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Chapter 1
 
 
A year had passed since I fled from prosecution on the Grid. My relationship with Ashley Elizabeth stood at a standstill. Several more visits had been made for the purpose of gathering information, nothing new was revealed. Dearest Kreed was helpful, but her knowledge of the happenings on and around the Grid was shrinking. Her handlers suspected her of being a double agent, a suspicion they had been unable to prove.
The mine continued to turn out high quality Tantric ore. Frig's continued survey of the vein had located a vast store of Tantric, deep into the core of Bullwort. Our credit store was already large and growing larger with each new sale of refined ore. With the credits we had amassed, we continued to add updates and improvements to our fleet.
Each ship now had the best environmental system available; even our bunk rooms had been remodeled. With the new equipment added our cargo holds had become ever smaller. It was a trade-off that we were more than willing to make.
During his hunts, George managed to find two new Defender Hulls. Our fleet now stood at eight. The Torrent and the Bull were our newest Defender additions. Gy continued to work his magic. The hull of each ship was now covered with 18 layers of Tantric armor that was interlaced with Aquamarine. A full strike from Milgari battle cannon would only fracture and burn two layers at a time. Our already tough ships had grown ever tougher.
The Milgari showed no new signs of aggression other than the continued construction of the massive ion cannons in the Felgar sector. A raid was in the works as the first of the cannons neared completion. My time had been spent on the business side with George growing and refining the relationships with our customers. Even though we were flooding the market with volumes of refined Tantric ore our pricing was on the increase. Demand for the ore continued to outstrip supply.
The team had been hard at work on our plan of attack. I sat in a conference room with the others for a presentation on what they had decided upon. Frig spoke, "Sir, we felt the strategy used in our last raid was worthwhile. Move in close and do as much damage as possible. Gy and Rita have a design for a Tantric shield. It will be 90 meters in diameter, allowing our fleet to ride behind it in single file. We should be able to ride safely all the way up to a target."
"The shield would be constructed of 126 layers of Tantric and Aquamarine, it would have a forward image projector, keeping its visual signature to a minimum, and a signal inhibitor to keep any reflections from giving away our position. We have been discussing whether or not to add a propulsion system to it Sir. It would be costly in both time and credits, but we believe it would make the shield functional in a higher number of situations."
I looked over what they had laid out before me. "This is outstanding work... all of you. And I like the shield. Anything that gets us close enough to use our weapons, before taking a beating, is a worthwhile investment. I would say, let’s get to work on this immediately. We have credits coming out of our ears and with a new shaft coming online in the next few weeks we will be doubling our ore production."
The shield took two months to complete. It was constructed as sections that could be assembled once in space. Five small ion engines and a nav computer would guide it to its final destination. Once deployed, the Tantric shield would be a throw away. Once abandoned, I struggled with the thoughts of it being a source of Tantric that could later be used against us. Those thoughts were put to rest with the addition of thousands of small micro-charges that would be embedded within its layers. With the push of a button, or at a programmed time or location, the shield would self-destruct.
Our newest pilots were Harley Shoals in the Torrent and Desire Phillips piloting the Bull. Harley had been an off-world Messenger while Desire had recently retired from the Marines. Both were gruff with spit-in-the-dirt attitudes, both were excellent pilots.
Before our trip out to the Felgar sector, we decided to make a run on the pirates who had forever plagued commerce near the Gonk system. Their ionic field generators had nearly trapped Frig and I as we had once attempted a shortcut near their stronghold. Our engines were now switchable and we intended to use that fact to put a end to their ways.
As we approached the Gonk system our sensor displays lit up with the outlines of their ionic webs. I got on the comm, "Ok, listen up. When we get in the web we need to come to a complete stop. It won't take them long to send out their thugs. Switch your engines to negative and we will free the sector of their nasty threat. I want to clean out everything until we have an unconditional surrender."
"George is heading to Malcon to enlist their help with cleaning up the Gonk government. With luck, shipping will move easily through there and who knows, Gonk might even become a hub of commerce. I'm sure most of you knew Bat Geathers. These are the thugs who did him in."
Our trap to lure out the pirates worked flawlessly. The bulk of their fleet was easily destroyed along with the equipment that made up the ionic webs. The following day the government of Gonk collapsed and its politicians fled. Malcon troops arrived the day after to put a conventional, commerce friendly government in place.
The event had been good practice for our new pilots. Their interactions with my commands and the other ships had been nothing short of perfection. Desire had proven to be both ruthless and persistent with her attacks. Harley had been close behind.
The ride out to the Felgar sector was again filled with targeting and tactics drills. A simulation of the shield was run on the fleet’s computers for a mock attack on a two kilometer long asteroid. The pilots followed our decided upon attack plan with precision and power. Our small fighting force was unequaled in strength and skill. Our practice only served to make us that much better.
When we arrived in Felgar the Milgari were hard at work on a fourth and fifth cannon. I was shocked and angered to see that two of the massive cannons that were previously under construction had already been moved.
I spoke, "We should have come back out here three months ago. Those cannons could be anywhere now."
Frig responded. "Sir, we cannot do anything about them now. Our focus should be on putting an end to the ones we have here, along with those construction bays. I count 32 battleships in their ranks. Once we show our hand I would expect them all to engage. Perhaps we should focus on attacking them first."
As always, Frig was right. We needed a strategy to take down the battleships. The ion cannons on their cruisers and other vessels had always been underpowered. Our ultra-thick Tantric hulls could handle a cruiser’s cannon for a nearly unlimited number of hits. The battleships however, were powerful enough to do heavy damage.
I threw out our overall plan and was immediately replied to by Barg. "This is the Hammer. I would like to suggest a divide and conquer strategy. Two of us will cause diversions in two different areas and the six remaining would swoop in to take out any battleships that came our way. If we get lucky and they send out at least four of the big guns I say we make use of the shield to catch them by surprise."
"I'll volunteer to be a lure this time, but I don't want to make a habit of that and miss out on all the fun!"
We discussed the strategy for several hours before turning it into a plan. Divide and conquer would be used for the initial culling of the Milgari battleships. The Hammer and the Frost would be the bait.
The Tantric shield would be assembled and waiting when the trap was sprung. If four or more battleships came out in pursuit the shield would be put into play. Four exploding decoy probes would be placed on the opposite side of the Milgari base and fired off periodically. The hope was to keep the rest of the fleet from joining in. We counted the seconds until Divide and Conquer was put into play.
Once the Hammer and Frost were in position I gave the signal to begin. The Hammer was first to fire a low power ion pulse at the Milgari. The Frost fired several seconds later. As the first of the ships turned and began to race out to meet the attackers I flipped the switch on the decoys. The first of the four probe explosions was easily detected.
The Milgari sent out 12 of their 32 battleships, along with two dozen cruisers. Eight battleships and 10 cruisers raced for the Frost while the remaining headed for the Hammer. I powered up the shield's thrusters and headed in to meet the Milgari defenders. As planned, the extra explosions worked to keep the remaining ships in the fleet frozen in place.
I spoke, "Frost; hold your position as long as possible. Then head our way. Hammer; don't try to be a hero. Move just far enough away that they will stay in pursuit while we work on the rest. Target those battle cannons on the big boys. If we can take those offline the rest will be gravy. Prepare to break away and engage in five... four... three... two... one. Let's show 'em what we've got!"
I flipped the Swift out to the port side and we immediately fired upon the lead ship. The first of its battle cannons was destroyed by a precision shot from Frig. I banked hard left as the first bolt left the battleship's remaining cannon. Hundreds of tiny blue streaks lit up the surrounding void as the Milgari gunners fired everything they had.
Three more of the 16 battle cannons were knocked out in the first run. Barg growled over the comm channels as his only task was to stay just out of range of the pursuing portion of the fleet. The Fist quickly joined our fight. The Milgari crews were confused as the tiny Defenders flew between and around them. Their calibrated firing mechanisms were quick to adjust.
Harley was the first to take two simultaneous hits in the Torrent. Both impacted his tail section, fracturing and blowing off four layers of his armor. "Crap, those hits hurt boss. Systems remain green."
The Dagger, the Swift and the Saxon each took a hit in quick succession before four more of the Milgari battle cannons went silent. Two of the disabled battleships turned back towards the main fleet and the Fist was quick to cut deep into their engines. Both ships began to roll uncontrollably from the loss of primary propulsion. I pushed the stick hard left and took out another cannon before taking two hard hits to my undercarriage.
I yelled, "Frig, where did those come from? That battleship should be offline!"
Frig diverted his attention for only a moment. "Sir, both bolts came from cruisers. It seems a significant upgrade has occurred during our absence. The cruisers appear to each have a single battle cannon. That will change the dynamic of our strategy Sir. We may have to consider an early departure."
I thought for a moment before Frig's words sank in. "What? Are you saying cut and run?"
As I rolled over Frig fired two more bolts taking out the battle cannon of a cruiser before responding. "I'm only saying we should consider it Sir. We have now taken 14 hits and counting. At what point should a crew leave the field of battle Sir? At eight layers? Six would be cutting it a bit close."
I let out a growl of my own as I lined up for another precision shot by Frig. "Listen up all. If your layers get to eight I want you to head out to the prearranged rendezvous point. No sense in us getting killed today if we don't have to. There are seven of us and they are down to nine of those battle cannons between them. Fist, your primary mission now is to target the propulsion of ships that no longer have use of a battle cannon. We need to keep them here if we are going to take them out."
The big Milgari guns were quickly taken from eight to four. The Fist had disabled two battleships and seven of the ten cruisers. Two other damaged battleships managed to slip away. When the final Milgari battle cannon went silent, the Torrent had taken its ninth hit.
"This is the Torrent boss, I'm down to five layers on my tail. Just say the word and I'll peel off. I would like to stay for the party though. It’s up to you Sir."
I gave Harley the order he was looking for. We had ships to kill and only a short time before the Milgari sent out a second wave, or before those who were chasing the Hammer wised up to his game. Our prior experience with the Milgari told us of a vulnerable point at 100 meters in front of their engines.
It was the point where streams of ions were recombined to create the swirling vortex that gave their ships thrust. A well placed shot would cause a rupture, enabling the feed streams to spew outwards, effectively destroying the ship from within.
I yelled, "Target those recombiners and let's get out of here. I don't want to engage any more of those cannons until we have a full evaluation of our own damage."
We made short work of the battleships and cruisers that had been disabled. The Milgari were caught off guard and their response had been disorganized. Their upgraded weapons were a surprise and had caused nearly half of our damage. We had used our shield and its thousands of fractured Tantric shards now filled the void around us, the final cruiser exploded from within.
I ordered the team back to our rendezvous point for an examination of our hulls. The Torrent had been the hardest hit. We counted only three layers remaining on the port tail fin. Two of those layers had taken partial damage. The Torrent was only a hit away from hull violation, an outcome that would mean certain death.
The Dagger was second with the loss of nine layers on her nose. The Swift was third with five. After several hours of evaluating our options the decision was made to return to Bullwort for repairs. I did not want to risk losing a ship and her crew if we didn’t have to. The massive cannons were nearing completion, but I wondered if we would be better off to allow it, and then to follow them to their destination.
Our rendezvous point was on the dark side of an uninhabited rocky planet. It had given us a chance to fully quantify the damage we had taken. But there was huge oversight on our part, an oversight that placed us needlessly in peril. We had been followed. Our position on the small planet had been observed and then relayed back to the main Milgari fleet.
Each of the pilots had returned to their ship and I had only given the order to return to Bullwort minutes before. Frig was the first to realize our mistake. "Sir, a Milgari frigate just entered orbit around this planet. We should have placed a sensor probe on the other side before setting down. We have been sitting blind for nearly an hour Sir. If the Milgari were sm..."
Our sensors lit up with the bad news, 20 Milgari battleships along with 32 cruisers we rounding the curvature of the planet we had taken refuge on. They were only moments away from our position. I yelled, "We have incoming! Get off the ground and out of this atmosphere! We can't handle a fight with them down here. These buckets don't have the maneuverability needed for that. Head straight out with cannons blazing and we'll try to punch a hole past the three ships I'm highlighting!"
As we lifted off the first of the cruisers swept in low and began to pound us. We had quickly taken a combined 15 additional hits before the cruisers turned away and began to circle back. I punched it straight for a battleship and was rewarded with four hits to the Swift's right wing before Frig was able to take out one of her cannons; the Torrent was the last to lift off.
Again I yelled, "All, fall in line behind me and let’s try to force our way past that formation of three ships! Follow your target stacking on the tactical display; we have to take out a few of those big guns before we get surrounded. Harley! How are you holding up?"
Several seconds passed before a response was heard. "Sorry Sir, we... are taking a beating. Tail plating now registers zero chief. One more hit and we're a..."
A Milgari bolt ripped through the exposed tail of the Torrent and into its interior. Harley and his engineer died quickly. But there was a new ripple in our plans of escaping. The Torrent had been disabled, but most of her technologies remained. I made a quick decision. One that was not popular with the others.
I made another command decision. "Guys, we can't leave that ship out here for them, even if it has been largely gutted. Roll on my count and give Harley and Gerful the sendoff they deserve. I want nothing but cinders left of the Torrent in three... two... one!"
I pushed the stick hard and rolled out of a cannon shot by an oncoming cruiser. Frig targeted and took the shot, taking out its main gun. Seconds later I had the Torrent in my sights. "Switch to negative on those guns! Maybe we get lucky with a couple opposing hits and she rips apart!"
"This is Hammer, I just took five shots to my underbelly. I can manage one round on the Torrent, but I then have to go!"
Boom! Boom!
"Two more hits on the cargo door chief. Losing my protection real fast!"
The Swift then rolled in behind the Hammer after taking out the guns of the pursuing cruisers. "I got your back Hammer. Take that shot!"
Four bolts hit the Torrent's hull at the same time. The plating fractured and the ship exploded in a hot ball of plasma as the negative charge amped up the destructive power. The Torrent was gone, but we had a Milgari fleet that was kicking our cans from here to Halui.
I barked out another order. "Follow my lead! We are going to kick up some of that dirt down there and push around this rock to the other side. Keep shifting because we are in for a nasty beating until we can break free!"
I dropped down to 20 meters off the surface and pushed the throttle full. It was a dangerous move considering our speed. We had a dozen cruisers on our tail that were mercilessly firing at us.
I continued, "Head for the groove in those peaks and then put it skyward. We are going right up through them like there is no tomorrow! Pinch your cheeks together boys! This is all or nothing!"
I pulled back on the stick as the Swift continued to accelerate. The blue bolts from the Milgari guns came in from all directions.
Boom! Boom! Boom!
"Grrrrrr. Frig, I'm heading for that battleship on the left. Try to take out those guns before they rip us apart!"
"This is the Dagger Sir. We are down to bare metal. I got smoke filling the hold as we speak."
Boom! Boom!
"Awe crap... been nice serving with you Sir!" The Dagger turned hard into the near battleship and flew directly into the ship's recombiners. The battleship's engines went silent and seconds later, streams of bright blue ions could be seen carving up her hull. We flew close to the self-destructing ship and the momentary cover that it offered. It was the break we needed.
The Dagger was gone, incinerated in an instant when the Milgari recombiner had been breached. Jon Baumer and his engineer had given their lives to open a hole for our escape. The six remaining Defenders pushed through the expanding debris cloud out into the open space beyond. The Fist was the last to follow, taking two final hits as we sped away.
Our engines were now our allies. We were quickly out of the Milgari's range and into free space. I set a course for home. "We did the best we could out there. I want you to dwell on the fact that six crews made it out. Harley, Jon, Gerfel and Trippit don't want us crying over them. So, just keep your heads up and keep alert. We have a long ride home."



Chapter 2
 
 
Our attempt to take out production of the massive Milgari cannons was a huge failure, costing the lives of four of our team members, four of our friends. When we touched down on Bullwort there were no celebrations over our accomplishments, only somber moods from the losses we had been dealt.
It was the first time that it had occurred to me that we were all loners. No spouses. And siblings were few and far between with most of them being estranged. I wondered if perhaps that was part of the reason we had all bonded so well. George was like the uncle that I never had and Davis, he reminded me of the brother I had lost so many years ago to the Milgari.
There were none among us who were lazy. Each gave their best effort when a task had been assigned. Each had shown their willingness to give it all for the cause. After a day in port I called a meeting.
"OK. Listen up. We took a beating out there. We lost some good people. But we can't let that deter us from trying to stop the threat that is before us. Those who know me know that my father was in the last war. The ship he was on and the crew he served with, they were accused of mutiny and of surrendering to the enemy during a fight that they were winning."
"Because of the accusations that were made, I have struggled for most of my life to forget the things that he had taught me, duty, honor, courage... and resolve. He would tell me stories of the battles that he fought in and the men and women with whom he had served. They were valiant men and women, those that were true to the cause, those that gave their lives so that others would continue to have freedom."
"Freedom is every man’s dream; freedom to choose how we live our lives and freedom to choose who we spend those lives with. Each of us here today holds those same values. We don't fight so that we can become rich; we fight because we know that our way of life, our very freedom, is in jeopardy. The Tantric mine is making us more than we could spend in a lifetime. But what is that life without the freedom to do with it as we choose?"
"Our ships took a beating out there, but they will once again be ready for battle in a week or so. The question we are now faced with is one of our choosing. Do we continue this fight? Do we again and again put our lives on the line to stop an enemy that is bent on our destruction? Or do we turn over the information we have and hope that the powers-that-be will make the right decision and once again move the Grid to a new location?"
After a short pause I continued, "With a move we would be giving up most of what we have accomplished here on Bullwort. But I have no doubt those accomplishments can be repeated in whatever sector we end up calling home. You are all hard working individuals and I would not trade out a one of you for anyone else. I just need to know where you stand on this question. Do we stand our ground and continue this personal private war for our freedom? Or do we alert the Grid military to the threat and hope that others make the right moves?"
"Take a few minutes to discuss it and I'll tell you what I think before we make a final decision." The team looked around silently at each other. I could tell from the concern on their faces that they wondered exactly where it was that I stood. Nearly a minute passed without a word being uttered. I then offered my position.
"OK, it looks like we are unanimous about something. I'll tell you what I think and then we can put it to a vote. I think... I believe we should stay and fight. Those massive cannons are something that has to be stopped. If the Grid jumps to a new sector, who knows how long we will have before the Milgari again find us. And if they have more of those cannons, the Grid may not survive long enough to jump again. I think we have to stay and fight it out. I'm willing, willing to do whatever it takes to stop the Milgari."
"We have no allies, no one else to help us, it’s only us, the small team of patriots in this room. I value the opinions, and the decision, of each and every one of you. What say..."
Before I had a chance to finish my speech, Davis stood from his chair. "I've been kicking around in the Messenger Service for a long time. Had some good times, made a few good friends along the way, but that all means nothing if I'm not willing to fight for it."
"I might not always be the sharpest tack on the wall, but I know when it's time to fight or time to run and I will not be forced to run. If there is anything I can do to put a stop to or even only slow down this threat; I am willing to do whatever it takes. I think we have a good thing going here."
Davis continued, "It's the first time I have really felt like I belonged somewhere. You are like the family I never had. Harley and Trippet, they knew why they were here. I say we honor their sacrifice and continue this fight. It's something that I am willing to fight for. I guess what I'm trying to say is... I'm still in!"
One by one the others stood and pledged their allegiance to the cause and to the others in the room. It was a proud moment for each of us, a moment that we were desperately in need of. Further sacrifices would be made, I had no doubt, but they would be made with a purpose in mind, the purpose of fighting our private war by whatever means we had available.
With our fighting spirit renewed, George stepped up for an announcement, "While you were away, I managed to scout out four more Defender hulls. They should be arriving in the next few weeks. I also took the liberty of tracking down the pirate technician who had been responsible for creating those inhibitor fields that the Gonks had used for so long. Greased a few palms and I was able to pay him a visit in his cell. Long story short, I believe I can convince him to join us."
A commotion brewed as the others showed their anger. Milly was the first to speak. "Are you saying you want that nightmare on our team? Are you kidding? There is no telling how many innocent people were tortured and killed as a result of getting caught by that thing. Many of the people in this room lost friends to that field!"
George raised his hands in defense. "Hold on, hold on. I know the horrors that were brought about by that field. But I think we are overlooking something important here. I've talked to this guy, Robert Yacabucci, and I can tell you that he was no fan of the Gonk government. In fact, he said he invented the field as a method to save space travelers both time and fuel. We all know how quickly that field would bring you to a halt. Its original purpose was for transportation."
George continued, "When traveling at faster than SOL, it takes time and a lot of fuel to drop back down to a stop. His invention was going to revolutionize that part of a trip. It could have saved each of you Messengers a half day or so of time on a round trip. It was a viable and well thought out device."
"His problem came when he presented it to the Gonk government as a way to increase traffic to their system, thereby increasing trade. He had no part in making it for the pirates. If anything, he was forced into supporting it. He told me he had family on Gonk and there had been obvious threats made to him about their safety."
"What I want you to look at, to think about, is can we make use of this technology against the Milgari? You have to ask yourself, what if we could hold a Milgari fleet where it was, while we attacked those cannons. Would we be able to get in and out without even getting shot at? Think about what we could do with this tech, all I'm saying is that it might be worth our time to explore."
Heated discussions continued for nearly an hour. George revealed that the tech itself was destroyed when we cleaned out the pirates. In their paranoia over keeping the technology secret, the Gonks had taken the route of not having any drawings, plans or even assembly notes that would lead to someone else making use of their prized possession. The tech was supplied with the parts needed to construct an inhibitor. Robert Yacabucci alone knew of its secrets. It was something that he had refused to discuss with anyone.
George continued, "Look, this guy hasn't talked about this device. He refuses. He may not talk to us either. But if we can get him here, if we can show him what it is that we are doing, well, people have a way of wanting to pay penance for their sins. If we can convince him that we are on the right side of this coming war, he might just open up."
After a lengthy discussion it was decided to give the Gonkian tech a try. We were in need of a plan, a plan that would bring him to Bullwort without him knowing where it was. We needed a plan to convince him to join the cause. It was plan that I let the others design. The more they were involved in his abduction, the more they would open up to his joining the team.
George made several more trips to Gonk, each time, under an assumed name and in a ship that was flagged to a different planet. He managed to gather the blueprints of the prison where Yacabucci was being housed. It was high security and it was quickly determined that the abduction would not be easy.
We would have to be in and out without bringing harm to any of the guards. We were not at war with Gonk and they were not the enemy. The blueprints were studied and a ship was rented and modified. The plan would take us through the front doors to his cell and back. During the three minutes and 12 second journey we had come up with, there would be at least eight guards encountered. Each would have to be stunned without drawing attention to our purpose.
Once back at the front doors we would have four minutes and eight seconds to make it to the space port and our ship. A local transport had been purchased for that purpose with its eventual abandonment at the space-port. If all went well we would be out of the atmosphere before any alarms had sounded. From there, alerts would go out quickly with such a high profile individual, but we would stay ahead of those alerts with our fast ion drives. All in all it was a well thought out plan.
Our guise for landing on Gonk was to fulfill a small contract for clerical work that our team was supposedly good at. Gonk was still a planet in transition to one of commercial trade status. Record systems had to be constructed and put in place to handle the flow of new business. Our team was to assist with that task.
When we arrived on Gonk, George was there waiting. Several apartments had been rented for our extended stay; they would be used as our base of operations until such time as the plan was ready to be put into play. We needed practice, practice at maneuvering through the streets of the Gonk city of Borgram, practice at reviewing our steps through the prison and what we would do when each guard was encountered. After two weeks on Gonk we believed we were ready.
I spoke, "OK. Davis and Milly are point going through the maze. Frig will be our driver and the rest of you will be following Davis and Milly for backup. Remember, if anyone goes down, we withdraw and get off this planet. You each have a scrambled comm system. It broadcasts pre-recorded talk from the radio stations here on Gonk, our comms will be hidden within those recordings. If anyone else listens in to those channels they will appear as innocent."
"I have taken the precaution to purchase a second transport. I will be tailing Frig in case of a mishap. And remember, this guy is special; we need him alive and unharmed. That goes for the guards through there as well. They are just innocent people doing their jobs."
Davis then spoke, "Can we stun our target if needed; if he doesn't come willingly?"
I replied, "If he offers a struggle then by all means make it easy on yourself. Stunning him might give him a headache later, but he will get over it. We need in and out people. They will not have their weapons set to stun. Oh, and if you look in the box over in the corner, Rita was able to construct some vests that you can wear. They should dissipate a standard charge if you take it in the torso, if you take one in the head then... well... I think you all know what happens there."
Twenty minutes later we were parked in front of Hardlin Prison. It was a utilitarian building with tall gray walls that wrapped a small courtyard in the middle. As the others began to pile out of Frig's transport, the prison was rocked with a powerful explosion. Seconds later a small ship rocketed skyward. Our prisoner had been stolen!
I yelled, "Everyone! Get back in the transport and get to the space-port. We probably only have a few minutes before this planet is placed on lockdown! They are going to be questioning anyone and everyone on this and we do not want to be caught in the middle of it. Our cover is good, but it is not very deep."
The ride back from the prison took just over two minutes. We moved at no more than a fast walk back through the port and to our ship. George had already departed on a second vessel.
I sat in the nav chair. "Davis, get those engines online while I initialize our flight plan with their tower. We are only a couple minutes earlier than scheduled so I'm hoping they will just let us through."
"Borgram tower… this is the Lopez… we are requesting a departure time."
Several seconds passed. "Hello Lopez, this is Borgram, we have a transport in front of you. You are in the queue."
I gave Davis the signal and the Lopez was soon hovering three meters off the ground. Davis followed the illuminated trail from our slip out to the port. When we arrived, the transport in front of us was still preparing to launch.
My heart jumped as four vehicles quickly pulled out in front of the transport. "Lopez, this is Borgram, it seems there has been a delay. Please hold your current position."
I turned to Davis with instructions. "It looks like they are locking us down! Is there any way to squeeze us out of here? Maybe go around the port side of that thing?"
Davis turned with his reply, "Sorry Boss, that barge has us pinned in. We could push it out of the way with a low level beam, but not before pissing a lot of people off."
We were trapped, trapped on a planet where the authorities were certain to be hostile. Someone had just freed the one person they feared the most. Yacabucci had knowledge that had been used to capture, enslave and torture thousands. I was certain that we would be tied to his escape.
I made the decision to act. "OK. Davis, get ready to push. We have to get out of here or we will soon be sitting in Hardlin ourselves. Ride up to her and give her a shove, careful not to damage our hull."
Davis began to punch in the settings for a bump and run. The Tower then came back over the comm. "Lopez this is Borgram. Hang in there for one second if you could. The Tuttle is being moved off the pad as we speak. Sorry for the delay Lopez."
Davis raised his hands just before pushing the throttle forward. "Excellent! That was a close one."
The four vehicles then began to pull the Tuttle from the launch pad. The Tower once again gave a command. "Lopez. You are free to center and scoot. Enjoy your flight back to… Orcon-7."
Davis pushed us forward and with a continuous move had us rocketing skyward. Only seconds had passed before we moved through the atmosphere to the blackness of space.
Frig offered a possible solution to our dilemma. "Sir, I analyzed the trajectory of that craft. If we follow that same heading at maximum speed we should be able to catch them in just under four minutes. That is, if they remained on that course."
I gave the order and Davis pushed the throttle to full. Less than a minute later the small escape craft showed on our proximity screen. I gave the command. "Let's take her down!"
Davis responded, "Boss, what do you propose we use? This barge doesn't have any weapons."
I grabbed Davis by the shoulder as I stood over his command chair. "We don't have a cannon, but we do have that grapple down by the cargo door. If you can get us in close, we can grab her tail section and affect a personnel transfer."
Davis smiled. "You got it Boss, one tail fin coming up!"
The small flier attempted to evade our advance, but Davis was a skilled pilot in a craft that was much faster and more responsive. We soon had her in our grasp.
Davis spoke over the comm. "ORC9981. You may as well not struggle. We want your passenger and then you are free to go. And if you have thoughts of breaking off your tail and getting free think again."
"For starters, we can catch you again, and of course there is always the possibility that you crack that hull and expose your cabin. I saw that happen once... people were screaming right up to the point when all the air got sucked out of their lungs, it wasn't pretty. And if I am correct, you are suiting up your passenger about now. Good idea. We are going to need that for the transfer anyway."
A voice then came over the comm, "You had better let go and leave now while you have the chance. You don't know who it is that you are dealing with. They will be here in a few minutes."
I took the mic from Davis, "I'll tell you who will be here in a few minutes, a Marcon cruiser or two. They were in orbit over Gonk City and I'm sure they have our signatures by now. I'm guessing you have five minutes tops before they get here. And they are probably of the mind of shoot first and ask questions later."
The small cargo door opened on the flier and Yacabucci was pushed out into the void. "OK, you have your guy. Let me go and I'll be out of your way."
Davis released the grapple and the small ship quickly departed. Seconds later Yacabucci was brought on-board the Lopez. "OK. Boss, zip her up and we'll be..." The proximity alarm went off as another ship approached. It was the Ranger!
Davis continued, "She is coming in hot. Going to full, but it is going to be close!"
The Lopez began to accelerate as the Ranger closed. She had moved to within three minutes distance by the time we had matched her speed. Both ships had the EID drive enhancements with the Ranger having a slight advantage. She was gaining ground.
Davis again spoke, "Boss, she is going to overtake us in a couple hours. What's our game plan?"
I turned and began to pace back and forth on the deck just behind the cockpit. Then it hit me. We had negative ion engines and we were not far from the Frasture Nebula. "Set a heading for the nebula. We can switch polarities when we get there. We should be able to leave her clean then."
It was brilliant move. The Ranger began to lose ground immediately after entering the Frasture. With each rising negative wave we pulled farther away. Three hours into the nebula the Ranger dropped off of our sensors. We were free! And our passenger was safely aboard!
The trip back to Bullwort was a smooth ride. When we touched down, George was waiting for us at the hangar. We escorted our visitor into a conference room and I began with my appeal, "Mr. Yacabucci, first I would like to set your mind at ease. We are the good guys. You will not be harmed in any way. If at the end of our discussion and if you have no desire to join us, you will be returned to Hardlin."
Yacabucci replied, "The good guys? Those were the good guys out there! That was the Grid military you just stole me from. I would not be surprised if they were sitting in orbit around wherever this place is right now!"
I grabbed a chair, pulled it in front of him and sat down with my hands on my knees. "Look. We know who they were in that second ship. They were Grid military all right, but a rogue division of them."
I then began to tell the story of our relationship with Cortes and the Ranger, with the Admiral and with our nemesis the Milgari. I showed him hours of footage of our fight against the massive Milgari ship and of our cleansing of the pirate threat around Gonk.
When I had finished my speech he had a concerned look on his face. "So, you are saying that I should believe that stuff you just showed me? Your little group of ships was able to take on that much firepower and live? I'm a scientist Mr. Grange. My test scores in grade school were among the highest on the planet. Much of what you just said does not seem possible."
I thought for a moment before standing. "Come with me. I am going to show you the drive we have in that little hauler out there. Keep in mind; we were able to travel through that nebula without an issue. That ship following us could not. Have a look at our drive mods and I think you will be convinced of our capabilities."
I gave Yacabucci the quick tour of the Lopez and her ion drive. His expressions were inquisitive as he let the technology soak into his brain. Fifteen minutes after the show had begun he sat back down in a chair. "Negative drives! And it's an elegant solution you have there. I can see where the speed would be a huge advantage. But that ship doesn't have much for shielding. That's not what you were fighting the Milgari with."
I concurred with Yacabucci's reasoning. But he was not yet fully convinced. "Come with me. I'll let you in on a little secret."
I took Yacabucci to the next hangar where our Defenders sat idle. "This, my friend, is a Blevin class Defender. We have made a few additions to her, additions that have allowed us to fight out there."
I continued, "The sole reason we brought you here was to see if you would be willing to join our team. We need your inhibitors to fight the Milgari. If your technology can hold their fleet in place, we can take down those cannons and that massive ship before they can be used against the Grid, or against Gonk for that matter. The Milgari are coming, it's only a question of when will they be here and will we be prepared."
I could tell Yacabucci was hesitant to make a decision. I offered him a helping hand. "I realize you have concerns over using this technology. I would have them too. Here is one place where we are willing to show some good faith. You went years with the pirates with only you knowing the secrets of how that field works. We are good with that arrangement."
"Design your system in private if you like; we will give you the means. Just give us a working system that we can deploy against the Milgari. If you want, set it up so that only you can activate it and then ride along in one of our ships. Your device, if it works on the Milgari ships, could be the one thing that keeps this sector free. That includes your own home world."
"Your accomplishments could one day be something that every Gonk youth is taught about in school. How it was a Gonkian that saved the sector!"
Yacabucci squirmed in his chair as his brain raced through the information that had been presented. "Mr. Grange. You know just how to hit a guy. I'm guessing you must have been a transport salesman in your former profession. I appreciate all that you have told me. My head is spinning at the moment. I need a few minutes to pull this all together if you don't mind."
I raised my hand as I walked towards the conference room door. "Take your time Mr. Yacabucci. When you reach a decision, just knock on the door, I'll be waiting just outside for your answer." I smiled as I closed the door behind me.



Chapter 3
 
 
Two new Defenders were commissioned. The Falcon and the Fox had the latest of tech adaptations which included a phased mode for the ion cannon. The bolt would switch from positive to negative repeatedly during the short duration of the pulse, making it a much more deadly weapon as impacted materials would be pulled hard in one direction and then the other.
The Falcon's crew consisted of Maria Rodriguez and Hardy Haskel. The other crews were always giving Maria a hard time over her obsession with her appearance. If there was a mirror to be looked in, she was in front of it. Her piloting instincts were excellent with her shot timing being some of the best that we had seen.
Hardy Haskel was a quiet sort, a good engineer, but he had a fixation with Maria. Much of his daily effort was spent doing her bidding in an attempt to win favor. The behavior had us all shaking our heads, but it never interfered with him performing his duties so we kept out of his business.
The Fox was piloted by Deve Deitric. "D" as we called him, had earned his flying time as a body guard for hire. He was big and muscular with a closely shaved head and a goatee. He was an Omrin by birth, but he had spent most of his life working for several of the royal families on Amerex. Omrin's were a favored species for personal protection on the lighter gravity world of Amerex. The Ameries were slight of build. D's build was anything but slight.
D's engineer was Bubis Mulee. Everyone called him "Bub". No one knew where Bub was from, including Bub. He had been taken from his parents as an infant. They were travelers from a distant sector. Pirates had attacked their ship and killed his parents and their crew. The ship was then stripped of its equipment and the empty hull was thrust into a star to rid the galaxy of any evidence. The pirates that had done the deed were long since dead, Bub's history and origin with them.
Our newest team member was Robert Yacabucci. We had come to call him "Bucci". As a Gonk he was constantly taking a ribbing from the others over his suction cupped fingers until one day when he used those cups to stop a heavy forged plate from falling on Gy. From that point on having "cups" was a thing of respect.
Bucci had been hard at work on our first field inhibitor. "Chief, this thing is ready for a dry run. We can test it right here in the hanger if you like. I'll set up the field. You just need anything that is ionic to test it out."
I gave the go ahead and half an hour later a field was up in the middle of the hangar.
Yacabucci spoke, "OK. Slide that Bilson wrench across the floor, through the field."
Frig loosed the wrench and it slid through to the other side. "Now, somebody turn its auto-cal on and slide it back through there."
Gy obliged. The wrench made it one third of the way into the field before stopping. "Sweet! Now, Gy go pick it up, turn it off and slide it through again."
Gy responded, "I'm not stepping into that thing. You want it? You go get it!"
Gy crossed his arms as Bucci looked on. "OK, well, for any of you who don't fully understand ionics I guess it’s OK. The field won't hurt you. It’s not strong enough and living organisms rarely have more than a tiny ionic presence. Worst case is you would feel a slight tug, but nothing that would hurt you."
Bucci walked into the center of the field, picked up and turned off the Bilson wrench and then tossed it out of the field to Frig. "Now, Frig, turn that wrench back on, strap it into your tool belt and walk through that field."
Frig complied and began his walk. Again, a third of the way into the field and the wrench came to a standstill, this time fully attached to Frig's belt and holding him in place.
Yacabucci continued, "The field draws its power from the surrounding space. Positive ions will trigger a gravitational mechanism, a force that we still do not fully understand. It restricts any movement of the ions, which in turn holds the wrench in place. If you take that same wrench outside of this field, hold it out to your side and let it go, what happens? It falls to the floor."
"We all know that's because of the gravitational force given off by this planet. We all accept that it works, but we don't know why. Just think of this inhibitor in the same way, we don't know how it works, it just does. That is the best explanation I can give you. I won't be telling you how it works; only that it does. Accept it as you do gravity."
With the dry run and our science lecture concluded, we were ready to take the field into space. "We will need at least three ships to construct an inhibitor web, optimally four. I will be riding in one of those ships with the controller module. You lose the controller, you lose the field. It should give you extra incentive to keep me alive."
Yacabucci grinned and spoke. "The controller will send out a wave to each of the other three ships, assuming we have four, and that wave will be bounced from there to each of the other ships. Takes a short period of time for the web to fill in, but we are only talking minutes all the way out to a quarter of a light-year. If any of you were wondering, we will be adding an extra ion generator to each ship to handle the field load."
"Generating a field and maintaining a field takes very little power. Those generators will be needed once we have something stuck in the field. Once established, a single ship could be held so long as any one of those generators can feed the field. If you want to hold a fleet, well, that depends on how long the field has been there, the longer it's there the stronger it will be."
"Think of the field as having capacitance, maybe similar to an electronic charge. If you allow that charge to really build up it will take longer for it to dissipate once power is turned off. Holding a fleet in place will take a lot of energy, energy that we do not have. So, think of the fleet as being able to drain that field capacitance faster than we can fill it up. In layman’s terms, we could have anywhere from several hours of hold down to a few minutes, depending on the size of the fleet."
Yacabucci continued, "Had anyone known that little fact I'm sure the Gonk system would have been overrun soon after the fields went live. Nobody had interest in losing a fleet."
I thanked him for providing us with the understanding that he had. Each crew then returned to their ship to make preparations for our next raid. We would be attempting another run out to the Felgar sector. We had eight Defenders at the ready and crews who were eager to exact some revenge after our prior outing disaster.
Several team members had suggested we name the next commissioned Defender the Harley. While I thought it a fitting tribute given his sacrifice, I did not think it would be good for morale; who wanted a constant reminder of our losses? Not me.
During the ride out to Felgar we were entertained by the banter between Maria, Barg and Milly. Each of them were quick witted talkers that deployed their own brand of sarcastic humor to each and every conversation. The comic relief was a good distraction for the long journey.
Maria spoke, "Hey Barg, Milly tells me that you like your women to have one leg shorter than the other. If they try to run away, they circle around and end up right back with you! Hahahaha!"
Barg replied, "Hey, if it keeps them coming back then I call that a win! By the way, Milly tells me that you like your men heavily ionized. That way when they try to run you can use one of Bucci's fields to hold them in place!"
Milly commented on their conversation, "Both of you need to work on your material. Maybe practice your routines in a Rythium bar while tied up to a wall. I'd pay to fire a few needles at the both of you!"
If anything the ride was a team building experience, more so for those who found the sarcastic humor entertaining, a little less for everyone else. When we finally arrived at the Milgari base the seemingly endless stream of banter had died down to a trickle. When the views of the giant cannons came up on our monitors the idle chatter ended.
Frig spoke, "Sir, I'm counting 144 battleships, 176 cruisers, 356 destroyers and 695 frigates. And I am picking up signals from the far side of that fleet Sir. It appears that those two moons are the massive ships that carry those cannons. Looking at those two empty construction docks makes me think that two new cannons have just been installed or perhaps they are being installed as we speak. I think we need a closer look at those big ships Sir."
I looked over the information on my screen before giving the order. "Hammer, work your way around to the other side and take your time. If we tip them off to our presence we won't be able to do much of anything in this area. I'm guessing they are only still here because of their last encounter with us. They lost a few ships, but they were able to drive us back. There is nothing like a victory to instill confidence. Maybe we can use that against them. Either way, keep your tail down out there Hammer, there are sure to be pickets."
The Hammer spent nearly an hour snaking its way around the massive Milgari ships and back. They had news, big news. Barg spoke, "Chief, you aren't going to like it. Beyond those two big boats out there is another fleet, bigger than this one, and three more of those big ships. That is one massive invasion fleet Chief. Not sure I want to know where they are headed. If it's the Grid, they had better be firing up those gravity drives right now."
For three days we sat, watching and studying the Milgari base. The Hammer made an additional four runs to the far side of the Milgari fleet, each time there had been no change. The Milgari ships were all holding position. Our down time had been spent attempting to come up with a strategy for an assault. Nothing that had been put forward stood out. On the fourth day that all changed.
Frig spoke, "Sir, we have incoming ships. I am counting… 4,456 additional. This has to be their main fleet Sir. This places their total at nearly 7,000 ships. They are massing for an attack. I’m not sure what we could possible do at this point. Our little handful of ships would unlikely draw much attention from a fleet that size. I don’t think we offer much of a threat."
I stood and paced the deck of the Swift, scouring my mind for any possible way to stop or slow our enemy. I continued to come to the same conclusion. "OK, listen up. We are going to sit tight and continue to gather intel until they make a move. If it is towards the Grid we will fly out and give a warning. It may not be enough, but it is all we can do. If it’s the Prassi they are going after, maybe we can give them a hand."
"That Prassi fleet is way bigger than the 800 or so ships we have protecting the Grid. Maybe we can figure out a way to use these inhibitors to give them a hand. We somehow have to figure out a way to keep those massive ships from firing on their stations and planets. That is, if we can even convince them that we are there to help."
I continued, "If we can bring one of those massive ships to a halt, what are our chances of getting past their exterior guns again?"
This time Bucci replied, "Ah, Chief, if one of those ships is caught in the field there won’t be any external guns firing. All ion related equipment will be held in place, they won’t be able to fire. If we establish a field behind them and then move forward to capture a ship, we should be able to drop a few Defenders off the web. We can then attack using your negative engines and cannons. I don’t know how much you can do with two ships against one of those beasts. Given their size, you may only have five or ten minutes of hold, but at least you will have something."
I sat back in my chair and hit the comm. "Five minutes with none of those external guns is all we need. A quick fly around to destroy the external ports of those massive cannons will send them back to their repair docks. The question is… how do we keep the rest of the fleet off of us while we do this? If we have the web out to a quarter light-year, that places us only an eighth light-year away. That will put us just inside their visual range. We are small, but not that small."
The discussion carried on for hours before Barg injected an idea, "How about we rig up a partial Tantric shield on the side of each Defender? Should mask most of that visual and still allow us to broadcast that inhibitor field. We are already small, let’s make ourselves smaller!"
We got to work immediately on making use of our Tantric shields. They would be programmed to ride only a few meters off the side of the Defenders, leaving only the transducer probe protruding from the nose remaining as visible. A viable plan was beginning to take shape.
I spoke, "Once we have the field established with all eight ships, one or more can break away and do the assault. Bucci, how many do we need left to maintain that web?"
Several seconds passed before a reply came over the comm, "Technically, only two if you already have a ship captured. You can maintain the field with two. But given the size of those beasts, two ships won’t hold one for long, maybe three or four minutes tops if you are starting with a full field."
"If it was up to me, I would come in with a full field from all eight of us, capture a ship, and then have one break off to assault while five others break off to establish a new field in front of that ship, a field that we can build and take on to the next one. That only works if one ship can take out those cannons."
After Bucci’s comment, Frig typed away at his keyboard. "Sir, if our goal is only to disable those cannons it will take one ship 58 seconds to accomplish that task from the time it leaves the web, 26 seconds to fly in and 22 to circle the cannon ports. But that only takes care of one of those ships, there are five."
"If we adopt a rolling strategy we may be able to get all five. Four ships establish a web, ensnare a Milgari and then three hold it while the fourth does what’s needed. In this manner, we can attack two of those ships at once. Given the prior response times of the Milgari fleet ships we should have the second set of two ensnared and finished just before they arrive. At that point one team of four goes to stop the fleet while the other takes care of the final ship. From the first ensnarement, we should be able to take out all five ships in less than six minutes Sir."
Frig continued, "But there are many variables that will come into play. If the big ships are nicely lined up for us, if the Milgari fleet is slow to react, if the cannons from the other big ships cannot be used against us while we have one ensnared. Those factors and others could play heavily into this type of plan."
It was a plan that was easy to visualize, but as Frig had stated, there were too many unknowns remaining for it to be put into play. For one, it relied on the Milgari fleet to be moving towards a target. Standard formation and common sense would place the bulk of the fleet in front with the massive ships following behind.
We reasoned that the Milgari would stop short of a full attack, drawing the Prassi out to meet them while the massive ships pummeled their stations and planets from afar. It was the reason the massive cannons were constructed. If the Prassi were indeed the intended target, we would have to fly a ship forward with a warning.
How the Prassi would react to a coming attack would be another unknown. We would help if we could, but not if it meant certain death. That would be reserved for a fight for the Grid itself and only for those of us who were Human. This was "our" private war and it would be fought on "our" terms.
The following day the Milgari began their move. The Prassi worlds were the target and the gigantic fleet had aligned its ships in the pattern that we had hoped. The bulk of the fleet started out up front with the massive ships following behind. The sides and the rear of the force were guarded by thousands of frigates, a ship whose firepower we could easily defend against.
I gave orders, "OK. Shadow those ships from as far back as possible. And keep your eyes peeled for more ships joining that fleet. We don’t want to get caught with another fleet coming up behind us. We will be taking the Swift to the Prassi home world. I am hoping to relay a warning to them of what is coming their way. If they can keep the Milgari busy up front, it may improve our chances at taking out the big ships."
Three days later we arrived at the Prassi system. A message was broadcast that included the size of the Milgari fleet as well as information on the five massive ships and what they were capable of. We then turned the Swift back towards the others.
Frig spoke, "Sir, I can’t help but wonder what the Prassi will do with that information. They have an impressive fleet, but that fleet is not a match for the Milgari. I fear their worlds will be devastated by those massive cannons if we can’t take them offline."
I had been having the same thoughts. "I hear you. This could be a preview of what’s in store for the Grid. I am wondering if it will be ready to go when the time comes. I heard rumors that the hydrogen store on the Grid takes eight to ten years to fill. We have been in this sector for a decade now, but I wonder if those in charge have been on top of their duties."
I continued, "If there is not enough fuel for those gravity drives the distance we can travel is reduced, which means the Milgari will catch up even faster next time. I really wish there was a way to end this war. Constantly running is not living. Even with all our screw-ups as a people I still think we deserve a shot. We don’t screw up any more than anyone else in this galaxy!"
I pulled back on the throttle as we circled in behind the Milgari fleet rejoining the others. The status of the fleet’s movement had not changed. The main fleet was followed by the massive ships and thousands of frigates. We began to put our plan in place for an assault. We debated the merits of attacking before the fleet reached the Prassi.
I spoke, "No. We can’t attack until the bulk of that fleet is engaged. Otherwise, they will turn and come after us before we can accomplish what we need to accomplish. If we attack and fail, we won’t be able to help the Prassi at all. If their battleships and cruisers are engaged with the Prassi fleet we have a shot at taking out those massive cannons. If we fail, the Prassi will fall, placing the Grid square in their sites."
Frig then broke into the conversation, "Sir, if we attack now, perhaps we do enough damage to deter the entire Milgari attack. A six month delay, with the knowledge we have, would only work to our advantage. It would also give us another six months to alert the Grid of the coming threat. By the way Sir, why have we not made an attempt to alert the Grid? Not through Zimmerman, but with the Grid politicians themselves."
I again paced back and forth on the deck. "I don’t want to stir up that bee’s nest until we are certain of what is coming. Remember, once they start that beast moving there is no stopping for passengers. We would only have a week to get aboard her with everything we want to take. And they may not allow our little fleet access when that time came. We aren’t exactly in compliance with Grid law at the moment. And some of our team here may not want to abandon their own people. It’s not as simple as hoping aboard for a ride."
Frig’s comment had me thinking about that very issue. When the time came, and it would come, how would we get our ships aboard the Grid to take with us? We could not risk abandoning them or leaving them behind for others as we could not afford to have the technology fall into the Milgari’s hands. We had a whole new contingency to plan for.
As we approached the Prassi system our plans were thrown into chaos when the Milgari fleet changed its formation. They came to a complete stop with the massive ships centered amongst their battleships. We sent the Hammer out to gather intel on the Prassi and to find out why the Milgari had stopped. Two hours later the Hammer returned with information.
Barg spoke, "Chief, the Prassi are gone. Their fleet is gone, their stations are gone and there is no sign of life in the entire system. It looks like they have picked up and moved somewhere else. That is an impressive feat to accomplish in a few short days. Not sure what we do now Sir."
The Prassi had abandoned their worlds in only a few short days. Every citizen had been moved to somewhere else. The giant mound cities of the Prassi appeared to be lifeless. Their forms of transport and commerce sat silent. The imagery brought back by the Hammer was surreal. The entire population had vanished.
The Milgari slowly moved into the system, eventually landing troops on the ground and establishing a base. Over the several weeks following the Prassi disappearing act we stayed and observed the goings on. Several hundred more Milgari ships had arrived to join their fleet. The Frost had been sent back to the Felgar sector and soon returned with the news that the construction docks were on the move. The Milgari were taking over the Prassi system and making it their own. War had moved closer to the Grid.



Chapter 4
 
 
The debate raged amongst us over what our next move would be. The Milgari had settled in and awaited the construction dock's delivery. We were left at a standstill. The Prassi disappearance had been a stunner. It was difficult to fathom a civilization that would abandon all and flee, that is, until I came to the realization that it was exactly what we Humans had been doing for a thousand years. The Prassi had only followed our lead.
Barg spoke, "Chief, I don’t know about the others, but I think we need to make a run at one of those big ships. We could fly in with five ships as a web to hold off the rest of the fleet, while two hold the big ship in place and a third hits those cannons. Even if we only get one and leave we could still claim victory. I can’t see where we are doing much good at all just sitting here."
As I began to pace, taking Barg’s suggestion into consideration, chaos erupted on the planet. Thousands if not millions of Prassi were pouring out of their abandoned mound cities with blasters blazing. At the same moment, thousands of Prassi ships appeared on our screens.
Forty Milgari battleships and 60 cruisers were caught off guard. They had parked on the surface and were in the process of either doing light maintenance or they had their troops dispersed to secure and evaluate the captured territory. The Prassi were ferocious fighters and the Milgari ground troops were quickly being overrun.
Minutes after the ground assault began the Prassi fleet showed its intentions. Every ship that could move was loaded with Prassi Marines and aimed at the invader’s stationary fleet. A hundred Prassi battleships were cannon fodder as they assaulted the massive Milgari ships. The heavy battle cannons cut the advance ships to shreds but their numbers were overwhelming. Only seconds after their arrival the Prassi were loading troops onto the first massive Milgari ship.
I took the opportunity to make a call. We were going in! "All Defenders! Join me in creating a web between those big ships and the rest of the fleet. If we can hold off that fleet for 15 to 20 minutes the Prassi will do our job for us. It looks like they are targeting the massive ships first."
As we powered up and began to move we were again confronted with a new development. It was Zimmerman and his stealth fleet. More than 300 fast and powerful frigates, cruisers and a handful of his newest battleships appeared at the far side of the Milgari fleet with their ion cannons blazing. The Milgari ships were caught off-guard as they faced away from the attackers.
Three minutes after we flew into position the ion inhibitor web was beginning to build. A handful of Milgari ships made it through the web before the next hundred stopped in place. The ships following behind the trapped ships stopped in place. Confusion ensued.
The ships trapped in the web sat idle, unable to fire their weapons while the ships that remained on the other side were unable to fire through it. The web stopped each of the ion bolts cold, allowing their energy to dissipate in place. Many of those ships soon turned to race back towards Zimmerman and his fleet.
The Prassi assault quickly turned to the second and third massive ships. Again the losses were extremely heavy as the lead ships were decimated by the massive ship defenses. But thousands of Prassi troopers continued to board each vessel. Over comm chatter we could hear the Milgari crews screaming for reinforcements, reinforcements that we were holding at bay.
The Prassi ground assault continued in earnest. It was soon clear that the Prassi had gone deep underground while waiting for an attack to begin. The surface fighting lasted for several hours before the Milgari ground troops gave up their arms in surrender. The Prassi were ruthless and continued with their assault, killing every Milgari that had set foot on their planet.
The two Prassi space stations then appeared and moved in close to the fourth massive Milgari ship. Again the Milgari cannons caused heavy damage as the stations fought their way in close. That's when we got our first view of the firing of the massive cannons.
A blue streak raced around the exterior of the massive ship just before the cannons emitted their ultra-powerful stream. One of the two stations in close proximity was decimated. The eight streams ripped through it fracturing its hull. The station quickly broke apart. A single shot had destroyed a hardened station that was more than 20 kilometers in diameter. I shuddered to think of the damage it would do to the Grid.
Thousands of smaller Prassi ships took the opportunity to race in close and began the task of unloading their troops. The fierce battle continued to rage for several hours before a Milgari cruiser spotted the Frost. Six cruisers immediately turned and headed its way as others identified the Hammer and the Fist. I gave the order for any Defender under attack to abandon the web and focus on defending themselves. There would be no needless sacrifices this day.
The defense guns on the first two massive ships had gone silent as the Prassi troops on-board fought from hall to hall and room to room. The Milgari defenders were inflicting heavy punishment on the attackers, but the Prassi were not deterred.
As more of the Defenders dropped off the web it began to weaken rapidly. Sixteen minutes had passed before the web collapsed and the Milgari ships began to stream into the battlefield. The Prassi had advanced their attack to the final massive ship.
Zimmerman’s fleet was playing a game of hit and run. They had superior weapons and shielding with the result being a heavy loss for the Milgari that attacked. As the bulk of the Milgari fleet now streamed towards the massive ships in their defense, the space surrounding the Prassi turned black as a billion missiles launched at once.
I ordered the others to circle around to my position and from there we would attempt to pick off some of the outlying ships. We found the task initially easy as most of the Milgari’s focus was on the attacking Prassi battleships and not on our tiny little Defenders. That all changed as we encountered a Milgari flagship.
"This is Hammer. I’m hitting that port turret if anyone would care to join me. That looks like a command ship and if we take it out it might add a little extra confusion to the surrounding battle."
Milly spoke up. "This is Frost; we are right beside you and targeting the starboard cannon now."
Boom! Boom! Boom!
Milly continued, "Hammer we just took three hard hits to our port wing. Those two forward cannons are not the only battle cannons on that boat. They have a number of those guns recessed along that red line running from fore to aft. We got the starboard nose cannon, but it cost us."
"Roger that Frost, we are spinning out in three… two… one."
Boom! Boom!
"Yeowzah, that hurts." The Hammer had took two hits of its own.
I followed the Fist into a tight turn and both ships screamed down the port side of the flagship, blasting each recessed turret from as little as 40 meters away. Our outer Tantric layers were taking a beating from the debris being kicked up, but the port side was cleaned of its heavy firepower. A Prassi frigate soon pulled alongside for a Marine assault. The flag beacon and the high Milgari official who carried it were soon seen leaving in a small transport, headed for a battleship on the other side.
Barg then came on the comm, "I tell you Chief, these negative cannons are really worth their weight in Tantric. The cuts they make through that Milgari armor are smooth and generously deep. Those cats have to be wondering what we are hitting them with. There is nothing like taking a beating from a new weapon to lower morale."
I replied. "Just keep cutting them up. And if you take more than four hits in a spot then I want you to withdraw. This is not our fight to get killed in. I'm sure that will come soon enough."
I banked hard to the left and with a single shot Frig cut the nose off of a cruiser. Flames erupted as the atmosphere within the damaged ship gassed out into the void of space. As with every space-born explosion the fires were quickly extinguished.
"This is Frost! I got two cruisers hacking at my tail. We would appreciate a little help if anyone has any to give!"
The Fist and the Saxon soon put the cruiser’s battle cannons out of commission. Two flaring rolls later the cruisers were in the process of being cut apart piece by piece.
Milly replied, "Much appreciated fellas!"
The Prassi had troops aboard all five of the massive Milgari ships. Zimmerman had a quarter of the fleet tied up on the far side of the battlefield. The Milgari counter attacks were scattered and poorly coordinated, but the Milgari were beginning to get an edge. Three hours into the mammoth battle the Prassi were beginning to lose.
Davis spoke, "Chief, we can keep picking away at these outer ships, but we are hardly scratching the surface. Those early Prassi losses are now starting to show. Those big guns are offline and I don't see them coming back soon. Might be time to cut and run."
Davis had stated what I already had on my mind. We could take out a few dozen more Milgari ships, but would it make a difference? And our own ships were continuing to take hits.
As I reached for the comm button to reply a hail came over a common channel, "Small force on the left flank. This is Admiral Zimmerman of the Grid Military Force. Switch to designated channel B5. We would like to discuss our appreciation for your help in this affair. Please respond..."
The message was repeated several times. Frig spoke to me between firing at targets, "Sir, are you going to respond to the hail? I believe today's showing tells us which side Zimmerman is on Sir. He is not a Milgari agent."
I cut hard to the left and barely escaped a twin bolt from a Milgari battleship. "I never thought the Admiral was a traitor. It's Cortes that I'm worried about. We still have no explanation as to why he was meeting with the Milgari that day. Just doesn't make sense. And if you look at the Grid Force transponders you won't see the one that Cortes was using. Either means it was a fake or he's not here today."
Frig fired off a bolt, taking out a cruiser's battle cannon. "Sir, I'm running an algorithm to match the visual signature of the Ranger with those Grid ships out there. If Cortes is here we will know."
Several minutes passed before all the Grid ships in the field of battle had been identified. The Ranger was not in attendance.
Boom!
We took another hit to the port tail fin. "I think that is a signal for us to go. If we decide it’s a good thing to do we know where Zimmerman resides, we can contact him any time. I would like to see something that tells me Cortes is not working for the enemy. Find me that and I’ll be more than ready to talk."
Several of the massive cannons from the big Milgari ships continued to function. Their bolts were turned towards the planet’s surface. A zoom in with our visual sensors told us what they were targeting. It was the Milgari ships, ships that were now under the control of the Prassi.
One by one the captured vessels were being destroyed. When the last captured ship exploded in a blue flash and fireball the monstrous ships all began to move. The Milgari, even though the odds were in their favor, had decided to cut their losses and leave. We took it as an opportunity to peel off and leave while still in fighting condition.
All five of the massive Milgari ships had taken heavy damage with only one having weapons that remained operational. The Milgari fleet had taken tremendous losses with nearly half of their ships disabled or destroyed. The Prassi had fared much worse with just over a quarter of their once colossal fleet remaining. Zimmerman’s crew had lost 37 ships, including one of their new battleships. The remainder of his comparatively small fleet, although damaged, would be leaving the battlefield under their own power.
Our Defenders had taken 42 hits, but those hits had largely been dispersed with only two of the ships taking more than two strikes at a single point. I was proud of our team for their performance. Rodriguez had managed to escape the mire without taking a single strike.
Her comm activity echoed that fact. "Oh, look at you guys. All bruised and beaten. You know, if you took better care of your equipment out there you would have a much more attractive Defender. I hope no one sees me riding with you on the way home. That would be embarrassing!"
The other pilots were silent for nearly a minute after Maria’s braggadocio comments. Barg and Davis then responded by each firing a low level ion pulse at the Falcon. Two dark blemishes were left on the previously spotless hull.
Maria responded, "Really guys? Really? Are you so jealous of my skills that…"
I cut in on the conversation. "OK. Knock it off. Anybody else fires on our own ships, even in jest, you’ll be grounded and replaced with another pilot. That includes your engineer so any of you engineers want to keep flying I suggest you keep your pilots in line. And Rodriguez, how about a little less of the banter while everyone’s adrenaline is all pumped up. Great job on not taking a hit, but let’s save the bragging for the appropriate time."
Barg replied. "Appropriate time? Chief? When is it appropriate to have a five inch heel ground into your forehead? I mean, if it wasn’t for all my cover flying the Falcon would be looking more like an overcooked chicken! Hahahaha!"
Despite my attempts at bringing down the level of sarcastic chatter, it continued on for several hours. Other than the normal sarcasm, there were no mean or hurtful things said. The team was just blowing off steam after coming out of an epic battle, a battle where an entire species had been placed in jeopardy. The Prassi had driven off the Milgari, but it had cost them dearly and the Milgari would be coming back just as strong as before or stronger than ever.
As we headed for home we departed on a route that was not aimed at our final destination, it was standard operating procedure. Just before our turn for home Frig chimed in with an alert, "Sir, we have a ship following us. It is one of Zimmerman’s. They are just at the edge of our sensor range and in fact, they are popping in and out of view. Had Rita not precision tuned these sensors we would probably not know they were there."
"They are able to match our speed Sir, might I suggest that we take them through the Fasture Nebula? It seems to be our best method of shaking off a tail. The journey will take us an extra five days, but we won’t give away our home location. I believe it was a wise move to have removed our ship IDs and turned off our transponders while away from Bullwort Sir. It should assist in preventing others from looking there for us."
The extra time was taken to pass through the nebula. The Zimmerman tail was slowed dramatically while our own speed was increased by use of the negative ion engines. From the other side of the nebula it was an easy ride back to Bullwort. After touching down Gy and Rita got immediately to work on repairs.
Gy spoke, "Looks like we didn’t do too badly out there this time; as a quick estimate, I can probably have them all back in top condition within a week. And if you track down George I believe he has some news for you too."
I placed my helmet in the locker and stepped down out of the Swift’s hold. My first destination was to my home quarters where I took in a long and very much needed shower. I then made my way over to see George. "So, I hear you have some news?"
George looked up from his desk and smiled. "I do. I managed to find four more Blevins out there. Three are headed this way while the fourth is in the hands of an owner who would not sell."
"I’m still working him on it, but at the moment they have a sentimental attachment that I haven’t been able to overcome. This also completes a sweep of the surrounding 600 sector grids. I believe we have as many of the Blevins as we can acquire. There are just not many of them left. As far as our ore sales have been going, well, I can safely say that they have all been getting snatched up just as quickly as we put them out there. Your boy Zimmerman must have quite the operation going on. That is a lot of ore!"
After my talk with George I returned to the hangar to consult with Rita. I had an idea to run by her that had been rolling around in the back of my head during our ride home. "Rita, I have a question. Would it be possible to cover the hull with the same material we use on the Tantric shield?"
"You know, the material we use to project an image forward of whatever is behind? If we can reduce that visual signature we will be able to mover in much closer without being detected. Is that something that is even possible?"
Rita squinted her eyes and turned her mouth up on one side as she pursed her lips. "Hmm. I don’t know Boss. Not sure we could keep it on the hull given the speeds we travel at. Every little bit of space debris is going to pick away at it. The Tantric can handle that, this stuff cannot."
I rubbed my chin for a moment. "But it can be added. And if so, we will at least maintain a smaller signature when needed. Kick the idea around with Gy. See what you can come up with. Anything we can do to reduce our visual gets us one bit closer to whatever it is we want to see. If the Milgari are using visual targeting algorithms it might give us an edge there also."
Rita nodded her head as she turned back towards Gy. "I’ll see what we can do Chief. If it’s something that keeps you from taking as many hits then I am all for that as it cuts down on our clean up when you guys return."
The Prassi war had been on a scale that was almost unimaginable. More than 15,000 ships had collided in a test of wills; millions of citizens for each side had perished. And we had come home with only a few bruises. Our pilots and ships had performed at a level that one could only hope for. The Milgari had been stopped, if only temporarily, and Zimmerman had shown which side he was fighting for.
I was headed to the bar to unwind. My head had been spinning of late given the totality of the task that we had taken on; a handful of patriots and fighters, given an opportunity to do their best, had been giving that and more in defense of our home. The Grid was again safe, if only for a while.



Chapter 5
 
 
Gy and Rita came up with a design for the Defenders that would allow a trans-missive coating to be applied to the hull exteriors. The coating would project an image forward of whatever it was that was behind the ship. From the right side it would display the scene as viewed to the left and from the left that of the right. As tested on the ground in the hangar a Defender would take on a translucent appearance when viewed from almost any angle. The probe on the nose of the ship was the only piece of a Defender that remained uncoated.
The Hammer and the Fist were sent up to test the coating’s usefulness under standard conditions. Each ship remained undetectable to the other at a distance of 1,800 kilometers, a distance that was almost infinitely closer than the previous minimum of one eighth of a light-year. From 5,000 kilometers we could not make out even the finest details of whatever it was that we were observing. I was eager to put the technology to my own test.
It had been two months since the Prassi war and we were eager to know the full outcome. The team was again launched towards the Prassi system in an attempt to gather the information we sought. Four weeks later we arrived. The Prassi were hard at work attempting to rebuild their fleet. Construction docks littered the space surrounding their main planet.
After arrival, we scanned our visual signatures. As predicted, the debris encountered during normal space flight had stripped the forward edges of each craft of the trans-missive coating. From straight on our signatures were as big as ever. When viewed from behind those same signatures dropped to almost nothing. From the side we were invisible at half a million kilometers, a distance that we felt comfortable with.
Frig ran several sets of calculations. "Sir, from the construction docks in place and those under construction themselves; I believe the Prassi will be capable of turning out eight battleships, 16 cruisers and 142 frigates per day. I have not seen any docks dedicated to a destroyer class ship. But they are missing a critical element. I am not detecting any stockpiles of Tantric Sir. Without that outer layer their ships will have little defense against the Milgari ion cannons."
Without Tantric the Prassi ships would also be limited to below light-speed as the normally encountered space debris would cause extreme damage to their hulls. They would be useful for defense within their own star system, but nothing beyond. It was a development that put a pall over their otherwise productive efforts. A ship without Tantric might as well be made out of paper.
I replied, "Frig. Our new ore production has just come online. I’m sure the Prassi are not in the same credit system as the Grid and the surrounding worlds, what can you think of that we could possibly trade for? We could provide that fleet with the Tantric they need. What is that worth to us?"
Frig sat back in his chair as he thought. "If you can get us close enough to that planet we can scan for precious gems. Those tend to be universally accepted as tender. A nice Emerald vein could go a long way towards swapping out some Tantric Sir. Of course we would first have to establish contact with them, something that we have not done so far."
I had a discussion with the team and a decision was made to try our luck with the Prassi. I put out a hail on a common channel. I was soon in a discussion with a high up Prassi diplomat. "Your assistance in the war is very much appreciated. But our queen is a bit uneasy with us having discussions with a party that we do not know."
"I hope you can understand our position at the moment. Trust is a two way relationship and while your actions have shown you to be genuine, your words are still under suspicion. I am afraid that we must decline a meeting at this time. We take this action out of caution and it is not in any way intended to offend."
I replied in an attempt to sweeten the pot, "Mr. Bassik, your people are in desperate need of refined Tantric. We happen to have a generous supply of such. What we are in need of is something to trade that is of value to us. I am sending you a list of precious gems that would suffice."
"If your government has any of those in quantity we could easily make a trade. If not, we have the technology necessary to scan your planet for raw deposits of such. In a gesture of our intentions of good will and fair trade we are willing to deliver a shipment for your immediate use with no compensation in return. We are willing to do this as we see the war you are fighting now as a prelude to the Milgari attacking us. We will await your reply as you consult with your Queen."
As expected, the Prassi agreed to accept the first load of Tantric with no strings attached. Negotiations would resume if that gesture proved to be valid. Frig was concerned. "Sir, I am a bit alarmed with your generosity. The Prassi will be under no obligation to compensate us for that ore. Where is the incentive for them to act honorably?"
I looked over a list of names the Prassi diplomat had given us. Queen Carisse was listed on the top. "I think we are doing the right thing here Frig. The Prassi have just taken a tremendous loss at the hand of the Milgari. For all they know we have other motives as the reason for befriending them. I’ll have to say I would be overly suspicious if I was on the tail end of this deal. If they take it and decide not to negotiate, well, we are still helping the cause."
The Frost and the Saxon were sent back to Bullwort to collect the next two loads of Tantric. On load would be offered as a gesture of goodwill while the other was available for trade. It would take two months for the ships to make the run home and back. In the meantime I continued discussions with Bassik.
I spoke, "A single load should cover 24 of your battleships. We can supply almost as much as you need for your daily production. I will be asking that we remain anonymous throughout this exchange. We have others, some with whom you have had dealings; that we wish to remain unknown to. We value our privacy and do not wish to be contacted by anyone else. Other sources would possibly be demanding of our ores. A freedom and right that we do not wish to cede to them."
An arrangement was made for a location to drop the Tantric. We would deliver the ore load to the specified location and once our ship was clear the ore would be ready for the Prassi to collect. In turn, when payments were to be made the Prassi would leave them at the designated location. There was to be no interaction between the species. It was the only way I felt we could maintain our anonymity from Zimmerman.
Two months after our initial negotiations the Frost and the Saxon returned. The first load was delivered and we waited for the Prassi to contact us with their reply. A day after the ore had been picked up we got a call from Brassik, "We thank you for your generosity in our time of need. We will abide by your terms if you are willing to accept Diamond in return for the ore."
"It is a mineral that is plentiful on our planets that we use heavily in support of our industrial base. We are willing to supply you with Diamond at a five to one ratio. One full load of Diamonds to five of the Tantric ore. If this is acceptable let me know so that I can start the arrangements needed to make this happen."
We agreed and the Tantric for Diamond exchange was begun. The first load was available immediately with a new load promised every week. I was sure that George would balk at the idea after all the hard work he had put into developing his sales channels, but the ore was going where I saw the greatest need, straight to the front lines.
Ships were assigned in teams of two for transporting the ore from Bullwort to the Prassi system. The arrangement continued for three months before Milgari pickets were spotted in the area. It was not long before one of those pickets attempted an assault.
"Hammer this is Saxon. Looks like our little friend there is itching to die today. You want to take it or should I?" The Milgari frigate closed fast. "You take 'em, I'm in the middle of a cat-nap." The Saxon replied. "Roger that. Let's go scratch one frigate!"
The Saxon pulled hard right and headed for the incoming frigate. The Defender lined up directly with the incoming ship and waited until the last minute to fire. The blue bolt from its ion cannon shot out through the probe on the front of the Saxon. At the same moment the frigate fired at the Saxon. What happened next was unexpected.
The powerful blue bolt from the Saxon made a direct hit on the frigate, but the ion expansion that normally came from such a powerful strike did not happen. Instead, the bolt was drawn into the hull of the oncoming vessel; it was absorbed without doing damage. The frigate’s ion bolt passed by harmlessly as the Saxon took evasive action, but the Saxon was too late on the turn.
The charging frigate clipped off the right wing of the Saxon sending it into an uncontrolled spin. The frigate with its thinner hull construction, disintegrated on impact as the wing tore through its superstructure. Collisions while traveling faster than the speed of light were generally the end of the road for everyone involved.
The hull of the Saxon had been breached. Malcom Collins and Katie Burke were dead in an instant, their bodies sucked through a hole in the side of the Saxon that was only 30 centimeters wide. The Hammer turned hard away and then circled back towards its fellow team members. Once in the vicinity of the Saxon the remote self-destruct button was pressed.
The Saxon turned bright blue as the energy from the charge well was used to incinerate the damaged vessel. The Hammer then cut back hard towards its original destination, she still had a load of Tantric ore to deliver. The bodies of their former team members, their friends, were abandoned in the void of space to which they now belonged.
The ore was delivered along with a warning to the Prassi. The Milgari had developed a shield that would absorb a standard ion bolt. It was not good news. The Hammer departed after picking up its load and then headed back towards Bullwort. She would broadcast a message to the Defenders that she flew past on her way back, warning of the new Milgari shield.
When the Hammer touched down on Bullwort we were saddened by the news of the loss of Malcom, Katie and the Saxon. No attempt would be made to recover their bodies as they would no longer exist. They were flying at almost 320 times the speed of light. At that speed minute bits of space dust would disintegrate a human body in a short amount of time. Spacewalks while traveling above SOL were not done due to the risk involved.
The team was comprised largely of ordinary citizens. Death was imminent for us all, but it was not something that any of us hurried into. On the Grid, there were accidents, as we all lived in a physical universe. Most citizens however, would die from old age after a long if not somewhat boring life.
In the military the continuous war with the Milgari meant a continuous stream of new recruits was required, death was common. While our losses took their toll on us all, our former military members seemed to take it as a fact of life. While at war, death came as part of the job. After a short ceremony the ore runs to the Prassi system continued, the Prassi worked to replenish their fleet.
As the months passed, two new Defenders were brought online. The Spike and the Sword were commissioned with a small ceremony and given a first task of inspecting the Felgar system. Upon their return I was shocked to hear that the Milgari had not abandoned their base, they had instead expanded it.
All five of the monstrous Milgari ships were docked and under repair, a repair that would be completed in only a few short months. The more troubling news was that the main Milgari fleet now numbered close to 8,000 ships. It was a force that the Prassi would not be able to defend against.
I paced the deck of hangar four as I contemplated what we could possibly do. Our newest pilot, Reginald Hammond, we called him Ham, approached me with an idea. "Chief, I spent some time at Grid University studying up on tactics. I planned for a long and brilliant career in the Grid military. I was later told that this artificial foot disqualified me, but that’s a story for another time."
"What I would like to suggest is this; I think we need to get a hold of one of those Milgari frigates. Find out what they did to their shields and look for any other vulnerability. It has been over a hundred years since we have captured one of their vessels. They are really good at clearing the battlefield of anything that would give anyone an advantage. And their ships never surrender."
I directed Ham over to a table for us to sit down and discuss whatever it was that he had in mind. "Have a seat. I know you are new to the team, but I want you to know that I appreciate it when members come up with ideas. I myself was just a Messenger pilot and many of the decisions we have had to make are beyond my training. Flying by the seat of my pants makes many of those decisions seem even bigger. Tell me what you are thinking."
Ham replied, "Well Sir, I was thinking that we need to get our hands on one of those frigates. Maybe hit it with a few negative bolts to shut down her systems, and then with a negative ion bomb to take out her weapons, more specifically, her hand weapons. I’m thinking we board her and clean her out before they have a chance to self-destruct."
"You know, the negative ion bomb was a commonly used weapon only a short time ago. Ion shielding made it a nearly useless weapon against a ship as the charge needed became one that was beyond our ability to produce. But we don’t need to overcome those shields Sir. We can do that with our ion cannons where those beams are more than concentrated enough to overcome any standard shielding."
"After taking the ship’s systems temporarily offline with a negative ion bolt or two we would use the ion bomb to disable all their hand weapons. I have a friend who manufactures kinetic weapons that are not susceptible to the negative ion pulse. They use a cartridge projectile that is packaged with a small explosive charge. He said the Grid archives call it gunpowder."
Ham continued, "My friend has been building these weapons that make use of gunpowder for years now as a hobby. He let me fire one once and I have to say it was kind of a thrill. It gave recoil as the small explosion pushed a metallic projectile out of a barrel towards a target. You don’t have the near unlimited supply of shots like you have from a blaster; it is a weapon you have to keep reloading. But you can use it regardless of the power situation on a ship; all you need is an atmosphere for the explosion from the projectile cartridge to make use of."
"So, the direction I am going with is this Sir, we isolate a frigate, hit it our negative cannons to disable it, pop an ion bomb to disable their blasters and then board her with these kinetic weapons. A frigate should have about 125 crewmen on her with 40 of those being Marines. If we can find and hit those Marines first the rest should be a gravy run. Marines tend to be a nasty lot when it comes to hand to hand while the rest of the crew will be soft. If we can get our hands on one of those frigates, we may be able to find vulnerabilities that will help the cause."
I quizzed Ham further about his friend. The idea was sound and it gave me an excuse to once again visit the Grid. I could catch up with Dearest Kreed and of course check on the status of Ashley Elizabeth as well. I scheduled a ship for the following day.
When we arrived on the Grid I immediately made an effort to locate Ashley. She was off Grid on business. My second visit was to see Dearest Kreed. She had news. "Mr. Bumbalee, it looks like agents were able to break up the attempt at sabotaging the gravity drive. But there are other plans in the works that could prove easily as disruptive. There is talk of a toxic bomb to be used on the farming levels. It could make an entire crop inedible as well as making the soil toxic for future crops."
Dearest continued, "It could also be related to the environmental systems. They have identified key systems that will be difficult to repair or replace in a timely manner. There has also been talk of corrupting the power grid so that many of the electronic devices would be rendered useless. Each of those could cause hardships for many of our residents."
Dearest had been working hard to collect information for the Grid. She had names of other agents that were assigned the tasks of which she spoke, she had lockers identified where materials for use were hidden and she had credit routing numbers of funding accounts. It would have been a gold mine for SCore, but I was unsure of who could be trusted.
I next met up with Ham who was having a discussion with his friend. Jeb Carson had made a small career out of his hobby as a kinetic weapon enthusiast. After hand manufacturing several of the weapons found in the Grid archives he sought a place to put them to use. The only indoor gun range on the Grid was opened only a few months before our arrival.
I was introduced to Jeb and instantly saw why Ham had spoken so highly of him. "Ham tells me your name is Rex?" I shook his hand and responded, "Rex Bumbalee. Ham speaks highly of you and he thought I might be interested in learning about your weapons."
Jeb flipped on a closed sign, locked the door and ushered us into his range. It was a re-creation of a range as described in the archives. "You see, our ancestors enjoyed shooting these weapons for pleasure, kind of a sport. They had a whole variety of guns that were made for different purposes. It seems hunting wild animals, sometimes for food and sometimes for sport was something that many of them enjoyed."
"Your basic bullet, as it’s called, is a lead or composite metal slug that gets pressed into the end of one of these brass cartridges. The cartridge has a blend of sulfur, charcoal and potassium nitrate as a charge that when ignited pushes that slug down and out of the barrel of one of these guns. I tell you, the first time I fired one I almost pee'd myself; have been hooked ever since."
"Now, they aren't as accurate as a blaster, but I think that adds to their charm. I've read that some of the more primitive species we have encountered during our traveling times used similar weapons exclusively. You put me in combat and I'll take a blaster over one of these every time, but for sport... they are a hoot!"
We spent the afternoon at the range firing different caliber pistols, rifles and shotguns. Jeb even had a muzzle loader, but he rarely fired it because he felt it was a bit too inaccurate and a lot of work. For Jeb, shooting was supposed to be fun.
As the day progressed he moved on to other weapons that made use of gunpowder or gunpowder like substances. He showed us drawings of fragmentation grenades, mortars and bazookas, none of which he had crafted as he had nowhere to fire them. The conversation changed when I asked if he would be interested in building a range on Bullwort.
Jeb replied, "Bullwort? Who named it that? No offense intended but I think there should have been some kind of committee setup to name some of these planets."
After a brief hesitation Jeb continued, "I'm just joshing with you there Rex, just having a little fun at your expense."
I nodded as I responded, "That's OK Jeb, I live there, but the Grid is my home and I'll have to say I sometimes wonder who named it the Grid. But to get back to my question, would you be interested in constructing one of these ranges back on Bullwort? Credits are not an issue and that would include funding for the other devices you mentioned there."
"I'm looking for a whole slew of kinetic weapons for a special purpose. And if you are interested I can pay you a healthy consulting fee just for coming out there with us. Ham can vouch that it will be worth your time. I would like to leave in the next couple days though, if you can swing that."
Jeb stood and looked around at his range. "Well, I've been bringing in about 1,500 credits a week here. I would guess that we are talking about at least a month. Add in a little bonus for inconveniencing my customers and... I'm thinking 8,000 credits might just get me out to Bullwort!"
I stood and held out my hand for a shake. "How about 20,000 and we leave tomorrow?"
Jeb grinned and then thrust his hand back into mine. "For 20Gs I can be ready in 20 minutes! I look forward to doing business with you Rex!"



Chapter 6
 
 
Jeb was blown away by the Swift as we left for Bullwort. I spoke, "Now that we are away from the Grid I have a few extra things to tell you."
Jeb got a worried look on his face.
I continued, "First off, I want you to know that you are not in any danger and that you will be paid the consulting fee as was agreed upon. What I want to discuss is our intent for the weapons we would like you to build for us."
"As you know Jeb, we are at war with the Milgari. And when I say we I am not only referencing the Grid. I am talking about our team back on Bullwort. We want to use your guns in an assault on the Milgari."
Jeb got a puzzled look on his face. "You want to take these into battle against the Milgari? They have blasters you know and while these are fun to toy around with they are no match for a blaster, unless you haven't told me everything yet. Please go on."
I set the way-points back to Bullwort and then set the speed to go full once we were out of range of the Grid's sensors. "We are only in the early stages of planning at the moment. But your friend here turned us on to an idea that I think might just work. We plan to knock out a Milgari frigate and then boarding her with these weapons."
"And when I say knock out I mean taking everything that runs on ions offline, which would include blasters. Your guns, Jeb, do not require power and are therefore ideal for the assault we are planning. It would be us with guns versus the Milgari with their disgusting suction cupped hands. We want you to build us the weapons Jeb, and then the range for us to practice on.
"We have the credits for you to do just about whatever you want. And we aren't asking you to fight, just to build us what we need to pull this off. That would include some of those gazookas and branades or whatever those other devices were called."
Jeb let out a howl before Ham could respond. "I think you mean bazookas, but I kinda like gazookas better!"
The remainder of the flight back to Bullwort was spent discussing the gunpowder weapons and their strengths and pitfalls. Just before we landed Jeb asked a question. "I was just noticing your speed indicator there Rex. That is not in SOLs is it? I mean, there aren't ships out there doing over 300 SOL are there? I'm a bit of an ion drive buff too, worked on them down in the Alpha yards before giving the range a shot."
Ham placed his hand on my shoulder. "I'll handle this one. This ship... has been over 600 SOL before. That's right, the Swift, the ship you are riding in, has traveled faster than any ship in the galaxy, that is, other than the Grid when we are on the run!"
Jeb's excited grin suddenly began to fade. "If you figured out how to hit 600 SOL then there is a fair chance that the Milgari are going to figure that out too. I've heard we hit over a 1,000 SOL when we fire up those Grid gravity drives. But that isn't going to take us far enough if the Milgari can hit 600. We would have to jump every three years and there wouldn't be enough fuel for a full jump. No, this here has me concerned... real concerned."
Ham grabbed his friend on the shoulder and squeezed. "Hey… you and me both. That is why Rex formed up this outfit. If we can hit 600, they are not far behind. And the Milgari are much closer to attacking the Grid than any of those politicians let on. We could be hit in a month, by ships that are far more powerful, and more plentiful, than anything we have ever faced before."
"And I tell you what really scares me, it's the idiots we have in charge. Too many of them have vested interests in this sector with all the businesses they have set up. Don't get me wrong, I am all for our free capitalist ways, but when those in the government get involved in business they tend to do things that they perceive are in their own best interest and not always what's best for the rest of us."
Our discussions continued as we landed on Bullwort. Jeb was eager to see our operation and to meet the patriots that had taken it upon themselves to fight the Milgari. Ham introduced him to the other team members and then gave him a quick tour of our mining operation.
Later that afternoon Jeb approached me with another question. "Mr. Bumbalee. What you have here... it's beyond my imagination. The things that I have learned the last few days have me wanting to jump in and help in any way I can. If you need guns, I will build all the guns you need. Grenades... gazookas, whatever you need. I would consider it an honor to be a member of this team Sir... an honor."
I congratulated Jeb on becoming our newest member. I set him down with George to make out a list of what he would need to build out our gunpowder arsenal. We would be going to war with the Milgari and we would be armed with conventional weapons.
A month after acquiring the equipment needed for our arsenal Jeb produced the first rifle. It was a design he found for an assault rifle designated as an AK-47. It was easily produced, rugged and forgiving in harsh environments. The following week his ammunition line was up and running, producing the 7.62 millimeter rounds that would be required.
When the second rifle came out of his manufacturing room the two guns were taken to our outdoor range. An afternoon of firing the guns quickly burned through more than 800 rounds. Barg finished firing a full clip and then turned back towards the others. "Man, I have to say I like the feel of that. The kick lets you know what is heading their way. I think I'm going to miss that when I get back to my blaster. Yeah, I like that recoil."
Milly fired a clip next and had a similar response. "That was awesome! I'm so used to pulling the trigger on that blaster and then seeing something happen on the other end. This adds a whole new dimension of feel to it. I tell you what we should do. We should build a maze of halls like you would find on a ship, to work our way through. It's one thing to just stand back and fire at a target, it's another to assault one."
Two days later we had a mock hallway setup for our practice. Ham had his hands full training the pilots who were not used to military style tactics, he had studied them extensively. We quickly determined that not everyone was cut out to go on a rampage through an alien ship carrying an assault rifle. Our manpower needs were changing.
Milly spoke. "Chief, all of us are exceptional pilots, but I think it's safe to say that we might want to scout around for some folks who are trained at assault. I had some of that training during my tours, but I would not consider myself hard core and this type of an assault needs hard core. You don't send fishermen out to do farming Sir. It's not what they are good at and the results will show."
Ham then stepped up with an idea. "I don't know if this is doable or not, but Jeb's business has been kept afloat mostly with retired Marines. These guys are the hard core deck assault troops that Milly was referring too. They are mostly sitting around on their pensions trying not to go crazy with nothing to do. I know 42 of his members are from one private military retirement org."
"I had thoughts at one point of hiring out my services to take them on off-world hunting adventures. It was one of those great ideas that you have that you never follow through on. These guys Sir, they would probably pay for and consider this an adventure. They are as tough as they come too. I don't know how many times I thought I was gonna get slapped on the back and lose a lung from it. Just about all of them are muscle heads Sir, hard core muscle heads."
A week later we were back on the Grid looking to enlist the members of the Gray Ghouls. Their senior officer Colonel Tom Harper had a square chin, high cheekbones and wide-set steel-blue eyes. His broad head sat atop a neck of equal thickness. His wide shoulders dropped down to 20 inch biceps and ended with fists that looked like hammers. His handshake felt like a vice and his voice was deep and solid.
"So Jeb, what's this rumor I hear about you needing some help? Someone giving you trouble son? Just say the word and the Ghouls will handle it for you."
The Colonel pointed to the skull with fangs that covered the front of his t-shirt. "Just say the word and I'll rip out somebody's spine and beat them with it! Hahahaha!"
Jeb took half a step back due to the intimidation factor. "No Sir, it's not any trouble like that. It is something that I think you will be very interested to hear though. And I'm sure I can count on you and the Ghouls to be discrete... Sir. Mr. Bumbalee will fill you in."
The Colonel looked at me with a mean snarl. "Bumbalee? What kind of a name is that? Malcom-5? Hahahaha!"
I managed to not flinch as he stared at me for several seconds. He continued, "I'm sorry son, just funnin' with yah! Now what is it we can do for you?"
The Colonel took a bite out of an Omega root as he continued to stare me down. Omega root was a foul habit that many in the Grid Marines picked up when on off-Grid duty. It was one of those rights of passage that eventually became habit. The green stains around the edges of their teeth and the foul breath were only two of its consequences, a heightened edginess was another.
The Colonel chewed on the root as he grinned. I felt as if his breath was beginning to melt the hairs of my nostrils. He then turned and spit a green wad of Omega root down onto the pant leg of the Marine standing next to him. The Sergeant didn't say a word. I glanced around the room and saw the green stains on a third of the pant legs in the room. It was truly a filthy habit.
I cleared my throat before I spoke. "Colonel Harper. I'm sure you know that we are close to another Milgari war Sir. And I'm sure it angers you that the politicians on the Grid seem to be oblivious. Some are even calling for a truce and a pact to become part of the Milgari Empire. All of which you know will not happen."
The Colonel's face began to turn red as he spoke. He began looking at his hand as he opened and closed his iron fist. "Don't get me started on those tools. Every time I think about the idiots that run this place it makes me want to squeeze the dumb-ass out of their pointy little heads. It's a constant battle with them for us Vet's to get care for our service injuries."
"Jones over there has a re-cast right forearm and hand that clinches up whenever an ion generator kicks on. He's always in fear that it's going to happen when he's in the middle of taking a piss."
The colonel went silent with a stern look on his face for several seconds. "Hahahaha! I love telling that one. Never gets old!"
I pursed my lips and then began to speak again. "Colonel, I'll get right to the point. How would you..." I pointed around the room. "and the Ghouls, like to kick some Milgari ass?"
The Colonel began to grin. "And you would be doing it while using Jeb's guns." The Colonel's expression turned to a hideous, evil smile.
"Son, if you can put one of those shotguns in my hand and a Milgari a couple yards away, you would see a bloodbath like you have never seen before. The first shots would be to blow off those feral glands that they foul up the air with and the rest of the damage I would do with my fist. It's been ten years since I had a tangle with one of those green tri-heads and that has been ten years too long. Just point us at 'em son and the Ghouls and I will take care of the rest."
As I continued to speak I began to get a smile of my own. "Colonel, I can have a transport here in a week if you and your crew are interested in discussing this further. I would like to take you out to our home base and to show you around. All expenses paid of course; along with a generous pay package should you accept the challenge."
The Colonel grabbed my shoulder and squeezed to the point of almost breaking my collar bone. "Generous pay? Son, look around this room... these grunts would be willing to pay you! Hahahaha! You bring a ship now that can handle 44 of us, and if you need more, I'm sure I would have no problem rounding them up. And the Ghouls don't talk son, so everything you've said here today won't leave this room."
The Colonel turned around to the others in the room who had been listening patiently. "Boys and girls! Who wants to get some green guts on 'em!"
The group erupted in a roar as the adrenaline that had been dormant in their bodies came back to life. The Ghouls were ready to go to war. The Marine blood was once again pumping through their veins.
A week later the group boarded our transport. We departed under the guise of heading out on a hunting adventure to an uninhabited world in the little traveled Darvic sector. The Colonel, 37 men and seven women stepped aboard our ship with grins on their faces. Fighting was in their future and they were pumped to get at it.
After landing on Bullwort the Colonel got immediately to work with a training regimen. His team was tough, but they were in need of polish. Many of them had not served together and as such needed time to get to know there fellow Marine. These were the guys and girls that would have your back. You wanted to know they could be trusted. You also wanted to know how they would react during difficult situations.
The Colonel was hard on his people, but they thrived under his intense methods. In only a few short months the Colonel came to me with a toothpick dangling from the side of his mouth. "Rex, I think the team is ready when you are. We have practiced our storm assault repeatedly and we think we have a good feel for those weapons."
"I'll have to say, I kind of envy those soldiers who originally fought with those things. Nothing like the feeling you get from that recoil and the sound. Adds a whole level to the game and my people like to play! You get us on one of those Milgari frigates and we will take her down and clean her out. These Marines out here, they are ready to pop a few tri-heads!"
Several Defender pilots had shown disappointment in not being included on the assault team. They were too valuable a commodity to risk and their talents were needed elsewhere. Barg in particular was a bit depressed. "Chief, I know where my skills lie, but I sure would love to follow those grunts in there for that clean-out."
"My Father, my Uncle and both of my brothers were deck pounders and it was always something I wanted to do, but just never did. Makes me feel like I'm missing out on my last opportunity to get in there and fight. I'm trained in hand to hand; timing of the last war just kept me out of it. If you find a way Chief, I am willing to go hard core with the rest of them."
I thanked Barg for his letting me know and then sent him on the next run of Tantric ore out to the Prassi. Their fleet had rapidly grown to more than 7,000 ships as their hive mentalities were perfectly suited to manufacturing. Gy had also worked up a few tips for them to apply to their forward Tantric armor. It would cut the damage the Milgari could do from straight on, a position they liked to fight from.
The Colonel was pleased with the Ghouls training progress, it was decided that we would journey out to the Felgar sector to see what the Milgari were up to. At the same time, if we came across one of the Milgari pickets, we would attempt an assault to take her over. The Marines marched aboard our transport and we were soon on our way.
The Colonel joined us on the Swift for the ride out. "Bumbalee. Hmm. One of my passions back home is genealogy. I can't recall ever coming across that name. It wasn't picked up off-Grid somewhere was it? It's unusual."
I squirmed as the question was one that I had not planned for and therefore did not have an immediate answer to. The Colonel dug a bit deeper.
"Well Rex, aside from your name there is something else that has been bothering me; it's your face. I see something familiar when I look away, but I can't quite place it when I am looking directly at you."
The Colonel reached out and grabbed my chin with his big hand. As he turned my face from side to side he continued. "I'd say you've had some work done... by a real pro. When I look a man in the eyes I can get a good feel for what he's made of. There is something about yours that is throwing that instinct off a bit. Hmm... I can't quite place it though."
As the Colonel released my chin from his firm grasp I rubbed it. "You really are something colonel. George back there is a surgeon, or used to be one anyway. He took me on as a kind of payback when Frig and I did a number on some pirates that had been harassing their world. I'm sure back on the Grid you've heard of Don Grange?"
The Colonel sat forward in his chair and again grabbed my chin. "Well I'll be. Hmm. He did a magnificent job on you. But I have total recall when it comes to faces and if something doesn't seem right to me it's usually because it's not. Don Grange... you caused quite a stir back there. Had I caught up to you when that all first broke I'd have probably just snapped your neck right there. Spies are like the lowest scum there is."
I pulled back from the Colonel's grasp. "I can assure you Colonel that I was never a spy for the Milgari. But we did destroy some of their weaponry and for that I was branded as a spy, just so the Milgari supporters on the Grid could punish me for throwing a wrench in their plans. The Grid is covered with spies Mr. Harper, spies that have infiltrated almost every level of our government. I hate to say it, but I am sure there are some in our military too."
The colonel rocked back in his chair and spit a wad of Omega root on the deck. "I've been hearing stories for a while that just... just make my blood boil Don. Our government is a mess right now and the people are just like sheep being led to the slaughter. I just get a burning rage inside when I think about those who would sell us out for a credit or for some dumb ideology." The Colonel pounded his big fist on his leg.
After several seconds of grinding his teeth he looked back at me. "You know I served with your father Don. We were on the same barge for a year before he got reassigned to the Tantilis. I never bought that whole story of mutiny and surrender. I knew too many of those Marines on that boat and it was something that they would not have stood for. That evidence that was presented was a sham, too full of holes."
"And your father, I can tell you right here and now that there never was a better soldier, patriot... never a better Human as far as that goes, than that man. He walked the walk and talked the talk. Defense of the Grid was what he lived for." The Colonel lightly pounded his fist against his chest. "Hurt me right in here when I heard those charges."
"But we were in the middle of a war then, otherwise, I know hundreds of other officers that would have stood up for him. He was a hero that one, your father. Chewed steel and spit out nails with the best of them. I often though he might have made Sergeant Major one day. With his toughness and working the intel side of things he was headed for the top."
The Colonel reached out and squeezed my shoulder. "John Grange was a good man."



Chapter 7
 
 
When we arrived in the Felgar sector, the transport was parked on a large asteroid while we took the Fist and the Swift in to check on the Milgari progress. The base had been abandoned. We signaled the transport and our three ships departed on a heading towards the Prassi worlds.
During the ride out the Colonel began to tell stories of the 42nd Milgari war. Frig and I listened as the Colonel's deep voice and hard gestures told of the triumphs and hardships that had been encountered. I was again gaining respect for my father. "Your father once told me that it's not until a man steps into battle that he knows what he is made of. It was my first time fighting those foul beings and your father was right up front of our squad."
"I almost lost it when the Marine next to me got blown in half. Your father reached back and grabbed me, kept me moving, I would have otherwise just stood there like a nineteen year old idiot until I got picked off. The real fight is not something any simulator can prepare you for. But your father, let's just say I never saw him flinch, even when he was covered with the guts of his own men."
"A bolt strike to the chest from one of those Milgari rifles is a nasty, nasty thing. They take about two seconds for a recharge, but they pack a punch like no other. Our G7s have a half second recharge, but they don't do the damage of one of those ‘busters’ as we called them. We save that punch for our ion grenades."
"Speaking of grenades, I can't wait to roll one of Jeb's down the hall to a whole pack of those tri-heads, especially if I know there's not one of those heavy bolts waiting for me. I'm really looking forward to an assault Mr. Grange. I know I haven't asked yet, but what do you plan on doing with a Milgari frigate when you get one?"
I turned around to my console to check our location. "I haven't figured that out yet. For starters though, I want to get Gy and Rita on one, they need to determine why it can take a positive bolt from us from head on. That is something we need to learn how to defeat. Especially if it is also on their big ships, which I suspect it is."
I spun my chair towards Frig. "Hey, where did you put that data cube I gave you? I want to know if the Colonel here has ever seen one." Frig retrieved it from his locker and handed it to the Colonel. "Hmm. I have seen these once or twice. Only spooks like your father had them. How did you get it?"
I looked longingly at the device before I replied. "My father gave it to me just before he left for that final engagement. He said he wanted me to hang onto it and that someday I would be old enough to know what to do with it. He was adamant that I not trust anyone with it. Up until a short time ago I had no idea of what it was. I got it in my head that it was a brain teaser puzzle of some sort and then put it away for a long time. If you know how it works I believe you would be someone that I could trust with it."
The Colonel flipped the small data cube around in his right hand. "I can't say that there is anything I could do with this Mr. Grange. But we do have a couple spooks on our team. Rachael Searman and Bob Colter may know what to do with it. When we get back to base I can ask them. Until then, I think it best that you hang on to it yourself."
We soon arrived at the Prassi worlds to a landscape of devastation. Half of the surface of the smaller of the two planets was scorched black. The massive Milgari cannons had been used to annihilate any ground resistance. The space surrounding the Prassi system was littered with debris from thousands of ships, including what appeared to be the remains of four of the five massive ships.
The Prassi had put up an impressive fight, but from what we could see they had lost. Frig did several deep scans before coming back with more information. "Sir, the sensors have detected a high amount of debris that has come from Grid hardware Sir. Specifically, ships from Zimmerman's camp."
The Colonel then grabbed me on the shoulder. "Zimmerman? What is he doing out here? Rumor had him as retired. I tried to look him up on more than one occasion, but he was never accessible. And if those are Grid ships then we would have known about them. We have a lot of active connections Mr. Grange. A fight would not have happened without our knowledge."
I replied, "Well, Colonel, it's like this... Zimmerman thought the Grid politicos were overrun with Milgari sympathizers, including some in the military. He has had a side operation for the last couple years, trying to create a stealth fleet that the Milgari are not aware of. They aren't flagged and they don't look like your standard Grid ships. Otherwise, you would have heard about several skirmishes with them by now."
"We were here the last time the Milgari attacked the Prassi. They had it won, but I guess they got antsy and decided to run before they finished. Both sides had taken a fierce beating. We took some hits and managed to all fly home. We have lost others in our engagements before that."
I looked at the Colonel. "I know the pain of losing your men Colonel. So far it hasn't been something that fades."
The Colonel rocked his head. "It's not anything you get used to. You have to turn that grief into anger Don. Take it out on the tri-heads. It is never easy killing another sentient being Mr. Grange, but when those beings are foul and evil, and when they are bent on killing you, it gets a whole lot easier."
The Prassi had either fled or they had been annihilated by the Milgari. The system was abandoned, that is, until we spotted a lone Milgari frigate. "Frig! Get us over to that transport to drop the Colonel! Then lock in on that frigate and let's go get her. Colonel, tell your men to prepare. It's time they had that fun they have been training for!"
We transferred the Colonel to the transport and then made a beeline for the frigate. It was poking around in the largest of the debris fields, probably logging anything that was worth salvaging. We were almost on top of it before it noticed our approach.
The frigate turned hard in our direction and Frig fired an early shot. Just as it happened to Malcom in the Saxon, the bolt was absorbed into the forward hull and the ship continued to come toward us. I turned hard right and switched the cannon to negative ions. We circled back around coming in behind the frigate. Our first negative bolt dropped their engines offline.
I spoke, "OK Colonel, we are going to hit those engines one more time as soon as they come back online and following that we will pop that ion bomb on her. Our best guess is that you will have 22 minutes of ion free happiness in there. If you can do it in 15 I would do so."
The Colonel came over the comm. "You knock 'em down and we'll take 'em out. We are ready whenever you give the word Mr. Grange."
The Colonel turned towards his men. "Listen up! We have trained for this and it's time to put that training to use. Get your butts in gear and check the kit of the man to your right. When you are finished do the same for the one on the left. Make sure those boots are tied and your zippers are up. We are going in heavy to kick some tri-head ass!"
"Billings! You will have point on squad one. You have left flank, Riggs you have center and I'll be clearing out the right. We are going to breach that top deck and then work our way down. Remember, communicate, communicate, communicate! I don't care if you are stopping to take a fart! You get on that comm and let the rest of us know. And as always, no idle chatter and be aware of your fellow Marines, we don't wanna be killing our own!"
Twelve seconds after the Colonel finished his speech the frigate's engines came back to life. Frig was ready with another negative bolt and the frigate once again went idle. He then released the ion bomb which floated in close to the Milgari hull before it detonated. The entire ship went black with the loss of power.
The transport landed on the top of the upper deck and the Colonel and his men laid out plasma charges in a two meter diameter circle. Seconds later a short flame could be seen followed by a quick out-gassing of the frigates atmosphere. When the pressure had sufficiently dropped the Colonel and his men could be seen jumping into the hole. The video feeds on the comm channel quickly came to life.
The Colonel yelled at his men. "OK, I count 42 in! Squads take your stance. Miller get that hole sealed so we have some atmosphere left to ride home with."
Miller and Morse remained behind for any Milgari who attempted to exit the ship to attack the transport. They dropped in several crates of extra rounds before sealing up the hole that had been made.
The Colonel spoke, "Awe Moses! I can smell that foul odor already. Billings, you are a go, Riggs, you are a go! Let's go kill some Milgari boys!"
The Colonel carried a custom pump shotgun with a twelve round clip.
Boom! Ch-ch Boom! Ch-ch
"Clean up any that you come across that aren't breathing. I don't want these freaks coming back to life behind us. No sloppy kills boys. Everything counts!"
The interior of the ship was pitch black due to the absence of any power. The Colonel's squads were wearing helmets with a combination of infrared and doppler detectors. Both had been modified to work on a small negative ion supply. For the Marines, the pitch black was crystal clear due to the high resolution sensors and displays built into their helmets.
The first Milgari they encountered seemed confused, but they soon revealed their acute sense of smell.
Boom! Ch-ch Boom! Ch-ch!
"OK team. Back of Deck-1 is clear. Let's move forward and clear this floor! Check every nook and cranny, open every door. And don't let them get that tail near you. Those spikes will poke a mean hole and leave you with a nasty rash and infection. I saw a fellow Marine take one of those to the crotch. So keep your balls at a distance, if you got 'em!"
I switched monitor feeds continuously as I wanted to see each and every action. The Colonel continued to bark orders. "Deck-1 is clear! We have isolated two elevators and two stairwells. This one in front of us should be the only way up or down from this deck. Billings! Post one man at the top of these stairs. If he sees anything moving on the deck have him kill it! It ain't ours!"
"And listen up! Before we go down those stairs keep this in mind. Most Milgari ships of this size in the past held their Marines on Deck-2. I doubt this one is any different. These are trained killers coming up here. They will attempt to use anything and everything they can to get a crack at you. They are crafty so keep your eyes peeled and take that shot if you have it. We aren't looking for any prisoners on this level. Save thoughts of those for the bridge on Deck-4."
The Colonel was the first onto the stairs.
Boom! Ch-ch Boom! Ch-ch Boom! Ch-ch! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
The Marines quickly crowded down the stairwell, dropping Milgari Marines who were coming at them with chairs and knives. The video feeds would scramble momentarily as the Marines turned and ducked, checking every corner and kicking in every door.
When the first room was cleared Billings tossed a grenade into the hall. "Nade out!"
The squads all dropped their stances and hugged the walls.
Boooom!
The grenade cleared the way as two Milgari met their maker.
"Hall is clear! Move up!"
The Marines moved into the hallway.
Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
Two more Milgari fell as they attempted to move out into the now occupied space.
"Rolling nade left, nade right!"
Booom! Booom!
Billings rounded the corner of the left room.
Ak-ak-ak-ak!
The Colonel moved to the right. As he rounded the corner, he was met by an injured but angry Milgari. The trooper charged the Colonel knocking him to the floor and digging his left wrist claw into the Colonel's right shoulder. The Milgari's right arm had been blown off below the elbow.
The Colonel held the Milgari and his razor sharp teeth just above his head with his big hands on either side of the Milgari's face, keeping its gnashing teeth at bay. In one quick move the Colonel plunged his left thumb into the Milgari's right eye socket and with his right hand drew his .45 caliber sidearm.
Boom! Boom!
"Yack! Someone get this greasy thing off of me! Grrr! That claw hole is deep, but not lethal. Harris take point!"
"On it Sir!"
The next two squad members rounded the corner of the right room.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
The room was cleared as three other injured Milgari met their end.
"Left clear!"
"Right clear!"
"Ok people, let's move up. Same drill only drop a few slugs around the doorway before stepping in people. Keep 'em peeled!"
The three teams continued down the main hallway. Several more Milgari attempted to charge, but the Marines cut them down before they made any progress. At the end of the hall was the door to the main bunkroom, the place that most of the Milgari Marines would likely reside. Billings strapped a small plasma charge to the door and the squads emptied the hall.
Bang!
The door blew open.
Billings and Harris stepped briefly into the hallway, just long enough to toss two grenades through the newly opened door.
Booom! Booom!
The Colonel yelled, "Move up people! Pop anything that moves! Keep frosty! Check every locker and under every bunk."
Twelve seconds later the bunk room had been cleared. "Nobody here Colonel! Looks like our fun is going to continue!"
Harris kicked open a door to a bathroom.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
"Ho Colonel!"
Harris placed his hand over his external air filter.
"That is the rankest thing I have ever..."
Harris knelt as he threw up in his helmet.
"Awwwwg! Awwwg! Awe crap Sir... sorry!"
The Colonel leaned down and pulled him to his feet. "You aren't the first Marine to do that son, has happened to yours truly several times. Step back to the hallway and clean yourself up. We'll be waiting at the next stairwell."
Harris moved back to the hallway and removed his helmet, pouring out his puke onto the floor, he grimaced and gagged while attempting to not throw up again. He pulled a water line from his pack and flipped off the drinking tip. Using the line, he rinsed out his helmet before placing it back on his head. He locked it in place.
The Colonel yelled, "Listen up people! Close those external ports and flip on your rebreathers. We don't want any distractions while those tri-head Marines are still on the loose! Now, keep moving towards those stairs, let's get this deck secure!"
The remainder of Deck-2 was empty of Milgari. Becket was assigned to stairwell two as the rest of the team moved down to Deck-3.
On Deck-3 Billings rolled a bar down the hall past the first two doors. A video feed had been attached to each end and still snapshots of each room were returned. Frig quickly perused through them pulling out the ones with the highest amount of information. Two Milgari Marines waited around the corner of each door with sharp objects, ready to charge the first invader they encountered.
Billings stepped slowly forward. "Tuvor and I have this Colonel."
The two men stopped short of the doorways and fired repeated rounds through the walls. The interior walls on the frigate were thin steel panels filled with foam. It was standard construction on most ships.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
Four Milgari fell to the floor, riddled with lead from the AK-47s. Rosen followed up with a shot to each dead Milgari's head as a safety precaution. As Billings moved up to pick up his video cylinder a sharp steel poll came ramming through a hallway panel, impaling him through the kidneys. Billings turned and emptied his clip through the wall beside the poll as he slumped to the floor.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
He grunted and winced as he started to talk. "Sorry Colonel. Should have seen that coming."
Tuvor stepped up and emptied his clip into the wall on the opposite side. Another Milgari could be heard dropping to the floor. Rosen cleared both rooms with two more precautionary shots to the head. Billings head tilted backwards as he passed from this life into whatever was coming next.
The Colonel barked out another command. "Get him off that poll and put him back by the stairs. We'll collect him when we are done. Let's get your heads on straight people. Keep sharp. I said these things don't play fair. Billings just got the worst example of what to expect. Let's keep pressing forward!"
As two of the Marines moved Billings body back towards the stairwell the Colonel spit a wad of Omega root onto his pant leg. "God be with you kid." Several of the others followed suit as his body passed by.
Five more Milgari were cleared from Deck-3 before the team descended to Deck-4. Tuvor took point and eased his way down the staircase. Three Milgari were waiting in the hall with sharp metal polls that they used as spears. The first two spiked through the front of the staircase and the third entered Tuvor's left ankle, shattering the bones and staking him to the staircase.
"Arrrgh! Ghaw!"
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
Two of the Milgari fell silent after they turned to run. The third rounded the corner into a room on the left side of the hall. Malik and Jefferson hurried past Tuvor down into the hallway and took up firing positions while the others worked to free Tuvor.
Tuvor spoke, "Colonel. One of them got away. He went into the room on the left."
The Colonel grabbed Tuvor on the shoulder and then gave him a few pats. "You feel up to watching this stairwell son? We have a ways to go and I get the feeling we are going to need all our resources on this one. These tri-heads don't give up."
As one of the three trained medics finished bandaging the ankle and giving Tuvor a shot for pain, he nodded to the Colonel. "I got it Colonel. I can't move with this ankle so at least I can make myself useful."
The Colonel stood and then spit a wad of Omega root onto his pant leg. "We'll be back soon enough."
Tuvor nodded and smiled a pursed smile.
The Ghouls worked their way down the hallway on Deck-4. Another four Milgari had dates with hot lead before the teams came to the doorway onto the bridge. The Colonel spoke, "Listen up! These doors are hardened. But I happen to know where the weak points are. Place those plasma charges here, here, here, here, here and here. And place an extra on this lock mechanism. I've seen these doors blow back and get wedged."
The plasma charges were placed and the hallway emptied of Marines. Seven seconds later the charges went off and the doors blew open.
Bbbbooom!
As the first two Marines stepped back into the hallway they were met by a large group of Milgari Marines wielding knifes.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
"Colonel... arrgh."
Boom! Boom! Boom!
"Ghaw!"
Boom!
The melee turned into an all-out hand-to-hand brawl with the occasional .45 caliber shot mixed in. The Milgari were fierce fighters, but the Human Marines had strength on their side. The Colonel jammed his knife into the side of a Milgari skull as he barked out orders. "Watch those claws and teeth! And punch up under their arms to those scent glands. Gives off a nasty smell, but it will disorient them long enough for you to ram a blade in their skull!"
Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak!
Tuvor did his best to keep any Milgari from making it to his end of the hallway. By the time the fighting had ended, four of the 26 Milgari Marines who had stormed out of the Bridge lay dead at his feet. Rosen did the rounds with his shots to the heads of the fallen Milgari.
The Colonel spit a wad of Omega on the forehead of a dead Milgari. "What's our count?"
Harmon spoke up. "We lost King and Garner Sir. Martin and Houser are pretty chewed up. They will make it, but they won't be joining us for the rest of this fight Sir. Other than a few other gashes we are in good shape!"
The Colonel continued, "OK, boys! Let's take that Bridge! Groover and Sanchez you got point!"
Just as the team began to step though the doorway to the bridge the power began to come back on. With it came ion bolts from the Milgari rifles. Groover's chest exploded from a blaster shot before he could take cover.
"Swift! This is the Colonel, they have power! See if you can do something about that for us!" Bolt blasts started to come across the room in an almost continuous stream. Shrapnel blew off the walls as the energy from the bolts expanded into them. The Ghouls were quickly forced back into the hallway before a second ion bomb exploded just outside of the frigate’s hull. All power again went dormant as a momentary orange wave swept through the ship.
The Colonel yelled, "OK, let's hit that Bridge hard people! And remember, we want to fly this bucket out of here so keep your shots focused on those soft targets in there!"
The Ghouls once again stormed onto the Bridge. The Milgari they encountered were not the hard Marines they had been fighting, they were technicians, navigators and other general crew found on a ship. The Ghouls cut through them hard and the Bridge was overrun in under a minute.
The remaining two decks were cleared of stragglers. All Milgari on the frigate were dead except for a single pilot who had been shot, once in each leg. The Colonel stepped up to interrogate him. "I know that with that translation chip in your head that you can fully understand me. We have taken your ship and the only reason for you to live now is if we have a use for you. Give the codes to fly this thing or I'll splatter your brains all over this deck!"
The Milgari sat silent, snarling for several seconds before responding. "There is a..."
Boom!
A .45 caliber slug ripped through the Milgari's head, exiting the back of its skull with a sizable portion of its brains in tow. "Bah! Swift! This is Harper! Get your engineer over here to fly this bucket. We are going to want to get out of here ASAP as I'm sure these tri-heads in here blasted out a distress call with the few seconds of power they had. We need to get a move on!"
We made the transfer and just as Frig stepped onto the Bridge the power once again began to return. The injured Marines were stabilized as Frig worked to decode and override the Milgari flight console. Another 20 minutes passed before the captured Milgari frigate’s ion engines shuddered and began to push the ship along. We had our prize. We would now have to figure out a use for it.



Chapter 8
 
 
Back on Bullwort the Gray Ghouls were in a celebratory mood. The liquor flowed as well as a small amount of blood from enthusiastic head butts gone awry. I asked the Colonel about those that had been lost. "Colonel Harper, is this customary after losing some of your comrades?"
The Colonel looked at me for several seconds. "Son, those boys died fighting for their people. Tuvor and a few others have permanent injuries and may not be able to return to fight. But they all freely accepted the risks involved and to a man they would do it all over again, including those that died."
"We don't mourn the loss every time a soldier goes down. We celebrate the victory, we celebrate their sacrifice and then we go out there and do it again. If you spend your life feeling sad and gloomy every time someone dies you are going to spend your whole life feeling sad and gloomy, everybody dies son, each and every one of us!"
"We choose to celebrate that they lived instead of mourning that they died. It's not a path that is for everyone. It is however, the path chosen when one becomes a Marine. So, come celebrate the lives of those men we lost out there. Their sacrifices are ones that will probably never be known, so, we honor them in celebration the best we can."
The Colonel threw his big arm around my shoulder. "Bartender! Set a couple up for me and my friend!"
The celebration lasted late into the night. The following morning Frig was knocking at my door. I slowly dragged myself out of bed and unlocked it. "Sir, I think I figured out the new Milgari shield. They have a large charge well up forward and a number of sensors spread across the external nose of the ship."
"The charge well is a negative pool Sir. When the sensors detect an incoming positive ion bolt the charge well is coupled to the forward hull, essentially canceling out the ion bolt before it has a chance to expand outward through the metal structure. If they are experimenting with negative ion wells, it may not be long before they translate that knowledge into building a negative ion cannon."
I was tired; I was hung over from the night before. "Tell someone who cares this morning. I appreciate your work but I'm not interested at this time. I need my rest Frig. Come back tomorrow." The door closed behind him and my blissful sleep continued.
That afternoon I was back in the hangar. The Colonel had his crew there, all seated in one corner. He walked over and addressed me. "Don, we were just discussing our options with Gy and Rita. Both are interested in taking a look at that frigate to see if we can make it into a fighting tool for our team. Frig stated that he knows how their new tech works so the ship itself should be available for our use."
"I was thinking we could add some storm ports on the side where we don't have to go extra vehicular to blow holes in a ship we are assaulting. If we can beef this frigate up enough we might be able to cruise right up to the next one and take her down before they know what hit 'em. Heck, we could charge all six decks at once!"
"These guys sitting over here, they are warriors. It's what they are trained for, it's what they thrive on, it's what they are happiest doing. That assault we just did, we took some hard hits, but not a one of those Ghouls over there would trade that half hour of fighting for any holiday they have ever had! Let us convert that frigate into an assault ship, that is, after we fumigate her. Hahahahaha!"
The frigate had been parked on a small uninhabited planet in a nearby system. It was a half days travel, but we did not want to bring any attention to our base at Bullwort. She was disguised by blowing dust up on her from the planet where she rested. All systems were powered down and ion sweeps were done to stop all battery powered devices that she carried. Frig rigged up several signal inhibitors to mask any errant signal that she may send out. She was left abandoned, quiet and waiting for our use.
I gave the Colonel the go-ahead to begin his work on the frigate. His people weren't designers or ion techs, but they knew how to follow orders. And the promise of an assault ship they could call their own... well, that was an extreme motivator all on its own.
Without the Prassi to take our extra Tantric ore it was piling up. Gy was given the go-ahead to use whatever he wanted to harden the captured frigate. Rita would update its engines and drives while George purchased new flight computers to run her systems. Even with the new purchases our bankroll continued to grow faster than our expenses. I set aside five million credits as a widows and orphans fund for the Gray Ghouls. It would give them one more sanity handle to hold onto during our fight with the Milgari.
After a month back at Bullwort we decided that we needed intel on the whereabouts of the Milgari. Were they now constructing ships for an attack on the Grid? Had they moved into the abandoned Prassi space? These were questions that we needed answers to. I was soon touching down on the Grid with George's newly beefed up flier.
"Proceed to Alpha bay C-12 and welcome back to the Grid Mr. Bumbalee." I acknowledged the controller and settled into C-12. As usual, Frig stayed with the flier as I went for a visit with Dearest Kreed. When I arrived and knocked on the door of her apartment there was no answer. When I turned around there were two men standing behind me.
"Can I help you fellas?"
One of the men held out a SCore badge. "You will need to come with us for a few minutes Mr... ?"
I replied, "The name is Bumbalee, Rex Bumablee. Can I inquire as to what this is about? Is Miss Kreed in some kind of trouble?"
One agent looked at the other and then back. "Just come with us please. We are going to need to ask you a few questions Mr. Bumbalee, nothing to be alarmed about, just routine stuff."
I turned to walk with the men in an attempt to not be suspicious. "Am I in some kind of trouble? SCore? Is that the name for the Grid police department?"
One of the men smiled and chuckled to the other. "You could say that Mr. Bumbalee. We are investigators who have been assigned the Kreed case. You have just entered that case by knocking on her door."
The men took me to an office just off the main Beta section hall and into a room. "We'll get right down to it Mr. Bumbalee. I'm sure your time is valuable as is ours. What business did you have with Miss Kreed?"
I fumbled in my pocket for a paper. "I have a correspondence from Miss Kreed about her being a reseller of some garments that my company makes. The Grid is a big market in a condensed space. If I can get a line moving here it should provide good margins. Miss Kreed was a buyer for the store she worked. Is there something about her that I should know?"
The agent replied, "We are just checking up on things Mr. Bumbalee. Since all Humans in this sector came from the Grid, you should be somewhere in our database. I had a moment of panic before I responded. "Well, it's not something that I'm proud of, but my parents were settlers out there."
"I didn't know my last name because they had changed theirs. I was abandoned just after we moved there. The colony died off and a Malcom woman sort of adopted and raised me."
The lies were coming out as fast as I could make them up. The two SCore agents sat back in their chairs, taking in the story as it came out of me.
"I have been to the Grid a couple times on business. I tell you, it is nice to be around others of your kind. But I don't have the means to move back here and establish myself, so I keep on trying to build the business so that it is one day a possibility."
One of the agents leaned in. "You know Rex. We have repatriation programs available for those who want to settle. We still have about 20% available for expansion before population curbs set in. I'm sure we could get the paperwork started if you are interested."
I looked down at the floor for several seconds before responding. "I looked over the paperwork on my last visit. When I move to the Grid I don't want to be hooked on some government handouts. I've managed to survive and largely take care of myself out there and I would want to do the same here. I'll be back, but it will be when I'm able to cover my expenses. From what I hear there is a large dependent population here now."
The other agent then leaned forward. "You are right about that. Dependency has done nothing but grow under this administration. Almost half of the people on the Grid don't even work now. Makes it tough for others to get ahead..."
The first agent put his hand on the other agents shoulder and pinched. "Now, I'm sure Mr. Bumbalee isn't interested in Grid politics. And from the information we have available to us it seems your story checks out... at the moment. We have your biometrics now Mr. Bumbalee. Just make sure you keep your nose clean in that business of yours and watch out who you associate with."
The agent gestured for me to stand. "Before I go Sir. Miss Kreed... was she in some kind of trouble? Was there an issue with the company she worked for? I guess what I'm asking is, do I need to start looking for a new business contact?"
The agent looked me in the eye as he stood. "I'm afraid Miss Kreed is no longer with us." I glanced at the other agent and he made a slicing gesture across his neck with his open hand. "She was murdered under unusual circumstances. We have the guy in custody for it. We are just trying to tie up some loose ends that's all. We thank you for your cooperation Mr. Bumbalee. You are free to go and remember... SCore is watching."
I left the agents office and made my way to the closest bar. I had a drink and some lunch before I headed out to the retail shops along the main hallway. I attempted to make buyer contacts in several of the larger stores, but those efforts were unsuccessful. I knew I was being tailed so I had to feign a look of disappointment with every turn-down.
By late afternoon I headed back to George's flier and left the Grid. My contact was gone, no doubt murdered by her handlers over their suspicions about her possibly being a double agent. Without that contact we had no way of knowing where to look for the Milgari.
Our arm of the galaxy was immense. We could spend years searching sectors without finding a clue. On the ride back to Bullwort I wondered if it was not time to finally confront Zimmerman about the Cortes rendezvous with the Milgari. I was sure he knew where the Milgari could be found as he knew of and had fought alongside the Prassi.
When we arrived at Bullwort I called everyone in to discuss it. "We have two options here. We can go out to the Felgar sector and see if we can pick up a tail, or the Prassi system for that matter, or we can attempt to make contact with Zimmerman and see what he can offer. You all know as much as I do so I'm looking for opinions one way or the other."
With the addition of the Gray Ghouls our ranks had swelled to almost 90 patriots. I looked around the room and wondered how long we could keep our little war a secret. George had heard mumblings from some of the residents of Bullwort about the amount of traffic we had moving in and out of the system. They worried about drawing attention to a place that had finally achieved peace and quiet after the extended war with the Gresshans. I could hardly blame them for their worry.
After a half hour of discussion the team came back with their decisions. The Gray Ghouls were happy without the inclusion of Zimmerman. They wanted the freedom to make their own decisions without being pushed in one direction or another by anyone associated with the Grid military. Zimmerman was a rogue, but they valued the freedom that came with acting alone.
The pilots, engineers and our facilities people all had the same recommendation. We had done well getting to where we were and they all liked not being associated with any government. I was proud of the team we had assembled. They were hard core patriots and dedicated to the cause. The decision was made to remain on our own. We would begin our scouting missions the following day.
The frigate, newly named the Slaughter, would not be ready for trials for several more weeks. Our latest technologies had been added to her, including 32 layers of Tantric laced with Aquamarine. As a frigate she would be able to take a hit better than any ship we had ever known.
Her twin ion cannons now packed a punch that was twice that of a Milgari battle cannon. With the addition of power that could be switched to negative ionics she would be formidable in any one-on-one fight. The ships armory was loaded with blasters and conventional weapons, a compliment of ion bombs were at her disposal.
Rita was hard at work attempting to convert our blasters to the same negative power, but the goal was elusive as the circuits and feeds needed for that function could not be made that small. I was also uncomfortable with the idea of a negative blaster falling into enemy hands during a raid. The self-destruction of a ship was an easier task than taking down a vessel that had not been rigged for such. I asked Rita to instead focus her efforts on making what we had better.
I called upon all eight Defenders to participate in our scouting. We would move from sector to sector in an attempt to pick up a tail on a Milgari vessel. From there we would follow it to its destination. During our scans of the sectors we would drop matrix probes that would record any ship movements in their area.
The probes would all record and then broadcast a single burst each day of what they had detected. The burst would be directional with all probes pointing to the same location. A single probe placed at that location would then send information to a small moon in our sector. From there the signal would be relayed to our hangar at Bullwort. We would take no chances with leaving a trail back to our location.
I sent the Fist to lay probes in areas that would tell us of an attack coming on the Grid. I held little hope of their effectiveness as whatever ships passed them by would arrive at the Grid before the signals reached Bullwort. It's only merit would be of a warning of a fleet that was massing for an attack. Frig programed the final probe to broadcast that information to the Grid if a massing was indeed taking place. We could only provide a week of warning at best, the Grid would have to make due.
After two months of scans we had our first hit on a Milgari ship. It was a cruiser and two frigates moving through the Wasky sector. The Frost had detected their signature and had broadcast a signal back towards our single probe with their location and trajectory. The frost had then gone on to tail the three ships.
I turned on a heading for the Wasky sector, towards the first star system the ships would encounter. It was a four day journey with our engines at full. Wasky was the next furthest sector beyond Felgar. I was eager to see what we would find; at our speed we would arrive a day earlier than the Frost.
The star system had a red giant sun. There were two previously frozen planets that had thawed due to the expanding reach of the sun’s heat. A mining colony had been established on one of the planets with a space dock hovering above it in orbit. A massive freighter, larger than any freighter that I had ever seen, was parked at the dock. Smaller ore haulers were busy moving whatever it was that was being mined up to the massive ship.
I spoke, "Frig. Can you get a scan of what that is they are mining? If it's something important I say we slice up that freighter and do whatever damage we can to the mine down below. Heck, even if it doesn't seem important we can do that."
Frig punched in the scan parameters as he spoke. "Sir, I think we should observe for a while. We might be able to pick up a few trajectories if other ships enter the system. That freighter appears to be less than half full Sir. It could very well be months before it is ready to leave."
I leaned back in my chair. "Good points my man. And I just had a thought. If that cargo is indeed valuable, I would bet the Colonel and the Ghouls would love to steal it and fly it back to Bullwort. When the Frost arrives tomorrow we can send her back to arrange it. I'm sure those Marines are eager to get back out here and get at it. Although, taking down a freighter might not be much of a challenge for them."
Frig turned towards me. "Sir, tomorrow there will be a cruiser and two frigates. Perhaps those targets would be somewhat more of a challenge to the Colonel and his men. And they may want to consider boarding and capturing that cruiser Sir. It might be a good addition to our small but growing fleet."
I turned to look at Frig. "You Sir are brilliant! I don't know why I had not thought of this before. Those Milgari ship docks that are constructing those big cannons and the ships to carry them... they need supplies. We should be attacking those supply lines! That is something that we are much better suited to do than all-out war."
I looked out the front screen at the red star before us. "You know Frig, I'm not sure why, but we do make a great team my friend. The things we each say and think are far enough off from each other that it somehow yields great ideas. We’ll leave a probe with a message to squirt over to the Frost, let's head back and do some planning. I think the Colonel is going to be a very happy Marine!"
The deep scan of the freighter came in just as we turned to leave. "Sir, hold up. The scan Sir, that freighter, she is loaded with Tantric Sir."
Frig frantically punched the keys on his keyboard. "Enough ore Sir, to cover several thousand Milgari ships. And looking at the size of that mine down there, I would say it has been in operation for several years. Sir, this may be one of the major supplies of Tantric for them. If we steal that freighter when it is full... we could potentially keep 2,000 ships from ever being produced. I think your supply line strategy could be very effective Sir, especially if we can hit all or substantially all of their Tantric production. This could be a turning point for the Grid, at a minimum it would buy us more time."
We dropped a probe and headed back towards Bullwort. I was excited to give the Colonel our news, news that we would be cutting deep into the Milgari supply lines. It was a chance to cut the legs out from under an assault of the Grid before it happened. It offered a chance for the Grid to finally make a stand.



Chapter 9
 
 
When we landed on Bullwort I went directly to the Colonel. "Harper, have I got a job for you!"
I explained the freighter, the cruiser and frigates that we had seen. I asked about the progress of the Slaughter and was told that they had already taken her out for her initial trials.
The Colonel spoke, "We have about a week of work to finish everything off and she will be ready for combat. The majority of what’s left is environmental; kitchens, food storage and we still have one deck remaining to clean the funk out of. After that she is ready."
"Oh, and we need to hire cooks. I have a couple in mind that I served with, at least one of them would jump at the chance to once again serve chow up to these knuckleheads. I’ll need a trip back to the Grid to make it happen."
I slapped him on the shoulder. "Make it happen Colonel, and if there are any other crewmen you think you need then take the initiative to get them on-board. You have a full understanding of the need to maintain our secrecy, so with anyone you contact I’m sure you will use discretion."
The Colonel smiled and slapped my shoulder as he turned. I went up on one leg, fighting to maintain my balance; it was a jarring that my neck was not in need of. The Colonel strode off, spitting Omega root as he went. He had a job coming up for his Ghouls and he wanted to inform them of it.
That afternoon the Colonel left for the Grid. The other Defender pilots had received the message about a raid on the Milgari freighter. They would continue their scans until such time as we would all meet up at a rendezvous point. A system with several uninhabited planets had been located a dozen light years distance from the Milgari mine. From there we would plan the final pieces of our raid.
Two weeks passed before the Colonel returned with 175 new crewmen. He had recruited Marines, cooks, mechanics, maintainers and even a guy to run the laundry. All were retirees and all were eager for the adventure. The oldest crewman was now an 81 year old cook named Willers. His former antics in the chow line had earned him a spot on the Colonel’s crew. He had something to say to each Marine before shoveling a load of slop onto their plate. It was usually sarcastic and berating, but the men loved it.
The following day the Slaughter left her makeshift dock with a full complement of supplies and a crew that was eager to put her to use. The new crewmen became skilled at their assigned tasks during the ride out to the rendezvous point. A conventional gun range had been added so the new recruits could become familiar with the new weapons and tactics. The Colonel ran drills 24 / 7 and his crew thrived under the intense training regimen. They were true professionals with a desire to make use of their skills.
The Colonel spoke, "Listen up! Tomorrow we hit that cruiser and those frigates. That freighter is three-quarters full and we have made the decision to take her. We are in the hijack business boys and girls. We are no more than common thieves and thugs! But we are stealing items of war that would otherwise be used against us, so keep that in mind while you are on those ships kicking their tri-head asses. We want those ships whole; let’s keep the collateral to a minimum!"
The room erupted in commotion as the Marines slapped shoulders, grinned, hooted and spit Omega root. They had a mission, a mission that would possibly take them aboard a Milgari cruiser, a ship that could hold as many as a thousand Milgari Marines. Men would undoubtedly die, but a Milgari cruiser was a prize worth fighting for.
The docking bay of the Slaughter was large enough to hold all the Defenders. The Colonel had invited us all to lunch, a lunch that included a pass through the chow line with Sergeant Willers. I was eager to hear whatever comment he had in store for me.
Milly was in line in front of me. "Well, look at the little daffodil… You come back and see Willers after lunch. I’ll make a real woman out of you. Ahehehehe!"
I stepped up with my plate. Willers looked directly at me with an odd expression. "What the… son, did your mama smack you in the face with a shovel when you was born? I never seen such a flat face. Reminds me of the backside of one of those tri-heads! Ahehehehe!"
Willers plopped a load of beans and Borack on my plate. "Watch out, those beans’ll make you toot. Toot! Toot! Ahehehehe!"
Willers continued with the abuse as each new victim stepped up for their turn at his post, each moved on with a smile.
After lunch we met with the Colonel to map out our strategy. One of the frigates had continued on towards a new location, a location that we would follow once our current mission was complete. After a number of conversations we settled on our plan of attack. The Defenders would take out the frigate and ensure that the freighter did not attempt to run while the Slaughter and her crew stormed the cruiser.
We would hit the cruiser with enough negative ion pulses to take her offline followed by two ion bombs to keep her there. Every ten minutes a new set of bombs would be deployed and set off. A cruiser had 22 levels and the fight was expected to last for a minimum of four hours. It was possible that it could take days.
The frigate would be neutralized with negative ion pulses followed by a number of drill holes with toxic gas. When the cruiser operation was complete the Marines would then board and liberate the frigate if time allowed. If the frigate presented a problem when it came time it would instead be pushed towards the red giant star that lit the small planetary system where it would continue on its trajectory until such time as it would burn up. If the Marines were able to successfully rid the frigate of the Milgari on-board, it would be loaded into the cargo bay of the freighter for a ride back towards Bullwort.
The remaining ship was the freighter. It was nearly 500 kilometers in length and 12 kilometers wide. The massive ore bays would be simple to secure, but the thousands of kilometers of hallways that ran from fore to aft would take time to clear. After taking the Bridge the Marines would be tasked with clearing her out during the ride back home. Due to its immense size it was believed that the freighter could have several hundred crewmen dispersed throughout. The Marines would be going on a hunt.
Zero hour soon arrived. Our assault force of the Slaughter and eight Defenders invaded the red giant system. I flew the Swift close to the cruiser and fired off five negative pulses. Her propulsion and weapons quickly went down. The Fist dropped two ion bombs, one fore and one aft, and within seconds the Milgari cruiser was powerless.
The Bull and the Frost took the frigates engines offline while the others launched small drilling platforms that would attach themselves to the ship’s hull, drill into it and then pump in the toxic gas. Sixteen such devices were used against the Milgari frigate.
After taking the cruiser offline I swung the Swift around towards the freighter. As we approached I was surprised by the opening of the doors of cargo bay one. Seconds later a platform emerged with ten ion battle cannons. I took evasive maneuvers, but not before incurring three strikes from her guns.
I pulled hard on the stick. "Whoa! That was not expected! We need to get that shut down before it can be used against the Slaughter. Frost, Bull, Fist. I need a hand with this freighter! Take out those cannons!"
Milly maneuvered the Frost to approach the freighter from a blind spot on the fore-bridge. She popped up just enough to fire off a blast taking out one of the cannons before ducking down and going below the great ship.
"That’s how you do it boys! Come in low, roll up for the shot and then drop down beneath her!"
We were quickly in a pattern and the ion cannons on the freighter were silenced. I turned my attentions back towards the Slaughter and her boarding party.
The Colonel spoke, "Listen up! We are starting from the bottom and working our way up. Platoon one you will cover here to here and platoon two the rest. Secure the halls and sweep all rooms from top to bottom. We will then fight our way up those stairwells. And keep in mind people… they will use every dirty trick in the book to protect their ship. We would do the same!"
The Slaughter pulled in close to the cruiser and the storm tubes were shoved across the void. Seconds later the sound of plasma charges could be heard as the cruiser’s hull was breached. One hundred-forty-four Marines stormed through the openings with their AK-47 assault rifle duplicates blazing. Deck 22 was cleared within minutes.
The Colonel barked an order, "Lock down those stairs and elevators! Keep an eye out for stragglers. Don’t want leftovers taking us down from behind. The 144 Gray Ghouls moved up to Deck 21. Deck 21 housed the ships primary environmental recycling system. Several Milgari crewmen carrying pipe wrenches stormed the hallways and were quickly cut down with 7.62 mm rounds followed up with a .45 caliber slug to the head.
The two platoons swept every room on their respective end of the ship before meeting up at a central stairwell. Several more Milgari crewmen were discovered and dispatched before they could inflict injury. The Milgari would not cower or hide, even when faced with certain death. They would instead charge directly into fire with a violent rage. It was an unsettling trait to some.
The Colonel continued to lead. "Howard. Finemen. Use those mirrors to check the halls before poking your heads up! Donaldson, prep two of those grenades for that hall, if things get heated count to three before throwing them up through there. If they charge those stairs I don’t want to get caught in a melee. Let’s make use of the weapons advantage we have as much as we can!"
Howard held his mirror up for a view of the hall to the left. "Hall’s hot Colonel. I make out at least 15."
Finemen reported back. "Got six over here Sir."
The Colonel gestured for those close to the stairwell to fall back. "Donaldson! Three seconds… no less. I want those nades to pop before they have a chance to pick ‘em up and throw ‘em back."
Donaldson replied, "Yes, Sir!"
Two pins were pulled, a count was taken and the grenades were released, one traveling along the upper hall in each direction.
Booom! Booom!
The Colonel charged up the stairwell with his shotgun at the ready.
Boom! Ch-ch boom! Ch-ch boom! Ch-ch! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
The hallway in each direction was quickly cleared. The Marines moved up in twos, crowding the walls as they went.
Four rounds were sent through the walls next to the first doorways before a marine rolled out and fired into each. Three more Milgari were killed. A fourth Milgari dropped through a ceiling panel with a knife in hand, jabbing it straight down through the shoulder of a Marine. The Milgaris brains were quickly splattered on the wall and its carcass pushed off to the side. The injured Marine was passed back down the hall to a waiting medic. He was lost to the fight, but he would survive.
As the Colonel and the Gray Ghouls continued their assault the rest of us worked to keep the frigate and freighter in place. Periodic low level negative ion pulses knocked the alien systems offline as soon as they came up. The fact that the frigate continued to attempt a restart was a sure sign that at least some of the Milgari had survived.
Bucci then came over the comm. "Chief, I don’t get why we aren’t using the ion web to hold these two ships. That is the one thing that it is good for."
I furrowed my forehead as I looked at Frig. "Why aren’t we using the web?"
Frig shrugged. "I’m not sure anyone suggested it Sir."
Bucci then interjected. ‘I suggested it five times to the Colonel! But I think he was in the midst of planning his assaults. I’m guessing it just slipped through the crack."
I made the decision to make use of the ion inhibitor field. I was disappointed that with all the brainpower we had we had missed making use of such a simple and useful tool.
I got on the comm, "Davis, Milly and Barg. How would you like to go on your own little raid? I'm thinking we hit the Bridge of that freighter and see if we can take it over. If we set off a couple ion bombs around her we should be able to take control of her. Frig, and our engineers can easily fly our Defenders if needed."
Milly was the first to respond. "I don't know if that is such a great idea Chief. We have been training, but there are only three of us. And you... I don't think we can afford to lose you. You put this outfit together and I kind of view you as the glue that keeps us together. I have to say it concerns me Sir."
Barg responded next. "I am all in for this. Ever since I got my hands on one of those AKs I haven't been able to sleep without dreaming of doing this very thing. Count me in!"
Davis was his usual calm self. "I see merits both ways. The longer we sit here while the Colonel and his men sweep that cruiser, the higher chance there is of having visitors. A couple of unforeseen cruisers could put us in a bad situation. If we go aboard and those extra ships are detected we will still have time to get back to our Defenders before they arrive. I can't say I fancy sitting around doing nothing. I'm in if you want Sir."
The Bull, the Spike and the Sword quickly made a triangle and initiated an ion inhibitor field. Two minutes later they maneuvered until the frigate and freighter were held in place with any large weapons they could muster made inert. We then took it upon ourselves to launch an assault on the freighter. The Colonel would be livid, but I could no longer sit by and do nothing while others were placing themselves at risk.
Davis, Milly and Barg transferred to the Swift and Frig dropped us on the deck of the freighter just below the Bridge. A door was found and then blown open with a set of plasma charges. The outward rush of atmosphere told us that any Milgari inside would be busy scrambling for suits or rebreathers. Our own private war was about to begin.
I spoke, "Davis and I will take right, you two left. And we have time so let's take it slow. I don’t want the Colonel screaming in my ear for getting someone killed!"
As we rounded the first corner a Milgari crewman charged at us with an iron bar in hand and his oxygen rebreather in his mouth.
Ak-ak-ak-ak!
He fell quickly to the floor.
Milly spoke next, "Chief, we need to clean out every room as we move. If one or two of them get in behind us we could be in for a world of hurt."
The first door we came too was littered with signs of different foods. It was the mess hall for the freighter. Barg pushed open the door slowly.
Before he could step in a Milgari cook lunged at him with a butcher knife. "Holy..."
Ak-ak-ak-ak!
Barg spoke, "Chief, I'm beginning the think Milly was right. What if there were 20 of them coming at us? You know, it looks a lot easier watching on those monitors. I'm thinking we..."
A second Milgari sprang from behind a counter, again a large butcher knife was raised in the air and a screeching howl was let out as the second cook charged.
Ak-ak-ak-ak!
The Milgari fell as he swung the knife. It cut down through the center of Barg's left boot, stopping when it wedged between two plates of the steel deck below.
At the same time more screeching could be heard in the hallway. I pushed Davis through the mess hall door and slammed it shut just as half a dozen ravenous Milgari crewmen arrived. The door locked from our side. The crewmen threw their bodies at it violently. With the door’s somewhat flimsy design, it was only a matter of time before they would break through.
I spoke as I looked through the porthole window in the door. "Barg! How's the foot?"
He took several seconds to answer. "Chopped right between my toes Sir! But my boot is pinned to the floor!"
Davis assisted as we leaned heavily on the door in an attempt to reinforce it. "Take that boot off and get behind that counter over there. Milly sweep that back room! We don't need any surprises!"
"Arrrg!" Crunch! "Arrrgh!" Crunch!
The crewmen rammed the door with their bulky bodies. Once Milly and Barg reported back, we took refuge behind what looked like a buffet counter. The smell of the food was putrid.
I spoke, "That door is coming down any second. There are at least half a dozen out there, maybe more. Make your shots count!"
The door burst open, falling to one side as the first Milgari fell inward onto the floor.
Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
They were cut down as fast as they could enter the room. When the gunfire ended nine Milgari crewmen lay dead or dying on the floor before us.
Milly was the first up to deliver the decisive shots to their heads. "Chief; would have only taken one of them to get through. I think we pull back and let the pros handle this."
As I looked back into the hallway I replied. We are only 500 meters from that Bridge. I think we just got the worst of it right there. This barge, even though it is immense in size, has got to mostly be automated."
"I would bet if there are any Milgari troops they are stationed down on that planet. Which brings up an interesting thought... slaves. The Milgari use slaves in their mining operations. I wonder if there are not thousands or millions of slaves down there being worked to death. If we steal this barge and leave we might as well be killing them ourselves. That planet does not look to support much if any life."
Davis then spoke up. "It would take days if not weeks to collect them and bring them up here to transport. There is room, but I doubt there is sustenance on this ship to support them all. They would have been brought in on transports that could land on that planet down there. To be frank Sir, I don't think there is much we can do for them with what we have available. We are not set up for a mass rescue Sir."
I remained silent as I moved down the hall. Davis was right. There was nothing we could do for the poor souls who were trapped on the planet below. I called back to the Swift. "Frig. Can you do a deep scan of those mines down there? I want to know how many slaves they might have working them."
Frig responded, "We did have discussions about taking out the Milgari who were likely garrisoned down there, but I don't recall any discussion about others. What are you proposing we do Sir?"
We passed through one of many airlock doors as we moved down the hallway. It was good to be back in atmosphere, but the stench of the Milgari was almost overwhelming. "Close those external filter ports. This air ain’t worth breathing!"
As I kicked open a door and Davis stepped in. The storage room was empty and our attention was turned back towards the hallway. "I'm not proposing anything. It just occurred to me that there may be a lot of slave workers down there and we don't have any plans whatsoever to offer them any aid. If we just pick up and leave with the freighter they will likely be dead in a short time."
Frig hesitated before answering. "That is a sustained operation down there. They likely have food stores that would last them for months if not longer. We aren't exactly near any colonies out here Sir. Whatever system they have down there is likely for the long term as far as provisions go."
With my gun raised, I quickly turned the corner into an open room, it was empty. "I hope you are right my friend. I guess it doesn't matter much either way as there is not much we can do. We might give it some thought once we are mopping up this mission. By the way, how's the Colonel coming with his progress?"
Frig replied. "They have advanced to Deck 15 Sir. The resistance is becoming progressively higher. I think the Milgari Marines are the ones involved in the fight now Sir. The Colonel has four dead and six wounded, five of those casualties in one incident. Take heed that the professionals are having a tough go of it Sir. We need you back in one piece."
We rounded a corner and were confronted with a long stairwell going upwards. I looked up through the center and could see at least 20 stories above us. It would be a long hike up to the top leaving us fully exposed until we reached the Bridge doors on the 18th level. "That's our prize through those red doors up there. Let's get climbing!"
We began the long climb up the stairs, always looking back down from where we had come. When we reached the 18th floor I offered up a moments rest. "Take five before we go through there. We might be facing five crewmen or fifty once we go through those doors. If it's the later I want you all to turn and haul ass back down those stairs."
"We might be able to hold them off in that long hallway down there. It's narrow enough to keep them bunched up. These stairs are a bit wide. And check your clips; we want to go in there fully loaded."
Barg placed the plasma charges around the locked door. We moved back down the stairs two levels, just far enough to maintain a safe distance.
Bang!
The red doors to the Bridge blew open. We waited, hunched on the stairs for the onslaught of Milgari crewmen. Several seconds passed with no sign of activity.
We cautiously moved up the stairs and through the doors into the wide Bridge, it was nearly 200 meters across. Any numbers of consoles were up and running, displaying data on the ships systems and cargo load. All stations had been abandoned.
Davis spoke. "Chief, I think that might have been the Bridge crew who attacked the mess hall. From the number of stations in here it looks like the empty chairs match up to the crewmen we encountered. It looks like we have taken the Bridge Sir!"
I walked over to the giant transparent wall that looked out over the massive ore bays behind the Bridge. The ten battle cannons lay in ruin on a platform just below us. The closed cargo holds seemed to stretch out in an endless line before us. The ship contained low grade Tantric ore. Frig had reasoned that the mammoth ship would be filled every three months. Once refined, it would be the equivalent of several years of our production.
Barg spoke. "Chief; there are bound to be other crewmen on this barge. I say we see if we can pull up the ships diagrams and figure out how to seal off this fore section. We can let the Colonel and his men… ho! Davis!"
"Arrrrrgh!"
The Milgari captain charged at Davis from behind a console, a long sharp knife in his right hand. Davis’s only reaction was to drop onto his back while thrusting his right boot up into the air. The Milgari captain dove onto Davis’ outstretched leg and was vaulted over him to the open doors beyond.
The captain tumbled through the doors and down a flight of stairs before coming to a stop against a rail. Several seconds of groggy reaction ensued before he rose and started down the stairwell. Barg rushed out. "Chief! I got no shot. He’s getting away!"
I helped Davis to his feet. "Let him go! Davis, you OK?"
Davis looked himself over. There was a long gash in his suit from his navel up to his left shoulder, but the skin beneath had not been broken. "Got all my parts still Chief." I turned back to the others. "Let’s get this Bridge secured. We can deal with the captain later."
Within a few minutes we had a small gas torch out and were welding the hardened Bridge doors back into their frames. The right door remained functional while the left door had to be welded in place. We took several extra pieces of steel from the Bridge, welding them in place around the doors to add an extra level of stiffness. With the Bridge secured we took a few minutes to rest.



Chapter 10
 
 
The Gray Ghouls continued to climb up the levels of the cruiser. When they secured Deck 12 their progress came to a halt. The Milgari Marines had constructed a barricade and were using a fire hose to keep the Colonel’s men from advancing up the stairwell to Deck 11. The Ghouls had taken another 19 casualties bringing the total to 29 out of 144 Marines involved in the assault.
The Colonel came on the comm. "I don’t know what you think you are doing over there Mr. Grange, but I don’t like the distraction. We got a war going on over here and I don’t need to be worrying that you are getting your ass kicked by some Milgari ore hauler. If you want to get involved that badly then get your ass over here and assist with the wounded!"
"I have fighters down below doing those tasks when I need them up here. We’re down 20% now with another 5% chewed up in triage. If you have crewmen to spare we can use the support. That freighter you are on isn’t going anywhere!"
We abandoned our fortress on the Freighter Bridge and made our way back down and out onto the deck where Frig was waiting with the Swift. We were quickly ferried to the cruiser and were soon on-board, waiting to assist those who had been injured. I looked at the 12 dead Ghouls laid out along the far wall as I stepped into the triage area.
A medic yelled out, "Can someone give me a hand! I’ve got two more to get down the stairs!"
I hustled over to offer assistance. The medic was covered in blood as I helped him lift the injured Marine.
I spoke, "Just tell me what I can do!"
I tried to read the nametag on his battle suit, but the blood had it obscured.
The medic replied, "The name’s Dennison Mr. Grange. They call me Butcher although I don’t think that is appropriate at the moment. I don’t much care though, so call me whatever you like. Set her over here. And keep pressure on that wound until I get back!"
I did my best to stop the blood that was spurting from her side. Corporal Hash had taken a stabbing hit from a makeshift halberd. The wound was deep. The corporal opened her eyes and reached up to grab my face. "No worries Mr. Grange. Wound cut through my liver. It’s only a matter of time. No amount of patching is going to stop what’s coming." I looked at the Marine with a stunned stare.
She continued, "It’s OK Mr. Grange. I took out two of them with my knife before the third swung from around the corner. All part of the job. You win some… you lose…"
Hash winced in pain before her arm fell back to her side. The Milgari had claimed another Ghoul. It was an experience I would not soon forget.
We had lost others in our tiny force. People that I had gotten to know, people that stepped up to put their lives on the line for the cause. But this death had happened up close and personal. I sat motionless for a moment as my emotions began to run wild.
A hand grabbed my shoulder. It was Maria Rodriguez. "Let’s go cowboy! We’ve got others that are still with us that need our help. Hash has moved on to a better place."
An outstretched hand helped me to my feet. The next two hours were spent assisting the medics with new casualties as they arrived. Once stabilized, the injured Marines were transferred back to the frigate where an operating team, led by George, was hard at work patching them up.
When the bulk of the injured had been moved across to the Slaughter I took it upon myself to move up the stairwells towards the fighting. The Colonel and his men had cleared the way up to Deck 10. He was busy fighting a group of Milgari Marines that were holed up behind a bulkhead door.
The Colonel yelled, "Masters; take three with you down that hall back there and start cutting through those walls!"
The Colonel turned towards me with a scowl on his face. "Grange; I should kick your ass for pulling that stunt. I’m trying to run a war here and you think it’s some sort of game. Marines are dying Mr. Grange. I don’t like it when my people die! If you are adding to my worries you are helping the enemy. They don’t need your help Mr. Grange. They are doing fine on their own!"
The Colonel spit a wad of Omega root on the floor beside me. You want to help? Then do as I asked with those wounded!"
I held up my AK, "We have that under control Colonel. Tell me what I can do to help here. I do know how to use this thing you know."
The Colonel looked at me with the same scowl. "You are stubborn like your Daddy."
He hesitated for several seconds. "Take your sorry ass down the hall there with Masters and his team. Give them cover while they break through those walls."
I nodded and turned towards the hallway. The Colonel shouted as I ran. "And keep your ass alive Mr. Grange! I still want to kick it when we get back!"
When I rounded the corner Masters and his team had a torch lit and were burning a hole through a wall. The gas torch burned hot and a steel plate almost a meter in diameter was pushed through to the other side. The thin panel fell to the floor with a hollow clang.
Masters spoke, "OK, Moss. Spray down that cut with coolant and let’s get that equipment through to that bulkhead. We are going to cut a peephole first so we can clean out the room beyond. Grange! Keep your eyes peeled on our backs. These critters like to hide in unusual places. Half of our casualties have been by attacks from behind."
I nodded as I turned back towards the door, sticking my head out into the hallway for a brief look.
The bulkhead was an inch and half thick plate steel. The torch cut through it slowly. I spent my spare moments flipping my helmet display from the Colonel’s video feed to that of my fellow pilots down in triage. The Colonel was still held up at the door while the triage area had been cleared of the injured. Milly and Barg were busy carrying bodies back to the Slaughter. No Marines would be left behind.
Ten minutes after beginning the cut, Masters and his men had a small hole opened into the next room. After spraying it with coolant Moss stepped up to have a look through. Flames erupted from the hole and quickly engulfed Moss’ helmet. He rolled backwards onto the floor before spraying himself with the coolant. His helmet was scorched but the seals had not broken. The flame stopped and then came through the hole as a stream.
The Colonel asked for status. "Masters; how’s my hole coming?"
The sergeant stepped back and replied. "We are hitting some resistance Sir. Taking steps to push through now. Got some crazies on the other side shooting flames at us. Will let you know when we are through."
Moss moved to the side and up next to the wall. He attempted to spray the hole with coolant with the hope of somehow extinguishing the source of the flame on the other side. It was a move that was going nowhere. Masters asked the others for possible solutions. I raised my AK, took careful aim and…
AK-ak!
The flame stopped.
Masters turned back with a smile, "It’s always the greenhorns!"
As I began to smile back the flames shot through the hole again. This time hitting the torch equipment and setting it on fire.
Masters called out. "Go! Go! Go! Clear the room!"
I stepped back into the hall as the others ran towards me.
Booom!
The tank for the gas torch exploded with a fury. Masters was the last one moving through the doorway and the concussion threw him hard into the far wall. The face shield on his helmet shattered as he impacted the wall, he fell backwards unconscious.
I took command. "Dothan, Keller! Get him back to the medics and bring us another torch!"
The Marines moved quickly, gently picking up Masters and moving him back down the hall towards the others. I took the opportunity to once again fire a round through the hole.
Ak!
The flames once again stopped as the holder of its source took another hit. I stood and fired two more rounds through the hole.
Ak-ak!
I gestured to Moss as I fired another round. "Charge that hole and put some lead on the other side. It’s time we put some hurt on ‘em."
Moss complied. "Yes Sir!"
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
A scream of pain could be heard through the hole. Moss continued to fire until one of his rounds found their source of fuel.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Booom!
The room shook as the bulkhead absorbed the impact of the explosion on the other side. A small flame shot out of the hole before all went silent. The room on the other side of the bulkhead had been cleared.
Dothan and Keller soon returned with a new torch. "Cut your hole over here while Moss uses that one to keep that room clear. Colonel wants a hole opened and we are going to give it to him!"
As the others proceeded I stepped back and checked the hallway behind us, all was clear.
Several minutes passed before I received a message from Frig. "Sir, this is Frig, we have two small craft approaching from the surface. What should I do?"
I suddenly felt the urge to run back to the Swift, but there was no time. "Call the Hammer and get after them. If you can, try to neutralize their drives and then push them into the ion web. If they are trying to run it might be someone of importance. Do whatever you feel is necessary to shut them down. We don’t need some crazy ramming into one of us."
The bulkhead wall took another 15 minutes to cut through. The heavy steel plate we had cut fell to the floor with a loud clang. Moss stepped up and swept the room while Dothan and Keller cooled down the metal. Moss stepped through the hole with me close behind.
"Colonel, this is Grange. We are through the bulkhead."
The Colonel replied. "It’s about time! Hang tight as I’m sending you a team. They already have instruction of what to do. And don’t be a hero Grange! They will be there in a sec."
Dothan came through the hole and took up a safe firing position behind the charred remains of a metal desk while Keller returned the torch to the support team by the central stairwell.
I looked around the charred room. Three dead Milgari were stacked against one wall, a fourth body was headless beside the door. All burned beyond recognition. I took up position on the other end of the desk from Dothan. We had a defensible firing position as we waited the less than a minute for the new team to arrive. We could hear sounds from the hallway beyond. The first Milgari through the door then charged us in a rage.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
He fell silent.
A rumble and grunts could be heard coming down the hall from outside the door. A squad of screeching Milgari Marines rounded the corner and began to pour into the room. We opened up with everything we had, they just kept coming. Dothan emptied his clip and quickly switched out for another, taking down a Milgari just before it reached his position.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
My clip ran dry. I yanked out the empty and pulled a full one from my bag. I rammed it in and pulled back the slide. The gun jammed. A Milgari was soon diving over the charred metal desk in front of me.
"Arrrrggh!"
As I rolled back I pulled my knife from its sheath. The Milgari gnashed his teeth at my face as I held him off with one hand jammed up under his weak chin, his sharp teeth scraping against my face shield. Somehow, I could only guess it was by instinct, I swung the knife around in one motion, thrusting it into the attacker's neck. The Milgari squirmed for only a moment before collapsing.
Only seconds after the rush had begun it was over. Ten Milgari lay dead in the doorway and across the floor in front of us. I had just pushed the dead Marine off of me when I heard another rumble coming down the hall. This time it was louder.
I tried repeatedly to unjam my gun as they approached, but it was not coming free. I tried in vain, with my knife, to free the stuck bullet as the first Milgari came through the door.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
Dothan, Keller and Moss opened up. The Milgari continued to charge in.
Four plowed through the door at once with the first three being cut down by the others. The fourth was charging directly at me. Then, from behind me, through the hole came the sound of more AK-47s.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
The Colonel's men had arrived! One-by-one they made their way through the hole and into the room. The 16 Milgari Marines who had attacked, all lay dead in a pile by the door. The Ghouls moved forward out into the hall beyond.
Dothan slapped me on the back. "You done good Sir! Happy to have you by my side!"
He winked, spit Omega root on my pant leg and then followed after the other Marines. The Colonel then came on the comm. "Grange! I hope you aren't tagging along with those guys! Get your ass back here. We need to talk!"
I stood, wanting to rub the sweat from my eyes, my helmet denied my hand. "I'm heading your way Colonel. I think I've had my fill of fun for the day."
I was covered with oozing brown Milgari blood. When I arrived back at the Colonel's position the Marine squad that had assisted me was opening the bulkhead door.
The Colonel looked me up and down. "Grange! You are a mess! Hahahaha! You've had your day in the sun. Head back down to the triage and get some rest. I'm guessing we probably have another eight hours of this picnic ahead of us. And hey, your Daddy would have been proud son."
The Colonel put his hand on my shoulder and spit down on my pant leg with a wink. He then turned me around with one solid move and shoved me towards the central stairs. When I looked back he was moving through the bulkhead door, barking orders, with his shotgun at the ready.
The assault continued for almost as long as the Colonel had predicted. His team of 144 Gray Ghouls had cut down 972 Milgari Marines and 268 crewmen. The entire ship was swept three times for stragglers, none were found. An hours rest was ordered that would be followed by cleaning up the dead bodies. Ten hours after the last of the Milgari had fallen; the remaining corpse was ejected into the black void of space.
We had lost 14 brave soldiers with 32 others receiving injuries. It wasn't a fair fight, but the Milgari had the advantage of numbers. When the Colonel's men moved on to the frigate there were nine Milgari still alive after the injection of toxic gas. They were quickly dispatched.
The freighter was to be cleared as we flew our prize back to Bullwort space. Before leaving, I led four Defenders on a raid down to the surface. The contingent of Milgari Marines was annihilated in their garrison and any number of guard positions around the mine were destroyed by ion cannon fire. The slaves quickly rallied and overran the remaining guards. They had food stockpiles to last for several months.
We had acquired a cruiser, a frigate and a freighter with enough Tantric ore to make us wealthy beyond belief. The Colonel was proud of his men and what they had accomplished. They were professional soldiers and it showed in their work. The courage that I had witnessed had taken me back to when I was a boy. I was beginning to once again have respect for my father, a respect that he had no doubt earned.



Chapter 11
 
 
Once back on Bullwort I managed to get an encrypted note sent to Admiral Zimmerman. He was told of the Milgari Tantric mine and of the miner slaves who were currently trapped there. Our scans had placed the number at near 150,000. Any type of rescue would be a formidable operation; with the Admiral they at least had a chance.
A deal was struck with Zimmerman through a third party to sell much of the Tantric ore we had captured. It would be taken to the same refined state as our own before delivery. The amount of supply worked to bring down the market price of Tantric, but only slightly. It was still a commodity in high demand.
George acquired several new sets of ore processing machines and a heavy transport ship to haul the Tantric ore once it had been refined. As the massive bays were emptied a decision was made to convert the captured massive ore freighter into our own space station. The ship had a solid infrastructure and with the 136 large cargo bays we were able to set up construction and repair docks for our own small fleet of ships.
The captured Milgari cruiser and frigate fit nicely into a single bay. Once the bay doors were closed and sealed an oxygen environment was pumped in and refit of the ships was begun. The Colonel quickly identified a new problem. We had two new military ships and no crews to man them. The Colonel would have to go on a recruiting binge.
We were also in need of a place to park our new station. A star system was located 43 light years distance from Bullwort and the rocky uninhabited planet it contained was claimed. A small hut with an emission beacon was dropped on the planet’s surface and the nation of Defiant was born and flagged to the planet Jarhead, aptly named by the Colonel’s men.
The captured freighter also received a new name, the Suppressor. It would be our new base of operations as we decided it best to move away from Bullwort, we were placing the citizens in danger. The ore company and its finances, offices and production would remain on Bullwort, it was a legitimate business that needed a civilized home.
With our increased Tantric ore production our mining operation was bringing in 15 million credits a month. Much of that was being spent as quickly as it came in. Our new cruiser, the Slayer, required a complete retrofit. Another transport ship was purchased and construction laborers hired.
They would be ferried in for six month work contracts aboard the Suppressor. Never seeing the outside of the massive ship or knowing of its location. They worked for a shell corporation and so long as they received their credits there were no complaints. Along with the workers we had to hire managers, cooks, janitors and maintenance workers. Our once growing fortune was quickly becoming a stagnant account as the credits we received from our production went to funding our new nation.
Bay one of the freighter, along with bay 136, were reconstructed as battle cannon batteries. The cannons in bay 136 could be deployed as top-side or bottom-side, giving a full coverage field of fire for the ship. The cannons were updated with our latest technologies which made them more powerful than any other weapon we had seen, short of the massive Milgari cannons.
Bay two through four of the immense ship were set up as our government facilities and base of operation. This would include offices, maintenance and construction yards and even a handful of retail shops for daily needs. Bay five contained the living quarters for our new city in space.
After three months back at the Grid the Colonel returned with a list of new recruits. More than a thousand retired Grid military officers and enlisted men were hired on as the new Defiant Defense Exchange, the DDX. A budget, along with bay six of the freighter was given to the Colonel for training his men.
Bays 7-20 were set aside for ship construction and repair. The remaining bays at present contained the unrefined Tantric ore that we had captured from the Milgari. The ship’s drives were modernized and the Bridge updated with our modern flight computers. The undertaking had taking six months to complete. It was six months that we felt we had as the Milgari loss of Tantric ore had likely brought their ship construction to a near halt.
It was a Tuesday when the Slayer was ready for its maiden voyage. The Colonels crews had been training non-stop in simulators and were eager to move into the real thing. The Slayer was christened and then lifted slowly out of bay seven.
"This is DDX12, coming up from dock in three…two…one. Requesting permission to bring engines up to 3% for minimal thrust testing."
The flight controller responded. "Roger Slayer, confirmed for 3%. Proceed with filed flight plan. You are free to fly Slayer, now get off of my deck; I have loads of others ships waiting behind you."
The humor was appreciated by all.
The Slayer moved slowly at first and then with a flash disappeared into the distance.
"At 3%, moving to 5% in three… two… one…"
The throttle was increased and the ship responded accordingly.
"All systems are nominal, taking engines to full."
Cheers rang out back on the Suppressor as the newly commissioned DDX cruiser readied itself for full deployment. In less than a minute the Slayer was traveling at 320 SOL.
I was on the Bridge of the Suppressor, watching on the monitors as I stood behind the flight controller. When the ship neared its top speed it dropped from our sensors. We would not know of success until it returned and slowed. The Slaughter followed along as a precaution.
We continued the testing of the Slayer for several weeks until its new sister ship came online. The frigate Sleuth had been outfitted as a command ship with 26 layers of Tantric Aquamarine armor and more top of the line sensors than one could imagine. The Colonel had four new cannons added that would bring her firepower well above that of a Milgari battleship.
Bucci managed to outfit the Sleuth with a new inhibitor field that could be broadcast from a single ship. The field went outward in a conical shape from five emitters on her bow. Again it was effective out to one quarter light-year and the field’s width could be adjusted from a kilometer across to a circle 10,000 kilometers in diameter. A slew of high power ion generators were used to keep it fully powered.
With our new fleet coming along nicely I decided to pay a visit to the Grid. I was curious as to what the talk would be with so many military retirees finding gainful employment. I wanted to know if any SCore personnel might be interested in snooping around. These were Grid citizens and SCore would want to know what they were up to.
After landing in Alpha bay I was directed to slip F-5. The F section of the bay was for foreign flagged travelers whose ships required an inspection. When the door opened on the side of George’s flier I stepped out to greet the inspector.
The inspector spoke, "Whoa there buddy, please go back inside until the exterior inspection is complete. Should only take about 15 minutes or so."
The inspector stared at me with a firm expression until I stepped back up into the doorway.
"OK, gear boxes appear sealed, check. Hull exhaust ports appear to be closed and I there is no indication of a leak, check. Ah… where is your hydrogen port Sir? I need to inspect the fueling connection and the integrity of the valve."
I stepped back to the console and pressed a button, a nearly seamless door popped open next to the inspector.
"Whoa, you have some fine workmanship on this vessel Mr. Bumbalee. You don’t see a seam like that very often."
I replied, "Yes Sir, I sometimes fly in pirate space so my company spent the extra to have her heavily shielded. For a little flier she can take a wallop."
The inspector looked up and nodded. "Fuel valve integrity, check."
The inspector slowly worked his way around the ship. When he had come full circle he completed and signed a document which was then handed to me. "You have one of the cleanest ships I’ve seen in a while Mr. Bumbalee. Most of the buckets that fly in here are leaking some sort of toxin or another. It’s nice to see a ship that won’t poison me."
The inspector grinned. "Now if you will step down I will be doing the interior inspection. You can grab a beverage from the machines over there as you wait. If you are not familiar with the process, you will need the exterior and interior inspection reports before they will let you pass through the doors over there. Unless you are bringing some nasty little critters with you we should be done in about 20 minutes. You aren’t carrying any live cargo are you Mr. Bumbalee?"
I replied, "No, nothing live. This is a simple business trip. And feel free to open any door or compartment, there is nothing to hide. I will declare to you that there are two blasters in the weapons locker. They are coded and locked in place so there should be no issues of theft while I’m visiting."
The inspector looked up into the ship. "I’ll have your release in a few Mr. Bumbalee. Please don’t re-enter the ship until my inspection is complete."
I moved over to the beverage machines and sat on a bench beside a Lurvian trader. The Lurvians were a peculiar species. They stood only a meter high and their shiny lavender skin gave them a cartoonish appearance. They had big yellow eyes with no eyelids and a small mouth with buck teeth that were used for cracking shellfish, their primary diet. When I sat down on the bench and smiled the Lurvian scooted to the other end.
The inspector took nearly a half hour to complete his inspection. He waived me over when he stepped out of the flyer’s door. "You are in good shape Mr. Bumbalee. And I’ll have to say, that is one fancy ship you have there. Looks like you travel in comfort as compared to most. Here is your interior release. Enjoy your stay on the Grid."
The inspector walked with his clipboard towards his small office. I moved through the doors with my inspection reports and after a full body scan I was released out into the hallways of the Grid.
Deck F was crowded with alien travelers. I was constantly amazed that with the travels I had done there were always new species visiting the Grid that I had never seen. Two tall brown skinned aliens with hard plates covering their backs strode past on their way to whatever business they had. The bone coverings on their shoulders, backs and hips made them look like they could curl up into a ball and be impervious to anything that attacked. It may have been an effective adaptation at one time, but with the advent of a blaster their protective shell had become largely cosmetic.
My first stop was to a local bar where I tossed around a few credits to buy rounds in an attempt to get the latest gossip. Word of a new Diamond rich planet named Petula was making the rounds. I would pay it a visit and stake a claim as it would work to enhance our cover as a mining operation.
Word had also come of lower activity by the Milgari in the sector of the Prassi system. Word had spread of a massive battle with the Milgari. I pressed for more information, but there was little to be had, some Prassi had survived and were on the run, there world had been captured.
The only talk of the Grid was of an increase in surveillance of all aliens on-board. SCore was watching and identifications were checked often. When I turned to watch the news monitors at the bar I saw the same faces as before talking about how wonderful peace with the Milgari would be. The best I could manage was to sigh and to shake my head at how vulnerable so many people were. I left the bar in a funk.
After a quick walk past my old apartment I made my way over to the gun range. Jeb’s cousin had taken over the business.
I stepped in to say hello. "Maracus? I’m a friend of Jeb’s."
Maracus looked up from behind a counter. "I know who you are Mr. Bumbalee."
I looked around at a largely empty storefront. "Where’s all your customers?"
Maracus looked up. "Customers? You know where all the customers are Mr. Bumbalee. They are all out there working for Jeb. I’m stuck here in this empty store all day."
It was true; we had taken the primary customers from the range. The others that had frequented had stopped coming when their military friends had gone AWOL.
I placed my hands on the counter and then held out my credit store. "Well, I believe there are plenty of others out there who would find this range and what it offers very entertaining. There are 15,000 credits in here for you to use for marketing."
"I would bet that if you were to advertise this place as being free for a couple weeks you could draw in a lot of curious people. Some would turn into customers. If you have any other needs from Jeb don’t hesitate to send him a note. It may take a couple weeks for him to respond, but I’m betting he will. Just know that the work he is doing for us is invaluable and that he is interested in keeping the range running for when he comes back."
Maracus looked up at me, "And when is that Mr. Bumbalee? When is Jeb coming back?"
I leaned on the counter as I spoke, "As I said, Jeb is quite valuable to us. He is like a part of our family now Maracus. And that makes you a part of our family too. If you have any needs here, don’t hesitate to ask us about them. We are willing to offer a hand if needed."
When the transfer of credits was complete I rented an AK for some fun. Maracus joined me as we blasted through nearly a case of rounds. When I left he was smiling and was already on the comm to his friends to tell them the news. Two weeks of free shooting was coming up and he needed to get the word out.
After leaving the range I made my way up to Jasper’s. I sat down for lunch and observed the Messengers who came and went. A representative for Michael Felix had a permanent booth setup for Messengers who sought work. The service was now under complete control of Felix. I was startled when I looked up at a monitor that was displaying his face.
He was running for a council seat to represent the Alpha section. The seat in question encompassed the powerful and important Alpha section docking bay, the commerce and industry section adjacent to the Alpha bay and the living quarters of some 524,000 residents. He would be one of 20 councilmen representing the Alpha section of the Grid and her more than ten million residents.
I had no doubt Michael Felix would win the seat as he was professional and worked hard to achieve everything he had accomplished. I was curious to see how he would manage when it came to the game of politics where he would have to play largely by the rules of someone else. I was sure he would adapt.
As I sat on a stool by the bar I decided to see what the local chatter was. I first bought rounds for the two sots sitting next to me and then moved on to the rest of the crowd. Within minutes I had a handful of eager takers gathered around my stool.
I spoke, "So, I've been away from the Grid for quite some time. Anybody have anything of interest that they have heard of? Is this area of Alpha section worth relocating to? Is it fit for a small import business?"
A man wearing a red shirt with a picture of a Marine aiming a blaster at some defenseless farm animal spoke first. He was already beyond one too many drinks for the day. "I tell you... I tell you... I tell you I saw this alien with two heads the other day. Both of them was a runnin' their mouths and neither one would shut up. This other Omrin fellow got up and punched one of them right in the snout. Knocked him out cold! The other head turned them around and ran off with the one head bobbin' all over the place. Darnedest thing I ever saw!"
Several of the other Messengers around me grabbed his shoulders and shoved him out of the group. He wandered off towards the other end of the bar. The next to speak was a woman. "Ever since Felix took control I've only had two jobs a month. That's about half of what I was doing before. His crony over there is handing out the good jobs to his pals. I would complain, but there is no one to complain to."
In my years in the Messenger service there had always been an ombudsman available to settle disputes. Michael Felix had done away with the position and assumed the power that it had previously held. Every decision now benefited Michael Felix before benefiting anyone else.
A third Messenger then spoke up. "Well Mr. if you do locate here you might be in for a jump pretty soon. I hear the Milgari are getting closer and we may have to pick up and run again before long. Sure would have liked to stay in this sector until I get my ship paid for."
I questioned him on the Milgari. "So, have there been any attacks or anything? I mean, have the Grid forces had to defend the... Grid?"
Another Messenger spoke up. "I heard another species got wiped out. The Pachis or something like that. It was a sector we bypassed during the last Jump. If that's true, the Milgari aren't far off. I got two daughters just starting school this next semester. Makes me nervous to be in one of the outer sections of this ship. I lost a cousin last time when those mammoth cannons out there failed to stop an attacking ship in time. Just don't want my daughters to have to worry about that."
A fourth Messenger then stepped into the conversation. It was Miles Hardig. I had worked with him on a couple relay runs in the past. He seemed a straight up guy. "They have been catching a few to many spies around here for my comfort. I can see why though with that corrupt bunch we elected to run this show. And I will be voting for Felix come this next election. He might be difficult to work with, but I'm certain he's not a spy."
The group erupted in loud conversation. When they had settled down the woman who had spoken earlier again joined in. "If that clown gets elected I think it just shows the sad state of affairs around here. I'll be voting for whoever runs against him and I'll tell you the one simple reason why. A girl's gotta eat!"
Again the group erupted in dispute. A shoving match ensued and the bartender was quick to break it up. When he got back behind the bar he looked directly at me and spoke. "Sorry Sir, but I'm going to have to ask you to leave. The owner has a policy of no rough stuff in here. Anyone who is involved is asked to leave, that includes those who weren't involved in the pushing Sir. You can return once things have settled down."
I nodded in agreement and held out my credit store to pay my tab. Myself and the group that had been surrounding me were soon out in the main hall. The drunk put his hand on my shoulder. "Ex... excuse me... but... when are you going to be back?"
I gently removed his hand. "Oh, I think I'll let things settle for a while. And if I were you, I would head home and sleep that off. And here, take a mint for Pete's sake, you have a gutter breath going on there that is melting the buttons on my shirt!"
The drunk looked at me for several seconds before responding, "Thank you Sir. I'll think about that on my way home." The man stumbled off down the hallway.
When I turned around the woman who had been talking in the bar was standing behind me. She was short, standing only a meter and a half tall, but she was feisty and had a spirit to her that I could tell was pushing her along. "Say, never did catch your name. You say you are new to Alpha bay?"
I responded, "The name is Bumbalee, Rex Bumbalee. Is there another bar around here where we can chat?"
The woman held out her hand. "Doris, Doris Jenkins. Just down around the corner is House of Booze. As long as you don't mention buying for the house again they will leave us alone. Bumbalee? I can't say that I've heard that one before. Did you pick that one up off Grid?"
I chatted with Doris as we walked. "Why yes I did. Parents resettled on a planet named Martool, I was abandoned and raised by a local. I took their name when I was old enough to legally do so."
Doris stopped and grabbed my arm. "Abandoned! Man I tell you. It never seems to amaze me at how selfish some people can be. I've heard that there are some who move off world who do it for just that purpose, you know, to dump a kid they didn't want."
Doris then smacked her forehead with her palm. Dit! "You'll to excuse me Rex. I sometimes open my mouth and say things before thinking about what I'm saying. That came out a bit insensitive."
I smiled as we turned into the House of Booze. "That's OK Doris; I've been known to do that time or two myself. Your apology has already told me the type of person you are. And besides, I've grown a pretty thick skin over the years; there are plenty of completely insensitive people out there."
We sat in a booth and ordered two drinks from the waitress. Doris had wildcat eyes, she leaned across the table. "So, you single Rex? Got little ones running around the home? Where is home by the way? You still on Martool?"
I put my arm up on the back of the booth bench I was sitting on. "No, no, not on Martool anymore. Haven't been there for a while, have been bouncing around between worlds. Trying to get a mining business up and running. Well... we actually have it up and running, we are out looking for new customers."
Doris again leaned in on the table. "You need an ore hauler or just about any smaller commodity then I'm your gal Rex. I can fly just about any crate out there. I've been at it for two years solid now and I've never come close to either losing a load or even being late. I keep pushing that, but it doesn't seem like stats matter anymore, just who you know."
From only a few minutes of chatting I could tell that Doris was a woman of action. She would do what it took to get the job done and she would do it with pride and professionalism. I was not on the Grid for recruiting, but during our short conversation, she seemed like she might be a good fit for the team. I was about to start doling out my array of questions for her when a drunk came to close to the table and sloshed his drink.
Doris jumped to the back of the booth with lightning reflexes and then propelled herself upward in one move. Her boot impacted the drunk’s chest and he was soon flying backwards across the floor. I was sure her boot had left an imprint.
"Get a grip you idiot! You want to waste a good beer on me then don't try to do it on the side of my head next time!" She looked and pointed at the guy as he slowly got up from the floor rubbing his chest. His friends were in the booth directly behind us and they were howling with laughter. One of the men then poked his head over the back of the booth.
"Missy, you just made my day. Let me buy you a beer!" Doris turned slowly and smiled. She then reached up and poked him in the eye with her finger. His table of friends again erupted in laughter. When Doris looked back at me she suddenly became embarrassed.
"Uh. There I go again. I'm sorry Rex, I just have a tendency to say things or to react before I think about what I'm doing. Guess I just draw unwanted attention sometimes, kind of follows me around if you know what I mean."
After an hour of getting to know Doris Jenkins I offered her a job as the liaison for our mining company. She would receive a regular salary and her job would be to gather information on the business dealings in all commodities coming and going from the Alpha section. In addition, she would be flying once a month to a different world where her mission would be the same.
Through the knowledge of knowing the commodities flow in and around the Grid I hoped to gather information on what might be getting delivered to the Admiral. I was sure much of the Tantric ore we had sold was being delivered to him, but I wanted to know the pace at which he was building ships.
As our own mining operation continued to grow we would soon have more ore than we could sell on the open market. And if we were able to capture any more from the Milgari, we would need a new place to sell it. When we left the bar, Doris walked away with a big smile. She had employment and she couldn't wait to throw it in the face of Michael Felix's Messenger contract assigner. She was now free of his manipulations.



Chapter 12
 
 
Upon my return to Bullwort the troops were ready for another mission. It was decided that we would take a ride out to the Milgari Tantric mine. Our fleet of a cruiser, two frigates and eight Defenders stopped short of the system where the mine was located. Frig and I took the Swift in for a few hours of observation.
Frig spoke, "Sir, I'm detecting 36 ships out there. There are 16 battleships, nine cruisers, ten destroyers and a large transport. Give me a moment for a deep scan of the planet and... there are very few living beings down there Sir. Either the mining crew that was there before has somehow escaped and they are bringing a new crew or they are loading the previous crew onto that transport."
Nearly a minute passed between scans. "Sir, the second scan shows that they are transporting workers down to the surface. It appears that they are attempting to restart the mine. Perhaps someone was able to rescue those miners Sir. At least we can hope so."
It appeared that the Milgari were indeed reopening the mine. But it would be many months before the operation was once again productive and many months after that before any new treasure would be sitting in a freighter, waiting to be captured. And with the number of ships present it appeared that the Milgari were taking the security of their mining operation seriously.
For three days we sat observing the mining colony. We were in need of a new target. On the fourth day we had our first lead. A supply ship arrived and spent the day unloading cargo. When it departed we took note of its direction and laid a course for the first star system that it would intersect with. It was a three week journey. The galaxy was a big place and even though our ships were ultra-fast traveling light-years of distance took time.
When we arrived the system had a green planet with a very large Milgari base. Two large space docks orbited above her while a huge expansive city covered nearly a quarter of the green planet below. Frig went immediately to work scanning every ship as well as the planet’s surface below.
"Sir, there are four battleships and eight cruisers in the system. And those space docks have armaments."
"There is one ship currently parked at the leftmost dock Sir. I am showing a cargo hold full of Diamond, a veritable fortune on the free market. If we were looking to steal a cargo Sir, that might have an impact financially. Even though the Milgari are expanding, they still maintain trade relations with a number of other empires. They don’t supply all of their own commodities."
Upon return to the Suppressor the scan information was passed to the Colonel and his staff for evaluation. Within half an hour the first draft of a raid was taking shape. Several hours later the Colonel was convinced the assault plan was solid and had given the green light for a go. Orders were given and the plan was put into motion.
The Sleuth and the Slayer, along with the eight Defenders would be used to rid the threat of the Milgari ships. All resources would then be used to silence the armaments on the space dock under assault while the Slaughter pulled up alongside and boarded the freighter. The Ghouls would then fly the freighter out to a predetermined point where we would unburden it of its cargo.
As we approached a new ship entered the system. It was jet black and had an outer hull shape that I had seen before. It was a Durian warship. I halted our attack and we again sat back to observe, this time with our attention on the Durian.
The Durian ship settled in next to the freighter loaded with Diamonds. The freighter was released from the dock and the two ships then turned and headed out of the system. I shook my head and looked at Frig. "So, the Durians are playing both sides. Go figure. Is anyone involved in this fight with the Milgari not playing for both teams? First, the Admiral’s man Cortes and now the Durians, and they just made off with our Diamonds!"
A discussion soon arose about going after the shipment. We were not at war with the Durians and even though I had been aboard one of their ships we did not have knowledge of their ability to fight. What weapons did they possess? What Armor? And how maneuverable would they be in battle? All were unanswered questions.
I spoke, "Colonel, I think hitting that cargo now is a loss. The Durians are an advanced species and one that we do not want coming after the Grid. We have enough enemies in the Milgari. I say we keep looking for another supply line or cargo to raid. Do what we can to hamper the Milgari threat."
The discussion had been going on for hours when another new ship entered the system from the direction of the Durian. It was a second freighter. "Frig. Get us a scan of that freighter. I’m betting we just saw a trade happen and whatever is on that new freighter is something the Milgari were willing to trade that Diamond cargo for."
The scan finished and rig looked up from his console at me. "Sir, you won’t believe it. The freighter is loaded with refined Tantric Sir. One can only conclude that the raid we made prior to this took a severe toll on their ability to produce ships. They have had to trade valuable commodities for more ore Sir. I believe this cargo will be easier to move once we have it home. Diamonds have their industrial uses, but their primary market remains the luxury market, with a shipment that size, it would have taken us years to sell through it."
The Colonel altered his assault plans for the new freighter. We waited patiently for it to complete its docking maneuver before once again putting our plan into play. The Slayer was the first ship into battle, going head to head with a Milgari battleship.
The Colonel came over the comm. "OK team! Let’s carve us up a battleship!" The Milgari was the first to fire with a direct hit on the Slayer. Four layers of Tanric were burned through before the Slayer returned fire. Two heavy negative ion streams ripped through the forward plates of the Milgari ship, taking out the port cannon as their damage spread. The Milgari returned fire.
The Sleuth dropped into the fray making use of its new ion inhibitor field. The conical shape spread out from her nose trapping and disabling three cruisers inside. Its own negative ion cannons were then used to carve up the cruisers with a potent stream of ions. The beams cut deep and within seconds all three cruisers were crippled with the second amongst them breaking in half.
Our Defenders had taken on the task of stopping the other three battleships from entering the battle.
Davis spoke, "Hard right! Hit that starboard cannon! I’m going to push us in close and rip a line down the side of that thing. Milly! Keep any cruisers off my back if you can."
Davis cut hard and flew in only meters above the surface of the battleship. His cannon set to negative and the pulses from it doing tremendous damage to the outer hull of the Milgari warship.
I lined up the Swift for a long shot on a cruiser. "OK Frig, let her have it. And keep the pulses coming as I want to burn a hole all the way out the back of that thing!"
The ion bolts rumbled as they left the Swift. One by one they impacted the cruiser as we continued on our approach. The last two bolts exited the rear of the ship fully intact. The cruiser now had a hole carved through it that began on the port gun turret and proceeded through the innards of the once mighty ship before exiting out of what had once been its starboard engine.
Eighteen minutes into our assault and the last of the Milgari ships went silent. Our attentions were turned towards the space dock.
I spoke, "Sleuth; get that inhibitor on that freighter and dock. Tell us when you're locked so the Slaughter can make a go of boarding her. Colonel, you are a go when she’s locked!"
The inhibitor field held the freighter in place and silenced the Milgari cannons on the space dock. Two negative ion bombs were then detonated making all blaster weapons onboard the dock and the freighter inert. The Colonel’s men could be seen on our sensors boarding the freighter.
The Colonel boarded with the second squad. "Harris! Take your team to that docking port and get it sealed off. Stephens, let’s get up to that Bridge and get his barge moving. I want us out of here in the next ten minutes!"
The squads split up with the Colonel following his men towards the Bridge.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
Harris gave status, "Colonel, resistance is light, coming up to the port crossover now. What the…"
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
"Colonel they got animals they are setting loose on us! We are coming back your way Sir!"
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
"Go! Go! Go!"
Ak-Ak!
"Arrrgh!"
"Colonel we are coming your way fast! They got Raphiel Sir; ripping him to shreds!"
Heavy breathing could be heard as the squad retreated.
Harris continued, "I only got a glimpse down that hall Colonel, but it was packed with those things. They are about half the size of a Mammis bull Sir, with much bigger teeth. And these AK rounds are hitting the mark, but it’s taking nearly a clip to bring one down. They attack in a rage Sir, so a few slugs won’t do much for slowing them down!"
The embattled squad rounded the corner to the Colonel’s position, when the first animal turned the corner after them the Colonel’s men cut loose with their weapons.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak!
The Colonel took command. "Pierce! Jester! Fall back towards the breach we came through and position for cover fire. We are going to roll back out the way we came in! Move! Move! Move!"
When the second creature rounded the corner the Ghouls once again cut loose with their conventional weapons.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
Pierce yelled, "I’ve seen a video of one of those Sir. It’s called a Feran Tiger Sir, they are fiercely loyal to their handler and just as we see here, they are hard to kill. We are going to need blasters for this one!"
The Colonel looked back at his men. "Morris! Bring up that bazooka. Let’s see how they do with a bit more power!"
Corporal Morris set up and a round was loaded into the bazooka by a Marine beside him. The next Feran Tiger rounded the corner.
Click. Wooosh! Booom!
The Tiger exploded with large chunks of its flesh scattering and covering the walls surrounding it.
"Nice Morris! Now fall back people! And keep cover on that hallway until we are out!"
The retreat continued as two more Feran Tigers turned the corner and sprinted at the men, both were cut down before they reached the Marines, but each had made it nearly three quarters of the way down the hall before their death.
When the last of the Ghouls had exited the freighter the breaching hatch was closed and locked. Two Feran Tigers clawed and bit at the transparent doors in a rage. The hallway outside soon had seven such Tigers pressing on the door or waiting just behind.
The Colonel once again spoke. "Grange! How long until those ion bombs wear off!"
Frig responded, "It is not an exact number Colonel, but roughly three more minutes."
The Colonel kicked the wall next to himself unleashing his own tirade. "Grrrrr! I don’t like being pushed back, especially by some dumb animal. Peters and Zanis! You take the point boys, and be prepared to get some guts on you. We are going to show those cats what a blaster will do!"
When the ion field had dissipated, Frig gave the go ahead. The breach hatch was opened and the obliteration of the Feran Tigers had begun. As the colonel had predicted, Peters and Zanis took the brunt of the exploding Tigers.
When the hallway had been cleared the Colonel stood and looked at his point-men. "Geez! You two look like you just went through a meat-grinder. Pope! We need two replacements for Peters and Zanis! They will be hitting the showers!"
The Colonel and his men then moved through the breach and once again onto the freighter. Before they reached the corner of the short hall the Colonel spoke. "Harris! Don’t stick your neck out before we have a look around that corner! If there was a long hall full of these things then why aren’t there more right here in our face? I’m betting they were followed by some troops and those troops are now waiting for us to show ourselves!"
Harris used a mirror to look around the corner. "You are right Colonel. I count eight lining that hallway and four more of those Tigers are being held back. Let me chuck a grenade down there and see if I can loosen things up!" The Colonel gave him a nod.
Harris pulled a grenade from his belt, looked at it and smiled. He stepped up to the corner of the wall, pulled the pin and then flung his arm around to throw the grenade towards the crouching Milgari troopers. Just as he released his grip a Milgari ion bolt entered his arm and exploded. Harris drew back a bloody stump as he collapsed backwards. The grenade rolled short of its intended target and detonated.
The Colonel was livid. "Get him back to triage and give me a few of those grenades!"
The Colonel stepped up to the corner of the wall. He pulled the pin from a grenade and threw it down the hall at an angle so that his arm was not exposed. Several bolts were fired down the hall and a scrambling of feet could be heard as the grenade bounced from wall to wall as it moved outward.
Booom!
The Colonel quickly released another grenade and then a third.
Booom! Booom!
A mirror was held out to look around the corner. The Milgari were retreating. The Colonel stepped out with his blaster rifle and fired three shots, downing two of the Milgari as they fled. As soon as he stepped back repeated ion blasts flew past his position, scorching the walls as they impacted along them.
The Colonel spoke, "Looks like we have a bit of a standoff! Grange! We need another ion bomb set off. Hook us up!"
The Colonel then turned to his men. "Who has the best arm here?" Several Marines turned to one man who slowly raised his hand. "I play retro-ball with the best of them Sir. Did a couple years on the circuit after retirement. Knees couldn’t take the constant pounding though Sir, but I guess I’m your man."
The Colonel waved him up. "Good. Donnelly; you are going to be our thrower. As soon as the lights go out again I want you to step out there and chuck these grenades down that hallway to the other end. I don’t want to see anything down there left standing!"
Donnelly shook his head and stepped forward. A supply of grenades was set behind him. Several seconds later the power to the freighter was once again disabled and Donnelly began his barrage.
Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom!
The grenades landed with devastating results. Seven Milgari Marines and a Feran Tiger were killed in the storm of shrapnel that was generated by the grenades. The far end of the hallway was littered was blood and guts from the fallen enemy soldiers.
The Colonel spoke, "OK people, let’s move it! Secure that corner and Donnelly I want you up front there repeating that process. We are pushing them back out of that port!"
The Marines hustled around the corner and ran down the hall screaming at the top of their lungs. When they reached the corner the Milgari were continuing their retreat. Several more grenades again found their mark as the last of the Milgari again disappeared around the far corner.
Again the Tigers were cut loose, but his time the Marines were ready. A barrage of grenades eliminated the Tigers as they came around a far corner, any that made it through were handled with AK-47s and the occasional bazooka round. The fighting to close the docking port door lasted for more than an hour. Sixteen Feran Tigers and 52 Milgari made up the dead. Our lone casualty, Harris, was resting under sedation in the Slaughter’s hospital bay.
The port doorway was cleared and sealed; the Colonel turned his attention to the freighter’s Bridge. The Bridge doorway had been hardened by those inside. The Colonel spoke, "Get those plasma charges set and let’s get this barge moving!"
Booom!
The door to the Bridge shot backwards, taking out two of the Milgari crewmen who occupied the room. Seconds later the assault of the freighter was over.
With the Bridge secure the Colonel sent out two squads to sweep the remainder of the freighter. His next task was to fly the freighter out to our predetermined rendezvous point.
Pierce spoke, "Sir, we have a problem. The engines will not power up with the docking clamps engaged. And the docking clamps can only be released from that station out there. Unless we can get those clamps to let go… we aren’t going anywhere Sir."
The Colonel banged his heavy fist on the console. "Grange! I need a favor! There are three points on this station that have clamps extending out to this freighter. We cannot disconnect them from here, so we need your team to do it from out there. We need you to blast those clamps so we can fly this barge out of here. Make that happen for us Grange! We are already running over time on this!"
I pressed the comm button to respond, "Will do Colonel! Hammer! Fist! Sword! Hit those clamps as close to that freighter as you can. The Colonel needs his flying papers stamped!"
In less than a minute the giant clamps had been destroyed. The freighter’s engines came online and the behemoth began to move. As we pulled away from the Milgari system I looked back and smiled. We had again absconded with a load of material that was in high demand for the Milgari war effort.
The ride back to Bullwort was a complete celebration, even Harris with his one arm joined in on the party albeit at a much reduced level. He would be fitted with a prosthetic that would give him almost 50% use of what he had previously enjoyed. He would also be given a job for the cause where that 50% usage would be more than adequate for his needs. His time as a member of our fighting force had come to an end.
I had a meeting with the Colonel after we arrived home. "Colonel; I have to often wonder about what I… about what we are doing. Good men are losing their lives; we got lucky this time, but men have lost their lives just the same."
The Colonel looked at me with a stern face. "Son, death is a result that often comes from war. Those men that have passed… they did so with the knowledge that their sacrifices, however big or small, were meant to prevent even further bloodshed down the road. They are warriors Don, it’s what they do and it’s what they know."
"We are fighting this war for everyone out there that the Milgari are looking to subjugate. It’s not just the Grid that is in peril, it is every living and breathing species in this galaxy. And I don’t know about you Mr. Grange, but I feel with these last two raids, we have put a significant dent in their ability to fight their war."
"As I said before, the defense of our species meant everything to your father; I think the same holds true for you. None of us have the grand plan for what it is that we should be doing in this life, but I can tell you this, the decisions you have made and the things you have accomplished over the last couple years do not speak of someone who is bumbling along."
"They speak of a man who has taken on a challenge unto himself, a man who has organized others to follow his lead and a man that has placed his own life on the line as an example for all those who are watching. You ARE doing the right things Don, if you only took long enough to stop and look at what you have done, I believe you might just be able to convince yourself that what you are doing is right!"
I left the meeting with the Colonel on a high. We had accomplished great things, we had stalled the enemy in their tracks and those who had sacrificed their lives had made a difference. The cause was worth fighting for and I had stepped up to take on that fight. The proof was all around me. My former spy co-pilot and engineer was now my partner. The Colonel and a thousand others had chosen to follow my lead; we had ships that we had captured from the enemy, and although our force was still relatively small, we had managed to accomplish what others could not. Our time in the sector had been extended.



Chapter 13
 
 
We were now in possession of another freighter loaded with Tantric ore, this ore however, had already been refined to a high level. It was immediately ready to sell and we were in need of new customers. I made a special trip to the Grid to check on our new associate, Doris Jenkins.
"Mr. Bumablee! Glad you were able to come. Let me show you what I have lined up. There are 18 major ship builders on the Grid; I now have six who are interested in our Tantric. I have also taken the initiative to contact off-grid builders when I am out mapping the commodity trade as you have specified."
"Another four of those builders are interested as well. I know you had me limited in the amount of refined ore that would be available, but seriously Sir, I think we could move a lot more if we can get our hands on it, even if we are only acting as a reseller."
I looked over the paperwork Doris had arranged, it was good. She was thorough in her questioning and had an aptitude for sales. She was pushy, but not so pushy that she alienated customers. "This is impressive work Miss Jenkins. I like what I am seeing here. We have had a slight increase in our mining capacity over the past few months; I think we can safely up the available numbers by 15%. I know you are asking for more, but that will put us at our limit."
I felt bad about deceiving Doris; we had enough Tantric to flood the available market. But I could not risk drawing undue attention to our operation. A supposed large find would bring politicians who were looking to control the source or prospectors who wanted it for themselves. We wanted to remain at a level that would not draw scrutiny.
While on the Grid I took the time to check on Jeb’s cousin at the shooting range. Business was brisk after introducing people to the sport of target shooting thanks to the free days on the range promotion. Jeb’s cousin was beaming with pride and enthusiasm over what he had been able to accomplish in such a short time.
From the range I took the short walk over to Jasper’s with the hope of seeing Ashley Elizabeth. I sat for an hour nursing drinks at the bar before Michael Felix walked in. He stopped for a moment beside my stool. "Excuse me Sir, but do I know you? Are you here looking for work?"
I remained staring at the bottles on the counter behind the bar; I shook my head from right to left and back. If Michael Felix recognized me I would soon be locked up by the Grid authorities. I dare not speak to him as my voice would be one that he would recognize.
He remained staring at me for several seconds before he proceeded on across the room to talk with his crony in charge of handing out contracts. I could see in the mirror behind the bar that he had a fixation on the unknown gentleman at the bar. Michael Felix did not like to be kept in the dark.
He stopped once more behind me on his way back towards the door. "Excuse me again, I don’t want to appear rude, but do we know each other? My name is Michael Felix. I’m running for the council seat for this area. I’m only curious because if I am going to be an effective councilman I need to know what business is being conducted in my section. Do you have a name Sir?"
I pulled a business card out of my pocket and held it up between two fingers on my left hand, my stare remained forward.
Michael Felix looked at the card. "Mr. Bumbalee. Hmmm. It says you are in mining Mr. Bumbalee. Do you have any need of transport for your goods?"
Again I shook my head in a "no" gesture. He stood, looking at the back of my head for several more seconds before turning to leave the bar.
I paid my tab and headed to the door. I came to the realization that I had been pushing my luck and my luck had almost run out. As I rounded the doorway I was confronted by Ashley Elizabeth. She smiled as I stepped to the side and she then did a double take.
Ashley spoke, "Excuse me, but do I know you?"
I again shook my head "no" and then continued to walk away. She stood, staring at my back as I went. I walked with a limp in an attempt to throw off her gaze.
I returned to the safety of George’s flyer and soon had a flight plan filed for my departure. As my ship was lifting off I saw Michael Felix in the background of the monitor as I spoke with the slip captain. He watched intently as I moved towards Alpha launch deck C. I didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until the flyer was safely away from the Grid. I would have to limit my future visits to the office with Doris Jenkins or the shooting range with Jeb’s cousin. The ride back to Bullwort and then on to the Suppressor was long.
The contents of the Milgari freighter had been transferred to our ore hauler. The freighter was then programmed to fly back to the world from which it had been captured and to then crash into the space dock that had once held it in place. It was our way of saying thank you for the Tantric.
George, Gy and Rita had been busily at work constructing our tiny empire. The Suppressor with its ample space was slowly being converted into a station that would support a population of several hundred thousand. We now had 30,000 hired workers that were constantly being flown in for six month contracts.
The workers were brought in without knowledge of where they were going, they were then kept inside one of the massive bays on the Suppressor, and when they left it was once again without knowledge of where they had been. Every measure was taken to protect the whereabouts of our location. The worker pay was fair, so complaints were minimal.
Gy and Rita had also been busy designing a new ship. It would be called a Raider and aside from its twin ion cannons and inhibitor field transmitter, it had cabins and support for 50 Marines for an extended period of time. Its primary purpose would be to attack the Milgari shipping lanes. Tours of duty would last up to a year.
The Raider would have a cockpit that could seat up to four individuals with room for another eight standing behind them. There would be a Pilot, a Copilot / Engineer, a port gunner and a starboard gunner. Room for a fifth console was available if the need should arise.
The Raider would have breaching ports on either side as well as a cargo bay door that was aft. The cargo hold of the Raider would fit an entire Defender, part of her mission would be to capture valuable cargo for return to our base on the Suppressor. When larger cargoes were captured, the ship in question would be programmed to fly to a designated rendezvous point where a crew would be waiting to take control of the ship and its cargo. It was a strategy that would allow our Marines to stay on station for many months.
I was surprised at how many of the Colonel’s men eagerly signed up for the Raider program. They would be going deep into Milgari territory and would be gone for up to a year at a time. But this was a life which they had trained for and a life which many of them had become accustomed to during their years with the Grid military. For them, a year’s deployment was easy.
After a short time on the Suppressor I began to go on business trips with George. He was a tireless worker that always seemed to be one step ahead of the game. He thrived on keeping himself busy and with the war business we had placed ourselves in he was busy all the time.
During our travels we had come across a small business that had been operating for years using the old high magnetic welding gear that the Blevin Defenders had originally been constructed with. The businessman had taken extremely good care of the machines and had even added a few enhancements that had allowed him to continuously turn a small profit. After a short negotiation, George purchased the company and the prior owner’s exclusive services. He would now be constructing the inner frame for the new Raider hulls that Gy and Rita had designed. Their rigidity would surpass that of a Defender.
On another stop we paid a visit to Omrin-7 where George once had his practice. A generous deal was made with the Omrin government for a shipment of Tantric ore which placed the politicians there squarely in George’s pocket. From that sale he made direct contact with the wealthy businessman who had been hunting for him for years. After a long discussion a settlement was reached and George was once again free to move about the galaxy without the threat of a contract hit hanging over his head.
After leaving Omrin I got into a discussion with George. "So, what do you think of our little operation?"
George turned to me and replied, "Little? What we have going on stopped being little when Harper and his men came on-board. With those ships we have we are now more powerful than many of the governments in this sector. Heck, we might even be the most powerful."
"You know, when you came to me with your mining operation I took it as a sign that maybe I could start living life again. I tell you, I have been so busy that it seems like I don’t have enough time to get the things done that I want to get done. It’s like I’m on call all day every day. But I could not be happier about it."
George continued, "I can see sometimes that you get a little overwhelmed by all that is going on. Next time you get that feeling just look around at the people you have working with you. You are not alone in this Don. This private war you are fighting… it belongs to us all."
"If you feel the need to you can lean on me or Harper or Gy or Rita. We are all there to share the load. And with each of us we know we can do the same with you. It’s called being a part of a team Don. And I’ll have to say, it’s a team that has accomplished a lot in an insanely short amount of time."
"Do you realize that by the time we finish with our upgrades to the Suppressor, that we would have the assets at our disposal where we could probably take over any planet in the galaxy? It will be that powerful and the people we have manning it are the best of the best."
"And one more thing, this time last year we had about 25 team members, we are now over a thousand. And I have no doubt that within a year or so that could easily climb to 10,000. Our credit store is exploding and our ability to bring on more top notch people is exploding right along with it."
George then remained silent for several seconds. "I guess what I’m trying to say Don, is that some people happen into positions of power and they learn quickly that they cannot handle the pressure or the pace. Others seem to be born ready for that job. They make snap decisions and those decisions overwhelmingly turn out to be good. Most people have to be trained to be a leader. You are one of the lucky ones where it just comes naturally."
George’s talk was good for a confidence boost. I felt like anything but a natural leader. What I had been blessed with however, were the people whom I had surrounded myself with. Each of them excelled at what they did. That included my good friend and brother in arms Frig. Without his assistance I would have been back on the Grid groveling to Michael Felix for work like the other Messengers.
When we arrived back on the Suppressor Colonel Harper was waiting. "Grange! I want you to see this."
We hopped on an internal shuttle that ran down the spine of the ship and within several minutes we were stopped at the Colonel’s training bay.
"Over here we have our ship simulators. We can simulate a battle in space above just about any world we have traveled to. All the ships in the database are available for combat and I myself have run through a few scenarios with them, they are outstanding! I came out of there with sweat pouring down my face due to the stress the simulation puts you under. It’s that good!"
"Over here, we have our mock Milgari frigate. I have stormed that thing a couple times now and wow! Unbelievable! George managed to get us a load of 3D holo-helmets and I can tell you that charging down a hallway with one of those helmets on is like charging down the real thing. The guys have programmed in the Milgari tactics and reactions that we have so far encountered. I’ve rounded a corner more than once and have almost crapped my pants from being surprised. It’s all very real."
We continued to walk as the Colonel talked. "Now down in this area we have our live fire drills for the conventional weapons. As you can see it’s enclosed. We had a couple episodes of people out here being hit by frag. One lost an eye, so we had it enclosed. The nice thing about it is all the smoke and toxic debris from any explosives used will get filtered out locally. That allows us to walk around out here without worry. It takes too long to filter out this whole bay."
"Now this next one is something that I always wanted, but I never had the budget for. It’s an exterior mockup and inside this red line over here is a gravity free zone. We shielded this area around the mockup which will allow us to practice crawling all over these things just like if we were in space. We could practice outside on the real thing, but our training regimen in here can be much more intense with instructors standing out here. And if our boys screw up while learning they aren’t in need of rescue."
"And over here we have our final quadrant. We brought in terrain from the planet below. Dirt, rocks, water, ice, we threw in a wind generator and a heat source and we can simulate planetary environments. We can even adjust the gravity levels. If we decide on a planet-side raid we have the facility needed to train for it."
"There is one more benefit of having all this. I realize that it cost a lot to construct, but we have to keep in mind that these Marines aren’t ones for sitting still for more than a day or so. They start to go bonkers, which means fights and low morale. This bay can serve to keep them busy as well as trained. And a busy Marine is a happy Marine. Now, have any questions for me?"
I looked around at the bay and all the Colonel and his men had accomplished in such a short time. "No Colonel, I don’t have any questions. You have impressed me with your drive and determination ever since I first met you. All of this… I don’t know if I would expect anything less out of you. I’m sure if I were to provide you with the resources you would be running this whole galaxy in a very short time."
The Colonel slapped his big hand on my shoulder and squeezed. "I’m sure I could conquer this whole galaxy if given the means, but that is where I stop. I can manage the fighting, I can manage keeping the peace, but it takes someone with a lot more skill to manage everything else. That’s where you come in Grange. Don Grange! Supreme leader of the galaxy! Hahahaha!" The Colonel tilted his head down and spit a wad of Omega root on my pant leg.
My tour of the Suppressor continued. I was shown the ship repair bay and the living quarters for our Marines, I was shown the new bay where Gy and Rita would be constructing Raiders, I was shown our maintenance facilities where the entire freighter turned station was kept running and I was shown our engineering facilities where Bucci and our programmers continued to enhance our systems.
I stopped briefly in the computer lab to see what the guys had been working on. Our flight computers were being given an upgrade that took into account the field of battle. If a ship’s armor had taken a strike on the right side, the computer attempted to turn the ship’s flight angle, so that the same spot would be difficult to strike a second time. By spreading the hits out across the surface of the ship we would be able to stay in the fight longer. The programmer’s work continued to impress.
After the tour I moved up to the Bridge to sit and watch the daily operations. Even with all the construction going on things were quiet. We had more credits than we could use, we had more Tantric ore than we could sell and the Colonel was preparing for another recruiting run to the Grid. He was looking to triple the size of his force in the coming months. The easy recruits had already come aboard.
It seemed we were now in the mode of recruiting managers for our managers to manage. The organization was growing at an alarming pace. I sat looking out the bridge bay window at the rocky world of Jarhead down below. The nation of Defiant was real and growing. I wondered what the coming year would bring.
I was startled by a hand on my shoulder. "Sorry Sir, didn’t mean to scare you, was just wondering if you would like a beverage. We just finished a lunch meeting and we have a few left over. Oh, and my name is Hiller Sir. I’m a Bridge tech, you know, I keep this entire place running... I just wanted to say that it’s a pleasure to meet you Sir, an honor really."
I shook his hand and accepted the offer he held out in the other. It was a berry drink that George’s team of buyers had purchased on some third world planet. Most of the goods we consumed daily had come from similar sources. It was just one more way we had used to conceal our existence. As I sat back in my chair, staring out the window with the beverage in my hand, I wondered how long it would be before we were discovered.



Chapter 14
 
 
The chatter regarding a Milgari attack had eased since our capture of the two loads of Tantric ore. The Prassi had fled from the attack on their system only to return after a lengthy fight. With much of their infrastructure in shambles they would be busy for years rebuilding. I thought it was time that I made an effort to once again contact them about the selling of Tantric ore.
Our assembly line for the first Raider had been in operation for months. The first of the ships, the Hunter, had taken its maiden flight. All tests had gone exceedingly well and the Hunter was being stocked for its first mission.
A number of members of her crew had been trained in the art of Tantric plating. With a generous supply of highly refined ore, together with a small on-board lab, the Hunter’s crew would be able to repair damage to their armor while away from the Suppressor, a function that was crucial for an extended tour of duty.
With the hunter soon launched on its first tour of duty I set my sights on the Prassi system where I hoped to once again be a seller of Tantric. When I arrived the Prassi were busy, they had cities to repair and space docks and space stations to rebuild. They were in dire need of Tantric for the re-plating of their ships and I had a large cargo to sell.
But the Prassi were no longer in a position to pay as they had been before. Their economy was in shambles and much of their accumulated wealth had been pilfered by the Milgari. I was offered what little gemstones they had as well as the plans for their missile technology, a technology that was largely useless for our needs.
"Please accept our generous offer of our defensive technology. As I am sure you saw from our previous battles it was at times highly effective. We understand there are better methods out there, but this is what we have to offer."
I thanked the Prassi ambassador and headed back to the Swift to take it under consideration. The offer was anything but generous, but it was all that they had.
I returned several hours later with my counter offer. "I sympathize with your plight Mr. Ambassador. So, I have come up with a plan that I hope meets both of our needs. We will deliver one hundred kilotons of ore per month. Payment will be with the gemstones you currently possess for the first three months followed by the offer of technology. This will allow you time to acquire more gemstones for trade before having to give up your secrets. If you determine that you have other commodities to trade during that time we will make every effort to take those into consideration."
The Ambassador had little leeway to object and the deal was struck. We would park an ore hauler just outside of their sensor range and once a month it would come in and unload a set amount of refined Tantric ore. A Defender would be in escort and would be the means to transport the payment back to the Suppressor.
When I returned to our base the Colonel was readying his men for a trip out to the Milgari mining planet. If the freighter that was parked there was nearing capacity we would attempt another raid. After Frig had conducted deep scans of the planet it was determined to hold a vast amount of Tantric ore. I was sure we would meet with significant resistance as the mine itself was a valuable commodity, a commodity that the Milgari were likely in short supply of.
The following week we arrived just outside of their sensor range. Frig began his scans and we soon learned what we would up against. Twenty-two battleships and 31 cruisers were parked in a defensive formation around the space-dock and freighter. The freighter was nearing capacity.
But there was another ship in the system that we were not familiar with. It was identified as a Durian Warmonger, a ship that was only rumored to be in existence. The Durian ship was three times the size of a Milgari battleship and instead of having two main ion cannons, it had 16. A deep scan of the armor on its hull revealed a thickness that we had yet to see. It was a blend of Tantric and another material that we were not familiar with. A raid on the system was now in question.
The Colonel spoke. "We have weeks before that cargo is ready to move. I think we should camp here and discuss our options. We don’t know the capabilities of that Durian ship, heck, we don’t even know if it would join in a fight against us, but it sure does throw a wrench in the works. My boys are evaluating the data from that scan. I’m betting we will need data that is of a higher resolution than what we can obtain from here."
The Colonel was right. I soon concocted a plan to get the Swift in close. We would ride in behind an asteroid and then roll out during a blind spot behind the fifth planet in the system. It was a gaseous giant that would be uninhabited. We would then hide in its upper atmosphere and move slowly around until we had a clean image of the Durian ship for a scan. If our movement was slow we felt that we could easily go undetected.
The gas giant had a blue tone due to its high content of methane. We would have to minimize our stay in the upper clouds as the corrosive effect of methane would eat away at our outer layers of Tantric armor. An asteroid was gathered from a near system and pushed in the direction of the mining colony.
We rolled out as soon as our position was hidden from the Durian ship and took up a position just above the atmosphere of the blue planet. "Sir, I’ve done a few quick calculations regarding the corrosive nature of that methane. We will lose approximately one layer every 57 minutes if we maintain an altitude within 5 kilometers of the outer atmospheric layer. We will however, be exposed at that altitude.
I looked at Frig’s data. "So, what are you proposing? What are we up against?"
Frig punched his keyboard and pulled up a chart. "The deeper we go the higher the rate of corrosion. At 20 kilometers we will lose one layer every 23 minutes, at 100 kilometers that rate rises to one layer every 7 minutes."
"This is an extremely thick atmosphere Sir, but it is very thin at the highest levels. We will need two minutes for the scan to complete and we can be no deeper than 400 kilometers or we lose resolution. At 400 kilometers we will be losing one layer per minute. I’ve plugged in our estimated travel time through the atmosphere to achieve the needed position. If we are able to stick to the exact plan I believe we will have two layers remaining upon our return."
I threw my hands in the air. "Two layers? Are you kidding? Why didn’t you do this analysis back there before we came barreling in here? You do realize that we no longer have an asteroid to hide behind right? I mean, what is our exit plan?"
Frig looked at me with an uncommitted look. "Perhaps we rushed in before planning this one out fully Sir. I think we are both a bit intimidated by that Durian ship."
Again I threw my hands in the air. "Perhaps? Do you think?"
I stood and began to pace back and forth on the deck. "What we need here is a new plan, a plan where we have covered all the angles!"
I paced for several minutes before the questions began to flow. "Is there anything we can do to minimize the corrosive effect of that methane? Ionize the hull, spray it with some coating? Set off an ion bomb?" I continued to pace.
Frig replied, "Sir, all of those are excellent suggestions. I’m afraid that we cannot ionize our hull as the Tantric Aquamarine will only absorb it. We do not have anything to apply to the hull and the negative ion bomb would either be inert or it would rapidly increase the rate of decay. I am afraid that we may have to take our chances with a minimum number of layers remaining Sir."
I responded, "And what do we do with the info once we get it? We can’t just fly it back out there!"
Frig took several seconds to reply. "You are correct in that we cannot fly it out there as we would then give away our position. What we can do is to load the data onto a passive probe, and then push the probe in their direction with a minimal ion burst."
Frig turned back to his keyboard and typed away frantically. "There is a high likelihood that they would not notice an object of that size. It would take three days to make it out of sensor range Sir, that is three days that we will have to wait out here while fully exposed. If the Milgari were to send out a picket we would be easily detected."
I pursed my lips and then responded. "So, fly in slowly as the ship dissolves, capture the data and return, and we then pack it on a probe and launch it out to the others. Then we sit for three days with our butts up in the air while they figure out what to do. Did I get that right?"
Frig nodded.
I continued my pacing for several minutes. "I don’t like your plan, but it’s all we have so let’s just do it and get it over with. Set your way-points and take us in."
The Swift slowly moved through the gas giant’s upper levels and the defensive console began to show the damage.
"Four layers… there goes five… bye bye six…"
Frig spoke, "Sir, beginning the scan now."
I looked over his shoulder and then back at the defensive console.
"Eight… nine…"
The Swift turned and again moved slowly back towards where it had begun.
"Eleven… twelve… thirteen… Frig, come on, get us out of this soup. It’s eating us alive!"
As Frig had predicted, we exited the methane atmosphere with only two layers of Tantric armor remaining. "Sir, the data has been stored and we are packing it onto a probe now."
Frig continued to punch away at his keyboard.
Frig continued, "Hmmm. This is interesting. I took the liberty to model the corrosion of the methane on our hull armor. It seems that while the Tantric was dissolved, the Aquamarine now has a tighter bond. I’m running a charged bolt simulation now… interesting. The charged bolt, all the way up to a battle cannon level, was completely absorbed and dissipated by the Aquamarine. I find the mechanics of this phenomenon highly unusual."
I placed my hand on his shoulder as I looked at the data on his console. "So, you are saying we can now somehow magically take a full cannon shot without damage?"
Frig again punched away on his keyboard. He then came to a stop. "Hmm. That is precisely what I am saying Sir. But there is one caveat; the Aquamarine now makes up the outer layer which is vulnerable to debris strikes as we travel at high speeds. The Tantric below will prevent hull penetration, but the outer layers would wear off on a trip of any duration."
I again paced back and forth. "So, we are now stuck here until the Colonel and his lot figures something out. What have you been able to discern from the Durian ship?"
Frig punched away. "It appears that the cannons are more powerful, as we suspected, but we won’t know by how much until such time as they fire them. Their armor has the same unknowns. It is Tantric based, but it has some other combination of material in it that I can only guess is for charge dissipation, similar to our Aquamarine."
"The coatings on that ship also have an effect on its visual signature. From this distance we can clearly see its size, but from a greater distance it would appear to be about one third the size that it is. That would come in quite handy when… whoa."
I stopped my pacing. Exclamations were something rarely used by Frig. I turned to see what had his attention.
I spoke, "Ho… we are toast my friend!"
There hovering before us was the Durian Warmonger. Its sinister sleek black appearance foretold of our demise.
A hail came over the comm. "You are in direct violation of Milgari space! Identify yourself!"
I sat in my chair and pulled the seat belt tight. "Don’t bother answering. We have nothing to say. I’m placing the self-destruct on for a one minute delay. We can’t be taken captive or we give up our technology. Switch our cannon to the plus-minus pulse. If you sense a cannon powering up of anything then take it out."
Frig switched the cannon to alternating pulse output. "Cannon switched Sir. And I’m afraid we will not detect them powering up their cannons Sir. They are already waiting, ready to fire."
Again the Durian ship blasted out a hail. "Intruder. This is your final warning. Identify yourself and be prepared to be boarded!"
We remained silent, staring at the Durian ship that filled our screen. "Awe, what the heck… unidentified ship. Please prepare to be boarded yourself. The Defiant navy is hereby confiscating your ship and placing your crew under arrest!"
I then turned and nodded to Frig with a smile. "Been nice knowing you!"
Seconds later a bright blue bolt shot from one of the Durian cannons. Its power registered an order of magnitude higher that a Milgari battle cannon. I winced, waiting for the inevitable blackness that would come with death, but the Swift’s hull only shuddered from the powerful beam as the newly formed skin absorbed the ion charge.
The Milgari waited several seconds and then fired again. The second pulse yielded the same result. The Swift shuddered as the charge was dissipated.
I then spoke. "Hit ‘em right in that gun turret with all we have. I don’t know what to think about this magic coating we now have, but I like it!"
Frig pressed the fire button and the Durian ship took a direct hit to the cannon mount that had fired upon us. The cannon exploded as the ionic charge expanded and a deep crater was left in its place.
The Durian ship began to turn. "Hit her again and keep blasting until there is nothing left!"
The Swift shuddered as each new bolt of energy left its cannon. The Durian ship quickly lost its left engine and a third strike took out a second cannon. The Warmonger returned fire as it attempted to flee and again the Swift absorbed its blows.
I continued, "Target that second engine before it… grrrr!"
The Durian ship shot off into the distance as its remaining engine came on full. Seconds later the first of the Milgari battleships rounded the gas giant with its cannons blazing. Two precision shots by Frig took the battleship’s cannons offline. It accelerated past us in an attempt to flee. Frig hit its vulnerable spot, just before the engines and the battleship quickly lost thrust. I pitied no one on-board her as she began to descend into the methane atmosphere of the gas giant we orbited.
I then began to push our own throttle forward. Frig reached out his hand to stop me. "No Sir. If we move we risk damaging this armor with the debris from those ships. We are going to have to wait for them to come to us!"
I pulled back my hand with a frown. "Always gotta spoil the fun don’t you!"
Four more of the Milgari battleships then rounded the planet and began to fire. The Swift rumbled as each bolt of energy was absorbed. Frig then opened up with our cannon.
I spoke, "Just take out their engines and let that planet do the rest. Those cannons are no longer a threat!"
The ion engines of all four battleships were taken offline with precision shots from our single cannon. The four ships then began their slow de-orbits towards a corrosive death that would be hard to imagine. We were then joined by the Colonel and the other ships.
The Colonel spoke, "Grange! You never cease to amaze me! A Durian ship just turned tail and ran from you. You are… well… I just don’t have words for it right now."
I pressed the comm button. "Colonel, I can explain later, right now we need you to pull us into your hold and move us over to the rest of that fleet. We can’t move ourselves without risking damage."
The Sleuth pulled alongside and its bay doors opened. The Swift was pulled inside and the doors closed. The process was then repeated in reverse as the other ships began to engage the small Milgari fleet. The Sleuth froze the first cruiser in place and then began to obliterate it with its twin cannons.
The Slayer and the other Defenders moved into battle with the Milgari as the Slaughter headed for the freighter and the bounty that it carried. We sat in the middle, begging for any ship to come our way. Two cruisers were quickly annihilated by our cannon as their own blasts went off without damage.
I spoke, "Frig. Can we safely maneuver over to that freighter? I don’t think we are going to get any of those other ships coming our way now that they have witnessed what we can do."
Frig punched commands into his console. I have limited the throttle to 1%. It will take approximately 22 minutes to reach the freighter Sir, if we leave now."
I pushed the throttle and we slowly made our way to the freighter. The remaining Milgari ships were putting up a fierce battle. They had moved into an asteroid field that made direct shots difficult, but they were fighting a war they could not win.
We pulled up to a docking bay on the freighter as I clicked my helmet into place and secured my blaster in my belt. I then picked up my AK-47 and a backpack full of clips.
I turned to Frig before opening the hold door. "Keep the engines running as I probably won’t be long. I’d bet the Colonel’s men have already taken the Bridge."
I then hopped out of the hold doorway and scrambled across the bay deck.
Frig closed the door behind me before coming on the comm. "Sir, if you have not noticed, the power is still on. The Ghouls have not used a negative ion bomb Sir. Blasters are armed."
An instant before I could reply a bolt flew just over my head. I sprinted towards a stack of crates as more bolts came my way. Once behind cover I turned to see where they originated from. There were two Milgari crewmen standing behind a row of barrels. I loosed several rounds from the AK before pulling out my blaster.
AK-ak-ak-ak!
The empty barrels rattled as the .762mm rounds from the AK penetrated and exited through the back. The crewmen scrambled for new, more substantial cover.
A bolt struck the crate in front of me sending splinters of wood in every direction. The concussion of the exploding bolt knocked me backwards onto the floor. The next bolt obliterated the crate behind which I had been hiding. I rolled to the left and pulled a grenade from the backpack that I carried.
The pin was pulled and the grenade tossed in the Milgari’s direction. Four seconds later the blast could be heard and felt.
Booom!
The Milgari blasters went silent. When I sat up to look over the crate in front of me I was given a scene where the two crewmen were writhing about on the floor. One had lost a leg and the other was bleeding heavily from his torso. I sprinted across the deck and ended the affair.
Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak!
My immediate battle was over. Frig came on the comm. "Sir, I detect one more crewman on the deck, he is in the corner over to your left and is armed with a steel pipe. I pulled another grenade from my pack and tossed it towards the hiding Milgari crewman. As the grenade left my hand he charged out from behind the stockpile of material he had been using as cover. The grenade detonated in the corner without causing injury.
As the crewman raced towards me with the pipe lifted over his head, I pulled my blaster from my belt. I squeezed the trigger and a bolt of ions entered his chest and exploded. The dead Milgari fell to the floor with a thud.
Seconds later an ion bomb detonated and the lights in the bay went out. I was now reliant on the night vision built into my helmet. I spoke, "Frig. I’m heading through those doors over there to my right. If the layout of this freighter is like the last I should see engineering and maintenance through those doors. Any crew that is not on the Bridge would normally be in there."
I slowly pushed open the double doors and looked up and down the empty hall beyond. The signs on the wall translated into engineering on the left followed by maintenance. My hunch had been right. I proceeded down the hallway with my AK-47 at the ready. I stopped at the first door. It was engineering. A tink-tink sound could be heard coming from within. I slowly pushed open the door and was met halfway by a mad rushing Milgari crewman. He hit the door hard, sending me violently backwards into the far hallway wall. My helmet hit the wall with a clang, snapping my neck forward.
In an instant the raging Milgari was on top of me. Its small mouth and sharp teeth were gnashing at my face shield as it attempted to rip the eyes from my head. I reached for my knife and with a single move swung it around toward its temple. My swing was stopped by an outstretched arm and the knife knocked to the floor.
I struggled with the weight as the Milgari flailed its arms, thrashing at my torso. When my outstretched hand once again discovered the knife I picked it up and plunged it into the Milgari’s side. It howled in pain and then continued with its beating. My grip on the knife was lost as the crewman thrust the claw on its right wrist into my left shoulder, repeatedly stabbing deep into my flesh.
As I winced in pain the crewman pulled my knife from its side and raised it over its head. I was an instant away from having the steel of my own blade rammed through my chest! A single shot then rang out!
Ak!
It was Frig, he had come from the Swift to offer support.
"Sir, are you OK Sir? I think we need to get you back to a medic. Your shoulder looks in bad shape and those Milgari claws carry bacteria that can be toxic to Humans."
With a single grunt Frig hoisted me onto his shoulder and began to move back towards the Swift. Seconds before I lost consciousness I again heard the sound of the AK.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
When I awakened I was in the hospital bay on the Sleuth. Our raid had been successful and we were headed home with another freighter full of ore. The Colonel was sitting in a chair beside me reading over reports. "Grange! Glad to see you are still with us! Doc here says you were touch and go from those wounds. Looks like you are going to be laid up right here for the ride home."
I’ll give you chance to heal up a bit before I give you a beating of my own. You can’t keep taking these chances Grange. You are too valuable to the cause. Anyway, you rest up here for a bit, Nurse Martha will take good care of you, she might even give you a sponge bath. Hahahaha!"
The Colonel winked and spit a chew of Omega root on the sheet on the end of the bed. The nurse scowled as he started to leave the room. I managed a few words of my own. "Colonel! No risk no reward…" I slipped back into unconsciousness.



Chapter 15
 
 
My recovery was coming along slowly. The bacterium from the Milgari attack had made its way into my liver and was causing havoc with its normal function. I had been in and out of our hospital on the Suppressor a number of times as I waited for an anti-biotic to be shipped from the Grid. I was now hoping that my eagerness to be involved had not cost me a vital organ. Transplants were common, but they remained a major undertaking that was fraught with risk.
Frig entered the hospital room with a report. "Sir, it seems the Hunter has been quite active and highly successful. We just received a report over the comm. It originated three weeks ago. They are deep within the Milgari supply lines."
"They say we should have five small freighters and material haulers that they have captured heading to the assigned coordinates. The ships should be there waiting by the time we arrive. The Colonel took the liberty to send the Slaughter out with a crew to evaluate them and bring back what is of value."
"They have also been able to interrogate a number of private citizens and others who deal with the Milgari. It seems our raids on the Tantric ore have caused a significant setback to their plans. Their normal modus operandi is to build up a fleet and attack, then repeat the process as necessary. Without Tantric, their ships are not being built."
Frig continued, "They also picked up that the Prassi war had taken a significant toll on the Milgari fleets. It is possible that we have pushed their plans back by as much as a year or more. If we begin to disrupt their trade and supply routes, those plans may get pushed back even farther."
"We sent a response to our boys regarding the Durians that we have seen interacting with the Milgari. They were warned to not engage as they would be well outgunned."
I sat up in my bed, my energy levels were low. "Any casualties? Anyone injured?"
Frig responded, "Their data report did not mention any. I would surmise that it means that they did not have any of significance. I believe our heavy regimen of training and their prior experience is likely paying dividends."
The first of the Raider ships had been an early success. The newest Raider, the Helix, was preparing for its initial trials. The word from the construction docks was that they would be producing a new Raider at a pace of one per month for the remainder of the year. I wondered how much we could grow our organization with the booty we were capturing from the Milgari.
The second massive ore freighter we had captured now sat parked beside the Suppressor. Its nearly full load of Tantric was being refined for sale into our markets. Our credit store continued to expand faster than we could spend it. George was having thoughts of purchasing an automated construction dock. If we wanted to turn out a large number of ships, an automated dock was a necessary asset.
As I continued my convalescence I began once again thinking about Ashley Elizabeth. There was too much at stake for me to risk allowing her into my world. I still knew little about her. It then dawned on me that I had a resource on the Grid at my disposal that had already proven her ability to dig up information. I sent out a crewman in George’s flyer with a note to Doris Jenkins. She was to find out whatever she could about Ashley Elizabeth without exposing herself or the company.
With my note away I paid a visit to George. I inquired about altering my vocal cords to change my voice and if there were any way to change my biometrics such as finger-prints, retinal images or DNA. The vocal chords were a cinch and the procedure was scheduled. The other identifiable metrics were either extremely difficult to change or altogether impossible. Don Grange would always be Don Grange.
During the next several months I regained my strength through the use of antibiotics. Our docks had turned out two more Raiders which had been outfitted with crews and launched on their year-long journeys into the Milgari supply routes. The Raiders would now fly in groups of two so that assistance could be given if needed or destruction of a ship could be performed if it was disabled beyond repair. The captured freighters and other supply ships were stacking up at our designated drop site which we had named the Delta site.
Several hundred laborers had been hired and given the task of identifying all marketable goods that had been acquired. George had hired a crew of 27 sales executives to move the goods throughout our sector of the galaxy. A wholesale warehouse had been opened on the Grid to assist in the moving of product.
Since all the goods had come from the Milgari territories there were no claims of stolen merchandise. If complaints arose due to competition we merely raised our prices so that the legitimate businesses remained profitable, a tactic which only added to our wealth.
The rocky world of Jarhead that we had claimed as our home had a breathable atmosphere and a temperate climate, but it lacked water and as such had remained a barren planet. With our vast and growing resources we had begun an effort to terraform Jarhead. A number of the captured freighters had been put into service with crews whose sole purpose was to acquire and deliver space ice.
The ice, delivered in the shape of enormous blocks, was pulverized and then pushed into a decaying orbit. Frig performed an analysis and stated that clouds of water vapor should begin to form in less than a year and that rainfall would begin shortly thereafter. His estimates placed Jarhead at being ten years away from being a habitable planet. The undertaking was expensive, but we had credits to burn.
Bucci was hard at work with Gy and Rita trying to unlock the secret of the Aquamarine skin on the Swift. We had taken a direct hit from a Durian cannon without receiving so much as a scratch. There was something about bonding the Aquamarine with Tantric and then dissolving the Tantric that left a layer of material capable of dissipating a tremendous ion charge. Their goal was to attempt to make it durable.
With free time on my hands I had tasked Frig with providing data on our burgeoning organization. It had grown to more than 5,000 members who were eager to claim citizenship in the Defiant Nation. After spending the afternoon perusing the data I came to the conclusion that we were in need of a government. It was a task that was beyond my ability.
A trip to the Grid was planned where a team of historians, engineers and everyday citizens were contracted to do a study. They were given the task of designing the perfect government by taking examples of existing governments and analyzing what about them worked and what did not. More than a hundred personnel were involved with a six month timeframe for completion.
I was certain the arguments between the groups would at times be heated, but the resulting compromises would hopefully yield a form of government that was adaptive, responsive and only interfered with the lives of its citizens for a common defense or when differences of opinion required a judgment to be rendered by an authority. Government was a tricky game that was often easy to manipulate if the wrong parties were able to take control. The proper checks and balances would be required.
In the months following our encounter with the Durian we had not been witness to another sighting. But reports were beginning to come in from our Raider teams that supply ships were being found abandoned, empty of all personnel and materials. It was reasoned that either pirates were active in those areas or some other entity was copying our game. I planned a special trip out to inspect the findings.
The Swift’s armor was restored to its prior construction and then two new Tantric Aquamarine layers were added. In addition the inhibitor field generator was modified with the same conical field enhancement as on the Sleuth and the Raiders. We could now capture and hold a single ship for an extended period of time.
Frig and I paired up with Davis and Wright on the Hammer and set out for the Gonquin sector where the Raiders had been having their success. It was a two month journey, deep into Milgari territory. Our progress was slowed slightly by adopting a zig-zag pattern as we went so that if spotted along the way our origin and destination would remain unknown.
When we arrived in the Gonquin sector the Hunter and the Helix were waiting with a fresh capture. I spoke, "Helix, this is the Swift. Looks like you have a new toy. Mind if we come aboard for an inspection?"
The captain of the Helix, Jarrod Mashburn, responded, "No Sir… I mean yes Sir, please come aboard. The bay will be ready when you get here. We look forward to your visit… err… Captain."
I had to chuckle at the attempt of a formal greeting that Jarrod attempted to espouse. "No need for formalities Jarrod. Just call me Grange or Don like everyone else."
We touched down in the bay and we made our way to the conference room closest to the Bridge.
Jarrod replied, "Welcome aboard… Don. You came at a good time. We just apprehended this fella with a load of Emeralds. I would say at least half a million carats worth of high quality stuff. That is going to fetch us quite the credit load back home Sir. Emeralds are in high demand in our sector. We are interrogating the pilot as we speak. He was alone on the ship."
I nodded my head to show my approval. "Nice work Jarrod. The cause will make use of them in some way. That haul may pay for an entire construction dock by itself. George will be excited. You say you are interrogating the pilot? I would love to sit in on that and listen."
Jarrod stood and gestured towards the door. "Absolutely Sir, so far he hasn’t told us much, but we are working on softening him up. Daniels is leading the questioning; he has this jar of bugs that he likes to set on the table in front of whoever he is talking to. They are really nasty looking things although he says they are really harmless. Can’t say I like them being on the ship, but they serve their purpose."
We entered the conference room and a male, who identified himself as being of the Teldaki species, was sitting in a chair on the far side of the table. He was heavyset with a heavy beard and six eyes just below his forehead. Each eye maneuvered individually just as the images of chameleons I had seen in the Grid archives as a school child. The eyes were constantly on the move giving the species a chaotic appearance.
Daniels nodded and then turned back towards the alien. "So, your name if Ribin and you are a Teldaki… while that is nice, I am more interested in your cargo and your destination."
Daniels pushed the jar of bugs an inch closer. All six eyes of the Teldaki turned and focused on the Jar. "My friends here… they love to consume flesh, especially this big red one. Ho… I tell you, I could sit and watch him eat all day. He is just relentless and from what I’ve seen. He likes to start with the eyes."
Ribin squirmed in his chair. The intimidation continued for several minutes with the Teldaki not saying a word.
I looked at Daniels and spoke, "You mind if I have a shot?"
Daniels stepped back, "Be my guest Sir. He clammed up about a half hour ago after stating his name and species. The bugs have only been out a few minutes… but they are getting hungry."
Daniels smiled at Ribin and then pulled the jar back from the table.
I started with my attempt at gaining knowledge. "Mr. Ribin is it? I hope my colleagues have been courteous to you on your visit. Mr. Daniels here, he gets a little impatient sometimes, but he means well."
I turned towards one of the guards in the room. Mitchel, can you go over to Mr. Ribin’s ship and see if there is some food over there he would like to eat? He’s looking a bit hungry."
The alien then moved briefly towards the table and spoke. "The Credish, please bring the Credish. You will find it in the heated compartment in a blue jar."
I seized the moment to break open the conversation. "Credish? I’m not familiar with that dish. What does it consist of?"
Ribin immediately opened up, telling about the Credish and the variety of other dishes he had available on his ship. He was big for a reason and that reason was made abundantly clear. Once he had food in front of him he began to tell his story. His world was rich in Emeralds. When the Milgari took over his population had mostly been slaughtered. Those that remained behind worked in the mines.
"You see, I was once in the mines myself. I was an accountant and tallied the stones each day. When a job opened as a shuttle pilot I applied and moved up. My apprentice moved into my old job as tally master. Then, two of your years ago, my fortune improved again when the pilot of this vessel passed away. It is the highest job on my planet. Many would kill to take my place."
I leaned back and crossed my arms. "Hmm, highest job. That makes you like the president or king or something of your people doesn't it? Are you the representative of the Teldaki? Do you have authority over your people?"
Ribin looked nervous. "Oh no, it is nothing like that. The overlords run everything. I just do my job without question and I do it well. So long as they receive their tally they leave me alone. I do sometimes get lonely though as the trip to the drop-off and back is a six week journey. But Jeoffry, the new shuttle pilot, I get to talk to him when the ship is being loaded, him and the grocery clerk at the drop-off."
I placed my hands together and set them on the table in front of me. "So, every six weeks you take a new load of Emeralds to the drop-off?" Ribin continued to talk as he feasted on his Credish. "Yes, I was on the way there when your men intervened."
Ribin then once again became nervous. "I hope you will not keep me long. If the shipment is overdue they might turn the job over to Jeoffry. He talks about how wonderful I have it. He is my friend, but I do like the position I have."
I turned to Daniels. "Do you have the position of the drop-off from his nav computer?"
Daniels replied as he stood up. "Working on that now Sir."
He exited the room as I turned my questioning back to Ribin. "What can you tell me about the drop-off?"
The Teldaki smiled. "I can tell you what I know. It is an enormous vessel with a tremendous capacity. Each of the worlds in this region bring their mined goods to the drop-off. It takes almost a year to fill its holds with the riches from the Milgari worlds in this region. There is a small celebration each year when the big ship departs. It is something the ore pilots all look forward to. Last year was my first time at a departure. It was a grand event!"
Daniels soon returned and sat back down in his chair. "Got the location Sir."
I thanked him and turned my attention back to Ribin with a smile. "When is this departure celebration to occur next?"
Ribin licked the Credish from his fat fingers. "I am hoping it is this journey, if not then it will certainly be the next. I will know when I arrive if there are a number of ore pilots parked and waiting."
I then stood and held out my hand. "Mr. Ribin, I thank you for your time and my men apologize for any inconvenience we have caused."
As he shook my hand I could feel the grease from the Credish soaking into my pores. Daniels stood along with us while giving me a confused look.
I turned to the guard in the room and spoke, "Could you escort Mr. Ribin back to his ship with all courtesies bestowed to a guest? He must be on his way and we are keeping him from his duties." The guard nodded and smiled.
"Oh, and Mr. Ribin, I hope you will be discrete about our little encounter here. The Milgari do not like unusual circumstances and I would hate for it to jeopardize your position as ore pilot."
Ribin again looked nervous and then replied. "I will not tell a soul Mr... Sir." He smiled as he left the room.
Daniels then spoke. "What gives Sir, if you don't mind my asking?"
I then explained that we would be taking down a freighter that would be hauling precious gems from the entire region. Daniels was soon sporting a big grin. I followed Daniels to the Bridge and explained our new plans to the Captain.
Jarrod replied. "Nice work Grange. You should have been an interrogator!"
I responded, "All I saw was a heavy man who looked hungry. The Credish did the rest!"
We let Ribin go until his ship was just at the end of our sensor range. After following him for two weeks he arrived at the immense freighter that was parked in the middle of nowhere. A Milgari battleship and cruiser sat as escorts beside it. The 26 small ore ships that made up a ring in front of the massive freighter told us that the departure celebration was scheduled to begin.
Ribin unloaded his haul and then joined the other ships, completing the ring. With two Raiders at our disposal the capture of the freighter would be as easy as they came. I turned to Jarrod with my thoughts. "If we wait until their celebration has concluded we can hit that ship without their involvement. If those other pilots are like Ribin, they are just innocent pawns of the Milgari. We can take out those warships as they are moving."
Jarrod nodded his head. "I was thinking along those same lines Don. The Colonel was very clear about us always looking to minimize any collateral damage. We want these people out here to one day be or friends. You make that a tough sell if you are killing them for no good reason."
We parked and waited for the celebration to begin. There was no visible sign of anything grand. Jarrod's comm officer eventually tapped into their comm channel and the pilots could be heard talking about the various things that each had heard over the prior year. New pilots were welcomed and those that had passed on were given a somber sendoff speech. When the giant freighter began to move the pilots all ended their conversations and headed for home. Their grand celebration was merely a chance to converse with others.



Chapter 16
 
 
We tracked the freighter and its escorts for a full day before launching our assault. The Colonel barked out commands, "Higgins! King! Get your squads ready and staged, and get those transfer tubes set up. Those two warships should be offline in a hurry. After that we hit the freighter. She's big and will take us some time to clean out. Grange here tells me that our boys back at the Delta site found two stowaways that were trying to get their ships restarted so they could steal them back. We can't afford that on this one as this freighter is the mother-load!"
The Hunter and the Helix accelerated well past the position of the freighter and her escort. The turn was made and they charged in head first. The freighter immediately dropped from light-speed and began a zig-zag pattern in an attempt to make her difficult to board. The Hunter and the Helix met the battleship and cruiser escort with their cannons ablaze. The two Milgari ships were soon disabled and then annihilated.
The two Raiders caught up to the freighter, initiated their inhibitor field generators and clamped themselves onto the freighter fore-deck. Breach tubes were extended and the Marines stormed the massive ship. I returned to my locker on the Swift and retrieved my AK. Frig was sitting in the cockpit.
Frig spoke, "Sir, do you really think it wise for you to be storming in there with the others. You are still recovering from your injury are you not?"
I wriggled my shoulder. "Feels fine. And you should know by now that I will go stir crazy sitting back and watching on a monitor."
I grabbed a backpack full of clips and grenades and smiled. "Time to go have some fun!"
I turned and exited the Swift. A quick jog placed me in one of the breach tubes and I was soon aboard the freighter with the Marines.
Daniels was leading the Helix squads. "Grange! I thought you might show up. Go with Sergeant Meyer and her group. You will be cleaning out the docking bay, maintenance and engineering. I hear you are familiar with the layouts of those. And Meyer! Keep that man out of trouble will yah! We don’t have the facilities out here to patch him up."
I turned and headed down the hall following Meyer and her squad of seven as Daniels took the remaining assault force towards the Bridge. I jumped as the concussion and thud from the ion bomb could be felt. We were now on conventional weapons for at least the next ten minutes.
Meyer was an attractive middle aged blonde. Her warm smile and innocent face did not match her harsh voice. "Grange! Get your ass behind Marvis and Dell. I don’t want you getting your butt shanked again while in my squad. You want to tag along with us then fine, but if I find you are freelancing I’m sending you back to the Helix. We function as a team here and our first priority is to move as a team and get our jobs done without losing anyone. There are no replacements this far from home!"
I nodded and fell in line at my designated position. Meyer was the first to poke her head into the docking bay. All appeared quiet. She took five steps and ducked behind a container. The next Marine was then waived through the door.
Meyer took half of the squad to the right while the half I was now with moved to the left. We stopped under a stairwell that went up to a crosswalk. As we stared across the bay I suddenly heard movement from above. I instinctively rolled on my back with my weapon aiming up.
Two Milgari then leapt from the rail onto the two Marines beside me.
Ak-ak-ak-ak!
The Milgari immediately to my left slumped over onto the Marine being attacked. The second Marine was not as fortunate. The Milgari drove his wrist spikes hard into the Marine’s shoulders and then began to beat him violently with its arms.
Ak-ak!
The second Milgari slumped to the floor.
Dell yelled out. "Pucket’s down! Fall back into the hall and let’s get him back on the Helix! Meyer, this is Dell, we are taking Pucket back to the Helix, will return ASAP."
Meyer acknowledged with a flip of two fingers from across the bay. As we turned back towards the door a second assault came.
Three Milgari crewmen, armed with long sharp crate poles made their move. Marvis turned to fire as the first of the screeching Milgari reached him.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
"Arrrrgh! Gaw!"
Ak-ak-ak!
A crate pole was protruding from Marvis’ back where he had been run through. The Milgari attacker was dead as Marvis slumped over in pain.
A second pole narrowly missed my head as a crewman heaved it in my direction.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak!
The two remaining attackers fell silent. We again turned our efforts towards evacuating our fellow squad members. Marvis’ condition was critical as the crate pole had punctured his left lung. He began coughing up blood just before losing consciousness.
When the team reached the breach tube I turned back towards Meyer and the others. When I arrived at the bay I pushed the door open slowly and peeked in. Meyer and her team had made their way to a far corner. I could see movement behind a stack of crates in front of them.
"Meyer! Grange. The crates in front of you have movement behind them. Too dark to see how many."
Meyer responded. "Roger Grange. We’ve have been working our way towards them. Where is the rest of your team?"
I replied, "I’m sure they will be back soon enough Sergeant. I’m going to work my way around to you."
Meyer came back with an agitated voice, "That’s a negative Grange! Get back to your team and don’t go anywhere without them. And Grange! Don’t piss me off by sticking your neck out on your own. We play by the rules here and I’m the one making the rules!"
Meyer’s attention was then turned back towards the crates in front of her. She was preparing to assault the stack of crates when a screech was let out. A species that we had not encountered then sprinted across the deck, screaming as it ran.
Ak-ak-ak!
The creature fell silent. Meyer turned to the Marine who had fired. "Clark! Who told you to fire! That was a slave not a Milgari. They are not a threat!"
Clark looked out at the dead slave. "Sorry Sarge, nerves got to me. Won’t happen ag…"
Three Milgari then sprang from a crate behind Meyer and her team. The first to reach the Marines was carrying a meat clever. Clark’s head suddenly rolled out onto the deck as the Milgari took its first swing. Before shots could be fired the two remaining Milgari, who were wielding knifes, were on top of two other Marines.
Meyer pulled out a .45 caliber handgun for close combat. Three more Milgari then leapt over the crates she had been watching and raced towards her now turned back. I busted through the doors in a sprint.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
The Milgari behind Meyer dropped to the deck as my bullets ripped through their bodies.
Meyer turned back.
Boom! Boom! Boom!
The three new Milgari were dead. When the fighting had ended two more Marines were injured with knife wounds, contusions and stab wounds from fist beatings and wrist spikes. I continued to sprint before diving on the deck in an attempt to slide out behind the stacked crates. When I came to a standstill there were three more slaves huddling in fear. The docking bay had been cleared.
I coaxed the slaves from their squatting positions while Meyer and her team began to evac the injured Marines. "Grange! You do everything I ask you not to! But thanks for catching my back. Dell and his team are in the hall out there. I’ll be taking Dithers and Wells with me and joining him to finish our mission. I’m trusting that you will take our guests there aboard the Helix for some questioning. It should give you something to do to keep your nose out of my business."
I gestured with my gun for the three alien slaves to move forward. Back on the Helix I took them into the conference room and began to ask questions. Before sitting down I asked the guard with me to get four glasses and a pitcher of water. He complied.
I gestured for the three to sit across from me. They were shivering in fear. I laid my gun on the floor beside my chair and sat down with a smile. "Welcome to freedom!"
The three looked on with confusion in their eyes. "I said welcome to freedom. You are no longer slaves of the Milgari Empire. You are free citizens of whatever world you have originally come from. My name is Grange, Don Grange. I assume each of you have names?"
It soon became apparent that the slaves were all female. The one seated in the middle spoke as the two on either side of her clung to her arms. "I am Missa, this is Tara and Bezith."
I nodded and continued. "OK, well, we are Humans. What species are you?"
The guard returned with the glasses and water. I poured four glasses and then pushed three across the table at our three huddled guests. I picked up the glass and began to drink and gestured towards the others with my free hand. The three slaves each slowly reached out and took the glasses into their hands. They began to drink.
I continued, "So, we are Humans and we are at war with the Milgari. As I said, you are now free citizens. If you help us by answering my questions, I will attempt to help you in any way I can. Is there a planet you are from? A system?"
The center slave placed her glass on the table. "My name is Missa, we are Thulians. Our planet Thules was overrun 12 years ago by the Milgari. My sisters and I are slaves of the warlord Grakus. He commands this sector. We were selected from our world and were in transit to his ship at Barithia."
"Barithia is the headquarters for this sector. We were told it would be a high honor to serve in his bath. He has many wives and we will… were to be their personal slaves. We were working in a factory that assembled environmental systems. My sisters and I were on a team that achieved the highest output at the factory. From that, we were selected for this position."
Missa continued, "Our sister Mira? Will we be able to see her body? There are traditions on our world that we would like to keep. The Milgari have not allowed them for the 12 years of occupation. We would like to grieve in our own way if possible."
I turned to the guard with a request that Mira’s body be brought aboard and that one of our med techs should do their best to clean her wounds. When ready she would be placed in a room where her sisters could perform their ritual. The guard nodded and then turned and left.
I spoke, "We are sorry for your loss. Sometimes the innocent are casualties of war. We make every effort to minimize those casualties but we are only Human… err… well, we are prone to the same errors as everyone."
I pursed my lips to show my solemn concern.
The sisters thanked me for my kindness and for our sacrifices to win their freedom. We were unsure of what to do with them as their world was under control of the Milgari. They could not go back. I made the offer of freedom and citizenship with the Nation of Defiant. Each would have a job, a place to stay and wages. If at some future time their world was freed from the domination of the Milgari, we would make every effort to return them to their home.
I asked the sisters to be patient as we cleared the freighter and told the guard to see to their needs. I returned to see Meyer in engineering where the room had just been cleared.
Meyer spoke, "We ran into heavy resistance on this one. That’s 14 crewmen in this area alone. I’m wondering if this barge is going to be loaded with them. It’s a big boat, but most of these systems are automated. If you follow me we are now headed to the Bridge. They have yet to breach the door. Crewmen keep showing up in the main hall at the worst times. We will be securing that hall and all the rooms along it."
I followed Meyer towards our new mission.
Meyer gave her orders, "Dell! You Grange and Henning take the left side, we’ll go right. Check every possible place for hiders... vents, boxes… every possible place. And keep tight with your formation, I don’t want to be dragging your sorry carcasses out of there later."
The first three rooms were cleared in short order. The fourth room was a bloody mess of Milgari bodies. Those who had been killed in the hallway had been dragged in and stacked in a pile.
As I turned to leave the room I thought I saw movement. "Dell. I’ll catch you in the next one. I’m going to check this pile. I thought I saw one of them move."
Dell and Henning moved on to the next room. I stepped over to the pile and began to poke. The blood soaked floor made for a slippery base.
I poked the body on top of the pile with the barrel of my AK. It was dead as one of the three lobes on its head had been blown open and the brains inside scattered. I took a step towards the next and my right boot slipped across the floor. Before I could catch myself I had fallen and was lying in the Milgari blood. It had a foul stench to it, something akin to garlic and onions from back on the Grid.
I stood looking at my side in disgust as the Milgari blood dripped down the side of my combat suit. I then proceeded to prod the stack of bodies. When I came to the last body on the stack I looked for wounds, none were evident. I poked at the body with the barrel of my AK. It did not move.
As I started to turn towards the door, something in my head told me that something was not right with the last body. I stopped and again poked at it with my AK. In an instant the creature sprang to life and grabbed the barrel of my gun.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
I pulled the trigger, but the rounds did not find their mark.
The Milgari then grabbed me at the hip and pulled me onto the stack with him, screeching as he pulled me close. In the blood I had no footing and soon found myself wresting for my gun. The Milgari pounded his fist against my helmet and then against my ribs. I winced in pain as I tried to maintain my grip.
In a single writhing move the AK was ripped from my hands and I was thrown onto the floor face down. As I rolled over the Milgari sat upright with my AK and pulled the trigger.
Ak-ak!
A round grazed my inner thigh. I shuddered as the next rounds were fired.
Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
The Milgari fell silent. Dell stood in the doorway with a smoking barrel.
"You OK Sir? Not sure what I was thinking. Meyer is gonna be pissed that we left you back here. I’ll be taking some lumps for this one."
I stood, my combat suit dripping with Milgari blood. "Geez Sir, looks like you went through a meat grinder!"
I attempted to brush the blood from my arm with my glove. "I’m fine, almost took a round in the thigh, but it’s just a scratch. And don’t worry about Meyer, she owes me one and I’ll be happy to cash it in."
We continued on to the next room as Meyer came from down the hall. "Grange! You are killing me here! Every time I turn around you are in trouble! Take a break and go clean yourself up. We can handle this hallway."
I pulled a Milgari uniform from a rack and used it to wipe off my boots. "If it’s all the same Sergeant, I would just as soon continue to clear this hall. If it’s not me standing here it will be someone else and I don’t want that on my conscience."
Meyer looked me up and down. "You are one odd bird Grange. You have me baffled as to how you got where you are, but I’ll give credit where it’s due. You keep coming out on the high end of these bad situations. There has to be a reason for that. I’m just not sure what that is exactly."
Meyer turned and barked orders at her men as she proceeded back down the hall. Another nine rooms were cleared before we had an encounter in the tenth. As Dell rounded the corner an alien attacked him with a knife. Before he could react the half meter long blade was thrust through his heart.
Ak-ak!
The alien fell backwards onto the floor; two 7.62mm rounds had penetrated his chest.
I stepped in with my AK trained on him. "We are Humans! We are here to liberate you from the Milgari. Why did you attack!" The male breathed heavily. "I’m… I’m sorry… I didn’t know. I was only trying to protect myself. All the fighting… I was confused."
The alien sat up and then folded over in pain on top of Dell’s body. I reached for his shoulder to offer a hand. He then spun around violently, slashing at me with the long knife as he pulled it from Dell’s chest.
Ak!
A round to his shoulder put a stop to the attempted attack. I placed a boot on his forearm and the barrel of my AK to his forehead. "Why did you do that? We came to help you!"
The alien smiled in a hateful way. "Help us? You attack our ship and try to steal the wealth of our empire and you call it help? You humans are a foul species and one day our galaxy will be rid of you.
I pressed harder with my gun. "Are you saying you are part of the Milgari Empire?"
The alien spat blood and then laughed. "The Milgari Empire? Hahahaha! I am Torrian!"
He then winced and fell silent. Meyer was standing behind me. "Geez... not Dell, what happened?"
I turned towards her. "Looks like the Torrian here was hiding in that storage locker. He jumped Dell before he had a chance. I shot him twice in reaction. He feigned that his attack was a mistake and that he was sorry and confused."
"Then he grabbed the knife and tried to attack me. But none of that's what's important. It’s what he said there at the end that has me worried. He made it sound like the Torrians were willing partners with the Milgari. And then the strange part. He laughed when I referenced the Milgari Empire. It was as if the Milgari were some kind of a joke and someone else was pulling the strings. I don’t think that rumor has ever made it into the mill. If that is so we…"
I jumped up and pushed Meyer out of the doorway. I sprinted back down the hall and then through the breach tube and onto the Helix. When I entered the conference room the guard lay dead on the floor, a steel chair leg jammed through his skull. I sprinted to the officer of the deck and put out the alarm. Three Torrians were on the loose on the Helix and they should be considered armed and dangerous.
We moved from room to room looking for the enemy who were now loose on our ship. The Marine in front of me opened a door and received a blaster bolt to his chest. I took position just around a corner and waited for the Torrians to come out, my blaster now in my hand.
When the first Torrian entered the hallway I sent a bolt into her back. Her ribcage exploded in a violent rage. Missa and the remaining Torrian darted back into the room. We secured the hallway, effectively cutting off any exit. I moved up close to the door.
I spoke, "Hey, Missa, I know you can hear me. You are now our prisoners. I’m going to give you two options. Number one, you throw out your weapons and come out with your hands where we can see them. You will be treated fairly as a prisoner of war. Number two, we seal that door and pump a nerve agent in. Now I can’t guarantee your safety with that one as I have no way of knowing what it will do to a Torrian, and frankly at this point I don’t really care."
I then turned to one of the Marines behind me. "Bring that jar of bugs that Daniels likes to use."
He hurried off and returned in less than a minute. "I do have a third option."
I rolled the jar in front of the door. "Our little critters here like to eat, and they will eat anything, including live flesh. We have a large bin down on the lower decks that we use for waste disposal. Drop anything in there and it eventually comes out through a tube as a black slime after the bugs in there are done with it."
I continued, "I’m really leaning towards the slime option myself."
The room was full of whispers for nearly a minute. "OK, we are coming out. Here is my weapon!"
A blaster slid out into the hallway. I waited several seconds before I replied. "There are a dozen of us out here. That other blaster that you are holding, it’s not going to do you any good. Toss it out and we can talk!"
The whispering once again ensued. Shortly thereafter, a second blaster slid out into the hallway. The two Torrians then slowly emerged.
A Marine yelled, "Down on your knees! Hands on the wall!"
The Marines quickly had them cuffed and headed for a makeshift brig. Daniels then walked down the hall. What’s the commotion?" He then spotted the jar. "Awe, and who had my babies?"
He was soon filled in about what had transpired. I asked if he had seen Meyers. He had. She was with a team doing a continued sweep of the freighter. The Bridge had been secured and as soon as the ship was deemed clean she would be sent to the Delta collection point. Much of the day had passed before the freighter was on its way.
With the main struggles under control I made my way back to the Swift for a shower and a change. Frig was waiting. "Sir! What happened? Is that dried Milgari blood? You are completely covered in it."
I looked down and then back at Frig. Just bumped into a few unfriendlies that’s all. I’ll fill you in after I clean up."



Chapter 17
 
 
With the casualties encountered from the freighter raid and with the significant haul that it was, I ordered the Hunter and the Helix to return to base. Several weeks of rest and recuperation were in order before crews would be refreshed, resupplied and once again sent out to harass the Milgari. Two new Raiders were now at the ready.
The decision had been made to divert the freighter loaded with gemstones to Jarhead where it would be placed in orbit. Daily shuttle flights were then made to slowly transfer the cargo to the planet’s surface. A bunker complex was dug into the rocky surface where the gemstones would be stored until sold.
The haul from the freighter was estimated to contain enough wealth for the financing of almost any planet in the galaxy for several years. George would get his automated space docks and our terraforming of Jarhead would be accelerated. We would also increase our pace of building Raiders and hiring the crews to run them. The Grid had a large contingent of retired military personnel to draw from, but many were no longer fit for service.
Two months later the Colonel returned from the Grid with another load of 1,000 Defiant Marine recruits. With the new Marines in training he had a decision to make, did he want to capture and convert a new cruiser? Or, were ten new frigates in order. Capturing was our only method of obtaining such large ships as the automated space docks that George would be purchasing would be many months in the making.
In the following weeks the Hunter and the Helix returned to duty along with the newly commissioned Harrow and Harlot Raiders. With the loss of the Tantric ore and the massive gem ship the Milgari had pulled back their fleet to better protect their supply lines. Our newest Raiders would not be enjoying the same easy scores as had the early runs.
My efforts since returning had been to gather information about the Torrians. Our two captives had clammed up and refused to even discuss the time of day. I attempted to coerce them with Daniels creepy bug tactic, but they for whatever reason, were no longer in fear. George had been tasked with finding a drug that would loosen their tongues.
Torture was frowned upon by most civilized worlds, but each planet and their government made their own rules. We would not use any method that caused long term physical harm. All other methods were on the table as they were deemed a necessary step to prevent death or damage to our people and our assets. This was war and we were the victims.
While on Omrin, George procured a compound whose name effectively translated into Dutellium. I thought it a joke when I first was told of it, but I was also told that it was highly effective when used properly. We would need to do a blood test on our subjects to set up the proper dosage. I was eager to proceed, George was hesitant.
I stood and patted George on the shoulder, "Absolutely we want to proceed. I want to know if the Milgari are in charge or if they are just working for someone else. The ramifications of this could be mind-blowing. What if there is another species out there pulling all the strings?"
I continued, "For a thousand years these Milgari goons have been relentless in their pursuit of us. We have captured thousands, but we have not had any luck getting even a single one to talk. It is like they are just full of rage and it is a barrier we cannot get beyond. The data stores on their ships contain minimal information on any culture or really anything at all about them. We have yet to find any way of reasoning with them."
"But here we have this new species. A species that we can communicate with and a species that acts, at least initially, like the Milgari are not in charge. If this drug works, we may have our first insight into why we are being chased around this galaxy. What if there is a species that can be reasoned with that could put an end to this war? What if they can be convinced to just leave us alone?"
George made his way over to the prisoners and drew the blood samples he needed. The following day he returned to my office. "I have the dosage for the Dutellium. Whenever you are ready we can administer it. It takes approximately six hours to saturate the brain and lower the barriers that a conscious mind constructs for protecting information."
"There is one possible problem that I do not have the equipment to test. How will this affect the Torrian brain? And what other possible side effects will this compound have on them. On humans, and on a number of other species, it has tested out clean, but we are all different and sometimes even a subtle difference can have an impact that we cannot foresee."
I pressed a comm button on my desk and asked that the Torrian named Bezith be brought to my office. When a guard entered the room with Bezith in tow I had him cuff her to a chair and then leave. George administered the prescribed dose and we sat back and waited.
An hour after the injection the Torrian passed out in the chair. At two hours she was again awake, the normal scowl on her face was gone. At three hours she seemed euphoric, she stared endlessly at the patterns on the ceiling while she smiled.
At hour four she began to talk incoherently, George had a level of concern on his face. By the fifth hour the Torrian woman started to convulse, drool ran from her drooped open mouth, snot from her nose and her eyes were constantly rolled back into her head. Shortly thereafter she stopped breathing. We attempted to resuscitate her by the normal means, but nothing made a difference. The drug had overwhelmed her systems and George soon declared her dead.
George spoke, "Sorry Don, there is not much you can do when the brain shuts down like that. I would recommend we drop the dosage in half as between hours three and four she looked like she might just talk to us, that is, before she started babbling."
I paced the floor as the body of the Torrian was removed. "We only have one of these prisoners left. I don’t want to risk losing them. Since we are not under any immediate need for this information, I think you should dial that dosage back to one tenth the strength. See where it takes us. If it’s not enough we can always try again with a slightly higher dose, you know, just work our way up until it works."
George agreed and the second Torrian was brought in. Missa sat cuffed in the same chair where her cohort had just died. "I have some unfortunate news for you Missa. Bezith is dead. We attempted to give her a drug to loosen her up a bit and I’m afraid it turned out to be a bit too much. I’m telling you this to give you the opportunity to talk with me before we attempt to use the drug on you. No need to risk your life unnecessarily."
Missa then looked up at me and grinned. She spoke her first words since arriving on the Suppressor. "Obviously your pitiful attempt at drugging her failed. We do not have your disgustingly weak Human physiology. And I can only reason that you brought me in here because you were unsuccessful in gaining any information. You are wasting your time. I have nothing to tell and if I did I would take it to the grave with me before telling it to you."
Missa laughed a sinister and evil laugh until George brought out the needle. She then returned to her normal scowl and stared straight ahead. The diluted compound was injected and we again waited for it to take effect.
I paced back and forth, occasionally stopping to look out a window at the planet below. The normal barren rocky browns had turned to massive rain storms giving the atmosphere a gray billowy complexion. I was told the storms would begin to dissipate once we stopped the de-orbiting of space ice. According to Frig our attempt to terraform Jarhead was moving along on schedule.
An hour after the shot had been administered Missa was still awake and scowling. At two hours it was the same. By the six hour mark she was fast asleep. Several hours later the drug began to wear off and she came to. She was groggy, but she was in no mood to talk.
George had left the room to attend to other business. When he returned he offered his opinion. "Well, she survived. I think we better give at least 24 hours before attempting this with a higher dose. I can continue to do this in her cell each day until we reach the required amount. As you said, there is no big rush on this and she is our only contact. If at any point during the process she doesn’t look good I can extend the time between trials."
I again stood at my window, looking down at the gray, cloud covered planet below. "Take her away, but the instant you think she is ready to talk have someone come and get me. The anticipation is going to be driving me nuts. I’m already nuts enough as it is!"
George smiled. "You are a good nuts Don. Just look around. Completely sane men would never attempt to build something such as this!"
Missa was taken back to her holding cell and George left the room to attend to his other duties. It took five days to bring her to the dosage level that made her talk. When I got the word I rushed to the cell to listen to the Colonel's best interrogator do his work.
The interrogator spoke, "Your name is Missa, is that correct?"
Missa replied, "Yes."
The interrogator continued. "What can you tell us about your world, Torrus?"
Missa opened up and began to answer every question that was asked. Torrus was a world of deep green forests and clear blue waters with majestic white buildings that rose as spires up to the heavens. It was a world beyond wealth and power. Its empire was made up of over 200 worlds that all paid a heavy tax to the empire.
The Milgari were the military force for the Torrians. Their species had been enslaved in the early years of the empire by the use of a drug administered at birth. It gave them an undying loyalty to the Torrians and a rage, which was unstoppable, against all other races. Only a few hundred Torrians were ever off the home world of Torrus at any time, tasked with overseeing the delivery of taxes, advising the Milgari military or for diplomatic relations with other empires.
Of the off world Torrians there were only a few dozen that were military advisers to the Milgari campaigns. Humans had been a particular irritant as the Torrians desperately wanted the technology behind the gravity drive that allowed their repeated escape. With the gravity drive technology the Torrians would be able to accelerate their goal of controlling the entire galaxy.
The 200 or so populated planets that they controlled made up only a small part of the arm of the spiral galaxy that we inhabited. This particular galaxy had four such arms with many worlds to be controlled and conquered. By the Torrian scientific estimates, out of the billions of stars in the galaxy, there were more than 300,000 populated worlds that were just waiting to be dominated.
Aside from the Humans they chased, the Torrians had many enemies. Their current empire-wide truces with the Mu Darker Expansion and the Nillian Conglomerate were tenuous at best. Constant border clashes kept their diplomats busy settling "minor" disputes with payments of one sort or another.
Out of the more than two million Torrians it was rare that more than five hundred were ever off planet at any given time. The life of a typical Torrian was one of leisure and luxury. When the Teldaki had been conquered, many had been enslaved and worked as servants on the world of Torrus, their own world having been overrun with their cities pillaged and burned. Those not taken into slavery for mining or as servants to the Torrians had been exterminated.
The Milgari were an early rival. Torrian spies infiltrated their birthing centers and small doses of the drug administered over a fifty year period, gave the Torrians complete control of the Milgari population. The Milgari were a docile species, they had no interest in expansion beyond their star system. That changed with the introduction of the Torrian drug. Since taking control, the Torrians were all too happy to let the Milgari do the dirty work of empire building while they sat back and collected the spoils.
When Missa revealed the drug information I immediately turned to George. "What are the chances that the drug used on the Milgari can be pulled from a blood sample and an antidote of sorts created? Think about it, the entire military wing of the empire that has chased us for a thousand years, suddenly no longer wants to fight. This could bring an end to the war, possibly without firing a single shot!"
George rolled his lips as he thought and then spoke. "That is certainly something that can be looked into. We'll need several Milgari prisoners, but the Raiders should be able to provide that. This has been quite the eye opener as far as information goes. All this time it has been another species bent on Human destruction."
We continued the questioning of the Torrian. I was sure more revelations were to come. The Mu Darker Expansion controlled 246 star systems with 119 populated planets. While their citizens were under dictatorial rule from the Mu Darkers, they enjoyed lives that were much closer to normal, unlike the slaves of the Torrians and Milgari.
The Mu Darkers had a fleet of largely autonomous fighting ships. Wave after wave would attack, controlled by an unseen master ship that guided the course of the battle. They were powerful, but they were only an even match for the Milgari hordes.
The Nillians controlled the largest known empire in the galaxy arm. They were industrial capitalists and boasted a free conglomerate of 387 planets. Once a planet became a member of the conglomerate they received all the trade and defense benefits that its members enjoyed, but they could never leave; once a member, always a member.
The Torrians were a tall slender race with an alabaster skin and small beady eyes. Their long face and narrow, turned down mouth gave them the appearance of a snooty old woman. Missa, although previously silent, continued to spill her guts.
The Milgari were indeed organized as warlords over each sector that was taken under their control. A milder dose of the drug since birth had given them the wit and ability to make decisions on their own. Those decisions however, were always loyal to the Torrian cause.
I asked why the Torrian population was so small. Missa replied, "It has always been viewed as more for the rest of us. When the empire reached a hundred planets we were more than five billion strong, those in power did not see any reason to have that many bodies consuming the riches of the empire."
"The great culling then took place. That was almost 400 of your years ago. At first it was a culling through attrition, but the most powerful families decided to accelerate the cull through the addition of a birth rite ritual. Families were only allowed one offspring. Soon after, that number dropped to zero and the population soon stabilized at its current level. Now, except for the royal families, births are dependent on a lottery system. The twelve royal families retain unlimited birthing rights."
I asked what they were doing on the ship, away from their world. "Our mother controls 32 worlds, she has 16 daughters, we have all been given duty of one year away from the planet so that we would grow to appreciate its beauty and wealth. It is a practice that our family has undertaken with each new generation. It is frowned upon by many others in our ruling class, but our mother is a powerful woman. She is third in line to the throne."
"I am Princess Missa Maliashe of the House of Maliashe. Our wealth in the empire is surpassed only by the Queen. Queen, Trilia, from the family Girge, rules the empire from its most powerful and beautiful city, Moffial. The palace is paved with Diamond floors and the walls are Thurrian Silver with inlaid streaks of Rubies and Emeralds."
"I have been to the palace once when I was betrothed to the eleventh prince. I was only four at the time, but the beauty of the palace stayed with me. The Queen took a special interest in me as the eleventh prince was her favorite. When I return, I am destined for the palace and the prince, I am eager to rule over him as is the Torrian way."
I asked Missa the location of Torrus; she shrugged and said she did not know. When they were taken from their world it was without knowledge of how to return. When their time in the outer worlds was over, someone would come for them. They were four months from that time and the planet they would be waiting on was Barithia.
I turned to George and the Colonel who had joined us. "Barithia is in the sector we were in. If we find it and have a ship in wait, we may be able to follow them back to Torrus. If we can find that planet we may be able to end this war with a single mass attack."
I turned back to Missa and asked about the defenses around Torrus. "I am not privileged to the full extent of that information, but I can say that it is formidable. We have much wealth to protect on our planet and other empires that want it. The region around our planet has great ships, ships that are the size of your grid. They are heavily armed and their numbers are in the hundreds if not thousands."
I asked where the Mu Darker Expansion and the Nillian Conglomerate were located. She stated that they were on the far side of the Torrian Empire, stretching out towards the end of the galaxy arm. I then asked why it was that the gravity drive of the Grid was so important to them.
"In the early days of the empire we were allied with the Nillians. When your Human ships arrived we moved together as a team to capture your ships. Your people fought a brave war, but they were losing. Two of your Grids were about to be overrun when they self-destructed. A third succumbed to battle with an internal explosion nearly ripping it in half. Your Grid and one other, fled at a speed we could not match."
"The other ship was lost, but our scientists and engineers determined how to follow you. We have been following ever since. Our alliance with the Nillians fell apart when they claimed the remaining damaged station for their own. It had been moved to their territory as we attempted to pursue your Grid."
I asked if the Nillians had the gravity drive. "The drive on the remains of the ship had been too badly damaged for them to unlock its secrets. But their treachery drove a wedge between our empires, a wedge which still exists today. One day the Nillians will pay for that treachery. When we obtain the gravity drive our ships will be unstoppable."
I then turned the conversation back towards the royal families. The Colonel insisted that we continue with their military power and history. I overruled him.
Missa continued, "As I said, my mother Monta Maliashe, has eyes for the throne. Her every moment and every move are spent scheming and planning for the House of Maliashe to one day take rule. That day may be by my daughter or my granddaughter, but it will happen."
"With my betrothal to the eleventh prince she placed me as third in line to assume power. The first and second princes, should they be deemed competent, will wed the new Queen and the first princess. The favorite son, my betrothed, the eleventh prince, may be moved up the line of succession, in this instance he has been. When I return and the ceremony is complete I will become the second princess. My daughters will be in line to be betrothed to the second prince of the then Queen."
The Colonel was agitated with my line of questions, but I continued, "If we were to return you to your home planet, and if we were to assist you in becoming Queen, would you repay the favor and end the war on the Grid?"
She replied without hesitation, "No, the Torrians are beholden to no one. The galaxy is rightfully ours and we will not stop until its riches have been returned to Torrus. Alliances and friendships only lead to daggers in the back. Other species shall nevermore be our equal."
The Colonel added a comment, "She might as well have put a gun to her head with that one. Once we have all the info from her we need she is no longer of any use. At that time I say we pop her and send the body back to her mother with a note."
I looked at the Colonel in shock. He again spoke, "What? She killed Rauch and Harvey back there on the Helix. If you don't have any interest in doing the deed I have about a thousand Marines that will step up. She doesn't deserve to live after what she did."
I felt bad for Missa as the Colonel was right. We were not in the business of taking prisoners and holding them. For a moment I thought of sending her to Admiral Zimmerman when we were done. While the day's revelations were stunning, they did not clear the Admiral or his man Cortes from suspicion.
I then asked Missa about the Prassi and the new sector, who on or off the Torrian world was in charge there. "I have heard some of the Prassi campaign. They are a powerful species, but they will succumb to our forces as the resources we have at our disposal will lead to their eventual fall."
"We call the sector Pollus. The campaign is governed by the second princess and her family, the Savens. The word before my departure was that the Savens have fallen out of favor with the Queen. There are only three sources of Tantric ore in the Torrian Empire. One was the Milgari home world, but that source has been long depleted. And it is at too great a distance to be transported."
"A second source is small and will be mined out in the next fifty years. A great discovery was made in the Pollus sector. Our dwindling stockpiles were on the verge of being replenished with enough ore to last 500 years. But pirates have been an issue, with the ore stolen after it was mined. The Savens then made a deal with another species for ore and that shipment was stolen as well. That and the seeming inability of the Saven forces to kill off the Prassi have placed the second prince in jeopardy. Should he be ruled incompetent, I would benefit by becoming the first princess."
I posed another question. "So, who is the first princess, of what family?"
Missa replied. "The first princess is of the House of Olivia. They are obsessed with gold. Their palace is like a golden flame inside where every floor, wall and ceiling is covered with gold. The reflecting lights give a feeling of a palace that glows, that transcends all other things in nature."
"It is a family that has ruled Torrus many times. I have heard rumors that the first princess, Daliat, wishes to once again explore alliances with the Nillians. I know this rumor to be false as I have known Daliat since we were small children. She is more selfish than could be known, spiteful and evil in her ways. The other families fear the time when she will become Queen."
I asked when that time would come, when the throne would be passed to the next in line. Missa replied, "Daliat will assume the throne two years after our return. During those years, she will be tested for her ability to lead, tests that she will be ready to pass."
We continued to question Missa late into the night. By early morning the drug was wearing off and her answers were slow to come. She was given a sedative and placed on the bunk in her holding cell. The Colonel, George and I returned to our quarters for a rest. Missa would need at least a day off from the Dutellium before the interrogations could once again begin.
I was awakened in the middle of sleep by a loud knock on the door. "Sir, we thought you should know. The Torrian committed suicide."
I sat up as I wiped the sleep from my eyes. "What? How?"
The voice at the door answered. "There was a chair in her cell Sir. She turned the chair over and rammed a leg into her eye Sir. She had been dead for an hour when we found her."
I got dressed and met the Colonel at the holding cell. "Grange! That's a shame. That girl was a gold mine. I wish we had stuck with questions about the Milgari. Where are their fleets, how many ships, you know, the usual stuff you like to know when you are fighting a war!"
The Colonel did not hold back about his displeasure with my line of questioning. We were indeed at war. But war can be fought on many fronts with many tactics. Sometimes a war can be won from activity behind the lines. There were 13 other House of Maliashe sisters out in the sector they called Pollus. We had four months to try to find one.
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After the suicide of Missa I ordered all Raiders to the Pollus sector to search for more Torrians. Two newly commissioned Raiders brought our numbers to six. The Colonel was given the orders he wanted, orders to search for more Tantric freighters. If he could knock out another shipment the Torrians would be in dire straits when it came to their ability to build warships. The Milgari would not be permitted to commit to battle if they were unable to replenish the supply of ships. The Milgari that piloted the ships were themselves expendable.
We placed the Swift in the hold of the Helix and I joined Jarrod Mashburn on the ride out to Pollus. Davis was on the Hunter ferrying the Hammer in its hold. The Swift and the Hammer would be used to extend our hunt for the Torrians while the remaining Defenders flew with the Colonel and his warships.
Jarrod had interest in the Torrian's story. I relayed to him what I could. "So, all this time, the Milgari have been chasing us under orders? And it's all about the gravity drive? Wow. I bet the politicos would have a field day with that one. I could see a big movement to try to trade the Grid of a planet of our own. Only problem is, the Torrians would not hold up their end of the bargain. We would be enslaved before we knew it."
I set my cup on the table. "You and I both know that, which is why I have asked you to not mention this to your crew. We won't be out here forever and rumors have a way of spreading. So, this info is as classified as it gets."
Jarrod sat back in his chair. "No worries from my end. I don't tell anybody anything. My father and brother think I'm wasting my time on some third world mining operation making the minimum pilot's pay."
When we arrived in the Pollus sector the Swift and the Hammer were placed into service. The eight ships were split into teams of two with each team taking a number of Grid locations to scan. Frig calculated that it would take two months to cover 85% of the sector. A central rendezvous point was established and each set of crews would return to it once every five days.
A report of their findings would be dropped in a matrix probe and then deployed for the others to find. If a sighting was made the ships that had made it would wait for the others to join before making a move. With luck we would stumble upon another large freighter from which we would extract another Torrian. We were completing the third such rendezvous when the Raider named Goliath returned with a possible hit.
The Goliath’s captain spoke, "Yes Sir, it is one of the big freighters. Scan shows that it is laden with Silver ore. It has a sixteen ship military escort, nothing that we can't handle Sir."
It took a week for all eight ships to reach the space dock where the freighter was being loaded. I held a meeting on the Helix between all the captains. I spoke, "I want to say that we wait until the freighter leaves, but we only have a few more months before the next coronation on Torrus. After that it will be another generation before any more of them are out away from their world."
Davis added his take, "Sir, we aren't even sure any of them are on that barge. If we attack and they aren't there, do we keep looking? And if so, what do we do with that barge? That is a lot of Silver ore Sir."
The discussion continued for an hour before the decision was made. We were taking down the freighter. The Helix would hold the freighter in place while the rest of us took care of her escorts. We were soon flying into action.
"This is Swift; we should swing in behind that planet and attack as if we are coming up from the surface. It might add a bit of surprise to the mix, letting us get off those first rounds of shots. Set all cannons on negative and let's show them what we've got!"
We raced to a position on the back side of the planet from the parked minor fleet. As we dropped from light-speed we entered the planet's atmosphere and circled around to the other side. We shot through the atmosphere and our targeting software picked out a battleship as our first mark. Before it could fire we had knocked out one of its two main cannons.
I yelled, "Pulling left! We are swinging about for a shot at that cruiser.... he is turning away, take out his engine and we will get the gun on another pass."
Frig fired and the cruiser began to list as it lost engine control. I pulled back hard on the stick and looped back towards the battleship we had targeted before.
Boom!
I spoke, "Awe crap! We've lost steerage! We must have a weak spot somewhere on this hull that we haven't identified!"
Frig responded, "It could be a glitch in the software Sir, perhaps we could try a reboot."
I shook my head. "Computers… reboot and let's see if we are dead or not. Hammer, this is Swift, we are going to need some backup for about 45 seconds, systems are hung. We are going down for a reboot."
Barg was soon on our tail, watching for any of the Milgari ships that might turn our way. The Raiders continued the assault with four of the 16 Milgari ships now offline. When the systems came back online the steering was once again free. We turned and re-entered the battle.
The fight lasted for 12 minutes before the last of the Milgari guns that could do damage went offline. The smaller cannons continued to fire, but their effects were not felt as our armor sufficiently dissipated the lower level ion charges. A quick run of taking out their engines saw to it that we would not be rammed by a suicidal Milgari.
"This is Hunter, we are on the freighter deck, breach will occur in three... two... one..."
A flash could be seen as the breach tube violated the freighter's hull. Three other raiders were soon on her deck with their Marines charging aboard.
Frig then spoke, "Sir, I checked the traffic logs during our skirmish. A small shuttle left the freighter. It was headed for the surface. The coordinates should be on your console display."
I looked at the image of the shuttles destination. It had landed in a trade port on the planet's surface. The trade port was quickly identified as Bellows Station and its location was in the center of a large city named Hungren.
A scan of the local data told us that Hungren was the capital city of the planet Woulf in the Woulfan system. A quick scan showed the city to be largely abandoned. Most of the remaining population was working a large open-pit mine just on the outskirts of what was once a bustling metropolis. The trade port looked to rarely be used.
I spoke, "Frig. Put us on the ground where that shuttle landed. Helix and the rest of you Raiders! Get down on that surface and get after whoever that was. If it was Milgari they would not have run, I suspect it might be our Torrians!"
The door opened on the back of the Swift and I stepped out onto the tarmac. It was hot, too hot. The Woulfs had no doubt adapted, but as a Human who had lived most of his existence in a controlled climate, it was an uncomfortable place. Frig stayed aboard the Swift to be my eyes and ears.
Frig spoke, "Sir, I have a connection into their trade system. It's a bit antiquated, but with a little work I should be able to find a way into the main network. If there are cameras in there, I should be able to patch them through to you."
Jarrod set the Helix down beside the Swift and I was soon joined by 40 Marines. I turned to see Sheila Meyer standing beside me. "Captain said to not let you out of my sight. I told him I'd do my best. Hennings! Get over here and take point! Just tell us where you want to go Mr. Grange and we will clear the way."
Before I could speak blaster bolts were whizzing by our heads from a far hangar. Five wheeled vehicles soon left the hangar in our direction carrying a small contingent of Milgari. "Let's go people! Hit that red hangar over there! That was the last place we saw activity from the shuttle!"
The Marines all began to run across the tarmac as the Swift and the Helix obliterated the approaching vehicles. It was by far an uneven match. Several bolts were then fired into the hangar they had previously occupied, setting it ablaze. We entered the red hangar and were immediately confronted by an old Woulf security guard.
"You can't be in here. This is a restricted area. I have to be notified of visitors!"
The old man held a wooden baton and did his best to appear threatening. I found it odd that he had been allowed to stay at his post after the rest of his people had been taken to the mines. I could only reason that they had let him be as he was frail and not altogether in the head.
I stopped and asked him a question, "The others that just came through here. Did they have a pass? They are not supposed to come through without a pass. Which way did they go?"
The old man looked confused for several seconds. "No one told me about a pass. They went through that door over there; it's the tunnel to the main terminal. And they were on foot. Not sure why they didn't take the bus over there. It is fully charged and ready to go."
I turned to Meyer, "Get your men on that bus!"
The bus was an open trolley which seated 16 passengers. I pressed a start button as the 40 Marines piled on; they held onto every bar and stood on every step that was available. When I pressed the gas the bus began to move.
"What the... come on!" I rocked fore and back as if it would make the trolley move faster. Its top speed was five kilometers per hour. The Marines were piling off and running past as I let out a stream of unpleasant words.
I jumped to the ground and was soon in pursuit of the others. Meyer was looking back with a smirk on her face. We reached the double doors into the tunnel and the Marines settled into a sustainable pace. The sweat was pouring from my brow. Even though my combat suit worked to modulate the temperature, it was only so effective in the extreme heat of Woulf.
When we reached the end of the tunnel it opened up into a large hallway that was full of shops. There were no Woulfan people and as such the shops were all uninhabited, many of them remained open in the very state they had been when the Milgari hordes had first seized control.
"Frig, how long has this planet been in the empire? And where are my feeds?"
Several seconds passed before Frig replied, "The Woulfans were overrun 11 years ago; feeds should be coming online now. I have movement detected a kilometer ahead of you, heading towards the city center. I'm patching that feed through now. Looks like your Torrians are on the run."
We had stumbled onto two Torrian females who were attempting to make their way to the Milgari garrison at the Silver mine. Their pace was slower than the Marines I accompanied, but my pace was beginning to slow as the heat permeated my suit. As we moved down the hallway after the Torrians our task became complicated.
A blue bolt from a blaster impacted Hennings as he led the Marines down the hall. The combat suit he wore managed to dissipate a large portion of the bolts charge, but it was not enough. Hennings heart exploded as the remaining ions spread throughout his chest. He fell to the floor with a thud.
Meyer then jumped into action. "Billis! Take that right side and Moses you take left! Move up under cover and let's take out whoever fired that weapon!"
Our pace slowed dramatically until the single Milgari soldier was taken down. A hail of blaster bolts blew away the cover behind which he was hiding and three bolts intersected his torso at once. His upper body exploded into a thousand tiny pieces leaving his legs standing in place for several seconds.
Meyer again barked out orders, "OK, people, the route just got longer. Stick near those sides and I want to see zigzags. Don't want any easy targets!"
The Marines in front were soon taking shifts with the man on point darting back and forth as he moved forward. When he had tired sufficiently a new Marine would take his place, allowing him to move to the back of the line where he could rest and recover.
After ten minutes on the move I got Frig on the comm, "How's our progress? Are we gaining or falling back?"
Frig replied, "You are gaining Sir. The Torrians are walking. They are now three quarters of a kilometer from your position. A stretch of hall is coming up where you should be able to see them. I would suggest setting blasters to a very low level, perhaps only enough to make them uncomfortable; it should help you to gain on their position."
I turned to Meyer, "You have a sniper on your team?"
Meyer replied, "Hollis! The shot is 750 meters. I'm looking to only slow their pace so set your level at two notches. Let's see how good that training was that the Grid spent all that time on you for!"
Hollis was soon attaching the extension and scope to his blaster. His movements were precise even though he continued to run along with the others.
He yelled out as he slid down onto the floor, "Pop coming through!"
Zzp!
A low energy bolt flew down the hallway, striking the Torrian on the left and knocking her to the ground. Three seconds passed before a second bolt took down the remaining Torrian. In an instant Hollis was back on his feet and jogging with the rest of the team.
The two Torrians got immediately to their feet and once again began to run. Hollis repeated his shots knocking both Torrian females to the floor. When they again got to their feet they began to zigzag. Hollis' first shot found its mark but the second missed to the right.
As the downed Torrian was helped to her feet a slew of blue bolts came our way. More Milgari troops had come to their defense. Meyer took control, "OK people! Keep 'em low and under cover! And Hollis, if you have targets take the shots on full! Just make sure you don't hit those Torrians, we need them all in one piece!"
Hollis had taken out three Milgari soldiers by the time they wised up and took cover. The Torrians were safely behind them and moving slowly along the walls. I then gave a command to Hollis, "Set your power level to three notches and start popping those girls. We want them to stay where they are as we work through these soldiers!"
Hollis replied as he set his blaster, "Yes Sir! Can do!"
Blue bolts flew up and down the hallway as we slowly closed the distance. Hollis was knocking the Torrians down as soon as they were able to get to their feet. After the third such strike the Torrians entered a storefront on the left hand side of the hall. We had stopped their progress.
As we continued to move up the hall, Frig provided us with a video feed of the area. "Sir, I count 19 Milgari, four dead. Only five have shooting positions. I would suggest Hollis work his magic on the right hand side where 14 of the 19 have taken their positions."
Hollis replied, "Already on it Chief!"
Zzp!
"Eighteen to go!"
Zzp!
"Seventeen!"
The Marines were professionals. Their tactics and training showed as they moved up the hallway closer to the prize. At 150 meters we had our first casualty since Hennings. Corporal Mary Whethers took a glancing bolt to the right arm. The suit had done its job of lowering the charge, but the advertising stand beside her had taken the brunt of the ion expansion. Composite and metallic shards had ripped into her left leg.
"Man down! Medic!"
The medic and a second Marine grabbed her up under the arms and dragged her into a nearby store. The Marine returned to the fight while the medic prepped the Corporal for evac. The right pant leg of her suit was removed and the eight pieces of shrapnel slowly withdrawn.
The medic attempted to distract her attention from her wounds, "Nice gams Whethers. I didn't think the Marines allowed those!"
Whethers winced and managed a shallow smile as a three inch piece of a metal frame was pulled from her flesh, "Girls gotta have her good points. I got this ugly mug from my daddy, these fun bags on my chest came from my momma, the legs... they were passed down from my grandma. She was a dancer in the Grid Follies!"
We had closed to within 40 meters when bolts again began to fly wildly down the hall. Storefronts shattered, littering the hallway with debris. Tiles on the floor exploded upward as low bolts impacted.
Frig came on the comm with the bad news. "Count says there are 304 Milgari soldiers coming your way. I suggest finding substantial cover Sir. If they all begin firing that hallway is going to become a death trap of shrapnel Sir!"
I called across the hall, "Meyer! You hear that! We got 304 charging at us. Frig! Where are the other Marines! Five Raiders should have landed. That's 160 more marines that I don't see!"
Frig responded, "Captain Demissal has them coming up a parallel hallways Sir, They should be breaking in behind the Milgari in about six minutes."
I replied, "All 160 going there? We need backup here! Why wasn't at least one of those groups routed our way?"
Frig passed the comm over to Captain Demissal, "Grange! That decision was made before those 300 showed up. We thought we could stop the escape and defend your position as we withdrew with the Torrians. Those troops in front of you did not show on any video feeds we had."
I grimaced at our bad luck and then replied, "So, Captain, tell me some good news!"
The Captain responded, "I'm afraid the news doesn't get better Grange. We estimate that 2,500 soldiers moved out of the garrison at the mine before we could get over there and shut the place down. They went underground and we can only guess that they are headed your way. We are blasting that ground in between you and the garrison pretty hard, but we don't know where that tunnel leads or how deep it runs. If it's hardened we won't be able to shut it down before they get to your position."
I again grimaced and spit out a few choice words. "How long do we have before we can expect their company!"
The Captain responded, "Best guess is about 45 minutes, but you will need to be ready to move in 20 to 25. We don't yet have an idea of what their transportation is. I have a man working on that express bus you tried to hop. If he can override the governor on it we might have you a set of wheels for evac. He has some old man over there badgering him about it, but he seems harmless."
I had to chuckle at the thought of the old Woulfan harrassing the Marine. It was a moment of comedy in an otherwise bloody and chaotic situation.
Debris continued to fly as the Milgari began to push in our direction. They took heavy casualties as they advanced. Hollis continued to work his magic. As each Milgari stepped out into the hall to move forward he was met with fire from our weapons. Their advance was slow, but steady.
I spoke, "Frig! Where are those other troops? We are starting to lose ground here!"
Frig responded, "They are moving into position now Sir. You should see the result momentarily."
In an instant the Milgari push turned into a fight for their lives. The Marines from the other Raider ships had made their way into the fray. In the first minute of the counter assault 76 Milgari lay dead.
The Milgari realized they were caught in a crossfire and changed their tactics. Several squads broke through the walls in the backs of the stores and had soon made their way behind our position. Hollis, after having racked up 52 kills, was the first to take a bolt in the back. Once again the scene in the hallway grew chaotic as bolts flew and debris darkened the air.
I spoke, "Meyer! I count eight store entrances up to where the Torrians are! I say we take a team back in here behind me and we start blasting our way through these walls. Retail space can't be very hardened!"
Meyers nodded and assigned Weaver, Nellis and Campbell to accompany me. She remained trapped on the opposite side of the hallway. The first wall came down within seconds, followed soon after by the second. When we reached the store in front of where the Torrians were we encountered three Milgari soldiers. Weaver rolled into an aisle taking out the first while Campbell blew the head off the second with a precision shot. The third countered by dropping to the floor and blowing off the lower third of Nellis' left leg. A medic was called as Weaver again rolled and took the kill shot. Nellis was stabilized and the medic was soon dragging him back towards our original position.
I turned to Campbell and Weaver, "Campbell, you and I are going to set our power levels down to two. Weaver, you stay on full. Any Milgari in there belong to Weaver. Campbell, you and I are popping those Torrians and dragging their asses out of there."
Campbell placed a string of plasma charges on the wall. We settled behind a counter and the detonator was pressed. Boom! A perfect wall cutout of the plasma line fell through to the other side. Weaver was first through, blasting a Milgari as he went. I rolled through next and managed to wing one of the Torrians, spinning her around and into a rack of Woulfan clothing.
Weaver stood and fired, striking two Milgari in the chest, putting an end to their existence. Campbell moved to the far wall and was soon in a position for a shot at the other Torrian. As he raised his weapon a Milgari bolt tore into his side, his ribcage exploded, sending a fine mist of red blood over the adjoining area.
The uninjured Torrian took the opportunity to try to run and a bolt from my blaster landed square in the center of her back. She was knocked to the floor hard. I then turned my weapon towards a charging Milgari. Three shots banged hard against his chest but he continued to come. An instant before he reached my position his head exploded from a shot by Weaver. We were now in control of the store.
I yelled, "Grab her ass and let’s get moving!"
I placed my hand under the Torrians arm and began to drag, stopping for a moment to look at Campbell, "What about Campbell, I hate to leave him on a foreign world?"
Weaver responded as I continued to drag the Torrian through the heat. "Campbell doesn't care anymore Grange. If he did care he would say ‘Get your sorry asses moving so I didn't die for nothing!’"
When we rejoined Meyer's position she barked out an order, "Let's fall back to the Helix! Mason! Jordan! Get over here and start dragging those prisoners! We have a lot of ground to cover and a world of hurt may be coming our way!"
As the other Marines mopped up the remaining Milgari group of 300 soldiers we began the trek back to the Helix. We had moved the first hundred meters when the comm lit up with chatter.
"We have incoming Milgari! Sarge! This is the big one, looks like they brought the whole garrison!" The Marines dug in their positions as we continued to move towards the ships.
The heat was unending and I could tell my legs were beginning to fatigue. I was fit, but that fitness did not equal that of the warriors who surrounded me. I made a mental note to remedy that situation when we returned to the Suppressor.
As I ran along with the others I was startled and dropped to the floor as a vehicle approached us from the ships. It was the express bus from the hangar and it was quickly laden with tired and injured Gray Ghouls and their two Torrian captives. The bus was soon moving along at a good clip.
The motion of the air brought a level of cool to my battle suit that I had not felt since our arrival. The bus soon pulled to a stop beside the Helix.
As we loaded our wounded onto the ship I asked Frig for a status of the firefight. "Sir, they are holding their own, but it is against an overwhelming force Sir."
As I stepped up into the hold of the Swift and set the door to close I offered a suggestion, "Any way we can fly over that section of that place and put a hurt on their position from the air? I mean, has anyone thought of that!"
Frig replied, The Hunter is doing that as we speak. I expect an update momentarily."
The comm then crackled with a response that was relayed from the Hunter, "This is Carrolson. That strike was dead on. It should be a mop up operation from here but we are going to need all the medics you can spare. I've got a lot of casualties down here!"
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The raid was a success by most standards, but we had lost a lot of good men. Three had perished on the freighter while a full 46 had died during the raging battle on Woulf. Another 37 Marines would be placed on retirement as their injuries would no longer allow them to fight. Death of men fighting for the cause was something that I took hard, but I now knew that my cause was just, the pullback of the Milgari was proof.
The Colonel and his men returned from a successful raid of their own. Three Milgari frigates and a cruiser had been captured as well as a small freighter full of Tantric ore. The Milgari were changing their tactics by using smaller ships for transport. If a ship was pirated it would no longer cost them six months of production. More freighters would mean our jobs just got a little harder.
We began the immediate interrogation of the two captured Torrians. They were sisters from the House of Maliashe. The eldest was the closest to her mother and the keeper of the family fortune. She was also on the committee for the defense of the empire, giving her access to many of the Torrian tactics and plans. The venture to capture the Torrians had cost valuable lives. The Marines who remained called it a great victory.
On our fourth session with the Torrians they gave up information that we had been seeking.
"Our supply lines run through a main corridor with Barithia at one end. If Barithia falls, we can no longer feed the war effort in the Pollus sector. I have heard of the loss of the Tantric ore. Our Milgari forces grow weak without the ships needed for battle. It is feared that the Mu Darker spies have already gotten wind of our problems. If so, an attack from them may be coming in the near future, we may not be able to defend against it this time."
The Colonel had returned with a handful of Milgari as prisoners. George established a lab, drew blood samples and hired the researchers needed to analyze and extract the Torrian drug. With the drug in hand we could then begin testing the captives for an antidote. If the trials were detrimental to the Milgari captives we could always capture more. The testing was a tactic that I was not comfortable with, but the fate of our species as well as the Milgari was dependent on our success.
I waited for the Colonel in my office. We were to discuss a plan to first locate Barithia and then to track a ship back to the planet Torrus. From there we would be able to analyze their defenses as well as map out their entire empire. Knowing your enemy was always high on the list of both sides in a war. The Torrians had spies on the Grid. We would need the same to level the playing field.
Once Torrus was located our efforts would be turned towards planning a strike on Barithia. If successful, we believed that the Torrians would have to withdraw from the Pollus sector. A weaker Torrian Empire meant the Grid would have more time to prepare for a defense. It was also not out of the question that an attack on the Torrians could be coming from the Mu Darkers. If so, the Torrians would require all the resources they had to defend themselves.
For the first time in my life I began to believe there was light at the end of the tunnel. What would man be able to accomplish with a planet of their own, what alliances could be built with fair minded species, what could man achieve through peace that he had been unable to do while on the run? The possibility of such a major change for my species was almost scary unto itself.
My solace was broken when the Colonel entered the room. "Grange! Let’s get down to business. We should have the new cruiser and frigates ready in a few weeks, we just need recruits to man them. My efforts on the Grid are running dry. We are running the risk of drawing that unwanted attention if we dip into that bucket anymore."
I sat down at the table with the Colonel, "What do you propose? I don’t know of any other free species we can trust. There are too many that don’t understand what the Milgari… Torrian takeover will do to their lives."
The Colonel replied, "You hit the nail on the head Grange! Free species! We can’t trust the species in this sector as they do not have a history of war with the Milgari. What I am thinking is what we saw on some of those planets out there in the Pollus sector. The 150,000 miners we left on that Tantric planet or that population you just left back on Woulf. They may need training, but that is something we can provide."
"If we draw from a pool of species that have been overrun by the Milgari they will be motivated to succeed at all costs. It will give them hope that they can one day return to their planet as free citizens. Nobody fights harder than a man with hope Grange. Nobody!"
The Colonel was right. We needed soldiers if we were going to expand our war. The Milgari numbered in the millions if not billions. Our recent ventures had shown that we needed the ability to put boots on the ground. Whether that ground was the deck of a ship or the dirt of a planet, we were in need of fighters.
The Grid had more than a half million military retirees. Of those, only a small percent were mentally and physically fit to perform the duties we required. Of the remainder, an even smaller percent were capable of once again gaining the level of fitness that was needed for going into battle.
The Colonel’s estimates placed those numbers at 15,000, 3,000 of which we had already recruited. The 12,000 or so remaining retirees would be exponentially difficult to recruit. Many had no interest in joining the cause while others posed the risk of exposing our operation. The Grid still had a powerful military, a military that we did not want to be thrown into political conflict with.
The Colonel spoke, "OK, looks like our recruiting on the Grid is largely finished for now. I think the planet Woulf might be a good spot to pick up some fighters. Our problem with that is, we don’t have the facilities to house or train a large number of rescued fighters. I would like to see us get that number up to at least 50,000 before attacking a planet the size of Barithia. And I think that only shuts down the supply line; we won’t be taking over with that small a force."
"We will also need ships for their transport and arms and uniforms for them to wear. Outfitting and training an army is a big job Grange."
The Colonel paused and then spit on the floor. "But I think we have the people and the will to make it happen. Say the word and I’ll get the ball rolling on my end!"
The Colonel stood and left the room after the command was given. He was off to begin his planning. I would be working with George to transfer our new supply of Silver ore to one of our super freighters for storage. The Silver ore ship, captured at Woulf, would become our new troop transport. It would need to house, feed and carry up to 50,000 fighters, fighters that we would use in our assault of Barithia.
The assault freighter would need shuttles for moving troops to the ground or for assaulting other ships. The transformation of the ship would be a vast undertaking, but George’s automated docks were beginning to come online. I met with him to discuss our needs.
George spoke, "Don I’m beginning to think we need a new person for this task. I’m good at acquiring things. You want it? I’ll figure out how to get it! But this is manufacturing and we need someone who can handle jobs of this scale. I’m getting spread a bit too thin lately and it’s taking a toll on my efficiency. I know I’m needed and I could not be happier than to stay busy with what I’m doing, but you need a builder Don, someone who knows how to make the best use of those docks out there. If you want I can find a ship builder and try to recruit him."
After our discussion I took on the task of finding a manager for our automated construction docks. There were several worlds where I had to have repairs done on the Swift, but I was not comfortable with bringing in a non-human who did not feel they had a dog in this fight, even if they really did. I instead turned my sights on a small craft builder on the Grid.
Honus Johnson operated a small transport craft manufacturing facility that also managed ship repairs when sales were slow. He had been a good friend of my father and was instrumental in me getting the Swift up and running when I had first purchased her. I paid a visit to him on the Grid.
Honus spoke, "Yes Sir? I was told you asked for me personally about some business? What can I do Mr.?..."
He held out his hand and I shook it. "May we talk somewhere private Mr. Johnson? The matters I wish to discuss are highly confidential."
Honus nodded and showed me into his office. "Have a seat and what can I do Mr.?..."
I remained standing until the door was closed. When Honus sat in his chair I placed my hands on his desk. "It’s me Honus, Don Grange. I need your help."
Honus leaned forward, "Don? What did you do to your face? I can see it’s you in the eyes, but everything looks off."
I sat in the chair and began to tell him my story, "… and here I am today. I… we need your help Honus. I know you have a good solid business and if it is a question of money just say the word and I’ll purchase it from you for whatever price you name. I need to build ships and I need them built right. You will initially have access to two of the newest auto construction docks with more in the future if needed. Our funds are not an issue and the people we already have on-board are the best of the best."
Honus stood and paced slowly behind his chair as he rubbed his chin. "That is a lot to think about in a very short time Don. When would you need an answer by?"
I stood and again placed my hands on his desk. "I need your response today Honus. I know it is short notice, but we need to get our operation up and running as soon as possible."
"If you can leave with me today, and if when you get there you are not ready for such a commitment, then I will have you flown back here immediately. I know Pearl passed away last year and I’m sorry I was unable to attend the funeral, but the warrant out for Don Grange prevented that. If you want I can come back at 4PM for an answer. Or, if you know the answer now then just say it, I won’t judge you either way."
Honus held up his hand with his palm open, "Just give me a minute… you say you have a Milgari cruiser?"
I smiled, "We have two of them and we plan on getting a lot more. I want to build a navy that’s big enough to hit them hard. And if we can knock them down once we will keep knocking them down until they don’t get up again. If we can weaken them sufficiently, there are other empires out there that will finish the job."
When we arrived back at the Suppressor Honus was in awe. "You accomplished all this in these few short years? That is a bit hard to believe!"
I took Honus to my office window so that he could look down at the planet below. "I can't believe it myself. All these people, working towards the same goals and I have yet to hear one complaint about what has to be done. This whole thing has been mind boggling."
"These people, they want to do this, they want to rid the Grid of the Milgari threat for good. And the scary thing is I think we may have a shot at doing just that! If we can sufficiently disrupt the Torrian operations at Barithia, we can push then back for years. And we intend on keeping up the pressure after that with continued raids on their mines. Cut off their resources and you cut off their ability to function as an empire."
I then pointed out the auto construction docks that were being built. "Those will be yours Honus. I... we will be counting on you to put those to their best use. And if you need parts or supplies or even more docks, just say the word and George will make it happen. With the loot we have obtained from the Torrians we do not want for credits."
Honus stood staring out the window as he made his decision. "I'll do it! This... this is just spectacular! The whole operation put together without the politicos on the Grid mucking it up. You do know that when they find out they will try to lay claim somehow. Most of you are citizens of the Grid. I'm not saying that it is right, I'm just saying that those schmoes in the Grand Hall are going to want a piece of this."
I smiled and then told him about Admiral Zimmerman and his efforts. "... And he is tied to some of those politicos. As an officer in the Grid military they will try to confiscate what he has. They have no claim to this territory, this planet, these assets or really even these people. The Grid has no official capacity here and certainly no authority."
I continued, "I would stack one of our Raiders against a standard Grid battleship. And as I said, it would take them time to deal with Zimmerman. And if word leaked out that we were responsible for a Milgari pullback? Well, show me a politician that wants to be on the other end of that one."
Honus was ready to start immediately. I assigned two of our men to go back to the Grid and arrange for the sale of his business. Whatever they were able to get for it, we would match, effectively doubling his payout. Honus was a great asset to have aboard and I was sure it would not be long before his production showed it.
I returned to my window and to looking at the planet below. Could this one day be our new home world, a world where humans could grow and prosper, a world without the constant threat of annihilation? I wondered if there would be those who preferred to stay on the Grid. Either way, it would be nice to have the option.



Chapter 20
 
 
The Colonel planned our hunt for Barithia. In our prior scans of the Pollus sector we had covered nearly a quarter of its space. This time we would have eight Defenders, seven Raiders, two Frigates and a cruiser. We would divide into nine teams of two and fan out across the sector checking each and every grid. If all went well we would know the location of Barithia within a month. At worst case our hunt would take two.
After clearing every three grids the teams would return to a rendezvous point to leave status. If a hit was made the others would report to the grid location that had been specified. Two weeks into our search the Slaughter left a message for all ships to gather in grid 132. Barithia had not been found but a Milgari base had been.
The Colonel spoke, "Grange! It's about time you got here! Take a look on your monitor at the data feed I am sending you. Tell me what you think of those 32 globes out there."
Located in the middle of a twin star system were 32 of the massive Milgari ships. Surrounding them was a fleet of warships larger than any we had seen. The count was 12,152. Along with the ships were five massive construction docks. I began to wonder if the Torrians were somehow lying about the Milgari's ability to build new ships.
The Colonel then gave me the answer. "Note the con-docks, they are idle. I would expect them to be going full bore after the Prassi engagement. That cost them about 5,000 ships."
"I would bet that this is their main base away from Torrus. I would also bet that Barithia is not far from this location. We are going to want to go over those plans for Barithia. If we are spotted and this fleet shows up we could be begging for mercy before we knew what hit us. I'm thinking this Barithia job is for you low profile Defenders. If they see one of us big boys out there this whole area will be nothing but pickets, we will never get close again."
We returned from the Milgari base to the rendezvous point to discuss our options. The Slaughter, Slayer and Sleuth, along with the Raiders, would return to the Milgari Tantric mine to scout the situation. The Defenders would continue to search the sector for Barithia, when found only two of the ships would lay in wait with the hope of following a freighter back to Torrus.
When the Colonel and his men left, I somehow felt a vulnerability that I had not felt before. We were deep in the Pollus sector with only Defender pilots and their engineers.
Frig broke the silence that I had begun. "Sir, we still have our speed. So long as we keep watch in all directions we maintain the ability to run. You look nervous Sir, and that makes me nervous."
We were headed towards a new grid in the sector. I leaned back in my chair with my arms crossed. "You know, I sometimes wonder if our luck is going to run out. I mean, look at what we have gone through the last couple years and ask yourself how it was that we made it. Is everything that's happened even possible?"
Frig shook his head as he looked down. "Here we go again. Sir, why is it that every few weeks you wax nostalgic and go off into this daydream of wonderment? All this has happened and is happening now. We did not drop through some time warp and we are not in a dream. This is real, we did accomplish what has happened and we will continue to accomplish until this war is over."
"All of these things happened for a reason Sir. And that reason is you. You made the decision to stand up and fight. Maybe it wasn't a decision that happened all at once, but we are where we are because you chose to lead us here. Accept that which is evident before you Sir and move on. We have an enemy to destroy and having self-doubt will not help with their destruction, only ours."
Over the course of a week we covered 19 grids before the Sword reported a hit on Barithia. Even though my time might have been better spent back at the Suppressor managing our tiny but growing nation, I chose to be the one to stay along with Davis and the Hammer. If a freighter was to lead us to Torrus, I wanted to be the first to lay eyes on it.
Barithia was a bustling trade port. Hundreds of ships entered and departed from her docks each day. Freighters and transports connected, performed cargo transfers and then were headed back the way from which they had come. In the first day we mapped 17 different trajectories. Of those we gave four the possibility of being the route to Torrus.
We continued our observations for five days before narrowing the possibilities to two. One was a route that would take us to the edge of the sector and the edge of the galaxy arm. The other would take us to the heart of an active star region. Cargoes of precious materials were being sent to both.
I spoke, "I’m thinking we hit the one in the center, seems logical that they would build an empire from a position that had more resources available for their use."
Frig then offered a different opinion, "Sir, I believe Torrus to be the other location. The cargo of one of those smaller freighters that departed yesterday was made up largely of Gold. Gold Sir, is the favorite of the ruling family."
I stood and paced about on the deck. "Yes, but the cargo for the other also had Gold along with the gemstones that it carried. I do find it interesting that two such precious cargoes would be headed in two different directions. If you look at these other manifests you will see that the far destination has a lot of construction materials being sent that way. Makes you wonder if someone is building something out there. I don’t think there is much construction going on around Torrus."
The decision was made to follow the freighter to the center of the galaxy arm. It was an active star region with many young stars that were in the 50 million year old range. They would not be likely candidates for a populated planet as life would have taken much longer to evolve. Of course, there was always the possibility that the Torrians were not native to the sector.
We shadowed the freighter for three weeks before determining its intended destination. I piloted the Swift in a wide arc around the freighter and four days later we were stopped well short of a a bright yellow, main sequence star with five planets in orbit around it. A small rocky world then led out to a beautiful blue green planet which was followed outward with three gas giants at a large distance from the others.
I slapped Frig on the shoulder as I spoke, "I believe we are looking at Torrus. The description of the system fits that of the Torrians we interrogated."
As Frig typed away on his keyboard I suddenly came to a realization. The Torrians had indeed been lying! This was their home world, of that I had no doubt, but the Torrians could not possibly have been in charge of the Milgari for a thousand years.
I spoke, "Frig! I just had a thought that turns everything upside down again! The Torrians have only been in these few surrounding sectors. They did not enslave the Milgari a thousand years ago! The Milgari were in sectors far from here. Every time we fire up those gravity drives on the Grid we jump about 500 light-years distance. We have made 42 such jumps in the past, taking us over 20,000 light years distance. We have only scratched the surface of that distance in coming here!"
Frig punched away at his keyboard before looking up. "Sir, I am stunned that this revelation has escaped us until now! I don’t know how the Torrians avoided telling us the truth, but they did. Unless they have been moving along with the Milgari as they chased us, they have not been a part of this war until we passed through this sector heading to our current location."
"This definitely needs further explanation Sir. I find it highly possible that they were able to take over the Milgari force with the use of the drug as they described, but they are not the ones that have been pursuing the Grid for a thousand years. I would guess the Milgari loyalty to the Torrians is drug induced, but the Milgari’s rage is a rage of their own."
Again my brain was running in all directions. What information could we trust? Certainly much of what the Torrians had said was true, but they could not have controlled the Milgari for that period of time and had a home world where they had stated.
"Frig. Move us in close enough that we can get a good scan of that planet. I want to know how old the structures on it are."
Over the course of several hours Frig managed to position us within an asteroid belt that lay between Torrus and the first gas giant in the system. When our deep scans had completed Frig gave me the information I had asked for.
"Sir, the structures on that planet are close to 500 years old. The population is near the seven million citizen mark and they are heavily clustered within three cities."
"We have a library of the Torrian words and symbols from our interrogations, but I am seeing many symbols down there that do not match with our Torrian data. I am seeing a great deal of reference to the Dakar. I believe the Torrians to not be the original inhabitants of this planet Sir. The data points to another species."
I continued to pace the deck as I spoke, "So, we are now back to the Torrians having controlled the Milgari all along. Only this is not their home world, it is a world they conquered and have claimed as a temporary base. I wonder now if the Nellians and Mu Darkers are both rivals, but they are located 20,000 light-years from here, not in an adjacent sector."
"All of these twists are making my brain hurt. We don’t need a complex enemy. Give me a simple story to understand, something to grab a hold of, something that I can run with! Tell me this is the enemy and let me go kill the enemy."
Frig responded, "Sir, I understand your consternation, but war is not fought on simple terms. We learn and adapt as the battles continue. If we don’t we die."
"I have analyzed what data I could find on the Dakar Sir. The star out there is named Mu. I believe the Mu Darkers to be the Dakars. The Torrians indicated that they are still out there and a threat. Perhaps that other Gold shipment we were witness to was a payoff to the Dakar. The Dakar may not be powerful enough to defeat the Milgari, but they can cause them enough issue that they would be a major distraction in their campaign to capture the Grid."
Frig continued, "If the Grid were to pick up and move today, I believe the Torrians and the Milgari would do the same, leaving this sector far behind. They would pillage what they could and then move it all to a new sector near where the Grid would be positioned. At that point they would attempt to build up their forces for another attack by taking down the local worlds and making use of their resources."
Our picture of the Torrians continued to evolve. They were pillagers, always on the move and always after the Grid. Our gravity drive was their prize, but I wondered why they felt it was worth chasing us across the galaxy. I also wondered if their continuous moving about was their real reason for the culling. Two million citizens would be far easier to move than five billion. It also made me curious as to the workings of the Milgari.
Where were their birthing centers? Troops had to be replaced as they aged or were lost in battle. The Milgari had to have a base where the replenishment of their kind took place. If we could somehow locate that base we might also be able to land a decisive blow against our enemy.
I sat in my chair and pressed the button for a comm channel with the Hammer. "Barg, I want you to take the Hammer and the data we have gathered here back to the others. Let the Colonel stew over it a bit. Frig and I, we are going to scout the other location, the one where that Gold shipment was headed. We will meet back up with you at either the Tantric mine or back at the Suppressor."
Barg replied, "I think that’s a bad idea Chief. We don’t split up for a reason Sir. It’s bad practice and leaves our technology possibly compromised should one of us have an issue. If you think that other location to be that important we should both go and then head back home. Besides, the Colonel will chew my ass if I come back without you Sir."
I sat back in my chair with a response of my own, "I know the policy as I’m the one who came up with it. I think time is critical in this matter even though that might not be evident. If that fleet near Barithia were to attack today the Grid would have a difficult time defending itself. I don’t think the Torrians will attack until they are sure of a victory, but other events could come into play. Take the information and go. We will catch up."
The Hammer soon headed off towards the others. Frig set the way points for our destination and we flew the route towards the edge of the galaxy arm. It was a three week journey where my time was spent discussing the Torrians with my Gambit friend.
Frig spoke, "Sir, do you think it is possible that the Torrians are on the run just as we are? Perhaps their home world has been overrun and they wish to obtain the gravity drive to help take it back."
I walked the deck out of boredom, "Or, perhaps they want the Grid for themselves to live on? Think about it, they have two million citizens and a fleet manned by crazy aliens. The Grid would suit their needs perfectly. The thing is, we have room on her for two million more citizens without batting an eyelash."
The discussions continued until we reached our destination. When we dropped through light speed our sensors lit up with activity. Construction was underway on a mammoth ship. It looked as though the ship would have heavy armaments, but it was not a military vessel. It was a transport.
I spoke, "Frig. You see those Gold rooms on that thing? If I were to guess I’d say that ship could support… maybe… 100,000? I wonder what the exact number of the House of Girge is, the Queen’s family. That could easily be a personal transport for just that group of the population. And the only reason I can see that it would be built out here is so the rest of the population doesn’t know it exists."
"We now know where the Gold was going. Do you think maybe the Queen is planning something big? Or is she hedging her bets, thinking that if they are overrun by the Dakar, she will have a comfortable way to leave? Either way, there is nothing new to learn here, so we best be on our way back to our own territory."
As we turned Frig set the way-points back to the Milgari Tantric mine. After the first days travel an object came up on our defense screen. We slowed for a deep scan as we passed.
Frig spoke, "Sir, it appears to be a warship, frigate sized and lifeless. It is not Milgari. I believe we should investigate."
The ship was tubular in shape with a smooth, dark gray exterior. The front and back were covered with antennae. A large hole in its side and numerous scorch marks told of its possibly having been in battle. The scorches appeared to have originated from behind the ship, as if it were being pursued. The ship was dead. A deep scan of the hull yielded data that showed it had been adrift for several thousand years.
"Frig. Pull us up into that hole. I want a look inside."
Frig turned in my direction, "You plan on boarding her Sir? That seems very risky. If a ship were to come our way I would have to abandon you."
As I walked back for my helmet and blaster I responded, "Just do it, the faster we explore this thing the faster we get out of here."
Frig maneuvered the Swift into the hole in the side of the frigate. When the Swift had been sufficiently turned around, placing the rear cargo door near an exposed deck, I stepped through an airlock and drifted onto the dead craft.
From the exposure I could see that the main body of the ship had eight levels. I was on level five. I stepped through a room and into a hall way, the bulkhead doors were all open. I turned left, heading towards the front of the ship and began to walk. The ceilings were low and the halls narrow.
I relayed the information I was seeing to Frig and asked for a response, "Any identifying marks you can pick up on? I have symbols on the walls in here, but the translator has not identified them yet… hang on, I think we have our first dead alien. Looks about the right size to fit in these hallways, his helmet shield is cracked."
"Looks like they are just under a meter and a half tall, about average build and they have a wide flat head like you, but they aren’t Gambits. Their skin is dark, almost indigo in color and this one is wearing a combat suit. Insignia looks impressive so I am guessing he was an officer. Kind of creepy that he could float here dead for this length of time without being disturbed."
Frig responded, "With the lack of oxygen the bodies will only mummify slightly, there is no decay. The translations are coming in now… Lieutenant Fuyea was a navigation officer. He was killed from the concussion of the explosion that opened that hole. You will likely find more as you proceed."
"Sir, I scanned for the existence of life pods and they are all still in place. It looks like no one escaped whatever caused that explosion."
I soon came across a second body; this one was in a standard uniform without a helmet.
Frig again reported his findings. "Sir that one to your left, their injuries are consistent with an intense radiation burst. A quick analysis of the damage to this ship tells me that it is highly likely that a fission explosion made this hole. I have yet to see evidence of a fission device being used anywhere in the galaxy as a weapon. Several thousand years ago my people experimented with it for medicine and power, but the waste product was found to be a nuisance and clean ion power came along at the same time."
Frig punched away at his keyboard while I continued my look around. After climbing two decks up I discovered the bridge. The door was locked and sealed. I removed a plasma charge from my pack and formed it in a circle around the lock. Three minutes later a small thud could be heard, followed by a rush of air. I stepped back up to the door and pushed it open. A dozen dead aliens floated aimlessly, propelled into motion by the rush of air as it escaped from the sealed compartment.
I spoke, "Do we have a name yet for these people? Is there any identification on the hull?"
Frig typed away feverishly at his keyboard, "One moment Sir, I am in the middle of a data analysis on the ship’s power system. At the moment it looks like the explosion was internal. The ship was powered by a fission reactor. This was definitely a sub-light speed craft Sir."
"I believe that with a few modifications we might be able to power her up. The main power is gone, but I have isolated the forward section of the ship, including the bridge. If we disconnect four circuit breakers I should be able to wire up one of our ion generators to power her. It would be interesting to see what her computer systems contained if they were still operable."
As I looked around the bridge I asked Frig for direction to the breakers, "Show me the way and I will flip whatever levers you like. If we can get their computers up maybe we can download the data for analysis later. Even though this ship may be old you never know what bit of useful tech you might find. I know you built our signal inhibitors from tech on a salvage ship. Maybe this one has some of the same."
The next hour was spent moving about the frigate under Frig’s direction. A space-walk was then performed to move one of our four ion generators over to the derelict ship. Several dead bodies floated in the relay room Frig had selected for the generator hookup. He then worked his engineering magic and shortly afterward we were ready to apply power. The ion generator came on with a rumble. The lights in the room we had selected soon powered on followed by the ship’s gravity system. The four dead bodies fell to the floor with a thud.
I spoke, "Wow Frig, you never cease to amaze me. Let’s get up to that bridge and see what we can find out!"
When we stepped onto the bridge the systems displays were lit up with amber colored screens. I made my way to the Captain’s chair while Frig looked over the environmental system. I began to push buttons and the derelict ship began to move.
Frig spoke, "Sir, I would suggest you not experiment with those controls until we know what it is that they do. I can see that I made the right decision by clamping the Swift to the inner hull beams. She would otherwise be floating helplessly away from us."
I turned my head slightly and spoke over my shoulder. "No harm, no foul then!"
We continued to study the systems on the ancient frigate. I had enough to keep me busy while Frig looked as though he was in an engineering museum. To him everything was of wonderment and awe. As I poked around I came across the nav officer's console. A grid was displayed on the screen. I turned a dial and a meter rose to 100%. A joystick was then maneuvered until a position on the grid was selected, it matched coordinates near the Milgari's Tantric mine.
Out of curiosity I pressed a red "Enable" button. A buzzer sounded and the ship began to rumble. Frig rushed over to the console, "What did you do Sir?" The frequency of the rumble rapidly increased until a high pitched whine permeated the bridge. A loud buzzer then sounded for five seconds and an intense RF burst left from the antennae on the front of the ship.
I spoke, "Not sure what that was but it was kind of fun!" Seconds later a yellow blip appeared on the console at the point I had selected earlier. The blip then began to grow slowly. Frig raced over and enabled a large view-port screen that looked out of the front of the ship. A black void was slowly swirling, bending the light from the stars around it.
Frig punched the small keypad on his armband. A deep scan of the void was initiated by the Swift's sensors. Seconds later the data came back from the scan. "Sir, I am having difficulty with this. It appears to be what one would describe as a wormhole, something that has always only been science theory and never fact."
Frig moved to the navigation console. "The nav screen suggests that if we go through that hole we will be instantly transported to a new point elsewhere. I am trying to determine where that point might be. If this is true, if this is real, we may have stumbled upon the solution to one of the most sought after theories of space travel there ever was, a direct link between two points in space."
As I looked at the screen I pointed towards the coordinates I had entered. "I put an X right next to the location of the Milgari Tantric mine. I thought I was setting a way-point or something. If that void out there is a wormhole as you say, then I think we know how this ship traveled. With your own wormhole generator all you would need was sub-light speed. Start the download of the information from this ship’s computers."
Frig began to punch wildly on his keypad. The remainder of the day was spent looking over the ship’s systems. It appeared to be a research vessel as there were no signs of a weapon's console on the bridge. The derelict ship would require a thorough investigation. The others would be expecting us at the Tantric mine soon. We instead chose to stay.



Chapter 1
 
 
The blip that indicated the wormhole soon turned from green to yellow, then red. In an instant it was gone. As Frig dug into the systems, I chose to walk the ship. I moved down a stairwell to the level below and began checking the rooms along the hall. They were laboratories. One wall was lined with sealed jars that contained specimens of life from other worlds.
Each lab had an emphasis on a different aspect of biology, plants, animals and cells. I turned the corner into the next lab and was greeted with four small air-locked rooms, each with a yellow symbol that could easily signify bio-hazard. I wondered what experiments they may have run. Were they searching for cures or weapons?
When the ships power had returned all the open bulkheads were sealed off from the remainder of the ship. Bodies that had once gently floated fell to the floor and lay in awkward positions. Frig had identified the species as the Adree. Their origin was unknown and as there was so much to see it was not a pressing matter. There were new technologies and a new species to explore and learn about, a ship full of secrets waiting to be uncovered.
The ancient ship was low tech in many ways, but it also had technologies that were highly advanced. The gravity system felt natural, unlike the constant cyclical feeling you got from being on the Swift. Small fluctuations due to power usage made for a sometimes bumpy ride. The ship also had an extensive water system with recycling in every room. Fountains were a thing enjoyed by the previous owners of the ship as they were built into the structure on every deck.
I sat down on an animal-hide couch in a room that was decorated as would be expected of a lounge. There was a cube sitting on the table in front of me that was decorated with colored squares. I moved the rows of the cube in an attempt to line up each of the colors. After several minutes of distraction I set the cube back down and walked away in frustration. Whoever they were, they had a strange idea of what was entertaining.
I next ventured into what were the living quarters for the researchers on the ship. The walls were covered in a stained wood that begged you to sit and stare. Each researcher had a small private room, they shared a community bath. It had been many hours since I had gotten some rest and the beds of the researchers looked comfortable, but short. I smiled as I thought of our new accommodations on the Swift and the slightly lengthened bunk that I now enjoyed.
I then moved on to a kitchen and dining hall with seating for the crew. A buffet line was apparent and the utensil bin was filled with metal devices that resembled the combination of a fork and spoon. I was then startled as a buzzing sound went off in the kitchen. An automated oven had sounded that whatever meal it contained was done. I winced at the thought of what a several thousand year old meal might smell like.
When I had completed my tour I returned to the bridge. Frig was still moving quickly between consoles as he cataloged each and every control. As I looked around, admiring what we had found, the proximity alert sounded in my helmet. "Frig! Get back to the Swift! Now!"
I ran down the stairs and through several bulkhead doors before coming to the one that led out to the Swift. It was sealed.
I called out, "Frig! We need to open the hatch at bulkhead 57! We are sealed off from the Swift!"
Frig stepped through the bulkhead down the hall and pulled the hatch shut behind him. He punched the keys on his arm pad as he ran towards me. The air began to evacuate from our section and the lock on hatch 57 slid free. I pushed the hatch out and clumsily stepped through onto the open deck where the gravity no longer worked. Frig closed the hatch behind him and then continued towards the Swift. Seconds later the cargo door was closing and our ion generators were online.
As I sat in my pilot's chair and brought up the proximity console I exclaimed, "Oh crap! They brought the whole fleet. There are thousands of ships out there and they are closing in from every direction. We have probably been broadcasting signals off this derelict since we powered it up!"
I waited for Frig to unclamp the docking locks from the inner bulkhead of the old ship. Instead he punched away at his keyboard. "Ah, what are you doing? We have got to be out of here. Look at the screen!"
Frig continued to type, "I just need one moment Sir. I'm bringing the wormhole online."
I dropped my jaw in disbelief, "The wormhole! We are about to be pummeled here and we don't even know if that thing works! Cut those clamps!"
Frig stopped typing and looked at me, "Sir, look at your monitor, we are already surrounded. We would not make it 500 kilometers before a hundred cannon shots would rip us apart. This wormhole is our only option. I'm counting on the element of surprise to allow us to slip through."
Frig continued, "I connected my arm pad to the derelicts network. I have access to all of her controls. You should see a new wormhole open in front of her in three... two... one."
The wormhole opened.
"Now, we need approximately 15 seconds for it to stabilize. Once this light goes green I am going to start up her drives and we are going through. As a precaution, I have initiated our self-destruct and also the self-destruct of that ion generator on the derelict. We either make it through that wormhole of we die."
The stability timer counted down to zero and Frig pushed the throttle on the derelict to full. The freighter began to move forward into the wormhole. Just as the center of the ship entered I could feel the vibration of the impacts of a hundred cannon strikes on the back end of the derelict as it disappeared into the wormhole.
For only a moment time seemed to stand still. Then, in another instant we emerged on the other end of the wormhole and the derelict ship began to break apart as the ions from several hundred cannon strikes began to expand. Frig punched the clamp disengage and pushed the Swifts throttle to full.
Damage alarms rang out as we pulled away from the exploding derelict ship. The ions continued to rip through the old ship and in an instant it violently exploded in every direction. The wormhole quickly shut behind it, but not before half of a Milgari frigate came through.
As we pulled away from the blast the Swift rocked from the concussion. Our tail was damaged. We had made it with three layers of Tantric armor to spare. But we now had a second problem to contend with. The point to which we had jumped was adjacent to a small Milgari fleet that was guarding the Tantric mine. Before I could take a breath the first cannon bolt impacted our nose as Frig turned hard away.
I took control of the cannon and soon had two shots off that cripple the cruiser that had fired upon us. Nine more cruisers were turning our way.
I spoke, "Keep the nose pointed at them! We can't take hits in the back!"
Frig rolled the Swift and headed for the nearest cruiser. Again we took a shot to the nose before the Milgari cannon was destroyed.
The six remaining cruisers continued to come. We took two hits to the port wing and then another three to the starboard. Frig cut hard to avoid a hit as I tried to take out another cannon, I missed. The Swift rolled right and three strikes came across the top of the fuselage, another cannon was then knocked offline taking the number bringing us pain down to five.
I yelled, "Take us between those two to the left!"
Another hard cut was made as I squeezed off two more bolts. The Swift took three strikes to the nose as another Milgari cannon was shut down. As we rolled over the top of one of the four remaining cruisers we took three more hits across the top of the fuselage.
I continued, "Protect that back! Don't let them get a shot from behind!"
This time Frig managed an inverted turn, exposing the Swifts underbelly. As we came around hard four bolts found their marks on our underside. I responded with another shot to a cruiser cannon bringing our enemies firepower down to three.
The Swift lurched left and then rolled right as a bolt hit our cargo door. Smoke began to fill the cabin as the paint on the cargo door sizzled. Another hit from behind would be the end of our venture.
I spoke, "Line up on those two and head straight for them in a rolling spiral!"
Frig lined me up for a shot. I squeezed the trigger as a bolt from the first cruiser struck our nose. I kept the cannon firing and a hole was ripped through the first cruiser and into the second, both cannons were now down. The final cruiser then swung in on our tail.
With a move that I had never before seen, Frig set the Swift into a tumble. The cruiser fired repeatedly landing glancing blows. I fired in return, but could not get aim as we rolled uncontrollably. After three more glancing hits the battle came to an abrupt end.
The Slaughter, Slayer, Sleuth and seven Defenders all fired on the cruiser at once! Before a final bolt clipped our wing the cruiser blew into a million tiny parts. The Slayer landed two bolts into its recombination chamber; just in front of her engines... we had somehow survived the encounter. Seven sections on the Swift had one layer of Tantric armor or less remaining.
We settled into the docking bay of the Sleuth and the Colonel came out to greet us. "Grange! What just happened there? You were nowhere on our sensors and the all of the sudden you were mixing it up with those Milgari! How were you able to sneak in under our sensors and why did you attack?"
I began telling the Colonel about the derelict ship and the wormhole. He struggled to believe.
The Colonel spoke, "So, you are saying that fifteen minutes ago you were back near Barithia? And this ship was just floating there? Dead in space? And where is the Hammer? Were they left behind?"
I replied, "The Hammer is on its way and should be here in about a week. I decided to send them back alone while we investigated the second site that was being supplied from Barithia. We also have data on the Torrian world."
"We found some interesting things going on at the second site, but nothing so interesting as compared to the ship we discovered. We were taking a different route back to here and we just happened to get close enough to it that our sensors identified it as a manufactured object and not just space debris. After stopping and seeing it we of course had to go inside. We are curious like that."
I continued, "We used one of our generators to restore power and soon discovered the wormhole that allowed it to perform interstellar travel. We were so engrossed in the ship and its technology that we neglected to keep an eye on our surroundings. That ship was probably broadcasting a huge signal and the fleet at Barithia detected it."
"If it wasn’t for Frig’s quick thinking we would have had to self-destruct to keep from being captured as there were more than a thousand ships surrounding us. Frig opened the wormhole and pushed the ship through, but the back end probably caught several hundred main cannon bolts all at once as we passed into the wormhole. He managed to de-clamp us at the last second and our layers of Tantric kept us from exploding with that ship."
"We managed to pop out of the other end of that wormhole right in the middle of those Milgari ships."
I reached over and patted Frig on the shoulder, "This guy did a fantastic job of keeping us alive. At one point I thought we were going to lose the cargo door, but we managed to survive and here we are."
I then asked the Colonel why they were still waiting at the mine. "The Milgari have changed tactics on us. They are now using smaller ore haulers and moving shipments out about every two weeks. We were a couple days from taking this one as we had just missed the last."
"We are also waiting on the new personnel transport to arrive. We are going to take that hauler and then extract all those miners down there before destroying that mine. It will take them months to restore it to production during which time they won’t have any more ore."
"There are about 120,000 slave miners down there. We will house and feed them and then ask for volunteers for our ground assault force. Those who are willing will be trained and equipped. Those who are not will be given the opportunity to take one of our conventional transport ships, along with adequate supplies, and go anywhere they would like. I’m hoping we can pick up the 50,000 troopers we have been looking for. Freed slaves tend to be very motivated fighters."
With the Milgari ships out of the way the small freighter was boarded and taken over. A ground assault left 800 Milgari soldiers dead and 119,234 slave miners freed. The remaining harvested ore supplies were shuttled up to the freighter and the mine destroyed. Our transport soon arrived and the now free miners were taken aboard.
The miners were Teldaki citizens, a world deep in the Pollus sector that had been overrun and enslaved. Nearly five million Teldaki citizens had been forced into servitude under the Torrians on Torrus while another 10 million had been sent to work in Milgari mines. The remaining two billion citizens were exterminated and their cities burned to the ground. The newly freed Teldaki had no home to return to.
Almost 80,000 Teldaki volunteered for our ground assault force while the remaining 40,000 wanted to return to their home world. They hoped to rebuild even though they would be under the constant threat of another Milgari invasion. With the small number returning they hoped to be left alone.
Our operation at Jarhead continued to grow. The nation of Defiant now numbered more than 90,000 as more citizens joined our ranks. Honus had his automated construction docks up and running with the first two Raiders due to come online in only days. After that milestone we would be able to produce at a rate of eight Raiders per month.
The second dock was being setup to construct the troop transports and the assault shuttles for our new volunteers. The first 20,000 troop transport, with assault shuttles, would be ready for trials in nine weeks. Additional transports would be produced every three weeks thereafter. The automated construction docks were a thing of wonder once they had been properly configured. So long as the resource supplies were kept stockpiled the construction dock worked 24 hours per day until the job was done.
George’s bio-lab continued to study the Torrian drug that controlled the Milgari. Progress had been made on the understanding of how it worked although we still didn't know why. That barrier would need to be overcome before an antidote could be designed and tested. We maintained a small group of Milgari prisoners for that purpose as we waited for a breakthrough.
Frig now had the data from the derelict ship to research. There were no blue-prints or documents detailing the wormhole drive other than diagrams for maintenance. Frig hoped that with time we might be able to reverse engineer what we had seen and used. A drive that could transport ships instantly to a different point in the galaxy would be a game changer in the fight with the Torrians and Milgari. It could be used to place the Grid far away from danger while our fleets took down the Torrian Empire.
In the months that followed our return, the Milgari pulled their ships back deep into the Pollus sector. There had been several skirmishes with the Dakar and their automated ships. The borders of the Torrian Empire were no longer secure and their resources were running thin.
The loss of Tantric ore had been a critical blow to their war effort. After the incident with the Durian they had been unable to purchase Tantric from any of the surrounding empires. It was the first time since we had been made aware of Admiral Zimmerman's stealth fleet that I did not feel directly threatened by the Milgari. It was the first time I felt I had time to rest.
As my energies turned towards attempting to manage the small but growing nation of Defiant, I received a comm note from Doris Jenkins on the Grid. She had word of Ashley Elizabeth and her activities. She was frequently off the Grid, visiting a number of planets and stations.
Doris had arranged for a tail on several of the trips and reported that Ashley had brief meetings with a number of diplomats and military officers from other governments. On several occasions she had been seen conversing with known SCore agents on the Grid. There was a high possibility that she was directly on their payroll or at a minimum was doing leg work for them.
The SCore connection suddenly had me wondering if she had come to me initially because she was snooping around. It was a blow to my ego to think that I might have only been a pawn in her game of intel. I sent a note back to Doris, thanking her for her hard work and asking her to keep digging. If Ashley Elizabeth was indeed a SCore agent then perhaps one day I would be able to put that connection to use.
After three months of living without the threat of death all 119,234 of the Teldaki had decided to stay and join our cause. They were a hardworking and friendly species and I was happy to add them all to our citizenry. I reinforced the idea with them that they were free citizens and as such they were free to leave at any time, unless of course that time was during hostilities while on military duty. Desertion from a force that was voluntary could lead to a Court Marshall with the possibility of execution. No military would survive or be effective if desertion was left unpunished.
Raiders had been sent to Barithia and the reports coming back told of a Milgari fleet that was half its earlier size. The growing skirmishes with the Dakar had moved many of their ships to border outposts. The mining assets required protection while the Torrians decided what their next move would be. I hoped it was war with the Dakar, giving my own efforts time to mature and grow.
I stood at my office window, once again looking down at the cloud covered world of Jarhead. The rains were coming down non-stop and deep valleys had begun to fill. The ice freighters would be busy for another two years before the water levels would reach the designated height. Two years following that time the rains would stabilize and our terraforming of the land could begin.
I looked forward to life on our planet, a world where men were free to pursue their dreams and a world where children grew up in peace instead of always on the run. We had much too still do to achieve that dream. But I had hopes that our private war had sped us along on the way.
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A year had passed since the Milgari pullback, they could now only be found deep within the Pollus sector. During that time George had purchased five new automated construction docks. We were turning out 30 Raiders and four troop transports a month. A second Milgari mining planet had been attacked and another 100,000 slaves, the Bollites, had been liberated.
Our stockpile of credits continued to grow along with captured freighters from the Milgari. The Colonel and his men were keeping the Milgari busy using their hit and run tactics with the new Raiders. An additional nine captured frigates had been added to his fleet which now totaled out at 108 ships.
I maintained the Defender fleet for special missions. Gy had worked his magic and increased the number of Tantric layers of armor to 26. It was a needed update as the Milgari cannon's power output had increased by 50%. Several Defenders had escaped battle while being on the verge of a hull breach. I wondered how long it would be before more our advantages were overtaken.
The Milgari had not seen that type of a power increase in more than three hundred years. It had come through the capture of ships from a star system that was overrun during their pursuit of the Grid. We suspected the new increase had come from the Durians. They continued to actively trade with the Milgari. I couldn't help but wonder if the Durians were secretly allied with Torrus. Frig had countered that idea with the more likely scenario of the Durians playing both sides of the war, turning a large profit by selling to each party.
We had taken the Swift and the Hammer deep into the Pollus sector for reconnaissance of the Torrian home world.
Frig spoke, "Sir, we have been monitoring the airwaves for days and have heard nothing but drivel. The Torrian citizens are about the most uninteresting lot in the galaxy. They are consumed with their appearance to others; social status is their most valued possession."
I placed my feet up on the left hand console as I listened to a conversation between two of the royals.
"Diamond studded boots? Such a commoner thing to do. I would expect as much out of him. He wore the same boots to the last commitment dedication ceremony. And he had that smirk on his face as if he was proud of them. Those have not been in style since the House of Pilnar was in power more than 800 years ago."
I turned towards Frig, "I know what you mean. We have been here for two weeks. Their war with the Dakar is not going overly well and yet their focus is on diamond studded boots. If the Doc ever figures out the cure to that drug they will be wishing they had Tantric boots."
As we continued to listen and watch there was suddenly an immense explosion on the planet's surface. The city of Tunnit, along with the House of Tunnias and all of its descendants, followers and close friends had been wiped from the face of Torrus. The immense fireball was in the shape of a mushroom cloud, a telltale sign of a fission explosion, but our sensors had no readings of radioactive material.
The blast created a crater 1,500 meters deep in the center that went outward for 12 kilometers in each direction. The concussion wave that followed leveled everything within 50 kilometers of the detonation point. My next thought was that it was time for a change of plans.
I pressed the comm button, "Hammer, listen up. I think we may want to move back from this system for a while as it may get hot around here. A direct attack on a Royal family will light some fires under somebody about raising their home defense. We also need to go back over our sensor logs and see if we missed anything unusual being transported into this sector. Might be to our advantage to know who was responsible for that blast."
As we turned our Defenders to move out to a safer position we were confronted with a new threat. A Dakar warship was suddenly visible on our monitors. There was no indication of its prior arrival. Before we could react we were fired upon with multiple shots taking our armor layers down to near zero.
A hail came over the comm, "You are now guests of the Dakari Expansion. Any attempt to flee will be met with your destruction. Power down your generators or meet your end. You have 10 seconds to comply."
I pulled the Hammer up on a private channel, "Set your destruct to four hours and then power down as they say. Those circuits and the weapon associated with them are shielded and will not be detected by their sensors. It looks like we now have four hours to figure this out."
The Dakar warship was much taller than wide. With its dark exterior superstructure it had the appearance of a giant black fish with a scorpion tail. Arrays of antennae covered each side with evidence of numerous ion cannon turrets that could be turned in any direction. The size of the ship was similar to a cruiser making our Defenders appear tiny in comparison. Moments later we were being pulled aboard.
Once inside the docking bay of the Dakar vessel Frig checked the atmosphere. "It is breathable Sir. I would suggest we exit with our helmets attached just in case. If they decide to vent the air in here we would be dead in seconds without them."
As I stood up and looked at the cargo door of the Swift I decided against it. "Forget the helmets. They said we were guests; let's act as though that is what we are. Before we step out of here though, how about setting up a little program that will power up those generators and start to blasting the inside of this place if you should feel the need for that to happen. Think of it as a safety mechanism for the self-destruct." 
Frig spun around in his chair and typed feverishly at his keyboard. 49 seconds after he had begun his application was up and running. An addition of a small charge well to our computer systems saw to it that they could achieve an immediate boot up. With the charge well for the weapons also ready to use the Swift could become deadly to the Dakari ship with the press of a button.
When the cargo door of the Swift opened a small, square, gray robotic assistant was waiting for us. "Guests of the Dakar, please follow me."
We were escorted to a room where a bench seat lined the wall. "Please wait here, you will be attended to shortly."
The gray box then went silent. I sat on the bench as Frig walked around the room. Several minutes passed before the door to the room opened. A tall thin yellow creature entered.
I assumed it to be a Dakar. "You are of the Human race. I do not have record of the green one. Why were you spying on our world?"
I looked at Frig before speaking, "My friend here is a Gambit. His world was overrun by the Torrians too. If you know that I am Human then you know why I am here. We are at war with the Milgari and the Torrians just as you are. For you this war is recent, for us it has gone on for a 1,000 years. We are here gathering knowledge with the hope that we can somehow bring this war to an end."
I continued, "My name is Grange, Don Grange. My friend here is called Frig. Who is it that we have the pleasure of speaking with?"
The yellow alien stared for several seconds. "My name is Lunge. This is my ship, the Paswari. I am curious Don Grange. You have been out maneuvered, outwitted and outgunned. You are seated on a warship of another species with no defense and yet you seem to be calm. It is an unusual reaction."
I nodded my head and spoke, "The way I look at it, we are of value to you. Not as prisoners or enemies, but as allies. We have a common enemy in the Torrians and Milgari. Perhaps our discussions should be ones of cooperation about how we remove the evil species from our lives. You are the first of the Dakar that we Humans have met. And if I were you I would be asking myself this. If Humans are calm and collected under these circumstances, would they make for an ally that could be counted upon or for one that could not be trusted?"
Lunge looked at Frig for several seconds. "And what of the Gambit? What does he think of this?"
Frig sat on the bench with his hands to either side. "I think the Humans are going to win this war. And for those who are allied with them, they will be the beneficiaries of any victory. The Humans will survive. The others in this sector may not."
Lunge nodded, "Spoken with confidence. But I do have another question for you Don Grange. If you believe it is in our best interest to cooperate then please explain the three hour and twenty-two minute self-destruct timer that is running on your ship? That does not speak of cooperation."
I leaned forward, "You did fire on our ship. We offered no threat and yet we are sitting here in this room on your ship. Guests are not taken by force, they are offered an invitation."
The Dakar replied, "If we had offered an invitation you would have accepted? Not knowing who we were or our intentions?"
I leaned back on the wall. "We know who you are. And I am pretty sure we also know your intentions. You want your home world back and the Milgari and Torrians gone, preferably dead, but gone just the same. If those are your intentions and if there would be interest in discussion of cooperation, I would suggest a show of that cooperative spirit by allowing my other colleagues to take our ships and go. I will remain with you as a liaison for the Humans."
The Dakar thought for several seconds before he replied, "You are unusual Don Grange, I'm not sure yet if I like the fact that you do not feel threatened. If you Humans are capable of defeating the Torrians then perhaps we can discuss this further. I accept your offer Mr. Grange. You will be my guest as we discuss our options."
The Dakar waved his hand and the assistant turned for the door, "Green guest, please follow me to your vessel."
Frig rose with a concerned look on his face. I gestured towards the door, "Go, get the ships back and get them repaired. If anyone wants to know where I am then tell them I am a guest of the Dakar. Mr. Lunge and I are having discussions of cooperation."
The Swift and the Hammer left supplies of food and soon departed. Lunge invited me up to his bridge as we sped off towards an unknown Dakari base. The bridge on the Paswari was dimly lit; the room itself was small for a bridge, measuring ten meters by ten meters.
I spoke, "Where is the rest of your crew Mr. Lunge?"
The alien settled in his chair in front an extensive array of controls and displays. "I am the crew Mr. Grange. And the name is Feta, Feta Lunge. Our ships are largely autonomous. I am here merely for situations such as that which just came about. Had it been up to the computer I am sure you would not be treated kindly, if you had survived the initial encounter at all."
I replied, "It would have been a loss for the Dakar had that happened."
Feta nodded, "This vessel is largely autonomous due to the level of its artificial intelligence. Much as a child is born and raised so are our computer cores. Paswari is the name of the core on this ship. You may speak to her at any time. Just keep in mind that with things that we may interpret as being a gray area she only sees black and white. Her reasoning is sound, but limited."
Feta continued, "If you would like to sit you may make use of the bench. My assistant, Passi, is constructing a chair for you as we speak, it should be operational shortly. We are proceeding to a forward base where I will place your request for cooperation up for discussion. If approved, you will be taken to another larger base where the process will be repeated. I would suspect, if our military staff is interested, that you may be sent all the way to Regents Tower, the location where any final decision would be made."
The Dakar crossed his arms, "I must warn you that the highest security precautions will be taken during this process. If at any time those making the decision have no interest in an agreement of any kind you may be returned to your people or you may be executed. As I said, our security is our highest priority. Since this process has already begun, your fate will lie with the chain of inquirers. I would advise that you make your best effort to impress them."
I discussed the war with Lunge. He was hesitant to answer my questions until I told of the Milgari history with the Grid. I chose to hold on to the fact that the Milgari were savagely loyal to the Torrians due to a drug. I had a suspicion that any other species with that knowledge might feel the temptation to use the same tactic to make the Milgari work for them. The Milgari changing allegiances to someone else was not my idea of a good solution. A cure needed to be found so that the Milgari would one day be free.
When questioned about the war with the Torrians, Lunge finally opened up. Their empire, which was largely at peace, spanned more than 150 star systems. The Milgari had rushed in and taken the home world and the surrounding systems before reinforcements could be sent. The remaining Dakari politicians then negotiated a peace accord with the Torrians where they would each refrain from attacking the other’s planets.
Other than border skirmishes that truce had held for the 12 years the Torrians had occupied their world. During that decade the Dakari had waited patiently while they built up their forces. The recent sign of weakness by their foe was used as the trigger to escalate hostilities. The Dakari were getting bold with their military power, the explosion on the planet was only the first of many planned.
"So, Lunge, your people have been planning this for some time. Since you are proceeding with your attacks I take it that your technology has advanced along with the size of your fleet. Your intel people are aware of the fact that the Milgari battle cannons recently increased in power output by 50%? We found that out on one of our last encounters."
The Dakar turned to his console and typed away before turning back towards me, "If that is true it is a revelation that my command will want to know. Do you have proof of this encounter?"
I sat up on the bench. "Proof? I took direct hits from those cannons which includes the ones on their cruisers. The power output is real I assure you. That could be a very bad thing if your fleet were to attack without planning for that. How are your stocks of refined Tantric ore?"
Lunge gave a worried look and then straightened his back and face, "Our Tantric stockpiles are adequate. Our shields will hold."
I leaned back on the bench with a relaxed posture. "Well, I’m just letting you know that if you are in need of Tantric ore I happen to have a super freighter that is loaded with it. If an alliance is struck that ore might be available for a reasonable price. We have buyers for the ore, but deliveries will be spread out over several years as our sector has become saturated with Tantric."
I continued, "Do I also understand that the Teldaki were members of your empire? Their home world was in this region."
The Dakar lowered his brow. "You have news of the Teldaki?"
I stood and began to pace the room. "The Teldaki were conquered and enslaved by the Milgari. Several million are now servants to the Torrians, if you were unaware, many Teldaki perished during that explosion. We recently liberated another 120,000 from a mining operation. From what we were told the remaining Teldaki were executed before their cities were burned."
Lunge looked down in sadness. "I had traveled to their world many times. I had close business associates that I considered friends. I’m afraid our intelligence is lacking in many areas Mr. Grange. We have lived in fear of the Milgari for a decade and as such we have done an inadequate job of trying to infiltrate their star systems, many of which were at one time members of the Dakari Expansion."
I again sat on the bench and sighed. "We have all lost many people due to the atrocities of the Torrians and the Milgari. If you had names of your friends I could check our records to see if they were among those we rescued. The chances of that are slim, but we would be happy to check for you. We are both on the same side of this war Lunge. I hope your people are able to see that."
We continued our chat as we made our way towards the Dakari forward base. When we arrived I said goodbye to Lunge as I was escorted to another larger ship. I was seated at a table in front of four Dakar and the questioning began. "Mr. Grange, are we to expect that someone of your knowledge, someone who has accomplished what you have, is sitting on the front lines? It seems to me that a person of your stature would be too valuable for such a dangerous task."
I looked around the table at the stoic faces that were looking back. "Gentlemen, I have been told repeatedly that I should stay out of harm’s way. But I view myself as just another citizen, if I am not willing to risk my own life why should I have the power to risk that of another? As I stated in my earlier answers, I am not a representative for the Grid. I am a representative of a private nation, Defiant, and my governance is over a people who have all come to the fight willingly."
"We do not wish to rule the galaxy and we have no aspirations for expansion. We wish this war to end so that we can live our lives in peace, aspiring to the goals of the individual. And when that time of peace comes, we hope to trade freely and fairly with anyone who wishes the same. My life is of no more value than that of the custodian who cleans our ships. Without that member of our team, this war cannot be fought."
The four Dakar turned away and discussed my case with whispers. As I watched several heated exchanges went on between one Dakar and the other three. The first to turn back towards the table had a scowl on his face. The other three were pleasant.
The Dakar spoke, "Mr. Grange, after reviewing the report by Lunge, and after our inquiry here, we have decided that your request should be forwarded to our headquarters. The board of Admirals will review your request and make a determination from there. If they accept, you will be taken to Regents Tower where you will state your case before the Council of the Wise."
"As you can see from our inquiry here Mr. Grange, not everyone will be in agreement with what you propose. These are difficult times Mr. Grange and difficult decisions must be made. I personally find it hard to believe that you, one of four Humans we captured, have the authority to strike such a deal. But that decision will be left for a higher power to decide. Good luck with your venture Mr. Grange. I hope for your sake the Admirals find your proposal worthwhile."
The meeting adjourned and I was escorted to another ship. This time the travel to the Dakari military headquarters was done while sitting in a cell. My food supplies had been brought aboard for my sustenance. My time was spent pacing about the cell in thought about what else I could say. The Captain of the current vessel had no interest in a chat. Two weeks later we touched down and I was again escorted to another ship.
A lower ranked Dakar admiral was given the task of questioning the alien. "Mr. Grange, you mentioned knowledge that the Milgari cannons have had a dramatic increase in power output. What makes you believe this to be true?"
I told the Admirals of our attacks on the Milgari and the resulting damage to our shields. I then asked if he was willing to risk his fleet now that he had this knowledge. It drew an angry stare. "Admiral, I would like to ask a question of you. Do you trade with the Durians?"
The Admiral returned an inquisitive look. I continued, "I ask this of you because I believe they may have been the ones who sold that upgrade to the Torrians. We have encountered their ships being in the service of the Milgari several times. I have been witness to their trades with those in the Grid Force. If they are trading with you that means they are trading in weapons and shields with all sides… profiting from our demise."
"They recently supplied the Grid Force with a new shielding technology that would help to dissipate half of the energy from an ion bolt strike. I was wondering if they perhaps had sold you the same? We discovered that it had been applied to a Milgari frigate we had captured. If you have had dealings with them you may want to keep that fact in mind."
The Dakari Admirals dismissed me as they discussed their options. I was called back into the room 15 minutes later. "Mr. Grange, the decision has been made to forward your request to Regents Tower. We will be checking out the information you have provided. If any of that proves true, that information will be forwarded on to the Council. But if the information you have provided is false in any way Mr. Grange, expect the inquiries to be over."
I thanked the Admirals and assured them that the information was accurate. I was then escorted to a third ship where the ride was again spent in a holding cell with little to no external stimulus. I found myself happy to face the Council if for no other reason than to no longer be in a cell.
Regents Towers was named after a dust cloud formation that was visible in the night skies over the planet Hegomy. It was a stunning view as I rode in a small transport from the space dock to the Council of the Wise building in the city central. Wassing was a city of blue skyscrapers with sculptured decks protruding from many a room. The people in and around the Council were neatly dressed and courteous. My time for questioning had come.
A speaker stood at a podium before me. "Council members and associated guests, we have before us a representative of the Nation of Defiant. He is offering cooperation in the war against the Torrians and the Milgari. He also offers trade relations and the sharing of intelligence. Two sub-inquiries have been conducted with only a single negative vote. The first order of the day will be a speech by the Human after which the floor will be opened for questions. Please extend your normal courtesies."
I stepped up to a podium before 120 council members and an audience of more than 500 guests. I placed my hands on the podium and leaned in to an oddly shaped microphone. An assistant quickly grabbed my upper arm and pulled me gently backward.
Another assistant then stepped up to the podium. "We apologize for any inconvenience but this has been ordered as a closed door meeting. The Council will be meeting with our guest in private. Please exit the guest chambers in a kind and courteous fashion. Thank you."
My opening speech was delayed by 20 minutes as the chamber cleared. When the doors had been closed the assistant gestured for me to return to the microphone. I stepped up and once again placed my hands on the podium.
"Councilmen of the Dakari Expansion, I stand before you today in the spirit of freedom, the freedom for our peoples to live their lives in peace, the freedom to determine our own destinies. We have a common enemy, the Torrians and their henchmen the Milgari, an enemy that has taken much from each of us, an enemy that has committed atrocities beyond the pale."
I continued to make my case for another 15 minutes before resting and stating my closing argument. "… And because of this I stand before this great chamber today. Our people need your assistance. In return we offer ours. This constant threat to both of our peoples must come to an end. Through the spirit of cooperation, I believe this enemy can be defeated once and for all. I believe that freedom and prosperity await both of our peoples once that common goal has been achieved. I thank you for providing me with this opportunity before you. Please ask any questions you may have, I will do my best to answer them to the best of my ability. Again, thank you."
The chamber was silent. The assistant then stood at the podium to direct the questioning. "Please use your designators to add your name to the queue. The questions will be asked in the order received. Please be courteous and limit the questions to a single succinct question. Our time limit for today’s session has been suspended given its gravity. All normal chamber rules apply. The questioning today will begin with Councilman Walther Maldoon…" 
 
~~~
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