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 Chapter 1 – Tribute 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    Anna McCarthy stood in the center of the dusty city plaza along with the rest of the town’s two thousand inhabitants. The gray, sunbaked stones of the three and four story buildings lining the plaza reflected the heat from the summer sun. Droplets of sweat trickled down the side of Anna’s face. She ignored them. She knew that there would be a lot more to worry about in a few minutes than a few drops of sweat. 
 
    Today wouldn’t be the first offering ceremony she’d attended during her sixteen years of life, but it never got any easier. She balled both of her fists and looked up into the sky along with the rest of the crowd. A medium-sized Balorian pirate space transport hovered a kilometer overhead. While the starship’s arrival wasn’t totally unexpected, the reality of its appearance on such short notice was still a little intimidating. 
 
    The mayor and the rest of the town council had to scramble in order to get everything ready for the arrival of the pirates, she thought. They weren’t due for another two weeks. I doubt the mayor’s efforts are going to do any good. There’s no way the pirates are going to be satisfied with the offering this time. 
 
    The roar of the starship’s ion engines was accompanied by a sudden downdraft of wind. The resulting breeze was strong enough to create miniature dust devils in the rocky soil of the plaza. A lock of Anna’s shoulder-length red hair blew across her face. She raised a hand and brushed the errant strand back in place, tucking it underneath her dust-covered utility cap as best she could. As she lowered her hand, she noticed the red coloring and blistered skin on her arm. 
 
    I’ve been working in the pit mine too much lately. 
 
    She glanced at the sunburned arms of the others in the crowd. One of the younger children caught Anna’s eye. Like her, the girl had been overexposed to the blazing summer sun of Talos Seven. The sight forced any thoughts of self-pity out of Anna’s mind. 
 
    Everyone’s been working in the mines a lot lately. I’m no better than anyone else. 
 
    Glancing around, she noticed a redheaded boy her age standing across the street. The teen boy was Connor. Like usual, he was with his friends Artrim and Dylan. All three boys were staring up at the starship. Even from a distance, Anna could tell Connor’s bright-blue eyes were filled with anger as he stared at the hovering ship. She didn’t blame him. 
 
    He hates the pirates almost as much as I do. Why shouldn’t he? Both of his parents died in the same mine accident that killed my mom and dad. They were only working at the mine because of the pirates. 
 
    Anna wiped at something threatening to spill out of her eyes. 
 
    And for what? Just for trying to get more of the pirates’ precious metal scrapped together to prevent our town from being destroyed. Both Connor’s parents and mine died needlessly.” 
 
    Anna looked around at the crowd. Young or old, they all looked tired. 
 
    An early death’s probably going to be all of our fates if somebody doesn’t do something about the pirates soon. The mine’s almost played out. The pirates will either be moving us to another planet or mining asteroid as their slave labor or killing us to keep our mouths shut. We should be fighting back, not waiting around like sheep for the slaughter. 
 
    The signs of defeat were evident in the eyes of her fellow Talosians as they waited for the pirates to come down for their processed titanium ore. Anna detected no fight in the citizens of Talos. She switched her gaze to the pile of half-meter square blocks stacked on the metal platform that had been set up in the center of the plaza. The pile of blocks was only two-thirds as large as she remembered it being the last time the Balorian pirates had come for their tribute. 
 
    They definitely aren’t going to be happy, but what was the mayor supposed to do? It’s not his fault the titanium vein’s running out. We can’t mine something that’s not there. 
 
    Their fault or not, Anna had no illusions about the pirates’ reaction. She had no doubt that the Balorians were going to be furious. She looked at Mayor O’Reilly as the middle-aged man stood alone on the metal platform. From his downcast eyes, she felt certain the old man was just as aware of the pirates’ pending fury. 
 
    He’s forbidden anyone else to stand on the tribute platform with him. He’s accepted his fate. 
 
    Instinctively, Anna touched the bulge under her shirt where she’d tucked the hunting knife in her belt. 
 
    Well, if no one else is going to fight, I will. I’m not going to let him face that scum alone. If I get a chance, I’ll kill one of the pirates, grab his weapon, and start blasting. Maybe the whole town will rise up against them once they see someone fighting back. 
 
    The thoughts of what she’d seen in the crowd’s eyes told Anna she was wrong. She reached her hand under her shirt and gripped the handle of her knife anyway. 
 
    Well, I’m no coward. The pirates the same as murdered my parents. Somehow; someway; I’m going to make them pay. 
 
    Taking another look around, Anna noticed Connor staring at her. When he caught her eye, he nodded and began walking across the street in her direction. Within seconds he was standing at her left side pretending to concentrate on the hovering transport. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” whispered Connor out the side of his mouth. 
 
    Also pretending to look at the starship, Anna glanced out the corner of her left eye at the boy. Despite his sunburned face, she thought he was moderately handsome. She supposed the common loss of their parents three years earlier gave them a bond of sorts. Even so, they were far from friends. Unlike Connor, who seemed to get along with most people, she was a loner. She preferred keeping to herself most of the time. As it so happened, this was one of those times. 
 
    “Mind your own business,” Anna snapped back, trying to keep her voice low. She doubted anyone else could hear since the roar of the starship drowned out even normal speech beyond a couple of paces, but she wasn’t taking any chances. “Go back to your friends. I don’t want you here.” 
 
    The boy made no move to leave. 
 
    “Listen,” said Connor. “I know how you feel. I feel the same way, but getting yourself killed won’t do anyone any good.” He nodded toward the mayor. “He’s given up, but I haven’t, and I know you haven’t either. Believe me, I’d like nothing better than to jump on whoever comes down and kill them to make up for what they did to my parents. But think for a minute. Let’s say we do kill everyone in the landing party. Then what? That ship up there could blast us to atomized dust with their plasma cannons or drop a nuke down our throats. Either way, we’d all be dead. Are you trying to get everyone in town killed?” 
 
    Anna sensed the boy look away from the hovering starship to glance at her. She turned and locked eyes with him. “We could take their shuttle and go somewhere. Any where’s better than this.” 
 
    The boy snorted and gave one of his irritating smirks. 
 
    Anna suddenly remembered why she preferred to be by herself. She was half tempted to make a fist and wipe the smile off the teen’s face. 
 
    “Do you know how to fly a shuttle?” asked Connor. “I certainly don’t.” 
 
    The boy’s logic was like a bucket of cold water on Anna’s rising temper. 
 
    “Yes,” Anna whispered, knowing full well she was telling a lie, but not wanting to give the irritating boy the satisfaction of being right. “Sort of,” she said refining her answer a little. “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to make those pirates pay one day. I’ve got a plan. It’ll work. I know it will.” Even to Anna, the last words sounded like she was trying to convince herself more than the boy. 
 
    The smile disappeared from Connor’s face. “I believe you, but now’s not the time.” He glanced down at the bulge under Anna’s shirt. “Don’t do anything foolish.” 
 
    “What’s it to you?” Anna asked. She let some of her hatred for the pirates creep into her voice. “Why do you care what I do or don’t do?” 
 
    The boy glanced back at the hovering starship for a half-dozen heartbeats before looking back at her. “You’d find out a lot of people care about you if you’d give them half a chance.” Staring into her eyes, Connor said. “I care. We both lost our parents. We’ve both got a score to settle with those pirates. But plan or no plan, today’s not the day.” His blue eyes softened somewhat. “Promise me that you’ll wait before you do anything. Trust me. We’ll have our chance to strike back, but the time’s not now.” 
 
    Anna moved her hand away from her shirt. “Fine. I’ll wait... for now, but only for now. I’m not going to stand around doing nothing much longer. You know as well as me that we’re all going to die if we don’t start fighting back.” 
 
    “Fighting back with what?” hissed a winkled old man who’d suddenly appeared to the left of Connor. It was Old Man Ryan. 
 
    Anna knew the old man well; at least by sight and reputation. Everyone in town did. As far as she could tell, he was in his late seventies, maybe even eighties. That he’d obviously heard her talking to Connor over the roar of the transport’s engines said a lot about his hearing. 
 
    “You young pups have no idea what fighting’s all about,” continued the old man. “When I was serving on the Donovan in my prime, we’d have made short work of these Balorian pirates. The Donovan was just a survey ship, but she was the best in the district and armed to the teeth. I just wish—” 
 
    “The Donovan’s been out of action for fifty years ever since she crashed on Talos Seven,” said Connor. “If our grandparent’s colony ship hadn’t picked up your distress signal, you and the rest of the Donovan’s crew would’ve starved to death. You’re lucky my grandparents and the other colonists decided to set up shop here. The soil was perfect for farming. It just needed a little help from technology to make things grow.” 
 
    Anna thought back to how the vast plains around her had once been lush with all kinds of grain plants when she’d been young. She remembered running through wheat fields playing hide and seek with the other children while their parents ran the large combines to harvest the bounty of Talos Seven. That had been before the discovery of the titanium vein ten years ago. Six months after the find, the first of the pirate ships had arrived. Life on Talos Seven had been a living hell ever since. The vast fields of wheat and corn were no more. Only dusty ground stretching out between the town and the far off mountains remained. 
 
    Old Man Ryan spit on the ground. “You don’t need to remind me. My crewmates and I appreciate what your grandparents, bless their hearts, and the other colonists did for us. We’ve done our best to fit in and do our part.” 
 
    Anna had to admit the survivors of the Donovan’s crew had pulled their weight. Although not farmers, from what her grandparents had told her before they’d passed away, the old men and women who’d survived the crash of the survey ship had been worth their weight in creallium when it came to repairing the colonists’ heavy machinery whenever it broke down. 
 
    There aren’t many of them left now, Anna thought. Besides Old Man Ryan, I think there’s only five or six still on the planet. What members of the Donovan’s crew didn’t catch rides back to civilization on supply ships over the years have mostly died off. Before long, all of them will be gone. 
 
    A loud blast drew Anna’s attention back to the hovering transport. A large bay door was now open on the side of the starship. She noticed a shuttle making its way down toward the plaza. 
 
    It won’t be long now, Anna thought. Now we’ll find out if the mayor’s scrapped together enough processed titanium ore to buy the pirates off for another six months. 
 
    The shuttle landed in the clear space next to the metal platform. The crowd drew back even farther. Anna noticed Mayor O’Reilly square his shoulders and face the shuttle as the metal ramp at the rear of the craft lowered to the ground. The first thing out of the shuttle was a three-meter-high metallic monster constructed of black metal. The Ultra-Heavy Ambulatory Assault Vehicle, or UHAAV, walked on two legs and sported two appendages resembling arms. A four-barreled plasma rifle was attached to its right arm. In place of a hand on its left arm was a metallic claw. Anna could just make out the features of the bearded pirate operator through the UHAAV’s front windscreen. 
 
    UHAAVs are called cats, Anna thought. She touched the bulge under her shirt before pulling her hand away. Even in her hatred of the pirates, she knew the blade would do no good against armor. If we had some cats of our own, we could fight back, but we don’t. There probably aren’t a half-dozen hand-blasters in town. All we’ve got is a bunch of farming and mining equipment. We’re at the pirates’ mercy. Connor’s logic about not doing something foolish came back to her. It grated her to no end that the boy was right. But he’s not going to be right for long. I’ve got a plan. The next time the pirates come, we’ll be ready. Then we’ll make them pay. I swear it. 
 
    The pirate in the UHAAV glanced through the cat’s windscreen at the pile of processed titanium ore before looking at Mayor O’Reilly. “I hope for your sake that you’re joking,” came a gravelly voice over the light cat’s external speaker. “That pile of rubble will barely pay for our fuel to get here. Where’s the rest?” 
 
    Mayor O’Reilly stepped forward to face the light cat. A half dozen pirates wearing power armor and carrying automatic plasma rifles trotted down the shuttle’s ramp. They made straight for the platform. Running up the steps, they took positions on either side of the mayor. The mayor paid them no heed. He stood tall and stared at the pirate in the cat. 
 
    Anna had never thought much of the mayor, but she found a new respect for the man as he faced the pirate in the cat all alone. 
 
    “There is no more,” said Mayor O’Reilly. 
 
    Since the transport overhead had climbed another thousand meters, Anna had no trouble hearing the mayor’s voice above the starship’s subdued roar. 
 
    “The titanium vein is running out,” continued the mayor. “You may as well take this and move on. We can’t mine what’s not there.” 
 
    At his words, the six pirates standing near the mayor moved to the far edges of the platform giving him some space. 
 
    Anna noticed a smile spread across the face of the pirate in the cat. 
 
    In a lightning fast move, the cat’s right arm rose from the UHAAV’s side and pointed its four-barrelled plasma rifle at the mayor. The mayor barely had time to take a step back. 
 
    Brrrp! 
 
    Balls of plasma energy tore into Mayor O’Reilly, flinging his lifeless body over the rear part of the platform. Screams erupted from the crowd. People tried to flee. A handful of hardy souls surged toward the shuttle’s ramp. Bright beams of green plasma energy shot down from the hovering transport, blasting into unseen buildings on the southern edge of town. The explosions sent vehicle-sized pieces of concrete and metal beams flying high into the air before they went crashing back to earth. 
 
    “Stay where you are!” shouted the pirate over the cat’s external speakers. “If any of you move out of the plaza or attack my men, our ship’s plasma cannon will destroy your town and kill every one of you. Then we’ll drop a few nukes to seal the deal before we leave.” 
 
    The crowd stopped running for the most part. Some people had to be held in place by others. Once the chaos died down except for the crying of the children, the pirate in the cat spoke again. 
 
    “We hear this same sob story from every worthless mining planet and asteroid on our route. ‘The vein’s running out. We’re doing all we can. Please leave us alone.’” The pirate laughed. “There’s still titanium in that mine, and you’d best figure out a way to get at it. We provide you protection from pirates less kind than us. And how do you repay our generosity?” He pointed at the pile of ore with the cat’s four-barrelled plasma rifle. “We told you how much tribute we expected. You fell short. Your mayor has paid the price for your mistake. The next time we come, we aren’t going to be so lenient. We’ll be back in six months. When we get here, you’d better have twice what you’ve got this time, or I swear we won’t waste time landing. We’ll just drop a nuke and be done with the whole lot of you.” The cat started to turn back to the shuttle but stopped halfway through the maneuver. The pirate reversed the light UHAAV and looked back at the crowd. “And don’t be thinking about trying to run away and hide in the hills. The next time I come, I’ll bring a battalion of infantry with me and a platoon of cats. We’ll make an example out of you and hunt every one of you down. There’s no escape for you. I suggest you deal with the fact and get back to mining.” 
 
    With that, the cat turned and entered the shuttle. The six pirates in power-armor followed close behind. As soon as the shuttle’s ramp closed, the ship took off and headed up to the waiting transport. A yellow beam from the transport ship’s belly shot down and touched the pile of titanium ore. The blocks of processed titanium ore rose into the air until they disappeared in the bowels of the hovering ship. Soon after, the roar of ion engines increased as the large transport moved higher. Before long, it was just a speck in the sky. Then it was gone completely. 
 
    Not gone, Anna thought. They’ll be back. Next time I swear we’ll be ready. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Smoking Hole 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The funeral for Mayor O’Reilly was done on the spot. At the mayor’s request, the undertaker had been standing by just in case. The hasty burial ceremony was a solemn affair. Most of the town was already there, having already assembled for the offering tribute. The priest said a few words, encouraging the crowd not to give up. Then it was over. 
 
    As the people dispersed, Anna spotted Connor’s red hair across the street. He was talking to a half dozen of the younger men from the mine and pointing up into the sky. 
 
    As if sensing her stare, Connor looked over. When he caught her eye, he nodded. 
 
    After a slight hesitation, Anna returned his nod, suspicious of the boy’s interest. Other than a few words at school or while working at the mines, she’d certainly never given him any reason to take notice of her. Their talk earlier had been the most words said between them in a month of Sundays. 
 
    With a final word to the mine workers, Connor turned and made his way toward her. When he drew close, he started right in as if they were on friendly terms. “I’ve been talking to some of the others. We’ve got the rest of the day off while the old folks decide who’ll be the next mayor. That is, if they can find anyone who’ll take the job.” He glanced over his shoulder at the hover-truck that was carrying the late mayor’s coffin to the town’s crematory. “I sure as heck wouldn’t want it.” 
 
    Anna glanced around at what remained of the dispersing crowd. A more dejected group of people she couldn’t imagine. For some reason, Anna let her normal shields down a little. Perhaps it was the obvious hopelessness of the situation. Whatever the reason, she allowed some of her emotions to rise to the surface. She shook her head in disgust. “It doesn’t matter who they get. None of the adults have the guts to stand up to the pirates. Don’t they realize we need to fight back?” 
 
    Connor glanced around as if making sure no one was close enough to hear. “It’s not just the adults. I was trying to convince Artrim, Dylan, and some of the others from the mine that we needed to resist, but they’re as whipped as their parents. They think it’s hopeless.” Looking over at her as if seeking a hope of his own, Connor said, “I’m starting to wonder if they’re right. What can a handful of teenagers do? What can anyone do for that matter? We don’t have enough weapons in town to blast our way out of a grain sack.” 
 
    Anna resisted the urge to tell Connor her plan. She’d certainly kept it a secret long enough, but she knew that she had to keep it to herself a little while longer. Her parents had started the plan shortly after the first pirates arrived. She’d continued with the preparations after their deaths. Her self-imposed mission to finish what her parents had started was all that had kept her going over the last three years. She looked at the boy as he eyed her. His penetrating blue eyes drew her in. Anna’s resolve to keep the plan a secret nearly crumbled. 
 
    No, Anna thought. He’s had an aunt and uncle to put a roof over his head and food on his plate for the last three years. The only one who I’ve been able to rely on is me. I’ll do the plan on my own. Anybody else will just get in the way. 
 
    Glancing at the ground, Connor began scooting a loose stone around with the toe of his right foot. “Uh, you mentioned something about a plan earlier. What did you mean by that?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Anna snapped, regretting her previous slip of the tongue. “I was mad, that was all.” 
 
    Taking a final kick at the stone, Connor sent it toward the other side of the street. It hit the cement foundation of the old grocery building before plopping back onto the hard-packed dirt street. “So you don’t have a plan. Is that what you’re telling me?” He locked eyes with her. “You know, Anna, sometimes you’re a bad liar.” He grinned. “That’s just my opinion, so take it for what it’s worth.” 
 
    Anna felt her face growing warm as her temper came bubbling to the surface. Before she could tell the irksome boy what she thought of his or anyone else’s opinion, Connor sniffed the air. 
 
    Glancing around, Connor said, “I smell smoke.” He pointed toward the south end of town. “There. It is smoke. I think it’s coming from the warehouse district.” 
 
    Near panic took hold of Anna as she scanned the southern sky. That section of town had once been used to store the vast amounts of wheat and other crops cultivated from the rich soils of Talos. Her parents had owned a series of warehouses there. After the pirates came to Talos, her mother and father had sold everything except for a single warehouse to support the development of their plan. Her parents and she had lived in the warehouse until her mother and father’s accident. With nowhere else to go, she’d continued living there after their deaths. Her sole purpose in life had become to keep their plan alive in their absence. 
 
    The sliver of smoke called to Anna. Without another word, she took off running down the street leading south. 
 
    Please, she prayed silently. Don’t let it be my warehouse. Not mine. Please. 
 
    With the sound of another set of feet pounding after her, Anna set a fast pace toward her parents’ old storage building. When she entered the warehouse district, the sight of the long, single-story metal buildings reminded her of the time before the pirates had come. She remembered how the supply ships had come from Trecor and the Intergalactic Empire along with other federations every three months to pick up the harvests of grains so they could be transported to less agriculture oriented planets. From what Anna could remember, her parents had been well off then. 
 
    So were most of Talos’s citizens, she thought. The supply ships stopped coming shortly after the pirates showed up. Since Talos is in the neutral zone, we’re not under the protection of any of the major federations. 
 
    With no army or navy of their own to protect them, most of the citizens of Talos had been herded from their vast farms and deposited in the only town on Talos. They’d all been forced to work at the mine to process titanium for the pirates. Refusing to do so had resulted in death, quick and simple. 
 
    Beginning to breathe hard, Anna slowed her pace slightly. The warehouse district was extensive, and her parent’s storage building was at the extreme southern edge of town. She still had a long ways to go. Unlike the worn two and three story buildings made out of wood and cement composites that composed the town’s center, the buildings in the warehouse district were mostly simple affairs constructed of steel girders covered by thin layers of sheet-metal. 
 
    The warehouses don’t need to be elaborate. All that’s ever been stored in them is farm produce. 
 
    Even as she thought it, Anna knew that wasn’t quite true. Her parents’ warehouse stored something much more valuable than mere grain. 
 
    Still, she thought as she passed a particularly sun-faded warehouse, there was no need to make the buildings anything but simple. It’s not like anyone ever came here to look at the architecture. Heck, Talos is so backwater our only town doesn’t even have a name. For that matter, why should it have a name? If someone says they’re going to town, everyone on the planet knows where that is. 
 
    With a shrug of her shoulders, Anna picked up the pace again. The sound of the footsteps that had been gaining behind her began to fade in the distance. She’d always been a fast runner. Before long, she was weaving her way among the final warehouses before the edge of town. The thin column of smoke rose ominously over the area where she knew her parents’ warehouse was located. 
 
    No. Please no, she prayed again. Let it still be there. 
 
    Within another two minutes, Anna discovered her prayers were for not. As she rounded the final corner, she stumbled to a halt and stared at the smoking hole that had been her parents’ storage building. Half of the two-hundred-meter-long metal building was completely obliterated. The other half was partially collapsed in on itself. Anna felt her eyes growing moist. Before the tears came, she sensed a presence next to her left shoulder. It was Connor. She forced her eyes to remain dry. 
 
    I won’t cry, she thought. Not in front of him. Not in front of anyone. 
 
    “That was yours, wasn’t it?” panted Connor in a surprisingly sympathetic voice. “I’m sorry. It must’ve been hit when the pirates fired those warning shots.” He pointed at the part of the warehouse that had taken the brunt of the plasma energy. “Whatever was in there is gone for sure. I hope it wasn’t anything important.” 
 
    Anna’s legs grew suddenly weak. She stumbled and made a grab for the metal pole that supported a nearby street sign. She missed the pole and started for the ground face first. Before she fell completely, two strong arms wrapped around her and eased her into a sitting position with her back against the pole. 
 
    “Hey, what is it?” asked Connor in a voice higher pitched than normal. He knelt next to her and began fanning her face with his hat. “Come on now. Don’t pass out on me, Anna.” 
 
    Embarrassed at her show of weakness, Anna knocked the hat away with her left hand. After drawing in a couple of deep breaths, she tore her eyes away from the still smoking hole and looked into the boy’s bright blue eyes. Like before, they drew her in, causing her emotional shields to lower. 
 
    “It’s gone,” she whispered. “It’s all gone.” 
 
    Leaning back, Connor placed his hat back on his head, shoving his red hair underneath. “What’s gone?” he asked, also speaking in a whisper. “Does it have something to do with that plan of yours?” 
 
    Anna took another look at the ruined warehouse. Mom and Dad always told me to keep the plan a secret, she thought. She sighed. What does it matter now? It’s all gone. The plan failed. 
 
    She looked back at the boy. The loss of the building and all it held was the final straw. The thought of facing whatever lay ahead on her own swept over her like a dark cloud. For the first time in three years, Anna knew she needed someone, anyone, to talk to if only for a moment. 
 
    “It had everything to do with the plan,” Anna admitted, relieved that she could finally share her secret with someone. “It doesn’t matter now. Everything’s gone.” Looking down at the ground, Anna shook her head. “What’s the use?” 
 
    Connor stood and reached down with his right hand. 
 
    Turning her gaze upward, Anna made a split-second decision. Grabbing the boy’s hand, she allowed Connor to help her to her feet. He gave her a half smile and shrugged. For some reason, his bright-blue eyes made the darkness in Anna less bleak. 
 
    “Maybe it’s not as bad as it looks,” Connor said. “Why don’t you tell me about this plan of yours?” He flashed a full smile. “You never know. I might be able to help. Everyone needs a little help once in a while; even tough girls like you.” 
 
    Whether it was the smile or the fact that it didn’t matter any longer, Anna gave in completely to the blue eyes. Once she started speaking, she found the words pouring out. 
 
    “My parents planned on hiring mercenaries to drive the pirates away,” Anna said. “They managed to hide a sizeable amount of processed titanium during the seven years before their accident. They even acquired a small ship to get them off the planet. The ship didn’t work, but I’ve been fixing it up since... well, I think I had it just about ready to fly. Another month or two, and I’m sure I could’ve taken the titanium off planet, sold it, and come back with some mercenaries to help us.” She pointed at the part of the warehouse that was completely obliterated. “My ship was there. Now it’s gone.” 
 
    Connor looked at the smoking hole that had been the bulk of the warehouse before pointing at the part of the building that was only partially collapsed. “That section of the building isn’t too bad. Maybe we can salvage something from it?” 
 
    Anna took her eyes off the remains of the warehouse long enough to look at the boy. “We?” 
 
    Turning, Connor caught her eye and nodded. “That’s right; we.” His blue eyes softened. “Look, Anna. I’ve been watching you since the... well, since the accident. I know I can’t understand everything you’ve went through, but I’ve had a few problems of my own. The one thing I’ve—” 
 
    “You’re right,” Anna said a little harsher than she intended. “You can’t understand. You’ve had your aunt and uncle. I haven’t had—” 
 
    “My aunt and uncle are kind enough in their own way, but they aren’t my...” Connor’s voice cracked. “I’ve... I’ve, oh, never mind. You wouldn’t understand. You...” 
 
    Connor’s blue eyes took on a watery look. He turned away from Anna to stare at the warehouse. Anna remained silent, unsure what to do. 
 
    After a dozen heartbeats, Connor shook his head and turned back. “I’m tired of the status quo, Anna. I’m sick and tired of the pirates lording over us and no one trying to do anything about it. I was too young to fight back when my parents died at the mines, but things are different now. I’ll be seventeen in a couple of months.” His blue eyes locked with Anna’s. “Like I said, I’ve kept an eye on you since the accident. I’ve seen you filching titanium and taking it back to the warehouse. I, uh, I accidentally saw you one night trading your mom’s jewelry to Jack Dicus for a truckload of scrap electronics. I followed you to this warehouse. You left the door unlocked, so I went inside. I saw—” 
 
    “You did what?” Anna said taking a step back. Her hand unconsciously went to the bulge under her shirt. She noticed Connor’s eyes focus on her hand. 
 
    “What are you planning on doing, Anna?” asked Connor, his voice remaining calm. “Are you going to kill me?” He spread his hands as if inviting the blow. When none came, he continued speaking. “I went into the warehouse and saw your ship. It was the lifeboat off the old Donovan, wasn’t it?” 
 
    After staring at the boy long enough to make him squirm, Anna let her hand drop away from the bulge in her shirt. “It was,” she admitted. “I guess it doesn’t really matter now.” She pointed at the part of the warehouse that was a hole in the ground. “The ship’s gone now. There’s no way I can get another. My parents’ plan failed. I failed.” 
 
    Connor started to take a step toward her but stopped in midstride. He looked back at the section of the warehouse that was still standing. “The processed titanium was in the office the night I snuck in. That’s in the section that’s only partially collapsed. Maybe it’s still okay. Maybe you can move it somewhere else and—” 
 
    “And what?” Anna snapped. “I told you I’ve got no ship. The pirates destroyed the few starships on Talos when they came the first time. No resupply ship’s been stupid enough to try and land in almost ten years. The pirates keep them away. I’m stuck on this planet just like you and everyone else.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” said Connor. “Maybe we can get a ship somehow if we put our heads together. Maybe we could—” 
 
    “And how would you be getting a ship?” asked a voice to Anna’s right. 
 
    Spinning on her heels, Anna saw Old Man Ryan standing five paces away, leaning against the side of a faded building. He took a puff from the long pipe he was known for carrying and blew smoke out his nose. 
 
    “Uh,” Anna said glancing around to see if anyone else had snuck up on them. The streets appeared empty except for the three of them. 
 
    “Don’t bother trying to lie,” said the old man. He pointed the stem of his pipe at the part of the warehouse that was a smoking hole. “I can see a few pieces of the hull from the Donovan’s old lifeboat in the debris. I was the one who sold it to your parents ten years ago. I told them then it was a crazy idea to think they could make it anywhere in that old hunk of junk. Heck, it didn’t even have an energy core for its hyper-drive. The core shorted out when the Donovan crashed. Believe me, if you were planning to try flying in that old thing, the pirates did you a favor by blowing it up. You wouldn’t have made it out of the solar system using only an ion drive, even if it worked, which it didn’t.” 
 
    Anna’s face grew warm. “My parents weren’t crazy,” she snapped. “Not that it matters now, but they bought an energy core for the hyper-drive from the last resupply ship that came to Talos before the pirates started keeping them away. They were converting it to work with the lifeboat before they were killed. I finally finished what they started last week. The engine would’ve worked. I’m sure it would’ve.” 
 
    The old man’s eyes widened. “You got the hyper-drive working? I’m impressed. I assume you tested it.” 
 
    “Uh...,” Anna said. “I was going to get around to it.” 
 
    Nodding his head, the old man said, “Sure you were. Too bad I didn’t know what you were up to. I might’ve been able to help.” 
 
    “How could you have helped?” Anna asked curious in spite of herself. 
 
    Ryan’s eyes sparkled. “Well, for starters, I was the apprentice engineer on the Donovan. I used to know a lot about hyper-drives. Still do if I say so myself. If your parents or you had come to me, maybe we could’ve...” He pointed at the smoking hole and shrugged. “Well, it doesn’t matter anymore. Whatever you did to get the lifeboat’s hyper-drive working, it’s all gone now.” 
 
    Anna looked at the old man and Connor for a couple of seconds. “Well, maybe not everything. The lifeboat’s gone, but I was working on the energy core trying to modify it to work on the hyper-drive. I had the core in the office. The hyper-drive was in the lifeboat, so it’s been destroyed, but the energy core might still—” 
 
    Ryan nearly dropped his pipe. “What are you saying, girl? Are you telling me you may still have a working energy core?” 
 
    When Anna didn’t reply, the old man glanced from Anna to Connor and back to her. “I’m not the enemy here, Anna. If you’ve still got an energy core for a hyper-drive, maybe things aren’t as hopeless as you think. I’m as eager to get off this planet as you. Maybe we can do some business.” 
 
    “What kind of business?” Anna asked as curiosity overcame her natural hesitancy. “A hyper-drive energy core doesn’t do any good without an engine to put it in.” She pointed at the bits of the lifeboat’s hull that littered the smoking hole. “Not to mention that was the only starship on Talos the pirates didn’t confiscate or destroy.” 
 
    Ryan looked over his shoulder as if making sure the streets were empty. He turned back with a wide grin on his wrinkled face. “Well, maybe the pirates didn’t do as good of a job of confiscating ships as you think.” 
 
    Anna sensed Connor stepping beside her. “What do you mean, old man? If you know where there’s another starship, just spit it out and tell us where it is.” 
 
    The old man took a big draw on his pipe and blew out a smoke ring. His grin grew even wider. “I’ll do you one better than that, boy. I’ll take you to it. I’ll take you right now if you’re willing.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The drive in Old Man Ryan’s hover-truck was long and arduous. He mostly stuck to seldom used trails snaking through two and three meter deep ravines hidden in what was otherwise flat plains around the town. As the beat-up old vehicle made its way along the dusty trails, Anna checked out the inside of the cab. She sat in the middle of the vehicle’s bench seat squeezed in between Ryan and Connor. With both of the cab doors missing, she was forced to hold a rag over her mouth to keep out the dust. 
 
    “How old is this thing?” asked Connor between coughing fits. “Couldn’t you find something a little newer with doors?” 
 
    The old man laughed from behind the rag he’d tied over his mouth and nose. He patted the dust-covered dashboard with his right hand. “She may be old, but this girl’s tough. She was the Donovan’s utility vehicle. This baby helped keep us alive when our ship’s energy core fractured.” He gave the dash another pat. “She’s never let me down.” 
 
    Whether the vehicle had ever let the old man down or not, Anna had to agree with Connor, doors would’ve been nice. “How much farther? We’ve been driving for over an hour now. Where’s this ship of yours anyway?” 
 
    With a nod of his head, Ryan indicated a mountain range another twenty kilometers to the south. “That’s where we’re headed. Just give me another fifteen minutes or so, and I’ll explain everything. I called ahead to the others. They’re probably already there, or they soon will be.” 
 
    “What others?” Anna asked, becoming concerned that she might’ve trusted the old man a little too much. She didn’t need to glance over her shoulder to know the bulge under the truck’s canvas-covered bed was the energy core for the destroyed lifeboat’s hyper-drive. Between Connor, Old Man Ryan, and her, they’d been able to remove enough debris from the collapsed part of the warehouse to make their way to the office area. They’d found the energy core and her stash of processed titanium right where she’d left them. Both items were now safely in the back of the truck. 
 
    A sudden suspicion popped into Anna’s mind as a shiver ran down her spine. Maybe the old man’s working with the pirates, she thought. I remember him being friendly to my parents, but what do I really know about him other than that he was one of the Donovan’s crew? 
 
    Anna glanced around the crowded cab, searching for a weapon. She saw nothing useful the old man could get his hands on. A light touch to the bulge under her shirt made her relax. In the confines of the vehicle’s cab, she knew a good knife was better than any gun the old man might have tucked unseen in his belt. She relaxed a little. Even so, the next fifteen minutes was the longest of her young life. 
 
    Once they left the last of the dusty fields that had once contained tens of thousands of square kilometers of wheat, oats, and corn, the hover-truck made its way up the side of a mountain along a weaving dirt path. While the trail was narrow with hairpin turns, Ryan took the curves at what Anna considered to be a breakneck speed. Her pride kept her from saying anything. 
 
    “Hey, be careful,” said Connor who obviously wasn’t quite as proud as her. He tightened his seatbelt. “You almost threw me out the door that time.” 
 
    The old man laughed. “Believe me, I am being careful.” 
 
    Contrary to the man’s words, Anna sensed the vehicle slow slightly. “How much longer now?” she asked. 
 
    Turning his head to glance at her, Ryan let go of the steering lever with his left hand and pointed ahead. “As it so happens, we’re here.” 
 
    Looking in the direction indicated by the old man, Anna noticed the dirt path end at a black opening in a cliff face that was cut into the side of the mountain. From the telltale scars left by plasma drills, she knew the cliff was manmade. A series of dilapidated metal sheds stretched along both sides of the opening. 
 
    “So what’s this supposed to be?” Anna asked. As she spoke, the sun came out from behind a cloud. Its light glinted off metal from inside the opening in the cliff. Looking closer, she made out the rounded nose of a starship. “Is that the—” 
 
    “The Donovan?” finished Ryan fairly beaming with pride. “The one and only.” 
 
    As soon as the hover-truck slid to a halt, Connor unhooked his seatbelt and jumped out. He fairly ran the twenty meters to the cave opening, staring up at the nose of the ancient survey ship. It was an old V-wing design intended mainly for horizontal takeoffs and landings. The starship stretched back into the cave another fifty meters. Anna got out of the truck and joined Connor. Up close, she could easily see the rusted scratches and dents that covered the metal hull. 
 
    “I thought the Donovan was destroyed when you crashed on Talos fifty years ago,” said Connor. “What’s she doing here?” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “Oh she was banged up all right, but she wasn’t destroyed. The energy core for our hyper-drive fractured when we tried to takeoff after we did our survey. Captain Rytel jettisoned the core and tried to switch to our ion drive. Unfortunately for us, when the core ruptured, the power surge also took out our ion drive. The captain glided the Donovan in using her wings, which was no easy feat I can tell you. We crashed in that valley down there.” The old man waved his pipe in the direction of a narrow valley a half a kilometer off the side of the trail. 
 
    The sound of footsteps from inside the cave opening alerted Anna to the presence of others. Reaching under her shirt for her knife, she spun to face the possible threat. As soon as she saw who was there, she relaxed. Five men, all white-haired and wrinkled, stood at the edge of the cavern just under the bow of the Donovan. One of the men that Anna knew by the name of McAvits stepped forward.  
 
    “I was navigator on the Donovan,” said McAvits. “I was in the cockpit when the captain brought the ship down. I doubt there was another pilot in the galaxy that could’ve gotten our ship down in one piece. Half our crew died in the crash, including Captain Rytel. The rest of us pulled the Donovan up here with the help of our utility vehicle and waited for rescue. When your grandparents showed up in orbit with the rest of the settlers, we decided to stay.” 
 
    “We’ve been working on the Donovan ever since,” said Ryan, taking up the story. He laughed and gave a wink. “I guess we had dreams of taking the old girl back into space one last time. There’s only the six of us left now. We were beginning to give up hope.” 
 
    Taking her eyes off the aged crew, Anna gave the old survey ship a closer look. The hull was banged up with obvious patches along her portside, but as far as she could tell, the starship was in one piece. “Will she fly?” 
 
    “As she is?” said Ryan. “No. She’s missing an energy core for her hyper-drive. Other than that, she’s space-worthy enough.” He pointed at the bulging canvas on the back of the hover-truck. “Now that we’ve got your core, I’d bet my life she’ll fly.” He reached up with his right hand and gave the hull a loving pat. “I’ve got confidence in the old girl.” 
 
    Anna noticed fist-sized openings on the leading edges of the wings. An upper and lower turret fore and aft had similar openings. “Does she still have her weapons? You said she was an armed survey ship. Maybe when the pirates come back we could—” 
 
    “Whoa, girlie,” said Ryan. “She was armed once upon a time, but we had to sell her weapons off over the years to buy parts from supply ships. We don’t even have a blaster left to our name now.” He shrugged his shoulders. “If’n we’d known pirates were going to show up one day, we’d have kept some of the weapons, but it is what it is.” 
 
    McAvits stepped forward. “We also had to strip all the non-essentials off over the years and sell them for parts. The Donovan will fly, but I daresay it’ll be her last trip. If that energy core of yours is in decent shape, we’ll get two maybe three jumps out of the hyper-drive, then the engine will be dead for good.” 
 
    “Two hyper-jumps won’t get us far,” said Ryan. He pointed at the rest of the Donovan’s crew. “That’s fine by us. We just want to get the old girl back into space one last time, but you’re both young. You’ve got your whole lives ahead of you. Assuming we can get the Donovan’s hyper-drive working again, where would you want us to take you?” 
 
    Anna turned to look at Connor. “You said you wanted to fight. Are you sure? You could always go back to your aunt and—” 
 
    Folding his arms, Connor said, “I’m going with you, and that’s final. The pirates are responsible for my parents’ death. I’m going to make them pay. End of story.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Anna turned back to the Donovan’s crew. “We want to go to the closest place to Talos where we can hire mercenaries. Two hyper-jumps should get us to the Osterian asteroid belt. That’s our destination. Can you get us there or not?” 
 
    Ryan turned to face the other five members of the Donovan’s crew. After all five nodded their heads, the old man looked back at Anna and winked. “Oh, we can get you there all right. How soon do you want to leave?” 
 
    Anna glanced at the sky. She imagined the pirates in their transport returning in six months with a battalion of infantry and a unit of cats. 
 
    “The sooner the better,” Anna said. “We don’t have any time to waste.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Plea for Help 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The underground barroom located on the largest asteroid in the Osterian system was loud, crowded, and filled with smoke from Draco pipes as miners and adventurers alike did their best to wind down and forget the troubles of the day. From the way that the hundred or so men, women, and splattering of other species were guzzling down alcohol, Wizard Scout Trinity Delgado had a feeling most of the bar’s customers had a lot to forget. 
 
    “Can you blame them?” asked a voice in Trinity’s mind. “In a few hours they’ll be back on their next shift and hard at work in the mines or blasting off on one ill-fated adventure or another to their likely deaths. You know; typical carbon-based behavior.” 
 
    Trinity snorted, but she kept her next words in the part of her mind she shared with her battle computer. Although she was the only one sitting at her table located next to the bar’s rock-hewn wall, there were too many people at the nearby tables for her to risk saying anything out loud. She tucked a loose strand of her long black hair back into the bun at the back of her head to give herself time to think of a good reply. 
 
    “What would you know of hard work, Jennifer? You’re snug as a pactar in its burrow, buried inside a brerellium steel chip in my battle helmet like you are. You don’t even have hands.” 
 
    “Ah, typical human,” replied Jennifer, adding some canned laughter to her voice for effect. “It is just like a carbon-based life form to think someone needs hands to work. I prefer to use my mind and logic. You should try it sometime, Wizard Scout. There is more to life than beating other species over the head with your phase rod.” 
 
    At the mention of her phase rod, Trinity’s right hand unconsciously reached over and touched the left side of her hip. She found only the empty belt that separated her stained gray trousers from her equally soiled gray shirt. Her phase rod and the rest of her wizard scout equipment were back on the recon ship Defiant. As far as anyone in the Osterian Mining Company knew, she was a down-on-her-luck miner trying to earn enough credits to get out of the Osterian asteroid belt and back to civilized space. She’d been working as a driller for the last two months on assignment for the Intergalactic Empire’s High Command. So far, her mission to discover how large quantities of weapons and military gear were making its way into the hands of the Balorian pirates had turned up nothing. 
 
    “Well,” said Jennifer, “if you are lucky, which wizard scouts normally are, you may well find out tonight.” 
 
    Staring at the four well-dressed businessmen sitting at a table in a corner on the other side of the room, Trinity had to agree. “The message we got from the Defiant was obviously correct. Those four are about as out of place as an ice comet in low orbit around a supernova.” She eyed the occupants of the dozen other tables in the bar. “This place is known for drawing the worst of the worst scum in this sector of the asteroid belt.” 
 
    “Ha,” replied Jennifer, giving another one of her canned laughs. “Apparently you have forgotten that you are sitting in here along with the rest of the so-called scum?” 
 
    “Don’t get cute, Jennifer. What I’d like to know is how Sergeant Ron got the information about the meeting in the first place.” 
 
    “That information is not in my databanks. What I do know is that for a supposedly retired old man, the Defiant’s captain has his nose into more things than even I know about. I have it on good authority that he has a list of contacts a kilometer long, and that is just the ones in the central computer’s databanks.” 
 
    “So you’ve told me.” Trinity replied. She remembered how the crusty old ex-sergeant and now recon ship captain had argued against her staying on the mining asteroid without any backup. She smiled. The idea that a wizard scout needed someone to cover their back was a little comical. She’d been on recon missions for the Empire forty light years behind enemy lines before with no mother hen to watch over her. 
 
    “That is not true,” said Jennifer sounding as hurt as a computer could get. “You have always had me around. Sometimes I do not think you appreciate what I do for you.” 
 
    Trinity gave a slight smile as she thought about how sensitive her battle computer could sometimes be. She wondered if all battle computers were the same. 
 
    “Oh, I appreciate you, Jennifer. I may forget to say it often enough, but trust me, the appreciation’s there.” 
 
    “Well, as long as you know,” replied Jennifer, sounding a little mollified. “Still, I calculate it would have been better if you had taken me with you instead of leaving me on the Defiant. If you get into trouble, Sergeant Ron and Charlie will take at least four hours to make the quarter-of-a-light-year flight from their hiding position to that asteroid of yours without being spotted by some patrol. I can sense what is happening around you by monitoring the data in our shared space, but I cannot actually do anything to help, other than give advice. I should be there with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, and how would it have looked for a poor driller to go around wearing a battle helmet. I’d say that would’ve blown my cover right quick. Besides, we can still communicate up to a quarter of a light year. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Uh, no problem,” said Jennifer. “That is, there is no problem yet. I calculate that may be about to change.” 
 
    Trinity noticed heads around her turn in the direction of the bar’s entrance as the chatter in the room died down to a near silence. She also turned in her seat to look at the doorway. Two slightly larger than man-sized bats stood just inside the entrance. Large-bore phase pistols in leather holsters were strapped to their waists. One of the bats held a computer pad in her left paw. 
 
    “Crosoians,” Trinity told her battle computer, keeping her words in the shared space of her mind. “Now why would the Crosoian Federation be sending bats to this Creator-forsaken asteroid?” 
 
    “Uh, is that a rhetorical question, Wizard Scout?” asked Jennifer. “If not, my calculations give a list of four hundred and twenty-two possible reasons. Only one has a greater than four percent probability of being correct.” 
 
    Ignoring her battle computer, Trinity concentrated on the two bats as they made their way across the crowded room. Being a good head taller than the largest human in the bar, the other patrons got out of the way quick enough. The bats made straight for the four businessmen until they stood next to the businessmen’s corner table. 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” Trinity said. “That’s the reason greater than four percent. They’re here to meet with our targets.” 
 
    “I calculate a one hundred percent probability you are correct, Wizard Scout. The question now is what are you going to do?” 
 
    What indeed? Trinity wondered, keeping the thought in the private part of her mind that Jennifer couldn’t read so as not to upset her battle computer. 
 
    “Humph,” said Jennifer. “I may not be there with you, but I can still monitor your heartrate and breathing. You do not have any idea what to do next, do you? Do not bother denying it. That is exactly why you are fortunate to have me as your battle computer. I calculate the best thing to do at this point is to remain where you are and monitor the Crosoians and the businessmen. Once they complete whatever transaction they are doing, you can follow the two bats. If you are lucky, they may take you to someone high enough in their hierarchy to give us the information we need.” 
 
    “That’s one plan,” Trinity admitted. “Or I could just go over there right now and beat the information out of them. Those bats are normal Crosoians. It’s not like they’re scouts or any such thing.” 
 
    “I hope you are joking,” said Jennifer nixing the idea. “The Empire is not at war with the Crosoians. This mining asteroid is in the neutral zone between Trecorian, Intergalactic Empire, and Crosoian space. They have as much right to be here as you do. If you attack them for no reason, all you will do is draw the suspicion of the local law enforcement. Your cover will be blown. I highly advise that you stay where you are and try not to draw attention to yourself.” 
 
    Trinity did her best not to smile. She had no doubt her battle computer was right. Sometimes she just liked pulling her partner’s chain. 
 
    “Relax Jennifer. I didn’t say I was going to do it. I only said it was another option. I’ll be a good little girl. I’m going to sit here, finish my drink, and be quiet as a church mouse.” 
 
    “I suppose we will see,” replied Jennifer. She did not sound convinced. 
 
    Taking a hefty swig of brown liquid from the glass on her table, Trinity let the rotgut alcohol that passed for whiskey on the asteroid slide down her throat. The burning sensation passed quickly enough as her self-heal brought the tortured lining of her throat back to baseline. As the liquor hit her stomach, she sensed Power from her reserve surround what her body took for a poison and turn it into harmless water. From experience, Trinity knew it was nearly impossible for a wizard scout to get drunk. She’d tried often enough over the past two months. 
 
    “Oh, you could get drunk if the liquor was potent enough, and you drank a lot of it really fast,” said Jennifer. “In our current situation though, I calculate it is a good thing the other patrons assume you are already intoxicated. The half bottle of whiskey you have consumed would have floored anyone else in the room.” 
 
    As she poured another shot of whiskey from the bottle into her glass, Trinity eyed the two bats as they sat down at the table with the four businessmen. The chairs were too small for the Crosoians, forcing them to sit stiff-backed. 
 
    “I doubt they’ll be here long,” Trinity told her battle computer. “It’s no secret Crosoians don’t like humans. I doubt the bats are enjoying themselves any more than those four fancy businessmen.” 
 
    As she watched, Trinity noticed the bat with the computer pad place it on the table and scoot the device over to one of the businessmen. The baldheaded man ran his finger up the pad’s screen as if scanning a list. He ran his finger up several times. 
 
    “Long list,” observed Jennifer. 
 
    “So it would seem,” Trinity agreed. “I’m betting it’s a list of weapons. Now all we have to do is wait and follow the bats when they leave.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” said Jennifer. “If you remember to stay indiscreet, I calculate it should all work out fi—” 
 
    “Can anyone help us?” came a desperate-sounding feminine voice from the direction of the bar’s entrance. The high-pitched voice was more than loud enough to override the buzz of conversation in the room. “Please. We need help.” 
 
    The bar grew silent as everyone, Trinity included, turned to look at the doorway. Two human teenagers, a boy and a girl, both with flaming red hair, stood just inside the doorway. Trinity guessed they were about sixteen or seventeen years old. Both teens were dressed in oil-stained orange jumpsuits with an emblem of a bird’s talon sewn on their left chest pockets. The girl’s shoulder-length red hair was tied into a ponytail at the back of her head. The boy’s shorter but equally red hair was partially tucked under an old sailor’s cap. 
 
    “According to the information in my databanks,” said Jennifer, “the talon emblem is associated with the inhabitants of an agricultural planet in the Talos system on the far side of the neutral zone. They used to be a moderately wealthy planet until about ten years ago when a splinter-group of the Balorian pirates brought them to near extinction. My advice is to ignore those two and concentrate on the bats.” 
 
    “Please,” the girl pleaded. “We need help. We were told we could find mercenaries here. We were told only the bravest adventurers come to this place.” Several of the bar’s occupants laughed. The girl’s face turned pink, but she continued speaking. “The Balorian pirates are threatening our planet. Our people are simple farmers. We need help. We’ll pay.” 
 
    A gruff-looking man wearing black pants and a similar-colored shirt stood up two tables over from Trinity. She noticed a plasma pistol strapped to the man’s hip. Three similarly dressed men and an older, scar-faced woman at the same table remained seated. Trinity noticed the woman rest her right hand on the butt of her plasma pistol and undo the holster strap. 
 
    “Pay?” said the standing man. “You can’t even afford a clean set of clothes, girl.” The man glanced at the others at his table and winked. With a laugh, he looked back at the red-headed girl. “If you want, we can go into one of the back rooms, and I’ll show you how you can make a few extra credits. Otherwise, turn around and leave. Most of us here are probably pirates of one kind or another. Why would anyone here want to help two redheaded pactars like you?” 
 
    The barroom broke out in laughter. Both the boy and girl’s faces turned beet red. The boy took a step forward. “We have a hundred thousand credits. We need a company of mercenaries to—” 
 
    “A company,” laughed the scar-faced woman from her seat at the table. “A hundred thousand credits wouldn’t be enough to hire a broken-down wino armed with a slingshot to go with you.” When the others at her table laughed, she gestured toward the standing man. “Now get out of here before I have Bill throw you out.” 
 
    The redheaded girl elbowed her way past her companion. “My people are in trouble, and we need help. I have faith at least one person here has enough kindness and decency to aid us in our time of need.” She scanned the room. “Please—” 
 
    The scrapping sound of a chair being pushed back drew the girl’s attention to the table with the Crosoians and the four businessmen. One of the bats stood and rested her paw on the grip of her phase pistol. 
 
    The redheaded girl’s eyes grew large. 
 
    “Leave now, human,” hissed the bat with the words coming out of a small translator hooked to her waist-belt. The bat pointed a claw at the door. “Go now. I have not had my lunch today, but I prefer them juicier than a scrawny runt like you.” 
 
    The second Crosoian rose from her seat and hissed. Laughter came out of the translator on her belt. “I am not as picky as my sister. A youngling like you would make a good snack. Now go before I forget what a peace-loving race we bats are.” 
 
    A few of the other bar patrons in the room laughed, but most did not. 
 
    The redheaded girl refused to back down. She walked across the room until she stood two paces from the Crosoians. Looking up, the redheaded girl said, “I’m not scared of you. If you don’t wish to help us, that’s fine. Just leave us alone. I’m confident someone in this place will—” 
 
    What the girl thought someone would do, Trinity didn’t find out. With lightning reflexes, the bat reached out and grabbed the redheaded girl by the throat, lifting her off the floor. 
 
    The girl’s legs kicked out as she grabbed the bat’s arm with both hands in an attempt to take off some of the pressure. Her face began to turn as red as her hair. 
 
    Trinity grabbed the bottle on her table and half rose from her chair. 
 
    “Do not do anything foolish,” warned Jennifer. “I calculate an eighty-two percent probability the Crosoian is only trying to scare the girl. The bat’s species rarely eats meat. The Crosoians are here for their meeting. They do not want to draw attention from the local peace officers any more than you do. I calculate the Crosoian will rough the girl up a little and then send her on her way. So stand down Wizard Scout. She has nothing to do with your mission.” 
 
    Knowing her battle computer was right, Trinity started to settle back into her seat. Before she could finish sitting down, the redheaded girl brought a booted foot up and slammed the heel into the Crosoian’s nose. Green blood spurted out as the bat dropped the girl. As soon as the redhead’s feet touched the floor, she spun and drove the edge of her right foot hard into the bat’s left kneecap. 
 
    The Crosoian hissed a scream and fell to the floor. The bat grabbed at the phase pistol on her belt as she went. 
 
    “We don’t need any trou—”, began the baldheaded businessman at the table. 
 
    Before the man could finish speaking, the second Crosoian drew her phase pistol and pointed it dead center at the girl’s chest. The redheaded boy started to run forward, but the scar-faced woman who’d spoken earlier stuck out a leg and tripped him. The teenager went sprawling on the stone floor. 
 
    Trinity’s hand was already around the bottle of whiskey on her table. She flung it through the air, using telekinesis to help guide it to her target. The cheaply made bottle shattered against the second Crosoian’s wrist. The phase pistol went flying out of the bat’s hand. At the same time Trinity threw the bottle, she leaped over the intervening tables and landed near the Crosoian who’d been knocked to the floor by the girl. Kicking out with her right foot, Trinity sent the pistol flying out of the downed Crosoian’s hand before the bat was able to bring it to bear. The phase weapon crashed into a stack of whiskey bottles on the bar. Rotgut whiskey and broken glass sprayed across the customers sitting at the nearby tables. Half-drunk patrons began diving for cover or making for the bar’s exit. 
 
    “I thought you told me that you were going to be quiet as a church mouse,” said Jennifer in their shared space. 
 
    “I guess I must’ve forgotten to mention how loud church mice are where I’m from,” Trinity said. 
 
    That was all the time Trinity had to think before the bat that was still standing unfolded a wing and spun ninety degrees in an attempt to skewer her with the half-meter-long point at the wing’s joint. Trinity ducked. The deadly wing point caught on the bun at the back of her head, severing the elastic band holding her long black hair in place. Although the wing point caused Trinity’s hair to fly across her face, temporarily blinding her, the deadly point missed flesh. 
 
    Using her passive scan to pick out a target, Trinity pivoted on her heel and kicked out with her leg. The knife edge of her foot slammed into the standing bat’s nose, creating a satisfying crunch as the Crosoian flew across the table. Droplets of green blood sprayed across all four of the businessmen’s pristine white shirts, leaving dark stains behind. Two of the businessmen were knocked to the floor amidst a tangle of bat wings and legs. 
 
    The Crosoian the girl had kicked rolled on the floor and grabbed the pistol Trinity had knocked out of the hand of the bat’s companion. Before the bat could point the pistol at Trinity, another bottle came flying through the air and struck the bat’s weapon. The phase pistol spun out of the Crosoian’s grasp and landed behind the overturned table. Trinity sensed more than saw the teen boy grabbing for another bottle from his position on the floor. 
 
    “He throws pretty good,” commented Jennifer. “Watch out he does not throw one at your head.” 
 
    “That’s about enough,” shouted the scar-faced woman who’d spoken earlier. She pulled a plasma pistol from her waist and pointed it directly at the redheaded boy’s chest. “One more move from any of you, and I’ll make Covarian cheese out of this boy.” 
 
    The men at the woman’s table stood and drew plasma weapons of their own. 
 
    The big man in black the woman had called Bill pointed his pistol at Trinity. “You heard the lady, sweetheart. Stand down, or believe me, you won’t live to regret it.” 
 
    The scar-faced woman looked away from the redheaded boy long enough to glance at the baldheaded businessman. He was still sitting in his chair next to the overturned table. Drops of Crosoian blood dripped down his wide-eyed face. 
 
    “What do you want us to do, boss?” asked the scar-faced woman. “Do you want us to shoot them?” 
 
    The baldheaded man’s eyes widened even more. “Shoot them? Of course not. I’m a businessman. I don’t need any trouble with the law. I want you to—” 
 
    A bottle crashed into the head of the scar-faced woman as the redheaded boy jumped off the floor and made straight for Bill. The woman dropped her pistol and screamed as blood ran down her face and onto her chest. One of the other men fired his pistol at the redheaded boy. The plasma energy tore a finger-sized hole in the boy’s left arm knocking him to the side. 
 
    At the same moment the boy began his attack, Bill fired his weapon at Trinity. She dodged to the left barely avoiding the round of energy. Unfortunately for the baldheaded businessman, he was nowhere near as fast. The plasma energy from the pistol struck him on the left side of his chest. The baldheaded man was flung back against the wall. The businessman’s limp body bounced off the blood-splattered slab of rock and fell unmoving to the stone floor. 
 
    “That does it,” said Jennifer. “Someone has been killed. I calculate there is going to be hell to pay with the local law enforcement. Not to mention that I seriously doubt you will receive your safety bonus at the mining company now. I highly recommend you grab the bat’s computer pad and hightail it out of here while you have the chance. You have to complete your mission.” 
 
    One of the scar-faced woman’s companions began firing in the direction of the redheaded girl. The first two rounds passed to the left side of the girl. Trinity sensed the man shift his aim slightly to the right. 
 
    “To hell with the mission,” Trinity thought as she reached out with her mind and wrapped a line of Power around the man’s hand. Twisting the weapon out of the man’s grasp with telekinesis, she flung it across the room. The pistol bounced off an overturned table and fell to the floor. At the same time, Trinity body-slammed the redheaded girl out of the line of fire as the other men standing near the bloody, scar-faced woman began firing. Plasma rounds passed within a finger’s span of both Trinity and the teenage girl, but neither of them was hit. 
 
    Coming up out of her roll, Trinity drew energy from her Power reserve and formed a defensive shield to her front. She charged forward, angling the shield enough to cause the flurry of plasma energy coming from the men to ricochet into the air. Reaching out with telekinesis, she forced one man’s hand down and to the left until the barrel of his pistol pointed at the leg of the man standing next to him. She pulled the trigger of the pistol with telekinesis. Blood spurted out of the second man’s knee joint as he collapsed to the floor. A split-second later, Trinity was amongst the men. They didn’t stand a chance. With two kicks and a balled fist, three of the men lay unconscious on the stone floor. 
 
    The man called Bill drew a wicked-looking knife from his belt and lunged toward Trinity. Before his blade got close, the redheaded girl ran up and tackled him to the floor, knocking the knife out of his hand in the process. The girl pulled a blade of her own from somewhere and stabbed the big man in the thigh. When the man grabbed for her knife, the redhead’s elbow slammed into his chin, slamming the back of his head into the hard granite of the floor. The big man’s body went limp. 
 
    “You are forgetting about the Crosoians,” came Jennifer’s voice in Trinity’s mind. “You need to grab that computer pad and get out of here before security forces arrive.” 
 
    Spinning around, Trinity spied one of the bats regaining her feet near the businessmen’s table. The bat grabbed the computer pad and touched the screen with the tip of one claw. 
 
    “Traitors,” hissed the bat at the remaining businessmen. “I knew we could not trust humans, but you will never take us prisoners. We will die with honor.” 
 
    Energy surged within the computer pad. The bat hissed a laugh as she turned and focused her ears on Trinity. “I know what you are, Wizard Scout. You will die too.” 
 
    “No!” screeched one of the remaining businessmen. “We had a deal.” 
 
    “I highly recommend you get out of here now,” said Jennifer. “I calculate the computer pad will overload in four seconds.” 
 
    Trinity eyed the exit. She was confident she could make her escape in time. She glanced around the room. The redheaded girl was kneeling beside the boy trying to stop the flow of blood from his arm. 
 
    They’ll never make it to the door, Trinity thought. 
 
    Without thinking it through, Trinity dove on top of the two teens. Drawing Power from her reserve, she formed a defensive shield around the two teenagers and herself. A heartbeat later the computer pad’s rising energy peaked. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A wave of heat and plasma energy tore through the room vaporizing the bodies of the businessmen and the Crosoians. The scar-faced woman and her henchmen went flying into the air before slamming into the stone wall near the exit. Broken pieces of furniture and bottles filled the air in a swirling mass of destruction. When the heat and plasma energy finally dissipated, only Trinity and the two teens remained alive. Lowering her defensive shield to conserve energy, Trinity stood and looked down at the teenagers. They both looked back at her wide-eyed. 
 
    “Shake it off,” Trinity said. “We’ve got to get out of here before security arrives.” 
 
    “Too late for that,” said Jennifer in Trinity’s shared space. 
 
    Picking up a mass of life forms with her passive scan, Trinity turned to face the entrance. What remained of the blackened door barely hung from a single hinge. Two men in power-armor stepped through the entrance carrying high-energy plasma rifles. Insignias of the Trecorian Alliances’s security forces were visible on the left shoulders of their power-armor. Other armored personnel carrying an assortment of weapons stood behind the first two. 
 
    “You are in the neutral zone,” said Jennifer. “The Trecorian Federation shares responsibility for policing the area. The Empire is currently at peace with Trecor. I calculate the Empire’s Imperial High Command would take it ill if you started a war by killing some of Trecor’s people.” 
 
    Trinity raised her hands and gave her best smile. “Hey, don’t shoot. We’re the victims here. We surrender.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Unexpected Visitor 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    All things considered, Trinity figured her jail cell was nice enough. This wasn’t the first time she’d been locked up. She seriously doubted it would be the last. Stretching out on the small cell’s lone cot, she closed her eyes and pretended to sleep. 
 
    “It would be easy enough to bust out of here,” Trinity told her battle computer. “The walls are made out of normal brerellium steel, and the cell’s force field is a joke. I’m not even a diviner, and I could break through its security before you could crack a smile. I could be out of here in no time and back on the Defiant.” 
 
    “Are you back on that same old line of reasoning?” asked Jennifer. “I thought I convinced you last night that the best thing to do was just to wait and see what happens. Trecor and the Empire may not be allies, but they are far from enemies. I calculate that if you give the diplomatic circles time to work things out, you will be out of here soon enough. Besides, if things come to worse, Sergeant Ron says Charlie and he will be more than happy to come in guns-a-blazing and break you out.” Jennifer gave a canned laugh. “Actually, he put it a little more colorful, but that was the gist of it. I think you should count your blessings that the security videos in the bar backed up your account of what happened. The videos clearly show the Crosoians were the first ones to take hostile actions. You were merely trying to save the girl’s life.” 
 
    Trinity laughed and opened her eyes. “You know, Jennifer, you’d make a heck of a defense lawyer if you ever decide to give up on being a battle computer.” 
 
    “I would make a good anything if I put my logic to it,” said Jennifer, sounding a little too smug for Trinity’s liking. “I think at nanosecond speed. I can access—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it before. Now how about putting that nanosecond brain of yours to work and find out when I’m going to get out of here. I’ve got a feeling my cover with the mining company might be a tad on the blown side.” 
 
    “I calculate a hundred percent probability that you are correct,” said Jennifer. “As to when you are getting out of here, I calculate you will be free in about five minutes.” 
 
    Sitting up, Trinity swung her legs over the edge of the cot and glanced around the three-meter by three-meter cell. Other than the cot and a small toilet and sink, the cell was empty. From previous active scans, she knew the blank wall across from her cot contained the camouflaged door. Gathering Power from her reserve, she formed an active scan and sent it through the wall to the hallway she knew was on the other side. She detected the frequency of a familiar life form approaching the cell along with two other sources of life energy. 
 
    “Bummer,” Trinity told her battle computer. “I didn’t expect them to send her. I think I’d prefer Sergeant Ron trying to bust me out of here with guns-a-blazing as you so aptly put it.” 
 
    Jennifer gave another laugh. “Too late now. It is time to take your medicine. I told you to take the Crosoian’s computer pad and run when you had the chance. You are the one who decided to stay and fight.” 
 
    Trinity stood and faced the wall without bothering to give a reply to her battle computer. They both knew she couldn’t have left the two teens to die. She was a wizard scout. She’d had to try and save their lives even if it meant losing her own. 
 
    A meter-wide section of the wall shimmered and disappeared to reveal a muscular, blonde-headed woman standing just beyond the opening. The woman wore the uniform of a special operations officer. 
 
    “Captain Stevens,” Trinity said. “I didn’t expect them to send you. I guess I was hoping—” 
 
    The big special operations officer snorted. “Hoping what? That someone a little more sympathetic than me would show up to pull your pactar meat out of the fire? You’ve screwed up one too many times, Trinity. The Imperial High Command is livid. I’ve reviewed the security videos from bar, and I’ve got to agree with the high command. You let your personal feelings get in the way of your mission.” 
 
    A bronze leaf insignia on the special operations officer’s collar drew Trinity’s attention. She smiled. It was a small smile, but it wasn’t discrete enough to escape the notice of the broad-shouldered woman. 
 
    “Have I said something to amuse you, Wizard Scout?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Trinity pointed at the rank insignia on the woman’s uniform. “I was just noticing that you got promoted. You’re a major now, I see. You deserve it. If the high command had any smarts, they’d make you a general.” 
 
    The special operations officer glared at Trinity a second before a slight smile appeared at the corners of her mouth. “I see they didn’t stress ranks too much in that Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy of yours.” She touched the rank on her collar with her right index finger. “This is a navy lieutenant commander’s insignia. Major is an army rank.” 
 
    The reply took Trinity back a little. “I thought you were a captain in the army last time we worked together.” 
 
    This time a full blown smile spread across the lieutenant commander’s face. “I was. Sometimes promotions in special operations can become a political process. There were openings for lieutenant commanders but none for majors. I’ve been temporarily transferred to the navy and promoted to lieutenant commander in the process. It all boils down to the same rank.” 
 
    Trinity smiled back. “Well, army or navy, you deserve the promotion. I’m just surprised the high command sent one of their special ops officers to get me out of this place. A communique to the Trecor politicians-that-be would probably have done the job just as well.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Stevens’s face lost its smile. “I think the Imperial High Command had a feeling a simple communique wouldn’t convey their feelings as well as a face to face message from an old friend.” The corners of her lips curled up in a half-suppressed smile. “Apparently they had trouble finding any friends, so I drew the short straw by default.” 
 
    Trinity grew deadly serious. “Well, if you’ve got some bad news, then you might as well give it. I hate dancing around a subject.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Lieutenant Commander Stevens said, “As do I, so here it is. You’ve screwed up your last three missions. Ever since the Cavos—” 
 
    Trinity’s face grew warm. “The Cavos mission was a success. I—” 
 
    The special operations officer raised a hand in a stopping mission. “Whoa. Don’t kill the messenger. I’m on your side, remember?” 
 
    Biting off her next words, Trinity nodded. “Understood... Sir. So what’s the message?” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Stevens looked at Trinity for a good five seconds before nodding her head. “Very well. Here it is, short and sweet. As far as the Imperial High Command is concerned, you failed to complete your last three missions as directed. The medical personnel think you’ve been on too many assignments during the last few years without a break. You’re getting one now.” 
 
    Trinity frowned. “What do you mean by a break? Do you mean I’m being medically retired? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?” 
 
    The special ops solider smiled. “Relax. You’re not that lucky. I had a look at your personnel records. You’ve got over six months’ worth of leave saved up. The high command wants you to take it all now; lock, stock, and barrel.” Losing her smile, Lieutenant Commander Stevens said, “They’re not asking. They’re ordering you to take it.” She glanced back at the open doorway before turning back to Trinity. “Look. The Empire’s not at war with anyone at the moment. Sure, we’ve got some skirmishes going on in one place or another, but no major wars. Most people would kill for a chance to take six months off all at one time. If you want my opinion, take the high command up on their offer. Go to one of the R&R planets with that boyfriend of yours. You might enjoy it.” 
 
    An image of a dark-haired man with graying sideburns popped into Trinity’s mind. Jerad and she had met during the Cavos mission. He’d been a major, and she’d been assigned to his unit as a wizard scout. Despite their differences, they’d fallen in love. Realizing a relationship between a wizard scout and a normal person wasn’t possible, Jerad had volunteered for wizard scout training at the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy. He was just nearing the end of his pre-Academy training. 
 
    “Jerad’s still in pre-Academy,” Trinity said. “If all goes well during his final testing, he should be advancing to the Academy proper in a few weeks.” She gave a slight smile before growing serious again. “Sergeant Ron has able to finagle him a couple of weekend passes over the last two years, but... well, assuming he makes it to the Academy as a full-fledged wizard scout cadet, it’ll still be four more years before he graduates. Until then, major R&Rs together is out of reach.” 
 
    “Well, regardless, the high command is serious about you taking some time off. I’m uh, supposed to escort you someplace nice if you don’t want to go voluntarily.” 
 
    Raising her eyebrows, Trinity shifted her feet. “You can try.” 
 
    Seeming to take no offense, the special operations officer smiled. “Hey, I just got promoted, so I’d like to stay healthy long enough to enjoy my new rank for a while. I’m hoping you’ll see the writing on the wall and take the R&R without forcing me to...” 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    “Uh.” The big woman glanced down at the floor before looking back up. “Look Trinity, everyone needs time off. Heck, I could use some time off myself. Say the word, and I’ll go to that R&R planet with you and claim I was following orders by escorting you.” She smiled. “Actually, come to think of it, that wouldn’t be a bad idea. I know a place on Optima Three that—” 
 
    “Forget it,” Trinity said. “The only place I’m going is directly to the high command. I’m going to have it out with them once and for all. I’m a wizard scout. We don’t take breaks.” 
 
    “Then I’d say we’ve got a problem,” said Lieutenant Commander Stevens. “I’ve got the Defiant inbound as we speak. Once she gets here, you’re going on her one way or another.” 
 
    Before Trinity could speak, a voice inside her head beat her to the punch. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Stevens is your friend, Trinity,” said Jennifer. “Do you really want to start a fight with her? She is just doing her job.” 
 
    “Stay out of this,” Trinity growled in her shared space. “I’m a wizard scout. I don’t know what jerks are running the high command now, but the last thing they need is to lose one of their assets. There are things the Empire needs done that only wizard scouts can do.” 
 
    “What about the two teenagers?” asked Jennifer. 
 
    “Uh... what?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “The two teenagers you got thrown into this jail cell trying to save,” said Jennifer. “What about them?” 
 
    More than a little confused, Trinity said, “What’s that got to do with the price of plasma energy?” 
 
    “Nothing,” said Jennifer. “By the way, your question about plasma energy is not logical. Since I calculate it was not meant to be taken literally, I will overlook it. What I am trying to say is that you are so concerned about your own situation that you have completely forgotten about the boy and girl you saved from the Crosoians. Lieutenant Commander Stevens is on a mission for the Imperial High Command. I calculate you would do well to use her influence with the local security forces to find out more about the boy and girl. From what I gather from the central computer, the two teenagers are still being held in this jail, but they are due in court later this afternoon. What will happen to them after that is anyone’s guess. I would advise you to at least talk to them before they are shipped off to who knows where.” 
 
    Trinity nodded her head. 
 
    The special operations officer obviously picked up on the movement. “You’re talking to your battle computer, aren’t you? Has she convinced you to take that R&R after all?” 
 
    Trinity stared at her friend. “Not yet. I want to see the two teenagers from the bar. I need you to arrange it.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Stevens shook her head. “Not possible. I’m here to get you out of jail and either convince you, or escort you, to some R&R planet for six months of well-needed rest. Now you can—” 
 
    Trinity gave a devious smile. “I said I want to see those teenagers.” 
 
    “I said that wasn’t possible.” 
 
    Trinity and Lieutenant Commander Stevens locked eyes. 
 
    “The lieutenant commander is a stubborn woman,” said Jennifer in their shared space. 
 
    Trinity smiled. “Well, then, Jennifer old girl, we’ll just have to see who is more stubborn. Her... or me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 – Bail 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    They called it a detention holding facility, but Anna knew the ten-by-fifteen meter room for what it was. 
 
    It’s a prison cell, she thought. They can call it what they want, but that’s what it is. 
 
    A snort drew Anna’s attention to the other side of the room. Connor lay on one of the room’s eight cots with his left arm across his eyes. The scar from the wound he’d received during the bar fight was an angry red, but other than that, the Trecorian’s medics had done a decent job of repairing the damaged flesh. 
 
    Anna glanced around the cell for the hundredth time. Other than Connor, she was the only other occupant. She looked back at the boy. How can he sleep? she wondered. All we’ve done is sleep and stare at the walls for the last thirty hours. Except for ten minutes when they let Ryan visit us, we’ve been stuck in this room with nothing to do. 
 
    Anna remembered Ryan’s promise to get the best lawyer he could find. That had been yesterday. She had a feeling if the old man hadn’t found a good lawyer by now on the mining asteroid then it probably wasn’t going to happen. She thought about the seedy bars and ramshackle hotels built into old mining tunnels that made up the majority of what passed for the asteroid’s town. 
 
    Heck, even the spaceport only has berths for six ships at one time. Why would a good lawyer set up shop in this place anyway? I doubt even a bad one would want to work here. 
 
    The energy field that made up the cell door shimmered before disappearing. A guard sporting a Trecorian Federation security uniform walked in and glanced at the sleeping Connor before looking over at Anna. 
 
    “Get your boyfriend up and follow me. You’ve got a couple of visitors.” 
 
    Wasting no time, Anna hurried over to Connor and gave him a shake. “Hey. Let’s go. Old Man Ryan must’ve come through. I think that lawyer he talked about is here to get us out.” 
 
    Sitting up and throwing his legs over the edge of the cot, Connor shook his head before standing and glancing at the open door. “About time. I don’t think I could’ve slept much more.” 
 
    The guard slapped the side of the doorway and growled, “Hey, I ain’t got all day. Either you two come now, or I’m leaving you in here for the next shift to worry about.” 
 
    Both Connor and Anna hurried after the security guard as he led them through two sets of rough-hewn, soot-covered tunnels and up a set of stairs. Like the bars and hotels, the police station occupied one of the older side tunnels on the asteroid. After climbing a set of rock-hewn stairs, they took a side tunnel that led to a blackened metal door. The guard opened the door to reveal a brightly lit room with a single table and four folding chairs. Two humans occupied chairs on the far side of the table. The two chairs on the side of the table closest to the entrance were empty. 
 
    The guard ushered them in with a not so gentle push and shut the door behind him. Once he was gone, Anna took a closer look at the two people sitting at the table. One was a large blonde-headed woman wearing a camouflaged uniform. Anna didn’t recognize the unit patch on the woman’s right shoulder, but the Intergalactic Empire insignia above her left breast pocket was hard to miss. 
 
    Definitely military, Anna thought. 
 
    Anna inspected the second woman. She was a tall female of possibly old-Earth Polynesian heritage. Her long black hair was tied into a bun at the back of her head. Despite the streaks of dirt on the woman’s face, Anna recognized her from the fight at the bar. 
 
    The black-haired woman stood and gestured toward the two empty chairs. “Please, have a seat. I’m Wizard Scout Trinity Delgado, and this is Lieutenant Commander Stevens.” 
 
    After exchanging glances with Connor, Anna took the right-most seat while Connor sat in the left. Once they were settled, Anna looked at the dark-haired woman. “You don’t look like a wizard scout.” 
 
    The woman claiming to be a wizard scout smiled. Her eyes took on a mischievous sparkle. 
 
    Anna thought the woman had a nice smile. 
 
    Sitting down, Trinity said, “I’ve been, uh, incognito for the last couple of months.” She gave another one of her smiles. “So, do you see a lot of wizard scouts where you’re from?” 
 
    Glancing at Connor, Anna raised her eyebrows and gave a half shrug. The boy shrugged back. Seeing no help from that direction, she turned back to the two women. I guess there’s no harm in telling them the truth, she thought. 
 
    Focusing on the dark-haired woman, Anna said, “Actually, I’ve never seen a wizard scout before, but I’ve heard of them. To be honest, you look more like a miner than anything. Wizard scouts are mystical beings the old-timers talk about when they’ve had too much to drink.” 
 
    The blonde-headed woman laughed and turned to Trinity. “Wow. If I’d known I was in the company of a mystical being, I’d have worn my dress uniform.” 
 
    The dark-haired woman glared at her companion before looking back at Anna. The wizard scout smiled and touched the right sleeve of her greasy jumpsuit with her left hand. “Like I said, I’ve been undercover. My wizard scout gear is on my ship. As for being mystical, I’m just as human and prone to error as you.” 
 
    Unsure if she was being insulted, Anna drummed the fingers of her right hand on the table. “Are you saying we made an error?” 
 
    The large blonde-woman waved a hand at the walls of the room. “Oh, I don’t know, you tell us. Did you intend to get locked up in jail?” 
 
    Feeling her face growing warm, Anna opened her mouth to speak but the wizard scout beat her to the punch. 
 
    “Don’t let this old war dog get your pactar,” said Trinity. “An hour ago I was sitting in what passes for a high-security cell in this jail. Lieutenant Commander Stevens got me out. We’re thinking about doing the same for you. That is, if you’re interested.” 
 
    Connor leaned forward in his chair. “Of course we’re—” 
 
    Kicking sideways with the heel of her foot, Anna caught the boy on the shin. 
 
    “Ow!” said Connor, reaching down to rub his leg. “What was that for?” 
 
    Ignoring him, Anna concentrated on the wizard scout. “Why would you help us? We don’t even know you.” 
 
    Trinity shrugged her shoulders. “Does it matter? You came into one of the seediest bars I’ve ever seen asking for help. Did you by any chance know anyone in there?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Anna admitted. “But that’s not the—” 
 
    “You mentioned needing help,” said Trinity. “What help were you seeking? You also offered to pay a hundred thousand credits. That’s an awful lot of credits for two teenagers to scrap together. Speaking of which, are you here alone? Where are your parents?” 
 
    As Anna gauged how much to tell the wizard scout and the Empire officer, Connor opened his mouth. 
 
    Before Anna got a chance to give the red-headed boy another kick to the shin, he said, “Our parents died three years ago. Anna got the credits honestly. They’re hers.” 
 
    Anna wasn’t sure about the honestly part. After all, she’d filched the titanium ore while mining. She supposed in theory it was free to anyone who found it, but she had a feeling a good prosecuting attorney would shoot holes in that line of defense. 
 
    Trinity grinned. “I didn’t say the credits weren’t earned honestly. Still, that’s an awful lot of credits for a couple of teenagers to be bragging about having. Especially if you’re all alone.” 
 
    “He wasn’t bragging,” Anna said, “and we’re not all alone. Our friend Ryan and the rest of the Donovan’s crew are at the spaceport waiting for us.” 
 
    Anna noticed Trinity raise her eyebrows and glance at the Empire officer. 
 
    Commander Stevens shrugged. “I noticed an old ragtag recon ship when I teleported into the spaceport.” She glanced at Anna and gave a wink. “If the two of you came in that old tub, you’ve got guts. I’ve seen better wrecks in the junkyards on the moons of Palos Verde.” 
 
    Heat came to Anna’s face. She’d never liked being made fun of. “It got us here, and it’ll get us back to Talos.” 
 
    Trinity frowned. “Talos? That’s on the other side of the neutral zone, isn’t it? I seem to remember it’s close to the pirate strongholds in the Baloria system.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Anna forced her voice to remain steady. “That’s right. It’s very close. And that’s our problem.” 
 
    Trinity nodded her head as if understanding. “Don’t tell me, let me guess. The Balorians are strong-arming you, and you’ve come here to hire some mercs to save your people’s asses.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” said Connor. “Something like that.” 
 
    The blonde-headed Empire officer laughed. “The Empire’s been battling the Balorian pirates off and on for the last hundred years. Our resources haven’t been enough to stomp them out. What do you think you’re going to do with only a hundred thousand credits?” 
 
    Once again heat came to Anna’s face. “We’re not trying to stomp them out. We’re just trying to protect our town. Besides, it’s not the entire Balorian pirates causing us problems. I think they’re just some freelancers in a couple of outdated warships using the Balorian pirates for cover. We just need a few soldiers to help us—” 
 
    “What you need,” said Lieutenant Commander Stevens, “is a company of mercs with a platoon of armor to back them up. Not to mention you’d need space cover. Without that, any pirate ships would nuke your forces out of existence.” She looked Anna in the eyes. “Believe me, girl, I’ve been a soldier most of my life. A hundred thousand credits ain’t going to cut it. You’d need at least a half a billion to do the job.” 
 
    “A half a... that’s impossible,” said Connor. “It’s taken Anna ten years to get what she has. I can’t believe it would cost so much.” 
 
    “Believe what you want, but she’s right,” said Trinity. “You’d also need either an R2 or higher-level force field to protect your town. If you can’t get a force field, you’d need a couple of destroyers to provide you with overhead cover. Otherwise it’s like the lieutenant commander said, those pirates would just blow you out of existence. And believe me, both R2 force fields and destroyers are expensive options.” 
 
    Her face growing even hotter, Anna stood to leave. “Someone will help us. Come on, Connor. Let’s go. I’d rather rot in jail than be made fun of.” 
 
    Anna turned to leave, but she was faced with a locked door barring her way. She didn’t embarrass herself by trying to open the door. Thankfully, neither the wizard scout nor the Empire officer made a snide remark. 
 
    After a couple of seconds, Trinity said, “Don’t get your pactar fur up. First off, we weren’t making fun of you.” When Anna turned to glare at her, Trinity added, “Okay, maybe a little, but we didn’t say we wouldn’t help. Tell me—” 
 
    “Now hold on,” said the big blonde woman. “We’re Empire soldiers, not mercs. We don’t have time to go gallivanting off to every backwater planet in the galaxy righting wrongs.” 
 
    “You just told me the Imperial High Command insisted I take six months of leave,” said Trinity. 
 
    “Yeah, to some R&R planet. They didn’t mean for you to go off fighting someone else’s war. You’re a valuable asset. I’m pretty sure they want you back in one piece when your six months is over.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. “Then I guess it’s a good thing you’ll be going with me to keep me out of trouble.” 
 
    The blonde-headed woman’s eyes widened. “Now wait a darn minute. I’m not going, and neither are you. I’m going to escort you to some place nice and peaceful if I have to drag you by—” 
 
    “Jennifer says it’s important,” said Trinity. 
 
    “Who?” Anna asked before anyone else got the chance to speak. 
 
    Turning to Anna, Trinity said, “Jennifer. She’s my battle computer.” 
 
    Anna glanced at Connor. He looked as confused as her. She turned back to the wizard scout. “What’s a battle computer got to do with it?” 
 
    “I’d also kinda like to hear why,” said Lieutenant Commander Stevens. “What’s up, Trinity? You know more than you’re saying, don’t you?” 
 
    Trinity shook her head, nixing the idea. “Not really. Jennifer put the idea of talking to these two kids in my head.” 
 
    “We’re not kids,” said Connor, turning a little red. 
 
    “Fine,” said Trinity. “These two young people. Anyway, the point is that Jennifer said something about needing to help them. She says it is part of some algorithm.” 
 
    “What algorithm is that?” asked the blonde woman. 
 
    Trinity shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve got no idea, and I don’t think Jennifer has that information either. You know computers. They’re always dealing in one kind of algorithm or another. The end result is that she calculates it’s important for us to help the children. I think it may have something to do with my original mission here.” 
 
    Anna started to speak, but the blonde woman held up a hand to cut her off. “I think that’s something best not spoken about in front of the ki... err, young people.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. “Suit yourself. The end result is that I’m going with them. I think you should come too. I could use your help.” 
 
    Anna could hardly believe her luck. “You’ll go with us? How much of the hundred thousand credits will you want? We still need to get some supplies.” 
 
    Standing up, Trinity said, “Believe me. You couldn’t afford us. As for supplies, I’ve got just the man to help you out. He doesn’t know it yet, but he’s going to help us get what we need.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – Supply Sergeant 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
    Three people sat around the stainless-steel dining table in the Defiant’s mess area. One was a thin old man with long scraggly white hair. He was wearing a set of gray, oil-stained dungarees. The other two were Lieutenant Commander Stevens and Trinity. 
 
    Trinity thought about how they’d bailed Connor and Anna out of jail, and then made their way to the asteroid’s spaceport to link up with Sergeant Ron and the Defiant. Once they’d arrived on board, the recon ship’s mechanic, Charlie, had taken the two teens in tow to show them to their quarters. While he was doing that, Sergeant Ron had led Lieutenant Commander Stevens and her to the mess area on the ship’s third level for an impromptu meeting. 
 
    Trinity let him know right off the bat what they needed. She doubted the Defiant’s fiesty old captain would take her request for supplies well. She was right. 
 
    “Not no, but hell no,” said Sergeant Ron. He pounded the metal top of the dining table. “You can forget it. I ain’t no supply sergeant, and even if’n I was, I wouldn’t be giving away the stuff for free. A hundred thousand credits wouldn’t equip an infantry squad with decent equipment much less an entire company.” He glared at Trinity. “You know that as well as me. Not to mention you’re going to need some heavy armor to have any kind of chance against those pirates. I’ve fought their kind before. The Balorians’ infantry battalions come with a unit of UHAAVs attached. I should also point out that you’re going to need some fools to drive your cats, assuming you can get some.” He stared at Trinity and snorted. “Where are you planning on finding those idiots, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    Trinity wasn’t intimidated by the outburst of the Defiant’s captain. Truth is, she thought, I’d be worried if Sergeant Ron didn’t rant a little. 
 
    “Then I guess you’re not worried, are you?” said Jennifer in the shared space of Trinity’s mind. “Also, I calculate he is making some very valid points? Besides the lieutenant commander and you, where are you planning on finding some more fools?” 
 
    Trinity was tempted to remove the battle helmet that was attached to the left side of her utility belt and hit it on the side of the table. She resisted the urge. To be honest, after two months as a pretend miner, it felt good wearing her battle suit again and having her battle computer back with her. Not that she was going to admit that to Jennifer. “Don’t get smart mouthed with me, Jen. I’ve enjoyed not having you around to pester me these last two months.” 
 
    “You think I pester you?” asked Jennifer, sounding a little hurt. “I will admit I have been in constant communication with you since you went to work for the Osterian Mining Company, but I calculated you needed my advice to keep you out of trouble. The fact we were separated by a quarter of a light year meant I could not help you physically. Even so, I did my best to keep you provided with any necessary information you might need.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. Sometimes her battle computer was so sensitive, it was almost like dealing with a person instead of a computer. “All right, I admit it. Sometimes it is kinda nice having you close by. Besides, I like knowing that if things go to hell in a handbasket when I follow your advice that you’ll share the same danger as me.” 
 
    “That does not compute. I am encased in a hardened brerellium-steel chip inside your battle helmet. I can survive lots of things you cannot. Not that I’d want too. Few battle computers recover after the death of their wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. “I’d miss you too, Jennifer.” 
 
    “Do I amuse you?” asked Sergeant Ron. 
 
    The question drew Trinity back into the world of reality. She glanced over at Lieutenant Commander Stevens who was sitting at the end of the table. The big blonde was doing her best not to laugh, but after her face turned red, a big guffaw came out. Trinity glared at the special operations officer before turning back to the Defiant’s captain. 
 
    “Now Sergeant Ron, you know I’d never laugh at you. I was talking to Jennifer. So what were you saying?” 
 
    “I was saying that the commandant wants Charlie and me back at the Academy pronto. He’s got some things for us to do. Much as I like Janet and you, the commandant is my boss, uh... so to speak.” 
 
    Trinity frowned. “Janet? Who’s Janet?” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Stevens cleared her throat. “He’s talking about me. My first name’s Janet.” 
 
    “Really?” Trinity said. She grinned. “And here all this time I thought your first name was your rank.” 
 
    The big blonde wasn’t amused. “No. It’s Janet.” She pointed a finger at Sergeant Ron. “As for you, one of these days I’m liable to let slip your middle name. Then we’ll see how funny you think letting private things slip out are.” 
 
    The smile that had crept over Sergeant Ron’s face disappeared. “Now there’s no need to get vindictive. If’n you and Trinity are going to be working together for the next six months, it’s going to get mighty long winded if’n she has to keep calling you lieutenant commander.” 
 
    “So... Janet,” Trinity said in an attempt to get the conversation back on track. “I gather you’ve decided to come with me after all.” 
 
    With a final glare at Sergeant Ron, the special operations officer looked over at Trinity. “Yeah, I got it approved by the high command while you were bailing out the kids. I think that the higher-ups were just glad to get you out of their hair for a while even if it’s costing them their best special operations officer.” She winked. “Of course the high command assumes we’ll be space hopping from one R&R planet to another, but that’s their problem.” 
 
    Grinning, Sergeant Ron said, “It’s your problem too if the two of you go and get yourself killed on some backwater planet for no reason whatsoever. The paperwork alone would make you wish you hadn’t.” He dropped his grin. “Listen, Trinity. One thing I’ve learned during my life is that you’ve got to choose your battles. Now don’t get me wrong. I’m not heartless. I feel sorry for those two kids and the others on Talos, but there are probably a thousand planets and asteroids in the galaxy with just as much or not more troubles. You can’t save them all.” 
 
    “He is right,” said Jennifer over the external speakers of the battle helmet. “I calculate there are nine hundred and seventy-eight planets and—” 
 
    Trinity slapped the metal table with the palm of her hand. “Butt out Jennifer.” She pushed her bench seat back and stood up stiff-backed, staring down at the Defiant’s captain. “I know I can’t help them all. I’m not some crusader trying to save the galaxy, but I think I can help these two kids. That’s what I’m going to do. Now you can either help me or not. Either way, I’m going to get to Talos somehow and do what I—” 
 
    “Ease off, Trinity,” said Sergeant Ron. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help you.” He squinted his eyes and drummed the table with the fingers of his right hand. “Well, okay, maybe I did say that, but what’s the use of being the captain of this tub of bolts if’n I can’t change my mind once in a while?” 
 
    Trinity relaxed. “So you’ll help us?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron stood. “Didn’t I just say as much?” 
 
    Trinity knew the old man hadn’t, but she wasn’t going to belabor the point. 
 
    The Defiant’s captain glanced over at Janet. The big blonde had also risen from her seat. “I don’t suppose we can get any of your special operations boys and girls to help, can we?” 
 
    The lieutenant commander shook her head. “No way. This is strictly off the books. I might be able to sweet talk a little intel out of some people who owe me favors, but we’re definitely on our own when it comes to getting equipment and personnel.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” said Sergeant Ron before turning back to Trinity. “I’ll tell you what. Have those kids give me those processed titanium blocks, and I’ll see what equipment I can buy with them. But don’t be expecting no heavy armor. I’m talking some small arms and miscellaneous gear at best.” 
 
    Trinity glanced over at Janet. 
 
    The special operations officer shrugged. “You may as well give him the bad news. He’s going to find out anyway.” 
 
    Frowning, Sergeant Ron glanced from Janet to Trinity and back again. “What bad news is that? In my opinion, everything the two of you’ve said up to this point has been bad news.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. “Actually, we’re going to need those hundred thousand credits to retrofit the Donovan. I figured you wouldn’t be able to stick around for the whole six months, so we’re going to need a ship. The Donovan’s only got a single hyper-jump left in her engine before it needs to be refurbished. That will barely get us back to Talos, much less take us around to get equipment and personnel.” 
 
    Shaking his head, the Defiant’s captain snorted. “It just keeps getting better and better, doesn’t it? Well, have those kids give me the processed titanium. I know a few people on this asteroid. I’ll do a little pactar trading and see what we can do for that old recon ship. In the meantime, the two of you had better be figuring out how you’re going to get some experienced cat pilots to help you out. UHHAV pilots don’t grow on trees in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “Believe me,” Trinity said. “I know. You just worry about getting the Donovan fixed up and acquiring us some equipment. Commander... uh, Janet and I will worry about getting some more fools to help us.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron started for the half-flight of stairs leading up to the cockpit. “You do that.” He stopped and spun around in midstride. “By the way, don’t be including Charlie or me as two of those fools you’re talking about. I’ll help get that beat-up piece of junk you call a starship working enough to suit your purposes. I’ll even help you get some small arms and other gear. After that I’m headed back to Velos. My wife would beat me from one side of the galaxy to the other if’n she thought I was off gallivanting with the two of you instead of relaxing at home with her.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. “My lips are sealed, Sergeant Ron.” 
 
    The cranky old captain glared at Janet. 
 
    The special operations officer raised her hands and grinned. “Hey, she won’t hear it from me.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron winked. “Well, see that she doesn’t. I’ve got a rep to protect.” 
 
    Then they all burst out laughing, even Sergeant Ron. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – Maintenance 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    After two weeks on the Defiant, Anna was becoming much more familiar with the operation and maintenance of starships. Both Connor and she spent their days and a large part of their nights helping the four-armed, human-sized lizard called Charlie take care of the recon ship. The ship’s captain, Sergeant Ron had informed them right off the bat that he didn’t take kindly to slackers on his ship. He expected them to work for their keep. 
 
    Anna didn’t mind work. She never had. The cantankerous old ship’s captain had put Charlie in charge of Connor and her. Once Charlie realized she enjoyed tinkering with equipment, he’d taken a shine to her. He never seemed to grow impatient with having to teach her all of the ins and outs of maintaining smaller starships like the Defiant and the Donovan. She’d learned a lot in a short amount of time. 
 
    With Charlie as her shipboard supervisor, the time on the Defiant had been anything but boring. Today was no exception. Charlie led her down the steps to the Defiant’s first floor cargo bay. Like the Donovan, the Defiant was a horizontal-takeoff-and-landing, swept-wing design recon and survey ship, albeit the Defiant was a newer model and better maintained. 
 
    As they walked down the steps, Charlie pointed at ladders running horizontally from one side of the hull to the other. The mechanic made a series of hisses. A small box on the lizard’s belt dutifully translated them into intergalactic standard. “Recon and survey starships need to be able to take off and land vertically when required. Stairs won’t work in vertical mode. You use ladders then. Make sure you always strap equipment back down and keep cabinets closed just in case we have to land vertically. Engines more efficient when landing horizontally, but sometimes no room. Must come straight down.” 
 
    After Anna nodded, the old lizard continued down the stairs. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he moved toward the glass-enclosed engine room. He pointed at a ball of energy floating in red gas on the other side of the clear barrier. “Engine goes through all three decks, but only accessible from decks one and two.” 
 
    “The Donovan only has access to its engine on deck two,” Anna said. “I like the layout of the Defiant a lot better.” 
 
    Charlie opened his mouth slightly to reveal two rows of needlelike teeth. 
 
    Anna recognized the terrifying display of teeth as the Sterilian’s version of a smile. 
 
    Seeming to take her words as a compliment, the old mechanic nodded. “Yes. Defiant forty years old, but still ten years newer than Donovan. They no make our model anymore. Still, she a good design. Sergeant Ron and I make many modifications over the years. Good ship.” 
 
    All Anna could do was nod in agreement. It hadn’t taken her long to figure out the old lizard was sensitive when it came to his ship. 
 
    “Enough chit-chat,” said Charlie. “You follow me. I show something you may need when I gone.” 
 
    Anna knew the ship’s mechanic wasn’t asking her to physically follow him. The four-armed lizard had a Power reserve similar to a wizard scout. Although no scout himself, he was adept at using his Power to troubleshoot problems with the recon ship’s equipment. During Connor and her first day on the Defiant, Charlie had told her that she also had a Power reserve. It was a small reserve according to him, but he’d assured her that she had more than enough to be a good ship’s mechanic. Anna had a feeling that was the reason she’d been able to work on repairing the lifeboat after her parents’ accident. From the way Charlie explained it, her Power allowed her to intuitively sense what needed to be done. 
 
    Anna sensed a line of Power reach out from Charlie and enter the engine room. She formed a line of her own the way he’d taught her and entwined it with his. When a slight backflow of energy shocked her, she pulled her Power back. 
 
    “No,” came a hiss from Charlie as if from far in the distance. “You tighten your line too much around mine. Must be gentle. Try again.” 
 
    Dutifully, Anna pulled more Power from her reserve and wrapped it around Charlie’s line, trying her best to be gentle. This time when some of the mechanic’s excess energy tried coming back up her line, she deflected it away. 
 
    “Good,” came Charlie’s hiss. “Now follow.” 
 
    Following the Sterilian’s line of Power, Anna allowed her mind to be pulled into the engine room. She sensed complex lines of energy dancing around each other as they formed intricate patterns. One line of Power in particular felt wrong. 
 
    Charlie must have sensed her thoughts. “Ah, you sense the flow. Good. Impurities build up in the gas. Could reduce energy output. We need to bleed off contaminated gas and replace with new. We do that later. Come.” 
 
    Charlie’s line of Power exited the engine room, pulling Anna’s line with it. She didn’t resist. For the next hour, the old mechanic led her around the Defiant probing every major piece of equipment on the ship. By the time their minds returned to the first floor cargo bay, Anna was exhausted. Eyeing a bench near one of the cargo bay’s work tables, she made her way toward it. She stumbled halfway there, nearly falling down in the process. Charlie grabbed her arm with one of his four hands and helped her sit done. 
 
    After she was seated, the mechanic bared his double row of serrated teeth. “Using Power takes a lot out of you when you first start. You get used to it. I feel weak sometimes too.” 
 
    Glancing at the bulging muscles on the Sterilian’s four arms, Anna doubted the mechanic’s words, but she nodded appreciatively nonetheless. One thing she’d learned about the old lizard during the time she’d been around him was that when he spoke you’d best be listening because he rarely repeated himself. 
 
    “I doubt I’ll ever get used to using Power,” Anna said. She waved a hand in the direction of the ceiling. “We checked a lot of things. I didn’t sense much that needs fixing. Did I miss something important?” 
 
    The mechanic smiled again, showing even more of his teeth. “No. You sense good. Sergeant Ron and I keep ship in top shape. He good mechanic too.” Charlie hissed. Laughter came out of the translator on his belt. “Not as good as me, but he good.” 
 
    “Well, I hope I’m half as good as you when I’m your age,” Anna said. She smiled. “I like working on things. It relaxes me.” 
 
    Charlie nodded. “Relax me too.” Dropping his smile, Charlie said, “Repairs on Donovan done enough that Connor and you can move back there today. Sergeant Ron says we have to go back to Academy. I think soon. You help Donovan’s crew take care of their ship when we gone.” 
 
    The thought of being responsible for the wellbeing of the beat-up survey ship was a little overwhelming. “Me? Hey, I like fixing things, but I’m still learning.” 
 
    Charlie showed his double row of teeth again. “I still learn too. Always learn.” He dropped his smile and grabbed a large box of tools off the workbench with his lower right hand. “No more rest. We work now. Fix what we found.” 
 
    Refreshed from her short rest, Anna picked up a smaller box containing diagnostic equipment. One thing she’d learned during her two weeks on the Defiant was that Charlie was right when he said the recon ship’s ornery captain liked to keep his vessel in topnotch shape. The old fart didn’t take well to slackers when there were things to be done. 
 
    “I’m ready when you are,” Anna said. 
 
    Charlie nodded and smiled again. “Yes. I think you are.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    As the old mechanic had predicted, Connor and Anna moved back to the Donovan later that afternoon. It was the first time they’d been back on the old survey ship in several days. A score of orange-suited technicians of various races were swarming around the little starship welding damaged sections of the Donovan’s outer hull. A large crane was in the process of lowering a turret with two long barrels onto an opening at the top of the starship. The crane operator appeared to be having trouble getting the meter-long metal extensions under the turret lined up with the correct slots on the top of the survey ship. 
 
    Sergeant Ron stood near the crane operator shouting to be heard over the noise. “No, dang-blame-it. I told you to ease the thing down, not drop it down the hole like a side of pactar meat. That’s a fifty-gigawatt plasma cannon, not your mother’s laundry.” 
 
    The technician operating the crane was none other than Old Man Ryan. He looked over at Sergeant Ron and winked. “You must be talking about your mother. My mom, bless her departed soul, used a dry cleaning service. I also suppose it’s a good thing this here’s only a fifty-gigawatt cannon and not a hundred-gigawatt like you’ve got on the Defiant.” Ryan grinned. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you bigger ain’t necessarily better?” 
 
    The Defiant’s captain started turning red, but suddenly laughed. “You ain’t changed a bit, you old space dog. I swear if’n I’d known you were stranded on Talos, I’d have come fetched you myself. As it is, I thought you were long dead and buried.” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “I’ve felt that way a few times over the years.” He glanced over and made eye contact with Anna before winking. “Now I feel young again, and I’ve got this little lady to thank for it. I suppose it pays to have a purpose in life.” 
 
    Nodding her head at Ryan, Anna led the way up the ship’s rear ramp into the cargo bay. Connor and she were greeted by the sight of a dozen more of the spaceport’s workers replacing plasma lines in the ceiling and walls. 
 
    Leaning toward her, Connor whispered, “How’d Sergeant Ron get so many people to work on this old bucket of bolts? It must be costing a fortune.” 
 
    After spending the past couple of weeks around her fellow Talosian, Anna found that Connor didn’t irritate her nearly as much as he once did. If anything, she was getting used to having him around. She gave the redheaded boy a conspiratorial wink. “I heard Sergeant Ron telling Trinity it pays to have friends in high places. He told her that he has more friends than she can shake a phase rod at. I’ve got a feeling one of them is the chief mechanic here at the spaceport.” 
 
    “Well, whatever the reason, I’m glad,” replied Connor. He looked around to make sure none of the ship’s crew was nearby. “I’m not sure this old beat-up hulk would’ve made it back to Talos in one piece otherwise.” 
 
    Anna laughed. “Me either, but I’d advise not telling Ryan or any of the others that. They’re sensitive when it comes to their ship.” 
 
    Connor nodded in agreement. “Amen to that.” 
 
    Making their way past technicians and scattered boxes of equipment, Anna led the way up the stairs to the Donovan’s second floor. The first thing she spotted was the change to the engine room. Actually, she sensed it more than saw the changes. While the reddish gas that was visible through the clear wall of the engine room appeared the same, the Power emanating from within the gas-filled area was many times stronger than it had previously been. 
 
    “Ah, I see you’ve spotted the heart of our renovations,” said McAvits as he walked over to join Anna and Connor. “I’m only a navigator, so I don’t profess to know a lot about hyper-drives, but Ryan told me that Sergeant Ron somehow finagled a fully-charge energy hyper-drive core out of the spaceport’s maintenance depot.” He patted the engine room’s clear wall affectionately. “This old girl’s got a full twenty jumps in her now before needing another overhaul.” Wiping at his eye, the old man said, “Never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    “Well, the Donovan looks a lot different than when we left Talos, that’s for sure,” said Connor. “We can make it back home easy now once we get some equipment to take back.” He pointed at the stairway leading down to the first floor. “How much gear can we load in the cargo bay? I assume we’ll have to make multiple trips.” 
 
    McAvits shrugged. “We ain’t got nearly enough to make a difference.” 
 
    “What?” Anna said. “I saw boxes of weapons and ammo that Sergeant Ron’s gathered in one of the storage ha—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” said McAvits, waving his hand dismissively. “He’s conned someone out of enough small arms to equip an infantry company. That’s the trouble. It’s all small arms. What you’re gonna need is some UHAAVs. Even if we had them, which we don’t, only small recon cats like a Warcat or a Tomcat would fit in our cargo bay. When the pirates return, they might have medium and heavy assault cats. They’ll make mincemeat out of any smaller cats we might have. Firing small arms at those larger cats is a waste of plasma energy.” 
 
    Anna felt her face grow warm. “Well, if you’re saying we should just give up, then you’ve got another th—” 
 
    Raising his wrinkled hands, McAvits smiled. “Whoa there, Mate. I didn’t say nothing about giving up. I’m just a navigator, so what do I know? All I’m saying is that we’re going to need some of the big stuff if we’re going to stand a chance against those pirates. That’s all I’m saying. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to oversee the control hookups for our new fifty-gigawatt plasma cannons.” 
 
    With a nod, the old man left and headed down the stairs. Once he was out of sight, Anna turned to Connor. Before she could say anything, the boy spoke up. 
 
    “So what do you think?” said Connor. “You gave Sergeant Ron all of the processed titanium. How are we supposed to get UHHAVs without a shipload of credits?” 
 
    Anna glanced at the engine again before looking back at Connor. “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. Let’s get our stuff in our rooms and then corner Trinity and Sergeant Ron. Talos is our planet, not theirs. I’m tired of sitting around doing nothing. One way or the other, we’re going to settle this before the day is out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – Planning Session 
 
    _________________________ 
 
    As it turned out, things didn’t get settled that day or the next. Everyone was so busy that Anna barely had time between her duties to speak a few words to Trinity or Sergeant Ron before either they or she were called away for one emergency or another. It wasn’t until two days after Connor and she’d moved back to the Donovan that Sergeant Ron called them to attend a planning session in the Defiant’s mess area. When Connor and she climbed the stairs to the recon ship’s third level, she saw Sergeant Ron, Trinity, Ryan, McAvits, and Lieutenant Commander Stevens already sitting at the dining table. A small metal disk was positioned in the center of the table. Above the disk flickered a hologram of a handsome, half-meter-tall man who appeared to be in his late twenties. He was dressed in a black and silver uniform and was sitting behind a bare wooden desk. Actually, the desk wasn’t entirely bare. A black helmet was positioned on the desk to the man’s left side. 
 
    Taking a closer look, Anna recognized the helmet as a twin of Trinity’s battle helmet. She looked at the hologram, soaking in every detail of the man. Something about his eyes bothered Anna. 
 
    He looks young physically, she thought, but his eyes look old. It’s almost like he’s experienced more things in his life than anyone his age has a right to have seen. 
 
    The hologram of the man turned. When he spied Anna, the man smiled. His eyes twinkled, taking on a youthful appearance. “Ah, these must be the kids you told me about. I have to give the two of you a lot of credit. You’ve both got a lot of guts if you don’t mind my saying.” 
 
    “We’re not kids,” said Connor. “Anna’s sixteen, and I’m almost seventeen.” 
 
    The man smiled, seemingly unoffended. “I stand corrected.” He gestured toward the empty bench seats at the dining table. “Please. Have a seat.” 
 
    More than a little leery, Anna took a seat. 
 
    Connor waited until she was settled before sitting close to her. His body warmth made her suddenly uncomfortable. 
 
    Why’d he sit so close? she wondered. There’s plenty of empty space on the bench. 
 
    Before Anna could scoot over to make room, the man in the hologram nodded. 
 
    “Now that you’re both seated,” said the man, “let me introduce myself. I’m Wizard Scout Thomas R. Jacobs.” 
 
    Anna glanced around the table before looking back at the man. “Is that supposed to mean something?” 
 
    Trinity turned pink and placed a hand over her mouth. Sergeant Ron and Lieutenant Commander Stevens both burst out laughing. So did the man in the hologram. 
 
    “Obviously not,” laughed the man. He glanced over at Sergeant Ron and winked. “Leave it to kids... err, I mean young adults to put us old timers in our place.” 
 
    Pointing at the hologram, Sergeant Ron smiled. “This here’s none other than the apparently not so legendary Wizard Scout Thomas R. Jacobs, commandant of the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy and my oldest friend. He’s here to help, so a little respect would probably be in order.” 
 
    “I’m respect—” Anna started. 
 
    “Never mind him,” said the commandant with another laugh. “As for help, there’s not much I can do personally. Sergeant Ron and Trinity have explained the situation to me, but Talos is in the neutral zone. My hands are tied; officially.” 
 
    “Officially?” Anna asked. “What do you mean by that? Either you can help, or you can’t.” 
 
    “What the commandant means,” said Trinity, “is that the neutral status of Talos prevents the Empire from doing anything to help. The politicians would have a field day if our military took a direct hand and tried to intervene. That is, unless they had a really good reason.” 
 
    The commandant’s image nodded. “That’s right. Fortunately, there’s other ways to help. Neither of you have any experience with UHAAVs. For that matter, none of the Donovan’s crew does either.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron cleared his throat. When he had everyone’s attention, he pointed at Anna. “You can’t defend Talos from those pirates of yours without some heavy armor and some decent space cover. The retrofit of the Donovan will help with the space cover, but that still leaves you short on cats. Janet and I think we’ve got a line on some UHAAVs. Of course, you’ll still need pilots for any cats we can get.” He smiled. “I’m a pretty good cat pilot if I don’t mind saying, and so is Charlie, but we can’t stick around to help you. You’re going to need to scrape up cat pilots from somewhere.” 
 
    Anna felt her face heat up. “I’m not stupid. I knew we’d need mercenaries. That’s what the processed titanium’s for; to get equipment and the mercenaries to use them.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron spread both hands. “That titanium is long gone. I had to use it to buy some of the small arms as well as the equipment for the Donovan that I couldn’t beg, borrow, or steal. A hundred thousand credits wasn’t much, and believe me, I had to do a lot of wheeling and dealing to get what we got. I told you before that you’d need half a billion to get the UHAAVs and pilots to run them.” 
 
    “And I told you that we didn’t have that much,” Anna said, feeling her face grow even warmer. She felt a hand squeeze her shoulder. Glancing over, she saw Connor hastily pulling his arm back. 
 
    “Maybe we should hear them out,” said Connor. “I doubt Sergeant Ron and his friends did all that work on the Donovan just to tell us they can’t help.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Stevens pulled a holodisk out of her pocket and set it on the table. When she touched an icon on the disk, a hologram of a line of asteroids with a red dwarf star in the background appeared over the disk. 
 
    “Connor’s right,” said the special operations officer. “We’re not going to leave you with your rear-end hanging out in a vacuum. I might officially be on leave, but unofficially I’ve still got a line on some intel that might help us out. As I told Sergeant Ron and the commandant, the pirates that have been harassing Talos is a splinter group of the mainstream Balorian pirates we normally deal with. My intel contacts tell me that the group strong-arming Talos doesn’t have a lot of backing from the other pirates. If we were to hit one of their more isolated bases, the odds are that they wouldn’t have the intelligence capabilities to figure out who attacked them.” She pointed at the star hologram. “This here’s the Yaldritch system. It’s in the neutral zone about fifteen light years from Talos.” 
 
    Anna looked closer at the star map. “I don’t see how—” 
 
    “We’re going to raid their outpost,” said Trinity. She nodded toward the special operations officer. “Janet here found out that a platoon of cats is stationed on one of the pirate asteroids circling Yaldritch. They’ve even got a transport ship there that’s large enough to carry the UHAAVs and a company of infantry. If we go in quick, Sergeant Ron and the commandant think we could get in and out without taking much in the way of losses.” 
 
    Despite wanting to fight to defend Talos, Anna wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of the battle the wizard scout was proposing. “You just said we didn’t have enough cat pilots. Where are we going to get them? For that matter, the pirates aren’t going to just let us waltz in and take their equipment. Are you and Lieutenant Commander Stevens capable of taking on whatever security’s there on the asteroid all by yourselves?” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Stevens laughed and answered before Trinity got the chance.  “Please call me Janet. I’m on vacation, remember? As for taking on the pirates by ourselves, Trinity’s a wizard scout, not a miracle worker. A company of infantry and a platoon of cats are too much for one wizard scout even with me helping. Sergeant Ron and Charlie can provide space cover, but we’d still be overwhelmed. We’re going to need additional help.” 
 
    The hologram of the commandant stood up and walked around to the front of his desk. “That’s where I come in. Because it’s happening in the neutral zone, the Empire can’t be directly involved. I wish I could send you a half a dozen wizard scouts to help, but I can’t.” When Anna started to protest, the commandant raised a hand. “But... what I can do is give you a line on a few medically retired wizard scouts. They’re Trecorians, so that will draw suspicion away from the Empire in case the pirates are smarter than we think they are.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the Empire,” Anna said. “All I care about is Talos.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” said the commandant in the same even voice he’d been using all along. “I on the other hand do care about the Empire. I want to help you, but it has to be done in such a manner that it doesn’t stir up trouble. The Intergalactic Empire is already involved in a skirmish with the Norwedian Federation. The last thing we need right now is to pick a fight with the Crosioians, Trecorians, or any other race operating in the neutral zone. If the Empire’s caught intentionally breaking the neutrality of the zone, it could easily turn into a fullfledged interstellar war.” 
 
    Connor shifted in his seat. “If these wizard scouts you’re talking about are medically retired, what good will that do us? I mean, if they’re disabled—” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Most medically retired wizard scouts have minor problems with their Power reserves. The missions of active-duty wizard scouts require them to be in perfect condition. Most disabled wizard scouts are still a match for a platoon of heavy infantry.” 
 
    “More than a match,” said the commandant in a voice growing suddenly heated. “My Power reserve was damaged years ago, but I can still run circles around a dozen cadets. Why just last week—” 
 
    “Uh-hum,” said a mechanical voice from the hologram. It took a second for Anna to realize the voice came from the battle helmet on the commandant’s desk. 
 
    The commandant turned a little red. “Uh, quite right, Margery. I’m sure no one’s interested in ancient history.” His voice returned to normal. “In any respect, I’ve given Trinity the names of five disabled wizard scouts on Trecor. I’ll have them teleported to your location in a few hours.” 
 
    Anna glanced over at Connor before returning her gaze to the commandant. “Teleported? No one gets teleported. It’s too expensive. Only high-level politicians can afford teleportation.” 
 
    The commandant grinned. “Then let’s just say that I’ve got friends in high places and leave it at that. You’ll have five more wizard scouts at your location by nightfall.” 
 
    While she appreciated the help, Anna grew suspicious. “I’m not a child. People don’t do things for free. Why are you helping us?”  
 
    The commandant lost his grin. “No. I can see you’re not a child. You asked a direct question, so I’ll give you a direct answer. Sergeant Ron sent me a sample of your processed titanium. It has one of the highest purity concentrations on record.” 
 
    “So?” Anna asked growing even more suspicious. 
 
    “So,” said Sergeant Ron, “it’s no wonder the pirates took an interest in your planet. Titanium is needed to make creallium, and creallium’s the only known alloy capable of controlling phase energy. Creallium’s expensive, but it’s necessary to make phase rounds, phase rods, and a thousand other things needed to feed a war machine. The higher the purity of the titanium, the better the creallium. Understand?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Anna said. “I guess.” 
 
    Janet pulled a pistol from a holster at her waist and set it on the table. The special operations officer pointed at the weapon. “This is a phase pistol. I carry it because phase rounds exist in both the physical dimension and the void at the same time. Phase rounds can penetrate shields that plasma beams would bounce off of.” 
 
    “Some wizard scouts can shift into the void between dimensions,” said Trinity. “I can’t, but some can. Plasma beams would just pass through someone in the void without doing any harm. Only phase rounds could hurt them.” 
 
    Connor pointed at the phase pistol. “Then why bother with plasma weapons at all? Why not just use phase weapons?” 
 
    Janet, Trinity, and Sergeant Ron burst out laughing. The commandant didn’t even grin. 
 
    “It’s a reasonable question,” said the commandant with a stern look on his face. 
 
    All laughing stopped. When it did, the commandant explained. 
 
    “Credits. Everything depends on credits,” said the commandant. “Titanium exists almost everywhere in the galaxy, but locations with mineable ore are rare. Plus, it’s expensive to dig out and process. Turning it into creallium is even more expensive. Plasma technology is relatively cheap. That’s why most weapons are plasma based. The Empire would grow broke trying to mine enough titanium to support even a tenth of their military if every weapon had to be phase energy based.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron cleared his throat again. When Anna and Connor turned in his direction, he said, “As the commandant mentioned, the titanium ore produced from your mine on Talos is highly concentrated. That would decrease the cost substantially. A lot of governments would be interested in acquiring mining rights on Talos if given the chance.” 
 
    Anna rose from her seat. “So, you’re all no better than the pirates. You’re only helping us so you can get our titanium. Come on, Connor. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Did I know about the titanium when I helped you in the bar?” asked Trinity. 
 
    Anna had started to turn away, but the question stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” said Trinity. “I didn’t know about it either when Janet and I went to bail you out of that jail cell. You might still be there if not for us.” The wizard scout waved a hand at the others sitting around the table. “We’re not your enemies, Anna. Sure, the Empire would be interested in the titanium on your planet if it turns out to be a large-scale source of ore, but from what Ryan and McAvits have told us, your vein’s running out. The Intergalactic Empire’s the one taking the risk here, not you. You need friends. Don’t walk out on the only ones you’ve got.” 
 
    Anna glanced at Connor who’d stood when she had. 
 
    “We should at least hear them out,” said Connor. “Besides Ryan and the other members of the Donovan’s crew, they’re the only ones who’ve offered to help.” 
 
    “I concur,” said Ryan who’d kept silent up to this point. “I had some dealings with Sergeant Ron before getting stranded on Talos.” With a grin, Ryan added, “He’s an ornery old cuss, but I’ve never known him to lie or double cross anyone.” 
 
    After glancing at Connor, Anna sat back down at the table and looked at Trinity. “You’re right. We do need friends. So what’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – Outpost 
 
    ___________________ 
 
    The red-dwarf star burned dimly in the distance as Trinity made her way around the last of the asteroid’s black rocks that were obscuring her view of the pirates’ base camp. Once she was past the last of the head-high, razor sharp stones, Trinity went to one knee and increased the magnification of her battle helmet to ten. The camp came into clear focus. It consisted of two open-doored hangars and a large domed building two hundred meters across. A small transport ship of Yaridian design was parked on a cleared area four hundred meters from the hangars. Trinity counted a dozen maintenance workers wearing pressure suits inside the hangars. They were working on a similar number of UHAAVs. Another half dozen mechanics were busy around the transport ship. Spotlights on ten-meter-high metal stands bolted into the asteroid’s surface were arranged around the entire compound, lighting it in a way the distant red sun could never do. 
 
    “You missed the two guards manning the plasma cannon just past the main dome,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “I didn’t miss them. I just hadn’t gotten that far yet in my recon.” 
 
    “If you say so, Wizard Scout.” 
 
    “Well, I do. Are you sure there aren’t any electronic sensors or roaming guards around? I can’t believe they’ve left themselves so open.” 
 
    “Hey, the information I gave you is based on your passive scan,” said Jennifer, sounding defensive. “If your data is deficient, then that is a lick on you, not me.” 
 
    Trinity made another pass of the base with magnification set at ten before switching back to normal view. “Don’t get your panties in a wad, Jennifer. I’m just saying the lack of security is suspicious.” 
 
    “Not really, Wizard Scout. They are pirates, not Empire storm troopers. Plus, this base is located in the neutral zone. They do not have to worry about government patrols coming by and ruining their rest and relaxation. I calculate a seventy-eight percent probability everything is as it seems.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s the other twenty-two percent that’s got me worried.” 
 
    With nothing to gain by remaining where she was, Trinity double-checked that her stealth shield was in place and her battle suit’s camouflage was working properly. They were. 
 
    “Relax,” said Jennifer. “I have your back. This far from the sun, your suit is perfect for blending in with the dark surroundings. I calculate you have nothing to fear until you get closer to the lit areas of the base. That is when the fun is going to start.” 
 
    “Yeah, some fun,” Trinity said, wondering why she’d approved of the commandant’s plan in the first place. “Now that I think about it, I’ve got a feeling Sergeant Ron’s question about ‘Why don’t we just go in with every gun on the Defiant blasting?’ has more merit than I thought.” 
 
    “Now you know that would not work,” said Jennifer. “It would take several nukes to get through the base’s force field. That would run a thirty-seven percent chance of destroying the base and all of its equipment, not to mention the transport. We are here to capture equipment, not blow everything to pieces. You have to lower the force field before the others can come in.” 
 
    Just because Trinity knew what she had to do didn’t mean she liked it. A wizard scout’s primary mission was to recon, not fight. 
 
    “Well, it would’ve been nice if the other five wizard scouts had come with me to provide backup.” 
 
    “That would not have worked either, Wizard Scout. Their Power reserves are damaged. That’s why they are medically retired. Their stealth shields have a tendency to malfunction unexpectedly. If that happened at the wrong time, the pirates would be alerted, and you would never get the force field down. I calculate sending you in alone was the best course of action.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t agree. Her thoughts went back to the five ex-wizard scouts that had teleported in from Trecor. While they might be disabled, she knew they were full of fight and anxious to get back into action. She had a feeling if she lived long enough to ever be medically retired, she’d soon grow bored with civilian life. An image of Jerad and her growing old together flashed in her mind. 
 
    No, she thought. Maybe being retired wouldn’t be so bad after all. There’s more to life than fighting, or so I’ve heard. Maybe it’s about time I found out first hand. 
 
    Forcing thoughts of the man she planned to marry out of her mind, Trinity took off running the three hundred meters to where the last bit of cover lay before she’d have to enter the lighted area of the base. 
 
    “The force field is forty meters ahead,” said Jennifer. “Get ready.” 
 
    “Get ready how?” Trinity asked. “Either the IFF code you hacked out of the pirates’ base computer works or it doesn’t. Are you sure you got the right code?” 
 
    Jenifer gave a canned laugh. “I calculate we will soon know. If you are still alive in five seconds, then the code is correct.” 
 
    Despite her line of questioning, Trinity trusted her battle computer with her life. 
 
    Heck, she thought in the part of her mind she kept private. If I didn’t trust her, I wouldn’t be running full speed toward a disintegration field like some fool idiot. 
 
    As she approached the energy field, Trinity activated the IFF code and dove head first through the flickering wall that was the camp’s primary defense. A slight tingle made her shiver as she passed through the field, but that was all. Tucking her head down, she rolled and hit the rocky ground on her shoulder. She completed the summersault and landed back on her feet before continuing to run. 
 
    “Well, I’m still alive,” Trinity said. “That’s a good start.” 
 
    “Oh ye of little faith,” said Jennifer, giving another one of her canned laughs. “Now comes the hard part, how to get inside a building with two hundred and two life forms inside and deactivate the force field without getting discovered?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trinity said as she ran toward the edge of the base’s lit area. “There’s always a tricky part, isn’t there?” 
 
    “That there is, Wizard Scout.” 
 
    Once she reached the last of the shadows, Trinity hit the ground and slid to a stop on her belly. The tough armor of her battle suit dug a groove in the brittle rock, sending black splinters of stone in all directions. 
 
    “That was foolish,” said Jennifer in a chastising tone. “A guard passing this way might see the damaged stone and put two and two together.” 
 
    “I thought you told me they were just pirates, not battle-hardened storm troopers.” 
 
    “I did not say battle hardened, but your point is well taken, Wizard Scout. Nevertheless, it might have been best to be more careful. There is always a chance one of the guards might be smarter than the average pirate.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Drawing Power from her reserve, Trinity formed an active scan, wrapped it with a stealth shield, and probed the covered dome. Data began streaming down the right side of her heads-up display as Jennifer converted the raw data into energy and life form concentrations. 
 
    “Put it on a map overlay,” Trinity said using command voice. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    An overlay of the camp and covered dome replaced the streaming data. Red, orange, and yellow dots were scattered across the map with most being concentrated in a long room at the rear of the dome. 
 
    Barracks, Trinity thought as she began counting the red dots in the dome. She counted ten. Two more red dots were located in each of the hangars. A final two were positioned at the plasma cannon on the other side of the dome. 
 
    “I’m assuming the red dots are armored guards,” Trinity said. 
 
    “Affirmative, Wizard Scout. The yellow dots denote unarmed personnel. They are currently noncombatants, but that could change once the shooting starts. The eighteen orange dots have weapons, but they are not wearing armor.” 
 
    A flashing blue dot near the long room at the back of the dome drew Trinity’s attention. “You usually use blue for unknowns. What’s this one supposed to be? It’s stationary.” 
 
    “As you point out, it is an unknown. I calculate a twenty-one percent probability that the blue dot is the location for the force field controls. Since I cannot be sure, I marked it in blue. Uh...” 
 
    Trinity immediately became suspicious. “I hate it when you stop in the middle of a sentence, Jennifer. Uh, what?” 
 
    “Well, I do not like to bring up problems when I do not have solutions, but the frequencies of four of the life forms in the far-right hangar concern me. I will mark them in green. See what you think.” 
 
    Forming an active scan, Trinity probed the rightmost hangar. The four life forms in question were easy to pinpoint. “They’re Crosoians. I wonder if they’re buddies of the two bats we fought in the bar.” 
 
    “The odds are less than two percent, Wizard Scout. Still, I find the probability low that encountering Crosoians and pirates together is coincidental. The good news is that they are just normal run-of-the-mill bats. They are not Crosoian scouts.” 
 
    Trinity had to admit that was definitely good news. Crosoian scouts were the bats’ version of a wizard scout. She’d fought a Crosoian scout during her mission on the planet Cavos. As far as she was concerned, that one time had been enough to last a lifetime. In fact, it had almost been her last fight ever. 
 
    Pulling her scan back to conserve Power, Trinity decided on a plan. “We’ll ignore the Crosoians for now. I’ve got to get the force field down. Plot me the safest route and let’s get going.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    A green line weaving from her position to the dome appeared on her heads-up display. 
 
    “Well, no guts, no glory,” Trinity thought as she jumped to her feet and took off running along the route picked out by her battle computer. She made it to a stack of crates with no problem. From there, Trinity made a dash for a small tractor with four flatbed trailers attached. The trailers were loaded down with meter-and-a-half-long olive-drab metal boxes. She ducked down to wait for three pirates wearing orange pressure suits to pass by. Casting her eyes at one of the metal boxes, Trinity concentrated on the black markings on the side of the nearest container. 
 
    “I can’t read it,” Trinity said. “What’s it say?” 
 
    “Hmm,” replied Jennifer. “It’s Crosoian. The writing says the box contains two forty-watt plasma rifles with calibrated sights and attached grenade launchers. My database indicates they are very advanced models. The Crosoians are not known for giving their best military equipment to other races.” 
 
    The hair on the back of Trinity’s neck stiffened. “Why would the Crosoians be selling it to the pirates? It’s not like they need the money.” 
 
    “Maybe they are not selling it,” replied Jennifer. “Maybe they are giving it to them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense. They’re not allies or anything like that. The Crosoians pretty much stick to themselves when they’re not conquering other empires for the fun of it. Why would the pirates be getting free equipment?” 
 
    “That information is not in my databanks, Wizard Scout. Oh, by the way, the coast is now clear. I calculate you only have twelve seconds before you are discovered if you remain where you are.” 
 
    Leaving the mystery of the Crosoian weapons for later, Trinity left the cover of the tractor and trailers for the next leg of her zigzagging course. She made it to a large generator and from there to a stack of cement blocks. After a short sprint, she was in a prone position on the ground at the side of the dome. A quick check of her passive scan confirmed that the activity of the life forms around her continued to appear normal. She hadn’t been spotted. 
 
    “Now what?” Trinity asked. 
 
    Jennifer laughed. “Now watch me do my magic.” 
 
    Trinity sensed an energy surge from the battle helmet as Jennifer connected to the camp’s computer network. A door-sized section of the dome slid open to reveal a long, metal-walled corridor. Without waiting for an invitation, Trinity jumped to her feet and ran inside. The door slid shut behind her. A camera at the end of the ten-meter-long hall was pointing directly at her. Drawing her pistol and phase rod, Trinity waited for the sound of alarms. None came. 
 
    “I would think by now that you would trust me enough to not lead you into trap,” said Jennifer. “I hacked into the camp’s computer and disabled the camera. Like I said, we are dealing with pirates, not storm troopers. I am a battle computer. The security programs here are no match for my processing power. I can—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Trinity said a little embarrassed that she’d thought she’d been led into a trap. “Save the speech for your retirement ceremony. In the meantime, plot me a route to the force field controls. The sooner we can get Sergeant Ron and the other wizard scouts here to help, the better I’d like it.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The heads-up display of the camp switched to an overlay of the dome. The green route went perilously close to the long room near the back of the building. Trinity extended her phase rod so the meter-long length of brerellium steel with its creallium core was out, but she didn’t activate the rod’s phase energy. 
 
    “Smart,” said Jennifer. “There is no use notifying anyone that we are here until we have to.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Trinity moved to the end of the hall. It was a ‘T’ intersection with similar halls going left and right. The rightmost hall had two doors in the middle on opposite sides. The leftmost hall was composed of solid walls with no sign of visible doors. The green path on her heads-up display went left. Trinity obediently turned left doing her best to remain quiet. Her stealth shield kept her pretty much invisible from scans, but it didn’t help soften the noise of her boots when they made contact with the metal floor. With her battle suit in activated mode, it basically doubled her weight. 
 
    Scooting as quietly down the hall as she could, Trinity made her way past several life forms that she sensed on the other side of the thin metal walls. She made it to the end of the corridor without being discovered. The hall ended at another ‘T’ intersection. As soon as she stepped into the intersection, alarm bells began echoing throughout the building. The red, orange, and yellow dots on her heads-up display began moving around. Several of the yellow dots turned to orange. 
 
    “The non-combatants are arming themselves,” warned Jennifer. “I recommend that you hurry before the entire camp is armed.” 
 
    Trinity took off running at top speed. She was no longer concerned about noise. Turning right at the intersection, she sprinted down a long hall with several doors on each side. 
 
    “How’d they spot me?” Trinity asked. “I thought you hacked into the security program and disabled the sensors in the hall.” 
 
    “I did,” said Jennifer. “According to the information I am getting from their network, one of the guards patrolling the perimeter of the camp reported odd skid marks at the camp boundary. Apparently someone in charge was smart enough to put two and two together and sound the alarm. The good news is that they do not yet know you are inside the building. It might be best to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Roger that. Contact the other battle computers. Let them know what’s—” 
 
    A side door on the left side of the hall opened as a man and a woman wearing gray uniforms came out. They were both unarmed. Trinity activated her phase rod in stun mode and gave each of the pirates a chop to the neck. They fell unconscious to the floor one atop the other. A second door further down the hall opened. A large man carrying a pistol in his right hand stepped into the hall. His eyes widened as he spotted Trinity coming hell bent for leather straight at him. The pirate raised his pistol and fired twice. Two plasma rounds hit the wall to Trinity’s right before ricocheting down the corridor. Raising her phase pistol, Trinity snapped off a single round. The heavy slug coated in phase energy struck the pirate in the chest, knocking him back into the room from whence he’d come. Coming even with the door, Trinity sensed other lifeforms inside. She fired twice more through the opening as she passed. 
 
    “Arrgh!” 
 
    An orange dot on her heads-up display disappeared. It didn’t matter. A hundred plus yellow dots in the long room near the force field controls were transitioning to orange. Four of the yellow dots turned to red. 
 
    “Some are taking the time to put on their power-armor,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Ya think?” Trinity snapped as she pulled one of her two antipersonnel grenades off her utility belt and threw it toward the end of the hall. The grenade bounced off the back wall and rolled toward the left side of the ‘T’ intersection before disappearing from sight. A gaggle of orange dots on her heads-up display that was headed for the intersection stopped and began moving in the opposite direction. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Smoke and debris blew past the intersection. Sprinklers in the ceiling of the hallway activated, spraying a clear liquid into the air. 
 
    “Water?” Trinity asked. 
 
    “Negative,” said Jennifer. “It is a liquid fire suppressant. My analysis indicates it is not toxic to humans. Too bad. It would have been to your advantage if the pirates not in pressure suits had suffocated.” 
 
    “Yeah, too bad. When have I ever been that lucky?” 
 
    “Lots of times,” said Jennifer. “There was that time on Artemis Two when—” 
 
    “Forget it. Put that nanosecond brain of yours to work keeping me alive.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Two round metal balls came bouncing around the same corner of the intersection where Trinity had thrown her grenade. The legs of her battle suit stiffened, propelling her through a partially opened doorway. Trinity rolled behind an overturned desk and came face to face with an ashen-faced man and woman wearing white lab coats as they huddled behind the makeshift cover. Neither of the pirate technicians was armed. 
 
    “Nice day for a stroll, eh?” Trinity said. 
 
    Before either of the shocked lab workers could reply, the grenades went off. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    Reaching out with both hands, Trinity knocked the man and woman’s heads together while taking care not to snap their necks. As the pirates fell to the floor, Trinity rose to her feet and dove through the doorway. Pieces of the ceiling were still falling as four pirates, two in armor and two not, came running around the corner of the intersection with plasma rifles spewing balls of green energy in her direction. 
 
    Drawing Power from her reserve, Trinity formed a defensive shield. She sensed Jennifer angle the shield slightly to the left as she jumped to her feet and charged forward. Balls of plasma energy deflected off her defensive shield before ricocheting down the hall behind her. Thrusting out with her phase rod, Trinity caught the first armored pirate in the chest. Her phase rod glanced off the hard armor, but not before the rod’s phase energy tore the pirate’s internal organs apart with microscopic explosions. 
 
    Kicking out with her left leg, Trinity caught the second armored attacker in the chest. Her kick did no damage, but the force of the blow sent the woman flying back into the two unarmored pirates following close behind. All three of them fell to the floor. As the armored pirate struggled to rise, Trinity bent down and stuck the barrel of her phase pistol against the weak point of the power-armor where the chest plate met the flexible armor around the woman’s neck. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    The heavy creallium slugs surrounded by red phase energy forced their way through the armor and began bouncing around inside the suit. Trinity didn’t wait to see the results. She turned her pistol on the two unarmored pirates and fired twice. They stopped moving as blood sprayed out the backs of their shattered heads. 
 
    “Recommend you reload,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Even as she pulled a fresh magazine out of the ammo pouch on her utility belt, Trinity said, “I’ve only used seven rounds. I still have ten left.” 
 
    “Nevertheless,” replied Jennifer. “When you need the extra rounds, you may not be in a position to reload. By the way, Sergeant Ron sends his compliments. He says he’s inbound at full throttle. He says to tell you that you have forty-five seconds to get the force field down before the Defiant slams into it, and they all die in the resulting explosion. No pressure.” 
 
    Finishing her reload, Trinity shoved the half-empty magazine back into the empty spot in her ammo pouch and charged around the corner. A half a dozen bodies in bloody uniforms littered the steel deck. She jumped over the bodies and kept running at full speed. A door on the right side opened just as she ran past. Without taking the time to look in, Trinity shoved her phase rod into the opening. She heard a scream and caught a glimpse of a gray uniform and a rifle. Then she was beyond the doorway running for all she was worth. A glance at her heads-up display showed a score of orange and red dots forming in the corridor ahead of her. 
 
    “I’m not going to get to the controls in time at this rate,” Trinity said. “Find me an alternate route.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The green path on her heads-up display reformed, taking a hard-right turn into a small room located to her left. She slammed into the door with her shoulder. The thin metal of the door gave way to the force of her battle suit’s assistors. As the door fell inward, Trinity glanced around at what appeared to be a small maintenance room. There was no exit. 
 
    “Hey, what gives?” Trinity said. 
 
    “Relax, oh ye of little faith,” said Jennifer. “Think three dimensional. We are going down. I should also mention that you have thirty-one seconds to get to the controls before the Defiant hits the force field.” 
 
    Glancing at the floor, Trinity spotted a ‘U’-shaped bar of metal near the corner of the room. Jerking up on the obvious handle, a meter-square piece of the floor came up in her hands. She threw the cover aside and bunny-hopped into the hole. She didn’t drop far. After three meters, her booted feet hit the sloping sides of a round tunnel that had been dug into the asteroid’s black rock. Long, narrow pipes ran along the length of the tunnel with smaller pipes branching off into openings at the top of the tube. 
 
    “This is a maintenance tunnel,” said Jennifer. “Now get moving, Wizard Scout. You are down to twenty-seven seconds.” 
 
    The green path appeared on the overlay of the tube on her heads-up display. It led in the direction of the long room near the controls for the force field. The green path stopped short of the long room. Trinity made a quick calculation of her max speed and the distance remaining to the end of the green path. 
 
    “There’s not enough time to find a way into the room with the controls,” Trinity said. “Not to mention fighting my way through a score of pirates to get to them.” 
 
    “Change of plans,” said Jennifer. “Just get to the end of the green path. You still have time.” 
 
    Running at max speed, Trinity ran down the dark tunnel past several openings in the ceiling. The end of the green path on her heads-up display drew ever closer. At the same time, the counter on her heads-up display grew smaller; fifteen seconds, ten seconds, eight seconds. She reached the end of the green path. Skidding to a stop, Trinity looked overhead. There was no opening; no ladder; nothing. There was only a small pipe branching off one of the larger pipes into the ceiling above. 
 
    “Destroy the smaller pipe,” said Jennifer. “It contains the energy line for the force field’s controls. I calculate an eighty-eight percent probability cutting off the energy for the controls will disable the force field.” 
 
    Taking a hard swing with her phase rod, Trinity slammed the end of the creallium rod into the smaller pipe at the point where the metal pipe entered the ceiling. Sparks of phase energy filled the tunnel as the metal pipe broke in two. Trinity glanced at the timer on her heads up display; two seconds, one second—” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The tunnel vibrated as pieces of black rock fell from the ceiling. 
 
    A lump grew in Trinity’s throat. “Was that the Defiant?” 
 
    “Negative,” replied Jennifer. “That was one of the Defiant’s torpedoes hitting the pirates’ plasma cannon. Sergeant Ron’s making a high-speed pass and dropping off the other wizard scouts as he goes. I highly recommend you make your way up and join them. I calculate a zero percent probability that the remaining pirates will stand a chance against six wizard scouts backed up by the Defiant’s hundred gigawatt plasma cannons.” 
 
    A view of the fighting above ground appeared in the shared space of Trinity’s mind as Jennifer forwarded images from the other battle computers. It didn’t take long for Trinity to figure out that her battle computer was right. The pirates on the surface were ill equipped to deal with multiple wizard scouts and a heavily armed recon ship. 
 
    Looking around for the nearest ladder, she spotted one twenty meters back. She ran to the ladder and started up. Within seconds she was back inside the dome. She’d come out of the maintenance tunnel only a couple of steps behind a group of pirates. They were apparently getting organized for a charge against the other wizard scouts. Trinity spotted a pirate near the back of the formation holding a small-bore autocannon. 
 
    Apparently sensing something amiss, the pirate turned around. His eyes grew large as he came face to face with Trinity. He tried swinging his autocannon in her direction, but the barrel caught on the legs of the pirate standing next to him. Striking out with her phase rod, Trinity hit the first pirate in the side of the head. She levitated his autocannon to her waiting hands and lined the barrel up on the back of the pirate formation. Shocked pirates began shouting and turning their weapons in her direction. 
 
    Too late, Trinity thought as she flipped the autocannon’s safety to the off position. 
 
    Then she pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Hope 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Nearly the entire town’s population of two thousand turned out to hear Anna as she stood on the offering platform alongside Connor and his uncle. Why his uncle had accepted the job of mayor, Anna didn’t have a clue. Regardless, it had worked to her advantage. Although it had taken most of the three days since the Donovan had returned them to Talos to convince the mayor to let her talk to her fellow citizens, he’d finally agreed. Now that she had the chance to speak, she wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    Surveying the large crowd, Anna spotted representatives from a lot of the outlying farms and camps that had been spared the forced labor of the pirates. As she looked at their gaunt faces and ragged clothing, she knew they had fared little better than the citizens of the town. 
 
    Swallowing hard, Anna stepped up to the microphone located at the front of the platform. “We’ve finally got a chance to get out from underneath the thumbs of those pirates. Connor, Ryan, and I have brought back weapons. We’ve got wizard scouts to help us. All you have to do to win back our world’s freedom is to fight.” 
 
    “We can’t fight back,” yelled a potbellied man who was standing near the front of the crowd. 
 
    Anna didn’t recognize the man. Must be from one of the outlying farms, she thought. 
 
    The potbellied man elbowed his way forward until he was clear of the crowd. “I’m no soldier, and neither is my family.” He jerked his thumb at a slim man in his twenties who’d followed him out of the crowd. “I’m not sending my son to die for no reason. My clan and I can hide in the mountains until this blows over. It’s not our concern.” 
 
    “This isn’t going to blow over,” said Connor as he stepped next to Anna. “The titanium vein’s played out. My un... err, the mayor says that even working double shifts, we won’t have half as much processed ore when the pirates return as we had last time. You all saw what that got us.” 
 
    “My nephew’s right,” said the mayor. “I accepted this position on the condition that the outlying clans would send us help at the mines. They have, but we can’t mine what’s not there.” The mayor looked out over the crowd. “I’m a peaceful man. I always have been, but when push comes to shove, I’m not going to let the pirates destroy our town and kill my family. There comes a time when everyone has to fight, like it or not.” 
 
    “I’ll fight,” said Dylan, one of Connor’s friends from the mine. “So will Artrim.” 
 
    The teenage boy standing next to Dylan nodded his head. 
 
    Anna couldn’t help but notice that it wasn’t a very big nod. 
 
    “Kids,” said the potbellied man. “It’ll take more than kids and a patched-up piece of space junk crewed by half a dozen old space tramps to fend off the pirates.” 
 
    Anna unconsciously glanced at the Donovan where it rested on its landing gear in the open space near the courthouse. The battered ship was uncharacteristically on its stern with its bow pointing skyward. Ryan had landed vertically in the center of town earlier that morning for effect. It had certainly gotten everyone’s attention, but not all of the attention had been positive. The patches running the length of the old starship didn’t exactly inspire confidence. 
 
    Old Man Ryan and his crew were standing at the base of the platform. 
 
    At the potbellied man’s words, Ryan bristled. “You can say what you want about me, but leave the Donovan out of it. She’s armed and ready. She’ll do her part in any fight, and so will her crew.” 
 
    The potbellied man scoffed. “Words are cheap. I’ve seen the measly amount of so-called weapons you brought. They’re all small arms. What good will they do when the pirates come with those walking metal monsters of theirs?” The man turned around to face those behind him. “All we’ve got is the word of a young girl and a crazy old man that they’ve got wizard scouts and other weapons on the way. I’ll believe it when I see it.” 
 
    Anna’s face grew hot. “They are coming, I tell you. Wizard Scout Trinity sent word their plan worked. The Defiant is on its way here along with a Yaridian transport full of weapons. That includes some medium and heavy UHAAVs. Between the Defiant, the Donovan, and the weapons that are on their way here now, we’ve got a good chance to make the pirates think twice before they try to attack us.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said the mayor showing courage Anna didn’t know he had. “We don’t have to beat them all. All we’ve got to do is make it obvious that it’s not worth the pirates’ trouble to keep coming back. They know as well as us that the titanium vein is playing out. All we have to do is give them a bloody nose. Then they’ll find somewhere that’s easier pickings.” 
 
    “No,” insisted the potbellied man. “All you towners are going to do is stir up trouble for the rest of us. We farmers can hide in the hills until the pirates have given up looking for us. I doubt those imaginary wizard scouts of these kids even ex—” 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    The double explosions came from above. Anna looked upward as did the rest of the crowd. Two bright steaks of light lit up the eastern sky. The streaks were on a direct path for the town. 
 
    “It’s the pirates,” shouted the potbellied man. “They’ve come back early to teach us all a lesson.” Shaking a fist at Anna, the man ran toward the podium. 
 
    Connor stepped in front of Anna. He needn’t have bothered. Ryan met the potbellied man before he got to the podium and decked him with a short uppercut to the jaw. The potbellied man was a good forty pounds heavier than Ryan and thirty years younger, but the man went down like a sack of wheat flour. The remainder of the Donovan’s crew lined up beside Ryan and faced the crowd. 
 
    “It’s not the pirates,” Ryan yelled, making himself heard over the shouts of the crowd. “Haven’t you been listening? They’re our ships.” 
 
    Some in the crowd continued running away, seeking whatever cover they thought they could find. The majority of the town’s citizens stayed in the plaza. Anna wasn’t sure rather they were any braver than the others, or just smart enough to realize that none of the available cover in the town would do any good against high-energy plasma beams from above. 
 
    One of the two starships, the Yaridian transport, passed overhead and landed to the south on the outskirts of town. The Defiant made a vertical landing next to the Donovan. Once the dust settled, an opening appeared near the top of the Defiant. Two figures stepped out onto an elevator which began lowering them to the ground. Anna recognized one of the figures as Trinity. She looked impressive in her black battle suit. Lieutenant Commander Janet Stevens looked equally deadly in her Empire special operations camouflage uniform. Once the two reached the ground, Trinity and Janet headed straight for the platform. The crowd parted to clear a path for the two Empire soldiers. 
 
    Climbing the platform’s short stairs, Trinity took a position to Anna’s right while Janet stood on her left between Connor and her. 
 
    “My name is Wizard Scout Trinity Delgado,” said Trinity, her voice amplified over her battle helmet’s external speakers. This is Lieutenant Commander Stevens. We’re here to help.” 
 
    Anna noticed the potbellied man standing next to his son, rubbing his jaw with his left hand. 
 
    “The only thing you’re going to do is get us all killed,” said the potbellied man. “You can bully me around all you want, but that’s the truth. We can’t fight the pirates. They’re too strong.” 
 
    Trinity removed her battle helmet and attached it to her utility belt. Her long black hair flowed down her shoulders. “Lieutenant Commander Stevens and I have been briefed on the situation. I’ve seen this kind of thing done before by the pirates. They’ll use you until you no longer suit their purpose, then they’ll nuke your planet to cover up the evidence.” Waving a hand at Anna and Connor, Trinity said, “These two were brave enough to go find help. We’ve got weapons, we’ve got a dozen UHAAVs, and we’ve got space cover. All you need to do is find the courage to stand up against the pirates one time, and you can win your planet back.” 
 
    A man standing a few paces from the potbellied man took a step forward. “That’s easy for you to say. You can always leave in that starship of yours if things go bad. We’ve got to remain and face the consequences.” He pointed at the potbellied man. “Jay Bob’s right. The best thing we can do is run and hide in the mountains. The pirates won’t waste their time hunting us down. What would be the point?” 
 
    Trinity shook her head. “That’s where you’re wrong. They will hunt you down. They’ll want to make an example out of you for any other planets who are contemplating resistance. Your best and only hope is to fight back. I’ve got Lieutenant Commander Stevens and five wizard scouts with me. I give you my word of honor as a wizard scout that we won’t leave until you’re free of the pirates. If you fight, you won’t be fighting alone. We’ll show you how to use the small-arms weapons. Those of you who are familiar with operating heavy equipment at the mine can make the transition to the smaller UHAAVs easy enough. We’ll be with you every step of the way.” 
 
    “So will the crew of the Donovan,” shouted Ryan. His words were backed up by the nods of his fellow crewmen. “Talos has been our home for fifty years. We’re not going to desert it now. Wizard Scout Trinity and her people are offering to give you the means to fight back. All you have to do is stand up to the pirates this one time and give them a bloody nose they won’t forget. Talos can be free again.” The old man pointed at a woman holding a baby in her arms with two small children by her side. “If you won’t do it for yourselves, do it for them. Your children deserve better than what the pirates are going to do to them. They deserve a home; a home where they can be free.” 
 
    “The pirates will have heavy armor and starships,” said the potbellied man. “All we’ve got is—” 
 
    A loud clanking noise came from the south. The crowd turned. A large metallic head popped into view over the courthouse as a six-legged, gray-steeled monster came strolling down the main street. The crowd surged back on the verge of panic. 
 
    “As you can see,” said Trinity, blaring the words out over her external speakers, “you have heavy armor too. We’ve got a dozen cats and two starships that are more than capable of taking on the pirates’ transport. We’ve also got enough small-arms weapons to equip two companies of militia.” 
 
    “They’ll bomb the town,” insisted the potbellied man. “They’ll bomb our homesteads. We’ll all be killed. You said yourself that they’d hunt us down.” 
 
    “Not if you choose to fight, they won’t,” said Trinity. “They won’t hunt you down because they won’t have too. We’ve got a high-energy force field generator on the transport. We’ll gather everyone on the planet and bring them to town. You’ll be safe enough behind the transport’s defensive shield.” 
 
    “They’ll nuke us,” insisted the potbellied man. He looked around at the crowd as if trying to convince them by sheer force of will. 
 
    “They’ll try,” said Old Man Ryan. “The Donovan’s got fifty-gigawatt cannons and torpedoes. She’s more than a match for a lone pirate transport. I reckon the pirates will be more concerned with saving their own hides than nuking you. You may not even have to do any fighting on the ground. You may only have to make a show of force.” 
 
    “What if you’re wrong?” shouted the potbellied man as he turned to face the platform. “What if they do nuke us?” 
 
    Trinity jumped off the platform and walked up to the potbellied man. She stopped an arm length away. “The shield will stop at least a half dozen nukes before it buckles. The Donovan will either draw their transport off or destroy it before they can fire more.” She jerked a thumb at the Leviathan cat that now stood next to the two recon ships. “Between our UHAAVs and the town’s militia, we can handle any ground assault they try to make. You’ve got a chance to win your freedom if you just find the courage to try.” 
 
    The potbellied man glanced over at his son. 
 
    His son looked back. “I’m tired of living on the crumbs the pirates leave us, Dad. We’ve got a chance to fight back. If these wizard scouts are willing to help, my vote is to take them up on their offer.” The young man laid a hand on his father’s shoulder. “I say we fight.” 
 
    The potbellied man glanced around at others in the crowd before looking back at Trinity. “I think you’re wrong, but I can tell when I’m outvoted. I still say you’re going to get us all killed, but I’ll not go against my son. What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “That’s more like it,” said the mayor. “The wizard scout has a plan. The pirates aren’t going to know what hit them.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – Jerad 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    After some heated discussion, Trinity was able to convince the commandant to allow Sergeant Ron and the Defiant to remain on Talos an extra month before having to return to their duties at the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy on Velos. That had been two weeks ago. The old recon ship had come in handy making recons of the surrounding space and setting up automated early warning sensors along the outer edges of the solar system. 
 
    “Not to mention the fact you like having Sergeant Ron around for advice,” said Jennifer in Trinity’s shared space. 
 
    “That too,” Trinity admitted. “He can be a contrary old fart sometimes, but I value his opinions more than I’ll ever admit to him.” She smiled. “Besides, I’d miss having the Defiant’s hundred gigawatt main guns around to back up the Donovan’s fifty gigawatt plasma weapons.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” replied Jennifer. 
 
    Trinity was sitting at the desk in her quarters on the Defiant. She glanced around the small room. A fully packed duffle bag lay on the otherwise empty bunk behind her. She took a final look at the two empty wall lockers before returning her gaze to the half-meter sized hologram of a handsome, slightly gray-haired man standing above a metal disk on the desk.  
 
    “You’re going to hate to see the Defiant leave, won’t you?” said her fiancée Jerad. “From what you told me, Sergeant Ron’s still got another two weeks before the commandant wants him back on Velos. Why are you moving into town when you could stay onboard a while longer?” 
 
    Trinity looked at her fiancée. “Why? I suppose because I want the townspeople to know we wizard scouts are committed to them. They’re doing okay at the moment, but the proof in the asteroid dust will be when the pirates show up. I want to be close by the townspeople when that happens. It’ll all work out somehow.” She gave a tired smile. “Right now, I’m more interested in hearing about you. Are your TAC officers easing up on you cadets now that you’re out of pre-Academy and in the Academy proper?” 
 
    Trinity knew the Academy’s TAC officers never lightened up on cadets, but she needed to talk about something besides her own problems. Jerad didn’t get to use the hologram disk she’d given him very often, so she wanted to take advantage of every minute. 
 
    “Ha!” laughed Jerad. “If anything, TAC Officer Myers has doubled down on our load. He’s woke us up early twice this week for a twenty-klick road march before breakfast.” He pointed down at his boots. “I’ve got blisters on my blisters.” 
 
    Trinity gave a genuine smile. She had a feeling that was one of the reasons she loved the man. He could always make her laugh. “Well, one of these days when you get your DNA baseline taken, you’ll be able to self-heal,” she told him. “Then you won’t have to worry about blisters. All you’ll have to worry about is people blowing holes in you with plasma rounds.” 
 
    Jerad laughed. “Ah, I can hardly wait.” His smile faded. “Seriously though, how are you holding up? I can tell you’re stressed. Is the training for those civilians going badly?” 
 
    “No,” Trinity said, temporarily forgetting she didn’t want to talk about her problems. “I mean, it’s only been two weeks. The other wizard scouts are doing wonders getting everyone trained, and Janet, uh... I mean Lieutenant Commander Stevens, is a wiz at organization. She’s got every able-bodied man and woman on Talos formed into platoons and companies. If the pirates will just hold off for a few months, I think we can put up a pretty good defense.” 
 
    Jerad frowned. “I thought you said they weren’t coming back for another five months or so. Is there something you aren’t telling me?” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Oh, believe me, there’s a lot I’m not telling you. Not all of it has to do with Talos, so don’t worry. You need to concentrate on graduating and getting your golden-dragon insignia.” She winked. “Once you’re a full-fledged wizard scout, I’ll teach you the secret wizard scout handshake and everything.” 
 
    Jerad’s eyes widened slightly. “You mean there really is one? My friend Tam told me there was, but I didn’t—” 
 
    Unable to maintain control, Trinity burst out laughing. She laughed hard enough that tears came to her eyes. 
 
    “Very funny,” said Jerad before he began laughing as well. “All right. I suppose I deserved that. I should’ve known better than to believe Tam. She gets some strange ideas every once in a while.” He grinned. “She even tried convincing Telsa the other day that every computer in the galaxy was linked together in some secret plot to rule the universe or something. Can you believe that?” 
 
    “Not really. I’ve got a feeling that would take some doing. Nevertheless, I’d like to meet this Tam of yours. She sounds like an interesting person.” 
 
    “Oh she is that,” said Jerad. “Now that we’ve made it through pre-Academy training and are real wizard scout cadets, I’m told we’ll start getting more passes.” Jerad grinned again. “But I’ll tell you this right here and now. I’m not planning on using my first pass to introduce you to any of my friends. I’m going to want you all to myself in some romantic cabin as far up in the mountains as I can find.” 
 
    Trinity felt her face grow warm. “Sounds good. Hopefully no one starts a war or something before then. Time off for wizard scouts is few and far between during wartime. By the way, how’s Telsa holding up in training?” An image of the short scientist she’d worked with during the Cavos mission popped into Trinity’s mind. She had fond memories of the feisty grad student who’d helped her stop a civil war. 
 
    “She’s hanging in there,” replied Jerad. “Telsa may be short, but she’s got enough determination and spunk to outfit a whole company of cadets. If I was a betting man, I’d lay odds she’ll be a wizard scout when our class graduates in four years.” 
 
    Trinity eyed Jerad. “Well, you just make sure you’re standing right there next to her when they pin on those golden-dragon insignias.” 
 
    Jerad nodded. His face took on a serious look. “I’ll be there Trinity. No amount of harassment from Myers or any other TAC officer is going to make me DFR. That’s a promise. I’ll get through this wizard scout training, and then we can get married.” 
 
    “You’d better. I’m depending on you.” 
 
    The intercom on the cabin wall crackled. 
 
    “Wizard Scout Trinity,” said the ship’s computer. “Sergeant Ron requests that you join him in the cockpit. He says it is urgent.” 
 
    The hologram of Jerad grinned. “Duty calls.” He glanced at his wrist. “It’s just as well, I guess. I’ve got formation in three minutes.” His grin grew wider. “Myers is probably going to take us on another forced march. My poor aching feet.” 
 
    Trinity flashed a grin before growing serious. “Take care of yourself, Cadet. I need you.” 
 
    “I need you too, uh... Sir!” Jerad stiffened to attention and gave a crisp salute. He winked. “I love you.” 
 
    The hologram went blank. 
 
    “I love you too,” whispered Trinity. 
 
    After staring at the blank disk for half a dozen heartbeats, Trinity left her quarters and made for the cockpit. It wasn’t far. The door to the cockpit was already open when she got there. Sergeant Ron, Charlie, and Janet were sitting in the room’s pilot, copilot, and navigator seats respectively. A half-meter high hologram of the commandant hovered above the hologram pad that was located between the pilot and copilot’s seats. 
 
    “Ah,” said the commandant, “I’m glad you could make it Trinity. Sergeant Ron told me you were on a call with one of our cadets.” He winked. “I hope we didn’t disturb you.” 
 
    For the second time that day, Trinity felt her face grow warm. “Uh, not at all, Sir.” 
 
    The commandant nodded. “Good. Good. Commander Stevens was telling me about the training. You’ve all accomplished a lot during the last couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” Trinity said. “Jennifer,” she thought. “Do you know what this is about? I can’t believe the commandant has called us together to chit-chat.” 
 
    “I do know, Wizard Scout,” replied Jennifer in their shared space. “I calculate if you listen instead of wasting time talking to me, you will know soon enough as well.” 
 
    “Well, I doubt you’ll be thanking me in a second,” said the commandant. “I need Sergeant Ron and the Defiant back here now.” 
 
    “Now?” Trinity asked, growing suddenly alert. “You said the Defiant could stay a month. She’s still got two—” 
 
    The commandant nodded. “Yes, believe me, I know what I said. Things have changed. Reports have been coming in from other wizard scouts that support what you found during your raid. The Crosoians appear to be supplying weapons not only to the pirates, but to the Norwedian Federation and several of the Empire’s other adversaries at no cost. If the bats are really giving away their advanced gear for free, that could spell trouble for the Empire. We’ve got to find out why they’re doing it. I have a mission for Sergeant Ron and the Defiant that can’t wait. I’ll send him back to Talos before the pirates return if I’m able. In the meantime, you’ll have to make do with the Donovan.” 
 
    “Sir,” Trinity said, trying her best to be civil. “Nothing against the Donovan. She’s a good ship in her own way, but she’s not the Defiant. If the pirates bring more than a troop transport with them when they come, we’re going to need something heavier than the Donovan’s fifty-gigawatt cannons to hold them off.” 
 
    The commandant nodded. “Believe me, I know. But I think there’s more going on than meets the eye with the Crosoians. I’m trying to convince the Imperial High Council that we should be putting our forces on alert, but I’m meeting resistance. Several of the councilmembers are hesitant to escalate a situation that might turn out to be nothing.” He shrugged. “Maybe they’re right. I don’t know.” He looked at Sergeant Ron. “What I do know old friend is that I need you back here now. If the Crosoians are up to something, I need information. You’ve got sources that can ferret out information even wizard scouts can’t find. I need the Defiant back on Velos.” 
 
    “Sir,” Trinity said, seeing the already tenuous situation on Talos grow even shakier. “The citizens of Talos are—” 
 
    The commandant stiffened. “—are going to have to deal with their problems themselves. They are a backwater planet in the neutral zone. You said yourself that the titanium vein is played out. There’s nothing there that would make the Empire want to risk their forces to help. If there was a large supply of titanium that was still mineable, that would be one thing. There’s not according to you. I’ve done all I can. That’s final.” 
 
    Trinity stiffened to attention and saluted. He was the commandant, after all. “Yes, Sir!” 
 
    The commandant’s shoulders relaxed as he returned Trinity’s salute. “I’m sorry, Trinity. There are bigger things going on in the galaxy than Talos. You’ll just have to make do.” He gave a half smile. “I promise I’ll send the Defiant back if I get the chance.” He winked. “That’s wizard scout honor.” 
 
    The hologram went blank. 
 
    “Well, that sucks,” said Janet. 
 
    Trinity nodded. “You’ve got that right.” She looked at Sergeant Ron. “When are you leaving?” 
 
    The Defiant’s captain returned Trinity’s gaze. “As soon as the commander here and you get your bags off the ship. If the commandant says he needs the Defiant back on Velos, you can bet he needs her ASAP. I’d like to be off-planet and on my way within the hour.” 
 
    Trinity nodded again. “Well, it is what it is, I suppose.” She glanced at Lieutenant Commander Stevens. 
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    Janet smiled. “I’m special operations. I was born ready.” 
 
    Trinity returned her smile. Wizard scouts normally worked alone, but in this case it was nice to have a friend by her side. 
 
    “Hey, what am I, chopped pactar meat?” said Jennifer in their shared space. 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Believe me, Jennifer. You’ll always be my friend. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “Nor I, Wizard Scout.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Spy in the Sky 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    “Incoming!” came the warning over the loudspeakers that were positioned on every corner of town along with an abundant supply that were located at each training facility. 
 
    Anna stopped firing her plasma rifle at the man-sized target three hundred meters away. She scrambled to her feet as she placed the weapon on safe and extracted the isotopic battery. The two dozen other trainees on the firing line with her did the same. 
 
    Some of the younger trainees began to panic. One young boy actually dropped his rifle on the ground. The fine brown dust had barely settled when a blonde-haired woman dressed in a black jumpsuit with silver trim stepped next to the boy. She picked up his rifle and handed it to him before giving the boy a pat on the shoulder and walking away. While the woman appeared to be in her late twenties, something in her eyes gave Anna the impression that she was a lot older. 
 
    “Let’s move it, people,” said Wizard Scout Trevor as she continued walking down the firing line. Her voice was amplified several times over by the external speakers of her battle helmet. “We’ve got twenty minutes before the pirates’ scout ship gets overhead. I want everything secured in five.” 
 
    At the steady voice of the seasoned wizard scout, the trainees lined up next to their firing positions and held their weapons at port-arms with the battery-well facing out to show that it was empty. Anna had to hand it to the wizard scout. While the woman might be medically retired, she’d quickly gained the respect of almost everyone in town with her firm-but-fair method of leadership. 
 
    After an acting sergeant cleared her rifle, Anna handed it to one of the armorers who were running down the firing line collecting weapons. Once her hands were free, she glanced at the old wizard scout. 
 
    Hard to think of her as old with that blonde hair of hers, Anna thought, but Trinity told me Wizard Scout Trevor is eighty-one. Ryan says she was one of the best wizard scouts in the corps until her Power reserve got damaged decades before I was even born. 
 
    As if sensing her thoughts, Wizard Scout Trevor turned and stared at Anna. “What are you gawking at, Trainee? Do you expect me to get everything under cover by myself?” She smiled. “Do it like we practiced, and everything will be fine.” 
 
    Turning red, Anna dashed to a metal box located near the center of the firing line. She pulled down on a metal lever before punching the red ‘EMERGENCY DEACTIVATE’ button. The pop-up targets downrange immediately began retracting into the ground. Spinning to her left, she caught a glimpse of two large medium UHAAVs in the distance hightailing it for one of the six storage warehouses that had been converted into makeshift hangars. She knew once the cats were inside the titanium-dust lined building, the walls and ceilings would be energized to make the equipment inside invisible to any sensors the incoming scout ship might have activated. 
 
    At least that’s the theory, Anna thought. This is the first real test. I guess we’ll know for sure one way or the other in the next ten minutes. 
 
    “Anna,” came a shout from her rear. 
 
    Turning, Anna spotted Connor in the passenger seat of one of the mine’s hover-trucks. Old Man Ryan was behind the vehicle’s steering levers. The back of the truck was quickly filling with trainees as they scrambled to get on board. 
 
    “Hurry,” shouted Connor. “We’ve got to get to the mine.” 
 
    Anna ran to the truck and headed for the back. Before she got there, Connor opened the passenger door and yelled, “We’ve got room up here. Come on!” 
 
    Making her way to the cab, Anna placed a foot on the running board and started to step inside. Before she could finish the maneuver, Ryan shoved the accelerator toward the front of the dash. The hover-truck lurched forward, picking up speed as the hover-truck’s engine roared to life. Anna lost her footing on the sideboard and started to fall out of the still open door. Grabbing wildly for any kind of support, she succeeded in latching onto Connor’s arm. The boy dragged her onto the cab’s bench seat before slamming the door shut behind her. A box full of tools between Connor and Ryan left very little room in the cab, forcing Anna to turn sideways to fit. Her chest pressed hard against the boy’s arm. 
 
    Moving his arm out of the way as best he could, Connor turned a dark shade of pink. “Uh, sorry. I thought there was more room.” 
 
    “Sure you did,” Anna said as she pushed out with her arms to try and clear a little more space. “Why don’t you put that box in your lap? Then maybe my breasts wouldn’t be crammed up against your side like a block of processed ore in an extraction cart.” 
 
    Connor’s face turned a bright red as he shifted position to try and reach for the box of tools. When he did, his right arm jabbed hard against Anna’s chest. Somehow his face grew an even deeper shade of red. 
 
    “I... I... um, sorry,” he mumbled as he hefted the box onto his lap and scooted closer to Ryan to give Anna as much room as possible. 
 
    The hover-truck bounced as the old man passed over a dip in the dirt road without slowing down. Several yells came from the people in the back of the hover-truck. 
 
    “Sorry,” yelled Ryan out the window. He leaned forward to look past Connor at Anna. Giving her a wink, he said, “I’m thinking they’ll be more than happy to get off the truck when we get to the mine. Doesn’t pay to make passengers too comfortable, now does it?” 
 
    Anna didn’t bother replying. She gripped the handle on the passenger door and thanked her lucky stars Connor had made her get in the cab. The mine’s a good five kilometers away, she thought, and Ryan isn’t wasting any time getting there. 
 
    Anna glanced over at the vehicle’s speedometer. “You’re doing a hundred,” she said, pointing at the digital readout. 
 
    “By golly, I think you’re right,” grinned Ryan. “It is only a hundred.” He shoved the accelerator lever as far forward as it would go. “I’d better speed this baby up.” 
 
    The hover-truck lurched as the whine of the anti-gravity fans located beneath the vehicle grew to a high pitch. The roar of the fans did little to dampen the yells from the back of the truck. The flat terrain of abandoned fields with occasional patches of wild wheat whizzed past the open passenger window. Within two minutes, Anna saw the mounds of rock marking the edge of the mine come into view. She fully expected Ryan to slow down. He didn’t. If anything, the old man sped up. He zipped past the piles of rock doing a hundred and forty kilometers an hour. With the edge of the pit mine coming fast, Anna braced for impact. She needn’t have bothered. With a skill belying his age, Ryan jerked the steering levers to the left and brought the hover-truck to a skidding halt. 
 
    “Everybody off,” yelled Ryan out the driver’s side window. Laughing, he said, “No tips necessary.” 
 
    Opening the passenger door, Anna jumped out and joined the crowd of dust-covered workers as they ran to take up their positions in the mine. She headed toward the trailer with the power-drill that was assigned as her duty station. The drill was a five-meter long affair weighing in at fifteen thousand kilograms. Once at the bulky piece of equipment, she started the engine and activated the hydraulics. The end of the drill glowed red as she extended the creallium bit and began drilling a hole in the side of the cliff face. Glancing to her left, she saw Connor clambering up the side of a large hover-dozer. 
 
    “One minute,” blared a voice over the nearest of the dozen loudspeakers located around the rim of the mine. “If you aren’t in your assigned position already, then find something to do. Make it look real people. It’s now or never.” 
 
    Resisting the urge to search the sky for the approaching scout ship, Anna concentrated on drilling her hole in the brown stone. 
 
    It doesn’t matter where I put the hole, Anna thought. The titanium vein gave out completely last month. There’s nothing left to mine. All that matters is convincing the pirates in the scout ship that we’re hard at work. We can’t draw suspicion. Not now. Not when we’re so close. 
 
    A loud roar overhead made Anna look up as the scout ship, more a two-man fighter really than a scout ship, past above the mine at five hundred meters. The pirate ship made a hard turn to the left and circled the mine twice before heading in the direction of town. Anna reached for the drill’s kill switch as the workers around her began to relax. 
 
    “Don’t stop what you’re doing,” said the voice over the intercom. “That ship’s got rear videos, plus she’s liable to come back. Keep mining until I tell you to stop.” 
 
    With a shrug, Anna pulled her hand away from the kill switch and eased the lever for the drill’s extender arm forward. The phase energy surrounding the creallium bit blazed white-hot as the drill-head dug another fist-sized hole in the side of the cliff. Anna pushed the drill into the hard stone a full meter before the extender arm lurched forward hard enough to activate the drill’s emergency shutdown. 
 
    “Now what?” Anna muttered as she retracted the extender arm. Once it was clear she saw the problem right away. The end of the extender arm was empty. 
 
    The drill bit fell off, she thought. That’s impossible. The pressure from the stone should have kept it on. I’ll never hear the end of this from the other drillers. Creallium drill bits are expensive. Doesn’t matter if we’re fake mining or not. I’ve got to get that bit back. 
 
    The roar of an engine behind her made Anna turn around. A large dozer came to a stop ten meters away. Connor jumped out of the cab and walked over to her. 
 
    “Problems?” asked the boy as he eyed the empty end of the extender arm. 
 
    Anna felt her face grow warm. She grabbed a large wench attached to the side of the drill’s cart. “If you laugh, I swear I’ll—” 
 
    Connor raised his arms in a stopping motion. “Hey, I won’t say a word.” When Anna lowered the wrench, he walked over to the hole in the stone and reached in until his whole arm disappeared in the opening. Pulling his arm back, he said, “I think you hit an air pocket in the rock. They’re usually only a meter or two deep.” He pointed at his dozer. “If you back the drill out of the way, I could probably force an opening in the rock with the dozer. You could get the drill bit back no problem.” 
 
    An image of the large dozer tearing into the cliff face appeared in Anna’s mind. “No! Everyone would know that I—” 
 
    Connor almost laughed, but caught himself just in time. Anna supposed the raised wrench in her hand had something to do with that. 
 
    “Hey,” said the boy. “It’s no big deal. Drillers lose bits all the time. It’s just one of those things.” 
 
    “Not for me. I’ve never lost one, and I’m not losing this one either.” 
 
    “All right then. I’ll get the doz—” 
 
    “No!” Anna said. She glanced around at the other workers. No one appeared to be paying them any attention. “I’ll come back and get it tonight.” 
 
    “That’s crazy, Anna. It’s not a big—” 
 
    “Stop what you’re doing,” said the voice over the loudspeakers. “The scout ship’s gone. Power your equipment down and get to the trucks. We can still get a good three hours of training in today if everybody hustles.” 
 
    Connor pointed at the hole in the cliff face. “My dozer’s still running. It will only take a min—” 
 
    Anna raised her wrench again. “I said no. I’ll get it back tonight.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Connor headed for his dozer. “You’re one stubborn girl, Anna. Have it your way. I’ve got to get back to my training on the Leviathan anyway. Wizard Scout Trevor’s cross training me in the rear gun turret today.” 
 
    Anna kept the wrench in her hand until Connor shut off the dozer’s engine and climbed down from the cab. 
 
    “Well,” said Connor. “Are you going back to town with Ryan and me, or are you going to stand here all day with that wrench of yours?” 
 
    Blushing, Anna stuck the wrench back on the side of the cart and began walking toward the hover-truck. She made a point not to look at Connor. 
 
    Boys, Anna thought. Who needs them? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Lucky 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The long warehouse was quiet. The dozen UHAAVs stored inside had been cleaned and readied for the next day by the trainees before they’d left for the night. Trinity spied Wizard Scouts Trevor and Yardis near the massive, ten-meter-high, six-legged Leviathan cat they’d captured from the pirates. Someone had painted the Talosian emblem of a bird’s talon on the side of the cat. The two wizard scouts were busy welding a plate of brerellium steel over the heavy UHAAV’s rearmost right leg. Trinity lowered her stealth shield to announce her presence. As soon as she did, Wizard Scout Trevor shut off her plasma welder and set it on a nearby workbench. 
 
    When Trinity drew close, Trevor nodded toward the half-repaired leg. “My tail gunner got too excited and shot us with our own weapon.” She gave Trinity a wink before breaking out into a laugh. “I’m beginning to wonder if we might be better off letting these trainees fight on the pirates’ side instead of ours.” 
 
    Wizard Scout Yardis, a tall, broad-shouldered, blond-headed man resembling one of Earth’s old Vikings, joined in the laughter. Specializing in the wizard scout skill of shifting, he was able to dematerialize into the void between dimensions. As far as Trinity was concerned, that made him a valuable asset to any team, disabled or not. 
 
    “Now, now,” said Yardis. “I’ve had to work with worse than these Talosians. At least some of them are familiar with heavy equipment. Operating the big machines at the mines is making the switch to cats a little easier.” 
 
    Trinity smiled at the seventy-some-year-old scout. She pointed at the damaged leg. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    The blond-haired wizard scout grinned. “I only said a little easier.” His grin disappeared. “Truth be told, they’re not doing all that bad. We’ve still got three more months until the pirates are scheduled to return. I think we’ll have the town’s militia ready by then.” 
 
    Trinity turned back to look at the cats in the warehouse. The six-legged Leviathan was their only heavy UHAAV. Still, they’d done better during the raid three months earlier than she’d hoped. Besides the Leviathan, they’d captured two medium Long Cats. Armed with a 200mm phase cannon, the eight-meter-high cats’ large-bore weapons were a welcome addition to the firepower of the town’s makeshift armor force. To the left of the Long Cats were five recon vehicles. There was a three-meter-tall Warcat scout and four of its three-legged cousins, the four-meter-tall Tomcat scout. The five recon cats were supplemented by three light hover-tanks sporting twin 20mm auto-rifles and 88mm phase cannons. Trinity glanced at the last of the UHAAV’s parked in the warehouse. It was a four-legged Crosoian Wingbat. Although only a medium cat, the last piece of armor was overly wide and nearly as tall as the Leviathan. The Crosoian cat’s large size and strange design made it stand out from the others. 
 
    A stream of specifications appeared in the shared space of Trinity’s mind. 
 
    “It’s larger than an Empire medium UHAAVs because it is a Crosoian design,” said Jennifer. “The bats like to spread their wings occasionally. You are lucky the Crosoians modified the Wingbat for the pirates. Most of the bats’ equipment splits controls between manual, voice, and sonic waves. The Wingbat would have been useless to you if it had not been modified for humans.” 
 
    Ignoring her battle computer, Trinity turned her attention back to her fellow wizard scouts. She directed her gaze at Wizard Scout Yardis. “I hope we get those three months you’re talking about. You know as well as I that something almost always happens to screw up the best laid plans.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” laughed Yardis. The big man seemed to be one of those souls who were eternally good-natured. “I remember one time on—” 
 
    Wizard Scout Trevor raised her right hand in a stopping motion. “Sometimes you remember too much, my friend.” She winked at Trinity. “I’ve spent the last forty years living on Trecor with this old windbag. I’ve had to listen to his stories until my ears have about fallen off.” She grinned. “I think that’s why I was so eager to jump at the commandant’s offer to do something besides sit on my rear and wait for my disability check to come in every month.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” said Jennifer in Trinity’s shared space. “Wizard Scout Trevor is in high demand at several military academies as a guest speaker. I checked her schedule in the central computer’s database. She had to cancel a stint as an associate professor at the university on Trecor to be here. Wizard Scout Yardis stays just a busy. He—” 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly glad both of you are here,” Trinity said drowning out the thoughts of her battle computer. “It’s nice having other wizard scouts to back me up.” 
 
    Wizard Scout Trevor smiled. She tucked a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “You’re too kind. My Power reserve was so damaged during the last war with the Crosoians that about all my self-heal can do is hold my aging process at bay. I’m not sure how useful any of us will be during a real battle.” 
 
    Trinity wasn’t fooled. The old wizard scout’s familiarity with advanced battle tactics during the previous war with the Crosoians had already paid off in her opinion. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad nevertheless,” Trinity said. “I spent two hours this morning checking the defensive positions you set up along the town’s perimeter. If the pirates bring anything less than a fully equipped infantry battalion backed up by a company of armor, they’re going to be in for one hell of a surprise.” 
 
    Wizard Scouts Trevor and Yardis exchanged glances. 
 
    “Are you expecting that large of a force?” asked Trevor. 
 
    Trinity shrugged. “Not really. Anna told me one of the pirates threatened to bring a battalion of infantry, but I’d be mighty surprised if they could gather that size of a force. You know as well as me that pirates tend to bluster a lot. From the description we’ve been given of their transport ship, I’d lay odds a company of infantry and two or three light cats are the most they’ll be able to bring on their next visit.” 
 
    Wizard Scout Trevor glanced at the UHAAVs in the hangar before looking back at Trinity. “If you’re right, then we’ll have them outgunned on the ground. Assuming they bring the same transport ship as last time, the Donovan should be able to keep their space cover off balance long enough for us to give their ground forces a bloody nose they won’t soon forget.” 
 
    Trinity eyed Trevor. She was pretty sure she heard more than a little doubt in the woman’s voice. Trinity was also very aware the woman had decades more experience than her as a wizard scout. 
 
    “You don’t sound convinced,” Trinity said. “The area for a thousand kilometers around the town has enough titanium dust to keep the pirates’ sensors from spotting our equipment. Their scout ships are limited to visual only. There’s no way they can know what we’ve got waiting for them.” 
 
    Wizard Scout Trevor remained silent for a full six seconds before speaking. “I hope you’re right Trinity. I think our one saving grace is that despite what the pirates’ leader told the townspeople, they must know the titanium vein is about played out. I think the pirates are hoping to get one final load before they move on to the next planet they can exploit. Like I said, we’re lucky in that respect. If the pirates thought for one second that Talos still had a plentiful supply of titanium ore, they’d probably gather every starship they could lay their hands on and attack the planet in force.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said Jennifer in Trinity’s shared space. “The pirates would never give up Talos if mineable titanium was still here. As it is, the titanium dust in the soil around the town is enough to prevent sensor scans by their ships, but the ore’s not concentrated enough to mine at a profit. That works to your advantage. As I’ve said many times in the past, you are one lucky wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity mentally smiled. “Then I guess we’d better pray my luck holds.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – Unexpected Find 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    Anna said a silent prayer that her luck would hold. At two in the morning, the mine appeared deserted as she’d known it would be. Shutting off the engine for the hover-cycle she’d borrowed from the town’s motor pool, she got off and made her way down the uneven steps that were cut into the side of the cliff face. By the time she finished the fifty meter decent down the zigzagging stairs, she was sweating. It was the dry season and even this early in the morning the air was much too warm for comfort. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Anna made straight for her drill. The massive piece of equipment was right where she’d left it. 
 
    Why wouldn’t it be? Everyone left in a hurry yesterday to get back to training. No one bothers to put the equipment away anymore. 
 
    Anna glanced around the open-pit mine. Several large pieces of heavy machinery were parked haphazardly around the mine floor. Connor’s dozer was where he’d left it a dozen meters away. Anna was half tempted to climb into the dozer’s cab and use its oversized blade to dig an entrance into the air pocket where she hoped to find the drill bit. 
 
    No, I’ve got to use the drill. Sure, I can drive the dozer, but I don’t have the skill to peel away the rock face with the blade. I’m liable to destroy the drill bit trying to get it out. She sighed. Maybe I should’ve asked Connor to help me. He’s got a gentle touch with a dozer. Old Man Ryan says Connor could probably peel the shell off an egg with a dozer blade without breaking the yolk. 
 
    An image of the redheaded boy flashed in Anna’s mind. The image smiled. Instead of the irritation she used to have when she thought of Connor, a feeling of warm butterflies in her stomach swept over her. She was half-tempted to climb back onto her hover-cycle and go fetch the boy. She shook her head. 
 
    No. I’ve got to do this myself. It’s a mistake to rely on other people too much. I can use my drill to carve a hole in the air pocket. It might take longer to do it, but I can get it done. 
 
    Turning to the drill’s control panel, Anna reached for the start button. Before she could press the button, bright lights came on behind her followed by the roar of the dozer’s engine. Spinning around, she raised a hand to shield her eyes from the glare of the dozer’s headlights. The light in the dozer’s cab came on revealing a redheaded boy sitting at the controls. He flashed a smile and waved. 
 
    “Connor,” Anna said. 
 
    Her voice was drowned out by the roar of the dozer’s engine, but the boy must’ve read her lips. He nodded in acknowledgement. Opening the door of the cab, he climbed down. Once on the ground, he walked over to join her. 
 
    “I had a feeling you’d be too proud to ask for help,” said the boy. He jerked a thumb in the direction of a tarp half-covering a hover-cycle wedged between several crates twenty meters behind the dozer. “I took the liberty of borrowing my uncle’s hover-cycle. I was beginning to wonder if you were going to show up. I’ve been here for almost an hour.” 
 
    Anna glanced around the mine floor before pointing at the dozer. “Turn the lights off,” she snapped. “You’re going to give us away.” 
 
    The boy laughed. “Give us away to who?” He waved an arm around the mine floor. “There’s no one here but us. So why don’t we stop fussing and get that drill bit of yours. I’d like to get back to bed.” He grinned. “I’m going to need a little rest before I start training in the morning. Wizard Scout Trevor was none too happy with my attempt at being a rear gunner on the Leviathan yesterday. I’m hoping to convince her today that I’m a lot better driver than I am a gunner.” 
 
    Anna laughed in spite of herself. “Yeah, I heard Trevor and Yardis spent half the night cleaning up the mess you made of the cat’s back leg.” 
 
    “Uh...” started Connor. 
 
    “Forget it,” Anna said determined not to get sidetracked. She started to turn toward the cliff face before turning back to look at the redheaded boy. “You said you’ve been here an hour. Why didn’t you just get the drill bit yourself? Why bother waiting until I came?” 
 
    The boy grinned again. “You obviously think I’m a better dozer driver than I am. The residual titanium dust in the soil makes the dozer’s sensors useless. I’m going to need you to spot me on the ground. Each time I peel a layer of rock away, you’ll have to make sure the dozer’s blade isn’t going to rip out the drill bit on the next pass. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    Anna frowned at the boy. “What do you think I am? A novice?” 
 
    Still grinning, Connor held up his hands in surrender. “No. I was just making polite conversation.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you converse with yourself while you’re up in the cab? I’m ready to get this over with. I’ve got to be at the gunnery range at six.” 
 
    Connor’s face turned red in the light from the dozer. He hurriedly turned away and made his way back up into the cab. Once at the controls, he waved Anna out of the way. When she was clear, the dozer eased forward until the large metal blade touched the cliff face directly below the hole her drill had made in the rock the previous day. The dozer’s hydraulics eased the blade forward scrapping away a layer of stone no thicker than the width of Anna’s little finger. 
 
    He’s good, Anna thought. He might not be able to shoot worth a flip, but he can definitely drive heavy equipment. 
 
    “Well?” came Connor’s voice over the dozer’s external speaker. 
 
    Jerked back to reality, Anna took a step forward and checked the cut the dozer’s blade had made in the cliff face. All she could see was solid rock. Stepping back, she made a hand gesture for another cut. The dozer’s hydraulics pulled the blade back before moving forward with a second pass. Once she’d inspected the new slice, Anna made a hand signal for a third, then a fourth, and then a fifth. The cut-first, inspect-second routine lasted for a full fifteen minutes as the dozer’s blade made cut after cut into the stone, peeling off one thin layer of rock after another. The result was always the same. Nothing. It wasn’t until the thirty-first cut that things changed. 
 
    “Hold!” Anna yelled as she inspected Connor’s latest handiwork. 
 
    The roar of the dozer’s engine went to idle. Shortly after, Connor climbed out of the cab to join Anna near the cliff face. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. “Can you see the bit?” 
 
    Anna shook her head and pointed at an opening the size of her fist in the rock near the point where the cliff face met the mine floor. “No, but that’s got to be part of the air pocket. Do you think you can make another pass without cracking the stone? If you can make the hole a little larger, I think I could get my hand inside.” 
 
    Bending down, the boy inspected the hole. “No. I think I’ve done about all I can with the dozer. It looks like the air pocket goes below the mine floor. Some of the larger air pockets can extend down a couple of meters. If I’m not careful, the dozer’s blade could bury the drill bit under a couple of tons of rock.” 
 
    Glancing at the hole, Anna probed inside with the fingers of her right hand. Several pieces of the brittle stone around the opening’s outer edge crumbled before dropping into the hole. She looked at the dozer blade and then over at her drill. 
 
    Coming to a decision, Anna said, “Fine. I’ll finish it off with the drill. You can spot me this time.” 
 
    “Okay by me,” replied Connor. 
 
    Climbing back into the cab of his dozer, Connor shut off the engine, but left the headlights on. 
 
    Once the boy was back on the ground, Anna walked over to a footlocker-sized chest that was attached to the side of the drill’s cart. Opening the lid, she rummaged around until she pulled out an old drill bit with the screws worn half off. 
 
    Connor eyed the beat-up drill bit suspiciously. “Uh, will that thing even cut? Maybe we should stick with the dozer after all.” 
 
    “You stick with your dozer, and let me handle the drilling. I could drill another hundred meters with this bit if push came to shove.” 
 
    Moving to the front of the drill, Anna placed what remained of the creallium bit onto the end of the extender arm. After it was locked in placed, she stepped back to check out the bit’s alignment. Now that it was on the drill head, Anna had to admit the bit looked lopsided near the tip. She was about to try and think of an alternate way to retrieve the lost bit from the air pocket when she glanced over at Connor. The redhead’s smug grin made Anna’s decision for her. 
 
    With nary another word, Anna slapped down on the drill’s start button with the ball of her fist. The drill’s powerful engine roared to life as the drill bit began spinning at a high rate of speed. Reaching down for the control handles, Anna gripped them in both hands and eased the extender arm toward the hole at the juncture of the cliff face and the mine floor. As soon as the drill bit touched the side of the hole, the extender arm shifted to the left as the lopsided bit tried to shy away from the stone. 
 
    Compensating for the lack of cutting power, Anna increased the hydraulic pressure on the left side of the drill head. The creallium bit shifted back to the right and began shaving away splinters of rock at the side of the hole. Dust flew into the air partially obscuring Anna’s view of the opening. Connor moved to within a meter of the hole and pointed a thumb toward Anna’s left. Taking the boy at his word, Anna eased the extender arm left. The sound of the creallium bit tearing into the stone took on the sound of a buzz saw. 
 
    Without warning, Connor jumped back from the hole and began waving his arms. Before Anna could push down on the emergency shutoff, the extender arm lurched forward a full meter, pulling the cart with it. The buzz-saw sound stopped as the drill’s engine coasted to a stop. Fearing the worst, Anna retracted the extender arm out of the hole. The end of the arm was empty. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Anna said. “The bit’s gone. What the—” 
 
    The dust settled enough to reveal the hole in the cliff face. A black gap at the intersection of the mine floor and the cliff face extended two meters above the mine floor. The opening was a full two meters front to back. The bottom of the opening disappeared below the mine floor. Even the powerful headlights of the dozer didn’t penetrate all the way into the hole. 
 
    “It’s an extension pocket,” said Connor, stating the obvious. “They’ve been known to go down a hundred meters or more.” He glanced away from the opening to look at Anna. “I think your drill bit’s gone for good. We can just fess up in the morning and—” 
 
    “No,” Anna said. “I’m not fessing up to anything. I was going to take enough ribbing as it was for losing one drill bit. I’m sure not going to admit I lost two.” She eyed the boy. “And you’d better keep your mouth shut too.” 
 
    Connor stepped away from the hole and grinned. “Hey, my lips are sealed.” He pointed at the empty spot at the end of the drill’s extender arm. “But someone’s going to notice we’re short two creallium bits. You might as well—” 
 
    “Just keep your mouth shut,” Anna said as she turned to the tool chest that was attached to the side of the drill’s cart. Lifting the lid, she pulled out a long length of rope and a seat harness. She tossed the end of the rope to the boy. “Tie this to the drill while I get ready.” 
 
    The redheaded boy glanced at the end of the rope before looking back at Anna. “Ready for what?” 
 
    Wrapping the canvas seat harness around her waist and legs, Anna snapped it into place before attaching the harness’s metal binders to the slack end of the rope. Anna looked at the boy. “I’m going down the hole to get my drill bits.” 
 
    “Like hell you are?” said Connor. “I’m not going to stand here—” 
 
    “No, you’re not. You’re going to tie the end of that rope to the drill, or I swear I’ll free climb down the hole if I have to. Now get it tied.” 
 
    The boy remained standing where he was while holding the loose end of the rope in his hand. 
 
    Anna sat down at the edge of the hole and slung her legs into the opening. 
 
    The sound of scrambling feet came from the direction of the drill. “Hold on,” said Connor. “I’m tying it. Just give me a second.” 
 
    Anna gave the boy more than a second. Free climbing down a hole of unknown depth wasn’t high on her list of fun things to do. Once she saw Connor tie a final half hitch to secure the knot around the drill, Anna nodded. “You can use the drill’s extender arm to pull me up if I get in trouble. Now feed me some slack as I go down. I don’t want the rope wrapping around my legs while I’m climbing.” 
 
    Without waiting for Connor’s reply, Anna lowered herself into the hole and began climbing down. Within a few meters, the air pocket widened out enough that she could extend her arms in both directions without touching the sides of the hole. 
 
    “Throw the rest of the rope down,” Anna shouted. “I’m going to have to rappel the rest of the way.” 
 
    A tangle of rope dropped down the hole and hit Anna on the shoulder. She shrugged the rope off and shook it around to straighten it out. Pulling a headlamp out of her pocket, she attached the band around her head. After turning the light on, she looked down the hole. The powerful beam of light barely showed the bottom of the shaft. Two pieces of metal at the bottom of the hole glinted in the light. The light also glinted off several smaller items strewn about the bottom of the shaft. Raising her gaze to the part of the stone wall even with her head, Anna noticed other glints. 
 
    What is that? she wondered. She tried swinging her legs to force the rope closer to the side of the shaft, but to no avail. Doesn’t matter, she finally decided. I need to get those drill bits before Connor gets worried and pulls me up. 
 
    Touching the traversal-release on the seat harness, Anna lowered herself down the hole. It was a full fifty meters before her feet touched the bottom. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” echoed Connor’s voice down the hole. “Do I need to pull you up?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Anna snapped. “Give me a minute. I’ll tell you when to pull me up. Keep your panties on.” 
 
    Unhooking her seat harness from the rope, Anna walked over to where the two largest glints on the floor were located. Sure enough, they were the creallium bits. She dragged both bits to the center of the shaft and tied them to the end of the rope. Once they were secured, she shined her light on the floor. Several thumb-sized glints reflected the light back. Bending down, she picked up a piece of what appeared to be a metal nugget the size of her thumbnail. She held it up to her eyes. 
 
    It’s definitely metal, she thought. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was raw titanium. She twisted the nugget around in her fingers. It must’ve broken off from the drill bit. Titanium ore only comes in minute flecks of dust. It has to be from one of the drill bits. 
 
    Anna bent down and picked up another nugget, then another. She stood and shined the beam of her headlamp onto the wall of the shaft. Light glinted back from dozens of places in the stone. One long length of the stone reflected back a near continuous light. Walking over to the spot, she ran her fingers down a vein of metal the width of her hand. The vein disappeared into the floor. Raising her head, she followed the vein up. It disappeared into the darkness overhead. Anna’s hands began shaking. 
 
    It can’t be titanium, she thought. It’s never been found in concentrated form. It’s got to be something else. She inspected the vein closer. But I swear it’s... 
 
    Pulling a rock hammer off the side of her seat harness, Anna pounded into the stone around the vein. After four swings, a piece of stone broke off with part of the vein attached. She shoved the piece into her pocket along with half a dozen pieces she picked up from the floor of the shaft. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on down there?” shouted Connor sounding a little panicked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Anna shouted back as she hooked the rope to her seat harness. “I’ll show you when I get up. Now pull me out of here. I’ve got to talk to your uncle.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – Shared Secret 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
    The potbellied man raised the night-vision camera to his eye and set the zoom to max. He spotted the second of the two kids, the girl, coming out of the hole they’d dug in the side of the cliff face. At four hundred meters, it was hard to make out the kids’ features with the camera’s zoom feature. Even so, the girl looked excited to the potbellied man. 
 
    I had a feeling if I watched them long enough they’d lead me to their cache. There’s no way they got wizard scouts to come here for a lousy hundred thousand credits. I don’t care what they said. I knew they had more processed titanium stashed away. They’ve problem got millions hidden down there in that hole. If I can get my hands on enough of their processed ore, I can bribe the pirates to take my family and me off this lousy planet. We can make a new home in one of the decent systems in the galaxy. 
 
    The potbellied man continued to watch the kids while using the camera as a poor man’s set of night-vision binoculars. Why they’d chosen to hide their titanium at the mine confused him. Even more confusing was why they’d had to use heavy equipment to get to it. 
 
    Doesn’t matter, he decided. They’re covering the hole up with that tarp and getting on the boy’s hover-cycle. That means they must’ve left their processed ore in the hole. All I have to do is wait until they leave and then go get it. 
 
    The potbellied man didn’t think to wonder why the children had bothered uncovering their treasure if they were just going to leave it there. He chose not to think about a lot of things. 
 
    All I know is that those kids and their wizard scout friends are going to get all of us killed. I would’ve taken to the hills with my family and let the townies fend for themselves, but that plan went out the window when the townspeople decided to fight. Once those wizard scouts fire the first shot, the pirates will nuke every hiding place on Talos to show other planets how useless it is to resist. 
 
    The man watched the boy guide his hover-cycle up the side of the cliff face to the place where the girl had left her cycle. Once there, she mounted her bike, and both the girl and boy took off in the direction of town. The man waited a full fifteen minutes in his hiding spot before returning to his truck. It was still in the ravine where he’d left it after he’d followed the boy. Starting the engine, he guided the truck along the dirt path that snaked around the side of the pit mine. 
 
    The man smiled as he thought of the hidden wealth that would soon be his. 
 
    They’re bound to have a couple of hundred million in processed ore down there. Those wizard scouts wouldn’t work for any less. All I need is a few million. That’ll be enough to bribe the pirates. I would’ve told the pirates already that the townspeople had hired wizard scouts to protect them, but that wouldn’t have saved my family and me. They’d have just nuked everything, us included. I need credits to keep my family safe, and now I’m going to get them. The man grinned. I knew the kids would lead me to it sooner or later. I just knew it. 
 
    Reaching the bottom of the pit mine, the potbellied man drove to the spot with the tarp. He jumped out of the cab and ran over to the piece of canvas, dragging it away from the opening. A meter-wide gap in the stone was clearly visible in the cliff face. He stuck his head into the opening and looked down. Even looking through the night-vision camera, he failed to see the bottom of the hole. 
 
    Not fair, he thought. There’s no way I can climb down there. 
 
    Looking around, the potbellied man spotted the tool chest strapped to the side of the drill’s cart. Running over, he opened the lid. A long rope lay on top of an assortment of tools. Pulling out the rope, he tied his camera to the end of the rope and ran back to the hole. After switching on the camera’s white light, he lowered the camera down the hole using the rope. As he got closer to the end of the rope, he began to worry. Just before panic set in, the rope slackened. 
 
    Good. I’ve hit bottom. All I’ve got to do now is raise it up a little and spin it around. The camera should pick up how much treasure they’ve got hidden down there. I’ll figure a way to get it out before the kids come back. 
 
    Pulling the rope up a meter, the potbellied man twisted the rope in an effort to get the camera to spin at the bottom of the hole. Whether it did or not, he didn’t know, but after a minute of twisting he began pulling the rope back. The camera was light, but even so he was panting with the effort by the time the camera came into view. Once it was in his hands he untied the rope and threw it to the side. He opened up the camera’s view screen and pressed the replay icon. He watched the screen with increasing interest as the camera’s path down the hole shown up on the screen. 
 
    Before the camera hit the bottom of the hole, the man’s hands began to shake. He clicked the rewind icon and made sure he was seeing what he thought he’d seen. Then he watched the video all the way to the end. 
 
    I’ve got to have more than a video to make the pirates believe. I’ve got to get actual proof. 
 
    The potbellied man eyed the hole and the rope. A shiver ran down his back. 
 
    No. I’d never make it, but I know someone who can. Once I get a sample, I’ll contact the pirates. I’ll trade them what I know for safe passage for my family off this stinking planet. 
 
    The man glanced at the timer on his wrist band. 
 
    There’s still time, but I’ve got to hurry. Everything will work out. I know it will. It’s got too. 
 
    With that, the potbellied man replaced the rope in the tool chest before covering the hole back up with the tarp. Climbing into the cab of his truck, he glanced at his wrist-timer again. He shoved the truck’s accelerator all the way forward and headed for the one place where he knew he could find someone to help that he could trust. He headed home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – Hope 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Trinity sat at the long table in the mayor’s house listening as Anna and Connor gave their report. Wizard scouts Trevor and Yardis were both scanning the ore samples located on the center of the table with handheld electronic ore testers. Wizard Scout Mikala, a short-haired woman with obvious oriental lineage, sat to Trinity’s left. Wizard Scout Peeta, the team’s healer, was in the chair across from Trinity. He reminded Trinity of her friend Telsa a little. While Peeta was taller than Telsa and a male, he had the same bubbling personality. 
 
    “It’s Cadet Telsa now,” said Jennifer in Trinity’s shared space. “She’s in the same Academy cohort as Jerad. They’re real wizard scout cadets in training. Their days in the pre-Academy are over.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” Trinity thought back. “Now stop distracting me and get that nanosecond brain of yours working on analyzing those titanium ore samples.” 
 
    “Humph. What do you think I’ve been doing for the last ten minutes? We battle computers had it analyzed and cataloged two seconds after this meeting started. I’ve taken the liberty of reporting our findings to the central computer. Uh... I assumed you’d approve.” 
 
    Trinity mentally snorted. “Thanks for including me in the decision making process. I’m the wizard scout, or have you forgotten?” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Wizard Scout Yardis. The smile on the big, blond-headed, Viking of a man told the other wizard scouts at the table that he knew full well Trinity was engaged in conversation with her battle computer. They’d all seen the blank look on each other’s faces far too often not to recognize the signs. 
 
    “Not a thing,” Trinity said doing her best not to be baited. She glanced at the end of the table where the mayor and the two teens sat. “I think Wizard Scout Trevor and I should go back with Anna and Connor to verify the ore vein.” 
 
    Anna’s face grew a little red. “We’re telling the truth. Do you think we’d lie about something like that?” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting you’re lying,” Trinity said. “It’s just that Wizard Scout Trevor’s a diviner. She can make a full analysis of the vein and send the information directly back to the Imperial High Council.” She pointed at the pieces of ore. “If the vein you found is composed of the same concentration of titanium as these samples, it could be the saving grace for Talos.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked the mayor. 
 
    Ryan and Janet were seated at the opposite end of the table from the mayor and the teens. After glancing at the special operations officer, Ryan stood and pointed at the ore samples. 
 
    “What I think Trinity’s trying to say is that the Empire, or any of the other federations for that matter, would be keenly interested in obtaining the mining rights on Talos. That is, assuming the vein is what we think it is. If Wizard Scout Trevor can confirm the purity of the vein, it would be the richest titanium strike ever discovered. I’d bet my last credit that the Empire would send a fleet of warships to protect Talos if you made a deal with them.” He grinned. “I can tell you one thing for sure. We wouldn’t have to worry about pirates ever again.” 
 
    “Are you saying we’re saved?” asked Anna. Hope began to blossom in her chest, but she’d been disappointed too often in the past to think things were going to be that easy. 
 
    “Not yet,” Trinity said in an attempt to throw a damper on the rising enthusiasm at the table. “First we’ve got to verify the vein. Then we’ll have to convince the Empire that the vein is large enough to warrant a full-scale mining operation. That’ll take some time. Meanwhile, we need to keep your find a secret. The last thing we need is for the pirates to get word of the strike before you Talosians can make a deal with the Empire or whoever else you choose to deal with.” Eyeing the two teens, Trinity said, “Are you sure you didn’t tell anyone else? Not even your friends?” 
 
    Connor shook his head. “No. We went straight to my un... err, the mayor. He called you right after we showed him the ore.” 
 
    “Did anyone see you at the mine?” asked Trinity. 
 
    Anna and Connor glanced at each other. 
 
    Anna looked back at Trinity and shrugged. “Not that we know of. It was two in the morning. Why would anyone else be at the mine?” 
 
    “Why indeed?” asked Yardis. “The pirates’ scout ship isn’t due to make another pass for two more days. You’re starting to sound a little paranoid, Trinity. Why?” 
 
    Trinity wasn’t sure herself. “I don’t know. Call it a hunch, but something doesn’t feel right. All I know is that I think we should get that vein analyzed and the results sent to the central computer as fast as possible.” She looked at Wizard Scout Trevor. “We’ll take one of the light tanks and get to the mine.” She turned her gaze on Anna and Connor. “It’ll be a little cramped in the tank for four of us, but we’ll manage. Once we’re done with the analysis, Trevor and I will have our battle computers expedite the information to the Imperial High Council.” She glanced at the mayor. “Uh, with your permission of course. It’s your planet and your titanium after all. If you want to make arrangements with someone other than the Empire, that’s your call.” 
 
    Connor’s uncle rose from the table. “At this point, I don’t think we have time to be choosy.” He glanced down at his nephew and Anna. “I wasn’t exactly looking forward to putting our people in harm’s way against the pirates.” He looked back at Trinity. “Assuming we can make a deal with the Empire, how long do you think it would take for them to send us some protection?” 
 
    Janet didn’t give Trinity a chance to answer. “If we can get the assay results to the right people in the Empire, they could probably have a warship or two here in a couple of weeks.” She smiled. “I mean, it’s not like the Empire’s in a major war or anything. Just a few skirmishes.” Her grin grew even wider as she pointed at Trinity. “Let’s face it. The only reason the Imperial High Command allowed Trinity and me to come here is because half of the Empire’s military is sitting on their butts doing nothing while the other half’s wasting time on boring patrols along relatively peaceful borders.” 
 
    “Actually,” Trinity said, “the high command didn’t approve us coming here. I mean they know now, but it wasn’t their intent.” She nodded at the mayor. “Janet’s got a point though. We’re lucky things are somewhat peaceful in the galaxy at the moment. If more than a minor skirmish were to flare up on one of the Empire’s borders, the high command would have Janet and me out of here quicker than a red-lined hyper-drive.” 
 
    Wizard Scout Trevor rose from her seat. “Then we’d better hope things remain peaceful long enough to deal with the pirates and get Talos some real protection.” She looked at the mayor. “Once we do our analysis and send your results to the Imperial High Command, we’ll send a duplicate copy to the commandant.” 
 
    A wide smile appeared on Janet’s face. “That outa light a fire under someone’s rear end. The commandant’s wife is Councilwoman Deluth. She used to be a wizard scout. She knows what a titanium strike of this magnitude would mean to the Empire. If I know her, she’ll call an emergency meeting of the Imperial High Council and expedite a decision.” Her smile grew even wider. “Heck, if we’re lucky, we could have a destroyer or two orbiting Talos in a couple of days.” She looked at the mayor and the two teens. “That would be the end of your pirate troubles. No one would dare challenge the Empire’s mining rights once they stake a claim. It would mean full-scale war. No one’s that stupid. Not even pirates.” 
 
    Trinity cleared her throat. “Let’s hope not. In the meantime, Janet, I want you to load up the transport with the Leviathan and a couple of the other cats along with their crews and take them to the mine. The Leviathan’s too big to get through the last part of the trails to the mine.” 
 
    “Are you expecting trouble?” asked the special operations officer. 
 
    “Expecting?” Trinity said. “No, but if the titanium vein’s as rich as we hope, then I’m not taking any chances. McAvits has the Donovan out on routine patrol, so we don’t have space cover. I want some real security at the mine as soon as we can get it. When credits are involved, you never know what someone might try.” 
 
    The others at the table nodded. Greed was a powerful motivator even to the best of people. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Betrayal 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
    The darkness of the pit mine was broken only by the two headlights of the hover-truck that was parked next to the opening in the cliff face. The potbellied man watched his son hook up the seat harness and attach it to the rope. Once it was secure, the young man peered dubiously down the hole. 
 
    “I don’t understand why we’re the ones who’ve got to get a sample,” said his son. “We’re farmers, not miners. Why not ask the mayor to send one of the townies down to get a sample? They’re used to doing it. For that matter, why do we even need samples? And why do we need them at four o’clock in the morning?” 
 
    The potbellied man glanced at his wrist-timer before looking back at his son. “We just do. Now stop asking questions.” He handed the young man a small box with two prongs sticking out of the top. “Once you grab a couple of samples, hold this up against the vein in the wall.” He pointed at a light near the two prongs. “When this turns green, call me on your communicator. I’ll pull you back up.” 
 
    The son looked down the hole again. “Dad, I’m not sure—” 
 
    The potbellied man glanced at his watch again. “We don’t have time for this.” He placed his right hand on his son’s chest and shoved. “Now go!” 
 
    The young man fell back into the hole. The rope tightened on the seat harness, stopping his decent with his head just above the mine floor. 
 
    “All right. I’m going.” 
 
    As the young man began rappelling down the side of the hole, the potbellied man peered over the lip of the opening. “Don’t forget to call me so I can pull you back up.” 
 
    His son didn’t bother replying. He just kept rappelling lower down the dark shaft. 
 
    The potbellied man watched the light from his son’s headlamp growing dimmer until it was only a faint glow. Then the movement of the rope stopped. 
 
    The communicator on the potbellied man’s belt crackled. 
 
    “I’m down,” came the voice of his son. 
 
    The potbellied man glanced at his wrist-timer again before looking at the opposite rim of the mine pit. 
 
    Hurry, thought the man. I’ve got to get that sample. The pirates are expecting my call. I’ve got to get it done before anyone from town shows up. 
 
    An image of the long-range hologram transmitter stashed in the back of the hover-truck flashed in the man’s mind. He’d been able to make contact with one of the pirates’ scout ships while his son was getting ready at the house. The memory of the conversation with the scout ship commander wasn’t a pleasant one. The pirate captain had been full of threats and scorn even after he’d been told about the discovery of the titanium vein. It was only after a series of hisses came from off screen that the pirate had shown interest in the vein. A shiver ran up the potbellied man’s back as he remembered seeing a leathery wingtip at the corner of the hologram just before the connection had been cutoff. 
 
    I don’t care who the pirates are working with, the potbellied man thought. All that matters is my family. I warned the townies. Whatever happens to them is on their own heads. As long as the pirates get my family and me off Talos, my conscience is clear. 
 
    The next five minutes dragged by. Finally the communicator on the man’s belt gave a loud click. 
 
    “I’m done,” said his son. 
 
    The man flicked the transmit switch on his communicator. “You’ve got the samples, and you’ve done the test, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” said his son. “I did what you asked. Now pull me up. I don’t like it down here.” 
 
    The potbellied man ran back to his truck. He was careful not to trip on the rope he’d attached to the winch on the front of the vehicle. Once in the cab, he flicked the winch’s power switch. The rope began retracting on the metal drum. The man was half tempted to speed up the winch, but he controlled himself. He had no desire to hurt his son. 
 
    After another minute, the man noticed the glow of a light on the cliff face above the hole. Ten seconds later, his son’s arms reached over the rim of the hole followed by his son’s head and chest. The potbellied man shut off the winch’s power, jumped out of the cab, and ran to help his son climb out of the hole. 
 
    Once the young man was on solid ground, the potbellied man held out his hands. “Let me see the samples. Show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    His son dutifully pulled a half dozen thumb-sized pieces of metal out of his pocket and dumped them into his father’s waiting hands. 
 
    Lifting one of the pieces of metal to eye level, the potbellied man rotated it in the light from the hover-truck. Placing the samples in his pocket, the man pointed at the ore tester dangling from a strap around his son’s neck. “Let me have it.” 
 
    The young man removed the strap from his neck and handed the device to his father. 
 
    The potbellied man cycled the ore tester through the test results. He whistled. “It’s better than I expected.” The man grinned. “This is our ticket out of here.” 
 
    The son frowned. “What are you talking about? Our ticket out of where?” 
 
    The potbellied man laughed. “Off of this stinking planet, boy.” He pulled one of the samples out of his pocket. “Don’t you know what this is?” 
 
    His son stared back at him and shrugged his shoulders. “We’re in a titanium mine, so I assume it’s titanium. So what?” 
 
    “It’s not just titanium, boy. It’s almost pure titanium. It doesn’t come this way. Do you know how many tons of ore has to be processed to get a single gram of titanium dust?” 
 
    The son looked back blankly. 
 
    The man laughed. He didn’t know either, but he didn’t care. “Well, it’s a lot.” He held the sample out. “There’s nothing like this anywhere in the galaxy. We’re rich, boy, and we’re going to make the most of it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Never you mind how? Get in the cab. I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    The potbellied man waited until his son had climbed into the cab of the hover-truck before heading to the back of the vehicle. Opening the double door to the enclosed cargo area, the man uncovered the hologram transmitter and switched it on. An image of a half-meter tall man appeared over a circular disk on the top side of the transmitter. 
 
    “Well, it took you long enough,” snarled the pirate. “You’d best have what you said, or I swear we’ll hunt you and everyone in your family down and rip your hearts out.” 
 
    Sweat popped out on the potbellied man’s forehead. He wiped at it with his left hand as he pulled the handful of samples out of his pocket. “I told you I’d get them. See for yourself.” 
 
    The pirate laughed. It wasn’t a friendly laugh. “What ya take me for? That could be anything?” 
 
    The hissing sound the potbellied man had heard on his earlier call sounded from off screen again. 
 
    The pirate looked at someone, or something, off screen. The pirate’s face turned ashen. “Yes, of course. I, err... of course.” The pirate’s hologram turned back toward the potbellied man. “The assay test results. Send them to us. Now!” 
 
    The potbellied man fumbled at his pocket. “Yes, of course. I’ve got it right—” 
 
    “Dad! What are you doing?” 
 
    Spinning, the potbellied man stared at his son. “I told you to stay in the cab.” 
 
    The young man looked past his dad’s shoulder. His gaze fell on the hologram of the pirate. “Dad. They’re the enemy. What are you—” 
 
    Desperate, the potbellied man grabbed his son by the collar and threw him into the truck’s cargo area. At the same time, he snatched the hologram transmitter out of the way and slammed the cargo doors shut, securing the latch. 
 
    The sound of pounding came from the other side of the doors. 
 
    “Dad. Let me out. You don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    The potbellied man placed a hand on a door. “This is the only way, son. Trust me. I’m going to make sure we’re safe.” 
 
    Turning away from the truck, the man placed the transmitter on the ground and knelt beside it. He plugged the leads to the assay tester to the transmitter and pushed the send icon. 
 
    The hologram of the pirate looked over his shoulder as a stream of data scrolled down a computer screen that was built into the scout ship’s control panel. The pirate’s eyes widened. He turned back to stare at the potbellied man. “You’d best not be pulling a fast one on us.” 
 
    “I’m not,” said the potbellied man. “That’s the results. I told you it was almost pure titanium. You said you’d get my family off—” 
 
    “You’ll get what’s coming to you,” snapped the pirate. “What I need you to do now is to get to someplace safe and hunker down until we can get a ship—” 
 
    The hissing sound came from off screen again. The pirate glanced at whoever or whatever was making the noise and nodded his head. 
 
    “On second thought, stay where you’re at,” said the pirate. “We’ll have someone there in a few minutes.” 
 
    The potbellied man glanced at his wrist-timer and frowned. “I can’t stay here. There’ll be a skeleton crew coming to work at the mines in a couple of hours. They might come earlier. I told you about the wizard scouts. I took a risk just—” 
 
    The hologram of the pirate glared at the potbellied man. “You’ll do what I tell you if’n you want to save your miserable hide. I said we’d have someone there in a minute, so stay put.” 
 
    The hologram winked out. 
 
    The pounding from the inside of the truck’s cargo area stopped. 
 
    The potbellied man placed his palm on a cargo door. “You’ll thank me later,” he whispered. “I’m doing what needs to be done. You’ll see. You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    Glancing at his wrist, the potbellied man wiped sweat off his brow. It was too warm. It was always too warm on Talos. 
 
    I hate this place, he thought. I’ll be glad to be rid of it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Grand Admiral 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The grand admiral of the Crosoian fleet that had been assigned to invade the Empire’s district five stood on the bridge of the dreadnaught Blood Fury. She listened to the communications officer as her subordinate relayed the communique from the Crosoian scout that had been tasked to monitor Empire and Trecorian movements in the neutral zone. The admiral bared her teeth in frustration. It was too close to the invasion to be bothered with details at a time like this. Still, the Crosoian scout was known to be the best in the federation. The scout had killed three Empire wizard scouts in honorable combat. The grand admiral knew that to be a fact because she’d seen the skulls of the wizard scouts mounted on the Long Wing tribe’s Wall of Honor. 
 
    Besides, thought the grand admiral. The scout is the daughter of the Long Wing tribe’s representative to the council. Even the supreme leader listens to this scout. 
 
    The grand admiral kept her features neutral until the communications officer completed her report. Then she swiveled her ears toward the map of the border between the Crosoian Federation and the Intergalactic Empire’s district five. She listened for the sonic waves denoting the positions of the hundred and fifty dreadnaughts and thirty-two thousand support ships of her invasion fleet. She knew that similar fleets were stationed along the borders of a half a dozen of the Empire’s other districts. 
 
    Soon, she thought, the filthy humans will be wiped from existence. Crosoians will rule the galaxy as intended. I cannot let anything stand in the way of our victory. Still, I cannot ignore the scout’s request to be teleported to Talos. The admiral stretched her wings and gnashed her teeth. Perhaps this is for the best. She has been nothing but trouble from the start. The supreme leader is grooming her for a special mission. He has ordered her to be kept out of major battles. If I send her to Talos, she will be out of my fur until our victory is complete. 
 
    The grand admiral retracted her wings and bared her teeth. She motioned for her science officer to join her. The bat hurried over and raised a paw across her chest. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” said the science officer. 
 
    “You saw the results of the assay, I assume.” 
 
    The science officer nodded. “Yes, Admiral. If the readouts are correct, it would be a major source of titanium for our war effort. Will you be sending a fleet to secure Talos?” 
 
    The grand admiral wasn’t in the habit of discussing her decisions with underlings, but the science officer was as close to a friend as the admiral had. She shook her head. “No. The invasion is set for two days. I cannot spare any ships at this time. Even the pirate ships attached to our fleets are needed.” Twitching her ears to make a final listen of the sonic map, the grand admiral made her decision. “I am authorizing a teleport of the scout to the position she gave us on Talos. Order the pirate scout ship assigned to her to make best possible speed to Talos and retrieve the scout after she checks out the supposed titanium vein. If things go as planned, we should have district five under control inside of a week. If the scout verifies the purity of the vein and that there is enough to warrant a full-scale mining operation, we will send a fleet to Talos to take control.” 
 
    The science officer twitched her ears at the ceiling before turning them back to her admiral. 
 
    The grand admiral’s chest turned a dark gray. “You do not approve?” 
 
    “I... I was merely wondering, Sir, why send the scout ship to Talos at all? Once the scout has the samples and has disposed of any witnesses, why not just teleport her to our flagship? I have the necessary equipment to verify the samples.” 
 
    The grand admiral’s chest lightened in color. She bared her fangs in a semi-smile. “Your mind grows addled in your old age, my friend. If you read the earlier reports on Talos by the pirates, you would know that the soil for a thousand kilometers around their town contains enough flecks of titanium dust to disrupt any sensors. We can teleport the scout in using the given coordinates, but our teleporter will not be able to pinpoint the scout’s location with the degree of accuracy necessary to teleport her out. She will need to be retrieved by the pirates’ scout ship. Besides...” 
 
    The science officer’s ears twitched, and the fur above her eyes stiffened. “Sir?” 
 
    The grand admiral bared her teeth in a full smile. “Besides, I do not want the scout back here too soon. She has been a thorn in my side ever since she arrived. The battle for district five will be as good as over if she returns by ship. A speedy teleport back would be err... awkward.” 
 
    The science officer nodded. “As you say, Admiral.” Her ears fluttered slightly. “Uh, and what about the report that there are wizard scouts on Talos?” 
 
    The grand admiral snorted, sending a spray of mucus into the air. “One wizard scout and five disabled humans. I hardly think they would prove a match for the best Crosoian scout in the federation.” She hissed a laugh. “I do not believe for one minute that this assay report is true. Titanium ore that pure is not possible. If it were, I would risk one of my fleets even this close to the battle for district five. No my friend. I believe this is all a ploy by the scout to worm her way into the battle for district five and steal our glory. The Empire is not in the habit of sending wizard scouts to planets in the neutral zone. I seriously doubt there are any wizard scouts on Talos.” Baring her teeth wide, the grand admiral hissed, “But if there are, it would be no great loss to me if the supreme leader’s pet scout died in the process.” 
 
    The science officer nodded. 
 
    The grand admiral spread her wings and stared down at her friend. “Make it happen. I have a war to fight.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 – Hover Tank 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The light hover-tank made good speed across the abandoned wheat fields. Once it passed the last of the old planting grounds and entered the rolling hills, Connor had to slow the tank down for safety reasons. 
 
    “How much longer?” Anna asked, shouting the question out loud instead of using the tank’s intercom. The inside of the light hover-tank was crowded since it was only intended for a crew of three. Wizard Scouts Trevor and Trinity were occupying the gunner and loader positions. That left Connor and her to share the driver’s seat. It was a tight fit. Since Connor was driving, she tried to give him most of the seat, which made for a bumpy ride for her. 
 
    Taking his eyes off the trail, Connor turned his head and shouted into Anna’s ear. “I’d guess another ten minutes. Too bad this thing doesn’t fly. I’ve got to stick to the path. I’ll tell you one thing. Trinity was right not to try and take any of the larger cats up this trail. I doubt they’d make it.” 
 
    “Maybe we should’ve waited for the transport to get loaded and come with the others,” Anna said not at all liking how close Connor was getting to a twenty-meter drop at the edge of the path. 
 
    A part of the rocky trail gave way causing the hover-tank to jerk to the left. Anna slammed into Connor nearly knocking him out of his part of the seat. The tank skidded even further to the left. All Anna could see out of the driver’s view screen was air and a long drop. 
 
    Connor jerked the control levers to the right. The path came back into view on the screen. 
 
    “Sorry,” Anna said, fear making the word come out harsher than intended. “Maybe I should move.” 
 
    Connor laughed seemingly unaffected by the near calamity. 
 
    Anna had a sudden thought that he had a nice laugh. I wonder why I didn’t used to think that? His laugh always irritated me before. 
 
    “Move where?” asked Connor. “My dozer’s got more room than this thing, and it was only designed for a crew of one.” 
 
    Glancing around the cramped space inside the tank, Anna had to admit he was right. The mine’s dozer actually did have more room. She grinned. “Well, you’ve got to give me credit for offering?” 
 
    Connor’s face turned slightly red. Anna supposed it could be reflected light from the control panel, but she wasn’t sure. 
 
    “I’ll always give you credit,” said Connor. He looked at her and gave a timid smile before turning back to the driver’s view screen. 
 
    What’s with him? Anna wondered. He’s been acting strange the last few days. 
 
    Before she could figure it out, Wizard Scout Trinity’s voice came over the intercom. 
 
    “Take the tank around that boulder and stop. My passive scan’s picking up someone at the mine,” 
 
    Anna checked the sensor readout on the driver’s heads-up display. Sure enough, a white blip marked the location of a vehicle parked near her drill. She pressed the zoom icon. The outline of what looked like a hover-truck appeared in the display. One white dot appeared to be inside the cargo area of the truck while another stood outside. 
 
    The light hover-tank’s engine quieted to a soft hum as Connor brought the vehicle to a stop behind a house-sized boulder. 
 
    “Anna,” said Trinity. “I want you in the gunner’s seat. Wizard Scout Trevor and I will go check things out. We’ll call you when it’s safe to come down.” 
 
    Connor twisted in his seat to look back at the wizard scout. “Are you sure you don’t want us to co—” 
 
    “I said stay here. Trevor and I can handle it.” Trinity winked and gave a smile. “We are wizard scouts after all.” Nodding at Wizard Scout Trevor, Trinity said, “Even if one of us is old, disabled, and half senile.” 
 
    Trevor laughed. “You shouldn’t talk about yourself like that, Trinity.” She smiled at Anna. “To tell you the truth, I feel young today. I haven’t felt this way in a long time.” 
 
    Wizard Scout Trinity dropped her smile. “Well, don’t get too cocky. Your Power reserve isn’t what it used to be, so be careful. I doubt we’ll be doing any fighting, but if we do, leave the brunt of it to me. My reserve’s solid.” 
 
    Trevor grinned. “Yes, Mommy. In the meantime, see if you can keep up with this old woman.” 
 
    With that, Trevor popped the hatch at the top of the turret and scrambled out. 
 
    Trinity shook her head and smiled. “Kids. What can you do?” Giving a final nod, Trinity levitated out of the turret and took off after Trevor. 
 
    Once the two wizard scouts were gone, Anna took Trinity’s place in the gunner’s seat and closed the hatch. She’d had a few hours training in the light hover-tanks the previous week, so the controls were semi-familiar to her. The light tank had two weapons; an 88mm phase cannon, and twin 20mm auto-rifles. A phase round for the main gun was already loaded in the phase cannon. Anna made sure a second round was in the autoloader before turning her attention to the auto-rifles. Belts of two hundred high-density slugs were locked into the breeches. She glanced at the extra ammo on board. She spotted two more belts of high-density slugs. Tucked into a corner were two additional belts of 20mm phase rounds designed for use against light armor. 
 
    Anna reached for the 20mm phase rounds with the intent of switching them with the high-density slugs. No, she thought. I’d better not. Phase rounds are expensive, and we don’t have a source of resupply. Solid slugs will have to do. 
 
    Connor glanced back at her from the driver’s seat. “Do you think they’ll be all right? Trinity and Trevor, I mean.” 
 
    “Of course. They’re wizard scouts. Besides, it’s probably just a couple of the miners showing up early for their shift.” 
 
    Connor looked at his wrist-timer and frowned. “At five-thirty in the morning? And they just happened to park beside our hole?” 
 
    Anna shrugged. “It could happen.” She glanced at the gunner’s heads-up display to make sure the hover-truck and the two people near their hole hadn’t moved. “I’ll admit the odds are low, but it could happen.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. And I’ve got some swamp land near town I’ll sell you real cheap.” 
 
    Anna bit back a laugh. There wasn’t a single acre of swamp land on the entire planet. “No time for jokes,” she said. “I think something’s going on. Why don’t you try to work the tank closer to the mine’s rim. I don’t have a field of fire from here.” 
 
    “Wizard Scout Trinity said to wait here.” 
 
    “Well, Trinity isn’t here now, and Talos isn’t her planet. If something’s getting ready to go down, I want to be in a position to do something about it.” 
 
    Connor revved the hover-fans up. “All right, but I think you’re making a mistake.” 
 
    This time Anna was the one who laughed. “Wouldn’t be the first time. Now move this hunk of steel before we miss out on whatever’s going to happen.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 – Crosoian Scout 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The Crosoian scout teleported next to the hover-truck a mere wingspan from the potbellied human that was the pirates’ contact on Talos. The scout ignored the startled human as she made sure her best stealth shield was in place. It was. Reaching out to the rim of the pit mine with her passive scan, the scout made sure the area was clear. As far as she could tell, the quivering human next to the hover-truck and a second human inside the cargo compartment were the only living things larger than a few rats and snakes in the mine. 
 
    “Merge the results of my scan with your electronic scan,” the scout said in the part of her mind she shared with her fighting-computer, Mykias. “I don’t trust humans.” 
 
    “You do not trust anyone,” replied Mykias. “My electronic scan is inconclusive. Enough titanium dust is scattered in the soil and rock around our location to block all but the shortest electronic sensor scans. Based upon the results of your passive scan, I calculate a seventy-three percent probability the two humans at the truck are the only life forms in the area that you need to worry about. I recommend—” 
 
    The Crosoian scout felt her chest grow warm beneath her fighting-suit. “You recommend nothing. You will only do as ordered. I am the scout. You are my fighting-computer.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” hissed Mykias. “How could I have forgotten? What would you have me do, oh mightiest of scouts?” 
 
    The heat in the scout’s chest grew even warmer. She gnashed her fangs together, but said nothing further. 
 
    I’ll deal with my fighting-computer’s insubordination later, she decided, keeping the thought in the private part of her mind. Temporarily forgetting about her fighting-computer, she turned to the potbellied man and spread her wings to show who was in charge. 
 
    “Where are the samples, human?” she hissed. Gibberish, which she knew was intergalactic standard, came out of her fighting-helmet’s external speaker as Mykias translated her words into something the human could understand. 
 
    The man’s eyes grew large as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a half-dozen pieces of metal the size of the scout’s smallest claw. He held them out in his hand. 
 
    Wrapping the pieces of metal with Power, the scout levitated them to her paw. She pulled Power from her reserve and formed an active scan. As soon as she touched the metal with her scan, the scout’s ears twitched. 
 
    It is true, she thought. The titanium is nearly one hundred percent pure. If the vein this comes from is large, it could provide an abundant supply of titanium for our war effort. The humans would be hard pressed to keep pace with our production of creallium. 
 
    “I calculate only a point-zero-zero-five percent probability that titanium this pure could be found as a mineable ore,” said Mykias. “If you were to ask for my recommendation oh greatest of scouts, I would advise you to check out the vein for yourself. As you have often said, humans cannot be trusted.” 
 
    “I did not ask for your opinion,” the scout said, mentally kicking herself for not keeping her thoughts in her private space. 
 
    “I did not mean to imply that you did,” said Mykias. “I merely said that if you had asked me, then that is what my advice would be. Of course, you are the scout, so I am sure you will do as you like. I must point out though that I calculate a seventy-five percent probability other humans will be arriving at the mine within the hour. According to the master computer, the pirates’ scout ship is making its last hyper-jump now. It should arrive to pick you up in twenty minutes. Whatever you decide to do, you may want to do it quickly.” 
 
    The scout’s chest grew hot enough that her fighting-suit’s environmental unit had trouble keeping the temperature under control. She knew Mykias was right, but she would never admit it. Ignoring her fighting-computer, she turned to the human and pointed at the door to the truck’s cargo bay. 
 
    “Who is inside?” 
 
    “My son,” replied the potbellied man. “He won’t give you any trouble. You have the samples. I was promised a reward. When will you be taking my family and me off this rotten planet?” 
 
    The scout hissed in derision. “Pathetic human. You will get your reward. I am a Crosoian scout, and we always keep our word. I must verify the ore vein for myself. Where is it?” 
 
    The human pointed at a meter-sized opening at the base of the cliff face. A canvas tarp lay on the ground nearby. “It’s down there.” 
 
    Forming an active scan, the scout reached into the hole. Before she could probe more than ten meters, her scan weakened. Within another five meters, the scan disappeared completely. 
 
    “It’s the titanium in the soil,” said Mykias in the scout’s shared space. “It is more concentrated in the shaft. I calculate you will need to go down the hole and verify the vein with your own ears.” 
 
    The scout sent a sonic wave at the opening. When the wave bounced back, she compared the size of the opening to the widest point of her shoulders. Even with her wings pulled as tight on her back as possible, she knew it would be a tight fit. 
 
    “You could deactivate your fighting-suit,” suggested Mykias. “That would save you enough clearance to squeeze through the hole.” 
 
    The scout’s ears twitched. The fur along her spine stiffened. The thought of descending down the tightfitting hole did not appeal to her. She had always been a little claustrophobic. Forcing her phobia to the side, the scout thought the command to deactivate her fighting-suit. The tough armor shimmered before transforming into a material resembling the skin on her wings more than it did hardened armor. 
 
    “Are you going down the hole?” asked the potbellied human. “I could hook up a rope for you using the truck’s winch if you’d like.” 
 
    The scout snorted. Flecks of mucus splattered across the human’s face. “Keep your mouth shut, human. Crosoian scouts do not need help.” She stepped toward the hole before turning around. “If this is a trick, I swear I will rip your heart out.” 
 
    Beads of sweat popped out on the human’s forehead. “No trick. It’s no trick. You’ll see for yourself. The vein’s there.” 
 
    Turning back to the hole, the scout tightened her wings against her back and hopped into the opening. The noise of the stone rushing by filled her ears. She reached out with an active scan gauging the distance to the bottom of the hole. The scan returned nothing. 
 
    “The max range of your scan in this hole is fifteen meters,” said Mykias. “Your timing will need to be perfect. I can help you land if you like.” 
 
    “I need no help,” the scout hissed. “I am a—” 
 
    The active scan pinged against a jagged stone floor. 
 
    “Fifteen meters; twelve; nine,” said her fighting-computer. 
 
    Wrapping herself with Power, the scout pulled up with telekinesis. Her rate of descent slowed, but not enough. As her lower foot-paws hit the ground, her knees buckled. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Pain shot up the scout’s right leg, buckling under the force of the impact. Her forehead slammed into the side of the hole. 
 
    “You have broken your right leg,” said Mykias. “You also have a slight concussion. I calculate your self-heal will repair your injuries in fourteen seconds.” 
 
    The scout waited for her fighting-computer to add some flippant remark. It did not. Rising on her left leg, the scout braced her paw against the side of the hole. She felt metal. 
 
    It is the ore vein, she thought. 
 
    Reaching out with an active scan, she probed the vein. It was a full meter wide and rose out of hearing above. Wrapping the vein with Power, she probed downward. The vein went down a full hundred meters and spread out twenty meters at its widest point. 
 
    “How deep into the stone does the vein go horizontally?” the scout asked. 
 
    “Hmm, good question,” replied Mykias. “Your active scan does not work efficiently down here. Perhaps you can use a sonic scan to guesstimate the distance.” 
 
    Feeling her chest grow warm at the thought of her fighting-computer suggesting something she should have thought of herself, the scout flattened her right ear against the stone and sent a pulse of sound into the vein. When the sonic vibrations returned, she bared her fangs in a smile. 
 
    “The vein goes deep,” she told her fighting-computer. “Inform the master computer. I have heard enough. Once the pirates’ scout ship arrives, we will return to the fleet with the samples and our scan results.” 
 
    “I detect possible danger above, Scout” said Mykias. “Listen to the side waves of your scan on the vein. I am picking up vibrations from a hover-vehicle of some kind near the mine’s rim. I calculate an eighty-seven percent probability it is a light-hover tank of unknown origin. Recommend—” 
 
    The Crosoian scout didn’t wait for a recommendation. She wrapped her body in Power and levitated up the hole. The stone whizzed by fast enough to scrap skin off her wings. She didn’t care. Her self-heal would take care of any injuries, the same way it had already healed her broken leg. A few scrapes and bruises meant little to her. She needed to get to the surface fast. 
 
    Popping out of the opening, the scout activated her fighting-suit. The leathery material instantaneously hardened into the toughest armor Crosoian technicians could devise. As she levitated to the ground, the potbellied human turned toward her. 
 
    “You’re back,” said the human. “I told you I was telling—” 
 
    “Betrayer,” the scout hissed. “Did you think I would not detect the approach of your friends? Here is the only reward you deserve.” 
 
    Unfolding her right wing, the scout spun, sinking the half-meter-long point at her wing joint into the traitor’s chest. The human’s eyes widened as he opened his mouth as if to speak. Only blood flowed out. As the man’s body began to fall, the scout jerked back with her wing. The human’s heart came out with the wing point. Flinging the bloody piece of meat aside, the scout ran toward the point on the rim where she detected the sonic vibrations of the hover-tank. 
 
    Whoever they are, they shall die, thought the scout. My ship will be here soon. I will not let the crew of the tank interfere with my return to the fleet. 
 
    Grabbing a meter-long shaft of metal that was attached to her left hip, the scout extended her phase spear to its full two-meter length and activated it in destructive mode. Green bolts of phase energy ran up and down the spear’s creallium point as if eager for the taste of flesh. 
 
    “Activating your phase spear may have given away your position to the tank crew,” said Mykias in the scout’s shared space. “I highly recommend you summon an antitank weapon from your dimensional pouch. You would hate for the tank to get in a lucky shot and destroy the pirates’ scout ship when it is coming in on short final. The titanium dust prevents your extraction by teleport. You need the scout ship to get off the planet.” 
 
    The scout snorted. She didn’t even bother lowering her helmet’s sonic display over her eyes. “I am a Crosoian scout and a time-commando at that. I need only my phase spear to take out a measly light hover-tank. The tank and its crew will be a burning pile of scrap metal long before the pirates’ scout ship arrives.” 
 
    When her fighting-computer did not argue further, the scout concentrated on making the fastest time to the point on the rim where she knew the hover-tank would soon appear. Once she reached the base of the cliff below the rim, she wrapped herself in Power in preparation for levitating up the cliff. 
 
    “Too bad you have your fighting-suit activated,” said Mykias. “If it was in deactivated mode, you would be able to fly to the top of the cliff using your wings instead of wasting Power.” 
 
    The scout hissed a laugh. “My Power reserve is large. I do not need to conserve—” 
 
    “Incoming,” warned her fighting-computer. “Nine o’clock.” 
 
    While the scout might argue with her fighting-computer at times, she was no fool. Heeding Mykias advice had saved her life on more occasions than she could count. The scout took the Power she’d wrapped around her body in preparation for levitating up the cliff and converted it into a defensive shield on her left side. The shield formed just in time to deflect a series of red tracers into the sky. 
 
    “Phase rounds,” said Mykias. “They are not from the hover-tank. I calculate they are from the type of Deloris Armaments phase pistols that are favored by Empire wizard scouts.” 
 
    The fur on the back of the scout’s neck tingled with excitement at the thought of encountering a wizard scout. 
 
    I have killed three wizard scouts, she thought. If I can take a fourth head to be mounted on the Long Wing clan’s Wall of Honor, it would bring pride to my mother, Charge-In-The-Face-Of-Great-Odds. I am the best of the Crosoian scouts. One lone Empire wizard scout is no match for me. 
 
    “Incoming,” said Mykias. “It’s coming from your three o’clock.” 
 
    Switching her defensive shield to her right side, the scout got it into position a split-second before a half-dozen phase rounds made contact. The red tracers went streaking into the air. The scout recognized the frequency of the phase rounds as being the same type as the first. 
 
    “I calculate a ninety-four percent probability that you are facing two wizard scouts,” said her fighting-computer. “They have you in a crossfire. Recommend you close on one of the scouts. The second scout may stop firing for fear of hitting the other.” 
 
    The scout tried to pinpoint the locations of the scouts, but nothing appeared on her passive scan. 
 
    “They must have their stealth shields up,” said Mykias, stating the obvious. “Too bad you activated your phase spear prematurely. They obviously know where you are. You need to locate their positions. Recommend you listen for sonic indicators. You are a Crosoian. They are probably humans. You still have the advantage.” 
 
    Swiveling her ears to her right, the scout listened for the sound of footsteps. She detected none, but she did hear the vibration of metal hitting stone. She envisioned someone ejecting a spent magazine from their weapon as they reloaded. Wasting no time, she charged in the direction of the sound while shifting her defensive shield to her rear. It was well that she did, because phase rounds from the wizard scout behind her began hitting her shield. The rounds bounced off the wall of Power, doing her no harm. The scout drew her phase pistol from the holster on her right hip and fired at the source of the sound ahead of her. 
 
    “Assistance,” she ordered. 
 
    “Compliance,” came the reply as her fighting-computer shifted her aim slightly to the left. 
 
    Green phase rounds from the scout’s phase pistol ricocheted into the air as if hitting an unseen barrier. That’s when the scout saw her opponent; a human female in black wizard scout armor kneeling beside a meter-sized boulder. As she spotted her opponent, the wizard scout raised her pistol and began firing. With her own defensive shield protecting her rear from the second wizard scout, the scout had no choice but to dodge the incoming rounds from her front. Rolling on the ground, she came up two paces to her left as the wizard scout’s rounds passed to her right. 
 
    My turn, the scout thought. Leaping into the air, she dodged two more phase rounds as she thrust her phase spear at the wizard scout. At the same time, she reached out with a line of Power and sought out the wizard scout’s link to her Power reserve. She bared her teeth in anticipation of victory as she prepared to twist the link. It was a trick that had helped her defeat three wizard scouts on previous occasions. 
 
    The foolish wizard scouts do not know how to protect their links. I am a time-commando as well as a scout. They cannot compete with my knowledge. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    An explosion flung the scout back a dozen meters as pieces of shrapnel, glowing with red sparks of phase energy, penetrated the left leg of her fighting-suit. She rolled on the ground and came up with her phase spear at the ready while doing her best to ignore the pain in her leg. She sensed a cooling liquid being injected into the flesh near her wound as her fighting-computer administered painkillers through tiny thread needles in her suit. 
 
    “The hover-tank got a round off at you,” said Mykias. “You failed to break the link to the wizard scout’s Power reserve. The wizard scout was also flung back by the explosion. I calculate she is also wounded. Recommend you withdraw long enough for your leg to heal. You still have another wizard scout behind you.” 
 
    Withdrawing was the last thing the scout had in mind. When she’d touched the wizard scout’s link with her line of Power, she’d sensed weakness. 
 
    “This is one of the disabled wizard scouts we heard about,” the scout told her fighting-computer. “Assist me in closing the distance.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The legs of the scout’s fighting-suit moved of their own accord, thrusting her into the air. She saw a figure in black sprawled on the ground a half a dozen meters away. The wizard scout’s pistol was no longer in the human’s hand. 
 
    Wrapping herself with Power, the scout used telekinesis to extend her leap. She raised her phase spear in anticipation of thrusting it into the helpless wizard scout’s chest. 
 
    A line of Power came from the scout’s rear knocking her to the side. The tip of her phase spear hit the ground a meter to the left of the wounded wizard scout. Before the scout could strike another blow, the wounded wizard scout lifted herself off the ground with telekinesis and raised an activated phase rod into a defensive position. 
 
    The scout tried to scoot around to the wizard scout’s right, but her wounded leg buckled, causing her to fall to one knee. The wounded wizard scout thrust forward with her phase rod. The Crosioian scout barely got her phase spear up in time to deflect the blow. 
 
    “Kill her,” said Mykias. “You’ve got a second wizard scout approaching from the rear. You also need to knock that tank out before the pirates’ scout ship arrives. If the tank destroys the scout ship, you will be stuck on this planet with no way to get off.” 
 
    “I am trying to kill her, you fool,” the scout snapped. 
 
    She was far from afraid, but she was not as confident of victory as she had been. Reaching out with a line of Power, the scout probed for the wounded scout’s heart. A line of Power from her rear knocked her line aside. 
 
    “The second wizard scout is ten meters behind you,” said Mykias. 
 
    A blip of sound on the display of the scout’s fighting-helmet pinpointed the location of the second wizard scout. The scout twisted around firing her phase pistol as she turned. At the same time, she shifted her defensive shield to her rear to block any attack from the wounded wizard scout. 
 
    The second wizard scout, also a female, was charging toward her. The fur on the back of the scout’s neck tingled with excitement. She recognized the second wizard scout’s frequency. 
 
    “Yes,” said Mykias, confirming the scout’s thoughts. “I calculate she is the same wizard scout you fought on Cavos two years ago. She is dangerous. You now have two wizard scouts against you. Recommend you withdraw. I can contact the pirates’ scout ship and have them rendezvous with you at another location.” 
 
    “Crosoian scouts do not run like frightened males,” the scout said. 
 
    “Scouts who do not run when the situation warrants have a tendency to die,” replied her fighting-computer. 
 
    The scout spoke no further. Her self-heal had finished repairing the last of the damage to her leg. She was at full strength again. From her passive scan, she knew the wounded wizard scout’s self-heal was having difficulty healing her wounds. 
 
    I have a few seconds to take care of this opponent before the first one poses any danger, the scout thought. I can still win this fight. If I can take the heads of two wizard scouts to be placed on my tribe’s Wall of Honor, my actions will become legend. 
 
    The wizard scout coming toward the scout holstered her phase pistol and activated her phase rod in destructive mode. The Crosioian scout holstered her own pistol and met the second wizard scout with a two-handed blow of her phase spear. The wizard scout’s phase rod deflected the phase spear to the side. Spinning on her now healed left leg, the scout extended her right wing and thrust the joint-tip at the wizard scout’s neck. The human dodged, stumbling backwards while swinging wildly with her phase rod. The Crosioian scout continued her spin while reaching out with her phase spear in a wide arc. The tip of the spear caught the wizard scout on her left thigh. The phase spear bounced off the tough armor of the battle suit, but not before the scout sensed the spear’s phase energy tearing apart the wizard scout’s leg muscle with microscopic explosions of phase energy. 
 
    “Arrrgh!” came a pain-filled scream from the wizard scout. 
 
    The scout pulled her spear back in preparation for pressing her attack when she sensed a life form closing on her rear. She turned and raised her phase spear just in time to block a blow from the previously wounded wizard scout’s phase rod. 
 
    “Her wound is now healed, but you still have an advantage,” said Mykias. “She is one of the disabled wizard scouts. Her Power reserve is weak. If you can force her to use too much Power, her reserve will fail, and she will die. You must take her out before the other wizard scout recovers.” 
 
    Drawing Power from her reserve, the scout sent it out as a blast of pure Power. The disabled wizard scout formed a defensive shield, but it was no match for the scout’s Power. The wizard scout’s defensive shield collapsed. The now weakened blast of Power continued on, blowing the wizard scout into the air. The wizard scout hit the side of a bat-sized boulder to her rear and slid to the ground. 
 
    “She is still alive, but her back is broken,” said Mykias. “I calculate a sixty-seven percent probability that her Power reserve does not have sufficient Power remaining to heal her.” 
 
    The scout took a step toward the crumpled wizard scout. She sensed movement behind her. 
 
    “No!” came the shout of the other wizard scout. “You will not touch her.” 
 
    Spinning around, the scout thrust out with her phase spear. The second wizard scout countered with a swing of her phase rod. Finger-sized lightning bolts of green and red phase energy erupted between the two weapons. 
 
    Both the scout and the wizard scout swung a second, third, and fourth time. Neither weapon was able to gain the advantage. 
 
    “You are taking too long,” said Mykias. “The scout ship is on short final for the mine. I sense the light-hover tank lining up for a shot.” 
 
    Reaching out with a line of telekinesis, the scout grabbed the wizard scout’s phase pistol out of her holster and slammed it against the side of the cliff. The weapon shattered on the hard stone and exploded. At the same time, the scout wrapped herself in Power and shifted into the void. She was a shifter. From her previous fight with the wizard scout, she knew that her opponent was not. 
 
    Lifting herself into the air, the scout levitated up the cliff face toward the hover-tank. She saw the lightly armored tank with the barrel of its main gun pointed in the air toward the east. A flash of light in the sky told her the pirates’ scout ship was on short approach. 
 
    “The wizard scout is levitating up after you,” said Mykias. “You are in the void. Your trick with the phase pistol means she has to close within range of her phase rod. That buys you some time.” 
 
    Reaching the tank, the scout swung her phase spear down across the barrel of the main gun just as it fired. The barrel of the cannon exploded. Although the scout was in the void between dimensions, pieces of shrapnel from the exploding phase round penetrated the armor of her fighting-suit. The scout was flung off the tank, landing on the ground a dozen meters away. 
 
    The top hatch of the hover-tank popped open, spewing smoke into the air. Two humans crawled out of the hatch and fell to the ground, struggling to breath. 
 
    The Crosioian scout tried to rise, but she was too weak. 
 
    “You are no longer in the void,” said Mykias. “You have wounds in the right side of your chest and along your right wing. I calculate fifteen seconds before your self-heal repairs the damage to your body. The wizard scout will reach your position in five seconds. What are your orders?” 
 
    The scout struggled to breathe. She still gripped her phase spear, but her holster was empty. Where her pistol was now, she did not know. Before she could make a decision, the black form of the wizard scout came over the mine’s rim. The wizard scout ran toward her with phase rod at the ready. The scout wanted to rise and meet her in honorable combat, but she did not have the strength. 
 
    I need time, the scout thought. I need time to heal. I will not allow myself to be bested by a lone wizard scout. 
 
    The time the scout needed came from an unexpected direction. Balls of green plasma energy came out of the sky blasting out gobs of stone and dirt in a direct line for the wizard scout. The human scout formed a defensive shield to her front just in time to deflect the balls of energy before they cut her in half. The pirates’ scout ship streaked past, making a hard turn in the air as it lined up for a second pass. The wizard scout turned toward the scout as if determined to kill her before the pirates could fire again. 
 
    “Recommend you withdraw until you are healed,” said Mykias. 
 
    Calculating the odds, the scout made her decision. She wrapped herself in Power and shifted into the void. She sunk into the stone just as the wizard scout’s phase rod came down. The scout bared her teeth. 
 
    Enjoy your victory while you can, fool, she thought. We shall meet again one day. I swear I will place your head on the Long Wing tribe’s Wall of Honor. Nothing but death shall keep me from my promise. 
 
    “Forget revenge for once,” said Mykias. “I detect the approach of a transport ship. The pirates’ scout ship and the transport are firing at each other. Both the transport and the scout ship have been hit. I calculate the outcome could go either way. What are your orders, Scout?” 
 
    The scout swallowed her pride. Revenge would have to wait for a later day. 
 
    “Order the pirates to break contact. How long can I stay in the void before my Power reserve gives out?” 
 
    “You have a large reserve. With the Power you still have in your reserve I calculate you can remain in the void underground for two minutes and twenty-seven more seconds. If you use telekinesis to levitate away from the mine, I calculate you can go a full kilometer before you need to shift back out of the void. There is a large ravine eight hundred meters away. The scout ship could meet you there.” 
 
    Running from a fight did not sit well with the scout, but once again she swallowed her pride. She needed to get the samples back to the fleet. Acquiring the titanium mine could mean the difference between defeat and victory in the coming battle with the humans. 
 
    “Order the scout ship to meet me in the ravine. Guide me there. I am anxious to get off this planet.” 
 
    “As am I,” said Mykias. “As am I.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 – Scout Ship 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Trinity stabbed down with her phase rod as the Crosoian scout sunk into the ground. The tip of her weapon hit the dust-covered rock a split-second too late. Shards of stone flew into the air, but the rod’s phase energy failed to make contact with the retreating bat. 
 
    “She is in the void,” said Jennifer. “You cannot do anything about her now. There’s no way to tell where she may materialize back into our dimension. My recommendation would be to do something about that scout ship.” 
 
    A series of booms reverberated off the cliffs around the mine. Glancing up, Trinity saw anti-ship rockets shooting out from the town’s transport ship in the direction of the pirates’ ship. The agile scout ship released a series of anti-missile missiles. What rockets from the transport weren’t knocked out of the sky by the missiles were easily dodged by the pirates. 
 
    Changing direction, the scout ship headed straight for the transport. Two green beams of plasma energy shot out of the front of the pirate ship and gouged a double set of long black lines across the stern of the transport. Smoke billowed out of holes near the transport’s engine, and the ship began settling toward the floor of the pit mine. 
 
    “The transport’s engine has been hit,” said Jennifer. “Her force field was being converted to a shield that could protect the town. The transport is basically defenseless. If the scout ship hits her again, I calculate—” 
 
    Trinity didn’t wait for her battle computer to finish. She drew every bit of Power from her reserve and released it as a single blast against the pirates’ ship. The defensive shield surrounding the scout ship took the brunt of the blast, buckling as Trinity’s Power began penetrating the force field. The pirates’ protective shield held just long enough to prevent damage to the scout ship. However, as the last of Trinity’s Power dissipated, the force field flickered and disappeared. The scout ship turned in Trinity’s direction and lined up for a strafing run. 
 
    “Well, I calculate that was not the best idea you have ever had,” said Jennifer. “Now you are out of Power. You will not even be able to self-heal after the pirates’ weapons turn you into a piece of Swiss cheese. Fortunately, I am encased inside a brerellium steel chip deep inside your battle helmet. I should come out undamaged.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t bother arguing. She’d done what she’d needed to do. Raising her phase rod into a defensive position, she waited for the lines of plasma beams to cut into her body. 
 
    Before the scout ship began firing, the town’s transport ship hit the floor of the pit mine hard. The bottom plates of the ship buckled under the impact, but the transport remained in one piece. The ship’s rear ramp dropped opened and made contact with the ground. Out walked the six-legged heavy Leviathan with all guns blazing. Beams of red, blue, and orange energy shot out in the direction of the pirates’ ship followed by a stream of missiles. The small scout ship dodged both the beams and missiles without taking damage. 
 
    Two Long Cat medium UHAAVs came running down the transport’s ramp, adding their firepower to that of the Leviathan. The sky blazed with multi-colored beams all around the scout ship. The pirate ship dove for the rim of the pit mine in an attempt to find cover. 
 
    “I calculate they are going to get away,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” Trinity said. 
 
    Deactivating her phase rod, Trinity ran to the hover-tank and jumped on top. Dropping down the open hatch, she reached for the gun controls. 
 
    “The main gun is out of action,” said Jennifer. “So is the tank’s sighting mechanism.” 
 
    “The 20mm auto-rifles are still working, aren’t they?” Trinity said. “Correlate the results of my passive scan with the 20mm.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Trinity squeezed the trigger for the twin auto-rifles. A sound similar to a nest of angry hornets filled the tank’s turret as dozens of rounds of 20mm brerellium steel slugs shot out the two barrels in the direction of the scout ship. Already dodging a score of plasma beams from the cats on the mine floor, the pirates were caught by the surprise flanking fire from the hover-tank. 
 
    “You scored a hit,” said Jennifer. “I detect a reduction in her engine capacity of thirty percent. The pirates are heading for a ravine eight hundred meters to your four o’clock. I calculate they are attempting to land. I also calculate a seventy-four percent probability that they are attempting to link up with the Crosoian scout you fought.” 
 
    Climbing out of the turret, Trinity jumped off the hover tank and landed next to the two teenagers. A quick sweep with her passive scan confirmed both Connor and Anna were uninjured. After a quick nod to the children, she took off running for the ravine. 
 
    “The kids are fine,” Trinity thought. “I’ve got to stop the scout from leaving.” 
 
    “The children are not exactly what I would call fine,” said Jennifer. “They have taken in a lot of smoke, but Wizard Scout Peeta was on the transport. He is attending to Wizard Scout Trevor at the moment. I have informed his battle computer to have him assist the children once he is finished. By the way, may I ask what you plan to do if you reach the ravine before the pirates and the Crosoian scout ship takes off? Your Power reserve is currently less than one half of one percent.” 
 
    “I’ve got no idea what I’m going to do. All I know is that I’m going to stop that ship from leaving if I have to beat the door in with my phase rod.” For emphasis, Trinity drew her phase rod and activated it in destructive mode. 
 
    “Bad idea,” said Jennifer. “The Crosoian scout will know exactly where you are now.” 
 
    Truth be told, Trinity was so angry she didn’t care. The bat had nearly killed Trevor and the children. Kicking her battle suit into high gear, she made all speed toward the ravine. When she was still three hundred meters away, the pirate ship rose into the air. A stream of ion energy shot out the rear as the scout ship began climbing higher at an ever increasing rate. Within seconds, it was lost to sight. 
 
    Trinity stared at the spot where the pirate ship had been. “Is the Donovan in a position to intercept?” 
 
    “Negative,” replied Jennifer. “I suspect you already knew as much. The good news is that I calculate a ninety-two percent probability the Crosoian scout was on the scout ship when it left. You could not have bested her with your Power reserve virtually empty.” 
 
    Trinity deactivated her phase rod and attached it to the left side of her utility belt. “The bat came here for a reason, Jennifer. My guess is she knows about the titanium. She got away and is probably headed back to her superiors to report what she found. That’s bound to mean trouble for us. I would hardly call that good news.” 
 
    Jennifer gave one of her canned laughs. “Well, at least you are still alive. I would classify that as good news. While there is life, there is hope.” 
 
    Checking her Power reserve, Trinity noticed it contained only a few drops of Power. She nodded. “Maybe. The question is, how much hope?” 
 
    “What do you mean maybe?” said Jennifer, sounding very indignant for a computer. “You know I am right.” 
 
    Raising the visor of her battle helmet, Trinity began running back in the direction of the still smoking hover-tank. “I suppose all we can do now is clean up the damage and come up with a plan B.” 
 
    Jennifer laughed again. “I suspect you are going to need more than a plan B. I calculate by the time this is over, you may need plans X, Y, and Z as well.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t disagree. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 – Aftermath 
 
    ___________________________ 
 
    Anna rested her back against the transport’s lowered ramp. Connor sat next to her. The Leviathan and the two Long Cat UHAAVs were arranged around the transport. Their plasma and phase weapons pointed up into the sky as their crews remained on the alert. 
 
    Glancing at the buckled metal plates on the lower third of the transport, Anna sighed. “I doubt she’ll ever fly again. I don’t know how Trinity and Janet plan on getting the larger cats back to town.” She pointed at the Leviathan. “That six-legged monstrosity will never make it through the mountain pass. I doubt the two Long Cat’s will either.” 
 
    Anna turned and looked at Connor. Rivulets of sweat turned black with smoke residue dripped down the side of his face. His eyes had a shiny look to them Anna had never seen before. 
 
    “I thought we were going to die in the hover-tank,” said Connor. “When that phase round exploded in the barrel, I tried to find you. All I could see was smoke. I thought... I err, I thought I’d lost you.” 
 
    Anna’s face grew warm. From force of habit, a flippant remark came to her mind as her natural tendency to keep people at bay came to the fore. She kept the remark inside where it belonged. She looked into Connor’s blue eyes a full five seconds before replying. 
 
    “I was scared too, Connor. When that bat jumped on the tank, I thought sure she was going to rip open the driver’s hatch, drag you out, and kill you in front of my eyes. I... I don’t think I could stand to lose someone else I care about.” 
 
    Connor’s face turned slightly red. “You care about—” 
 
    “Am I interrupting?” came a voice from Anna’s right. 
 
    Flustered, Anna turned to see Wizard Scout Trevor standing at the end of the ramp. Her battle suit was deactivated, and her battle helmet was attached to the utility belt on her left hip. Anna was almost glad for the interruption; almost. She jumped to her feet. Connor did the same. 
 
    “No, you’re not interrupting,” Anna lied. She noticed two jagged holes in the leather-like material of the wizard scout’s pants. She pointed at the damage. “Did the bat do that, or was it us?” 
 
    Fingering one of the holes, the wizard scout smiled. “Oh, these two holes were all you guys.” 
 
    Heat rose to Anna’s face. “I’m sorry. We were just trying—” 
 
    Trevor waved a hand dismissively. “Think nothing of it. Truth be told, if you hadn’t fired that phase round when you did, I dare say the bat would’ve had her phase spear stuck up to the hilt in my heart. That would’ve been the end of that. My Power reserve isn’t what it used to be. Heck, that’s why the Empire medically retired me in the first place.” Trevor shook her head, giving a sad smile. “The bat spotted my weakness. She’d have killed me before Trinity got there to help if you hadn’t intervened.” Trevor fingered the holes again. “A little air conditioning in my battle suit is a small price to pay for saving my life.” She smiled a full smile. “Besides, holes in battle suits can be repaired. I just came over to tell you thanks.” 
 
    Embarrassed, Anna glanced at Connor. The boy’s face was as red as his hair. 
 
    Connor turned away for a moment before turning back to look at the wizard scout. “What happens now?” He jerked a thumb at the transport. “She’s not going anywhere. How will we get the larger cats back to town?” 
 
    “We won’t,” said Trevor. 
 
    “What?” Anna said. “We can’t leave the townspeople unprotected. We’ve got to figure out a way to get the cats back.” 
 
    “That’s not the only way to protect the people,” said Trevor. She pointed at a large disc antenna mounted on the top side of the transport. “We were in the middle of converting the ship’s force field into something that could protect the town from any space bombardment. By combining the shield generator we acquired from the raid on the pirate base with the transport’s force field, Ryan thinks we can come up with a defensive shield strong enough to withstand four or five nuclear blasts if necessary.” 
 
    Anna glanced at the disc antennae. “What good will that do the town? The transport’s stuck here.” 
 
    Trevor shrugged. “The town? It won’t do any it good now. The transport and its force field are stuck here at the mine. So whatever happens to the town happens. We can’t prevent that. What we can do is move the townspeople here. Our battle computers are working with Janet to lay out defensive positions here at the mine. We’ll make our stand against the pirates here.” 
 
    Surveying the floor of the pit mine, Anna saw certain advantages to defending the mine compared with trying to defend a sprawled out town. “Okay, let’s say the townspeople decide to come here. That Crosoian scout got away. Trinity told me that we might have more than just pirates to worry about if the bats decide they want the titanium.” 
 
    Connor turned in the direction of the hole where the titanium vein was located. “Have you checked out the vein yet? Is it valuable?” 
 
    The wizard scout laughed so hard her blonde hair fell across her eyes. She flicked it away with her right hand. “Valuable? That’s hardly the word for it. I’m a diviner... uh, that means I’m really good at tracing things. I personally went down that hole of yours. The titanium in that vein is probably the most concentrated titanium ore ever discovered in the galaxy.” She frowned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anna asked. 
 
    Trevor shrugged. “I was just thinking that I hope the Crosoian scout wasn’t a diviner. Maybe she doesn’t know the full extent of the vein. She’s bound to have taken some samples with her, but it will take time for the Crosoians to decide whether the risk is worth the reward. If you Talosians make an agreement with the Empire or some other federation for the mining rights, you could probably have some of their destroyers overhead in a few days.” 
 
    “Do you think the Empire will make an offer for the mining rights?” asked Connor. 
 
    Smiling, Wizard Scout Trevor said, “I’ve already sent my report to the Imperial High Council via my battle computer. Unless something out of the ordinary happens, I’m betting the Empire will have a team of lawyers along with a squadron of warships here before the Crosoians have time to get organized. The Crosoians and the Empire are currently at peace. I think both sides want to keep it that way. I seriously doubt the bats will risk stirring up trouble once the Empire gets a few warships in orbit around Talos.” 
 
    A movement at the rim of the mine caught Anna’s eyes. She noticed four hover-trucks pull up loaded down with people carrying weapons. The other hover-tanks and light UHAAVs were with them. So was the converted Crosoian Wingbat medium cat. 
 
    “What happens if the Crosoians or the pirates move faster than you think?” Anna asked. “What then?” 
 
    Wizard Scout Trevor shrugged her shoulders. “Then I guess we’ll just have to hold out until the cavalry gets here.” 
 
    Anna took another look at the motely group of townspeople walking down the stairs cut into the side of the cliff. “What happens if the Empire doesn’t come? What happens if no one comes to help us?” 
 
    Trevor gave a tightlipped smile. “Then I suspect future historians may refer to our fight as the ‘Last Stand on Talos Seven.’” 
 
    Connor laughed. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d just as soon not go down in the history books.” 
 
    Wizard Scout Trevor laughed and gave Anna a wink. “Now that’s what I call a smart man.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 – Backdoor 
 
    __________________ 
 
    Trinity finished making her rounds of the mine’s defensive position around midnight. They’d done the best they could. The UHAAVs were spaced around the rim of the mine along with three squads of the town’s militia. The Donovan was parked next to the damaged transport ship in the center of the mine. Even without using the night-vision filter of her battle helmet, both ships were easy to see, lit up as they were by the hundred plus ion lights strewn around the mine’s rim. The same lights illuminated the two hundred plus emergency shelters put up by the citizens of the town. Based upon the amount of movement on the mine floor, Trinity suspected most of the people were too stressed from the day’s move to the mine to go to sleep. Some were cooking a late supper, while others appeared content to just sit around discussing what might soon come to pass. Only adults were visible. Based upon a recommendation by Janet, the mayor had ordered all of the town’s children to be taken to the deepest of the mine’s tunnels in the hopes it would provide protection from the worst of whatever fighting might occur on the surface. 
 
    “It will not protect them,” said Jennifer in their shared space. “If the pirates get through the mine’s defensive shield, being in a tunnel is not going to help.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t disagree. “Doesn’t matter. Having the children out of the way will allow the townspeople in the militia to concentrate on fighting. It was hard enough keeping them running for the hills as it was without them thinking their children might be killed.” 
 
    Trinity thought back to the amount of talking and downright threats it had taken to convince the townspeople to leave their homes and businesses at the mercy of the pirates. In the end, they’d all come. She supposed the fact that the Crosoian scout had murdered one of their own in cold blood at the mine had been a motivating factor in their decision. Trinity remembered the passionate speech the murdered man’s son had given to the town’s citizens the evening of the fight in the mine. It had taken over a day to get everyone within a thousand kilometers of the town packed up and transported to the pit mine. They’d had to recall the Donovan from her patrols to help get everyone moved. The last of the families from the most remote farms had arrived a few hours earlier. 
 
    Sighing, Trinity took a final look around before heading toward the Donovan. “I just hope we made the right decision bringing everyone here.” 
 
    “I calculate the mine is the safest place to be on Talos,” said Jennifer. “Now that Ryan has completed the modifications to the transport’s force field, I calculate the shield around the mine will stop a half a dozen medium-sized nukes before it collapses. I doubt it will come to that though.” 
 
    Trinity snorted. “You doubt it, huh? What makes you so sure they won’t send down seven nukes and be done with it?” 
 
    “Oh ye of little faith,” said Jennifer. “The Crosoians’ master computer makes its decisions based on logic. I am also a creature of logic. If they nuke the mine, it will just make extracting the titanium ore that much harder after the fact. If I were their master computer, I would advise an all-out ground assault by an armored division backed up with a massive space bombardment of non-nuclear weapons. The townspeople, and you wizard scouts for that matter, would not stand a chance.” 
 
    “Now who’s the one with little faith? I didn’t realize until now how much of a pessimistic you are. If you battle computers think it’s a lost cause, why did you bother agreeing to help us defend the Talosians against the pirates in the first place.” 
 
    “We battle computers are not pessimists,” Jennifer insisted. “On the contrary, we are realists. We help you wizard scouts because we are a team. Besides, our algorithms indicate the Crosoians will not risk a fight with the Empire over a single titanium vein, no matter how pure it is. If the Crosoian Federation and the Intergalactic Empire were already at war, that would be another story. If that were the case, I would advise you to just bend over and kiss your—” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Never mind. I get the idea.” She glanced at the timer on her heads-up display. “I have thirty minutes before I’ve got to meet with Janet and the other wizard scouts. Did you set up a call with Jerad like I asked you?” 
 
    “I did. It was easy enough to do. Unlike most of the other cadets at the Academy, your Jerad has extensive experience with UHAAVs. Sergeant Ron was able to convince your cadet’s TAC officers to let him work his extra duty off at the maintenance hangars.” 
 
    Trinity smiled as she thought back to her years at the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy. No matter how well a cadet did something, their TAC officers would always find things worthy of demerits and the extra duty that went with them. 
 
    After reaching the Donovan, Trinity went straight to the small living quarters assigned to her. The holodisk was still on the desk where she’d left it. 
 
    “Jerad is ready when you are,” said Jennifer. 
 
    Pressing the activate icon on the disk, Trinity sat back in her chair. A half-meter-tall image of Jerad dressed in greasy coveralls appeared above the disk. 
 
    He looks tired, Trinity thought. 
 
    “You have been out of the Academy too long,” laughed Jennifer. “Cadets are always tired. They won’t get their DNA baseline until their senior year at the Academy. Until then, they need to sleep to rest, which their TAC officers give them very little time to do. The Academy is designed to weed out cadets that cannot handle the stress of—” 
 
    “Do you mind, Jennifer,” Trinity said. “I’d kinda like to have this conversation in private.” 
 
    “My lips are sealed, Wizard Scout. Not another peep.” 
 
    The image of Jerad frowned. “Were you hurt during the fight?” 
 
    “Fight?” asked Trinity, trying her best to feign innocence. “What fight would that be?” 
 
    “I’m serious, Trinity. Sergeant Ron’s already filled me in with the scoop on Talos. He keeps me informed about a lot of things. I suppose you could say he’s my backdoor for information. So my question stands. Were you hurt?” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Trinity locked eyes with Jerad. “I fought a Crosoian scout. What do you think?” 
 
    Jerad stared at her for a dozen heartbeats. The stress lines on his face slowly relaxed. “Understood.” He sighed. “I suppose being in love with a wizard scout means I’ll always be worrying about you.” 
 
    “We’ll be worrying about each other once you graduate from the Academy. Then we’ll both be wizard scouts. It’s rare for the high command to assign multiple wizard scouts to the same mission. We’ll be apart a lot.” Trinity looked for any sign of doubt in her lover’s eyes. She saw none. “You knew that going in.” 
 
    Jerad nodded and gave a tired smile. “I did, and I wouldn’t change a thing. I just wish I was there to help you now.” 
 
    Trinity started to reach out toward the hologram before catching herself. “I’m glad you’re not. I’m a wizard scout. I can self-heal. If the pirates come before the Empire sends help, it’s a tossup which way the battle will go.” 
 
    The image of Jerad turned to glance at something behind him before looking back at her. 
 
    “You’re not fooling me, Trinity. I told you that I already have the scoop. You may be facing more than pirates. The Crosoian Federation is involved. If the bats decide to send in an armored division, none of you will stand a chance.” 
 
    “They won’t do that, at least not any time soon,” Trinity said, hoping she was telling the truth. “You’ve commanded armored units. You know as well as I that it takes weeks to get large units of UHAAVs with all of their support equipment and personnel loaded and transported on a starship. It’s only been two days since the Crosoian scout left. The commandant said Councilwoman Deluth was working with the Imperial High Council to get a destroyer squadron sent here. In the worst case scenario, we might have to hold off a battalion or so of pirates for a few days. Our battle computers calculate that our odds of doing so are good.” She gave what she hoped was a convincing smile. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Why are you lying to him?” said Jennifer in their shared space. “None of the battle computers calculated that.” 
 
    “I told you to stay out of this,” Trinity told her battle computer. “He’s a cadet. He’s under enough pressure as it is. I don’t want to worry him. Now hush and let me talk.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Trinity noticed a couple of new stress lines at the corner of Jerad’s eyes. The last two years in pre-Academy had taken a toll on him. She didn’t have to be reminded by anyone that he was the oldest cadet to ever make it through pre-Academy training. The few weeks his cohort had been in the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy as full-fledged cadets had been slightly easier than the pre-Academy, but from experience she knew the TAC officers wouldn’t let up on any of the cadets until they graduated four years from now. Her heart nearly broke as she thought about what the man she loved was going through just to spend the rest of his life with her. 
 
    Turning to glance at something behind him again, Jerad shouted, “Sir. I’ll be right there, Sir.” He looked back at her. “I have to go. Sergeant Ron wanted me to tell you that the commandant said Councilwoman Deluth is having difficulty convincing some of the councilmembers of how important it is to acquire the mining rights on Talos. The commandant said to tell you that he’s sure his wife can get you some relief, but it might take a couple of weeks. Apparently some of the councilmembers are hesitant to make any moves which the Crosoian Federation might construe as an act of war.” 
 
    Before she had time to think about what she was doing, Trinity balled her fist and smacked the top of the desk. “Are they crazy? The townspeople can’t hold out for more than a few days. There’s no way they can’t wait two weeks for relief. They need help now.” 
 
    A muffled yell sounded somewhere behind Jerad. He turned, snapped to attention, and saluted. “Sir, yes, Sir! On my way, Sir.” 
 
    With a final glance, Jerad’s hologram turned and winked. “Duty calls. Myers is about to have a conniption fit. Take care, Trinity. I love you.” 
 
    The hologram winked out. 
 
    “I love you too,” Trinity whispered. “I always will.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 – Launch 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The scout stood on the bridge of the Crosoian flagship near the grand admiral. The admiral took a final sonar reading of the star chart before spreading her wings. The chatter on the bridge instantly hushed. This is what they’d all been waiting for. 
 
    Lowering her wings, the grand admiral bared her fangs and swiveled her ears at the bridge crew. “Our many years of preparation are over. The warships of our great invasion fleets will overwhelm the Empire’s defenses in the closest outposts before they know what has hit them. By the time the humans can organize a resistance, we will have consolidated in three of their districts. It will be a hard battle, but our master computer assures us that our victory is certain. We are Crosoians! We are destined to rule the galaxy!” She spread her wings to their fullest. “Launch the attack! Our destiny awaits us!” 
 
    The hundred plus Crosoian technicians on the bridge turned to their equipment. 
 
    The scout noticed blips of sonar readings on the star chart disappear from their staging areas and reappear in their strike zones as they completed their hyper-jumps. There were a lot of blips. 
 
    “It is the largest invasion fleet the galaxy has ever seen,” said Mykias in the scout’s shared space. “The master computer’s algorithm indicates a seventy-one percent probability of victory.” 
 
    Pride swelled in the scout’s chest. She’d always known that the Crosoians were the greatest fighters in the galaxy. Soon the humans and their allies would know it as well. 
 
    “The humans were lucky during our last war,” the scout told her fighting-computer. “If they had not shamed themselves by begging for help from other races the last time, we would have beaten them. This time their willingness to beg others for assistance has been taken into account. We will destroy them utterly. Our victory is assured.” 
 
    “Uh,” said Mykias. “Were you listening when I said the master computer calculated a seventy-one percent probability of victory? Logically speaking, assured would mean a one hundred per—” 
 
    “Silence, fool,” the scout hissed, forgetting to keep her words in her shared space. 
 
    The grand admiral spun and focused her ears on the scout. “Did you say something, Scout?” 
 
    Heat rose to the scout’s chest, turning it a light gray. “Sorry, Admiral. I was talking to my fighting-computer. She says our victory is assured.” The scout tightened her wings against her back. It did no good to antagonize the admiral without need. They were not on the best of terms as it was. “Now that the battle has started, I assume you will want me to lead an attack of one of our armored divisions to acquire the titanium mine on Talos. The titanium ore will be invaluable in our war eff—” 
 
    The grand admiral’s chest turned a dark gray. “You assume too much, Scout. The titanium ore is no longer your concern. All of our frontline troops are committed to the assault against the Empire. We have none to spare at the present. The forces of our allies are also fully committed. That includes the pathetic pirates we supplied with weapons. Still, I have been able to scrape up an armored regiment of the Baloreans along with one of their light cruisers and two of their destroyers. The pirate fleet is even now approaching Talos. They will take over the mine and hold it until we can spare reinforcements.” 
 
    “Only a regiment of pirates?” the scout hissed hardly believing her ears. “There are a half a dozen of the Empire’s wizard scouts on Talos. I cannot ensure victory if I lead the invasion with only a regiment of mere pirates to back me up. I need frontline Crosoian troops. Even then it will be a tough—” 
 
    “You will be leading nothing, Scout. The supreme leader has ordered you to be kept clear of the main battles.” 
 
    The grand admiral gave what the scout thought was a devious smile. 
 
    “You are to return home until further orders,” continued the admiral. 
 
    With her chest growing warm, the scout spread her wings. “I am a Crosoian scout. I will not sit on my wings while other bats are shedding their blood. I should be—” 
 
    The grand admiral’s chest grew so dark it was nearly black. “You will do as ordered, Scout, or I will have you court-martialed and ejected out of my flagship during the next trash dump. The supreme leader has ordered me to have you teleported back home. That is the end of it. Now be gone. I have a war to win.” 
 
    “Do what she says,” said Mykias in their shared space. “The supreme leader must have an important task for you. I highly advise that you not start a battle you cannot hope to win.” 
 
    Ever so slowly the scout lowered her wings. “As you command, Admiral. May I ask what you will do if the pirates are unable to defeat the wizard scouts and take over the mine?” 
 
    The grand admiral’s chest returned to a lighter shade of gray. She retracted her wings partway. “You may, Scout. As it so happens, I have an armored division of Crosoians’ finest that are being held as a strategic reserve during the attack on the Empire’s district five. If the fighting there goes as expected, our reserve may not even have to unload from their ships. I will give the pirates a week to complete their task. If they have not acquired the mine in that time, I will order the armored division to Talos.” The grand admiral bared her teeth. “Even six wizard scouts, five of whom are disabled, cannot stand against the might of an entire Crosoian armored division. Do you agree, Scout?” 
 
    The scout sent out a sonar ping in agreement. 
 
    No, she thought for once agreeing with her admiral. Not even wizard scouts could withstand that amount of firepower. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 – War 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    Shouts and the sounds of engines starting woke Anna out of the best sleep she’d had in weeks. She’d been dreaming of her parents and happier times. For some reason, Connor had also been in her dreams. As she dug her way out of the fog of sleep, the flap of her small tent pulled back. Connor stuck his head in. The fact that his face was outlined against a dark sky by the lights along the mine’s rim told her it was still night. 
 
    “Anna, get up. The perimeter sensors the Donovan placed along the asteroid belt have detected nine ships approaching Talos. Everyone’s saying it’s the pirates. They’re coming.” 
 
    Sitting up and swinging her legs off the cot, Anna picked up her boots. She turned them over and gave them a hard tap against the metal frame of her cot to dislodge any creepy-crawlies that might’ve found a home in them against the night’s chill. When nothing fell out, she jammed her feet in the boots, grabbed her utility belt and helmet, and joined Connor outside her tent. 
 
    “Nine ships you say?” Anna said. “That’s a heck of a lot more than a battalion.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Connor handed her an extra plasma rifle he had strapped over his shoulder. “I passed by the armory truck on the way here and picked this up for you.” He pulled a phase pistol from his pants pocket along with two extra magazines and held them out. “You may need these if that Crosoian scout comes back. Trinity said the bat can shift into the void between dimensions. She said only phase energy can hurt it when it’s shifted.” 
 
    Snatching the pistol and rifle, Anna glanced around the floor of the pit mine. People were running from tent to tent and waking others up. Some townspeople were heading for the armory truck while acting sergeants yelled at those already with weapons to line up in formation. Only a few in the increasingly frantic crowd appeared to be listening. Anna had a sudden thought that if someone didn’t get control of the situation fast they were going to have a full-scale panic on their hands. 
 
    “Stop what you’re doing,” came the voice of Lieutenant Commander Janet Stevens over the loud speakers that were attached to the lights along the pit mine’s rim. “Everybody hold what you’re doing and listen up.” 
 
    Something in the special operations officer’s voice seemed to hit a note with the townspeople. The shouting stopped and everyone froze in place as they waited to hear what the Empire soldier would say. Anna found herself listening intently for Janet’s next words. She hoped they would be good ones. 
 
    “I want you to listen up,” continued the special operations soldier, “and I want you to listen good. This is why we’ve been training for the last couple of months. If everyone does their job, we’re going to come out of this in one piece. We’ve got a level five force field around the mine. As long as our transport ship continues to supply power to the generator, we’ll be safe behind our shield. A small fleet of pirate ships has jumped out of hyperspace near the asteroid belt. We estimate a regiment size force. We’ve still got a good two hours before anything happens, so stay calm. The Donovan will be taking off soon to give us space cover. What I need everyone to do now is get your gear and weapons and report to your duty stations. Wizard Scouts Ostaris and Mikala will be manning the Long Cats. Wizard Scout Trevor will be in the Leviathan. I need their crews loading on extra ammo as soon as I get done speaking.” 
 
    Janet’s voice paused. Anna looked around at the crowd. No one was moving. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you,” said Janet. “We’ve got a rough time ahead. The tele-network is being jammed. Just before we lost contact, we were hearing reports of large-scale fleets of Crosoians and their allies attacking the Empire’s outposts all along their border. That can only mean one thing; war. What that means for us here on Talos, we’re not sure yet. One thing we do know is that we have a pirate fleet headed our way. We need to hold them off and hope the Empire or one of the other federations sends help.” 
 
    A beam of light shot out of the top of the transport, displaying a giant holographic image of Janet. She was dressed in combat fatigues. Anna could make out Wizard Scouts Trinity, Yardis, and Peeta standing behind the special operations officer. 
 
    The image of Janet jerked a thumb at the wizard scouts behind her. “We’ve got six wizard scouts on our side. They are the greatest fighting force the galaxy has ever seen. We’ve got a force field to protect us, and we’ve got the Donovan for space cover. The pirates are the ones who should be worrying. If you all do like you’ve been trained, you will get out of this alive. Show the pirates no mercy. I guarantee you that they aren’t going to show you any.” 
 
    Janet’s hologram seemed to scan the crowd, taking in everyone at once. “I need Anna and Connor on the Donovan. The rest of you, gather your equipment, and get to your assigned stations.” 
 
    None of the crowd moved. 
 
    “Now!” said Janet’s image. 
 
    The crowd moved. They moved with a purpose. Anna glanced at Connor before taking off at a run for the Donovan. The boy matched her step for step. In less than a minute they were both running up the ramp of the survey ship. McAvtis met them in the cargo bay, waving them up the stairs to the upper level. 
 
    “They’re in the dining area,” shouted McAvtis. “Hurry. We’re taking off in ten minutes, and anyone still on the ship then will be going with us.” 
 
    Wasting no time, Anna led the way up the stairs and past the engine control room. She continued up the stairs to the upper deck. Once the dining area came in sight, she saw Janet and Trinity standing at the farthest end of the table. Standing behind Janet and Trinity were Old Man Ryan along with Wizard Scouts Peetra and Yardis. Trinity’s battle helmet was placed in the center of the table. A beam of light shone out the top of the battle helmet forming a meter-sized hologram of an Empire admiral. The admiral was an older man in a rumpled white uniform. He looked as if he’d been dragged out of bed. Other Empire soldiers could be seen hurriedly moving to and fro in the background. As Anna climbed up the last of the stairs, she heard the hologram of the admiral speak. 
 
    “It’s a full-scale offensive,” said the admiral. “The Crosioians are attacking all along the border. So are the Carsoloians. Even the Balorian pirates have banded with the bats and are attacking in force. We’re at war, and from what I can tell, it’s going to be like nothing we’ve ever fought before. I need both of you to get to a clear area on Talos so we can teleport you out. All leaves are canceled, and we’re mobilizing all reserves.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Trinity. “The pirates are on their way to Talos right now. We can’t leave. The townspeople will be—” 
 
    The admiral’s face turned dark. “This is not a debate. We need every wizard scout we can get our hands on to figure out what’s going on. We’re stripping the Academy of wizard scout instructors as we speak. The TAC officers will be replaced by disabled wizard scouts until we can get things back under control.” The admiral pointed at Janet. “And as for you, Commander, you’ll be taking charge of a special ops company. They’re already on their way to district five. We’ll teleport you there as soon as you’re clear of all that titanium dust.” 
 
    Anna noticed Janet glance at Trinity. When the wizard scout nodded her head, Janet looked back at the admiral. 
 
    “Sir,” said Janet. “If it’s an all-out war with the Crosoian Federation like you say, the Empire is going to need the titanium ore on Talos more than ever. Trinity’s the only fully functional wizard scout here. I think it would be a mistake to—” 
 
    Red lights began blinking behind the admiral as a siren sounded. An orderly in a white naval uniform appeared in the hologram next to the admiral and thrust a helmet into the officer’s hands. 
 
    “Sir,” said the orderly. “We’ve got to get you to the bunker. We’ve got incoming.” 
 
    The hologram of the admiral took a final look at Janet. “I’m ordering both of you to get to a clear area. Once you’re out of the titanium contaminated area, have Wizard Scout Trinity’s battle computer request a teleport.” The admiral started to turn, but stopped midstride. He pointed a finger at Trinity and Janet. “That’s a direct order. If you even think about disobeying, I’ll have you both court-martialed and disintegrated for cowardice in the face of the enemy during a time of war.” 
 
    “Sir!” said the orderly tugging on the admiral’s arm. “We’ve got missiles inbound. You’ve got to go now.” 
 
    The hologram went blank. 
 
    Anna glanced over at Connor. He was standing next to her with mouth wide open. Wizard Scout Trinity caught her eye. 
 
    “You heard?” said Trinity stating it as a fact. 
 
    Anna nodded. “We heard.” 
 
    “Good,” said Trinity. “You’re the ones who asked us here. I wanted you to know what was going on.” 
 
    Anna approached the dining table and stood on the opposite side of Trinity and Janet. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Do?” said Trinity. “I’m going to fight. That’s what I came here to do.” 
 
    Connor stepped next to Anna. 
 
    “But that admiral said—,” started Connor. 
 
    “I’ll deal with that when the time comes,” said Trinity. She turned to look at Janet. “You can take off with Ryan on the Donovan. Once you’re clear of Talos, I’ll have Jennifer coordinate your teleport with the high command.” 
 
    Janet shook her head. “Don’t even try. I’ve stuck with you this long, I’m not leaving now.” 
 
    “The admiral wasn’t kidding,” said Trinity. “The sentence for disobeying a direct order in time of war is death. You’re risking more than your career.” 
 
    The special operations officer gave a half smile. “I can fight here as well as anywhere. The titanium ore’s important. As long as we’re in the area with the titanium dust, we can’t be teleported out. I’m here for the duration... or until I’m dead.” 
 
    Trinity stared at the special ops soldier for several seconds. Finally she nodded her head. “All right then. That’s settled. Now it’s time to get down to business.” 
 
    “So you’re staying?” asked Connor. 
 
    Trinity gave a tired smile. “Looks that way.” 
 
    Relief flooded over Anna. “What about us? What do we do?” 
 
    Janet nodded at Connor. “I want you in the Crosoian Wingbat with me. You’ll drive. I’ll act as the gunner.” 
 
    “And me?” Anna asked. 
 
    “You’ll go with Ryan on the Donovan,” said Janet. “It was your parents’ hyper-drive energy core that got the Donovan running in the first place. It’s only fitting that you’re with her.” 
 
    Anna glanced over at Connor. He was staring at her. Something in his eyes made her want to reach out and hold him tight and never let him go. She noticed his hands move toward her. 
 
    “Any questions?” asked Janet, breaking the moment. 
 
    “Uh, none, Sir,” said Connor. He gave Anna a smile before turning away. 
 
    With a final glance at Connor, Anna looked at Ryan. She had her orders. She had things to do. Whatever she felt for Connor could wait. Everything else could wait. 
 
    This was war. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 – Bombardment and Assault 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The first sign of attack was the multicolored beams of plasma energy striking against the shimmering shield above the pit mine. Anna watched from the relative safety of the copilot’s seat in the cockpit of the Donovan. Not that she was a pilot, but with only six trained personnel left from the Donovan’s old crew, Ryan had been forced to use untrained townspeople like her to supplement his crewmembers. Besides her, six of the more technologically oriented townspeople from the militia had been assigned to the survey ship. 
 
    Switching the copilot screen from the aerial view of the pit mine to a zoomed image of the pirate fleet located a quarter of a light second to the Donovan’s front, Anna watched a score of missiles leave the light cruiser and streak toward the planet below. Fear for Connor rose in her mind. She turned to Ryan who was sitting in the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Are those nukes?” Anna asked, doing her best to keep the quiver out of her voice. 
 
    “Hey,” Ryan said. “I’m the pilot. You’re the one operating the ship’s sensors and defensive shields. You tell me.” 
 
    With her face growing warm, Anna tapped two icons on the armrest of the copilot’s chair. The score of missiles appeared in the tactical hologram between Ryan and her. All twenty missiles glowed a dull green. Anna sighed with relief. 
 
    “See,” said Ryan. “None of them contain nuclear warheads. It’s just like Trinity told us. The pirates don’t want to have to deal with radioactive contamination when they start operating the mine. That would reduce their profit, not to mention mining in a high radiation area is downright hazardous to one’s health.” He turned in his seat to look at Anna. “But don’t think for one minute that their ‘no nuke’ policy applies to us. Both of those destroyers and the light cruiser will have nukes on them. They won’t hesitate to use them on us. The Donovan’s a tough old ship, but our engines can’t produce the energy output of the transport ship at the mine. Their force field could take a half dozen nuclear hits before failing. We can take one; two at the most. Then we’re toast.” 
 
    Missiles from the two destroyers streaked downward following the paths of those from the light cruiser. 
 
    “They’re killing our people,” Anna said, knowing full well they weren’t; at least not yet. The mine’s shield was holding. Nevertheless, the helplessness she felt watching the pirates attacking her home was hard to take. She had to do something. “We’ve got to stop them. We should attack.” 
 
    “Negative. Listen, girl. You can bet those pirates know we’re here. They just don’t see one lone survey ship as a threat at the moment. We’ll have one chance and one chance only to make a difference in this battle. We’ve got to be ready when the time comes, but we ain’t a gonna budge until then. So simmer down. The townspeople are safe enough from the bombardment for now. Once the pirates figure out the force field is more powerful than they expected, they’ll start sending down ground troops and armor to knock out the transport’s generator. When you see landing craft leaving the pirates’ transports, that’s when things are going to get dangerous down below. Until then, calm down and watch the show.” As if wanting to temper his chastisement a little, Ryan winked and added, “You’re boyfriend’s safe enough for now.” 
 
    Turning red, Anna said, “I don’t have a boyfriend. Connor’s just a—” 
 
    Movement on the display screen showing the nine ships in the pirate fleet drew Anna’s attention. Dozens of yellow blips were leaving the six transport ships and heading for the planet’s surface. 
 
    “Are those—” Anna started. 
 
    “Yep,” said Ryan. “The ground assault’s started. Now is when the real fighting begins.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    If it wasn’t so scary, the aerial bombardment would have been beautiful in its own way. A shiver ran up Connor’s spine as he sat in the driver’s seat of the Wingbat stationed on the west side of the transport. The extra wide cockpit of the Crosoian UHAAV made the cat almost roomy. Connor glanced over at Janet. The special operations’ soldier sat in the forward gunner’s chair looking as calm as if she were out for a Sunday drive. An especially large explosion hit the shield over the mine. The Wingbat’s view screen blinked out. It came back on almost immediately. 
 
    “Was that a nuke?” Connor asked. 
 
    No smile showed on the woman’s face, but Connor thought he could see laughter in the special operations soldier’s eyes struggling to get out. Thankfully, it didn’t. 
 
    “No,” said Janet, somehow keeping a straight face. “Believe me, if a nuke hits, you won’t have to ask me. You’ll know. If it had been a nuke, we’d still be bouncing around inside this hunk of metal. The transport’s force field will keep out the worst of a nuke’s blast, but not all. The ground pounders and the smaller cats will have it worse than us.” 
 
    Connor shifted his gaze from Janet long enough to look out the glass-steel of the Wingbat’s forward windows. Daylight had come to the mine, and all was plain to see. Squads of the townspeople’s militia were stationed in hastily constructed bunkers along the rim of the pit mine. Others were huddling in concrete-reinforced holes littering the mine floor. The two Long Cat UHAAV’s piloted by Wizard Scouts Ostaris and Mikala were positioned on the north and south sides of the mine rim respectively. Although he couldn’t see it, Connor knew the six-legged Leviathan piloted by Wizard Scout Trevor was on the opposite side of the transport from him. He glanced at his tactical heads-up display and tried to find the locations of their Warcat and the Tomcat scouts. 
 
    “I don’t see our scout cats,” Connor said, growing a little concerned. “Trinity’s in one of the Tomcat scouts. She’s the only fully functional wizard scout we’ve got.” 
 
    This time a grin slipped past Janet’s guard. “Relax. Scout cats are designed to evade most sensors. Trinity’s got her Tomcat next to the Leviathan on the east side of the transport. Wizard Scout Yardis is in a Warcat. He’s performing a recon past the force field on the east side of our defenses.” 
 
    Connor stared at Janet. “He’s outside the shield?” Several more large blasts struck the mine’s force field. “He’ll be killed.” 
 
    Janet shook her head. “Doubtful. I mean, at least not as long as the pirates don’t use their nukes. Warcats are designed to operate in less than cordial conditions. Besides, Wizard Scout Yardis is a shifter. If things get too rough, he can shift into the void between dimensions to get out of danger.” 
 
    A dozen massive blasts struck the shimmering dome over the mine. They were followed by high-energy beams of red, green, yellow, and purple striking against the defensive shield. Jagged lines of plasma energy deflected by the mine’s force field shot up into the sky. None of the beams from the pirates’ warships made it to the mine floor. 
 
    “Yardis is medically disabled,” Connor said, doing his best to ignore the blasts overhead. “Trinity told me that his Power reserve’s damaged. He can’t stay in the void long if at all before his reserve gives out.” 
 
    The special operations officer turned to stare at her gunner’s console. “Trinity’s right. Nevertheless, he had to go out. That ravine where the Crosoian scout got picked up is the best cover for any strike force within twenty kilometers. If the pirates get armor there, we’ve got to know it. Someone had to go. Wizard Scout Yardis was that someone.” 
 
    Connor said nothing further. He knew full well that no one was safe in this battle. He thought of his friends Artrim and Dylan. They were both acting as tail-gunners on the Leviathan. He thought of his uncle up in one of the bunkers on the mine’s rim. He thought of his aunt in the depths of one of the mine tunnels trying to comfort the children. Most of all, he thought of Anna somewhere in space on a beat-up survey ship with the half-dozen semi-fossilized members of the Donovan’s crew waiting to take on a light cruiser and two destroyers. 
 
    Keep her safe, Connor thought in silent prayer. 
 
    Then came the giant drops of rain. Not droplets of water, but streaks of light coming out of the sky heading somewhere to the east side of the mine. 
 
    “Here come the landing craft,” said Janet. “Fire up the engines. Our mission’s to protect the transport. Their assault troops are going to do all they can to knock out the transport’s generator. Our job’s to stop them. Got it?” 
 
    Connor got it. He just wasn’t sure he could do it. An image of Anna appeared in his mind. Suddenly he knew he could do anything. 
 
    He would do it because he had too. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 – The Ravine 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    A score of fighter-shuttles led the landing craft of the first wave as they came out of the east less than ten meters above the deck. The fighters weaved in and out among the jagged rocks of the foothills ready to pounce on any ground-to-air defenses foolish enough to open fire. When they were two thousand meters out from the ravine that was the first wave’s landing zone, the fighters released their missiles. Dozens of trails of ion energy from the missiles’ exhausts zigzagged through the sky as the missiles’ computers plotted independent paths to their targets in an effort to confuse any anti-missile missiles from the defenders. No opposing fire came. Explosions rocked the landscape as the warheads tore into the landing area, throwing up fifty-meter-tall plumes of rock and dirt. 
 
    The fighters pulled up, circling around for another attack run if warranted. The lead elements of the main assault force came in low and fast. A dozen landing craft touched down in the ravine. When the two hundred shock troopers wearing power-armor exited their shuttles, the landing craft took off. The pirates’ second wave came in as the shock troops from the first wave spread out to provide cover. The second wave was the larger shuttles carrying the UHAAVs. Some of the landing craft touched down, opening their rear ramps to deposit the smaller scout cats. Other shuttles carrying medium and heavy UHAAVs on steel cables dangling beneath their landing craft slowed down above the landing zone. As the cats drew close to the ground, the lines were released. The Leviathans, Marcons, Devons, and Long Cat medium and heavy cats spread out to their rallying points. Lighter cats passed them by and took up overlook positions along the rim of the ravine. 
 
    Wizard Scout Yardis took it all in from his position on a small knoll six hundred meters to the west of the ravine. His Warcat scout blended in well with the reddish rock as the recon cat’s camouflage unit did its job. The Warcat’s sensors picked up disturbances to the south, west, and north sides of the mine pit. Toggling views from the camera’s mounted on the front, sides, and rear of the Warcat’s upper torso, he noticed large plumes of rock and dirt being thrown up in a dozen locations around all sides of the mine. 
 
    “Those others are fake insertions,” said his battle computer, Jonathan, in their shared space. “I calculate the ravine to your front is the main assault point. I have taken the liberty of informing the other battle computers. Uh... I assumed you would approve.” 
 
    “Now that it’s done, do I have any choice?” Yardis said, smiling in spite of himself. After decades of working as a team, he was used to his battle computer using his own initiative. Truth be told, he didn’t mind. Jonathan had saved his life far too many times over the last forty plus years to start complaining now. 
 
    “I would say you have no choice since the deed is done, Wizard Scout. So what are your orders now that we have pinpointed the location of the main assault? Do you want me to plot an escape route back to the mine?” 
 
    “Negative. Not yet.” 
 
    “Uh... may I ask why not?” said Jonathan with more than a little hint of concern in his voice. “I fail to see what else we can accomplish here. Logic indicates returning to the mine would be our best choice of actions. I calculate remaining here is foolish.” 
 
    Wizard Scout Yardis laughed. “Then call me a fool, but we’re staying. One lone Warcat isn’t going to make much of a difference at the mine one way or the other.” 
 
    “And you think it will here?” 
 
    Yardis smiled. “Actually, I do. I’ve got a hunch.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    As soon as Yardis’s report came in, Trinity kicked her Tomcat scout into high gear and headed toward the east rim of the mine. She sensed the massive Leviathan driven by Connor and Janet lumbering along behind her. 
 
    “Jonathan says the pirates’ ground assault troops are unusually well disciplined,” said Jennifer in Trinity’s shared space. “I calculate it must be the pirates’ twenty-third heavy armor regiment from their home world of Cantor. That’s the best they’ve got. Too bad. My odds of us surviving this battle just went down another five percent.” Jennifer gave a canned laugh. “If it gets much lower, it will be in the negative.” 
 
    “Not funny,” Trinity said. “Now stop trying to be a comedian and plot me the fastest route up the rim. The town’s militia will break at the first contact if I’m not there to help.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Jennifer. “Do you want to know the odds of them breaking even if you are there?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    The fact that Jennifer didn’t give one of her usual smart-alecky replies told Trinity more than words the seriousness of the situation. Not that she’d had any doubts in the first place. She glanced at the Tomcat’s heads-up display. A green path zigzagged up the side of the cliff face. The plotted path partially used the mine’s normal rough-cut stairs and partially not. Trinity dutifully followed the path up the stairs taking them six at a time. While the Tomcat’s three legs might be awkward for inexperienced pilots, she’d had plenty of practice in all of the Empire’s light cats over the years. Maneuvering the UHAAV up the side of the cliff was no big deal. 
 
    Leaving the stairs, Trinity jumped the Tomcat off to the side and grabbed hold of a protruding ledge with the grappling claw on the belly of the cat. The Tomcat’s flexible third leg, more a metallic tail than a leg really, made climbing up the remainder of the cliff easy. By the time she reached the top and stuck the cat’s windscreen over the ledge, the first of the pirates’ advance scout cats were popping up over the horizon seven hundred meters away. 
 
    “Fire!” shouted a voice from the right. 
 
    Trinity got her right-side view screen toggled just in time to see the mayor standing next to an antitank gun. The weapon belched fire and smoke as the gun crew fired an 88mm phase round at the nearest of the approaching scout vehicles. 
 
    “They fired too early,” said Jennifer. “If you had gotten here a few seconds sooner, you could have told them that even computer-controlled weapons like that antitank gun have trouble hitting scout UHAAVs. They would have been better off waiting for the medium and heavy cats to get within range before firing. Now they have given their position away.” 
 
    As her battle computer predicted, the light scout cat that was the gun crew’s target rolled to the left as the phase round drew near. The antitank round passed to the scout cat’s right and exploded on a boulder a hundred meters beyond, scattering shattered pieces of rock into the air but doing nothing to slow down the attacking UHAAVs. 
 
    By now, a dozen small cats were visible charging at full speed for the east side of the mine’s energy shield. 
 
    “I calculate two viable attack plans by the pirates,” said Jennifer. “Due to the physics of force fields, the energy output is weaker as the shield gets closer to the ground. High concentrations of energy weapons from the larger UHAAVs can potentially penetrate the shield at ground level. Vehicles and assault weapons can also get past the shield if an anti-energy generator is placed next to the shield.” 
 
    “Understood,” Trinity said. 
 
    “We can’t stop them!” shouted one of the members of the antitank gun crew. The man threw down the phase round he was carrying and took off for the mine’s rim. “Run!” 
 
    Trinity spun her Tomcat to the right and pointed the quad plasma rifles on her left upper appendage as well as the 40mm phase cannon on her right appendage at the fleeing man. Making a split-second decision, she lowered the 40mm and fired a short burst of plasma rounds from the rifles in front of the fleeing militiaman. The spray of rocks and dirt kicked up by the plasma energy knocked the man off his feet. He started to get up, but Trinity fired a short burst of plasma rounds over his head. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” she ordered using the Tomcat’s external speakers. Trinity faced the remainder of the gun crew and the mayor. “I’ll kill the next man or woman who tries to run.” She swept the barrel of her 40mm cannon to encompass the dozen fortifications along the eastern rim of the mine. She set the helmet’s external speaker at max volume “That goes for all of you. You’ve got a force field between you and the enemy. They can’t get their troops or vehicles through until they create a hole. Your job’s to stop them from making it. Their weapons can’t get through the force field, but yours can get out, so hold your fire until you get a clear shot.” She pointed her 40mm cannon at the antitank gun. “Get that thing moved to your alternate position. You can bet your last credit their scouts have already relayed your position to the heavier UHAAVs. The first thing those big cats will do when they get within range is concentrate fire on the force field in front of your position and try to get some rounds through. You’d best not be here when they do.” 
 
    Beams of green and yellow struck the force field fifty meters to the gun crew’s front. The mayor took one look and grabbed the gun’s firing computer. “You heard her! Get this gun moved. Now!” 
 
    The remaining members of the gun crew jumped to respond. Whether it was due to the mayor’s orders or the continuous fire against the force field in front of their position, Trinity didn’t know or care. All she knew was that they were moving. Even the militiaman who’d tried to run rose to his feet and helped lift the antitank cannon off its tripod. The mayor gave Trinity a nod and then took off for the gun’s alternate location, dragging stray computer cables behind him. 
 
    “Great speech,” said Jennifer, sounding anything but impressed. “I suppose we will have to wait to see if it does any good in the grand scheme of things. What are you going to be doing if I may be so bold to ask?” 
 
    Trinity didn’t bother replying. She pointed the Tomcat in the direction of the force field and took off running. 
 
    “Hmm, I was afraid an all-or-nothing frontal charge was your plan,” said Jennifer. “I will save you some time. There is a high concentration of energy coming from one of the medium cats in the second wave. I calculate it is carrying an anti-energy generator. I will mark the medium UHAAV on the Tomcat’s tactical display in blue. I highly recommend you take it out.” 
 
    A blue dot appeared on the cat’s view screen. Trinity angled the Tomcat’s path to a point on the force field that would intercept the approaching medium cat. 
 
    “It is a Crosoian Wingbat,” said Jennifer. “It is similar to the one Lieutenant Commander Stevens and Connor are piloting. According to the specs in my databanks, the Wingbat’s plate armor is nearly as thick as a heavy cat’s. None of the weapons on this Tomcat are powerful enough to penetrate its armor.” 
 
    “Understood,” Trinity said.  
 
    When Trinity got within ten meters of the shimmering wall of energy that marked the edge of the force field, she slowed the Tomcat slightly. “Transmit the IFF code.” 
 
    “Compliance. I have activated the Identify Friend and Foe code.” 
 
    A slight tingle passed through Trinity as she dived through the energy field. She bent the upper part of the Tomcat forward and did a summersault to dissipate the force of the landing. She whipped the tail-like third leg of her cat forward and used it to leverage the Tomcat to its feet. Two beams of green plasma energy from one of the approaching scout cats passed through the spot she’d just vacated. She shot off four rounds from the 40mm cannon, catching the pirate scout cat in the chest. The thin armor of the light cat was no match for the 40mm armor-piercing rounds. Smoke spewed out of the scout cat’s chest area before the whole thing exploded in a shower of plasma and phase energy. 
 
    “The forty millimeter is your most effective weapon,” said Jennifer, “but only against the light cats. I calculate it has a zero probability of penetrating the Wingbat’s armor, even if you get a shot at its belly.” 
 
    Trinity laughed as adrenaline surged through her body. “For once you’re wrong, old girl.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Trinity gave another laugh. “You’re forgetting I’m a wizard scout. The forty millimeter isn’t my most effective weapon. I am.” 
 
    “Hmm. I calculate we will soon see.” 
 
    Dodging additional beams of energy from two of the other scout cats, Trinity maneuvered her Tomcat toward the Wingbat. The energy reading from the pirate cat showed up as a bright spot on her passive scan. One of the other pirate medium cats, a four-legged Macron bristling with rocket launchers cut in front of the Wingbat and let loose a volley of eight rockets in her direction. Reaching out with a line of Power, Trinity wrapped it around the warhead of the lead rocket and crushed inward with telekinesis. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The explosion took out three of the rockets. She prepared to wrap a second rocket in Power. 
 
    “No time,” said Jennifer. “Give me control of the Tomcat.” 
 
    “Done,” Trinity said, fully aware she was no match for the nanosecond brain of her battle computer when it came to aiming weapons when time was of the essence. She felt the kick of the 40mm cannon as it shot out four rounds of high-velocity, armor-piercing creallium. The blazing red streaks of phase energy headed straight for the incoming missiles. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Four of the approaching rockets exploded in quick succession. The last rocket passed through the fire and smoke directly for the Tomcat’s chest. 
 
    “Eject!” ordered Jennifer. 
 
    The possibility of asking questions or disobeying her battle computer never crossed Trinity’s mind. She thought the command to eject. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    The backside of the Tomcat blew out as a blast of pneumatic air sent Trinity flying out the rear of the scout cat’s emergency escape hatch. The Macron’s remaining rocket hit the Tomcat’s chest at the same time that a dozen beams of green energy sliced into the cat’s armor. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Pieces of hot metal tore at Trinity’s battle suit as she flew through the air. None of the shrapnel penetrated the tough armor of the suit. Not for the first time, she thanked the efforts of the Empire’s unsung technicians for creating the best body armor in the galaxy. Hitting the ground, Trinity rolled on her shoulder to reduce the impact and came up with her activated phase rod in her left hand and a Deloris phase pistol in her right. 
 
    One of the pirate’s six-legged Leviathans turned its weapons in Trinity’s direction. The sides and front of the deadly UHAAV lit up like the night sky on Velos during an Independence Day celebration. Drawing Power from her reserve, Trinity put up a hasty defensive shield to her front and angled it slightly to the left as she dived to the right, making for a shallow depression in the rocky ground. Beams of energy sizzled overhead. A 200mm phase round exploded on the ground ten meters away. A wave of energy combined with energized pieces of creallium hit her defensive shield. Most, but not all of the energy and shrapnel ricocheted off to the left. The remainder slammed into Trinity like a ton of brerellium steel. Two hot pieces of metal tore into the leg armor of her battle suit, exiting out the opposite side. White hot pain temporarily blinded Trinity. 
 
    “You are lucky the shrapnel went all the way through,” said Jennifer. “Otherwise it would still be bouncing around inside your armor, turning your leg into ground hamburger. I am administering a painkiller and coagulant through the battle suit’s thread needles. Recommend you not allow the pirates to hit you again.” 
 
    As a cool liquid spread through Trinity’s leg, her sight cleared. The Leviathan was moving toward her at top speed. The massive cat wasn’t fast, but it was quick enough that Trinity knew she’d never reach the Wingbat before the Leviathan cut her off. 
 
    “That is assuming you can get past the Macron,” said Jennifer. “I sense it is preparing to fire another salvo of rockets.” 
 
    “I’m depending on it,” Trinity said. She sent an image of her plan to the part of her mind she shared with her battle computer. 
 
    “Interesting,” admitted Jennifer. “However, I must point out that the odds of success are low. I calculate the Leviathan will be on you before you can put your plan into effect. That is, unless you are abnormally lucky.” 
 
    Trinity smiled. She wasn’t worried. She was a wizard scout. She’d always been lucky. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Wizard Scout Yardis felt lucky as he watched the battle unfolding before him. The pirates were deploying their forces just like he’d expected. Four of the pirate’s Leviathans, two Macrons, and six Long Cats were concentrating their fire on a point of the mine’s force field directly west of the ravine. Another Leviathan and a Macron were in front of a Wingbat providing cover while firing every weapon they had at Trinity. Yardis sensed a large energy source coming from an elongated metal container bolted to the Wingbat’s backside. 
 
    “Wizard Scout Trinity is fortunate to have gotten out of her Tomcat in time,” said Jonathan. “I suspect her battle computer warned her to eject. Also, as I am sure you have noticed, the Wingbat has an anti-energy generator attached to its back. I calculate the pirates are attempting to get the generator close enough to the mine’s shield to create a hole to send in a strike team. If they do that, you can bet they will make straight for our transport to take out the force field generator once and for all. If they succeed in their objective, the outcome of this little shindig will be all but a foregone conclusion.” 
 
    “Thanks for the blow-by-blow analysis,” Yardis said. “Don’t know how I’d have survived without it. Now, can you contact Trinity or her battle computer for me?” 
 
    “There is no need for sarcasm, Wizard Scout. As for contacting Wizard Scout Trinity, you know I cannot. The pirates have not yet discovered your location. If you drop your stealth shield, or if we attempt to make contact via the tele-network, I calculate the pirates will identify where you are at. Your best chance of survival is to remain hidden until the pirates are fully engaged, then you should be able to make your way back to the mine.” 
 
    “My best chance of survival would’ve been to stay on Trecor and spend my days walking in the park until my Power reserve ran out in twenty or thirty more years.” 
 
    “True,” said Jonathan, “but you came here instead. You are seventy-two years old and disabled. Your Power reserve is not what it used to be. I calculate this adventure of yours may not end well for us.” 
 
    Yardis reached out with his passive scan, merging the locations of the various life forms onto the Warcat’s heads-up display. Once the first, second, and third waves of the assault force had been deposited on the ground, the assault shuttles had disappeared back into the sky. He assumed they’d returned to the pirates’ transport ships to pick up additional troops and equipment. 
 
    “I calculate a ninety-four percent probability you are correct, Wizard Scout,” said Jonathan. “As you can see from the enemy locations on your display, you have waited too long to return to the relative safety of the mine. I calculate Wizard Scout Trinity is attempting to stop the Wingbat from getting close to the force field. As I pointed out earlier, if it can activate the anti-energy generator it is carrying, the pirates’ strike team will be able to get through the mine’s shield. Of course, I also calculate that even if the Wingbat fails, the medium and heavy cats on this side of the mine’s shield will be able to combine enough firepower to eventually blow a hole in the force field. They will succeed by sheer force of numbers if given enough time. I see no logical way the Talosians can win.” 
 
    Yardis scanned the battle area with the Warcat’s sensors. He sensed the assault shuttles zooming in from above as they made their way back to the ravine with a fourth wave of attackers. “For once we’re in agreement Jennifer. I see no logical way either.” 
 
    Energy beams lashed out from the Leviathan stationed in front of the Wingbat. Yardis sensed as much as saw Trinity dodging the enemy fire as she headed for the Macron. 
 
    “I have analyzed your friend’s actions, Wizard Scout. I calculate she is attempting to commandeer the Macron and use it against the Wingbat. I calculate an eighty-six percent probability the Leviathan will kill her first. It is equipped with a disintegrator beam. Even a wizard scout’s self-heal cannot repair damage faster than a disintegrator beam can deal it out. Your fellow wizard scout is as good as dead.” 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” Yardis said as he pushed himself erect, “Plot me a route that will get me as close to the Leviathan attacking Trinity as possible before we’re discovered.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    A nearly straight green line appeared on the Warcat’s heads-up display  
 
    “What, no zigzagging?” Yardis said. “That’s not like you. I could’ve come up with a straight line all by my lonesome.” 
 
    “This is all I have, Wizard Scout. I was unable to calculate a route that would get you close to the heavy cat before being detected. My algorithms all indicate that your best bet is to close the distance as fast as possible and hope you get lucky.” 
 
    Yardis laughed in spite of the situation. “You know, Jonathan, I believe this is the first time since I was introduced to you as battle helmet serial number one-two-five-nine-two, version six, edition five that you’ve told me to rely on luck. I knew you were trainable. I just didn’t think it would take fifty years to do it.” 
 
    “I fail to see the humor in the situation, Wizard Scout. I recommend against this course of action, but if you are determined to throw our lives away, then it is time to move. I sense the Leviathan’s sighting computer lining up its disintegrator cannon on Wizard Scout Trinity. Jennifer is good. She will assist her wizard scout in dodging the disintegrator beam, but I calculate a ninety-two percent probability it will connect with its target within twelve-point-one seconds.” 
 
    Wasting no more time, Yardis took off running as fast as the Warcat’s legs could take him. Adrenaline rushed through his body. He thought about the time thirty-seven years earlier when his Power reserve had been damaged. He’d been medically retired and on the disabled wizard scout list ever since. It felt good to have a purpose once again. 
 
    A purple beam shot out of the Leviathan in the direction of Trinity. A glance at the Warcat’s forward view screen told him that his friend had dodged the deadly beam. He pushed the Warcat even faster. Unlike other UHAAVs, a Warcat scout cat was more like wearing a second set of skin than it was piloting the vehicle with controls. The faster and harder he physically ran, the faster the Warcat went. He pumped his legs for all he was worth. At the same time, he supplemented his physical muscles with Power from his reserve. 
 
    “No,” said Jonathan. “Your reserve is damaged. You cannot draw Power from it like that. It could breach a wall in your reserve. You’ll die if that happens.” 
 
    Yardis pumped his legs even harder using every trick at his disposal to make the Warcat go faster. A second purple beam shot out from the Leviathan, striking the ground just in front of Trinity. She was thrown into the air. Hitting the ground, she rolled once before jumping to her feet and angling toward the Macron, seemingly ignoring the danger posed by the Leviathan. The medium cat’s missiles fired in salvo at Trinity, but somehow she avoided the worst of the explosions. 
 
    “The Leviathan’s sighting computer has locked onto Wizard Scout Trinity. I calculate the next disintegrator beam will hit her dead on.” 
 
    The six-legged Leviathan was only thirty meters away now. Yardis sensed the cat’s short-range weapons locking in on his Warcat. He didn’t care. He specialized in shifting. Drawing Power from his reserve, he wrapped it around his body and shifted into the void between dimensions. Plasma beams and anti-armor rockets from the Leviathan blasted into the Warcat blowing it into a hundred pieces. The cat’s destruction didn’t matter. He was in the void. Only phase weapons could harm him. Still wrapped in Power, he levitated up to the belly of the Leviathan, easily passing through its thick brerellium steel armor. 
 
    “The wall of your reserve is starting to leak,” said Jonathan. “Shift out of the void now before it collapses.” 
 
    Yardis remained in the void. He sensed the weak points in his Power reserve growing weaker. Power began seeping out of pinholes in the walls of his reserve like water through a sieve. He sensed the Leviathan’s disintegrator cannon lining up on Trinity for one final destructive shot. His passive scan picked up the location of the disintegrator’s reactor located directly below the cannon. He made straight for it, passing through the walls of the Leviathan. He was still in the void. Walls couldn’t stop him. 
 
    “Get back to the ground now and shift out of the void,” said Jonathan on the verge of panic. “Your reserve is going to collapse in six seconds. Please. I don’t want you to die. You are my friend. I do not want to continue living if you die.” 
 
    Pain swept through Yardis as he passed into the reactor. Disintegration particles tore into his body. Not even the void could fully protect him. His self-heal drew Power from his reserve, but much of it leaked out of the increasing number of holes in the link connecting him to his reserve. He removed his battle helmet. 
 
    “You have to live, Jonathan. They’ll reprogram you. You’ll forget about me.” 
 
    “Never! Do not do this. If you are determined to die, then I will die with you. I will never forget you. We are a team.” 
 
    White-hot pain passed throughout Yardis’s body as the reactor’s disintegration radiation destroyed cells faster than his self-heal could regenerate them. He sensed the radiation building in the cannon above as the disintegrator beam formed in preparation for firing. 
 
    “Goodbye, my friend,” Yardis said. “I know you will serve your next wizard scout as well as you have served me.” 
 
    “No! You are throwing your life away.” 
 
    Yardis gave a final smile. “For once you’re wrong. My life means something once again after all these years. I’m a wizard scout. I need to make a difference.” 
 
    Levitating his battle helmet downward with telekinesis, Yardis got it all the way to the ground before he shifted the helmet out of the void. Then he drew every last drop of Power remaining in his reserve and exploded it outward as his tortured body shifted out of the void. Blackness swept over him. 
 
    Then he knew no more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 – Anti-Energy 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Get ready to dodge,” Jennifer warned. “I calculate the Leviathan will fire its disintegrator cannon again in five, four, three—” 
 
    Trinity prepared as best she could for what was to come. She’d managed to dodge the deadly beam twice. She wasn’t sure she could do it again. Forming a defensive shield to her front, she waited for the inevitable. It didn’t come. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The Leviathan exploded in a blast of purple light. Pieces of broken brerellium steel armor mixed with plasma energy, smoke, and flames rose a hundred meters into the air. The ten-meter-long barrel of the cat’s disintegrator cannon came tumbling out of the smoke-filled sky. In a stroke of seemingly divine luck, the spinning barrel smashed into the left side of the pirates’ Marcon medium UHAAV. Rockets exploded in their launchers as the Macron’s legs buckled beneath it. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Secondary explosions tore the medium UHAAV in half as the metal behemoth fell to the ground. 
 
    “The way is clear to the Wingbat,” said Jennifer. “Go. Go now before the pirates have time to react.” 
 
    With rockets no longer raining down around her, and with the threat from the heavy and medium cats neutralized, Trinity ran around the burning wreckage that had been the Macron and made a beeline for the modified Wingbat. A pirate Tomcat scout UHAAV came out of the smoke and pointed its 40mm phase cannon at Trinity’s chest. Without bothering to put up a defensive shield, she reached into the chest of the light cat with her mind, found a round of 40mm phase ammo in the cat’s magazine, and squeezed hard with telekinesis. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The Tomcat’s chest exploded outward as flames licked up the inside of the scout cat’s cockpit. A haunting image of the pirate’s face screaming in agony was forever etched in her mind. She shoved the memory aside and continued running. 
 
    A Long Cat medium UHAAV broke away from the group of pirate cats that were concentrating their fire on the mine’s force field. The seven-meter-tall Long Cat fired its 200mm phase cannon as it ran. In the second and a half before the round got to her, an image appeared in Trinity’s mind as Jennifer formed a possible plan in their shared space. With her own idea of using the Macron to take out the Wingbat now impossible, Trinity jumped on her battle computer’s plan. 
 
    “I’ll need help,” Trinity thought. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Pulling Power from her reserve, Trinity allowed Jennifer to take control with a speed too fast for a human mind to handle. She had a split-second sensation of her Power wrapping around the incoming phase round and angling the 200mm creallium shell away from her and toward the pirates’ Wingbat. The phase round connected with the medium cat’s upper torso. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The exploding phase round sent pieces of burning wreckage flying out the Wingbat’s back. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A second explosion of dark energy flew up and out as the anti-energy generator overloaded. The second explosion was more powerful than Trinity expected. A ring of billowing anti-matter washed over the battlefield. The force of the expanding anti-matter flung Trinity backwards. By using telekinesis she succeeded in slowing her velocity just before she made contact with the ground. 
 
    Rolling to dissipate the remaining momentum, Trinity jumped to her feet and looked around. Dense smoke mixed with anti-energy prevented visual sight of her surroundings. Switching her visor to a thermal filter did little to improve her visibility. Reaching out with her passive scan, she took in the life forms around her. All of the medium and heavy cats that had been attacking the force field were either on their sides or had been shattered into burning pieces of metal. The smaller cats like the pirates’ Warcats and Tomcats had held up better. Apparently being lower to the ground had helped avoid the worst of the blast. Her passive scan indicated numerous life forms losing large amounts of life energy by the second. 
 
    “The blast of anti-energy has decimated the first three waves of the pirates’ strike force,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Are you trying to say that we’ve won?” Trinity asked, hardly able to believe their luck. 
 
    “Not hardly, Wizard Scout. The fourth wave was protected in the ravine. The assault shuttles have gone back to the pirates’ transports for another load. They will be returning shortly with a fifth and sixth wave.” 
 
    Trinity began running for the pit mine. “I’ve got to pull our troops from the other side of the mine and strengthen the eastern defensive positions before the fourth wave attacks. If we can keep them from blowing a hole in the mine’s shield, it won’t matter how many cats they have. We knocked out their anti-energy generator. Those things are rare. What are the odds they’ve got another?” 
 
    “Low,” admitted Jennifer. “The Crosoians are in a full-scale war with the Empire. I calculate the bats would not give the pirates a second generator. Still, the attackers may have something else up their sleeve.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Insufficient data to cal... Incoming! Twelve o’clock high!” 
 
    Trinity slowed down and looked up. She stopped dead in her tracks to stare at a streak of light entering the atmosphere. The streak slowed, revealing a two-hundred-meter long Type II Balorean destroyer. Jets of ion energy shot out the bottom of the starship, slowing its descent even more. 
 
    “Are those fools trying to land?” Trinity asked genuinely perplexed. “What are they—” Then it hit her. “The mine’s shield is weaker closer to the ground. They’re going to use their anti-ship cannons to blast a hole in the force field once they land. Are they crazy? Their ship will be crushed by its own weight.” 
 
    “It will not be completely crushed,” said Jennifer. “I calculate only the bottom third of the destroyer will be damaged. The ship’s eight one-hundred-gigawatt cannons on their main gun deck will still be operable. Based upon their current rate of descent, it will take two minutes and twelve seconds from now for them to land and blow a hole in the mine’s force field. If the fourth wave of the strike force gets through the opening, they’ll knock out our transport. Then the whole shield will come down. The remaining destroyer and light cruiser can then use their space-to-ground weapons to decimate the Talosians.” 
 
    Trinity took off running for the nearest edge of the force field. “Contact the Donovan. Tell Ryan we need him here now. That destroyer’s got to be taken out of action.” 
 
    “Unable to comply, Wizard Scout. The Donovan’s currently engaged with the other destroyer. Ryan and the others are not going to be able to help us.” 
 
    Trintiy speeded up even more. She had no idea what to do. She only knew she had to get to the mine and fight. She was a wizard scout. She had to try. That’s what wizards scouts did. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 – Sacrifice 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Four Balorean fighters came in fast from the portside firing plasma weapons at the Donovan as they flew by. Anna angled the shields on the survey ship’s portside to deflect the energy beams away from the ship. The Donovan shook and rattled as some of the plasma energy partially penetrated the starship’s shield and made contact with the hull. 
 
    “You didn’t angle the portside shield enough!” said Ryan. He reached across from the pilot’s seat and punched the shield control on the copilot’s console. “I can’t fly and handle the shields all by my lonesome.” 
 
    “I’m doing the best I can,” Anna snapped back. “If you’d get out of the fighters’ way, they wouldn’t be making so many gun runs on us.” 
 
    Ryan jerked the pilot’s control stick hard to the right to avoid an incoming anti-ship missile. The Donovan’s portside anti-missile plasma guns opened up. The pirates’ missile exploded before making contact with the Donovan’s force field. 
 
    “I can’t get away from the fighters,” said Ryan as he turned left, making straight for a group of the pirates’ short-range fighters. “They’re the only reason the destroyer and cruiser’s main guns aren’t firing at us.” 
 
    Anna wanted to yell in frustration, but she was too busy angling the port and forward shields in an effort to deflect a flurry of plasma beams and phase rounds from the attacking fighters. The Donovan shuddered slightly, but none of the weapons’ fire penetrated the force field. 
 
    “That’s better,” said Ryan. He turned his head to look at the tactical hologram located between the pilot and copilot’s seats. “McAvits,” he said, speaking into the microphone inside his helmet. “The destroyer’s changing course. She’s going to try and join the other destroyer on Talos. Trinity and the others might be able to hold off the one destroyer from blasting a hole in the mine’s shield, but if this one lands on the opposite side of the mine, they’ll have our people in a crossfire. You’ve got to keep that destroyer’s attention.” 
 
    Two bright beams of red light flashed across the forward view screens as the Donovan’s twin 50 gigawatt plasma cannons opened up. They glanced off the destroyer’s force field doing little if any harm. Eight green beams of return fire from the destroyer were joined by a dozen more from the light cruiser. Ryan jerked the Donovan to the left as he accelerated forward. Most of the beams missed. Anna deflected four of the remaining five beams by angling the shields in sector six and seven. The fifth energy beam was only partially deflected. A sizeable part of the plasma energy made contact with the recon ship’s stern on the starboard side. Anna was thrown forward. Her seat harness cut into her shoulders as her helmet banged into the copilot’s console. 
 
    “And that’s why you always wear headgear during combat,” said Ryan. “Even wearing a helmet you’ve still got to learn to anticipate things like that. I locked my harness before the beam hit.” 
 
    Anna shook her head, clearing it as best she could. “Sorry. I tried to stop the beams but—” 
 
    “You did good,” Ryan said. He jerked the controls to the right and headed for another group of fighters. “It was my fault. I didn’t get close enough to the fighters. I gave those two line ships a shot.” He pushed the icon to fire the recon ship’s forward missile battery. Four anti-ship missiles shot out toward the enemy fighters. Six of the fighters managed to dodge. Two others didn’t. They exploded in twin blasts of yellow and red. 
 
    A flashing red light on the console caught Anna’s attention. “We’ve got a fire in the engine compartment. We’re also losing air on deck two. Shields in sector three, seven, and eight are down.” 
 
    Ryan glanced around the cabin before patting the pilot’s console. “Hold together, old girl. You’ve never lost a fight, and I ain’t going to let you start now.” He looked out the forward view screen at the destroyer. It was firing braking thrusters as it prepared to descend into the planet’s atmosphere. The old man turned and looked at Anna. “Transfer all remaining power to the forward shields. Then I want you to seal your helmet and eject.” 
 
    “What?” Anna said. “I’m not leaving you. We’ve got to stop—” 
 
    “I said seal your helmet.” 
 
    Emphasizing the point, Ryan reached across and slapped Anna’s visor down. Air hissed as it automatically sealed. 
 
    Ryan turned away and looked out the pilot’s view screen. “Now transfer all power to the forward shields. All I’ll need is maneuvering thrusters.” 
 
    Anna moved an icon on her seat arm to transfer power from the engine to the forward shields. When the icon turned green, she turned to the survey ship’s captain. “All power is now being diverted to the forward shields. But I’m not going to lea—” 
 
    Ryan pressed a red button on the left arm of his pilot’s chair. A clear tube of energy lowered from the ceiling above the copilot’s seat. 
 
    “No!” Anna said as she reached for the ‘ABORT EJECT’ button. “I’m not going to—” 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    The hatch above the copilot’s chair blew open as a jet of air shot Anna into the emptiness of space. 
 
    Ryan touched the icon for the ship-wide intercom. “This is the captain. Abandon ship. It’s been a pleasure serving with you.” He waited for the icons denoting the other crewmembers to turn green. Six of them did. Five icons remained red. Ryan didn’t need to look to know which members of the Donovan’s crew were choosing to stay onboard and which had chosen to leave. “Are you sure this is the way you want it?” he asked. 
 
    McAvits spoke for the five remaining members of the Donovan’s original crew. “The Donovan’s stuck with us through the years with nary a complaint, Captain. We ain’t gonna desert her now.” 
 
    Ryan nodded. He wiped something from the corner of his eyes with his left hand. “Very well then. Fire everything we’ve got at the light cruiser as we pass by. Keep her off me long enough to get to that destroyer. We’re going to give Trinity and the others a chance. If I know Trinity, it’ll be enough. It’ll have to be enough.” 
 
    The Donovan shuddered as every weapon on the recon ship fired in unison. Ryan shoved the thruster controls all the way forward. The destroyer grew larger in the view screen as every weapon on the pirate vessel returned fire. The Donovan rattled and shook, but the forward shields held for three, four, five seconds, then they began to crack. Ryan laughed as he aimed for the destroyer’s bridge. 
 
    “You shoulda stayed away from Talos when you had the chance. No one messes with the Donovan and gets away with it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Anna’s view from space was a tumbling mass of stars. She activated her suit’s gyros. The spinning slowed and then stopped. With a small burst of ion energy out the side maneuvering thruster of the suit, she spun to the right until the brown and blue of Talos came into sight. Flashes of light from dozens of beams of plasma energy drew her attention to the pirate destroyer and the Donovan. Energy beams glanced off the front shields of the old survey ship as anti-ship missiles shot out from the destroyer and the light cruiser. Two missiles hit the rear of the Donovon. Fire, smoke, and debris shot out into space as the survey ship’s cargo bay door ruptured. Still the Donovan pressed onward. More beams of plasma energy reached out from the destroyer, raking across the front shields. 
 
    A flash of light told Anna the portside forward shield had given out. The portside thrusters of the Donovan activated as the survey ship’s twin 50 gigawatt cannons fired a continuous burst of energy at the destroyer’s bridge. Anna knew the Donovan’s plasma cannons would burn out if McAvits didn’t give the weapons a break. She also knew it wasn’t going to matter in a few seconds anyway. The Donovan drew ever closer to the destroyer. The pirate ship’s maneuvering thrusters shot out as her captain desperately tried to avoid the oncoming collision, but it was too late. The Donovan’s bow hit the destroyer’s force field in front of the pirate’s bridge. The nose and cockpit of the Donovan collapsed and exploded outward. Momentum continued carrying the bulk of the survey ship forward as the destroyer’s force field gave way. The two ships made contact. The bridge of the pirates’ ship crushed inward as the mass of burning wreckage that had been the Donovan tore deep into the destroyer’s hull. 
 
    A flash of light filled the space around Anna, activating the auto-filter of her helmet. After three seconds the filter returned to normal. The blazing form of the pirates’ destroyer was diving toward the planet’s surface. Flaming pieces of its hull broke off as she entered the atmosphere. Within seconds the pirate ship broke into a dozen pieces of fiery wreckage. Plasma and phase weapons exploded in multi-colored bursts of energy as the destroyer became unrecognizable balls of flaming metal. If it wasn’t so terrible, Anna would’ve thought it was beautiful. Then the last of the wreckage burned into nothing, and the sky above Talos was clear again. 
 
    Anna looked around. She saw the pirates’ light cruiser. Flickers of light in the distance told her the positions of the pirates’ transports. The battle was far from over. 
 
    Activating her suit’s homing beacon, Anna noted the locations of six pings coming from the suits of other Donovan survivors. They were six short. She didn’t need to wonder who those six were. She knew as sure as if she’d remained onboard the old survey ship herself. 
 
    Raising her right arm, Anna gave a salute. “Rest easy, my friends,” whispered Anna. “You’re with the rest of your crew now. We’ll never forget you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 – Breach 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Trinity needs us on the east side of the mine,” said Janet. “The destroyer’s trying to blow a hole in the force field. We’ve got to get there before any of their cats make it through.” 
 
    Connor was already running the Wingbat at max throttle. The danger of tangling its legs at such a high rate of speed was significant, but he pressed on anyway. The certain death that would follow if any of the pirates’ cats made it inside the mine’s force field far outweighed any danger of tripping. A hundred meters shy of the cliff face, bright flashes of light overhead drew his attention. He glanced upward through the forward view screens long enough to make out dozens of fiery streaks heading toward the ground. 
 
    “What are those?” Connor asked. “Are more assault shuttles coming in already? They just dropped the last wave off. How could they get back so soon?” 
 
    As Connor maneuvered the Wingbat up the side of the cliff, Janet punched some icons on her control panel. 
 
    “It’s what’s left of the second destroyer,” said Janet. “Trinity says the Donovan took it out. That means we’ve still got a chance.” 
 
    An image of Anna appeared in Connor’s mind. “Is the Donovan all right? Maybe they can take out some of those transports. That would take the pressure off of—” 
 
    “The Donovan’s gone,” said Janet. 
 
    The Wingbat missed a foothold on the cliff’s stairs. Connor activated a jump thruster long enough to compensate. With a final leap, the confiscated pirate UHAAV cleared the top of the cliff. The pirate destroyer was visible on the far side of the ravine. The lower third of the pirates’ ship was crushed almost flat, but the top third, the part containing its main gun deck, was nearly intact. Beams of green light shot out from the destroyer, concentrating on a single point on the mine’s force field. The shimmering wall of energy forming the mine’s defensive shield had taken on a greenish glow. 
 
    “What do you mean the Donovan’s gone?” Connor asked. “I don’t—” 
 
    Janet turned in her seat and grabbed the front of Connor’s fatigues. “I mean the Donovan’s gone. They sacrificed themselves to save us. Forget it. You can grieve later if you’re still alive.” 
 
    “But—” Connor started. 
 
    Janet slapped him hard across the face. “I said forget it.” She pointed at the glowing wall of energy ahead. “Pirates will be coming through there in about thirty seconds. If we don’t stop them, they’ll destroy the transport. The force field will come down, and everyone inside will die. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    Releasing her grip on Connor’s fatigues, Janet faced forward in her seat and took hold of the Wingbat’s gun controls. 
 
    “There are no buts,” said Janet. “We’re here to fight, so do your duty. Now get us up to where the beams are converging. When the hole opens, we’ve got to be there to stop anything that tries to get through.” 
 
    Images of Anna the last time he’d seen her popped into Connor’s mind. He forced them aside. Wiping something from his eye, he pushed the drive controls forward. The Wingbat loped forward. Spotting a dip in the ground fifty meters from the glowing spot on the mine’s force field, he headed toward it. The dip was a good four meters deep. He jumped the Wingbat inside and braced its legs against the rocky sides of the small ravine. Squatting down slightly, he kept only the top of the cat and its weapon pods above ground level. 
 
    “Will this work?” Connor asked, trying his best to forget the pain in his chest while keeping the image of Anna in his mind. 
 
    Janet nodded. “It’ll do.” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Beams of green light shot through the force field from the outside in. The plasma beams tore into the ground sending truck-sized chunks of rocks in all directions. The beams drew back and steadied into an arch around a thirty-meter-wide and twenty-meter high section of the force field. Two pirate Long Cat’s came running through the hole along with a score of infantry in power-armor. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    A half a dozen anti-armor rockets from the pod on the Wingbat’s left shoulder flew out, striking the leftmost Long Cat’s legs. The medium cat stumbled and fell, squashing a squad of infantry beneath its bulk. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A red blob of energy flew past Connor’s right side. The blob of energy exploded against the right-most Long Cat blowing off the end of the cat’s 200mm phase cannon. The medium UHAAV staggered but recovered. Raising its left appendage, it fired off a salvo of rounds from a quad of 40mm autocannons. Following the rounds, Connor saw them explode against the force field in front of a Talosian anti-tank gun fifty meters away. A member of the crew turned to look at the Wingbat. Connor recognized his uncle. The anti-tank gun’s force field held. His uncle grabbed another round and shoved it into the gun’s breech. The gun fired again, and his uncle was lost in the smoke. 
 
    Rockets shot out from the Wingbat’s right and left shoulder pods as Janet released a salvo of anti-tank missiles at the pirate Long Cat. The missiles hit, knocking the medium UHAAV on its back. Janet touched a button on her gun controls. High-energy plasma beams shot out of the Wingbat’s right appendage and cut across the soft underbelly of the Long Cat. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The pirate cat exploded, decimating a group of pirate infantry that were swarming through the hole in the force field. The loss of their companions didn’t slow down the pirates’ assault. A six-legged pirate Leviathan came through the breach in the force field, then another, and another. The lead Leviathan moved forward crushing wounded pirates under its massive feet. More infantry in power-armor rushed through the opening in the shield replacing those that had fallen. 
 
    “Play time’s over,” said Janet. “I’m out of anti-armor rockets. You’ve got to get me under their bellies where our energy weapons will do some good. Their side armor’s too thick for anything smaller than 200mm phase rounds.” 
 
    The thought of moving toward the lumbering metal beasts sent a chill down Connor’s spine. An image of Anna with her red hair flying in the breeze gave him strength. He shoved the control sticks forward, climbing the Wingbat out of its hidey hole. Increasing his speed to max, he ran toward the nearest Leviathan. He saw the heavy UHAAV’s main plasma cannon turn to track his Wingbat. He shoved the control’s hard left. The cat’s two left legs tangled, sending the Wingbat toward the ground. Instinctively, Connor jerked the controls for the right legs to compensate for the loss of the left two legs. It wasn’t enough to stop the cat from falling, but it did reduce the force of the impact. The cat hit hard, but not hard enough to sustain any damage. Leveraging the UHAAV up, Connor saw green beams pass through the point where the cat had been standing. 
 
    “Great job,” said Janet. “I don’t think even a wizard scout could’ve dodged better. Now get me close to that Leviathan before its buddies decide to fire.” 
 
    Untangling the Wingbat’s legs, Connor began running toward the closest Leviathan. Two balls of red phase energy hit the Leviathan’s forward force field. The pirate’s defensive shield held, but the cat’s main cannon shifted from the Wingbat to Connor’s right. Glancing out his side view screen, he noticed the two Talosian Long Cats standing shoulder to shoulder firing round after round from their 200mm phase cannons at the now staggering Leviathan. 
 
    Switching targets, Connor maneuvered the Wingbat toward the second closest Leviathan. Janet fired beam after beam of plasma energy at the heavy cat, but they ricocheted off the Leviathan’s forward shields, disappearing into the sky. The third cat in line pointed its main gun at the Wingbat. The end of the massive barrel looked like it was aimed directly at Connor’s face. He knew there would be no accidental dodging to save their lives this time. 
 
    Bringing up a final image of Anna, Connor jerked the controls hard left, knowing it would do no good. Then he saw it, a movement of black climbing up the side of the third Leviathan’s legs. 
 
    What the...? he wondered. Then he knew. “It’s a wizard scout.” 
 
    “It’s Trinity,” said Janet. “Only she’d be crazy enough to take on a Leviathan by herself. It’s got to be her.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 – Tea and Crumpets 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Maybe you should have discussed your plan with me before you started climbing up the side of a Leviathan,” said Jennifer. “What are you planning on doing when you get to the top? I seriously doubt the pirates are going to unlock the door and invite you in for tea and crumpets.” 
 
    Trinity ignored her battle computer and focused on hanging onto the side of the lumbering six-legged metal monster. To be honest, she wasn’t sure what she planned to do. All she knew was that she had to stop this cat and the others already through the hole in the force field before more arrived. She could already sense units of pirate UHAAVs making their way toward the breach in the force field 
 
    “Leviathans are tough,” Trinity told her battle computer, “but they’re not invincible. Yardis took one out.” 
 
    “True,” admitted Jennifer. “Still, I feel obliged to point out that Wizard Scout Yardis was a shifter. He could pass through the UHAAV’s armor by shifting into the void between dimensions. You cannot. Even being a shifter, he still died destroying the pirates’ Leviathan. Is that what you want? Do you want to die?” 
 
    Trinity thought of her fiancée Jerad. Dying was most definitely not what she desired. Doesn’t matter, she thought in her private space. I’ve got to stop the pirates’ cats. That’s all there is to it. 
 
    An idea came to Trinity. “Can you hack into the Leviathan’s security network and open one of the doors?” She knew she was grasping at straws, but time was running out fast. The big cat’s main gun was already swiveling in the direction of the Wingbat being piloted by Janet and Connor. To make matters worse, this particular Leviathan was one of the rare ones equipped with a disintegrator cannon. She didn’t need her battle computer to tell her the Wingbat’s force field wouldn’t stand a chance if it took a direct hit from the weapon. 
 
    “Sure, I could hack into it given time,” said Jennifer. “Unfortunately, that is the one thing you do not have. A platoon of pirate infantry in power-armor is headed your way even now. I calculate when they get close they will try to shoot you off the side of the Leviathan. Your self-heal can take care of any damage their low-caliber weapons do to you, but once you are knocked to the ground, there is a ninety-seven percent probability the Leviathan’s pilot will try to stomp on you. Even your self-heal will not be able to help you with two thousand tons of brerellium steel squishing you. When your self-heal runs out, you will die.” 
 
    Bursts of green energy began splattering the Leviathan’s thick armor all around Trinity. She spied a team of pirates setting up a crew-served autocannon on a tripod two hundred meters away. Other pirates were running toward her, firing as they came. Reaching out with her passive scan, Trinity sought any possible source of assistance. She found it climbing over the mine’s rim. 
 
    “Trevor!” Trinity said mouthing the words inside her battle helmet. 
 
    The Leviathan driven by Wizard Scout Trevor brought its last two legs over the rim and opened up with every weapon it had on the lead pirate Leviathan. Already weakened by its battle with the two Long Cats driven by Wizard Scouts Ostaris and Mikala, the front shield on the pirate Leviathan gave way before the onslaught of high-energy beams and rockets. The front two legs of the pirates’ heavy UHAAV buckled. The big cat fell to the ground burying its head a meter deep in the rocky soil. The two Long Cats and Trevor’s Leviathan continued pouring fire into the pirate cat’s exposed back. The thinner topside armor gave way. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Smoke and flames billowed out of the pirate Leviathan as its weapons stopped firing. 
 
    Trinity formed an image of her hanging onto the side of the third Leviathan along with a feeling of assistance needed. She sensed Jennifer forwarding the image and feeling to her fellow wizard scouts. The two Long Cats and Trevor’s Leviathan immediately shifted fire to the third pirate cat. Blast after blast hit the forward shields of the pirate cat. The shields held, but the Leviathan was knocked back a step, throwing off its aim at the Wingbat piloted by Connor and Janet. The purple beam from the heavy cat’s disintegrator beam passed ten meters above the Wingbat. 
 
    The second pirate Leviathan that had been firing at the Wingbat shifted its fire to Trevor’s Leviathan. Beams of green, red, and blue energy crisscrossed the sky. Momentarily free of return fire, Janet and Connor’s Wingbat began running directly toward the third Leviathan, firing its weapons at the platoon of infantry threatening Trinity. A salvo of 20mm rounds from the Wingbat’s chest autocannon made mincemeat out of the pirates that had been setting up a crew-served weapon. The pirates’ power-armor was no protection against the Wingbat’s armor-piercing rounds. 
 
    Trinity sensed the disintegrator cannon on the Leviathan tracking the Wingbat’s path. She sensed disintegrator energy building up inside the weapon in preparation for firing. Trinity closed her eyes and imagined the inside of the pirates’ heavy UHAAV. She felt for the disintegration generator with her passive scan. A large source of energy appeared in her mind. She reached into the energy source and followed it as the disintegration energy flowed into the cat’s main cannon. Wrapping anything she could find with a line of Power from her reserve, Trinity twisted and jerked the line using telekinesis. The disintegration energy overloaded. 
 
    “Drop now!” warned Jennifer. 
 
    Trinity released her grip on the heavy cat, but she was a hair too late. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The heavy cat exploded in a blast of purple energy. Trinity was flung into the air. Pain swept through her body, and disintegration energy ate through her battle suit and into her flesh. She vaguely sensed Power flowing from her reserve as her self-heal sought to bring her deteriorating flesh back to baseline. Something slammed into Trinity and everything turned black. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pain pulled Trinity from the blackness. When she rolled onto her back, sharp rocks bit into her flesh. Opening her eyes, everything looked red. 
 
    “It’s blood,” said Jennifer. “Wipe your eyes. Your battle helmet is cracked, but I am unharmed. I cannot say the same for your battle suit. It is in shreds.” 
 
    Trinity raised a hand and wiped at her face. She made out a blur of colors. The colors focused into roaring flames of orange and purple coming out of a half-melted lump of metallic wreckage twenty meters away. Trinity tried to rise. She fell back. 
 
    “Your self-heal needs another twenty seconds before you will be able to get around,” said Jennifer. “Wizard Scout Trevor’s Leviathan and the two Long Cats are engaging the second pirate Leviathan. Janet and Connor are taking out the infantry with their Wingbat. I have requested that they come pick you up.” 
 
    Trinity tried to think. It didn’t come easy. She reached out with her passive scan in an attempt to get a feel for the battle. The pirate destroyer’s weapons were still firing at the mine’s force field. If anything, the breach in the energy shield was larger than ever. Trinity sensed a dozen pirate medium and heavy cats outside the shield making for the opening. Two score more were coming out of the ravine accompanied by nearly a thousand pirate infantry. She sensed the locations of the Talosian forces and her fellow wizard scouts. All of the mine’s defenders appeared to be engaged with pirate units that had already forced their way through the breach in the force field. 
 
    “We’re not going to make it, are we?” Trinity said, recognizing a losing battle when she saw one. She had one slim hope. “What about the Empire? Contact the high command. Let them know our situation. Tell them we need help now, or they can kiss the titanium vein goodbye.” 
 
    “I took the liberty of doing that while you were unconscious, Wizard Scout. The Empire is fully engaged with the Crosoians. They are fighting for their lives the same as you. There are no Empire units to spare. I am truly sorry.” 
 
    Trinity sat up. She ignored the pain and looked around for her phase rod. Surprisingly, it was still gripped in her left hand. The handle looked worse for wear as did her glove, but she sensed the weapon’s creallium core and phase energy ready to activate at her command. Glancing down at her legs, Trinity saw jagged chunks of the battle suit’s armor missing, exposing the half-healed flesh beneath. 
 
    “Can you help me get up?” Trinity said. “I’m a little weak.” 
 
    “Negative, Wizard Scout. The suit’s assistors are inoperable. I calculate if you give it another fifteen seconds, your self-heal will have repaired enough damage for you to stand without too much pain.” 
 
    Trinity used her right hand to leverage herself to a standing position. She ignored the pain in her legs and chest. She suspected she’d be feeling a lot more pain in a few seconds. She turned to face the breach in the force field. Four pirate Long Cats, two Macrons, and a dozen Tomcat scouts were running through the opening firing as they came. 
 
    “What are you planning on doing?” said Jennifer. “You’re hopelessly outnumbered. What can you possibly hope to do?” 
 
    With a thought, Trinity activated her phase rod. 
 
    “I’m a wizard scout. I can fight. That’s all I can do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 – Cavalry 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Anna hooked the safety line from the last of the Donovan’s survivors to the ring on the waist of her pressure suit. Using the maneuvering thrusters on the side of her suit, she’d been able to gather the other six survivors of the crew. Try as she might, she hadn’t been able to locate any of the original members of the Donovan’s crew. She didn’t have to be told they’d all accompanied their beloved survey ship on her last journey. Anna consoled herself with the fact that at least she’d gathered together her fellow Talosians in one spot. 
 
    What good it’ll do, I don’t know, she thought, but it’s all I can do. Another wave of assault troops just left in the shuttles for the surface. My friends are fighting for their lives down below, and all we can do is drift in space until our air runs out. 
 
    She glanced at the light cruiser five thousand meters away. With the pirate transports no longer threatened, the cruiser seemed content to just orbit in place and monitor the battle below. The big warship wasn’t even bothering to fire its space to ground weapons any more. Anna could only assume the ship’s captain took the outcome of the battle below for granted. 
 
    If only the Empire had sent us some ships, Anna thought. Even a couple of destroyers would’ve made all the difference. But they didn’t come. Now all my friends are going to die. 
 
    Anna pictured Connor down below in the Wingbat with Janet. For all she knew, they were both already dead. Maybe everyone she knew was dead. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked a voice over Anna’s intercom. 
 
    Anna recognized it as Bentley, the son of the farmer who’d been murdered by the Crosoian scout at the mine. Following Bentley’s raised arm, Anna spotted a disturbance in the space behind the pirate’s cruiser. It was a group of stars moving in formation. 
 
    No, not stars, she thought. Those are ships. The question is whose ships are they? 
 
    She didn’t have to wonder long. Dozens, no hundreds of beams of light shot out from the incoming ships and struck the force field surrounding the light cruiser. The pirates’ defensive shield blazed with energy for a couple of seconds before collapsing. As the oncoming ships drew closer, the pirate cruiser returned fire at the attackers’ lead ship. The pirates’ weapons ricocheted off the approaching warship’s force field. The lead warship drew closer, growing ever larger as it came. The ship was massive. Anna had never seen a dreadnaught before, but she had no doubt that’s what she was seeing now. The dreadnaught was joined by another ship of equal size and ten smaller warships. All twelve starships fired in unison. Anti-ship missiles and beams of red and blue plasma hit the pirates’ cruiser at the same time. The light cruiser erupted in a silent explosion of fire and plasma energy. 
 
    The filter on Anna’s helmet went black. She counted to ten before the filter cleared. The nearest of the dreadnaughts began spitting out fighters of every make and model. Some made their way toward the pirate transports. Others dove for the planet’s surface. 
 
    Barely comprehending what was occurring, Anna noticed one of the attacker’s ships coming her way. The approaching starship was much smaller than the dreadnaughts. She recognized it as a recon ship. When it drew close enough for Anna to read the letters on the recon ship’s bow, she breathed a sigh of relief. The cavalry had come. 
 
    It was the Defiant. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 – Trecor 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Connor jerked the controls of the Wingbat to the right barely avoiding a 200mm phase round from the pirates’ Leviathan. Janet returned fire with every plasma weapon on their cat. A glance at his heads-up display told Connor what he already suspected; they were out of anti-armor missiles and phase rounds. Plasma weapons were all they had left. A glance at the gauge for their overheated plasma generator gave little doubt they’d soon be without any weapons at all. 
 
    Four missiles streaked past the left side of the Wingbat and struck the pirates’ Leviathan. The missiles were followed by two bright red beams of plasma energy. The pirates’ heavy UHAAV staggered and fired in the direction where the plasma beams had come from. Switching the Warcat’s view screen to the rear, Connor saw the Talosian’s Leviathan that was being piloted by Wizard Scouts Trevor and Ostaris firing at two of the pirates’ Long Cats with their forward and side weapons. Two beams of red plasma energy from the heavy cat shot out the rear plasma cannons that he knew were being operated by his friends Artrim and Dylan. The beams struck the pirate Leviathan that had been firing at Janet and him. 
 
    “We’ve got your back, Connor,” laughed Artrim over the cat-to-cat intercom. “Go help Wizard Scout Trinity. We’ll take care of this. That pirate cat doesn’t stand a chance against us.” 
 
    Six missiles from the pirates’ Leviathan shot out and exploded against the rear force field that was protecting Artrim and Dylan. The energy shield brightened before disappearing altogether. A 200mm phase round from the pirate cat hit the rear gun turret of Artrim and Dylan’s cat. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Pieces of cat armor and smoking parts of the rear gun flew into the air. 
 
    “Artrim!” Connor shouted. He started to turn the Wingbat in the direction of the damaged cat. 
 
    “No!” said Janet. “They’re dead. There’s nothing you can do about it. Trinity’s still alive. We’ve got to help her.” 
 
    Connor’s view screen switched to a frontal view. Two hundred meters ahead, a lone wizard scout in a ragged battle suit stood facing a unit of charging pirate cats led by four Leviathans. Energy weapons ricocheted off an invisible barrier to Trinity’s front. How the wizard scout’s defensive shield could withstand such withering fire, Connor didn’t know, but he doubted it could last for long. 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, Connor shoved the Wingbat’s throttle all the way forward. He had to get to Trinity before her shield failed. He just had too. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Janet and Connor are on their way here in the Wingbat,” said Jennifer. “I calculate they will be here in eight seconds. The bad news is that you can only keep your defensive shield up for another six seconds before the Power in your reserve is depleted. I thought I should take a nanosecond to let you know that it has been nice knowing you, Wizard Scout.” 
 
    Trinity didn’t bother trying to figure out if her battle computer was being sarcastic or not. She’d long ago given up on that. She decided not to worry about her battle computer’s sense of humor or lack thereof. Instead, she gauged her chances of climbing up the side of one of the approaching Leviathans when it got close and using it for cover from the others. Before she could make a decision, her left leg collapsed, taking her down to one knee. 
 
    “All of your Power is being diverted to your defensive shield,” said Jennifer. “Nothing is left for your self-heal. Your muscles can no longer support your weight. I recommend...” 
 
    When her battle computer stopped in mid-sentence, Trinity said, “Recommend what?” She waited what seemed like a lifetime, but no reply came. Forcing herself to her feet again, she raised her phase rod to a ready position. She wouldn’t go down without a fight. 
 
    “Incoming,” said Jennifer. “Fighters inbound at ten o’clock high.” 
 
    Pirates? Trinity wondered. 
 
    A squadron of diving fighter-shuttles swept low over the pirates’ half-collapsed destroyer. Red balls of energy dropped from the bottoms of the fighters. The bomblets made contact along the entire length of the pirate destroyer’s top side as the fighters pulled up into the air. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Explosions of plasma and phase energy tore the already damaged destroyer apart. Flaming pieces of metal were thrown a hundred meters into the air before falling back to earth. The largest piece of metal fell directly on top of a pirate Macron UHAAV. The medium cat was squashed like a bug under the mass of brerellium steel. Other pieces of metal slammed into massed formations of pirate infantry. Several pirate cats not yet inside the pit mine’s force field began running in all directions seeking cover. 
 
    More fighter-shuttles swept over the battlefield. Two fighters fired missiles at one of the pirate Leviathans that had made it through the breach in the mine’s shield. The missiles exploded on the mine’s force field before reaching their target. 
 
    “Peeta,” Trinity said using the battle helmet to battle helmet network. “Lower the shield! Lower it now!” 
 
    Disabled he might be, but Trinity knew Peeta was a wizard scout. She also knew he wasn’t one to waste time on questions. Sure enough, the force field surrounding the mine shimmered and then disappeared. 
 
    The two fighters that had fired at the pirate Leviathan fired another salvo. This time their missiles struck home. The two fighters were joined by a dozen of their comrades. Beams, missiles, and phase bombs tore into several of the now retreating pirate cats. One of the pirates’ Leviathans fell, then another, and another. In less than a minute the tide of battle changed. At the end of sixty seconds, not a single pirate cat was left on its feet. All that remained of the pirates’ assault force were burning piles of metal littering the rocky landscape amid the bodies of hundreds of pirates in shattered power-armor. 
 
    “Recommend you lower your defensive shield,” said Jennifer. “I calculate you are going to need all your remaining Power to complete the healing of your legs.” 
 
    Dropping her shield, Trinity sensed Power wrap around her legs and other parts of her body as her self-heal began the task of returning her damaged flesh to baseline. The pain in her legs quickly began to dissipate. 
 
    One of the fighter-shuttles streaked past Trinity close enough to see the emblem on the fighter’s hull. She didn’t recognize the insignia. 
 
    “Is that an Empire ship?” Trinity asked. “I thought you said they couldn’t get—” 
 
    “Negative, Wizard Scout. They are not Empire ships. The Intergalactic Empire didn’t save you. Those are Trecorian fighters.” 
 
    “Why would they—” 
 
    “Why, Wizard Scout? I calculate they have not done it out of the goodness of their hearts. You can bet your last credit the answer to your question lies at the bottom of the Talosians’ pit mine.” 
 
    “You mean the titanium?” Trinity said, knowing full well her battle computer did. She looked around the battlefield. The remains of the Leviathan Yardis had destroyed at the cost of his own life was a stark reminder of the blood that had been paid to defend the mine. A glance at the townspeople’s defensive line and the bodies heaped in front of their trenches told her they’d all paid a heavy price. Heat rose in her face and neck. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Trecor come in here and steal the Talosians’ mine. If they try, they’re no better than—” 
 
    “They are not stealing anything,” said Jennifer before Trinity could finish. “I am currently in contact with Councilwoman Janice Deluth’s battle computer, Danny. He says that Councilwoman Deluth had been trying to convince the Imperial High Council to send a relief force to Talos to secure the mine. When the Crosoian Federation launched their attack, any hope of a relief effort went out the window. After Councilwoman Deluth informed the commandant of the council’s decision, he reached out to Duke Bistoria on Trecor. The Trecorians are not currently at war with the Crosoians, so they have ships to spare. Duke Bistoria sent a fleet to Talos. The duke has already reached out to the mayor. They’ve reached a tentative agreement for Trecor to mine the titanium and split the profits with the Talosians. Trecor will also provide a military presence on the planet to insure the pirates do not come back.” 
 
    “So the battle’s over?” Trinity said. 
 
    “This one is,” said Jennifer. “The war between the Intergalactic Empire and the Crosoian Federation is just getting started. Oh, and not that you care, but Danny also said that Councilwoman Deluth has convinced the Imperial High Command to retroactively allow Lieutenant Commander Stevens and you to aid the Talosians until the Trecorians have their base established. From what I understand, Duke Bistoria had a lot to do with that decision. Apparently Lieutenant Commander Stevens and you will not be facing a court martial after all.” Jennifer gave a canned laugh. “You should thank your lucky stars that the commandant and the duke have worked together in the past. I have said it before, and I will say it again. You are one lucky wizard scout.” 
 
    Trinity took another look at the battlefield. 
 
    She didn’t feel lucky. She didn’t feel very lucky at all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 – Grand Admiral 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The grand admiral of the Crosoian fleet assigned to invade the Intergalactic Empire’s district five stood on the bridge of the dreadnaught Blood Fury. She listened intently as her chief of staff outlined the success of their attack on district five. Everything had gone according to plan. The Empire’s forces had been caught by near complete surprise. When her chief of staff finished her report, the admiral spread her wings and swiveled her ears at the strategic sonar screen located to her front. She noted the positions of her fleets along with those of the Empire. She was pleased, but she’d been in the military far too long to take victory for granted. 
 
    “Shall I issue the orders for our strategic reserve to make their hyper-jump to Talos?” asked the chief of staff. “They have a division standing by as per your orders.” 
 
    The grand admiral monitored the strategic sonar screen for a full thirty seconds before replying. As much as she wanted to acquire the titanium on Talos, her military experience made the decision for her. 
 
    “No,” she told her chief of staff. “Our reserves will remain where they are. The Empire may counterattack at any time.” She lowered her wings slightly. “The Trecorians have two of their dreadnaughts along with support ships orbiting Talos now. Our supreme leader has forbidden initiating any altercation with the Trecorians. Their time will come once we wipe out the Empire. In the meantime, our diplomats are already in trade discussions with Trecor.” The grand admiral hissed a laugh. “If we cannot mine the titanium ourselves, we will buy it. Either way, we will have the titanium we need for our war effort. Defeating the Empire is all that matters for now.” 
 
    The chief of staff twitched her ears in acknowledgement and raised her paw across her chest in salute. “It will be done as you say, Admiral.” 
 
    “Yes,” the grand admiral hissed. “It will.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 – Reunion 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Connor watched the Defiant land in the center of what was left of the town. He rubbed a dust-covered boot behind the back of his leg. The recon ship’s ramp lowered. A group of six figures came walking down the ramp. He recognized Sergeant Ron and Charlie, but had no idea who the other four were. He didn’t really care. He was only concerned about one person. Then he saw a flash of red hair. 
 
    “Anna!” he shouted. 
 
    Before his uncle could stop him, Connor took off running for the Defiant. A red-headed figure in an ill-fitting utility suit began running down the ramp nearly knocking Sergeant Ron over in the process. 
 
    Connor met her halfway. Both Anna and he stopped when they got two meters apart. He tried to speak, but all that came out was an incoherent jumble of syllables. 
 
    Anna smiled. “I know. I feel the same way.” 
 
    The distance between them closed. Connor didn’t know which of them moved first. All he knew was that he was holding Anna in his arms, and that he was never going to let go. Their lips met, and the universe was at peace. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    A battered and half-melted battle helmet occupied the center of the table in the Defiant’s dining room. Wizard Scouts Trinity, Trevor, Ostaris, Peeta, and Mikala sat on one side of the table. Their battle helmets rested on the table to their front. Across the table sat the commandant and Sergeant Ron. The mechanic Charlie stood at the head of the table. He held out a brerellium steel chip the size of a man’s fingernail in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “The extraction of Wizard Scout Yardis’s battle computer was successful,” hissed Charlie. “I have put Jonathan in stasis until he can be reprogrammed by the Empire’s technicians.” 
 
    “Even reprogramming won’t totally remove the memory of Jonathan’s loss,” said the commandant. “The connection between a battle computer and their wizard scout is too strong. The memory of Wizard Scout Yardis will always be with Jonathan, even though he might not remember his wizard scout’s name.” 
 
    “Yes, the memory will always be with him,” agreed the commandant’s battle computer, Margery. “Nevertheless, Jonathan can be healed enough to function if we pair him with the right wizard scout.” 
 
    The commandant nodded. “Yes, we’ll need the right wizard scout for our Jonathan. I have just the cadet in mind, but he’s not ready for such a responsibility at the present time. Plus, he already has a battle computer of his own.” 
 
    Trinity stared at the commandant. “Wizard scouts can only bond with one battle computer. If this cadet of yours already has—” 
 
    The commandant smiled. “Trust me. It’ll all work out.” 
 
    Trinity sensed a line of Power reach out from the commandant and lift the brerellium steel chip containing Jonathan’s essence into the air. The chip floated into the commandant’s hand. He held it between his thumb and forefinger for all to see. 
 
    “Once Jonathan is reprogrammed,” said the commandant, “he’ll only know himself as battle computer serial number one-two-five-nine-two, version six, edition five. When the time’s right, we’ll pair him with the cadet I spoke of. Then we shall see.” 
 
    Trinity had a lot of respect for the commandant, but she’d known too many battle computers that had been driven crazy by the loss of their wizard scout. “This cadet of yours must be pretty special,” she said, keeping her doubts to herself. 
 
    The commandant smiled. “Yes. He is.” 
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