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Prologue.


The two figures stood watching the holosphere.  They wore simple grey robes with the hoods drawn over their heads, and they both both had an apparently male build. They watched the figures in the holosphere quietly for a short period of time.


“They are not ready,” one of them said, his gruff voice breaking the tranquility of the scene.


“They will be,” the other replied.  His voice was softer and more smooth.


“They are the key.”


They continued to watch the holosphere in silence.

Chapter 1.
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Gamma Epsilon Station

Soran’s Bar


Commander K’Alan Ilan Bryce chuckled in amusement as he sipped his Duterian Sunmist.


“You know, Mario,” he said to the person he shared his table with.  “I keep saying I’m never going to come back to this place.  But every time I get transferred, this is where I end up.  And while I wait to go aboard my new ship, you and I end up playing cards.  Every time.”


“I know.  I think Soran saves this table just for us.  Lord knows we’ve been here often enough,” Mario laughed.


“This place hasn’t changed much since the first time I came through here fifteen years ago,” K’Alan said.


“And if we live another fifteen years, it still won’t have changed,” Mario grinned.


“How about a quick game of poker?” K’Alan asked as he pulled a deck of round cards from a pocket of his uniform.


“I was wondering if you had a deck on you.”


“Mario, when don’t I have a deck with me?”


“Good point.  Deal the cards, Kal,” Mario said.  He watched K’Alan deal out five cards to each of them.  “So what have you heard about our new commanding officer?”


“Little bits here and there.  I’ve heard she’s tough as nails and cold as ice,” K’Alan said as he tossed three of his cards into the center.


“Well, hold your tongue, cause here she comes now,” Mario whispered.  He tossed in four of his own cards and K’Alan replaced the cards they had both discarded.


“Commander,” Captain Thala Ker’sal said icily as she reached the two friends’ table.  “It’s so good to see you again.”


“Pleasure’s all mine, Captain,” K’Alan said, forcing a smile.


“I’m sure.”  Thala turned to Mario.  “Colonel Bonetti, I understand that you wished to speak to me.”


“Yes, Captain,” Mario sighed.  He really hated to do this.  “See, I’m having some problems with your security chief, and I was hoping that if I spoke to you we could clear up this problem quickly and quietly.”


“What is the nature of this problem, Mr. Bonetti?” Thala asked.  She crossed her arms and looked at Mario through half-closed eyes.  She completely ignored K’Alan.


“She won’t let my personal weapons collection on board.”


“And why in the name of the Lords of Jarada would a morale officer need a personal weapons collection?”


“Well, I’ve been collecting these weapons for over twenty years, and I’m an expert in each one of them.  I used to teach their use to the ground forces in each of my assignments.  And I’ve been known to go on a mission or two, and my weapons have saved more than a few people’s lives in the past.  Besides, I wouldn’t exactly feel comfy on this assignment without them.  And if the morale officer ain’t comfy….” He trailed off, leaving his last statement hanging in the air.


“Very well,” Thala sighed.  “You have my permission to bring your weapons on board.  If Masha gives you any problems, have her come see me.”


“Thank you, Captain,” Mario smiled and saluted.


“Commander Bryce, my office in one hour,” Thala said as she turned to look directly at K’Alan.


“Yes, ma’am,” K’Alan barked out.


Thala turned on her heel and strode over to another part of the bar.  Mario whistled and shook his head.


“Used to teach?” K’Alan asked.  “You stopped?  Shame.”


“Kal, you should have been on my last assignment.  The Captain didn’t believe in his ground troops learning what he called primitive weaponry.”


“So what happened?”  K’Alan took a sip of his drink.


“Whole platoon of ground troops got sent down to this planet.  Something in the atmosphere wreaked havoc with the plasma rifles, so the platoon ended up not having any weapons.  Whole platoon got slaughtered.  The Captain got captured, and I ended up saving his butt.  That’s when they gave me my gold bars,” Mario explained, fingering his shiny new rank insignia.


“Yeah, I noticed you got promoted.  Congrats, by the way.”


“Thanks,” Mario grinned.


“So, what happened to the Captain?”


“He got court-martialed for stupidity,” Mario laughed.  “So what’s the deal with you and Icewoman over there?”


“Don’t ask.  Just don’t go there, Mario.  All I know is that this is going to be one very strange tour of duty.”  He picked up the cards and pocketed them again.


“Heard anything from Kit lately?”


“I haven’t talked to her in two months,” K’Alan sighed.  “We were on silent running for a month and a half right before my transfer to Gamma Strike.  And with the transfer, I’ve been running ragged the past two weeks.  I’m going to call her before we leave.”


“Say hi for me.”


“Sure enough,” K’Alan laughed.  “Except, of course, that she hates you.”


“Everybody loves me.  I’m just that kind of loveable guy, you know?”


“Sure you are.  And you don’t have an ego either, right?”


Mario laughed.  It was going to be good serving on the same squad as his friend again.


“Hey, stop by my quarters later.  I have something for you,” Mario said suddenly.


“I hope it’s a stiff drink.  I’m going to need one after I talk to the Captain.  I’ve got a couple things I need to do before I go see her, so I’ll see you later, buddy.”


K’Alan gulped the rest of his drink and stood up.  He smiled at Mario, clapped him on the shoulder and strode out of the bar.


“I don’t believe it,” Mario groaned.  “He stiffed me with the bill again.”
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Gamma Epsilon Station

Another part of Soran’s Bar


Four girls sat at a table in a corner of the bar.   Each one of the four young ladies was nursing a root beer.


“Guess what!” Sarah Hodge exclaimed.


“What?” one of her friends asked.


“I just talked to Captain Ker’sal and I’ve been assigned to Gamma Strike.  Rank of Ensign,” the excited young woman said.


“Like, shyeah, right.  And I’m the next person to be named a squadron leader,” another one of her friends said.  “Sarah, get real.”


“You haven’t been through the Academy, and you’re too young to serve in the Defense Force, anyway,” the third friend snorted.  “So how do you expect us to take you seriously?”


“Besides.  How could you get such a cushy job?” the first girl that had spoken teased.


“I designed the ship,” Sarah said matter-of-factly.


“SHYEAH!” all three of her friends said in unison.  “Like THAT would ever happen.”


“I’m serious, guys!” Sarah pouted.


At that moment, Mario walked over to the table and looked the four girls over.  He flashed his winning smile.


“Is one of you four lovely ladies a young lady by the name of Sarah Hodge?” he asked.


“That would be me, sir,” Sarah smiled.


“No need to sir me, Ensign.  I’m not an officer.  And I don’t stand on formality anyway,” he said, extending his hand.  “Glad to meet you.  I understand you’re our new Chief Engineer.  It’ll be a pleasure serving with you.  Make sure you’re on the White Knight before she leaves in a little over six hours.  I’d hate to see such a pretty young thing as you left behind just because she wasn’t on board on time.”


“I’ll be at my station in four hours, Colonel,” she grinned.


“Lower pylon five, Ensign,” Mario said.  He gave a quick wink to the girls and left.


“So, do you know who that was?” Sarah asked with a grin on her face.


“Wow!” was all her friends could say.


“I guess you weren’t pulling our legs after all, Sarah!” one of the girls said.  “Sorry we doubted you!  Congratulations.  Have fun,”


“Oh, I’m sure I will,” Sarah grinned.
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The White Knight

Captain Ker’sal’s Office


K’Alan stood before Thala’s desk.  Although he was standing at attention, he was fidgeting nervously.  The captain made him that uncomfortable.


“You wanted to see me, Captain?” he asked quietly.


“Have a seat, Commander,” Thala said, equally as quietly.


“Captain, if you have a problem with me…”


“If I had a problem with you, Commander, I would not have requested you as my executive officer.”


“But the way that you…”


“My personal feelings regarding you have absolutely no relevance.  All I can and will tell you is that I’d much rather have you as my exec than any of the other suitably qualified candidates for the position.  Is that clear, Commander?”


“As crystal, ma’am,” he said sharply.


“Good.  Now have a seat before you break,” she smiled.  It was the first time that he could remember seeing her smile.  He took the offered seat with a barely audible sigh of relief.


“May I ask what you wanted to talk to me about, Captain?”


“I have a few things that I need to go over with you.  First of all, our Mr. Bonetti.  Do you trust him?”


“Mario?” K’Alan laughed.  Thala nodded.  He sighed before responding.  “Well, I’ve known him about fifteen years.  We’ve served together a couple of times.  To be honest, I’d rather have him by my side on some of the hellhole missions we’re going to get than almost all of the highly trained ground troops we’ve been assigned.  He’s a hell of a pilot too.  Almost as good as me.”


“Good.  He’s your responsibility.  I’m afraid he was pushed on me by his father.  I don’t much like having my teams picked for me.”


“Captain, if I may.  I know Admiral Bonetti.  He and Mario don’t exactly see eye to eye on a lot of things.  The admiral was none too pleased when Mario decided to go career enlisted.  He was the first of his family to refuse to take the officer’s exam.  He still gets offered it yearly and turns it down every time.  If Admiral Bonetti did request Mario attached to this unit, then he must have had a really good reason.”


“That may be, but I still don’t like it any.”


“Trust me.  Mario will grow on you,” K’Alan smiled.


Thala looked at her computer screen.  “Are you rated to fly combat missions, Commander?”


“I was a squad leader on my last assignment,” he noted.


“Good.  You’re my strike leader.”


“I want Mario as my wingman,” K’Alan said simply.


“Is he combat rated?”


“First in his class at the Academy,” K’Alan shrugged.  “I’ve seen him fly between two Brentax Kovat class light cruisers without a scratch.  The two cruisers….  Well, they weren’t so lucky.”


“Whatever.  It’s your neck.  You’ve been given the best pilots.  I want you to be tough and consistent in your leadership.  It’s your responsibility to make sure we have the best fighter team we can possibly expect.”


“What do we have for fighters and pilots?”


“7 Starhawks and 56 Starfires.  And a full compliment of 70 combat rated pilots including you and Mr. Bonetti.”


“We’ll have 7 squads of 10 pilots each.  1 Starhawk and 8 Starfires assigned to each wing.  Starhawks will be assigned to squad leaders.  I’ll draw up the squad rosters and have them to you within an hour.”


“Good.”  Thala paused before continuing.  “I’m sure you’re wondering what our mission is.”


“Yes, I have been.”


“So have I.”


“You mean you don’t know yet?”


“SLDF Command, in their infinite wisdom, has decided to give us a couple days shakedown time before giving us our first assignment.”


“Great,” K’Alan said with a smile.  “More time to worry.  Just what I always wanted.”


“There’s one more thing that’s bugging me.”  She pulled up a schematic of the White Knight and turned around the computer screen so K’Alan could see.  “That blank area near the rear of the ship.  I have no idea what it is.”


“So, why not just go check it out?  That’s a large area of the ship.  It’s almost half the entire ship!”


“I can’t go check it out.  Only two people are allowed in that area.  Admiral Bonetti and Ensign Hodge.”


“Very strange indeed.  What do you suppose is in there?”


“I have no idea.  I don’t like secrets on my ship.”


“I’m sure we’ll find out about that section sooner or later,” K’Alan shrugged.


Thala came around the desk and sat on the edge closest to K’Alan.  She looked deep into his eyes.


“I want you to know that this will work out, K’Alan.”


“You still don’t like me too much from the Academy, do you?”


“If only you knew, Commander,” Thala said icily, and K’Alan could swear the temperature in the room dropped by thirty degrees.  “Dismissed.”


K’Alan wasted no time in leaving Thala’s office.
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The White Knight

Colonel Bonetti’s Quarters


K’Alan laughed as he entered Mario’s quarters.  All his belongings were in the proper places, but it looked like the armory had been inadvertently put into Mario’s quarters by mistake.  There were weapons everywhere, covering everything.  That is where there was room for the weapons to cover everything.  Mario’s quarters were the normal size for someone on the command staff, yet it appeared that he was trying to maximize the space.  A series of shelves in the main living area housed his collection of twentieth century memorabilia, including his prized possessions from the twentieth century era, a CD player and a stack of Billy Joel CDs.  There were weapons hangers all over the walls in the living area, yet most of them still were empty as Mario tried to decide which weapons went where.


“You know, Kal.  There’s definitely one problem with transfers.”


“What’s that, Mario?”


“My weapons collection is getting too damn big.  I have no idea where I’m going to put all of these things in here!  There is definitely a shortage of wall space!”


“I’m sure you’ll manage.  I don’t suppose you’ve got that drink,” K’Alan hinted.


“Nope.  Haven’t gotten any drinks in here yet.  So, what did the old battle-ax want?”


“How would you like to be my wingman?” K’Alan said with an almost straight face.


“She’s putting you in a fighter?”


“A Starhawk even.”


“Sweet deal.  How’d you con her into that?”


“She made me Strike Leader,” K’Alan mumbled.


“I’m sorry.  I didn’t quite hear that, Kal.  What did you say?”


“I said that she made me Strike Leader.”


Mario almost fell down laughing.


“Oh, that’s a good one, friend,” Mario said when he had gotten himself composed again.


“It could be worse.”


“Oh?  How so?”


“At least she doesn’t hate me.”


“She say as much?”


“Yeah,” K’Alan sighed.  “But I still don’t know.”


“Listen, Kal,” Mario started as he began searching through the assorted piles of weapons.  “I missed your last birthday, so I want to give you your birthday present now, if that’s all right with you?”


“Sure,” K’Alan laughed.  “I never turn down a present.”


“If I can find it, it’s yours.”  Mario continued digging.  A pile of weapons toppled over, revealing what Mario was looking for.  “Ah, here it is!  Forged from the same meteor as Wildfire.”


K’Alan took the offered blade and examined it closely.  It was a fine blade, crafted by one of the finest Spanish blacksmiths to K’Alan’s exact specifications.  It was a 30 inch blade that was sharp enough to split a hair.  The hilt was made of steel inlaid with gold.  It was crafted to depict two dragons interlocked in battle; the handguard was made of the dragons’ wings.  It had perfect balance and was extremely light.


“Nice,” K’Alan whistled.  “Think Captain Ice’ll let me wear it?”


“The nice thing is that she has no choice.  It’s in the regulations.”


“Thans, buddy.  I have to go call Kit.  See you at the briefing.”


“Later, Kal.”
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The White Knight

Captain Ker’sal’s office


Jewel Kazin, Thala’s longtime friend and confidante, sat in the chair across from Thala with one leg dangling over the arm of the chair.  She looked into Thala’s eyes inquisitively, and decided that she didn’t like what she saw there.


“You’re worried, aren’t you, Thala,” Jewel said finally.  It was not a question so much as a statement of fact.


“You’ve known me a long time, Jewel.  You know how I feel about a certain person under my command.”


“I also know that you cannot have him, Thala.”


“If it weren’t for his people’s customs….” Thala trailed off.


“That’s not the only problem is it, Thala?”


“No, I’ve been having the nightmares again.”


“I thought they had stopped.”


“Never,” Thala sighed.  “I feel like I’ll be seeing him again very soon.”


“Are you sure?”


Thala sighed and slammed her hands against her desk.  She stood up and started pacing.


“That’s just it, Jewel.  I’m not so sure of anything anymore.  Hell, I’m not even sure if I’m the right person to be commanding this ship.”  She whirled around and looked Jewel directly in the eyes.  “And that doesn’t leave this room, Lieutenant.”


“Captain, I hate to do this, but I’m going to have to ask you to have a full physical and psychological workup.”


“It’ll have to be now then, Jewel,” Thala sighed.  “We’re due to launch soon, and I have a lot to do between now and then.”


“Then, I’d suggest you accompany me to the medbay.”  Jewel motioned for Thala to head out of the office first.
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The White Knight

The Bridge


K’Alan walked onto the bridge for the first time and stopped.  He looked around at all the activity and whistled softly to himself.  The bridge was fairly large.  It spanned two levels, and he was on the upper level.  The upper level was a ring around a vast opening.  Around the wall of the upper level were various engineering and tactical stations along with communications.  The captain and executive officer stations were on opposite sides of the ring, jutting out into the open area just slightly and facing each other.  There was a steel railing around the opening to prevent people from falling over into the lower level.  Looking down to the lower level, K’Alan could see the helm and navigations stations along with various engineering and operations stations.  Everywhere he looked was a bustle of activity.


“Can I help you, Commander?” a slender woman said from the communications station.


“Lieutenant Commander Yeuid is it?” he asked, still in awe of the bridge.


“Yes, sir.  Katherine Yeuid.  You can call me Kath.”


“K’Alan Bryce.  You can call me anything you like, just so long as you don’t call me too late for dinner,” K’Alan chuckled at his own little joke.


“That a line, sir?”


“I’m married, Kath.  I don’t throw out lines.  Seriously, call me Kal.  Everyone else does.  Well, everyone except the captain that is.”


“All right, Kal,” Kath smiled.  “What can I do for you?”


“I need a comm channel opened to Duterius Prime.”


“I’m going to need something a little more specific than that.  Duterius Prime’s a big planet you know,” she laughed.


“I know.  I grew up there.  I need a channel opened up to the High Gentlewoman.”


“Consider it done, Kal.”


“Patch it through to the conference room.”
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The White Knight

Medbay


Jewel shook her head as she draped her stethoscope around her neck.  She made a quick entry into the computer and walked over to the bed where Thala was sitting.


“Well, Captain,” she began.  “Here’s the scoop.  I can’t find anything wrong with you physically or psychologically.”


“So I’m healthy and sane.  Good to know,” Thala mumbled.


“I do want to run periodic workups on you to make sure.”


“Yes, Jewel.”


“And I’d suggest that you talk to a counselor about those nightmares.”


“Right.  Thanks, Jewel.”


Thala hopped off the bed and put her uniform back on.  She nodded to Jewel and headed back up to her office.
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The White Knight

The Gym


“Nice steady start, Masha,” Mario said.  “But as usual, you got off balance way too easily.  Try spreading your legs further apart to give yourself a better base.”


They’d been fencing for an hour.  Masha Omega had always been a favorite student of Mario’s over the years, but she had never gotten fencing down.  She kept trying very hard, but it just wasn’t easy for her.


“That’s easy for you to say, pretty boy,” the large woman tossed out at Mario.  “You got those nice spindly little legs.  I got tree trunks, remember?  Besides.  I got no use for little pointy swords.  They just bounce off my body anyway.  Now, bombs.  Those are fun!”


“Bombs are not a finesse weapon.  Swords are.  Now just try a little harder, and I’m sure you’ll get it.”


“Mario, with all due respect, you’ve been trying to get me to learn how to fight with swords off and on for ten years.  I ain’t learned yet.  What makes you think I’m gonna learn now?”


“Because I have the patience of a saint,” Mario smiled.  “Or because this is going to be a very long assignment.  Whichever reason you choose, I believe you can do it.  Now try again.”


“Forget it, bud.  I’m going back to my weapons inventory.  I’ll be very upset if we don’t leave with a full complement of weapons.”


“Which reminds me, Masha,” Mario sighed.  “Why did you give me such a hard time with my weapons collection?  It’s saved your butt more times than I can count.”


“Call it the fact that I like giving you hell, bud.”


She patted him gently on the back and strode off in the direction of the ship’s armory.
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The White Knight

The Conference Lounge


K’Alan groaned.  Every time he called Kit, he was invariably put on hold.  One of these days he was going to have to try to find a way to let her know that it was him calling.


“Your call is being processed to the High Gentlewoman,” the recording droned for the twelfth time.  “Your call is very important to her and it will be answered in the order it was received.  However, it may be some time before…”


“This is the High Gentlewoman of Duterius Prime,” Kit’s voice said, clearly bored.  “State your name and how I may be of service.”


“You know, Kit,” K’Alan smiled.  “If you turned on your video display every once in a while, maybe you wouldn’t have to ask that question all the time.”


“Kal?  That you?” Kit asked as the video screen kicked to life.


“Yes, my beloved.  It is I.”


“It’s so good to hear from you.  I was afraid you’d been killed.”


“You’d have known if I’d been killed, Kit.  Besides, the Brentax don’t have anything that could touch me.”


“Don’t get cocky.  Anyway, it’s been too long since we talked.”


“Forget talked, it’s been way too long since I’ve been there to see you!”


“Yes, eleven years is too long a time.”


“I’m going to come see you soon.  I’ve got a lot of personal time saved up, and I’m sure my new CO will let me take some time off.”


“New CO?  Did you get transferred again?”


“And promoted.  They made me a full Commander.  I’m the executive officer on this tug.”


“Congratulations, Kal!  I’m so happy for you!”


“I wish you could be here with me.”


“Someday we’ll travel the stars together, my love,” Kit smiled.  “When do you think you’ll be able to take time off?”


“After our first mission, but I don’t know how long that will be.”


“I look forward to seeing you, Kal.  There’s something that we need to discuss, but it will be better if we discuss it in person.  I’m sending you an encrypted message.  Promise me that you won’t view it until you’re on your way here.”


“I promise, my love.”


“I’ll see you soon?”


“Count on it, Kit.”


“I love you, K’Alan Ilan Bryce.”


“I will always love you, K’Itea Alana Bryce.  Commander Bryce out.”
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The White Knight

The Bridge


Captain Thala Ker’sal made herself comfortable in her chair.  She stared out over the bridge and smiled.  It was a good crew that she had, she decided.  They would work well together.


“Take us out, Ms. Barros.  Nice and slowly,” she said to her Chief Helmswoman.


“Aye Captain.  Taking her out,” Tyla Barros said.  She manipulated some controls and Thala could feel the slight vibrations of the ship as they started moving.


“Sorry, I’m late, Captain,” K’Alan called as he ran onto the bridge.  “I had some personal things to finish up.”


“What is that you’re wearing, Commander?”


“Star League Regulation 342.671 paragraph C clearly states that a duly appointed member of the Star League Defense Force may wear on their duty uniform a melee weapon for the purpose of ceremonial or functional use.  I assure you that this is a fully functional melee weapon and I am quite proficient in its use.”


“Very well, Commander.  Take your station,” Thala rolled her eyes.


“Aye, Captain.”


K’Alan strode over to his station.  He checked over his instrumentation and noted with satisfaction that everything on the boards was running perfectly.  He noted with some amusement that his station was situated right next to Kath’s comms station.


“How was your call, Kal?” she whispered.


“Pretty interesting, Kath.  Thank you.”


“All right,” Thala said.  “Let’s see what this baby can do.  Take us to the edge of the solar system, Ms. Barros.”


“Aye, Captain.  Increasing speed to one-quarter fusion drive.”


Time passed quickly as the ship made its way out of the system.  An hour later, they found themselves on the edge of the system.


“Status, Commander?”


“All systems nominal, Captain,” K’Alan called out.


“Good.  Ms. Silvermaine, set course for….”


“Distress call coming in, Captain,” Kath interrupted from her station.


“Holo,” Thala barked.


In the open area in the center of the bridge, a holographic image of K’Itea Bryce appeared and began to slowly rotate so that everyone could see her.  K’Alan had to restrain himself from reacting, because she looked like she was positively panicking.


“This is High Gentlewoman K’Itea Bryce of Duterius Prime requesting assistance from any nearby ship of the Star League Defense Force.  We are under attack by unknown attackers.  I do not know how long our planetary defenses can hold out.”


“High Gentlewoman, this is Captain Thala Ker’sal of the SLDF ship White Knight.  We are en route.”


“Captain,” K’Alan spoke up.  “May I?”


“Yes, Commander.”


“Kit, can you send us whatever your scanners have been able to record of your attackers and you current status?”


“Kal?  Consider it done.  Just hurry, please.”


The holo of Kit fizzled out.


“Holo disconnected, Captain,” Kath reported.


“Ms. Silvermaine, how far away is the nearest jump gate that will take us to Duterius Prime?”


“About ten minutes at maximum fusion drive, Captain,” Mara Silvermaine replied.


“Set course.  Ms. Barros, I want maximum fusion drive immediately.  And prepare the jump engines.”


“Aye, Captain,” Tyla reported.  “Maximum fusion drive.”


“Go.”  The captain started drumming her fingers on her chair armrest.


“Kit?” Kath whispered to K’Alan.  “You speak so informally to her?”


“Only because I’m married to her,” K’Alan smiled.  He activated the shipcall.  “Lancer, Falcon and Hawk squadrons, scramble and meet on the flight deck in twenty minutes in full flight gear.  This is not a drill.  I repeat.  This is not a drill.”


The bridge crew focused on their work.


“Jump engines ready, Captain,” Sarah called from the engineering station.


“Good.”


Minutes ticked by slowly, and K’Alan began to fidget nervously.  Soon the jump gate loomed ahead of the White Knight, its iridescent red energy swirling angrily.  Thala closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


“Jump!” she ordered.


K’Alan ran off the bridge towards the flight deck as the ship lurched through the yawning jump gate.


“ETA to Duterius Prime, Ms. Barros?”


“Thirteen minutes, Captain.”


“Brentax,” Thala growled.  “I can feel it.”

