceeded to pick it up and read it without delay.

I couldn’t see the facial features of the captain as he was facing directly opposite me. But I could tell by the way he held the report that what he was reading surprised him. I doubt that he was reacting in the same way as the sector governor, not only because of his naval discipline and expertise but also because the governor’s face was steady and observant. Had the captain betrayed a look of surprise or, heaven forbid, worry, then the sector governor’s face would’ve lit up like a Christmas tree.

“Very interesting,” admitted the captain once he had a moment to finish the report.

“Just interesting! This is . . .” The sector governor paused as he glanced over at Louis and me and realized that we were even here. Half the job description of a sentinel is looking like a pretty statue, after all. Looks like we did our jobs in this case.

“I trust both of those men with my life; you can continue with whatever it was that you wanted to say, sir,” remarked the captain.

“Very well . . . if you insist, captain. The details that this report contains are something that I have to pass on to my superiors!”

“You do that, sir, and the pirate syndicate will be tipped off.”

“And if we do not, there is a decent chance that this pirate fleet is going to cause enough mayhem in this sector that it’ll take two decades to rebuild at the earliest!”

“Not if we defeat the fleet first, sir, as mentioned in the report. But I have to be here to help coordinate the plan with you.”

“I’m to speak of this to no one then? Not even command?”

“That is correct. And that specific instruction was in the report.”

“Dammit, I know it was in the report! But this is something that feels wrong to me! We need help!”

“Sometimes, getting help only makes the problem worse. In this case, we face such a circumstance. Look, sir, I’m with you on the fact that this feels wrong. I don’t like the massive bet that the station commander is making one bit. And the fact that he has kept everyone tight-lipped about his actual plan doesn’t bode well with me either. Hell, as far as I know, he’s the only one who knows the full story!”

“And you don’t find that odd? Or perhaps something that goes against one of your four million different naval peacekeeper protocols?” asked the sector governor, which drew a laugh from the captain as the sector governor finished his remark.

“Nine times out of ten, that statement will be true. Hell, I’d even say that ten times out of ten, some action that we take is in affront to a peacekeeper protocol! But at the end of the day, the protocols are there to guide us to success in our missions. Success is all that matters, and any protocol broken is forgiven on the part of the respective peacekeeper so long as he can deliver results,” replied the captain.

“Then let’s make sure that you deliver.”

“Agreed.” The captain paused before turning his chair around to face us. “You are dismissed, sentinels. Report back to The Calyster, and guard Acting Captain Dalker as he carries out the mission that I’ve assigned him.”

We saluted silently before immediately turning on our heels and walking out of the sector governor’s office without any delay. We talked to no one as we made our way back to the shuttle pad at the roof of the building. Once on the roof, we walked over to the shuttle and got in.

“Take us back to The Calyster, pilot,” I ordered.

“Right away, sentinel,” replied the pilot as he turned on the shuttle and closed the doors. I had no doubt in my mind that he had already been briefed on the captain’s orders; no way would he leave the captain behind just like that if he hadn’t.
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Our shuttle pilot quickly got us into the atmosphere, and we soared up until we reached orbit. Aiming our nose at The Calyster, we caught her just beyond the horizon of Epislan II, and we eased ourselves into one of her shuttle bays before landing on the deck. Once the shuttle bay doors had closed and the bay itself was pressurized with standard atmosphere, we hopped off and went straight to the nearest elevator in order to get to the bridge.

“So, Acting Captain Dalker. Let’s see how he performs,” remarked Louis out loud as the elevator made its way up, who, like myself, had some doubts as to the caliber of our first officer.

“If the captain trusts him enough to have him as his second, then he’ll be good enough for the job. I doubt that the captain is enough of a fool to keep someone incompetent in his post just to avoid ruffling a few feathers,” I replied.

“I agree. Let’s hope that it’s as you say,” finished Louis, just as the elevator reached the bridge and opened her doors for us to step off.

Stepping onto the bridge, Louis and I made our way to our respective sentinel seats and sat down as quickly as possible. We took the consoles in front of us and moved them closer to our faces so that we could get up to speed with the status of The Calyster.

From the looks of it, all ship systems were green and ready to go. We clearly were waiting for something, however, as one does not maintain a steady orbit unless you need the passage of time to occur before you can carry out your assignment. I wanted to know what it was, but it would be out of line for me to just ask the captain, especially in non-vital situations such as the one we were currently in. Because of this, I kept my mouth shut and remained glued to my console, eagerly hunting for any information that could help answer my question.

Eventually, Acting Captain Dalker ended up answering my question for me: “Bosun, what’s the status of the Tajaku?” he asked.

“Still in retrofit, sir. That reminds me, sir, the retrofit master of the Epislan II station wants a minor retrofit done to The Calyster before we deploy alongside the Tajaku. He was going to wait until the Tajaku was finished with her retrofit to do us, but apparently, time is of the essence thanks to new orders from the sector governor,” relayed the bosun.

“Very well then. Helmsman, take us to Epislan II station."

“Right away, sir,” replied the helmsman, and he proceeded to set course to Epislan II station without delay.

We moved quickly, with the slight help of our FTL engines in order to accelerate us close to light speed, as well as a strong forward shield facing to protect us if we hit anything on the way. We swung around Epislan II and reached the station on the other side of the planet in just a few minutes.

“Have us dock as soon as the station allows,” ordered Captain Dalker.

“Copy, sir,” replied the helmsman.

*
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Permission to dock was granted quickly, and we were attached to one of the locks a few moments later. The retrofit teams came aboard without delay, and they proceeded to speak with our acting captain before having us all leave the bridge as they got to work.

We ended up spending an entire day under retrofit. Some slight modifications to the bridge were done, as well as a cleaning and checking of the armor plates and engine exhaust, with the final addition of a boost to our stockpiles of railgun rounds and missiles in our cargo bays. I doubt that it would even classify as a ‘retrofit’ back at a Peacekeeper station, but a cleaning and check is a cleaning and check, and one never says no if such a thing is offered. And one definitely never says no to more ammunition!

I had no idea if we were behind schedule or if whatever crazy plan the station commander back at the local sector Peacekeeper station was already underway, but after a day of waiting around for the retrofit to finish, we were finally cleared for deployment alongside our sister Peacekeeper cruiser, Tajaku.

“Have you received the course that I laid in?” asked the captain.

“Yes, sir,” replied the helmsman.

“Excellent, confirm with the Tajaku that we are cleared to go and ask if they are ready as well, then activate FTL engines as soon as she replies in the affirmative."

“Yes, sir,” replied the bosun, and the moment he relayed the confirmation from the Tajaku, the helmsman threw us into FTL without any delay.

We spent two days in FTL, which meant that wherever the main enemy pirate base was, it was near the edges of the local sector. Not bad as far as hiding places go, but the fact that we were in FTL for two days and thus out of contact with the rest of the galaxy made me nervous. There is a not unlikely chance, after all, that our entire fleet had been destroyed by the pirates in whatever operation the station commander had decided to undertake. We could be dropping into a base that has enough reinforcements to cut us and the Tajaku to shreds in just a few moments. That’s scary to think about.

“ETA to hot drop?” asked the captain, who was clearly quite excited to be leading the Calyster on his first official combat mission as a captain.

“Twenty minutes, captain,” replied the helmsman immediately.

“Excellent! Carry on as you were.”

The fact that it was early morning for the day shift crew was perfect for us. We had a great night’s sleep, filled with dreams of impending glory or doom. Which one would it be? Go to sleep and find out tomorrow!

The gunnery and sensor teams were busy calibrating and checking their respective systems over and over again. It didn’t matter how many times the test came back in the green; they kept doing it repeatedly. Some would say that it is the very definition of insanity to do this over and over again, expecting a different result. I say that it is perfectly normal. If you were floating around in a total vacuum inside a metal box that could easily be your tomb, you’d go a little cuckoo too.

Twenty minutes. You felt every single damn second as it ticked on by. You saw the ETA to FTL hot drop on your console, right there in the top corner. You observed the well-trained officers constantly checking something, anything, just to keep their minds on the job and not on the five other pressing thoughts that threatened to erode your discipline and efficiency if you let them into your head. They say that the worst part of a Peacekeeper career is the training camps that they make you go through before you get the right and privilege to call yourself a Terran Peacekeeper. Clearly, whoever said that didn’t need to wait for a hot drop against an enemy that is at least your equal and probably your superior.

Finally, the head engineer started to speak. He uttered the words that made our hearts race and flooded our cardiovascular systems with oxygen so that we could remain focused on the job.

“Hot drop in . . . 10 . . . 9 . . . 8 . . . 7 . . . 6 . . . 5 . . . 4 . . . 3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . DROP!” he said through the open line, and the FTL music silenced itself in one quick cacophony as we roared back into regular space. Our accompanying sister cruiser, Tajaku, did the same thing a few seconds later.

The sensor teams were quick: “No enemy warships in sight; heavy signal activity coming from a moon orbiting the fourth celestial body in the system!”

“Burn and engage immediately! Fire our railgun rounds at maximum intensity and as quickly as possible without overheating. Switch sides to keep heat down, and ready emergency coolant and keep it on standby!” ordered the captain, and everyone got to work on carrying out his orders.

I couldn’t believe our luck! Not a single enemy ship in the entire system! Either they were all destroyed in whatever brilliant move the station commander had decided to make, or they were on the way back home . . . whatever the case was, we were going to find out soon enough.

The Calyster and the Tajaku wasted no time in opening fire with our railguns. We had the advantage of great distance, as well as the fact that a moon isn’t exactly going to outrun the speed at which our railgun turrets can move. This meant that we could merrily shoot railgun slugs at the enemy base without having to worry about any retaliation, as we’d detect it and be able to raise shields long before the hostile ordnance could hit us. The fact that our cargo bays were full of additional railgun and missile armaments also meant that we did not have to worry too much about running out of ammunition.

The gunnery and sensor teams, as well as I, Louis, the captain, and anyone else on the bridge who could afford the time and effort to look at it, were glued to the tactical displays on their consoles. We looked at the enemy moon and tracked the railgun hits from both our ship and that of the Tajaku. The moon was very quickly receiving new red-hot craters from the impacts we were making against it. Actual damage to the enemy base underneath the crust was likely minimal, but the more we could pelt the surface, the more of their defenses we could take out as we moved closer to the enemy base.

“How are we looking with regards to the enemy base?” asked the captain as he continued to have his eyes glued to his tactical readout.

“Likely minimal damage to the base below, but sustained damage to any defenses on the current facing of the moon,” replied the head gunnery officer.

“Any idea what kind of fortifications they have underneath?” asked the captain.

“Unknown until we get closer to perform more thorough scans. It could be a reinforced mantle or several layers of armor plate that have solidified from the mantle underneath the crust. It’s all a guess at this range,” replied the head sensor officer.

“Very well, message the Tajaku that we are going to make our way closer to the moon. Advise them to do the same,” ordered the captain.

“Right away, captain,” replied the bosun, before proceeding to carry out the captain’s orders to the letter.

It was an unfortunate reality, but the truth of the matter was that we’d never destroy the base at this distance. We can accelerate the railgun rounds to a very high velocity, enough to ensure a powerful blast once they make impact with the moon, but all that kinetic energy is for nothing if we do not have a good schematic of the enemy base. We need a weakness, something that we can exploit in much the same way as we exploited that void in the crust against the previous pirate base that we attacked.

So far, however, this base has had some additional love and consideration from the fortification engineers. We’ve taken care of most of the railgun turrets and point defense on this side of the moon, but that does not mean that they are lacking in surprises on the other side. We are only two cruisers, while they may have a moonful of missiles just waiting to be launched. We and the Tajaku can deal with plenty of missiles, but if we face several thousand, well . . . things will get interesting, to say the least.

We approached the base slowly, in a circular motion that allowed us to shoot one side of the ship’s guns while giving the other side rest as we moved from port to starboard. We kept our missile stockpiles in reserve, as they’ll come in handy later when we need to exploit a weakness. For now, we had enough railgun rounds between us and the Tajaku to cause some serious mayhem against the best. Whether we could destroy it with just the two of us still remains to be seen.

“Anything from the sensor readouts that sticks out?” asked the captain, his inexperience betraying him through his impatience for a breakthrough.

“Negative, Captain,” replied the head sensor officer.

I could see the captain looking at his tactical readout, hoping for a miracle that he could pick out from the data: a large hangar that could be flooded with missiles like the last pirate base we destroyed, or some weakness in the crust that could be exploited with sufficient railgun fire. But he had the same tactical readout in front of him that I did, and mine didn’t show anything that could be used to our advantage. This walnut from the depths of hell, as Captain Masker so eloquently put it back on the elevator, was going to be much harder to crack than the previous one we had to destroy.

A stalemate. This was the reality that dawned on us as we inched closer and closer to the pirate syndicate base up ahead. We pelted the moon’s surface with railgun fire but did not do much damage to the vital infrastructure that was deep inside. They, on the other hand, did not have any railguns or point defense turrets left on the side of the moon that was facing us to retaliate. The only possible counter they could hope to muster would be a full swarm of missiles, but we’d be able to outrun them through a quick activation of the FTL engines with no problem at this distance.

Everyone on the bridge knew that we needed to figure out something to break the stalemate. If we didn’t, then all we’d end up doing is decorating the surface of the enemy moon with more craters...

“Captain, I have an idea,” I suggested out of the blue.

“Go ahead, Sentinel,” replied the captain immediately, even turning his chair to face me. He couldn’t make his desperation for a solution to our current predicament any more obvious.

“We don’t have any scans of the enemy base so far that could tell us of any possible weaknesses. We’ve also saturated the surface of the moon that is currently facing us, so much so that any defensive assets that used to be on the surface are now destroyed. I think we need to force the enemy base to have a weakness,” I admitted, stating the obvious that we all knew.

“Go on, Sentinel,” pressed the captain, whose face was now fully focused on mine. I had his undivided attention.

“The last enemy base that we destroyed, we did so because of the pressurized void under the dwarf planet’s surface, correct?”

“Correct.”

“Then it is logical to say that the weakness of a base that is deeply entrenched inside a celestial object is a void that has pressurized gases that we can manipulate.”

“I’d say the same thing, Sentinel. How do you propose that we go about making such a pressurized void in the enemy moon?”

“I don’t know if we can, but I think we need to focus fire on a specific point and force the crust open as deep as we can go with sustained fire from both The Calyster and The Tajaku.”

“We’ve already considered that. The pressures of the crust above will close the shaft made from the railgun rounds once you get deep enough. If you want to blast your way inside, it’ll take more railgun rounds than even a fleet can carry,” interrupted the head gunnery officer.

“I agree with the head gunnery officer. But my idea isn’t to burrow our way inside through overwhelming firepower; after all, we are just two cruisers. Overwhelming firepower is unfortunately something that we just don’t have at this time. But we may be able to cause enough vibrational force that it’ll destroy the base underneath the moon through a combined cocktail of tectonic shifts and earthquakes.”

“Is this feasible?” demanded the captain, who turned to face the head gunnery officer.

“Unlikely, but it’s worthy of an attempt,” admitted the head gunnery officer.

“Do it then, and send word to The Tajaku to assist us,” ordered the captain, who was glad to see that we were at least doing something to break the stalemate.

“Right away, captain,” added the bosun, before sending word to The Tajaku of our plans.

A few moments later, we got to work on making my suggestion a reality. Both The Calyster and The Tajaku alternated their railgun fire in such a way that we sent down to the moon a single railgun round every half a second. It was a steady pace, designed to maximize and amplify any tectonic disturbances that the impacts would cause once they smacked into the crust.

Every half second, you could see the impact we made against the enemy moon, directly targeting the core of the moon, the same spot every time. We had no way of knowing if the seismic activity was great enough to damage the base structures deep within the moon, but at the very least, we knew that every single pirate in that base would be up and about from all of the earthquakes they’d have to contend with.

“Cavity closing due to pressure, Captain,” relayed the head sensor officer. You could see the tunnel of blasted rock collapse in on itself.

“Keep shooting,” ordered the captain.

“Copy that, Captain,” replied the head gunnery officer.

The stalemate continued. Each time the tunnel collapsed, it weakened the surrounding crust of the moon, allowing us to blast deeper and deeper into the crust before it ultimately collapsed on itself once again. It was clear that we’d never be able to burrow our way into the deep areas of the moon with the railgun round reserves that our two ships had, but perhaps with the addition of our missiles . . .

“Captain, I have another idea,” I uttered out loud.

“Go ahead, Sentinel,” ordered the captain at once.

“If we can burrow deep enough into the crust . . .” I was interrupted by the captain before I could finish my sentence.
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“Then we could use the missiles to cause a massive tectonic event?” asked the captain with a smile, which was my exact proposal.

“That’s correct, captain,” I admitted.

“Is this feasible?” asked the captain, swiveling on the captain’s chair to face the head gunnery officer.

“Can I guarantee its success? No. But it is a very similar strategy to the one that defeated the last enemy base that we had to face. It would leave both the Calyster and the Tajaku incredibly vulnerable to any enemy reinforcements, however, as we’ll expend all of our missiles and nearly all of our railgun rounds in order to attempt it,” replied the head gunnery officer, who, like always, was completely honest with the probabilities.

“Tell the Tajaku to prepare a full swarm of missiles and to have them on standby. Also, give me a direct open line with the captain of the Tajaku and keep it open so that he can hear everything that goes on in our bridge, and vice versa with his,” ordered the captain.

“Right away, captain,” replied the bosun as he proceeded to carry out the captain’s order.

The stalemate between us and the enemy base continued, but the wound that we were carving onto the surface of the moon was growing both larger and deeper after each and every railgun round that we shot against it.

At first, one could see a very small blister form on the moon’s surface from the tactical readout in front of you. As we continued to hammer at it, it grew larger, and each time that it collapsed in on itself due to the weight of the walls surrounding it, it got even larger as the collapsed heap of crust dissipated quickly as the railgun round smacked into it. We were making progress; whether this process was having any effect, however, remains to be seen.

“Captain, we appear to be halfway through the crust,” remarked the head sensor officer.

“Is there any way to confirm the readings?” asked the captain.

The head sensor officer quickly talked amongst his sensor team before replying, “We can try to recalibrate the sensor probes for seismic detection, but it’ll take over half an hour as we need to modify the probes manually.”

“Keep shooting,” ordered the captain as he focused his full attention on his tactical readout.

We had no way of confirming the depth of the cavity that we had created. Several ideas were thrown back and forth, such as using lasers to try and bounce the reflecting light back onto our sensors and thus get a depth readout. However, the head sensor officer reminded us that the superheated gases and lava occurring due to our railgun fire would obstruct the light from reaching the bottom of the cavity.

“Calyster, this is The Tajaku; how are your railgun round reserves?” asked the captain of the Tajaku.

After quickly discussing with the head gunnery officer, our captain replied, “Around 40% of standard complement; our cargo hold reserves are empty.”

“The same with us. I suggest deploying our missiles when our round reserves reach 30%. We should time the final rounds to penetrate as deep into the crust as we can without having the walls collapse,” suggested the captain of The Tajaku.

“Agreed. If we do not destroy the base after that, then we’ll do the best that we can with our remaining rounds on the other side of the moon before aborting the mission. Do you concur, captain?” asked our captain.

“Tajaku concurs with you, captain,” replied the captain of the Tajaku.

It didn’t take long before both ships reached 30% remaining railgun capacity. We wasted no time in deploying all of our missiles, every single one from all missile launchers, and then the reload that was afforded to us thanks to the extra missiles we carried in our cargo holds. The great swarm of missiles was then directed straight into the blasted cavity that we had carved out of the moon with our railguns.

A great sense of anticipation emerged on the bridge as we all saw the swarm of missiles make its way to the enemy moon. Sometimes I wonder if the crew below decks is blessed, as they never have to worry about the mission with regard to its details. Naturally, they feel nervousness whenever we are in battle, but they have the fortune to know that we will either win, or at the very least retreat, or be destroyed in defeat. Since you only suffer for a few seconds in the latter scenario before you lose consciousness and eventually die, one could say that they are more fortunate. We all suffer the same fate in defeat, but those on the bridge will see it coming beforehand.

The swarm of missiles clumped into a big ball. The various algorithms that control the missiles are smart, and they made sure to arrange the missiles in such a way that at the moment of impact, the explosive force at the bottom point of the chasm would be maximized. The missiles themselves are quite resilient, and the first explosions at the front of the ball will give the requisite vaporized gases that are needed to maximize the explosive force of the remaining missiles when they end up detonating.

“Now’s the moment of truth, Captain,” remarked the head gunnery officer right before the missiles were to begin their detonation.

“May it bring us a good result,” replied the captain, and the bridge went silent as we all waited for our all-in wildcard move to give us her result.

The explosions were powerful. At the end of it all, there was heavy damage to the moon. The crust was cracked, and magma from the innermost mantle was leaking through the cracks. It looked like someone took a humongous pickaxe and smacked it as hard as they could against the moon.

“I want a damage report regarding the enemy base,” ordered the captain at once as he saw the aftermath of our massive missile attack.

“Still analyzing, sir. Linking our sensor with those of the Tajaku for quicker analysis of the data,” replied the head sensor officer as he proceeded to work with the bosun in order to make that a reality.

After a slight delay as the data was processed and analyzed, the head sensor officer had the damage report that the captain had requested: “Report ready, sir. Heavy damage to the side of the moon that is currently facing us. Moderate damage to the various structures underneath the crust; however, a high probability still remains of an enemy base that is overall intact and still capable of carrying out military functions.”

“My head sensor officer concurs with the conclusion that yours just stated, Captain,” added the captain of The Tajaku.

“Very well, in that . . .” Our captain was interrupted by our head sensor officer.

“Captain, incoming FTL signatures!” he said quickly.

Now things have gotten interesting. No one said anything or did anything that was out of the norm, but the steady beat of our collective hearts just increased its collective tempo by a significant amount.

“Type and classification?” ordered our captain quickly.

“Their heading is opposite us and the moon. Four signatures, moderate in size. The FTL signatures are still too far away to get an accurate analysis, but they could be anywhere from destroyer to battlecruiser in classification. I’ll have a more accurate answer for you shortly, Captain,” replied the head sensor officer.

“The question is, are they friendly reinforcements, or some pirate stragglers who are about to find out that their home is under attack?” asked the captain of The Tajaku.

“If they are friendly, then there still remains a chance of a successful mission completion. If they are hostile, on the other hand . . .” replied the captain with a purposeful delay at the very end.

“Then we run the risk of being unable to escape through FTL without pirates on our heels,” remarked the captain of The Tajaku.

“What is your vote, Captain?” asked our captain.

“I vote to stay. The mission is not over until all options are exhausted, and a new one has just opened up. Besides, we’ll never hear the end of it from the station commander once he finds out we cut tail without at least trying everything. He tends to be arrogant in that way,” replied the captain of The Tajaku with a chuckle to accompany the end of his sentence.

“Aye, he certainly seems the type. Very well, we stay,” concluded our captain, and that was that.

Since we did not have many railgun rounds left, and we did not want to be entirely without ammunition in case the FTL signals that are arriving turn out to be hostile and give us chase, we pointed our bows opposite the enemy moon and started an engine burn away from the moon. Our head engineers kept the FTL engines on standby. The very moment that we get a positive ID on enemy hostiles, whether through their FTL signature once they get close enough or through visual sight once they emerge from FTL, we’ll enter FTL and flee the solar system.

“FTL signals entering the system, Captain. Still on a direct course for the enemy moon, opposite side.”

“We may have a decent respite from attack, Captain. The hostile moon behind us will make for an excellent shield once they drop out of warp,” suggested the captain of The Tajaku.

“Aye, you’re right! How close to the moon can the signatures get before their FTL warp field suffers catastrophic destabilization?” asked our captain, who turned to face the head sensor officer when he asked his question.

“That depends on the minuscule atmosphere that the moon currently contains. The vaporized crust and gases that are seeping out of the mantle give us a greater blanket of protection than what would otherwise be the case in terms of the berth that ships in FTL have to give the moon. I’d say a delay of 10 or so seconds, assuming that the hostiles or friendlies decide to hot drop on our side of the moon instead of on the other side,” replied the head sensor officer.

“Not bad. Around 10 seconds is what it’ll take for us to activate our FTL engines and enter FTL, correct?” asked our captain.

“That’s correct, Captain,” replied the head engineer through the open wire.

“Give me a positive ID the moment that you can provide it. As for the heading, Helmsman, enter FTL the very moment that the head sensor officer IDs the signatures as hostile. If not, hold current speed and heading, and await further orders,” ordered the captain.

“Copy that, sir!” replied the head sensor officer.

“Copy!” replied the helmsman.

We thankfully, or unfortunately depending on how you look at it, did not need to wait long for a positive ID on the incoming FTL signatures. They hot-dropped out of warp on the other side of the enemy moon, way too far for the ships to be considered a threat if hostile, even with railgun fire.

“Friendlies, Captain! Four Peacekeeper cruisers!” relayed the head sensor officer. The great cheer in his voice was apparent to anyone who heard it.

“Turn us around, Helmsman!” ordered the captain, and in a brief moment, our bow was once again pointed at the enemy moon. We were back in the fight.

“Establish communications at once,” ordered the captain immediately after.

“That may be more difficult than normal,” replied the head sensor officer.

“Oh?” remarked the captain, in a way that clearly betrayed his desire for an answer to this dilemma, an answer that he wanted yesterday.

“The enemy moon appears to be using ECM on their intact side. Any signal that we try to send will be scrambled by the time it reaches the other cruisers, and vice versa for any signal that they try to send to us,” said the head sensor officer, all while he worked at his console, desperately trying to find a way to bypass the hostile ECM.

“The enemy pirates want the fresh cruisers to waste fire on the opposite side of the moon with their missiles and railgun rounds, all the while we have a gaping wound on the opposite side, a wound that I’m assuming they’ll be unable to detect with the ECM that has been deployed against them?” asked the captain.

“That is correct, sir,” replied the head sensor officer.

The captain did not speak for a few moments as his mind raced with the available decisions and possibilities that were open to him. Whatever race of ideas occurred in his head, it was over in a short period of time.

“I want full railgun fire on the weakest point on the surface of the moon that we have created. Tajaku, I advise that you do the same with your remaining rounds,” said Acting Captain Dalker.

“Right away, sir,” replied the head sensor officer, and we immediately proceeded to open fire once more on the enemy moon. The Tajaku followed our lead and opened fire with their railguns soon after.

“What are you thinking, Captain?” asked the captain of The Tajaku.

“Assuming the four captains aren’t complete fools, which is very unlikely considering that they’re all graduates of a Terran Peacekeeper Academy, they’ll want to see what we are up to through visual sensors now that their main electronic sensors are down. Once they see that we are opening fire on the moon, it is likely that they’ll warp-skip their way over here, especially when they see that no enemy fire is being directed against us,” replied Acting Captain Dalker.

“Very smart! I’m on board with your plan, Captain, at least until The Tajaku runs out of ammunition!” finished the captain of The Tajaku.

“Captain, I think that I have a solution to guarantee that the four Peacekeeper cruisers make their way over,” added the head sensor officer with a cheer. I don’t remember the last time I’ve seen him this happy.

“Go ahead,” ordered the captain.

“We can use a repeating Morse Code light signal and transmit it to the other Peacekeeper cruisers on the other side of the enemy moon. Assuming that their sensor teams are not comprised of utter buffoons, the message will get through,” suggested our head sensor officer.

“And to think that I hadn’t thought of that excellent idea! Send a short and sweet message, informing them that we have destroyed all enemy defenses on this side of the moon and that we’re currently exploiting a weakness in the crust,” ordered the captain at once.

“Right away, sir!” replied the head sensor officer before getting to work on writing and then transmitting the Morse Code signal.

Our head sensor officer was right; the message indeed got through. We only had to wait for around a minute before the four Peacekeeper cruisers warp-skipped over to our position. Considering the fact that the bright red wound we have inflicted on the enemy moon was clearly visible just by looking out of a window, it didn’t take long for our backup to open fire with both missiles and railgun rounds right at the weakest points in the crust.

The end result was one of the most magnificent and beautiful sights that I have ever seen. The best way to describe it would be to imagine a chicken egg that was already cracked and oozing. Now imagine a dozen tiny fists punching the cracked egg. Can you picture the pieces of shell and yolk going all over the place? Well, that is what happened to the enemy moon.

The enemy pirate base was intricate in both its construction and the various safeguards that were put in place regarding its defense. Not only did it have a sizeable armament of ECM and various point defense weaponry, which The Calyster and The Tajaku took care of when we first engaged the enemy moon, but the actual armor and defenses of the structures were very well done. It ended up withstanding our initial attack without a problem, remaining fully intact even when we sent all of our missiles at once in a final attempt to destroy the base through a massive seismic wave.

What ended up killing the syndicate base was instead sustained railgun fire from six Peacekeeper cruisers. We and The Tajaku had to bow out of the fight and remain on guard duty once our railgun round reserves reached 10% remaining, but the other four cruisers were enough to rip the moon apart into pieces until we could score direct hits on the soft and juicy center. We were all rewarded with a massive explosion once we breached the station's reactor core. There isn’t a prettier sight in the entire galaxy than to see the main base of the pirate syndicate that you’ve been hunting for the past few months blow up. Nothing could compare; I doubt that anything ever will.

“Well, that is that,” remarked Acting Captain Dalker.

“Indeed, sir. About damn time too,” added the head gunnery officer.

“I hope that Terran Command back home does a deep analysis and realizes that we need more Peacekeeper forces this deep in the frontier if we are to stand any chance of dealing with frontier pirate syndicates in a timeframe that can be considered reasonable!” added the head sensor officer.

“I’m afraid such a dream will remain a dream,” I added, and my sour mood immediately had everyone turn their heads to face me.

“What makes you say that, Sentinel?” asked our captain.

“It’s very simple, sir. For Terran Command back home, all of this is just a blip on a terminal, and that’s assuming that we are lucky enough to get a human to look at it. More likely than not, all of our effort so far over the months will just become a statistic, and Terran Command will be updated by an AI that’ll tell them that two dozen or so Terran Peacekeeper cruisers can take care of a frontier pirate syndicate in a reasonable amount of time. Nothing will change. The only thing we can hope for is that we never get assigned again to an assignment like this. Hopefully, we have a diplomatic courier mission. Those at least end up mattering in the end,” I admitted with full honesty.

“Very dark. But I’m afraid that truth is very likely on your side, Sentinel. Either way, this damn mission is finally over! Helmsman, set course for Epislan II. My tenure as acting captain has been an enjoyable one, but the Calyster needs her true captain back. And this crew deserves some shore leave!” ordered our captain with a smile on his face as he swiveled his chair to face the front of the bridge.

“Right away, sir!” replied the helmsman, and he proceeded to carry out the captain’s order without delay.
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The bulkheads always sing in warp. They creak, they stretch, they moan under the toil, yet they sing, almost as if they are capturing the music of life, the music that can be heard only at FTL. The drive itself I cannot hope to comprehend; it is a box of mystery, known only to the Basque teenager who discovered its intricacies all those years ago, and to the specific engineers who can understand her riddles and her tricks.

Either way, the music of the bulkheads is our melody, the peacekeeper melody. We listen to it during briefings, we listen to it while we rest; it even creeps into our dreams, if we are lucky enough to get them during FTL. Any worry that we may have washes away at her sound; the song of the drive gives us strength, it cleans the mind of the ill parts of the job; it is the greatest shrink that any soldier can have.

With the song of FTL in my ear, I see the metal of the bulkhead in front of me. It is rigid yet malleable, with too many screws and too many bolts; the redundancy protocol of a ship of war. This ship, the Calyster, she is a cruiser; you can tell by the drive. It puts out strength yet saves enough juice for maneuvering at sub-light, the best combination for patrolling the frontier.

Ah yes, the frontier. It is a void that is larger than the expanse of space and very dangerous. One can see the reaches of infinity out here; you have with you that great sense of wonder inherent to space travel. Has that rock ever been seen by a human, or what about this world? Is this specific gem of the sky, its riches, and its beauty, something you are the first to see? Or has she given herself away many times before, and are you simply one of many who will glimpse it, then lose it, for it was only your turn to see and not yours to keep?

The frontier is filled with the greatest diversity of man, all of his customs and all of his colors, whether it be skin, hair, eyes, or the color of one's cybernetic arm implant; it is all tinder for conflict, for war, you see. Because Jimmy over on planet A wants what Johnny has on planet B, and since there is no such thing as arbitration, courts, or a sense of justice out here in the frontier, Jimmy is forced to beat Johnny hard with a stick until he cries and gives up his trinket, only for Jimmy to grow bored of it and beat Johnny out of something else in due time. He who has the biggest stick is king out here in the frontier, and such silly trifles always end up annoying Terra, always.

That is where we come in, the great saviors of man, the peacekeepers. We are akin to the old sheriffs and marshals of the Wild West back in the day, back when Terra was still the frontier, still the division of nations, and not the seat of the great Terran Republic. Oh, how simple were those days; Jimmy back then only had his revolver to beat Johnny with; nowadays, he has a great armada of ships and a stick so big it can scare an entire sector into war.

Jimmy was always a bully, yet now he can bully trillions with his armada stick, while back in the days of that old Wild West, the worst that he could hope to muster was a ragtag band of bandits. I have got to say, I hate the Jimmys of the stars.

Truth be told, however, we honestly couldn't care less about Jimmy. After all, little Jimmy pirates and little Jimmy bandits are always prowling about, constantly on the lookout for a juicy little farming world from which they can get some tribute, in some cases even giving quite a decent protection service in exchange for the tribute, by frontier standards, of course.

Jimmy will always keep on being Jimmy, after all, and if a world requests Terran help, especially a world that would like to join the Terran Republic, then we just smack the Jimmy fly off, and he very quickly runs away into the abyss of the frontier in search of easier tribute elsewhere. No, Jimmy is not the problem; his older and much more powerful siblings are the real issue.

They go by many names; you have the Atomi Confederacy, a secretive bunch that more or less worships energy. For them, it is the meaning of life; it gives existence to, well, existence. I don’t know much about them, other than they have energy up to their eyeballs and they love trying to build great power stations around stars. A very strange nation; luckily, they are not that violent.

They also love trying to blend protons, neutrons, and electrons into different combinations, much like the alchemists of old, only this time these lads have it down to a science. Last I heard of them in the papers, they claimed to have stabilized an isotope of element 332, using something that keeps protons together using the energy that they normally exert in trying to break free, which is no easy feat when you have 332 protons together in a bunch.

You then have the polar opposite of the Atomi Confederacy, a nasty civilization known as the Zalu Empire. These people love to be like Jimmy, only better, much better. They do not ask for tribute in exchange for a harvest of grain or a few rare resources found on your world; oh no. They show up instead in a nice little armada, tiny but mighty, and demand immediate annexation, with a bunch of taxes and obligations and other nasty stuff. If you are foolish enough to say no, they simply sit back, pour themselves a nice coffee blend, and let their batteries blast your world into submission.

If you take longer than several hours to surrender, or if you even think about fighting back, they first destroy your military, and then they put these lovely little things called neural acclimators into your brain stem. These horrible devices send out trillions of little electronic connectors throughout your brain, turning you into the perfect slave, completely loyal and completely functional in every way, except in that little defect of disobedience.

Whether you are still human or just an advanced machine after your acclimation, only the Zalu know the answer to that. All attempts by the Terran Republic to remove one of those pesky buggers from the brain of the unfortunate victim always end in death; the little 'acclimators' acclimate you so well to Zalu servitude that they fry your neurons the very instant someone tries to convince you otherwise of the righteous Zalu supremacy.

Then you have the Eranians, who comprise the Eranian Union; oh, do not even get me started on that lot. They all follow this religion that is, well, let us just say that it is quite out there, fitting for an outer space civilization, I suppose. They believe in this one Goddess called Era; she was around since the dawn of human history, apparently, and she says that all of humanity used to be Gods, every single one of us. We all used to rule upon our own respective Heavenly Thrones. And that is the least controversial belief that they have.

Continuing on with their theology, you have this great league of rival Gods that came down and sentenced man to eternal imprisonment down on Earth. But thanks to Era, humanity received 'Era's Blood' and managed to retain the knowledge of eons, albeit trapped deep within the blood that runs in our veins. Either way, they believe that you have to have lots of children; by lots, I mean they have entire stations where billions of babies are grown a year in ectogenesis, and many of the Eranian women who are willing gladly have massive families, which are subsidized fully by the Eranian state.

And they want all of mankind to live with them and become Eranian; they promise lots and lots of love and sex, so just about all of those who can't quite make it in their current situation and can get themselves on a ship head out in search of them. The only catch is that they believe the Eranian blood is strongest amongst those with skin white as snow, and especially strong in any naturally redheaded or blonde individual, although brunettes are respected too. If you have an exotic eye color and a few freckles, that is a plus as well.

Unlike the Zalu, however, their solution if you don't have the appearance that they want is for you to have lots of sex with an Eranian that has the desired features; your bloodline then gets 'bleached,' and in a few generations, all of your descendants look like redhead/blonde/brunette models. This is the Eranian assimilation that so many people want to undergo.

All in all, the Eranian way is better than the Zalu way if we are being honest, especially as the Zalu either jet you out an airlock or put a nice little acclimator in your brain at the slightest offense. In addition to these big three fish out in the great frontier, you have many thousands upon thousands of medium and small powers. Some are only a solar system in size, others a few solar systems, and others are so small that they share a planet, like in the old Terran days. Either way, thinking about all of this helps pass the time as we wait for our destination to be reached.

Command wants us to check up on a little farming planet called Takalu. Discovered by Terran surveyors out in the frontier some seven years ago, its inhabitants are descendants of an assortment of poor farmers from Earth and Mars who sold everything they had and pitched in to get themselves an FTL-capable boat. They fitted it with supplies and terraforming gear and set off deep into the unknown until they found a place where they would never be found.

They left during the Sol housing crisis several hundred years ago, back when humanity was on the brink of severely reducing its numbers out of ignorance and desperation. You see, decent sub-light speeds had been achieved with the torch drive concept: basically burn hot and long, and go where you want to go. But since sub-light is so incredibly slow, we were stuck in the Sol system, and we ended up outgrowing it with enough time.

It got so bad that Charon had to bar immigrants from Pluto, such was the population density of those times. Then came this great teenager by the name of Antonio Galiera. He lived in the northeast area of Spain, where the Basque people originated. He apparently got tired of his teachers in school telling him that FTL is impossible because Einstein’s theory of relativity said so.

Naturally, he didn't like that and decided to completely demolish the theory and replace it with whatever the current theory is today, but everyone thought him to be a teenage crackpot in the middle of a mass rambling, and they ignored him. Then he got angry and raised some money; by "raise," I mean laundered and schemed money until he had enough to construct a prototype FTL shuttle. I have to say, I like this little Jimmy.

He then rocketed off into orbit as the authorities closed in on him, hacked the Sol telecommunications network, and live-streamed himself warping from Earth to the Moon in a few minutes. Then he went to Mars in about 15 minutes and stopped at Pluto in another half an hour. He then bounced around the solar system, visiting every major inhabited orbital body in the solar system in only a few hours.

Let us just say that he completely shocked the human species, especially because he released the full collection of papers regarding his physics theories, not to mention the entirety of the shuttle’s schematics and every single electronic device that was at the time connected to the Sol telecommunications network.

In a few months, every single Joe everywhere was selling everything he had to the new super FTL conglomerates that formed, which started to construct everything from personal one-man "sightsee the galaxy" shuttles to enormous behemoths that could house hundreds of thousands of people. We swarmed the neighboring stars, and well, we kept swarming until humanity was effectively all over the place throughout the galaxy.

The original colonists of Takalu were smart. They got enough money to fit themselves into a nice large-scale FTL transport, fitted it to the brim with terraforming equipment, fuel, and supplies, pointed the nose in some random direction, and blasted off without looking back. They went and went until the fuel harvesters began to fail; only then did they assume that they were far enough from the rest of mankind to start anew, and they searched for the best possible nearby terraforming candidate, which they found in Takalu, a planet with a climate much like Mars in her original state.

Within several decades, they exhausted the power core of their FTL ship in terraforming the planet. They then stripped it down for parts and industrial machinery and started anew in a nice world, a little dry and hot at the start, but completely untamed and ready to be pollinated by the stored life kept in the ship’s cargo holds.

And for a few hundred years, it was Eden for Takalu. They slowly settled their solar system and began construction of habitats across the different orbital bodies. They were in the process of beginning to see about terraforming the entirety of their solar system when the rest of mankind finally caught up to them. First, it was a few rascals who tried to raid but very quickly found themselves shot down by a mass array of hidden solar system defense batteries since these Takalu did not forget about mankind, you see. But the rascals and their colonies began to eat each other, and they grew larger and larger until they started to become very dangerous.

The Takalu were so paranoid about threats that seven years ago, when a vessel from the Terran Survey Administration made first contact, they were nearly blown out of the sky by the orbital batteries. They profusely apologized, explained the shoot-first policy; and the Terran vessel, after the customary exchange of trinkets and knowledge that we Terrans do after any first contact with a long-lost branch of the human family, offered a possible solution to their troubles: application for status as a member world of the republic. We have been in diplomatic talks ever since.

You see, we love to expand, and truth be told, we beg every single world that we find to join the republic. It helps us to remain competitive against the great behemoths that get fatter and fatter over time out on the frontier. We give them lots of stuff: technology, military protection, and infrastructure assistance in order to keep them happy. Would you like for your world to smell like a squeaky-clean Earth that has never felt the touch of man? We can give you that. All you have to do is send representatives, pay a bit of tax, nothing like the Zalu, and accept the very fair Terran laws, and you are a member.

You then get the nice protection of Terran police fleets, you can request military and police garrisons, and you get priority route selection from yours truly. We peacekeepers always wander back and forth across border worlds in between frontier assignments; it keeps the new member planets very happy and helps us out as we get a bunch of tips from traders that fly across the fluid and ever-expanding Terran border.

Sometimes we run into border conflicts; for example, our borders hit the frontier of the Zalu Empire some forty years ago. They got all excited and threatening until we sent a nice armada of 3,000 warships that calmed them down real fast, and they agreed to draw the borders nice and neat and to enter a non-aggression pact with us. They have since augmented their side of the border with a bunch of surveillance equipment and a few frontier garrisons and fleets, but other than that, we get only peace and silence from them, quite unusual from the norm, especially from the few refugees that we rarely get who managed to escape a Zalu invasion.

We ran up to the Atomi Confederacy some eighty years ago; they love any science that we trade with them, and we love their understanding of chemistry. We retain more or less open borders and good terms with them. As for the Eranians, well, they are a different story. We met them only some twenty years ago, and we feared another Zalu.

Oh boy, were we wrong! They were exuberant that Terra managed to grow into such a large civilization, and they requested commercial pacts, friendship pacts, mutual delegation exchanges, sharing of culture and entertainment: just about everything. Naturally, the Terran politicians were overjoyed, and they opened their arms to mutual exchange. Then came the Eranian tourists and the preachers. They apparently were masters at human genetic engineering; they did not simply know about the human genome; they could navigate it in their sleep.

They were, well, as close to a God as you can get in the flesh. Very intelligent, kind, insanely attractive, incredibly talented in sports and in war, as well as being very strong; they basically got every single possible positive human trait and put it into their genome, and they then got rid of all the bad ones, every single one.

All fun and good, right? Well, I didn't get to the preachers yet. So, the preachers were always the same: men who had an army of Terran women following them wherever they went, and women who had an army of Terran men following them wherever they went. They said that the best way to enjoy life is to have lots of kids and lots of sex and empower yourself and become a God; all possible through Era.

The thing is, they had sex with everyone. You could be the ugliest, most miserable lad in the underground city slums and still have six Eranian redheads and six Eranian blondes that wanted to ride you until you passed out. The Eranian men, well, we Terran men could not compete with them; they had absolutely everything, and the Terran women simply could not get enough of them. And you could be the ugliest lass in town; you still had Eranian men eager to sleep with you.

They also offered free genetic treatments to all Terrans who wanted to become Eranians. Sure, you have to bleach your bloodline or whatever that entails, but do you think the people cared about that? No, they wanted the free "turn me into a super God" genetic treatment and the sex with Gods as well. It got so bad that we had about 30% to 50% of the frontier population leaving at the peak until the Terran government begged the Eranians to stop, well, being so persuasive in their proselytization. They apologized and agreed, saying that, other than entertainment exchange, they wouldn't proselytize directly until they got permission to do so.

The damage was already done, however. We still have lotteries, very popular lotteries, I might add, that fund the voyage to Eranian space for those lucky winners who wish to convert. And everyone misses the Eranian missionaries, even when you have the modern-day Eranian 'tourist' who does not proselytize; he or she brings joy wherever they may be. I, for one, along with the entirety of the ship, even the captain although he'll deny it every time it comes up, miss the days of the academy when the very friendly Eranian exchange girls loved to get to know new people and talk about the Goddess with them, obviously only in bed, since they don't proselytize overtly anymore. I still have my copy of the at-the-time up-to-date ‘foundational’ Eranian holy texts, which are just a small portion of the total Eranian literature.

Other than the big three civilizations that we know of, we have thousands upon thousands of smaller civilizations all across the galaxy. Many would love to join the Republic; others want independence, and we find more and more every day as the thousands of survey vessels bring back tales of wild planets with even wilder cultures of humans that live upon them. Any old radical or crackpot of yesteryear simply needed to convince a few thousand people of his greatness and then set off to found an entire world based on his interesting ideals. Hundreds of thousands of ships were constructed following the discovery of FTL, and many more since. There could easily be millions of human worlds and civilizations scattered all across the galaxy.

Either way, my daydreaming of the ever-changing galactic map was cut short when our cabin doors flashed open, and the captain walked in. In what has to be muscle memory by now, all peacekeepers present, whether they were sleeping or playing dice, snapped out of their respective slumber and stood at attention with a salute.

“Sir!” cried the room.

“At ease, gentlemen,” ordered Captain Masker of the Calyster.

The captain was a man that we all respected; he ran his ship well, with a high level of discipline befitting a peacekeeper vessel and crew, yet calm enough that one could be at ease and focus on the task at hand, not on the possible wrath of a small error.

“Report to your posts. The helm tells me we will be reaching Takalu soon. Xander, you're with me as sentinel.” And at the moment of the last letter from the captain’s mouth, the room emptied fast, save for the two of us.

Normally I would not ask, but curiosity overpowered my concern.

“Sir?” I asked.

“Yes, peacekeeper?” replied the captain.

“Why order us to station in person, sir, when normally the bosun at the bridge calls the hands to stations?”

“You know me by now, Xander. I am always unpredictable.”

The captain was right; he was always unpredictable, whether he decided to shower with the men instead of using the personal captain's shower in his quarters, breaking numerous regulations, or even when he decided to be over the top and shower with the women at their showers, breaking even more regulations. The captain did whatever he fancied when he fancied it. He always said it was to prepare the men and women of the Calyster for the unexpected; we knew he did it because he was as bored of the FTL music as the rest of us.

I had my sentinel field dress already fitted and ready to go, and I fastened my laser pistol to my hip, handle facing forward, barrel down the left leg, as regulation demands it. This was arguably the greatest part of being a captain’s sentinel. I, alongside Louis, the other sentinel, and the captain, were the only ones aboard the Calyster, other than the designated marines, allowed to carry arms on the lower decks, and only I, Louis, and the captain were allowed to carry arms on the bridge unless the captain broke the protocol through battle stations.

It was a bygone regulation relic from an old age, imposed on the Terran military back when crews eagerly commandeered the fledgling navy FTL ships, flushed the officers out the airlock, and set off in pursuit of glory among the virgin stars. Nowadays it is a simple formality; weapons are within arm’s reach across the ship, and pistols are within arm’s reach of most of the bridge crew. However, it helps to preserve tradition; we learn the lessons and mistakes of the past by doing so, and it helps to prevent them in the future.

The captain and I walked to the briefing room and entered it without any delay. Everyone in the room immediately stood at attention and saluted, including myself, until the captain gave the order “all ease,” and we returned to our seats and positions. Louis was waiting for me at the right corner of the door, and he handed me my laser rifle once the room stood down from the salute. Truth be told, this is the best part of the sentinel’s job; we get to carry a standard military-issue laser rifle all around the ship, as well as being the only ones allowed to do so near the captain.

The laser rifle, which is fully powered and ready for action, is nestled snugly across the right breast and shoulder, pointing upright at a 45-degree angle clockwise, assuming you view the body directly from the left side to conform to protocol. Although truth be told, no one ever checks, much less cares anymore, least of all the captain, so long as it looks well as it rests on your shoulder. It is another one of those ‘archaic’ discipline protocols of yesteryear.

The laser rifle is arguably the greatest of beauties and joys that any Terran soldier gets to see while on duty, whether he is with the navy, the army, or the police, although the police get the puny and much weaker 'civilian' versions. Those only reach setting two, while our rifles reach setting 10; after all, you can't have the civvies blasting entire buildings down with a single burst of red-hot laser plasma at setting seven, heaven forbid setting 10.

The rifles are mighty weapons, allowing for less-than-lethal setting one, which by less-than-lethal in peacekeeper terminology means as close to one piece that his heart still beats and his mind still works for interrogation as possible, since less-than-lethal can easily blind you and cause other forms of damage, as it causes slight cauterization across the entire body, whether it touches skin or clothes.

Settings two through 10 are all lethal, with each setting giving you a different beam width, impact type, and damage intensity. Need to silence a moving vehicle at 3,000 yards? Then use setting three, which is precision piercing. Want your laser rifle to be more like an actual rifle? Then use setting two, semi-automatic laser bolt, which pierces body armor and flesh as well as any bullet. Need to keep their heads down? Setting four, full auto, with the bullets hitting harder, although you better be wearing your combat gear, or else you will easily cauterize yourself with setting four. Want to start making a statement? Use settings five through six, which is a broad crowd neutralizer, effectively burning everything in front of you in a wide beam of plasma.

Settings seven through nine are when the fun begins. Need to siege a city or break a bunker, but the officers are incompetent and can't give you orbital ordinance or artillery support because they are too slow on the attack? Then use settings seven through nine, and watch entire buildings melt away, and the hearts of the army technicians sink when you bring them back your rifle with a weakened alloy and burnt-out circuits. You never use settings seven and above unless you can defend it in a court martial; that is what was drilled into us at the academy, and it's the god-honest truth.

And finally, setting 10. This is the setting that you use when you know that you're surrounded and thus are going to die and want to give the enemy a great send-off before he gets you. This overrides all safeties and thermal limiters on the rifle and lets you get 160% out of it until it either burns out, blows up in your face, or melts your arms off, whichever occurs first. This setting is never used unless in the direst of circumstances, usually when you want to die well and be remembered. The last stanza of one particularly famous academy marching song captures setting 10 perfectly: “Never surrender, fight to setting 10 and then just a little bit more.”

We took our positions standing at attention behind the captain, who, still following the more symbolic than protocol regulation, but still regulation seating, sat two seats center behind everyone else. In the old days, this was to prevent the captain, who was the only one with full code knowledge and permissions for the ship, her weapons, and her FTL override, from being caught unawares by a commandeering plot in the middle of a briefing. If they tried to do such a thing, we sentinels, with full view of the room, would either blast their face off with plasma, or the captain would have the honors with his laser pistol, which, while much weaker than the rifle, still has the same ten settings and can still pack a nice punch in skilled hands.

The briefing started, and the ship's cartographer, planetary surveyor, and the Terran diplomatic representative, our little gift to Takalu, started to speak without any haste. The cartographer spoke first.

“Takalu, as we all know from previous briefings, has an uneventful state of anomalies. A traditional FTL exit off the north pole of the planet will be more than sufficient to enter the system safely. They have already recorded our approach vector, as well as confirmed it with their defense grid; there should be no issues on that end.” The cartographer, stating the obvious but still necessary under protocol, stepped aside, and the surveyor took his place.

“Takalu is a great plains world with a decent but small number of water bodies. It has one large saline mass that can be considered an ocean, around the size of the Atlantic, which the Takalu use as their primary reservoir. Additional small saline water bodies, with plenty of rivers across the planet feeding freshwater into them, constructed through irrigation projects, can also be found, which act as secondary reservoirs for the great latifundiums that can be found across the plains of the planet. Collectively owned and operated, they produce immense amounts of grain and feed for livestock, an incredibly valuable world for supplying the frontier with food. Built by hand and effort for hundreds of years, there are not many like it in the frontier that are this fertile and rich for food production.” Saying his piece, the surveyor stepped back, and finally, the Terran diplomatic representative spoke.

“We bring good news to Takalu and to the Terran Republic on this day! We have here a signed confirmation, after many years of negotiation, of the admission of Takalu into the Republic! Once ratified by the people of Takalu, they will be full members of the Republic, protected from aggression by the common bandit or the dreaded Zalu Empire, and we earn a world of rich fertility that can feed this sector and perhaps sway more independent worlds into considering admission into the great union of our glorious Republic!” And with that, the Terran diplomatic representative took a seat, as did the rest of the delegation.

“Meeting adjourned,” ordered the captain, and everyone left, the men to their respective posts and the various representatives to the bridge, off to await their summons once we arrive at Takalu.

“We should be approaching Takalu at any minute now, sentinels. Sentinels, with me to the bridge,” ordered the captain, who turned to face us.

“Yes, sir!” I replied.

“Yes, sir!” replied Louis.

And off we went, well-dressed in sentinel uniform, with a weapon of great power resting on our right shoulder. We walked the corridors to the main elevator, which led to the bridge. The bridge design itself still borrows from tradition, as do a lot of things in the Terran Navy. The only way to access it is through the main elevator, and it, in many ways, is its own little part of the ship. It has its own escape pods; the bridge officers and the captain live on the bridge deck instead of the regular decks below, and the elevator can shut down with several layers of bulkheads sealing the corridor. Originally designed to isolate the bridge in the event of a mutiny, now it serves to help bolster the many redundant bulkheads in the event of battle. More redundancy, less chance of critical damage, which is as good as death in deep space with no means of communication if damaged or out of range in the cold frontier.

The elevator rode up, and off we went. In a short while, we reached the bridge and entered. Immediately we received the usual fanfare.

“Captain on the bridge!” Click!

Such was the sound of the click of the heels of boots, at least twenty pairs, clicking in unison. The attention was from everyone except the captain, including us sentinels. Although, because we are special, and because we have a laser rifle in our right arm, we salute with the left arm and hand, the standard sentinel salute when carrying arms.

“At ease,” ordered the captain, and everyone immediately eased back into their posts; after all, we were in FTL, and one does not dilly-dally at FTL.

We sentinels took our seats in the two chairs that flanked the captain. Originally, the sentinels strapped into seats directly flanking the door to the lift, but tradition eventually gave way to practicality, and being ripped out from a door seat that was directly attached to the wall when maneuvering during battle is not conducive to an efficient battle engagement.

Instead, we now enjoy bolted seats, the same as everyone else on the bridge. As a cruiser, we do not accelerate to high enough G-force to need additional padding, so several very strong belts across the body allow for a wiggle sufficient to avoid dislocation of joints, especially shoulder blades, but not too much that we suffer internal damage. This is the way we do war. It is always a tricky balance, you see, when it comes to these things.

“Helmsman, time of arrival to Takalu?” asked the captain.

“You arrived right on time, sir, in around three minutes. We would have alerted you on communications and slowed the FTL speed if you hadn't arrived when you did, sir,” replied the helmsman.

“It is good that I'm so masterful of time; we do not want to keep the Takalu waiting,” replied the captain with a smile.

The ship began her deceleration. This is the trickiest part of the FTL journey. Getting into FTL is a pain; you have to riddle the riddles of the universe until you destroy the traditionally held theory of relativity, which still holds true, although it does not, again. Again, it is complicated. Deceleration, however, requires you to unwind the riddles carefully. A single mistake and you either incinerate into quarks, become pure light, or other fun things happen to you and your ship.

“Prepare Galiera reinforcers and begin to hum the warp field down to 80% intensity,” ordered the helmsman.

“Yes, sir. Engineering, engage Galiera stabilizers, prepare to receive hum frequency instruction from the bridge,” said the bosun.

“Engineering copies bridge, over and out,” said the head engineer.

Here comes that Basque kid again: Galiera. Antonio Galiera, immortalized in the names of the stabilizers, and most likely all the other little things that go into those FTL drives. Some are classified since they are high-grade military drives, some too complicated for me to bother with. Either way, we all have the wonders of the universe at our fingertips, all thanks to a teenager who wouldn't take no for an answer when they told him that FTL is impossible.

“Helm, ease us in. Let us do a nice and fast drop out of FTL; give the military observers of Takalu something to be proud of, after all. After all, they are joining our glorious Republic; we wouldn't want to disappoint,” ordered the captain.

“No, sir, we would not. Bosun, give engineering instructions for a gradual decline of field hum. Once frequency drops to 43% intensity, activate all stabilizers and cut to 0, leaving the mic open to the bridge as per rapid deceleration protocol,” replied the helmsman.

“Roger that, sir. Engineering, 43% hot drop, hum termination decline gradual, full system operation down to 0,” ordered the bosun.

“Bridge, are we looking to give the lad who's dozing off still in his quarters a mighty strong concussion?” asked the head engineer.

“Negative, engineering; we are aiming to impress the new Terrans that shall be joining us soon,” replied the captain over the live mic.

“Ah, so that is what this mission is about. Very well, captain, orders confirmed, mic open, over and out,” finished the head engineer.

Such hot drops are common when one is expected to drop into battle. Naturally, they are riskier than a slow and steady drop, but this is a Terran peacekeeper cruiser; the risk is minimal. In a way, it serves as any other routine drill. We heard the FTL music change its tempo quickly; it hums even more intensely as the Galiera stabilizers begin to kick in. Once the ship breaks FTL, a very slight silence in the music of the bulkheads, followed by the regular sounds of sub-light space, can be heard.

“Captain, there are some anomalous readings on the sensors; not normal according to the star chart reports we have been given,” said the junior helmsman.

“Captain, I confirm these readings: fluctuations of radiation from near the FTL drop, incredibly fragmented and impossible to discern while still in warp,” replied the sensor officer.

“Very well, I do not want to take any chances with this mission. Call for full shields at the moment of hot drop, power weapon reactors, but keep the circuits cold,” ordered the captain.

“Yes, sir. Weapons control, power weapon reactors, keep circuits cold. Mic open as per weapons protocol,” ordered the bosun.

“Weapons control, orders received and carried out, mic open, over and out,” replied the head officer of weapons control.

“Alright, we are dropping out of warp, 7...6...5...4...3...2...1...Drop,” relayed the helmsman, and we dropped out of warp.

“Scanning anomalies; readings taken before the raising of shields. We have radiation, analyzing. Weapons signatures, torpedo residue!” yelled the sensor officer.

“Sound battle stations, bosun; full power to all ship systems, shields at full cocoon capacity!” ordered the captain with brisk speed.

“Yes, sir! All hands, all hands, this is not a drill. All hands, all hands, please report to battle stations. I repeat, this is not a drill. All hands, all hands, report to battle stations,” yelled the bosun, his voice amplified strongly over the ship-wide communication system.

Immediately, the atmosphere aboard the Calyster changed. One could feel the energy flow through the ship as every single system came online at the same time. Since open mic was active in both engineering and weapons control, the systems went online almost immediately, with full shields a second after, and the many sensors and maneuvering systems a second after that. The loudness of the battle station speakers and the cacophony of sirens drove me mad, and I wasn't doing a damn thing other than sitting in this chair observing the crew, officially in case they tried to stage a mutiny against the captain, unofficially nursing my strapped laser rifle and keeping watch over the captain.

Whenever it is not a drill, it always feels different, the sound, the genuineness of the bosun's voice; it is all different, perhaps to better prime the mood of the crew; perhaps one cares more when things are serious. Either way, one can hope that the Takaluans are not frightened by the massive energy signatures that we are sending off, both from a full shield cocoon and from not only the main reactor running at full capacity but also all the other secondary reactors that supplement the weapon systems.

“Get me a signal tower through the shield and give me sensors!” ordered the captain.

“Already done, sir. Analyzing... wreckage appears to be a match to the hulls of the Takalu defense force; from the looks of it, a significant number of them. Around 20 frigates of their approximate 30 total, as well as several of their orbital defense installations. Hostile actors appear to be... Zalu... Zalu naval forces, sir, a small detachment by the looks of it, 4 frigates,” replied the sensor officer.

“Well, this little mission has suddenly turned into something a whole lot more interesting,” said the captain.
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“Do we have any Zalu assets in play?” asked the captain.

“Negative, sir. All appear to be destroyed,” replied the helmsman.

“Alright then, drop the shields; raise them the moment the hairs on your neck tingle or once the wrecks emit a flicker of energy signature from their systems.”

“Roger that, sir.”

“And get me a line with the Takalu government immediately.”

“Right away, sir.”

The battle, judging from the initial sensor readings, appears to have been a lucky victory for the Takalu navy. From the screen attached to my chair, I swapped through all of the sensor data in the hopes that I could find something of importance to relay to the sensor operators, who always have their hands full juggling mountains of data; everything from observing the Zalu ship remains, which could hold any number of surprises, to awaiting communications from the Takalu government the moment they discover that we have arrived, to giving results to the captain, who demands information about every single possible thing, especially in battle situations.

“Report,” ordered the captain.

“The Zalu appear to have been a light raiding party, from what we can gather from the current data and from the general knowledge that command has taught us about Zalu strategy. It appears they were looking to penetrate their atmosphere with the furthest frigate to our right, the one far off from the others, and surrounded by destroyed orbital defense satellites and several Takalu fighter remains, which appear to have rammed the frigate with live torpedoes as her shields failed.

“As for the other three, they appear to have been bested by a combined fire of orbital defense stations and a significant portion of the Takaluian navy. Several scattered Takalu ships, undamaged by the looks of it, appear to be patrolling the respective orbitals of this solar system, no doubt searching for hidden enemy vessels. It appears that this remnant comprises the remainder of their navy,” replied the sensor officer.

“Anyone else have any additional observations or comments regarding the matter?” asked the captain.

“I have a suggestion,” I said out loud. “We know that the Zalu have very advanced military technology, no doubt outclassing our own, judging not only by this encounter directly in front of us but from the many different refugees that have shown up on our borders, the ones that survived, I might add, and their testimonies and briefings as they filed for asylum. I recommend we pry off as much technology as possible from those wrecks and make it fast, since the Zalu are bound to return, and one can only guess at the riches that could be stored in their shield arrays, hull and armor alloy, not to mention their propulsion and power core systems, if they remain intact,” I concluded.

“An excellent suggestion, sentinel. Bosun, instruct half of our marines to don full contamination protocol space suits and to get themselves armed and ready to disembark with salvage kits and remotely operated scout drones. Have them analyze thrice over every single system that they pry out; after all, who knows the booby traps that may be rigged to blow if the ship fails to scuttle herself. Also, have them ready to jet out fast if any scuttling program appears to trip,” ordered the captain.

“Right away, sir. I'll brief the marines immediately,” replied the bosun.

Proud of myself for having contributed to our little party, I decided to abstain from any other helpful comments and instead focus on observing the space battle remains and assisting the sensor teams in case I found anything interesting. Normally, I would be at fault here, since I, as sentinel, should be making sure no ambitious crew member tries to take the captain out of the picture, but we haven't had a mutiny in over two centuries, and that last one resulted in pardons for the crew, since the captain was so out of line in his actions that even his sentinels turned a blind eye to the mutiny attempt.

Just then, we had Takalu awaken from whatever slumber they were in and reach out to us: “Sir, I have the Takalu government requesting communications,” relayed the sensor officer.

“Granted, open mic to the entirety of the bridge; maintain open mic until they cut it,” ordered the captain, and the sensor officer opened the line.

“Peacekeepers, good, you arrived right at the moment when we are most in need. As you no doubt have seen, judging by your massive display of colors and energy emissions that we have picked up both from your fast exit from FTL and your powering of ship systems, we had a severe problem that we just surmounted some five hours ago,” said the Takalu chancellor.

“Yes, we can see that. As much as you may be hurting with the loss of your men and equipment, I have to give you a soldier's praise, Chancellor. The Terran Republic, at least to my knowledge, has never heard of a successful counter to a Zalu invasion. While they can bleed the same as us, and their ships may be destroyed the same as us, all refugees say that it is in vain since they always inevitably gain the upper hand,” replied Captain Masker.

“Indeed, Captain. Forgive me, what is your name?”

“Captain Masker of the peacekeeper vessel Calyster, sir.”

“Very good, Captain Masker. I, on behalf of Takalu, thank you for arriving when you did. We were told to expect you anywhere from two days previous to two days hence from now. However, your arrival couldn't have been at a better time. There is no doubt that the Zalu would have attacked with greater force if you were not present, and there is no doubt that they would have attacked again if you were to arrive in two days,” said the chancellor.

“Indeed, Chancellor, the Zalu never leave anything to chance. It appears that they expected you to be much weaker than you truly are, an interesting observation since the Zalu always strike cautiously. How, if I may ask, did you manage to fool them into thinking you were a minimally powerful farming world?” asked Captain Masker.

“It was quite simple, Captain; we always keep our fleet hidden across the orbital bodies of our solar system. Around three weeks ago, a battlecruiser of theirs emerged unannounced and powered its weapons immediately after dropping from FTL. Our orbital defense batteries detected this and in turn immediately began to fire. They grazed their shields with minimal damage, and when they ceased firing due to overheating, the battlecruiser, with a quick starboard and port side volley of its rail guns, destroyed all 20 of our eastern grid defense satellites.”

“They demanded a tribute of 70% of the total excess grain after accounting for the needs of our citizens, and immediate acceptance of overlordship and annexation. We have heard of them before, but they are nowhere near our space, and from all we know of the frontier, there are only independent civilizations further ahead into the unknown. Thinking that they wanted this system as a staging place for a potential broad push into this area of the galaxy, we asked for two weeks of time to decide, and it was granted, only after our main starport was ordered to be evacuated and destroyed, with six frigates attached, and another twenty orbital defense satellites destroyed; to further reinforce their point, they said,” replied the chancellor.

“Ah, you decided right then and there what their response would be.”

“How so, captain?”

“The Zalu, from what we know of them, only give you right then and there to make a decision. If you ask for time or dare to fight back, you are enslaved, and they force the entirety of the population that they enslave to be implanted with acclimators, which guarantee loyalty and obedience to whomever or whatever operates them. Since you did not fight back, they honored you with a week’s delay in arriving, no doubt to calm your fears, and since they already destroyed what they assumed to be your entire naval force and the vast majority of your defense satellites, they simply assumed a token force of four frigates would be enough to conquer you.”

“You see that frigate, the one that burned straight towards your planet? That is no doubt their acclimator vessel, the one that carries both the acclimators themselves, the teams that they use to implant them, and a store of consciousness-negating gases. They knock out a settlement or city, acclimate them, then do the same with the rest of the settlements until you’re all acclimated. Your brave fighter pilots did the right thing in ramming that ship with live torpedoes; no doubt it would have otherwise landed and begun contaminating your planet with acclimated people, who then begin to stealthily acclimate others until you’re conquered,” finished the captain.

“At least their sacrifice was not in vain then; they were young pilots, drunk on the old tales we have about the first Martian colonists and the many skirmishes that occurred between the then nation-states of Earth in fighting for new Martian territory,” replied the chancellor.

“We are all drunk on tales of glory when young, chancellor.”

“Indeed, we are, my friend. May I ask a favor of you, captain?”

“Of course, chancellor; ask away.”

“No doubt you know of your mission, as does your crew.”

“A decent amount of them know about it, chancellor; then again, we don't like sharing the surprise all that early,” said the captain with a smile.

“Therefore, as you no doubt know already, we fully intend to sign the documents affirming our entrance into our great Terran Republic. Even though we are not yet officially members, I wish to ask for the Calyster to be deployed under a planetary executive emergency defense order to defend Takalu and lead the remnants of our navy and any other defense installations in the event of any Zalu reinforcements that may return. There is no doubt that they will back off when they see a Terran cruiser and learn of our most recent annexation, not by them, but rather by the Terran Republic!” asked the chancellor.

“It would be my pleasure, chancellor; besides, you don't think I will run with my tail between my legs now, especially when there are four Zalu frigates that need extensive salvaging and analysis,” said Captain Masker with an even bigger smile.
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