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Prologue

CLASSIFIED REPORT to Ibn Al-Sdid, Universal Idamic Nation (UIN) from the UIN Intelligence
Office, April 20, 2011.

INTELLIGENCE DOSSIER SUMMARY on Pope Peter the Fourth of The New catholic Church
(NcC), akaBernard Campion, aka“BC”

BORN 2080, United States of America
FMR AFFILIATION (prior to reunification & the NcC in 2104): Holy Redemption Church of Jesus
(appearsto have been cover for some sort of smuggling operation)

DANGER TO UIN: EXTREMELY HIGH! The Intelligence Office understands your holiness sinterest
in engaging in adialogue with Campion. We advise againg this most vigoroudy, on the basis of the threat
posed by Campion as detailed below.

BERNARD CAMPION isan unlikely Pope. Recently elected by a plague-depleted College of
Cardinas, Campion (now known as Pope Peter the Fourth) was formerly an agent in the Office of Papa
Operations (OPO) under the previous Pope Peter the Second. Campion is known to the Universa
Idamic Nation' s Intelligence Office to have been aVatican Assassin answering only to the Pope himself.
Campionisthelikely n of Lunar Prime Governor Meredith McEntyre at the Lunar Peace
Conference on July 12, 2109. Compromised former UIN Intelligence Office Agent Nita Bendix was
publicly blamed for the governor’ s death. See additiond file summary on BENDIX, NITA, an apparent
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triple agent now known to be ANITA CAPITUNA of Van Kilner' s Project and a close confidant,
possiblelover of Campion’s.

Campionisaso thelikely assassn of the cult figure known as THE LIGHT whosefollowers previoudy
occupied FORTUNE STATION until their leader’ s death in November of 2109. The evidenceisonly
circumstantia. Campion was known to be on amission for the OPO at thistime and disappeared for
approximately two months. He was rumored to have been on Fortune Station for that length of time, and
his return to Lunar Prime coincided with the death of The Light. The UTZ moved in and evacuated the
cult at that time, relocating the surviving members to Dubuque, lowa, United States of America, UTZ.

The Intelligence Office has unconfirmed reports that high dosages of psychotropic drugswere
administered to Campion by the cult on Fortune Station, resulting in Campion’ s chronic, debilitating
headaches (which have been witnessed and reported). These headaches of Campion’s could be a useful
weaknessto exploit if needed.

After Our Great Retdiation of Christmas 2109, and the death of Pope Peter the Second, Campion’s
activities apparently became more peaceful. He was named acting and then full Vatican Ambassador to
Lunar Prime by Peter the Second’ s successor Pope Linus the Second and began organizing the recent
series of peace conferences on Lunar Prime.

Asthelast of the conferences ended with biologica warfare and the infection of our delegation with the
current plague that has wiped out athird of our population, it may be that Campion’s* peace
conferences’ were merely an attempt to get us close enough to beinfected. Granted, theUTZ's
population has a so been severely affected, but the accidenta infection of their own population cannot be
ruled out. The Intelligence Office cautions his holiness to regard thislatest explanation that the plague is of
extraterrestrid origin with some skepticism.

At thistime, the Intelligence Office believes Campion’ s gppointment to this highest office displays
desperation on the part of the NcC leadership, and perhaps interference in the church’ s processes by
Universa Trade Zone (UTZ) CEO Richard Wentworth. The aliance between the UTZ and the NcC
lasted for many years before the declaration of the church’s neutrality by Pope Linuslast year. Given his
past history, the Intelligence Office fedsit would be unwise to assume that the NcC will remain neutral
under the leadership of Bernard Campion, Pope Peter the Fourth.

2 Corinthians 10: 3
For although we are human, it is not by human methods that we do battle. The weapons with
which we do battle are not those of human nature; they have divine power to demolish fortresses!

Chapter One

TheMoon... Our bright light in the night sky.

Pope Peter the Fourth, Bernard Campion, looks up at the full Moon and seesthe glint of light
that marks the main dome of Lunar Prime.

The dome over the atrium... | wonder ... How tall are the new trees under there? How
much have things grown back? How long has it been? Feels like only yesterday.

As he watches, the stars around the M oon begin to burn brighter and brighter, nearly blinding
him.



That’s not right!

Suddenly, one of the stars drops out of the sky, disappearing below the horizon. Other stars
follow, first one by one, then in abrilliant cascade of falling stard

After thelast star fdls, the sky isleft blank and black save for the bright, full Moon.

The Moon explodes! It shatterslike glassl Sharp white shards glisten asthey fal from the sky
and pierce the ground around him.

BC looks up and sees a shard coming straight down at him. It pierces his shoulder and dices
right through him! He sripped in two by the shard of falling light from the full Moon.

“AAAasehhhhHH!”

BC wakesup inachilly swest, redizeshe’ sin aseat on the bridge of a ship. He collects hiswits,
remembers he' son hisway to Wentworth Station on board one of Wentworth's ships.

Richard Wentworth. Guess | owe him one now.

| don’t like owing him anything! The man’s a snake! | may be the head CEO of the
Universal Trade Zone, but he's certainly the power behind the throne.

At least he sent his pilot Drex along with this ship to save my ass when everything went
wrong on Mars.

He was supposed to meet with Al Salid on Mars but the man threw himin acell instead! A
disguised and undercover Fiza heped BC escape and helped him hook up with Wentworth’ s rescue
ship.

Fiza! Finding her alive changed my mind about Wentworth. First he said she was dead,
then he let me believe he was keeping her as a drugged up sex dave, or worse! And all along he
had her working as an agent for him deep undercover in the Universal Islamic Nation on Mars.

“Mornin’ sunshing,” Drex the pilot says, greeting BC. “Y ou dozed off for asecond there. Then
you shouted out, ‘ The Moon!” or something! Then you screamed. Musta been some dream, anywayss,
huh?’

“Y eah, some dream. A dream about the Moon.”

BC triesto clear hishead of the vivid images.

Guess I’'mworried. What' s not to worry about?

My plans are falling apart!

WEell, not all of them. Wentworth says he'll work with me. With us. That’s good. Maybe |
can bring the Project and the UTZ together.

Otherwise?

It'sall falling apart.

Thought Al Salid and | were going to be able to bring the UIN and the UTZ to the table
together. Didn’t expect Wentworth would have to send a ship to rescue me!

Al Salid... The guy threwmein a cell!

He wasn’'t himself. Didn’t even seem to remember me... Or remember agreeing to meet
with me after we' d both met with the Eldred. And it was hisidea! It was as if he was forgetting me
right in front of my eyes.

Isit Dolomay? On Mars? Felt like he was there, when he wasin my head, when | wasin
Al-Salid s officel

Dolomay ison Mars. The Eldred lost track of him. Told usto find him And all signs point
to Mars.

It felt like he mentally attacked me on Mars.

Those have to be the greater powers the Eldred said the Ancient Enemy possessed. Mental
powers! And who knows how powerful the guy is?

The way the UIN is acting it has to be Dolomay pulling the strings. The UIN is now under
his control.

“Y ou know, after you freshen up on the ation, talk with Mr. Wentworth, whatever, | can take
you anywhereyou want to go. Y ou don’t haveto go back to the Moon,” Drex offers.

“Why wouldn’t | want to go back to the Moon?” BC asks.



“I don’'t know. Just the way you shouted ‘ The Moon’ before, there. Anyways, | cantake you
back to the Moon, if you want. Or anywhere on Earth. Or in orbit. Doesn’'t matter to me, anyways. Not
back to Marsthough, right?’ Drex chuckles at his own joke.

“Right,” BC agreesgrimly. “Not back to Mars,” he mumbles, still grateful Drex rescued him from
the planet’ s dusty surface after his plan to meet secretly with Al-Sdlid went horribly wrong.

That whole mission was for nothing! Although, | did find out Fiza was okay. That was a
surprise and a half! Hope she still is. Marsis a dangerous place.
It has to be Dolomay!
S0... where to next?

“Just back to the Moon, Drex, | guess,” BC tellsthe pilot. “Unless something changeswhilel’m
here. Thanks.”
“No problem, padre.”
BC settles back down in his seat and looks out the viewport at the carpet of stars.

Good. They're all staying put.

What a strange dream. Killed by a shard from a broken Moon. Wonder if that means
anything?

BC watches out the viewport as the rescue ship arrives at Wentworth Station, watches the
station loom larger asthe ship gpproaches.

It looks like a camera floating in space.

The gtation hastwo sections. The lower, boxy section looks like an office building, topped with a
shining, rotating cylindrical section. They gpproach the camera“body”, the“lens’ rising up into the “ sky”.
Rotating for gravity... the original section of the station. The lower boxier part has

artificial G. That's probably where we'll dock.

Drex maneuversthe ship in to dock with awakway extending from the lower section. He directs
BC to the airlock, then tellsBC he' s staying on the ship.

“I'll wait for you. I’ ve got everything | need onboard.”

“I don’'t know how long I'll be here...”

“That’sokay. Long asit takes, I'll be here. | can wait. Don’t have much e seto do, anyways,”
Drex assureshim.

“Seeyou when | get back, then.”

BC leaves the ship, walks down the walkway and enters the station alone. It seems nearly
deserted.

He standsin the lobby for amoment and takesin his surroundings: Marble floors, carpeted walls,
tapedtries. ..

Not much has changed. Same color scheme, black and red. And silver. Or isthat chrome?

A greeter, awoman in ablack and red environment suit, appears from behind a pair of sealed
doors, and welcomes him aboard. She leads him down ared and black corridor. There' sstill no onedse
around.

BC follows the woman into asmall, square room with blank gray walls and awall-sized mirror
oppositethe entryway. Thereisatable with asingle chair in the room.

Utilitarian.

The greeter ducks out and the door closes behind her, leaving BC done in the room.
BC hearsavoice say, “Clear!” Themirrored wall clearsto transparency. It's now awindow onto a
nearly identical room. Richard Wentworth stands on the other side of the window, al businessin his
black three piece suit and dicked back gray-black hair.

He hasn’t changed. A snake in human skin.
At least he’son my side, for now. For so long as it benefits him.

“Different. Love what you' ve done with the place,” BC says with some attitude.
“Precautions,” Wentworth says. “Y ou are adisease carrier. And | still have not been exposed.”
“You redly know how to make aguest fed welcome! But it' ssengble, | guess,” BC admits. “You redly
don't think you' ve come in contact with the Eldred’ s plague yet?”



“Apparently not. I’ ve tested negative for it. Best to be careful, en? We keep ourselves dive by
being sengble. Cautious. Careful. Y ou understand,” Wentworth explains.

Thanks for the fancy treatment. Only befitting the Pope and the chief CEO of the UTZ,
huh? Trying to show me who'sin charge?

“Isthiswhat you cal working together?” BC cracks. “ Grest way to Sart...”

“Precautions... So,” Wentworth continues, “on your way here from your debacle on Mars, you
said on the com that you believe. .. you're convinced... amillion-year-old intergal actic war is about to
flare up herein our ‘backyard’, asyou put it?’
“I do believeit,” BC confirms.
“An ancient, intergdactic war? Being abit dramatic, aren’t you?’ Wentworth lectures him. “Y ou’ d have
us focus on some vague dien threat? What about the UIN? Should we just ignore them?” BC hearsthe
sarcasm in Wentworth' s voice.
“Not at dl. They're part of it,” BC repliescamly. Hetriesto keep his cool.

Hard to work with a guy when you have to constantly struggle not to punch him! Arrogant
prick...

“I see. And these diens you' ve mentioned before, they’ re behind it, | gather, from what you
wouldn’t say over the com?’” Wentworth deduces. “ And this goes above and beyond the plague they’ ve
dready hit uswith?’

“They are cdled the Eldred, and they are most definitely apart of it. And it most certainly does.”
“But you say there might not be anything we can doto stop it.”

“You say you never liketo say never,” BC reminds him.

Wentworth paces back and forth on his side of the glass, thinking. He stops, looks across at BC.

“Y ou think there’ s some new player on Marswho has something to do with this‘war’?” Wentworth
asks.

“I not only thinkthereis. I knowhe' sthere. And he does,” BC admits.

He knows something... What does Wentworth know about Dolomay?

“Fiza stold mealittle about thisnew ‘player’,” Wentworth says, nearly answering BC' s unspoken
question. “1 gather you know more?’

“What do youknow?’ BC chalengeshim. “I’d rather not repesat information.”

And | want to know what you know that | don’t!

“Huh,” Wentworth grunts, surprised by BC’ stone, but he continues. “Fizasaysthere sanew
advisor to Al Salid, onewho' s not aMudim. According to her, he just showed up one day, after Al Sdlid
returned from a secret journey.”

“That *secret journey’ was Al Salid’ strip out to Eldray to meet with the eldest of the Eldred. We
each went out to meet with them, individualy. And heand | had decided to secretly meet with each other
after he got back,” BC explains. “That’ swhy | went to Mars.”

“That plan went well, then, en?” Wentworth chides him.

“I think this*new player’ gotin theway of the plan,” BC says.

“Fizasaysthey keep this‘advisor’ out of sight, for the most part,” Wentworth informs BC. “But she's
seen him. * Course, Fizaisgood at getting into the kind of places where people who don't want to be
seen go. Places people don’t want her to get into,” he sayswith a chuckle. “ She said he had blonde hair
when shefirst saw him, but he dyed it black soon after.”

Well! That just about confirmsit. And the descriptions | heard of him on Mars certainly
matched the artist’s rendition we have of him from The Eldred.

Dolomay hasto be on Mars. And he has Al Salid’ s ear ... and maybe his mind! Maybe he's
somehow controlling Al Salid - didn’t even seem like the same guy!

Maybe it was Dolomay in my head!

What did he learn in there?

Hasit been himall along?

That first time, too, on Fortune Station?

Somehow, no.



That was different.
“What isit, Campion?Y ou got quiet.”
“Hold on. I'mthinking.”
“What do you know, Campion? | know you know more than you' retelling me!”

Might aswdll fill himin...

“I know alot of things,” BC says. “When | met with the Eldred, Wentworth, | discovered that the
human race is descended from a brutal race of galactic conquerors amillion years dead, now referred to
only asthe‘Ancient Enemy’.

“The Eldred helped overthrow the Ancient Enemy amillion years ago, but the Ancient Enemy sent out
‘dtar seeds asthe Eldred called them, smal bundles of Ancient Enemy DNA and such, when their
homeworld exploded.

“One of those star seeds landed here.”

“Okay...” Wentworth says cautioudy. “Interesting story. But why didn’t the Eldred try to just wipe out
these ‘star seeds 7’

“They did try! They have been trying,” BC tellshim. “They told methey didn’t know &t first that the star
seeds even existed. When they began finding them, they started wiping them out.

“But it turns out some other aien racesinterfered in our case, kept our star seed hidden somehow after
the Eldred paid their first vigt to Earth hundreds of thousands of yearsago.”

“The Eldred were here before?” Wentworth asks.

“They might have wiped out the Neanderthals,” BC says. “ That’ sjust atheory.”

“And they’ ve been trying to wipe us out with their plague, now that they’ ve found us,”
Wentworth redlizes, the truth dawning on him. “Now it makes somekind of sense... Not that | likeit!”

“They say they’re only trying to ‘contain’” and ‘ contral’ us, that the plague won't kill al of us,”
BCtdlshim. “They want usto stop killing each other and confine oursalves within the orbit of Jupiter. If
we agreeto do that, they say, the plague will stop. They just want to keep us, um, manageable. They
want the UTZ Council and the UIN to agreeto their conditions.”

“Manageable?” Wentworth erupts. “1I'll give them manageable! Fuck that! They might aswell be
killing all of us, Campion. Look around! Our scientists are starting to work with the Project scientigts, but
we're no closer to finding acure,” Wentworth triesto cam himself, shakes his head. “Why not just
attack us outright? Couldn’t be much worse than this”

“I hateto say it,” BC says, “but it probably isworse, now that Dolomay ison Mars.”

Wentworth looks confused.

“That' sthe new player you mentioned, Al-Sdid’ snew ‘advisor’,” BC explains.

“Dolomay, huh? Strange name.”

“Y eah. He snot from around here.”

“S0... Why does he make it worse?” Wentworth probes.

“Because the Eldred are afraid of Dolomay, and what he represents. And we should probably be
aware of what he represents, too, if not afraid of him. He' s ruthless, inhuman. He comes from atime and
culture more technologically advanced than we are, so he givesthe UIN an unfair tech advantage by
sding with them againgt us. There arelots of ways Dolomay makesit worse.”

“The Eldred are afraid of Dolomay? Why?" Wentworth thinks out loud. “Wait aminute... How
oldisthisDolomay?’

“Ancient,” BC says.

“Ancient?” Wentworth asks, and then pauses. “Asin * Ancient Enemy’ ancient? How could he
gill be... Holy shit! If you weren't the pope I’ d say you were lying. Asitis, I’ ve got to wonder about
your menta datel”

“I wish | wascrazy,” BC cracks.

“But how could one of thembe here now?’

“Wdl, it salong gory...”

“We vegot time,” Wentworth says, but then he corrects himself. “Huh, well, maybe not too
much time, though. .. The gppearance of thisDolomay on Mars... That’swhat has you talking about a



million year old intergalactic war, isn't it?” A crooked grin twists across Wentworth’ s mouth. “ Can't we
just stand aside and | et the Eldred wipe out the UIN?’

“I"'m not sure the Eldred appreciate the subtle differencesin politics and religion that divide us
humans,” BC tellshim. “They may see usasdl onerace. And if they fedd Dolomay is somehow, | don't
know, ‘tainting’ us, they may fed judtified in wiping all of usout, asthe last vestige of the Ancient

Enaemy.

“Right... Let meback up for asecond. We're sick because of these aliens. Our human ‘ Project’
isintouch with them?’” Wentworth asks. “ The Project set up your trip out to seethem?’

“The Project isin contact with the Eldred and those other diens | mentioned before,” BC says.

“The ones who kept us hidden from the Eldred?’

“Exactly. Thereare severd adienracesin our area,” BC tellshim. “But the Eldred seem to be the
most powerful. Asde from the Ancient Enemy.”

“And the Ancient Enemy are our ancestors?’” Wentworth asksfor clarification. “And it' s one of
themon Mars?”

“Something likethat,” BC says.

“He sone of them? The Ancient Enemy?” Wentworth is il trying to wrap his head around theidea. “ So
tell me, then: How did he end up on Mars?” Wentworth asks.

“I’m guessing he left Eldray stowed away on board the Eldred ship that carried Al Salid back
hometo Mars”

“Shitty security,” Wentworth mumbles. “But that doesn’'t explain how it ishe' sdive hereand
now inthefirg place!”

“The Eldred and another race found him in deep space, in a suspended animation capsule that
used technology beyond their own,” BC explainsto him. “Dolomay had been placed in the stasis capsule
inorbit around the home planet of the Ancient Enemy in punishment for crimes againgt his people. The
capsule was et free, floating off through space by the same explosion that destroyed the Ancient
Enemy’ shomeworld and launched the star seeds.”

“Oh. Great,” Wentworth exclams. * So this guy was actudly a criminal among those ancient
brutes? Just great.”

“It gets better,” BC tellshim. “When | got back from Eldray, even before | could talk to you, the
Eldred got back in touch through the Project to demand another meeting. | met them at the Project’s
asteroid base...”

“Wait aminute... The Project has an asteroid base?” Wentworth stops him.

“Didn’'t | mention that?’

“I don’'t think so,” Wentworth says cautioudly. “Y ou made it sound like they were based on the
Moon.”

“The Project has abase in the asteroids, too,” BC says matter-of-factly, but with ahint of sarcasm.

“Thanks”

“Just trying to be open and honest. Y ou know, our new, um, relationship.”

“Working together,” Wentworth says, with atouch of irony.  “Anyway. At the asteroid base
mesting, the Eldred basically told me about Dolomay, said he was headed this way, and then told me
now it was our problem! They demanded that we ded withiit.”

“You'rekidding. They expect usto take care of thisguy?’ Wentworth asks.

“That’ s pretty much how they left it,” BC tellshim.

“Did they know hewas on Mars?’

“I’'mnot sure. | don't think so,” BC guesses. “I didn’t know mysdlf until | went there to meet
with Al Sdid.”

And even then | wasn't positive until you confirmed it as well. Fiza told me some, and
Wentworth filled in the gaps.

Should | tell him about the mental stuff?

What do | know about it anyway?

| mean really know?



| don’t know.

“Thisguy could be extremely dangerous,” BC says.

“Redly?” Wentworth challenges him. “Based on whose information? The dienswho are dready
trying to kill us? Or your Project? I’ m afraid that neither seemsat dl credible at this point, Campion. We
only have their word that he’ s even amember of that ancient race,” Wentworth pointsout. “You
chastised the board for lacking control over the Project. It doesn’t seem like you' ve got much control,
ether. You seemy point?’

“You know, | do. | redlly do, point taken. But they cozied up to these alien racesunder Van
Kilner’ sleadership, not mine,” BC says. “Wentworth, if this‘ new player’ isthisDolomay? This‘ Ancient
Enemy’ ? He' smore powerful than the average guy. Because there' s one more thing. Something the
Eldred weren't dl that forthcoming with.” BC pauses.

I’'mstill not sure | should tell Wentworth this...

“What? Don’t hold back now, Campion!” Wentworth cautions.

“I believe the Ancient Enemy had psionic abilities” BC tdlshim. “They could get insde your
head, communicate telepathicaly, maybe even move thingswith their minds.”

“They weretelepathic? Teekinetic?” Wentworth asksincreduloudy, shaking hishead. “Y ou'rekidding
me”

“You can seewhy | hestated to tell you.”

“That' salot to swalow, Campion.”

“Do you believe me?’ Campion asks.

“1 do,” Wentworth saysto reassure him. “1 believe you. | just don’'t believe the people you
believe. Hell, they’ re not even people, right? The Eldred are the onesthat look like little blue koadla bears,
right?”

“They might be cute and fuzzy ... but don’t underestimate them,” BC cautions. “ They’ ve killed off
more than half the human race,” BC points oui.

Helooks around at the room he' sin. “Or have you put mein thisisolation chamber because | smell
bad?’ BC jokes haf-heartedly.

“Touché” Wentworth says. “Y ou know, judging by what they’ ve said, you may be safe.”

“Judging by whet they’ vesaid,” BC says, “those of uswho haven't died yet probably won't. If
we rewilling to believe the‘little blue koadlas 7’

“I don’'t know. That psychic stuff soundstoo far-fetched,” Wentworth declares.

“They weren't ‘psychic'! Psonic. And the Eldred didn’t say anything about that at first. It' swhat
I’ve discovered! The Ancient Enemy used more of their brains, somehow. | don’t know how. They were
telepathic. And the Eldred didn’t say anything about that. Only confirmed it when | confronted them
about it.”

“They didn’'t tell you about it at first, en? Where did you get the information, then?’

Should I tell him? Why not?

“I'm pretty sure | heard Dolomay in my head, Wentworth. | know that sounds crazy, but, please,
ligentomel” BC asks. “I've heard himinmy mind. It'sred.”

“You' veheard him. In your head? Are you sure?’

“Not entirdly sure. But I'm pretty sure. It sdisconcerting! And I’ m even beginning to think my
ability to *hear’ him has something to do with those headaches |’ ve been getting.”

| am? | do? | guess I’ m beginning to... it makes some kind of senseto meas| explain it
out loud to Wentworth. Maybe the headaches are the birth pangs of new mental powers on my
part! Psycho-Man!

Yeah, right!

“Redly?’ Wentworth looks at BC quizzicdly through the glass. “ So you can hear him.”
“I can. | have. | didn’t redlize what it was, or who it was, at first. | heard himin my mind when | visited
the Eldred’ s planet, Eldray. That must have been when he waswaking up!” BC redlizes. “ The Eldred
think that my presence on their world somehow triggered the mechanisms of Dolomay’ s suspension
capsule, turned them on and made them automatically thaw him out,” he explains. “When | wason Mars



| *“heard’ him again, louder, stronger, somehow. | figured out how to block him out after awhile.”
Wentworth looks down, shakes his head dowly back and forth.

“This... thisal soundsridiculous!” he endswith ashout, lifting his head to glare back at BC through the
wall of glass, unconvinced.

“I don’t care how it sounds!” BC shouts back at the glass. “If Dolomay has dready takenthe UIN’s
sde, that could turn the war. Whether you believe he has the power to bend men’ swill to hisown or not,
he comes from atime of superior technology, from a people known for their brutd superiority inwar. I’'m
thinking thismay givethe UIN abit of atactica advantage, hun?’

“No need for sarcasm,” Wentworth frowns. “Fiza s reports bear out much of what you say.”

“Fill in the blanks and the pieces of the puzzlefit together,” BC says. “Who esedo you think Fiza's
mysterious stranger, this‘ new advisor’, is?’

“I don't know yet,” Wentworth ingsts. “I don’t think we can be certain it sthis‘ Dolomay’.”

“I think we can be.”

Wentworth shakes his head.

“Wentworth!” BC shouts at him. “Watch the UIN, Wentworth. Seeif their shipsdon’t al of asudden get
better, start demongtrating technological advanceswe don't have! Seeif this new stranger Fizamentions
doesn't start taking over more and more control. Watch for the signs. Be ready for them to take ashot at
us... and beready to strike back hard! It’'sthe only way Dolomay knows!”

“Look, Campion. Thisisal very fafetched,” Wentworth says. He getsa cold and distant look in his eyes
as he continues. “I want to thank you for taking the time to stop by today and fill mein on these very
important details. I’ ll 1ook into them and we' |l discussthis at the next meeting of the UTZ board. Thank
you.”

Even as Wentworth says“ Thank you,” the glasswall turns opague and BC finds himsdf staring at himsdlf
inthemirror.

What the fuck? Come off it! Don’t shut me off! Don’'t shut me out!

“Don't take too much time, Wentworth!” BC shouts at the mirror. “1 know it’ salot to think about,
but we don't have time to spare! The regppearance of Dolomay has not made the Eldred reconsider their
stance on humanity and the plague,” BC cautions, “even if hisescapeisther fault! We face two threats,
Dolomay and the plague!”

“Clear,” Wentworth says.
The mirror turns trangparent once again, reveaing Wentworth gtill sanding on the other side.

“Where do yousuggest we go from here, then, Campion?’ Wentworth asks him.

BC lookshim squareinthe eye.

“We watch. We wait. And weprepare for the worst.”

“If you'reright, Campion. But that’ sabigif... ”

“So what are we going to do about it?” BC challenges him. “Becauseit’ s up to us now, Wentworth. No
onedseisleft! Me? I’ m thinking I’m going to direct the Project to ramp up Transpace ship construction
and production. And you? Y ou can help me arm those ships. We have war coming our way, on dl
fronts. What else can we do? What can you do?’

“Suchas?’

“Will you let me turn the Project brain trust loose on your shipyards on the Moon? Double our efforts?
Build someKkiller ships? Find away to put up some sort of fight?’

“How many of usdo you think will be left standing to fight after thisaien plague runsits course?’
Wentworth asksrhetorically. “Don’'t you know how many have died? Are dying?’

BC shakeshishead. “I know. But what else can we do?’ BC laughs. “How patheticisit that the fate of
the human race is dependent on ustwo?’

“Who knew it would get thisbad?’ Wentworth ponders. “I’min,” hetellsBC. “No reason notto
combine our effortdl If the UIN protests palitically, let ‘em. It'll just forcetheissue dready at hand. Let's
doit”

“Good. We need to be together on this,” BC says. “ Speaking of which, do you really need to keep
meisolated like this?’



“Huh, let me see,” Wentworth says, consulting some readout in front of him. “Well, the sweepers say
you' re clean, even though you' ve been in the plague zones. Asfar as our ingruments can tell. Still worries
me”

“I redly do think that if you haven't died yet, you're not going to,” BC inddts. “ So they said.”

“Sure... but who'sto say they didn’t infect you with something new to take back to take out the rest of
U7’

“Aw, now you'rejust trying to cheer me up,” BC jokes.

“I don't trust the Eldred. Why should we?” Wentworth ingsts.

“Wedon't really have an option,” BC tellshim. Helaughs. “But | can't believe you' ve ever ‘trusted’
anyone? Why gtart with the Eldred?’

“Touché” Wentworth sayswith asmile. “Whereto next?’ he asks BC.

“I think I’m heading back to Lunar Prime.”

“Home base? Or your home away from home, now that you have the V atican?’

“Yeah, it sfunny, the Moon is one of the few places| do fed at home,” BC admits. “I can relax and
regroup there. Think thisthrough alittle.”

“Y ou need sometimeto think?’

“I need dl kindsof time. Weneed al kinds of time. Timeto think. Timeto Srategize. Timeto build,
andto rebuild. Timeto at least try to contact The Eldred. Tl them we know where Dolomay is,” BC
explans,

“Areyou redly surethat’sagood idea?” Wentworth questions BC.

“Why not? Despite my doubts, maybe we canget them to help us, make them see the difference
between us and the UIN! If the Ancient Enemy isworking with the UIN, maybe we can make the Eldred
seethat we are on their sde. Maybe they can till comein on our side. The ‘enemy of my enemy’ and dl
that?’

“Right.” Wentworth turns away from the glasswall and beginswalking away.

“Stay intouch, won't you, Campion? Let me know what’ sgoing on?’ he says over his shoulder.
“Absolutely. So... you' re not going to come see me off?”

“I’'m seeing you off right now, Campion! Good-bye!”

Wentworth leaves the room on the other side of the glass.

“Prick,” BC saysunder hisbresth.

“I heard that!” Wentworth says, unseen, an echo from the hal coming over the loudspeaker.
“Scary, man,” BC says, knowing Wentworth isstill listening.

“Thank you,” Wentworth says over the speaker.

The room door dides open. BC waks out into the corridor. There sno sign of the greeter, so BC finds
his own way back to the ship. Drex isthere waiting for him in the walkway outside the ship.
“You'renot afraid of the sickness?” BC asks him as he walks up.

“Me?Nah,” the pilot says. “ Y our time comes, it comes. You die, you die,” he saysdryly.

“Very pragmatic of you,” BC observes.

“So, you ill want to go to the Moon?” Drex asks.

“Yup.”

The two board the ship. BC settlesin for thetrip to Lunar Prime as Drex gets them underway.

Chapter Two

BC’ sthoughts wander as hetravels.
Back to the Moon. Get my shit together there before | head back down to the Vatican. The
Vatican. Huh.
| s00000 do not want to go back there. That can’'t be good.



| just don’t want to be the fucking pope!
Damn.
| should get in touch with Anita.
“Drex, can you put me through to someone on the com?’
“Sure”
“I need to reach a scientist with The Project. Her name’ s Anita Capituna.”
“And she'son the Moon?’
Huh... good question. Not sure what her plans were for the week.
“| think s0.”
“I'll try”
Drex cdlsinto the Moon and somehow manages to get Anitaon the other end of the com.
“BC? What happened? You're... like, five and ahdf days early! Wedidn't pick you up... Whose ship
areyouon?’
“Thingsdidn’'t go sowell on Mars, Anita. | think Dolomay isdready there. I'm pretty sure he’ sgotten to
Al-Sdlid. .. Ingtead of meeting with me, Al-Sdid threw mein acdl! Wentworth's people helped me out,
got me out of there and off of Mars,” BC tells her.
“Should you be saying dl this on an open channd?’ she cautions.
“Dolomay can read minds, Anita. Do you think channels matter?’
“What did you say? He can read minds? BC? Are you okay?’
“I'm fine. The Eldred said the Ancient Enemy were more powerful than we are, right?’
“Right...” sheagrees, tentatively.

“Wadll, it turns out some of that power is mental power. Psonic ability. And Dolomay’ susing that
power, hispower, to twist Al-Salid. Hewas al set to cooperate and suggested this meeting! We were
supposed to meet to work out a unified front against The Eldred! Instead, Al-Salid turned on me asif
we' d never spoken before! He sounded belligerent, ready to fight. 1t had to be Dolomay, messing with
hishead! | figure Dolomay plans on taking over the UIN from behind the scenes,” BC telsher. “He
could remember high tech from the distant past that’ s more advanced than what we have now. He may
be able to help the UIN arm themsel ves with more advanced wegpons, get them ready to fight. Think of
the advantage that givesthem!”

“Thisisbad, then, in'tit?’ Anitaaskshim.

“Yup.”

“Thisisweird.”

“Weird?" BC asks, confused.

“I’'mtaking to you. But Sitting here next to meisyour smulacrum. Dell and his scientists did a pretty
good job making your double. I'm talking to the real you over the com, thousands of miles avay, and yet
“you” are gitting herein my room, staring a me blankly. It'seerie. 1t’'ll be good to seethered you. Are
you coming back here or going to Rome?’

“There. The Moon. I’'m going to duck in and replace my double there next to you, dip back in asif
nothing happened. Isthe charade till working?

“Sofar. You vekept apretty low profile.”

“Good”

“See you when you get back here.”

“Bye Anita”

BC sgnsoff.

“So, the Pope has agirlfriend, huh?’ Drex cracks.

“No!” BC answerswith ahint of defensiveness. “Why do you say that?’

“Theway you taked to each other,” Drex explains. “Just the way you both sounded, something about
that. Sorry. Didn't redlizeit was atouchy subject, anyways.”

“It'snot. | mean, we'renot...” BC stops. “Never mind.”

Therest of thetripisquiet.

BC watches through the viewport asthe Moon dowly growslarger. Sunlight glints off the main dome.



Theflasheswould be blinding if not for the filters built into the window. The ship makesthefina
approach to Lunar Prime’ s port on a course that takes them over the city.

They comein low over the Vatican Mission, rebuilt just over ayear ago after being leveled inthe UIN
attacks on Christmas Day, 2109. BC can't help but smile.

I’m glad Marc Edwards made me pitch in and start rebuilding. Can’t help but feel proud
when | see the place | helped build. God! Ninety percent of the station is new, after about eighty
percent of the old place was destroyed in the UIN's Christmas raids. Funny. Everyone calls it
“Lunar Prime” now. Used to always be “ Reagan Station” . But Meredith McEntyre and her
husband, even Governor Erskine, have tried to make it “ Lunar Prime” exclusively. Mostly to
assert their independence, their neutrality. Seems to have worked.

There arefew other shipsin the port. A commercia supply freighter isleaving as Drex maneuvers
their shipinfor alanding. The port isquiet as BC and Drex disembark. Armed Lunar Security Corps
members stand guard near the exits, stationed in greater numbers since Governor Erskine announced her
quarantine back in March.

“Hey.”

BC dmost jumps, Sartled to see Anitastanding there.
“I didn’t seeyou there.”

“Didn’'t mean to scareyou,” she sayswith agrin.

BC caiches Drex smirking. The pilot giveshim awink.

She does sound glad to see me.

“Here, put thison.”

She hands him a blonde wig and hooded robe. She looks around to seeif anyoneiswatching them.

“My disguise?’ BC asks, wrinkling his brow.

“Just put it on!” She snaps, getting frustrated with him.

BC throws on the “disguise’. He brings the hood up to cover his new blonde tresses. Dressed in his
disguise, hefollows Anita out of the spaceport.

BC inhdesthe humid air asthey cross the atrium, enjoying the aroma of the growing vegetation. He looks
up at the young trees reaching for the bright dome overhead.

Sill have a way to go to replace the old ones, but they’ re getting there. Probably grow faster
in the lower gravity.

BC and Anita pass afew people making their way across the public space, but no one pays any
notice. They leave the open space of the dome and walk on through the winding corridors that lead to the
Vatican Mission and his quarters.

BC can’'t help but do a double take asthey enter hisrooms. His manufactured double sits facing the door
gtaring out into pace, immobile.

S0... that'swhat | look like? Weird.

“No jokes about being beside yoursalf,” Anitawarns BC with asmile. BC takes off the hooded
robe, liftsthewig off of hishead and putsit loosely on the smulacrum.

“Huh. Now | know what | just like”

“Check thisout,” Anitasays. She takes out asmall control device. She pointsit at the double, and
the face beginsto melt and shift. Suddenly it no longer looks like BC. Thefeatures have shifted to
resemble someone el se, or have perhaps reset to some neutral expression and looks.
“Keyword: twin. Command word: homecoming,” Anita says to the smulacrum. The no-longer-BC's
double getsup silently. It sartsto walk. Thewig falsfromits head asit leaves the room.
“What did you do?’ BC asks Anita
“I triggered his homing beacon. He' s heading back to Dell and Krish, preprogrammed to find hisway
back to the Project base on the dark side.” Shelooks BC up and down, and her nose wrinkles. “ Are
you going to change?’
BC only just redizes he’ s been wearing the same tech jumpsuit for acouple of days.

Heh... I’ ve gotta be kinda ripe!

“And refresh,” BC says. “Will you excuse me?’



“Certanly.”

BC leaves Anitain hisliving room and heads for the refresher and aclean change of clothes. After he
gets out of the refresher, hefinds himsdlf frozen as he stares at the pressed white three piece suits that
hang in hiscloset in front of him, his papd “uniforms’, the white suits he had the Vatican Tailors create for
him in an attempt to modernize the Pope' s wardrobe.

Don't really want to wear one of those suits again! It doesn’t feel right! Really don’t think |
can do thisanymore... the Pope part, anyway. Two and a half months of thisis too much!
Besides... How can | be Pope and lead our war efforts? Think I’ [l put on some ciwvies for now...

BC optsfor asmplet-shirt and jeansinstead of his papa attire. He walks back into the living room
and discovers aguest.

“BC, look who'shere. Y our ambassador,” Anitasays.

M’ Bekke stands resplendent in ared patterned robe that combines traditional African attire with hisNew
catholic Church Cardind’ sgear. Hisbright smile for BC shines out from his dark ebony complexion. His
brown eyes glow with the warmth of friendship.

“M’Bekke!” BC amiles, greeting hisold friend.

“BC! So good to havethereal you back!” M’ Bekke exclams.

“What?Y ou didn’t like my body double?’ BC jokingly asks.

“Just not the same. Although he was better behaved...”

“Hey, thanks”

“No suit?” Anitaasks, noticing BC's casud dress.

“Nah.” BC says, letting it trail. Helooks at M’ Bekke, tagged out in full regdia, and anideahitshim. A
way out...

Brilliant! That'sit. Can | do that?

Fuck it, I'mdoing it. I'mthe fucking Pope! For now...

“I have heard things didn’t work out so well on Mars,” M’ Bekke saysto BC. “Al Sdlid wasnot as

responsive asyou' d hoped?’

“Did not gowel. No,” BC admits, sounding distracted. He salittle preoccupied by his new idea.

“M’ Bekke, how would you fed about a promotion?’

“A promotion?’

“A Promotion,” BC confirms, smiling broadly at M’ Bekke. “I have agreat ideal”

“Uh-oh,” Anitaand M’ Bekke say nearly in unison.

“M’Bekke. Anita... I'm going to abdicate. | just can’t be pope anymore!” BC blurtsit out.

“What?" Anitaand M’ Bekke ask, again amost together.

“I can’t be pope anymore. It snot me. I'm not it!” BC shakes his head. “We re facing the renewed
battle between The Eldred and the Ancient Enemy, and we' re caught right in the middle. | need to be
able to do things, and go places, that the Pope just can’t do, or go to. | can’t be Pope and lead the war
againg the Eldred.”

“There were military Popes, back in medieva times,” M’ Bekke observes. BC keeps shaking his head.
“I mean, look at it: | shouldn’t have gone on thistrip to Mars, because I’ m the fucking pope!” he says, a
little louder than he meant to. He cdms himself. “But I’ m going to have to do stuff likethat if thereisa
war. So I’m naming you Pope in my absence, M’ Bekke. I’'m abdicating, and | name you as my
successor!”

Anitaand M’ Bekke can only stare in wonder at BC.

BC returnstheir gareswith asmile.

“You'reinsane” Anitasays, breaking the sllence. Sheglaresat him. “You can't do this”

“Um... Yeah,” M’Bekkefinally spesks. “What she said.”

“C’'mon,” BCindgts. “It just makes sense. I’'m too many things. It stoo much! I'm Pope. I'm CEO
of The Project. Head CEO of the UTZ Council. It'scrazy! So I’m making youPope, M’ Bekke,” BC
tellshim. “It lookslike we ve got awar to fight. Personaly, | can’t reconcile waging awar with being
Pope.”
“Thisfrom the guy who used to kill for the Pope?’ Anitasaysin disbelief.



“Redlly, now, BC, | don’t think anyone knows your resume better!” M’ Bekke protests.
“I've... um, evolved. | think,” BC says. He shakeshishead. “I’m not the sameguy | usedto be. And |
just can’'t do the Pope thing anymore.”

“Can | talk you out of this? Any of it? Like, say, the part where you' re making mePope?’ M’ Bekke
protests.

“Nope. It dl flooded into my mind when | saw you, M’ Bekke. Maybeit' sdivineinspiration!” BC's
smiledrops. “I’ve had alot on my mind. I’ m pretty sure we re on the brink of war. The Eldred are
scared. With Dolomay |oose among the Mudlims, the Eldred may start to treet al of ushumansasif we
arethe Ancient Enemy. I’'m aso worried Dolomay will givethe UIN atechnological advantage against
us, especidly with their weagpons,” BC says. He pausesfor alittle effect before he asks, “Who know
what ancient but advanced knowledge he has?’ BC looks back and forth at M’ Bekke and Anita. 1 think
we haveto figure either the UIN or the Eldred, or both, will be attacking us soon.”

“We I get hit by both Sides!” Anitaredizes.

“Caught in the middle of amillion year old war,” M’ Bekke observes. BC nods. Helooks Anitain the
eye.

“Anita, we' ve got to get The Project’ s shipyard’ s production ramped up. We re gonna need as many
armed Transpace Ships as The Project can crank out, fast.”

“Ramped up?’ she saysincreduloudy. “Our facilities aren’t even geared towards mass production, BC,”
Anita breaks the newsto him. “We haven't been about mass production for years!”

“Fine. But you used to be, right?” She nods. “So... you could be back in business with the right
help, right? UTZ help: scientists, workforce, resources... They'redl at your disposa, Anita” heinforms
her. “Here san idea: Why not make the shipyard out at the asteroid base work on smaller ships, and turn
the UTZ shipyard here on the Moon into your mgor shipyard. It'sdl at your disposad! You'rein charge!
But we need this, like, yesterday! I'm putting you in charge because | know you can doit,” BC tdlls her,
trying to sound confident and encouraging.

“We... | guesswe could. We cantry,” she saysalittle reluctantly. “We ve got more of acustom
‘shop’ on the asteroid base than a* shipyard’ these days, so | guesswe will haveto build up the UTZ
yards on the Moon. It makes the most sense. Although. .. We could build up another shipyard near the
agteroid base, start from scratch using some of the old assembly line equipment from back when Dell and
the boyswere building UTZ ships,” she says, moreto herself than to BC and M’ Bekke. Anitagathers
steam as she begins to think the process through. “We haven’t done wegponson alarge scalein
decades. We |l need supplies...” she says, thinking out loud.

“You'll havethem,” BC assures her. “Wentworth has promised us whatever we need. Have our people
contact his people. They'll get you whatever you ask for.”

“Okay. Sure. Great. So... Anything else?’ she askshim.

“That’snot enough?’

“Oh, it'splenty,” she sayswith aquick laugh. “1 thought we' d have afew daysto relax before you
got back here with goodnews from Mars. Instead you' re back early and dl hell’ s breaking loose!” she
exclaims. “We re about to be hit by an attack from either the UIN or the Eldred, or both; you' re trying to
abdicate as Pope and throw poor M’ Bekke here under thatbus, and you want meto instantly ramp up
ship production in facilities that are either inadequate, outdated or don’t yet exist. Does that about sum it
up?’ sheasks, an angry edge creegping into her voice.

“How soon can you get started?’ BC asks her, joking, trying to lighten the mood, but she scowls,
frowns, makes a strange face.

“No timelike the present, huh?’ she sayswith atouch of venom in her voice. She givesBC aglaring
look, then turns and leaves the room. BC watches her go, alittle dazed. He stares at the space where she
was.

| think she wanted to slap me just then. Why? What did | say? | thought she and | were maybe
getting somewhere, but...

“You'redill insane, BC. | likethat,” M’ Bekke says, interrupting BC' s confusion. “So... Doyou
redly think you can just make me the Pope?’



“I do. Hell, M’ Bekke, you' re so much more suited to the job than | am! Plus, you look good in arobe,”
BC sayswith anod at M’ Bekke' s garments.

“You'reserious! | can't believe you're serious.”

BC amiles

Funny, I’ ve felt at peace since the thought occurred to me. Makes total sense. I’mtired of the
contradictions. Tired of trying to be something I’ m not.

“I'm serious,” BC assures him. “Y ou won't be the first black Pope, but you might be the first openly
gay Pontiff.”

“Good thing you added that * openly’ part or | was going to have to correct you,” M’ Bekke sayswith a
laugh. He grows suddenly quiet.

The immensity of the office hitting him? | know how that feels. Overwhelming.

“BC... " M’Bekke starts to say something. He stops, closes his eyes. They snap open and he
waveshisarms.

“No! | can't do thisl” he protests.

“Too late,” BC telshim. “It'sdone. Y ou're the new Pope. Ded withit. | had to.”

“Yes. And you have obvioudy handled it immensdly well,” M’ Bekke cracks.

“Don't be abitch, M’Bekke. Y ou' re the Pope now. It’ s not becoming of you.”

“Never stopped you,” M’Bekke parries.

Slencefdlsfor along moment. M’ Bekke findly bresksit.

“You' resure?’ he asksagain.

“Yup.”

“Okay, then. What about the whole e ection process? Will the NcC even accept your decison? How is
thislegd ? Binding?’

“Itisbecause| say itis. It' slike abattlefield promotion in an emergency situation,” BC explainshis
logic to M’ Bekke. “ And you better startacting like the Pope because I’ m going to stopacting likethe
Pope, and if you don’t act like the Pope, well... then no one will, and there |l be no Pope. Worse case
scenario: they cal you *acting pope’.”

“Okay, then,” M’ Bekke says. “I’m gonnago now, BC. | must wrap my head around al the shit you
havejust laid on me,” M’ Bekke sayswith asigh.

“Wall. That's understandable,” BC says. “ Thank you, M’ Bekke.”
“I haveto giveyou this, BC: it' s never dull around you these days.” M’ Bekke gives BC adight bow and
leaves.

What' s with the bow? Jeesh!

Huh... after THAT | think | can finally relax, maybe get somerest. | hope | haven’t alienated
either M’Bekke or Anita... it'sa lot to put on each of them... but they' re the only people | can
trust to do these things. They’ll befine...

BC secures hisrooms and then settlesin to rest. Helies down, closes hiseyes, and triesto get a
good night’ sdeep.

Chapter Three

Despite frenzied preparations for war, BC has dept like a baby since he walked away from the papacy
three months ago. The shift in responsibilities has worked out well. HE s spent most of histime on Lunar
Prime, coordinating ship building efforts between the Project and the UTZ, directing plague victim relief
efforts, kegping the peaceinthe UTZ, dl while hetriesto find out what’ s going on with Dolomay and Al
Sdid on Mars.

Al Sdlid has responded to new overtures from BC, but only to acknowledge them. He has agreed to
mestings on Lunar Prime with BC and M’ Bekke, but continually postpones and reschedul es the mestings



asthey approach.

Wentworth has been as good as hisword, working with Anitadl through the summer to get the
shipyards up and running. BC hasn’t had to get too closdly involved. Both Anitaand Wentworth are
more than cgpable of working without his supervison; both probably function better without him getting
intheir way. They' ve kept him in theloop with daily reports.

It's been adow process. But like arusty old machine oiled up and cranked into life, the assembly lines
have begun to function alittle faster each day, with dightly greater efficiency. They'refindly building new
ships and arming them with the new weaponry developed by the Project’ s reverse engineering of dien
tech.

And so BC can deep.

BC layson acushion in aberth as he travels on one of Wentworth's ships to meet with M’ Bekke and
Wentworth down at Vatican City. He driftsinto consciousness awash in memories of three months ago.

Abdicate! Best decision | made in a while... M’ Bekke makes a good pope. And I’ ve been able
to stay away from the Vatican for three months.
Guess | had to return eventually.

Funny to not be meeting on Wentworth Sation... But Wentworth will still be at the
meeting. He says he' s got updated figures on ships and readiness from Anita. And we may have
cracked the plague' s code, finally. Hope we can stop it from changing... and killing more of us.
Wentworth Sation... Huh. 1" ve kinda gotten used to the place. | remember how intimidating it
used to be. Course, the place never looked as good to me asit did when | got there after failing
miserably on Mars.

What' s that noise?

BC opens his eyes, as Drex, once again his pilot, turns on anewsfeed. The voice echoes through the
bridge.

“In tonight’ snews, Ibn Al-Sdid of Mars again postponed the peace conference which had been
proposed to take place on the Moon this coming weekend.”

“Goddamn...” BC can't help but let out his disappointment. He gets up out of the berth at the back of
the bridge and comes forward to Sit up next to the pilot.

“Sdid blamed the ddlay on his continuing hedlth problems,” the newsfeed continues. “But thisisthefifth
time Salid has caused a postponement in the talks.

“Pope John Paul the Fourth, acting pope for three months now, again indicated the NcC' s readinessto
attend the talks. The pope gave as an example the continued presence on the Moon of the former Pope,
and current Vatican Envoy and UTZ Council Chair Bernard Campion, the NcC and UTZ representative
and chief delegate for thetalks.

“Campion, who could not be reached for comment, maintains aresidence on Lunar Prime, so thisis
not the unilateral play for peacethat it might at first seem to be on its surface. When the Pope himself
bothers to make the trip, then there may be more to report.

“Thisisthe Lunar Prime News Network.”

Cynical bastards. But I’'m not on the Moon right now! Can’t even get their facts straight.

BC chuckles as the ship continues down to Earth.

“Alright, Drex! They don’t know wherel am!”
“Guess not. Guessit’ sgood that | do then, hun? We' redmogt at Vatican City, anyways.”
“Thanks, Drex,” BC says, dill chuckling to himsalf over the report placing him on the Moon.

It iskind of comforting to know that they don't know where | am at all times. Not that they
don’t try. It’s not quite as bad as when | was Pope.

The drop down to Earth is uneventful. His appearance at the Vatican is not. No one spegksto him
directly, but everyoneislooking a him, either saring or glancing sdelong.

Damn... I’'mthe center of attention! Feel like a walking freak show. Guess it serves meright.
| did walk away from them, abandoned them. Like Fortune Station on a grand scale. Always
disappointing someone, aren’t you, BC?

Had to be done.



BC ignores the eyes and walks on to the Pgpa Office Building. He soon finds himself in M’ Bekke's
sudy.
“M’Bekke! Greet to seeyou!”
“BC! But you know it’s John Paul now...”
“The Fourth!” BC exclams as he shakes M’ Bekke' s hand and then gives him aquick hug. “You'll
awaysbe M’ Bekketo me.”
BC and M’ Bekke catch up briefly, but their talk soon turns to more serious business.
“Ishe hereyet? BC asks.
“Just landed. | see his ship onthe display. He'll be here soon enough, by the look of it,” M’ Bekke
Speculates.

A brief commotion stirs outside the doors of the study. The doors open. Wentworth enters. He's
dressed in an environment suit that mimicsthe look of hisusua business attire yet keeps him isolated from
the outside and from potential exposure to the plague.

“Gentlemen!” Wentworth trumpets out as he makes his entrance. He strides in and shakes each
man’shand.

“Y our eminence,” he says, deferring to M’ Bekke, “ Pope John Paul the Fourth. Campion,” he
sayswith anod to BC. Wentworth smiles. He looks from M’ Bekke to BC. “Y ou know, this makes
more senseto me. I’'m alot more comfortable with you as head of the UTZ than asthe Pope,” hetells
BC. “Just suitsyou better.”

“Yeah,” BC agrees, “M’Bekke, uh, John Paul... excuseme... isanaturd, isn't he?” M’ Bekke
gmilesat the compliment.

Wentworth brings out asmdl vaise. He opensit, revedling asmal three dimensiond display of
chartsand figures.

“Let’'sgetright toit. Asyou can see” he says, addressing the other two men and getting down to
business, “We now have fifty-two of these new Trangpace Jumpships. We're calling them * Stingers .
Figured the origindswere‘ Flashers , sowe |l cal these Stingers. The only problem we re running into
now istraining up crewsto fly them dl. We' re actualy building * em faster than we can crew them up!”

“How many crew on each one?’ BC asks.

“Three,” Wentworth answers, “Pilot, gunner and engineer.”
“How long ‘til we have crew for dl fifty-two?’
“WEe ve got thirty-two of them crewed up and battle ready now. Figure we |l have another tenup ina
month. But, you see, by then, we' |l have seventy-five shipsready, at the pace Anita s got the Moon's
shipyards running, so we' Il need another ninety-nine crew members.”
“WEe Il be congtantly playing catch-up,” BC sayswith dismay. “1sn't there any way we can train up more
people smultaneoudy?’

“We reworking on that,” Wentworth says, “but it’ s a question of who we can spareto actualy do
the training. We take too many trainers off of ship’s crews and we' re going backwards.”

BC thinks amoment. “We might need to take a step back, if it will afford us a greater capacity to
train larger numbers. But I’ m not sure we have the luxury of thetimethat’ Il take.”
Wentworth looks BC sgquare in the eye. “How much time do you think we have?’
“Two months? Maybe?’ BC speculates.
“I don’'t believe we have two months,” M’ Bekke cutsin darkly.
“What?" Wentworth asks.
“Why?" BC wantsto know.
“Y ou both need to see acommuniqué | received yesterday,” M’ Bekke says. “It' sthe reason | called you
both down here.” He presses a couple of buttons on his desk. The floating head of a dark-haired man
appears over the desk. The hair isdarker, but BC knowswho it isimmediately, before the image even
speaks.

I’ ve never actually seen him... but | KNOW it's him!

“Greetings, your holiness,” the man begins. “1 wish to speak to you, teacher to teacher, holy manto
holy man. Dueto hisongoing illness, his holiness Ibn Al Salid has designated me as hisemissary to the



upcoming talks. My nameisbn Al Dolomé, and | was hoping we could discuss the agendafor the
meetings prior to the convening of the conference.”

M’ Bekke pauses the image. Dolomay’ s head hangsin the air over the desk.

“Holy shit,” BC saysquietly. “I1t IShim.”

“S0,” Wentworth says cautioudy, “That' shim? Finaly out in the open? The Ancient Enemy?
That’s Dolomay, the one you told me about? The psychic?’

“Not ‘psychic’,” BC correctshim. “Psionic. Telepathic. He can read minds, influence others
through the strength of hismind, communicate by thought.”

“Right,” Wentworth acknowledges. “ Telepathic. Well. There heis, anyway.”

“Thisonly confirmswhat we dready know,” BC says. “1 say we play dong. We don’t want
Dolomay and the UIN to know that weknow who he reallyis”

“Don’t you think they know we dready know?’ M’ Bekke questions.

“I don’'t know,” BC admits. “But | don’t think so. He knows he made contact with another mind.
But I don't think he knows exactly whol am. Only that | exist. And canresist him.”

“Youressted him?’ M’Bekke asks.

“So hesays,” Wentworth says, dubioudly.

“He s got the ability to bend other people’ s mindsto hiswill, according to the Eldred,” BC says.
“But | wasableto shut him out. | think. Al Salid was certainly affected by something,” he says, shaking
his head as he thinks back to hisill-fated trip to Mars. “But, yeah. They may notknow that we know who
heredly is”

“I wonder what that communiqué really means,” Wentworth says. “1 don’t think they intend on
attending any peace conference,” he speculates.

“No?" BC asks. “Why keep stringing usalong?’ he wonders aoud.

“Sothey’ Il have timeto build more of these,” Wentworth says. He switchesto anew page on his
vaise. A fuzzy picture appearsin theair over the case.

“Isthat ashipyard?’ BC asks.

“On Mars. Hold on,” Wentworth says. Heleansin and focuses the picture into clarity. “Our mole
on Mars,” helooksat BC knowingly, “got thesefor us. Seemsthey’re building anew fleet, just likewe
are. Remember when you said we needed to watch to seeif they were modifying their ships?’
Wentworth asks BC.

“Of course”

“Wall, here' sthe proof they are. A full scale operation, bigger and more overt than we feared.”

“S0, they tdll usthey want peace whilethey arm for war,” M’ Bekke observes. “Aswedo, |
suppose.”

“Wdl,” BC says, “They’renot ready yet, | don't think. Or they wouldn’t be talking to us. But
that till doesn’t explain why Dolomay is contacting you, M’ Bekke.”

M’ Bekke nods at the hovering head above his desk. “He goes on to say he wants to meet with
mein secret, off the record.”

“Right!” BC figuresit out. “ That' sit! He wantsto get you done so he can fuck with your head!
No doubt!”

“Doyou think so?” M’ Bekke asks.

“Of course!” BC inggts, convinced. “Think about it. If he could get to you, mess with your head,
turn you to hisside... He probably figures he could take over without bloodshed, and then use our
combined forcesto go after hisred enemy.”

“And who might that be?” Wentworth asks sarcasticdly. “ Not us?’

“Not us. W€ re probably adistant second on hislist,” BC says. “Dolomay’ s number one enemy
isthe Eldred. But he might fight us to make points with the UIN population.”

“And what about the Eldred?” Wentworth asks. “ Any word from them?’

BC shakes hishead. “No. They haven’t contacted The Project in sometime. And we have no
way to contact them,” he admits.

“Pretty one-sided communication,” M’ Bekke observes. “ Always has been, from what



I’'mtold,” BC says. “They have never been very forthcoming. On anything. We told them we' d found
Dolomay on Mars a couple months ago. They hardly even acknowledged the transmission. They thanked
usfor theinformation, but sncethen... nothing.”

“Great!” Wentworth exclaims, the word dripping with sarcasm. “With friendslike these...”

“Don’'t kid yoursdlf,” BC cautions Wentworth. “They are not our friends. Matter of fact, | figure
they may be gearing up for an dl-out assault... againgt dl of us. Mars, the Moon, Earth, Dolomay, the
UIN, theUTZ, theNcC... dl of us”

“This keeps getting better,” Wentworth grumbles.

“Did you respond to Dolomay?’ BC asks M’ Bekke.

“No,” hetdlIsBC, “I didn’'t know what to say.”

“Good,” BC answers. “Cdl him back. Get in touch and tell him you' Il meet with him.”

“What?" M’ Bekke and Wentworth react smultaneoudy with shock to BC' s suggestion.

“Why not? We arrange a mesting and then take him out. Bang, done. Why not?’ BC proposes.

Seems plain enough to me...

“Will that work?” Wentworth asks.

“I don’t know. WEe re no good against him one on one, we need to face him with numbers. That
at least might work. Maybe we can overwhem him. | don’t know the extent of hismenta abilities. But
you can bet we' re better off surprising him.”

A quiet darm bl rings out.

“What' sthat?” Wentworth asks.

“Thecom,” M’Bekke explains, and then takesthe cdl. “ Uh huh. Y up. He sright here.”

M’ Bekke hands BC an earpiece. “It' sfor you. It's Anita. The Project’ s asteroid base — It's under
attack!”

“Put her through,” BC says.

“Hey BC,” Anitasaysover thelink.

“Hey yoursdf. What' sup? What' sgoing on?’

“I'm here a the asteroid base. We're looking at afleet of about thirty UIN ships. At least, | think
they’re UIN. Their shipslook... different. Haven't seen anything like them before. Anyway, they’re
surrounding the base. No shots yet, but they certainly look threatening. How did they know where we
were, BC?' sheasks.

BC hasaguess.

“Dolomay.”

Thethree of them look at each other.

S0, then... thisisit. Isthishow it starts?

“Wentworth,” BC dtarts, “ Scramble the thirty-two shipsthat are ready and any otherswe have
that can make the jump out to the asteroids. Have one of them pick me up here. Let’ s get out there,” BC
says. “It appears the war has started back up, gentlemen, whether we want it or not. | need to be out
there. Now,” BC sayswith the voice of authority.

Chapter Four

BC' sship jumps back into “norma” space as close to the Project’ s asteroid base as possible.

“Get usin there now!” he barks at the pilot, who ignores BC to concentrate on weaving the
ship’sway through the chaotic flying rock fied.

“They 4ill haven't attacked!” Anitatells BC over the com. They’ ve kept in contact Since she
cdled the Vatican five hours ago.

“Wel... Kegp your eyesonthem,” BC tdlsher. “They might attack at any minute, especidly
when they see our gregting committee.”



BC'spilot steerstheir ship in past the UIN ships. They scoot in towards the asteroid base,
gpparently without attracting notice. The UIN shipsdon’t so much asflinch.

They're obviously waiting for something... but what?

“Mr. Wentworth on the com for you, sir,” the pilot tells BC.

“Wentworth! We re landing on the base now. The UIN cruisers are holding position for the
moment. Nothing from them yet. Did M’ Bekke call Dolomay?”

“Hedid, but Dolomay’ s people told him he’ d get back to him. He delayed hisresponse.”

“Interesting,” BC muses. “Why thefeint? Why call M’ Bekke while sending ships out here?”’

BOOM-CHANG!

The ship rocks sideways and BC is thrown to the deck.

“I think we' ve got action!” BC states the obvious. “ Contact our other ships. Find out what's
happening. Give ‘em permission to engage the UIN shipsl Auurgh!”

BC'shead eruptsin pain.

YOU AGAIN, EH?

Fuck you!

ARE YOU IN COMMAND OF THESE POOR EXCUSES FOR WARRIORS? NOT TOO
IMPRESSIVE! | EXPECTED SO MUCH MORE FROM THISLEGENDARY ‘PROJECT I' VE
HEARD SO MUCH ABOUT.

How do you know...

BYE NOW

BCishlinded by pain.

He blacks out.

He comesto lying on the deck of the bridge of his ship. Helooks up to see stars and rocks
whirling past the viewscreen.

Back out in space off the base... must be in the battle!

“Sir, you're awake!” the pilot says.

“Yeah,” BC acknowledges.

“WE re getting clobbered, sir!” the pilot informs him. “ These UIN shipsare new! Better! It'sa
lot different fighting them now —they’ re modified or something, faster, alot more controlled. More
deadly!”

BC can't tel from the viewscreen where they are. The stars and asteroids red by chaotically.
Thereareno other shipsin sight.

“Where are we?’

“On the other sde of the asteroid base, opposite the main action,” the pilot informshim. “ Our
gunsgot hit. We'rekind of usdessright now. And you' ve been unconscious, so | guessed thiswas
where we should hang out for now.”

“Ishe awvake yet?’ BC hears Anita svoice on the com.

“Anital” BC cdlsout. “What' s happening?’

“It'sbad, BC. Where are you now? And... wait aminute... What the fuck?’

“Anita?’

“WEe ve got more ships herel”

“What?’

“More ships, flashing in out of Transpace. If these are their reinforcements, we' re screwed!”

More ships...

“BC, it'sThe Eldred!”

“The Eldred?’

There sno answer.

“We velost contact with the base,” the pilot tells him.

“Bring us around the front of the asteroid base,” BC commands.

They come around the asteroid and see flashes, flares, and lingering explosionsin space, the
battle raging before them.



“Who' swho?” BC asks.

“Heads up display!” the pilot callsout. A graphic overlay lights up across the viewscreen with
combatants labeled in red, light blue and green.

“Shit,” BC letsout.

There are afew green dots representing the UTZ ships|eft intact and maneuvering. None of the
dill intact UTZ craft currently appesr to be engaged in fighting.

There aren’t many of the red dots— UIN ships—I€ft, either. A line of light blue dotsis sweeping
through the red dots, and as they do the red dots are disappearing.

The Eldred!

BC watches the blue dots, the ships of the Eldred, surround the red lights, the UIN ships, and
then methodically disable and destroy them.

Even astheline of Eldred ships approach UIN ships that the heads up display haslabeled
apparently disabled, they destroy them.

BC cdlsup smdl displaysin front of him to try to get acloser view from one of the other UTZ
ships. Hefinds afeed from one of their shipsthat showsaline of four deek, silver Eldred ships
approaching two UIN craft.

The UIN ships are heavily damaged, ragged gashestorn in their sides. Blast holes, back where
their engines used to be, spark and glow with orangefire.

The Eldred ships approach the crippled craft and fire repeated blasts into the wreckage, reducing
them to smdl glowing pieces.

Brutal! At least the Eldred seem to be distinguishing between the UIN and the UTZ ships.

“Can we pick up any UIN communications?’ BC asksthe captain.

“Depends on the channd,” hetellsBC. “Let metry topick ‘emup. Let'ssee...”

The com comesto life. A panicked voice pleadsin Arabic.

“Can wetrandate that”

“Hereit comes”

“...plesse! No! We are standing down! Do not fi...”

They hear many voices begging for mercy. Pleading to be spared. The Eldred ignore the cries
and continue eiminating the UIN forces ship by ship, siweeping through, killing in amethodical fashion,
one UIN ship at atime, no matter if the ship is disabled and non-threatening.

“Canweget intheir way?’ BC asksthe captain.

“What?’" The captain can't believe what BC just asked him.

“I want to get thelir attention,” BC explains. “Let’sgo get the Eldred’ s attention!”

The captain shakes his head but does as BC asks. Their ship zips up in front of the advancing
Eldred ships, among the few remaining UIN ships.

“Opendl channds” BCtdlshim. “Let’'ssay hdlo!”

“You'reon.”

BC clearshisthroat.

Let's seeif thisworks...

“Thisis Bernard Campion caling the Eldred Fleet. | am in the ship that hasjust gpproached you.
Do not fire. | repest, thisis Bernard Campion of Earth to the Eldred Flest...”

“Thisisthe Leader of Respongbility for the Eldred fleet responding. Hello, Bernard Campion,”
an Eldred respondsin amellow, cam, even-toned voice.

“Uh, yeah, hello yoursdlf,” BC says, surprised by the quick response. “What are you doing?”

“We are diminating the enemy,” the calm dien voice responds.

“Right,” BC says. “But you' rekilling, destroying, shipsthat aren’t even athreat anymore. Why
are you blowing up disabled ships here?’

“Y our assessment of the Situation is not accurate,” the Eldred says. “ The threst is greater than
you know. We detected the presence of Dolomay among these ships. Heisaprimary threat, and
requires the most extreme measures.”



“| see. Dolomay is...” BC startsto answer.

“You aredigracting usin our hunt for Dolomay,” the Eldred says, cutting BC off. “Do you try to
adhim?

“Y ou dare to suggest this?” BC says, trying to muster al the indignation he can. | have spoken
with the eldest of the Eldred. | have been aguest on Eldray. | could be your aly!”

“And yet you help Dolomay escape,” the Eldred says.

“I do no suchthing!” BC ydlsat the com, a the Eldred, at everyone.

Frustrating Fucks!

“BC!” Anita' svoice cutsin over the com. “ The Eldred just destroyed one of our ships! There
were sSix people on board!”

“Okay, now you' re blowing up our ships, mister ‘ Leader of Responsbility’ of the Eldred!” BC
ydls

“Stop thisnow!” he thunders at the com.

“Our gpologies, Bernard Campion. We were unsure of the status of that ship,” the even-toned
voice of the Eldred leader tells him. “We have entered a Situation where Dolomay’ s whereabouts are
now unknown. Thusal human ships are now legitimate targets.”

Great! So how long until they blow up?

“Bernard Campion,” the Eldred speaks again suddenly. “There has been achange,” the even
toned dien voice informsthem. “We have received word that Dolomay has returned to Mars. This battle
isover, for now.”

The Eldred ships begin disappearing from the screen, light blue dots blinking out, clearing the
gpace around the Project’ s asteroid base. BC notices dl the red dots are gone from the display, too.

That went well...

“Anita?’

“Go ahead, BC.”

“Seemsto be over out here for now. We re comingin.”

“See you when you're down,” she says, and clicks off.

BC watches through the viewscreen as the ship maneuvers around battered UTZ ships and flying
asteroids. The captain weaves and waltzestheir ship’sway past crippled craft, debris and random rocks
into the asteroid base’ slanding bay. They touch down amid other battle blasted UTZ shipsand their
battered and wounded crews.

BC finds Anitawaiting for him as he gets off the ship.

“Anital”

“BC! Good to seeyou in one piecel” she says. She hesitantly approaches, and he gives her a
friendly hug. She pullsaway alittletoo quickly.

She'shard to figure out! s she happy to see me?

“Good to be seeninone piece,” BC tdls her, smiling.

But you know... | do like this woman...

“Dolomay is making a public broadcast from Mars,” shetdls BC. She motionsfor himto follow
her, and she leads him over to thewall of thelanding bay.

“He' sonright now! That's obvioudy how the Eldred knew he was gone... He has announced
himsdlf asthe new leader of the UIN, BC!” she says as shewalks.

“Ibn Al-Salid was standing next to him, announced he was stepping down because of his hedlth
and that ‘1bn Al-Dolomé was being ingtalled in his stead.”

“And when did this happen?’ BC asks.

“It' shappening livel” Anitatells him as she turns on anearby news screen built into the bay wall.
The announcer cutsin asapicture of Al-Salid and another man, evidently, Dolomay, standing side by
Side appears.

“The new head of the Universal Idamic Nation, Ibn Al-Dolomé, appeared briefly before the
media earlier after what he described asa‘dust up’ with UTZ forces,” the newscaster reports.

“These UTZ forces have been described by 1bn Al-Dolomé as new hybrid UTZ ships produced



with the help of the previoudy clandestine government group known as‘ The Project’. The attack
reportedly occurred at aformerly secret base out in the asteroid belt run by this mysterious group, led by
head UTZ CEO Bernard Campion, the former pope.”

Damn. What's Dolomay doing? Dragging all this out into the open in his own skewed
way.

The news announcer continues his report.

“Ibn Al-Dolomé promised to make alengthier statement about this‘ dust up’ in about an hour.
But he finished his current statement by repeeting that the Universal Idamic Nation will not be deterred in
what he described astheir ‘ quest to follow the Prophet, Mohammed, to the greater glory of Allah...””

CLICK.

BC turnsthe news screen off.

“Hey,” Anitaprotests.

“Old news, now,” BCingdis.

“It'sstrange for me to hear The Project talked about on the news,” shetellsBC. “I guesswe are
inthe public eye, now...”

“About the Project, maybe. But it snot allout. Not redlly,” BC argues. “ The mediahave no idea
about Dolomay’ s background. They’ ve never heard about the Ancient Enemy. Maybe they’ ve heard
something about aiens being respongible for the plague. Maybe,” BC ingdts, “but they don’'t know who
the Eldred are. Dolomay made no mention of their involvement, did you notice that?’

“I did,” Anitasighs.

“The average person out there still has no idea diens are fucking with us. .. Have been fucking
with usfor sometime! They don't know Dolomay’ san dien. The generd public ill don’t know that the
Domo, The Flaze, or even that the Eldred exist, never mind what they’ ve been up to.”

“They don’t know those new hybrid ships Dolomay mentioned actually use reverse engineered
Domo and Flazetech,” Anitapoints out. “ Dolomay only mentioned that the UTZ and The Project were
collaborating. He didn't actudly mention that we were using dien technology.”

“Y ou see my point, then?’

“Not exactly.” Anita plays obtuse.

“It' swhat Dolomay isleaving out,” BC tdls her, “On purpose! He does't want anyone to know
about the Eldred, especidly the people on Mars. Any talk about the Eldred, or any of the diens, would
lead to talk about the Ancient Enemy.” BC isthinking out loud. “1 would bet you there€ sno way
Dolomay wantstalk of them to get out, because that could lead to the revelation of who heredly is” BC
figures

“Right,” Anitasaysuncertainly. “Sure... Maybe. I’'m not sure humanity isready to grasp the
concept that we come from ancient, dien stock, ether,” she says. “And even if they get that? They might
embrace Dolomay as an ancestor; hold him up asahero,” she says, shaking her head.

“He could play himsdlf off asthe hope of the UIN and the human race againgt hostile dliens.
Maybe,” shetheorizes. “Then we begin to look like the bad guys!”

“So you're an optimigt, then?’ BC cracks.

“I'maredigt,” sheprotests. “The UIN hierarchy aready mastered the whole ‘ us against them’
mentality, BC! Dolomay at least gppears to be human. The Eldred and the others are definitely more
dien and strange. Y ou don’t get much more ‘ us versus them’ -y than humans versus diens,” shefinishes.
BC sees her eyesfocus as another thought crosses her mind.

‘Us versus them-y’ ? Well, | know what she means. And | had been hoping that would work
for us, not against us.

“Let’shead into the base,” she says, off on her next thought. Y ou can survey the damage from
our command center.”

“Soundslikeaplan,” BC agrees.

Hefollows Anitainto the base. They leave the landing bay through aneat gray corridor and travel
up two levelsto the base' s control deck. The eevator door opens on alarge room whose wals are lined
with view screens.



The screens display the outer rock of the base and the surrounding space. Some screens have
colorful graphic overlays, others offer ample yet breathtaking views of deep space.

Theroomisfull of busy people, technicians and engineers checking on damage, ship landings,
casudties and other technical aspects of the battle just past.

“I notice the base itself doesn’t seem to have taken much damage,” BC observes. “Or am | just
not seaing it?”

“No, you'reright,” Anitaconfirms. “We were lucky. We finished up some new modificationsto
our Domo-based defense screensjust in time. We were able to deflect most of the UIN ships' attacks.”
She looks serious as a darker thought occursto her.

“I don’'t think even our modified screenswill stand up to those Eldred weapons, though, BC. Did
you see them? We were able to get some energy readings from our ship, the one they attacked, before it
was destroyed. The readings were off the scae!”

“Yeah,” BC agrees, “For mellow little blue kodla guys, they sure do pack awalop.”

“Wonder if they learned their tricks from the Ancient Enemy?” Anitaspeculates, “and if they
did... Will Dolomay be able to get the UIN weaponsto function at that level? And how soon?’

“Jeesh,” BC exclams, caught alittle off guard by Anital s pessmism. “Y ou must bealot of fun a
parties,” he jokes.

“You havenoidea”

“Mr. Campion?’ A tech cdlsout to BC. “Sorry to interrupt, sir, but I’ ve got Mr. Wentworth on
the com for you.”

“Istherearoom | could useto take hiscal?’ BC asks Anita.

“Sure, there' s a conference room over here.”

She leads him across the room to adoor between the view screens. “ Route the call to
conference room two,” shetdlsthetechnician.

BC laughs as he walks into conference room two and startles two scientists sitting in the room,
the remnants of their lunch strewn across the conference room table. Apparently Doctors Krishnavarti
and Dunddll had previoudy taken over the small conference room for their use as a cafeteria

“Hello Ddll. Hi Krish,” BC greetsthe two scientists. Dell waves as he chews.

“’Lo ee-ee” Krish getsout past amouthful of food.

“What areyou doing in here?’ Anitaasksthem.

“Didn’'t mean to interrupt your lunch,” BC cracks.

Ddl finishes swallowing hislast bite and spesks up. “Not to worry. We were supposed to
eat just before the battle commenced. Thiswasthe first pause we' ve had since then. We thought we'd
edt in here so we' d be close by the command center, in case we' re needed.”

“Don’'t worry about it,” BC reassures him. He looks over at Anita, who just shakes her heed,
trying not to laugh. “Eat your lunch,” BC telsthem. “ Y ou two mind if | takeacal in here?’

“Not at dl,” Dell says.

“’Ope” Krish says, dtill egting.

“Here sthe com,” Anitasays, showing BC the private headset unit. Heturnsit on. A transparent
image of Wentworth gppearsin theair in front of BC.

“Hdlo, Wentworth!”

“Campion! Y ou okay?’

“I'mfine. Welogt alot of ships, though.”

“How many?’

BC turnsto Anita

“How many?’

“What?’ she says. “How many what?’

Oh, shecan’'t see or hear himat all! Very cool tech!

“How many shipsdid welose?’

“Twenty one. And oneismissing,” she says somberly. “We ve got ten shipsleft from the origind
thirty-two. Maybefive of those are completely intact and ready to fly again. Those are the early reports,



“Did you hear that?’ he asks Wentworth.

“What?’

“What Anitajust said.”

“No.”

BC repests what she said, and then turns back to Anita

“Can you put him on, like, a speaker or something, so he can hear you and you him?’ he asks
her. “I don't think this conversation needs to be so private.”

“Sure. Hold on a second.” She reaches over and takes the headset off of BC and placesit onthe
table. She hits a button on the side and Wentworth’ s face gppearsin miniature hovering in the air above
the unit.

“Good!” BC says. “Now we won't have to keep repeating ourselves.”

“What about the base' s shipyard?’ Wentworth asks. “Were the ships on the line damaged? How
many of those shipswill beready... and how soon?’

“It'sasmal operation here,” Anitasays. “WEe ve got seven operational or near operational.
Eight, maybe nine dloseto full mohbility.”

“I think it’s becoming obvious we need to ramp up that second shipyard you' ve been setting up
out there, make it amuch bigger one, make it match or exceed the output of the one on the Moon,”
Wentworth proclaims. “But first? Right now we need to dea with the UIN and this‘1bn Al-Dolomé and
the fact that the Eldred have shown their teeth.”

“I'll say,” Anitasays.

“It bothers me that Dolomay knew where this base was, and knew it was important enough to
makeit atarget,” BC chimesin. “Let’s set up flyby patrols, get some scouts out there watching for any
more UIN shipsin the neighborhood.”

“Done,” Anitasays. “Your last ten shipsare ill out there on watch. I’ [l have our seven thet are
ready to go head out there to take over for them.”

“Fine, but let’smix the shifts up, so your seasoned asteroid pilots can help our earth based guys,”
BC offers.

“Good idea”

“Thanks,” BC says. “I’ ve gottafigure that as soon asthe UIN... as soon as Dolomay, that is,
figuresthe Eldred aren’t paying close atention, they’ Il Strike here again.”

“Speaking of the Eldred,” Wentworth says, “ Apparently they candistinguish between our ships
and the UIN. That's some good news.”

“They ill took out one of ours,” Anita points out.

“By the way, what happened to you at the start of the battle, BC?’ Krish asks, interrupting.

“Y our pilot said you blacked out. More headaches?’

“That’ strue, you were out,” Wentworth agrees.

Gee, thanks a lot for bringing that up, Krish. Might as well tell them the truth.

“It was Dolomay. He was on one of the UIN ships,” BC explains.

“Dolomay made you black out? How?" Anitaasks.

“You'regoing to lovethis part,” Wentworth cracks.

“With hismind,” BC tellsthem. “I’ ve heard Dolomay in my head. He has telepathic powers. |
think al of the Ancient Enemy had psionic powers. Dolomay reached out with hismind and... somehow,
attacked me.”

“Redly?’ Déll sayswith an arched eyebrow.

“From what I’ ve been able to figure out, The Ancient Enemy could speak mind to mind,” BC
tellsthem, “atack mind to mind, read minds, maybe even move thingswith their minds and influencethe
minds of weaker people. For some reason, | seem to be on asimilar ‘wavelength’ or something to
Dolomay. I’'m aware of him. He can sense me, knows | can hear him. He' stried to get into my thoughts.
Sofar, I ve been able to battle back and keep him out. | think.”

“You think?" Wentworth asks.

anyway.



“Maybe he found the location of this base within your mind,” Dell suggests. “Whet ese might he
have gotten from you? Y ou don’t know.”

Thereisno way he...

Anitashakes her head. “I’m ill not sure we can totdly trust the Eldred’ sversion of the Sory. If
we... if we humans come from star seeds sent out by this Ancient Enemy, why don’t we have powers
like these?’

“I think their * star seeds’ worked with the native DNA back on Earth to create us, so we' re kind
of acombination of Earth and Ancient Enemy, if | understand it right,” BC says.

“So even though Dolomay lookslike us, he probably isn’t the same biologicaly?” Wentworth
asks.

“Onewould assume he has an dien physiology,” Ddll confirms.

“But Dolomay can till work on the minds of those around him. | think that’s what happened to
Al-Sdid. | think Dolomay took him over. He' s powerful and dangerous.”

“Beyond the spooky stuff,” Wentworth says somewhat sarcastically, “he' s obvioudy helped the
UIN to modify their ships and weaponry.”

“Has there been any sign of new UIN activity around the Earth or the Moon? Any sign of UIN
scouts?” BC asks Wentworth.

“Not so far,” Wentworth reports. “ Troops and shipsare dl on dert, but it looks like theraid on
the asteroid base was an isolated attack.”

“No doubt to test our readiness and our defenses,” Dell observes.

“Perhaps,” Wentworth agrees cautioudy with the scientist. “I don’t think they’ Il attack any
‘visble' targetsjust yet,” Wentworth speculates. “1 believe they attacked the asteroid base becauseit is,
or was, ‘off themap', if you know what | mean.”

“Now it's‘onthemap’ and al over the news,” Anitagrumbles.

“But they could hit the asteroid base with some impunity because most people didn’t know it
existed. Hell, | didn’t even know it was there until three months ago,” Wentworth quips. “It wasan
inconspicuous target.”

“Great,” Anitasighswith sarcasm.

“Eesack on,” Krish says through another full mouth as he points at the smal newscreen in front
of him. On the screen isan image of Dolomay with the caption, “UTZ Collaborates with Aliend”

“So much for your theory,” Anitasaysto BC.

“He must be making another statement,” BC says. He looks over at Anita “Y ou wereright, he's
going usagaing them-y.”

For some reason, Anitaturnsdightly red and says, “1 wasright?’

Wentworth interrupts.

“We have word back from Marsthat Dolomay returned with only two ships. He hasn’t made
another public statement, but he did address the faithful on Mars after landing. The news must be picking
up reports on that.

“Word is, Dolomay accused the UTZ of conspiring with aiens, of forging secret dien dliances,
and hetold the crowd of UIN faithful that advanced aien ships helped the UTZ hybrid ships defeat the
superior UIN forces.

“Evidently, he had suggested that they would return with dl their shipsintact and full of new
technology that was rightfully theirs. He had to explain to them why it didn’t happen that way.”

“So, he thought he could raid this base and take what he wanted, huh?’ BC comments.

Maybe we need to take what want... What do we want? What do we need? We need an
edge, an advantage over Dolomay and the UIN. And over the Eldred.

A thought occursto BC.

| know what we need. What we want. But how do we take it?

“Damn... | think | know what we need to do next,” BC saysto the group. “We need to get our
hands on an Eldred ship.”

“What?’



“You'rekidding!”

“Y ou’ ve been wrong about everything dse...”

“Noway.”

“Crazy.”

Everyone shoots BC down a once. The comments vary, but the sentiment is the same.

BC arguesfor hisidea

“Think about it! They have advanced weagpons. Their maneuvering and drive systems are
apparently better than ours. They’ re just more advanced than we are. Technologically, | mean. They
swatted those UIN shipslikeflies! If we could get one of their ships, you Project scientists here could
reverse engineer it!”

Anitagives him an exaggerated eye-popping look of disbelief.

“Oh, ¢'mon, Anita,” BC protests, “It'swhat the Project isknown for! How many Domo and
Haze inventions have you reverse engineered into useful technology?’

“It iswhat we are known for,” Dell agreeswith BC.

“All thetime!” Krish pipes up enthusiagtically. “Bring ‘em on! Y ou get aship and we'll find away
to make the thing work for us!”

“See?’ BC saysto Anitawith agmile. “It'sanideal A way to counter both the Eldred and
Dolomay!”

“It'snot abad idea. It will take somework, to be sure,” Wentworth agrees over the com. “But it
can’t be our onlyidea. How elsecan we go about stopping the Eldred... and Dolomay?’

“Hey, he'sback on!” Krish interrupts to inform them of Dolomay’ s new appearance on the
newscreen, with the caption, “Ibn Al-Dolomé makes Public Statement.”

“Hédlo. | amn Ibn Al-Dolomé, the leader of the Universal Idamic Nation. | speak now not only to
my own people, but to al members of the human race, indeed, to dl the creatures of Allah, may hisname
be forever praised.

“I do not mean to sound ‘ crazy’ or ‘darmist’, but our UIN ships have recently discovered alien
races spying on usdl... from asecret base in the asteroids!

“I hope you do not find thisfarfetched... it isfar too rea! And for the greater good of all
humanity we set out to investigate, to find this secret base and, once we found it, to explore the base and
meet our covert observers.

“But when we found the base we were attacked! A fleet of dien and human ships together came
at usout of nowhere! They, unfortunately, had the element of shock, of surprise, and wiped out many of
our ships before we could even react.

“My fear? Now that we have unknowingly provoked them by kicking the proverbid ‘hornet’s
nest’, my fear isthat they will come and attack us here, on Mars. For the saddest fact of dl in thisisthat
the UTZ hasdlied themsdveswith aliens! The UTZ forces were there, on the base, minglingwith these
aiend And they atacked us, we who are their human brothers, dongside the evil dien fiends, their dlies,
those uncreated devils!

“We have no choice but to consider the attack on our ships and the discovery of collusion with
aliensto be acts of war by the UTZ, and from here on consider the UIN to once again be at war with the
Universa Trade Zone! Any UTZ shipsthat gpproach Marswill be shot down. Any UTZ citizen found in
UIN space must convert to Idam and swear dlegiance to me or suffer penalty of exile or death!

“And | say unto you, citizens of the UTZ, that your government leads you down a path away
from Allah, dongside creatures not of his making, and you damn yourselves!”

The newsclip ends.

“Cheery guy,” BC cracks.

“I don't think his people are going to believe him,” Wentworth says. “1 think he came off a bit
unhinged there, don’t you?’ He looks a them over the com. “It'sabit early in hisreign to be going on
the offensve”

“Youthink so?’ BC sayssarcagtically. “Isit ever too early if you can bend peopl€ s minds?’

“He obvioudy told his people that he’ d return from the asteroids with greet riches. Now he's



trying to explain hisfailure, to shift the blame through bluster and hyperbole,” Wentworth snarls.

An aarm begins to sound. The conference room door opens and atech leansin through the
doorway.

“WEe ve got areport of Eldred shipsin orbit around Mars,” she says.

“Great,” BCd9ghs.

| thought we might get a breather. No such luck.

Chapter Five

BC, Anitaand the scientists leave the conference room and join the techsin the main control
room.

“How many Eldred ships are surrounding Mars?’ BC asks as he looks a the main viewscreen. A
drategic graphic display of Mars and its moons s dotted with small blue blips.

“We don't have anumber on them yet,” atech explains.

“Mr. Wentworth ison the com,” another tech informs BC.

“Lookslike your war isupon us, Campion,” Wentworth says over the open com. “Bound to
happen. Y our million-year-old intergal actic conflict, as predicted, right in our own backyard.”

“Our *backyard’ isMars, | guess,” BC says.

“Weregoing to Mars?” Anitasays.

“No rest for the wicked,” BC quips.

“I thought that was the weary,” Anita corrects him.

“Works either way,” hereplies.

“We need to be careful. How many ships can you bring with you from there?” Wentworth asks.

“We should leave some here to protect the base,” Anitacautions. “ Seven? Split the forces here?’

“Seven ships. Won't be too threatening,” BC says in disgppointment.

“We have twenty Stinger shipsready to go here, but no crews,” Wentworth says. “ Send any
surviving crewmembers that no longer have fully functioning ships back here to crew our waiting ships.
We can team experienced crew up with new crew members and increase our numbers.”

“What about conventional Transpace ships? Let’sbringin some UTZ regular forces,” BC
suggests.

“They won't stand much of a chance againgt those new UIN shipswejust saw,” Anitasays
dismissvey.

“| don't think they have too many of those ships|eft,” BC responds.

“And then there' sthe Eldred,” she says, trailing off.

“Ah, the Eldred. Wéll, none of us probably stand a chance against them and their ships,” BC
cracks. “I’m hoping we can speak to them, try to keep them from killing everyone.”

“Comforting thought,” Wentworth responds. “Hoping for humanity from diens. I'll get a
squadron of UTZ regularsto back you up. Strength in numbers. Maybe.”

“Maybewe |l get achanceto grab an Eldred ship,” BC muses.

“Redly?” Krish pipesup. “Can | come?”’

“I’mnot surethat’sagood idea...” BC says.

“I'm not sure ther€' Il be much of Marsleft to gotoif wedon’'t go soon,” Anitatdlsthem. “The
Eldred have aready opened fire! They’ re surrounding the planet and are shooting down any shipsin the
aea”

“Guess we should go, then?’ BC says.

Damn. I'mtired. Can't rest.

“S0...” BC asks. “Who wantsto go for aride?’

Ha! That's everybody. All aboard!



Okay, Mars... here we come!

BC arivesover Marsin one of the new Stinger shipsaong with Anita, Krish, Dell and the ship’s
three crew members. Six other Stingersflash out of Trangpace with them.

“Therearethe Eldred!” The pilot points out aswarm of over fifty light blue dots on the heads up
display overlaid on the bridge’ s view screen. The dots surround the planet and chase random red dots
that appear and dl too quickly disappear. A mass of green blips appears off to their right asaforty ship
squadron of UTZ regularsfliesin.

“Our backup,” BC notes.

“Green Squadron reporting, Mr. Campion!” A young woman'’ s voice comes over the com. “This
is Squad Leader Lishnikov, over.”

“Cdl me BC, Lishnikov. W€ re going to hang back for abit. Why don’t you spread the
squadron out behind us dong the dliptic in an orbital arc, watching for flankers, dl sdes.”

“Roger that.”

The green dots begin spreading out across the display, some disappearing behind their ship.

“Givemeal open channds” BC tellsthe pilot. “1 want to try to reach the Eldred.”

“You'reon.”

“Thisis Bernard Campion calling the leader of respongbility of the Eldred Fleet now firing on
Mars! Please respond!” BC cadllsout.

“Can you make that repest until we get aresponse?’ BC asksthe pilot.

“Done. Oh, but we have aresponse. Here you go.”

“Hello Bernard Campion,” acam Eldred voice purrs over the com. “We are seeking Dolomay.
Do you seek to delay us?’

“| do not seek to delay your quest for Dolomay. But | do seek to delay you from killing other
humans unnecessarily!” BC fires back.

“Dolomay hides among them. We are forced to fire upon many targets. We do, of course, regret
thiscollaterd damage.”

“Regret my ass,” BC mumbles. “The Eldest of the Eldred told me your plague had aready killed
‘enough’ of us,” hetellsthe dien leader. “ Y ou're going alot further every time you blow up another ship!
Whenis‘enough’ enough?’

“When Dolomay isdead,” the Eldred saysinan “isn’t it obvious’ tone of voice.

“Thisislbn Al-Dolome,” another voice rings out over the com.

“All channels are open,” the pilot explains. “He must be broadcasting to the people on Mars.”

“Please remain cam. The dien threat above us can only be met by cool courage and hardened
fortitude. Thisisthetimeto pray to Allah for strength to hold back these dien infidds. We must fight
back...”

The message ends suddenly, and a huge explosion blassoms up from the Martian surface below
them.

“The Eldred just blew up the communications center and main government dome,” the pilot
reports. “ They triangulated in on the source of thesignal.”

The pilot putsaview of Mars on the main screen, and zooms down toward the surface to scan
for damage. A crater marks the main dome where BC had failed in his meeting with Al Salid just over
three months ago.

The view suddenly shakes and the picture goes gray on the screen. On another screen, BC sees
more explosions erupt around the impact crater from thefirdt.

The captain pulls the zoom back on the surface view and they can seearing of silver, oval Eldred
shipsfloating amile above the Martian surface.

Each ship initsturn blasts another hole in the surface next to the origina one, destroying domes
and tunnelsin an expanding ring, surrounding thefirgt crater with craters. Then they start another, wider
circlearound the last, moving outward creating spreading concentric bands of craters, methodically
leveling UIN structures and killing who knows how many thousands of people.

“Thisis Bernard Campion to the Eldred! Y ou' ve got to stop this! Y ou’ re destroying everything!”



“Dolomay’ ssigna originated from that central dome. We destroyed that, and now seek to cut off
hisescape,” the Eldred responds camly.

“Hissignd did, but that doesn’t mean he was therel” BC shouts at the com. “He could have
recorded that speech, or rlayed it from a different location, you don’t know!”

“They’ ve stopped the bombardment,” the pilot reports.

“Y ou believe he may have aready escaped?’ the Eldred asks over the com.

“I"'m saying he could have! Stop killing people!!” BC demands.

The Eldred appear to be considering their next move. Suddenly, an alarm goes off on the bridge,
aquick series of beeps. Everybody jumps at the sudden sound.

“Private cdll,” the pilot says. “From the surface! It sfor you, BC.”

“Putiton.”

“BCisthat redly fuckin’ you? Tdl meit’syou!”

Fizal She'salivel

“It' sme, Fiza. Areyou okay?’

“AM | OKAY 2" she screams back, distorting the speakers. “1’m pretty fucking far from okay
right now, okay?’

“I’ve got you on the speakers, by theway.”

“Grest. | don't redly fucking care who hears me, okay? How ‘ bout you get me on that ship of
yours, by theway! Y ou know, return the favor!”

“Whereareyou?’

“I"'m near the spaceport. I” ve been trying to get here and get on aship ever since those fucking
shipsfirst appeared! It's been pretty shitty going since the fucking explosions began! Everybody’ s going
fuckin' crazy!”

“Can we land at the spaceport and pick her up?’ BC asksthe pilot. The pilot just stares back at
him.

“You'rekidding, right?” Anitaasks.

“Who thefuck’sthat?’ Fizademands over the speaker.

“She helped save my sorry ass three months ago,” BC saysto Anitasharply, getting angry. “I
owe her my life”

“BC, there’' s something weird here,” Fiza.comes back. “ There’ sagroup of people walking
camly through the chaos. It' sweird, man, the crowd' s kindamelting around them, |etting them by.
They're coming thiswa... It'shim, BC, Ibn Al-Dolomé He'sin the center of the group but they're dl
moving with him, abunch of fucking people waking amost likein fucking sync with him!”

“Don’'t get too closeto him, Fizal He' s dangerous!”

“What was that BC? Look, Ibn Al-Dolomé and his zombies are getting on aship. I’'m gonnatry
to stow aboard and escape.”

“No! Fizal Don’'t doit! We'll be thereto get you soo...”

“Thanksfor fuckin' nuthin' BC!”

The connection goes dead.

The Eldred move their shipsin over the spaceport and begin to blast down at the surface.

“They must have been ligtening in,” the pilot offers obvioudy. BC just briefly glares at the man
before he notices something.

“What' sthat?’

Three red dots rise off Mars on the heads up display. One of the blue dotsis blinking.

“Those UIN ships managed to do some damage to one of the Eldred ships! It's going down,
crashing to the surface, lookslike,” the pilot explains.

“Take us down to the surface! Follow them! | want that ship!” BC demands.

The pilot waits, looking at BC for confirmation of the dightly crazy command.

“What?' BC sayswith exasperation. “Doiit!”

“What about Dolomay? Look, he' sescaping!” Anitasays.

BC turnsto the view screen and focuses on the three red dots rising up. One blipsout. AsBC



watches, asecond red dot grows larger, filling hissight until hisentire vison isglowing red.

BC issuddenly inaworld gone red.

Okay, that’s not normal.

YOU, AGAIN?! HERE! NOW!

Closing Doors closing door s closingdoor sclosingdoors. ..

GOOD BYE!

Fuck you!

Unh!

BC fedsafarewel mind blast from Dolomay, but it ssems muted. Hetriesto blast back, but isn’t
sure anything redly happens.

BC blinks and the red clears from hisvision. Helooks up at the view screen and the last two red
dotsare gone.

“That was Dolomay!” BC screams out over the com at the Eldred. “Are you listening to me? He
got away!”

“The Eldred ships continue firing at the surface,” the pilot reports. “ And we ve got an incoming
cdl for you again, BC.”

“Fizal?

“Nosr.”

“Whoisit thistime?’

“It'slbn Al-Sdlid,” the pilot says, disbelief in hisvoice.

“Put himon,” BC says, “But keep following that Eldred ship down.”

“Will do, ar.”

“Al SHid?

“Campion! We are under attack by your dien dlies! Cal them off! We surrender! 1bn
Al-Dolomé has fled! We do not wish to fight anymore, please!” Al Salid begs and pleads.

Damn, the guy’ s desperate.

“Greetings, Al Sdid,” BC begins. “Itis Bernard Campion here. | wish | could accept your
surrender and stop this, | do,” BC says, over earnestly. “But I'm afraid ‘ [bn Al-Dolomé' lied to you.
Thosediensarenot our alies”

“I begin to see that Al-Dolomé lied about many things. But | am only now seeing thisdl, far too
late”

“I have been trying to reason with them!” BC tdlls Al Sdlid, trying to reassure him alittle.

“I have heard you. Y ou have been broadcasting on every channel.”

“Y eah, that' sthe only way | know of to get their attention. Let metry again,” BC sayswith
reassurance.

“Thank you. | am sorry, BC,” Al Sdid telshim.

“Soam|.” BC shakeshishead. “Leader of responsbility of this Eldred fleet, | Bernard Campion
demand your attention!”

“Y ou do not demand,” the Eldred voice says sharply.

Was that a hint of anger?

The Eldred ships sill pound down at the ground, blasting away what’ sleft of the Martian colony.

“Eldred leader, please respond!”

There' sno answer. The bombardment continues.

Okay then. | asked nicely...

“Al Hid?’

“YesBC?

“Do you have any shipsleft?’

“Some. They’ ve been hanging back, in adistant orbit out past your UTZ ships.”

“It lookslike we re going to have to fight this out with the Eldred. Bring your shipsin, and join
ours”

“I will dothis” Al Sdid agrees. Thereisabrief pause. “The shipsare coming in. May Allah be



withusdl.”

BC looksat Anitaand the pilot.

“Takeusover there” he says, nodding &t the screen with the Eldred shipsfiring at the surface.
“And remember we want one of those Eldred ships as a souvenir to take home with us, so try not to
blow them completely up.”

“Right,” the pilot humors BC. “Y ou want al the Stinger and Project shipsto go?’

“Yesl do! Lishnikov?’

“Herel”

“Follow usin, three-dee cone wedge formation. WEe re targeting the group of ships actively firing
at the surface. | need you to provide cover firefor us, to engage the rest of the Eldred shipsin
skirmishes”

“Roger that.”

“Eldred shipsinfiring range!” the pilot cries out.

“Fre”

BC watchesthe viewscreen. Bright laser fireflicks, flashes out at the five deek Eldred shipsin
front of them.  Advanced defense systems on the Eldred craft deflect most of the blasts, but acouple
manage to strike and do damage.

Did you seethat?’ BC asks. “We can hit them! The blaststhat actually hit scored near the
engines. That may be awesk point!” BC leans over to shout at the com. “Thisis Campion! Focus your
fire on their engines, on the area near the back of their ships! Nothing eseis getting through!”

Their ship begins shaking.

“What'sthat?’ BC asks.

“Concussivewaves,” the pilot says. “ Thereare alot of explosions going on over us.”

“Lishnikov! Report!”

“Her shipisgone, sr. ThisisWang, on Green Seven. We re shooting for their engines, but these
diensare doing heavy damage, Sir!” the scared, young voice says over the com.

“Keepfiring! Keepit up, Wang!”

Anitagiveshim alook.

“What?’

“Got one!” the pilot shouts. One of thefirst five Eldred shipsthey engaged is erupting into flame
and molten meta in front of them on the view screen. “ Hit * em right between the engines!”

Another Eldred ship explodes, followed rapidly by thelast two of thefirst five.

Nothing salvageable, dammit. When their ships go, they go!

“Alright, let’s go help green squadron,” BC says. But asthey rise up away from the planet’s
surface they find themsalves dodging the ruins and wreckage of what' sleft of most of the UTZ fighters.
Shimmering clouds of fine debris mark the spaces where ships were vaporized.

“Arethere any of them left? Green Squadron, anyone report!”

“Lucky Green Thirteen here, Commander, Sir!”

“Roger, thisis green twenty-five, weareenga...”

The sgnd iscut off aruptly. Another pilot comes on.

“Green Thirty-Eight. Confirm kill on twenty-five.”

“Roger.”

“Thirty-eight reporting. There are maybe three of usleft, Sr. Thirteen, mysdlf and Twenty-Seven,
but we haven't seen her, so we aren’'t sure. We' ve taken heavy casualties, but we took out a bunch of
them fir!”

The Stinger ships meet up with Green Thirty-Eight and Thirteen asthey flank an action between
UIN ships and ahandful of remaining Eldred ships.

“...four, five, sx. Wow, you guys have donewdl!” BC exclams. “I didn’t redize you' d thinned
their numberssowdl!”

“Yeah, | know, you can't redly tell,” Green Thirty-Eight says. “A lot of their ships, they get
damaged, they jJump away. If they’ re too damaged, they seem to salf destruct, destroy themselves. |



don’t think they want usto get our hands on them.”

Probably right. Damn it if they' re not reading my mind! | guessit’s maybe an obvious
thing to their way of thinking.

“Don’'t want us stedling their technology, huh?” BC asks his sudden soul mate.

“Hal” Thirty-Eight laughs. “That' sagood idea, but | was thinking they don’t want our hands
around their scrawny, fuzzy little necks! Ker-rack! Y’ know!”

“Un huh,” BC gruntsin response.

Maybe not such a soul mate.

“Anyways, thereain't much left of them.”

“I dill want one of their ships!” BC saysto Anita

“Well, looks like you' re not getting any of those,” Anitasays, nodding at the viewscreen. Two of
the six shipsarerippling in the early stages of self destruction, asthe last four flash out of sight. Twin suns
erupt briefly and die as more Eldred ships keep themselves from BC' sgrasp.

“Uh, commander?” Green Thirteen comes over the com. “Those UIN ships are targeting usnow,
gr. Shdl | regard them as hostiles now?’

What the fuck?

“All channdls open? Good. Hey! Al Sdid! What are you doing? Why are your shipstargeting us?
We just helped chase those diens off! Come on, stand down! Please!!” BC yells over the com.

“UIN ships standing down,” they hear aUIN captain announce on an open channel. The UIN
ships break off from approaching the Stingers and UTZ regulars and head back down towards the
surface of Mars.

Good! Back to their bases, | guess. If there' s anything left of them.

“Seeif Al Sdidisdill dive down there,” BC saysto thepilot.

The pilot complieswith hisorder.

“Got him!”

“Y ou stopped them, BC!” Al Sdid sounds jubilant.

“Weran off asmdl force, and took heavy casudtiesdoingit,” BC tdlshim, deflating his
jubilation. “They’ll be back. And they have alot more ships than what we just saw here. They’ Il be back
soon. Areyour peoplein shelters?’

“Some. Some the shelters actudly provided shelter from the ships' blasts” Al Sdlid sayswitha
touch of sadnessand sarcasmin hisvoice. “But, yes, some of us have survived.”

“I'll have our shipstake up defensive positions,” BC informs him. “Can we talk?’

“Yes. | would liketo talk about these dliens. Y ou seem to know them, even if you say they are
not your alies. | would like to hear what you know,” Al Sdlid says cautioudy.

“Y ou know them, Al Sdlid. The Eldred were the diens atacking you!”

“The Eldred?’ Al Sdlid questions. “No, Al Dolomé called them Kdiknaga, said it meant
‘Servants .”

“Servants? Y eah, | could seethat. That wastheir old name.”

“Why would | know these, what did you call them, these * Eldred’ ? How would | know aiens?’
Al Sdlid sounds confused.

Damn, Al Salid... what did he do to you?

“Al Sdid... | don't know if you'll believe me, but you havemet the Eldred. Y ou’ ve even been to
oneof their planets, Eldray.”

“I havewhat? No,” he protests. “ Thisishard to... but thereis something...” Al Sdidisquiet for
amoment. “I would like to meet with you,” hefindly says.

“Where can we meet?’ BC asks. “ Can we pick you up? Can you give us some coordinates?’

“Yesand yes,” Al Sdid says. “ The coordinates are on their way on a sub channdl. Seeyou
soon.”

“Com off,” BC commands. “ Captain, how long until we can reach those coordinates?’

“Let’'ssee... tenminutes?’ the pilot guesses.

“Good. Com on. WE' Il be therefor you in about ten minutes, Al Salid. See you then.”



“I will bewaiting.”

“Com off.” BC finishes one conversation, and knows he hasto start another. “Get me
Wentworth, please,” BC asks the pilot.

“Wentworth here.”

“Campion here, Wentworth.”

“Campion! There are another ten Stingers on their way to you. The cavary are on their way!”

“I’'m tempted to tell you to call them back. We re okay for now. But there’ s not much left of us
here, so let them come! Any sign of the Eldred?’

“Besdeson Mars?’

“They’re not hereanymore...”

“Sorry, just making asmall joke. No, so far they’ ve just been out in the asteroids and on Mars. |
was following what happened there. Welost alot of ships.”

“Did you see what happened on the ground?’

“I know the Eldred started blasting once Dolomay broadcast his spidl.”

“They took out the communiceation center, and then began blasting out from the center
methodicaly in expanding circles”

“They lack imagination, these diens,” Wentworth observes.

“They do!” BC laughs. “Maybeit’s because they’ re a created race. They were made by the
Ancient Enemy to be servants. Born to serve their crestors... who they later turned on and killed. Well,
al except for Dolomay.”

“Looks like they’ re working pretty hard on that, though, now, doesn’'t it?” Anitaobserveswryly.

“It'sbeen amillion years, but they il pursue the Ancient Enemy,” BC says. “Now Dolomay
raisesthat threat again, and here weare, the bastard children of the Ancient Enemy, ripeto follow anewly
risen leader.”

“God, Campion, you sound almost poetic,” Wentworth chimesin with alaugh.

“Guessit fedskind of epic. The Eldred seemed to be fascinated by our religions, our
imaginations, our ideas about love. Maybe they were truly interested in our ideas and concepts. Or
maybe they were just studying us, looking for sgns...”

“Our resident expert on the Eldred, ladies and gentlemen,” Wentworth cracks.

“Werelanding,” the pilot interrupts.

“Gotta go, Wentworth. We're picking up Al Salid for a pow wow.”

“Ohredly? Wentworth sounds genuinely surprised. “And al it took was an dien bombardment.
If only we' d known sooner! War makes strange bedfellows, eh, BC?’

“Wouldn't know. I'm gonnatalk to the guy, not deep with him,” BC cracks back at Wentworth.

“Wentworth out.”

Chapter Six

BC' s ship bumps down with asoft thud. He waits on the bridge while Al Sdlid is brought on
board. The ship isonly on the ground for about thirty seconds, and then it surges up and away off the
surface.

Al Sdlid appears on the bridge. His eyes are sunken, red-rimmed and underline with dark circles,
asif hehasn't dept in days. Deep creases now line hisface, his skull sharply outlined underneeth his
weathered brown skin.

My god... he looks twenty years older!

“I'am... beginning to remember things. | have not been mysdlf. | must gpologize.” Al Sdid
bows.

“Please” BC says, “Y ou were under the menta influence of Dolomay. Heis not what he seems!”



“Yes. | seethat now. | am beginning to see much that was not clear to me. It isasif... cloudsare
clearing, asif adarknessislifting...”

“Dolomay isan dien, Al Sdid, avery old and very powerful dien. He might look like us, but he's
not really us. His people lived amillion years ago. The human race are somehow offspring of theirs, of
hisrace, but we are not like them,” BC triesto explain.

“How do you know dl this? And how do you know so much of these diens, The Eldred, if you
were not alied with them?” Al Sdid presses.

“Damn, | wish you could remember,” BC says, shaking hishead. “Y ou used to know dl this...
you met with them yoursdlf! The Eldred werein contact with The Project for a couple of years, but they
weren't our allies. I’'ve only heard of them in the recent past. | traveled to Eldray... likeyou did! | spoke
to the eldest of the Eldred... just asyou did!”

Frowning, Al Sdid shakes his head. “| have no memory of that.”

“The Eldred were trying to figure us out. They had dready sent the plague to cut our numbers.
They wanted to understand these wars we fight. They caled each of us out thereto explain our religions,
our ideas about God, stuff like that.”

“I think I would remember that,” Al Sdid sniffs. “And why would they call you out to speak of
reigion?’

“I... I wasthe Pope,” BC explains.

My God, how much of his memory did Dolomay wipe away?

“Redly?’ Al Salid arches an eyebrow. “Not anymore?’

“Not anymore. | thought it would get in the way of the ‘war’ stuff, you know? But both you and |
visited the Eldred. And then | was supposed to visit you on Mars. But when | did, you threw meina
odlt”

“That | remember,” Al Salid admits. Hisforehead scrunches up. “1 don’'t remember much before
that. The plague, of course. Al Dolomé said it wasthe Kaliknaga, your ‘Eldred’ ... But these Eldred were
curious about us humans, were they?’

“They were. We were different enough from the Ancient Enemy that they didn’t know what to
expect from us. We kept them curious and off guard, | guess. Until Dolomay arrived. Then it all changed.
They seem to have decided that despite our curiosities we now pose an inherent danger that they can no
longer suffer to livel”

Al Said shakeshishead. “I fed... pieces... missing, in my memory. And... s0... | believe you!
Ibn Al-Dolomé has done something to me! | did not think such things were possible! If these arethe
ways of the Ancient Enemy...

“I do not believe we are like the Ancient Enemy, Campion. The mistakes of the past should not
be repested. But we must stand up to these dliens, Kaiknaga or Eldred, whatever they are called. Look
at what they’ ve done! They will destroy us ‘for our own good’ I’'m sure—I know thisline of thinking!”

“Sr?We've got company. Onthedisplay.”

BC seesten new green dots appear.

“Must be the ships Wentworth sent.”

“Uh oh... we've got more company comingin, Sr,” the pilot says.

The heads up display beginsto fill with smal light blue dots. The Eldred are returning in force.

“Alright, begin transmitting and loop it when | tell youto,” BC says. “Attention Eldred craft! This
isBernard Campion! | amin command of the fleet you seein front of you. Marsis now under my
protection! Dolomay hasleft this planet and its orbit. Y our war iswith him! Not usl Do not fire on these
targets or there will be no turning back! We will be at war. All you could learn from us, al we could
sharewill belog!”

BC watchesthe display continueto fill with light blue dots. “Loop it and keep sending it on dll
channds”

There are so many light blue dots BC can’t count them anymore. More continue to appesr.

“Are you repeating that message?’ BC asksthe pilot.

“Yesdgr. Noresponse yet.”



“Wha' s happening with their ships?’

“They’re hanging just beyond our weapons range.”

I nteresting.

“Any response?”’

“Nodr, not yet.”

BC turnsfrom the graphic heads up display and looks at another view screen that showsa
distant close up on the Eldred ships, countless deek sivery divers shimmering on afied of stars. Even as
he looks back over at the heads up, morelight blue dotsblipin.

“Bernard Campion,” aquiet, measured Eldred voice says over the com.

“Herel” hereplies.

Reminds me of an old school teacher!

“We know Dolomay has gone. We have dispatched our forces to try and track down his ship.
But this place, and these people, have been tainted. Contaminated by the Ancient Enemy. Our inclination
isto finish destroying dl the holdings | &ft on this planet. But we are not unreasonable. And we know you,
Bernard Campion. If you will spesk for Mars, wewill listen.”

“Look, | can't speak for Mars, but their leader isright he...”

Severd Eldred ships open fire, blasting energy beams down toward the Martian surface.

“Chrigt! Cut that out right now! No firing on the planet or thisistotd war!”

“If you cannot speak for the planet, you cannot do aswe ask. Do we misunderstand you?’

“Yes! No—I mean... look. Theleader of Marsis Al Sdlid, he' sright here, and I'm sure he' Il be
willingto...”

“He hasthe Taint of Dolomay,” the Eldred saysin a matter-of-fact tone. “He also abdicated in
favor of Dolomay. Therefore, heisnot the leader. And so | ask again, are you, Bernard Campion, their
leeder?’

BC looksaround. Al Salid isdgected, looking at the floor, his right hand massaging his forehead
as he grugglesto retrieve his stolen memories. Everyone esein the room islooking right back at BC.

Al Sdidlooksup at BC. “I'll sign something that says you' rein charge, Campion, if that helps,”
Al Sdid says. “They at least seemto ligten to you.”

Anitaclears her throat, and then pulls out adocument sheet from anearby printer tray. She hands
ittoBC.

“Here, | just wrote thisup. It basicaly cedes Marsto the emergency powers of one Bernard
Campion, sgned Al Sdid.”

“That wasfast,” BC says, impressed.

“I kindasaw thiscoming,” Antasays.

“Hey captain, can we send avisua and audio signa to the Eldred?’

“Absolutely. It'sdone. The camera shere,” the captain says, pointing to apand in front of him.

“Thank you,” BC says. “Okay. I’'m Bernard Campion. ThisisAl Salid here,” he says, gesturing
over at Al Sdlid. “ And we are Signing thisdocument.” He holds it up to the camera. “ Thisputsme, BC, in
charge of Mars. Okay?’ BC nodsto Al Salid, “Let’ sdo this”

BC puts the paper down on the dim desktop built into the captain’s seat. Before he can ask,
Anitahands him a pen.

“Thanks”

BC sgnsand then handsthe pento Al Sdlid. Al Sdlid sighs, but then leansin and signsthe
documen.

“Okay?1’min charge here, now.” BC again holdsthe paper up to the camerd seye.

“Yes” the Eldred saysin aneutra voice void of emaotion. “ Aslong asit mattersto you. These
sort of papers do seem to be important to you ‘humans.”

“They arel” Al Sdlid pipes up, trying to be helpful.

“Okay,” BC says, looking right into the camera. “Now it's officid, | dospeak for Mars. | am not
tainted by Dolomay. This planet isno longer athreet to you! Dolomay isthethreat! | suggest you pursue
him!”



“We are pursuing him, | assure you. We will leave thisworld aone for now,” the Eldred finishes.

Thelir ships begin disgppearing from the view screen, waves of blue dots blipping off the heads up
display. The tension on the bridge melts and the gathered group lets out a collective sigh of relief.

The brief breath and break in the tenson is broken as an alarm suddenly rings out. Wentworth's
voice begins burgting out of the bridge’ s com system.

“Thisis Wentworth to Campion. Do you read? We ve been attacked!”

“What thefuck?’ BC can’t help his outburst.

“It'sthe next station over, Robelardier. It wasjust hit by aUIN ship!”

“Dolomay!”

Who else but? Gotta be the last surviving Ancient Enemy. Probably attacking with the
same ship he just used to escape from Mars.

“Itwasarad,” Wentworth says. “They hit the station, grabbed supplies and people, destroyed
the other ships docked there, and then took off. Hit and run. Totaly different tactics than we ve seen
from any UIN ship before. And the ship was fast, too. None of our ships could keep up with it.”

“I'll bet Dolomay’ stuning that ship up asthey fly,” BC speculates.

“That’swhat I’d do,” Krish says. “ Speaking of ships...”

“...Weren't we going to go after that Eldred ship that crashed?’ Dell asks, finishing the thought.

“That’s cute, the way you finish each other’ s sentences,” Anitaquips.

“Can’'t wait to get your handson it can you, Dell?” BC laughs. He turnsto the com.
“Wentworth, we'll send what shipswe can to Earth orbit. I'm using this ship for asavage mission. We're
going to try to recover an Eldred ship that went down on Mars during the battle. Do you have any idea
where Dolomay went after the attack?’

“None. What' s happening with the Eldred?’

“I don't know,” BC says, shaking hishead. “They’ ve left Mars aonefor now. | was ableto get
them to back off.”

“How did you accomplish that?” Wentworth sayswith clear disbelief in hisvoice.

“I, um... | told them | was now in charge of Mars. Al Sdlid signed a paper, backing me up. It
convinced them to leavel”

“Very well... Do you think we should convene the UTZ council?” Wentworth askshim.

“Will it do any good?’ BC asks.

“That | don’t know,” Wentworth admits. “ But we should take stock of what’ sleft, what
resources we still have, and ook at how we might be able to modify our production linesto speed things
up.”

“Alright, then, cdl ameseting. And spread the word to watch out for Dolomay. He could be
anywhere. Y ou can be surehe'll strike again, if only to keep his ship fueled and his crew fed,” BC says.

Some crew. Shipload of Zombies, more like. | wonder if Fiza is one of them?

“Wentworth out.”

BC looks around the bridge. Al Salid catches hiseye. Al Sdid looks him directly in the eyes.

“So. YOUarethe leader of Mars, now,” thetired old Arab saysto BC, his gaze fixed on BC.

“Only emergency powers, Al Sdlid. | need you to redly run things, to take care of the survivors
here, and rebuild this place.”

“Rebuild? | thought we should evacuate.”

Never surrender, Al Slid...

“Evacuate? Admit defeat? Retreat? Not redly my style,” BC tellshim.

“Sincewhen?’ Anitacracks.

BC shoots her alook.

“You'll have whatever resources | can get you. Anything the UTZ can provide. I'll make sure of
it when the council meets”

“Wadll, then... okay,” he Sghs. Exhaustion weighs heavy in hisvoice. “I will agreeto this” he
says, looking down at the deck. He looks back up at BC. “I should be going. Could you put me back
down on the surface? There is much work to do,” Al Sdlid says.



“Wecan,” BCtdlshim.

The pilot brings the ship down. They land near what' s left of the spaceport and sedl their ship up
to an emergency arlock in the side of one of the remaining domes.

Al Sadid nodsto BC. Heturns and leaves the bridge. After aminute, the pilot informs BC, “He's
Clear.”

“Alright! Let'sgo seeif there sanything left of that Eldred ship!” BC can’t hide his excitemen.

“Yesgr. Taking off now.”

Their Stinger Ship rises from the surface, kicking up clouds of sand and dust asthey blast off.
They accelerate sharply, but amoment later they dow down.

“How long until we' re at the crash Site?” BC asksthe pilot.

“We're here. It impacted right here... but, damn.”

“Damn?’

“There snothing left.”

The pilot puts aclose-up of the nearby surface of Mars on the view screen. A crater marks
where the Eldred ship came down, but the only sign left of their vessdl isaspray of fine silver shards
lining one sde of the crater.

“Looks like we go back empty handed thistime,” Krish observes.

“It would have been niceto take alook at their technology,” Dell musesin disgppointment.

“We need to find away to disable and capture an Eldred ship. Beforeits crew hasachanceto
self-destruct the thing,” BC declares. “Wel Krish, Ddll... there' syour new project. Come up with away
to capture an Eldred ship!”

“What? Now it's ourjob?" Krish mock-complains.

“I dwaysenjoy achdlenge” Ddl sayswith the hint of asmile crossng hisface.

“Shit,” BC says.

“What isit, BC?" Anitaaskswith concernin her voice.

“Now I've got to go to the UTZ meeting,” BC says, frowning.

“Thereareworsethings,” Krish points out.

“You can put it off alittlelonger,” Dell observes. “Asyou need to give usaride back to the
asteroid base.”

“An excellentpoint, Dell! Best news I’ ve heard today.”

BC amiles. “Pilat, let’s go back to base!”

“On our way, gr,” the captain answers. The ship pulls up and away from the red planet.

Chapter Seven

“BC’ sshuttle servicel” BC jokeswith the pilot of his Stinger Ship as he getsready to disembark
on Wentworth Station. “Hope | haven't been too much trouble! Me and dl my friends.”

“Not at dl, gr. It'sbeen afun assgnment for me, traveling out to the asteroids, to the Moon, up
here, dl over the solar system,” she says. “ And the Eldred have been quiet, too, so that’ sbeen nice.” She
pauses, wondering about what she wants to say. She smiles as she decides. “ Those scientists are real
characters, aren't they, Sir?’

BC amiles.

“They are”

“That first leg of the trip with everyone on board was pretty noisy,” she says. “Don’'t get me
wrong, it wasafun noisy. | had fun. That Indian scientist, Doctor Krish... heknowsalot of stuff.”

“And he' sall too willing to share hisknowledge,” BC cracks.

“Doctor Dell seemslikethe quiet type, but when hetaks he’ samost scarysmart.” The pilot
again ponders her next statement. “ Seems like you and Doctor Capitunaare kind of a couple, huh?



That'snice, if you ask me. Not that you did. I'm sorry, isthat bad?’

“No, s okay.” BC admits, “I think we are, kind of.”

“Yeah. Still. It was alot quieter going back to Lunar Prime, and then here. Areyou okay, Sir?’

“Oh, I'mfine, captain! Just not looking forward to these UTZ Council meetings,” BC explainshis
quiet mood. “They aways bore meto tears. It takes forever to accomplish anything, so nothing redlly
getsdone!”

“Wadll, sr, asmuch as|’ d like to keep talking with you and give you an excuse to procrastinate
longer before you get off the ship, I've got to get going. I'm sorry,” she gpologizes.

“Not toworry. Y ou' ve been agrest pilot, thank you!”

“Good luck with your meetings. And with staying awake!”

“Thankd”

BC notices some changes as he enters Wentworth Station. The isolation glassis gone.
Wentworth himsdlf is out waking in the opento greet BC ashe arrives.

“Campion!”

“Wentworth? Isthat redlly you or isit one of your doubles?’

“It'sme,” he says. He comes up to BC to shake his hand.

“All done worrying about the plague?’ BC asks, surprised.

“WEe ve stopped the current strain, BC! Good news!” Wentworth exclaims. “| wanted to break
the newsto you in person. We ve stopped it! Unlessit mutates again. We're okay, for now.”

“Really? Huh. Well, that is some great news. .. Have you begun mass producing the antidote?’

“It’ snot an antidote, more avaccine,” Wentworth says. “We' ve begun to mass produce the
vaccine. We ve started inoculations here at our mesting.”

Making sure you and yours are safe first, of course, Wentworth.

‘Tell me about it in person.’

Right.

Man, people never change, not even in the face of death, or war ... damn. It doesn’t bring
out the best in us. So typical of Wentworth. “ Work together to find a cure... that | can usefirst!”

M’ Bekke arrives for the meetings to represent the NcC. BC meets him in the station’ s port.

“Hdlo, BC!”

“M’BeK... Pope John Paul the Fourth, how areyou?’

M’ Bekke amiles. “| anwell. Did you hear? The college of cardinds hasfinaly confirmed my
papacy! | am officialy the Pope now!”

“You've been ‘ officidly the Pope’ sincel abdicated, M’ Bekke,” BCindgdts. “I don't care what
anyone dse says.”

“Thank you, BC. But itisniceto havether nod. Officidly.”

It takes a couple more days for Wentworth to pull the meetings together. Dolomay surfaces
briefly. He and his crew hit three new targets, dl isolated orbita stations. The news mediaidentifiesthem
as“rogue UIN dements’, after aUTZ spokesman callsthem that in a press briefing. Like modern
pirates, Dolomay and his crew descend on their targets and wreak havoc, grabbing supplies, kidnapping
and killing, and usually destroying any other shipsthat happen to be docked.

BC getsthe news of their raids as he waitsfor the rest of the council to arrive on the Sation.
Wentworth won't cal the first meeting until dl the UTZ council membersarive. BC waitsthree days
before Wentworth finally makes a general announcement over the com that they’ Il be starting the
mestings the next morning. Council members are paged ahdf-hour prior to their first meeting, and
ingructed to assemblein themain hall.

Thefirgt day ispreliminary and boring. BC acquiesces to Wentworth for most of the formaities.
BC only lets himsdlf get bossy and heated when pressing for faster distribution of the vaccine. The details
and logigtics of distribution then occupy council business for most of the afternoon.

The council bresksfor dinner. BC sits at the council table after the other members have gone,
massaging his temples and trying to stave off aheadache.

| think my head’ s going to explode! And this has nothing to do with those headaches.



“Ang!”

A smdl light glowsin thetabletop in front of BC.

Must be the com?

BC pushesthelight.

“Mr. Campion?’ the table top speaks.

“y e

“Ms. Capitunaon the com for you.”

“Put her through, thank you.”

“BC7'

“Hey Anita)” BC answers. “What' sup?’

“Couplethings. Dolomay just hit Mars,” sheinformshim.

“What?" BC can't believeit.

Like he hasn’'t already done enough damage there!

“Just got theword from Al Salid,” she says. “We sent a couple shipsto seewhat’ sup.”

“That’ s good. Probably wise to keep patrols going around the clock where you are, too.”

“We ve got a couple ships out dodging rocks at al times. That'sano-brainer,” Anitasays,
sounding insulted.

“Sorry,” BC apologizes. “What was the other thing?’ he asks her, trying to change the subject.

“Ceres”

“A seriesof what?’

“Not series. Ceres, the asteroid. First discovered? The largest?”’

“Gotcha,” BC says, figuring it out. “What about it?’

“I think we should move some of our facilitiesthere, start building ships nearby. Ceres sizegives
usroom we don't have here,” she explains. “We ve been discussing options.”

“What other ‘options do we have?’

“We could move the facilities to one of The Project outposts. Crankshaft might be best suited for
it. Rigdl Four istoo small, and too close to The Flaze. Dimwit’ stoo close to The Domo worlds. And
Cat’s Eyeturned out to be too close to the Eldred.”

“I think we' re asking for trouble with the Eldred if we go outsde of the solar system and start
building ships,” BC tellsher. “1 don’t want to provoke them. Y et. Defend against them, sure. But not
provoke them.”

“Do you think your council would support this?’

“Wel see. I'm surewe || haveto discussit at length, over and over,” BC sighsand rolls his
eyes.

“Enjoying the council areyou?’ Anitasayswith an evil chuckle,

“Y ou betcha. At thisrate, we'll be here for weeks! | was hoping for a couple of days, but there's
“Poor baby BC,” shelaughs. “Keep meinformed, huh? Talk to you later,” she Signs off.

The first week, the UTZ Council meetings are occasiondly interrupted by sporadic reports of
attacks by Dolomay. His ship is spotted raiding sites on Earth as he gets bolder. Bolder till, the second
week Dolomay and his crew raid the UTZ shipyards, stedling a Trangpace engine off the assembly line.

BC and Wentworth leave the meetings to vist the shipyard and survey the damage.

At least it’s a break from the monotony.

“Ceres, huh?” Wentworth asks. BCisfilling himin on Anita sideas asthey travel. “You're
bringing this up with the council?’

“Will you support it?”

Wentworth pauses, thinking.

“Wdl?" BC prods when Wentworth doesn’t answer.

“I'll support it. Why not? We should try to keep it secret, though, en?’

“Try. Of course.” BC chuckles. “The Project is actudly pretty good when it comesto secrecy.”

Wentworth smiles. “Indeed. But the council might not be. Let’sjust make this happen, without

noway.



subjecting it to endless discussion, shal we?’

“I'mdl for that!” BC can’'t help hisenthusiastic outburst. “But... can you do that?’

Wentworth actudly laughs out loud. “That’ swhat | do, BC! | make things happen.”

“Can you make these meetings happen any faster? |’ ve been through tortures that were easier to
take! Let metdl you, therewasthisonetimethiscult...”

“One more week, probably,” Wentworth answers, interrupting BC. “If | know my UTZ Council
mestings.”

The meetings do drag on for another week, but Dolomay is strangely silent, off the radar. No
attack reportsto break up the monotony.

The Eldred remain drawn back, silent and doof whilethe UTZ Council consderstheir demands.
Wentworth and BC explain the stakes of the war and the Eldred demand that humanity stay within the
orbit of Jupiter. No Eldred ships appear during the two weeks of meetings.

The UTZ Council agreesto rgject the Eldred’ s demands and restrictions, but also agreesthey’ll
keep the decision secret. They will offer no officia response. They aso decide not to acknowledge the
existence of the Eldred, or the alien nature of Dolomay, or any other diensto the genera public. The
UTZ spokespeople will continue to identify Dolomay’ s ship as* A rogue UIN group.” They see no need
to tell the public about the Eldred attacks on Mars, either. They officially dismiss Dolomay’ s allegations
of dien collaboration as“fantasy”, the “ravings of amadman.”

BC disagreeswith the decisions, but |ets the mgority of the council have their way. In hisfina
addressto the council he wonders aloud a how long they can fool the public and keep them in the dark.

Anitacals BC from the Project asteroid base as the meetings end.

“WEe ve got aproblem,” shetdlshim.

“Tell meabout it,” BC says. “I’ ve been on Wentworth Station for two weeks now. I’ m getting
gir crazy! At least there have been no new attacks by Dolomay.”

“Actudly,” Anitacorrects him, “that’ sthe problem. | just heard from the Haze. The Domo called
earlier today, too. Dolomay’ s out there, BC. He' s hitting them, now. They want to hit back. And they
may not care to distinguish one rogue human crew from the rest of us”

“Don’'t they know about the Ancient Enemy?’

“Of coursethey do. But they’'re still pissed off. At usl They know it’sacrew of humansfadlowing
Dolomay’ s command.”

“Don’'t they know he' s contralling them? If they know about the Ancient Enemy?’

“I don't know. They might regret shielding our development from the Eldred, at this point. Their
tonewaskind of ominous. Asif the Eldred wereright, and we will turninto them.”

“Maybe the question iswhether we will becomethe Ancient Enemy or,” BC pausesfor effect,
“Whether we dready arethe Ancient Enemy. Whether welikeit or not.”

“So, now you' resaying the Eldred areright?” Anitasngps back at him.

“No!” BC getsdefengve. “I'm saying they might be. But | don't think they are. Just considering
dl posshilities”

“| wasworried. Thought your brain might be turning to mush with al that exposureto
bureaucrats,” shejokes.

The lightsaround BC turn red as an alarm beginsto sound.

Uh-oh.

“What' sgoing on there?” Anitaasks.

“Don’t know,” BC admits. “But | think | should go.”

“Bu—" Anitaiscut off asthe com switches over to an emergency channel.

“Campion!” Wentworth calls over the com. “ Come up to my station’s command cente.
Dolomay is atacking anearby station! We re scrambling ships.”

Guess he' s not out anymore...

“I'll beright there!”

BC finds hisway to the command center with the help of one of Wentworth’'s robot doubles.

“Apogee Station,” Wentworth fills BC in ashe arrives. “ And Dolomay has twoships. With



Transpace drives.”

“Gredt.”

“We ve sent ships. But if he' sgot two ships... Now they’ll start hitting two places a once!”

“Not likely,” BC disagrees. “Dolomay needsto be near his crew members so he can keep them
under his control.”

“Again the mind control thing? Y ou're surethat’ sred ?” Wentworth is still skeptical.

“I’'m sure. Y ou watch. Even if he adds ships, they’ll work together. Unless he' s more powerful
than | think heis”

“Wall, that’ s good to know, | guess.”

Two minutes later Wentworth gets reports back from Apogee Station.

“They made short work of Apogee,” Wentworth says. “A supply raid. Oxygen, food. Cleaned
the place out.”

“Damn. Did any of our ships get a chance to engage his?’

“Nah, he wasin and out too quickly. But we re picking up survivors, the ones left.”

“What now?’ BC asks.

“We'reon red dert in case they come here next.”

“Any sign of them nearby?’

“No... It was Dolomay’ sfirg attack in awhile. Guessthey ran out of some supplies. Where do
you suppose they’ re hiding out? Somewhere in the asteroids?’

“They haven't been *hiding out’,” BC tdlshim. “I just heard from Anitathat the Domo and the
Haze have been in touch. Evidently, Dolomay’ s been attacking them. He' s been keeping busy. Just
away fromus”

“And these are the other diens, right?’

“Right. Our gdactic neighbors, kind of. They kept the Eldred away from us, way back when.”

“That’ sright, you' ve mentioned them before. Who are... What are they like?” Wentworth asks.

“I fill haven't met them mysdlf,” BC tels Wentworth. “ According to the Project’ s scientists, the
Domo are like vampires and the Flaze are like your traditional UFO type diens. Putting it in basic terms.”

“I see... Should we care that Dolomay’ s hitting them?” Wentworth asks, arching an eyebrow.
“Maybe we should encourage Dolomay to go after them... keepshim away from usl”

“Y ou' re assuming the Flaze and the Domo won't hit back?’

“Even better,” Wentworth smilesady amile. “Let themtake Dolomay out.”

“Their am might not be that narrowly focused,” BC warns Wentworth. “ Don’'t assume that when
they hit back they’Il only hit Dolomay.”

“What? All humanslook aike?’

“’Fraid s0,” BC tellshim. “Who knows? They are dliens, after al. There snotelling how they
think.”

The darms begin ringing out across the command center. Wentworth's crew scramblesto their
posts.

“What'sgoing on?" Wentworth shouts out.

“Arethey here?’ BC asks.

“ Another attack,” one of Wentworth’ stechstellsthem. “Down on Earth. They’re blitzing the
Stinger shipyard!”

“Do we have any visual feeds?” Wentworth asks. Severa feeds appear on wall screens around
the room.

BC'seyesare drawn from screen to screen. Dolomay’ s two ships dart in and out of the picture.
The shipsare visibly atered, with added on armaments and engines.

A drategic graphic feed shows Dolomay’ s two ships as bright red dots darting around the
screen.

“Never seen ships movelikethat before,” onetech exclams. “Crazy maneuverability!”

“Dolomay,” BC saysto Wentworth, “souping up the ships with stolen equipment from The Flaze
and The Domo. Oh shit!”



The screenswith camerafeeds al suddenly glow with an intense whitelight, and then blink out.
The gtrategic feed blips off with them.

“What the fuck wasthat?' Wentworth asksin alow voice,

“Lookslikeasmdl nuke, sr,” atech tells Wentworth. “A controlled burst. Never seen anything
likeit.”

“Shit,” BC says. Helooksfor a placeto sit down and finds an empty chair in front of a screen
showing aplan of the Stinger shipyard.

“Get me an overhead view on that right now!” Wentworth commands. BC seesa satdllite view
gppear on his screen, zooming in and zipping across blurry land below asit’ srepositions over the
shipyard. He hasto ook away as awave of nauseous vertigo comes over him. He looks back asthe
screen sops moving. Smoke and cloudsfill the picture.

“Switching to resonant imaging,” atech says.

The picture shifts from smple video to agraphic display as atopographic representation of the
ground below appears. The crater below. There is no more shipyard.

First time anyone's used a nuke on Earth since Mecca was hit. Ruthless.

BC redlizes the room has been silent when Wentworth bresks the silence.

“Goddamn! The man plays fucking hardbdl!”

Wentworth shakes his head.

Isthat admiration in his voice?

Wentworth looks over at BC.

“Guesswe |l be building our shipsin the asteroids from now on, eh, Campion?’

“We should warn them out there that Dolomay’ s back,” BC tells Wentworth.

“Doit,” Wentworth tellsthe man in front of him. “And let’slook aert, people, he could be
coming herenext.”

Chapter Eight

For the next two months the resources of the UTZ and The Project are poured into two
Missions, one overt, one covert: vaccinations againgt the plague, and congtruction in the asteroids.

UTZ and Project doctorstravel acrossthe Earth, Moon and Mars, through al human settlements
and outposts, administering the vaccine for the plague.

Clean up efforts at the demolished Stinger Shipyard on Earth are out in the open. Wentworth
decided they should makeit look like the UTZ was planning on building ships there again. Congtruction
of the new base on Ceres and the building of the new Stinger Shipyard nearby are being kept off the
public'sradar.

Dolomay hasn't hit an Earth target since he nuked the old shipyard two months ago. Though he's
not around, hiswhereabouts can be guessed. Anita has conveyed to BC more complaintsfrom The
Domo and the Flaze of further attacks by Dolomay on their worlds, and they from their neighbors, as
Dolomay’ sraiders strike far and wide away from the Solar System.

Dolomay is evidently using his ancient navigationa knowledge to pick other targets around the
gaactic “neighborhood”. He keeps his now reportedly three ships on the move. They strike together as
BC predicted, and, as Wentworth had observed, it seemsto be keeping them from attacking targetsin
the solar system.

Much like the UTZ Council, Dolomay doesn’t seem to know about the new congtruction in the
agteroids. He has | eft the Ceres site and the new shipyard nearby aone. The Project’ soriginal asteroid
base iswell defended and he hasn't returned there, either.

Congtruction has been going at afrenzied pace a the both the shipyard and on Ceres new
operations base.



BC travels on a Project transport to the Project’ s old asteroid base to check in with Anita. She's
been overseeing the ongoing construction. He asked the ship’ s pilot to fly by both projects before
heading in to the old Project base so he could see the progress for himself.

BC' s ship buzzes past the Ceres site. Massive banks of congtruction lightsilluminate the haf built
facility. The main dome rivasthe size of the main dome on Lunar Prime, and like Lunar Prime, Six tubular
corridors radiate out from the dome. Two of the corridors smply end, awaiting future construction. The
other four end in smaller domes, also interconnected by corridors, creating a partial outer ring. Out
beyond that ring liesaring of defensve posts, armed batteries aready fully built and functiond, bristling
with defensive wegpons.

After the Ceresflyby they cruise on past the new shipyard facilities. Thanksto Anitaand her
crew’ sefforts, they’ re aready building ships, even asthey build the shipyard around them. Thereare
severd ships scattered around the facilities in various stages of completion.

Thefacilitieslook incomplete and temporary. There' sadapped together quality to everything
that reved s the haste of its congtruction. Then again, the placeisless than two months old. Mot of their
efforts have goneinto building new ships, not into fixing up the buildings around them.

Stinger ships constantly patrol around the base and the shipyard. Ships come off the assembly
line and go right into service, soon asthey can be crewed up.

BC'strangport isfull of novice pilots, dl coming out to finish their training and get their ships. He
leans back from the viewport and looks back at hisfellow passengers, dl crowded against the viewports
looking out at shipsthey might soon beflying.

The passengers settle back into their seats as they pull away from the shipyard and head for the
old Project asteroid base. The trip through the asteroids takes another two hours.

After bobbing and weaving through the rocks they findly touch down at the old base. Anita
meets BC at the base' slanding dock.

“BC! Good to seeyou!” She sayswith asmile, and she giveshim aquick hug.

“Anital How areyou?’ He says, hugging her back.

She pulls away, quickly looks around and then answers.

“Busy. Building ashipyard and building ships. That... and lisening to dienscomplain.”

“At least they' re only complaining,” BC observes.

“Sofar. Atleadt, | think The Haze are complaining,” she says, scrunching up her forehead in
remembered frudtration. “With them it' shard to tell.”

Sheredlizes something she meant to tell BC right away. “Dolomay’ s back! He just hit an Earth
target. Y ou weretraveling so you probably didn’t hear. The mediaare dill calling him arogue UIN unit,”
Anitatdlshim.

Her expression shifts. She picks back up on her past thought. “ And besides the aliens
complaining, I've got to listen to Dell and Krish harping on the fact they can’t get their hands on Eldred
technology. Thanksfor planting thatseed!”

“Wall, that’ s one of the reasons|’m here. | till want to capture an Eldred ship so they can take it
gpart. Y ou can bet Dolomay’ s been acquiring tech well beyond oursin hisraids— that nuke he used on
the shipyard was Flaze, by theway, use thatasleverageif you can —and we knowthe Eldred have more
advanced gear.”

“Y ou too, huh?Y ou sound just like them!” she says, shaking her head. “Wdll, that’ sgood. |
thought you were coming here to check up on me. Make sure | wasn't fucking up your ships,” Anitasays
with alittle bit of an edgein her voice.

So fucking defensive! Guy can't get a break!

“Damn! I'm hurt,” BC sayswith atouch of sarcasm to lighten the tone. He triesto reassure her.
“| trust you to build the shipsjust fine. But | did want to see how things were going.”

And maybe | want to see you, too, ever think of that? Not that I'm still so sure of that
NOW. ..

“Sorry,” sheapologizes, “I'm just alittle stressed.”

“Sorry,” BC saysfor no reason.



“The news media have been asking for you since Dolomay’ s new attack,” Anitasays, changing
the subject. “Y ou can have your own stressfest. They' re asking why the UTZ isn't doing something to
try to stop these UIN attacks, instead of hiding out like they are, holed up on Wentworth Station,
guarded by what' sleft of the UTZ fleet.”

“Gresat. Thereare only forty shipsthere.”

“How many more ships do we have right now?” Anitaasks him.

“Wadll, there are twenty on Mars. How many fully functiond ships do you have here?’

“Fully functional? At this point, today? Fifteen.”

“Great. Our fleet is seventy-five ships,” BC says, depressing himsdlf with the low number.

“WEe Il have five more ready by next week,” Anitasaysin encouragement.

“Onthelinenow?’ heasksher.

“Yeah”

“Do we have crewsto man them?’

“Y ou rode in with them today.”

“Those newhies? Jeesh. They hardly seem ready!”

“What are we supposed to do, BC? The Project’ stapped out! We' ve pulled in all our pilots
from Cat’s Eye and the other outposts. We' velost alot of seasoned UTZ pilots aready. Wentworth tells
methese guysareit.”

“We'redill training more,” hetdlsher.

“I know. Just can't do it fast enough,” she laments. She getsadistant look in her eyesas she
receives a com message.

“Why him?” she asks, and listens. BC can't hear the other side of the conversation.

“Shit,” she says as she focuses on BC again. “WEe ve got a Flaze ship outside, asking for
permission to dock. And there' sajoint Flaze and Domo delegation on board asking to meet with you.”

“Me?’ BC asks. “Why me?’

“Yeah, BC, | asked them that, too. The Flaze say the Eldred have designated you thehumen
representative.”

“Great,” BC dghs. “But how did they know | was here? | just got here? What, did they follow
mein?’

“Thatl don't know. Lucky guess?’ Anitasuggests mockingly.

How they know | was here, arriving here, now?

“Give them permission to land, | guess. Have an honor guard meet them at their ship and escort
them to the conference room near the landing area.”

“Thiswill beyour first time, won't it?"” Anitaexclams asthe thought occursto her.

“Itwill. 'mavirgin!” hejokes.

Anitadarkens.

“Don’t joke. | think you... well, | think you need to be very careful here, BC,” she cautions.
“These are very dangerous aiens. Y ou know about the Domo, we told you how vampiric they are. The
Flaze are inscrutable. We till know o little about them...” shetrails off, alittle embarrassed by her show
of concern.

“Come with me, then,” BC asks her. “I need your help. Y our knowledge.” A thought occursto
him, stark and brilliant.

| know exactly what to do!

“AndI'vegot anidea,” hetdlsher.

“Now thatsounds dangerous!” she sayswith alaugh.

“It may be. | want to get the Domo and the Flaze to reveal themsalvesto the public. Well
introduce them!”

“Areyou insane?’

“Maybe. Let’sopenit al up! Blow it al wide open. Fuck the UTZ Council! Let’ sintroduce the
public to the Domo and the Flaze. Show them the Eldred. Tdll the public about Dolomay being an dien.
He dready tried to tdl the public about the diens, even if people thought hewas crazy... I'm sick of the



secrecy. | don't think it’ sdoing us any good lying to the public about what’ s redly going on out herel”

“What?’ Anitacan’'t believeit.

“Look,” BC says, getting serious. “Thisisdl going to blow people sminds at best —at best! At
wordt, they won't believeit. I’m thinking if we makeit al common knowledge with two diens standing
there right next to usit might make us more believable. Y ou did say the news mediawere clamoring to
taktome...”

Anitagmiles. “You're crazy, but good-crazy. | likethat! It just might work!”

BC seesthe Domo and the Flaze in person for the first time when he enters the conference room.

The Domo look amost human, like fat bald men with ovad, dightly pointed heads, athough their
mouths move the wrong way and look like they were put on wrong, sort of sdeways. These two Domo
each stand about five foot six, on the short side. They are rounded, rotund creatures. BC can see their
pointed teeth gnash as they speak to each other, each sharp point moving independently in the vertical
dash.

Where the Domo are curved, the Flaze are dl angles. They stand taller, too. Thetwo Flazein the
delegation stand well over six and ahalf feet tdl, but walk stooped over. They are thin and bony, if they
have bones under their taught, leather-like, flaky gray skin.

Bipeda, the Haze could be caled “ humanoid”, but they’ d never be mistaken for human beings.
Their heads are too long and large, for one thing. They have what appear to be two eyes, anose, and a
mouth benegth, but their “eyes’ arelarge, multifaceted slver jewds, their “nose’ just two thin vertica dits
inthe middle of their “face’, and their “mouths’ are horizonta ditsrimmed by sharp spiky ridgesinstead
of teeth.

BC gtandswith Anita, Krish and Dell beside him on the opposite end of thelong ova conference
room table from the dliens. The two Domo finish speaking to each other and turn to face them. BC looks
acrossthe table at thefour diens, tekingitdl in.

Meeting the Eldred kind of prepared me for... woah, what’ s that? Kind of nausea, sort of
a wave of exhaustion... is that the Domo? The ‘vampiric qualities Anita and the boys
mentioned?

One of the Flaze spesksfirst. Whispery, dithery sounds dip from thetaller Flaze' s spiky mouth.
An apparent trandator, adevice on the Flaze' sarm, begins speaking in English.

“Y ou. The Camp-ee-ahn. Human. Leader.”

BC waitsfor more, but there is silence. He decides they’ re waiting for an answer.

“I am Bernard Campion,” he says.

The FHaze makes another series of whispery, dithering sounds. The trandator kicks on after he
finishes

“We. The FHaze. These. The Domo. We come. SSssssswith you.”

“Wait,” BC says. “You cometo ‘what’ with us?’ BC can't understand the trandator.

Thetwo FHaze confer. The shorter Flaze speaks, and istrandated.

“We. Negotiate. With you,” the trandator says.

One of the Domo takes this as his cue to speak.

“Y ou are both a great danger and in great danger,” the Domo saysin English, hisvoice smooth
and greasy with the hint of an old British accent. “ Asthis Situation is of our cregtion, we fed the need to
once agan involve ourselvesin human effars”

“Your cregtion?’ BC goads them, curiousto their response.

The Domo and the Flaze look at each other. The Flaze speak, whispery dithering sounds left
untrandated thistime. The Domo answer, briefly, in asing-song voice that sounds abit like afunera
chant. The Domo turn back to BC. The short one spesks again.

“We have been... hepingyou humansfor sometime now,” the Domo explainsto him.

“And helping yoursalvesto us, too,” Krish saysin alow voice. The Domo hear him and appear
disturbed. Anitalooks Krish down with awithering stare filled with daggers. The Domo, taken aback
momentarily, then continue,

“Yes. Wdl. Asit were,” the Domo says, sounding like afussy old British man. “We have



protectedyour planet from the Eldred for thousands of your years.”

The Flaze speaks, dl dithering whispers. The trandator then doesits part: “ Domo spesk. Half
true. Some fact. Domo way. Not protection. Hide you. Guarded you. Watch development. Hope. Gain
advantage. Bring you in. Our dlies. Break iron grip. Eldred. Failed.”

The Domo leader speaks again, after shooting aglance at the Flaze.

“Stll. In hiding you, we were protecting you. We dlowed your race to grow and develop. Had
the Eldred found the human race any earlier, they would have wiped you out in one beat of your heart.”

The Haze hisses and whispers, and istrand ated: “Familiar? Ancient Enemy?’

BC nods. “The Eldred told me about them. And they showed me what they |ooked like. They tell
mewe humans arethe * Ancient Enemy’ reborn, or at least an offshoot of them.”

The FHaze hisses and whispers, and says through the trandator, “Y esss. The Eldred. Created
race. Ancient Enemy. Servant race. Million years ago. Ancient Enemy. Advanced. Brutd. Savage.
Eldred Rise. Destroy Ancient Enemy. Scientists. Ancient Enemy. Gee-net-a-cists. Change Eldred.
Altered. Overthrow Ancient Enemy. Fina Destruction. Other Gee-net-a-cists send seeds out to stars.
Bundles. Dee En Ay. Gee-net-ick material. Star seeds. Land. Planets. Restart race. Millions. Before

The Domo picks up the thread of the story. “We watched as the Eldred tracked down these star
seeds throughout the centuries. Wherever one was found, dl life on the planet would be destroyed by the
Eldred in their attempt to stop the return of the Ancient Enemy. The Eldred had dready hit your Earth
once. They didn’t think they needed to return.”

The Flaze hisses and whispers and istrandated: “ One Star Seed. Eluded. Eldred. We track.
Seed lands. Here. Your planet. Earth. Not same. Ice. Seed spill. Dee En Ay. Y ou develop.”

“We kept you safe, hidden away from the Eldred,” the Domo says. “ Otherwise your planet
would have suffered the same fate as so many others. So, you see, we fed somewhat responsible for all
this”

“l see” BC says.

Pretty much backs up what the Eldred told me.

“The Eldred do not seeit, but your race is different. From the Ancient Enemy,” the Domo says.

The Faze hisses and whispers. The trandator says: “Eldred. May. Seeit. Y ou. Not destroyed.”

“How are we different?” BC asks.

“You...” the Domo starts, then stops. “Y our race possesses another ‘dimension’, | guess|’d
say. Itishard to trandate what | mean.”

“The Eldred didmention something about our religions” BC observes.

“Yed” the Domo agrees enthusiagticdlly. “ That isan example of what we mean. Then the Eldred
doseeit!”

The Flaze interrupts with hisses and whispers, trandated as. “ Dolomay. Turnsyou. Humansturn.
Be Ancient Enemy.”

“Or at least he' strying to. Do you know what’s going on,” the Domo says, “Out there?” he asks,
making asweeping gesture with hisarm.

“I’ve been told Dolomay is now raiding your settlements,” BC responds.

“Thisisonly haf thetruth,” The Domo tells him, echoing the Flaze' s earlier words.

The Flaze hisses and whispers and the trand ators speaks again.

“Dolomay. Stolen Ships. Modified. Improved. Shipsland. Crews disembark. Wholesde
daughter. Kill dl. Takeal. And Worse”

“Worse?' BC asks.

“Did you know youcan rape the Eldred?” The Domo asks him.

“What?’

“The Ancient Enemy crested the Eldred to serve them in every way,” The Domo clarifies.

“Oh”

“Dolomay hasled hiscrew in this activity. It, unfortunately, usudly killsthe Eldred involved, but
seems to provide immense pleasure to the Ancient Enemy. Dolomay and his crew are doing thisto every



Eldred they find. Y ou See? Dolomay triesto turn humans back into the Ancient Enemy.”

“Wait,” BC puzzles. “If they kill everyone, how do you know dl this?’

“Some have escaped to spesk of the atrocities,” the Domo explains. “But only narrowly. They
were |eft for dead, or otherwise managed to somehow be overlooked.”

The Haze hisses and speaks again.

“Eldred grow insane. Anger,” the Flaze trandator says.

“Tell meabout it,” BC saysinalow voice,

The Flaze beginsalong hiss and raspy conversation. The trandator tarts.

“Will. Tdl. Agan.”

“No!” BC saysquickly. “I’'m sorry. That'sjust an expression. You don't need to...”

“Eldred. Angered. Violated,” The Flaze continues for amoment. Then the trandator stops, and
then says, “Understanding.”

“Thisissome of what we cometo tdl you,” The Domo says. “ Unpleasant though these details
may be.”

“More,” the Flaze hisses and istrand ated. “ Eldred. Cannot stop. Dolomay.”

“Among the, uh, civilized races of the galaxy, it isusud for araceto police their own,” the Domo
says. “Itis, therefore, up to youto stop Dolomay. Y ou must stop Dolomay. Or the Eldred will soon bring
their planetary devagtator to your system here. To removethe ‘taint’ of Dolomay. They will stop hunting
him and turn their atention to your planets, and diminate any base of support he might have.”

“Great,” BC dighs. “So you guyswant to help us, right?’ BC asks.

The FHaze again hisses and whispers and istrandated, “ Thishdp. Information. No more.”

“What?’ BC triesnot to raise hisvoice. “Thisisit?’

“Our information isvauableto you, isit not?’ the Domo asks.

“Look, | don’'t need this information, | need shipsl” BC losesit alittle. “1 need for my scientists
to get their hands on Eldred technology — can you hel p with that? What about your technology? Let my
scientiststake alook at your tech.”

The Domo and the Flaze dl look away from BC. Anitaclears her throat.

“BC? shesaysquietly.

“Yes, Anita?

“The Domo and the Flaze are their tech with us, and we with them. It' saready happening.”

“Yed” The Domo leader perks up. “Y our Trangpace driveisamarve!”

The*expresson” on the Domo’s“face” makes BC winceinvoluntarily, dthough he' ssurethe
bizarre gnashing of pointy “teeth” is supposed to be the approximation of asmile.

“Great,” BC says. “Just great.”

So, we' ve gotten all we're gonna get from these clowns, then? What is Dolomay getting
his hands on, then? Suff they’re not willing to share?

The Flaze leader hisses and makes more dithering sounds. The trandator speaks.

“Eldred. Possess. Possessive. Ancient Enemy. Technology. Use!”

I’ ve gotta get my hands on an Eldred ship!

“The Eldred do not dways appreciate the deadliness of the Ancient technology they employ,”
The Domo says. “ They merdly useit.”

“Thereistill something you can help uswith,” BC tdlsthe diens.

“Thereis?” The Domo questions cautioudy as the Faze hisses.

“What. Want?’ the FHlaze trandator says.

“I want you two to join me and address the human media. Or al four of you, even better. Stand
behind me and follow my cues. That'sal you' |l haveto do. Will you at least consider that?’

The Domo and Flaze confer among themsdves. Then the two of them who have not spoken turn
and leave the room. The Flaze and Domo “leaders’ remain.

“Wetwo will join you for this* media gppearance’,” the Domo tels BC. The Haze hisseshis
answe.

“There. Be,” the trandator speaks, “No. Speak. Awkward. Domo. Speak.”



The Domo nods.

Well, at least it’ s something.

“Gregt!” BC says, thistime meaning it. “Krish? Ddll? Can you set me up anews feed?’

“Sure,” Krish says. “Y ou mean from here?’

“Yegh”

“I'll take care of it!” Krish says. He leaves to make the arrangements.

The Haze hisses, whispers and istrandated. “What. Good? Display.”

“It' sonly apart of my bigger plan,” BC explains. “But in order for meto get those other parts of
the planin motion, | need the rest of the human race to know how red the whole situation is. | need them
to see you. Both of you. So they know other races exist out there,” hetriesto explain.

“Y ou see, right now, people think Dolomay is another human, aleader of the Universd Idamic
Nation, the UIN, gone rogue. Thanksto my government, the UTZ council, even though the Eldred have
attacked human settlements, most humans don’t know they’ ve been hit by diens, only that they’ ve been
hit. Most humans don't know what the stakes arein thiswar, or even that aienswant to take usout,” BC
sys.

“What of the Eldred’ s plague?’ the Domo asks.

“WEe ve cured the plague, or at least have avaccine for it now. Even so, people don’t know it
came from the Eldred. There are rumorsit came from diens, but nobody seemsto believeit,” BCtdls
them. “That’ swhy | want you to be there as we make thisannouncement. And after we' re through here,
the next step is capturing an Eldred ship. And then we can find out what makesit tic.”

The Haze and the Domo look at BC in silence.

How do you read these guys? Is this surprise? Amusement? Anger?

Krish comes back in and places agrey cube in the center of the table.

“That'sit,” hetellsBC. “Whenever you' re ready. They’ re waiting for you. Just speek, it's cued
to your voice.”

BC nodsat Krish.

Don't want to speak until I'mready, then, do I?

BC motionsto thetwo diensto join him on his side of the table. They move around the table and
take up pogitions behind him.

Woah, what’ s that smell?

Damn, the Domo smells like rotting garbage lying in the hot sun! The Flaze? Just kinda
musty.

Well, here goes...

“Hdlo. I'm Bernard Campion, chief CEO of the Universdl Trade Zone CEO Council... and a
few other thingsI'll explainin aminute. I'm talking to you today from abase out herein the asteroids, run
by the Transpace Project of the UTZ, the company I’ m the CEO for.

“Some of what I’'m about to tell you, you may have dready heard, in other newsreports. But |
hope you will listen when [ tell you that the human race, the entire human race, slands on the brink of
being wiped out by powerful forces from beyond our solar system.

“Please, hear me out. Behind me stand the representatives of two aien species, the Flaze,” BC
turnsin the Flaze sdirection, “and The Domo,” he says, turning back to indicate the Domo.

“We are not alone in the universe. Besides the Flaze and the Domo, there is another race we call
the Eldred. One of their enemies has seized aUIN ship. Thisenemy looks human, like us, and he has
captured ahuman crew to serve him and fly his ship. Y ou know him asthe former head of the UIN, Ibn
Al-Dolomé.

“His ships have been attacking us, on Earth, in orbit, on the Moon. We recently had abit of time
go by when hisships didn’ tattack us. Hewasn't just lying low, I'm afraid. Instead, the ships were out
attacking these aliens and others. These ships have continued their destruction among the worlds of the
Flaze, the Domo, and the race caled the Eldred.

“These emissaries of the Flaze and the Domo came here to see metoday to tell me, to warn us
the Eldred are planning to retdiate againgt us,” BC says. “Againg dl of us. They don't seethe difference



between the UIN and the UTZ. They just see arace collaborating with their enemies.

“The Eldred have adready shown awillingnessto take human life. They engineered the plague that
nearly wiped us out. Now they are mounting amore physical threst.

“Our chalengeistwo-fold. We need to stop the ships of humansled by Dolomay, this enemy of
the Eldred. We dso need to stop the Eldred from exterminating usin the name of interstellar pest control.

“The Eldred recently attacked Mars. The reason for thisisthat the man who cals himself 1bn Al
Dolomé, who recently roseto lead the UIN, isnot aman at dl!” BC pausesto let what he just said sink
in.

“Dolomay isknown by the Eldred asthe Ancient Enemy. Heisan dien, amember of an ancient
race that once dominated the galaxy, and dominated the Eldred. He has taken control of the UIN ships
and has been marauding through space with human crews under his control. Heis causng immense pain
and suffering, and his actions now threaten to bring retribution down upon usal.”

BC clearshisthroat.

“For some strange reason or reasons, I’ ve come to be at the center of al this. Ashead of the
UTZ Council, | expect to speak for, and work on behalf of, the UTZ. Asthe former Pope, | enjoy the
support of M’ Bekke, ah, Pope John Paul the Fourth, and the NcC.

“| dso ask for support from those of you listening on Mars. When Dolomay departed from
Mars, Al Salid granted me the leadership of Marsin order to stop the Eldred from continuing their
vicious attack. Although | was declared leader of Mars, | do not claim to lead the UIN. Of course, as of
right now, therereally isno UIN.

“All of this hasled the Eldred, and these other dliens you see here, to regard meas the person to
talk to. I’ ve been put in aposition where I’ m speaking for all of us. It'snot aburden I’ d choose, but I'll
try to bear it best | can and not fu... messup.

“None of you elected me. But | hopeyou'll give me your support as we face this two-pronged
challenge. | don’t mean to frighten you, but you need to know what the stakes are. We are now
effectively a war on aninterstdlar levd. I'll be honest with you: we are in waaay over our heads, here,
folks. But we do have allies,” BC pausesto nod at both the Flaze and the Domo. “And we do have a
plan to fight both Dolomay and the Eldred.

“I can't tell you what that plan isright now because the Eldred, and maybe even Dolomay, are
listening in on what I'm telling you right now. | haveto ask you to bear with me. Please. Offer any help
you can. As human beings, we're dl in thistogether. In the eyes of our enemiesthereisno UTZ, thereis
no UIN. Only human beings. Onerace. Weredly aredl in thistogether. We need to put aside our
differences to stand together as the human race.

“Thank you.”

Krish moves over and snags the cube from the table top.

“Done!” he says as he pockets the device.

BC turnsto the Flaze and the Domo.

“Thank you,” he saysto them. “1 know thisisn't what you camefor, but | think it helped.”

The Flaze whispers and hisses and the trandator says, “ Admire. Spirit. Success. Y ours. Hope.
Stop. Dolomay.”

The Flaze turns and leaves the room.

“That was clever and well done, Campion,” The Domo tells BC. “We, too, hope you are
successtul.” Thedien turns and follows the other one out.

BC isleft standing with Anita, Krish and Ddll. He lets out a breeth he didn’t redize he was
holding.

“I guess thatwent aswell as could be expected,” BC assesses. “What did | just say?’

“Wadll, let’ ssee,” Anitasays. She holds up her hand to tick off her pointsfinger by finger. “ One:
Y ou declared yoursdlf the leader of the human race. Two: Y ou, um, promised to diminate our enemies
and save usal. Pretty much. That'sdl.”

“Yeah, that’ swhat | thought | heard myself saying. Just seemed like the right thing to do.”

“So,” Anitaasks BC, apuzzled ook on her face, “ Do you redly have aplan?’



“What do you think?’ he asks her back.

“Don't know. Thought you might be making this up as you went dong.”

“Did you, now? Ohyeof littlefaith,” BC admonishes her. “Of course | have aplan. | just made
oneup.”

Anita shakes her head.

“I knew it,” shesays. “So... What isyour plan?’

“We need aUIN ship, first. Krish, Déell, | need you two to take a Trangpace engineto Mars, find
aUIN ship, ingal thedrive and fly it back here”

“Can | ask why?” Krish asks BC.

“You can ask,” BC responds without answering him. He stares at the smaller man. Krish stares
back, then gives up and turnsto go.

“Fine” he saysashe' sleaving. He looks over a Ddll. “C' mon. Timeto do the emperor’s
bidding, you know!”

Dél nodsto BC and then turns and follows Krish out the door.

“So.” Anitaconfronts BC. “What isyour plan?’

“I want to make adecoy ship. Useit to lure the Eldred into a vulnerable position. Then we use
the UIN’ s old takeover technology to power down an Eldred ship so we can captureit!”

“The UIN’s old takeover tech? What, from the early years of the war? The tech that shut down
the orbital stations? Y ou think that’ Il work on the Eldred?” She askshim.

“Not entirely sure,” BC admits, “Buit it should distract them, keep them busy and maybe drain the
ship’spower. I’ ve been on their ships. Strangdy enough, their suff isn't thatdifferent from ours. At
worgt, the takeover tech won't work. At best, we get control of one of their ships.”

“Youarean optimist,” she saysgrimly, but then she amilesat him. “ That surprisesme.”

“Me?1’'mjust full of surprisesl” BC jokes lamely.

| might seem optimistic on the outside. Inside? Not so much. The human raceisin real
troubleif I’m humanity’ s best hope for winning this...

“Do you think your big-brain boys out here can adapt that UIN takeover tech to make it more
likely to be compatible with Eldred systems?’ he asks her.

“Maybe,” shesays. “I'll tdl Krish and Ddll to start working on that while they’ re on their way
back herefrom Mars. We' ll need to make sure they get a UIN ship with the system built into it.”

“Great!” BC says. “Next, we' re going to need ahighly reflective asteroid with aholeinit.
Reflective soit’ s ablative, so the Eldred’ swesponswon't penetrate easily,” he explains. “It’ s gottabe big
enough for aship to fit ingde, big enough so we can makeaship-sizeholeinit. Tunnd intoit... Any
candidates come to mind?’

“Not right off,” Anitaanswers. “But that' s alittle outsde my area of expertise. I’ll check with our
mining and progpecting guys, and let you know.”

“Good.”

Anitalooks a him, another puzzled ook crossing her face. She breaks eye contact and nearly
runs out of the room.

“I've got to catch Krish and Dell and let them know about the takeover tech before they leave,”
she calsover her shoulder. “Don’t want to be broadcagting that later,” she says, her voicetrailing off.

What was 100k?

Chapter Nine

BC'splan comestogether over the next few weeks. The Project finds an asteroid that fitsthe bill,
about half an orbit away from the old Project base. Therock islarge, reflective, and has abig tunnel
aready in placeingde of it. They clear more space as needed. At BC' singtruction, Project technicians



mount twin lasers on each side of the tunnel entrance. They mount the UIN takeover tech’ s energy
draining coil in the base of the tunne, and the tech itsdlf in the tunnel roof overhead.

Krish and Dell have been working on the UIN ship they brought back in ahidden part of the
Project Base' slanding bay, mounting the Transpace drive and turning it into a close duplicate of one of
Dolomay’ s ships. The ship isnow ready and waiting.

The Domo representative has been in contact with BC, keeping him informed of Dolomay’ sraids
and whereabouts. Dolomay’ s ships and crews have continued to be active in Flaze and Domo space,
and hitting targets on the edge of Eldred territory. BC asks the Domo to keep telling him where Dolomay
isattacking, hoping to find the right moment to launch his decoy and his plan, to catch the Eldred’s
atention. The Eldred won't believe the decoy’ sredly Dolomay if he'sactudly off hitting them
somewhere else worlds away at the same time. Dolomay doesn't need to be back in the solar system,
just away from Eldred space.

Where are you, Dolomay?

BC has spent nearly amonth playing the waiting game. Playing hide and seek with Dolomay
while watching over the preparations for his mousetrap. Supervision. Hetellshimsdf that’ swhy he's
staying out at the Project base. Certainly not just to hang out with Anita. Truth ishe hardly sees her.

The Project baseislarge. BC occupies much of histime exploring. Hetries not to get in Anita's
way as sherunsfull speed through her days. Many days he doesn't see her at dl, just hears from her
over the com when she cdls his quarterswith news or aquestion.

| think she keeps busy to keep avoiding me. Or maybe I’'m just paranoid. Then again...
What’ s not to be paranoid about? After all... They are out to get us! | wish Dolomay would get on
with it!

The waiting game. | hateit! At least the Eldred haven't attacked us again. Yet. | know
they re out there. Probably nearby. But we can’t find them.

That’s why we need one of their ships. Gotta figure out their shielding. Weapons. See what
their drive systemislike. Dell and Krish and the boys will have a field day! Once we get
thema ship.

“BC?" Anitacdlshim up out of hisreverie over the com. “M’Bekkefor you. Line one.”

M’ Bekke? How long hasit been?

“M’Bekke!”
“BC!” hecadlsback, after the dight delay that accompanies Earth to Asteroid Base
communications. “How areyou?’

“Aswell as can be expected. As good asthe Pope can be,” M’ Bekke says. “Things are pretty
bad here, BC. Despite the vaccine, the plagueis till dlaming victims. I’ ve reingtated the OPO to help me
keep order, but UTZ people are abandoning their posts. Or dying. Then there was your ‘ announcement’
last month. We saw rioting here after that.”

“I'm sorry to hear al that, M’ Bekke,” BC tellshim. “I’ll be coming back Earth sde once finish
alittle project I'mworking on out here.”

Can't say anything more on this channel. Hell, on channel! Don’t wanna blow it now!

“Right. A ‘Project’ project?’

BC just nods.

“l see, can't say what itis,” M’ Bekke says.

“I'm not even sure our old CCU’ swould be secure from them,” BC admits. “Given our current
circumstances and opposition.”

M’ Bekke getsit.

“I understand. Well. | hope to see you soon. | agreed to run the NcC, not the whole planet!”

M’ Bekkeexclams.

“And | didn’t expect to bein charge of anything,” BC fires back. “Never mind Everything!” He
laughsanironic laugh.

“Risng to thelevd of our incompetence, eh?” M’ Bekke says. “Wadll, let me know what's
happening. When you can.”



“Will do. Good luck to dl of us, hun?’

“Luck?What about the power of prayer, BC?”’

“I'll take whatever edge | can get,” BC jokes.

“M’Bekkeout,” he says, signing off.

People are still dying, M’ Bekke says. But Wentworth seems convinced it’s cured, at least
for now. So why are people still dying?

“BC!” Anitacdlsover the com.

“What isit?’

“The Domo caled while you were speaking with M’ Bekke. 1t's Dolomay. They’ ve found him!
His ships are heading back towards the Solar System!”

Funny... that really shouldn’t be good news.

Butitid

“Gregt! Let’'sdoit!” BC commands.

BC' splanisput into action.

The decoy Dolomay ship is launched and travels over to lurk around the trap asteroid. The
Project launches Stinger shipsto go after the fake Dolomay UIN ship asit appears.

A smdll fleet of Eldred ships soon gppear. Their deek silver forms hang back up above the plane
of thedliptic, avoiding asteroids.

Right on cue. Although | didn’t expect to see so many Eldred ships! | just need one...

BC boards a Stinger ship and heads out to be closer to the action, to see histrap at work and
watch his plan take shape.

Get to the asteroid, boys, make it fast...

Eldred ships begin to drop and swarm around the decoy, but it manages to elude them and head
towards the trap asteroid.

BC watchesfrom the bridge as his ship pulls dlongside the other Project ships, now disengaging
from their “attacks’ on the decoy as the Eldred ships gpproach.

Well. Let’ s seeif this actually works...

BC can't redly make out too much of the action from his vantage point.

“Can you give me someideaasto how it' sgoing?’ BC asksthe captain.

“Surething,” she says. “Hold on and I'll get aviewscreen up for you.” She punchesin some
commandsinto the control pand in front of her.

A light blue, three dimensiond pand appearsintheair in front of BC, aholographic heads-up
display. Asteroids and ships dot the screen, labeled and represented in varying colors: Eldred shipsare
blue, Project ships are green, asteroids are purple, and the decoy ship is bright red.

As BC watches, the red ship darts away from the blue ships and towards an asteroid of a
different color —white. It has no labd.

“Isthe whiterock thetrap?’ BC asks.

“Yeah. Wedon't want to labe it that, though. Probably shouldn’t even be adifferent color,” the
captain tells him. She sounds alittle put off.

Sounds like someone was overruled on the tactical display decision...Hey, there it goes!

The red ship has disappeared inside the white rock on the display.

“Thedecoy’sinthetrap,” the captain informshim. “Let’ s seeif an Eldred ship takesthe bait!”

Blue ships surround the white rock.

“Arethey firing a it?” BC asks. “I can't tell from this”

“They’'re blasting at the rock, but it's doing what we' d hoped it would, reflecting and ablating the
energy,” shetdlshim.

One of the blue ship divesin towards the rock.

Thisisfrustrating... can’t tell what' s really happening.

“Aren’t there any cameras on thetrap rock?’ BC asks. “1’d like to see avisual feed, seewhat’s
goingon.”

“WEe' ve got cameras and other tactical equipment on there, but the plan isto keep the rock quiet



until we get an Eldred ship in there. Then they’ll start broadcasting.”

She notices something out of the corner of her eye.

“Herewego! They'rein. I'll switch to thevideo feeds.”

BC’sblue screen blinks off, replaced by four cameraviews from inside and outside of the trap.
There are bright flashes and two of the feeds go blank. The energy draining coil risesinto the picture on
one of the two remaining screens asthe hull of the Eldred ship glides across the top of that screen. The
other remaining feed shows the decoy ship, docked inside the trap rock aongside the small base built for
thisvery purpose.

The energy draining coil glowsblue asit generatesitsfield. As BC watches, the coil contactsthe
hull of the Eldred ship aboveit. The camera pulls back as someone adjusts the zoom. BC seesthe energy
field grow to cover the Eldred ship, hopefully draining the energy fromiit.

“The Eldred ship is powering down!” avoice announces over the com. “The decoy crew is off
their ship. Automated protocols are engaged. Stay clear, we' re blowing the other side of the rock open.”

There saflash on the feed that shows the decoy ship asthey blast open the other side of the
rock, the other end of the tunnel bored through the trap asteroid.

“WEe' ve got the Eldred ship! Let the decoy go!”

The now unmanned decoy ship decouples from the dock and flies out from the other side of the
trap asteroid.

“Could you put up the other display?” BC asksthe captain. The light blue tactical screen
reappears. BC watches the red ship streak across the screen. A swarm of blue ships give chase, leaving
the stranded ship behind in the Project’ strap asteroid.

The decoy, the red ship, disappears off the edge of the screen.

“Can we follow the decoy?’ BC asks, and the red ship isback on the screen asthe display
adjusts. But the blue ships soon reach it, and the red ship then disappears from the middle of the display.

“The decoy ship has been destroyed by the Eldred,” the captain confirms.

“Show me the feed with the captured Eldred ship,” BC asks. The feed regppears, the Eldred
ship il bathed in the blue glow of the energy draining fidld. Smal glowing dots, likefireflies, are
gppearing around the ship.

“What arethose?’ BC asks. “What’ s going on? What are they trying to do?’

“That’ snot them, it'sus,” the captain says. “ That’ sthe UIN’ s takeover tech. We modified it
some, loaded it into little ‘ bots shielded from the effects of the energy draining coil.”

The lights descend upon the Eldred ship asthe ‘ bots affix themselvesto the ship’s hull.

“The takeover tech is attached and attempting to compromise the Eldred ship’s systems,” the
com says. “ Prepare to deploy the simulated explosion.”

Here comes my favorite part!

“Show methe other feed. Please,” BC asks.

The video feed changes. BC watches as around mass of metallic particlesis propelled out of the
newly blown open end of the trap asteroid. A flash blinds the camera and the screen glows white. Asthe
cameraadjugts, BC can see the debrisfield spreading out from the end of the trap asteroid. It'sa
carefully constructed debrisfield, made up of bits and pieces of salvaged Eldred ships.

Not that they left us a lot to work with. We gathered all the bits we could from around
Mars. Hopefully it will convince them the ship we just captured has blown up, and they'll leave it
to us!

Let'sseeif they buy it...

“Can | get the heads up display back?’ he asks.

“Surething.”

BC watches the blue ships on the screen buzzing around the fake “wreckage” of the Eldred ship
and the trap asteroid, and around the area where they destroyed the decoy ship.

One by one, the blue ships begin disappearing from the screen.

“Yed” BC can't help but let out ayell asthe last blue ship disgppears. “ Give me the asteroid
cam feed again!”



“So demanding,” the captain says with alaugh, but she putstheinterior feed back on for BC.

On the screen, the blue-glowing Eldred ship sits with the energy draining coil attached to itslower
hull.

Doesn't look like they’ re going anywhere... And the others think they' re dead!

A hatch dilates open in the smooth side of the ship. The Eldred crew begins emerging, wearing
atmosphere suits. They ook around suspicioudly, but seem dazed, confused. Some leave the ship and
merely stand aside, dmost catatonic. As BC watchesin hismonitor, Project scientists gpproach the
Eldred crew. The Eldred put up no fight, and alow the scientists to lead them away, off camera, to a
waiting Project ship.

Well, well, well... we ve got ourselves an Eldred ship! BC and hisship returnto the
Project’smain asteroid base. Krish and Dell are waiting for him in the landing bay as he leavesthe ship.

We did it! Now that we' ve actually managed to capture one of their ships, the boys here
have gotta be salivating over the prospect of reverse engineering that Eldred tech!

“Gregt job, BC!” Krish greets him, and daps him on the back. The short scientist isgrinning
broadly. “Our cargo carrier isloading the captured ship on board right now, bringing it over here sowe
can get to work! We'll keep it in the hidey-hole we made for working on the decoy, it is perfect! We'll
be dissecting her inno time!”

Ddl nods down his gpprova, characteristically reserved, but even he can’t help crack alittle bit
of asmileand add hisapprova.

“Wdl done, BC,” thetdl English scientist saysto him.

Dell then looks over to Krish. “We should go get ready for our ddlivery.”

“You make it sound asif we rewaiting on take-out!” Krish says, and then laughs.

“Have fun, you guys. Hey! Where' s Anita?’ BC asksthe two men.

“She' ssupervising the captured Eldred crew,” Ddll tellshim. “They’ re bringing them in now on
the other sde of thelanding area,” he says, pointing past BC to a Stinger ship landing by the bay’ s distant
other sde. “We should go,” Dell saysto Krish.

Heh! Dell triesto hideit, but | think he's more excited than Krish is about taking that ship
apart.

“I don’t want to keep you guys. Go ahead! But remember to be very careful, gentlemen,” BC
saysto them. “Watch out for booby traps, automatic self-destructs. The takeover tech hasinfiltrated the
systems, but...”

Krish waves BC' swarnings aside. “We know! We know al about these things. Don't you
worry!”

“WEe | take every precaution, | assureyou,” Dl sayswith authority.

“You, | blieve,” BC says, and laughs.

“That hurtd” Krish says, in mock pain. The two turn and leave, leaving BC standing aone next to
hisship.

Let’s go meet the crew. See what they're like. What sort of fuzzy blue koala bears do we
have here?

BC dtrides acrossthe vast landing area. Anitaistrying to shepherd the twelve diens acrossthe
landing bay as BC gpproaches. The dienslook lethargic and dull, and seem more inclined to wander
amlesdy than follow Anita Two Project security guards arefutilely trying to help.

The*Leader of Responsihility” for the ship is obvious by decoration. He's also obvioudy not
well a al. Instead of the Eldred’ susud light blue coloring, the leader isturning gray.

“BC!” Anitagreetshim. “Am | glad you're here! Can you try talking to these Eldred? They don’'t
seemto belistening to me!”

What' s wrong with them?

The Eldred crew members show no sign of recognizing their surroundings. All of the crew
membersarelosing color, fading to adull gray.

“I'll try... Hdlo! I’'m Bernard Campion.”

They remain slent, non-responsive. And gray.



BC waksadongsdethe dien. The Eldred “ Leader of Responsbility” continuesto ignore him.

“There’ sno need to be so heroic,” BC tellsthe leader.

The Eldred leader pays no attention to BC. Instead, itseyes close. It collapses a BC' sfest.

What the fuck?

“Medic!” BC cdlsout.

Severa come running, but stop in their tracks when they see the Eldred.

“Um,” the closest med tech saysto BC, “we, um, weredlly don’t know what to do with one of
these, ar.”

One of the others pushes past and kneels over the prone dien. Hetriesto find asign of life, a
pulse, anything. He stops and looks up a BC.

“I think he' sdead,” the med tech says.

What?

Huh...lookslike heis. Hard to tell.

The Eldred does appesar to be dead. Suddenly, the Eldred next to the leader’ sbody aso
collapses.

Shit! Another one down!

Then the other Eldred drop, one by one, like acluster of fuzzy gray dominoes, apparently from
highest rank to lowest. BC and the med techs check the bodiesfor any sgnsof life.

All dead.

BC draightens up from the last bodly.

The med techsline the alien corpsesup in arow.

BC looks back over the row of dead Eldred lying on the ground and shakes his head.

Why? What isthis?

I’ ve heard of some animals that die in captivity. Maybe they're like that? Weird. It's
unusual. They wouldn’t even speak. Why is that?

“BC?" Anitacdlsover to him. He sraightens up, fights back an upwelling, emotiona urgeto let
tearsgart flowing.

Why isit hitting me like this? | don’t really know. Just hits me kind of... funny?

“What isit, Anita?’ heasksin atired voice.

“What did we do wrong?’ She asks him, obvioudy pained.

“I don't know. Maybethey just can’t livein captivity.”

“They were acting S0 strangdly. I’ ve never seen them so oblivious.”

“It'sfunny. | can see abattlein space, see one of their ships blow up and not fedl much of
anything. But to see them collgpse and dieright in front of you likethat...” BC doesn't know how to
finish, what to say. He shakes hishead again.

“I’'m sorry, BC,” Anitasays.

“Sorry? Why should you be sorry? It'snot your fault.” “1 know, but I'm sorry this has put a
damper on the victory, our capture of their ship,” shetdlshim. “I can seeit on your face, in your eyes.
Thisredly isaffecting you.”

“I'mfine” BC says. “But thanks for reminding me we do have something to celebrate... How
about we do dinner?’

She eyes him suspicioudy, but then she actudly smiles.

“You'reon. Seeyou a eight?’

“Eightitid” BC agrees. He leaves Anitain the landing bay and headsfor the asteroid base' s
control center to see what' s become of Dolomay’ s actud forces.

They were on their way into our neck of the woods... can’t allow our victory here to
distract us from him. Wouldn’t be good to let him to surprise us.

“Dolomay’ sshipsare gone,” atech at the center informs him. “We tracked them asthey came
out of their Transpace jumps. They were hanging back. Seemed like they were watching us battle the
Eldred. When the Eldred jumped away, they took off, too.”

“Wdll... keep your eyes open. We can't be sureif they went after the Eldred, or if they'rejust



trying to fake usout.”

“Will do, gr.”

“Keep me posted.”

| wonder who Dolomay wants to attack more? Us? Or the Eldred?

BC and Anitameet for dinner in Van Kilner’ s old arboretum. Anitamakes arrangements for food
to be delivered from the Project’ skitchens. BC finds atable and chairs so they have placesto sit and
something to et off.

BC and Anitasit across from each other at the table, looking &t the steam rising from the food,
looking around at the vegetation, but not really looking at each other. Anita bresksthe silence.

“Wdl. Guesswe should ladle this stuff out and est, huh?’

“Guess s0,” BC agrees. They spoon out portions onto their dishes and pass the food between
them in awkward sllence.

Damn. | don’t know what to say.

“Looksgood,” BC sputters out lamely.

“Redlly?| guessit'sokay,” she says.

They et quidly.

Thisis so lame. Gotta say something...

“We did pretty good today, getting that Eldred ship. Everybody did redly well. Wefooled the
Eldred,” BC sayswith some pride. “And Dolomay stayed out of theway.”

Trying to start a conversation over dinner...

“Wedid wel, weredly did,” Anitaagrees. “And Krish and Dell haven't been heard from since
they stashed that ship away for sudy this afternoon!”

“Arethey okay?’ BC askswith ahint of darmin hisvoice.

“Oh. Yeah, they'refine! It'sjust an expression, BC, sorry.”

“Stop gpologizing!” Helaughs. “ Forget about them for now. There smore | want to talk to you
abou...” BCiscut off by the sound of the com cutting through.

“Mr. Campion? The UTZ Council ison theline, priority call. Sorry to interrupt you.”

“Put them through,” BC sayswith asigh. “Campion here, go ahead.”

“Campion? It's Wentworth. 1t' s bad, getting worse. We need you back on Earth.”

“Right. When?’

“Now would be good. There's something wrong. The plague vaccine doesn’'t seem to be
working for everyone, not anymore. I'm calling an emergency meeting of the UTZ council!”

“Youare?

“Actudly, no,” Wentworth corrects himsdlf. “ You ! How soon can you be back here?’

Anitaisdready boxing up their dinner and clearing the table.

“How soonisnow?’ BC asksrhetoricaly. Anitagives him adightly disgusted look. “What?’

“Nothing!” sheindsts.

Right. It's never ‘nothing’! Even | know better than that!

“Campion?’ Wentworth asks over the com.

“I'm on my way, Campion out,” he says, ending the communication. He looks over a Anita
“Sorry.”

“Don'tbe” Sheig't looking a him, avoids eye contact as shetellshim, “Y ou should get going.
Here” she says, finaly looking hisway as she hands him the box with the rest of the dinner they were
sharing. “You can eat it on your way there. I... I’ ve gottaget going too,” shetells him. She ducks out of
the arboretum before BC can respond.

Great.

Chapter Ten



AsBC heads back to Earth space, he getsin contact with the other surviving members of the
UTZ Council, organizing ameeting on the Moon at Lunar Prime.

Back to the moon, once again.

“It’' sthe safest place for now,” BC tells each council member. Lunar Prime hasthrived under the
leadership of Governor Amanda Erskine.

In a way, she' s fulfilling the promise of Meredith McEntyre that | cut short. She’s turned
out to be a true leader. Keeps Lunar Prime thriving despite the plague and the war .

The Eldred may have started the plague by planting it on the delegates at my peace
conference on Lunar Prime, but she’s kept it contained there. Under control.

Back to the moon.

BC'stripisshort as hetravelsby Stinger ship, using the Transpace drive to quickly flash from the
agteroidsto Earth’ s orbit. HE' s soon back in the buildings and tunnels of Lunar Prime. He enjoysawalk
under the city’ smain dome through the atrium.

MMMmm... | love the way it smellsin here, like dirt and plants, the moisturein the air...
look at those trees! They' ve really grown.

The Moon. Funny. Once again, it kind of feels like home.

He heads for the Vatican Mission. Pope John Paul the Fourth, M’ Bekke, makes sure there are
rooms available there for BC whenever he needs them.

The actud UTZ Council meetingswon't gart until tomorrow “morning” on Lunar Prime. BC has
time to catch up on some deep before the rest of the council arrives.

Thereisacdl from Anitawaiting for him as he gets up the next morning.

“BC! Krish and Dell surfaced just long enough to update me with somewild news. Call me when
you can. Bye!”

After herefreshes himself and gets dressed, BC calls Anita back.

“BC! You'll never guesswhat Krish and Dell found on the Eldred Ship!”

No, | never will.

“What?" he asks, playing nice.

“Project Technology!”

“What do you mean, ‘ Project Technology’ ?’

“They were using our stuff!” she says, with amix of curiosity and disappointment detectablein
her voice.

“Maybe you should beflattered,” BC offers. “ They’ re adapting your technology.”

“They’reusing our Trangpace drivel” sheexclams.

“Wadl,” BC says, trying to bright Sdeit, “'Y ou must have superior technology... in some cases.”

Thisis not the news | hoped for. | want their superior tech. Don’t tell me they only more
advanced than we are!

“Great,” Anitasays sarcadticaly, not ppreciating hislightness. “I1t'saweird thing, though. Aside
from our drives, Krish and Dell tell me everything else on board, most of the other parts of the ship, seem
to be thousands of yearsold! Just about everything' sold, and it'sal verywdl maintained. Even our suff
isintegrated seamlesdy.”

“Just how oldisther ship?’

“I’'m beginning to wonder just how many times over the ship has been replaced piece by piece,”
Anitapondersaoud. “This ship could be... well, ancient.”

“Tell me” BC asks, “Will any of thismakeit any easer to reverse engineer their technology?’

“Maybe. Gotta hope so, huh?” she sayswith ahint of optimism.

“Wadll, I’ ve gotta go meet with the council. Kegp me informed, okay?’

“I will. Enjoy your mestings.”

“Right. Pretty unlikely. I'll talk to you soon, Anita.”

“Take care, BC,” she says, and Signs off.

The UTZ council meetings are actudly mercifully brief. BC asksthe council why there are il



people dying of the plague on Earth if Wentworth sayshe' sgot acure. Thereisno answer.

BC shareshis suspicions.

“I think the Eldred have let the plague continue to ‘evolve' to its next stage, to take out another
segment of the population unfortunate enough to share some randomly chosen genetic marker,” hetells
them. “It may be aresult of our refusing to go dong with their restrictions. The war is apparently over,
but we haven't stayed within Jupiter’ s orbit, haven't withdrawn from our interstellar outposts. And
Dolomay isranging across the systems out there. They no doubt hold him againgt us.”

The council agreesthis could be happening, and votes to continue fighting the plague. UTZ and
Project scientistswill be sent back to their [absto see why their vaccineisn’t working.

The shipyard in the asteroidsis till off the books, so to speak, known to only BC and
Wentworth among the council, S0 some of the councilors ask about rebuilding the old shipyard on Earth.
Wentworth assures them this project is under way.

BC isquizzed on the Project, and answers as vaguely as possible. The UTZ Council is not what
it was. No one chdlenges BC' s vagaries. No one pushes to have him explain in more depth. No one
brings up his press conference with the dliens again, either. Although he had broken every agreement of
the previous council meetings, no one challenges BC now.

In hisclosing statements, BC reiterates his steady encouragement to the rest of the UTZ Council
to recruit more potentia pilots and troops to bolster the UTZ forces.

“What good will it do usto build shipsif we don’t have the men and women to fly them?’ he
asksthe council. It s been two long days of meaningless meetings dedling with dull generditiesthat don't
redlly seem to bear upon redlity.

Two days of this wasting my time. Well, we need the manpower. Maybe that will be the
good that comes out of all of this.

“And 0, inclosing, | ask again that you please try to motivate your congtituentsto jointhe UTZ
forcesand help fight for the very surviva of our species! Thank you.”

Morons. God help usall.

BC getsback to hisroomsto find an urgent call waiting from Anita.

“BC! It'sDolomay! He shere... he attacking us at the old Project base!”

And I’'mwasting my time here.

“Y ou know what to do,” he saysto her. “ Scramble dl the stingers you can, keep him away from
the ships on the line, and keep him from landing on the base. Y ou know he' sgoing to try to land and raid
for supplies and any tech he can grab! Worse comesto worse, sedl the place up, blast your way out and
come back here. But try to keep him at bay with those stingers!”

“I know, they’re scrambled,” she says. “But BC, he' sgot more ships! There are five now!”

“Five? More ships, huh?’

“Guess he' sbeen recruiting,” Anitasays. “1 don't know, BC. All I know isthat he' s got five
ships, maybe six, and they’ re here now!”

“If I leave here now, | don’t know that I'll get therein timeto do anything,” BC tells her, thinking
out loud.

“I don’'t think you...” Anitaiscut off.

“Anita?’ BC triesto reconnect. Thesignd returns.

“Sorry, BC, | gottago. Dolomay’ strying to land on the base! Man, you called that one,” she
concedes. “ Guess we will need reinforcements! We re going to fight, hide out, or dietrying hereif we
haveto. Gotta run!”

“Good luck,” he wishes her.

“Thanks, we need it. Good luck to al of usl” She sgnsoff. BC relays her request for
reinforcementsto nearby UTZ forces who might have a chance of getting therein time to help them.

It'sall I can do. Wouldn’t do any good to hop in a ship to try to ride to the rescue. Never
get there in time, not the way Dolomay works.

Good luck, Anita!

What' s that?



“Bernard Campion?’

Someone at the door?

“BC? A voice cdlsfrom the spegker in thewall. Someoneis caling him from the other sde of
the door to hisrooms.

“Whoisit?’

“It' sthe Governor, Amanda Erskine. May | comein?’

Governor Erskine?

“Sure, comein. Door open,” he says. Amanda Erskine standsin the doorway. With her straight,
short hair and her pantsuit, she cuts abusinesdike figure, athough the conservative suit sill managesto
flatter her.

“Hello, Father Campion,” she greetshim.

“Governor Erskine! What apleasure,” BC says, gesturing for her to comein. “And please, you
know, cal me BC, everyone does.”

“Thank you, BC,” she says as she enters the room. She waits for the door to close behind her
before she speaks again.

A cautious woman.

“I’m here because there' s been another attack on the Moon by UIN forces. Y our UTZ people
told methe UIN was't aworry anymore!”

“They aren't! It can’'t be the UIN. When did this happen?| didn’t fed anything,” BC is confused.

“They didn’t hit Lunar Prime, that’ swhy you didn’t fed it. They atacked your Project base, on
the other sde of the Moon.”

“I didn’t hear anything about this” BC admits. “Werethere any survivors?” he asks, alittle
stunned.

“Don’'t know,” shetdlshim. “The place wasleveled.”

“S0... wait, when did this happen?’ he asks again, as he tries to sort out the news.

“About two hours ago. WEe' rejust getting on Site reports back now. Looks like they landed,
looted, and then leveled the base, destroying whatever they |eft behind. We leave the place pretty much
aone, so wedidn’'t know anything was happening until our motion detectors and seismic detectors
started going crazy during what must have been their find bombardment. We sent some ships rushing
over, but by thetime they arrived the UIN shipswere gone.”

She shakes her head and then looks BC in the eye.

“Y ou told usthe UIN was through attacking! | didn’t even think they were capable of an attack,
after what the Eldred did to them.” There’ sapuzzled look on her face.

“It' snot the UIN,” BC triesto explain. “It’ sthe guy | wastalking about in my press conference
with those dliens. Dolomay.”

“But we registered the presence of severd ships! Y ou said hejust had two,” sheinsigts.

“I"ve snce been informed that he’ s got more ships flying with him, at least five ships. HE susing
them to attack The Project base right now.”

“Was everything you told the public in that press conference true?’

“It was. Simplified, but true. Those aliensthat were with me, the Flaze and the Domo, kept our
race’ s development hidden from the Eldred. If the Eldred had found us early enough, they would have
wiped usout!”

“I remember you told me something abouit dl this, the Eldred and the plague,” she says. “If |
understand you right, Dolomay isamember of the race known as the Ancient Enemy who has somehow
come back to life and is now recruiting human beings as hisfollowers?’

“Pretty much. Dolomay is ruthless! One reason the Eldred spared at least some of usisthat we
have empathy, love, religion, at least the capacity of living alittle beyond ourselves. The old race didn’t
have that capacity. Probably because they didn’t need to guess what other people were thinking,” BC
tellsher.

“What?’

“Dolomay and the Ancient Enemy look alot like we do, but they’ re different. They lack our



capacity to believe, and our capacity to love. They were acold and competitive people, if Dolomay is
any indication. But they were mentally more advanced than we are. They have the ability to read minds,
at least surface thoughts, and to communicate directly, mind to mind.”

“That'salittlefarfetched, isn't it?”’

“Granted. It isalittle overwhelming,” BC admits. “But it gets crazier. Thereason | know thisis
true... well, I've heard Dolomay in my mind. He's spoken to me, mind-to-mind, and he' stried to attack
mewith hismind.” Erskinejust saresat BC. “1 know, | know. It soundsinsane,” he admits.

“Why you?’ sheasks BC. “Why should he talk to you, mind-to-mind?’

“I’'m not entirely sure,” BC admits. “1 think | might be more, | don’t know, | guess* sensitive’, to
his mentd powers. Y ou see, awhile back | was taken prisoner by areligious cult. They dosed mewith
some pretty heavy psychotropic drugs asthey tried to brainwash me. | ressted and survived, but it' sasif
part of my mind was rewired, and now | can ‘hear’ himin my mind.”

I’mnot telling her | thought | talked to God...

“ After being repeatedly dosed with their drugs | started getting monster headaches. After awhile
they began to clear, but asthey went away | began to sense something, | began to fed another presence
out there. And it turned out to be Dolomay. It'salmost asif I'm the only one tuned into the wavelengths
he' s broadcasting on. | can sense him probing, casting out, and seeking for us, for our minds. And when |
noticed him, he noticed me. | had to find away to keep him out as he tried to take over my mind.”

“Areyou sure you were successful 7’ she asks BC. “Maybe he' susing you, listening and
watching usthrough you.”

A smart cautious woman.

“I"d liketo think | was successful. | could fed hisfrustration a my blocking him. When he
reaches out, my mind fedls... violatedby the oily touch of hismind, histhoughts. It'skind of hard to put
into words, but | know it when he' sthere. | think.”

“It doesn't hurt to be careful,” Erskine says. “ So where did they dig up this Dolomay? How ishe
il around? Shouldn’'t he be amillion years dead and gone?’

“He should be. Evidently, he was placed in suspended animation as a punishment for his crimes
by the Ancient Enemy amillion years ago.”

“Oh great! Y ou mean... thisguy wasacrimind among cutthroats? Even theythought he was
bad?’

“Looksthat way. The Eldred discovered that another alien race possessed a capsule with
Dolomay inside. They brought Dolomay, inside his capsule, back to Eldray and kept him there, his
continued existence a secret. When the Eldred brought meto Eldray, my proximity somehow triggered
the capsul€e s contrals... and Dolomay thawed out.”

“I remember when you were steeling yourself to go vist them. Y ou had no ideaabout this stuff
with Dolomay then, did you?’

“I had never even heard of the Ancient Enemy.”

“How did the Eldred alow thisto happen?’

“They didn’t put Dolomay in the suspended animation. They just kepthiminit, without redly
understanding the technology of the Ancient Enemy that was kegping him under... and that, ultimately,
woke him up.”

“Thiswould dmost be comicd if hewasn't so deadly,” she observes.

“I'trytolaughatitsol don't cry,” BCtelsher. “Asfor Dolomay’s mind control, and whether
he' swatching through me? 1" d bet he' s pretty tied up using his abilities kegping hislittle fleet together right
now. And why would he be trying to get to me and through my blocks 1’ ve put up against him, when dll
the rest of humanity, every other human mind, is open to him?’

“Gredt.”

“What?’

“Now we have to suspect everyone,” she points out.

“And | thought | was paranoid,” he says. “Wadll... it's probably wise to be paranoid, at this

point.”



An darm beginsto go off in BC' srooms, sartling both Erskine and BC.
“BC! It'sAnital” Her voice calls out from the com on emergency override.
“Anita? Where are you?’

“We' re here! In orbit of the Moon, BC!”

Chapter Eleven

“We bailed on the asteroid base, at least for now!” Anitaexplainsto BC over the com. “I piled
everyone | could into the biggest transport we had and we blasted our way out! | didn’'t want to go to...
anywhere else, you know? So we came to the Moon. But we went to our old base... | don’t know, BC.
It sjust gone — destroyed!”

BC and Erskine exchange aknowing glance.

“I'just got that news from the governor here,” BC tells her. “Dolomay attacked about two hours
ago, raided and destroyed the place.”

“Great. So where are we supposed to land?’ Anitaasks over the com.

“Havethem land at Lunar Prime,” Erskinesays. “I'll clear it for you.”

“Thank you, governor,” Anitathanks her and signs off.

“Com?’ Amanda Erskine calls out loud.

“Com,” the system responds.

“Give methe port,” Erskine says.

“Port Authority here. Oh, hello Governor Erskine!” the speakersring out with the man’svoice.

“Burt, we' ve got a ship here from the Project. Coming in. A big one. There may be others
coming, too. Clear them, bring them in. Make sure to get their ships berthed properly, got that?’ she
commands.

“Got it,” he says over the com. “Done and done, Madame Governor. Over and out.”

“You heard theman,” Erskine saysto BC. “Done and done.”

“Thank you.”

“You' rewecome. | figureit' stheleast | can do. Y ou'reteling me we ve got awhole race of
diensthat want us dead. Never mind an interstellar, telepathic sociopath. We humans need to stick
together, huh?’ She smiles, aseriousgrin. “ So... when are you getting the UIN on our Sde?’

“Hah!” BC laughsanironic laugh. “ That isagood question. They’ rekind of on board already.
Dolomay used the people of Mars as Ibn Al-Dolomé. | managed to get the Eldred to spare some of
them and Marsitsdf, for thetime being. The Eldred believethat | am in charge of Mars now, actudly. Al
Sdid agreed toit.”

“Oh. I'm sorry. Haven't you heard? Al Sdlid isdead,” Erskinetells BC.

“What?’

“Y ou hadn't heard the news. Wdll, it did just get reported.”

“No, | hadn’t heard,” BC says.

| just saw the guy!

“He, uh, committed suicide.” shetdlshim.

“Great,” hesighs.

“There' sanew Khalif, now. He' s spesking as the new head of the UIN.”

“When did this happen?

“Today.”

“Why wasn't I... never mind governor, not your fault. I'm just the head of the UTZ council...
think I’ d get the news...” BC shakes his head. “ Our new Khdlif needsto be careful. The Eldred only
spared Mars because | vouched for the planet, and Al Salid backed me up. They might take the new
Khaif’ sannouncement abad sgn.... if you seewhat | mean,” BC triesto explain histhinking.



“| do,” she says, conceding his point.

“I’'m going to haveto talk to him soon,” BC says, but he' saready thinking ahead.

The Eldred won't be pleased. Gotta meet the Khalif. Let him know I’'mnot in way, but
trying to stay in the way of the Eldred wiping out everyone on Mars!

“Hey, thanks again for stopping by with the news about the Project base, governor,” BC says.
“And for being so accommodating with the shipsthat are arriving.”

“You' rewelcome,” she says, adisappointed look on her face. “Isthat my cueto leave, then?’

BCisconfused.

“Wadll, uh, | thought that was al you came herefor. I’'m sorry. Was there something ese?’ he
gpologizes.

“Actudly, therewas” she says. Shelooks himin the eye. “1 was hoping we could talk about
dliances. Thought we were heading in that direction,” she says.

“Areyou sure about that?” BC asks, haf-joking. “The last governor of Lunar Prime who forged
an dliance with my help ended up getting voted out of officel”

“Different people. Different times,” she says matter-of-factly. Her eyebrowsraise. “Can you
Speek for the UTZ council?’

“Maybe!” BC laughs. “Might aswell. The council is pretty much ussless. The meetingswe ve
had...” hetrallsoff. “They just haven’t been that productive. Lots of talking, lots of idess, very little
action.”

“Do you have control over the UTZ military?’ she asks.

Does anyone?

Wentworth does.

“Persondly?’ he asks her. “Not exactly. Wentworth does. But he' s been asolid aly sincewe
agreed to work together, so the military shouldn't be a problem.”

Not sure where she’' s going with this...

“Wentworth, huh?’

“Wdl, I’ vegot control over the new Stinger shipsthe Project has been building. Most of them are
operating under the Project at this point.”

“That works,” she says. “ Should be good enough, anyway. Hasto be...” she grows more
serious, darker. “As scary asthe thought might be, BC, only you, me, maybe Wentworth, afew others...
weare dl that’ s keeping everything from falling into chaos. We re holding some precarious strings,
clutching some dippery last straws. ... pick your metaphor. We're just barely holding on,” Erskine says
with an edgein her voice.

“Downto us, huh? That isscary,” BC admits.

“If not us, who?’ sheasks.

| wish that was rhetorical ...

“I’ve never wanted to be anyon€e' slast hope,” BC mutters. “We need something better than the
UTZ Council to facethis” BC admits. “ Stronger. More capable of action... Hell, able to do anything.
We need aWar Council.”

Where did that come from?  Guess she’s got me thinking...

“A War Council?” she asks.

The door speaker pipes up.

“BC?It' sAnital”

“Comein! Door open,” he says. He turnsto Governor Erskine. “Here s another charter member
of the War Council.”

Anitawaksinto the room.

“ Anita Capituna, meet Governor Amanda Erskine, Governor Erskine, thisis Anita, my right hand
at the Project.”

“Hello Anita,” Governor Erskine greets her. She eyes her warily. Erskine knows her from
somewhere. Shetriesto place her as she shakes her hand. “Have we met before?’

“Hello, Governor, niceto meet you,” Anitanods. “We may have met when | wasworking in



other capacities.”

“Anitawasaspy,” BC explainsto Erskine. “Masqueraded as L SC Nita Bendix. Remember?
They thought she killed Governor McEntyre.”

Erskine eyes both of them coldly.

“Right. But shedidn’'t?’

“Nope,” BC confirms.

Please don't make metell you | did!

“I see” Erskine says. Sheturnsto Anita. “Has BC talked to you about his“war council” idea?’

“War council?’ she asks.

“Nope,” BC saysat the sametime. “I only just thought of that,” he says.

“ThisISwar!” Anitasays, her voice full of emotion. “Our shipsare dl safely down now, BC. We
got everybody out of there. Krish and Dell escaped with... uh, everything they’ ve been working on... in
one of the Project’ s heavy transports.”

They escaped with the Eldred ship! Good job!

“Good!” BC says. “ Glad to hear they're safe. Where are they?’

“Still on the trangport with dl the. .. tech they brought with them,” she says cautioudly.

“She' sokay,” BC saysto Anita, nodding at the governor. “ She knows about everything.
Dolomay, the Eldred...”

“The ship?’ Anitaasks, arching an eyebrow.

“I think we cantell her,” BC says.

“I think you better her ... and stop talking asif | was't here!” Governor Erskine says.

“We captured an Eldred ship,” BC saysto the governor. “Krish and Dell, two of the best Project
scientidts, are leading ateam reverse-engineering the Eldred technology so we can useit to our
advantage.”

“Sowhat’ sthis*war council’ 7" Anitaasks.

“I just thought of it,” BC admits. “ After Governor Erskineand | got talking about the UTZ
Council, and how ineffective they are. She was talking about dliances... and the thought of awar council
occurred to me. Made up only of the people who are redly responsible, capable of action and motivating
the population. You,” he nods at Anita. “Me. The governor, here. Wentworth. Maybe M’ Bekke, maybe
Krish, Dell. Maybe even this new Khdif who' srisen up on Mars,” BC says.

“Do you think the Khdif will work with us?” Erskine asks.

“Why wouldn't he?” BC wonders.

“Why would he?’ she counters.

“A new Khdif?" Anitaasks.

“There sanew guy on Mars caling himsaf Khdif and Head of the UIN,” BC explainsto Anita

“He' s endangering their entire colony! What about Salid? The Eldred only spared them because
you... Doesn't heknow?’ Anitablurts out.

“Obvioudy not,” BC tells her.

“So... awar council?’ the governor asks again.

“Y ou suggested dliances... I'm merdly trying to figure out the mechanics of that dliance,” BC
explans.

“What happened to Al Sdid?” Anitaasks.

“Salid committed suicide,” Erskineinforms her.

Anitanods.  “Oh”

“The man was worked over pretty badly by Dolomay,” BC speculates. “ Al Salid was being
manipulated and controlled by Dolomay for most of the last year or so. Must have been some pretty
heavy duty mind control. Dolomay erased whole chunks of Sdid’'s memories. Maybe after Sdlid was
freed of that...” BC shakeshishead. “1 don't know... maybe he couldn’'t live with dl that he' d done as
Dolomay’ s pawn.”

Another alarm beginsto sound.

“Now what?’



The com cracklesto life,

“Thisisan emergency override,” the com announces. “Isthe governor there?’

“I'm here,” Erskinetdlsthe com.

“WE re getting requests for emergency assistance from Marsl They’ re under attack!”

“By who?’ BC and Erskine ask smultaneoudly.

“They say that it'sdiens... but in human shipsl”

“Gottabe Dolomay. He son aroll,” BC figures out loud. “No time for any councils, lookslike.
Governor, why don’t you secure Lunar Prime? Get the Lunar Security Corps ready for an attack, just in
case he comes here next. Anita?’ She nods. BC continues. “ Organize the Project personnel here that are
non-combatants and find someplace safe where they can stay. And tell all combat personnd to scramble.
Let’ stry to hit Dolomay while he shitting them. I’ m taking al the available Project fighting shipsto
Marsl”

BC headsfor Marswith al the ships he can muster from the UTZ and Project fleets. BC's
cavary ismade up of thirty shipsof varying sizes and capahilities, mostly Project ships. Helooks at the
reports from the planet as they make the Transpace jump to Mars. According to preliminary reports,
Dolomay hasfive ships pounding ground targets on the surface.

The engagement isimmediate and violent as soon asthey reach Mars orbit. BC, watching the
screens on the bridge of his ship, seesthree of Dolomay’ s craft break off to repe hiscavary’sarrivd,
firing up a his shipswhile risng up from the planet’ s surface.

BOOM! BOOM!

BOOM-THANG!

BC can hear his ship both fire and take fire. The video and tactical feeds of the battle on the
screensin front of him help him follow the action.

One of Dolomay’ s dreadnoughts comes in close on the screen. BC watches asit’ sripped in two
by abeam from another Project ship. Shrapnel and sparks ricochet off the viewscreen asthe ship
explodes. The screen darkensto protect their eyesight asthe ship’ s explosion glowsintensely bright.

KANG! BOOM!

His ship isrocked sideways. BC holds on tight to avoid getting thrown from his chair.

“That ship tried to ram ud” the captain tellsBC.

Their ship shakes. A low rumble echoes from the ship’s bulkheads.

“Enemy ship destroyed,” the captain says. “ Almost too close, though. Fried some of our sensors.
But our shidds held preity well.”

“What about the other ships? Have they broken off their surface attacks? Watch them! I'm
betting they’ [| come after us soon enough. Any ideawhat ship Dolomay’son?’

Asif inanswer, avoice shoutsin BC'shead.

| KNOW YOU!

BC “hears’ Dolomay asif he was speaking in the room. BC triesto “shout” back.

Get out!

OUT OF WHERE?

Out of my head! Out of my hair! Off of Mars... | can keep going...

JUST TRY AND KEEP ME OUT!

Okay...

BC thinks of heavy doorsclosing in hismind, atrick that hasworked in the past.

Well?

Nothing. Hismindis“dlent”.  BC looks around the bridge, dmost expecting Dolomay to pop
out from behind achair or out of adoorway. Silence.

It worked! But whereishe, really? “ Felt” like he might still be down on the surface...

“Wethink he’ son board one of the two ships till hitting surface targets,” the captain says. “Are
you okay, BC?" he asks, sounding worried. “Y our eyes just kind of rolled back in your head just then,”
hetdlsBC.

“Fine. Dolomay’sdown there. | can... fed him there”



BANG-KOOM-THANG!

That’s another of their ships! They're done.

BC looks up to see another of Dolomay’ s ships on the viewscreen, damaged and trailing a spray
of sparks. The ship careens on an erratic course until it plows full on into Phobos, one of the moons of
Mars.

“We vegot UIN ships!” the captain cries.

“What? UIN ships?’ BC hasto ask.

“They’veralied some ships from down below... five or, maybe, Sx of them, taking off from
what’ s|eft of their spaceport,” the captain says.

BC watches six UIN fighter ships rush up off the surface to engage one of the two shipsleft. A
bright flash erupts across the viewscreen.

“Oh my god - they’ re actually taking out one of the enemy ships! Surprised him, by the ook of
it,” the captain says. “They got it!”

“One of Dolomay’s? BC asks.

“Yup! I mean, yessir! Dolomay hasonly one ship left! And they'releaving!”

“They are?’

“Dolomay’ slast ship isfiring up its Transpace engines!” the captain informs BC. Dolomay’ s ship
blips off the viewscreen.

“WEe ve got an incoming transmission,” the captain says abruptly. “ 1’ sfrom the surface, | think.
Maybe. Anyway... The'Khdif’ isontheline. He wishesto speak with you, BC,” the captain says.

Okay...

“Put himon, please,” BC says.

“Bernard Campion? | am the new Khdif, the leader of my people. And if the Eldred are listening
in, as| would suppose they are, | would like to acknowledge you, Campion, astheruler of Mars.”

“Hello, Khalif. Well done. And | recognize you asthe religious leader of your peoplejust asyou
have recognized my control of Mars,” BC says. “Just in casethe Eldred are ligtening.”

“I knew this Ibn Al-Dolomé, as he cdled himsdlf. | did not like him,” The Khaif says. “How isit
that heisaso your enemy?’

“Dolomay isadangerous and powerful dien, Khalif. He possesses ahilities beyond our own.
Perhaps you' ve seen what | mean?’ BC asks.

“Huh,” the Khdif gruntsin agreement, “perhaps | have seen... or fdt, even... what you mean. |
awaysfdt... how should | put it? Unclean. | dwaysfelt unclean, somehow, after meeting with him. And
he had some sort of ... unnatura hold over Al Sdlid... which was evident.”

“I'd liketo fill you in on more you should know about Dolomay and the Stuation in generd,” BC
tellshim. “Will you join usin our war council? We re going to meet on the Moon, & Lunar Prime.”

“Send me the coordinates and | will be there. Send them to my ship,” the Khalif demands.

“Toyour ship?’ BC asks, surprised. “What... you'rein one of the fighters?’” BC scansthe
screensin front of him, looking for the UIN ships, wondering which one the new Khalif ison.

“Absolutely!” the Khalif responds. “How could | ask anyone elseto do what | would not?”

“I likeyou dready,” BC tdllsthe Khdif over the com.

“I will see you onthe Moon, then,” the Khdif says, and he sgns off.

“Send him the coordinates,” BC says. “And let’ s get ourselves coordinated and get back there,
too.”

Chapter Twelve

BC and theremaining UTZ and Project ships return to the Moon. Governor Erskine meets BC at
the Lunar Prime port.



“Wasit Dolomay?’ she asks.

“It was. We beat him up pretty good.”

“He son quite arampage.”

“He should be done for now. Wetook out four of his ships.”

“Good news, | guess,” the governor saysto BC. “Too bad you couldn’t go fivefor five.”

“Wetried, believe me. We did manageto tak to Mars new Khdif. | invited him to meet with us
in our war council.”

“That | knew,” shetdlshim. “The‘Khalif of the Universal Idamic Nation’ just called ahead to
arrange for lodgings during his upcoming visit. HE |l be here tomorrow.”

“Good!” BC says, amiling. “ Can you set up a place we can meet?’

“Will do.”

“Could your peoplecal M’Be... the Pope? Let him know we re meeting?’

Erskinegive BC a“don’t pushit” look, but then says, “Sure, we' Il call him. Go ahead, get some
res.”

Governor Erskineleaves BC to find hisway to hislodgingsto rest hisweary bones after abusy
thirty-six hour day.

Her cdl ishiswake up cdl the next morning.

“Did | wakeyou?’ she asks.

“Don’'t worry about it. What isit?”

“TheKhadlif has arrived. He sready and waiting to talk to you, BC.”

“Excdlent!” BC responds. “Did you set us up a meeting room somewhere?’ he asks Erskine.

“Just you and the Khaif? she asks.

“I’d like to get the whole war council together, much aswe can” hetellsher. “Most of what |
need to fill the Khdif in on you vedl heard before, but | want him to fed like he' sapart of something
bigger. Becausethis ishigger. He needsto know that it's more than just him and me.”

“Well meetinthemain hdl, then,” sheinformshim. “In one hour?’

“Sounds good.”

BC, theKhdlif, Governor Erskine, Anita Capituna, Krish and Dell convenetheir conferencein
themain hall of Lunar Prime, scene of many past conferences and failed attempts at reconciling the
disparate members of the human race.

Of course, | played a part in helping those proceedings fail, at least once. Makes me
wonder wherewe'd all beif I’d never assassinated Meredith McEntyre...

BC amilesat the Khadif across the table from him as he reflects upon his own guilt in delaying the
peace process.

“So...” the Khdif begins. “This Dolomé... heisnot human, you say?’

“Dolomay isan dien, no matter what helookslike,” BC tdlsthe Khalif. “No matter what he said
while he was among your people. Dolomay has no concept of brotherhood, camaraderie, rdligion...” BC
searchesfor theright words. “Helooks like us, but heistruly aien. Without empathy. His people were
sociopathic. No capacity to love, no ability to see the greater good, the larger whole... no insght beyond
the obvious.”

“Huh,” the Khalif responds, taking it al in. “ Then... how does he get peopleto follow him?1
have seenit firsthand. .. peoplefollow him like daved”

Let’sseeif the Khalif is open minded enough to take thisin... “Dolomay useshis mind
to warp their wills. | would guessthat’ swhy he made you fed ‘unclean’, Khaif. That iswhat | meant by
powers and abilities beyond our own. He savery powerful telepath. He can twist the minds of men so
they follow him, so they love his violence without limits. He takes men back to their anima sdves,
encourages that anima abandon. He makes them love him... though he has no lovefor them.” BC laughs
anironic laugh.

“Hewould kill any of hisfollowersin aningant, or dlow them to be sacrificed if it wasto his
gan, or guaranteed his own safety or satisfection. Y et they ill follow him... A brutd bunch of animd
humenity.”



The Khdif steegpleshishandsin front of hisface as helisensand thinks.

“No capacity for love,” he repests after atime. “ This makes him very dangerous, doesit not?’

“Yes, it does,” BC agrees. “He doesn't seem to fed any connection to hisfellow beings.”

Thisyoung Khalif is a little bit sharper than Al Salid...

“Dolomay isan interstellar sociopath, as so many of hiskind supposedly were,” BC tdlshim.

“Hiskind?’ the Khdif asks.

BCtdlsthe Khalif of the Ancient Enemy. Hefillsthe UIN leader in on al the knowledge BC has
of the Eldred, the Flaze and Domo, and the Ancient Enemy.

The Khdif closes his eyes and shakes his head as BC finishes. “How do we fight one so
ruthless?’ the Khalif asks, wondering aoud.

“Isthat just arhetorica question?’ BC asks him with achdlengein hisvoice.

TheKhalif istaken aback at firgt, but then he smiles.

“S0... the question does not need to be rhetorical?’ he asks with deep interest.

“I don't think it does,” BC says. “We can stop him and hisfollowers... if wework together. If
we are willing to bring ourselves together as aunited force.”

M’ Bekke, having been summoned up from Earth by BC, enters the conference room.

“M’Bekke!” BC begins as he stands to greet the new arriva. He corrects himself. “ Y our
holiness. John Paul the Fourth. Welcome. Y our timing isimpeccable!”

“Why, thank you, BC,” M’ Bekke answers as he shakes BC' s extended hand. “1 cannot stay
long, but they told me you said thiswas important, so herel am.” M’ Bekke looks around the table, a
brief expresson of surprise crossing hisface when he reachesthe Khdif.

“M’Bek... John Paul, sorry... may | present the new religious leader of the UIN, hisholinessthe
Khdif?’ BC introduces the two men. “ John Paul, tell me, can the New catholic Church coexist peacefully
with Idam?’ BC asks.

“I believe we can,” M’ Bekke says cautioudy.

“Can Idam coexist peacefully with the New catholic Church?’ BC asksthe Khdlif.

Agan, the Khdif steeples hisfingersin front of hisface as heloses himsdlf in thought. He doesn't
immediately answer. M’ Bekke sits down at thetable.

“Khdif?" BC prods him.

“The Prophet spoke of the other people of ‘the Book’,” the Khalif says, “ speaking of both
Chrigtiansand Jews. It issometimes... ‘forgotten’ ... that the Prophet spoke of the other people of the
Book asworthy of our love and respect,” he says dowly, deliberately, carefully weighing hiswords
before he speaks. “1 do not believe that our differences are as great as we would make them.” The Khalif
brings his hands down from hisface, laying them padms down on thetable. “Itisalesson learned a a
very high price,” he says somberly. “ And yet, until the other aliensarrived, until your recent ‘ press
conference’, you told the people on Earth that Doloméis UIN... why? This makes your people hate my
people!”

“Well,” BC begins, thinking frantically on hisfeet ashetriesto answer the Khalif diplomatically,
“He wasUIN. Wedidn't tell our people anything. We have not labeled him UIN...”

“Your mediadoes,” the Khdif correctshim.

“Indeed, they do,” BC admits, “But not because we tdll them to. They report what they see. We
haven't tried to make him out to be UIN. He wasUIN. I’ m not sure that they bdieve uswhen wetdl
them that Dolomay isan dlien, the* Ancient Enemy’ returned. But | have tried to make that clear, even
during the press conference with the Domo and the Flaze you mentioned earlier. Did you not hear?’

“Y es, dthough some news reports continue to labe him UIN,” the Khalif contends again.

“Y our working with uswill stop that,” Anitainterjects. The Khalif looks at her strangdly, but he
nods.

“No matter, now. We can no longer afford to be enemies. We no longer have that luxury,” the
Khdif agrees.

“You'reright. We don't have the luxury of fighting amongst oursaves,” BC says. “Not anymore.
Because not only do we face Dolomay, we a so face the Eldred. They’ ve been responsible for the



plague, and more attacks.”

The Khalif waves away the mention of the Eldred. “ Of course, we know of the Eldred. The
Kaliknaga, Ibn Al-Dolomé called them. They have attacked Mars repestedly.”

“Y ou can thank Dolomay for that,” BC says. “But just as hetries to kegp humanity divided, we
can try to help to unite humanity. Bring us dl together, no matter what we look like or what we believe.”

“You are an optimist, Bernard Campion,” the Khdif saysto him.

“I'maredig,” BC disagrees. “The only realistichope we have of defeeting our enemiesliesina
united human race.”

BC hasabrainstorm. Another crazy idea occursto him.

Well, this should make M’ Bekke' strip up here worthwhile.

“I want to propose something radical,” he tellsthe two holy men.

M’ Bekke has been ligening and taking it dl in. He looksintently at BC. The Khalif glancesfrom
BC to the Pope and then back to BC.

“BC?1 know you too well,” M’ Bekke, Pope John Paul the Fourth, says with some humor.
“What are you thinking? How ‘united’ do you think humanity need be? What isit that you havein mind?’

M’ Bekke can tell I'm looking for more. Well, here goes nothing...

“Yes” the Khdif says. “What isthe question you are not yet asking?’

“Well,” BC garts. But he pauses before he continues, unsure of how to say what he wantsto
say, and unsure of the receptiveness of hisaudience. “What I’ m about to proposeis so radicd that you
two may shoot me down immediately.”

“Go on,” M’ Bekke encourages him.

“Yes, please, goon,” the Khaif agrees.

“Couldwe... canwe possibly... unify our religions? Unite Chrigtianity and Idam?’

M’ Bekke and the Khalif are struck dumb by BC' sbold idea. Both stare back at BC in silence.

“| did not seethat coming,” Krish chimesin.

“What? What are you thinking, BC? Did you call me up here under false pretenses?” M’ Bekke
chalengeshim.

“Thisisnot what | expected either,” The Khalif says as he shakes his head.

“I' know, it just occurred to me, but hear me out,” BC tellsthem. “We, dl of ushere, arethe
leaders of our people... as scary asthat prospect might be.”

“Yes, itisscary that we are being led by amadman!” M’ Bekke saysin dishdlief.

“Our numbers have dwindled since the plague, and the attacks on Mars,” BC says. “Shouldn’t it
be easier to find some common ground?’

“When the number of followers dropsin any religion, the remaining believerstend to grow more
extreme, not more open,” the Khalif observes. “I do not think your logic holds,” hetells BC.

“But... can’'t we start with the fact that you believe in the same God? Y ou do, don't you? | mean
‘Allah’, *Y ahweh', * Jehovah'; it' sthe same God under different names, isn't it?” BC asksthem.

Neither M’ Bekke, nor the Khalif answers BC. Each shiftsuneasily in his seet, hoping the other
commentsfirgt. BC decidesto plow ahead on this sudden brainstorm.

“Why can't we put it out there?’ he asks. “Allah isthe Christian God, is'Y ahweh, isthe Jewish
God, and Vice Versa; Jesus and Mohammed were both gifted teachers of God...” BC leavesthe
thought hanging open.

“Perhaps something aong these lines could be done. But we should not go too !” the Khdif
cautions

“I don’'t know,” M’ Bekke says cautioudy, acting every inch as Pope John Paul the Fourth.
“Idam does not recognize the Trinity. Jesusisno part of Allah, but heisathird of our God.”

“Ah,” theKhalif says. Heleansback in his chair and steeples hisfingersin front of hisface, but
hissneer isdtill evident. “ Thereit is. The smple arrogance of the Chrigtians.

What made me think this was going to work? How far are they willing to go?

“Gentlemen!” BC interrupts before M’ Bekke can answer. “Could | back this up? Please?
Therée s got to be some common ground here. Hasto be. Khalif, if Mohammed taught respect for the



people of ‘ The Book’, thenisn't Allah Y ahweh?”’

“Some teachers say yes, some no. Others are unsure.”

“And M’ Bekke, Yahweh isthe God of Jesus Chrigt, isn't he?”

“Huh, why, of course heis, BC!” M’ Bekke answers. He again grows cautious. “Why do you
ak?’

“The Jewswho believe in Y ahweh do not believe that Jesusis apart of him, one-third of God,
gther. Dothey?’

“No, of course not.”

“And you have no quarrdl with the Jews, correct? Their God isyour God?’

“Yes” M’Bekke nods. “I see your point. But that does not mean thiswill be an easy thing. The
NcC itsdf istill very young. People don't like their religion to keep changing on them. Makesthem very
grumpy.”

“Quiteaconcesson,” the Khdif comments. “Much nicer than the Evangdlicas who used to
accuse us of worshipping ‘ Jubal, the Moon God'.”

“See?” BC says hopefully, “WEe re getting somewhere!”

“Mm-hmm,” M’ Bekke agreestentatively.

“But wherearewe going?’ the Khdif chalenges BC.

“How about this?’ BC continues. “We put out anew holy book, ajoint reigious book made up
of parts of the Bible, the Koran, and other writings...”

“Noway! You arecrazy.” M’ Bekke protestsimmediately.

“Out of the question!” the Khaif says smultaneoudy.

“Wait!” BC stopsthem, “Hear me out! Thisisn’t abook to replaceanyone' s holy book! What
I’m proposing is abook in addition to those you aready hold sacred. A book we can giveto aien races
when they ask us, ‘What do you humans believe? A book welcomein every church, synagogue, temple,
mosque, approved by every faith as an expression of what we, as humans, believe.”

“That'sdill avery tal order,” M’ Bekketelshim. “What would you put in it?’

“Yes, what ‘parts of the Koran would you include?’ the Khalif asks pointedly.

BC gmiles. | havenoidea”

“What?’

“Huh?’

“I"'m certainly not qualified to decide!” BC says, and he laughs. “Let your theologians duke it out!
Give them something to keep them busy. Get them talking to each other, instead of |abeling each other
mongers”

The two men shake their heads.

“Maybeit can't be done,” BC admits. “But we should at least set the processin motion... asa
grand gesture of reconciliation!”

The Khdif and M’ Bekke stare at BC in disbelief.

“You aretruly insane, BC,” M’ Bekke says.

“I don't know,” the Khalif says, till thinking about BC' s proposal.

“Why not try to create anew world for humankind?’ BC asks them. “This could be a path to
peaceful coexigtence.”

“But...” the Khdif beginsto speak, but stops himself.

“I redlly don’'t think we can do this, BC,” M’Bekke says. “In al seriousness.”

“M’Bekke, evenif we can't, we still haveto try, don't we? Khaif?’

—~

“Areyouwillingtotry?”

He pauses amoment, and then speaks.

“l am.”

Really?!

“Great! So, then, M’ Bekke, Pope John Paul... why not? Let’sat least giveit atry.”

“I'll... we'll see. I'll seeif | can set thewhedsin motion,” M’ Bekke answers.



“Not exactly aringing endorsement, but I'll takeit,” BC says. “It’sbetter thana‘'no!’... can|
make an announcement? Some kind of public Satement?’

“Wdll, | don't know about tha...” M’ Bekke begins protesting.

“Yes” theKhalif says.

“Gresat! I'll take that astwo yeses!” BC says.

“I didn’'t...” M’Bekke starts, but then stops. He givesin. “Okay. Go ahead. Make your
statement. I’ [| make sure we send representatives, theol ogians, whatever, to whatever discussions you
cdl for.”

“Thank you, M’ Bekke. Thisisagroundbreaking moment, gentlemen!”

“Indeed,” the Khdif says. Herisesto hisfeet and extends his hand to shake BC's.

BC shakesthe Khalif’s hand. He looks over at M’ Bekke hopefully. M’ Bekke glares back
briefly, but then smiles and stands, extending his hand to BC. BC then steps back, giving the other two
men the opportunity to shake each other’ s hands.

After the briefest hesitation, and aglance a the rest of the war council looking on in anticipation,
the Khalif of the UIN and Pope John Paul the Fourth of the NcC shake hands.

“Hold on asecond,” BC asks the two. “Krish? Can you make sure we get footage of this?’

The scientist pulls out arecording cube and placesit on the tabletop.

“Okay... camerasarerecording... Now!”

“Smile, gentlemen, smilel” BC says past agrin of hisown. He stands behind and between the
two others, one hand on the shoulder of each man over their shaking hands.

Never underestimate the power of a good photo op!

“That’ senough, Krish.”

“They're off!” the scientist says cheerfully.

BC turnsto the Pope.

“M’ Bekke, now we' |l discuss some matters of sate. | promise, | did call you up hereasa
member of our war council.”

“Thank you, BC’

“Let’stalk about Mars.”

The Khalif turnsto BC. “What are these matters of state we need to discuss?’ Hedoesn't let BC
answer, but instead continues on, “ As | stated before: | recognize you asthe civil authority in charge of
Mars, and you recognize me as the spiritua leader of the Universa Idamic Nation, our UIN. We arein
agreement, are we not?’

“We arein agreement. Are you willing to sgn documentsto that effect?” BC askshim. “Let’s put
it inwriting, put it out there, show everyone humanity isunited —why not?’ Hetries persuading the
Khdlif.

“Fine. Draw them up and | will read them, and sign them aswarranted.”

“Great!” BCisdated. But doubt creeps quickly back in and he grows more cautious. “Why are
you being so agreesble?’ he asksthe Khdif.

“What choice do | have? We have few ships|eft thanks to the attacks by the Eldred and
Dolomay, and few people |eft thanks to the plague. The few meager supplies we receive come from you
andthe UTZ. | can offer my people reigious instruction and hope through the Prophet, from Allah, may
he always be praised. But | cannot pretend we can fight you any longer. We' ve gained nothing by
fighting! And so, wefollow your... er, leadership,” he says, looking down at the table top. He looks
back up, looks BC in the eye. “But we will not change who we are! Idam will not change for you,
Bernard Campion. We will cooperate, but we will not compromise who we areinsde. Know this, even
as we cooperate on your new book.”

“| don't ask you to change who you areinside,” BC insgts. “I don't question your spiritual
leadership, Khaif. That’ s between you and the people of your faith. The book I propose will be what
you will it to be, not what | want. It may not even comeinto being if we can't dl agree onwhat’siniit...
but we'll see, huh? It' san exercisein trying to get dong, in tolerance. Instead of intolerance,” BC smirks.
“Getit?Intolerance... Intolerance?’



“Ugh, | can't believe you're cracking ajoke,” Anitagroans. Krish snickers. Dell remains silent,
as does Governor Erskine. M’ Bekketriesto hideagrin.

“Jugt trying to lighten the mood alittle,” BC says defensvely, looking around the table.

TheKhdif isactudly smiling.

“No, that isfine. | like good wordplay,” the Khdif says. His smile grows amost mischievous.
“And even bad wordplay like thatmakesmesmile”

BCgrins.

He has a sense of humor! Thereis hope...

“I'll takewhat | can get,” BC says, meaning it on many levels.

“Indeed,” the Khdif answers, his smile replaced by aknowing look as he ponders the many
meanings. “All issubmission to thewill of Allah,” he says after apause. “Y ou seem to have hisfavor, at
the moment.”

“You think s0?” BC asks. “I hope so!”

“I pray itisso,” theKhalif says. “Otherwise, dl islogt. Allah be praised.”

“Indeed. Allah be praised,” BC agrees.

The Khdif raises an eyebrow, but nodsin appreciation of BC' sdeclaration. Then heleansin
towards BC and speaks congpiratorialy, almost whispering, “1 hope you can do this. | hope we can al
pull together and win. But | have serious doubts. And these diensare dl ruthless. Do you redly think we
can beat them?’

“I'll level with you. | don’t know,” BC answersin adightly louder voice. “ But we re working on
it. The Project scientists,” he gestures over at Anita, Krish and Dédll, * have been dissecting a captured
Eldred ship. We relearning more about them every day. We ve found that they may be technically more
advanced than usin some ways, but they have no imagination. That gives usan edge! The Eldred, like
Dolomay, don't have religion. They don’t seem to know love! | think these things give us power, aslong
as we use them for our own good, to unite us, instead of to divide us. We have the power of love. We
have the power of Allah. And we have the gift of imagination we can draw from. These give me hope!”

“I hopeyou areright,” the Khaif says, nodding, “though | sense you areindulging in hyperbole.”

“What istruth?’ BC asks.

“Pontius Pilate?’ the Khalif responds. “I’ m not sure he' sa good modd for you to be quoting.”
Helaughs.

“Y ou know Chrigtian Scripture?’ BC asks, surprised.

“Don’t look so surprised! | am astudent of many religions,” the Khalif informs him.

BC amiles

“What?’ the Khdif asks,

“What could be better than astudent of many religions, hel ping to shape abook reflecting al of
them?’ BC asksrhetoricaly. “ Perhgps you are the perfect person... theright person, in theright place
and at theright time!”

“That isfunny,” the Khalif says, risng from thetable. “1 was hoping the same wastrue of you,” he
saysto BC.

BC stands up as he seesthe Khdlif is preparing to leave.

“Khdif, when can we sign the documents?’

“Prepare them, and then contact me. We should sign them on Mars, | should think.”

“I think you'reright,” BC agrees. “So... I'll seeyou there soon?’

“Soon. Bring your cameras. I’'m sureyou’ [l want ‘footage’ for the news,” the Khdif sayswith a
minor hint of disdain in hisvoice. “Until then, good day,” he nods a brief bow, turnsand leaves.

BC stsback down and smiles.

“That went better than | could have hoped,” he saysto those il a the table, Erskine, Anita,

M’ Bekke, Krish and Dell.

M’ Bekke stands up to leave.

“I must attend to matters back on Earth, back at Vatican City,” hetdlsthem. “And soon, I'll
have awhole new batch of problemsto attend to, thanksto your crazy ideas, BC! A new holy book...



thiswill not go over well.” He smiles at BC despite hiswords. “1 thank you dl. I'm surewe' Il meet again
soon, and you can dl call me at the Vatican any time. Thank you,” he says. He givesBC asmdl nod,
turns, and leaves the meseting room.

BC looks back from the door.

“The new Khalif ssemsamost reasonable,” Anitasayswith ahint of surprisein her voice.

“I thought he would be the tough one! | was surprised M’ Bekkewas so... resstant,” BC admits.
“The Curiamust be getting to him!”

Erskine gets up from the table.

“Thishasal been fascinating. Can't wait to seeif this goes anywhere. What mankind hasn't been
ableto do for 1500 or so years, you think you' ve pulled off in a matter of hours? We'll see. But I’ ve got
aMoonto run. So, if you'll excuse me?’

“Certainly, governor,” BCtdlsher. “Thank you for attending.”

“Kegp meintheloop, huh?’ she asks.

“Of course,” BC assures her. He watches her leave.

Hmmm... what about the Moon? Independent. Like Erskine. Should probably stay that
way. Allied, but independent. Erskine is stable, wants the best for her people. We can probably
count on her.

Our love and our imagination. Our greatest weapons? S0, then... are we doomed or what?

“Wereyou just staring a her ass?” Anitaasks BC.

Jeesh! Speaking of imagination...

“What? What kind of question wasthat? | was thinking about her, | mean, the Moon, you know,
asandly!”

“Whileyou were garing at her ass,” Krish interjects unhepfully.

“| was staring off into space!” BC protests.

“Y eah, the space where her asswas,” Anita says. Suddenly, she snorts, and bresks out laughing.
“I’'msorry. | wasjust trying to, you know, ‘lighten the mood alittle 7’

“Joking? What? Now you' re mocking me? This council hasredlly degenerated here. | get no
respect!” BC protests.

“I suggest you adjourn the meseting while you till cling to even athread of respect,” Dell offers.

“Mesting adjourned!” BC says, louder than he needsto.

“Wdl done,” Ddll saysdryly, the hint of asmirk on hislong face.

“Enough meetings,” Krish exclams. “Let’ sget back to ripping that ship apart!”

Krish and Dell take off to get back to work on the Eldred ship. BC and Anitaareleft aloneinthe
cavernous conference hall.

“I wasn't looking at her ass” BCinggts, again.

“What? Do you think I’'m jealous or something?’ Anitasays. BC hearsalittle nervoustremblein
her voice.

“Maybe?1 don't know,” he shakes his head.

“Don't flatter yourself!” she sayswith asmirk.

BC walks around the table to stand next to Anita

“What?" she says, playing ignorant.

“Just thinking about our greatest weapons,” hetellsher. “Imaginationandlo...”

“Shhh...” she says, closing the distance between them and holding afinger up to hislips. She
looks around, then back at BC. Shelets her finger drop as sheleansinto kisshim. “Don’'t say the ‘L’
word just now,” she says as BC kisses her back.

Okay... | won't say it. But what else should | call it?

They lose themsdvesfor afew minutes, but finally separate. BC looks at Anita, amiling.

“What?" She says.

“Nothing,” BC answers. “I just can’t stop smiling. Perma-grin. Hey, you' re smiling, too.”

“l am?’ she asks, and shetriesto stop. She can't. Shetriesto look serious but agrin cracks out
across her face.



“Why not alow ourselves alittle happiness?” BC asks her. “We don't have to be serious dl the
tirre”

“I fed likel do,” Anitasays. “I've dwaysbeen... | wasawaysthe seriouslittlegirl.”

She looks down at the floor. Thistime her smile does drop. BC reaches over to gently lift her
face up.

“Hey,” he saysto her softly. “Therewill be plenty of timeto be serious|ater.” Heleansin and
they kissagain.

“Come back to my rooms?’ he asks her when they bresk apart again.

“Yeah,” she says quietly. She grabs hold of hishand and squeezesit tight. They walk out of the
hall and back to BC' srooms, together.

Chapter Thirteen

The com darm goes off and wakes BC up from asound deep. He wakes up aone. Anitaleft
yesterday. She headed out to the asteroids, back to oversee the Project operations out there.

Glad she was able to spend the time here that she did. She can only do so much from the
Moon. Sill, the weeks just flew right by.

Theorigina Project asteroid base was trashed pretty badly by Dolomay in hisraid two months
ago, but the shipyard and the base on Ceres are up and running. Anita had to get back out there to keep
the operation humming aong.

He misses her deeping besde him.

BC and Anitaspent most of their off hours together during the last two months, as the Project
regrouped on the Moon. It was nice to have Anitaaround for the holidays. She and BC managed to both
work and play together, without it getting awkward.

It's been agood couple of months. Now the Project scientists have headed back out to the
asteroids, thistimeto Ceres. They went public with Ceres Station, now officidly known asthe new base
of The Project.

BC smiles as he gets ready to face the day, thinking about Anita as he gets refreshed and
dressed.

So far, so good. We keep it all business all day, let ourselves go after hours. We have fun.
Sometimes I’ msurprised at her stamina. Man, it’s like she’s ftill trying to kill me... by wearing me
out! It's probably just thisinitial rush, the first blush, whatever you call it.

Just don’t call it ‘love’ around Anita! | think she planned for the Project to leave just
before Valentines Day on purpose...

She doesn't like the word, but | do think | love that woman.

Love and imagination, our best weapons against Dolomay and the Eldred.

Dolomay has disappeared for the time being. He took a beeting, losing dl but one ship. BC and
his alies assume he' s gone to ground, found abaseto hidein to lick hiswounds and regroup. He' s been
quiet. He hasn't returned to the Project asteroid base. There' s no telling where heis. The Domo and The
Flaze have not been complaining, so he has't been hitting their bases.

The Eldred have kept their presence known, but haven't attacked again. They have scout ships
which appear near Mars every day but don’t engage other ships.

The Eldred are also keegping amenacing fleet presence near the Project base at Cat’ sEye.
Severd Project ships have had Eldred “escorts’ asthey traveled to the outer bases, Crankshaft, Rigel
Four and Dimwit included.

We never agreed to remain inside of the orbit Jupiter, did we? Even the UTZ Council was
smarter than that. Ah, the UTZ Council...

The UTZ Council hasn't been meeting. BC' swar council has met more often. The war council



meetsin person. No one attends over the com, for risk of eavesdropping.

Wentworth findly joined. The Khalif comeswhen he can, as does M’ Bekke. Governor Erskine
attends often. The Project crew did... until they all left yesterday

Maybe we need a new meeting place.

There' sthe com again.

Thecom darmisgoing off.

“Yeah?’ BC answers.

“Campion? Erskine here. We ve got company.”

Oh shit! Herewe go!

“The Eldred? Are they attacking? Here?’

“No. Oh, no! Not the Eldred! Don't worry, it'snot an attack!” she triesto calm him down when
sheredizes she sdarmed him.

BC'sheart dows down after racing and skipping a beat.

“Who, then? What company?’

“The Domo and the Flaze have both sent representatives here, to the Moon. They’re asking to
Set up missions here to open trade with us, and to offer their aid. Or so they say.”

Interesting... Surprising... wonder what brings this on? Seems too brave for them.

Only one explanation.

They' ve gotta be spies.

“| spp”

“And they’ re asking to see you, Campion.”

“Okay. I'll beright... Whereareyou?’

“We can meet in my offices,” she says. “WEe |l need security. Thedien... the Domo and the
Flaze were very publicin their gppearance here.”

“Redly? Wdl,” BC pauses, thinking. “Maybethisisagood sgn?’

“Maybe,” Erskine agrees. “We'll see”

Maybe we can use themto advantage.

“Y ou know, s0 long asthey don't do anything threatening, they could be asign of hope for
people,” BC suggests.

“How 07’ Erskine asks.

“Wadll, it reinforcesthe ideathat there are dliens out there that aren’ ttrying tokill us. Aliensthat
want to set up embassiesand be our dlies,” BC says. “Makesit seem that somehow the entire universe
isn't entirely againgt us, out to get us! After that press conference a couple months back, people know
they exidt. But if they’re here every day, it makesit dl morered, makeswhat | said ring true.”

“| see. S0, seeyou here soon?” Erskine asks.

“Yeah... I’'m actualy supposed to be heading out for Marsright away, but I’ll be there.”

The Domo and The Flaze Representatives are waiting in Erskine' s office when BC arrives.

The Haze have greeatly improved their trandation units, and spesk in smple but complete
sentences.

“Hello, Bernard Campion,” the Faze representative strand ation unit says nearly smultaneoudy
withits hissng and whispering in its own tongue.

“Hédlo, Haze representative, Domo representative.”

“Hello, Bernard Campion,” the Domo says.

“I must say it isasurpriseto seeyou hereon Lunar Prime,” BC telsthetwo diens, “When | last
spoke with representatives of your races, they seemed certain we were doomed to be wiped out by the
Eldred. It seems unusual to set up trade agreements with adoomed race,” BC observes.

“Y ou humans do not al share the sameideas,” the Domo representative counters. “The sameis
true for our races. Among the Domo, and, yes, even among the Flaze, there are those of uswho believe
otherwise and are willing to take therisk.”

“Wedo not seeit asarisk. And we are requesting separate fecilities,” the Flaze says. “ The
Eldred will know we are a Flaze outpost. They will spare our mission if they attack.” The dien pauses,



turns to address Governor Erskine. “Forgive meif | assume too much too soon. Thiswould be what we
would request for our Flaze mission here.”

“I see,” Erskine responds. “ That makes sense. | can understand that. And will the Domo want to
build their own separate misson aswel?” she asksthe other dien.

“Why...” the Domo pauses, consdering its response, “why yes, we would. We Domo
sometimes make other races... uncomfortable.”

That’sa big admission! | can feel the drain just being in the same room. Good idea
keeping the Domo apart. Have to tell Erskine to watch for any strange disappearances and
deaths.

Thediensand Erskine work out the basics of their requests. BC helpsiron out a couple of smdl
details, but he' sredly not a necessary participant oncetheinitia hurdles are jumped.

The Domo till makes everyone ese uneasy and vaguely tired and drained. But the dliens
requests are reasonable, and strikingly smilar to the requests the Vatican once made prior to setting up
the Vatican Misson a Lunar Prime.

Erskine agreesto let the diens set up missions, autonomous zones they will congtruct themsalves,
in asecure section of Lunar Prime currently devoid of development. The government of Lunar Prime
agreesto maintain an airlock and security on the Lunar Prime side of the lock.

BC leaves the meeting in Governor Ersking' s hands, and leaves one mesting for another.

This one requires sometraveling. BC hops a Stinger ship for the trip. HE sdue on Marsfor the
officid signing ceremony with the Khdif, as planet Mars agreesto officid UTZ jurisdiction, whilethe UIN
ill remains an independent religious organization.

BC dso wantsto ask him how “the book™ is coming along.

It took alot longer than BC would have liked to iron out al the details of the Mars agreement.
The Khdif, while* agreegbl€’, nevertheless proved to be quite stubborn when it came down to the fine
details. But they’ re done now, and he’ sready to sign, so BC is off to Mars,

Hisvigt istreated with pomp and ceremony. The Khadlif has arranged an €l@borate wel coming for
BC. HegivesBC hisofficid greeting, but issoon at adistance as musicians perform and dervisheswhirl.

I’d like to pull the Khalif aside and ask him about the Book. Both he and M’ Bekke have
been dodging my questions on it lately.

Thisisa nicer welcome than the sight of those Eldred Scout Ships we spied when we
reached Mars' orbit. Always hovering nearby, reminding us of their continuing presence. What do
they wait for? Dolomay?

The Khdif’ smen escort BC to asuitefor hisovernight stay. He' |l deep firgt, and then attend the
sgning ceremony tomorrow morning. BC will leave soon after it' sover. Having come out asfar asMars,
BC isusing histrip as an excuse to continue on out to Ceresto see Anita

The next morning, the Khalif convenes most of the UIN’ s surviving population in anew domed
auditorium for the sSigning ceremony. He has understandably abandoned the Terraforming of Marsin
order to concentrate on reconstruction and rebuilding after the Eldred attacks and the raid by Dolomay.
BC finds himsdlf walking through acres of freshly built housing and other facilities, through shiny new
corridors till sealed and sand free, as he makes hisway to the auditorium.

Again, the Khalif has arranged for music and dance to accompany the signing. BC toleratesthe
ceremony. He can fed the lurking Eldred Scout shipsin the neighborhood, but the diens do nothing more
than make their presence felt.

As he endures the signing ceremony, BC has his ship return to orbit. The captain isunder orders
to cdl BCif the Eldred make any furtive moves.

BC findshimsdlf continually frustrated in his attemptsto draw the Khalif to the side. The
ceremony has them seated apart. They’ re only in speaking distance asthey sign the treaty.

“Khdif, if | may...” BC begins. The Khdif cutshim off.

“Itisagreat day, isit not, BC? All of usunited!”

Isthat sarcasm I’m hearing? I’'m not sure the Khalif isreally sure about all this.

“Weshould talk...”



“Later. For now, we put on our show, eh?’

They d9gn the treaty and return to their seats until the ceremony ends.

Guess we' |l speak at the reception after the ceremony.

BC can't seem to find the Khalif in the crowd at the reception. He spots him across the room
severd times, but never seemsto find him there when he gpproaches. BC fedslikethe Khdif isavoiding
him.

He knows | want to talk about the Book....

BC wantsto talk with the Khdif about any progress on “the book of unity” asthey’vecalled it,
but the Khalif ssemsto find ways of eluding any chance for BC to speak with him one-on-one. BC
eventudly gives up, frustrated that there isno time for those discussions amid the palitics.

BC' s Stinger Ship lands afew minutes after the reception begins. The pilot calls BC on the com
and lets him know they’ re ready to go whenever BC is. After afew more futile attemptsto corner the
Khdif in conversation about the book, BC findly gives up completely and heads back to his ship.

Hope Anitaisin a friendlier and more welcoming mood than the Khalif was.

BC hops out to Ceresto see Anita. Unfortunately, he can't stay long. He hasto head back to
Earth orbit first thing tomorrow morning for along delayed but now scheduled meeting with the UTZ
Council and Wentworth on Wentworth Station. BC has also been trying to set up atime to meet with
M’ Bekke, but to no avail. Meeting after meeting.

BC makesit out to Ceres and manages to stay the night with Anita, but the visit istoo short. He
has to run the next morning to get back to Wentworth Station for the UTZ Council meeting. Anita’ s not
happy as she seeshim off.

BC apologizes, triesto tell Anitahe |l be back soon. His head is spinning from the constant
motion. He barely hastimeto think as he travels back to Earth orhit.

Wish Dolomay or the Eldred would attack so | wouldn’t have to go to another meeting!

Well, no... not really.

BC shiftsin his seet on the stinger ship shuttling him in to Wentworth Station.

“Com?’ hecdlsout.

“Comon.”

“Takeamemo,” BC says. “Please ask Pope John Paul the Fourth if he can meet with me soon.
I’ll bevigiting Vatican City after the UTZ Council meetings are over and would be honored if hewould
grant methe pleasure of his company. | want to talk to him about his negotiations with the Khdif. We can
meet whenever it's convenient for him. | want to know what’ s happening on that book,” BC saysto the
com. “ Send that to M’ Bekke.”

If I show up on his doorstep, maybe | can make M’ Bekke talk to me about the unity book!

BC meets with Wentworth and the UTZ Council a Wentworth Station. It's sad to see how
decimated the council ranks have become, athough Wentworth does bear some good news: the UTZ
scientists seem to have adapted the vaccine againgt the plague to counter the new strain. BC and the rest
of the council take the vaccine at the mesting, and health officias are dispatched on the council’ s orders
to inoculate everyone left on Earth, in orbit, on Mars and on the Project bases.

BC floats anew idea he' s been tossing around. He' s discussed changing the UTZ currency to
“Alliance Dallars’ to remove the stigma UIN members and independent stations seem to have over using
the UTZ currency. Theideais met with some resistance, and the meeting degeneratesinto a case of
information overload as the surviving CEOs on the council spend their timetelling BC why hisideasare
wrong.

The rest of the UTZ Council meetings then become ablur of accounting sheets and facts and
figuresthat BC triesto follow but fails. He tunes the council out and looks forward to his next stop,
Vatican City.

Chapter Fourteen



BC and M’ Bekkefinaly meet on Legp Day, February 29th, in M’ Bekke s officesin Vatican
City. BC can tell by the expression on the Pope’ sface as he meets M’ Bekke that whatever news there
is, itisn't good news.

“Wecan'tdoit,” M’Bekke saysasthey settleinto chairsin M’ Bekke' s offices.

“What do you mean? Y ou can't do what?’

“We cannot reconcile these two very different religions, BC, not even for abook —there sno
way! My people have been sitting at the table with the people sent by the Khalif. We ve gone over the
Koran and the Bible, but there’ s no common ground! They say the Koran hasto bein Arabic, itsorigina
tongue. How do you compromise on that? And they look down on our many trandations!”

“So, they won't budge on that?” BC asks.

“No. Not at dl. Even the more liberal among them hold to that as an essentia eement of their
fath.”

“How about we print it Sde by side, Arabic and whatever language the book isin?’

“In columns? | don't know if that will work for them...”

“What about page by page?’ BC asks. He grabs abook off of anearby shelf. “I used to have an
old book of poetry by a German poet, Rainer Maria Rilke. The English trandation was on the even
numbered pages, the origina German verson on the odd numbered pages.”

“Noway,” M’Bekke says. “Y ou read Rilke?’

“Nice)” BC says.

“That might work, but you know what they’|l say?‘Not good enough!’” he saysin amock
Arabian accent. “Y ou know they won't allow the Arabic onthe*odd’ pages,” he notes. “They’ Il haveto
be on theright.”

“But don’'t you see, M’ Bekke? If you can get them arguing about which sidethe trandation goes
on, you' re dready on the road to victory!”

“Doyou redly think s0?” M’ Bekke challenges him.

“Surel” BC sayswith enthusiasm. “Then you can start arguing over what goesin.”

“They want the whole Koran in the book!” M’ Bekke saysin exasperation.

“Putitdl in, then,” BC says matter-of-factly, alittleimpatient. “ And put the Arabic on theright.
Do we need dternate trandations for the Bible section, too?’

“Wadll... no,” M’Bekke answers.

“Good! Why doesthis seem so obviousto me?’

“Y ou’re not an unreasonable diehard, BC. We re deding with dogmatists on both sdes. And we
have to, becauseif they’ re not behind this, nothing will happen. Nothing will redly change.”

“And how many on our Sdewant to include the entire Bible?’

“Wadll, there are afew. Mogt of them. All of them, actualy,” he mumbles.

“Great,” BC says sarcadtically, throwing hisarms up in exasperation. “ So our old guard isjust as
bad astheird”

“ Sometimes worse. We have afundamentaist among our negotiators. He' s NcC, but still fundy.
And he getsthe othersrdlying around him!”

“I knew | should have declared fundamentalism a heresy while | was Pope!” BC sighs.

“Wish it was 0 easy. The NcC isatolerant church, BC,” M’ Bekke mock lectures him. “The
fundies are till not sure they should be part of a church led by an openly gay pope, BC, so try not to
provoke them.”

“That' san issue?’

“Itiswiththem.”

“ Should have excommunicated them,” BC says. “ Ishould have, | mean.”

“So,” M’ Bekke says. “What would youincludein, or exclude from, the book of unity, from the
Bible?Y ou do know the book | mean, right? Ever read it?’

“M’Bekke! | wasthe Pope!” BC protests.

“Right. I’'ve known ‘religious’ leaderswith only a passing knowledge of the Bible,” M’ Bekke



“Point taken.”

“Wel?" M’ Bekke presses.

“Well what?” BC asks.

“What parts of the Bible should beincluded?’

“Y ou redly want to know?’

“Have you ever redly thought about this, BC?’

“I have. But youwon't likeit.”

“Probably not,” M’ Bekke concedes. “But go ahead.”

“Well, for sarters? I’ m not really sure we need the Old Testament...”
Let’s see what he thinks of that!

“BC! | thought you wanted this book to reflect the Jews, too?’

“Okay. Maybe we keep Genesis and Exodus. Maybe just Genesis.”

“You can't leave out Moses! Y ou' ve got to have Exodus,” M’ Bekke says.
“Okay, then. Those two. Some of the psalms, the onesthat aren’t too triba and bloodthirsty. Job

is good, we can keep the Book of Job in there.”

“Joshua? Judges?’
“Nah,” BC says, dismissing them. “Bloody triba warfare dressed up as God' swill. Bad behavior

sanctioned by abloody tribal god. Don't need dl the rulesin Leviticus either.”

“Therel won't argue,” M’ Bekke says. “ Chronicles? Kings?’

“No and no.”

“Proverbs? Song of Songs?’

“Some of the Proverbs,” BC says, thinking out loud. “ Don't think we need Song of Songs. It's

like ancient porno.”

“BC!” M’Bekke exclams. “It' sagood thing you didn’t let people know you felt thisway while

you were Pope!”

“l wasn't avery Pope-y Pope,” BC says.

“That istrue,” M’ Bekke agrees. “ Ecclesiastes?’

“What?‘Vanity, vanity, dl isvanity’ ? That guy?’

“That' stheone”

“I kind of likethat one,” BC admits.

“What about the Prophets?’

“Jeremiah’ s okay. Y ou know the fundieswill demand that we include Daniel, but | don’t seeit.

None of the later prophets or history books, redly, either.”

“No Ezra?

“Nah.”

“None of the Old Testament Apocrypha?’

“They're not even redly part of the Old Testament, anyway! Leave ‘em out!”

“Man, BC, you're aruthless editor! | dmost hate to ask about the New Testament.”

“Y ou really want to know? The New Testament? Wdll, | guess the gospels are okay. But add

Thomas's, too.”

“Uh oh, herewe go,” M’Bekke says.

“Drop Revelation entirely. No reason for it.”

“But...”

“Wasn't written by John the Apostle. It' sredlly about Nero and the Roman Empire. Doesn't

even mention the Anti-Chrigt. Just does't belong in the Bible, or the book of unity.”

“That'll go over big with the fundies”
“They agreed to the consolidation in the NcC didn't they?”
“They did, but we have gradings, degrees, and they liked that, having the ability to be a part of

things and yet dill maintain their own way of celebrating their beliefs.”

“Even when those beliefs create us versus them mentalities? Why keep books in the Bible that



breed hatred?’ BC asks.

“Areyouonour Sde,” M’Bekke asks, “or the Mudims?’

BC frowns and doesn't answer.

“Sorry,” M’Bekke says. “You' ve actualy been very helpful. Some of your suggestions have
merit. | think the idea of Arabic on one page, English on the other, will work with them.” M’ Bekke
changesthe subject. “Will you be staying in Vatican City for any services?” he asks BC.

“Hold on,” he says, and checks hiscalendar. “I will! I'll haveto leave &fter the early mass
tomorrow. | promised the brain trust out in the asteroids that I’ d be there soon. They’re promising a
grand unvelling of some new systemd”

“Reverse engineered from the Eldred technology ?’

“Y eah, they made some breakthroughs recently. | haven’t been able to see much. They’ve been
quietly holed up with the ship, figuring it al out and coming up with only God knowswhat.”

“Well, at least the Eldred have given us some breathing room. And Dolomay has been qui€,
too,” M’Bekke says.

“They’ ve both been tooquiet, you know? The Eldred are out there, but they don't talk to us
now. There have been rumors from the Domo and the Flaze that Dolomay is again attacking isolated
outpogts, but nothing solid. They could be old reports resurfacing. It' s hard to know what’ s going on.
The Eldred could be massing forces from across the stars. We have no idea how far their dominion
reaches! Part of me dreads the thought that they’ re gathering shipsfor acomprehensive fina assault on
humanity.

“We don’t know where Dolomay is nursing his wounds, but we know that he'll be back when
he' sback up to fighting strength.”

“We know there’ s more coming, but we don’t know when. What was that thing, you know,
when you' ve got that sword hanging over your heed?’ BC askshim.

“Damocles” M’Bekketdlshim. “The Sword of Damocles. Waiting for it to fal, huh?’

“Pretty much,” BC admits. “But the Project gives me hope. If we can counter the Eldred’s
current weaponry, We' re on our way to beating them.”

M’ Bekkelooksat him quizzically.

“The Eldred are agtatic, unimaginative race,” BC explains. “If we can block their current
technology, they’ll be hard pressed to come up with new ways of attacking us.”

“I hopeyou'reright,” M’ Bekke says.

“Metoo,” BC admits.

BC and M’ Bekke end their meeting, and BC retiresto quarters provided for himin the Vatican.
Hiscom isflashing, full of queued up messages. Anita called with an update. Wentworth wants aword.
There saso adraft report on Independent Orbital Platforms.

BC decidesto read the report first. He had UTZ operatives assess the status of the orbital
gtationsthat hadn’t joined the UTZ dliance. He wanted to seeif any other stations might become dlies,
or offer assstance.

| think we need a new name for our alliance. ‘UTZ' doesn’t fit anymore. When we ask
these old independents to join with us, what do we tell them they're joining?

How many stations are till operating?

Some stations are dead, wiped out by the plague or smply abandoned as crews became scarce.
Othersarerun by rugged individuaists who just want to beleft alone. Three once-thriving stations were
wiped out in raids by Dolomay in the last year.

Thisleavesashort ligt of indy stations. All of them are dependent on UTZ currency and trade,
but none want to be *beholden” to the UTZ. BC has been devel oping aplan to bring them into thefold,
beginning by changing the name of the currency. The atus report gets him thinking.

“Com!” BC cdlsout. A unit appears on the desktop. “Get methe Khdlif, please,” BC says. Ina
minute or 0 the Khdif isontheline,

“Gresetings and respect, my friend,” the Khaif says.

“Greetings and sd utations,” BC responds.



“Towhat do | owe the pleasure of your company,” the Khalif asks.

“1 noticed when | was with you on Mars two weeks ago that you didn’t seem to want to talk
about the book of unity,” BC getsright to the point. “ Thought maybe we hit abreakdown in the
negotiations. I’ ve just met with M. the Pope... I’ ve suggested some ways to accommodate your needs
for the book of unity.”

“Redly?’ the Khdif sayswith the hint of surprise.

“Redlly. Could your people accept the Koran included both in Arabic and in a second
language?’ BC asks.

“So it would be in there in the proper tongue and also in trandation?” BC nods. “ That might
work,” the Khaif says. “It might.”

“Thank you,” BC says. | aso wanted to talk more about our currency ideas. | think I’'m going to
consolidate the UTZ and UIN currencies as Alliance Dollars”

“If you change the name of the currency... will you then go ahead with afurther name change?
Will you change the name of the UTZ, too?’ the Khdif asks him cautioudly.

“Doesn’'t redly seem to fit anymore, doesit?’ BC askshim.

“No. But I do not think it would surprise anyonethat | do not likethe name!” The Khalif laughsa
quick laugh.

“Do you dare, though? What will you cdl it?*the Alliance 7’

“The Alliance?Huh, | don’t know? 1 don’t know if the UTZ council isready for anew name!
S0, no, not yet! But we haveto cal the combined currency something. Alliance Dollars has agood ring
toit. | think it will get any hold outsto sign on with us, once they see we aren’t forcing them to become
uTtz”

“I see. Well, do asyou must. On these palitical issues| find | usudly agree with you! Y ou have
been incredibly honest with me, with us, sofar,” the Khalif says. So, no new name for anything yet?’

“Not yet, Khalif. You'rethe only one I’ ve even discussed thiswith so far. Nope, no new name.
And no book of unity.”

“Wdll, | am sorry about the book. But that you would discusstheideaof the*Alliance’ with me,
for that | am honored.”

“Y ou don't have an ego-stake invested in the old names. It’ srefreshing. There are many inthe
UTZ and the UIN who do.”

“‘Ego-Steke 7’ The Khdif notestheterm. “1 like that. And you, Campion, have very little ego
staked, do you?’

“I do... or, 1 don't, | guess,” BC says. “| just want to see us survive,” he says.

“Yes” theKhdif says. “I have recognized this about you. Y ou redly aretrying to keep usdl
aive—how ironicisthat for aformer n?’

“Old news,” BC says. “Even then, | was only trying to do what wasright.”

“It isfunny how that changes, isit not?’ the Khdif observes.

“Sure,” BC sayscautioudy. “But | think it dl hasto do withwhowecal *us and who we call
them’, doesn't it?’

“Goon,” the Khdif encourages.

“Wall, I now define‘us asthe humanrace” BC says. “It'sa... broader definition than | used to

have”

“True, but accurate. So... who becomesyour ‘them’?” the Khalif asks him.

“The Eldred. Dolomay. Whoever threatens us, | guess.”

“That makes acertain amount of sense. Y ou know, though, eventualy even those ‘them’ could,
and should one day, become‘us,” the Khdif muses.

“That' s pretty progressive of you, Khalif. Seeing as how they’ ve been trying to wipe you out.”

“Thank you. Thisisanew timefor ISam. We aretrying to figure out just what submisson to the
will of Allahredly means” the Khalif says.

“You're... would it be wrong for meto suggest you' re kind of enlightened, Khdif?’

TheKhdif beginslaughing. “Wrong? | guesswe shdl find out!”



“So, then... you're okay if | change the name... starting with the currency?’

“I am. Go ahead,” the Khalif says.

“Thank you, Khdif,” BC says.

“Whét... the Solar Alliance?’ the Khalif asks.

“Something like that,” BC admits. “It shouldn’t be named for any one planet or people,” he
explans.

“Nameit for the sun. That makes sense”

“Thanks,” BC says.

“I must admit, you are still not what | expected.”

“No?Isthat good?’

“It has been grest!” the Khaif assureshim. *'Y ou are a continuing revelation to me! Y ou do
Allah’ swork without knowingit. Y ou are like ademon, unknowingly moving as Allah wills.”

“So that’ s how you see me, huh? A force for Allah whether | likeit or not?’

“Pretty much. Y ou do not stand in God' sway. That’ s about as good as we can hope for from a
Chrigtian! Y ou do not subordinate yoursdlf to the will of Allah, but you do not actively thwart hiswill
ether.”

“Thanks, | think,” BC replies. “ Do you suppose the human race is actualy worth saving?’

The Khdif beginslaughing out loud.

“What?' BC asks.

“Again you ask the inconvenient question. Evenin the midst of doing dl you can to save usdl,
you aren't afraid to ask the hard questions.”

“Don’'t you ever question yoursdf?’ BC askshim.

“| question whether or not my ego getsin theway of my submissonto Allah,” the Khalif
explains. “My questionsare... well... deep. I'd liketo,” again, the Khalif laughs. “Have you ever read
Rumi?’

“Rumi?No, | havenoidea...”

“Hewas awhirling dervish, acharismatic follower of Idam and of Allah.” The Khdif pausesto
smile. “Wewould al be better off knowing more Rumi. He was a great poet, you see? He writes of
knocking on the door to madness, only to have it open to find he was on the other sde!”

“Has the door opened?’ BC asks.

“I believeit has,” the Khalif says. “But it remainsto be seen which side of the door we end up
on, doesit not?’

“Indeed,” BC agrees. “Thank you, Khaif. Campion out.”

BC dgnsoff, shuts off the com.

The Solar Alliance. Huh. Well. At least the Khalif is on board. The rest of the UTZ council
will need convincing. And Wentworth... Wentworth! He wanted me to talk to him.

BC gets Wentworth on the com.

“Campion! | was beginning to wonder if you' d gotten lost in the |abyrinthine corridors of the
Vatican!” Wentworth jokes.

“Wentworth,” BC greetshim.

“Campion, I’ ve been receiving some complaints from independent stations. Do you have people
out harassing theindy sations?’

“Harassing?’ BC asks. “No, not harassing. Surveying, asking some questions so they could put a
report together for me. I’m working on getting theindiesto join us,” he explains. “It' stied into changing
the name of our currency. | wanted to see where they were at. | didn’t want to surprise them.”

“The nameof the currency? Those ‘ Alliance dollars you’ ve mentioned? Would you combine the
UIN and UTZ currencies, too?” Wentworth asks.

“Yes, | would. A unified currency.”

“Replacing both currencies... and their governments, too, perhaps?’

“Not replacing their governments, just asking for their help and support,” BC argues.

“Don’'t play gameswith me, Campion! I’ ve been at thisway too long!”



“Ultimately?'Y ou' re right. We need unity, Richard. We need an dliance, don't we? A single
entity pooling and controlling our resources, helping us present aunified front againgt the Eldred and
Dolomay.”

“And that’ syou? | never figured you for a power hungry dictator, Campion. | guess|’ve
underestimated you!” Wentworth says, scorn dripping from hiswords.

“That’ snot what | mean. And | know you know better,” BC admonishes him. “L ook,
Wentworth, right now everything isin pieces. Some here, some there, some somewhere else. We need
to face them as one. We re stronger together than apart againgt these enemies. It'sjust common sense.”

“Come on, Campion! If there was such athing as‘common’ sense, everyone would haveit!”

“Touché, Wentworth,” BC says. “But | do hope | can count on your support for the Solar
Alliance”

“The Solar Alliance?” Wentworth says. “ Solar Alliance, en? That' s the name? Best you could
come up with?’ Herollstheideaaround in his head. “ Sounds like science fiction to me, Campion.”

“Wentworth, we re dedling with aienswho want us dead! This issciencefiction.”

“Touchéright back at you, then, Campion,” Wentworth says. “Are you going to abolishmy UTZ
Council?”

“Nah,” BC answers. “But we do need a better system of representation. The UTZ Council can
become morelikea... well, acabinet, | guess, to a prime minister who leads a house of commons, that
sort of thing.”

“You'rearegular political scientist, aren’t you?” Wentworth says, histone dripping sarcasm.
“Can’'t we beaHouse of Lords?’ he jokes.

“Not enough of you,” BC explains.

“Y our system sounds vaguely British.”

“My ‘system’ isjust good ideasright now,” BC points out. “And I’ m open to suggestions.”

“When were you going to address this with the council, Campion?’

“I brought up the currency idea once dready and got shot down,” BC notes. “I’m going to try
again a our next UTZ council meeting. But | was planning on calling youtonight al along. Wentworth.
Youand | redly arethe UTZ Council. You know it! Soif you and | agreeto the Solar Alliance... that’'s
it, redlly, isn't it? After the* council’ agrees, we set up arepresentative democracy. Put astructurein
place, with representatives voted on by the people. We' d only run thingswhile we set up the
government. Then we step aside,” BC explainsto Wentworth. “1 hope it will give people something to
fight for. | don’'t want to be adictator.”

“Y ou think that will work?Y ou’ re an optimist!”

“Hdl, Wentworth, I’m just making thisup as| go along,” BC admitsand sghs.

“Doyou redly believe Dolomay and the Eldred will continue to give you the peace and quiet you
need for your experiment in governance?’ Wentworth chalengeshim.

“They could hit usat any time,” BC says. He pausesfor effect, looks around asif waiting for an
attack to start. It stays quiet. “Nothing? Good! Not yet, then. So... | keep trying. And if you'reredly as
smart as you think you are, Wentworth, you know that the real reason for an dlianceisto findly, once
andfor dl, unitethe UTZ, the UIN, and the Project fleets and militaries.”

“Yes, | was getting to that,” Wentworth says.

“I’'m heading out to the Project,” BC tdlshim. “They’ re promising to show me breskthroughs
they’ ve made in reverse engineering the Eldred technology. We need to be unified so we can apply the
new tech to all of our ships, across the board, with no questions or confusion.”

“You' remaking alot of sense. When do you want to meet with the UTZ Council again, then?’

“Sometime after the weekend,” BC tdlshim. “Maybe Monday, the 7th?’

“Good enough,” Wentworth says. “What should | tell them until then?”

“Whatever you want to.”

“And theindy gtations?’

“Join us and get the new currency. Or stay indy and hold on to worthless currency.”

“Harsh! Not trying diplomacy?’ Wentworth questions.



“Diplomacy isdone. Joinusor die,” BC sayswith mock harshness. But he meansit.

“How progressive,” Wentworth says.

“Wdl,” BC muses, “That should be incentive enough.”

“Be careful not to reach for too much, BC.”

BC can't help himsdlf. He startslaughing.

“What' s so funny?” Wentworth asks.

“You!” BC managesto get out past hislaughing. “Y ou’ re funny! The man who'smade his
fortune reaching for too much telling menot to reach for too much! That’srich!”

“Careful Campion, you might hurt my fedings,” Wentworth mock protests.

“Yeah, right! You havefedings” BC says. “Goodnight, Wentworth.”

“Goodnight, Campion.”

BC dtays at the Vatican through M’ Bekke sfirg officid papa liturgy the next day. He catchesa
Stinger out to Ceres after the ceremony. His mind races through his menta to-do book.

The Muslim and Christian negotiators have agreed to reconvene on March 8th. Alliance
Dollars should go into effect April 1st. Meeting with the UTZ Council sometime after the
weekend. See if we can make that happen.

Dolomay is rampaging on out there, somewhere. The Eldred continue to hang out there,
too, a threat waiting in the wings for the right excuse to attack us again.

At least we have the Domo and the Flaze representatives on the Moon, entertaining the
media and showing the general public that not all aliens want to kill us... least not directly.

The Domo still freak me out!

Well, look at that!

BC smiles. They’ re approaching the Ceres base, and as he looks out the ship’ s viewport, BC
sees The Project has severa new shipslined up, lining hisarriva route, dl glimmering with new tech
adapted from the captured Eldred ship.

It's a start! Hope the news is that they can reproduce the new tech on a larger scale. | feel
like the next attack is coming any minute now... a gut feeling. | may just be paranoid.

BC' sship lands at the new base on Ceres. Krish and Dell lead the wel coming committee waiting
for BC dongside his ship in thelanding bay as he disembarks.

“BC! Did you seethem?’ Krish asks, before anyone has a chance to say hello.

“I did! They look nice,” BC telshim.

“Nice?” Krish responds, alittle exasperation in hisvoice.

“He could only seethem,” Déell points out. “How much can you appreciate from mere
appearances?’

“Krish, Ddll, it's great to seeyou two!” BC says. “Those ships out there did look good. | hope
that’ sjust the beginning...”

“WEe ve made some amazing breskthroughd” Krish inggs. “We re throwing a party in honor of
our achievementd You'rein plenty of timetojoin in the festivities.”

“I bedieve you will bevery pleased,” Dell tells BC. “We ve come quite far in applying the tech
we' ve uncovered. Making sure we can useit easly, plugging it into our current systems.”

“Can you? Have you made it that easy already?’ BC asks them. * Plug-inable?’

Déll hestates before he answers.

“Wdll, yes. To somedegree,” he says.

“What Dell isn't saying,” Krish says, “isthat once we cracked the language and the codes, it
became remarkably easy to figure out. It redly wasn't that hard!”

“The'cracking’ asKrish describesit was somewhat difficult,” Dell says. “But the application,
once the tech was deciphered, amost took care of itself, redly.”

“Redlly?’ BC asks, surprised. “How’ sthat?’

“The Eldred seem to follow the same sort of thought processeswe do,” Krish tellshim. “Does
that make senseto you?’

“I think it does,” BC grants him. “Bottom line, what do you have for us?’



“Ddl?’ Krish says, deferring to the older, taller scientist.

“Thank you,” Ddll says. “We now have shields that match their shields, based on our adapted
tech. We have what we're calling * blasters . We started with their beam wegponry and converted it to
turn the media it passes through into a building kinetic mass, creeting a beam wegpon that not only melts
and burns but dso ddiversakinetic wallop.”

“I think I'vefdt thatwallop before,” BC comments.

“Not actudly likely,” Ddl corrects him, “Or you would be dead. And our adapted beams?’ Dell
cracksasmall grin. “Even deadlier.”

“Nice,” BC complimentsthe man. “ So now we can withstand their attacks and hit them back
even harder than they hit us?’

“Pretty much,” Krish confirms. “ Sightlyharder.”

“WEe ve dso developed new navigationa equipment,” Ddll continues. “We have anew array of
sensors and survey tools. We are, however, still working on the mgjority of the data storage. The
language barrier is ill posing aproblem in these areas, and there seemsto be additional encryption on
the non-technica stored data. It'shard to tell for certain.”

“We guessthat there are navigationd charts, histories, survey data,” Krish adds, “we just haven't
cracked those codes yet.”

“Treasure yet to discover,” BC notes.

“Their drivesare not asimpressve astheir amaments,” Ddll sayswith asmall measure of
disappointment. “ There are even some aspects of their drive systems where we have devel oped superior
technology. Our Transpace Drive beatstheir faster-than-light drives,” he sayswith some pride. “We've
found some tweaks we can make to our drives, smal refinements, based on what we' ve learned.”

“Great,” BC says.

There' san awkwardly long moment of silence.

“That's, um... that' skindait,” Krish saysalittle sheepishly.

“That'sfine, it sgood,” BC reassuresthem. “It’senough. Now, again, | gottaask, can we
reproduce these improvements on amassive scale? How fast can we retrofit our ships?’

“Which ones?” Krish asks.

“All of them!” BC tellsthem. “Project ships, UTZ, UIN, dl of them.”

Krish and Dell look at each other, both alittle surprised.

“All of them?” Krish asks meekly.

BC nods. “ And we need to crank out more new ships equipped with the latest tech we have, fast
aswecan.”

“Ambitious!” Anitacracks, gppearing out of nowhere to sartle the other three.

“Necessary,” BC replies, finishing the thought. He jokes with Anita “Did you snesk up on us?’

“I'mjust naturdly stedlthy,” she says, amusement in her voice.

“Do you want usto retrofit ships here?” Dell asks BC. “We' ve built thefacilities that alowed us
to fix those ships you saw outside. We' resmall, buit...”

“Better idea,” BC says. “Let’ stake back the asteroid base, locate our retrofitting operations
there. That |eaves the shipyards open to crank out new ships.”

BCisthinking onthefly.

“Send those ships | saw out there back to Mars and Earth right now. Have them replace ships
there, take their place as those ships come here, so that we don't lose any numbers back there. Then
we |l repesat that process, upgrading our shipsin shifts,” BC explains. “How many ships are ready to go
right now?’ heasks.

“Seven,” Ddl tdlshim.

BC thinksout loud, “Let’s see... Send threeto Mars, four to Earth. Split the crewswhen they
get there with the ones from the shipsthey replace. Leave atraining crew and hdf of the origina ship's
crew on board our Project ship, Bring the other half of the crew back here with their ship, and we'll train
them here asther ship isretrofitted.”

“Done,” Dell assures him. Heturns and leavesto put the plan in motion. Krish turns and leaves



with Dell. He shoots a hurt and angry look back at BC before they |eave the room.

What was that for? Was | too harsh? Damn.

“How long until the party?’ BC asks Anita

“About twelve hours,” she says. “If your majestyis sure he can alow such celebrations...” she
sayswith heavy sarcasm.

“What' sthat for?’

“Y ou came on kind of authoritative, kind of abrupt.”

“I did not! How long were you listening?’ BC protests. “1 just gave them ingtructions on what to
do next.”

“Youdidn't prasethar efforts,” shetdlshim.

“What?| said ‘great’, ‘good job’; that' spraise, isn't it?”

“Youdidn't say ‘great job’, you just said ‘good’,” she corrects him.

“Jesus!” BC sghs, exasperated. “L ook, I'll propose atoast to them at the party, okay? We can
certainly take afew hours off to celebrate.”

“Thank you,” Anitasays, the sarcadtic edge ill in her voice, “your mgesty!” She mockingly
bows and leaves BC standing adonein thelanding bay.

| never know how to take her ... was she serious?

BC just shakes hishead.

Hefinds out where he' s staying. He heads to his room to take a nap before the party starts. A
com tone wakes him up.

“BC?Almost party time!” Anitasays over the com. “I thought you' d want an hour or so to get
reedy.”

“Very thoughtful. Thank you, Anita.”

“You... you'rewelcome,” she says, and then Sgns off.

There' s still something... some tension there. Why is she so mad at me?

Like | can puzze that out!

Can’'t worry about it too much.

Let’s party... Watch the Eldred or Dolomay attack at the stroke of midnight. While we're
toasting ourselves!

They cdebrate in style, turning the landing bay into adance hdl, a party zone with colored lights
and music. BC doesindeed toast the scientists for their efforts, their [abor and hard work.

The Project pilots and training crews skip the party, acting on BC' s orders, heading immediately
back to Earth and Mars.

After the party, BC and Anita spend the night together. The next morning, Anita sees him off as
BC hops a ship back to Lunar Prime, leaving the Project scientists to get back to their work. AsBC's
ship leaves Ceres, thefirst wave of UIN and UTZ ships arrivesfor retrofitting.

We' ve got some breathing room. We' ve got to do all we can as fast as we can. Dolomay or
the Eldred could be back at any time. Our forces are smaller, but if we can keep it together ...
maybe we can survive. Maybe we can even win this fight. | hope we're stronger for all our trials.
Not kind, not pretty, but resilient and strong.

Chapter Fifteen

Reports have Dolomay out far from the Solar System, hitting some of the fringe worlds of The
Flaze. The Eldred continue to hang back, observing, slent. Taking advantage of the relative cam, BC
meetswith the UTZ Council to push for his currency name change. After someinitid friction, they agree
to cdl them “Alliance Dallars.”” BC goesfurther. He proposes the new government. The UTZ Council,
goaded by Wentworth, reluctantly agrees to the new representative body. BC is able to make the Solar



Alliance officd.

They set adate for aparliamentary eection in three months: June 4th, 2112. Representatives will
be elected from Earth, Earth Orbit, The Moon, Mars and the Project bases, creating a government body
that will then eect a Prime Representative. The Prime Representative will then organize the rest of the
government out of the other representatives. The UTZ Council will remain in an advisory postion to
whoever becomes Prime Representative.

BC decidesto run as arepresentative for Vatican City. Richard Wentworth runs as one of the
orbital representatives. Anita Capitunarunsto be one of the representatives for the Project bases, dl the
while espousing her hatred for politics. Strong candidates arise on Earth and Mars aswell. The Khdlif
does not engage in politics, preferring to remain the reigious leader to his people.

Three months of campaigning pass by quickly. Fortunatdly, their bresthing room continues, asthe
Eldred remain aoof and Dolomay is reported to be ranging far beyond the reaches of Flaze space, into
distant systems populated by dien races not yet known to humanity.

The unified military is christened the Solar Alliance Interplanetary Force: SAIF. “Keeping the
Solar System SAIF!” Four divisons cover Earth and Earth Orbit, the Moon and the asteroid base,
Ceres and the shipyard. The Project continues to retrofit the SAIF ships on the old asteroid base while
the shipyard cranks out more Stinger Ships. Ceres has become the centrd point for travel to the Project
Outpostsin Deep Space.

The SAIF sfourth division, based on the Project base at Ceres, functions as an diteforce.
They’ re equipped with the cutting edge tech the Project devel ops as soon asit’ stested and deemed
operationd. They train among the asteroids. Among the rank and file of the SAIF, the fourth becomes
known as thedivison to servein. Based in the asteroids they’ re kept from the public eye and hopefully
from the eyes of Dolomay and the Eldred aswell.

On Election Day, BC is chosen to sit on the new Solar Alliance parliament. Anita Capitunais
elected representative and governor of the Project holdingsin the asteroids, even though the general
publicistill only dimly aware of the bases existence. The formation of the Solar Alliance createsa
growing awarenessin the public of just how far the Project has taken humanity into the stars.

In the absence of any real competition, BC israised to Prime Representative during the first
session of the Solar Alliance House of Representatives. BC names Anitathe Project Director and CEO.
Under her leadership the Project’ s assembly plants have been cranking out Transpace warships asfast as
they can, applying the technica advances reverse-engineered from the Eldred ship.

Things have been going well through the spring and early summer, but BC Htill looks over his
shoulder, congtantly waiting for Dolomay or the Eldred to strike their next blow. BC’ s July beginswith
meetings, appointments requested by the representatives of the Flaze and the Domo. Together.

Funny. The Eldred once told us never to trust the Flaze and the Domo when they work
together... Hmmm.

Two Domo dressed in sparkling purple robesroll into BC's new Prime Representative' s office
on Lunar Prime. Two spindly-limbed Faze follow them in, awkwardly angling their way sideways
through the doorway and into their seats at BC's conference table.

One of the Domo speaksfirst.

“Congratulaions, Prime Representative Campion,” the alien greets BC, “on your eectionssss.”

“Thank you,” BC says. The Flaze merely nod at BC. “What can | do for you?’

“I believeit ismore a case of what we can do for you!” the Domo says.

“Ohredly,” BC responds cautioudy.

Can't dismiss them outright.

“Redlly,” the other Domo says. “We want to help. Serve as go-betweens. Between you humans
and the Eldred.”

“I see... Have you spoken with the Eldred lately?’ BC asks. “Because, you see... and thisisthe
thing,” BC involuntarily raiseshisvoice alittle, “they’ ve been attacking US!”

“Yes, weknow,” thefirs Domo says. “And thisis unfortunate. But you areattacking them. In
their eyes”



“Inthe eyes of the Eldred,” the other Domo continues the thought, “ Dolomay and hishumans are
the same astherest of you. And theyare attacking everybody.”

The Haze hisses and wheezes and the wrist worn trandator says, “ Dolomay and his men attack
useven now.”

Not redly having aresponse, BC just stares back at the four aliens, not saying aword.

“We believe we can help both sdes,” the first Domo says, “and ourselves.”

“Of course,” BC acknowledges.

“It makes sense to usto make you this offer,” the Domo sayswith anod.

BC fedstired. Drained.

Damn Domo! What' stheir game? Just being near them makes me drowsy!

“Tell youwhat,” BC says, “Detail for mein areport how you propose to get the Eldred to stop
attacking us, and what you want from the Solar Alliancein return.”

“A report?’ the Domo asks.

“Putitinwriting,” BC tellsthedien. “I haveto go now. Other meetings, other thingsto attend
to,” hetdlsthem.

“What could be more important than the very surviva of your race?’ thefirst Domo asks BC.

“Nothing, | assureyou. But | can’'t waste my time either.”

“Y ou think we are wasting your time?’

“I think ther€' s somethingyou want from me. But | don't think the Eldred will listen to you. |
know we all want to stop Dolomay. But | don't think you can help us do thateither.”

“We need to prove our worth to you, then,” the Domo says. “We once were a vaue to those of
you inyour ‘Project’. Could we not be avauable aly once again?’

The Flaze hissesand clicks, “Allies,” the trandator says.

“Dolomay once again has asmdll fleet of ships, and an gpparent planetary base,” the Domo says.
“Perhapsthisinformation is useful to you?’

It is. Damn. Didn’t know Dolomay had built back up again. Not great news... But it is
‘useful’, | guess.

“What do you know?’ BC asks them.

“We know where his planetary baseis,” the Domo tells BC. “We aso know that the Eldred have
not been merely observing you. The Eldred are preparing... something. A new wesgpon, anew plague, it
isunclear. But they have gone into a defensive mode,” the Domo says. “Now might be agood timeto
talk to them.”

“Now?How isthisa‘good time 7’ BC asksthe alien increduloudly.

“Theyare not attacking. Wecan speak with them on your behdlf. It is, therefore, a goodtime,” the
Domo assures BC.

The Flaze hisses, clicks and wheezes, and the trandator speaks. “We are being attacked by
Dolomay. We need your help. Y ou know Dolomay and how hethinks. His people are your people. Help
usstop him. Thishelpsyou aswell.”

Funny that the Flaze, although using a translator, speak clearest to what they want.

They' rewilling to admit what’sin it for them.

“So,” BC says, “Our friends the Flaze are looking for our help?’

The Faze, through the trandator, says, “Yes.”

“Weadl help each other,” the Domo insists. “We spegk to the Eldred for you —you benefit!”

“Soyou say,” BC saysin tepid agreement.

The Domo continues, “If your forces were to engage Dolomay’ sforces. .. that would draw him
away from the Flaze - the Flaze benefit.”

BC growstired, more drained. He gtiflesayawn.

“So how, then, do the Domo benefit?’ BC asks.

“We benefit in closer relations with humans and better relations with the Eldred. And we have
agreements between oursalves and the Flaze. We benefit from these aswell.”

| bet you do...



“| sga”

Damn, itsdraining just to sit here and listen to this thing!

“Wetdl you where Dolomay and his base are, you dedl with him, the Domo says. “Wetell the
Eldred what you are doing, and then negotiate with them on your behalf.”

“So what are the Flaze doing?’ BC asks.

Thelead Flaze hisses. “In part,” the trandator says, “We keep the other races at bay.”

“Other races?” BC wonders.

The Flaze hisses, wheezes, clicks and istrandated, “ The Snakt. The Devrizium. Others. There
are many other races out there, Bernard Campion. Dolomay has been striking them aswell. And with the
Eldred so digtracted by you and Dolomay, many sense opportunity aswell.”

“Thelr first “opportunity’ in hundreds of thousands of years,” the Domo adds. “ The Flaze could
be quite busy.”

The Hazerises up asit speaks again through itstrand ator, “We know how to fight these dlieng!”

BC closes hiseyes. He pinches the bridge of hisnosg, trying to fight the exhaustion now
threatening to overwhelm him.

“Look,” hesaystothediens, “let methink on this generous offer. Can we reconvene
tomorrow?’

“Certainly,” the Domo says.

“Thank you,” BC says. He smiles and excuses himsalf. He ducks out of the room as quickly as
he can.

Damn! I’ ve never experienced the ‘Domo Drain’ quite that severely before. It must come
on stronger when they want something from you. | need some sleep, now.

BC retiresto hisroomsto rest after his encounter. Sleep quickly overtakes him. He finds himself
again at the center of atill gray sea, at the center of the sllent ocean. Thewallsfal away and he's
surrounded by gray.

THEREIS... WHERE IS... THERE YOU ARE! THERE!

BC fed'sahammer come down on his head.

Defend!

YOU RESIST, INFANT?!

Defend!

YOU CANNOT!

| can! DEFEND!

Slence

| can!

Lord, please let me deep in peace!

Silence continues. Having shut out his adversary, BC finally rests and gets some peaceful deep.

He greetsthe Domo and Haze representatives refreshed the next morning. His mind buzzes with
anew st of questionsto ask them.

“Before we go any further,” BC begins, “I’ve got afew questionsfor you. I'd like to ask you
more about the * Ancient Enemy’.”

“Wewill tdl you anything we can,” the firs Domo says cautioudy.

“What sort of psionic abilities, telepathic abilities, did the Ancient Enemy possess?’ BC asks
them.

“What do you mean?’ the Domo asks, in either red or feigned ignorance.

“Maybethat isn't trandating sowell,” BC offers.

The Haze hisses out an answer, trandated, “We know what you meant.”

“Thank you,” BC says, turning to directly address the suddenly helpful dien. “Could you
elaborate?’

The Flaze begins along hiss, then clicks, wheezes and hisses again. Thetrandator kicksin
midway through.

“The Ancient Enemy could invade your mind aswell asyour planet,” thetrandator says, “turn



other beingsinto their mental daves. At least, the strongest among them could.”

“Ah!” The Domo figures out what BC isasking. “The canark, yes, the mind attack! We did not
understand before. There were those among the Ancient Enemy who could bend others' willsto ther
own.”

“Was Dolomay one of the strong ones?’ BC asks.

“Wehavenoidea,” the Domo admits. “We had not heard any reference to him specificaly. We
have only stories and legends of that distant past. None of thoseredlly tell usindividud’s names. But they
dotel of the canark.”

“The Canark, BC says, “Mind attack. Canark attack.”

“Excuse me?’ the Domo says.

“Never mind.”

The Domo looks scared.

“What?' BC asks. “What did | say?’

“The*never mind’ isacomplete state of no-mind the end result of theworst canark, erasure... a
walking desth!”

“Sorry,” BC gpologizes. “It’ sjust ahuman expression, like, ‘don’t worry about it.” | didn’t mean
to scareyou!”

The two Domo settle down.

Spooked them!

The Haze pipes up again. Thetrandator speaks.

“The Eldred dso possessed this ahility, though to afar more limited degree. They were much
weeker.”

“Dothey Hill?” BC asks.

“Wewould think so,” The Flaze says, trandated.

No kidding! | wonder if the Eldest of the Eldred read my mind during our visit on Eldray?
Could I be hearing one of the Eldred in my head? to be Dolomay?

| don’t think so...

“Wadll, thank you for thisinformation,” BC says. “It’ squite important to us. I'll take thisasa
gesture of friendship and goodwill between our races.”

“Does this mean you are taking us up on our offer of diplomacy?’ the first Domo asks.

“Can’'t hurt,” BC admits. “Go ahead. Seeif the Eldred are willing to refrain from trying to wipe
out the human race.”

“Er, well, yes. Wewill go and seeif we can open adialogue,” the Domo says.

The Flaze hisses something. Thetrandator says, “We will open Flaze territory to you. Provide
you with star charts. A moment.”

The Haze pauses.

“They have been sent to your network,” the Haze informs him.

“Judt likethat, huh?’ BC isimpressed.

The Domo shifts nervoudy, but then steadies. “ And now, we have sent the location of Dolomay’s
baseto your net,” the Domo tells him. The Domo then gets up from thetable. “That isall for now.” They
leave the room followed out by the Flaze. The lead FHaze pauses before leaving the room.

“Thhhhhhank you,” the Flaze manages to hiss out without the trandator.

After garting asecond in surprise, BC nods at the dien. “Thank you,” he says, and he givesthe
Flaze adight bow. The dien turns and leaves the room.

Well, that’ s something. Allies? | don’t think so. | just don’t trust them.

BC returnsto his office out the viewport, out over the empty gray surface of the Moon.

Can we take either the Flaze or the Domo at their word? What is the word of an alien
worth? Guess we'll find out.

Using the new information, BC orders a SAIF squadron to the supposed location of Dolomay’s
base. They arriveto find the base abandoned. Dolomay and his ships arelong gone. But it’s clear they
werethere. Evidence of their occupation and their atrocitiesremains.



Other evidenceis discovered as well. Dolomay has been reported to have awoman at hisside, a
female consort. BC has heard the reports. But upon sifting through the ruins of the abandoned base, BC
is confronted by printed proof. Worse ill, BC recognizes the woman.

Fiza

He' s gotta have her under his control! There' s no other way she would' ve... well, she
might. But the last time | saw her she wasn't exactly cozying up to him and his folks.

Poor Fizal

She looks like she's doing okay.

BC islooking at aposed print of Fizaand Dolomay. Hisblonde hair is growing back in, the dark
ends giving him astrange look. Hisarm isaround her. She grinsanervous smile, but her am isaround
Dolomay.

Huh... she kinda looks happy. | guess.

BC doesn't know what to fed. He fedl s hurt seeing Fizawith Dolomay, but also afraid for her.
And he can't help thinking of Anita

Fizais playing a dangerous game, but probably because she hasto. Fiza. Anita. Jeesh.
Maybe if | was the last man on Earth, or the Moon. Or Mars. Prime Representative. Pope. CEO of
the Project. Titles. What are they? What are they worth? What am | worth?

| don’t know anymore. No matter what | do, what level | reach... it still doesn’t seem like
it's enough. | till feel hollow. If God is Love —where do | find that love? Even when | was Pope, |
couldn’t answer that. | don’t know if I’ ve ever actually loved anyone! Does that make me evil?
Sociopathic? | did used to kill people for aliving. That’s not really all that social, isit? Well
adapted?

What islove? What is truth? Quid est veritas?

Makes me think | need to check in on M’ Bekke on ‘the book’ .

We keep arguing and killing over how it is we' re supposed to love each other. How fucked
up isthat? Too many people who don’t even know how to love are telling other people how they
should love!

And the killing continues.

BC findsagood night’ s deep no longer comes easily asthe summer stretches on. Hevaueshis
deep whenit doescome... dthough heiswary of Dolomay’ s attacks.

Late one August night he once again finds himsalf standing on the dtill, calm ocean, asthewalls
fal away. Theworld turnsgray. He stands aone on asunless sea.

Thisis getting old.

ISIT?

Out out out out out

WAIT!

What?

WHY DO YOU TRY TO BLOCK ME?

Wait a minute... who are you?

WE’'VE ALREADY GONE THROUGH THIS, HAVEN' T WE?

You're not Dolomay? Thisfeels... different.

NO.

Areyou trying to tell me you're God? Jesus?

ALWAYS THE SAME QUESTIONS—AND SO, THE SAME ANSWERS: YES AND NO.

Do you speak like thisto Dolomay?

DOLOMAY? NO. HE ISLOST.

But he speaks as you do, like this, in dreams, mind to mind.

AH, BUT ‘THIS ISBUT YOUR LIMITED MIND’ SWAY OF INTERPRETING MY
CONTACT WITH YOU. YOUR MIND INTERPRETSDOLOMAY SCONTACT IN A SMILAR
FASHION, BUT IT ISONLY SMILAR BECAUSE YOUR MIND MAKESIT SO.

YOU ARE DIFFERENT ASWELL. YOU ARE NOT AS| AM, BUT YOU ARE NOT LIKE



DOLOMAY AND HISKIND, THE ONESTHEY CALL THE ANCIENT ENEMY, EITHER.

Me?

ALL OF YOU. HUMANITY.

BC seesavison of ahuge crowd stretching off asfar as his eyes can see. All the people il
dive, dl of humanity, he somehow knows.

| HAVE A GIFT TO GIVE TO YOU. CLEAR YOUR MIND AND BE STILL.

BC attemptsto comply. A feding of warmth without heat washes over him, welcoming him,
loving him, accepting him unconditionaly. And something then “dlicks in BC'smind.

The gray seaand sky surrounding him beginsto shimmer and glow, luminescent, increasingly
white, until it isnearly blinding him with its burning, phosphorescent glow. The light’ sintensity pesksand
beginsto fade, and asthe light fades BC' sfedings of warmth and love fall away and fade aswell.

What just happened?

| HAVE GIVEN YOU A GIFT. BUT IT COMESAT A GREAT PRICE.

Why do you sound so faint?

| HAVE GIVEN YOU ABILITIESAND DEFENSES YOU WILL NEED TO FACE
DOLOMAY. BUT BECAUSE OF THIS YOU AND | WILL SOON NO LONGER BE ABLE TO BE
IN CONTACT WITH EACH OTHER. THISISTHE PRICE.

YOU HAVE SEEN AND TOUCHED WHAT OTHERSHAVE NOT. YOU KNOW HOW
HUMANITY CAN EVOLVE — ALL CAN SHARE IN THISAWARENESS AS YOU HAVE. BUT
THEY WILL NEED YOUR HELP TO GET THERE.

You're fading away!

YOU’'RE SHUTTING ME OUT. IT SOKAY, IT ISPART OF MY GIFT. YOU WILL BE
ABLE TO KEEP DOLOMAY OUT EASLY, NOW. YOUR MIND HASBEEN ALTERED, OPENED
ORIGINALLY BY THE DRUGS AND YOUR EXPERIENCE WITH THE LIGHT AND HISCULT —
OPENED AND VULNERABLE. YOU NOW HAVE THE MEANS TO PROTECT YOURSELF. BUT
THE COST, FOR NOW, ISTHAT YOU’LL NO LONGER HEAR MY SONG...

Thevoiceisgone.

Hello?

The ocean and sky around him fade from gray to black, and BC drifts through a cloudy
dreamland of closing doors.

BC wakes up, but staysin bed. He tries the mental exercise he' s been trying to use against
Dolomay, the closing doorsin his head.

Close the doors!

BC can dmogt physicaly fed hismind shut itsdf up, inner doors damming closed.

That does feel different... more potent?

He drifts back off to deep and dreams of being on board the bridge of some strange ship. HE's
ydling a someone.

Why am| yelling?

He shoots the man.

Why? Why did | shoot him? Waitasec... Isthat Fiza?

A woman that looks like Fizaleads a Domo in front of him. BC hands the Domo a squishy,
sedled bag of ... something. The Domo looks excited, and speaks.

The Domo obviously valuesit... ew... could it be blood?

BC redizes he'snot done. Hefed's Dolomay near! He visualizesthe closing doors!

S AM!

The dream ends with asnap! BC sitsupright in bed at the jolt, expecting a headache.

Damn! Was that real?

He rocks his head back and forth, loosening the tension in his neck muscles. He massages his
temples, but he seemsto be spared a headache, for now. He gets out of bed and begins his morning
routine.

After breskfast, BC walksthrough the atrium, under the main dome of Lunar Prime, on hisway



to the Prime Rep’ s office. Ashelooks at other people, astrange feding clouds his thoughts. He' s struck
by how ordinary lifeis4ill functioning dl around them.

It all looks so ordinary, like nothing has changed. But everything has changed! Or hasit?

It'sjust me. Nothing has really changed.

BC fedslike a spectator gtting back and observing from somewhere insgde hisown head ashe
goesthrough hisday. He goes through all the proper motions. He analyzes production reports on the
Project bases from Anita, covering ship production and retrofits. He reads through a report about,
ultimately, nothing, from the Domo, on their unproductive discussions with the Eldred. Thereisarequest
from the Khdif for supplies and for the general needs of Mars asthey rebuild.

He signs off on dmost everything, movesthefiles out of his office and on into the growing
bureaucracy of the Solar Alliance, al savefor Anita sreport. He calls her himsdlf.

“Hey Anita, just read your report.”

“Yegh?’

“Things are looking good, huh?” BC asks her. “Lookslike you' ve worked the kinks out of the
assembly process after incorporating the Eldred tech.”

“Uh-huh. Things are humming right dong BC,” she says.

She sounds distracted.

“What'sup?’ BC asks her.

“What do you mean?’ Anitaanswers, sounding defensve.

“Sounds like you have something on your mind,” BC prods her.

“Well,” she begins, but she stops.

“What?" BC asks after her pause.

“| hateto say it... But it’'stoo quiet.”

“What do you mean?’

“I mean, dl summer... | jud... | hatewaiting for the other shoeto drop!” she says.

“I' know. I’'m trying to find that shoe.”

“What?’

“WEe rerotating anew SAIF Stinger squadron out to Cat’ s Eye to scout Dolomay’ s last known
location in Flaze space. If you' relooking for some excitement, | could put you in charge of thewing,” BC
offers.

“No thanks!” Anitademurs. “Y ou trying to get mekilled, BC?’

“Judt offering.”

Shelaughs

“Actudly, I’ve got my handsfull here on Ceres. Y ou know, BC, you haven't redly been back to
the new base sinceit’ sbecome fully functiond, lived in. Y ou should stop out for avist!”

“What? On an ingpection tour, or something?’

“Asthe Prime Representative visiting one of the territories of the Solar Alliance?’ she suggests.

“Alright, maybel’ll come out,” BC says. A thought occursto him. “ Aw, you missme, don't

Anitaactudly blushes, but she regains her composure quickly.

“Maybel do,” she says. “Let me know what you decideto do.” She cuts off the com.

Strange woman. Not that I’'m sane...

Theice queen melts! Isthis a good thing?

Whoah... My heart’ sracing alittle!

And then | think of Fiza. Inevitably. She's with Dolomay, looking awfully cozy with him.
How much of that is his doing?

A communiqué arrives from the Flaze, drawing BC' s attention. They ask about the digposition of
the human fleet, the additional SAIF ships BC will be sending into Flaze territory. BC gets his secretary
on the com to respond for him.

“Tel the Haze the, um, ‘fleet’ will be there within ameatter of days. But be sureto let the Flaze
know the new ships are just replacing the ones we sent out last month. Seeif they understand *rotation’,



huh? And set up avisit out to the Ceres base for me. | want to go inspect the place, tour the new
facilities, get to know that part of the Solar Alliance alittle better.”

“And maybe tour Ms. Capituna sfacilitiesaswell, Sr?” his secretary Lisacracks, before she
clicksoff.

That woman knows way too much! Makes her an excellent secretary.

BC calsup the plansfor Ceres Central. The newest asteroid base draws attention away from the
shipyard, and the origina base, now their new retrofitting facilities. Ceresis distant enough to keep prying
eyes away from the other bases.

Representative Juarez of Ceres has been directing the trade discussions with the Flaze and
the Domo as head of the commerce committee. She has a knack for dealing with them... maybe
I’1l pull her in on the diplomatic side, too.

Although... She's not making friends with the remaining UTZ Councilors. They don't like
her no nonsense style. | told her to ignore them, don’'t care what they say. And tell themto
complain to ME. It's a new day. A new world. Worlds, plural! And aswe set up our central trading
hub with these new cultures and planets, the old rules no longer apply.

Juarez knows. She getsit.

| should visit with her while I’ m out there, too. Boost the morale of the commerce
negotiators. Maybe.

BC' s secretary Lisabooks the trip with flourishes— BC will ride from Lunar Primeto Cereson
the new Trangpace passenger liner, accompanied by asmal contingent of SAIF Stinger Shipsasa
Security escort.

Anitahas arranged astate dinner for BC on Friday night. She confirmsthe details on acom call
with BC. Shethrows him abit of a curve bal when she adds, “And then on Saturday | want you to meet
with me and the governors of the colonies.”

“What? What governors of what colonies?’ BC asks her.

“Crankshaft, Cat’s Eye, Dimwit and Rigd Four.”

“What? We' re cdling them ‘ colonies now?’

“What should we call them?’ sheasks BC.

“I don’t know. I've dwaysjust thought of them askind of ... branch offices of The Project, |
guess, under your jurisdiction, now.”

“That' s not how they seeit. They were hit by the plague. They’ ve sent shipsto help fight, they
make some of the parts we use on the new ships. They fedl they’ re much more than * branch offices of the
Project’, now.

“Representative Juarez has agreed to meet with the colonia governors, too, to help map out
trade routes. There' saready been ahedthy amount of human/aien commerce going on out on the four
worlds.”

“Okay. I'll do that, then. I'll meet with these‘governors ... Werethey actudly dected?” BC
asks her.

Anitasighs. “Yes” she says, abit exagperated. “ There are about three hundred people on Rigel
Four. They elected Fari Andan to represent them. The two-hundred or so left on Cat’ s Eye voted
Amara Schwartz into office. The two-hundred and fifty residents of Crankshaft decided Ken Grissom
would lead them. And the two-hundred on Dimwit elected Su Chinto lead.”

“If they’ re going to be part of the Solar Alliance, we' ve gotta change the name of * Dimwit'!” BC
cracks.

“Actudly, Su Chin aready hasaproposa. They want to officially nameit ‘ Depot’. It' skind of
what they cal it dready out there,” Anitatelshim.

“Just tell her to go ahead and do that. Let’smakeit officid,” BC says. “*Depot’ itisl”

“Just like that?” she asks, and looks at him with a puzzled expression on her face.

“Just likethat,” BC says. He smilesat Anita “ So, do we till need to meet?’

“BC,” she says, managing to turn his name into an admonishment. Sherolls her eyes but then
cracksagmile. “That'sjust thetip of theiceberg, asthe old saying goes,” shetdlshim. “Yes. We ill



need to meet.”

“Fine. Saturday afternoon, then. I’'m dl yours,” he saysto her.

“Areyou making any public gppearances? Giving any speeches? Anything like that, whileyou're
here?’ she asks.

“Do |l haveto? BC asks.

“It wouldbe agood idea,” shetellshim.

“Ligen. I...” BC beginsto protest. Anitaglaresat him. “Fine! Okay. I'll give aspeech of some
kind to start the meeting, let the press cover it. How' sthat?’

“Good!” Anitasays. “And that leaves Saturday night... open.” Shelooks at BC expectantly.

“Good,” BC agrees.

There'san awkward silence.

What does she want me to say? It's been a while. | never know how to read her.

What am | supposed to do?

Anitaclearsher throat.

“Do, um, do you, uh, want to have a non-state dinner on Saturday night?’ BC tries.

Shegniles.

Yes! Right answer!

“Good ideg,” shesays, patronizing him only dightly.

“Gee, thanks,” he says sarcadtically.

“Seeyou Friday,” she says, signing off.

Saved by the com...

Chapter Sixteen

Ceres Centrd isthe Solar Alliance sfirg officia new facility. Built on the dwarf planet Ceresin
the asteroids, Ceres Centrd isahybrid base built for research, trade and commerce, with alarge military
component also included. Once a secret project, Ceres Central is now public knowledge, and open to
the generd public. The baseis beginning to see some commercid traffic.

The thrests posed by Dolomay and the Eldred have hung heavy over the construction of the
base. A divison of SAIF Stinger Shipsis based at Ceres Centra, squadrons kept on constant aert, and
the gtation itsdf is heavily armed. Each of the six radid corridors that come off the central domeis
protected by an anti-ship battery armed with dual energy cannons and defensive measures powered by
adapted tech stolen from the Eldred. The batteries are set in place just beyond the end of each corridor,
effectively circling the dome with aring of wesponry.

Although granted mission bases on Lunar Prime, civilian Haze and Domo seem to be gravitating
towards Ceres Central. BC spots several Flaze and Domo commercia shipsashisliner lowersinto a
berth at the Ceres Centra port.

The place looks sturdy, solid... hopeit’s a good place for meetings.

Sill can't... can’t believe I'min charge! But who else was stepping up to do it? | want the
war to end so | can quit! I’ ve tried to make up for my past mistakes. Tried to draw the Muslims
and Christians together. Better to have them arguing over a book than shooting at each other and
blowing each other up!

Damn... flying always gives me too much time to think.

Anita Capitunaand asmall group of high-ranking Ceres Central personnel are waiting to greet
BC ashe gets off the ship.

“Prime Representative Campion,” Anitasayswith acurt nod, greeting BC with an outstretched
hand. She seems cold, aloof.

All Business... okay.



BC shakes her hand. “Governor Capituna,” he responds. She introduces her head of security,
her lieutenant governor, and two other bureaucrats from the Project with her.

An older woman and ayounger Latino woman gpproach as BC finisheswith introductions.

“Representative Juarez,” BC says, greeting his Representative for Commerce.

“Prime Representative,” the Latino woman, Commerce Rep Juarez answers. “I'd liketo
introduce you to the governor of the Cat’ s Eye colony, Amara Schwartz.”

“Prime Representative Campion, apleasure,” the older woman says, shaking hishand. “1I’'m
looking forward to our meeting tomorrow,” shetellshim.

“Asaml,” BCreplies.

“Could you and | meet sooner than that, on another issue?’ Schwartz askshim.

“I'mnot surel...” BClooksaround for Lisa, his secretary, but she’ s nowhere around. “My
schedule is kinda booked.”

What does she want?

“Wadl,” she garts, but she pauses. She startsagain, “ Thisredly isn't theright time or place but,”
she stedls herself and then says, alittle louder, “1 want to register acomplaint!”

This should be good... it's good to be the king?

“Oh,” BCsays. “I'm sorry. What isit?’

“You, the UTZ and The Project, moved a squadron of Stinger Shipsand mento Cat’sEyea
month ago. And you never even bothered to warn us!” she says, upset.

| did. And no, we didn’t. Cat’s Eyeis next to the Eldred, close to the Flaze. The SAIF
squadron used Cat’s Eye as a staging area as they went after Dolomay. She has a point.

“Y ou should have been warned,” BC admitsto her. “But communication isn't what it should be
yet in our new dliance. | am sorry. We were trying to keep the operations secret. .. But you should have
been informed, included among those who ‘ needed to know’.”

“Everyoneis scared, Prime Representative Campion. We didn’t think the plague could touch us.
It did. We know Dolomay’ s out there. And he’' sdamn close to Cat’ s Eye, too. Where do you think
Dolomay will attack first if ahuman strike force engages him in Flaze or Eldred space? It will either be us
or Rigd Four, | guarantee you that! Tell me, Prime Representative, did you give any thought at dl to us?
The couple hundred souls who live and work on Cat’ s Eye for you?’

“We re doing al we can to ensure everyone ssurvival,” BC says, but thewords ring hollowly in
hisown ears.

I’m sure she can hear that emptiness, too.

She looks like she wants to say something, but keeps her mouth shut. She looks BC inthe eye.
She breaks eye contact and turns away abruptly. She waks off, leaves BC standing in the port.

Did she just snub me? Guess | deserved that. | didn’t give any thought to Cat’s Eye when |
sent the SAIF out there. They won't be there long. No mystery why those ships are out there. But
no real sign of Dolomay, either... not yet. Not where we can reach him!

BC meetswith the colonia representatives the next day, the ‘ governors of Cat’s Eye,
Crankshaft, Rigd Four and ‘ Depot’, the name change now official. Amara Schwartz is cordiad and
diplomatic. And she does not register aforma complaint.

The pressisallowed to cover the beginning of the meeting. BC intendsto makeit quick. He and
the governors smile asthey sit and nod at each other, |etting the media cameramen get their footage. BC
then begins with an opening statement for the media.

“Wedl appreciate the pioneering spirit of the colonies, humanity’ s outposts among the sars,”
BC says, trying to sound more impressive than hefedls. “We are lucky to have Ceres Central as our hub
to humanity’ s outer reaches. We could agree to meet here at Ceres Central every three months, more
often if necessary, to check in with each other and cover any problems and concerns the governors
have” he suggests.

“I likethat idea,” Fari Andan of Rigel Four says. The other governors nod their agreement.

“We agree! Wdll, lookslike we're off to agreat start,” BC saysfor the press benefit. “1 want to
thank the media. The rest of the meeting will be private, for now. Thank you!”



They switch off the mediafeed.

“I hopeyou adl meant that. | did. Every three months, at the least.”

“Glad you weren't just acting for the cameras,” Amara Schwartz comments.

“I know we have alimited agendatoday. But next time? | want to talk about repopul ation.

We ve got empty space, lots of room. Sincethe plague,” Fari Andan says.

“I’'m afraid there isalot of room everywhere,” Anitaresponds, speaking up.

“Governor Capitunaisright, I’'m afraid,” BC acknowledges.

No lack of room anywhere.

“Have you given any thought to abolishing private property?’ Governor Ken Grissom of
Crankshaft asks. When everyone ese smply stares at him, Grissom gets defensive. “What? We' ve
talked about it on Crank.”

“I’'m not looking to do anything radical,” BC tdllsthem. “We ve got a couple of dangerous
enemiesout there” he says. “They'rejust waiting to hit us again. We don’t know where, when, or even
how. So... that’ s gotta be our pressing concern. Socid engineering, political experiments... wedon't
have the luxury of time to mess around with these things. They’ |l haveto wait until this present danger is
over and donewith.”

| think we' ve pressed our luck with the political experiments and social engineering we' ve
already been working on! We're lucky the Eldred are holding back. Lucky Dolomay is out there,
not here. But neither situation will last. When will the bough break?

“Worry about the pressing threat? That seemswiseto me,” Su Chien, the governor of Depot
says. “Frg thingsfird.”

“Isthere anything e se that needs our immediate attention?’ BC asks.

“Not redly,” Amara Schwartz says. The other governors agree.

“Wall, I'm glad we could do this, meet likethis,” BC says. “Just trying to protect our endangered
species. Thanks again for meeting with metoday.”

“Thankg”

“Thank you.”

The delegates say their thanks and farewells and depart, leaving BC and Anitadonein the
conference room.

“Wadll, that went well,” BC says.

“Youthink so?’ Anitaasks.

“Youdon't” BC asks her.

“Y ou haven't given them any thought at dl, have you?’ she asks, “not until just now, right? Have

“Isit that obvious?’ BC asks her.

“Wadl,” Anitaponders, “I could seeit. But | know you better than they do.”

“And | aready told you, | thought they were Project branches, not colonies. So you knowl
wasn't paying attention to them!”

“Touché” Anitaadmits. “So, yeah, then, | guessit went okay.”

Another uneasy silence erupts between them.

“So, uh,” BC says, “You, uh, till want to do dinner tonight?’ he asks Anita.

“Of course!” she sayswith an uneasy laugh. “Um, what? See you in about an hour?’

“About an hour? Sure. Yeah, right,” BC answersawkwardly. “I’ll uh... I'll seeyouthen.” He
amost Sammers.

“Seeyou then,” she says.

Neither of them move.

“Well. Uh...” BC garts.

“I should...” Anitabegins at the sametime.

Both stop.

“I'm, uh... ’'mgonnago,” BC says. He ducks quickly out of the conference room. Thoughts
race through his head as he walks back to hisrooms.



Great. I'mthe ruler of the free world and | still can’t deal well with women! Or maybeit's
just Anita?

BC managesto find hisway back to hisrooms.

Everything is so new here. Maybe that makes it the right place for new beginnings.

BC refreshes and readies himsdlf for dinner. He meets Anita on schedule and they head together
to one of the only restaurants open on Ceres Central . Restaurants seem to be the last commercia
busi nesses to take off on any colony, not redly viable until most of the grunt work isdone. Mogt early
colonigts stick to the commissary for acheap but healthy diet.

BC and Anitafind they have the restaurant, an Itdian place caled “ Giovanni’s’, just about dl to
themsalves. Therestaurant is decorated like an old Italian grotto, alittle touch of old Earth on its newest
colony on Ceres.

We try to take Earth with us, wherever we go.

BC and Anitamake smdll talk until the food arrives, comparing notes on supplies, personnel,
ships. Neither says much asthey est.

“How’ syour spaghetti?” Anitaasks BC midway through their medl.

“Good, good... It'sgood,” BC answers, trying not to talk with hismouth full of food. “Y our
lasagna?’

“Good,” shereplies, nodding. “It’ s good, too. Wannatry some?’

“No thanks,” BC begsoff. “I’'m aready dmost full on this spaghetti. They serve apretty hedthy
portion here, huh?’

“Yeah,” Anitaagrees. “Good sze”

The conversation sputters out asthey return to eating. They continueto eat in silence.

You know, | kind of like the qui€t...

“You know, BC... | sort of likethisquiet,” Anitasays, breaking the silence.

Werd!

“I wasjugt thinking the samething!” BC says. “I wasworried that | wasn't, | don’t know,
coming up with, you know, something witty. Or anything, redly. I’'m nat, like, astdllar conversationdist.”

“| asked youhow your spaghetti was,” Anitasayswith ahint of self deprecation.

“Dessart?’ the waiter says, suddenly appearing tableside.

“Just acoffee,” BC orders.

“Another water,” Anitatellsthe server. Sheturnsback to BC. “Wetdk al thetime, BC.
Sometimesit’ snicejust to, um, not talk, you know?’

They do tak alittle over coffee and water.

“It doesfed good to relax alittle,” BC muses. “Even though | know they’ re out there, hanging
over us, biding their time, the Eldred, Dolomay....”

And Fiza... And ‘fuck you!” brain for going , now!

“I know what you mean, it’ sniceto relax, but you can’t get too comfortable,” Anitaagreeswith
BC. “But somehow... I’ ve got agood fedling, for some reason. I'm not usualy superdtitious, but | fed
likethey aren’t going to bother ustonight.”

“Ohredly,” BC teases. “What? Did you strike up some sort of sde dedl with them or
something?’

“If only!” Shelaughs. “Nah. It'sjust afeding.”

The waiter brings the check over. Anitademandsthat they split the bill. BC startsto protest, and
then decides he knows better than to argue with her.

More awvkwardness ensues when it stime to go.

“So, um, what are you, uh, doing tonight?’ BC asks Anitaas they both stand up from the table.

“What do you mean?’ she askshim.

Oh, come on! That's not fair!

“Do you wannago get adrink or something somewhere?” he manages.

“Sure,” she agrees. She smilesabrief, crooked smileat BC. | know a place we can go.”

The bars were Ceres Centrd’ sfirst commercial establishments, thrown together just after the



commissary was up and running in the colony’ s earliest days. Workers building the new frontier et off
geam inther off hours, drinking and enjoying the entertainment in the bars.

BC and Anitafind aplace playfully called “’Roids.” The bar is crowded with Ceres Central
colonists. Anitahasto put on her best “ Governor Capituna’ smile and nod as she passes by her
congdtituents on their way through the crowd to an open booth. BC gets off easy. No one seemsto notice
him.

Pay no attention to the Prime Representative, please!

That booth emptied pretty quick for us. For her! Well, governor, rank does have its
privileges, doesn't it?

Once they’ re seated, the crowd leaves them aone. BC and Anita have a couple of drinks and
talk about nothing for about an hour, and then decideto cal it anight. They settle their tab and get ready
to go.

“Walk you back to your rooms?’ BC offers.

“Sure” Anitasayswith alittlesmile.

They walk together to her rooms and stop outside her door. A passing tech stops, startled.

“Hello, Governor! Hello, Prime Representative,” she says nervoudy. She ducks her head and
trundles off down the corridor.

For somereason | feel awkward...

Anitaand BC watch her go. Anitaturnsto BC.

“Hurry up and comein,” she chides BC playfully. They step inside her rooms. When the door
closes behind them, Anitasteps up to BC, puts her arms up around his shoulders, and looks himin the
eye.

“You know, BC. Therearetimes| like being apublic figure. | like being in aposition wherel can
help people, do good. All that. But | like to step out of view, too. Get out of the public eye. Don't you?’

“Um, yeah,” BC manages. She wrinkles her forehead.

Oh, that was smooth.

She plants akiss on him anyway. He draws her in and they connect with some kind of eectricity
once again charging the air between them. BC feds supercharged. Anitaleansinto him, on him.

They draw gpart after afew minutes.

“Wow,” BC says, “You know, I...”

Anitashushes him with afinger to hislips.

“No moretalking,” she says. She takes him by the hand and leads him to the bedroom, pullshim
over to her next to her bed. They kissagain, and it dowly transformsinto carnal lovemaking.

Later, BC watches Anitadeep.

A Latino angel.

BC thinks about thefirgt time he saw her — after knocking her out with a hatch cover in asupply
room on Lunar Prime, ages ago.

Even when she was trying to kill me! There was something about her ...

Chapter Seventeen

BC drifts off into the most peaceful, undisturbed deep he' shad in years. No headaches, no
VOICes, N0 visions, no interruptions. The same can't be said for breakfast.

Anitaand BC decideto eat breskfast in bed. The com beginsringing early.

“I'vegot to take this” Anitasays.

“Go ahead.”

She takes two more cals asthey try to eat breskfast. When the com rings athird time, BCrolls
his eyes. Then Anitahands the earpiece over to him.



“It' sfor you,” she says, alittle puzzled.

BC puts on the earpiece, hearing one side of a conversation in progress on the other end. An
adminidrative tech is speaking to someone nearby.

“...told you hewasthere! If | washim,I’'da...”

BC cutshim off.

“Campion here. What'sup?’

“Oh! Ahem, uh, hello, sir. The Domo representative has asked to see you immediately. He—isit
ahe, though?1 don't know, | just meant, well —*it’? That does't sound right either. The Domo saysit's
urgent, Sir, Prime Representative, Sir, very important.”

“Where?’ BC asks. “Is he here? On Ceres Central ?’

“Heis, sr. He'd like to meet with you as soon as possible thismorning,” the tech says.

“Tdl himI'll meet with himin... anhour and ahdf,” BC tellsthetech.

“Oh... um, | don't think he/ sgonnalikethat, Sir,” the tech says, sounding nervous. “He's
standing here waiting, next room over. And he kind of fresks me out, Sir.”

“Bear with him, but don’t get too close,” BC warnsthe tech. “ Okay? Y ou know what | mean?’

“I do, gir. | sent one woman home aready, when she began to fed *drained’.”

“Becareful,” BC cautionsagain. “And tel him I'll bethereas soon as| can, in about half an
hour.”

“Yesgar.”

BC pullsthe earpiece off.

What now? What do the Domo want?

About thirty minuteslater, BC meets the Domo representative in a conference room. Anitajoins
him, dl business,

No PDA — Public Displays of Affection —we agreed on that before. Business on the
outside, fun on the inside. Now it’ s time for serious business.

“Good Morning, Prime Representative Campion,” the Domo says across the table. “ Good
Morning to you aswell, Governor Capituna.”

“Good Morning,” BC and Anitarespond, nearly in unison. She gives him aquick glance.

Too cute. No PDA!

“We must spesk of urgent information,” the Domo tellsthem.

The tech was right. The Domo almost seems impatient!

“Speak, then,” BC encouragesthe dien.

“We have, as you know, recently started endeavoring to speak with the Eldred on your behalf.”

“Theresults have been pretty minima so far, though, haven't they?’ BC asks.

“Indeed they have,” the Domo admits, “for the Eldred have seemed unwilling to engagein any
form of communication whatsoever.”

“Indeed,” BC agrees, echoing the dien.

We haven't heard diddly from them either ...

“Now,” the Domo continues, “ Although the Eldred have not been forthcoming and have not
given usany officid indication of their dispogition, we have received news of the Eldred from some of our
unofficiad sources among them.” The Domo pauses. “ Thisnewsisnot good, I’ m afraid, Prime
Representative, Governor.”

“No?’ BC asks. “What' s the bad news?’

“The Eldred are planning an al-out assault on your original asteroid base, your colonies, and your
shipyards. We did not hear of any plansto attack here at Ceres Centrad, but it could aso be atarget,”
the Domo warns. “The Eldred want to curtail your ability to move between the stars. They aim to keep
you contained within Mars orbit by destroying the asteroid base, the shipyards, and the colonies.”

“Mars orbit? What happened to Jupiter? Suddenly they want to knock us back insdethe
asteroids? When isthis supposed to happen? When?’ BC presses. “When are they attacking?’

“Wedon't know when,” the Domo admits. “Buit it will be soon. They are moving many forces
into thisarea, gathering many thousands of ships up above off of thedliptic.”



Many thousands? Great. But thisis what we knew was coming, on some level, didn’t we?
At least suspected it could happen. We' ve been waiting for this, for the other shoe to drop.

“Thank you for thisinformation, representative,” BC saysto the Domo.

“Y ou are welcome. We Domo believe this completes our dedl in thisregard. Good Day,” the
dien says, dismissng himsdlf. Heleavesthe table and quickly exits the conference room.

What? The deal isover? | wonder if the Flaze think the deal is over, too?

We' ve gotta pull our people back from the colonies. Shit. We'll be easy targetsif we're all
spread out. Gotta gather ourselves together. Circle our cosmic wagons.

And you know Dolomay will jump in at some point. He could adopt one of the colonies as
his base, with us pulled back. Shit.

It's like chess. Like fucking chess! Move a piece here, another one moves there, three
moves later you realize it was the wrong move, and you lose the game. | hate fucking chess! I'm
not into playing games with people’s lives, either.

Move out of the colonies, and Dolomay movesin. Pull our SAIF ships back, and he'll
attack. And when will the Eldred come thundering down on us? Maybe we can |eave some people
on each colony, small defensive forces to protect our interests. Volunteer squads. They' d have to
be. Could be suicide.

Anitasighs, and BC sngps out of histhoughts.

“What are we going to do, BC?’ she asksrhetoricaly.

“WEe re going to fight them, Anita,” BC answers anyway. “We re going to kick their asses. And
they will NOT destroy our bases— | won't let that happen!” heingsts.

“Good words, BC. Good words. But can you back them up?’

“I can, with your help,” hetellsher.

Shelookshimin the eye. Her eyesboreinto his. BC feels her measuring him.

| wonder if | measure up... and under what standard am | being measured?

Anita seems to make up her mind. She takes a deep bregath.

“Gresat,” she says. Her forehead scrunches up as she thinks on her feet. “I think | need to
relocate to the Project Base.”

“Okay,” BC says. “Put someone dsein charge herefirst,” hetellsher. “I'll go with you when you
head over there”

“Youwill?" sheasks, surprised. “1 thought you'’ d be heading back to Lunar Prime.”

“I should be where I’'m needed. If they’ re going to be attacking the Project base, | should be
there leading our defense.”

“Sincewhen?’ shegives him an angry, puzzled look. “I don’t think your government, your
bureaucracy,” she spits out the word with contempt, “will support your decison. They won't want you
on thefront line. And I’'m not sure you should be there either.”

“But you should be?’

“It' smyjob,” she says, glaring a him. “Y our concern is sweet, but misplaced”

| Can HandleIT!

BC can hear her unspoken wordsin hishead loud and clear.

That’s not why I’ m going!

“I’'mnot trying to insult you,” hetellsher. “Look, Anita...”

Why am| going?

“Even the last twenty four hours notwithstanding, | think we make a pretty good team,” BC
suggests. “If we'refighting for our lives, and you know we are, I’ d redly like to have you by my side,
next to meinthefight.”

Anitaisill alittle flush with anger, but BC thinks he maybe seesablush risng up in her cheeks
behind her ire.

“| didn’t redlize you were such adumb romantic, BC,” Anita chideshim. Sheleans over and
kisses him on the cheek. “Y ou’ re sweet. Who knew such amean, vicious killing machine like you could
have such away with words?’



“Isthat acompliment?’ BC asks her.

“Nah. | wasn't finished. The way you have with those words? It' saway of torturing and maiming
them,” shevolleys back. Then she smiles. “I do know what you mean, believeit or not. | can't believe
it... And it issweset, evenif you're not exactly thinking straight.”

Aw shucks?

“But don't talk likethisisour last stand, it’s bad luck.”

“We should move,” BC says. “If the Domo are running scared, the Eldred could beright behind
them. They could attack at any second.”

“A romantic andan optimist,” shelaughs.

“I'maredig,” he answers defensively. He turnsto acom unit and cdls an assstant.

“Yes, ar?’

“Situation red, repesating, Stuation red,” BC says. “All Solar Alliance forceson red dert. | want
gold squadron to rel ocate from Marsto the old Project asteroid base immediately. Green squadron,
you're reassgned from Lunar Prime to the asteroid base, effective immediately.”

Thinking on the fly here... who do we have where... where will we need them?

“Tell theforces now billeted on Cat’ s Eye to secure the colony and prepare for an assault,” BC
says, “from Dolomay, the Eldred, or... hell, even the Flaze might decide to kick uswhen we re down,
who knows? Now that the Domo have decided that they’ re done with their Sde of the bargain.” BC
looks over a Anita, who is scrutinizing him as he gives his commands. “And please remind the
commander of the SAIF shipsat Cat’ s Eye that he ill answersto Governor Schwartz, okay. Make sure
the governor isinformed on everything that’ s going on thistime, too, for chrissakes”

“BC? Anitatriesto get hisattention.

“Have green and gold squadrons coordinate with the asteroid base defense’ s SAIF detachment.
Black and white squadrons are posted there now. Black leader is the acting commander, report to him.”

“BC?" Anitatriesagain. BC breaks off from the com and looks over at her.

“I’'msorry,” he says, redizing he' sbeen seamrolling dong ignoring her. “I wason arall,” he
says, trying to explain.

“No, you were,” she says, reassuring him. “But...”

“What? But what?’

“Themorel think about it... as| listened to you sending more ships... well, here' sthething,” she
says. She shakesher head. “1 can’'t believe I’m saying this... | don’t think the asteroid baseisredly
defensible againgt the Eldred. | don't think, redlisticaly, that we can hold the Project base,” she says
quickly, asif shecouldn't say it at al unlessshegot it al out at once. “ The shipyards we can defend. But
the asteroid base? It’ stoo large and sprawling, too riddled with passages. .. just too vulnerable. We saw
that when Dolomay attacked usthere.”

“Y ou don’t think we can keep them at bay from there?’ he asks her for confirmation. “We ve
doneit before”

“Not if they’ re gathering the numbers the Domo say they are. Makes what we faced before |ook
likejust ahandful of ships. Thistime...” She stops, thinking. “ Thistime there will be thousands, BC.
Maybe hundreds of thousands.”

“What do you suggest we do?’

“Givethem the base,” she says. BC looks back at her, silent, surprised by her words.

Wow! Didn'’t expect that from her!

“Givethem the base?

“Y eah. Send the SAIF squadronsto the shipyards. Keep atoken force at the base. Defend, but
be ready to cut and run. Maybe plant some explosives? Take some of them out?’ she explains. Her
brow furrows as she thinks. “We' Il need to get everyone off of the base. Starting now!” she redlizes.

“Oh? BC asks.

“Wadll,” shelooksaway, “That’ swhat | would do.”

“Since we're being honest here... Do you think we can hold the shipyards?’ he asks.

“Honestly?1 don't know. | don’t think s0.”



“Redlly? So, you're an optimigt, then?” BC says sarcadticaly.

“I'maredid,” Anitaindgsts, echoing BC' s earlier comment.

Let'ssee...

BC does some quick thinking. He putsacdl in to Commander Dragama from the SAIF Black
Squadron.

“Dragamahere,” the commander answers.

“Dragama, thisis Bernard Campion,” BC says, identifying himsdf.

“Wél hello, Prime Representative. To what do | owe the honor?’

“Commander, | have atechnica question for you. Isthere any chance you could fire the new
laser defenses we' ve ingtalled on the asteroid base remotely, from your ship?’

“Hmm. Let’ssee, | think we can in case of emergency... hold on, Sir.”

“Sure”

BC and Anitalook at each other asthey wait for Dragamato come back on the com.

“What are you thinking?’ she asks him. Before he can answer, Dragamareturns.

“Yesdr, we can. Even easier than | thought. Their systems can betied into oursin an ingtant, it's
built infor triangulation fire. We can assume control of the base defenses from any of our command
vehides”

“Wha...” Anitabegins, but she stops as BC raises afinger, asking her silently to hold her
thought.

“Excdlent, Dragama, that’ s good news. Thank you, commander,” BC says, signing off. Heturns
to Anita

“Let’sget everybody off the Project Base, bring them back here to Ceres Central. Leave the
base empty, surrounded by a carefully selected super squadron of shipsled by Dragama sforces, so the
Eldred think we' re till there.

“When the Eldred arrive, we' ll fire back at them using the base' slasersaswell as ships' lasers,
so it will look like the base isfighting back. We Il be trying to take out as many of the Eldred aswe can,
don’'t get mewrong, it'll be ared battle. And we' Il dso try to observe them, assess the strength, the size
of the Eldred force, see what we' re up againg.

“In the meantime, while we keep them busy at the base, we shut down the shipyards and
mobilize every ship we can afford to defend the facilities themsalves. Shut down the beginning of the lines
now, Anita, have them focus on finishing up the ships aready in production. Get the brain boys out of
there, t00.”

BC isthinking on hisfest.

“We should get dl our scientists back to Mars, the Moon or Earth,” he says, thinking out loud.
“Damn,” he swears, sopping.

“What?" Anitaasks. “What isit?’

“If the Eldred are striking with such huge numbers...” he shakes his head.

“What?" Anitaasksagan.

BC cdlsup the com.

“Get methe colonia governors,” he says.

“BC, what are you doing?’ Anita presses.

“We can't defend them. We ve got to evacuate the colonies. I’'m sorry, Anita. If the Eldred are
going to hit usthe way the Domo say they are, we can’t have our forces spread out al over the place. I'd
liketo, but we can’t defend the colonies from Dolomay and the Eldred andsecure our defenses here,
too.”

“They're not going to like this,” she comments. She shakes her head.

“I know. | don’'t expect themto likeit. But,” he grabs her lightly by the shoulder so she'll ook
directly at him, “you’ re giving up the Project Base. Because you know we can't defend it! For the same
reason — the very same reason! —we have to evacuate the colonies.”

“They’redll not going to likeit,” she repeets. “ The colonistsare al rugged individudigs, very
defengve...”



“WE re connecting with the governors now, Prime Rep,” the com cuts her off asit sputters back
tolife

“Y ou know it makes sense,” BC saysto Anita before he answers the com. She smiles.

“I know,” she says. Shefrowns. “But | also know them. Y ou’ re asking them to abandon their
homes. They'regoing to resst.” She shakes her head and tellshim again, “They’re not going to likeit!”

And they don't likeit. They al take the news badly, and BC comes away from the five-way
conversation feding bruised and verbaly battered. He aso comes away with a nasty headache.

Nowhere near as bad as those old headaches | was getting. Those seem to be gone. No
Dolomay lately either... no attacks, anyway. Maybe | shut him out.

Now... if only | could figure out how to strike back at him, attack Dolomay with my mind.
Wouldn't be something!

He' stoo powerful. | feel like I’ mlucky just to keep him at bay. But a guy can dream, can’t
he?

BC and Anitamanage to find more qudlity time together that night. BC drifts off afterwardsinto
an uneasy deep, anticipating attacks even as hetriesto relax and rest.

He doesn't fed Dolomay in hismind. Instead, hefedsasif he'sin Dolomay’smind! BC dreams
of being on the bridge of Dolomay’ s ship — once again looking out through Dolomay’ s eyed!

Dolomay islaughing at aDomo sniveling a hisfeet.

“Get up!” Dolomay shouts at the pathetic creature.

“Yes, Dolomay,” the Domo mumbles out of its Sdeways mouth asit strugglesto itsfedt.

“I have decided to pay you for your information,” Dolomay saysto the Domo, “but | have come
to believe your terms are far from equitable.”

“Y ou wish to renegotiate?’

“I wishnothing! | will give you ten of these pale echoes, these humans, to do with asyou will.
Notthe one hundred for which you have asked. And youwill give meyour information. Or you will die.

Y ou and your entire crew of overgrown leecheswill be exterminated, your ships flown straight into the
nearest sun!” Dolomay growls. He grins asharp toothed grin down at the Domo. “Y our choice.”

“| can't... 'mnot auth...” the dien sammersin protest. Dolomay continuesto grin down at the
Domo in silence, waiting. If Domo could swest, this one would be dripping wet.

“A moment?’ the Domo asks of Dolomay.

“A moment? Ten minutes, no more!” hetellsthedien.  The Domo bows and scrapes and leaves
the room, presumably to spesk with its superiors. Dolomay letshisgrin fade. He turnsto the “ pale echo”
who has been amusing him lately.

THE LOVELY FIZA. AFINE BITCH OF HER SPECIES WEAK ASTHEY ARE.
PERHAPS EVEN WORTHY OF A BOND, BACK IN MY DAY. SHE TELLSME THEY HAVE
SMILAR BONDSAMONG THE PALE ECHOES

HERMIND ISSO SMALL. ASLEEP. CLOSED. NOT SO EASLY LEAD ASAL-SALID.
THOUGH | BEND HER TO MY WILL, SHE SEEMS AFFECTIONATE ENOUGH. THIS
CONCEPT OF “LOVE" SHE SPEAKSOF, THAT I'VE SEEN INHER MIND... SO FOREIGN,
SO ALIEN.

THOUGH THESE HUMANS BE OUR OFFSPRING, THEY ARE VERY DIFFERENT.
THISLOVE, THEIR“ BELIEFS' AND “ RELIGIONS” THESE THINGSTHEY HAVE
INVENTED...

WHAT ARE THEY IN THE END BUT MORE EXCUSES FOR THE EXERCISE OF WILL,
CONTROL AND POWER?

BUT THEY ARE SO REAL TO THEM! I'VE SEEN IT IN THEIR MINDS SEEN HOW
THEY HOLD THESE SMPLE CONCEPTSTO BE TRUTH. HOW THEY GIVE THESE IDEAS
THEIR REALITY!

Fizalooks up a Dolomay and smiles.

| MUST ADMIT, HER APPETITES ARE MUCH LIKE THOSE OF THE WOMEN |
FAVORED IN THE LONG AGO.



Dolomay reaches down to stroke Fiza' s cheek, much as one might caress afavorite pet. Fiza
plays aong and purrs her gpprova of histouch. She pulls one of Dolomay’ sfingersinto her mouth and
sucksonit briefly before Dolomay pullsit away.

YES STRONG APPETITES, INDEED.

The reentrance of the Domo distracts Dolomay away from Fiza

“Do you have an answer for me? Do | get my information or do you die?” Dolomay asksthe
aien matter-of-factly. “Have you had your warriors caculate the likelihood of your escape should you
assassinate me? Or try to resst? What say you?’

“We agree to your new conditions,” the Domo saysto Dolomay.

“Excdlent!” Dolomay exclams. He motionsto one of hislieutenants. “Have ten prisoners chosen
at random and delivered to the Domo ship immediately,” Dolomay orders. The lieutenant nods, and
leaves the room to carry out Dolomay’ s demands.

The Domo brightens and straightens up.

“You see?’ Dolomay saysto the Domo, “I can be quite reasonable.”

“Ascanwe,” the Domoinsgts. “We gladly provide information when compensated adequately.”

“Wadl then,” Dolomay saysto thedien, “go on!”

“The Eldred plan on attacking the humansin the very near future,” the Domo says with import
and weight.

Dolomay laughs him off. “That’sit?" He turnsto another lieutenant, “ Go stop the prisoner
transfer!” The man runsto follow Dolomay’ s orders.

“Newsfucking flash!” Fizacomments.

“Indeed, thisis not information, thisisold news,” Dolomay saysin disgppointment to the Domo.
“Now you'regoing to die!”

“No! No, wait,” the Domo begsfor itslife. “We understand this! But there are more details that
you do not know! The Eldred believe the humans need to be ‘ contained’ . With thisin mind, they will be
griking the human’ s asteroid base and shipyards sometimein the next month.”

“Not their colonies?” Dolomay asks, noticing the omission.

“Evidently not,” the Domo says. “ They seem to believe striking the asteroid base and shipyards
will cut off the colonies. They seem to believe the colonies will wither and die cut off from Earth by the
base’ sand shipyards' destruction.”

“Right,” Dolomay says, pondering the Domo’ swords. “They seem believethis. They would
seemto bewrong,” helaughs, “of course! But | can see why they would believe that, seems plausible
they would. That remindsme,” Dolomay breaks off to cal over to an underling. “We need to put another
rading party together. Get a crew together. | want to hit the hydro gardens again on Crankshaft —
restock the larder!” The underling leaves and Dolomay turns back to the Domo. “What about their new
base, on Ceres?’

“The Eldred will advance on Ceres after they hit the asteroid base and shipyards,” the Domo
says.

“Oh, will they?’ Dolomay asks, amused. He dmost snickers. “I think they underestimate the
tenacity of the pale echoes” Dolomay muses. “They’ll give them agood fight! The Servants,” Dolomays
sneers, using the ancient name of the Eldred from when they served hisrace, “don't redize, can’t redly
comprehend how much like their mastersthese *humans' redlly are! The Servants may win —they have
stolen our old technology and now call it their own. They have powerful weapons at their disposd, after
al”

“And they plan on striking in unprecedented numbers!” the Domo adds. “A force the size of
which the universe has not seeninamillion yearsl”

“I remember flegtsin numbersthat would dwarf any the Eldred may be able to muster,” Dolomay
scoffs. “Still, I'm sure they can amass ships enough to stagger the humans. They plan on attacking en
masse, do they?”’

The Domo nods.

“Interesting. The Servants seem to be gambling! They’ |l beat the humans, of course, but they will



pay avery high price”” Dolomay’s grin returns, Soreading wide across hisface. He looks around the
room at hisfollowers. “When they pay that price, wewill then exact an even higher price from them!
We |l wait until the humans have been defeated. They will not go easily, no matter what the Eldred think.
Therewill be great damage on both sdes. But ultimately the humanswill lose. And then we will strike
what isleft of the Eldred! We'll wipethem out, and then take over what isleft of the human race! Earth
will become the home of my new Empirel”

“Youtak pretty big,” Fizacracks. “What if ‘the humans don’t lose?’

Dolomay laughs out loud.

“You gill overestimate your little species, you pale echoes of my great people, don't you my
pet?’ he patronizes her.

“I hateit when you cal methat!” Fiza pouts back up at him.

“You dl makelovely pets, so obedient, so easily trained,” Dolomay purrsat her, “aren’t you, my
pet? Don't fret, pet!”

YOU WILL LOVE ME! YOU DO LOVE ME!

He reaches over to stroke her cheek and her eyes go blank. She looks confused, and then leans
in to accept Dolomay’ s caress.

“There, now, pet, is't that better?’ he asks. She smiles aconfused smile at Dolomay.

“Sure, D,” she says. Dolomay smiles and turns back to the Domo.

“When will they strike?”

“Asl’ve said, we do not know for sure. Within the month, certainly. The Ser —the Eldred
aready gather their forcesin preparation for their assault.”

“I see” Dolomay say, thinking. “Well thank you, Domo.”

“So you will have your men ddliver on your bargain now?’ The Domo askshim. “Y ou will have
them continue the prisoner transfer?”

Dolomay nods at the alien. Dolomay beckons, and one of his lieutenants saunters over. The
Domo looks on expectantly. “I want you to take care of the Domo ship,” Dolomay saysto the underling.
“Destroy the ship now.”

“Yessr!” the underling acknowledges, spins and turnsto execute Dolomay’ s orders.

“But you promised to...” the Domo beginsto protest.

Dolomay pulls abeam gun from his side and fires point blank at the Domo. Heliftsthe beam as
he fires, dicing upwards through the alien. Smoking jagged haves collapse to the floor at Dolomay’ sfedt.

“Fly their ship into the sun,” Dolomay commands. He smilesover & Fiza “A promiseisa
promise, after dl.”

Fizal

“Who said that?” Dolomay says, confused.

“No one said anything, boss,” one of Dolomay’ s men saysto him.

Dolomay seems confused. A strange thought occursto him.

| AM NOT ALONE AM |1? AM |! ISSOMEONE THERE? WHO ISTHERE? WHO ISIN MY
HEAD!

GET OUT!

BC fedshimsalf sngp back into hisbed asif he' s suddenly fallen from agreet height. Hetriesto
breathe, but he struggles, the wind knocked out of him. Finally asharp pain in his chest accompaniesa
gasp that beginsto refill hislungs. His heart is pounding, matching another pounding he can hear —
someone banging on the door to hisroom?

No. Banging on the doorsin his head!

Dolomay!

BC envisonsthe doorsin hismind.

They'revibrating! But holding...

He didn’t seemto know it was me.

Was that for real?

Anitadtirsin bed next to him.



“Y’ okay?’ she mumbles deepily.

“Fine)” hetdlsher. “ Just had afucked up dream. Either that, or avision into the mind of
Dolomay.”

“I heard you shout that woman's name again,” Anitasays, waking up more. “I’m redly starting to
not likethis*Fiza person...”

“She'saUTZ agent,” BC sort of tells her the truth. “But she' s been kidnapped and warped to
the will of Dolomay. He callsher his‘ pet’. He' d liketo make us dl his pets”

“Meow,” shesays, turning back over. “Tel memorein the morning.”
“Dolomay wants to swoop in after the Eldred hit us,” BC says. “Wipe them out and take us
over.”

“Elseisnew?’ Anitahaf asks as she drifts off.

| don’t think | can sleep now! Was that real ?

BC driftsoff into an uneasy haf-deep, tumbling over the surface of dumber, never quite rdaxing,
his deep disturbed by thoughts of tactics, ship counts and other battle plans. He finally gets up out of bed.

Can't really wake up when you haven’t been asleep.

The*“dream” remainsfresh in hismind. In the clear light of day BC iseven more convinced that
hisglimpseinsde Dolomay’ s heed wasred.

| was inside his mind — felt his thoughts, vile asthey are. To himwe are just pets, pale
echoes, insects. He knows he couldn’t take us, our Solar Alliance, and certainly not the Eldred,
not straight up in a fight... But he figures he can mop of us up after we spend our selves on our
throw down. Too bad he didn’t think of his base’ s location while | wasin his head! And poor
Fiza... there was some of the old Fiza there, but he’s controlling her pretty tightly. On a short
leash? She seems to have been tamed. What do they call it, that syndrome where captives begin
identifying with their captors? Patricia Hearst syndrome? Something like that. Saw it in a movie
once.

“A lot onyour mind?’ Anitaasks, sartling him.

“I didn’t hear you get up,” BC tdls her.

“Yeah, I'vejust sort of been laying here half adeep, knowing | have to get up soon. Just kind of
waiting for the darm to go off. | dwayswake up just before the darm goes off.”

“You'reafreak!” BC kids her. “Why do you need an darm clock, then? Why not just get up at
theright time?’

“If | don't set theadarm, | don't wake up.”

“But you aways wake up before the alarm. The darm never wakes you up!”

“I wouldn't say never...” shesays.

“Ahal” BC says, in mock prosecutoria glee as he pretends to catch Anitaiin his cross
examination. He crosses over to the bed, bounces down and beginsto tickle her. “Oh, the governor of
Ceres Centrd isticklish! Sheigl”

Anitaisgiggling and trying to twist out of BC' sreach.

“Stop! Ah, ha, uh, cut it! Ooh, oh, hey ha, ha,” Anita gets out between gasps and giggles. BC
stopsto kiss her, ending histickle torture. They crawl back under the covers and makelove... until the
damfindly doesgo off, a the most inopportunetime.

“Letit....Unh, letitring,” Anitagasps.

The darm goes off for another few minutes before they findly disentangle. BC smashesthe
snooze darm down to shut it off. Still giggling alittle, Anitapulls him into the refresher with her and they
“shower” together like a couple of teenagers. But after afew minutes of forgotten responsbilities, they
leave the refresher and dress to meet the day as the Prime Representative of the Solar Alliance and the
Governor of Ceres Central. They kiss briefly once again before they leave her quartersto face the day.

“I'vegottarun...” Anitaapologizes before taking off.

“I know,” BC says, “I’m going to grab some breskfast and get cracking. Wannajoin me?’

“Sure”



Chapter Eighteen

BC beginsissuing orders over breakfast. He's got one of the SAIF generals on the com.

“I want acommand and control ship here, near Ceres Central,” BC says, “but out next to a
Transpace jump point so we can move fast if weneed to,” hetellsthe generd. “1'll need direct and
complete access to Dragama and his ships at the asteroid base. .. and alink up with the shipyard, too.”
BC turnsto Anita. “I’'m going to need you to coordinate the evacuations. We need to be careful... |
don’t think we want it to looklike we' re evacuating, if at all possible. We don’t want people to panic,
and we don’t want to let on to the Eldred or Dolomay that we know anything.”

BC rubs his head, an anxious headache threatening just behind his eyes.

“Prime Rep Campion?’ atech callsover to BC.

BC looks up.

“Yegh?’

“WEe ve got Commander Dragamaon the linefor you.”

Dragamachecksinwith BC. His* super squadron” of five of their best ships and crews stands at
ready at the asteroid base.

“WEe're st here, Prime Rep. We ve got our ships arrayed around the base,” Dragama says. “We
have reserves hiding out on more distant rocks. The asteroid defenses are linked in to our ships. You
know, gir, with only five ships on defense, the base’ slaser defenses should be ableto fire more rapidly
than they could in amoretypica defensve situation. With so few friendliesin the‘ sky’ we can blanket
larger svathswith cover fire”

“Great!” BC says. “Thanks, Dragama.”

“Dragamaout.”

“Anita, what's happening with the scientists?”

“I’ve got Krish and Dell coordinating their resettlement on Lunar Prime. They’ ve been working
al night. Most of our ‘braintrust’ isaready safely back insde Mars' orbit at this point.”

“I’'m not realy surethat’ s any safer, to be honest,” BC says. “At least they know I’'m thinkin' of
them,” hesays, amiling.

Anitafrownsat BC' sattempt at dark humor.

“I’'m surethey’ll be touched at your concern,” she cracks.

“I’'m trying not to take mysdf too serioudy,” he says, trying to explain.

“These are serioustimes,” Anitaobserves.

Commander Aziz checksin from the shipyards, now in lockdown mode.

“Jugt five ships|eft on the assembly line, Prime Representative,” Aziz says. “We ve been shutting
the line down and securing it behind ‘em, step by step.” The commander of Black Squadron has four
sguadrons under him at this point, guarding the shipyards, Black, White, Green and Gold Squadrons are
now all answering to Aziz. BC has aso sent extraships Aziz sway. The shipyard defense forces have
been bolstered by the new Stingers coming off the shipyard’ sassembly line,

“What do you want to cal the new squadron?’ Aziz asks.

“What?’ BC asks, momentarily confused.

“All the extraships... there are enough for another squadron,” Aziz explains. “What would you
have me desgnateit?’

“Huh... uh, how about Sver?’ BC offers. “ Silver Squadron?’

“Silveritis, gr,” Aziz confirms. “Out for now, Prime Representative.”

“BC?’ Anitaasks, getting his attention.

“What?’

“Krishisonthe com for you, saysit’ simportant. He sayshe' safraid thismight get lost in the
shuffle’



“This?” BC asks. “ Thiswhat? What does he want?’

“I don't know,” Anitasays. “Hedidn’t tll me.”

BCsdghs.

“Okay, put himon.”

“BC!” Krish greetshim.

“Hello, Krish. How' sthe ‘ ressttlement’ going?’

“It' sannoying,” Krish admits. “ Scientists are big and horrible babies when you disturb their nests.
Lotsof complaints! Fussy, fussy, fussy! But that’snot why I'm calling.”

“No?’

“No. I’ve got something for you, maybe anew, um, wegpon. | think.”

“Youthink?’

I’ll take it... we need any advantage we can get!

“What isit, Krish?’ BC asks.

“I'vebeen cdling it a‘trangpace nullifier’. Dl likesto call it a“trangpace dampener’. Hisname
seemsto bewinning.”

| don’t care what you call it! What the fuck isit and why should | care now?

“What isit? A Transpace whatzy?’

“A Trangpace damp... | mean, nullifier,” Krish saysenthusagticdly. “We reverse engineered it
from the Eldred’ s shield technology!”

“Canyou explainit to mein layman’sterms?’ BC asks.

“Let’'ssee,” Krish says, and he pauses, mulling it over. “Waell, the Eldred’ s shidlds work because
they nullify, or dampen, the energy directed at them. Makes sense, right?’

“Sure”

“Wall,” Krish continues, “that’ sakind of passve application of the technology. It waitsto be
engaged to work, if you seewhat | mean.”

“Goon.”

“Wall, | began to wonder if the tech could be used more actively. Instead of waiting to get hit,
could we project the dampening effect back at the energy beam or whatever’ s source?’

“Could you?’ BC asks.

“No,” Krish says, disgppointed. “An active gpplication like that grew significantly wesker asit
radiated from the point of its generation.”

“Wait aminute,” BC stopshim. “What?’

“The‘sgnd’ didn't carry far enough to be effective,” Krish clarifies.

“Gotcha”

“But!” Krish sayswith ahbit of aflourish, “Here sthe good part! Although the projected
dampening field was too weak to stop direct beam energy weapons, it turns out it does dampen another
fidd, awesaker energy, more diffusefidd we al know and love: the Transpace field! And the dampening
effect could work over longer distances.”

“Y ou can dampen the Transpace field?’ BC checkshim.

“Yeah!” Krish says.

“I didn’t know therewasa‘field’ involved,” BC says.

“Oh,” Krish says. “Let me back up. The Transpace drive creates afield around the ship that
alowsit to, um... well, work. With the active application of the adapted tech we could dampen, or
nullify that field, and then the ship wouldn’t be ableto, er, ‘jump’ ... the Transpace drive can’'t work
without the field. We can take thefield away.”

“What' sthe range? How far away can thefidd effectively dampen?’ BC asksKrish.

“It has an effective field of about ten kilometers.”

“10K?In every direction?’

“More 5K in every direction, making acircle around 10K across,” Krish explains.

“Can the device betriggered remotey?’ BC asks, thinking. “Doesn’'t seem like you can useit on
aship... | mean, wouldn't it sop youfrom jumping, too?’



“Y eah, that’ s something we' ve been working on. But | suppose you could set it up, rigit so it
could pulse off remotely,” Krish says, thinking out loud.

“Wdll, it's not much of awesgpon otherwise, isit?” BC askshim. “Not if our shipis effected when
wetrigger it!”

“Oh,” Krish says, “yeah, | see your point. Maybe it hasto be aremotely triggered device.”

“That would be greet,” BC says, trying to sound encouraging. “And in the meantime, send your
working mode out here, pronto,” BC orders.

“What?" Krish asks, surprised.

“Pronto?’ Anitaasks BC, giving him alook.

“I thought ‘ pronto’ sounded good,” BC admits, aside.

“So, you want thisone?” Krish asks. “Itisn’'t remotely triggered. Not yet.”

“Yeah, | want it now. Anything they don’t know we have, | want. It's an advantage. Why don’t
you come out herewith it and rig up aremote trigger for it on theway?’

“Okay. I'll get it out to you today. Y ou redly want this on your ship?’

“Héll, | want one on everyship,” BCtdlshim.

“Oh,” Krish says.

There sslence asthe statement sinksin.

“I’'vegot alot of work to do, then,” Krish findly says, breaking the sillence.

“I guessyou do,” BC agrees.

“Okay, then. Well. Thank you, um, BC, for letting me say my piece,” Krish says.

“Thank you, Krish. Thisishig! Nicely done,” BC congratul ates the scienti<t.

“Thanks, BC!” Krish says, brightening. “1I’ll get the testing unit out to you ASAP” He signs off
the com.

Huh... maybe thisis something we can use. Float it into the middle of their fleet... Sop the
Eldred from jumping and blow them up!

“Command and control ship ready and waiting, Prime Representative,” a SAIF officer reportsto
BC after he strides up to the breakfast table. “ C and C is parked in proximity, in near orbit of Ceres
Centrd.”

BC looks around the bregkfast table, out at the milling crowd of people eating, drinking and
garting their day. Anitanotices him gazing at their surroundings, knows he' sready to head to his
ship.

“I"'m beginning to know that look,” shetellshim. “Y ou' re mentally taking it al in before you go,
aen'tyou?’

BC dmost blushes, mildly embarrassed.

Funny... she can already see through me!

“Guess 0,” he says.

“Go ahead,” Anitasays. “Y our ship’ swaiting for you, Prime Representative,” she says playfully.

“Y ou want to join me on the C and C ship?’ he asks her.

“I do,” shesays, “but | can't.”

“Youcan't?

“My placeis here. Ceresis mycommand.”

“I see,” BC says, in mock hurt.

“BC! Comeon! I'd have stayed on the asteroid baseif | thought that made sense.”

He keeps playing hurt.

“That'sokay. | see”

“You know I'mright.”

Hesmilesat her.

“I know. But | don't haveto likeit!”

She amiles, and then leans over and kisses him on the cheek. She leans back.

“I’ve got to get to my command center,” she says. She gets up from the table.

“I'm surewe Il betaking soon,” shetellsBC.



“Let’shopeit’sjust routine reports and pleasantries,” BC says.

“Pleasantries, huh?’ Anitacracks. “ That' swhat you cdl them?’ She amilesagain.

“Sure” he says.

What else do | say? How do you respond? Never mind...

Anitaturns and heads away across the cafeteriaand off toward her command center.

Guess I'll head for my ship. Hope they don’t attack while I’ m shuttling across. | wonder
how long wedo have? How much time until the Eldred attack? The Domo said within the month...
arethey right?

Chapter Nineteen

“Now it'sawaiting game,” BC saysto the captain of the command and control ship asthe two
st onthe quiet bridge. BC' s settled into adeck chair on the bridge of the ship. His after breskfast shuttle
ride up from Ceres Central was short and uneventful. It'still quiet, with no Sign of the gathering storm,
no sign of massing Eldred forces the Domo claim are readying for attack.

“Yessir,” Mark Chang the young captain says, agreeing with BC because he hasto. “Who are
wewaiting for firgt, Sr?’” heasks BC.

“Nothing's etched in stone, captain, but we think we' || see the Eldred first, based on our intel
from the Domo,” BC says. “I think that' sright, too, based on... other information,” BC says
mysterioudy, not wanting to discuss his dreams with the captain. “My other information also says
Dolomay will wait to strike until after the Eldred have defeated us”

“After we're defeated, Sr?7’

“That's their plan,” BC darifiesfor Captain Chang. “ Dolomay hatesthe Eldred. It san old
grudge between them,” BC explains. “ So he wants to wipe out as many of them as he can. He thinksthe
Eldred will be easy to mop up after they’ ve tangled with, and defeated us. He s sure the Eldred will
defest us”

“Niceto know he srooting for us,” Chang wryly observes. He changes back to an officia
monotone and tells BC, “ Prime Representative Campion, you have ahigh level communiqué coming in.
It's Governor Amara Schwartz of Cat'sEye.”

“Thank you, Chang.” BC picks up an earpiece for aprivate cal. “ Put her through to me.”

Chang nods.

“Governor Schwartz!” BC saysin greeting. “What can | do for you?’

“WEe ve decided to Stay,” Schwartz says outright, matter-of-factly.

“What?’ isdl BC getsout.

“We re staying here. On Cat’ sEye. Most of us.”

“I can’t give you any protection,” BC triesto explain. Schwartz cuts him off.

“I know! | know,” she says, “and we re not asking you to. The SAIF ships have dready |eft
here, Prime Representative. But we' re not following them. Thisis our home, Representative Campion.
Wewant to stick it out here.”

What can | do? What can | say about that? “ Don’t!” ?

“Wadll, governor... | don’t know what to tell you,” BC says honestly. “1 can wish you luck. Give
you al my best, for dl that’sworth. But we need al the Solar Alliance forces back hereto guard the
home world from this next, vast assault from the Eldred.”

“I know. We dl know that here, Campion,” shetellshim. “We know you' re doing what you
think you have to do. Truth betold, most of me knows you' re right. But my heart is here, in this place.
Our hearts are here. So we' |l take our chances. We're staying.”

“I’'m not arguing with you,” BC tells her. “We don't have the luxury of timefor arguments
anymore. | don’t have the resources nor the will to come get you dl by force or persuasion. So | wish



you luck, Governor Schwartz. Sdl | got. I’'m sorry.

“Who knows,” he says. “If they wipe dl of ushere out in their next assault, you folks might be the
few remaining humans|eft divein the galaxy, thelast of the human race,” BC saysmorosdly.

“Let’'shopeit doesn't cometo that!” Schwartz exclaims.

“Hopefor the best but expect theworst?” BC offers.

“That'san old one.”

“Still true, though,” BC says. “Good luck, Amara.”

“Thank you, BC,” she says, and then sgns off.

BCsdgghs.

“Any more governors on the com, Chang?’ BC half jokes.

Wonder if I’'m going to have a full scale rebellion on my hands?

“Actudly, gr, thereisonewaiting.”

Great.

“Governor Cgpitunaisholding for you,” Chang informshim.

Well, that’ s a different story!

“Anital What'sup?’ BC greets her as hefires up the com.

“Jugt checking in, BC. Did Amara Schwartz just cal you?’

“Shedid. You taked to her aready?’

“Y eah, she called me before she caled you. They redly fed tied to the place.”

“Yeah, | got that,” BC says, alittle frustrated.

“On amore positive note, Ken Grissom and his people just checked in here at Ceres Central, so
you don't have to worry about Rigel Four doing the samething.”

“What about the other two?’ BC asks her. “Do you think they’ Il want to stay out there?’

“I think they’ Il be coming back here, BC,” Anitasays, Speculating, trying to reassure him. “There
may be some stragglersthat stay behind, but nothing like Cat’s Eye. They’realittlemore... um,
passionate. | guess.”

“| see. Have they aways been that way out at Cat’s Eye?’

“Pretty much,” shetdlshim. “Y ou’ ve never been there. It' sbeautiful! The Cat’s Eye nebulalights
the nightsthere an emerad green, paintsthe daylight sky aguamarine. It sinspiring. Makesyou fall inlove
with the place, even though it isn’'t Earth. It hasits own beauty.”

“Very poetic,” BC observes. ‘1 can tdl it’ stouched you.”

“Funny. It swherewefirst met the Eldred,” shetellsBC. “We had no ideawhat we werein for.”
She changes the subject. “How are you doing?’ she asks.

“I'mgood, | guess,” BC tells her. “Asgood as can be expected. Got alot of nervous energy... |
hetethewaiting!”

“Metoo,” Anitasays. “Hatewaiting.”

“But waiting isal we can do now,” BC answers.

“Doesn't mean | haveto likeit,” Anitacounters.

Waiting.

Oneday.

Two days.

BC ishaving trouble deeping on his command ship. There have been no more “dreams’ of
Dolomay, but little redl deep, either. And no true dreams of any kind at dl.

Three days.

Krish arrives at Ceres Centra with the “ Trangpace Nullifier” and then heads out to the Project
Base to teach Dragamahow to use it. BC sends a couple other packages out to the base with Krish, too.

Four days.

“It'son board the base now, and Krish tells me the remote trigger will work, so | guesswe' ve
got anew weapon. The other ‘packages are mounted in place, too. We re sending Krish back to Ceres
Centrd this afternoon. Other than that, it's more of the same.”

“Thanksfor checking in, Dragama. Keep running the drills” BC orders, and signs off the com.



Everything seems quiet at the asteroid base.

If only the Domo could have given us a better idea of when the Eldred will strike. They
just didn’t know. I'm sureif they did... well, even if they didn’t tell us, | bet they would’ ve sold the
information to Dolomay, or tried to, anyway. He' s out there. He' s waiting, too. We're all playing
the waiting game.

Fivedays.

Six days.

BC continuestrying in vain to get agood night’s deep. Nervous energy keeps him wound too
tightly to truly relax, so he never fdlsinto aredly saisfying dumber.

Impossible to deep. ..

BAMP!

In between days six and seven, in the middle of the night, dl the lightsin hisroom and on the ship
come on at once, shattering the dark and scattering BC' s thoughts.

BAMP!

That'sthealarm! Thisisit!

BAMP!

BC jumps up out of bed. He headsfor his clothes and shouts out for the com.

“Thisis Bernard Campion — give me aStuation report!”

“Representative Campion, it' sthe Eldred, s, they' refindly attacking. But Sir.... I've never seen
so many shipstogether at onetime! Far asthe eye can see, Sir!”

“Keep it together, Chang. We getting any intel from Ceres on how many are out there.”

“Negative, Sr. They say they’retill counting!”

Well, that can’t be good. Expected, sure, but still...

“Five hundred Eldred targets,” avoice from Ceres Centrd cutsin. “That's here, our location.
The asteroid base reports approximately twenty-five hundred hostiles surrounding their position. We dso
have areport of about a thousand ships now surrounding the shipyards.”

“Any other ships sighted? Other presumptive targets?’ BC asks.

“Severa seemingly random Eldred patrols have been encountered throughout Earth and Mars
orbitsin the last fifteen minutes, comprised of four or five ships apiece. There' sno indication of how
many of these patrols may be out there.”

“Gredt.”

Over four thousand ships!? And thisisjust their first wave! Holy shit.

“Any shotsfired yet?” BC asks.

“Not yet, Sir,” Ceres Centrd reports. “They'rejud... waiting.”

“Good. Thank you, Ceres Centrd. Chang?’

“Yessr?

“I'll be onthe bridgein just aminute or two. Let me know if anything changes!”

“Will do, ar.”

BC getsdressed. He checksthe clock as he leaves for the bridge. Three-fifteen in the morning,
Augugt 314!

As good a time as any to invade, | guess! And within the month, like the Domo said. Right
on time? Who can sleep, anyway?

BC waks onto the bridge.

“Looks like the moment we ve dl been waiting for hasfindly arrived!” BC saysto Chang.

“Yesdr,” Chang acknowledges BC's comment. The young captain is staring wide-eyed out the
viewscreens around the bridge a all the distant Eldred ships arrayed before them. “ So many ships!”

“Don’t let them get to you, Chang!” BC says, trying to encourage the man. “They’re here in these
numbers because they know we' re tougher than they are, better equipped now, too! The only way they
can face usiswith what they hopeis overwheming force. Our god isto show them their hopeiswrong!

“Get me Dragama on the com, Chang.”

There sabrief pause.



“Dragamahere,” the com says

“I' hear our company hasfindly arrived,” BC says.

“We ve had afew guests show up for our surprise party here,” Dragamasays. “ Guesswe're
pretty popular!”

“Isthegift from Krish dtill safe?”

“Itis. All st to play itspart in the grand finale. Hold on asecond. .. I'm sending you secure
codes on an encoded subcarrier. That way you can set off the dampener should anything go wrong on
our end. Not that | plan on being prematurely removed from the game... just best to be prepared, and
careful, isdl.”

“I would expect no less, Dragama,” BC says, complimenting the man. “Beam Cannonsdll
charged and ready?’

“Absolutely. Asif you need to ask. Sir,” Dragama chides BC. “Now you' re just making small
tak.”

“Maybel am, at that,” BC admits.

“When the action begins, you' |l be thefirgt to know,” Dragamaassures him, “ After us, | mean!
Hal Dragamaout!”

“Get me the shipyards, please, Chang.”

“Yessr.”

“Aziz here, Prime Representative. So arethe Eldred.”

“That'swhy I'mcdling, Aziz,” BC tellsthe man.

“We are fully mobilized. We count around athousand Eldred ships here.”

“That checkswithwhat I’ ve heard,” BC says. “Keep your eyes on them. Let us know when they
gart to move in. Counter any hostile move with deadly force. Don’t hold anything back! WEe re counting
on you to keep those shipyards safe and in one piece, Aziz. Good luck.”

“Thank you, Sr. Aziz out.”

“All our ships here have checked in, Sir,” Chang informs BC. “All twenty-five of them.”

Twenty-five against five hundred? Gotta |ove those odds...

“ Another report for you, Sir.”

BC hears about more Eldred ships. They’ re now dropping into close Earth and Mars orbit, and
are closing in on the Moon, too.

Small numbers... but we only have token forces back there ourselves! Enough to defend
for a short time. Maybe.

They aren’t moving. What are they waiting for?

An hour goes by. No shots are fired in any location. SAIF ships continue defensive fly-bys of
their bases.

The Eldred then request a conversation. .. With Bernard Campion. And so BC finds himsdlf face
to face viaviewscreen with the Eldest of the Eldred.

“Ah, BC! Itisgood to see you again, dthough | wish it were under more pleasant
circumstances,” the Eldest of the Eldred says, greeting BC.

“Redly?Y ou' ve created these unpleasant circumstances yourselves. | believeif you truly wished
the circumstances to be different, they would be,” BC points out.

“I wish that were true, Campion,” the Eldest of the Eldred says sadly. “We gave you the option
of resolving this peacefully. | am hereto do so once again. All you need do isrenounce interstdllar flight
and confine your activitiesto this system, insde the orbit of Mars, and venture not beyond the asteroids
and gasgiants”

“Ingdethe orbit of Mars? Y ou said Jupiter!”

“That was before. Now, we require more. Dismantle your Transpace Drive manufacturing
facilities. Give up your distant colonies and call your human race home. Cede to usthe base below, on
thisrock you call Ceres. Abandon the ship building factories out here. Y ou will give us control of the
Domo base you have been occupying here aswell as control of the former Domo colonies of
Kran-Ka-Sha-Fette and Deem-Waht. Y ou will aso, of course, abandon your colonies on the fourth



world of the star you call Rigel and the oneyou call ‘Cat’sEye’,” the Eldest of the Eldred tellsBC.

“Should you require assistance, we would be happy and willing to assst you in the transport of
your race and your equipment from these outlying worlds back to Mars and Earth, back to your true
homes. We have many ships available. Asyou can see”

“I can see,” BC agrees. “Indeed, you have brought quite afew shipswith you today, haven't
you, Eldest of the Eldred?’

“Yes”

“Such ashow! Such abrazen show of force, in such numbers, Eldest of the Eldred, isredly only
onething: athreat! It isan act of open warfare!”

“There need not be violence between our races,” the Eldred says.

“No?1"d cdl killing billionswith your plague pretty damn violent. And what do you call your
sudden need for an overwhelming show of force, huh?” BC cracks.

“Cooperation is not anticipated nor expected,” the Eldest of the Eldred saysto BC. “Wetake
precautions.”

“Do you now?WEe ve got alot of people out in these places you want usto abandon! People
who cal those placestheir homes!”

“Not according to the latest report we have. As of right now, only one of those coloniesis
currently occupied, Bernard Campion. Y our own ships have brought most of your colonists home
aready. Cat’ s Eye offers us token resistance, but we should have that under control soon. The other
three are aready abandoned.”

“Holdon.”

BC breaks off from the main com to ask Chang a question.

“Any new reportsfrom Cat’ s Eye?’

“They'rein the sheltersthere, r, ignoring the Eldred’ s demands that they |leave the planet.”

“Any shotsfired yet?’

“No gr. Just words exchanged, so far.”

“Good.” BC turnsthe main com back on.

“| called my people back from those worldsfor their own safety,” BC tellsthe Eldest of the
Eldred, “ after hearing that you were coming after us, planning to attack uswith grest force. Those on
Cat’s Eye would not leave when | asked. | doubt you will have any better luck persuading them.”

“Y ou seem to make the mistake of thinking we are giving you achoice. Y our only choicelies
between deciding to do these things voluntarily or being forced to comply and cooperate with us. We are
here to restore the status quo of the universe, nothing less, Bernard Campion. Y ou have disturbed the
balance and disrupted the status quo.”

The Eldest of the Eldred shakes his head, anearly human-looking gesture. “Thisis not, directly,
your race’ sfault. That fault belongs to the Domo and the Haze, who kept your race’ s development
hidden from us. But you must pay the price, and return to the inner worlds of your star system, or we will
eliminate your race. Y ou are the offspring of the Ancient Enemy, aremnant of that vile speciesthat
ruthlesdy dominated us dl so long ago. It isonly thanksto our benevolent nature that you have not
aready been exterminated.”

“Yeah, thanksalot,” BC says. “And about that... what about Dolomay? Y ou know, the actua
representative, the last living actual member of that race, your * Ancient Enemy’, who you conveniently
managed to let escape? Why isit you turn your firepower here, on us, instead of using your resourcesto
go after him?Why are you using al these shipsto try to impress usinstead of using the numbers so
obvioudy at your digposa to go after the actud Ancient Enemy, huh?’

The Eldest of the Eldred does not answer BC' s questions. BC challengesthe dien further.

“Why aren’'t you going after Dolomay?’

“We cannot find him,” The Eldred findly answers. “We do not know where heis,” the dien
admits.

“So you figured you' d pick on usinstead, then, isthat it?” BC asks defiantly. “Pick onthe
smaller, softer, easier enemy, instead of the real Ancient Enemy? How fucking brave!”



“What? What was the word before * brave', it didn’t quite trandate,” the Eldest of the Eldred
asks.

“Fucking,” BC sayswith vigorous emphasis. “Used asamodifier. To denote my scorn and
disgust with your cowardly behavior,” BC explains through nearly clenched teeth. “ That’ s about the
definition of it, | guess. It'sahandy word, works well in another phrase I’ m rather fond of, too.”

“What are you saying? What do you mean by that?”’

“Let me make mysdf perfectly clear. Fuck. You.” BC turns off the com.

Not exactly diplomatic...

“Mister Chang? If any of their shipsfire, engage. Any of their ships gpproach another click,
engage. We detect them gpplying any firing solutions, engage.”

“Gotit”

“Dragama? Aziz?’ BC calsout, activating the com.

The two acknowledge the signdl.

“Any suspicious action by the Eldred will be considered ahogtile action from this point forward.
Any scans or firing solutions, any suspicious movement, engege.”

“WEe ve got movement here, Prime Rep,” Dragama says. “ The Eldred are moving more shipsin
toward the base.”

“Well, Dragama, guess that meansthat you get to sart thisthing. Start the defensivefiring
solutions. And good luck!”

“No such thing asluck, just proper planning,” Dragama says.

“And energy beam cannons,” BC adds.

“Yeah, thosedon't hurt,” Dragama admiits. “ Gottago! We re engaging!”

The Domo said the Eldred would start at the asteroid base...

“Make us proud, Dragamal And get out of therein time, you hear me?’

“Loud and clear! We' Il look good doing it, too. Dragamaout.”

“Open channd,” BC cdllsto get afleet-wide signd. “ Thisis Prime Representative Bernard
Campion. The Eldred have begun attacking our distant asteroid base. The war has begun. We arefiring
back. We must be ready, astheir other ships may begin to attack at any moment. Be watchful, be ready,
and show these aien attackers what it means to be human!

“Our wegpons are superior!” BC says, trying to inspire them. “ Aswe head into bettle, it' sno
longer asecret... | cantel you now that we ve cracked their shield technology. Our beam cannons can
now dicethrough their shiedslike aknife through butter, and our shields are now stronger than theirs,
ableto deflect their beam wegpons! They cannot strike us with full forcel”

“Sir?’ Chang gets BC' s attention when he pauses.

“Yes, Chang?’

“The Eldred have returned fire at the asteroid base. Dragama sforces are fully engaged,” the
captaininformshim.

“Aziz, openfire! Chang, tell our twenty five to open firel”

“Now?’ Chang asks, hesitating. “ They haven't fired on usyet.”

“They will! They’ ve engaged at the other base, they’ [l soon engage herel” BC explains. “Fire,
Chang!” he commands. “ Their overwheming numbers are ingtigation enough! Surpriseisal we havel”

“All shipsfiring now, Prime Rep!” Chang says.

BC swearshe can fed hishairs stand on end, fed the air charge with éectricity as the powerful
energy beam cannons power up and pulse out bright bursts of destructive plasmaenergy. The hum of the
guns echoes through the ship, vibrating BC down to his molecules. BC cdls up aviewscreen on the
bridge to watch the battle outsde.

Stting in here, you can forget we're moving!

BC watches the stars sweep by as his ship twists and maneuvers. Chang guides the ship asthey
dodge pulses from the Eldred ships energy weapons' return fire. BC watches the chaos on his monitor,
trying to follow the action of the battle but it barely makes sense, ships careening every which way,
flashes of blinding light from pulsing weapons and exploding ships. He fedsdizzy ashisbrain attemptsto



keep up with the motion he can't actudly fed.

BC pinchesthe bridge of hisnosetrying to quell the vertigo and avoid a headache.

“Give mealook at Dragama s ship’ stactical screen!” BC orders the monitor. He wantsto see
how the battle is proceeding at the asteroid base. The outside view disappears from hisviewscreen,
replaced by acamer, yet no less complex, tactica display from Dragama s flagship.

“I want audio, too,” BC commands.

“Should | get Dragamaon theline for you?’ Chang asks.

“No! No, don't disturb him now,” BC warns off Chang. “Y ou should be paying attention, too!”
he admonishes him. “ Just let me hear whét they’re saying.”

“...coming around. SAIF Four, you' re straying, watch for friendly fire!”

“Roger that, SAIF One. Wejust took another hit, unfriendly.”

“Damage, four?’

“Negative, one. Nothing significant. I’m gonna kissme ascientist when thisisall done. Nicetoys
they’ ve made ugl”

“Girl scientist or boy scientist”?’

“I don't care, SAIF Three! I'll kiss*em dl! These shidlds, the new beam cannons, | love‘em!”

“Waitch it, three, you' ve got butter coming up on your left flank!”

“Roger that, two. | see‘em.”

“Wher€ sfive?’

“Got no sign of SAIF Five, one”

“I think she might have bought it on arock, right after we lead that first wave through the base's
kill zone. Saw aflash, anyway.”

“Roger that, three.”

BC triesto picture the scene in hismind, going over the battle plans. The SAIF shipsstart from a
tight orbit around the asteroid base, and then work their way outward in concentric orbits creating globes
of engagement around the base, dl the whilefiring the base-bound energy beam cannons, creating kill
Zones.

Dragamd s ships aren’t concentrating on taking out Eldred targets so much asthey’re harrying
and herding the Eldred shipsinto the corridors of energy fire being carved out by the asteroid base' s
artillery. A separate fire control team on the flagship mans the remote fired cannons.

The Trangpace Nullifier isingtdled on the asteroid base. When Dragama s ships get out beyond
the five kilometersthefield can cover, they'll try to force asmany of the Eldred shipsinsde the nullifier
fidd' srange asthey can, and then trigger the nullifier.

With the Eldred unable to use their Transpace drives, Dragamawill execute the final part of the
plan. Just before the SAIF shipsjump away, they’ Il trigger the five second countdown for the packages
BC sent over with Krish and the nullifier, two large scale thermonuclear wegpons now hidden on the
agteroid base. The resulting explosion should destroy the rest of the Eldred shipswithin the nullifier’ sfield
around the base,

“Thisis SAIF Four, we re outside. WE Il keep chasing themin.”

There' s one of our ships out of the nullifier’ srange, ready to jump to safety. Four ...
probably three moreto go... if SAIF Fiveis gone.

“Roger that, SAIF Four. Hold beyond the perimeter and continue harrying the Eldred from
there,” Dragamaorders,

“SAIF Threein the safe zone!”

“Roger, SAIF Three, hold and harry! Wing up with SAIF Four! Keegp dicing and dicing... get as
many of them insde asyou can!”

“Will do, One”

“Prime Representative?’ Chang interrupts BC' s ligtening.

“What isit, Chang?’

“Some of the shipshere are leaving.”

What?



“Ships? Leaving?’

“Some of the Eldred ships, gr. They just blinked away into Transpace.”

| bet | know where they're going...

“Get me Dragama,” BC orders Chang.

“You'redready patchedin, Sir,” Chang points out.

“Sorry, Chang,” BC gpologizes. “ Dragama?’

“Dragamahere, PR.”

“PR? BC wondersaoud. “Oh, Prime Representative, | get it. Theonly initids| usualy go by
ae‘'BC!”

“PR BC, then, whatever. Busy here,” Dragamasays.

“May be getting busier. Some of the Eldred ships have left here, blinked into Transpace minutes
ago. I’'m betting they’ re on the way thereto see you.”

“Sounds like asafe bet,” Dragama agrees. “We' |l keep our eyes open. But there are so many
anyway... an't redly gonnanotice, you know?’

“Understood,” BC acknowledges.

“WEe ve got more sheep on theway, SAIF squadrons,” Dragama announces to his ships, trying
to make it sound asif there are more there than his dite squad. “Let’ s be aware. Keep your eyes open.
More herding for us, wolfhounds!”

“Wolfhounds, Sr?’

“Heh,” Dragamalaughs, “Thought it sounded good, SAIF Two, didn’t you? Eyes open, people!”

“Three. New company coming in,” SAIF Three reports. “Moving to engage.”

“Roger Three. Four, move and support Three.”

BC watches hisfeed of Dragama s strategy screen as he listens to the ship-to-ship banter. A new
wash of small blue blipsis suddenly picked up by the scanners feeding the strategy screen: New Eldred
shipsarriving. Some of the new Eldred ships arriving break off to engage SAIF Three and Four, but most
of the new group head in straight for the asteroid base itself.

“Let ‘“emthrough to try to attack. The base' s energy beam defenses are dtill at eighty percent!

L et the Eldred past to get ground up in that... but don’t let them back out!”

“Roger,” SAIF Four responds.

“Trying!” SAIF Three checksin. “ Roger, that.”

“Gotcha. SAIF Two out.”

BC imaginesthe SAIF shipsfiring into the oncoming Eldred as he notes their positions on the
strategy screen. SAIF Three and Four continue moving through the “ safe” zone beyond the reach of the
Transpace Nullifier firing at both new arrivals and earlier stragglers. The Nullifier’ seffective zoneis
marked with athin red line that circlesthe asteroid base. SAIF One and Two are both still closeinto the
base, and well insde the fild dampening reach of the Nullifier. Too close yet to effectively trigger the
device and get away.

Come on, one and two, let’s get going!

BC watches blue blips disappear from the screen asthey closein to the base. The Eldred are
wiped out in waves by the base' s energy beam fire, directed by the fire control onboard SAIF One. BC
asksthe strategy screen to zoom out for alook at the bigger picture. Some groups of Eldred, tiny
swarms of blue blips, are hanging back.

Reinfor cements, maybe? Reserves? More cannon fodder? What are they waiting for? Well,
they' re on Dragama’ s display, so he knows about ‘em. No need to bug the man now!

Let’ s see... anyone else we know lurking on the sidelines?

BC scansthe edges of the display for any sign of Dolomay and his ships.

Nothing yet. Hope he holds to his plan. Oh, no!

SAIF Two just blipped off the screen.

“Wejudt logt Two,” Dragamasays sadly. “ Timeto get One out beyond the dampener limit! Let's
go, now! Oh shit...” Thereisazap of interference on the com.

“SAIF One, you want backup?’



“Negative, Three, stay back there,” Dragamaorders. The com sounds alittle distorted. “ Stay up,
stay out, stay back.”

“We vegot avisud on you, your ship isdamaged...”

“Stay back beyond the zone, that’ s an order, Three. Y ou too, Takachi, keep Four back, too.
Have your fire team take control of the base' s energy fire, SAIF Four. Y ou’ ve got the emergency
protocols Takachi, use them!”

“Roger that, Dragama. Will do.”

“Good. Just need one morething... good, here they come. There were some Eldred hanging
back, but they’ re on their way in towards the base, now. .. keep firing, SAIF Four! Keep the basefiring!
Assoon asthey start to get into range... Good! I’ vejust triggered the Transpace Nullifier!” Dragama
annouNCes.

SAIF Oneiswell ingde the dampening field' s reach, Dragamd s ship’s own Trangpace Driveis
rendered as worthless as the drives of the Eldred ships surrounding his ship and the asteroid base.

“What about you?” Takachi protests from SAIF Four.

“Never mind us,” Dragama says. “We re going to take care of this. After you two are gone. I'm
going to draw the Eldred in towards the base. Now, go! That's an order! Head to the shipyards, both of
you! Go! Now!”

“Three. More sheep arriving out here.”

“Roger that, Three. Send them our way!” Dragamasays. “Drive them in here asyou go!”

Chang interrupts with areport.

“Earth and Marsreport their Eldred shipsareleaving,” Chang tellsBC.

“Leaving?’ BC asks. Chang nods. “ Grest... send asquad from Earth out to the asteroid base to
aid Dragama s squad.

“Dragama”

“Who'sthat? Busy herel”

“Dragama, thisisthe Prime Representative. .. get out of there! No need for dumb heroics! Get
your ship out of there!”

“Sorry, PR. Thisship’s not going anywhere,” Dragama says, “whether we' d like to or not.

WEe rehit, shidds arefailing, we ve expelled the last of our defenses. All we' re good for now is... bait!
I’m going to land on the base, draw themin, or dietrying. Get them to bring as many shipsasthey canin
close before we let the main charge go off.”

“SAIF One, thisisSAIF Three,” the captain of SAIF Threeinterrupts. “We ve got alot more
company dl of asudden!”

Thefeed for the strategy screen blinks off momentarily. When it returns, BC notices hisfeed isno
longer coming from Dragama s ship, but from SAIF Four.

Dragama’ s feed must have grown too weak.

“SAIF Three and Four, thisis command,” BC says over the com. “ The sheep aredrawing in
their forces from throughout the system. That’ s your new company. L et them in past you best you can,
herd and harry them like wolfhounds, like Dragama says. Get ‘em in past our invisible fence, but be sure
you stay outsideit yourselves! | want you reedy to jump into Transpace a my signa, soon asthat thing
goes!

“Gotcha, command,” SAIF Three answers.

“WEe ve got more hounds on the way, coming to help you out,” BC tellsthem.

“Too lateto help Dragama,” SAIF Four says bitterly.

BC sees SAIF One blip off the screen next to the base.

Did hedoit? Did heland? Crazy bastard!

“SAIF Three? Four? Report!” BC orders.

“SAIF Onejust crashed into the asteroid base as they attempted alanding. Sir.”

Damn.

“Keegp the base' s energy beams firing, SAIF Four. We want them to move in towards the base,
but don't let them land! SAIF Three, open the emergency protocols for triggering the main defensive



operation now.”

“Roger. Opening emergency protocols now,” SAIF Three reports. “Welcoming new company,
t0o... good company thistime. Glad to see you guys!”

Our reinforcements have arrived!

“SAIF Sguadron designation * Gold’ one through five on site and entering the arena,” Gold
Squadron leader announces.

“Gold Squadron leader, thisis Prime Representative Campion on Command,” BC cadlsover the
com to get the woman’ s attention. “Objective remains‘ herding' the ‘sheep’ insde our ‘invisible fence
for the next five minutes”

“Fvewhole minutes, huh? No timefor talking, then. Gold One out.”

“SAIF Four, maintain the base' s beam fire, keep them busy!”

With Dragama gone, they might need the encouragement. Or maybe I’ mtrying too hard...

“Gold squadron, keep your ships outside of the limit!” BC orders when he sees the new gold
blips drawing in too close to the asteroid base and the dampening field. “ Chase the sheep in, but don’t
follow them!”

“Gold Two. Command, aren't they going to wonder why we' re breaking off?’

“Makeit look good, Two! Dodge some rocks!” Gold One answers.

“Emergency protocols arein place, Command,” SAIF Three cdlsout. “We're a full power! The
nullifier isat full strength. Thewarheads are fully armed and reedy!”

“WEe'reat go then, dl shipsbreak and go into Transpace on my mark. SAIF Three, trigger the
detonator on my mark. Okay, Mark!”

BC watches most of Gold Squadron blip off the screen as he waits for the explosion.

Thereisno explosion.

BC looks across the strategy screen. SAIF Three and Four and Gold One are still there, waiting.
Hoping to document the mission’ s success, they instead face disappointment at its apparent failure.

“SAIF Three, what happened?’

“Nothing happened! The remote trigger is somehow damaged!”

“SAIF Four, attempt detonation!” BC orders.

“I’ve been trying, command, seemed like the thing to do,” SAIF Four responds. “No response.
WE re continuing the energy beam fire from the base for now.”

“Yes Excdlent! Good thinking, SAIF Four!”

AsBC watches, the blip for SAIF Three darts across the screen followed by Gold One, both
shipsdiving in towards the asteroid base through a swarming sea of blue blips, the Eldred ships.

“SAIF Three! Gold One? What are you doing? Get out of therel” BC commands.

“Negetive, command. We re going to fix thisthing and save the mission. Got to be done. Fed
likel owe Dragamathat, can't let him dieinvain, right?’

“Gold One providing cover for SAIF Three,” she responds. “Gold One out.”

“Y ou won't be able to get out of there!” BC warns them, helplessto stop them.

“Prime Representative?’ Chang interrupts.

“What?" BC snagps. “ Sorry, Chang. What isit?’

“The Eldred have now completely left Mars, Earth and Lunar space and orbits. They seemto be
concentrating their forces, gathering them near and around the asteroid base, but aso close enough to our
shipyards asto be athresat to them aswell.

“And the shipyards report the Eldred there have begun attacking, targeting the assembly line.
We re holding them at bay for now, but they have requested reinforcements.”

As the Domo indicated they would. Pretty solid info, asit turns out. | know more than they
know that | know... Makes my head hurt!

Do we dare to move forces away from Earth and Mars? This could be a feint...

“ Send one squadron of Stingers from Mars and one from Lunar Prime out to bolster our forces
a the shipyard,” BC orders, deciding to shift afew of the SAIF Stinger Ships. Have theremaining
squadrons on Earth, in orbit, on the Moon and on Mars stand at ready. The Eldred may try to pull



something after they think they’ ve focused our attention elsawhere. Let’ s not let them get uswhilewe' re
distracted.”

“Gotit.”

“Gold One?” BC calls over the com. He watches the blipsfor Gold One and SAIF Three on his
strategy screen as they approach the asteroid base.

“Gold One. Busy, dir!” comesthe quick cal back over the com.

“Undergtood. Can you give me aquick Sitrep?’

“SAIF Threeis setting down inside the base! Both ships have taken heavy fire, our shiddsare
low, gir! Thick in here, sir! Busy! Gold one out in the briarpatch!” the com cuts off.

“Briarpatch?’ BC asks, but no one responds at first. Chang finaly chimesin.

“It'san old expression, like ‘hornet’ snest’. Briars were prickly things. Stuck in a patch of those,
you' d get stuck by the briars, pricked al over. Pretty much impossible to get out of ...” Chang trails off.

BC watches as SAIF Three' sblip ‘hovers over the base and Gold One' s blip fliesby. The blue
blips surround them, forming agrowing, three-dimensiond, cloudy mass of light blue blips around the
asteroid base on the strategy screen.

“Likeaswarm of angry blue bees,” BC observes under his bregth.

“And we re swatting them pretty good,” Chang interjects.

“We're doing okay,” BC grants.

“Okay?’ Chang says, in dishdief. “With dl due respect, Mister Prime Representative, they
outnumber uslike, five hundred to one or something like that? And we’ vegot the upper hand!”

“Hey chatterboxes!” Gold On€e' s voice comes bursting out of the com. “Y ou wanna debate
theory, turn your com off! We're hip deep in practica applications right now out here, trying to
concentrate!”

“Sorry, Gold One,” BC gpologizes. “Chang?’

“Sorry,” Chang says. “I thought | was muting our channel aswe spoke. My mistake. We're, uh,
We' re quiet, now.”

“Good!”

“SAIF Three. We re down! Deboarding now to see aman about aremote trigger. Will maintain
com through suit unit.”

“Roger,” BC replies. Helooks at the swarming globe of blue dots concentrating in front of him
like bees around a hive, the hive ared smudge representing the asteroid base at the center. SAIF Three
ison top of the red smudge. Gold One' s golden blip bobs and weaves its way around the red smudge,
blue blips blinking out of its path asit moves. A funnd shaped group of blue blipsfollow it, trying to catch
up and engage Gold One. Further back from the ships, an equidistant, thin red-lined circle surroundsthe
red smudge, the limit of the Trangpace Nullifier' sdampening field.

SAIF Four is represented by agreen blip that continues flying ajagged, evasive course around
the edges of thered line on the screen, just beyond the dampening field. A small group of blue blips
continue to pursue and fire upon SAIF Four.

A group of blue blips near the red smudge disappear.

Good to see the energy beams are still firing. At least their remote control was working!

“SAIF Three. Bad news here, I'm afraid. Thisremote unit is shot. The warheads are fine, they’re
armed, ready ... but the remote trigger looks like it melted down or something.”

“Isthere abackup?’ BC asks.

“Not that | can see, command. | might be able to rig something up... but | don’t think we have
thetime!”

“What are you saying, SAIF Threg?”

“Gold One, get out of here, now!” SAIF Three shouts over the com. “Tell my mom | love her,
okay? Tell her to be prow...”

The com cuts off. The red smudge on the screen disappears. The blue blips around the area
where the red smudge was begin to disappear aswell, blinking out in concentric circles, in disgppearing
ripples. The strategy screen beginsto fill in the empty center with aglowing yellow globe.



The ripple approaches Gold One.

“Hey, that nullifier thing actualy works,” Gold One calsin over the com. Then Gold One
disappears as the expanding circles overtake the golden blip.

Blue blips begin disappearing from the space beyond the red circle, but the Eldred shipsinside
the dampening field zone, the blue blipsinsdethered circle, amply st till, stuck in place by the effects of
the Transpace Nullifier. Asthe explosive wave overtakes them their blips are wiped off the screeniin
front of BC.

“It sworking!” Chang saysexcitedly. “We rewinning!”

“Don’'t get ahead of yourself, Chang,” BC cautions him.

“But we just took out about two thousand of their ships!” he argues.

“And we' ve got thousands more to face. And we don't have another strategic base we can
afford to blow up like that, either. Never mind the brave men and women who sacrificed... well,
everything,” BC says somberly.

“SAIF Four. Not much more we can do here now. We re coming back to Ceres Centrd. SAIF
Four out.”

The green blip representing SAIF Four on the sirategy screen finally disappearsin asafe blink
into Trangpace, and the strategy screen folds up into asmall glowing dot in front of BC.

“We realong way from done,” BC lectures Chang. “Keep dert! The wolveswill be showing up

soon!”
“The wolves? Who, Dolomay?’
“Who else? Keep your eyes open, Chang.”
“Yesgar.”

Chapter Twenty

BC paces the bridge of his command and control ship. Hetried to deep but only caught aquick
catnap. He can't really rest when he knows there are battles still raging between his people and the
Eldred.

We still have plenty of ships on reserve, a mix of fixed up old UTZ models and newer
Singer Ships. At least a couple more Transpace Nullifiers will be ready soon, according to Krish.
And we wipe out a whole bunch of them just now. Maybe we are winning?

“Chang, what' s happening with the shipyards right now? Get me a SitRep on dl of our
engagement arenasl” BC orders.

A new gtrategy screen appearsin front of BC. Swarms of light blue blips buzz around the edges
of the screen. As BC watches, smaller groups break off from the swarms and fly in to attack the
shipyards. Red, green, gold and silver blipsintercept and blue blips disappesr.

“We ve jumped our remaining ships from the asteroid base engagement out of harm’sway,”
Chang reports. “ Gold Two, Three, Four, and Five and SAIF Four madeit out. We lost Gold One, and
SAIF One, Two, Three and Five. We re waiting for an updated assessment of battlefield results, but
initid estimates of enemy |osses number near twenty-five hundred,” Chang tels BC, raising an eyebrow.

“Good gtart,” BC says sharply.

“WEe re dill engaging the enemy at the shipyards. Judging by commanders’ battlefield reports,
improvements to our shield technology and to our energy beam wegponry appear to have given our ships
adigtinct advantage againgt the Eldred ships. WEe ve been ableto repel their attacks and inflict heavy
casudties”

“Good”

“There s another thing the commanders are reporting, Sir. Our pilots report that the Eldred lack,
um, ‘imagination’ in their battle strategies, for lack of abetter word. For a supposedly advanced race,



their battle tactics are notthat advanced, and often two-dimensiond instead of three, makesthem
predictable, not advanced at dl.”

“How many of theirs have we destroyed at the shipyards?’ BC asks.

“Atleast athousand,” Chang tellshim. “Again, these are preliminary battle numbers, which tend
to beinflated,” he cautions.

All thanks to the technological ‘improvements we' ve reverse engineered from that ship of
theirs. If we hadn’t stolen that ship, this all would have been over really quickly!

“Any sgn of Dolomay? Any unidentified shipsin the area?’

“Negative”

“1 want you to send a patrol squad back to the area around the asteroid base to keep awatch
over the place, keep alook out for him. Harass any surviving Eldred ships you might find there. Keep the
battle on!”

“Roger,” Chang acknowledges. “Sir?'Y ou've got anincoming call from CeresCentrd. It's
Governor Capituna.”

“Thankd” BC saysto Chang. “Anital”

“Hi BC. Arewewinning? It' s been pretty quiet here. The Eldred didn’t stay long.”

“No, they didn’t. They threw alot at the asteroid base. And then they threw even more at it.”

“Isit gone?’ she asks, sounding like sheredly doesn’'t want to hear the answer.

“It'sgone,” BCtdlsher. “So arefive of our shipsand their crews. But the strategy worked. We
took out a couple thousand of their ships, and they could hardly touch us! “Now they’re
concentrating on the shipyards, but they’ re not getting anywhere, we keep knocking them down when
they attack. They don’t change their tactics much. We' re kind of mopping up there, | think.”

“Gold Two from the shipyards on the line for you, Prime Rep,” Chang interrupts.

“Wall, Anita, I’ve got to go for now. Please excuse me. I'll call you back soon.”

“Okay, BC. Let me know what | can do to help.”

“Will do. Thank you, Anita,” BC says, amiling.

“Surething, BC,” Anitasayswith asmile of her own. “ Ceres Centrd out.”

“Okay, go Gold Two,” BC continues.

“WEe re ill encountering significant numbers of Eldred ships,” the pilot reports. “They're
throwing themselves at ud It’ slike they’ re methodicaly trying to wear us down. That’ s aguess, of
course. They don’t seem to vary their attack. It' sthe same every time... they don't adapt! It'sjust wave
after wave of their ships coming down to blast at the shipyards assembly line. We' re kindamowing them
down, gr!”

“Keep up, um... keep up the good work?’ BC says uncertainly, unsuccessfully trying to keep
theirony out of hisvoice.

We may see Dolomay sooner rather than later, if this keeps up. If he doesn’t show soon,
there may not be anything left of the Eldred! Well, best not to get ahead of ourselves, huh, BC? If
we don’t leave him anything to shoot at, he may not show...

“Y ou know what, Gold? Don't let them hit any targets... but be sure you leave some of their
shipsintact and functioning, okay? Disengage from direct attacks and retrest to defensive perimeter
positions.”

“Retreat, Sr? Gold two requests confirmation.”

“Y ou heard me, Gold Two! Don't let them hit the line, hold perimeter positions, but do not
directly engage.”

“Okay, 9r,” Gold Two says. BC can hear the heditation in the pilot’ s voice.

“It'sokay, Gold Two. | need you to trust me on this. It’s part of abigger plan,” BC explains,
fedling compelled to bolster the pilot’ s reserve. “With that in mind? Keep your eyes open for Dolomay
and hisships”

Get it?

“Gotchal” the pilot confirms. “Gold Two out!”

BC fedlsan ache begin to build behind histemples.



A headache?

“Prime Representative?’ Gold Two comes back on theline. “ There' s something he...”

Thecom signa cuts off aoruptly.

BC looks up at the strategy screen display. Gold Two'sblipisgone. A strange, dark blue
smudge glows where the blip had been.

“Chang? What' s this blue smudge here where Gold Two was?’

“Not sure, sir. We re having trouble getting afix on it, that’ swhy it' s not clearly resolved. We
can tel there s something there, bending waves, messing with the gravity.... but nofix.”

It's him. Gotta be. Dolomay! How many ships does he have now?

“Arewe seeing any other anomdieslike this nearby?’ BC asks Chang.

“WEe retracking about six of them.”

“Comon,” BC says, turning on the fleetwide communicator. “Those ‘smudges  on the Strategic
display are Dolomay’ s ships,” BC informs Chang and the SAIF shipslistening in. “ Steer clear of them!
They’re not showing themsalves yet. Dolomay wants the Eldred more than he wants us. He' s been
adapting tech, too, after looting worlds across the galaxy. His ships are bound to possess capabilities that
ether match or go beyond our own. He's no doubt adapted alien weaponry we can’'t yet imagine. We
have to be ready to defend againgt it adl the same! His ships are obvioudy employing some shield
technology that we don’t have, and can’'t yet see through. That’swhy we can't get afix on them,” BC
explainsto thefleet.

“So, we should just shoot the smudges!” a pilot pipes up.

“Not yet!” BC cautions. “Don’t let them know we can seethem at dll just yet. Just steer clear. If
they follow you, lead them towards Eldred forces. Let them get closeto the Eldred. | believe Dolomay’s
hatred of the Eldred will lead him to engage them as soon as they are close enough to attack. We need to
watch that attack, see what Dolomay does, how his shipsfight. Watch for any weaknesses. The Eldred
have been an easy foeto fight, and predictable. | expect Dolomay’ s forceswon’t be so easy to fight, and
certainly won't be so predictable. Let him wear himsdf down alittle againgt the Eldred, dthough... if
we' ve been able to mow them down, I’'m sure hisforces will be able to do so aswell,” BC speculates
out loud.

“For now, lay low. Watch out for Dolomay’ s ships and continue minima engagement with the
Eldred attack force. Let Dolomay think we' re nearly wiped out. | don’t want him to know what our
grengthleve redly is”

As BC watches on the strategy screen, the SAIF forces hang back. The blue smudges
representing Dolomay’ s ships begin moving toward the Eldred reserve fleet, soreading out apart from
each other and subtly penetrating the spaces between the thousands of light blue blips hanging en masse
on the edges of the conflict. The blue smudges move deep into the midst of the Eldred undetected.

Suddenly, in acoordinated effort, the six ships begin spinning, each ship firing in dl directions,
three hundred and sixty five degrees, each ship abristling pin cushion of energy beams, adeadly blossom
of fiercefirepower.

The Eldred ships surrounding them are ripped into shreds, their blue blips blinking out in
concentric waves of desth rippling out from Dolomay’ s ships. Each ship is surrounded by a globe of fiery
debris asthey continuoudly fireinto the surrounding Eldred, but they’ re far enough apart from each other
to prevent friendly fire.

Dolomay’ s ships massacre hundreds of Eldred vessdsin thefirst minute of their orgy of
destruction. The SAIF forces nearby merely hang back and watch, avoiding shrapnd and stray fire.

BC cdlsup avisud feed from one of the SAIF ships near Dolomay’ s attack. Brightly erupting
flashes of light dim the stars around them in the near distance, each evidence of an exploding Eldred ship.
BC can barely make out apulsing bdl of light off in the distance, Dolomay’ s nearby ship. Theflashing
explosonsthreaten to blind BC, and he switches back to the tactical display.

On the strategy screen Dolomay’ s ships continue to deal desth by the hundreds as they advance
through the Eldred fleet. Suddenly, one of the blue smudges stops spinning and darts out from the midst
of the carnage of the conflict and heads off on its own.



Thereyou are!

| bet my life Dolomay’ s on board that ship!

“Send a squadron after that ship!” BC commands over the com. He turnsto his pilot. “ Chang?”

“Yessr!”

“How fast can we get to the battle?’

“Y ou want to take the command and control ship into the battle, Sir?’

“Closetoit, anyway, Chang. Thisisn't adebate! How long will it take?’

“I think we can be therein five minutes, if we go Trangpace. It'sashort jump, but alittle
dangerous. | can doit, though, gr, or | wouldn’t try it.”

“Doit,” BC says. He winces as pain begins throbbing behind histemples again, threatening to
become a headache. He triesto fight it, but seemsto be losing.

“Areyou okay, Sr?’

“Headache,” BC spits out the word. “ Go!”

Chang, chastised, turns and focuses on flying the ship. Asheworks, BC shifts his screen to show
the ship’ s exterior view. As he watches, they pull away from Ceres Centra and suddenly shift into
Transpace. BC's headache eases as they jump.

They reappear right above the shipyard’ s main ingallation, near some SAIF ships patrolling the
facility. Suddenly, BC' s headache dams back on both sides with more power than before. He brings his
hands up to pressin the sides of hisskull, asif to keep it from splitting.

Goddamn! It’s him! Somehow, Dolomay is doing thisto me, | just... feel it. | know it,
somehow! He can’'t quite get into my head, but he can do this!

“Chang, get us near that smudge that’sonitsown... whereisit now?’

“It' smoved away from the Eldred to avantage point near our raw materid mining facilities,”
Chang says.

“Head for that ship, but don’t get too close,” BC managesto spit out past his pain. He grimaces.

“Areyou okay, Sr? Your nose... you're bleeding, Sir!”

Sl am. Sol am... bastard!

“Chang, I’m going to try to get control of thisattack. Thisisamenta attack by Dolomay. I'll
explain later. But give me fifteen minutes here to compose myself and maybe counter attack. I'm gonna
closemy eyesand seewhat | can do. Don't disturb me for about fifteen minutes, okay?’

“Yes, gr. What about after that?”’

“Wake me up, shake me, whatever you haveto do,” BC ingtructs, “if | don’'t wake up on my
own.”

Chapter Twenty-One

BC closes hiseyes and beginsto think of the doors he' s built ingde of hismind. He seesthem
pulsing, bulging outward as a pounding continues on the other side.

Dolomay!

| hear you knocking... you ain't getting in!

He thinks of the doors growing heavy, heavier, heavier... he seesthe doors settle back solid into
place. The pounding subsides.

BC feds his headache ease.

Ha! Just needed some bigger doors... Now, let’'s see...

BC letshimsdlf relax and the world fadesto grey. Thewadlsfall away and hefloatsin the middie
of thedill, cdm slent sea

He*“sees’ acloud of golden particles dancing in the air around a glowing red orb hanging over
the water nearby. He reaches out and touches the cloud.



And suddenly he knows he is once again seeing out through another’ s eyes. The eyes of death.
The eyes of Dolomay.

Dolomay isgitting in his plush pilot’s chair on the bridge of his ship, giving ordersto his gunmen.

“Hit their engines again! He' son that ship, | can fed it!” Dolomay says, or thinks out loud, BC
can't redly tell the difference.

Something on ascreen in front of him catches Dolomay’seye. “ There! Target their engines! Hit
them again! Don't destroy the ship! | want him brought here, in front of me, so | can kill him mysdlf!”

Who... me? Does he know I’'m here?

BC fedsajalt of panic, nearly giveshimsdf away. He cdms himsdf quickly, triesto stay “quiet”.

Gotta be careful... I’'ma guest in the mind of a madman!

ISTHISA HEADACHE?

Dolomay wonders. He rubs his brow.

WHAT ISTHIS? SOMETHING ISNOT RIGHT!

The ship rocks sdeways.

“What wasthat!” Dolomay asks angrily.

“Just docking with the ship, D,” thefirst mate tells him. “Little rough, | know, sorry Big D.”

“Just get him up herel” Dolomay shouts. He checks the sword in its sheeth hanging from his belt.

A human artifact, he likes the brute effectiveness of the heavy, sharpened blade.

| RELISH THE THOUGHT OF USING THISANCIENT HUMAN WEAPON TO TAKE
OFF THE HEAD OF THE ELDEST OF THE ELDRED!

“Wehave him, gr,” avoice cdlsover the communicator. “ Thelittle fuzzy-wuzzy ison hisway to
you now.”

“The'Eldest’ of the Eldred isit?’ Dolomay says asthe defiant Servant, the fuzzy blue koaa bear,
isbrought to stand in front of him. “Most arrogant of the arrogant, more like,” Dolomay sneers. “Do you
know me, Servant?’

The Eldest of the Eldred looks a Dolomay blankly and remains mute.

It isthe Eldest of the Eldred! He must have been on one of the ships!

Dolomay summonsthe Voice of Command.

“SPEAK!”

The Eldest of the Eldred twitches asif he can't help himsdlf, and speaks.

“You arethelast of your kind, the last living member of the race now cdled the Ancient Enemy.
Y ou are Dolomay.”

“| am Dolomay. But ook around you! I’'m not thelast! Look at al my children!” Dolomay says,
looking around at the crew gathered on the bridge.

Fiza! Adeep at the foot of Dolomay’s * throne” . Nice plush pilot’s chair.

The gtir of recognition nearly derts Dolomay to BC' s presence.

FIZA?

WHAT?

ARE YOU THERE AGAIN, DIM ONE?

HIDING INSDE MY HEAD?

NO MATTER.

OBSERVE ALL YOU LIKE.

“These‘children’ arenot likeyou,” the Eldest of the Eldred tellsDolomay. “Y ou are the last.”

“Y ou do not believe that. Or you would not be here, wiping them out.”

“We do this because they could like you. If you wereto lead them, it becomes even more likely
that they wouldbecome like you, as some of these have. However... | can sense your touch heavy on
many of these, Dolomay. They would not serve you willingly, would they?’

“No meatter. They serve al the same. They are easily bent to my will. They now serveme... as
you oncedid. Asisyour PURPOSE! Your DESIGN!” Dolomay yells down at the Eldest of the Eldred.
“Eldred?’ Dolomay laughs. “Old servants, perhaps. Only ‘Eldred’ because you' ve been around so long!”

“Youwill die heretoday, Dolomay,” The Eldest of the Eldred says defiantly. “Wewill kill you.



Or they will. But you will die”

“Idlethreats,” Dolomay dismissesthe Eldred’ swords.

“Promises”

“Isthisto be our find battle, then?’ Dolomay asks him. “Thisiswhat it comes down to? We will
die out in thisremote backwater place? Far removed in space and time from my peopl€ s once gresat
empire? Dieout hereand it dl endsin obscurity, isthat it? And what am | to you now? Y our great shame
incarnate?” Dolomay is nearly raving.

“Y ou brought your forces here for victory, nothing less, correct? Certainly. Y ou attack these
‘children’, these pal e echoes, mere shadows of what we were. But they are not your enemy! They are at
best weak imitations! Those who serve me can only wishto be like we super men of old!”

BEFORE | KILL HIM, | WMILL DESTROY HISWORLD!

“When | awoke, | wondered why any of youwere till around, Servant!”

“Y ou wondered? All races have prospered without the Ancient Enemy to keep us scared and
pinned down on our planets!” the Eldest of the Eldred argues.

“You don't get it, do you?’ Dolomay says, shaking his head and smiling adeadly smile. “Y our
race has forgotten its humble origins. Y ou are Servants! Y ou were created and bred to serve us! You
were a0 created with abuilt in obsolescence, built to be dependent upon us for your continued
existence. Without us around, the Servants should have dowly dwindled and died out thousands of years
ago! Why do you suppose you're till around?

“Y ou needme, you old fool!” Dolomay shouts at the Eldest of the Eldred. “If | hadn’t been
around for al these yearsin stasis, you would' ve died out! Without me, youdon't even exist! | keep you
aivel You never figured that out, did you? | am the REASON you EVEN EXIST!”

“Now who isthe arrogant one?’ the Eldest of the Eldred observeswryly.

“Arrogant?’ Dolomay laughs. “Kill me, and your race’ sreason for being will begone. It's
biological. Y our raceis hardwired to mine! If | hadn’'t been out there in suspended animation al these
years, there would have been no Eldred!”

The Eldest of the Eldred stares mutely back at Dolomay.

“Without me, there isno you,” Dolomay sayssmiling an evil grin. “You're seeing it now, aren't
you?You know it' strue!”

“Y ou are the reason that we are alive? Isthiswhat you aretrying to say?’ the Eldest of the
Eldred saysin disgust.

“It does not exactly thrill me, either,” Dolomay says. “1 am doing what | can about it.”

As hefinishes speaking, Dolomay springs up out of his chair, drawing the sword from its sheath
as heflowsup out of his seat, bringing it up as he rises and then down and across as he nears the Eldest
of the Eldred, taking his head clean off with his one sweeping swing.

Woah!

BC can't help but react.

YOU INHERE!

BC fedsDolomay’ s awareness on him like a hot blast of sunlight. He sees Fizathrough
Dolomay’ seyes. She' swaking up, standing up & the sametime.

“Ew...” shesays, looking past Dolomay at the head and body on the floor. She looks back at
Dolomay as BC looks through Dolomay’seyesinto Fiza's... and suddenly he' slooking outof her eyes
and into Dolomay’ s dead eyes.

I’'min Fiza’ smind!?

bc? that you?

It feelswrong... HE' Sin here, too!

BC fedsDolomay’ s presence like greasy, dippery tentacles grasping at him and Fiza. He
concentrates and dries the tentacles down to gnarly black branches that he then snaps, breaking
Dolomay’ sgrasp.

Fizaand Dolomay have been staring eye to eye thiswhole time. Now Dolomay’ s brow furrows,
as hetriesto figure out what just happened. He doesn't break his gaze. BC triesto block him out.



How areyou, Fiza?

bc! he' s been controlling me! this... thisisn’t me!

| know. It’s okay. I’m here now. Are you okay?

no, i’manything but okay, bc! he's been inside me, bc, completely violated me, mind and
body!

BC fedsthe greasy tentacles reaching out again asthey continue their stare down. He closesthe
doors on their wriggling forms and the ends shrivel down to nothing.

keep him out of me, bc!

I will try, Fiza.

“Fiza? Dolomay findly saysaoud. “It' sstrange. | cannot fed you.”

“Strange,” she says quietly. Findly, Dolomay breaks his gaze and shifts his attention.

“Clean thisup!” Dolomay ordersthefirst mate, pointing at the corpse of the Eldest of the Eldred
with thetip of his sword.

keep him out of me, bc!

I’'mtrying!

i seeaguni canreach... keep himout for me, bc! let me do this!

Fizacasudly saunters over to the “throne” and plops back down on her cushion at itsfeet, easing
ahandgun off the throne and down benegth her as she lays down.

he didn’t see me.

Dolomay walks back over to his chair and sits down next to Fiza.

keep him out of me, bc!

Dolomay leansover Fiza

“Why can’t | fed you, Fiza?" he asks.

“Fed this,” she says, and she brings the handgun up into Dolomay’ sface at point blank range.
She pullsthetrigger.

BANG!

BC fedsher adrenaline rush, her fear, her sense of freedom, her eation. He seesthrough Fiza's
eyesone lagt time, seesthe hole in Dolomay’ s forehead just above his two now truly dead eyes, seesthe
bits of brain and the blood splashed across the wall behind him, seesthe rest of the crew on the bridge
now dazed, out of it and confused.

Dolomay had gathered the strands of their minds together into his own. With his death, each
strand has snapped back, stunning them. This boomerang effect has | eft the bridge crew incapacitated.

BC sngps back! No easy awakening through the ftill cam silent seathistime, BC isjolted awake
and dert on the bridge of the command and control ship.

“Minuteto spare,” Chang says as BC opens his eyes and stands up.

“Huh?’ BC fedsalittle dazed himsdlf.

“Y ou were under for fourteen minutes.”

“Oh. Uh-huh. What' s happening?’ BC asks.

Dolomay’ sdead! Fiza just killed him!

“That stray smudge merged with, must have boarded a blue blip, blew it up afterwards. Huh,
now that’ s strange. Something’ s happening with that ship... we' re starting to get afix onit. The Eldred
must be, too, they’ re sarting to surround it.”

“Strategy screen,” BC cdlsthetactical display up. Dolomay’ s ship shiftsfrom smudgeto asmall
blue blip asBC findsit on the display. A smdl dark blue blip surrounded by a seaof light blue blips as
the Eldred closein.

“Their shieldsare down,” Chang reports.

“Get me an open channd!” BC commands.

“Go ahead.”

“Dolomay isdead! ThisisBernard Campion! Y ou do not need to fire on that ship! Dolomay is
dead! Dolomay’sdead,” BC tells everyone listening.

“How do you know?" an Eldred voice ask.



“Y eah, how do you know?’ Chang echoesthe dien.

“I've seen it. We have away of seeing into their ships. | saw it happen over there, on their ship,”
BC explains. Hetriesto convince them. “Please, do not fire!l Dolomay isdead, | ssw Fi...”

BC stops. The massed Eldred ships have s multaneoudy opened fire on Dolomay’ s ship.

“Visud!” BC commands. A viewscreen pops up just in time for BC to see the steady focused
fire of the Eldred ships have its desired effect. Dolomay’ s ship explodesin abillowing, cloudy surge of
red, orange and blue.

Fizal

“The Eldred arefiring! | guessthat meansthisfight isn't over,” BC says, sadness and anger
coloring histone. “Fireat will! | repest, fireat will. All Eldred shipsaretargets, al of Dolomay’s
remaining shipsare dso now viabletargetd Firea will! | repest —fire at will!”

BC cdlsfor thetactica display.

“Strategy screen.”

BC gtares as SAIF shipstake out more of the light blue blips. Dolomay’ s ships drop their shields
as SAIF ships approach, turning into solid dark blue blips on the screen.

“Dolomay’ sremaining ships are surrendering,” Chang reportsto BC.

“Arrest the crews. They’ll haveto stand tria for their crimes. They’ll haveto learn how to be
human again.”

It won't be easy figuring out how much was them and how much was the touch of
Dolomay.

How much did the devil make them do it? How much did they dance with the devil of their
own free will?

“Confiscate the ships. If we can spare the pilots, fly Dolomay’ s ships back to the shipyards.
We Il seeif we can usethem againgt the Eldred.”

“Sr? The Eldred are no longer putting up much of afight. We re getting reports that indicate
many of their shipsare now fighting with shields completdly lowered.”

“Put me on the fleet com, Chang.”

“You'reon.”

“All ships, new orders. Dolomay’ s ships have surrendered. Their shipsand crews are being
taken care of as| speak. The Eldred seem to be standing down aswell. Y our new orders areto only fire
when fired upon. | repest, we will now only return fire. Only fire when fired upon. Keep your shields up,
but do not fire unless provoked. Command out.”

“BC?" Anitaisonthe com. “What's happening over there? Did you haveto go over?’

“Dolomay isdead, Anital” BC tdls her. “ And the Eldred seem to be backing down and losing
their will to fight. That may be because Dolomay killed the Eldest of the Eldred. Before Fizashot him.”

“Fiza? Fiza shot Dolomay? Dead?’ Anitaasks, incredulous.

“Dead! Right in the middle of theforehead.”

“Great,” Anitajokes, “so now Fiza'sahero?

“Fizd sdead, Anita,” BC says solemnly to throw it back in her face as he getsalittle mad at
Anita sflippancy. “The Eldred destroyed the ship, even after | told them Dolomay had aready been
killed. They blew her up.”

“I'm... I'msorry BC. | know shewasan old ‘friend’ of yours.”

“Thank you, Anita.”

Now | feel guilty for getting mad, dammit!

“Wall, it' sgood news about Dolomay. And the Eldred too, huh, maybe?’ Anitasays.

“We'll see”

“Kegp meinformed, BC,” sheasks him.

“I will,” he says, ending the call.

“The Eldred are retregting, sir!” Chang informs him.

“Follow them! Lock onto their Trangpace signds and follow them back to their bases. Let’s
make sure they aren’t going to come roaring right back at us!”



Tracking systems devel oped by the Project dlow the Solar Alliance Interplanetary Forcesto
track the Eldred back to their nearest military base.

Thefirst report comes back in about twenty minutes.

“They’ ve definitely got reserves! There are a couple more thousandships herel”

“Takethem out,” BC orders. “Asmany asyou can!”

Two SAIF squadrons of six ships apiece swoop in to attack the Eldred advance base.
Surprisingly, the Eldred fleet offers only token resistance. They put up little fight as the SAIF ships stresk
through strafing their base and sweeping through therr fleet.

BC watches relayed information on his strategy screen, watching the SAIF ship’ s blips mow
through the light blue blips representing the Eldred ships.

What' s happened to the Eldred? Is what Dolomay told the Eldest of the Eldred true? Were
they somehow biologically attuned to him? Did that make them aggressive? And now that he's
gone...

Could betrue, I guess. Something about them has definitely changed. They lost the Eldest.
That could beit.

Before, they were attacking us as if we would become the Ancient Enemy. Now they're
holding back. Hardly defending themsel ves!

Did Dolomay represent the potential for us to become what he was? To become the
Ancient Enemy? Now that he’s gone... maybe that potential is gone, too.

The SAIF ships are able to do massive damage without losing a ship out of the dozen. The base
iswiped out with little resstance. A few remaining Eldred shipsretreat again.

“The Eldred base has been neutralized,” Chang tells BC.

“Good. We haven't found any other staging areas, any other Eldred bases?”’

“Not sofar, sr. All the ships we followed retreated to the same base.”

BC orders one of the squadronsto follow the current retreat and trace those ships back to
whatever deeper base they are fleeing. He tdlls the other squadron to hold the ruins of the basethey’ve
just taken out and eliminate any stragglers. He sees no reason to risk reprisals or any changes of dien
“heart” from the Eldred.

If they even have hearts...

Damn. | feel bad for some reason. Guilty.

Why should | feel guilty about wiping them out? They were trying to wipe us out, after all.
Keep wiping them out, even when they stop fighting back? Have they really stopped?

They seemto have, for now.

We don’t know that they’ |l stay “ dormant” .

“SAIF squadron Blue reporting contact with retresting Eldred fleet,” Chang reports. “They're
reporting no resistance, Prime Representative, Sr.”

“Tdl them to open fire,” BC orders. “ Sweep thefleet. If they get into any trouble, fal back, don’t
risk getting hit. Tel the shipsto watch each other. | don’t want to lose anyoneto friendly firel”

“Yesdr,” Chang says sharply.

Sounds like Chang might not agree with my methods. So be it. Some will always argue
with what has to be done. | can only hope it’ s the right decision. Seems right to me. We do what
we have to do.

“Blue squadron reports little res stance, but again massive retregting by the Eldred from the field
of battle”

“Find out where they' re going. Watch afew ships, seeif they’ll changeit up and try fleeing to
multipletargets. It'snot likely given thelr track record, but we'll see”

“Yessr.”

Blue squadron harries the Eldred back two more Transpace jumps before finally losing them. BC
doesn’'t want to risk losing blue squadron, so he orders them back to help the other SAIF group finish
mopping up around the first base the Eldred jumped to.

Dolomay’ sfiveremaining shipsaredl flown in to the shipyards. Their surviving crews are put on



ships heading back to Earth so they can face justice at home.

With the fight winding down, BC asks Chang to take the command and control ship back to
Ceres Centrdl.

“Looks like we might have won thisone,” BC observes. “ At least for now.”

Chapter Twenty-Two

BC meets Anitafor dinner back on Ceres Central aweek after the battle with the Eldred and
Dolomay, when things finally calm down long enough for each of them to take abresk. BC hastraveled
throughout the solar system during the week, even back and forth to Cat’ s Eye, asthe new Solar
Alliance takes stock of itself after the battles.

BC doesn't say much through the medl.

“Y ou' re preoccupied by something, aren’'t you?” Anitapresses him, finally, over dessert.

“Am1?Do | seem digant? |’ m sorry,” he gpologizes.

“Yeahyou do. S okay.” Shelaughs. “Wedid just fight awar.”

BCdghs.

“Comeon. Giveit up,” she says, trying to coax him into talking abot it.

“I'm... conflicted, | guess,” he says, * of two minds. Divided between wondering if we did the
right thing by following the Eldred back to their bases and wiping out their fleet...”

Hetrails off.

“And?’ sheprods.

“...and wondering if we somehow blew the chance to find our way back to Eldray. Strike back
inamore meaningful way.”

Anita shakes her head.

“And here | thought you were worrying over wiping out the Eldred ships because you thought we
were being too brutal. Instead, you' re worried you' ve missed our chanceto find their presumably civilian
homeworld, to hit their civilian population? Jeesh, BC, you' re more brutal than | thought!”

“There are military targets and ships on and around Eldray. I'm not looking for the wholesale
daughter of Eldred ‘civilians asyou're caling them,” hetriesto defend himself.

“Of coursenot,” she answers him with alight touch of sarcasmin her voice. “ There s nothing
remotely like revenge on your mind right now, isthere? Justice and Defense only, right? Vengeanceis
mine, sayeth the Lord!” shejokes.

“Getting biblical onme?’ BC asks.

“What?’

“Never mind. Nothing. But, if god works through man, then why couldn’ twe be the instruments
of HisDivine Vengeance?’

She sares acrossthe table at him. BC fedsasif she’ sx-raying his head to seeif he meansall the
shit he/ sspouting.

“Spoken like atrue Assassin for the Vatican,” she says, findly, chiding him but bresking the
dlence. “Isn't that alittle Old Testament for you, BC?

“Old testament. Old job. Old me, redly,” BCingds. “It’sonly been acouple of years, but it
fedslikethat wasalifetime ago. I’ ve gone from wanting to kill you to faling in love with you!”

What the fuck did | just say?!

Anitaseemsto be having trouble breathing.

“What did you just say?’ she manages, past her shock.

“Did | just say that out loud?” BC asks her. Anitanods. “1 guessit’strue. | think | aminlovewith
you, Anita”

“That’ snot exactlywhat you said thefirst time,” she says, cdling him out. “ Therewas no ‘think’



inthere before,” she points out.

“I'msorry,” BC gpologizes. “Look, | shouldn’t have said anything. | didn’'t meanto, it just came

BC'sprotests are abruptly cut off as Anitaleans across the table and kisses him hard. Shefinaly
pulls back.

“Don't beafraid to say it, BC!” she says, looking him eyeto eye, in close. “ Y ou're not scaring
meaway.”

That’sit, too, isn't it? Fear! I'm afraid to love for fear it will run away. Afraid to love
because I’'m afraid to lose it. How fucked up is that?

“I'msorry,” hesays.

Maybe I’ ve been the one afraid of it all thistime...

“Stop apologizing!” she sayslouder. She leansin to kiss him again. Suddenly, BC redizeshisarm
issoaking wet. He can't help himself, and startsto laugh, breaking up their kiss.

“What?" Anitasays. “ This had better be good! Y ou better not be laughing at me! Y ou're not
laughing at theway | kiss, areyou?’

“No! My arm, look,” he says, holding up hisdripping deeve. “Y ou spilled my wine, that’sal.”

“Too bad.”

“I was't laughing at you, Anita. If anything, I’ d laugh a mysdlf for letting whet | said earlier dip
out!”

“Y ou can't take it back now, you know,” Anitatellshim.

“I can't believe | said that.”

“Sadwhat?’ she says coyly, innocently.

“Youwant meto say it again?’

“If you dare. If you can. Can you?’

BC looks her inthe eye.

“I loveyou, Anita. | think | did the moment | first laid eyes on you, as corny asthat sounds.”

“What, back when you knocked me out with that hatch cover on Lunar Prime?’

“Y eah, you remember, just before you tried to kill mefor thefirst time,” BC says sarcadticdly. “I
remember thinking you looked like an angdl ... didn’t know you were the Angel of Degth!” He jokes.

“What away to start ardationship, huh?” she says, and laughs.

“But, serioudy, | do remember thinking way back then that you looked like adeeping Latino
angd,” BC says, softening histone ashe smiles.

Anitastopslaughing. She smilesakind of crooked smile as she looks back at BC.

“I loveyoutoo, BC.”

“S0. You can say it too, huh?” he jokes softly.

“Guess| can.”

“Wadll, then, right back at yal”

Anitafrowns and pulls back.

“Thatwas not romantic at al. Way to kill amoment, BC. ‘Right back at ya? What wasthat?’

“Sorry.”

“I thought | asked you to stop apologizing!” she saysin mock anger. She laughs again, and then
leansover to kisshim again.

“Ahem.”

A man clears histhroat next to them. The waiter. He' slooking askance at the mess on thetable
top, the spilled wine dripping off and onto the floor. BC and Anitagrin up at him sheepishly.

“Sorry,” they manage to say in unison. Anitareaches over to cuff BC on the shoulder.

“Hey!” he protests.

“Add any extracoststo my bill,” Anitatelsthe waiter.

“You're getting thisone?” BC asks.

“My treat.”

“Thankd”



“Thanksfor admitting how you fed. | know that wasn't easy for you.”

“Itwasn’'t. I'm sorr...” he stops himsdlf. “It had to come out when | wasn't thinking about it, |
guess. | didn’t think | was ready.”

“What, to say it?” Anitaasks.

“Toaccept it. You know...” BC strugglesto find words. “I' m flawed, Anita. | don’t wannalieto
you. I’ve been ahorrible person. I’ vekilled people. | did it for *God', supposedly. But | did it mostly just
to save my own skin. I’'m abad man... I'm just not good enough or, | don’'t know, it’s... I’'m not ready,
or somehow, | don't know, fixed enough, somehow, to be worth loving... god, that sounds pathetic!”

“Noit doesn't,” she says. “ Confused, sure, but normal enough. But if you wait until you're
perfect before dlowing yourself to love and beloved, you' re going to be waiting your life away. You'll
be waiting forever. Nobody' s perfect, BC. We're dl flawed in different ways. That'sapart of love,
though, forgiving those flaws, or seeing past them. It’ s part of it, BC. Y ou love me, and you know how
flawed | am.”

“Nobody’ s perfect, | know...”

“But what? Y ou' re il expecting yoursdf to be perfect? Y ou're not perfect! So dedl withiit.

Y ou're never going to be perfect. Never!” sheraises her voice dightly as she makes her point. Then she
quietsdown alittle. “It’s okay to try to be perfect; | guessthat’s natura enough. But it'saprocess. Life
isaprocess. It'snot over until, well, you know, when you die, you know? Y ou’ re never done, not so
long asyou're breathing! If you don't think you' Il be ready until you're‘ done', you may never be ready.
Not until you' re dead.”

“You know, | knowthat,” BC says, “but knowing it and fedling it are different. They’ re different
things”

“Areyou feding this?’ she asks, point blank.

“That tickles” hejokes. Anitafrowns.

“I’'m serious. Do you redly fed ‘this, between us?’

“I do. I think I’ vefindly let mysdlf love someone, loveyou.” He looks Anitasguarein the eyes.
“I loveyou.”

And | mean that.

| think.

“I loveyou too, BC,” she says, and shekisses him.

They |leave the restaurant and head off together to Anita s quartersto spend the night.

BC awakesto anew day the next morning.

Funny how love can change your whole attitude!

Helooksover a Anita, still deegping. He lies back down and assessesthe larger Stuation, the
so-caled *big picture’.

The Eldred are dead and dying. At least all the ones we' ve encountered are. We don’t
know where Eldray is, so we can’'t check out their homeworld. Or maybe just one of their
homewor|ds. But the Eldred seem to be dying off.

Dolomay must have been telling the truth. Without his continued presence, the fight has
left their race. More than that, their very will to live seemsto have died with their Ancient Enemy.

Anitagtirs next to him. He stsup in bed.

“Mornin’,” she mumblesout deepily.

“Good morning,” BC replies. “Slegpwel?”

“Uh-huh,” she says, and then yawns.

“I wasthinking...”

“Uh-oh,” sheinterrupts. BC glares at her in mock anger. “ Sorry,” shelies. “Goon.” Shesitsup
and waitsfor him to stop glaring. Hisfake glare mdltsinto agrin.

“Can you help me convene amesting of the heads of the human colonies here a Ceres Centrd?’
he asks her.

“Wait asecond,” she says. “That’ swhat you were thinking about?’

“Itwas... I'm sorry, isthat bad?’



“Well,” she says, looking down. She looks back up at him. “Let’s make aded from here on out.
We don't tak work — no palitics, no nothing — here in the bedroom. Okay?’

She'sreally serious! | fedl like | just crossed a boundary or something...

“Okay,” BC agrees.

That will be tough... | don’t have any control over what | think about or when. Just have
to keep my mouth shut!

“I think we should at least try to keep our persond lives and our businesslives separate,” Anita
explains. “They will inevitably bleed into each other. That' s going to happen. But we can at least try to
keep the bedroom as our sanctuary from the outside world, don't you think?’

“You've got agood point there,” BC admits. “1 hadn’t thought about that, but you' reright. We
need a place to get away from the madness”

“Good,” she says, amiling a him. “I’'m glad you agree.”

“But... beforewe gtart that... do you think you could set up ameeting? Sometime in the next
week?’

Anitawhips her pillow around and into hisface! BC throws hisarms up to defend as she
pummels him repestedly. BC picks up his pillow to battle back. They both begin laughing. Soon dl
thoughts of the meeting are forgotten, asthe two of them entangle and delay getting out of bed for
another hour.

Anitadoes set up the meeting for the middle of next week. BC will meet with the leaders at
Ceres Central on Tuesday, the 13thof September.

The governors of Crankshaft, Depot, Cat’s Eye and Rigdl Four dl attend. The Ayatollah comes
from Mars. Amanda Erskine attends for the Moon, Wentworth comes for the UTZ Council, and
M’ Bekke, as Pope, represents the NcC. BC, as Prime Representative, represents the Solar Alliance
government.

When they are made aware of the meeting, the Domo and the Flaze also request permission to
send observers, asthey actively seek peace and dliances.

Most of the meeting covers government forms and functions. Democracy. BC safan. With the
threat of war declining, he wantsto insure they act quickly to return power to the people. BC wantsto
get back to having each governor popularly eected, baanced by the representatives recently elected to
the Alliance’ sHouse of Representatives, and an appointed judiciary. The meeting attendees begin to take
on the government-building with vigor, and over the next two days the smple meeting turnsinto a
full-blown condtitutiona conference.

BC ponders the enormity of the conference as he walks to a smaller meeting he' s scheduled for
Thursday morning.

This has turned into more than just a meeting! | suppose we're making history. | just want
to keep it smple. Smple rules, simple structures, simple laws. The rule of law, not of man.

This should beinteresting...

BC enters asmply appointed conference room. Two other figureswait at the table: the Ayatolla
and M’ Bekke.

“S0... how goesthe book?’ BC asks the two men.

M’ Bekke and the Ayatollah look at each other, and then back at BC. Neither says aword.

“Going that well, hun?’ BC prodsthem. The Ayatollah looks off into the distance. M’ Bekke
looks down at the floor.

“Thereisno book yet, isthere?’ he says, confronting them with what he' s pretty sureisthetruth.

“Wecan't...” M’Bekke sarts.

“It'snot...” The Ayatollah says at the sametime,

Both stop. They look back and forth at each other and BC.

“I'mafrad it isimpossible, Campion,” the Ayatollah says.

“We havetried, BC,” M’ Bekke assure him. “But it isnot possible. It'snot...”

“Itisjust not right, I’'m afraid,” the Ayatollah finishes.

BC just shakes his head.



What can | say? One crazy dream down. Maybe | was reaching too high?

“There are too many sacrifices required, too many compromises. Therewould no longer bethe
proper forms and phrasings of the Prophet,” the Ayatollah ingsts. “We considered many permutations,
but all compromises were, ultimately, sacrificestoo great to make.”

“Perhaps,” M’ Bekke says softly, “you will have to be content with merely restoring peace
between thefaiths”

The Ayatollah chuckles.

“Yed Y ou have stopped many folks from killing each other. Some would be satisfied with that,”
hetellsBC.

“Why stop at Mars?” BC wonders out loud, chuckling to himsdlf.

“What about Mars?’ The Ayatollah asks.

“Just something someone from the Project asked me once,” BC half explains. “Hasto do with
going beyond expectations. Not stopping with what is expected or asked for.”

“You haven't stopped at Mars, BC,” M’ Bekke says, alittle puzzled. “Y ou’ ve united us dl from,
what now, six different planets, amoon and an asteroid? Some would be satisfied with that.”

“Some would,” BC agrees, “some who didn’t have as much to make up for, maybe,” he says,
knowing M’ Bekke knows what he means and pretty sure the Ayatollah does, too.

“You did asyou were ordered to do,” M’ Bekke saysto him. “What you were forced to do. |
know.”

“*Just following orders? Seemsto methat’ sthe lamest defensein the book,” BC says.

“Indeed,” the Ayatollah agrees.

“I’'m not defending mysdlf or what | did, or making excuses,” BC says.

“No, no excuses,” M’ Bekke says, with atouch of sarcasm, “you're just trying to unite two
historically opposed religions, that’sdl,” he points out.

“Aimhigh,” BC jokes.

M’ Bekke and the Ayatollah exchange alook.

“We... have agreed. On something,” the Ayatollah informs him.

“Oh, redly? Do tdl,” BC says, encouraged.

“We have agreed to each acknowledge the divine inspiration behind each other’ s book, and to
accord each other’ s book an honored place in our respective houses of worship.”

Well, that’ s something!

“I guessthat' sadtart,” BC says.

“It' smorethan before,” M’ Bekke offers.

“Itisthe best we can do, now,” the Ayatollah tells BC.

“I guessitis” BC admits. He startsto get up, unofficially declaring the meeting over. But then
another thought occursto him. He settles back down. “ Tell me, gentlemen —where do diensfit in your
religion’ sview of the cosmos?”’

“Well,” M’ Bekke says, but he stops, at aloss.

“Interegting,” the Ayatollah. “We have not had much time to consider them, what with working
on thisproject of yours, BC.”

“We have not spent alot of time considering the adliens oursaves, either,” M’ Bekke admits. “We
did only find out about them officidly a short time ago. Theology movesrather dowly, I'm afraid. Some
theologians and rdligious ethicists have pondered dienlifein ‘what if 7 sort of terms and scenarios, but
we do not have astanding policy or philosophy in place on extraterrestrials. No set dogma, at any rate.”

“I guess there’ swork to do, then, huh?’ BC says.

The other two nod alittle.

“Maybe. Maybe not, BC,” M’ Bekke says. “Wouldn't it be wisest to assume that we are dll
God' s cregtures?’

The Ayatollah brightens.

“Indeed! My friend M’ Bekke speaks with great wisdom,” he says, nodding. “ They, too, can
serve Allah, may hisname beforever praised!”



BC nods.

“Soundslike you' re off on theright foot,” BC says. Thistime, he does stand up. “And on that
note, I'm off. | want to take a break before the next big group mesting.”

BC leavesthe two holy men. He hopesto get anap in before the final scheduled mesting later in
the afternoon.

By the time the attendees travel home on Friday, the Solar Alliance has been given true structure
and form. The conference is productive. The leaders set up the structure of their colonies future
governments, agreeing that those structures should be ratified by the governing bodiesin each colony,
themsalvesto be elected by popular vote in the next thirty days. The Solar Allianceis solidified.

With the meetings adjourned and judged a success, BC contemplates taking a vacation.

These wheels need to turn for the next thirty days... so | have thirty days. Might as well
enjoy them. | trust the people | have in place —they’ |l get this done. They don’t need me hovering
over them. Theless| do, the better. | don’t want to seemto be meddling in local politics. | want
real democracy to work. Let the process work.

So, then —where can | go on my vacation?

Chapter Twenty-Three

BC decidesto vacation a each colony, to spend alittletime at al of humanity’ s homes over the
course of the month, so the Prime Representative doesn’'t seem to be playing favorites. Anita puts the
itinerary together for him, askill she till has aknack for. But shewon't be ableto join him on his
excursion, as she points out she has political processes and elections to oversee on Ceres Central.

BC finds himsdlf on ashuttle to Earth, done, as he begins his vacation. He straveing with light
security, two plainclothes SAIF officers. Hisfirst destination: Boston. BC isvisiting the parish where he
wasfirg a“pries” in the New catholic Church.

He strying to avoid crowds, but somehow word of hisitinerary hasleaked out. There are people
milling about outside the church when BC arrives. He waves to them as he gets out of his transport, but
then he makes a bedine for the church’ sfront doors.

S. Gabrid’s Church was built sometime back in the nineteen hundreds. It' sagrand old white
wooden building with two square towers. The building’ stwo longer sides are lined with rows of stained
glass windows depicting the passion of Chrigt.

As BC climbs the white marble steps he thinks back ten years to when the NcC began and he
was transferred here.

| knew | wasin over my head at that point. I’d never set foot inside a real church before

this place!
BC opens the heavy wooden main doors at the front of the church and disappearsinto the
darknessinsde. He has his security detail wait outside as he tours the old white clapboard church.

Hewantsto takeit dl in by himsdlf, done.

They only agreed to wait when the loca priest told them he could lock the doors behind BC, so
he couldn’t be disturbed. As BC enters the church foyer he hears adam and some clicking. The doors
are closed and locked behind him.

BC' seyes adjust as he waks through the foyer, through another set of heavy wooden double
doors, and into the main hal of the church.

Hewaks up the aide toward the dtar.

BC islooking up at Jesus on the cross, at the crucifix suspended over the dtar, when he hears
the church’ s doors open behind him.

Huh... thought they were going to keep those locked. | told them | didn’t want to be
disturbed...



BC turnsto see awoman and asmdl child standing in the dim light of the foyer, in front of the
church doors. The two begin to walk forward. They pass through the stained-glass colored sunlight
streaming in through the windows of the church asthey walk up the aide towards BC.

There' s something familiar about her ...

“I thought I’ d find you here,” she saysto BC as she approaches. She clutches her coat closed in
front of her with one hand while the smal boy holds on to the other.

“Me?" heasks.

“Hello BC,” the woman says, drawing closer. She stlands beside him with the smal two or three
year old boy at her sde. “ The priest was kind enough to let usin when | told him we were family,” she
sys.

BC gtaresinto her big brown eyes, trying to remember who sheis.

“Y ou don’'t even remember who | am, do you?’ she says, seeing right through BC.

“I'mafrad| don't. You look familiar...”

“We were once close,” she says. Shelooks down at the boy. “ Quite close.”

Uh-oh...

She shakes her head.

“Thiswon'tdo at dl,” she saysto hersaf morethan BC. “1 wasyour dibi,” she saysto BC. She
looks at the boy. “HisnameisAlibi,” she says, with an ar of some sort of satisfaction. The boy hashis
mother’ s big brown eyes. Helooks up at BC, but stays quiet.

Alibi? Oh My God! Kim's daughter! Ruth?

“Ruth!”

Kim said she was dead!

“Y ou remember!” she exclaims, and aweird smile cregps across her face.

“I thought you were dead! Y our father told meyou had died!” BC remembersthat Kim himsdif is
dead, now. “I’m sorry about your father,” hetells her.

She frowns, and then looks down at the ground at her fest.

“Y ou should be sorry,” she says. Shelooks back up at BC. “Y ou have lots and lots to be ‘ sorry’
for, BC!” shetdlshim, practicaly spitting out the word “sorry”.

“You ruined my father... my family! My faith! My home, my world... my lifel Y ou bastard!” She
dareseyeto eye at him as shefinishes. The boy at her side beginsfidgeting, whimpering softly.

BC seesfrenetic energy dancing in her eyes as she lectures him. Thereisaweird edge to her
voice, astrange chaotic craziness.

| don’t think she's all there anymore! She seems off...

“I... what can | say, Ruth?’ BC triesto sound calm and reassuring.

She'slostit... she'snot right! How do | call security without freaking her out?

“Nothing,” she answers him. She looks down again. One of her hands il holds the hand of the
boy, the other isingde of her coat.

| thought she was holding it closed...

“What about the boy?’ BC hasto ask.

Shelooks up at BC, and then down at the boy. She bends down to talk to the boy face to face.

“Al? Thisman isyour Daddy. Alibi, meet your father. Thisis Bernard Campion,” she says, and
she and the boy both look up at BC. She straightens up.

Is she sick? Holding her stomach?

“Areyou okay?’ BC asks her. Sheignores his question and beginsto lecture him again.

“You'vedonealot of bad things, BC,” Ruth tellshim. * And I’'m not talking now about what you
did to me and my family and Fortune Station. I'm talking,” she looks down, and then back up at him,
“about the things my father told me about you. Hetold me all about you, BC. All thekilling, the horrible
thingsyou’' d done.” She shakes her head. “And now | seeyou al over the news. They'reall saying such
great things, such nice things about you, but none of it istrue! Leader of the freeworld! And I’ ve seen
you with that woman...” shetrails off and looks back down at the floor. She glances at the boy and then
looks back at BC. “Rumors say you two are getting married, isthat right?’ she asksin an accusatory



tone.

“Well, | don’t know about that, we haven't even talked about it,” BC says defensvely.

“You'reabad man, BC!” she saysangrily. She glares at him as sheraises her voice. “ You
don’t... Good things should not happen to you! Y ou don’t deserve any of it!” Her eyesburninto his.

“I’vetried to make up for the bad,” BC tellsher. “I’ ve tried to do good things! I’ ve saved the
human race! That’ s gotta.count for something,” heingsts.

“You werelucky,” shereasons, “lucky to bein the right place a the right time. Y ou were lucky,
not repentant. Have you repented? Really? | don't think so! Y ou haven't atoned for your singl” Ruth
says, aquavering edge to her voice, ahint of panicky excitement.

“Areyou judging me, then?’ BC asks her defensvely. “Maybe |’ ve made up for what I’ ve done.
| did it dl in the name of God, anyway!”

“You don't believethat! Do you?’ Ruth chalenges him. “Y ou never did, did you? Neither do I!
You did it becauseit was fun! You didn't redly believein what you were doing!”

How trueisthat? It is sorta true, on some level, to some degree, isn't it?

Whereismy security?

“I was an ingrument of God,” BC tdlls her, but hiswordsring hollow in hisown ears.

“Y ou were judge, jury and executioner,” Ruth tells him. She fixes her eyeson BC's. “And so am

She breaks her gaze. Ruth |ooks down at the boy.

“Thisisyour son,” she says, lifting her hand holding the boy’s. Her other hand comes out of her
jacket holding a.38 pistal. “And thisisagun.” She pullsthetrigger.

BANG!

Thereisastunned silence. Ruth hasjust shot BC in the sscomach.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

BC ison hisback, on thefloor of the church, and hisstomachison fire.

She shot me!

Theboy iscrying loudly, his shrieking and sobbing filling the air like ahuman darm siren. BC
hears the gun hit the ground beside him, hears shouting in the distance — but everything is echoing.

She shot mein the gut... that’s not good!

He blinks. He sees Ruth standing next to the crying boy. She stares off blankly into space, arms
hanging limply at her Sdes.

Theworld beginsto movein dow motion. BC watches his security officers rush up behind Ruth.
One grabs her in asecure hold, pinning her arms and rushing her off. The other oneleans over BC,
knedsbesde him.

He sydling, but to BC it sounds distorted and dowed down. BC triesto listen to him.

“Isthat me?’ BC wonders out loud. Hefedslike deegping. His somach redlly hurts. Onfire,

Why can’t | move?

“Stay with me, Prime Representativel” the man yells.

But BC seesthewadllsfall away and findshimsdlf in agray place, floating on atill calm silent

He sfloating away. Floating up, away from hisbody. Floating acrossthe ill cam sea. FHoating.
Away.

The voice of love spesks.

YOU JUST NEVER KNOW, DO YOU?

| can hear you again? Jesus? Or ... since that name's been abused... isit... Ted?

HA! YOU REMEMBER! STILL HAVE YOUR SENSE OF HUMOR, DO YOU? THAT' S
GOOD! NAMES ARE NOT IMPORTANT.

| knew you weren’t Dolomay. He' s dead.

YES HE IS AND HE ISNOT ME.

BUT NOW, YOU ARE.



Wait... | am? I’myou? You mean thisisit?
THISISIT.

ARE YOU WITH ME?

Yeah...

I’mwith you.

Epilogue

Fromthe First Addressto the Solar Alliance Congress by Prime Representative Anita Capituna.
Thiswas her first public appearance after her election in November of 2112.

“...1 cannot finish today without mentioning the man who isn’'t here with ustoday, aman | grew to love,
despite his many faults, Bernard Campion. Leader. Pope. Assassin. Scoundrel. And aman with avery
big heart.

“None of uswould even be here today without him, even though he would never have chosen to
lead us. There' s a Shakespeare quote from “ Twelfth Night” about those who have greatness thrust upon
them: “...be not afraid of greatness. Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have
greatnessthrust upon them.” Actudly, in the context of the play itsdlf, it'snot avery flattering quote
redly, when you analyzeits origins. But BC wouldn’t want usflattering him anyway. Hewould have
admitted himsdlf that any greatness of hiswas certainly thrust upon him.

“I havetotdl youdl... I didn't want to be the one up here today. | never thought I’ d have to be.
| was sure that when we reached this point that it would be him up herein front of you, addressing you
on aday likethis. He earned the right to be up here. He tried to make up for hispast... thanksto the
media sdigging in the last few weeks since his degth, we' re dl well aware of Bernard Campion's
digressons. Wedl know what hisfaultswere.

“But herallied us, dl humanity, to face the Eldred, even after they had tried to wipe us out with
their disease. Even asthey assaulted us head on. He made sure we stood up to them. And he made sure
we won.

“Humanity survived. And now we reach for the stars, united by our humanity. Bernard Campion
had alot to do with getting us here with hisvison for the Solar Alliance. | am proud to be a part of
carrying out that vision, or carrying on where heleft off, avison that ishelping to carry usinto the sars.

“We arejoining the grester interstellar community of racesthat travel among the sarsnot asa
reborn version of the Ancient Enemy but asafriend, an dly, atrading partner, aforce for good among
the alien raceswho now seek to find their way among the stars without the  guidance’ of the Eldred.

“Truly, we should mourn the demise of the Eldred. But how much? Their' swas arace whose
time had come and gone. They held theinterstellar community in akind of sassfor amillion years, much
asthey held on to Dolomay. Perhapsit wastheir time to move on.

“But | don’t want to dwell on the past. We have too much to do. Too much of the future to build
to keep looking back. | wish BC was here to help us build that future. Because it isthanksto him that we
even have afutureto build.

“I have heard the voices of those who would write him off, who say his past just caught up with
him, that he died ashelived. | can only hope for their own sakesthat their pasts never catch up with
them!

“For my part, | will treasure the good that BC did as| try to do my part to help lead usinto the
future he envisoned. | thank you dl for your faithin meto carry usforward.”



