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Chapter 1
 
 
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. "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.
"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."
"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 second. "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 was you I would be asking myself this. If Humans are calm and collected under these circumstances, would they make for an Allie that could be counted upon or for one that could not be trusted?"
Lunge looked at Frig for several second, "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.
"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."
"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."
"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."
"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. An 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 included the one 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."
"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 a poor 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, we are 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.
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.
"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 ship 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 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.
"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 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 in 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…"



Chapter 2
 
 
Walther Maldoon… he was as ornery and outspoken as they came. He stood at his council desk and stared into the camera. The council chamber was a large circular room. The council seats lined three quarters of area with the main podium jutting out onto a platform that stood 100 meters above the floor below. The guest seating in the area below the council and the podium sat empty and dark. As I stepped back from the podium I looked down through the transparent floor. For only a moment I had a feeling of vertigo.
Walther Maldoon spoke, "Why is it that every six months we get a new alien in here trying to sell us a load? Are we that gullible? Are we some green star system society that all live under a rock? This… Human… as he calls himself, comes here to tell us he can solve all our problems. Humans? They don’t even have a planet of their own!"
"These… creatures… they pull up and run when times get tough. He even says they have been doing this for 1,000 years! And now, we are supposed to believe that suddenly they can defeat the Torrians? Nonsense! This is a weak species looking for help. Well I would like to offer my help. I’ll help him into a transport and help to send him packing!"
The council chamber erupted in talk. The moderator moved quickly to calm the room. Foori Metas was the next to have the floor. "Mr. Maldoon, as I am sure you know, one plus one equals two. It does not equal one half!" The chamber once again erupted in comment. Flori Metas raised her hand to quiet her colleagues. "This Human… has come to us to offer assistance in this war. Do we need it? Can we fight this war ourselves? Well the answer is YES!"
"But perhaps we should take a different view of this offer than that of my colleague Walther Maldoon. Perhaps this is an opportunity for the Humans to take losses instead of our own people! Let’s think about this… for every Milgari ship they destroy that is one less that we have to fight, that is at least one less Dakar and one less ship that we have to place in danger!"
"It would seem to me that the offer the Human is proposing works in our favor. And I don’t see where Mr. Muldoon gets his concern from. If the Humans are so much weaker than the Expansion, what do we have to worry about once the war is over? We will have our star systems back, they will be happily left alone!"
The chamber once again erupted in comment. Several of the members were soon involved in a scuffle which quickly turned violent. I was shocked at the beating that ensued. An older Dakar was rapping a younger member with his steel cane. After the third strike to his head the young Dakar grabbed his attacker around the waste and picked him up. He was slung over his shoulder as he walked down the aisle beside them.
The old Dakar struggled and continued to swing his cane as the young Dakar came to a railing. With a sudden thrust the old Dakar was thrown over the rail. He plummeted to his death the 100 meter distance to the chamber floor below. I looked around at the other chamber members, most were oblivious to the altercation and the death of the old Dakar. When the crowd had once again settled a new Dakar stepped up and took the dead councilman’s seat.
I had a sudden realization that maybe the Dakar were not a species to be allied with. I wondered if I would have a similar fate if I too got into a heated exchange with a Dakar. The thought then occurred to me that the crowd might be easily swayed with the right approach. In a moment of brilliance I stepped back up to the podium and banged my fist. The chamber went silent as many of the council members looked on in stunned silence.
"Members of this council! These are grave times for each of our species. Much like the politicians at home I am sure there are many of you who see alliance with an alien species as something that disgusts you, after all, who is this alien that he thinks he can stand before us and command our attention, an alien that has yet to even earn our respect!"
The chatter in the chamber again rose as I paused for effect. I slammed my fist down on the podium for a second time, "I am Don Grange! I am a warrior for my people as was my father before me! I have fought beside men who have died with the belief that these Torrians who plague us should be annihilated!" The chamber again came to life. But the councilmen were no longer leering, I had their full attention.
"I would be honored to stand and fight beside each one of you against our common foe!" I reached out and grabbed the assistant standing next to me and locked arms. "Why do we squabble amongst ourselves here today when the enemy still controls our lives. We must join together and force an end to this war. We must stand together and crush the spines of the greedy and hateful Torrians. It’s time we stood and reclaimed the properties and freedoms that are rightfully ours!"
For several seconds the chamber remained silent. I pushed the assistant away, banged my fist hard on the podium three times and then thrust it into the air, standing as in defiance of the Torrians. The council again remained silent for several seconds before a group of Dakar on the right hand side all stood at once and raised their fists.
It was a spark that ignited a flame. Other members of the council then began to rise with their fists in the air. When the number of fists passed two thirds of the chamber I began to pump my arm up and down as I yelled into the microphone, "War! War! War!" In seconds the council was united, their fists pumping into the air as they too chanted "War!"
The Dakar were a species that responded to strength and boldness. I wondered if with a fiery enough speech could I convince them to throw each other from the chamber rail. It was a strange culture, but it was one that the nation of Defiant was now allied with. I turned to the assistant and smacked him on the shoulder, "Let’s go have lunch!" He stepped back and gave me a strange look.
The council meeting was soon adjourned and I was escorted into a nearby conference room where eight members of the council were seated. "Mr. Grange, welcome. My name is Fewish Minter. I am the current Patta of the Council of the Wise. Please be seated. We wish to discuss our cooperation with you and your people. Before we join in any type of alliance we thought it might be prudent to limit our entanglement to a single operation."
"We wish to recapture the Posad world of Mortel. The Emerald mines are of a particular value to the Dakari Expansion and we wish to regain control of them." I wondered if liberating the Posad would mean that they were trading one task master for another. Mortel belonged to the Posad and not the Dakari Expansion, but I was not in a position to argue, the Dakar would be an improvement over the Torrians.
"Mr. Minter. Defiant would be willing to commit our troops to the ground if your ships can command the space surrounding Mortel. The garrison of troops, as we have seen on other mining colonies, is generally limited to several thousand troops. We will liberate the miners and then leave the planet for your people to come in and assist the Posad in their recovery."
"While our ships are capable of taking control of the Mortel system, I believe it would be a show of our trust to take on the dirty part of an assault that would include hand to hand combat. If these terms are agreeable, plans will be put in place. I would add that at this time we do not wish any transfer of our technologies until such time as a level of trust has developed that warrants such cooperation.
I am sure the Dakar people have many secrets and many technological advances that we do not. I would also believe that you think the same of us. I would recommend that you re-evaluate your relationship with the Durians. I believe they are playing both sides of this war for profit. We caught them involved in a large trade of Tantric ore with the Milgari. That ore was confiscated and is one reason that the Milgari have pulled back. They are struggling to replace any ships lost.
Fewish Minter then spoke, "Yes, about that, it would seem that your strategy of denying them ore has created a problem for us. With their fleets pulled back deep in the Pollus sector our conflict with them has not only grown but it has become both complex and difficult. This may have been good for your people, but it has not been good for ours."
We were quietly amassing a force to deal with the Torrians. With the pullback we have now become a concern, which has in turn brought the full attention of the Torrians that we hoped to avoid. This is why many of the council members have grave concerns about interacting with Humans. Your actions have been a hindrance to our goals.
I raised my right hand, partially covering my mouth as I thought about Fewish Minter’s words. "Mr. Minter. I understand the difficulties we may have caused, but you must understand that we could not sit silent and allow the Milgari and the Torrians to overrun our position. We are not willing to compromise our freedoms."
Fewish Minter then raised his hand. "Mr. Grange, you do realize that if your people decided to flee to another sector, the Torrians and Milgari would follow. They would leave this sector and thus would bring an end to this war for us. We were building up for just such an eventuality when your Tantric strategy changed this war. We must now fight the full force of our enemy to recover that which is rightfully ours."
I again paused in thought for several seconds before speaking, "I can see your reasoning and its merits Mr. Minter. Things are different for us this time. The Milgari have a new more powerful weapon, a weapon that will allow them to attack our station from a distance. It is a very real possibility that our drives could be damaged and the station unable to flee."
"If the drive technology on the Grid were to fall into the hands of the Torrians, they could easily control this arm of the galaxy. Even with the powerful ships you now have fighting, those ships would be worthless against a foe that could attack any point of your empire, with devastating results, before your fleet had a chance to react."
"In an instant they could have 20 of the massive ships sitting half a light-year away. Those ships could easily destroy your cities, factories and stations and then be gone before your fleet had a chance to engage them. And with the prize of our drive system in their possession, they would stop at nothing to dominate and subdue all of your star systems. Those same massive ships can then be used to destroy your fleet from afar."
Fewish Minter then rose and spoke as he slowly paced the room, "Mr. Grange, you pose a good argument. And I will give you credit for the adjustment you made out there in the chamber. The Dakar are an arrogant species. They react to bold gestures in a positive manner while a kind and courteous speaker will be chastised and berated."
"I was impressed with your sudden change, but I do not believe that is who you are. I also believe the remainder of your Human counterparts to be indecisive and weak. We believe the open nature of your Grid will be its downfall. We have gathered information on your species over the past decade Mr. Grange."
"It is one of the reasons I have difficulty believing that you are a representative for the Grid as well as your nation of Defiant as you call it. We have seen the results of your actions in our space, but there is no indication of those actions on your station. It would seem that you and your Defiant people have acted on your own."
"I will recommend this first joint action to the council. If all goes well we can again meet to discuss a further action. If it does not go well, we will be having a much less pleasant conversation with you Mr. Grange, much less pleasant. I will recall the council and you will know the results of our decision within a week."
"Until such time as a council decision is made, you will be our guest. Hegemony has a number of natural wonders to be seen. You will be escorted to those locations, but there will be absolutely no contact or conversation with any Dakar citizen. That will include your escorts Mr. Grange."
"The courtesy we are extending comes with restrictions, if those rules are violated, any discussions will be ended, leaving us with the much less pleasant conversation I have just mentioned. You may observe the natural wonders in silence. When you return, you will have our decision." A hand of an escort was then placed on my shoulder.
I was taken to a suite in the council chambers building where I was offered a moment to bath. My Human stench was offensive to the Dakar, a people who by their own right were extremely clean. With my hygiene in order I was then flown to the first of the natural wonders of Hegemony.
Violar Falls was a majestic 700 meter tall natural waterfall. From the top of the falls I was flown to a building at the bottom and then taken through a tunnel to a massive cave structure behind the falls. The cave held the standard scenery of stalagmites and stalactites as well as crystal clear calm pools of water. I had always enjoyed the scenes of nature when visiting planets. One day, I hoped that Jarhead would offer natural wonders of its own.
From Violar falls I was taken to a park of the highest mountain on Hegemony. Its lower regions stretched down to a vast sea. Green tree lines pushed upward to 2 kilometers where barren granite took over up to the summer snow line at 6 kilometers. The massive peak of Mount Jurdiene then rose another 3 kilometers up into the heavens.
The tour continued for the remainder of the week as the Council of the Wise met to determine my fate. Upon my return the members of the high council were again seated in the conference room. I was escorted in and asked to sit.
"Mr. Grange, after much deliberation, some of it otherwise unpleasant, we have decided to accept your offer. You will be escorted back to your ship and returned to your people. We understand that there are great distances to be traveled. Therefore, we have allowed 74 of your calendar days before we assemble for an attack on Mortel."
"We will be expecting you to return for the ground assault portion of this battle Mr. Grange. If the date is missed we will proceed without you, but keep this in mind Mr. Grange, from that point on any encounters between our people will be hostile. If you hold up your end of the bargain we can again meet to discuss further cooperation."
As the meeting adjourned I had one final request for the Dakar, "Would it be possible for the Captain who first brought me in to be the one that takes me back to my people? His fair dealing with me brought with it a semblance of trust. I would prefer to be returned by his hand if that can be arranged." Fewish Minter stood and gestured towards the door. "We will provide such Mr. Grange. We look forward to doing further business with you when and if that time comes."
In my short dealings with the Dakar I came away with the feeling that they could only be trusted so far. They had their own ambitions and as such viewed our cooperation as a convenience if nothing else. When the Torrians were no longer a threat I had no doubt that the Dakar soon would be. They were devout expansionists and their desires to control the galaxy were subtle, but still obvious.
Feta Lunge soon landed and I was taken aboard the Paswari. The little gray robot Passi was there to greet me. "This way Mr. Grange, Mr. Lunge awaits your company." Lunge was busily typing at a keyboard when I entered the bridge. I was encouraged to see that the chair that had been constructed for me still remained.
I sat in the chair and awaited conversation from Lunge. He remained working at the keyboard before acknowledging my presence through word only. "Mr. Grange. You have caused me great concern with your request. My fate has been inevitably tied to yours and your people’s performance once any cooperative actions get underway."
"If you do not live up to a minimum of standards then I too will be viewed as having brought shame upon the Expansion. I would prefer that my fate be tied to my actions, but you have seen to it that it is also tied to yours." Feta Lunge then slowly spun around in his chair, "I will do what I can to see that you are successful Mr. Grange. It is in my own best interest."
During the ride back, Feta opened up about his life as a Dakari captain. It was a lonely life with much of the time spent in desolate places or on patrol around remote systems. If there were multiple ships involved in a patrol they were required to maintain radio silence except under extreme circumstances. He would make it into port once or twice a year, but only for a day or two at a time. As a member of the Dakari Star Service he would be in isolation for a 40 year term.
In his 12 years as a DSS captain Feta had only fired his weapons twice. Once when attacked by a pirate vessel and once when he had taken control of the Hammer and the Swift. There had been a number of recent confrontations with the Milgari, but none had risen to the level of weapons fire. That time however, was coming.
When we arrived in the Mensa sector I had him drop me on Omrin. I had no desire to give away the location of our world to a species that could not yet be trusted. From Omrin I said goodbye to Feta, purchased a small flyer and headed back to the Supressor. When I arrived there were many "Congratulations on your surviving" greetings given by my many friends.
During my absence the Colonel took the Slaughter, Slayer and Sleuth out hunting along with 26 Raiders. The Milgari supply lines were in shambles with another eight freighters captured. The opulent lifestyles of the Torrians were starting to see shortages of some products. The Colonel and his men returned without any casualties and the minimal ship damage received had been repaired in space.
Davis had managed to make contact with several Teldaki slaves on Torrus through their kin who were now Ground Assault Marines with our forces. Lives had been placed at risk to provide us with data on the Torrians. The inconveniences caused by supply shortages were intolerable to the royal families. Slaves were punished if for nothing else other than to relieve frustration. I struggled with the thought of our actions causing hardships for the Teldaki slaves, but such were the struggles of war. Not until the war was over could you control the actions of others.
Frig’s time during my absence was spent on researching the wormhole technology from the derelict ship. From bits of information stored in the derelict’s computer files he had been able to piece together a partial picture of the physical mechanism that was used to generate the bend in space-time. "Sir, it seems the ship used the powerful array of antennae to generate an immense RF signal."
"Somehow they were able to focus that energy down to a point. At a subatomic level the fabric of space-time was punched through to another point elsewhere. That point is evidently programmable using the different signal frequencies involved. Once a wormhole is opened only a moderate amount of power is required to keep it in that state. The wormhole itself has a limited life, something to do with the decay ratio of the atoms involved. It is quite difficult to piece this information together when so much of it is missing."
I replied, "So, how close are we to reproducing this effect?" Frig shook his head, "We are not close at all Sir. We do not have information on the frequencies used and we do not have information regarding how those antenna signals were focused down to a point. We have video from the Swift that I am using to reconstruct the arrays, albeit in a much smaller form. Once complete I am hoping to conduct testing, but as I stated, we are not close to a solution at this time."
I next made my way to see George and to check on the progress of reproducing the Torrian drug being used to control the Milgari. Several compounds had been created in an attempt to block the effects of the drug; none had been successful during the trials on the Milgari captives that we held. George wondered if we were dealing with an altered DNA, a problem for which there would be no easy cure.
With my morning tasks out of the way I called the Colonel into my office to plan for our ground assault on Mortel. Our converted Milgari cruisers and frigates would perform clumsily in the thick atmosphere of Mortel. The initial assault from the air would be done with our Raiders followed closely behind with boots on the ground. Four assault transports and their shuttles would be parked in low orbit and the Teldaki Marines would be deployed.
I would be riding aboard the Helix with the Swift being in her cargo hold. When the ground assault came to a conclusion I would then take the Swift out to meet with the designated Dakar officer. I had seen to it that the officer in question would be Feta Lunge.



Chapter 3
 
 
We arrived on the outskirts of the Mortel system with three troop transports carrying 55,000 ground assault troops, 22 Raiders along with their 880 Marines and four Defenders. Contact with the Dakar was made and an attack time coordinated. The Milgari had 4 cruisers, 7 destroyers and 12 frigates parked in orbit around Mortel. They were not in a good state of readiness.
When the time came it was complete chaos for the Milgari. I was riding with Jarrod in the Helix as the attack began. "Fletcher! Target those towers and let’s take this compound down! Scans show 8,312 Milgari down there with various vehicles and weapons. That square building to the left should be the armory, target it next!"
The Helix swooped down from the skies. Light ion fire could be seen impacting our hull. The Tantric armor along with the ion dissipaters easily handled the small weapons fire. The four guard towers surrounding the garrison were quickly vaporized. The Helix swooped outward, performed an inverted roll and came back towards the armory building. In a flash the building exploded with a bright fury.
The Helix set down just outside the compound and the 40 Marines on-board piled out. "Bagwell! Take left flank. I want those barracks cleaned out! Rollins! Bring your team with me. We are hitting that storehouse to the right followed up by the officer’s quarters. Check you conventionals as that ion bomb should go off in three… two… one…" A bright yet brief flash suppressed any ion activity in the area.
As the action began I stood and turned to Jarrod, "I’m going out there. Those men need…" Jarrod grabbed my arm, "Ho there Chief, you just sit your butt back down here. Timmons and his men do not need your support. What they need is for you to sit tight and then meet up with your Dakar counterpart when this is all done. Sorry Sir, but you will be sitting this one out!"
Jarrod would not release my arm. Despite my larger frame and younger body his grip was like a steel vice. I was soon sitting in my chair switching between various views of the ongoing battles. I tuned into Timmons’ channel, "Blow that door and follow up with a couple nades! Scan is showing eight Milgari in there. As officers, they will be the thinkers, makes them the most deadly while we are running conventional. When that second nade blows, let’s hit that door running!"
Timmons’ video feed momentarily shook as the two grenades exploded within the officer’s quarters. Eight Marines rushed in and gunfire was immediately evident. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak! Ak-ak! The quarters were quickly cleared of any threat. I sat gripping the arms of my chair as the action passed me by.
Jarrod then spoke, "It is tough isn’t it Sir, sitting back and watching while the others charge in. When I first converted to being a pilot I thought I would be on top of the world. Sitting in comfort, having the ability to flip through all the screens of action on my display as they were happening, heck I can even rewind and watch any aspect of it I want for a second time! But there is no substitute for the thrill of boots on the ground."
"I did some hard action back in the last war. My unit charged more than a dozen ships back then and blasters were all that was used. When the fight was over you would come back without half of your team and with their blood and guts soaking the outside of your battle suit. But there is nothing like that feeling that comes from victory when you feel that victory was partially earned by you. It’s an adrenaline addiction."
I sat back in my chair and sighed, "It’s an addiction alright. To me there is almost nothing worse than sitting around watching while others risk their lives. It just doesn’t sit right with me. I want to be right in the mix, right where I can make a difference." Jarrod looked at me silently for several seconds, "That’s what separates you from most leaders Don. You are willing to get in there and fight side by side with these men, no matter the odds."
"Anyone can sit back and bark orders from a console. If you studied our history, you would see that happen time and again. Take Colonel Hammond from the 22nd war or Mouser from the 8th. They are regarded as great leaders, not because they died fighting for the Grid, but because they spent a lot of their time on the front lines. And don’t think the men don’t see that. Heck, look at the organization you have put together here. Everyone respects you because you are willing to give it your all. And when that will, that determination and that attitude happens at the top, great things can happen!"
The ground assault of the garrison lasted for nearly an hour. Twelve Teldaki prisoners were freed from the small prison block within the compound. They were half starved and had been severely beaten. The medical bay of the Helix was put into service to offer immediate care. The 12 would make it, but their minds and bodies would show the scars of their captivity for the rest of their lives.
Our 40 Marines had taken out a compound of 300 Milgari. With our weapons advantage it was not a fair fight. The Helix lifted off towards our next target. It was a complex of buildings sitting on top of an Emerald mine shaft. The buildings would have to be cleared before the miners could be liberated from the below.
When the Helix set down, I jumped from my chair before Jarrod could lay hold to my arm. I was going in, "Sorry Jarrod, but I need to be in there mixing it up. I’ll follow Timmons and try to stay out of trouble, but I can’t promise anything. The sooner we get all these mines cleared the sooner this is over."
"There are over 1,500 mines on this planet and until they are all cleaned out I can’t meet with the Dakar. We need to be thorough and complete as impression to them means everything. If we want the Dakar to fight beside us against the Milgari and Torrians we have to show them how good we are!"
I turned and hurried down the hall to my quarters. I pulled a case from under my bunk and opened it to reveal the AK-47 that lay within. Jeb had seen to it that the wooden stock had an engraving burned into it. "Point other end and pull trigger!" It was an instruction that I was not in need of, but the sarcastic humor that it suggested always made me smile.
I joined Timmons’ squad when I hit the ground. "We have 16 buildings to clear! Rollins! This time take your squad to designate one, I’ll be with Bagwell in designate four. If resistance gets heavy then by all means pull back and re-evaluate. Time is a factor, but it is not critical. I want everyone coming back alive. Now keep your asses down and clear every space where one of those tri-heads could be hiding, we don’t want any ambushes!"
The negative ion bomb detonated and the green indicators on our helmet displays gave the go ahead. Before reaching the first building three Milgari soldiers appeared. They charged at Rollin’s squad with long poles and pipes. Ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak! The attackers fell silent before reaching their goal. The squad of Defiant Marines moved quickly into building one.
I followed Bagwell and Timmons into the building that was designated as number four. It was a storehouse with a number of closed offices up front followed by row after row of shelving in the back. The shelves stretched up five meters and held crates of equipment that were used in the mines. With the loss of lighting the windowless storehouse would be difficult to clear. The first office told of what was to come.
Bagwell spoke in a low voice, "Fitch, Harper, Yong, clear the office on the left. We will secure this hall and work the rooms to the right." I followed Crispen and Lewis down the hall to the second door. It was opened slowly; Crispen stepped in, "Looks clear, but what is that aweful stench? Smells like a sewage backup in here!"
As the other two proceeded to the next room I looked at the desk in the room suspiciously. A bad smell usually came with a Milgari close by. I slowly moved over to the edge of the desk with my AK aimed at the front. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! I popped five rounds through the steel front and awaited the sound of a hidden Milgari slumping to the floor, there was nothing but silence.
Crispen and Lewis were quickly behind me. Lewis moved slowly behind the desk and looked under. "Sir! You killed it! Lucky you came with us or that desk could have snuck up on us. Hahahaha!" I was embarrassed, but I reasoned that it was better to have a dead desk than to allow a single Milgari to get behind us. My team members held their grins as we made our way into the next room.
Again the room reeked of Milgari and again Crispen and Lewis moved forward. I looked at the desk in the room suspiciously. I stepped forward and kicked the steel front panel. Nothing happened. As I began to turn away I could hear movement. A Milgari officer rolled out from under the desk and pulled his arm back as if to strike me. Ak-ak-ak! A machete dropped from his raised hand and his body fell to the floor with a thud. Crispen and Lewis returned, but their grins were gone.
"Should have killed that desk too Sir." I then turned towards a tall cabinet on the back wall. Ak-ak! Two 7.62mm holes were punched into the steel cabinet. Again nothing happened. Lewis then spoke, "You sure are tough on the furniture Sir. And that chair looks a bit suspicious if you ask me!" Ak! Stuffing flew into the air as the small hole in the front turned large coming out the back.
Timmons stuck his head in the door, "What’s going on in here? If you are wasting ammo be prepared to be written up. We have rooms to clear so get moving!" The grins were soon gone as we reached the next room. Twenty minutes later the offices were clear.
Our next move was into the storehouse itself. The high steel racks of boxes and equipment together with the hundreds of crates on the floor would make for a slow effort of ridding the storehouse of possible Milgari. We moved slowly, opening every crate and exposing every potential hiding place. After a half an hour of sweep it was determined that the storehouse was free of Milgari. Our sites were then turned towards building six.
The capture of mine #122 went off without a hitch. Nine Milgari troops were eliminated and 1,566 Teldaki miners were freed. The bigger story was the 55,000 Teldaki ground assault troops that had been deployed at other sites. They had performed flawlessly, not losing a single man. Eight thousand Milgari were annihilated as more than 160,000 Teldaki miners were freed. The complete capture of Mortel had taken only 22 hours.
I looked on at a crowd of Teldaki miners who were in the initial stages of celebration. Their recovery would be a struggle. They hadn’t known freedom for ten years. I still worried for that freedom as the Dakar would be taking over their welfare. I wondered just how benevolent the Dakar would be. The Emerald wealth of the Teldakis would not be their own.
The war in the heavens above Mortel lasted for two days. The overwhelming force of the Dakar fleet struggled against the Milgari and their newly superior weapons. Nearly 100 Dakari Expansion combat craft had been lost to the 23 Milgari ships. Our new allies were weak, but they made up for it in numbers.
Frig and I boarded the Swift and exited from the cargo hold of the Helix. We were soon landing in the docking bay of the Paswari for a meeting with Feta Lunge. Frig stayed in the Swift as I joined Feta on his bridge. "Welcome back Mr. Grange. It seems our venture here may lead to better things. I have been given the authority to offer cooperation on another project. If that too goes well there will be talks of expanding the relationship."
I sat in my custom made chair and spoke, "If we accept this next project I would hope that we again keep our forces separate. Until such time as a high level of trust has been built up between our peoples I think it best that we minimize any chance of the scourge that is friendly fire."
"As I am sure your leaders are aware, friendly fire is a consequence of any war. Even amongst long term alliances it can be a difficult reality when the forces of one ally mistakenly kill those of another. If the proposed plan includes this continued separation we would likely be aboard for another project."
Feta replied, "This concept of friendly fire as you call it is interesting. I have always wondered how many of our own we kill when in battle. It is never spoken of and our leaders just assume it to be a consequence of war. It is certainly not desired, but at the same time, nothing is done to prevent it. You Humans have some interesting concepts when it comes to the individual. I wonder if those are a benefit or a burden."
I shook my head, "You are an individual Feta, you are not your mother or your father, you are not your cousin or your friend or some stranger from another planet; you are you. You are unique to this galaxy and as such you should want to be treated as unique. You can do things that many others can do, but only you can do them here and now."
Feta leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin, "Curious. From birth we are committed to the Dakar people. We are pushed to do what we can for the betterment of all. What happens in practice is often something different. A politician is afforded great respect and allowed to accumulate great wealth while the commoner is not. It is a way that has always been. Your lot in life is given as a reward for your duty to others."
"I struggle to comprehend how your people can accomplish so much when you value the individual over everything else. We are taught from a young age to be selfless and to accept that which is given to us by our community leaders. If I were to decide that being on the Paswari was not what I wanted to do then who would be on the Paswari? Who would be out here defending our people?"
I sat staring at Feta for several seconds, "In an ideal world that selfless behavior would be looked upon as something to aspire to. To be in the service of others, there is no finer profession. But in the real world there are always those who take advantage."
"You mentioned your politicians and their wealth. I would guess that your politicians are made up of families that came from politicians. I would guess that commoners do not rise to become politicians and that politicians live a life a luxury beyond what many of your commoners could even dream of. We call these people dictators or a ruling class."
"The decisions they make are meant to preserve their standing, power and wealth, not to better the lives of their people. If the lives of the commoner are maintained at an acceptable level these ruling parties will continue to enrich themselves without threat of overthrow."
"If I were you Feta, I would open my eyes to how the Dakari Expansion is being run. You may find that with the wealth of the empire that all Dakari could benefit incrementally. In Humans, most have some level of selfless behavior, but not all. It is a characteristic that is thought highly of by most."
"There are many such traits that define you as an individual, some of them not so admirable. But those traits are worth nothing to us if not made by our own choice. Our freedoms are what drive us to cooperate with one another, to better our circumstance by choice. Without freedom, any benefit is usually only had by those in control."
Feta thought for several seconds and replied, "Again, this has been an interesting conversation. I will have to think on the points that you made. I believe our system to be superior, but we are not here to discuss our preference for governance today. I have the plans for our next cooperative engagement. I shall transfer them to your ship for your review. Our Generals are expecting a reply in the next few hours. Please make haste so that I may send a response."
The next target for an assault was into a system with a planet that had two moons, they were laden with Magnesium. Prior to the Torrian takeover, the moons had provided the Expansion with two-thirds of its Magnesium needs. With its loss and its inclusion in many metal alloys, construction and manufacturing across the Expansion had been brought to a slow grind. Other sources had been found since the loss, but critical shortages remained.
The planet Hoon and its moons, Paor and Muor, were part of a star system that contained 12 planets and 19 moons. Hoon was habitable, but the cold temperatures had kept all but the hardiest of colonists from laying claim to property. The handful of pilgrims on the planet’s surface had been left alone by the Milgari. The open pit mines on the moons were their focus along with the Bollite slaves they had imported to run them.
The small Milgari fleet guarding the moons consisted of 36 warships. The Dakar generals, in their wisdom, decided that they would handle the ground assault as we took out the orbiting fleet. I sent word to the Colonel to outline his plans and prepare the necessary ships for battle. His pilots were eager to take on the challenge.
With our new cooperative assault in the works I took the Swift and headed back to the Suppressor. I now had a hierarchy of managers running the various aspects of our newly formed nation who were eager to get time with "the boss". In my absence, an unofficial vote had been taken with my being elected President of the Nation of Defiant. It was an honor, but I was not sure I wanted the responsibility.
I had a keen interest in delegating authority to those that I knew could handle it. Within a few weeks I had developed a plan for my "Council of Governors". George, the Colonel, Gy, Rita and others were selected for service on the CoG. Each would have full authority over their respective areas of skills and abilities with any disputes to be settled by me.
We were growing as a nation and as such it was becoming apparent that we needed laws, courts and representatives of the people to handle many of the daily tasks that accompanied the running of a government. I was extremely disinterested in almost every aspect of it. The consultants we had hired on the Grid delivered a government plan that I turned over to the CoG to implement.
I was standing in my office looking out the window at the planet below when George entered with news. "Don, we’ve had a breakthrough in our research of the Torrian drug! We now have an injection that we can apply that blocks the Torrian drug in the Milgari’s system. Unfortunately, the affect only lasts for a few hours."
"I have assigned a team to work on the drug’s delivery. If it can be administered through an airborne fog it could be used to fill a ship before an assault. The result would be a docile crew that can easily be rounded up without firing a shot. The researchers are also looking at delivery through a water supply and again by use of a needle gun."
"I realize that a couple of hours will only buy us just so much, but it is a big step in the right direction. Our ability to control the Milgari for only a short period poses a new problem. What do we do with those that we capture? We do not have facilities to house or to hold more than a handful of prisoners, especially when those prisoners become violently uncontrollable after a few short hours."
"If you feel the need to make use of the drug as is, just let me know and I will make it available. In the meantime I would suggest continuing as we have been. With a bit of luck we may end up with that cure that we have been seeking. Taking out the Milgari fleets would be a wonderful thing for us all… a wonderful thing."
George’s news was a huge step towards our goal of stopping the Milgari. If they could be conquered through the use of chemicals the Torrian Empire would quickly collapse. If the Torrians lost their fleet they would not be able to put up much of a fight. I would have to mention to the Colonel that we should have plans in place for such an event.
The Torrians still had one wildcard to play. We had no knowledge of the capabilities of the massive ships that guarded Torrus. If the size of the ships were any indication of their power we might find it difficult to unseat them from their world. Until such time as the Torrians were completely defeated they would pose a threat, a threat we were all eager to be rid of.



Chapter 4
 
 
The Dakar raid on the Hoon moons was scheduled for three months out. I decided it was time for a trip to the Grid to catch up with Doris Jenkins. She would have data relevant to our commodities trading as well as information on Ashley Elizabeth. I was apprehensive to set foot on the great station not knowing whether or not SCore had information on Defiant and our war on the Milgari.
George had grown tired of my borrowing of his flyer, so a new ship had been constructed for my use. It contained all of our latest technologies neatly packaged to appear as conventional ship components. I was most impressed with the hidden ion cannon and the pure Aquamarine top-skin.
The new armor had the ability to absorb several full strikes by the newest Milgari battle cannon after which it would fracture and shed, revealing our standard armor underneath. My new flyer, the Wren, was Gy’s experimental craft. The top-skin had only been successfully applied on a small scale with the Wren being the first ship to receive it. He hoped to one day use it to cover our entire fleet.
I landed in Alpha Bay and made my way to the office, Doris was waiting, "Hey Sir, have I got news for you! It seems Ashley Elizabeth is a full blown SCore agent. I'm not sure why you wanted to know, but from past experience you are better off avoiding them. They like to pry into every detail of your life, regardless of whether or not you have done anything wrong. It’s all about who you are seen with."
"I have compiled a report for you with all the information I could gather. She's a busy one that one. Does more trips off-world than any Messenger pilot I know. She is also chummy with Michael Felix, especially since he won his seat in the chamber. He is already talking of moving up to the Senate in the next election. As power hungry as he is, I don't see that as being a good thing."
"Now your girl, Ms. Elizabeth, she has quite the record. She was in the Marines during the last war, saw a lot of combat. Her father and older brother passed in the prior war. Her mother tried to steer her away from duty, but she was gung-ho on revenge. From what the combat records say she got what she was looking for."
"I managed to track down a couple of the soldiers she crewed with. They were thoroughly impressed. They said she was vicious when it came to fighting, including hand-to-hand. One said he personally saw her take down three Milgari with a blade after her blaster was knocked from her grasp. They also said she was about as smart as they came. And her legs, well, I'm afraid even I might blush if I repeat what they said about those."
"Now, since she left the service her record goes cold. As I'm sure you know you can't get any information on anyone who has served with or is employed by SCore. Those records are vaulted. So, all I have is my suspicions of what I have gathered over the last few months."
She has done a lot of snooping around Malcon. Someone is running a butt-load of Tantric through there, including some of ours. I have attempted to follow her out when she follows the ore deliveries, but her ship is too fast for my bucket. Say, you wouldn't want to line me up with something with a little more pop to it would you? If the company can afford it, that is. Not saying I have to have it, but it would make all this running around more tolerable."
I replied, "Well Doris, your work has been nothing but stellar. When we leave here, I'm going to see about ordering you a new flyer. And I can assure you that it will be one that you are not disappointed in. In fact, I think you have earned your stripes with what you have done here. It's time you were brought fully into the company and what we are all about."
Doris turned her head slightly to the side, "I'm not sure what you are getting at Sir, but it sounds like you have been holding back on something. Doris doesn't like secrets. Doris likes to know so she can plan accordingly. And from that smile on your face I would say you have been keeping back something big!"
I took Doris down to the Alpha landing bay and onto the Wren. As she stepped through the outer door she mentioned the exterior. "What kind of coating is that you have on there? I don't recall seeing anything like it before. Most of the ships have that dull green Tantric color on all the leading edges with half worn off paint on the rest. This looks sleek and shiny, kind of a deep shine too. I bet you get a lot of questions about it."
I had Doris sit in the captain's chair as I spoke. "The coating is something special our company makes. This is actually the first ship that it has been applied to. It has Tantric underneath. I could tell you a little more about it, but I will save that for later. I think for now I will just take you for a ride."
With that I gestured towards the co-pilot's seat and Doris quickly made the move. I then filed a flight plan with Alpha Bay for a "pleasure ride". We would be gone for three hours. As I powered up my console Doris' eyes lit up.
"Wow. That display is a thing of beauty! Now I know how all the rich folks live. That looks like an integrated nav and systems console." She took in a deep breath, "And the air in here smells about as fresh as an uninhabited planet. Almost has a hint of flora in it. And I do love this chair. I could get used to one of these.
Doris rocked in the chair and smiled as we lifted off. Her eyes were glued to my console as she took in every reading from the ships systems. I pushed the throttle forward and the Wren was soon traveling at 140 SOL. We would ride at that speed until out of range of the Grid's sensors.
"I have to tell you Sir, I am impressed with your ride. I can't say that I have been in anything quite like it. Cruising along at 140 SOL... that is just sweet candy." I stood and gestured towards the back. "The quarters come with a generous bed, for the taller guys like me, and a shower, which again fits a tall guy."
We have a small study over here and then storage back here and here. There is also a small cargo space that is available through the floor below us. The ship's computer is one of the newest available cores with three of them networked into a redundant configuration. If you follow me back to the console I will show you what this ship is really about."
We sat down and I looked and smiled at Doris as a green symbol popped up on the console screen. We were out of range of the Grid. I then pressed several buttons on the console and the throttle lever moved back to just under half throw. Doris looked at it curiously.
"Mmmm, what is the meaning of that Don?" I replied, "Why don't you push that forward for me and see." Doris looked at the lever and then reached to it with a shrug. As she pushed it forward the velocity reading on the console began to climb. When she reached the full throw of the throttle she released it and sat back in her chair to watch.
She sat silent, staring at the reading for nearly a minute. "Sir, that says 322 SOL. That cannot possibly be right. We are not traveling at 322 SOL. Nothing short of the Grid's gravity drive can do that." She again sat silent for nearly a minute. "If you can make a ship that will go 320... you could almost own this galaxy Sir. That is… that is... wow!"
I pulled up the nav screen and set a waypoint to the nearest uninhabited moon. Seven minutes later it came into view on our sensors. "If you think 320 SOL is impressive then let me show you something else." I pressed several buttons and the nav screen reconfigured. The console now offered an integrated view of the nav and weapons displays.
I targeted the small moon and brought the ion cannon online. I then looked back at Doris, her jaw was hanging open. "You want to press the button? I set it to auto-fire so all you have to do is wait for the red symbol to go green and then press it once."
Doris reached up, placing her finger over the glowing red button. The color soon turned to yellow and then a bright green. She pushed her finger down, engaging the ion cannon, it fired with a low rumble. I magnified the target area and Doris watched in amazement as a deep trench was cut into the moon’s surface.
"Sir, I don't know weapons, but I have seen enough video of them to know that was something different. Ion cannons on a ship this size will dig up a small pit. But that trench, that trench was a kilometer deep! And what are you doing with an ion cannon on a commercial vessel? I thought that was against Grid rules. Only diplomatic vessels can have that and they only dock at Gamma bay."
I continued to smile for several seconds at Doris' shock. "It is more powerful than a Milgari battle cannon. And the Wren's sleek, shiny black hull, it can take a full shot from one of those Milgari cannons without taking damage." I then pulled the throttle back to zero. It was time to let Doris in on all the secrets.
"This ship is loaded with special features Doris. And those features are only the tip of the iceberg of what I am about to tell you. You have shown that you can be trusted and that you put a full effort into the job that has been given to you. For that you have earned my respect. I haven't discussed this with my Council of Governors yet, but I think it's time we made you a full-fledged citizen of Defiant."
Doris gave an odd look, "Of what? Defiant? What's Defiant?" I went on to tell Doris of our nation, of our dreams and aspirations. I told of how we mistrusted the politicians of the Grid and of the technology we had come to have. I told of how it could not be trusted in their hands.
I then moved on to discuss Admiral Zimmerman, Cortes and the Ranger. She then sat in stunned silence as I recounted our fights with the Milgari and our new cooperative agreement with the Dakar. She looked at me suspiciously when I let on about my true identity.
When my lengthy speech was finished, she was shaking her head. "I want to say that you are just feeding me a line, but I was just flying at 320 SOL and I was witness to that massive trench we dug on that moon back there." She ran her hands through the hair on the sides of her head. "It's like you are from this whole different fantasy world or something. This is stuff that I could not have even imagined when I got up this morning. And you are telling me that it is all real."
I replied, "It is very real Doris. Men and women have fought and died for what we are trying to do. And if you ask me how I brought all this together in such a short time? Well, I'll have to tell you... that one is a stunner to me. It seems like things have just fallen into place and continued to build with no end in sight. Most days I don't know what it is I am doing, but the people around me seem to, so I just continue on, stepping in whatever direction feels right at the time."
"And if you are worried about how you fit in with all that I have told to you then I will hit you with this, I want you to be our eyes and ears on the Grid. Start shell companies, hire snoops and I will give you a budget that you could only dream of. And that ship you wanted... I'll be asking Gy to make you one that is similar to this."
"You will be getting a new tittle to go with your new job. You are now Vice President of Martool Mining and Commodities Company. You will receive a fat salary and a pension plan. Your job will be to nose into every detail of the politics of the Grid. If Michael Felix sneezes I want to know about it. I plan on starting to move a lot of commodities through the Grid and spending a lot of credits to line the pockets of politicians."
"If we find a sleeze-bag in office I want to get him or her on the payroll and start having them vote our way. I know it's a tall order I am throwing out there to you Doris. But I have every confidence in your ability to make it happen. You will have the full support of our team behind you to assist in any decision making. If we can pull this off right, Michael Felix will be in "our" pocket!"
Doris's eyes lit up with the thought. "Hmm. That would almost make it all worthwhile just on its own. I used to daydream of having such power over him. Might be nice to one day be pulling his strings!" She stuck out her hand for a shake to seal the deal, "If you think we can do this, then I am all in!"
I continued to fill Doris in on our plans for the Grid. Upon our return she would have a new mission. Her efforts would be put towards the hiring of workers who would in turn be given the job of finding and hiring investigators. The investigators would then be given the task of digging up whatever dirt they could on Grid politicians and federal workers. Any advantage that could be gained by the leverage of knowledge was an advantage that we wanted.
On Defiant, we had several traders who had been moving our ore. I would assign one of those traders the task of being Doris' right hand man. It would be his job to work with her to move as much of our commodities through the Grid as possible. We would need cover for the money that was to be thrown at politicians.
When we arrived back at the Grid Doris immediately went to work on hiring in people she trusted. Shell companies would be formed and investigators brought in. Doris would be speaking to the investigators in private. Only she would know their assignments and whatever reports they delivered to her workers would be delivered sealed and passed along to Doris through a deliveryman of her choosing. It was all designed to give that extra layer of deniability.
After leaving Doris to her new work, I made my way to Jasper's. I had hopes of bumping into Ashley Elizabeth. A warrant for my arrest was still active, but for some reason I was no longer in fear of being caught. I had a well-established identity to fall back on as Rex Bumbalee. My only weaknesses were my fingerprints and DNA, both of which were on file.
The fingerprints could be changed and I had been in discussions with George on doing just that, but the DNA identification was permanent. If Doris was successful in her mission I hoped to have the warrant withdrawn and the charges dropped. Until that time came I would only need to watch where I placed my hands.
As I sat in Jasper's, I saw several of the older pilots I had previously worked with. I bought them a round of drinks as they had no idea of my prior identity. They quickly opened up about Michael Felix and the hardships his control had brought with it. If you weren't playing by his rules you weren't playing at all.
One of the old pilots, Kurt Daniels, spoke up, "I tell you, I have to beg that guy for work now. Seems he has been purchasing ships of his own and enlisting young pilots for a pittance to fly them. They don't care about the pay and they certainly don't care about us. And we can't pick up any stray deals because his delivery times are somehow much shorter than ours. I don't know how, but his crews are getting out there and back in record time."
The conversation suddenly put a thought in my head. I wondered if there would be a way to slow down a ship using negative ions. I would make the suggestion to Gy and Rita, asking if something could be attached to a ship or perhaps a beam fired from a distance. Michael Felix was expanding his use of the optimized ion engine and it would only be a matter of time before the knowledge of how it worked leaked out. Loose credits had a way of opening people’s mouths.
There was also the possibility of obtaining his copy of the document for the ion engine and then hiring away all of the people he had working for him that knew how it worked. It would take a coordinated effort to snatch the tech back from him, especially since it now flew in four Messenger ships. I would ask the Colonel if any of his men had prior experience in the intelligence service, if so, they would be starting a new task upon my return.
The late afternoon hours soon turned to evening. As a last effort to see Ashley Elizabeth I made my way to the SCore office that Doris had mentioned that Ashley frequented. I sat on a bench in the bustling hallway and the two boys I had previously hired to drop off a message came up and sat on the bench next to me.
"Hey, I remember you. You gave us five credits for dropping a message in there." I looked at the kid and shook my head, "Sorry kid, you must have me confused. I'm not from around here." The kid grinned and shook his own head, "No, you are him. I don't forget a face... say, you wouldn't have any more jobs for us would you? I'm 12 and he's 11 and it's tough to find anyone who needs something done around here."
"We get out of school at 4PM and our moms work, so we got nothing to do until they get home at 8PM." I looked the kid in the eye, "Are you supposed to be out here? Isn't there some after school thing you can do? A sport or a club? I bet your parents don't know you are out of the apartment."
The younger of the two had a worried look on his face, I continued, "Don't worry kid. I'm not here to rat you out. I tell you what. I have another job for you. There's a blonde that works in the SCore office over there. How about you two go in and see if she is in there anywhere. Nose around; tell them you are looking for your Aunt and that she is a tall blonde and very pretty. If you see her or they point her out just say "That's not her." and walk out."
"When you come out the door, point down the hall that way if she was in there or down this way if she was not. And don't look at me, just look down the hall." The older kid held out his credit store, "What's in it for us?" I smiled as I loaded 20 credits onto it; his eyes got big as did his grin. He grabbed his friend by the shoulder and they both ran towards the SCore office.
Several minutes passed with no sign of the kids, I began to get nervous. The younger kid then came bolting out the door straight into a passerby. He was knocked sprawling onto the floor along with the passerby's packages. The older kid then came out behind him and pulled him to his feet. He glanced my way and then pointed down the hall in the other direction. The two boys then ran in that direction.
Seconds after the commotion, Ashley Elizabeth emerged from the office looking in their direction. She questioned the man they had run into who was collecting the packages that had been knocked from his hands. He had nothing to offer. She then looked back down the hall with her hands on her hips before turning to go back into the office. I sat on the bench for another two hours before she again emerged.
She turned and began to walk my way. After a quick glance in my direction she slowed and approached with a smile. "Hi. Mr. Bumbalee was it? Ashley Elizabeth." She held out her hand. I stood and took it into mine, lingering slightly on the release after a gentle but firm shake. It was soft as I remembered.
"Hello Miss Elizabeth. Good to see you again and I must complement you on your hair. It seems you always have it together when we meet." I had a sudden fear that I was pushing the conversation too far. She was gorgeous as usual, but it was forward of me to say it with her only meeting Rex Bumbalee once before.
She smiled and began to speak, "What brings you to the Alpha section today Mr. Bumbalee?" I gestured for her to join me on the bench, "Please have a seat. I am here on business. Our commodities company is attempting to open new markets here on the Grid. We have various ores, gemstones and we may be interested in expanding into transport.
Our company, Martool Mining and Commodities has done well in the outer worlds of this sector and others and we are looking at expansion as well as current sales growth."
"If you are interested in gemstones Miss Elizabeth, I may be able to swing a wholesale price on something if you like. Diamond or emerald earrings would go nicely with those blue eyes." Ashley turned up a smirky smile. "What woman doesn't like those things Mr. Bumbalee, and it's a kind offer, but I'm afraid my company frowns on gifts, or discounts for that matter."
I had her cornered for the question I wanted to ask, "Oh, and what business is it that you are in? Those restrictions usually come from having the Grid as your employer. Is your line of work federal?" Again, Ashley smiled, "No, it is consulting work where I have high end clientele that value my integrity. Without a level of trust it becomes difficult to function in the environment I work in."
I nodded my head to the obfuscated answer "I see, does your employer have a name? My company may be interested in some of your consulting services at some point in the future. You might find working with us on a project both profitable and enjoyable." I smiled.
Ashley remained cool and collected with her response. I could immediately tell she was very practiced at what she did. "I have a card with a number that you can call. I am personally a subcontractor, but I am always looking to expand my business connections." She placed the card in my hand and then stood, "I hate to rush off Mr. Bumbalee, but I have other business to attend to with a client this evening. If you wish to discuss enlisting my services, please contact the number on the card."
Ashley smiled as she walked away. Her walk was a thing of beauty unto itself. I had to shake myself away from staring as she strode off down the hall. I placed the card in the pocket of my suit and headed back to Alpha Bay and the Wren. I was soon on my way back to Defiant.



Chapter 5
 
 
When I arrived back at Defiant the Colonel had word from our scout ships. It was bad news. Twenty-two days earlier the Milgari had counter attacked the The Dakari fleet at Mortel. Of the 75 ships the Dakar had stationed there, only 16 had managed to escape. A Milgari fleet of more than 500 ships had arrived without warning.
The Teldaki Marines that we had left on the planet were wiped out by more than half a million Milgari soldiers. The fighting lasted for five days before the overwhelming force took complete control. The remaining Teldaki citizens had been forced back into work in the mines. Word had come from the Dakar that the next coordinated attack was canceled. They were massing a force to protect their next closest star system.
I felt bad for the Teldaki Marines. It felt like we had abandoned them. They had been provided with weapons and supplies. But we had taken all of our transports home as the technology on them was not something we wanted to lose. They had been trapped on their home planet with the only option being a fight to the death. It was disheartening.
Our biggest problem in planning for engagements deep in the Pollus sector was the amount of time it took to send or receive information. It was a 16 day journey out or back and our ships flew at a speed that was as fast as our best communications speed. If something happened in the Pollus sector it took weeks before we found out back at home.
Our automated factories continued to hum, turning out Raiders and transports. We continued to bring in new recruits, but those recruits were largely limited to Grid citizens. We were here to fight for a cause, a Human cause. And while the outcome would affect every being in this arm of the galaxy, most were ignorant of what losing to the Milgari and Torrians would mean.
I had just come from a staff meeting where we had discussed the latest developments. "Frig. I think it’s time we rode out there to take a look at the new Milgari Armada. While 500 ships is not an immense force, it does tell us that we cannot just take a planet and expect our enemies to sit back and accept what we have done. It also begs the question of how will we defend a star system that we have captured. I think the answer is that we can't."
Frig nodded in agreement, "I have been wondering about that myself Sir. We can amass a force to strike at a fleet or a single star system for that matter, but we do not have the resources necessary to hold one. I believe our strategy has to be adapted to the type of battles that we can fight and win. We cannot be liberators Sir. We just do not have the manpower."
I continued to talk as we walked towards my office, "I think you are right. We either need to go on a massive recruiting and ship building binge or we need to enlist the help of others." Frig stopped and looked at me, "Are you suggesting what I think you are suggesting Sir? Are we talking about the Admiral? If so, I am not sure that he has the resources to defend more than a single star system either."
"During our encounters with the Prassi it did seem that he had a sizable fleet, but the Milgari ships have weapons that are now more powerful than ever. I sometimes wonder if it would be worthwhile talking to the Durians. We have the funds to spend on technology. Perhaps they could provide us with something that will give us an advantage in some way."
As we continued to walk I thought about Frig's proposal. If the Durians were selling tech to the other species, why would we not seek out the same? I replied, "That is an excellent idea my friend. Our only problem is with finding a Durian to strike up a deal with. They seem to show up when they are looking for you, but they are difficult to find if you are looking for them."
Frig concurred, "You are right Sir. But I think we should return to the places we have seen them before. Marcon comes to mind. Perhaps if we show up there they will make themselves known. If we are unable to make contact, we can leave directly from Marcon for a journey to the Pollus sector."
Frig had the supplies for the trip stocked and we headed out towards Marcon in the Swift. When we arrived we leased a private hangar and Frig stayed with the Swift as I went looking for any sign of a Durian. I entered three dive bars that were frequented by off-world travelers and hit pay-dirt when exiting from the third. The Durian was in the main hall and was moving quickly away from me. I followed.
He rounded a corner into an alley and then ducked into a shop through the back door. I quickly entered through the front and stepped up to the sales associate. "Hi, I have a deep interest in talking to the Durian that just entered the back of your shop. The young Marconian looked confused, "Durian?" I replied, "Yes, he just entered the back door of this shop. Please go back and let him know that he has business waiting out front."
The associate turned and walked through a curtain into the back of the store. More than a minute passed before he emerged. "He said he is in the middle of something if you could give him about five minutes he will be out. Can I show you any of our wares while you wait?"
I shook my head and then remembered that no Durian would be found occupying the same space for five minutes straight. I turned and ran out into the hall just in time to see him disappear around another corner. I sprinted after him and caught up just before he ducked into another door. "Hey, I may have some business to discuss." I pulled out a small bag with Diamonds which got his attention.
"Please follow me, quickly." He moved down another hall and again turned a corner into an alleyway. Several seconds later he was wrapping on a door with what I could only guess was a secret knock. When the door opened I followed the Durian inside. "What do you want Human?" Six large Marcon Miners then stepped through the door behind me. "Tell him Human. Tell him before we pummel you for harassing our friend!"
I held up my hand with the bag, "I came to discuss business with the Durian, private business." I then quickly drew my blaster and held it to the forehead of the Marconian in charge. "If I need any assistance I will let you know." The Durian looked at him and gestured that it was OK. The Marconian and his five friends then left the room.
The Durian then looked directly at me and spoke, "Tell me what it is you seek Human, my time here is brief." I held up the bag of Diamonds and then began, "I am in the market for technology, specifically warship technology, shields, generators, weapons and armor. I have a wealthy client who is very interested in adding any of those technologies to his ship, for self-defense purposes of course."
The Durian looked at me suspiciously, "Yes, defense, of course." He opened a side of his cloak and pulled out a diagram of a new generator. "Perhaps an enhancement to your power system? This design yields a 22% gain over the standard model available in this sector." I leaned in to the Durian which made him nervous. "Think big, much bigger. My client is extremely well to do. His government is backing this initiative. The funds behind it are quite substantial."
The Durian tucked the diagram back into his cloak and then reached into the other side. He brought forth a device and set it on a nearby table. Several buttons were pressed before a holographic image appeared above the device. "What you see before you is a prototype ship we have developed. The electronic shields, armor, environmental system, navigation system and ion cannon are all available through channels."
"If any of these are of interest to your government I can be back in touch with you with their availability." I placed my hand on the Durian's shoulder which drew an unnerved stare. "Look, I know this stuff might impress the commoner. What I want to see is the best of what you have to offer. I am aware of a great many advancements out there in other sectors besides this one. We are only interested in groundbreaking technology."
I am sure you are familiar with the Milgari, the Dakar, what we are looking for are systems, weapons or shields that are above what they have. My client does not want to be bothered by their militant tendencies. Go and talk to your command. I will be here four days from now and we can discuss our options further."
I turned and walked to the door without looking back. I knew the Durian would return at that time, if anything, curiosity would bring him back. He would now be doing all he could to determine who I was and what government was backing my objectives. I walked straight to our private hangar, boarded the Swift and we departed for home. We would return in four days’ time.
Back on the Suppressor the Colonel was preparing eight groups of four Raiders each. They would be returning to the Pollus sector for intelligence gathering. Each team was assigned a series of grids within the sector to catalog and observe. The Colonel wanted the larger picture of what it was the Milgari and the Torrians were up to.
Frig had returned to his lab where he had been busy studying the derelict ship's wormhole drive. From the archive records we had he was in the process of constructing a micro antenna array that matched as closely as possible to that of the derelict ship. Our sensors had recorded the frequencies being used during the wormhole's creation. Frig hoped to apply those to his micro-array.
I paid a visit to check on his progress. "So, do you think you can make this work?" He looked at me with a low brow expression. "We are grasping at straws. We have a limited data set of what was used to create the wormhole, our chances are extremely small. If we had possession of that ship for a week I would have a solid foundation to build upon. I'm just not sure if what I am attempting to do will yield positive results. If you have 15 minutes to spare I will be turning on the power to what you see before you."
I pulled up a chair and sat down. Frig moved various instruments around the micro-array, testing the field strengths of the antenna emitters. After several minutes of tuning he moved to a console. "I believe we are ready Sir. I'm afraid the visual portion of this test will be non-existent. A pulse will be sent to the array and if all goes well the beginnings of a wormhole will form approximately two meters in front of it. We should be able to detect that with the sensors I have arranged around the lab."
I leaned back in my chair and waited as Frig punched commands on his keyboard for several minutes. With no response as to when the test would take place I asked him out of boredom, "So, we going to do this or not?" Frig turned to look at me, "The test occurred 79 seconds ago Sir. I am analyzing the results now. I will need another 22 minutes for a thorough evaluation of the resultant data. Please be patient."
I stood and walked towards the door. "Take your time. I'm heading down to the mess hall for some coffee. Your test there just wasn't the barn burner I was expecting." Frig looked towards the door. "Barn burner Sir? Is that an expression of some sort?" I replied over my shoulder just before my exit, "Just means it lacked excitement that's all. I'll be back."
When I reached the mess hall I took note of the Colonel sitting at a table by himself, he was looking over printed reports he had just received. I grabbed a cup of coffee and joined him. "What's cooking Colonel?" He looked up with his usual stern expression. "We have a lot of work to do Don, we do not have a clue as to what our enemy is doing."
"Our last reports have them moving ships all over. I'm trying to make sense of it, but I am not picking up any patterns. On the surface it looks like they are just random events. I've been in this business too long to accept random events as a strategy. And if you look at this report here, and this one, you will see that those are new ships. They are getting their fleet replenished from somewhere. I'm just not sure where."
Either the Torrians had discovered a new source of Tantric ore or the Durians had been at it again, selling goods to all sides in the conflict. I wondered if the new Milgari ships also had newly enhanced shields or weaponry, again courtesy of our Durian friends.
After finishing a discussion with the Colonel I returned to Frig's lab. "We find anything interesting?" Frig continued typing at his keyboard. "Actually Sir, I believe we did. Three separate instruments show evidence of an anomaly a short distance out from the antenna array. It will require further testing and evaluation, but I am encouraged that I was able to generate something. I'm just not yet sure what it was."
I then returned to my office to finish out a pile of administrative paperwork. I was drawing less and less enjoyment from my job as President. I had thoughts of turning it over to someone with better management skills such as George. When I had broached the subject some months before, he was adamant that he was not interested. Our tiny nation was burgeoning with power and wealth, but no one wanted the responsibility of running it.
Two days later Frig and I traveled back to Marcon for the meeting with the Durian. I was there and waited for five minutes past the pre-arranged time before the Durian showed up. There was a second Durian with him. "Mr. Bumbalee, my name is Konra Bantoo. I am the general council for this sector. My associate tells me that you have the resources available to do business with us at shall we say, a high level."
"If this is true we will need to verify that the statements you have made are true. You will provide proof of your ability to pay before our discussion goes further." I lifted a briefcase onto the table that separated us. When I opened it and spun it around the Durian was not impressed. "I hope this is not intended to impress me Mr. Bumbalee. Such quantities are not worth my time."
I leaned in closer, "I have a cargo hold full of Emeralds just like these and I have plenty more where they came from. Diamonds, Rubies, Sapphires... just about any precious gemstone you desire. You want gold? How does a hundred tons sound? Quantity is not an issue Mr. Bantoo. You just need to show me your wares and name a price."
The Durian stared at me intently from under the hood of his cloak. "My associate, Mr. Polo, will escort you to your vessel so that we may verify your cargo claim. If what you say is true, he will return you to another location where we can discuss business further. And Mr. Bumbalee, we frown heavily on those who would attempt to steal from us. We have many connections throughout this sector that are at our disposal if needed. The life of those who break contract can be a short one. Tread lightly Mr. Bumbalee, I will be expecting you within the hour."
I took the Durian called Polo to the hangar and the Swift. Frig met us at the doorway and we followed him up into the hold of our Defender. Polo began to ask questions, "I do not believe I recognize this style of vessel. It has an interesting coating on the outside. May I inquire as to its makeup?"
I stopped and looked at the Durian. "We are not in the business of trading our technology Mr. Polo. Please focus your energy of the purpose of this visit." I popped open the large lid of the container we had sitting in our hold, it contained Emeralds and Sapphires. The Durain pulled a device from his cloak. "Whoa, whoa, whoa... Before you turn that on in here I need to know what it is."
The Durian turned the interface of the item in my direction. "It will merely scan the content of the container and return an approximation of the contents. You may monitor your sensors to see if the monitor wave has returned from external sources or not. Please do not take it as a sign of disrespect."
I nodded for the Durian to continue. Several seconds later he looked at his device and responded. "I believe we will be able offer technology for trade Mr. Bumbalee. The cargo you have is full and is of high quality. We shall go to Mr. Bantoo, please follow me."
We stepped out of the Swift and Frig immediately began work to move the ship to another hangar. I trusted the Durians because they made trade their business. I did not trust anyone else on Marcon. If word were to leak of the treasure we had on-board I would expect no good to come of it. Our single cargo would make any one man rich beyond their wildest dreams.
The Durian took a different route on the way to see Konra Bantoo. The meeting was in another shop in a different section of the Marcon port. I was led into a dark room and seated at a table. A holographic video soon showed in front of me. It was a Durian ship, similar to the one I had been aboard several years before.
Bantoo began to describe a shield technology that would reduce a 50 mega joule ion cannon shot by 30% or more. The technology was behind that which we already possessed. I feigned interest and let Bantoo continue so as not to give our capabilities away.
He next moved on to an ion cannon that offered a 25% increase in power throughput with a 10% reduction in energy used. At that moment I was wishing that I had brought Gy or Rita along for a more in depth technical evaluation, but it was something that the Durians would not have allowed. Their word was their bond and they would not allow validation of any technology as it would only lead to that technology being stolen rather than paid for.
The next item was the one that got my attention. It was an antenna array that was somehow able to project an image in every direction of what lay just on the other side of a ship. It had one drawback, in order for the image projection to be effective, the ship had to be moving at a constant speed in a constant direction. It was perfect for a head-on assault, but useless once in battle. I attempted to act only mildly interested.
Bantoo continued with various other enhancements such as the ion engine update that I had been sold so many years before. The version he offered was not quite as advanced as ours, but I thought it was interesting none the less.
When Bantoo completed his presentation we got down to the negotiation on the price of the items I was interested in. We ended with a deal on the image projection technology and an enhanced hand-held blaster weapon. In exchange for the technologies the Durian would take possession of the cargo in the hold of the Swift.
It was hardly a fair trade, but I had hopes of future dealings with Bantoo. I told him we had much available for trade should he bring forward other technologies that we deemed significant. We agreed on a drop for the payment and the technical diagrams and then parted ways. Once the drop was completed we left immediately for home.
"Sir, we did have an incident that I was not sure of how to handle. The sensors caught one of the hangar workers placing a device on our hull. It is nearly undetectable and would be so to most engineers. I ran three counter-cross sweeps for signals and was just able to pick this one out. It is very advanced. I would venture to say that the Durians are attempting to track us home."
"After detecting that a stray, although minute, signal was there, I was able to isolate it to its location on the underside of the port wing. I took no action as I was waiting for your thoughts on what to do."
I sat in my chair and punched in the coordinates for home. I then contacted the port control officer and arranged for our departure. Once away from Marcon, I set course towards the Fasture nebula. I turned towards Frig with a smile. "I think the Durian device is going to malfunction in the nebula. They can track us in there all they want, but they won't be able to track us out."
Frig had a concerned look on his face. "I'm not sure what going in there will accomplish. I would have to believe the device is shielded from something as simple and common as negative ions Sir. Perhaps you are not telling me the whole plan."
Frig had been around me long enough to know when I was leaving out important facts. I pursed my lips and nodded, "Indeed there is more. I am going to override our safety protocols and send a heavy ion pulse from our own cannon into that wing."
Frig looked puzzled, "Your plan is to shoot us, what part am I still missing Sir?" Again my smile returned. "You are missing the part where our Aquamarine skin fractures and sloughs off, thereby eliminating the Durian device with it. If the device happens to survive the blast and if the Durians somehow manage to find it, the last thing it would have recorded was our ship being destroyed."
Frig attempted to find fault with the plan, but there was none to be found. Shortly after entering the Fasture, I fired a heavy negative ion pulse into our port wing. As designed, the outer Aquamarine skin that Gy had applied fractured and disintegrated in an instant. Frig followed with multiple cross-counter sweeps of our hull and no Durian signal was found to remain. The remainder of our trip home was uneventful.



Chapter 6
 
 
When we arrived back at the Suppressor I turned the plans over to Gy and Rita. They would work on updating the Wren while we scouted the Pollus sector. If the Milgari were planning any new attacks it was in our best interest to know. Before leaving I made my way over to talk to George.
"Don. I wanted to run something by you. I have been in conversations with several of the lesser worlds in this sector. They are becoming increasingly alarmed at what they consider the growing Milgari threat. Even with the recent lull in activity, they are fearful of what may come."
"I have been thinking about how we might be able to make use of their resources. Between them there are three more automated docks and they certainly have the manpower to perform any construction tasks that we might have. Our ships have components that are not high security items such as the bulk of the inner plating, the environmental systems and most of the wiring and what not."
"We might be able to greatly speed ship production by giving them contracts. At the same time, it would not hurt to have alliances with other worlds as our secret existence is bound to become known soon. Your Durian friends are sure to be sending ships to every corner of this sector. They do not like being in the dark about anyone or anything."
I gave George my blessing to broach the subject before our Council of Governance. He immediately got to work on what he would suggest. I returned to my office for a few minutes rest.
As I stood looking down at the clouds over Jarhead, Frig walked into the room. "I believe we are about ready to depart Sir. Gy wanted to get started on immediate updates to the Swift. I thought we might co-opt the Hammer from Barg and give him a holiday from the possible hostilities. I have Jarrod loading it into the hull of the Helix as we speak."
I continued my gaze down towards our planet. "It might be strange going out and not being in the Swift. She has saved our hides more than once. I'm sure you have taken the time to load all of your own software on her, and our gear." Frig replied, "Yes Sir I have. Other than the few cosmetic updates that Barg has made to the interior, we should be right at home."
An hour later our parade of Raiders lifted off from the docks alongside the Suppressor. Our journey would take 16 days after which we would divide into teams for gathering as much data on the Milgari ship movements as we could. I looked forward to the thrill of watching our enemy from an unseen location nearby. Milly would be joining us in the Frost for our run to the Teldaki home-world. I hoped for a full accounting of the fleet the Milgari had positioned there.
I sat in the mess hall with Jarrod, talking over a cup of coffee. I wondered if it at all tasted like that which was listed in the archives. Our coffee came from a plant with a bean shaped seed. It had no natural caffeine so some prior genius had seen to it that it was blended with a plant that grew on the Grid that did. The result was the coffee that I knew and loved.
Jarrod spoke, "Don, where do you think we will be in two years, or even five? I've been thinking, that if we continue to progress like we have been, we will be able to push the Torrians back far enough that they will decide to just leave us alone. And it's kind of a scary thought as I don't know what I would do with myself if that time comes."
I toyed with the handle on my mug, "The possibilities will be wide open then. Start a business, retire and hunt wild beasts on uninhabited planets, hang out with my friends and shoot the breeze or just do nothing. It won't matter when the time comes because whatever we are doing we won't likely be under the constant threat of death. Sometime I think it would just be nice to "be", you know, to just have a simple existence."
Jarrod sat back in his chair and looked up towards the ceiling, "Hmm. Do nothing... I kind of like the sound of that. I've been doing something for somebody ever since I was a kid. It might be nice to just do nothing for a while. Although, I suppose I might get tired of that too at some point. I guess there's just no pleasing some of us."
I had a number of similar conversations with Jarrod on the way out to the Pollus sector. In one such conversation I had asked him if he would like to be President of Defiant. He declined. When we arrived in the Pollus sector I thanked him for the ride and then boarded the Hammer.
It had been a long while since Frig had been aboard the Hammer and the interior décor was nothing like he remembered. "Sir, this is unusual. I didn't know our Barg had such bizarre tastes. All these mirrors... it is a little unsettling Sir."
I sat in the captain's chair as I powered on the generators. "Well, you picked it so you get to live with it until we get back." I looked around at the walls behind us. "I think it adds the appearance of space, makes the place feel bigger. You know, some people have a big problem with the confined space after a while. This might be his way of coping with it. Or, maybe he just likes to look at himself." I chuckled.
Frig shuddered, "It is bothersome to me Sir. I am going to jump every time I turn around thinking someone else is aboard with us. You might not think it so funny if I pull my blaster and blow a hole in our cargo door. I sometimes react before I think."
I looked at Frig with my forehead down. "React before you think? You are about the coolest, calmest person I know. I'm the one you should worry about. If I looked up and saw Rex Bumbalee standing there I might try to shoot him. I still get freaked out a little when I look in a mirror on occasion. Maybe one day I'll have George change my face back to what it was. He might try to talk me out of it, but sometimes I just want to be me again."
We lifted out of the cargo hold of the Helix and set a course for Mortel. It was a four day journey during which time we practiced utilizing the ship's systems. Every ship would have its own little quirks and it was necessary to know those quirks before going into battle. By the time we arrived at Mortel we were fully familiar with the subtle differences of the Hammer.
I ordered the Frost to stop at a distance of a light-year away. They would observe from afar as we moved in close. We would stop at a safe distance and scan the system for the information that we desired. Leaving the Frost was an unusual move on my part, but I could feel in my bones that today it was something that should be done. We moved in to our closer position.
"I see three pickets Sir. If they come this way we will have to abandon this position within the hour. The sensor array is on full and I can complete a deep scan before we must leave. From the initial numbers it looks as though there is still an impressive fleet guarding Mortel. Wait... I am picking up a new ship Sir. It is not listed in our database. And it has Durian markings. It is also larger than any Durian ship we have seen in the past."
I pulled up the data on my console, "Wow. That's an odd one. What do you make of that glass bubble that makes up the center?" As we watched, a Milgari ship pulled up beside the Durian mammoth. The glass dome began to glow a deep blue which then turned into a dark purple. A purple bolt then shot out from the Durian vessel, striking the Milgari warship on the nose and then slowly working its way back. Once complete, the Milgari ship maintained the purplish glow for several minutes before it pulled away.
"Frig, I do not like the looks of that. My guess is the Durians are performing some type of treatment on that ship that I can only guess will make it harder to kill. I'm now a little ticked that they didn't offer it to us. If that is a new shield enhancement then we are in trouble."
I leaned back in my chair with a sigh, "Why is it that every time we get a little edge they come up with something new. What we need is a way to track that Durian ship back to their home-world. It might be nice to put a little fear in them so they back out of this conflict. If they keep feeding the Milgari new weapons and shields we are never going to be rid of them."
Frig pulled up his console and began to type. He then signaled for me to read what he had written. Sir. I believe they know we are here and they may be cloaked just behind us. I'm detecting a tiny laser signature on our hull. It is the type used for listening to conversations. The vibrations from our voices can be extracted from vibrations of our hull.
I leaned over to type on Frig's keyboard. He pushed my hand away and pointed towards my own. I typed in a response, If they are parked right behind us then we need to move away slowly. We need a planet or a star that we can slingshot around in an attempt to lose them. If it is a Durian, which I would believe it is, we may have a tough time getting away.
Frig nodded in agreement and a slow course was set for the farthest planet in the Mortel system. "I say we move over behind that last planet and continue our spying from there!" Frig looked at me and rolled his eyes. He again typed on his keyboard. Sir. Try not to be so obvious. If they suspect that we know they are there they will make a move before we have a chance to act. It might be best if you not talk Sir, especially if you feel like you have to... how do you say it? Ham it up?
As always Frig was right. All we needed to do was show whoever it was that was watching us that we were taking what would appear to be normal actions. I had not acted since my eighth year of elementary education. My talent for it was horrendous with my performance bringing about both laughter and boos. It was a harsh age to learn that you could not act. It was even worse when that lesson was learned in front of your entire school.
We moved in closer to the Mortel system and took up a position on the back side of the planet. Frig took the opportunity to do another deep scan of the Durian ship. It was unlikely that we would have another opportunity to get as close as we were. I moved the Hammer down close to the planet's surface and then sped up as we moved around towards the front.
Our risk of detection from that distance was low but if what Frig had detected was true, our position was already known. As soon as our sensors indicated the loss of the laser signal I pushed the throttle to full. I used the planet's gravity to accelerate and when at three quarters distance around her I pulled up hard on the stick.
As we raced away from the planet the laser signature returned. It was soon followed by an immense ion blast. Gy's new Aquamarine skin absorbed the first several shots with ease as a Durian ship uncloaked and began its pursuit. I began to smile as the Hammer accelerated towards light-speed. The smile quickly faded when another Durian ship uncloaked in front of us with its ion cannon firing.
"Whoa! What the..." I pushed the stick hard to port, narrowly missing the skybridge of the sleek, black Durian ship. Frig switched our cannon to negative ions and began to blast a nasty scar down the side of the Durian vessel. Explosions rocketed from the damage sending debris directly into our path.
An unlucky strike by a large piece of the Durian ship cracked our Aquamarine skin. The next shot by a Durian cannon then fractured the outer Aquamarine layer, causing it to shed. "One more of those and we are done for. See if you can target that cannon!"
I placed the Hammer into a random spiral as we continued to move away from the Durians. Frig took aim and fired another negative ion bolt. It hit its target and I could not help but yell out, "Booyah! Nice shot! Try to get that other one. We need another ten seconds to freedom!"
Frig traded blows with the second Durian ship, but not before its weapon took our armor down to a single layer. The hit just penetrated the Hammer's hull around the rear cargo door. The glass from Barg's mirrors shattered and filled the cabin with tiny flying shards of death. Had we not been wearing our combat suits we would have died a death by a thousand tiny cuts.
The damage to the Hammer was extensive, but we continued to accelerate. As we passed through light-speed I sighed a sigh of relief. We had escaped. "Wow, looks like we pulled off another one. Barg is going to be pissed about these mirrors." I turned towards Frig and he was slumped over in his chair. His face-shield sat half opened.
As my jaw dropped I jumped up from my chair. "Frig, just hang in there buddy, we're gonna take care of you." I picked him up and moved him back to his bunk. I removed his helmet to reveal the damage that the glass shards had done. For whatever reason, he had not fully closed his face-shield. His face was covered with those thousand tiny cuts I had thought of only moments before. My friend was a bloody mess.
I set a course for a rendezvous with the Helix. It was scheduled to reappear at that point in three days’ time. I was in desperate need of the help of a medic. I had no training in medicine so I turned to the only thing we had available, the ships computer. Frig had an extensive database on his physiology.
After an hour of digging through page after page of diagrams I finally found a section of his medical journals that was related to cuts and abrasions. Thoroughly clean wounds. Apply antiseptic. Bandage to promote healing and to prevent infection.
"Great. How am I supposed to clean a thousand tiny cuts when the glass shards are still embedded? You just hang in there my friend, I am going to pick every bit of that out even if I have to... well I just have to."
I leaned his head, face down, over a sink and rinsed what I could with a sprayer. I searched through the tools that were at our disposal and settled on a simple pair of tweezers. I administered a sedative in case my fumbling hands caused him to wake in more pain. I turned on the optics control on my helmet and dialed up a forward facing light. Our face-shields had the ability to perform a macro-zoom. I set it to 10X power and then leaned in to begin the task of picking the shards from Frig's face.
I worked steady at the task for four hours. My back was aching but I was not about to stop. I had done the best I could with the hope that the automated medical bay on the Helix could do the rest. I was terrified that it might have impacted his eyes. Even in the best of hospitals with the best of equipment, eye surgeries were complex.
By the time we had arrived at the rendezvous Frig was awake. He questioned me about what had happened. I told him of the concussion he had received due to the ion bolt strike and of the lacerations due to the thousand tiny shards of mirror. His face was badly swollen; he had not been able to open his eyes since regaining consciousness an hour before. Our world and our current existence was not very friendly to the blind. I began to wonder if accommodations would have to be made.
Frig was groggy, but he spoke, "Sir, was the Frost able to escape?" I replied, "Yes, they were not detected and were able to leave without issue. I am surprised we made it out of there in one piece. The cargo door looks to be bent on its frame. I'm not sure how it held its seal."
"Both of our battle suits are ragged looking and the interior of this ship is a mess. Other than that you had a concussion and your face got cut up from those mirrors shattering. And there is nothing for you to worry about. The Helix should be here at any moment and we can get you in the medical bay with someone who knows what they are doing. I did what I could, but I'm sure you still have glass embedded in there. Just hang tight and we will get it taken care of."
I could tell Frig was in pain so I again administered a sedative. The Helix arrived and I moved the Hammer into its cargo hold. The ship's medic was waiting and we quickly moved Frig into the automated E. R. "OK, place him up here. And let’s get this battle suit off of him. My bay has to stay extremely sterile if we want our boys to survive when they come through here." Half an hour later Frig had been washed and was resting comfortably. The medic was evaluating his eyes.
Jarrod placed his hand on my shoulder, "Come on Don, let's get a cup of coffee. I sent the Frost back out with the Cougar to continue their patrols. We are heading back to base to get him taken care of. Can't say that I know much about how hardy his species is. His face is... well, torn up. Maybe George will be able to help when we get back."
Two days into our ride back the medic came into the ship's lounge with good news. "I can't say much about scarring, but it looks like the Gambits have an extra eyelid in there that is almost like a hard shell. I think his eyes are going to be fine. As far as his face goes, the automated bay was able to extract another 247 pieces of glass. His healing should proceed at a faster pace now. That swelling is already beginning to go down."
The news was excellent. With my worries for his health withdrawn I boarded the Hammer and began to examine the data from the scans we had done. It was evident that the Durians were now deeply in bed with the Torrians and the Milgari.
Once back at the Suppressor I would have our teams redouble their efforts at finding out just where the Durians hailed from. We knew so little about a species that was now a major player in this war. I thought it was time that they too felt the pain of war and what it meant for their people.
The scans of the Durian ships were revealing. The outer hull was thick while the inner structure seemed almost delicate. I wondered what materials they used for their decking and what advantages they offered. The hulls appeared to have many layers of Tantric just as our ships, but theirs were interlaced with quartz. It was something I would have Gy look into when we arrived home.
I knew my limits when evaluating the technical data from a deep scan and I was soon standing in the medical bay recovery room, asking Frig what he thought. "Sir, if you route the information to the Helix's systems I would be happy to analyze the data. Your thoughts on the Durian armor are interesting and I shall take them into account as I look over what we were able to obtain."
I sat in a chair beside his bed. As I looked at him I shook my head, "Wow. Your face is hideous. Of course I always thought your face was hideous before, but in a nice way." Frig sighed, "You just never quit with the sarcastic remarks do you Sir. I guess I would be worried about my condition if you did. I'm just glad you are transparent enough for me to see through to what you really mean Sir. Believe it or not, I am glad you care."
I sat back and folded my arms, "Well, somebody has to keep you in line. If it wasn't for me you would be back on the Grid working for Felix!" I looked over and received a smile. Frig was going to recover. I would do my best to make sure of it.



Chapter 7
 
 
When we arrived back at the Suppressor, Frig was up and moving about as normal, but his face was indeed a hideous mess. George met us at the docking bay and gave an immediate evaluation. "Hmmm. We will have to remove down to the structure underneath and rebuild from there."
"I will need to take a few skin samples to grow in the lab. We should have enough skin in a couple months to begin the process. I would guess... this is going to take about a dozen sessions over the next six months." He patted Frig on the back and smiled, "We will have you good as new. And the lab growth will yield skin that looks and feels younger. It might knock half a dozen years off of your age!"
I stepped up with a comment, "Half a dozen years? Doc, is there anything more you can do for him? Half a dozen years ago he was intolerable. I would hate to have to take him back through all that training I've given." Frig shook his head as George replied, "Well, I'm sure you two can work that out amongst yourselves. I try not to get involved in such matters."
George left the room. As Frig stood from his chair I put my hand around the back of his neck and squeezed. "Honestly, I'm glad you will be OK. It would get lonely on the Swift without having you to kick around." Frig replied, "I'm sure you would manage Sir, but perhaps we should investigate getting you a pet. I think maybe a Gernarian hamster, something that is more along the lines of your lower intellectual scale, but with equal wit."
After leaving George's office we made our way to Gy's lab. He was hard at work with his analysis of the scans of the Durian armor. "Don, the Durians are using a combination of crushed quartz and carbon. I'm guessing they mix it into a paste along with the Tantric and then put it through a drying process to make an extremely thin layer of Aerogel."
"It's not quite as tough as our own armor mix, but it would be much easier to apply. And it looks like they have over 500 layers of the stuff as compared to our 26. I looked at the damage our negative ion cannons did to it, but I would guess they will remedy that shortcoming in a hurry. All they would need to do with that quartz mixed in there is to apply a negative field. It would make our negative cannons almost useless."
One thing I did take notice of though, you still had the deep scanners running when you fired upon that ship. I did a spectral analysis of that debris and I think I know how they snuck up on you. The outermost layer has a heavy mix of phosphorus. I think they are able to project an exact, high resolution image from behind themselves onto their hull. We are doing the same thing to reduce our visual signature. It looks like they have figured out a way to ruggedize the process. I'll have another look at the tech they sold us and see if there is a way from there to this."
I nodded as I listened to the information Gy was supplying. The Durians had us outgunned and would have us out-armored, probably by the time we next encountered them. I had a sinking feeling that the tide of the Milgari war was again turning against us. I next made my way to the Colonel's office.
"Grange! Sorry to hear about Frig. Heck-uva engineer that one. We need more like him." I responded, "Well, yes, that would be a good thing. But I came around here to get your thoughts on something. What would you say if I asked you about trying to board a Durian destroyer?"
The Colonel spit a wad of Omega root juice on the floor, "I have about 50,000 Defiant Marines who would be chomping at the bit for that assignment! If we went in there with conventionals... those boys would be ecstatic. Please tell me this is something you are heavily considering."
I sat in a chair across from his desk and looked at the wall of images behind him before looking him in the eye. "I am heavily considering it, but probably not for the same reason you are. I want us to figure out how to fight our way on there so we can leave a transmitter. I want to know where they go and how fast."
"Gy now has an idea of what their outer armor is made of. I want you to work with him on a way for you to blast your way onto one of those ships where we can attach or leave a transmitter. It would of course remain passive until such time as we fed it a signal. But we could have it store the ship's movements for say... the prior year, and then have it broadcast that signal to us once we were within range of them."
"We would have to disguise the raid so that it looked like it had another purpose. Maybe attempt a download of their computer core. I'm sure the encryption would be almost impossible to break, but it might give them concern that we somehow have a way to do just that."
"My biggest concern with that type of raid though Colonel is that we can't afford to have any of our men captured. Otherwise, they would know right where to find us." The Colonel sat up. "Grange. Every time we board one of those Milgari ships we run that risk. It is one reason I have been saying we need to really beef up our defenses here."
"Forget the Durians, if the Milgari were to find this place we would be in a world of hurt. We need some solid set defenses if we are going to continue this war. Otherwise, they wipe us out with one easy blow. The guns we have here on the Suppressor are the best we have, but even they would buckle under the assault of a large force."
"Going back to your assault on a Durian destroyer, I say we work up a strategy and see if we can put it into practice. If we can put a little fear into the Durians, that might be a good thing. They will find us eventually. The more we know about them when that happens, the better."
The Colonel worked with Gy on the best method for our assault tubes to be used to board a Durian craft. Their armor was thicker, our current set of explosives and magnetic pulses would not blow a hole into the side of a Durian destroyer. Until such time as we had that process nailed down we would not be going after the Durians.
In addition, Rita was working on a data recorder with a micro-transmitter that we could attach to a Durian hull. If the Colonel could get his men on-board we stood a good chance of being able to track the Durains back to their home-world. It was something that we were increasingly in desperate need of.
With Frig in full recovery I decided to make another trip to the Pollus sector, I wanted to know what information had been gathered about the Milgari ship movements. Frig insisted on riding along. His injuries were now only cosmetic and George needed time to grow new skin in the lab to be grafted. We departed with the Swift in the hold of the Helix.
We sat with Jarrod, discussing the information that had been gathered before the Durian attack. "Don, if you ask me, the Milgari are gearing up for a major offensive on the Dakar. We had one of our ships stop by the Prassi world and they have managed to assemble a decent fleet in a short time period. They now have 5,000 ships at their disposal. Of course the Milgari ships are now more powerful than before."
"Anyway, what I was thinking was, if the Milgari go after the Dakar, maybe it would be a perfect opportunity for us, the Prassi, and maybe even Admiral Zimmerman and his crew to launch an all-out assault on the Torrian strongholds. I think either Barithia or maybe even Torrus itself."
I took a sip from my cup, "I wish I had your confidence Jarrod. I’m just worried about throwing everything we have into the fight all at once. If we were successful in taking Barithia that would be a big win. It could buy the Grid some time while they work to take it back and then to rebuild."
"I can't imagine getting close enough to Torrus without taking major losses. I'm not willing to ask others to go against those odds, at least not while we don't have to." Frig spoke, "Sir, I think what he is suggesting has merit as it concerns Barithia. That is a major supply hub for them as well as some manufacturing. If we could capture it and destroy that manufacturing, it would be a major blow."
"We would not however be able to hold onto it. That would require building up a defense that places a high cost on an assault by them. We do not have the men or any type of an automated system that would function in that capacity. We are still limited to the hit-and-run strategy that we have developed."
I took another sip, the coffee was good, piping hot, almost burning my tongue as it traveled to the back of my throat. "I'll have the Colonel begin work on an assault plan if he doesn't already have one in place. If we could shut down Barithia, even if that was only for a few months, it could buy us substantial time. If the Dakar fall or fold quickly and withdraw, the Torrians will turn their efforts back to trying to take the Grid."
"Our ships are more capable than ever and we now have upwards of 280 of them. But that is a far cry from the 3,000 ships of the Prassi or the possibly tens of thousands of the Milgari. The battlefield keeps changing all the time. And the Durian involvement is accelerating that change. Something needs to break in our favor soon or we are going to find ourselves on the run again."
"Look around at our team Jarrod. We aren't a bunch of spring chickens here. Most of what makes up Defiant is of extended age. George, the Colonel, even you... do you think you will be as prepared to fight in ten or 15 years? I know I won't and I am much younger than you. If the Grid has to jump to survive then most if not all of our efforts here will fall by the wayside. We need to turn this war while we are at our best!"
It was a good speech, but I was preaching to the choir. Frig and Jarrod were both of the same understanding as I. Something needed to happen and we were the ones that were going to have to force it. Whether that happened at Barithia or against the Durians, something had to turn in our favor.
When the Helix arrived at the rendezvous point we waited for the other ships to return with what they had found. The Honcho and the Haven arrived first. The captain of the Honcho was the first to offer the findings. "Gentlemen, we just came from a system near Mortel. The attack on Mortel was with approximately 500 Milgari ships, the fleet we observed was closer to 4,000 ships in size, including eight of the massive globe shaped ones."
"The numbers were also more heavily slanted towards battleships and cruisers. Almost 2,300 of those 4,000 ships were of the upper class. We scouted most of the grids in that sector and that was by far the largest gathering of forces. And the area is thick with pickets out searching for the likes of us. Most of our information was gathered at the extreme range of our sensors."
The next set of Raiders arrived with similar information. The grids they had scouted contained a large force of nearly 4,000 ships which included several of the massive globes. When the remainder of the teams had returned we had a good picture of what the Dakar had coming their way. An armada of almost 17,000 ships was gathering in the grids nearest the Dakar.
I quizzed the captains further and learned that they had each deposited a number of passive probes in the grids where they had been. At a set time each week the probes would all send a snapshot of the information they had gathered, it would flow back towards a single point. So long as nothing interfered with the line of sight between the probes the information would be sent back silently.
With the number of ships they had at their disposal it was evident that the Torrians and Milgari were no longer having supply problems. Our strategy had worked for a while, but they had found a way to compensate for their losses. I again wondered if it was due to their dealing with the Durians.
After several meetings with the captains to discuss the information we now had, I turned to Frig to ask a question. "Do you think it would be of any benefit to warn the Dakar of what is coming their way? If they heed the warning they might flee, leaving the Milgari force to turn after the Grid. But I don't see us having a choice if we want them as allies. If they run, they could one day still join us in a fight."
Frig replied, "I think it is imperative that we offer the warning. If we leave it to chance it may only be a minor distraction for the Torrians and Milgari. The Dakar made a truce with the Milgari before, who says they won't do it again. And if the Grid runs to a new sector, the Dakar might just get left alone, which is what they want. Either way, I believe it would be in our best interest to let them know."
Soon after the meeting we were on our way towards the Dakar front. From there I would attempt to establish communications with Feta Lunge. After our arrival, several days passed before we met with Feta on the Paswari.
We landed in his cargo hold and Feta met me on the deck, "I know this meeting was not planned, but we have information that I believe should be taken immediately to your council. The Milgari are massing a fleet in this sector. We count over 17,000 ships. And we believe these ships have upgraded defenses and weapons."
I took Feta through much of what we had gathered, he replied, "This is quite interesting. Our council has been in contact with the Torrians. They are nearing a truce. They would return several of the contested star systems in exchange for peace and trade relations. Our intelligence places those estimates at only 6,000 ships. Are you certain your people are not inflating numbers for your own political gain?"
I stepped back with a look of disbelief, "Political gain? I just handed you evidence that the Milgari are massing for an attack on your Dakari Expansion! I don’t know where your people got their information, but I can assure you that this is accurate and current, gathered within the last week."
Feta looked down at the data store I had placed in his hand, "As I said, I will pass this on to the council. If what you say is true, they will take the appropriate action. Now I would suggest you go back the way you came. Even though your intentions are good the council might take your entry into our space the wrong way, given our current state of negotiations."
I wanted to punch the snarky alien in the face. We had offered vital intel without any expectations and our offer was being treated as though it was worthless. Feta turned to his robot assistant Passi and gave it a command. The robot turned and moved out of the bay and down a hall. As I started to turn towards the Swift Feta grabbed my arm.
Then, as he leaned in close, he whispered, "I am just following orders Mr. Grange. What you gave me is quite alarming, but I am not sure who is in charge of the council anymore. Take care, Mr. Grange. If what you are saying is true, we may not meet again." Feta released my arm and then motioned for me to board the Swift.
My immediate thought was to pull my blaster and to take back the data from Feta. But he wasn’t the one calling the shots. Those in charge of his government would be making those decisions. He was just following orders.
I boarded the Swift with a dejected look. Frig asked why, "Sir, by your expression I would say they rejected the intel offer, or they are going to push it aside and accept whatever the Torrians throw at them." I sat in my chair and gestured for Frig to take us back out into space.
"I’m afraid they are going to bargain with the Torrians, whether they get attacked or not is yet to be seen. The Torrians are not going to sit idly by while the Dakar build up their forces. If I were to guess, the Torrians will order a massive attack after which a weakened Dakar will accept whatever terms they send their way."
"But that is not my biggest fear. If the Dakar sign a truce and then a trade pact, we will be so vastly outnumbered that I cannot fathom a victory scenario. We don’t have the ships or the manpower to fight 17,000 Milgari ships, much less a third that number."
"We have the wealth to buy more ships, but we don’t have the people to man them, the Torrians have both. I really thought we had found a way to defeat them with the supply-line strategy. They have managed to find a way around that. We can and will continue to do our raids, but we still won’t have the boots on the ground that are needed. The Dakar could have been those boots."
"Do you ever get the feeling that the odds are stacked against you?" Frig rolled his eyes, "The odds have been against me my whole adult life. All that can be expected of you Sir is that you do your best, no one expects more. We will find our way around this issue, just as we have done so many times before."
I reached over and placed my hand on Frig’s shoulder, "Thanks for keeping me grounded. Sometimes I let my mind run down a rabbit hole and it’s difficult to back out of it." Frig responded, "A rabbit hole Sir?" I then explained what a rabbit was and where it lived as described in the Grid archives. "I’m sure there are other burrowing animals that you have encountered. You go down a rabbit hole and you end up popping out somewhere else."
Once we were away from the Paswari we set a course back to the Raiders and the Helix. With the latest intel in our hands we headed back to the Suppressor to plan our next move with the Colonel. After landing we met him in his office.
"Grange! Hope you brought back some good news for us. How’d it go with the Dakar?" I plopped down in a chair and shook my head, "It did not go well Colonel. They are either cooking up a deal with the Torrians or they are about to get their asses handed to them, and then have whatever deal the Torrians see fit to dole out shoved down their throat."
The Colonel then placed his hand on a comm device on his desk, "Gy, grab Rita and get up here. We need a strategy session." The Colonel then placed his big hands on the desk with his fists balled up. "I think we need to strike while the Milgari are occupied. Their garrison at Barithia has about 500 ships and other assorted defenses in orbit and our estimates place 500,000 troops on the ground."
"I think we hit them and hit them hard. Destroy everything we can and then hi-tail it out of there. Jeb was in here the other day and made mention of a war strategy he read about in the archives. It was called Blitzkrieg. The People running the war were idealists like the Torrians, very brutal to many of their own and in the end they collapsed because of opening up too many war fronts."
"This Blitzkrieg strategy was used at the beginning of the war and was highly successful. Of course, once politics got involved it was over. What I was thinking was we are perfectly set up to use this strategy. Attack with a force that is light and capable and go in with overwhelming numbers. Strike fast and achieve a quick victory."
"If we can follow that one strategy, I think we can be in and out of Barithia in a week. Getting in and out quick would put us well away from any backup fleet they might send. I called Gy and Rita up because they have made some progress on the technology the Durians sold us."
Gy walked into the room and the Colonel showed him to a chair. "Gy, tell Don and Frig what you were able to do." Gy nodded, "Well, the image projection software they gave us, well it works. But there was something about it that bothered me. I couldn't put my finger on it until Rita showed me some signature graphs."
"It was very subtle, but I believe the patterns had a detectable signature to them. My guess is that the Durians left a little back door in there so they would be able to detect a ship when it was approaching. Anyway, between our former image projection efforts and the efforts here, I think we have a solution that you are going to love."
With the Durian image projection technology, so long as you traveled in a straight line at a constant speed or remain perfectly still, it would look like there was no one there. Of course when you sped up, slowed down or turned that image distorts and you lose most of your cover. That itself is still an issue, but we figured out a way to project not one, but two ship images out to either side."
"To the enemy, we could be any one of three ships that their sensors pick up. We just made ourselves three times harder to target. And the best part is, it is an easy upgrade and we are about half way through the fleet as of now. We will have the full fleet updated within a week."
The Colonel turned back towards me with a grin, "Blitzkrieg! We can take out half of their cannons before they know we are there. The tech then acts as a defense multiplier making us three times harder to kill. And the final piece Gy forgot to mention... the coating adds strength to the outer Aquamarine skin, making it 26% more durable!"
"I say we start planning today for a strike at Barithia in the next few weeks. That might just be the thing that takes a little pressure off the Dakar, could draw things out a bit which works in our favor. So, what do you say Don? Are you ready to kick some Milgari ass!"
The Colonel had an evil grin on his face. It was a grin he got when he knew a good fight was coming. I called a meeting of the full council and informed the others of the plan. They were to tell no one, not their staffs, not their families. There had been no evidence to date of spies amongst us, but I reasoned it was only a matter of time. When growing an empire you needed new participants. Some were bound to try to sell you out if they could.



Chapter 8
 
 
Our preparations were complete. The newest ships coming out of the automated docks had been staffed and were formed up in our 302 ship armada. We were going to hit Barithia with all we had. The only warships remaining would be 20 troop transports that we did not have the manpower to fill. Another 20 transports, loaded with ground assault troops, were going with us.
The small armada departed for a rendezvous point near Barithia. Plans were solidified and passed out to the commanders. Frig and I proceeded forward to Barithia to gather intel on ship and troop positions and strengths. Upon our return I had final meetings with our senior commanders to adjust and finalize our attack plans. I then gave a speech to all who had come.
Frig patched me through to all ship’s comms, "Today, we leave for a battle with our enemies. The battle we are about to fight is designed to give us more time, more time to grow and train and build our fleet. We will be going up against an enemy whose ships and troops outnumber us. We must take on and achieve the goals that are to be laid out before each of us. The better each of us perform our tasks the higher the chance of us all coming home."
"Each of your commanders will be detailing out exactly what you are to accomplish. Do it to the best of your abilities while keeping an eye on your fellow soldiers. This will not be our final battle, but it could have a substantial impact on the overall war, a war that we must win."
"I’m proud of each and every one of you. Each of us may not be perfect in character, but volunteering for this duty shows what true patriots you all are. We are fighting for the Grid, for our homes and for our people. Our stories may never be told, only we will know what we have accomplished. So today, fight the good fight, give it your all, push the limits of what you can do and take from our enemies what they have been taking from us for a thousand years. Let’s show ‘em what we’re made of!"
The orders were handed down and the details of each man’s duties outlined. We would be going in fast and hard and playing for keeps. I boarded the Swift in the Slaughter’s hold, Frig was at the ready. "Sir, I have completed a check and recheck of all systems, the Swift is ready."
We exited the Slaughter’s cargo dock and took our position in the formation. In an instant the image projection technology was enabled and the 302 ships in our fleet disappeared from view. As throttles were increased and the ships moved forward a visual display showed the effect of the projection on a ship whose speed or direction was changing. Ghost ships appeared and faded from view.
We would move to a location just beyond the Milgari’s sensor range and then set our speeds and trajectories for our final assault. The space covered when masked would take 22 hours. I turned to Frig with a comment, "Well, here we go again, having to wait for the action that we know is coming. This is the part that drives me nuts. We will need sleep before the attack begins, but who can sleep with what we have coming?"
Frig responded, "You just need something to occupy your time Sir. I spend mine reviewing system performance logs. I know that is not for you, but I always find them fascinating." Frig pointed towards my locker, "Perhaps you can spend the time on your father’s data store. Put the ship’s computer to work at cracking the encryption. There is always that one-in-a-million chance that it will stumble upon the right sequence."
I replied, "Well great, that will keep the ship’s computer occupied but not me." Frig sighed, "Well, best of luck to you Sir, if you should need me, I will be reviewing performance logs." I kicked back in my chair, but I could not get comfortable. I stood and paced the deck in an attempt to come up with something to do; my mind was a blank, only occupied by the coming battle.
I walked back to my locker and retrieved the data store my father had given me when I was ten. I plopped down in my chair while fumbling with the cube in my right hand. I plugged the data store into the universal data connector and brought up a reader / decryption program. After entering several parameters I selected the Run button and then sat back to watch as the counter ticked away attempts at cracking the cypher. After an hour of staring I walked back to the bunkroom for a nap.
I had not slept well the few nights before and the two hour nap turned into a nine hour blissful sleep. I awoke to the touch of Frig’s hand pushing on my shoulder. "Sir, the Colonel is asking for you." I rolled over slowly and sat on the edge of my bunk. As I walked to my console I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I answered the hail, "What’s up Colonel?" The Colonel frowned as he looked at his screen. "Grange! Looks like you’ve been on an all-night bender. Go splash some cold water on your face and come back when you’re awake."
After the Colonel disconnected I did as he suggested. The cold water felt good on my skin when followed by a warm towel. I then moved to our kitchenette and proceeded to pour a cup of day-old coffee. The first swig went down hard but good. I could feel the life coming back into my body.
I reconnected to the Colonel, "What do you need Colonel? As you can see I’m a busy guy over here." The Colonel replied, "Grange. I’m just trying to plan ahead a little here. You and your friend there are targeted at a battleship and three cruisers. After that you were set up as freelance."
"I know what kind of trouble you can get in from that so I am teaming you up with Jarrod and the Helix to board a cruiser. I want to capture three of their cruisers this go-round to be taken back for remodeling at the base. I want to place 16 of our cannons on one of those barges and see how effective she can be. The Raiders are a nice ship, but we are going to need more firepower if we want to go up against a larger fleet."
Two other raiders will be assisting on the capture. I know you are familiar with Jarrod’s team so I would like to see you working with them." It was a well thought out plan by the Colonel. He knew I would find a way into hard combat, so he figured out a way to make it happen in a more controlled environment. Jarrod’s team was well versed at a cruiser assault having participated in the two that had been previously done. It was a plan that I was comfortable with.
The Colonel would be commanding the ground forces down on the planet. The Slaughter was to land just outside the capital city where the largest Milgari garrison was located. The estimate was one of 150,000 Milgari troopers to our 26,000 Marines. We would have our ships to back us up. The Milgari would be fighting on their home turf.
I spoke to the Colonel, "So what do you have planned for yourself Colonel? I know you won’t be sitting in that chair during all of this." The Colonel leaned forward with a grin. I will be sitting right here until such time as our plans are well underway. I’ll be hitting that garrison with the men of the Slayer and the Slaughter. After the plans are in motion the guy at the top doesn’t have much to do, so I will be helping where I can."
I nodded in reply, "I thought as much Colonel, I think we were cut out of the same mold. We have loads of energy and determination and not enough brains to stay out of the way. Send your plans for me over and I’ll review them. And Colonel… don’t get yourself killed either, we need men like you to keep men like me from doing stupid things." The Colonel nodded and disconnected the comm link.
As we approached the enemy vessels began to show on our sensors. Last minute adjustments were made with new targets assigned. Frig and I were given the opportunity to even the score with a Durian destroyer being present. If all went well we would decelerate just as we fired our ion cannon, crippling the Durian’s engines with a massive negative pulse and her other systems with a negative ion bomb.
On the return run we would take out as many of the ship’s weapons as was possible. If the ship’s big guns could be taken down before their power systems came back online the Helix would move in with a boarding party. If we could come away from the fight with a Durian destroyer in hand, it would be a major coup.
"OK, deceleration in three, two, one…" Frig fired the cannon and released the negative ion bomb at the same instant. The Durian ship was caught off-guard as its systems went dormant. I pulled back hard on the stick and targeted the port cannons. The destroyer had six battle cannons on each side. Frig’s precise shots quickly eliminated their port weapons.
After passing by the destroyer and once again performing a hard turn we came back with shots at the starboard guns. They were obliterated with six quick rumbles from our ion cannon. I then rolled the Swift 90 degrees to bring us around to the front of the vessel. As we charged in the Durian ship suddenly came back to life.
I pressed a button on our image projectors and two new Swifts appeared on the Durian gunner’s screens. A solid miss with his shot sealed his fate. A strong negative ion pulse entered the gunner cabin, incinerating everything within 20 meters. The Durian ship was now without weapons.
I circled back and Frig hit the Durian's engines with another hard pulse. The Helix then pulled alongside her and the breaching tubes were extended. I made one last roll and Frig eliminated the battle cannons of a Milgari battleship before we turned back towards the Helix. I landed hard in the bay, picked up my AK-47 and headed for the door. "Frig… take care of my baby for me. I have some Durians who need my attention!" Frig replied as I ran, "That is our baby Sir, and yes I will be right here!"
I stepped out of the cargo door and sprinted towards the breaching hallway. Daniels was waiting for me with his squad. I yelled as I passed them by, "Let’s kick some Durian ass boys!" The Marines quickly followed behind.
The Durian ship was as I had remembered before, black walls with light colored floors and ceilings. With the blackness that came with no power the infrared emitters on our helmets gave an eerie appearance. The first Durian to enter the hallway did so with a hand-light. He was quickly blown in half by three shotgun blasts. The soldiers who had fired rotated to the back to reload.
As we approached the room the first victim had come from, a barrage of green laser blasts impacted the opposite hallway wall. We had to shield ourselves from the shrapnel that was produced by the thin steel walls as they exploded.
Daniels offered guidance, "It looks like they have a powered weapon. Keep that in mind as we move forward. If they have weapons power they may have other surprises waiting for us. Keep your eyes open and your focus tight!"
After the first bulkhead I turned my AK towards the wall and fired. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! The thuds of two bodies could be heard as they fell to the floor. The room was quickly swept and we moved on, Sergeant Daniels leading the way. "Mica, Roebuck, down this hall, two doors on the left sweep and then follow up. Pinnet, hang here as backup!"
We continued to move down the long hallway that ran diagonal to the ship's length. Four other teams from the Helix were to either side of our location. Heads-up displays within our helmets told of their positions. Two other Raider craft had landed and were assaulting other decks. With luck the Durian destroyer would be cleared in a little more than an hour.
Daniels moved up and poked a small video probe around the corner. It was instantly sheared off by a green laser bolt. Daniels shouted as he pulled a pin and flung a grenade around the corner. "Nade!" Booom! The ensuing explosion rocked the far hallway, but the green laser blasts continued to come. "Parker! Go two doors back and blow a hole in the back wall. See if you can come out behind 'em. And take Sellers and Grange here with you!"
I turned and followed Parker back to the first room. A string charge was stuck on the wall and we left the room. Booom! "OK, move it! Sellers, get through that hole and shoot anything that moves!" I followed quickly after. My heart was beating like a boxer working out on a speed-bag. It was a feeling that I had enjoyed as a boy, not so much now that I was in battle.
The room was clear, but the hallway beyond was full of Durians. It was immediately evident that they were general ship staff and not trained soldiers. There was no organization; every move was a reaction to stimuli. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak! Boom! Ch-ch Boom! Ch-ch Boom! Ch-ch! The immediate hallway was soon clear.
The laser blasts continued to hold Daniels and the others in place. Parker pulled another grenade and rolled it around the corner towards the laser origination point. "Nade!" Booom! The laser weapon went silent. Daniels split the squad, sending Jackson to join us. We were ordered to proceed down the hallway in front of us, clearing out each room we came to.
We paused at the dead Durian who had been firing the laser. Sellers picked it up from the floor and looked it over. "No power source. It looks like it is pure chemical Sir, a reaction based lasing. Has a replaceable chem pack in the grip." Sellers tucked the weapon into a zippered pouch on his pant leg.
Parker spoke up, "We have six doors in the section in front of us we need to clear those before we reach the next cross-hall. Jackson. You take point." Jackson replied, "Yes Sir!" As his big hulking frame began to move down the hall multiple laser blasts exploded through the walls around him. Jackson hit the floor and cut loose with his AK sending a stream of lead into the wall beside him. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! He quickly rolled over and sent another barrage through the opposite wall.
I charged forward and slid up in front of the door. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! I heard a body hit the floor on the other side and I kicked the door open with my boot. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! As soon as I poked my head in the door a Durian dove at me with a knife. He brought the blade down hard and I countered with the butt of my gun. The steel shank stuck into the hardwood stock as we fell backwards into the hall.
Jackson was on top of the situation and the butt of his AK crushed the back of the Durians skull with a quick, powerful pop. As I rolled the blue scaly creature off of me I took note of the insignia on his uniform. It was the second in command on the destroyer. Parker moved up to the next door and rolled in a grenade. The ensuing blast killed two Durians who were lying in wait.
As Jackson finished sweeping the room he stepped back into the hall in front of me. He held out his big hand, "Let’s go Sir. No breaks until the job is done. That’s what’s in our contract!" Jackson smiled as he pulled me to my feet.
Just as with all the Marines I had encountered under the Colonel’s command, these guys were rock solid professionals. They were tough, they were relentless and they were highly trained. Again I took some pride in being the son of a Marine.
When we reached the end of the hallway we were again confronted with laser fire. The laser’s blasts were few and far between, leaving me with the conclusion that lasers were not their primary weapons. The Durians I had encountered years before had standard blasters on their belts or the more powerful blaster rifles that they carried.
Explosions could be heard and felt coming down the cross-hall from Daniels direction. He came over the comm, "Crap Parker! We need support. We have about a dozen soldiers pinning us down. We are stuck in a room opposite from you. Franklin carried our string charges and he’s down in the hall!"
I could tell in Daniels voice that he was desperate. He was in a weak position and outnumbered three to one. Parker quickly rolled two grenades down the cross-hall towards where Daniels aggressors would be coming from. Booom! Booom! The blasts shredded the surrounding area but the Durian assault continued.
I reached into Jackson’s assault pack and pulled out a string charge. I raced into the adjacent room and slapped it up on the wall. Once back into the hall I triggered the explosive charge. Booom! A perfect cutout of the string charge now made a doorway to the next room. I ran through the breach with Jackson close behind. I kicked the door to the room open, surprising two Durians in the hallway. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!
The two Durians slumped to the floor and the others behind them turned to scramble for cover. Jackson dove past me and rolled to an upright squatted position in the hall. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Four more Durians fell silent before he turned and dove back towards the room, a laser bolt shearing off his left foot just above the ankle. "Arrrgh! Gaw!"
Even with the intense pain he was in, Jackson was a warrior. He rolled his upper torso back into the hallway and again let out a parade of lead. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! I reached down and grabbed his other leg, dragging him back into the room just as a slew of laser bolts impacted the floor and doorway where he had just been.
"This is Grange, we have several men down. I count at least three. Daniels squad is pinned in the second section of hallways from the breach. I think we can hold this position, but we need backup for evac!" I patted Jackson on his good leg as I propped him against an interior wall.
"Hang in there man, help should be coming!" Jackson reached out and grabbed my arm. "Thanks for the assist Grange! That wasn’t my best move back there. That laser blast cauterized the wound Sir. It’s clean. Find me something to cover the stump and I am still in this fight." Jackson winced as I pulled a med pack and gave him a pain injection.
"You cover that breach behind us. Anybody tries to come through that is not one of us… cut ‘em down." Jackson nodded and rolled over in front of the breach hole, his AK aimed at the door of the room on the other side.
A voice came over the comm, "This is Vicks, we are two sections further in from your position, we are cutting through the cross-hall towards your position now. If you want to join us we should have these pukes in a cross-fire in three, two, one…" Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Booom! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Squad two cleared out the remaining six Durians that had us pinned in the hall.
A medic soon joined our position with Frig as an assistant. "Sir, glad to see you are OK." I replied, "Yeah, yeah, just get these guys back to the medical bay. And don’t take any lip from Jackson here, he needs that leg looked at ASAP. I think Franklin has bought it, Don’t know about Sawiski."
Daniels took charge of the combined second and third squads and we were soon back in the fight. The Durians were tough. But their numbers quickly dwindled when three more Raider ships breached the other decks. The battle for the destroyer lasted for five hours before the last two Durians gave up.
Daniels had them on the ship’s bridge. "You two need to start cooperating if you want to live! We are flying this ship out of here and you can either go with us live or we shove you out a lock and watch you bloat up. What do you say fellas? Feel like living… Barber! Go get me my bugs!"



Chapter 9
 
 
I only glanced at the prisoners as I looked over the sleek layout of the bridge. But something stuck in my mind. I had seen one of the two Durians before. It was the Colonel who had reluctantly given me the technology to ferry to Zimmerman. He didn’t recognize me with my new face.
"Well, well, look who we have here. I believe you were a commander when we last met. I don’t think you cared much for Humans back then. I wonder what your opinion is of us now." The Durian looked at me for several seconds. "I have never laid eyes on you Human. I have no interest in your kind. But you have made a grave mistake by assaulting a ship of the Durian Empire. Our response will be overwhelming."
I laughed just to get under his scaly skin, "Overwhelming? You mean like we just did to you here? No, I would say you should be the one who is afraid. Defiant is coming for the Durians, and when we find out where it is that you call home, we will be there with a force that is so incredibly powerful that those blue scales on your back will turn yellow with fear."
The Durian replied, "You do not intimidate me Human. Our resources and our fleets stretch across many sectors. We have been following your progress as you run from the Milgari. With this transgression, we will no doubt supply them with arms that are more powerful than you can imagine. Your precious Grid will be able to run no more."
The Durian had already given up more information than I had expected. I turned the screws of our conversation further, I wondered if in his arrogance he would reveal more. "You saw how easily we took down a Durian destroyer with only a handful of small ships. And our assault force of roughly 120 Humans was able to take out a crew and garrison of more than 400 Durians."
"I will admit those chemical lasers were a big surprise. But we were able to counter them effectively. The facts before us today show that an inferior number of ships was able to cripple and then destroy a Durian destroyer and let’s say, oh, 500 Milgari warships? I’m thinking it may be the Durians who are inferior, especially on this ship here and now." My speech drew a scowl from the Durian.
Barber returned with Daniels jar of bugs and immediately began to wave it in front of the two Durians. "These little fellas are hungry… and they like Durian!" The Durian looked at the jar and then at Barber. "You expect me to be intimidated by a jar of harmless bugs? Such crude interrogation tactics were dropped by the Durians more than a thousand years ago, before your kind came into these sectors. I would have expected more from a race that can travel at more than 1,000 SOL.
Barber frowned as he looked at Daniels, "Sorry Sarge, the bugs just aren’t what they used to be." Barber looked at the glass jar as he walked away, "But they sure do creep me out."
Frig then entered the bridge behind us. "Sir, I am willing to assist the Colonel’s men on getting this ship moving. I am here if I am needed." I looked at Frig, "Absolutely, tell the Colonel’s men that I insist if they grumble. They won’t, but it is there just the same."
Frig moved over to the ship’s consoles and began asking questions of the men who had been hard at work trying to figure them out. If we wanted the Durian ship, we were going to have to figure out how to fly it. We had interrogation drugs that we would use on the Durians later. But those needed to be administered under George’s care and they would take several days of trials before they became effective.
I continued to badger the Durian until he let out a phrase that then shut him up tight. He said, "The Carnelis will punish us." After that moment the Colonel no longer spoke. We now had the mystery of whom or what were the Carnelis. I sent a recording of the phrase back to the Swift for further study.
Frig and the Colonel’s men were making little progress after more than three hours at the Durian consoles. An inadvertent attempt to access the environmental system on the destroyer led to an arming of the self-destruct. A blaring alarm went off followed by a dimming of lights that flashed to red. Every console and display on the ship was showing a countdown timer. A quick analysis of the timer told us that we had three minutes to evacuate and move our ships to a safe distance.
I barked out a command, "Evac now! Everyone, let’s move! This tub is going to blow and we don’t want to be on it!" I started waving Marines off the bridge. Frig continued his attempts at accessing the Durian consoles. Parker and Daniels took the Durian prisoners and headed for the Helix.
As the others stood and ran for the hallways I walked over to Frig who continued with his efforts. "OK, bud, we have to go, it’s not worth our lives today. We gave it our best shot and I am sure we will have other chances at one of these boats."
Frig continued to type away at a console as the timer ticked down. When it hit 90 seconds I began to raise my voice. "OK, that’s enough! We need to get out of here!" Jarrod came on the comm, "Don, get yourself out of there, we are closing the door at 20 seconds and pulling away at 12. I can’t keep the door open any longer than that. We have 48 crewmen here that want to live!"
I again prodded Frig to which he momentarily held up one hand telling me to stop. As he typed away at the keyboard the timer continued to count down. At 60 seconds I became adamant, "We gotta leave! It’s going to take us 30 seconds to get down to our floor and to that breach door!" I moved over to the doorway, placing one foot out into the hall. "Frig!"
He yelled back in my direction, "Go Sir! I am almost done! I will catch up!" I hesitated and then turned and ran. I turned the corner into the stairwell and nearly fell as I leapt three stairs at a time. When I reached the second level below the bridge I stopped and looked up the steps. No Frig!
I then ran down the cross-hall and turned into the hallway that held the breach door. I reached the door of the breach tube with 32 seconds remaining. I turned and yelled back down the hall, "Frig! Come on!"
I then sprinted onto the Helix and onto the bridge with Jarrod. "Two seconds, just give him two extra seconds!" I ran back to the breach hall and looked down the hall as the crew prepared to close the hatch. At twenty four seconds Frig rounded the corner in a full run. His speed was such that I didn’t know he was capable of. But time was short and the hallway long.
The timer hit twenty and the crewmen beside me began to close the hatch. We needed seven more seconds! "Frig! Come on!" I began to struggle with the two Marines who were attempting to close the breach hatch. They had their orders, I was giving mine!
Frig slammed through the last of the open hatch with eight seconds left. The hatch closed and the Helix separated and began to pull away. Just as the timer hit two seconds the Slaughter fired her weapons into the after portion of the Durian ship where the ion well would normally be located. An immense explosion rocked the Durian destroyer moments before the self-destruct detonated.
The Helix was only moving past the forward part of the ship when it fully exploded. The Aquamarine outer skin fractured and sloughed off as the hyper velocity debris from the explosion began to impact our hull. The Tantric layers dropped down to only two… but the armor had held.
As the explosion subsided the Slaughter pulled alongside the Helix and took her into her hold. We were safe. I walked a panting Frig onto the bridge, "What were you doing back there! Are you nuts?"
Frig took several more breaths before he spoke, "I’m sorry Sir, I was… I was accessing the memory stores for their nav and weapons systems. I… I believe I was able to download 68% of what they contained. Just 20 seconds more and I would have had it all Sir… twenty seconds more." Frig then sat in a chair and held up his hand as he continued to breathe heavily.
When he had his composure back he spoke, "I was able to break through their security using a technique the Milgari taught us back on Gambit. It is little used as it does not provide access to any active systems. But it does provide a path to access the memory stores. What I have here will take quite a bit of analysis and it will be very broken considering that we do not have access to the systems that it applies to, that and the fact that it is incomplete. With a little luck Sir, it could prove extremely valuable to our cause. It was worth the risk."
We left the Helix and met up with the Colonel on the bridge of the Slaughter. The assault on Barithia was still in full swing. The Colonel was busy barking orders at his commanders. "Fowler! Get that transport on the ground! We are behind schedule and need to make up some time if we want to continue making progress. Those troops are supposed to meet up with the second at city center. That’s not going to happen if you are still flying them around!"
When I stepped up beside the Colonel he reached out and grabbed me by the shoulder, "Grange! Glad you made it out of there. Gibbons over there had the bright idea to take out their ion well just before that destruct went off. It saved your skin! But you can thank him later. What’s the status of the Swift and the Helix? Our boys down there need extra air cover. Can you provide?"
"The Swift is ready. We can get her in the air in a few minutes. The Helix took that debris hard. She only has a couple layers of Tantric left on her port side. If there is no danger from the air she could provide cover from a cockeyed position. So long as she keeps her port side towards the stars. Just say the word and we will make it happen Colonel."
I left the bridge and headed to the Slaughter’s cargo hold. We would have to taxi out of the Helix before making our way out and down to the planet below. When I arrived and stepped aboard the Swift Frig was already hard at work on analyzing the Durian data. We were soon on our way to the surface.
Command control on the Slaughter directed us to a hot zone of Milgari activity. Two of our transports had landed and the troops had hit the ground. We had 18,000 Ground Assault Marines heading for a nearby Milgari garrison of more than 40,000 troops. The Swift’s computer quickly identified several dozen command and control towers used by the Milgari forces. They were heavily protected by light duty ion cannons and we were given the task of taking them out.
"Frig, targets should be coming up in a few seconds. Take out the cannons first and we will swing back for the towers. We have about five minutes before our troops get here to send this area into chaos. First target is now online."
I could feel the familiar rumble of our ion cannon as the first of the ground defenses were obliterated. The Swift’s hull easily absorbed the low power ion pulses of the Milgari ground cannons. That is, until we reached the last and tallest tower.
"OK, lining up for the final shot and we then sweep back to collect a few tower kills. Tower is targeted. What the…" The Swift was suddenly caught up in an electrical storm. Systems began to shut down as overpower parameter settings were passed. I felt a mild shock coming through the joystick which first caused me to squeeze hard and then to fully release.
Our ion engine then began to sputter as the control systems surrounding it shut down. I again grabbed the joystick and pulled back just hard enough for us to squeak over the top of a ridge behind the tower. I had to fight hard against a craft that was not the best at atmospheric flying to set it down hard in a grassy field just over the ridge.
There would be damage to the Swift's armor, but nothing that Gy could not fix upon our return home. My bigger concern was the alert that now showed on our proximity screen. A vehicle loaded with Milgari was on its way out into the field. Our generators were not restarting.
"Frig, how long before they get here?" Frig replied, "In less than two minutes Sir. From the way the generators are reacting I do not believe they will restart before they arrive." I flipped the rear optical sensors on and zoomed in on the wheeled transport. I counted six Milgari troopers with blaster rifles.
"I would not be concerned about those weapons Sir. They will do no damage to our hull. Of course, they do have one other option, but I don't believe that would work in their favor either. That is, unless they use the vehicle to ram our probe, rendering our cannon useless."
I rubbed my chin as I watched them coming closer. How about Yacabucci's field generator? Do you think it would knock out their truck?" Frig thought for a moment, "That is an interesting suggestion Sir. Give it a try."
I flipped on the field generator and took aim at the oncoming truck. With the press of a button the truck stalled and stopped in place. One of the riders was thrown out onto the ground. The others dismounted and charged at the Swift with their weapons.
At 100 meters distance the first of them pulled the trigger on their ion rifle, it did nothing. Then a second Milgari and a third failed at the same attempt. Yacabucci's generator made the ion weapons inert. The troopers assembled at the back of the Swift by the cargo door, unsure of what to do.
One venturous soldier then stepped out to our port side. The power meter on his rifle quickly returned to normal and he began to fire pulse after pulse into our hull. "Wow, this is actually kind of entertaining. I think they could do more damage if they were picking up and throwing rocks. Hahahaha!"
The sound coming from the cargo door was different than the typical thud of a blaster. It was the clang of a large rock. Frig immediately spoke up, "I put the blame solely on you Sir for suggesting that they do just that." I could see that Frig had a slight smirk on his face.
I then stood and walked back to my locker. I pulled out my AK-47 and checked the clip, it was full. I then walked back to my console as Frig looked on. "What do you have in mind Sir?" I pressed a button on my console and a negative ion bomb rolled out into the grass next to one of the Milgari. He looked at it suspiciously for only a moment before it triggered in a bright flash. The Milgari blasters went silent.
I triggered the rear cargo door and waited patiently as it rose up, revealing five of the Milgari standing 10 meters away. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak! The six Milgari lay dead in the field. I walked back to my locker, reloaded my clip and then moved back to my console and sat down. "Problem solved. Now if you would be so kind as to get those generators online we can get back in this war. We still have towers that need to come down."
Frig worked his console, checking systems until he found the breaker that had kicked out saving our internal electrical system. A quick reset from his console had the standard generators powering up. "Before we go Sir, I would like to analyze the data collected from that electrical blast. If that is a common ground weapon the Colonel and our captains will need to know. I don't know that the Raiders electronics would have survived that. Perhaps we were lucky that it was the Swift."
I gave Frig four minutes for his analysis before I lifted off. This time the electrical weapon was targeted and destroyed from a safe distance. It was followed quickly thereafter by the destruction of the large tower. Four minutes later the remainder of our targets had been annihilated. Frig completed his study and passed the information back to the fleet.
With the towers eliminated I took the liberty of targeting obvious Milgari garrison buildings and outposts. Within an hour we had destroyed 48 such buildings in the target area we had been assigned. The results were again passed along to fleet command.
Our ground troops, using the conventional weapons, again had an overwhelming advantage. The Milgari troopers were being slaughtered by the thousands. Frig then brought up an issue that we had overlooked. "Sir, what of the Barithians? I've counted more than five million on this planet. Do we leave them, once again at the mercy of the Milgari?"
I got the Colonel on the comm to discuss, "How many can we transport and house Colonel? Is this something we even attempt? If they are left alone, the Milgari will probably just put them back to work."
The Colonel replied, "I discussed this with the team earlier, we do not have the ability to move five million Barithians or to house and care for them. The Maximum we could support would be in the 600,000 range. I don't know that we do any good by taking only a few. The others would likely suffer more."
The Colonel was right. And it would not be the first time we had left others behind. The last time we had done so the captives had disappeared, that time it was several hundred thousand, this was five million. I sighed as I replied, "I guess you are right. Until we have the ability to care for them we cannot do a partial rescue. It would only cost the others."
Thirty-six hours after the hostilities on the planet's surface had begun, the last of the Milgari were dead. I landed in the bay of the Slaughter as the troop transports filled with our Ground Assault Marines lifted off. Initial counts revealed more than 562,000 Milgari dead to our 680 killed and 3,340 wounded. Our warriors would be missed but not forgotten on this day. Our goals had been accomplished and the battle won.
When the last of the transports lifted off we set a course back towards home. It had been a battle well fought. The Colonel had taken possession of five new cruisers and we had the bonus of two Durian prisoners. The Milgari production and trade facilities in the system had been destroyed. The battle for Barithia had clearly gone our way.



Chapter 10
 
 
On route back to the Suppressor I had a sudden bad thought about the Durian prisoners. I no longer trusted taking them to our base of operations. I was in fear of them somehow being bugged where the Durians could follow us home. I had the Slaughter change course to a remote uninhabited planet where we would park.
A ship would be sent from the Suppressor carrying George and the truth drug that we would attempt to use on them. I would also ask Rita to bring out her best signal detection gear as an added precaution. The thought then occurred to me that a permanent base for the interrogation of captured soldiers might be a good thing to maintain. I thought of it as one more layer of defense.
The planet was a swampy mess. Large creatures moved about through the swamps during the day and mysterious ones swam in the waters depths at night. The creatures were savage and it was evident that Human life on the planet would be difficult to sustain. It would not be a welcome place for colonists, but it was perfect for our use.
We set the Slaughter down in a large lake and sank beneath the surface. The water was high in minerals, along with our own signal inhibitors we would be difficult to detect. Eight days later George and Rita arrived with their gear. The interrogation process was begun.
Five hours after administering the drug the first Durian committed suicide by cracking a poison capsule in his mouth. The commander that I had met with before was stopped and searched before he could the same. Six hours later his tongue began to loosen.
"You Humans are a foul and disgusting species. I shall be glad when you are done with. We are in discussions with the Torrians about making joint use of the Grid's gravity drive. The Torrians are fools. They will be tossed aside after winning us our prize."
"With the power of the Grid and our vast fleet of powerful warships we will rule this arm of the galaxy within my lifetime. All aggressive species will be wiped from existence. The remaining docile unfortunates will be herded to war or to slaughter for our causes. Within a thousand years the Durians will rule this galaxy!"
The Durian's words were fascinating. They possessed a pure hatred of everyone not Durian and a willingness to use whatever means necessary to rid the galaxy of such. No others were viewed as equals, only as those to be sacrificed in the name of Duria, their god.
I asked the commander about their home-world. He replied, "Methessila." He then began to describe the plants, animals, cities, people and their accomplishments. The Durians were proud of what they had become. As the Durian continued he began to slur his words. Less than a minute after first having difficulty he fell silent and slipped from his chair to the floor. A green ooze dripped from his small blue scaly nose. The Durian was dead.
I banged my fist on the table and then rose to pace the room. "We were so close! He was about to tell us their location. I'm beginning to wonder if we are ever going to find any of this out." George stopped me and put his hand on my shoulder, "There will be other chances and when they come we will know. We at least know Methessila. Some traveler somewhere knows where that is."
George took control of the Durian's body for an autopsy. He was dead, but it didn't mean there was nothing else to be learned from him. Knowing the locations of vital organs and nerve bundles could be useful during hand-to-hand combat. We were not yet at war with the Durians, but we knew that one day soon that might all change. Of late, the Durians were seemingly picking sides.
After George finished his autopsy we lifted off from the swamp planet and fired the dead Durian's body towards the planet's sun. If there was a tracking device located on or in his body, it would not survive the immense heat and pressure of the star. The Colonel turned the Slaughter towards home. Frig was in need of his lab to do a thorough analysis of the Durian data. The Colonel and I would need to plan our next move.
Upon our return Gy gave the news that our newest personal craft was ready to deliver to Doris on the Grid. The Finch had all of our latest modifications. The exterior was painted with a subdued red and a gray stripe that ran the length of the hull. It matched the colors of the Martool Mining and Commodities logo.
The small ship featured a full strength ion cannon as well as a negative ion field generator. At times she might find it advantageous to stop and disable a ship to enable her own getaway. Free space still had its dangers.
After seeing the Finch off I took a stroll to the Colonel's office. "Grange! Have a seat and let's get started. I have a few ideas I would like to run past you. I think you'll like 'em but I want your buy in before I take them further. It's time we took a deep run beyond the Torrian world into the Delvin sector."
"The Delvin is where I believe we will find the real Milgari supply lines and factories. They have to be building those ships somewhere and it's high time we figured out where. We slowed their production for a while by disrupting their Tantric supplies. I think it's time we stopped that production at its source."
I thought about the Colonel's proposal, it was sound. "Do we have any data at all on the Delvin sector?" The colonel pulled out a paper chart. We have a scan from the Grid as it passed through that sector on its way to its current location. I had a friend pull it out for me from the archives. Had to grease a few palms as it is not public info, but there are always those eager to make a few extra credits."
"It doesn't have much detail as traveling at that speed takes its toll on the sensors. But we do have several dozen star systems that we passed that are near the Torrian world. I thought we would start with recon runs of those. Maybe we will get lucky."
"We will be sending 46 teams of two out to scour the area. If we give them a month at it I'm sure we can find some targets of value. Heck, we might even get lucky and get the opportunity to grab a few prisoners for interrogation. George has been training several crews on the use of the truth drug. Pop a few new Torrians and maybe we get lucky with vital info on their operations in the sector."
After discussing the Colonel's plan I gave my approval for him to proceed. I took a short walk to Frig's lab to see how the Durian data mining was coming along. "So, what do you have for me? Anything we can use?" Frig moved from one console to another as he worked over the information the data contained.
"Sir, the Durian data is stored in a format that does not make sense. It does not seem to be encrypted, but it is also not connected. In Human writing as well as Gambit and most other species, a series of words are connected to form a sentence that conveys a broader message. The Durian data is missing that connection. Such as this... Package offers three Mega diagonal septic."
"Until we know what that means we have no useable information. At the moment I am at a loss Sir. We are either missing a fundamental key to the meaning of the data or it was scrambled before I could access it." I walked the lab looking at Frig's setup. "What's this console over here?"
Frig eagerly explained, "I was unsure of the nature of the Durian data. They are a crafty bunch and in order to prevent that data from finding its way onto our network I isolated these three systems from it. This particular system performs a continuous monitor function on the data itself. I took the precaution in case the data contained a virus."
"If this monitor sounds, a program on that data store is attempting to replicate or move itself elsewhere. It would not be out of the realm of possibility that this data is one big cyber weapon. With the Durians it is almost impossible to know."
"Oh, Sir. I also took the liberty of attaching your father's data cube to a cracking system of its own. The system will run continuous algorithms against it in an attempt to get through. The Swift was able to decode a single key of the encryption, but it appears to be 132 layers deep. As I said before, unless the cracking algorithm stumbles upon the right sequence it could be many years before we are able to break through. Having a single key though, is an excellent start."
I moved over to another console in the lab and began to peruse through status reports from the entities that made up the Council of Governors. There was something comforting about being around Frig as he worked. It was like the background noise from your home. Familiar sounds would put you at ease.
The status reports read that the terraforming of Jarhead continued to move rapidly along. The atmospheric portion was ahead of schedule. Our planet would be able to sustain air breathing life in only a few short months. When our scientists gave the go-ahead, we would then move forward with terraforming the ground. Within two years, the greening up of Jarhead would begin.
The automated space docks continued to crank out Raiders. The Colonel and his men had been working on a destroyer design that would soon be under construction. The destroyer would house 26 Raider ships along with the supplies and repair facilities to keep them flying for extended periods of time. The conversion of the five captured Milgari cruisers was well underway.
With the Wren and the Finch now in service we had given additional thought to turning the small flyers into warships. They would be a tight fit for a crew of two on an extended mission, but moving through space had only ever been a travel of luxury for a wealthy few. Most transports were less that comfortable after a week’s time aboard.
The smaller ship design was designated as the Hawk. Gy's designers were of the opinion that our automated docks could initially produce 100 Hawks per month if full priority was given to the program. I began to think in terms of taking on a large Milgari force. I wondered if the Hawks could rise to the challenge offered by such a force. I was soon daydreaming of 2,000 such Hawks going up against a 1,000 ship Milgari fleet. Bigger was not always better.
After spending much of the afternoon with nothing else to do I gathered several members of the Council of Governors together. "I've been having thoughts of starting up contact with Admiral Zimmerman. I am curious as to their progress and I am interested in how they manage diplomacy with other species such as the Prassi."
"I wanted everyone's input before moving ahead." Rita spoke first, "I think we need all the allies we can get. 17,000 Milgari ships is way beyond our ability to deal with. I understand that the best we can do at the moment is to pick at them around the edges and then do the occasional hard strike. But they are going to adapt and find ways to make those efforts much less productive. We need allies and we need all we can get."
The room erupted in discussion before the Colonel stood and spoke, "We have been building up our forces, but we are reaching the limits of what we can do effectively. Pilots are becoming difficult to find and with the new Hawk ships we are talking of building we are going to need many more. We can train, but their needs to be some level of flying skills already present unless we want to send greenhorns into battle. Personally, that is not a practice I like."
The others in the room each voiced their opinions. As the discussion continued Frig walked in with news of the Durian data. "I've just come from the lab, the Durian information was a trap. The detection monitors I had running sounded the alarm just before the intelligent application in the data store broke through its firewalls. Nine levels of high security were violated in under a minute. I'm afraid we have little left of value from our Durian encounter."
I replied, "That is not true. We know they have chemical lasers that function when ion fields have gone static, we know the name of their home-world, and we know that they die just like everyone else. I would say we learned a lot from this encounter. We also learned that our strategies and tech can defeat a Durian destroyer."
Frig sighed, "You of course are correct Sir, my response was mostly rhetorical. I am frustrated at the moment because of my failure. Although, somewhere in there could still be a silver lining. If I am able to analyze their intelligent application, I may be able to figure out a way to use it against them."
"I believe its initial programming directed it to gather information to be transmitted to the Durians at some future point. If that is true, we may be able to fill it with false discoveries and to then provide a method for that data to be released. Those falsehoods could be tales of our woe, of our immense power and capability or perhaps of a false location of our home base. Hmmm, I will be giving this some thought."
I could see the gears in Frig's brain turning. He quickly asked to be excused and headed back towards his lab. Our discussion continued through the morning until we stopped to take a vote. It was unanimous. I would be flying out to make contact with Zimmerman the following afternoon. I would be bringing to his attention my concerns over Cortes and the Ranger and their meeting with the Milgari. Cortes would have to come clean.
When the meeting had adjourned I asked George about his progress with the Milgari virus. His team had successfully killed the virus in a Milgari, but it was at the expense of the Milgari's life. The virus engrained a dependency in the hosts nervous system, if it was not present the host body would shut down.
After the day’s activities I returned to my office for some quiet time. Running an empire was tiresome. The constant push and pull of the needs of thousands gave the position of President an often unsatisfying edge. I soon found myself asleep in a lounge chair. I did not wake until morning.
Gy's computer team made a run through of the Wren's computer system. They removed any data that would lead a captor back to our base. I was taking a chance by speaking to Zimmerman. I hoped that he was the man of honor that he had once been. Things were changing on the Grid and old political alliances could easily turn against you if not properly managed.
After a hardy meal in the general mess hall I boarded the Wren and set out for Zimmerman's space. It had been a long time since I had been in the distant grid. I was traveling in a straight line and had the image projector running, I slid silently along, unknown to any who crossed my path or looked for moving ships.
I slowed before approaching the moon base. I had fully expected to pick up something on my sensors as on my last visit there were picket ships that kept a watch on the surrounding area. I cruised into the system and was soon orbiting the moon that had at one time been Zimmerman's base of operations. There was nothing. No evidence that man or any other species had ever been there.
I sat for several minutes with my hand rubbing my square chin. Had the plug on the clandestine army been pulled? Had their position been compromised leaving them no choice but to pull up stakes and move? There was no evidence of a fight. I set a course for the Grid to quiz Doris on what she might know.
Four days later I arrived and settled in to the Alpha sector landing bay. Doris met me at the dock. "Hello Rex! This is a surprise meeting. I have a few things to discuss with you when we get back to my office, big things."
I reached out to Doris as she began to turn, "How about we meet on the Wren where we know it is private. I've often wondered just how far SCore's eyes and ears extend here on the Grid. It is their station and they could easily bug every square inch of it."
Doris replied, "That is true. It’s why I built a confidence box inside my office. I have a sound and signal insulated box that is my actual office. It sits inside a larger room that I have standard signals emanating from should anyone be listening through the walls. When you walk through the door you have no idea that it is sitting in a much larger room. But we can talk here if you like."
I nodded my head and pointed my hand towards Doris' office. "After you" I said with a smile. "As always, I am impressed with your ability to manage on your own." The walk took 20 minutes and was filled with small talk about the Grid. Doris had very strong opinions.
"Michael Felix continues to consolidate power. He has moved up to several of the power committees within the Senate. I suspect he will be running for President two years from now when the next full election is held. He has quite the following and so far has not had a misstep during his speeches. He seems to be able to rile up the people and easily shame those who would plot against him."
And I have reports of little miss Elizabeth meeting with him often. Definitely a business relationship, but I have yet to figure out what it is they discuss. And I check on Jeb's cousin Duane at the shooting range every few weeks just to make sure he is not being singled out for anything. So far, there hasn't been any evidence of him being watched. The range itself is doing well, but nothing that would draw much attention."
When we entered Doris' office she asked her secretary that we not be disturbed. When the door closed she pushed several buttons on her desk and the two cabinets to either side of the door slowly slid together. Several seconds later a chime could be heard signaling that the office was tight.
Doris spoke, "Now, we can discuss anything we like. I have sensors surrounding the outside of the box that tell me if any signal leakage develops, so we should be neat and tidy." The office walls were stained wood. A heavy crown molding that matched the stain surrounded the ceiling. It was an office that you would expect to find at a high-end company. The large desk that Doris was seated behind commanded attention. I nodded my head in approval as I looked around.
"Doris, I am in need of any information you have on Admiral Michael Zimmerman. I believe he may be related to the current Vice President, or at least a close ally. He is one of our most highly decorated military leaders so tread lightly if you need to go out and gather info."
Doris typed Zimmerman into her desk computer. "Let's see what I have... he was here on the Grid a week ago Tuesday. Had a two hour meeting with... ugh, Michael Felix. He had lunch and then a hearing in the Senate chamber. He then departed for his ship, the Belvedere. His ship and several escorts then departed."
So Zimmerman was still alive, that was good news. But I now had the task of finding him. I turned back to Doris, "Do your people have any contacts of contacts listed? I'm sure someone on this station knows where he is or how to contact him. I need to speak with him regarding issues of extreme importance to us all."
Doris browsed through her information, "He did meet for dinner with... hmmm, Ashley Elizabeth. It seems your girl is right in the thick of whatever is going on. If you choose to meet up with that one again I would be very careful. You might end up pinned to a table and injected with all sorts of drugs making you spill your guts. You know, with you goes this whole operation."
I sat back in the chair and ran my fingers through the hair on top of my head, "Yeah, I'm well aware of that. I sometimes look around at all that is going on and all that we have done and I'm just blown away. How could the series of events that has transpired have led us to this point? We are fighting a war!"
"And we have resources at our disposal that most nations could not dream of having. It's like a storm where everything is swirling madly around us, but we have somehow managed to stay in this little eddy current that has allowed our capabilities to explode. We are terraforming a whole planet out there! I sometimes wonder when this is all going to come to a head and collapse. I'd hate to think I brought it on all those good people who are by my side... including you."
Doris gave a slight smile, "Well Sir, all I can say is you may have provided me with the opportunity of a lifetime here, but it is me who took it. And it is me who will continue to commit all I have to this effort because I know that it is just and it is right. All of these people that have joined on are not so much willing to lay down their lives for you Sir, but for the cause. This war affects us all."
I leaned over the side of the chair and looked at the floor. It was a smooth polished marble. I then looked back at Doris and chuckled, "Sorry Doris, I just get a little overwhelmed sometimes given the gravity of all this. I've struggled with this before. And if by chance you talk to Frig, please don't mention this discussion as he has heard my blathering about it more times than he can count on his hands. I just sometimes need that grounding reassurance that what we are doing is right."
Doris sat up in her chair, "It is right Sir, and there are about a half million people behind you that believe that. And if the population of this station knew what was going on they would overwhelmingly be behind you too. Just keep doing whatever it is that you are doing Sir, because you have a knack for always heading down the right path."
"All through our history, and frankly the history of every species out there, there have been those great leaders who arose from seemingly nowhere to accomplish astounding things. If we are able to turn this war around Sir, you could be one of those great men."
I had to hold up my hand and shake my head back and forth, "OK, OK, I get it. Please stop now before my head gets so big that I can't get out of this office. But keep this in mind Doris, behind every one of those supposed great leaders were all the good people who were doing the heavy work. Just work to keep me pointed in the right direction Doris, that's the most I can ask of anyone."
I departed from the Grid. There was no meeting with Admiral Zimmerman. I had given Doris instructions to try to get the word to the Admiral's people that the other force from the Prassi war was interested in meeting with him. Doris would have to tread carefully as there were those on the Grid who were aligned with the enemy.
As I taxied out of the bay I noticed a Delta runner taking up launch position two ships behind me. After lifting off I set an initial course towards Marcon. When the Delta runner set out they went in the opposite direction, I was in the clear. I then changed course taking my normal route home. I had a week to contemplate what our next moves would be.
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When I arrived back at home base the Colonel was preparing his crews for the deep run into the Delvin sector. I was itching to go along, but was soon dissuaded from taking part. I was needed at home in case the contact was made with the Admiral. I was not looking forward to all the paperwork and minor decision making that came with being President, but it was the task that had been thrust upon me and I always had room to delegate.
After trudging through the morning's managerial duties I made my way to Frig's lab. The left side of his face was in bandages from his first set of operations to repair the damage from the shattered glass. George had told him that the operation went well. The other side of his face was scheduled for the following week.
Frig had continued his attempts to isolate the inner workings of the Durian virus, "Sir, the genius behind this code makes it something to behold. There is layer upon layer of trap doors and hidden routines that seem to evolve as you test against them."
"I know that it is not possible, but at times I wonder if this seemingly sentient app is going to sprout wings and fly to another console on its own. If you poke into one section it immediately rewrites that functionality somewhere else and it then tries to lure you further down into... what did you call it… a rabbit hole?"
"I spent countless hours doing just that until I figured out what it was doing. I now have two routines of my own that will pin a function down until I have completely examined it. The code however, becomes extensively more complex the further I am able to get."
I cocked my head slightly to the side as I looked around the lab, "Do you think you can crack it? And if so, what benefits might we see from your efforts?" Frig nodded, "Yes, there is a tiny light at the end of the tunnel Sir. As I had stated before, if we are able to take control of this code, we may be able to use it against the Durians."
"Imagine their own scientist’s reactions when a Trojan of their own making infiltrates their network. That could mean anything from simply learning the location of their home-world to being able to take control of their fleet. What would the Torrians do if a Durain fleet was to suddenly attack them?"
"The possibilities of what this could do has already provided me with hours of entertaining thought. While on a lunch break the thought entered my mind of setting the self-destruct on their entire fleet all at once. It made for an enjoyable meal Sir, quite enjoyable."
I then changed topics, "How about your experiments on the wormhole antenna stuff, has there been any progress there?" Frig again nodded, "I was able to reproduce the effect on a relatively microscopic scale. But it is all new territory for me Sir."
"I have asked George if he could recruit any scientists who were proficient in radio frequency engineering and study. I am hopeful that with the right people we could also make a breakthrough on that front. I have to say Sir, these are exciting times. The war, all this new technology, everything we have accomplished since the day when I outed myself as a spy... it has all been more that most could dream of in their lifetime Sir."
"My parents used to speak of a place called Garuth. It was where all good Gambits went after death. I sometimes wonder if I have not already died and gone to Garuth Sir. The only thing missing is my parents. If Garuth exists, they would be there."
After leaving Frig's lab I was confronted in the hallway by an aide, "Sir. We have a communique from Doris Jenkins with the location of Admiral Zimmerman. He will be expecting you when you arrive. He is not expecting you personally Sir, only a representative from whoever the force was that assisted with the Prassi."
Finding the location of the Admiral was great news. I immediately packed for the journey and made my way to the Wren. She had been refueled, restocked and was ready to be launched. I was soon on my way to grid 941 and the Admiral's new hideout.
It was a nineteen day journey from our side of the galaxy arm. The Admiral had selected a very remote location and as I approached my sensors told me that security was tight. I cruised in with the image projection program running and was not hailed until I began to decelerate. Three frigates from the Admiral's fleet screamed out to meet the intruder.
I received a hail, "Unidentified ship. You have entered restricted space. Come to a complete halt where you are. Any attempt to flee or evade a complete search of your vessel will be met with deadly force! Do you comply?"
I pressed the mic button on my console, "Yes, I comply. And if you would please tell the Admiral that the representative from the Prassi war is here to see him. I will await your response." The frigate Gallant pulled up beside the now still Wren. The image projection program had been disabled placing the Wren in full view. A bay door on the side of the frigate opened sweeping the Wren inside.
As the frigate headed for a meeting with the Admiral, two soldier escorts were soon visible at the cargo door of the Wren. As the door opened I greeted the Marines who stood at the ready, "Gentlemen. Glad to get out and stretch my legs. If you could kindly point me to where I might find the Admiral it would be appreciated."
A sergeant and private eyeballed me thoroughly as I stepped out onto the deck, "This way Sir. The Captain has requested that you join him for the ride to see the Admiral. Sorry for the armed escort Sir, it is standard protocol." I replied, "Oh, you don't have to explain anything to me Sergeant, we do the same when greeting those we do not know or trust."
We crossed the deck and boarded an elevator to the bridge level. Captain Blake was standing at the door when it opened. He held out his hand, "You are the representative of the other force during the Prassi war? I would first like to offer a my gratitude. Most of this crew fought in that bloody engagement. We have wanted to contact you for quite some time."
I replied, "Sorry we could not talk sooner Captain. Much like you, we are attempting to stay out of the limelight. We only stumbled upon the Milgari as they were about to attack the Prassi and thought it best to do what we could with our limited resources."
The Captain looked surprised, "Limited resources? From our perspective you had the tougher job and came away shiny and bright! We lost a lot of good men and ships in that battle. Would have been a lot more without your assistance Mr...." I replied, "Bumbalee, Rex Bumbalee."
I talked with the Captain for five hours before we entered the space around the Admiral's base. When the frigate slowed we turned and entered an immense station. More than a thousand ships were harbored outside while several hundred were docked on the station's exterior.
The Captain placed his hand on my shoulder as we watched on the massive bridge view-screen. "Welcome to OpCon Mr. Bumbalee, the center of the resistance and of all that is good in this sector. OpCon station was commissioned a year ago and is now our base of operations. It lets us pack up and move to a new location if the need were to arise."
"Personally, I think it's a thing of beauty, can pack a punch as well." I nodded as I responded, "It is extraordinary Captain. I have always been impressed with the Admiral's handiwork." The Captain nodded in return and gestured for me to move back towards the bridge elevator. The Admiral was waiting.
When I walked into the Admiral’s office he was busy signing papers with an aide. When the aide finished his duties he collected his papers and left the room. The Admiral stood and approached me with his hand out." I stopped him with a hand gesture. "Admiral, please follow me back to my ship. It is the only place that I can be sure is secure."
The Admiral hesitated at first and then nodded in agreement. We talked as we walked, "So, we finally get to meet someone from the mystery force. I’m not sure where you have been hiding out, we have been looking for you for quite some time. First, I’d like to personally thank you for your assistance. You saved a lot of my men with the Prassi that day."
"Second, as I am sure you already know, I am Admiral Michael Zimmerman of the Grid Defense Force. Has anyone filled you in on the purpose of our operation here? It is quite complex, but necessary."
I replied, "No explanation needed Admiral. I am fully aware of the purpose of your whole outfit. I go by Rex Bumbalee in most circles, but I believe you will remember me as Don Grange. After having a few political issues on the Grid I had to make a few changes."
The Admiral stopped in his tracks and backed up, "Don Grange!" He looked at me intently, "I can see a little bit of you left in there, but the work is impressive. Wow, Don Grange is with the mystery force, I should have expected as much. Fill me in on what you can. This is shaping up to be one heck-uv-a day. Don Grange… hmmm." I replied, "I would rather wait until we are on-board Sir."
After stepping up into the hold of the Wren I closed the door. The signal inhibitors were brought online. I asked the Admiral to be seated in the engineer’s chair. I sat with my elbows on my knees and my hands clasped together, "I’m not really sure where to begin Admiral, I guess that would be at the start." I began to tell the tale of the transformation of Don Grange from a lowly Messenger pilot to the leader of a small but powerful and growing nation.
"Everything began to happen at a rapid pace after that. Most of the Tantric you have purchased the last few years has probably come from us. Virtually all of the ore the Prassi have used to rebuild was supplied by us." The Admiral interjected, "Yes, the Prassi, you will have to watch out for them. They are aggressive expansionists and I have no doubt they would turn on us in an instant if they felt it helped their cause. This sector is full of tyrants and villains. Be careful who you ally with."
"Of course we are not squeaky clean in this Don. We have been using the Prassi to distract the Milgari. So long as those two are warring they leave the Grid alone. Cortes, I’m sure you remember Cortes, he has been working closely with them, trying to keep their interests aligned with our goals. He has turned out to be one heck-uv-a salesman that one. Watch out if he tries to sell you something. He doesn’t give up."
I spoke, "Admiral, I have a question about Cortes and the Ranger, we saw them dealing directly with a Milgari fleet just before their raid on the Prassi. That encounter is a large part of the reason we have not contacted you before. I attempted to send you word of what we had seen. I hope it reached your hands."
The Admiral smiled, "So, that was you. We were wondering who it was that had been spying on us. Cortes was working the Milgari, providing them information on the Prassi. We hoped the ensuing war would weaken the Milgari. We joined in to help, but the Milgari force that arrived was much larger than what we thought was coming."
"That whole encounter did not go as planned. If you had not showed up with your ships that skirmish could have turned out quite differently. The Prassi were not prepared to pick up and leave during that first engagement. Had we lost, their population would have been slaughtered. Had we not sacrificed so many men and ships in that battle, they would have suspected our motives. Engaging with these species is a tricky business."
I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms, "Tell me about it Admiral, we have been trying to do something similar with a species called the Dakar. We were just making progress with them when they changed direction. I can’t much blame them though as the Milgari and the Torrians have a fleet of over 17,000 ships now. I believe the Durians have been assisting them."
The Admiral sat forward, "Whoa, whoa, whoa. You are going to have to slow it down there Don, the Torrians? Are you saying the Milgari have a direct ally?" I raised my hand and waved it in a "no" gesture. "Sorry Admiral, it is much different than that. The Torrians control the Milgari. It is the Torrians who have been bent on the Grid’s capture for the last thousand years."
"The Torrians are a vile and greedy bunch. They enslaved the Milgari using a psychotic drug that makes them both fiercely loyal and at the same time maddeningly aggressive toward anyone else. I know we have taken Milgari prisoners over the years and we have never been able to get them to crack. They don’t seem to care and they are all of one mind. It’s the drug Admiral. It gets administered from birth. We are working on a cure, but it has so far proven elusive."
We encountered the Dakar and were able to join them in a fight to take back one of the worlds the Milgari had overrun. The Teldaki on Mortel were liberated only a short time ago. The Milgari then attacked with a vengeance and wiped out the Teldaki we had trained as assault troops. When we returned to scout the sector we discovered the massing of Milgari ships."
"Our pact with the Dakar was just in its initial phases. We had a second target in mind for another joint assault when the Milgari overran Mortel. Since that time the Dakar have nullified our pact and are in talks with the Milgari for a truce. I don’t believe they will receive a truce. I believe the Milgari will attack and devastate their fleet before imposing laws and rules on them that they are not prepared for. They may achieve peace, but it will come at a heavy price."
The one area we have been most successful at is in raiding the Milgari supply lines. We devastated their Tantric ore production, selling much of that to you. And we have been able to confiscate any number of massive transports that were loaded with precious jewels and gemstones along with a variety of other goods. We are just now beginning to push some of that material through the Grid."
The Admiral replied, "Ahh!, So you are behind Martool Mining. We have been trying to determine where these new supplies were coming from. It seems you run a tight ship Don. Information on your operations has been non-existent. We have had scouts out looking in almost every grid, but have come up empty."
I nodded, "Well, you don’t have to look any further Admiral. I will give you the location. And that brings me to why I am here. I want to start coordinating attacks with you. I know you are still under command of the Grid, or at least some aspect of its government. We are not under any of those obligations. We are commanded by no one and beholden only to ourselves."
"We only have a few hundred ships at the moment, but that number will explode when we convert our production over to a new, small but very capable fighter. We plan on having several thousand of these fighters within another six months. They are small, but they are every bit a match for a Milgari battleship. That is, unless the Durians have one-upped us again."
The Admiral spoke, "The Durians have been a big help to us in selling us some of their technology. We are barely keeping up with the Milgari advances. I have a regular Durian trader here on Opcon that I deal with personally."
I leaned forward, let out a long sigh and replied, "The Durians have been playing us all for fools. They sell you tech and then they turn around and sell tech to the Milgari and the Torrians. The tech they are selling them makes what you bought obsolete or in need of other enhancements. The Durains have been selling to both sides since we arrived in this sector."
"I thought we had the Torrians on the ropes with their supply issues when we took out most of their Tantric supply. That all changed when the Durians began selling it to them. I know that for a fact as we confiscated one of those ore ships that the Durians had only just delivered. They are playing a dirty game Admiral, a game that only they will win."
"We are in the process of sending scouting teams out to the Delvin sector. If the Milgari are building ships it must be there. If we can find a location or locations where that is happening we will hit them hard. We don’t have the manpower or ships needed to attack and take possession of any significant amount of space, but we can make their lives there miserable."
The Admiral was in deep thought. He then turned his gaze back towards me, "We have about 1,800 ships at our disposal. The Prassi have managed to scrape together about 5,000, but the Milgari ships are superior to theirs. I like the strategy of choking down their supply routes. We can make life in this sector difficult. My only issue is… what if they decide to do the same to us? The Grid is largely self-sustaining, but the other worlds in this sector rely heavily on trade."
I replied, "I don’t think the Torrians are interested in that, or maybe they just haven’t figured that out yet. They seem to be consolidating their forces for an attack. If the Dakar are out of the picture the Prassi are next. After the Prassi it’s the Grid. If we can consolidate forces with the Dakar and the Prassi we might be able to push the Torrians out of the sector."
"That would only be feasible if we can disrupt their ability to build and repair ships. We can’t wage war against that massive fleet, but we can pick away at the edges and force them to defend their planets and bases. Our biggest threat is the Durians."
"Admiral, when you mentioned the Durian trader, they are not there on OpCon are they?" The Admiral replied, "They are and they have been for some time. With the information you have provided I will be asking them to leave." I leaned forward, "Have they been in your office?" Zimmerman replied, "Yes, why do you ask?"
I replied, "Because the levels of technology they possess are far above ours and they are masters of deception. I would have the Durian escorted off the ship without reason. Have they given you any personal gifts? Is there anything in your office?"
Zimmerman nodded, "I have an unusual lamp. I had our signal team check it out before it was plugged in. A number of our officers have unusual items that the Durian has given them. We checked them all before accepting them."
I shook my head, "All I can say Admiral is that with what we have run into I would round up every piece of anything that they have given you, including any physical tech, and I would vaporizer it as soon as possible. Your OpCon here has probably been violated a thousand times over. If you move that station to a new location, they will know it. If you have a high level meeting and discuss plans, they will know it. I would perform a Durian purge as soon as possible."
Zimmerman had a concerned look on his face. I turned back to my console, "Hang on Admiral. Let me do a signal scan with frequencies that we have discovered that they attempt to use." I began the scan and brought it to an end when 16 signal detections showed on the screen.
I spoke, "They have you pegged Admiral. This boat is dirty. And I would bet what I detected is only the tip of the iceberg. Even with our best gear and a couple months to look, I don’t think I would have confidence in this station again. If they made it into your computer systems you will not be able to get them out."
"Their code is quasi-intelligent and self-replicating. If it determines that it has been detected it copies itself somewhere else and then leaves a false trail for you to follow. It is extremely sophisticated stuff. We only stumbled upon it and luckily our engineer had taken the precaution to isolate the system it was on."
"I have the systems on this ship setup so that they do not accept any incoming requests. I’m sure your people were unhappy with my minimal response upon arrival. No ship data was passed or landing handshaking done. I can’t afford the Durians finding out where we are. We took down one of their destroyers in a recent battle, but the ship self-destructed before we could take possession. We had annihilated all but a few of their crew."
The Admiral again looked uncomfortable, "So, my station is infected and probably all of my fleet too." I replied, "And you will have to rip out every piece of automated gear on each of them. We are still trying to get a handle on the isolated system we have. If we can break it, we may be able to devise defenses against it, or better yet, we may be able to use it against them."
"My engineer, Frig, thinks we could possibly use it to feed them false information. If he can construct a counter virus, he thinks we may even be able to infiltrate their systems with it. This is all speculative of course as we haven’t even trapped out the intelligent part of the code yet."
I continued to discuss the situation with the Admiral late into the night. He was in a foul mood. After our discussion it was decided that he himself would go with me as well two top computer scientists. The scientists would assist Frig with the Durian code. He would also leave the Durian right where he was so that we would not have to tip our hand until we were ready. The Admiral was a strategist, he played the game hard and always to win.
I allowed a scan of OpCon to run all night and turned the data over to the Admiral’s team on paper for evaluation. They were given a shipping container as an office and were not allowed to speak of what it was that they were doing inside. The four man team would study the data to no end in an effort to determine what the Durians already knew. From there, the initial plans could be made for how to deal with the incursion. They were in a difficult position.
When the Admiral’s two scientists had boarded the Wren I lifted off for home with the Admiral still aboard. The scientists, along with Admiral Zimmerman, were only allowed a single change of clothes for the journey, no electronics, no data or credit stores. All of their needs would be provided for by us.



Chapter 12
 
 
The Admiral spoke, "Don, I just want to say that I am floored that you are heading up such an outfit. Given your father's record I should have expected it. He was a heck-uv-a soldier that one. I didn't tell you before, but he was into some major black-ops. It had a lot to do with the Grid and her politics."
I replied, "Well, was there ever anyone you suspected back then? Would any of those politicians have had anything to do with the betrayal? And as far as that goes, are there any politicians on the Grid now that you suspect are allied with the Milgari or anyone else?"
Zimmerman pursed his lips before he spoke, "There are at least a half dozen that I am sure are dirty. I have a dozen that I thoroughly trust, but I haven't been able to bring any others into that circle because so many have had contact with known agents. They may not have known who they were dealing with, but we can no longer trust them just the same. We have been trying to recruit our own and move them up the ranks of power. You might know one of them..."
I raised my hand, "Please don't say Michael Felix. He has been a canker on my ass for ten years!" The Admiral nodded, "OK, I won't say it, but Michael has been a stable and trusted addition to our team." I replied, "There is no Michael Felix in team Admiral. If he is with you it is to suit his own purpose."
Zimmerman replied, "He was a little headstrong at first, and power hungry as you are suggesting. But he has come around as a team player now with his sights set on the Grid defense. He has put his life on the line a number of times for us. And keep in mind Don; I don't give credit unless it is due."
I sat back in my chair and sulked. Michael Felix was doing the work of a hero? Michael Felix was thinking of others? How did someone I despise turn out to be one of the good guys? My world of hatred for Michael Felix was in shambles.
I spoke, "Admiral, when we arrive at the point of cooperation where we believe the Durians are no longer privy to your information, we will share our technological advances with you. Unless we can unite, I don't think we stand a chance against the Milgari and the Torrians, or against the Durians for that matter."
On our ride back to the Suppressor from OpCon I showed off the Wren to the Admiral and his men. I pushed the throttle full and we zipped along at 320 SOL. I targeted an asteroid and the Admiral was elated at how it was shredded by our ion cannon. I told of our armor and its abilities and of our image projection technology that allowed us to go unseen. As a last show of our abilities I entered the Fasture nebula and switched the engines to negative. With each ion wave that struck the Wren accelerated, topping out at 540 SOL.
When we arrived at the Suppressor the Admiral was still in awe of what we had accomplished. "Don, I am just… I don’t have words. The things you have done in such a short time. They are truly unbelievable." I replied, "Tell me about it Admiral. I ask myself almost every day how this came about. Everything just seemed to fall into place. I lucked into top notch people from the beginning that made all this possible."
We landed in the docking bay and stepped out onto the deck. I dropped the two scientists off with Frig and headed back to my office to meet further with the Admiral. I was sure the Durians would be going insane trying to figure out where the Admiral had gone and who owned the mystery ship that had whisked him away.
Ten minutes later I was showing the Admiral my office. "I spend a lot of time looking out this window Admiral. That planet down there, we named it Jarhead in memorial to the Marines that have died for this cause. I hope it to one day be a haven for Humans. Firm ground for our children to claim as home."
The Admiral put his hand on my shoulder, "Don, I can’t think of a finer and more honorable goal than what you have set out to do here. If we were able to somehow secure peace and stability in this sector I am certain there are about 600 million Humans that would love to relocate. You know, most of them have never set foot off of the Grid, but it is all anyone dreams of. Maybe as a team we can make this happen."
I next took the Admiral on a tour. We visited Frig in his lab where the Admiral was shown the setup for the isolated Durian virus. I then turned towards the wormhole experiments Frig had been conducting. "Hmmm, sorry Admiral, I left off one of the most important discoveries we’ve made."
"In our travels we came across a derelict ship, it was very old and had been adrift for some time. An internal explosion had done it in, from what I couldn’t say. The entire front of this vessel was a massive array of antennae. The ship as it turned out had a wormhole drive on it for its long distance propulsion."
The Admiral tilted his head slightly, "Are you talking of wormhole travel instantaneously between two points?" I replied, "That I am Admiral, we connected one of our ion generators to the ships power and while we were checking her out a nearby fleet of Milgari ships surrounded us. We were so fascinated with what we had found that we neglected to keep a watch on the area."
Essentially, we were left with no choice but to attempt to use the wormhole drive to escape. The Milgari didn’t have a clue as to what we were doing as to them all they knew was this derelict ship had power. We managed to open a wormhole and travel more than 20 light years in an instant. Unfortunately the Milgari opened fire on the tail end of the ship as it came through and it was completely destroyed."
"Frig managed to get some of the data off of the ship’s computer, but we have nothing that shows how the antenna array actually produced the wormhole. Frig has made some progress on attempting to create the same effect on a micro scale, but we lack the RF and physics expertise to move the project forward at any kind of speed."
The Admiral responded, "You need RF engineers and physicists, I can get you those. We have a top notch science team on OpCon. You send a transport and I will transfer the lot of them here to work on this. A drive like this would put an end to all of our worries."
"I studied this very thing back in training many years ago. Not only could you travel from one point to another, you could open a hole beside another vessel that was located elsewhere and then begin blasting it from your distant location, same thing with planets or stations. You could have a massive gun down there of your planet and attack anywhere in the galaxy in an instant."
"We even went so far as to speculate that even with a small wormhole you could send and receive distant communications immediately. Imagine your ships in the Delvin sector being able to report their findings in real time. The possibilities with this technology are near limitless."
I replied, "Well, it is true that it would be a game changer Admiral, but the reality is that we don’t yet have it." From Frig’s lab I took the Admiral to meet the Colonel. When we entered the Colonel’s office he stood at attention. The Admiral commented, "No need for the formalities Colonel, we are all civilians and patriots here."
I spoke, "Admiral, this is Colonel Tom Harper. I believe he served under your command at one time many years ago." The men shook hands. "Colonel, I want to give the Admiral a tour of our facilities, show ‘em what you got."
I followed the two as they talked. "Admiral, we needed a way to board a Milgari ship and to take control of it. Our guys here figured out that with the negative pulses from our ion cannons we could temporarily knock an ion engine offline."
"We then set off a negative ion bomb to destabilize the static field surrounding it for let’s say, ten minutes time. We board the vessel and use conventional kinetic weapons to take control." We rounded the corner into the gun range where a number of soldiers were honing their skills.
The Colonel continued as he held up a bullet, "We use a combination of materials to create gunpowder which is then loaded in a cartridge. A slug is put in place in the end and when a small charge is ignited the slug is propelled down the gun barrel and into the target beyond. Very simple, no electronics needed."
The Colonel then picked up an AK-47 and handed it to the Admiral, "Go ahead. Squeeze off a few rounds. You will love how it offers feedback right from the start. Personally, I prefer the shotgun. I like the damage it does with the pellets versus the slugs. Both weapons are highly effective in close combat."
"The sweet thing about these weapons Admiral, is that we can fight very effectively with them while the enemy is limited to swinging knives and throwing chairs. We can board and clear a Milgari cruiser in less than half a day. I have six of them parked outside as we speak. They are in various stages of retrofit after we captured them."
I cut into the conversation, "What we are finding with the ships Admiral is that bigger is not always better. With the way we fight, a small agile ship can be constructed that offers similar firepower at a fraction of the size. That is the reason we are converting our production to Hawk fighters, that and the fact that we don’t have the men to man cruisers. We are a bit limited in our supply of bodies."
The Admiral responded, "I could begin supplying you with pilots. I still have direct access to recruiting from the Grid and as such can get the bodies you need for that aspect. Pilot recruitment is easy as the younger set fancy having a fighter craft. It is the ground assault troops we have trouble bringing in. With the mixed signals being sent out on the Grid every day it is becoming ever more difficult to convince them that it is a worthy cause. There is nothing much worse that corrosion from within."
We then moved the Admiral on to the automated docks and then finally to the living quarters on the Suppressor. The Admiral spoke, "Most impressive Grange. What you have accomplished here is beyond compare. I thought I knew this war, but you have really opened my eyes. I feel like I have only been a pawn for bigger players to move around a chess board up until now. I can see the job that stands before me is of a much bigger scope than what I have been busy with. Just buying time is no longer an option."
I told the Admiral of the fleet of commodity transport ships we held. Any new ships that were captured now had their cargoes transferred and were then destroyed. There was too high a chance that one of those transport ships would have a hidden beacon aboard.
The Admiral spoke up, "I have no doubt that the level of security you seem to have in place has kept this place a secret. My biggest concern would be a leaking of that information and a subsequent raid by the Milgari or the Durians. I know you have thought this over many times, but you may want to mobilize your command center here and keep it moving about. That was my intent with OpCon, before learning that it had already been compromised."
"I think it is time you took me back to my station Don. I have a lot of planning work to do to begin the purge of the Durian infiltrator. It is very disheartening to learn that all of what you thought was secure has been compromised to the extreme. It feels like a major defeat, but it is only one battle in the much larger war. I now have to begin the task of salvaging what I can or somehow turning this all around in our favor."
I could tell that Zimmerman was struggling with his situation. I offered a ray of hope, "Sir, I think what you need at the moment is a break, something to hold on to. I’m not going to fly you back to OpCon. You can do that yourself. What I am suggesting is that we train you on one of our new fighters and then we send you home in it."
"Once you are back on the station you can use the Hawk to go out beyond the eyes and ears of the Durians. You just have to figure out how to keep them away from your ship. If they get wind of it they will attempt to track it or infiltrate its systems. I know I am taking the risk of compromising all of our technology, but you need a secure place to enact any plans from. All I ask is that you do your best to protect it."
The Admiral replied, "Ordinarily I would say that was a good idea Don, but I don’t think we are prepared to conceal a fighter craft, not if their level of intrusion is as you say. I’m afraid I will have to decline that offer for your own security. I can find a way to plan a purge. I will just have to be careful."
I nodded in agreement with the Admiral and then made another offer, "How about this Admiral. We have those automated repair docks out there. It would only take a day to crank out a ship that does not have our entire set of tech on it, but we can load it down with signal detection and rejection gear. That would give you a secure place to work from and at the same time not risk our tech. It will have the appearance of a small boxy transport, but that may make it much less conspicuous."
The Admiral agreed to the transport idea and I had an aide get to work on making it happen. I would have Rita add a system DNA encryption algorithm to it that would only allow it to function if the Admiral was present. If anyone else attempted to access any system on-board it would set off alarms and then set a self-destruction timer. The ship would not be ready for three days.
I had a meeting with the Colonel and the other available council members to discuss the Admiral’s problems. "Colonel, they are in a world of hurt over there. They have a Durian who has set up shop on their station. Their entire system has to be compromised, including all of their ships. The Durians have to know exactly what they are doing as well as what they are planning."
The Colonel replied, "With bringing the new Hawks online we are going to have a lot of training to do. If there is any way we can help the Admiral to clear the bugs out of their systems I say we put a full effort forward on it right now. Anyone with an idea of how we might do such please speak up."
Rita responded, "I have a thought. What if we have the Admiral send out his ships one at a time into the Fasture nebula? We can have a signal ship sitting in there listening for any external attempts at communications. We would log them, ion bomb the ships and then move a team in to clean it up, all under cover of the nebula. As far as the Durians would know the ship was destroyed. If it works we can then look at moving it out to free space for a similar exercise."
"I realize that this first ship would need several weeks of testing to determine if it was clean. After that the testing should go quickly. We will never be 100% sure, but I believe we can get close. I realize that it's not a rapid solution. I think we can verify the result though."
The discussion continued well into the afternoon before it was decided that Rita’s idea had merit. We would have the Admiral arrange for one of his ships to venture into the Fasture. Rita would assemble and train a team to do the sweep of the ship. If all went well the first of the Admiral’s ships would be liberated. It was requested that the first captain and ship be Cortes and the Ranger.



Chapter 13
 
 
With the Admiral Zimmerman alliance well underway I turned my attentions back towards the Delvin sector. I would be pulling Frig away from his lab duties for a flight out to check on our scout ship’s status. The Colonel would be taking the Slaughter and the Swift would be riding in her hull.
I made my way to the bridge with Frig in tow. "Sir, I don’t see why I was needed for this mission. I have important things to accomplish in the lab. Certainly anything we discover out here could wait for your return. You will have to return to base before launching any attacks. I could be informed then."
I replied, "Well if you have to know, I can’t live without your company. Your witty remarks fill a void in my… OK, I can’t even say that with a straight face. I asked you along to get you out of the lab. I think the projects you are working on are all consuming and they are not going to be solved today. Sometimes a break is necessary and I felt it was something you were in need of."
As we stepped onto the bridge the Colonel called us over, "Grange! Get over here. It’s almost 0800. What have you been doing all morning!" I coyly replied, "Sleeping?" the Colonel responded, "Sleeping? What are you with child? Marines don’t sleep past 0600 Grange. You need to be up and at ‘em early."
I replied, "Well Colonel, I guess that’s why I’m the President. I get to make the command decisions and this morning’s decision was to sleep in for a few extra minutes." The Colonel let out a humph sound.
I responded, "What has you riled up this morning Colonel? First, Frig here is complaining that he had to come along and now you. Some days this job just doesn't pay enough."
The Colonel spun his command chair around to face me fully, "I'll tell you what is bothering me. It was that meeting with Zimmerman yesterday, he just did not seem like himself. At least not the way I remember. The old Zimmerman was a take charge guy. He certainly would not have abandoned his command knowing that it was bugged. He would have taken immediate steps to remedy the situation. I don't know who that was back there, but I am not convinced it was Zimmerman."
I replied, "I only met him once so I could not say one way or the other. Is there anything that you could ask him that only he would know? You served with him. There must be something that only the two of you are familiar with."
The Colonel thought for a moment, "He did chew me out for diddling his daughter. She was 12 years my junior, but she was not fresh out of the box if you know what I mean. She was an ensign and was also under his command. I think he was more embarrassed about her actions than concerned about what I had done. She was transferred back to the Grid and I was given nasty assignments for a month, but it all blew over."
I replied, "Well, that certainly sounds like something he would not forget. And you no longer report to him so it won't hurt you to bring it up. If he can answer your questions about that would you believe it was him?"
The Colonel sat back in his chair, "I suppose that would do it. That whole incident is not something in any service records. He certainly would not have filed any reports about that. If you put me in a room with him for ten minutes I will confirm or deny that it is Zimmerman."
We were half a day into our journey towards the Delvin sector and the Colonel had the ship turned back. We would arrive before the Admiral was to set leave for OpCon. The Colonel would have his discussion.
When we landed I called George into my office as the Colonel headed to see Zimmerman. When George arrived I greeted him and asked him to sit, "The Colonel seems to think that Zimmerman might be an imposter. He is questioning him now. If it turns out that he still has doubts I want you to do a complete physical on him and tell us if he has been cosmetically altered to look like Zimmerman. Then I want blood samples that can be compared against those in the Grid military files and if those things don't check out I want you to run a regimen of the truth drug through him to see what he knows."
George replied, "Don if he is not the real Admiral then we just gave up our whole operation." I replied, "That is why we are back here George. If we catch him now a minimum of information has been given out. The soldiers back on OpCon do not have a clue as to where we were going or even who we were. The worst case scenario would be for the Captain of that frigate you initially landed on to put out an APB on Rex Bumbalee. If that happens we may have to close our operations on the Grid."
"If we can find out quickly if the Admiral is real or not I can fly back to OpCon and deliver a message to the Captain. If he knows the situation I am sure he will do his best to protect us. I had no indication at all that he was a Durian plant."
Colonel Harper sat in a room with Admiral Zimmerman, "Admiral, I just wanted to go over a few things with you. First, I would like to apologize for what happened between us so many years ago. I knew what was going on and I still went ahead with it. That has been sitting on my chest for a number of years and I just wanted to clear the air between us."
The Admiral sat silent. The Colonel continued, "I was hoping you could find the words to forgive me." The Admiral squirmed slightly in his chair, "Of course I can forgive you, it’s all water under the bridge. I would prefer that we just move on from it."
The Colonel eyed him suspiciously, "Well, Admiral, it’s not every day that a man can confess to having an affair with another man’s wife and he is so forgiving. I don’t think I would have it in me, you are a better man than I."
The Admiral then perked up, "We all have our marital problems Tom. We have managed to move beyond it and so should you." The Colonel’s eyes narrowed as he stepped in front of the Admiral and placed his hands on either hand rest of the Admiral’s chair, "Who are you? Because you sure as heck aren’t Michael Zimmerman. If he had found that I had an affair with his wife he would have jumped from that chair in a rage."
The Admiral attempted to feign anger, "Now look, I forgave you so let’s move on. I don’t have to sit here and take your wild accusations!" When the Admiral tried to get up from the chair Tom Harper did not move, "Your ass is not going anywhere. You are not Michael Zimmerman, but we are going to find out who you are. Dawson, Riggs!"
The Colonel’s aides came through the door with their blasters drawn. "Keep an eye on this snake and if he gets out of his chair I want you to pump a charge into him that will blow his chest wide open. Don’t shoot him in the head because I want him to feel it and see it when it happens. The Colonel walked to the door, "Mathews! Go fetch me Don Grange and the Doc!"
Mathews turned and headed off for his task. Ten minutes later I arrived with George. The Colonel spoke as the Admiral sat nervously in his chair, "Don, this is not Zimmerman, he gave himself up a bit too easily. The Admiral attempted to stand but was pushed back into the chair by Riggs. As I stepped in front of the chair he again attempted his ruse.
"Don. You know me. I am Admiral Zimmerman, get this crazy man and his goons off of me and let’s get down to business on that cooperation. Every minute we waste is a minute we will never recover and a minute further from making something happen."
I leaned in and took note of the beads of sweat on his forehead, "I didn’t know the Admiral personally. I only met him a couple times briefly. He seemed like a good man, a leader. He would never sweat under circumstances like this because he would be insanely mad. You did a good job with your acting, whoever you are. I just hope the Admiral is still out there and has not been harmed. If he has, you are going to live a miserable existence for whatever time you have left!"
George stepped up and began to examine the Admiral’s face, "This is high quality work. Other than a slight variation in tone the skin grafting is superb. It all looks very natural, but it has been altered. You see Admiral, when incisions are made it becomes near impossible to perfectly match the contour of the underlying layers back to each other, especially if the layers are not the original match. That’s why we surgeons make incisions in out of the way places, makes them much harder to detect."
"I would say this man had a wider nose and eyes, a narrower forehead, his ears have definitely been moved and reshaped and his eyebrows thickened." George looked back at me, "His surgeries were much more extensive than yours Don. I would guess they were done in a series over six months at least. And I really like the way those brows were feathered to give a continuous look, very professional work."
George stepped back and the Colonel again stepped forward, "Just give me the word Don and I will start tearing this creep apart bit by bit. He will squeal out whatever information we want before I am done with him."
I placed my arm on the Colonel’s shoulder, "That won’t be necessary Colonel. He is going to tell us everything he knows, we are then going to use the truth drug on him and compare notes. If there are any indications of lies it will become very unpleasant for him. If he cooperates, he may just survive this whole thing in a comfortable cell." I leaned in close, "It all depends on him."
The Colonel huffed as I turned back towards him, "Don’t worry Colonel, if he is uncooperative in any way I will turn him over to you." I then gestured for Riggs and Dawson to pull over two chairs. I sat down in front of the imposter. "Well?"
The Admiral began to speak, "I will cooperate." The Colonel could be heard grunting behind me. "It does me no good to resist since you already know I’m not Zimmerman. My real name is Rodney Turk. A Durian came to me three years ago when my two youngest daughters came down with Malian flu. I didn’t want to lose them. The Durian offered me a choice."
"If I was to cooperate, my daughters would be cured; else they would be left to die like so many others. Since my wife passed my daughters have been all that I lived for. My oldest, Molly, had already been through the loss of her mother, I couldn’t stand to see her lose her siblings too. The Durians offered an alternative and I jumped on it without thinking."
Rodney attempted to get out of his chair and Riggs pushed him back, "They are going to kill my girls Mr. Grange! I didn’t know what deal I was making at the time, but there was no way out once I was in. Everything I have done has been done to protect my daughters. The Durians promised they would be well cared for and that what I was doing at OpCon was going to help us win the Milgari wars."
"I have done everything they asked and up until you showed me all of this I thought I was doing the right thing. You were right Mr. Grange. The Durians are playing us for fools. If I have compromised the Grid’s security then I not only did my daughters wrong, but every Human as well. Just tell me what to do and I will try to fix it. Just promise me you will try to help my daughters, they are innocent in this."
I turned back towards the Colonel, "Send a couple men to collect his children. Use the resources of Jeb and Doris to make sure it is done quietly and without leaving tracks. Make sure those girls are clean of any Durian tags too, have Doris get them new clothes." The Colonel winced, gave an evil look to our captive and then headed out the door.
I returned to my questioning, "Let’s start at the beginning with your training and work our way forward to when they made the swap for the Admiral" Rodney sat back in his chair, "I was taken from the Grid on a small craft. It docked with a Durian ship and the operations began. The recovery was long, but my girls were alive."
"I had no idea what I was being made over for until the Durian doctor who had performed the worked handed me over to a military officer. That is when my indoctrination and training began. My girls were alive and they showed me videos of them playing happily, they thought their father was away on work. The Durians provided enough credits where they could move into a better place and pay for a caregiver."
"To me I was willing to do just about anything the Durians wanted. They had me convinced that what I was doing was going to help the Grid, so I trained and cooperated as much as I could. Tell me what father would not be interested in the continued safety and health of his children."
"As the training went on they began to show me video after video of the real Admiral. Coaches guided me until every look I gave or response I said was something that could have come from Zimmerman himself. Once I had reached a level that they felt was fully believable they arranged for the transfer to be made. The Admiral was invited onto a Durian destroyer and the swap was made. A small diversion was used to separate the Admiral from his men and I was thrust into my roll."
"When we returned to OpCon I was now in charge of the whole operation. I was bugged by the Durians and at first I was told almost everything to say. I received the odd look now and again, but I was accepted fully by the Admiral’s own men. Because of his past they follow him almost religiously."
"After the exchange the Durians were given a permanent office and no one seemed to mind because they were selling us very much needed war-fighting upgrades for our ships. Again, I thought I was doing the Grid a huge favor. Over the last six months however, I noticed that production of new ships had almost come to a complete stop. When I questioned them they gave me a story about how we would be ramping up for a much higher production soon."
"You had asked before if the Durians had been in my office and did I have any gifts in there from them. The answers I gave were yes and yes. They had me give the go-head to my entire staff to accept trinket gifts for their offices. I’m sure they know every move and every plan that has been discussed in the last six months. The transfer took place almost one year ago to date."
I stood and began to pace the room, "So, for a year the Durians have been expanding their influence on OpCon. Have you ever suspected that any of your staff have also been replaced? If I was the Durians I would want a safety net. Replace a few other key players that do not know of each other and you have a little failsafe for your operation."
Rodney thought for a moment, "A number of the staff have been given tours of a Durian ship. They could have replaced almost every member of the team over the last year. I would not be surprised if the entire staff were imposters. I would not win any awards for my own intelligence, but from what I have seen these Durians are highly skilled and very thorough."
We continued to gather information from Rodney Turk throughout the day. He was an open book. I had Frig, Gy and Rita in a nearby room devising strategies for ridding the Admiral’s force of Durian influence. When the day had come to an end I called in the council for a meeting. The Colonel spoke first, "I know each of us was excited to some degree about the thought of joining with the Admiral’s force. It looks like we are once again back on our own."
I stood and raised my hand, "I don’t think we are on our own Tom. We need to turn our efforts towards purging the Durians from the Admiral’s force. I’m going to ask Doris to replace the caregiver of the girls with one of her own, she can make up some story of Grid health services or business licenses or something to get the other one out, just in case they are a Durian plant."
"Once we control the situation we will secure the girls and move them off station. Doris can setup a façade so the Durians believe they are still there. Once we have them Rodney here will be working for us. He is going to convince the Durians to move the entire fleet into the Fasture and from there they will conduct a major operation to find us. Only they will not be looking anywhere close to here."
"I have a plan to liberate those ships. We will know the location of each during their hunt for us and as such we can setup a location where we try to hit as many of them as we can at the same time. We sweep them from a cloaked location, fire off a negative ion bomb and then we board and remove any Durian beacons."
"Frig will have an app that can be loaded into their comm system to keep it from sending out any info to the Durians. We will also run a minor field from Yacabucci’s generators to keep any other stray signals from being sent out by other means. George is developing a scanner that will tell us if any officers or men on-board have been altered. With a small team, we should be able to clean that entire fleet in a day."
"After those efforts are complete we will send the Admiral’s fleet to a new location to await orders. Every computer and every automated system will have to be removed and destroyed. The Admiral’s fleet will be out of commission for some time. Our efforts will then be turned towards cleansing OpCon."
"That ship is massive and anything we attempt to do there will be very time consuming. I’m almost of the opinion that we fly it into the middle of the nebula and then waste it. If the Durians come looking for it before we are done I have confidence in our ability to fight in the nebula. It is the one place in this galaxy that we have a distinct advantage."
The following morning a team was sent to the Grid to secure Rodney’s children. I took Rodney in the Wren and waited patiently in Grid space for a status from Doris that would tell us they were secure. The Helix and the Humprey joined us on the ride. When the word came I turned towards OpCon, Rodney Turk would be returning as Admiral Zimmerman.
Rodney talked as we flew, "Mr. Grange, I can’t turn back what I’ve done, I can only move forward. With my children secure this is the first time in a year that I feel like I am no longer under their control. It feels good to not be a puppet Don, and to know I am fighting for the right side."
I replied, "We sometimes get trapped into situations that are beyond our control. What makes the man is what he decides to do at that point. If you can help us pull this impossible task off, you will have done more good than harm. The Admiral’s force will be restored and the Durian influence crushed. And if it helps, you can think of it this way, had the Durians not selected you they would have selected someone else. I might have made the same choice you did given the circumstances."
When we arrived back at OpCon I dropped the Admiral in the landing bay and then immediately left. The less the Durians knew about my ship the better. George had trained Rodney how to detect physical alterations, he would meet with the frigate captain and if he was clean he would order him to never speak of Rex Bumbalee to anyone. With a little luck that name would not fall into the hands of the Durians.
As I left OpCon the Durian destroyer that had become a permanent fixture fired up its engines and headed out in an attempt to shadow us. What the Durians didn’t know was that the Helix and the Humprey were positioned nearby. Once well out of the range of OpCon I turned the Wren back towards the Durian. The Durian captain knew that he had been detected and brought his ship to a halt. I approached slowly, allowing the Helix and Humphrey to move in close. I hailed the Durian captain and just as he returned the hail I fired my ion cannon, crippling his engines.
At the same instant the Helix and Humphrey decelerated next to the Durian and two negative ion bombs were deployed. Breaching tubes were deployed and the 40 Marines from each Raider boarded the Durian ship. The Durians fought fiercely, but the training and experience of our Marines using conventional weapons was superior. The fighting lasted for three hours before the last three Durians we cornered in a hallway.
I boarded the ship and made my way to them to negotiate. "Durians, we know there are three of you left. Come out and we can talk. It’s that or prepare to die." My short speech was met with laser fire. One of the Durians responded, "You have attacked a ship of the Durian Empire. You will surrender or you will pay dearly. Violence will be met with more violence than you can imagine."
I replied, "Well, that kind of threat doesn’t do you much good in this situation. We control your ship and we have superior arms. Give up and you will be treated fairly!" The Durain was quiet for a moment before a Human was pushed into the hallway.
The Durian yelled back, "We have a room full of your people. Leave this ship and we will spare them." I turned to the other Marines, "Hold your fire, let him come out. I believe he is one of ours that they have been holding."
The Human moved nervously down the hall, just before reaching our position he yelled out, "DON’T TRUST THEM!" A green laser bolt came screaming down the hall instantly burning a hole from his back through his chest. He fell to the floor dead.
The Durian again spoke, "That is one of many. Leave the ship or we will begin sending out dead bodies!" I looked at the Marine closest to me, "Hand me a grenade." I pulled the pin, waited two seconds and then tossed it down the hall as we took cover. Booom! The grenade went off exactly in front of the open door. We rushed down the hallway and into the room. The two Durians who had been by the doorway were dead, three Human captives were injured and six others, including Michael Zimmerman were piled on top of the remaining Durian.
I spoke, "Admiral, you are free. Come with me as we have a lot to discuss." The Admiral and the others rose as the Marines took control of the last of the Durians. I turned to the squad commander as I left, "We don’t have anyone who can fly this thing and as much as I would like to keep it I think we need to destroy it. See if you can convince our friend there that it is in his best interest to set the self-destruct."
We had taken down the destroyer without a casualty. Our Marines were good, and they loved the thrill of the assault, they thrived on it. I took the Admiral onto the Wren and the other liberated members of his staff were taken onto the Helix. The self-destruct was set and the Durian destroyer abandoned. We were witness to a spectacular explosion just before hitting light speed. Our trip had yielded an unforeseen benefit. The Admiral was back.



Chapter 14
 
 
As we made our way back to our base the Admiral opened up, "Who is it that I have the honor of thanking? I don’t believe we have met." I had to chuckle at the thought of a second Admiral Zimmerman. It had taken me several days to explain and show the imposter Admiral our operations. I wasn’t going to do it again without first having positively determined that I was talking to the real Michael Zimmerman.
I replied, "I have a question for you Admiral, it’s personal, but I need an answer before I believe that you are you. Some years ago you had an issue with one of your officers, it was personal, family related, and you handled it off the record. It was something that you would not forget. Tell me about it and I will tell you whatever you want to know."
The Admiral got a frown on his face, "I leave personal at home. The question you asked has only one answer… Tom Harper. I’d rather not talk about that any further if you don’t mind. Ask me anything else if you like."
I nodded in response, "That was all I needed Admiral. Now, I’ll start by re-introducing myself. I believe you know me as Don Grange." The Admiral looked me over, "Don Grange? Someone did a number on reworking your face."
I replied, "Yeah, I had to go on the run after that warrant was issued for my arrest. There was no way I was going to rot in jail over some politician looking to score points. After I ran it seemed that one door opened in front of me after another. Oh, we have the imposter who traded places with you. He is working with us now. We are going to try to take back your force in the coming months. Nothing would make me happier than for the real you to be there running it when we do."
We proceeded on to the Fasture nebula where we would attempt to interrogate the Durian prisoner. He was strapped to a chair in the mess hall on the Humphrey. I landed the Swift in her cargo hold and walked to the mess hall. The Durian was seated with two guards standing behind him.
I sat and placed my hands on the table before him. "OK, let’s keep it simple and start with your name." The Durian remained silent. I looked up and the guard on the left stepped forward and administered a healthy shock from an electronic device. The Durian shook for several seconds.
"OK, we will start again, what is your name." After a moment of silence the guard was again signaled to step up. After the third attempt the Durian broke, "Enough… my name is Faren Ghar." I replied, "Was that so hard? Let’s continue. What is… was your occupation on the destroyer?"
The Durian responded, "I was the cook." I rolled my eyes, "If you were the cook then what was the meal for the day?" The Durian thought for a moment, "We had rigid Moris." I asked, "And how is that prepared?" The Faren gave an angry look, "Heated, with a dein sauce." I pressed further, "And what temperature is it heated to and for how long?"
The Durian again gave an angry look, "It is heated for an hour at 200 of your degrees." I stared at the Durian and then signaled for the guard to against administer a shock. "Mr. Ghar, I don’t believe you are a cook any more than you believe I am the leader the nation that took down your ship. Now let’s just be honest and it will save you the pain and us the effort. What was your duty on that destroyer?"
The Durian hesitated and then replied. I am a guard in the intelligence service. That is why I was in the back of the room with the prisoners. It was my job to keep them in line. I nodded in approval, "Now we are getting somewhere. Given the insignia on your uniform, that was a totally believable story. I would like you to keep this in mind as we continue, if I believe you are not telling the truth, that includes leaving important information out, I will have Malcom, the guard standing behind you, administer another shock. And with each lie he will dial up the voltage to be delivered."
The Durian again looked nervous; I continued with my interrogation, "I would like to add that after we are done here we will be administering a truth drug. You will tell us everything we ask at that time and we will compare those answers to the ones you give us here. I prefer not to make use of the drug as the side effects, well, let’s just say they can be uncomfortable to watch. And how you answer questions here will determine your fate later."
The Durian responded, "I have no doubt you will kill me when you are done. Under those conditions, why would I give any information to those who attacked us? I would only be betraying my own people before I died. I would rather just die."
I nodded before I responded, "I can respect that train of thought, but you are leaving out an important fact. You do not have to die and we do not have to kill you. The Human body can absorb a tremendous amount of pain before it gives out, the mind however will struggle to remain sane. I suspect the Durian physiology is much the same."
"So, your choices are, cooperate and live, possibly pain free, or continue to struggle and endure much more than your mind will be capable of handling. And we are not talking hours or even days of pain. We are talking weeks or months or possibly even years. And all for naught as the truth drug will eventually give us what we want. The choice is yours."
The Durian thought and squirmed uncomfortably, I gestured to the soldier behind him, the Durian cracked, "Wait, I will tell you what you want. My endless life on that destroyer is not worth defending. Ask what you like."
The Durians eyes sank as he knew he had given in. It was something that I knew most Humans would have done when faced with the inevitable. I continued the interrogation, "Confirm to me the location of Methessila." For a moment the Durian looked at me with dagger eyes. I gestured to the guard.
The Durian again quickly responded, "Wait, our world is located in the Bering sector, the sector beyond Delvin. We have several star systems along the outer arm that make up our core. In all there are 68 systems with 82 inhabited planets under our control."
I pressed the Durian as he opened up, "And what of your relationship with the Torrians and the Milgari? The Durian looked at me with hatred, "The Torrians will be no more before long. When we are done with them they will be tossed aside like the garbage that they are. Just as will happen with your species. Many of us grow weary of our rulers games. They seek to enrich themselves at the expense of the empire. Weak species should be conquered and eliminated. The Durian Empire will grow."
I leaned back in my chair, "So, your leaders are squandering time and resources on personal enrichment at the expense of the empire? That sounds familiar for this galaxy. I’ll ask another question, what brought the Durians together with the Torrians in the first place?"
The Durian again stared down at the table, "Your Grid passed us by a decade ago. The Torrians came soon after. They passed through our sector and began to establish themselves in the Delvin sector. From there they spread to the Pollus sector in pursuit of their prize, your gravity drive."
"We saw them as weak of mind, only driven by their one goal. It has taken us years to put our strategy in place. Weaken all species in these sectors and then take control. If our leaders had stuck to that plan we would be finishing them off as we speak. Instead there are only delays and scheming by the few in power. But make no mistake, all of these sectors will be ours. Our technology is well advanced when compared to the others."
I replied, "Interesting, you must be in awe of our abilities then since we were able to take out your destroyer and her crew without a single casualty. Not even so much as a scratch or a muscle cramp."
The Durian responded, "I will admit to being caught by surprise by your primitive weapons. Our laser pistols are few and far between and are only an emergency provision. Your tactics were superior in this instance. I am not sure by what mechanism you were able to suppress our power, but our scientists will overcome whatever technology you used to accomplish that feat. We will gladly test your abilities again at that time."
The Durian continued to spill the secrets of his empire as the threat of the electric shock was brought towards his neck. Their ships were capable of 380 SOL, far outpacing our own. Their weapons were more powerful and their shields unmatched. But the Durians were also arrogant and arrogant people could be goaded into actions that were not in their favor. Another's pride could be a powerful tool when used against them.
When the interrogation had ended the Durian had a dejected look on his face. He had given away the secrets of his people in order to avoid pain. His own weakness had worked against him. In a final cowardly act he bit down on the poison tooth in the back of his mouth. It was the second Durian we had lost in that manner.
The Durian's body was ejected into the nebula and we returned to base with the Admiral. He was weak and in need of medical and nutritional attention, but he would be ready for action after a week’s rest. I kept him abreast of our efforts as we prepared to liberate his ships. Four months passed before we had our crews trained and ships in order.
Our fleet consisted of 280 Raiders and 690 Hawks. Each ship had a two man crew trained in sweeping a ship for signal emitters and a third man to identify imposters amongst the crews. We would fly to a far sector and lie in wait, fully cloaked from view.
When a ship arrived next to one of our positions it was to hold position while we performed a deep scan. Its engines would then be disabled by a negative pulse and its power taken out with a negative ion bomb. The sweep teams would then board the vessel and clean off any Durian influence. Imposters would be placed in the brig until further questioning could be done.
Once a sweep was complete and the crew checked out, the ship would be sent to another grid where it would wait for further orders. When all the ships had been scanned, cleaned and moved to the new grid the scanning process would be repeated. If all went well the automated systems on every ship would be shut down, removed and incinerated.
The Admiral's crews would be taken to the Suppressor while new parts were acquired for his fleet. A large order for those parts had been placed and we had been stockpiling them for the four months since the plan had been conceived. We would have 1,200 of the Admiral's ships operational and Durian free within a week. The others would take longer.
The day before the plan was to take place our ships were all moved into position. Rodney Turk had done as required and moved the entire fleet to beside the Fasture nebula. The Durian spy on-board was nervous and called the imposter Admiral's decisions into question.
Rodney Turk replied, "I'm sorry Mr. Phon, but we must rid this sector of these other attackers. Your destroyer went missing four months ago. I intend to make sure these pirates do not do that again. I have it from good sources on the Grid that they are located in an area near here. I am ordering all ships to that grid to search them out and put an end to their violent actions.
We will remain here, safely on the edge of the Fasture until the job is done. I will not have pirates attacking such important friends of the Grid. There is too much at stake. I understand that it is our agreement that you call the shots, but this is something I feel strongly about, if your superiors believe it to be a poor decision then we can deal with that at a future time.
Rodney Turk leaned over to the mic at his desk, "This is Admiral Zimmerman. You have all been given orders to pursue the criminals that inhabit this grid. Please proceed to the assigned locations to begin your searches. When you arrive at these locations you will be given further orders. This mission is of utmost importance to the protection of the Grid. Please follow your sealed orders precisely when you arrive at your designated positions."
The Durian named Phon again objected, "Admiral, I must protest. This is highly unusual; all orders are to be reviewed by my superiors before they are given to the fleet. This operation is not to our agreement and will not be looked upon kindly by our handlers."
Rodney Turk stood and handed the Durian an envelope, "This is a copy of the orders I have given the men. I placed it in the envelope for a dramatic effect. The written word can be a powerful thing to Humans Phon. I think you will be pleased with the results."
The Durian continued to complain as Rodney Turk stood and walked towards the officer’s mess. The Durian purge would soon be coming to OpCon. The imposter Admiral was all smiles at the thought of it. Phon would be dealt with personally.
The cleansing of the Admiral’s fleet went largely without issue, but there were two imposter captains that refused to follow orders. Those ships had quickly been captured and held in Yacabucci’s ion web. It took several hours of negotiation before the crews would hand over their leaders. Once they had been convinced of the Durian incursions they were cooperative in assisting our teams in performing the cleansing functions. They soon joined the other ships at the secondary rally point.
Back on OpCon a war of words raged between the Durian spy and the imposter captain. When the arguments reached a boil the captain had the Durian taken into custody and locked in the brig. Our sweep teams then went to work on removing the hundreds of beacons the Durians had installed on the Admiral’s station.
Rodney Turk paid a visit to the Durian, "Hello Phon, I see you are becoming accustomed to your new home." The Durian stood, a rage was in his eyes, "You have violated the terms of our agreement. I hope you realize what this will mean for your family."
Rodney smiled, "Oh, I know exactly what it will mean for my family Phon. It will mean that they are once again free citizens and that their father is no longer a traitor to their kind. It also means you and your thug species no longer have a hold on me. Your time has come and your puny, pathetic species will be driven back into the swamps you came out of. You are going to find out how superior Humans are."
The Durian seethed with anger, "I will personally see to it that your family suffers. These transgressions cannot be forgiven. When my people arrive you will pay a heavy price." Rodney Turk pulled his blaster, placing the end of the barrel squarely on the forehead of Phon. Rodney spoke, "Your slimy ass won’t be here to see it." He pulled the trigger…
Until such time as we could figure out how to refurbish the tainted systems on OpCon the massive vessel was shut down completely. The crews were scanned for imposters and then transported to the Suppressor. The vast array of automated systems on OpCon were stripped away one by one and destroyed. The gutted shell of a station sat empty for two months.
After the second phase of cleansing was complete and the Admiral’s ships restored to operating condition the crews were returned. As a precaution the ships remained at their location while continuous scans looked for beacon transmissions. Two such systems were found and repaired before the fleet was moved to a new position and the deep scanning once again began.
By the time the Admiral’s fleet had been certified as clean nearly four additional months had passed. The rebuilding of OpCon had begun, but it would be a lengthy process. The shell of a station had been moved from the Fasture after being stripped. Soon after that move a number of Durian destroyers had been detected moving in and about the nebula, looking for their prize Admiral and his ships.
During that time we had word back from the Delvin sector. Our recon fleet had found 26 Milgari systems where their fleet ships were being constructed. New estimates placed their ship numbers at more than 20,000 strong with nearly 80 of them being massive cannon carrying globe ships. If they were to assemble and attack they would be unstoppable. The Torrians however, seemed to be content at the moment with solidifying the hold on their territories. They were squeezing the Dakar for resources and in return granting them peace. I could only guess that arrangement would be temporary.
Our own Hawk construction had continued at a torrid pace. We were now turning out 350 ships a month and our ship numbers had swollen to more than 2,000. But our force of 2,000 ships was incomplete as we were in need of pilots. The Admiral soon ordered 3,000 trainees to begin readying themselves for combat in a Hawk. We were able to draw 500 pilot volunteers of our own.
While the training continued the Admiral’s ships were brought into our docks for retrofit. They would be receiving all of our upgrades and advancements. The Admiral himself was a relentless worker and his staff worked well with the staff of the Colonel. The Admiral would take over the management of all ships and the Colonel all Marines. At first we were all on edge as the quasi-Grid military force was integrated into our own. But the true professionalism of the Admiral’s men and the patriotism of our own meshed well. The nation of Defiant was growing ever stronger.
With the addition of the Admiral, his men and his ships I felt like a great weight was being lifted off of my shoulders. These were people who knew how to run large operations, they also knew how to conduct a war. The time was approaching where we would be putting our newly combined forces to the test, a test of Man’s ability to adapt and survive. In the meantime I was enjoying our moment of peace.



Chapter 15
 
 
It did not take long before it became clear as to why the Admiral had risen in the ranks of the Grid military. He was an organizer, a diplomat, a motivator and a brilliant strategist. He was also Human, which he had shown after his capture by the Durians. He was bringing efficiencies to our operations and doing so without stepping on any toes. I was glad we had taken the time to approach him.
By the time our new pilots were trained to the point of being battle worthy our fleet of Hawks had grown to more than 3,500. They were fast, they were powerful, and with our latest computer updates a pilot only had to focus on flying to keep themselves alive. Our computer teams targeting algorithms continued to improve.
With our new force ready the Admiral and the Colonel thought it was time we brought an end to the burgeoning Milgari ship production. The Milgari ships numbered close to 24,000 and continued to grow. I set up a meeting to discuss our upcoming mission.
The Admiral spoke, "First, I would like to once again thank you all for what you are doing, we can make a difference. Now, let’s get down to business. We have now identified 32 star systems that support the Milgari ship production." The Admiral displayed a chart of the Delvin sector. "They have four main production hubs, here, here, here and here."
"I believe our best strategy is to hit one of those hubs hard. They will then pull in their defenses to support the other large hubs. That is when we start taking out all the feeder production. Those major hubs rely on production from the many smaller ones. While they spend their resources defending the majors we cripple the minors. When we have that accomplished their production will grind to a halt."
"Now, phase two will be to take down those hubs one at a time. We will feign attacks on the other hubs while readying for a major assault. If they take the bait they will have forces evenly divided amongst the three. The wildcard here is whether or not they choose to commit more forces to their productions defense from their front lines. We may need a few diversions there as well to keep those ships locked in place."
"The Colonel and I have estimated the campaign to last a total of 17 days. This is a fluid situation and estimates of such should not be heavily relied upon. As new data is available we will update the command boards as quickly as possible. When fighting a war of this manner you want to be an active force and not a reactive one. We have to drive their reactions."
I will be guiding our ships from a flagship while the Colonel directs planet-side assaults. We are going to kill as many skilled Milgari production workers as we can. Once we leave they will begin to rebuild. If they have to retrain people it will only work to our favor."
The Admiral looked around the table, "Does anyone have any questions?" I raised my hand, "Admiral, what about me and the Defenders, do we have a role in this?" the Admiral nodded his head, "You not only have a role, but a vitally important one. You will be flying with a group of Raider ships to assault a small station. It is in orbit around one of the hub planets, the one we plan to attack first, and we are unsure of its use."
"Your goal Don will be to lead an assault onto that station to find out what its purpose is. Take prisoners, don’t take prisoners, those decisions will be left up to you. And just so you don’t think this is a milk run, the station in question looks military and as such is heavily defended. It is comparatively small but not tiny. You will have 52 cubic kilometers of ship to capture and 320 men to do it with."
I raised my hand, "Can I pick my crews?" The Admiral looked over to the Colonel who nodded in agreement. "You can pick your crew. You will have your eight Defenders along with eight Raiders to command. The information we have on the station is in the data store, you and your team can begin your planning after this meeting."
After the meeting adjourned I got the Defender pilots together in a room with Captain Jarrod and the seven other Raider commanders. I asked for ideas, "OK, if you haven’t already heard we are going to perform a raid on this station. I am looking for any and all suggestions. Lieutenant Markum over here is from the Admiral’s team, he will be our strategic advisor."
"Our mission will be to attack this vessel and gather information on its purpose. We need to find a way on-board and also a way out, we won’t be taking any prisoners, but plans can always change. If we come across a situation where we think interrogation will work, by all means try to make use of it."
"My own thoughts are that we use the Defenders to take down any initial defenses, giving the raiders a pathway aboard. Can anyone add to that?" Smaller discussion began in the group before Jarrod spoke up, "From looking over the data I think we should deploy our breach tubes in this area. The deep scans show thin outer walls. We will need the Defenders to take out the gun turrets here, here and here."
"It will also be up to the Defenders to keep any other ships away. If they take down our Raiders we are then stuck on their station. I might ask that we keep a transport cloaked nearby in case we need a second escape route."
Our assigned strategist then spoke, "My name is Lieutenant Sandra Markum. The Admiral asked that I be here to assist in any way I can. I would like to talk a bit about what we know of the station. If you take a look at the markings they do not appear to be of any species we have encountered. One of my concerns is that we are not familiar with the cannons on those turrets. Are those light or heavy cannons?"
"Another concern is this exterior plating. It seems unusually thin, but at the same time our scans of its makeup were inconclusive. Deploying breach tubes would not be advised if we have no way to breach that exterior plating. We don’t want to get caught with our necks sticking out."
"Now it is possible that this station is left over from a species that was overrun and it was put to use as a resource. It may also have been captured from another species and brought here. And another alternative is that we have a new species working with the Milgari in some capacity. Perhaps they are here to trade commodities or technologies. This is one of the major questions we want an answer to."
The planning session lasted most of the afternoon. Our initial plan was as follows: the Defenders would approach in their cloaked state, taking out the gun turrets on a particular quarter of the station. Negative ion bombs would then be released as the Raiders settled into breaching positions on the exterior plates. Breaching tubes would be deployed and the Marines would board the vessel with their conventional weapons.
If all went well I would join Jarrod’s team on the station as the remaining seven Defender craft, along with Frig and the Swift, would keep the space around the station clear. With the meeting over we each headed off to spend our last evening on the Suppressor for some time. Frig and I would be riding with the crew of the Helix.
The ride out to the Delvin sector would take three weeks. We had been on the journey for two weeks when I rose from bed and joined Jarrod and Frig in the mess hall for some coffee. Frig spoke, "Sir, I forgot to tell you before we left. The third key of the crack for your father’s data store came through. It is not much progress, but it is progress none the less."
I sat back and sipped the steamy nectar from my cup. "Well, I guess there is not much hope of cracking that before we die. I was discussing my father with the Admiral. He was of the opinion that he was working on something big, something that could change the outcome of the war. Others have speculated that it was something political. Whatever it was, nobody has much to offer besides speculation."
Jarrod leaned in to join the conversation, "Hey, maybe he had the plans to a new weapon. It would be nice to not have to hit these other ships multiple times to break through their armor. Targeting those weapons has worked out so far, but I get the feeling that is not going to last."
Frig replied, "Well if we were wishing for something to be stored on there I would prefer that it be plans for a wormhole generator. That could be used for transportation as well as for a weapon." I responded, "Weapon? How so?" Frig continued, "Imagine opening a wormhole in the middle of a Milgari battleship. A large portion of the ship could be immediately transported to a distant location. It would make quite the weapon actually."
I nodded in reply, "That it would. Personally, I would hope it contained information that told of why the Tantilis surrendered. I was mad at my father for a long time, but from every story I have heard I had no reason to be, his record from those who knew him says something much different than that of the public record. It would be nice to know the truth."
The talk put me in a foul mood for the remainder of the morning, but there was planning details to resolve for our upcoming mission and my mind was soon moving down hallways with my AK-47 in hand.
When we arrived in the Delvin sector I prepared the Swift for its mission. Every system was checked and rechecked as usual. I then broke down my AK and rubbed down all the parts with a machine oil that Jeb had given us. That was followed up with a thorough cleaning of the barrel. I generally attempted a cleaning at the end of each engagement, but it was done again beforehand just in case I had forgotten.
The star system where the station was located had 12 planets. Two of the planets were used for mining while a third had numerous factories in orbit, including the station. The system was guarded by 26 Milgari warships. Aside from our station group of eight Defenders and eight Raiders we had 50 Hawks, four Raiders and two ground assault transports.
Our goal was to be in and out of the system in less than a day. The attacks would be coordinated so that the assaults on the warships, station and ground garrisons happened at the same time. I grew anxious as the countdown timer ticked away. When the timer hit zero we began our assault.
I pulled back on the throttle of the Swift as we came close to the station. Frig's first shot burned deep into the nearest cannon turret. There was no explosion. I pulled up and circled back just in time to dodge a bolt from a nearby cannon. It was laser fire.
I relayed the information to Frig and the others, "We got laser fire coming from those cannons! Keep an eye on your shields as I'm not sure how they will hold up. These Defenders were built to withstand ion energy strikes not the heat that comes from those cannons."
Frig blasted a hole in a second turret as I again turned the Swift away from the station. We then took our first hit, "Whoa! That thing just burned a hole through our port wing! Teams! If you have your visors up you better flip them down. A direct hit on your hull and you will depressurize. You don't want to be scrambling for air while fighting!"
Barg responded, "Phew! Good call Chief! We just took a hit right through the cargo hold. In through the top and out through the bottom. They have some wattage behind those beams!"
Another 45 seconds of fighting occurred before we had our goal of one quarter of the guns silenced. The Raiders moved in for the boarding. Breach tubes were deployed and troops began to move through. The external plating of the station had proved to not be an issue.
With our initial mission complete I pulled back on the throttle, spinning the Swift around for a hard but safe landing on the deck of the Helix. I pressed the button to open the rear hatch, grabbed my AK and satchel full of ammo and sprinted out onto the deck. I cut through the mess hall to the breaching hall and ran down the first tube I came to. The negative ion bombs had just been set off.
Corporal Killings waved me forward, "Come on up Sir, the power is out, but these hallways are lit with a chemical backup. I'm guessing we will have to be a bit more careful as they can see us." I slapped the Corporal on the back as I stepped around him, "Let's go!"
When we arrived at the first cross hall I could hear footsteps followed by voices that did not translate through our universal dialect units. I passed the information back, "Listen up, I just heard alien talk up ahead, they don't have translators or our systems don't recognize them. It looks like we are dealing with unknowns."
I turned back to the hallway and held a small mirror around the corner. Two individuals were coming our way. I held the AK out around the corner and pulled the trigger. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Two bodies hit the floor. When I held out the mirror again to check a laser bolt struck it, burning my fingers as the bolt sliced partway through my gloves. "Gaww!"
I stepped back and our medic immediately hit me with a painkiller. Corporal Killings then stepped up, "Nade coming out!" He waited several seconds and then tossed the grenade around the corner. Another laser pulse hissed by as the grenade exploded. Booom! Killings then sprang around the corner catching two injured aliens by surprise. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! He then moved across the open hallway, "It's clear! Looks like our friends are four-leggers with an upper torso. Let's press forward!"
The hallways of the alien vessel were a dull gray metal. The air was foul with the smell of rotten fruit. I checked the air quality on my arm pad, it was breathable, but I kept my vents closed just the same. I called forward to the squad leader, "Killings! Air is good if we need it. It’s showing a rancid odor though so I would keep the vents shut unless we have to." Killings replied, "Copy that Chief!"
When we came to the first door Killings stepped back and came hard at it with his boot raised. The light hinges on the door gave way sending the thin buckling metal deep into the room. A quadra-ped in the room then fired his weapon striking Killings in the upper right arm. Killings instinctively pulled the trigger as he fell to the side. Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! One of his rounds struck the alien in the hand; it dropped the laser pistol it was holding.
I lunged past Killings and put my shoulder down as I came to the four legged creature, driving it hard into the back corner of the room’s walls. I could hear bones crunching as I pressed in with all the muscle I had. The alien slumped to the floor.
I turned back, "Killings! What's the damage?" He replied, "It went straight through the flesh Sir, just get me one of those pain shots and I'll be alright. Hurts like heck Sir, but the wound doesn't bleed."
At the next cross hall I decided to take charge. Instead of peeking around the corner I ran hard and dove, sliding on my belly to the other side. Two laser bolts went just over my head. I held up my hand to the others, "Got two about 6 meters down that hall on your side. Was hard to see but I think they were behind a crate or a box of some kind."
"If you roll one down there make sure it’s on my side of the hall." Private David Patterson was the youngest member of the squad at 46 years old. The others had constantly teased him about being the squirt or the kid. He was a dozen years my senior but rock solid in his physique. He stepped up, "I got this one Boss!" The grenade rolled out perfectly. Booom!
Shrapnel from the grenade dug a hundred small holes in the surrounding walls. The aliens fell silent. He stepped around the corner and dropped to his knees with his AK raised, "Hall is clear!" Patterson stood and then spit a wad of Omega root towards the dead aliens, "Chew on that you horse pukes!" In the tense and stressful situation of combat, Patterson had offered up a bit of comic relief. He smiled as he continued to chew on the black root.
At the end of the hallway was a bulkhead door. Patterson stepped forward to check the handle, it was unlocked. The bottom of the bulkhead door stood 30 centimeters up from the floor. Patterson lay down on his side and signaled for us to move out of any possible line of fire. He then reached up with the butt of his AK and flipped the door handle to open. As it swung free he laid flat on his back on the floor.
The laser bolts came in multitudes, singeing the hallway walls above him and the floor down the hall in front of us. Patterson then yelled out as he flipped two grenades into the room, "Whooop! Come and get 'em boys!" Booom! Booom! Screams of pain could be heard from within. Patterson rolled over with the barrel of his AK pointed into the room. Ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak!
After several seconds of silence Patterson yelled back to us, "Room is clear!" Patterson stood as we ran up from behind. "Check that out! Shrapnel cut two of them pony boys clean in two!" He turned back towards me, "I do love these weapons Boss! Makes work fun!"
I replied, "Nice work Patterson. How about you take up the rear for a bit until that adrenaline drops a notch or two." Patterson replied, "Awe, just trying to rally the troops Sir. Sometimes that stuff helps to break you out of a thought pattern that is consuming your good judgment. All part of the Colonel's training Sir!"
We moved through two more rooms while taking heavy fire. The Colonel's men were near unstoppable. After a fierce firefight we entered another hall. A biped alien then bolted into the hallway running away from us. I raised my AK and fired a single shot, striking it in the leg. The alien fell to the floor screaming.
Private Druker then passed me by in a sprint, grabbing the unarmed alien by his uniform collar. With a single heavy grunt he jerked on the alien and began pulling him back down the hall and into the room we had just come from. I stepped over and held up my hand as Druker raised his AK.
I spoke, "I got this one Druker. He's unarmed." The alien was in pain and gripping his leg, blood seeped through his fingers onto the floor. I squatted down and looked him in the eyes, "You have a translator?" The alien was quiet for a moment before he spoke, "Yes." I turned to our medic, "Wellman, get over here. See if you can patch this one up!"
The alien spoke, "Why are you attacking us?" I was a little taken aback by the comment as I replied, "Who are you and what is this station?" The alien responded, "I am Gotar and this station is the birthing center." I jerked my head back slightly in response, "The birthing center… for your species or the Milgari?"
The alien replied, "For the Milgari of course. Our numbers are too few to require a station of this size. Who are you and why are you attacking us?" I replied, "We will ask the questions. What species are you and what of the four legged creatures out there?"
The alien winced in pain as Wellman bandaged his leg, "I am of the Frok, our workers are of the Bleffy." I replied, "How many of you are there and are there other ships like this?" The alien sighed as the pain meds kicked in, "There are about 400 of my people on this vessel, I don’t know of any others as my entire existence has been here, birthing Milgari pups. There are probably two to three thousand Bleffy that assist us. To my knowledge, this is the only birthing ship there is. All Milgari are created here and then passed on for training elsewhere. We birth nearly 2,000 per day."
I thought for a moment before I continued, "Can you get your people to drop their weapons? They will not be harmed. In fact, we could transport you all out of here if you are willing. Otherwise, this station is going to be destroyed so either go with us or die."
The alien reached out and grabbed my forearm, "You would take us with you? Away from our taskmasters?" I replied, "Yes, we can do that if you halt all aggression. The alien pointed at the wall by the doorway, "Kindly hand me the mic by that radio and depress the blue button."
I grabbed the mic and passed it to the alien, I again looked him in the eyes suspiciously, I did not see any animosity or anger. I pressed the blue button. The alien began to talk, "Fellow citizens, lay down your arms and follow the orders of the invaders, they are not here to fight us, but to assist us. Our time for freedom has come."
I checked for status from the other squads, all reported an end to hostilities; I called out to our spare transport hiding nearby and ordered it in to board the Frok and the Bleffy. They would be given their freedom from the Milgari and the Torrians. The birthing center was coming to an end.
As the alien tenders were evacuated I took the time to see what a birthing center was. I entered a large room with test-tubes lining table after table on a giant conveyer. A clear liquid was first injected followed by a fertilized egg. The tube was corked and moved further down the line.
I moved on to another room where the Milgari embryos were growing and then to another room where they were transferred to a larger tube. I was soon in a chamber where embryos would be removed from much larger tubes and placed in a bin where a feed line was then attached. The process ended when the live screaming Milgari infant, only three months old, was placed into a container for shipping to a training facility. The time from conception to a full-fledged Milgari warrior would take only five years. It was an endless supply of an enemy that could not be reasoned with.
When the last of the Frok and Bleffy were aboard the transport I stepped into the breaching tube and looked back at the hallway of the station. I contemplated what an end to the Milgari would mean for the war. We would likely be fighting for years to come, but the Milgari threat would be coming to an end.



Chapter 16
 
 
The raid on the system was going better than expected. The Milgari were unprepared for an attack so deep into their territory. We had lucked upon the birthing place of the species that had chased us for a thousand years. I rode in the Swift and along with the other Defenders, the Raiders and the 50 Hawks, we began to carve the birthing station into a million tiny pieces.
The process took two hours of continuous fire before the station’s power core was breached. The resulting explosion was both spectacular and gratifying. This was a permanent solution. The Torrians would not be able to recreate the station that had been the beginnings of millions of Milgari over the past thousand years. The Milgari assaults would… be… finished.
We then moved our small attack fleet to a rally point where we were joined up with another such group. It was then off to the next target. I had orders to take out three Milgari battleships before attacking a space based factory.
When we arrived at the system the 122 Milgari warships that were parked in the system were once again poorly prepared. They fought with all the ferocity of every Milgari, but they were outgunned, outflanked and out of luck.
After carving up one of the orbiting structures with our cannon Frig did a deep scan of the debris, "Sir, I believe that particular structure was a training facility for the young Milgari. The scan shows thousands of Milgari bodies, but they are all about half the normal size. I believe we just destroyed six ship factories and two training facilities, it has been a good day Sir, a fine day."
It was rare to see a Gambit smile, but Frig was displaying his best. Our deep raids into the Torrian territory were yielding results that we had not anticipated. I began to wonder if things could get any better.
At the next rally point the word came in from the other attack fleets. Our casualties had been low and our results better than expected. We grouped together for raids on the final two systems. We would be attacking a system with two planets. Our fleet would consist of 1400 Hawks, 108 Raiders, our eight Defenders and three ground assault transports that each held 20,000 Marines.
The Milgari ships numbered 600 with 230 being battleships and cruisers. We had a superior force. When the assault began I decelerated with a battleship directly in our sites, Frig fired a negative bolt, taking out the battleship’s port cannon. I flipped up and came down along the starboard side of the ship, approaching in tight from aft. A second precision shot by Frig made the battleship a floating waste of resources.
I pulled back on the stick, circling up and over the battleship and coming back around behind it. Another well placed shot by Frig brought the Milgari warship to a halt. I then turned and set out for the next on my list.
After 38 minutes of intense fighting the last of the Milgari ships in the sector met its fate. We moved on to the business of destroying everything that remained in orbit around the two planets. The transports with their ground assault Marines were making steady progress at eliminating the Milgari garrisons on the ground. I dove down through the atmosphere and offered cover fire from above, further solidifying our eventual victory over our enemies.
Twelve hours after our raids had begun our mission was complete. We returned to the rally point for our eventual journey home. When the second half of our invading force did not return on time I sent a scout to the system they had been assigned to attack. The scout returned the following morning with the bad news.
From the scans they were able to do and from the lone ship that was damaged and still broadcasting, it appeared that our ships and their crews had been lost. The scout had registered more than 2,000 Milgari warships along with 300 Durian ships. Our crews had been caught by a superior force and annihilated. My heart sank at the thoughts of those who had been lost.
The Colonel and the Slaughter had been with our group and were safe, the Admiral’s ship was missing and presumed destroyed. We had lost 160,000 Marines and thousands of our ships crews. The raiding fleet had taken 240 Raiders, 2,000 Hawks and seven ground assault transports. None had returned.
With the threat of Durian ships in the sector it was decided to turn towards home. The excitement of our great victory had been taken away by the Admiral’s utter defeat. The ride home to the Suppressor was long and quiet.
Upon our return I stood in my office looking down at the beautiful blue planet below. High billowy clouds floated like so many soft pillows. It was normally a site of comfort, a site that drove me forward. But our losses in the Delvin sector had been far greater than any time before. I wondered if it would not be better to just convince those on the Grid to fire up the gravity drive and just move away. If anything, that would buy us ten more years of peace.
The Colonel entered my office, "Grange. That was one bad turn for us out there, but such is war. The scuttlebutt is that you are sulking. I can tell you personally that is not a good thing. As a leader, you have to take the bad with the good and to keep moving forward. Every day we sit and lick our wounds puts us a day farther away from victory. So, you need to get your ass out there and rally our troops behind you. March onward Grange, or you let the enemy win."
As I turned to respond an aide came in with news, "Sir, it’s the Admiral! He has 230 ships with him and should be landing shortly. He survived Sir! I thought you might want to be there to greet him!"
I turned to the Colonel. Somehow everything suddenly seemed different, "Thanks Tom. I was in need of a talk like that. This leadership thing is tough. You can’t let down for a minute without it affecting others. I can now see why it is so easy for so many to fail at it. The pressure is constant and the need to always do better, to always be better, is like a thousand pound weight on your shoulders. I’m just glad I have men like you there to help me stay on the path." I reached out and shook his hand with a firm handshake.
The Admiral’s return was great news. I was standing on the deck when his transport landed. The Admiral stepped out with a solemn look on his face. He spoke as we walked, "We got our asses handed to us back there. We were heavily committed to battle when those Durian ships uncloaked. It was a massacre Don. Our boys didn’t stand a chance."
"If the Durians have a fleet of those ships we will be hard pressed to overcome them. Our scanners counted 19 kills of Durian ships for our boys, but we were losing hundreds. It was like being thrown into a pit of Verracid lizzards. Like a feeding frenzy with you being the meal."
"I had to make the call and abandon our ground troops down on the planet. I’m sure they exacted their toll in Milgari flesh before they died. But that is one heavy burden to carry with you Don... one heavy burden." The Admiral shook his head as he walked. I could tell his heart was heavy.
"Sir... it’s war Sir. All we can do is do our best. Men will die. Men that we know will give their lives for what we sometimes think is our cause. Well, it's their cause too Sir. And they chose to risk their lives for their cause. It's a hard thing to deal with Sir, and believe me when I say that I was struggling with this very issue only a half hour ago. But the Colonel said something to me that clicked. If you don't keep marching forward, no matter what is before you, any victory is just that much farther away.
The Admiral stopped and looked at me, "Hmm, that hits home Don. I told almost that exact thing to Tom Harper about ten years ago when he returned from a fight where nearly half of his unit had been killed. Ever forward. That was advice given to me by your father." The Admiral placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed as we walked, "Try to keep me on the path Grange, and I'll try to do the same for you."
After the Admiral had a chance to catch his breath I called a council meeting, "We have been given the location of the Durian home-world. Do we risk an incursion into their space or do we continue our war with the Milgari?" It was a direct question to start the meeting, but I wanted feedback on whatever direction we would take next. It was obvious the Durians were fully allied with the Torrians and the Milgari.
The Admiral spoke, "I don't think we can handle the losses from going up against the Durians. And I still don't think they are fully allied with the Torrians. I believe the game they are playing is to pit each of us against each other while they get rich and we all get weak. I can only guess that the Torrians called in a marker for their assistance against us. Whatever the reason it cost us dearly."
The Colonel then stood and spoke, "Well, what we do know is there will be no new Milgari hordes coming after us. My take is we keep picking around the edges of their supply lines to keep them busy while we try to enlist the Prassi and the Dakar, and we build more ships. I think the Hawk strategy was extremely effective against them if you take the Durians out of the equation."
After a lengthy discussion it was decided that the Colonel's idea held the most promise. We were not prepared to take on the Durians in any meaningful way, but we could change the playing field and potentially force them to drop their support of the Torrians. It was reasoned that if they saw their stooges were losing they might give up their support of them. Either way, our choices were limited.
The Admiral took on the task of visiting the Prassi to enlist their support. I would be riding out with the Swift and the Helix with Milly and the Frost accompanying the Humphrey as a companion ship. We would again attempt to bring the Dakar back to the table. I had hopes that with the Milgari numbers now being limited they would see the light and join us.
The Colonel would be making a trip back to the Grid in an attempt to recruit new soldiers. The annual release of Marines from their military contracts had just happened. Just over 100,000 newly released Marines would be available for recruitment. The guise for their recruitment would be for security purposes for Martool mining. Most would want to stay for patriotic reasons after the true nature of the job was revealed. Any others who objected could always be convinced with pay.
We lifted off on a Tuesday morning as I sat in the mess hall on the Helix with Jarrod and Frig. Jarrod spoke, "Do you really think the Dakar are going to change their minds? From their view, if they just sit back, they might be able to pass this war by. Especially if we fight the Milgari down to the bone, that only makes their position stronger."
I sipped my steaming coffee and replied, "We just have to convince them that it is in their best interest. The latest reports say the Milgari recently confiscated another of their worlds and has raised their tax amount by three percent above the agreed upon amount. That in and of itself should be enough, but the Dakar are schemers and they will only be interested in solutions that favor their goals."
"I believe we have to lure them in with the promise of power and wealth. I plan to convince them that we are going to lure the Milgari fleet away with the promise of a grand battle and when that battle does not materialize we will strike Torrus itself. With the Prassi and the Dakar we might actually have a chance at breaking through their wall of defenses."
"I don't have any intention of carrying out that attack at this time; I just want to get the Dakar involved. If the Torrians think they are a threat they will keep their fleets spread out to protect their holdings. Spread out means we can hit pockets of the fleet where we actually have a chance of winning handily. As I said before, you don't eat the elephant all at once, you carve out a piece at a time until there is nothing left."
Jarrod leaned back and smiled, "I do like it when there is a plan. Are we meeting up with that same guy you dealt with before?" Frig answered, "Yes, Feta Lunge and the Paswari. If the Dakar are as predictable as we believe he can be found in his usual grid location, sitting in the bridge of his ship alone. I don't understand one's ability to be completely isolated for a year or years at a time and think of it as normal, but the Dakar pilots have no issue with doing so."
I took another sip, "Well, he does have his little robot friend. And I am able to tolerate the long travel times with only you as a companion. I don't see that as much different." Frig returned a gaze with his eyes slightly squinted." He then replied, "Sir, if you are attempting to imply that I have the personality of a robot then I should be flattered. Especially when that remark has come from a Human with such a sloped forehead."
Jarrod shook his head, "You two have definitely been in space too long. You both need to work on your material and its delivery. I think I will go do a status check on my ship and crew. I'm sure it will be more entertaining... gentlemen." Jarrod stood and left the room.
Frig and I returned to our prior discussion about the Dakar. I had two weeks to refine my speech if I was to convince the Dakar to join the fight. Frig would be all too happy to correct me where he thought there would be an issue. I was happy to be corrected.
The Admiral had arrived in the Prassi system and began his own sales speech. If we were able to convince the Prassi to engage the Milgari in minor skirmishes it would give us a fair shot at succeeding with our strategy. We would spread the enormous Milgari fleet out so that pockets could be attacked.
After a week of negotiations the Admiral returned with an agreement. The Prassi would help if the Dakar could be convinced. It was now up to me to deliver my speech to Feta Lunge.
We located the Paswari in the grid, just as we had predicted. I hailed Feta, "Mr. Lunge, this is Don Grange on the Defiant ship Helix, I would like to discuss a proposal with you." Feta Lunge replied, "Welcome Mr. Grange. I look forward to our discussions. Since the armistice, my work out here has been anything but eventful. I welcome the peace, but it comes with a price."
I boarded the Swift and made the transfer to the Paswari. When I stepped out on the docking bay deck Feta Lunge was waiting, "Welcome my friend. It is good to see you are well. Please follow me to the bridge where we can begin our discussions. I had Passi fetch your chair so you should be quite comfortable."
I looked down at the little wheeled robot that was by Feta's side and winked. I had to chuckle at myself for giving the robot such a gesture. It had no feelings; its reasoning was a program. The wink I had given was meaningless.
When we arrived on the bridge I sat in the form fitted chair that had been constructed for me. It was indeed comfortable. I then got down to the business at hand, "It has come to my attention that the Milgari... the Torrians have not lived up to their agreement with the Dakar. I would like to propose another round of cooperation between our nations."
"First, I would like to give you a vital piece of information. The Milgari's time is limited. Their entire existence was dependent on a vast ship that contained the equipment and manpower needed to sustain their population, essentially a giant birthing chamber. We were recently able to find and destroy that vessel."
"The Milgari that are alive today will be the only Milgari we have to defeat. With each death will come a smaller force to fight. But as you are probably aware, the Milgari ships currently number more than 20,000 strong. It is a force that the Dakar, nor the Humans, nor any other like-minded species can defeat. If we work together however, I believe we have a chance."
"We have another species, the Prassi, that we are in discussions with as we speak. They will be committing forces, along with us. The plan will be to feign an all-out assault in one area to draw the bulk of their fleet in. Then, together with the Dakar and the Prassi, we will hit the Torrians home-world with all we have."
Feta spoke, "Torrus is heavily defended Mr. Grange. If we failed it would almost certainly doom us all." I replied, "But aren't we already doomed now? The Torrians took another one of your planets, they raised the tax they are extracting from you for peace. Do you not believe that they are only going to continue this practice, weakening the Dakar as they continue to close the vice of oppression?"
Feta glanced away, "If it were up to me Mr. Grange, I would join with you. But our command has a way about them that makes change difficult. They do not see the slow bleed of our people as a threat because it has not had much of an effect on our home-world. It is the lower classes who suffer first. Only when that pain trickles up to their level do they take action."
When I had completed my speech Feta connected to the closest command ship to relay the message. When word came back for me to deliver it to the council I again sent Frig back to the Helix with the Swift. This time, Feta was given instruction to take the Paswari and its guest directly to Regents Towers to once again stand before the Council.
Upon arrival I was immediately escorted to the great hall and once again out onto the deck before the podium. I delivered my speech. It was filled with references to the great Dakar people and to their accomplishments and great power. We sought their assistance in confronting our mutual enemy. Discussions became heated when I suggested the attack on Torrus.
I then turned up the heat on a Council that was driven by greed and power, "Great Council! If you choose the path that has been placed in front of you, you will not only be rid of the Torrians and their constant threat, you will gain the wealth of Torrus! For a decade the Torrians have pillaged and raped this sector of her resources, your resources! Here before you is the opportunity to reclaim a decade’s worth of spoils!"
The clamor in the chamber continued to build until the usual set of fights broke out. When the first council member was thrown over the railing to his death I took the queue to begin my chant! "Torrus is ours! Torrus is ours! Torrus is ours!" One by one the council members fell in line and continued the chant.
When I left the podium the thunderous chant was heard echoing through the chamber. I was then escorted into a meeting room with the high councilmen. Their elected leader spoke, "Impressive speech Mr. Grange. From the tone of the chamber out there you will have your cooperation. When you have your plans firmed up, deliver them to Mr. Lunge and he will relay them to his command for evaluation."
"And Mr. Grange, this is an aggressive action you have laid out before us. The Dakari will be hesitant when the time comes, but they will act as instructed. We have a difficult task before us Mr. Grange. May the Squires of the Towers be with us on our journey."
With the blessing finished I rose from my seat and was escorted back to the space port. I was soon on the Paswari and headed back towards the Helix and the Humphrey. Feta was elated, "You will bring great honor to the Dakar Mr. Grange. A planet with the wealth of Torrus will bring all Dakar forward if it can be overtaken. I will do my part Mr. Grange, I just hope this other species, the Prassi, will do theirs.



Chapter 17
 
 
I couldn't believe my luck with the Dakar. It seemed that a cheesy inspirational speech was all that was needed. I wondered if the right politician could not take over the entire Dakar Expansion with nothing more than fiery rhetoric. I was just glad that it had worked.
When we arrived back at the Suppressor the Admiral shared his equally good news. The Prassi were on-board. I had given a goal of six months to solidify an attack plan with both species. During that time each would be asked to reposition ships towards their borders with the Torrians so that they in kind would move their ships closer, thereby spreading themselves out.
When the Colonel returned from his trip to the Grid he had the contract signatures of another 20,000 troops with 40,000 more in the works. The Colonel's news came with some hooks, "Grange, Admiral." The Colonel nodded, "I believe the recruiting went better than expected. But it also drew the attention of SCore. There were at least a dozen agents snooping around. And those were only the ones that Doris could identify, I'm sure there are more."
"That brings me to the next issue. When we bring these men here for training, and they see what we have going, word is going to leak back to the Grid. The politicians will be in an uproar. I have no doubt that SCore is signing some of those men up as informants right now."
The Admiral spoke, "They are going to be livid that you have managed to stay undetected for so long. This nation you have founded, that world down there that is being terraformed, and all the fighting that has been going on with the Milgari, it doesn't matter what your intentions are, there are those who will perceive it as sharing power, power they do not want to give up."
I rocked slowly back and forth in my chair as I pursed my lips, "Well, perhaps it's time for the big reveal. If we break the news in a manner that is under our control we might just be able to steer the coverage of all this in our favor. For that I turn to you Admiral. Are there any reliable team players in the Grid media that you could count on? If we can roll this out right we could come out on top."
"The vast majority of those here that are working, fighting and dying are from the Grid. We are citizens. And I think if we show the rest of the citizens who we are and what we stand for, they will let their politicians know where they stand. But it all relies on us being able to control the flow of information."
The Admiral replied, "I will have my connections work on this. I think that is a brilliant idea Don. You continue to impress me." I stopped rocking my chair, "Well Admiral, to be honest that was Frig's idea. Part of his training so many years ago was learning to control what people believed through releases in the media. He thought it might be a good way to expose us to the masses in a good light."
The Colonel then spoke, "This might be a good time for you to reveal yourself to Ashley Elizabeth Don. From what Doris has told me you two used to have a thing." I replied, "Well, not much of a thing Colonel, I was forced off of the Grid after a handful of dates. We were just getting to know each other when the warrant came out. And as long as that warrant is hanging over my head I don't think I can expose anything."
The Admiral was in deep thought before he spoke, "Maybe it's time I pulled in a few markers and got to the bottom of that warrant. Michael Felix is on the Justice committee, I may be able to get him to reopen that investigation." I rolled my eyes, "Fat chance of that Admiral, Michael Felix hates my guts. If he sees this as a way to keep me out of the way without him having to lift a finger he would not budge on this."
The Admiral responded, "Yes, yes, I'm aware of the history between you, but I put Michael Felix where his is today and I believe that calling in this marker will be something he is willing to take on. Remember, if he comes out in support of all this and the public perception falls on our side, he will come out on top. It will very much be to his benefit."
I moved uncomfortably in my chair at the thought of Michael Felix being involved. In my eyes he was still suspect after having dealt with the fake Admiral for almost a year. I would take the time to question Rodney Turk about his dealings with Felix. A part of me hoped that he was indeed dirty, but deep down that seed of him being one of the good guys had already been planted.
In the following days the Admiral made a trip to the Grid. Within a week the warrant for my arrest had been withdrawn and the real killer placed behind bars. Michael Felix was all too happy to correct the error as it meant taking one of his chief rivals down a peg in the people's eyes.
For me the news was incredibly powerful. My spirits were soaring at the thought of once again being Don Grange on the Grid. I made a bee-line to see George in his office and asked to have the surgery reversed, "I can do that if you really want. You just have to keep a few things in mind. Your people here, they know you are Don Grange and they know that face you are wearing is Don Grange, you change it and you take away something they are familiar with."
"Along that same line, the Dakar are also familiar with that face, you change it and what are they going to think the next time you show up there, "Who is this cat and what is he trying to pull on us?" If you want my advice, keep the face and just make it the new Don Grange. If they liked the old you they will like the new you."
George was right. It would probably be easier to sprout wings and fly rather than to have my appearance changed back to what it was. Everyone here knew Rex Bumbalee was an alias for Don Grange. Changing my face now would only cause confusion.
By the time I had left George's office I was again on a new high. It was the first time I had fully accepted the face that I called my own. I headed to the mess hall for a beer.
When the Admiral returned we had a surprise waiting for him. The station known as OpCon was again operational. All automated systems had been pulled out and replaced. During the refurb process another four Durian beacons had been removed and destroyed. Two weeks of intensive scanning had shown the ship to be clean.
Along with OpCon came two additional automated construction docks. We were soon producing 15 new Hawks a day. Our small fleet continued to grow.
The Colonel was busy picking through his new recruits for those capable of flight training. We needed pilots if we were going to conduct the hit and run raids against the Milgari ships with any level of success. We were only a month away from putting the new strategy to work.
With the warrant lifted and the Admiral's media campaign underway I decided it was time for a trip back to the Grid. As I stepped out of my office to begin the process of arranging the trip I was met in the hallway by Frig, "Sir, you must come immediately. The cracker program that has been running against your father’s data store has broken the encryption down to the last two remaining levels. I believe they will fall within the hour."
I turned and hurried down to Frig's lab. The cracker was running with a single layer of encryption remaining. I spoke, "I thought this was going to take years." Frig replied, ordinarily it should have, but there is always the chance that it will stumble upon the proper sequence. When that happens, the entire decryption process is accelerated."
"I've called in the Colonel and the Admiral too if you don't mind Sir. Since whatever this store contains came from their era in the service they might have something to offer." I nodded in approval.
The Colonel stepped through the lab doorway, "I heard the store has been cracked?" Frig replied, "We are down to a single layer Colonel. We should have access to the data at any moment." The Colonel took a seat.
Just as the Admiral arrived a chime sounded on Frig's console. The decryption was complete, "Sir, I believe this is your data, you should have the benefit of being the first to look upon what it was that your father gave you. From a summary view the store contains a large amount of data. It appears to be organized in the standard military pattern so you should be familiar with how to search through it."
The next half hour was spent looking through a data folder titled personal. It contained each of the video chats he had called home with when stationed off Grid. I listened to several and for a moment I was once again ten years old. My father was one of those people who was always solid and stable. You knew where he stood on any issue and he always seemed to be standing in just the right place, with the right arguments to back up his position.
After watching several of the chats I turned to the others, "Sorry for the personal stuff, it was something I needed to see. I'll take the rest of them with me for viewing later by myself." The Admiral placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed.
The next folder sequence was Grid->Security->Breaches. Under this folder were a number of video recordings of various Grid personnel. Some communications were off-Grid to other planets, some were to ships docked nearby and others were to some of our warships, including several from visitors to the Grid who were in discussions with the captain of the Tantilis.
As I played the first video we listened intently. Ten minutes into the recording the conversation turned chilling, Captain, you have been paid a fair price. We will honor our commitment to move your family once the deed is done. A commission in the Milgari navy and a governorship over the Grid will be yours. You have my word.
We could not believe what we were hearing. The Captain of the Tantilis, a respected man and soldier, had sold out to the enemy. But there was much more than the single conversation of a traitor. There were numerous recordings of Senators, Representative, Councilmen and others including shipyard workers and several Humans who operated the gravity drive.
What my father had uncovered was a grand conspiracy to overthrow the Grid’s government and to turn the great ship over to the Milgari. The earlier plot had been abandoned but those who had initially been involved were never brought to justice. It was believed that the data store had gone missing with the Tantilis.
I looked at the lists of names of those who had been identified by my father. Many were familiar faces that were heavily involved in the Grid political scene. Two had become powerful, long term Senators. Another four were representatives. There were even two names that were now in the higher echelons of SCore. I wondered who on the Grid could be trusted.
The Admiral spoke, "This, this is troubling. I know a number of those names personally. They have families and have had every appearance of being patriots. Andria Amoli and Antoine Duvalier are two that I have dealt with many times. They have had liberal leanings on social issues, but their actions when it came to defense votes were spot on. Both of these individuals have been fully briefed on my work off of the Grid and both have been very supportive."
The Colonel threw in his thoughts, "They have been supportive alright, supportive of our biggest enemy. What I don’t get right now is why the Milgari have not attacked. With just what we see here our defenses could have easily been crippled and the Grid lost. There must be something else they were after, maybe something else in that data."
As the afternoon progressed, the shackles of doubt about my father, the shackles that I had worn since being ten years old, were removed. My father was not the traitor that he had been made out to be, it was quite the opposite. He had uncovered a network of spies and turncoats that was threatening our very existence. His work had surely gotten him killed. But he had been fighting for the right side.
We broke for a short dinner and then made our way back to the lab to continue our efforts. We soon found a file that we believed possibly contained the reasoning as to why the Milgari had not attacked. There were two scientists on the Grid whose task was to study the gravity drive. It was the first team to have any real breakthroughs in understanding how it worked. The same two scientists were still hard at work with their research. It was possible that the Torrians were waiting on the results.
The Colonel spoke, "If they have those scientists in their pockets or at a minimum have them surrounded by their operatives then they will have what they want. The secrets of that drive are what is desired, not the drive itself. With that knowledge they could possibly build their own."
I replied, "I don’t get why they would wait Colonel. If they took the Grid they could study that drive all they wanted." The Admiral responded, "Perhaps I can offer a reason why. If the Milgari attack they may end up destroying the station and the drive before they get their hands on it. That and the fact that we do have a self-destruct built into all the systems. If the Grid were to be captured the self-destruct would be detonated. With an attack they put their prize at risk."
The Colonel continued, "We need to define this list of compromisers and find out how far this web reaches. I think we then perform a purge of that Milgari influence. It has to be a complete sweep of anyone involved or even those who may be involved. I can tell you now that is going to be a wide net we are casting and our catch could potentially be very large. This Milgari influence has got to be removed and removed completely."
The Admiral replied, "The timing of this could not be more difficult. If we do this purge we run the risk of the Milgari deciding that it’s past time to attack. We cannot defend against a fleet that size. We need time for our hit and run strategy to work. With a weakened Milgari fleet we just might stand a chance."
I spoke, "We always have the jump Admiral. I know that no one wants to do it, but as a defense it is always there. As far as sweeping the Grid of its spy networks I think a lot of planning needs to be done first. And Colonel, you and the Admiral both have men who report to you that are or were in the intel corps. You might start them on a planning or training session. If we do perform a sweep we will need a lot of trusted agents of our own. We would also run the risk of this appearing to be a coup."
When the meeting had adjourned I took the recordings from my father back to my office for a listen. The memories came flooding back as I listened to each and every one. My father was my idol and my attention hung on his every word. When I finished with the last of the recordings it was late into the night and I was emotionally drained.
The following morning there was a knock on the door to my quarters, "Sir, we have much to do. It is time to get up Sir." Frig continued with his annoying knock until I flipped the lock on the door. The door swung open. "What is so urgent that I have to get up this morning?" Frig handed me a cup of steaming hot coffee, "It is not morning Sir, it is afternoon. The Colonel and the Admiral sent me to check on you. And although I do not understand why they choose to rely on your tiny intellect, they would like your input on the day’s issues. There is much to be done."
I got dressed as I sipped the coffee and was soon on the way to Frig’s lab. The Colonel was waiting, "Grange! It’s about you showed up son. We have work to do and you can’t keep the hours of a teenager if we are to get anything done. I replied, "Sorry Colonel, I was up late listening to those recordings. I felt like that sleep was 20 years in the making. First good night’s sleep I have had in ages."
The Colonel grumped and we quickly got down to business. Several minutes later the Admiral joined us. The afternoon was spent pulling together all of the names on my father’s lists. I would be flying out in the Wren to meet with Doris to begin work on fully identifying the individuals now under suspicion and to setup quarters and office space for the Admiral’s and Colonel’s intel teams. Doris would be a busy woman.
Frig would continue work on the Durian virus and the wormhole generator, Gy and Rita on the construction of Hawks and George on cracking the Milgari drug. The Admiral and Colonel would be planning out our first wave of hit and run attacks.
When the Wren touched down in Alpha Bay on the Grid a familiar face was waiting there for me. Ashley Elizabeth had gotten word of my true identity and was eager to have a word, "Hello Don Grange." I stepped out of the Wren and onto the deck, "Hello Ashley, sorry about the alias, but I’m sure you understand." She was smiling, "I’m just glad you are OK. I can’t say that I like mysteries and when you went missing it was a bit unnerving that you did not leave a trace. I didn’t believe the charges, but in my position I was unable to look into what had really transpired. SCore was aware of our brief romance before the warrant. I was questioned quite extensively about us. It was not pleasant."
I replied as we walked, "Sorry you had to go through that. And I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to tell you who I was, but I did not want to again place you in a compromising position. I think you should come with me to my office as we have much to discuss."
As we walked I made small talk, "Romance huh, I’m kind of glad that you termed it as such. I was wondering if you were enjoying my company as much as I was enjoying yours. I think the use of that word is telling."
Ashley replied, "Well, I would not be getting a big head about it Don, but it was how I felt at the time. I did enjoy the time we had, however short that it was. If you were interested in restarting that relationship my answer would not be a definite no." I looked confused for only a second before her smile told me what it was that she had said. If I wanted to once again see Ashley Elizabeth, she was open to the idea.
When we arrived at the office Doris was waiting, "The office is ready when you need it Don. I will be out meeting some people about leasing the additional office space we talked about on your way in. Just call me if you have any immediate needs."
I thanked Doris and then sent her on her way. I guided Ashley into Doris’ office and then pressed the button to secure our privacy. The business at hand was pressing so I got right to work on enlisting the only SCore agent that I thought I could trust.
I began with my father’s data, "I know you worked briefly with my father back before the Tantilis disappeared. I have come across proof that will clear his name, it implicates the real traitor." Ashley began to raise her hand, I stopped her, "Please let me continue and when you have the bigger picture you can respond. My father gave me a data store just before he left for battle on the Tantilis. That data store contains information on an entire ring of spies both here on the Grid and within our military." Ashley sat up in her chair.
"The data contains recordings of conversations between politicians, industrialists, ship building workers and many others. The lists are extensive and I am going to need your help with keeping this out of hands of SCore agents who might be working for the other side. And yes, there are several higher ups in your organization that are implicated. We are attempting to enlist those that we have confidence in to follow through with this information."
I continued to detail many of the things we had found. The conversation then turned to the Admiral. Ashley spoke, "I have been tailing Admiral Zimmerman for several years. I know he has been building up a force outside of the Grid military. Evidence of that force disappeared almost a year ago. I have been working with Michael Felix to uncover whatever plot there was. Does the data contain anything on the Admiral?"
I shook my head, "No, the Admiral was not implicated. And he in fact has been one of the few willing to risk it all in defense of the Grid. The ghost fleet he was constructing was in response to the corruption he could see in the Grid politics. That force was infiltrated by another even more sinister race, the Durians. I have spent many months helping the Admiral to cleanse their influence from his ranks. It is something that just this past week we believe we achieved. The Admiral is working with us."
I then went on to explain the Nation of Defiant, our ships and people and finally our battles with the Milgari. She was shocked to hear of the Torrians and of how the Milgari were only pawns. I then went on to detail our current plans.
I continued, "We need your help Ashley. The enemy has agents in the deepest parts of the Grid. There may even be influence in the gravity drive studies area. I will need for you to bring me a short list of names of at least four other SCore agents that you trust. And none of what I revealed here today can be discussed with anyone. That knowledge could easily get you killed or get us killed. Silence is imperative."
We talked late into the evening. When Ashley had finished asking her questions she had a look on her face that was equal parts anger, fear and fatigue. Life as she knew it was only a small part of what was really going on. She spoke, "A part of me wishes I had not heard any of this. Even with all that I have access to in SCore, life was a much simpler proposition yesterday." Ashley would have a largely sleepless night before her.
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In the weeks following my return the Admiral had arranged for a number of media interviews where I told of my running from the Grid when it became apparent that politics were involved in my being implicated in the murder of Dearest Creed. It had been the work of on overzealous prosecutor and his connection with a corrupt section mayor. The two men were in the process of being impeached from their positions in government over the ordeal. They had freely admitted to their mistakes.
There were still those who attempted to play the card of my fathers supposed traitorous act on the Tantilis. But counter reports were sympathetic to my cause as the son is not guilty of the sins of his father. I wanted badly to clear my father’s name, but I could not do so without tipping my hand of having knowledge about the spies on the Grid.
The news of spies would have to be planned out carefully so that all of the individuals implicated could be brought to justice at once. If it was leaked early on it was feared that many of those involved might flee. I was sure that they were promised asylum for their cooperation, but it would be an asylum that would never happen. The most likely outcome would be a quick execution by injection into the darkness of outer space.
The Admiral had the number three man within SCore, Walter Contin, counted amongst his allies. The four names that Ashley had given me of trusted SCore agents were turned over to Walter to build a special team. Their job, when the time came, would be to isolate and arrest any SCore agents or SCore managers who were implicated in the spy ring. Similar teams were being arranged throughout the workings of the Grid.
I desperately wanted to rekindle the romance with Ashley, but the tasks we had at hand kept her from closely associating with me. She was working with Michael Felix, trying to track down the whereabouts of the Admiral. Felix was becoming nervous that the Admiral was going to somehow derail his political machine. It was the Admiral that had gotten him to where he was, the absence of the Admiral had him worried.
Doris had been hard at work setting up the space for the Colonel’s intel team to occupy. When they arrived they immediately got to work on organizing the information we had attained. It would take months to put a plan in place to rid the Grid of its traitors. The task had only just begun.
With the commotion of the data store settling down I made my way back to the Suppressor to take part in the planned raids on the Milgari. The Dakar had repositioned much of their fleet along with the Prassi. The Torrians had responded in kind. The heart of the Torrian space was now guarded by smaller fleets of less than 100 ships. Those small fleets were our targets.
Our first such target was a system near the Teldaki world of Mortel. It was far enough from the Dakar border that it would be clear that it was not their doing. It would also leave us with four days before any Milgari response would arrive. By that time we would be well on to the second of our targets.
We had a chain of eight such targets laid out in a chain of strikes. If all went well the Milgari would respond by again dividing their large fleets. Once we were confident that event had happened we would again lay out a chain of new targets. It was a simple strategy, and if followed through properly, the Colonel and the Admiral were both confident of our ability to succeed. The Milgari elephant would be slowly eaten.
The Swift was loaded onto the Helix and we lifted off for the first of our engagements. Earlier intel had identified 76 Milgari ships along with two orbital ore processing facilities parked around the lone planet in the system. Our fleet consisted of 1,200 Hawks and 36 Raiders. If all went well the Hawks would decelerate and fire before the Milgari could even bring their cannons online. With our overwhelming force the battle would be over in minutes.
I sat in the mess hall with Frig and captain Jarrod over dinner just before our arrival. The topic of discussion was my father, "All those years I was angry that he might have turned his back on his own people. It was hard for me to swallow and as you know, kids of that age can be cruel. Prior to the event the walls of my bedroom were plastered with the battleships of the last 1,000 years."
"There were 27 classes and at the time I could name every one. I remember the Basserman being my favorite because of the protruding bridge. It just looked cool even though it turned out to be a liability. It took six months after the Tantilis’ surrender before I tore the posters all down. I was an angry kid from then until becoming an adult."
Jarrod replied, "Who can blame you. What kid wants to think his own father might have been a traitor." I responded, "I think I was angry because I let myself believe that it was a possibility. Had I held onto what I wanted to believe I would have been a lot less angry with myself, but you can’t turn back the clock."
Frig then offered a different thought, "I can only imagine what my father thought of me, his son, being a traitor to his people. I was angry that he was ignorant of the light that shown before me, but it was I who was ignorant. My father is no longer here to forgive me, that is a burden I will always carry. But you can forgive yourself for doubting your father. You were ten and you did nothing wrong."
When we arrived at our target 1,000 Hawks decelerated and attacked all at once. In less than a minute the Milgari fleet was destroyed and the orbiting refineries were now headed towards the planet’s surface as large chunks of debris. The Raiders, accompanied by the remaining 200 Hawks attacked every surface target that had a Milgari signature. A garrison of 2,000 Milgari foot-soldiers was destroyed in only a few minutes.
After eliminating five ground targets the Helix lifted back into orbit. In only fifteen minutes the Milgari presence on and around the planet had been completely wiped out. For the nation of Defiant the losses were zero.
It was a two day flight to the second target where 94 Milgari ships and a small space station were again parked in orbit. The planet was used for the production of building materials which were then transported to other worlds for whatever project the Torrians had going. The ground defenses and structures were far more numerous than those of the first target and the resulting raid lasted 37 minutes. Again our forces rallied and moved on without taking damage. The small orbiting space station had managed only two cannon shots with its weapons, both shots had missed.
The third target in the chain was a planet with several large orbital construction docks. Our earlier intel had identified 54 Milgari ships in orbit along with the two docks. When we decelerated we were in for a surprise. The original group of 54 ships remained parked near the construction docks, but a new fleet of 1,435 Milgari ships sat in a position near the planet’s second moon.
I immediately made my way to the Swift to join the fight, "Frig! Check the systems. We are jumping into this one hot!" The generators were powered on and the bay doors opened. We exited at near full throttle and immediately took two significant hits. I yelled, "Take out those two cannons!" Frig replied, "On it Sir!" Boom! Boom! "Cannons destroyed."
As I circled back towards another Milgari vessel I noticed the casualty count on my console, we had lost 56 Hawks in the initial exchange while taking out 89 Milgari ships. I yelled out for status, "Frig! Our ships took a beating in that first round. Those ships are packing a bigger punch and taking more than the last two sets we encountered. I wonder if our friends the Durians have been selling more tech!"
I flipped hard as two ion bolts came our way, one clipped out port wing. Frig responded as he fired at the cruiser we now had in our sites, "Sir, those cannon blasts, the first shot shattered our outer skin. Those are not your standard Milgari battle cannons Sir. The second shot burned through five layers of Tantric."
I pulled hard and then rolled up under the belly of a battleship. Frig fired our cannon repeatedly, but the damage it caused was minimal. The Milgari ships had new armor. I yelled out, "Well that’s just friggin great! Now we can’t touch the spots that were easy targets before." Frig replied, "Did you just say friggin Sir?"
I thought back as I pulled up on the stick, "I believe I friggin did! Ho! Look out! We have some type of a small fighter on our tail! That battleship just opened the bay doors on its side!" I again rolled left and threw the Swift into a flat spin. Frig fired the ion cannon and the Milgari fighter turned to vapor. "Woo! That’s what I’m talking about! Friggin beautiful!"
The battle raged for nearly an hour before the Colonel gave the order to retreat. We had lost nearly half of our Hawks to only 300 of the Milgari ships, we were losing. It was time to abandon the mission.
As we pulled away I noticed the Humphrey was in trouble. Two Milgari cruisers and a frigate were on his tail and blasting away. I had the urge to turn to assist when Frig grabbed my arm, "Don’t do it Sir. The Humphrey is lost." Seconds later the ion generators exploded, shattering the Humphrey into a million tiny pieces. Captain Rachel Blood and her crew were now only a part of history.
Four additional Raiders and 26 Hawks were lost in the retreat. The remaining missions were canceled and we headed for home. The hit and run strategy had been nullified. The Milgari ships were now on par with, if not slightly better than our own. It had been another hard day.
When we arrived back at the base I called Gy and Rita to my office. When they arrived and sat down I offered them a cup of coffee, "Is there anything we can do to beef up our armor or our cannon. We just got our asses kicked by the latest Milgari hardware. Their hulls had high resistance to our negative cannons as well as the regulars."
"And for our hulls, they have something that shatters the outer layer with the first shot. And each shot after takes out five layers. Look over the battle data from the sensors and see if there is anything we can do to counter their new capabilities. If we have to go up against more forces like that we will lose and lose badly. If they go after the Dakar or the Prassi our little alliance is going to be in trouble."
Gy and Rita left to do their best to better our fleet as I made my way to the Colonel’s office. Zimmerman was there waiting, "OK, we got our hats handed to us there. Do either of you have any alternate strategies that you have been holding back?" Both men answered no.
I continued, "Well, we need to come up with something or this whole strategy falls apart. And if it falls before we get a chance to clean up the Grid we run the risk of a jump never happening. All it would take is a single rogue operator to dump hydrogen fuel and to detonate it. That would do major damage to the Grid's exterior, maybe so much so that a jump would be impossible."
The Colonel looked at me with his brows low, "Where did you hear that? Is that rumor or did that come from a valid source?" I replied, "It came from my father’s files. It was something he worried about. I didn't mention it because I thought we were covering everyone on his list."
The Colonel sat back in his chair, "That list may not be complete. If they managed to get someone on the drive team we might be gone before we ever got started." I replied, "Sorry Colonel. At the time I was an emotional mess so that didn't register with me to forward that along. It was the only instance where anything like that was mentioned. It was the last transmission he made before it all happened."
The Admiral was immediately on the comm to one of his commanders, "Take a Hawk to the Grid and get a team working on possible infiltration of the drive personnel... No. You don't have to land, just broadcast the message when you are within range..."
The following week was spent repairing our damaged fleet. We had lost another 400 pilots; the Colonel was worried about both morale and recruiting. While everyone who had joined up was willing to risk their lives, no one wanted to be a martyr.
As I paced around my office, trying to come up with something we could do to give us an edge, Gy entered with news, "Chief, I've got good news and bad news. The good news is I think we can add another set of layers to our armor. The bad news is that it will be a slow and painstaking process. We still have an impressive stockpile of Tantric, but this will take a significant cut of that."
"What we would have to do is strip the ship back down to its hull, then add the pure Aquamarine layer back on, and we follow that up with 35 layers of our standard Tantric / Aqua combo. That will give you more hits versus a Milgari cannon while preserving that pure layer in case you get in front of a Durian."
"I realize it is not a significant improvement Chief, but it is about the best I can do." I replied, "Has Rita said anything about our weapons?" Gy responded, "Well, I do know she has been in her lab all week working on something, but she will have to fill you in on that."
I sat on the end of my desk and rubbed my chin, "Can I assume that the automated docks can be changed over so there is no real cost for doing this to our new ships?" Gy responded, "We can do that." I continued, "Setup the automated docks first and then begin with the Raiders. We will do these ships as we can. And when you get back down there have Rita give me a call."
I returned to my pacing as Gy left the room. Twenty minutes passed before Rita knocked on the office door. "You wanted to see me Sir?" I again sat on the end of my desk, this time scratching my arm, "Was just looking for status. Have you come up with any ideas?"
Rita moved up and plopped down in a chair, "I have been beating my brains out for a week Sir. I've managed about 2% increase in output power, but that was an expensive and complex upgrade, would hardly be worth doing. Sorry Sir, wish I had better news."
After Rita left I found myself in George's office, "Tell me something good George. We are running out of ideas and whatever advantage we once had is now gone. I'm in need of some good news."
George walked over to a counter in his office. He poured a hot steaming cup of coffee and walked back over to me, "A cup of good news is all I've got for you Don. We haven't made any progress with the Milgari drug since the last time we discussed it. I wish there was something else I had to offer but I'm all zeros."
George gestured towards a chair and I took a seat and began to sip at the only good news given to me all day. An aide then came running in the door breathing heavily, "Sir, you need to come to Frig's lab. He has something important he wants to show you, something to do with your father’s data."
I promised George I would return his cup as I hurried off towards the lab. When we arrived Frig was sitting at a monitor, "Sir, one of my techs found this file buried within three other files. He just happened on it by chance and we were able to extract the following document from it. Sir, I just sent this over to George. It appears to be a complete breakdown of the Torrian drug being used on the Milgari."
I replied, "Well why didn't you just tell me it was over there. I just ran all the way here spilling hot coffee on my hand." Frig replied, "I would say that is too friggin bad Sir, but then I would sound like you. George has the data now Sir, see him for an interpretation."
I got up and hustled back to George's office, "OK, this is wearing me out. What do we have?" George was looking over the data, "It looks like the breakdown of what the drug affects and how to create it. I believe, just from this initial view, that we may be able to create a cure for the Milgari. If we can do that we can then work on a delivery system. This is it Don, this is what my team has been trying to figure out for the past year."
Finally, it was the good news that I had been looking for. I got the Council together to discuss what we could do with a cure once we had it. Gy was the first to speak, "You are going to have to get through that armor first. I know it’s not popular, but we might need something that's kinetic."
I spoke, "Frig and I used to have a coil gun on the Swift. Could something like that be used?" Rita replied, "In order to make a hole in one of those ships you would need a gun about twice the length of one of those cruisers. I don't think that is feasible."
I replied, "Well what about some type of missile, something with a warhead?" The Colonel chimed in, "The Grid military experimented with those for years. They are slow and easily knocked out before they arrive at their target. Of course the Prassi seemingly solved the slow issue, but with a warhead you are destroying the vessel, not delivering your cure."
Frig then spoke, "Sir, I may have a way, but it would mean ramping up the wormhole experiments. If my theories are correct, I may be able to open a microscopic wormhole. If we can control its location, we may be able to push an aerosol version of the cure onto their ship. I don't know how much we would be able to push through, but that could be determined by experimentation."
I pointed towards the lab and replied to Frig, "Go make that happen. We will continue to hash things out here." Frig rose and headed for his lab. More ideas were brought to the table, but each one was incomplete or proven to not be viable.
After five hours of discussions I adjourned the meeting. Everyone had orders to go back to the daily tasks and to think further about what we might do. I stood in my office looking out the window at the planet down below. If we could somehow pull this off we would again have the upper hand.
The Colonel came into my office for a word, "You know Don, if the cure for this drug the Milgari are on works out, we might just see an end to hostilities. The Torrians without their army will soon wither up and die. These sectors could finally be at peace."
I looked back at the Colonel, "That would be a welcome thing Colonel. Imagine waking up every day and your worry is about what you are going to accomplish and not about are you going to die. I look forward to that day Colonel, but I wonder if it will ever come."



Chapter 19
 
 
Three weeks after the discovery of the data on the Milgari drug George had his cure. In the week following he had a formulation of the cure in an aerosol spray. We were only in need of a method of delivery to bring our new weapon to the war front.
I walked into Frig’s lab to check on his progress, "Anything new today?" Frig replied, "Sir, you have asked me that every day for the past two weeks." I sat in a chair and raised my arms, "I ask a question and I get some nonsensical fact shoved down my throat. Let’s try this again. Has there been any new progress?"
Frig replied, "Yes." I sat silent for several seconds, "Well?" Frig turned from his console, "I have run repeated simulations that have opened a wormhole as predicted. Also as predicted it is extremely small and only open for a short period of time. George will have to tell us if it is long enough to deliver what is needed."
I stood from my chair, "So we now have a delivery system. When can we make use of this?" Frig raised his hand, "Sir, you are getting ahead of yourself. I have simulated the wormhole. At this moment it would appear that we will require one of those cruisers out there to be packed full of generators to connect to the antenna array I have created."
I sat back down, "A cruiser full of generators? I thought we powered the one on that derelict with a single generator? What gives?" Frig replied, ‘Sir, the derelict ship was one big antenna. The array itself and how the energy was delivered to it are the two pieces missing at this time, the two most important pieces. If this works, we may be able to improve it through experimentation. As of this time however, we will need a cruiser full of generators."
I called in Gy to get the process started. When he left I returned to my conversation with Frig, "Do we have any idea of how close we have to get to open the wormhole?" Frig replied, "Theoretically we could open it from here, but the reality is that we do not have a precise location for the other end."
"The hole has to be opened inside the ship and at a point where the air would be circulated. I would think the optimum target would be the landing bay. We need to target a large space so that there is room for error. Both ships, ours and theirs, will need to be in a stationary position. As far as a distance goes we will need to be within our sensor range and at a point where the resolution of those sensors will allow us to precisely define the target space."
I replied, "Well, that all sounds doable. Make sure Gy has everything he needs to build out that cruiser. I’ll get with George and see what amount of this stuff we will need to deliver." I left the lab and headed for George’s office.
George was sitting at his desk, typing on his keyboard. I went straight to the carafe of hot coffee on his counter. After pouring a cup I sat in the chair in front of his desk, "So, how much of this cure do we have to deliver for let’s say… a battleship?"
George had the answer ready, "We will need two liters of aerosol, but that can be highly compressed, so I think we can deliver it in the doses needed. My team is crafting both a delivery container and a feed tank. We start as a liquid so I am asking for a 30,000 liter tank to be added to the cruiser Gy will be working on. The wormhole will have to be opened directly in front of the nozzle, but Frig doesn’t see that as a problem."
I waited until the afternoon for Gy to get his plans defined before I paid him a visit. I asked for a status, "How long do you think it will take to retrofit one of those cruisers?" Gy responded, "At the moment it looks like about a month Chief. We have the generators in our production line already so those are not an issue. And the automated docks can be programmed to strip out the interiors of a cruiser, everything is already mapped. I think the long lead time will be constructing Frig’s antenna array and getting it installed."
The news was exciting. It was possible that we were only 30 days away from a solution to a war that had dragged on for a thousand years. The following day I was making my rounds and stopped in to see George. I had questions about the Milgari cure, "So, you tested this out on the Milgari captives and it worked? What are they like now without the effects of the drug?"
George replied, "I would guess they have reverted to what they would normally be like. I have had conversations with a number of them and they are mostly confused over what has been happening. They don’t understand the rage they were feeling and they certainly don’t feel any allegiance to the Torrians. They might actually be one of the peace loving species in this galaxy."
"I have one in particular who seems to be more intellectual than the others. He was basically the ships janitor. He was asking pertinent questions such as what happens now and how do I get back to my people. The others seem to be waiting to be told what to do. This lad, his name is Glemak, could easily be a leader for his people."
"We might want to start training him to be their leader because if this works we will have millions of confused Milgari on our hands. It’s funny, but I almost feel sorry for them… almost." I replied, "Can I see him, talk to him?"
George pointed towards the lab, "He’s in the holding cell. Just tell Frank I sent you over. And don’t get close enough to the cell where he can grab you through the bars, keep a safe distance until we know for sure that he has been cured."
I walked to George’s lab and pulled a chair up in front of Glemak’s cell. He sat on his bunk with his face down, looking at the floor in front of him. There was no rage, no seething breath, no ill will towards anyone or anything, only a hollow stare.
I spoke, "So, you are Glemak? George tells me you have been asking questions. He says that is a good thing." Glemak slowly raised his eyes, "Is it a good thing? I don’t know, it is like I just came out of a fog that has been my whole existence. I’m not sure where I am going or where I have been. Your doctor did not answer any of those questions. So here I sit, wondering what my life is about."
I then began to tell Glemak of his beginnings at the birthing center and of the Milgari drug that was used to enslave him. I told of what his people were bred and raised for, of their barbaric acts and undying loyalty to the Torrians. I then told of the Grid and how we had been running from his species for a thousand years.
Glemak sat silent as the information was absorbed. After several minutes of silence I began to stand. Glemak sat up on his bunk, "Where are you going and what is to become of me?" I stopped, "Well, at the moment I was going to go to get lunch and for you, we are not yet sure of what to do with you. The Doc seems to think we can train you to lead your people home or something."
Glemak stood and gripped the bars of his cell, "Home? Do we have a home? Have you seen it?" I sat back down and raised my hand, "OK, hold on. I can’t say that you do or don’t. From our records, which are sketchy from that far back, there is mention of you having a home planet before the Torrians took control of you. We didn't know the Torrians were in charge. We just thought you were some crazy species out to do us in."
"We may be able to give you star maps to the area, but from what I understand, your world was destroyed by the Torrians when they took over. Sorry that I mentioned home as I don’t think that place exists any more, depending on what happened, perhaps it could be terraformed. We are attempting to do that here as we have no home either. You might be better off just searching for a habitable planet and settling there. Of course your people have not been set free yet so it doesn’t really matter at this time."
Glemak’s hands fell back to his side as he sat back on his bunk. It matters to me Don Grange… it matters to me." I stood to ask how it was that he knew my name, but I realized the explanation was as simple as the name-tag pinned to my shirt. I tuned back as I began to walk away. "I’ll see what I can do for you Glemak. If it is deemed helpful to our cause I might be able to push it through the Council. Given our history with you, that might be a difficult task."
Later than afternoon I held a Council meeting to discuss the impending Milgari problem. What would we do with the free Milgari after the cure had been administered? The Council was quick to decide, Glemak would get his training.
With several weeks left before the cruiser would be ready for a test I hopped in the Wren for a ride to the Grid. I was curious as to how our plan to identify spies and to then round them up was going. Doris met me at the Alpha Bay docks.
As I stepped onto the deck and began to speak she raised her finger to her lips, "Not now Sir, please wait until we are secure." We continued to walk quietly to Doris’ office. I sat in the chair in front of her desk.
When the door closed and the green light came on I knew it was safe to speak, "So, I just came out to check on the progress and to tell you of the exciting news back home." Doris sat in her chair and sighed, "Sorry Sir, it has just been hectic around here. People are starting to get suspicious and questions are being asked that indicate we may need to move on this sooner rather than later."
"The Colonel’s intel team is doing a bang-up job of identifying those who are listed and then setting up the trees of the people they are in contact with. So far, I believe they have something like 450 direct threats and around 6,000 indirect or undecided. Frankly Sir, if the team was bigger I think they would just uncover more. If you walk in their office it’s like an organized mayhem in there."
I replied, "Is there any word of the SCore agents and Ashley?" Doris responded, "Yes, the four agents she enlisted are now working for the third-in-command Jeff Norberg. He formed a team to supposedly investigate Martool Mining. Of course we are cooperating fully." Doris smiled.
Doris continued, "The buzz amongst the politicians is that they want to know more about your company. Jeff’s team is slow rolling that information out to them. I have been typing up their reports so everything is watered down. I have also been pre-releasing those reports to our press operatives so any information released can be spun in a positive way. So far, that strategy appears to be working."
"But we are seeing a lot of questions being asked that give the appearance of people getting nervous. Several of our direct threats have been pressing the news people for their sources on some of the stories that put them in a less than favorable light. Threats are being made Sir. We are trying to stay one step ahead, but as time goes on those tasks become ever more difficult."
I wanted to see Ashley, but Doris thought it was a bad idea. Any association that could be made between her and me would only bring scrutiny onto both of us. When I finished my status briefing with Doris I was taken on a quick tour of the Colonel’s intel headquarters. Doris was right, it was controlled mayhem.
With the Grid operations in full swing I walked back towards the Wren to head home. There was planning to be done. When I arrived in Alpha Bay C Michael Felix was waiting for me, "Don Grange. I should have known you would show up here again. Congratulations on your success with Martool. When I heard that was you it was quite unexpected."
"I would like to discuss a few things with you if you have a moment." I replied, "Sure, tell you what, my ship is right down here how about we go for a quick ride?" Michael Felix looked at me suspiciously, "You are not still harboring ill will against me are you Don? It was my office that pushed through the information that got your warrant lifted. I’m sure you view that as a hollow gesture that was somehow to my benefit, but it was something that needed to be done."
I sighed and responded, "Look Felix, if you want to talk we take a ride. I have things to do so either come with me or go away." Felix raised his hand, "No need to be testy Don. We are on the same side now."
We walked to the Wren and stepped aboard. When the door closed I filed a quick flight plan and was given taxi directions to the launch pad, within a minute we were in the darkness of space. I spoke, "OK Felix, what’s on your mind?"
Felix replied, "I just wanted to bury the hatchet so to speak. I have had extensive talks with the Admiral and I will have to say Don, as much as I loathed you before, I now have a different opinion. What you have managed to accomplish is stellar. I would not have taken you for a patriot."
I squinted one eye, "Well, I would have taken you for a politician. You have wanted to control everything since the day we first met. First the Messenger service, which was a brilliant move if you wanted to control the flow of information on and off the Grid. And now as a politician on several of the most powerful committees. The Sad thing is, I knew you were capable of working your way up like this, I just hoped it wouldn’t happen."
"You see Felix, I never liked you because you always bent the rules to fit your purpose. Anyone who got in your way was pushed to the side or rolled over. You always played by the rules, you just didn’t play fair."
Our discussion went on for nearly an hour before I landed back in Alpha Bay C. The door of the Wren opened and Michael Felix stood to exit. He held out his hand for an expected shake. I looked at it and spoke, "Felix, I’m not going to shake your hand or slap you on the back or pat your rump. I still don’t like you. And until that changes please just stay out of my way."
With that Michael Felix nodded and stepped out onto the deck. The door of the Wren closed and I again filed my flight plan for home. Two minutes later I blasted out into space and turned for Jarhead.
Upon arrival back on the Suppressor I immediately did a walk around for status. The cruiser modifications were nearing completion and Frig was preparing for his first test. I spoke, "How’s it looking? Have you given her a name and will Doc’s apparatus deliver the goods?" Frig replied, "I believe it will Sir. I am hoping to do a test of the system tomorrow. We will only have 40% of the generators online, but it should yield measurable results. I have selected the name of the ship, it will be called the Injector."
After meeting with the others I made my way back to my office. The afternoon was long and uneventful. My thoughts were consumed with anticipation of the coming test, it had me on edge. The Colonel then barged through the door. The look on his face told that something was wrong.
The Colonel spoke, "Grange! The Milgari are on the move. We have reports coming in that they are massing ships at a point that can only mean there next target is the Grid. Our reports from both the Prassi and the Dakar say that a large number of ships that were parked on their borders have been pulled away. I’ve given my teams orders to prepare to fly out at short notice. I also sent a team to the grid with orders to make sure the gravity drive is held safe."
"This may be the big push we always thought would come. If that happens we will only have a short time to fight before hopping on the Grid for the ride out. As always, anyone who misses the boat is out of luck. There is no turning around to pick up stragglers."
Preparations were made, ships were packed and any needed repairs were patched and pushed through without testing. We had 126 new Hawks coming off the line that would have pilots that had only flown in simulation. We were not yet going to war, but it looked like all-out war was inevitable.
The following day Frig performed his test of the wormhole generator. At 40% generation capacity the cavity that developed was not sufficiently broad enough to accommodate the aerosol spray George had created. Gy would not have the full test ready for another week.
The following day we set out with our fleet towards the point where the Milgari ships were massing. We loaded the Swift into the docking bay of the newly commissioned cruiser aptly named the Injector. I would ride out with Frig until such time as the Injector could be fully tested. When we arrived near the Milgari position I would take the Swift forward to a point where our sensors could pinpoint a delivery location for the wormhole. Once established the aerosol would be forced through.
I sat on the bridge with Frig, he continued his work on the antenna array as we talked, "Just a couple more weeks and we could have fully tested this thing out. If this doesn’t work we are kind of screwed. Jarhead, the Suppressor, all the work we have done back there will have to be destroyed."
"And if this is the final big attack we will not have time to hop on the Grid. We have to clean up what is still out there. That means we get left behind. Of course the good news is that we should be able to travel the ten years to the new jump location. The bad news is that we may not know where that is exactly. We may have to roam around for a while."
Frig looked up from his console, "You are just full of delight this morning Sir. I don’t know how I ever got along without you." It took the good old verbal slap on the face from my best friend to break me out of my funk. He was right. I was not adding conversation that would lead to our success.
I left the bridge and went to sit in the Swift. I plopped myself down in my chair and kicked my feet up on the console. I talked to the Swift as I looked around, "Well old friend, this may be it. It has been one wild ride hasn’t it? Attacked by pirates, left stranded on a moon… a moon outside of the ion wall mind you, and repeatedly almost killed in battle. It’s almost too much for one man and his ship to take in."
"But if I had to do it all over again I would do it with you. You are my Swift, my fury, my ship…" A voice came over the comm, "That ship is half mine Sir. We had a deal." I had to chuckle as I reached up and turned the comm off.
It was a five day ride to the rally point and then another day out to where the Milgari were camped. When we arrived I hopped into the Swift and rode out to perform a scan of the Milgari fleet. From that initial distant scan a target would be selected and I would isolate its position and orientation. That information would then be used by Frig to deliver the first injection of the aerosol cure.
When the first scan was complete I beamed back the data to Frig, "Pick me out a target there my friend and I will move in for the heavy data. I’ll be keeping my fingers crossed." Frig replied, Fingers crossed Sir?" I responded, "It’s just an old Human expression from back when I was a kid. It’s supposed to bring good luck."
Frig evaluated the data and the sent back a target, "I have selected the battleship at location 1044.2062.337 Sir, it should be selected on your screen." I replied, "Got it, moving in for a heavy now." I moved the Swift to within 50 million kilometers and began the deep scan of the battleship. The Swifts signature remained extremely small from that distance and the image projector only served to make it more so.
When the scan was complete I passed the data back to Frig, "Here you go. Let me know if it worked and I will scan another target." The comm was silent for several minutes. Frig then replied, "Sir, it appears to have worked. We cannot be certain of its outcome until that battleship makes a move with the others... or doesn’t. I’m sending the coordinates of the next scan your way."
When the second scan was complete Frig again started the wormhole generator with new coordinates. The second test ship was injected with George’s aerosol, we quickly moved on to the third. After the ninth ship I began to get the idea that it was going to be a long painstaking process. We were averaging two ships per minute. At more than 20,000 our efforts would take just over a week of non-stop injections. So long as the Milgari stayed put, our plan had a chance of succeeding. With no new ships arriving I was convinced they would move before we would be done."



Chapter 20
 
 
As the morning progressed I set up my end with a macro that allowed Frig to select and send which ship to scan. Once complete the data would be routed back for the injection. I had little to do to occupy my time. So I fell back on my old friend, a game of Bollox.
I started up a scenario and was soon enthralled with an impossible mission such as the one set before us. A base had to be defended from a superior fleet. After several attempts at flanking the enemy I decided my only option was to go around. I would instead attack their base, hopefully drawing them away from mine until I gained more time.
I had only put my bypass strategy into play when the first of the Milgari ships began to move. We had only had the chance to inject 122. The ships were moving towards the Grid.
"Frig! The Milgari are moving! Send the word out to the Colonel and Admiral. It looks like they are heading for the Grid!"
Frig replied, "Sir, have any of the injected ships moved?" I responded, "They have not moved yet, but that whole section has not started off yet so I cannot tell. I’m thinking you just bring that cruiser in here and do your own scans and injections while you can. If they spot you, you will just have to leave. I have an idea I need to run by the Colonel!"
I turned and moved slowly unitl I was out of the Milgari’s sensor range I then pushed the throttle to full. When I arrived back at our fleet the Colonel was preparing to intercept the Milgari. His voice came over the comm, "this looks like the big push. Remember the tactics that we practiced after that last encounter!"
I got on the comm to tell him of a new strategy, "Colonel, hold your command. I think we should try something different, something that might just throw them off and buy us some time. We are going after Torrus Colonel. Attack their base before they attack ours. Worst case is they continue on and the Grid jumps. But I don’t think the Milgari will abandon their precious Torrians. I think they will try to follow us back."
"Send a ship to the Prassi and a ship to the Dakar and tell them that the time to assault Torrus is now! With our speed advantage we should have two full days of assault on Torrus before the Milgari arrive. I did a little scouting of the star maps and there is a small nebula similar in type to the Fasture about 2.5 light-years from Torrus. If we are unable to eliminate the Torrians before they arrive we can run to it to fight it out there. Fighting in that negative field may be the only way we have a chance against those Milgari ships."
"One last thing, we need to take a path where we are easily detected by them as we go by. If we want them to follow we need their attention. And Colonel, start pulling up the latest data we have on Torrus and its defenses, we are going to want some type of plan to pass off to the Prassi and Dakar when they arrive."
The orders soon went out to every ship with way-points charted and defense data to study. The trip to Torrus would take twelve days. I landed the Swift in the hold of the Slaughter and made my way to the bridge. The Colonel was busy barking out orders.
I sat down in a chair near the Colonel and waited for him to finish with his men. I then walked to the console beside him and placed my hand on the edge for support, "Colonel, this is probably our last chance at keeping the Grid in this sector. We have to beat the Torrians or at least severely damage their planet. At a minimum we need more time."
The Colonel replied, "I have a good feeling about this Don. We are going to make this work. We always do. How did the injections go?"
I responded, "We had 122 done when the fleet started to move. Frig was going to continue to see if he could get a few more. We had nothing to report by the time I left. The data all pointed to it working, but we had no physical evidence. Doc said it did not work at the same speed on every Milgari. Some took an hour while others took most of a day. I guess that now we may never have the chance to know if it would have worked."
As we cruised along at 320 SOL I took the time to study the Torrus defenses. Our last scouting mission revealed three distinct layers. The outer layer consisted of Milgari ships. The latest data showed 1186 battleships and cruisers. The second level was 46 armed space stations. Each station had at least a dozen battle cannons, the stations were heavily armored. The third level was 408 floating defensive platforms in orbit around the planet. During our last scouting mission the platforms supported another 1650 battle cannons.
The attack of Torrus would be no easy task. Our fleet consisted of 3,412 Hawks of which 120 of them had the latest shielding updates, six battleships, 14 cruisers, 28 destroyers and 112 frigates from the Admiral's fleet, 97 Raiders and 8 Defenders. In addition we had five converted Milgari frigates and 11 converted Milgari cruisers. If the Torrians had the same grade of armor and weapons as the prior Milgari fleet we had tangled with we would have a difficult time.
As we flew past the Milgari position we slowed and closed to a point where we would easily be detected, but not fired upon. Once the Milgari ships began to turn we accelerated back to our top speed. I was looking forward to the fight even though I was apprehensive about not having Frig by my side. I had a borrowed engineer named Garland Harr.
Garland was a recent retiree from the Grid military and he was eager to prove his worth. I sat with him over a cup of coffee in the mess hall. Garland spoke, "I served in the last war, but I never saw combat. I was back on the Grid in the construction docks as an engineer, buying off on the ships as they were being built. I'm not saying I am eager to go into battle Sir, but you do only live once and I would just like to feel like I made a difference."
I replied, "I know what you mean. I've had the same thoughts and feelings. But you can't let those be the ones that guide you or you will charge in where you should not go. Believe me, I've done just that and I am lucky to be here today. If you let your heart guide you along with your experience and intuition, you will do OK. Just don't get it in your mind that you need to impress anyone else, that will just get you and others killed."
As we talked I took note of the red shirt beneath Garland’s combat suit. I spoke, "Tell me that is not a red shirt you are wearing?" Garland replied, "You don’t buy into that mumbo-jumbo do you Sir?" I responded, "Wearing a red shirt in space combat is bad luck, you are just begging to get killed." Garland chuckled, "I read those same passages in the archives Sir. It’s all fiction. I’m not worried about it."
I talked to Garland for several hours. He listed off his duty stations in the military and I gave him a short history of the building of our force. When we left the mess hall Garland had a new appreciation for Defiant and for all those who had joined. It was a cause worthy of fighting for and he was now a fighter for the cause.
Eleven days later we approached the Torrus system and slowed to a stop. More than 9,000 Dakar warships and another 6,200 Prassi vessels were waiting for our fleet. The Colonel immediately began handing out battle plans and both fleets quickly agreed to the targets they were given.
When the fighting was done, and if we were victorious, the Dakar would reclaim Torrus and its vast riches while the Prassi took Barithia and 32 other systems that bordered their territory. Humans would have the prize of no longer being chased. It was a deal that all three species could live with.
With the battle plans set we lifted off into attack formation. Our targets were two Milgari cruisers and then an assist against one of the orbiting Torrian platforms. This time, all ships would be making use of the Yacabucci field generator. Milgari ships were to be frozen in place without their ion weapons while we attacked.
When the order was given our ships accelerated to a set speed and the image projectors were turned on. It would be a five hour ride before the fleet would decelerate and attack. The Prassi and Dakar would follow shortly after. I was once again faced with the hours of waiting before a big event was to happen. Garland sat mostly staring straight ahead.
When the deceleration happened there were nearly twice the number of Milgari ships as anticipated. The Yacabucci web quickly held them in place. Garland fired at the first cruiser on our target list, severely damaging it's ion cannon, but the cruiser fired back. The ion bolt clipped our port wing. If not for the reduced power it was able to direct our way it would have shattered our outer shield.
The negative ion web was holding the ships in place, but their ion generators were still producing internal power. I immediately got on the comm, "Those ships have power! Drop ion bombs if you have 'em. We can't sustain the damage they are dishing out!"
Garland unleashed one of our five bombs and the cruiser's gun went silent. With a single quick pass, its ion cannon was eliminated along with its engines. We moved on to target number two.
The second cruiser fired repeated shots as we approached. I flipped the switch on our multi-ship image projection and suddenly three Defenders were bearing down on the Milgari cruiser. We dodged the first two ion bolts but the third found its mark and shattered our outer armor. It was a hit that Garland was not prepared for. "Ugh-hic-ugh! Gaw-hic! GAW!"
Garland again made a pinpoint hit knocking out the cruiser's lone battle cannon. I spoke, "If nobody told you yet you don't fight with your mouth open. When those blasts hit this solid hull you really get knocked around. Keep your teeth together or you run the risk of biting off your tongue!"
Garland replied, "We never got that feedback in the simulators Sir, I'll be gritting my teeth from here on out!" I followed up with a roll and a pass of the cruiser's engines and once again Garland earned his pay, "Nice shooting Harr!"
Our automatic targeting application then identified two new cruisers and a battleship on our target list. I did a long throw of one of our ion bombs towards a nearby cruiser as I headed towards our next target. I was sure it would help whoever had it on their target list.
I overrode the next cruiser on our list and instead headed towards the one after at a constant speed. I was banking on the image projection masking our approach. Garland yelled out, "We don't have the cloak any more Sir! I hope you are not counting on that!" I pulled up hard on the stick, "Crap! That got shed with the outer skin! You just saved our asses Garland. Remind me to buy you a drink when this is over!"
I again reacquired our original target and flew in fast in a random spiral. We took a hard hit to our underbelly and again we were shaken to the bone. Six layers of Tantric had been stripped away. Two quick shots from Garland and we moved on to the next cruiser target.
I took a moment to scan the battle console for a check of our casualties. Of the 1,186 Milgari ships 318 had been destroyed or disabled. We had lost 406 Hawks, five frigates, 12 destroyers, 16 cruisers and a battleship. The Raiders were holding their own.
As we approached the next cruiser we were joined by Jerry Shiller in a Hawk, "I got your wing Chief! Let's knock'em dead!" We split our trajectories and came in from two directions. Again the Milgari zeroed in on the Swift and again we took another hit. Four layers were singed from our tail as the shot came in from a distance. Garland and Shiller both had a positive strike and the cruiser's gun exploded in a bright flash. Shiller then nailed the cruiser's engine, taking it out of the fight.
I spoke, "One last ship on our targeting computer. Make those shots count as we are going to need all of our armor to get near that station we have coming up next. From what I can see the Dakar and Prassi are having a difficult time with them!"
We were soon joined by a second Hawk piloted by J.B. Sommers, "Wooohaw! Let's kick some savage ass!" Sommers swooped in with a first pass, taking out the port cannon on the battleship. Shiller moved in next taking a direct hit to his probe just as he popped the trigger on his cannon. The Milgari bolt entered the probe as the negative bolt was materializing on its tip. The Hawk disintegrated in an instant. Shiller was gone.
Garland was unable to get off a clean shot as we passed. I dropped an ion bomb. Sommers swooped back around and finished off the second battle cannon, "Move on to your next target Chief! I'll stay and carve this sucker up!"
The next target on our list was a Torrian station. Five Hawks and a Raider were already engaged. I selected a target sequence from a list, "Garland, we are hitting gun five on your console. If you can squeeze of a round at gun six as I cut away please do so!" As I spiraled in I released our fourth ion bomb. A shot from cannon eight eliminated the bomb before it had a chance to arm and go off. We then took another hard hit, this time it was our port wing, eight layers of Tantric were instantly burned away.
On the next run two of the Hawks met their end. Garland nailed our target but just missed his shot on our cutaway. With the two Hawks eliminated we now had three cannons on the station tracking us. Every attempt at a run was met with heavy fire, forcing us to break away before getting close enough to fire.
A Pilot of one of the Hawks then came over the comm, "This is Judd in the Derringer, my probe has been sheared off making my cannon inoperable. I’m asking for a pickup after which I have an idea that might just give us a chance at knocking out some of those guns."
I replied, "This is the Swift, standby for pickup." We came to a stop and the cargo door opened slowly. Dennis Judd floated in and the door was closed. He spoke, "Tap into my flight computer. I have a spiral in flight plan that will ram my ship into one of those guns, if it makes it. But what I was thinking was that we line three or four of us up right behind it and let it take the hits from those cannons until we can break off and fire on them on our own."
I replied, "I like the way you think Judd. Bingham and Reaper! Apply the flight plan from the Derringer to your nav computers. We are going in using the Derringer as a shield! Split off on my mark and hit the cannon that will be designated on your screen."
The four ships were brought in line and the attack began. As we approached the Derringer applied its multi-ship projector, she had one of the few that were still operational. We closed to the breakaway point just as the Derringer took a hard hit to her hull. The three ships following the Derringer, split away and fired on their designated targets. Three of the four cannons were destroyed. The fourth continued to fire at the incoming automated Hawk before it crashed hard into its turret. Four guns had been disabled.
We then used a similar strategy on the final three guns with one of the Hawks taking the heat up front. Myron Jones was down to his last few layers of Tantric when the last of the guns on our side of the station went silent. Myron broke away from the fighting for an attempt at repairs in one of the nearby cruiser’s docking bays. I landed the Swift in the bay of the Hawthorne as it pulled alongside the station and extended its breaching tubes. Seconds later, 40 Marines scrambled down the tubes to storm the station, I joined them.
Captain Dave Metz was leading the squad I was now a member of, "Anderson! Peoples! Take point and shoot anything that moves." Two Milgari then entered the hallway we had breached, blaster fire shattered the steel walls just in front of us, sending shrapnel our way.
I got on the comm, "Where’s our ion bomb! Let’s get this power off!" Garland replied, "We have one left Sir, deploying it now." Fifteen seconds later the blaster fire ended. Metz moved the squad forward, "Remember, clear those walls before you come to a door. They like to shove poles through there at you and unless you want to be a Milgari Kabob you pop a few rounds through in front of you."
The fighting on the station was intense. The Milgari fighters threw everything they had at the intruders, literally. On the third hallway Peoples took a chair to the left shoulder, fracturing his collarbone. Thompson was hit by what appeared to be toaster, cracking his face shield. It took an hour of our slowly moving forward before the core of the station was found. Charges were set and the teams evacuated back to the breaching tubes. As the Hawthorne pulled away explosions could be seen exiting from the Torrian station. Our target had effectively been destroyed.
The 408 floating platforms in orbit around Torrus were no less difficult to handle. After taking out the guns at one end of a platform we again used the breaching tubes to make our way aboard. There were no more ion bombs available to knock out power. We would be fighting our way through the platform with blasters.
Anderson again took point as we crept down a hallway. Two Milgari then stepped out of a door and began to fire. Anderson’s right arm exploded in an ion flash. Captain Metz stepped up firing bolts of his own. The two Miltgari fighter's chests exploded. I reached down and grabbed Anderson by his remaining arm and dragged him backwards.
The squad medic was immediately on the fallen Marine, "Hang in there Andy! You focus on breathing and I’ll focus on getting you patched up!" After a quick set of bandages and a pain shot Anderson stood on his own. The medic helped him back towards the breaching tube.
In our next encounter a Milgari bolt struck a wall panel just opposite from my position. I felt an intense burning in my left forearm. A two inch piece of hallway steel was sticking out of my now bleeding appendage. I stepped back and the medic removed the metal shard and cauterized the wound. "You’ll live Chief. Head back to the medical bay and they will get you a pain killer and get you back in the fight. I used my last one, I’m waiting for a runner with supplies."
Garland then came around the corner with a medical box. As he set it down a Milgari bolt came screaming past, narrowly missing my right ear. Garland was not so lucky. The bolt entered the top of his helmet. His head exploded down through his neck, pressing his shoulders wide apart and exposing his red shirt through his torn combat suit. The medic looked at him and shook his head, "Here’s your pain shot Sir, I’ll take care of the mess."
We came to a point where the Milgari held a strong position. Bulkhead beams blocked any effective blaster fire we had. We had no good approach to their position. Metz had ordered a charge string laid out on a wall in an attempt to work our way behind them. The charge failed to penetrate the reinforced bulkhead wall. As we stood crouched, huddled behind a short wall, I reached into the combat pack of the Marine next to me, "Hey, just borrowing a couple of these grenades."
I pulled the pins and held the triggers, "How about you guys give me some cover fire!" Sheila Mason nodded and stood. I rose as I heard the low rumbles from her blaster as repeated bolts went down the long hall. The two grenades were quickly away and I dropped back behind the wall as blaster bolts zipped over our heads. Booom! Booom!
I jumped up and sprinted down the long hall towards the bulkhead with my blaster raised. A Milgari Marine then came into partial view, he was bleeding but raising his blaster rifle towards me. I dove and slid towards him, firing off bolt after bolt. The Milgari’s right leg first exploded and as his upper torso began to fall. A second bolt entered his chest, ripping it wide open.
As I lay fully exposed in the hallway, I pulled the two grenades out of my own combat pack and rolled them just past the bulkhead wall. Booom! Booom! I stood and sprinted. Again I dove at the base of the bulkhead sliding just up to the corner. I rolled over into the hallway and opened fire on the six Milgari that were attempting to regroup from the blast of the grenades. Blaster bolts quickly ripped into each of them as Metz and two other Marines were standing behind me. The stronghold had been cleared.
We continued our push deeper into the platform until all of its guns were silenced. It had been a costly exercise with 12 of Metz’ marines killed of severely injured. I had lost Garland. But the platform had been taken.
The news coming back from the other platforms was similar. One by one they fell victim to the massive onslaught of the three species. The Prassi had lost two thirds of their fleet, the Dakar almost half. Our numbers were also hard to swallow as nearly 40% of our ships now lay in ruin or were scattered amongst the planets of the system. Debris from the great battle was drifting everywhere.
When the last of the platforms had been taken the fleets assembled in orbit around Torrus. I opened a comm channel to the Torrian leadership to ask for their surrender, "I am speaking for the alliance of species parked in orbit over your cities. You will unconditionally surrender or be destroyed. This is your only chance at ending this fight with your lives. You have 30 seconds to comply."
It was a long 30 seconds that yielded nothing but silence. When the timer hit zero every weapon on the ground was fired into the air in defiance. The Dakar were the first to move. In seconds, the capital city of Torrus was being pummeled by 46 Dakar battleships. A similar scene was repeated in every major city on the planet. The Torrians would not go peacefully, violence was their way.
The Prassi quickly joined in the mayhem. They wanted their pound of flesh in revenge. I ordered our fleet back to a distance. We still had 20,000 Milgari ships coming our way. But the Torrians would no longer be a menace to our existence. Within the day they would all be dead. Crushed, burned and obliterated in a defiant suicidal defeat.
When the fighting on the planet had ended I got on the comm to all of our ships, "This day… possibly one of the greatest days in our lives… is coming to an end. We have lost many in this fight, brothers, fathers, wives and mothers. But the time of the Torrians is at an end. I will call for an immediate celebration for the day. But there is still a force of 20,000 Milgari warships out there, coming our way. It is a force still powerful enough to defeat us and to then attack and overrun the Grid. And until those ships are destroyed our job is not yet done. So, celebrate this great victory today, for tomorrow the fight resumes!"
It was a somber speech, not meant to detract from the tremendous victory at hand, but our war was not yet over. A vast and powerful enemy remained. I took the Swift and made my way to the Slaughter. After landing in the bay I walked to the bridge. The Colonel was waiting with an evil grin on his face, "You did it Don! You just won this war! Our only task now will be to keep those Milgari ships away from the Grid. I don’t yet know how we will do that, but I do know that we will!"
The Colonel looked at my blood soaked and tattered uniform. He reached out and took my hand in his giant steel palm and shook it, "Congrats Mr. President!" As he grinned and chewed away on his Omega root he looked downward and spit a wad of juice on my pant leg. He smiled, slapped me on the shoulder and then turned back to his men. The Colonel would enjoy the short celebration, for he knew that tomorrow would once again bring war.



Chapter 21
 
 
The following day the celebrations had ended and the three species had once again aligned their fleets for war. It had taken all of my diplomatic skills to convince the Dakar and Prassi to stay and fight. I had argued that they should at least see what the Milgari force would be bringing. If it was overwhelming they could always turn and run.
The following day came and went with no Milgari, as did the day after and the day after that. I began to wonder if they had turned back towards the Grid. It was a chilling thought and I brought it to the attention of the Colonel and Admiral as we sat in the Slaughter’s mess hall, "I don’t think we can wait here any longer. If they turned back at the Grid it has either been captured, destroyed or it jumped away. I know we had our standard military fleet there, but it would be a suicide mission to try to defend against that massive Milgari fleet."
Both the Colonel and the Admiral concurred. The Milgari were not coming and we needed to know the fate of the Grid. I was preparing to signal the Dakar and the Prassi to tell them we were leaving when an aide came into the mess hall waving a paper with news, "Sirs! We just received a broadcast from the Injector. I have the message!" I stood and beckoned the aide to read it aloud.
Don, the cure for the Torrian drug worked. We were lucky enough to have infected the flagship of the fleet before they began their move. After they turned back towards Torrus to follow after our ships the cure finally took hold of the captain. After a short time of confusion he ordered the fleet to stop. He was unsure of exactly what it was that he was doing.
While the fleet sat idle I continued to inject the other ships with the cure. The more that turned the more the confusion grew. Once the ships had all been injected I hailed the captain. After a long discussion he was in a state of disbelief of how they had come to where they were. As the cure finished its work and the fog cleared they began to remember what had been transpiring. I told them we would offer what assistance we could. I wasn’t sure what that might be, but I told them just the same.
They seem to harbor no animosity towards Humans or anyone else. They are still gathered where they were stopped, trying to determine what they will do next. From everything I have been able to determine, they are a docile species. I started a discussion with them of possibly making a journey back to their original home. It would be a tremendously long journey, but I offered to provide the star charts needed for their return.
I don’t know if you will receive this message or if you are even still alive. But it looks like the war with the Milgari is over Sir. They are no longer a threat to the Grid or to our existence. We have won the war Sir, we have won!
The aide then looked up, "That’s all Sir. Does this mean what I think it means?" I looked around the table at the Admiral and the Colonel, they were both smiling. As I walked around the table to beside them we all locked hands and raised them over our heads. The great battle had ended the war!
I told the aide to get on the comm to the Dakar and the Prassi, to let them know that the Milgari were not coming. The Dakar could now peacefully reclaim their planet and the Prassi fleet could return home. As the Colonel and Admiral slapped each other on the back and hugged we made our way to the bridge.
I again got on the comm to our fleet, "Everyone. I need complete attention for this message… The Milgari fleet is no longer a threat. The Milgari wars are over!" The bridge erupted in cheer. The celebrations from only a few days before were pale in comparison to those which came. As I looked around at all the happy faces I was wishing that my friend Frig was there to enjoy the moment. It was a moment that we would probably never see again in our lifetimes.
A thousand years of war had come to an abrupt end. Our enemy was no more. As a species we could now find a home, a place where we could put down our roots, build our history and spread the Human name across the galaxy in peace. I had a vision of Jarhead becoming a hub for the Human race. It would be that shining beacon in the galaxy for all to see.
A Marine then pushed his way through the doorway onto the bridge, "They have alcohol in the mess hall! The cooks have been brewing it since Tuesday! Anyone who wants a drink should head that way!"
The cheering and excitement all moved quickly from the bridge. I stood looking out the viewport down at Torrus below. It would soon reclaim its original name of Dakamus. The Dakar had their home-world, the Prassi had theirs and Humans would possibly soon have ours. It was truly a time to celebrate.
The aide who had originally delivered the message stuck his head through the doorway of the bridge, "Are you coming Sir? They are hitting the booze pretty hard in there. I don’t know how much they have, but if you want any you might want to get in there!" I nodded as I replied, "Thanks Ensign, I’ll be in there in a moment."
As I walked towards the mess hall I could hear music playing over the intercom. It was a song that I had not heard since I was a kid. When I entered the room a cheer rose up from those near the door. Only seconds passed before that cheer spread to the rest of the room. Everyone was looking my way and applauding. The emotions were strong and I wondered if I was going to tear up.
A young blonde corporal from the Admirals team then stepped up with a cup of booze, "Drink it down Sir. We have a thousand years of celebrating to do!" After turning up her own cup she looked down and spit a black wad of Omega juice on my pant leg. I could do nothing but smile.
After taking my first swig of the swill the cooks had concocted I raised my cup in the air. All went silent as the attention was turned my way. I spoke, "I’ll keep this short. This is a day that we will all remember. The day the Milgari wars ended. It is a day that you will be able to tell your children and your grandchildren about. They will in turn pass that story down the line as part of each of your family histories."
"I would like to take a moment here, a moment of silence. It will be a silence for all those who have fought for our existence down through the ages, all those who have stood in our defense. Raise your cups to those who have gone before us. In their names we claim this victory!"
I held my cup high over my head as did the rest of the mess hall. When I lowered the cup again to my lips and took a swig the others followed in kind. For another moment there was again a brief lull before many of the 426 attendees of the celebration turned and spat a wad of Omega root juice on the pant leg of whoever was closest to them. It was a disgusting display of respect.
The celebrations lasted well into the next day. There would be many headaches from overindulgence, but they would be headaches that all were happy to have. I woke up in my bunk on the Swift and rolled out of bed. I staggered over to the sink and turned on the faucet, splashing cold water on my face. My head was pounding, but it was a pounding that I didn’t mind.
I was waking up to a new day, a day without the threat of war, a day that would mark the beginning of a new era for Man. I wiped my face with a towel, slapped on some deodorant and reached for my combat suit. As I pulled it from my small closet I hesitated, looking it up and down. I then hung it back where it had been.
Instead I moved over to a box I had stashed in the corner of the room. It held civilian clothes. I kept them handy for when I was visiting on a planet where I did not want to be known as military. It consisted of sandals, knee length shorts and a colorful shirt. It had a festive appearance for a festive day. I smiled as I looked in the mirror before exiting the Swift.
Out on the deck the usually bustling space was quiet. Only those few who had stopped their partying early were up and about. I made my way towards the mess hall, smiling and nodding to everyone I encountered on the way. It was a good day.
There was only on cook in the kitchen that morning and the orders were beginning to back up, but no one was complaining. It was a ship of happy faces, living in a galaxy of peace. I ordered my usual, cereal, dry toast and coffee and sat down at a table. The conversation by those who were awake was light.
When complete I made my way to the bridge to a Colonel that was sitting in his command chair, gently rubbing his temples, "Grange. Think I had a little too much of the goose last night. I don’t know what the cooks brewed up back there, but it was toxic."
The Colonel then looked at my attire, "Hmm. Looks like casual day. I could go for a little bit of that myself." The Admiral soon joined us. He was his usual self, "Gentlemen, it is a good and glorious day is it not?" The Admiral stretched out his arms and pulled a big breath into his chest. He then exhaled in a satisfying sigh.
I looked at the two men before me, they were warriors for Man. I spoke, "I’m guessing it might be time for a couple retirement parties here soon. What are you two going to do with your time?" The Admiral leaned in, placing his forearm on an adjacent console, "I’ll probably spend my days trying to revamp the Grid’s fleet. I’ve had space dust coursing through my veins for too long to just give this stuff up."
The Colonel replied, "Aggh. I just might go out and see if I can find another war. There are always minor skirmishes that will be looking to hire an old war horse. I’m sure I wouldn’t have any problem taking a few thousand of my fellow retirees with me. We would make one nasty mercenary force!" The Colonel got his usual evil grin.
I thought for a moment and responded, "I think I will spend some time hitting on a special lady on the Grid, if she would have me. I am an incredibly wealthy man you know, I own my own planet and fleet of ships." The Admiral smiled and replied, "She would be so lucky."
As the day moved on and the ship slowly came back to life I opened a comm channel to the Prassi. They too had celebrated well into our new day. On many ships the festivities continued. I arranged for a meeting with their representatives to further discuss the terms of peace. I was hoping there would be no struggles between them and the Dakar over the surrounding star systems. I wanted our peace to start off on the right foot.
When I had completed arrangements with the Prassi I moved on to the Dakar. Their senior delegates were planet-side. They were busy walking through the collapsed former palaces of the Torrian royal families. Plans were already in the works of how to make use of the vast stores of wealth. The freed Teldaki slaves were beginning to ask for transportation home. I wondered home much freedom they would have under the Dakar.
A site down on the planet was selected for the meeting. I arrived on time and walked into the ornate chamber that had been selected. Workers were busy outside washing away the blood of several hundred Torrians who had been rounded up and executed. It was an unpleasant site, but such was war.
The two species had each brought with them four administrators and three advisors. We would be drawing up a draft document of the agreements we had earlier come to verbal terms on. I had hopes of a quick and easy meeting that fell mostly along the lines of the prior agreements.
There was a vast amount of space between the two empires. Most of the outward end of the Pollus sector would remain unclaimed. As the meeting progressed each side began to push their boundaries further as the other attempted the same.
It finally came to a head when I asked to speak, "Look, this has been a great victory for all of us. Both of you will walk away with territories larger than you have ever had before. I believe the free space between your empires should stay exactly that, free space."
"Give each other time to bring your empires back from the years of destruction of war. As times progress there will be ample opportunity for discussions on further expansion. We should all go away from here feeling good about what has happened. Our enemies are gone, never to return. Imagine the trade that is possible between our peoples. Both of your empires will benefit from a peaceful co-existence."
The Dakar delegate spoke first, "We will not stand by while the Prassi take possession of free worlds that may one day choose to join the Expansion! If they are entitled to expand then we are entitled to expand. The Dakar cannot agree with this draft proposal if the Prassi go beyond what was initially agreed upon."
The Prassi representative then stood, "My people have no argument with the Dakar. Let us work to divide these free worlds equally. Perhaps we should set up a system of weights with each grid receiving a rating from all parties as to its value. We could then take turns selecting those grids, which are adjacent to our grids, which would fall under each domain."
Again I stood and raised my hand in the air, "Hold on, I don’t think you understand what it is that I am saying. For now, here today, the Prassi will leave with the worlds they had agreed upon. The Dakar will leave, or stay in this case, with the worlds that were agreed upon. We sign this draft proposal and we all then go home."
"There will come a time when the worlds in question will see an advantage to joining one empire or the other. Whichever way it happens, it does not mean you are enemies. The war is over; we are all winners at this table. There will be many years in the future for each of us to grow and expand. Let us part from here today as friends, as allies, as winners!"
The Dakar rose and with their delegate taking a copy of the draft resolution in his hand, "I will pass this information on to the Council of the Wise. When they return an answer we can again negotiate or part ways with what is before us. Until that time I bid each of you a fair day. I have much work to do to prepare this properly. Good day." The delegate nodded, turned and left the conference hall.
Immediately following the Dakar an angry Prassi representative stood, "We too will evaluate the proposals in this document. When the Dakar have returned with an answer, we will provide ours." The Prassi representative then turned and left the room with a scowl on his face.
I hopped a shuttle back up to the Slaughter and gave the Colonel and Admiral the news, "Gentlemen, it looks like we are going to be here for a bit longer. But I wouldn’t worry too much about it. I think we can agree on some minor concession to each side and they will sign."
"They both have so much on their plates at the moment that I cannot see them going past a little head butting over this. In the meantime, we will sit and try to facilitate the peace as I would rather not leave unless we are all leaving at once."
"While we wait we can work on healing our wounded and repairing our ships. We have some damaged ship parts floating around out there that we will want to collect. We are no longer at war, but we don’t want to provide a technological advantage to one side or the other if we don’t have to. This arm of the galaxy needs peace. We need peace. Maybe our time for peace has finally come."
The Colonel stuffed a piece of Omega root between his cheek and gum, "Frankly, I don’t trust either one of them farther than I can throw them. They are both expansionists. If we are going to peacefully co-exist, it will mean that we will want alliances and star systems of our own. Once we get back to the Grid, I think we will need to put some teams together to discuss that very thing."
"And let’s not forget our friends the Durians. If there is a race we cannot trust it is those sneaky blue lizards. I would bet they are smarting right now at the loss of their prime customer. If they side with the Dakar or the Prassi we may have another war on our hands. They might not be gunning for us at first, but if one side or the other loses, they will come knocking!"
The Admiral replied, "I said before that the Prassi were expansionists. They are cash poor at the moment, but they are industrialists that can turn that situation around in a hurry. At the moment I would put my credits on the Dakar. I think they have the technological and funding edge as of today."
I had to let out a sigh, "We have only had peace for a few days and we are already talking war. I’m starting to think all of our retirements may never happen. If today was any sign of what’s to come we are going to have to start building our defenses. It is starting to look like only through strength can we maintain peace and protect the Grid."
The Colonel and the Admiral continued on with their discussion of the day’s events. I stood and walked to the counter and poured a cup of coffee. I then walked to the bridge and sat in the Colonel’s command chair. It was wide and the padding was almost non-existent. I squirmed around to make myself comfortable.
I was looking out the viewport at the planet Dakamus. It was a beautiful world of blues and greens, much like what I hoped Jarhead would one day be. I began to daydream about walking on a high mountain path with Ashley Elizabeth by my side. There would be a cool breeze moving up the mountainside, her blonde hair gently blowing to the side as I peered into her big blue eyes.
A passionate kiss would then reveal the wonder that being at peace would bring. My world, our new world, was only weeks away from its humble beginnings. Humans would have a planet on which to reside, a place to call home. For only a moment I wondered what might happen to the great gray station called the Grid. The Colonel's chair was hard and the coffee strong, but as I daydreamed I fell into a peaceful, blissful sleep.
We had won the Milgari war...
 
 ~~~
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A week had passed with no agreement between the Dakar and the Prassi. I had ordered our fleet to stay at Dakamus as a stabilizing factor, but the two species continued to show mistrust. With each new meeting they appeared to be moving further apart with the animosity between them only growing. On the eighth day, both species would no longer return my comms. It was complete silence.
I spoke with the Colonel, "It's making me nervous that they aren't talking to us. We've stayed decidedly neutral during this whole affair. It just doesn't make sense for them to go quiet."
The Colonel replied, "I've found over the years, that if something smells bad, it is usually because it is rotten. I think it's time we pulled up and left this place. You gave it a good try; let them work out their issues between themselves. The last thing we want is to be stuck in the middle, as they will both be demanding that we join their side. It's time we left."
The Admiral was in agreement. Our efforts at diplomacy had failed. I sent out the orders for the fleet to prepare for the journey home. There was still much to be done on the Grid as well as our little planet of Jarhead. After attempting one final comm call to both species I gave the order to depart. As the first ship began to move the Prassi fleet repositioned to block our way.
The Admiral put his hand on my shoulder, "That’s an aggressive move Grange. I think they have something else planned for us."
In a similarly aggressive move the Dakar force positioned their fleet, closing off our other avenues of escape. We were blocked from every angle.
I again tried to hail both species, "This is Don Grange with the Nation of Defiant. With what cause do you justify these aggressive acts against our fleet? We have no quarrel with either of you. Please clear a pathway to allow for our departure."
Alarms then sounded as sensors detected 42 large ships entering the Dakamus system. They were Durian.
We received a hail, "Mr. Grange. The Dakar and the Prassi have come to an agreement. Both species have relayed to us their mistrust of your intentions. They have asked us to come in as a broker to negotiate a peaceful surrender of your fleet. Please do not be alarmed as you will all be treated in a fair and civil manner."
I turned to the Colonel, "This was not what I was expecting Colonel. We defeat one enemy just to make three more? And the Durians, they continue to show the influence they have over these species. I think things may have just gone from bad to worse."
The Colonel replied, "Looks like we will have to fight our way out of here. They are not interested in any peaceful relationship. We just rolled out of one war and into another."
The Colonel turned to his staff and began barking orders.
I spoke to the Admiral's second in command, Captain David Harding, "What's the status of our fleet?"
Harding replied, "We have 82 ships with critical armor damage, another 256 with mid-level problems and 873 that have minor issues at a minimum. That leaves 1,986 that are fully prepared to fight, but most of those are Hawks. They pack a punch, but their armor becomes easily overwhelmed because any hits they may take are in a concentrated area."
I let out a long sigh, "Let's pull the vulnerable ships into the middle of the fleet. Admiral, what are our options?"
The Admiral replied, "Those Prassi ships are the best bet. I think we just have to make our own path straight through them. We will take some losses, but if those Durians join in we are going to be in for a real beating. Give me the word and I'll start the action."
I turned and paced the deck for several seconds. We were trapped, but we had to take immediate action if we wanted to survive. I gave the order for the Admiral to proceed.
"This is Admiral Zimmerman on the Slaughter! We are going to cut a path through the middle of those Prassi ships out there. Every man needs to give it their all if we are going to survive this. I'm going to need you to dig down deep in your gut for one more nearly impossible effort. Automated targeting is coming online now. Just follow my lead."
When the Slaughter's bridge staff was in place the Colonel gave the order to proceed. The Slaughter was the first to move and it brought an immediate response from the Prassi. Ten thousand missiles were launched in the Slaughter's direction.
The Colonel turned towards me. "You might want to get back to the Swift Don. We are going to need every ship on the line for this. See Lieutenant Reeves when you get to the docks, he may be able to round up an engineer for you. Gunners! Let your automated systems do the work on those missiles! Don't take control unless a hit is imminent!"
The Colonel was in his element. Commanding men in battle was what he did best. I continued to be intimidated by his booming voice as I left the bridge, but a booming voice would not stop the incoming Prassi missiles.
When I arrived at the launch deck Lieutenant Reeves had a volunteer engineer at the ready, "My name is Piston Sir. I haven't flown, but I fire a mean cannon in the simulators. I can't promise you much Sir, but I will give it my best."
I shook Piston’s hand as we boarded the Swift, "Glad to have your help Piston. Just follow my lead on targeting and we will see if we can make it out of this fracas alive. The Prassi can hurt us. If those Durians join the fight I think we may have trouble surviving. And put your helmet on now and close the face-shield as we may be taking some hard hits."
A nervous Piston sat at the engineering console.
Before I had a chance to ask he had the generators online and powering up. "Are we going to use the Yacabucci Sir? I would think it might provide a little extra confusion for the Prassi on our way out. I don't think they have shielding for it."
I got on the comm to all ships, "This is Grange, I want all ships turning on their ion web generators and setting them to a 10 degree beam width. It might just be the thing that springs us free!"
Only seconds passed before we were out of the Slaughter's landing bay and into the fight. A handful of ships had their web generators online and the Prassi were showing signs of the negative ion field taking effect.
As we accelerated through the Prassi fleet the Dakar followed after. A dozen Hawks in close proximity had taken multiple hits and had gone offline. As the Dakar ships approached their positions the brave and heroic pilots detonated the self-destruct sequences on their ships. The Dakar would not have our technology, the trapped pilots saw to it.
We managed to slip through the Prassi fleet with a minimum of damage. Only a handful of missiles had impacted a few of our ship's hulls and the damage had been light.
Once on the other side of the Prassi I gave the next order, "Everyone set a way-point to the Gliriev nebula. If we can make it there we should have an advantage. Until then, we cannot let our ships fall into the hands of the Durians."
The Gliriev was a small negative ion nebula that was only 2.5 light years from our position. It held what I believed was our only avenue for an escape, but we could not outrun the Durians any more than the Dakar or Prassi could outrun us. If the Durians so desired, they would catch us well before we could take cover. The trip would take nearly three days.
I turned towards Piston, "Good call on the ion web usage."
Piston replied, "I don't know why you don't use them more often Sir. They seem to be effective."
I responded, "They are effective, but the more they are used the more likely the enemy will figure out how to defeat it. Also, Yacabucci let us in on a little secret. With each use, the ion flow of each generator gets a tiny bit weaker. The more it's used the less useable it becomes."
As we pulled away from the Prassi fleet the Colonel ordered several hundred ion bombs to be deployed in our wake. Proximity fuses had been set to detonate when any ship came within range of its effectiveness. While the strategy would work on only a limited number of ships, we hoped it would add to the Prassi's confusion.
On the bridge of the Slaughter, Major Ham Foxly addressed the Colonel, "Sir, we have lost contact with the Durian ships. They all disappeared from our sensors. The last known trajectory was moving on a parallel path with our heading."
The Colonel acknowledged and immediately had me on the comm. "Grange. We think the Durians are going to attempt an end run. We may have played our nebula card too soon. With the minimum we know of their speed advantage they could easily be in front of us in a day."
I replied, "Let's adjust our course to five degrees to the left side of that nebula. If they change course we should be able to detect it. Also, let's flip on our image projectors and at least make them guess our location. I'm showing 182 ships where the projector is damaged. We might just have them head for the Grid. The others may not have interest in the smaller group."
With the new orders in, our fleet largely disappeared from sensor view. The damaged ships made their turn for the Grid while we continued our run for the nebula. No evidence of the Durians adjusting course was detected. The Dakar and Prassi made the turn, following the damaged ships, but fell further behind.
For the next two days we continued on a course to the nebula. I began to gain hope as we moved within two hours of our potential safe haven. That progress came to a halt as the Durian ships revealed themselves. They were directly in our path. I commanded the fleet to stop and hold our position. The Dakar ships would be just within the range of our weapons.
The Colonel came on the comm. "What do you have in mind Grange? If we try to go through them they are going to rip us apart."
I replied, "How many negative bombs do we have left? And what are your thoughts on using the ion web against them?"
The Colonel took a moment to answer. "We have 188 of those bombs between all of our ships. Are you thinking what I'm thinking? We attempt to board their ships and go hand to hand? The problem is I don't know if we can even get through that armor. I would bet by now they've made upgrades that will block our breach tubes."
The Colonel continued, "We have 2,800 ships at our disposal including 98 Raiders. They have 42 ships, but each one is much larger than that destroyer we took down. If that one took five hours and two Raider teams, I can't imagine how long these will take. We also have a limited number of ion bombs at our disposal. So, unless we figure out how to take those ships down in less than an hour, we may be fighting blaster versus blaster. Casualties could be heavy."
I stood and paced the deck of the Swift. Our options were limited and each new idea that was brought forward was worse than the last.
After a 20 minute standoff I hailed the Durians, "We know you are listening. State your intentions or we will be forced to defend ourselves."
Several minutes of silence passed before we received a response, "Humans, your time has come. You have been meddling with the species in this sector for too long. Surrender your fleet or suffer a fate worse than death. Our capabilities far outreach what you have shown. You will surrender now, or you will die as our prisoners."
I replied, "Perhaps we will die, but are you prepared to turn over the technology you enjoy should you be defeated? You used an interesting choice of words in that previous response. You reference what we have shown. I can assure you, we have not revealed all the technology we have available to us."
The Durian responded, "Your petty attempt at intimidation only draws our ire. Surrender now or die slowly."
With my bluff failing miserably I once again turned to the Colonel and the Admiral for guidance.
I opened a comm channel. "Any suggestions guys? We have superior numbers, but I don't like our chances just the same."
The silence remained for only a second before one of the Colonel's staffers came online, "Sir! Another 70 Durian ships just uncloaked behind us and those in front are powering their shields at maximum. And Sir, we just got an indication of more ships coming in from our port side... they... they are Milgari Sir!"
The Admiral spoke, "Looks like Frig wasn't able to finish his delivery. I suggest we all set our self-destructs and prepare for the worst. Those Milgari ships are heading straight for us. They have us in a vice Grange. At this point I would rather fight our way through the 42 Durians."
I pressed the mic, "How many are there?"
The nav operator on the Slaughter returned a reply. "Sir, there are thousands!"
I again pressed the comm button, "Colonel, if you have anything better to offer, now would be a good time to say it."
As the Milgari fleet closed on our position a hail came over the comm system, "Nation of Defiant! Your newest ally has arrived! The free Milgari are here to fight in your defense!"
It was Frig! He was closing with nearly 20,000 Milgari warships!
I got on the comm, "You are awesome my friend! Split your ships between those two forces! Colonel, tie in those ships as friendlies and let's kick a little Durian ass!"
I hailed the Durian fleet, "So, what do you think of our odds now Commander? Not too shabby if I say so myself. Perhaps it is time for the Durians to surrender or die! I am extending this offer only once."
The comm was silent for over a minute as the Milgari ships joined our formation.
I again hailed the Durians, "Last chance Commander. We can do this the easy way or the hard way, your choice!"
In an instant the Durians revealed their answer, an additional 4,216 Durian warships uncloaked just behind the original 42.
I hit the comm button, "Crap Colonel. I think we need to get to that nebula if we plan to stay alive. Frig! How committed are those Milgari?"
Frig responded, "They will do as I ask of them Sir, the Torrian drug has been completely purged from their systems. As their liberator they have pledged their loyalty to me. What shall we do Sir? Even with this mammoth fleet our odds against the Durians are poor."
I replied with an order for the Colonel, "Colonel! We are going to bunch up close and punch a hole through that Durian fleet. Fire up every web generator we have, but do not deploy until we are upon them. And with our cannons, target engines only. We will take a beating, but maybe, just maybe, some of us can make it through to that nebula!"
Just as I was about to give the attack order the Colonel's staffer again came on the comm, "We have more incoming! It's the Prassi and the Dakar! They will be on us in four minutes!"
I gave the order, "Push forward! Let the targeting computer pic your targets and make every shot count. And Frig, see if you can open wormholes, target their bridges and fire a blaster through there or something. Do anything that can be disruptive!"
Frig replied, "I have weapons Sir, they will be set to auto-fire. I will attempt to keep near your position and draw fire if I can. I have a lot of hits to give with this cruiser Sir. Move in close and we will see if we can get through this."
I changed positions and flew in a sandwich between the Slaughter and the Injector. Sixteen of the Hawk pilots took positions above and below me, "We have your six and 12 Sir. We'll do our best to provide cover!"
I replied, "Knock it off! You all need protection as much as I! We are all in this fight together and I expect no special treatment!"
The Hawks remained in position as we approached the 42 Durian ships. The 42 in turn, fled back to the 4,000 plus fleet of ships behind them.
Frig came on the comm, "Sir. I am detecting a strange signature coming from those additional ships. It's as if... they are projections Sir! Fakes! Target those original 42 as they are projecting images of the other 4,000!"
I replied, "What about the 70 behind us?" Frig responded, "Fakes also Sir! We are up against 42 Durian ships. That is all!"
I flipped on the comm to all ships, "Switch targeting to the original 42 ships only! The rest aren’t real!"
With the Durian masquerade revealed, we drove hard at the 42. In an instant the Durians again disappeared from our screens.
I called out a command, "Fire everything you have at where they were! We might just get lucky and bag a few!"
As we passed through the space the Durians had previously occupied, thousands of ion cannon blasts blanketed the area. There was no indication of any cloaked ships taking fire. The Durians had slipped away.
I let out a sigh of relief. Within minutes we had passed beyond their prior location and were again moving away from the Dakar and Prassi fleets. Their fleets, had stopped the pursuit. With the Durians out of the fight the aggressors were less eager to take on the large Milgari fleet that remained.
With a half hour remaining to the nebula I gave the Frig a new order, "Take the Milgari ships to Barithia, we will meet back with you there. And we are eternally grateful for your assistance!"
I raised the Colonel on the comm, "Colonel. I'm shaking in my combat suit right about now. The adrenaline is going to take a while to exit my system. I was sure we had just seen the end our infant nation. Four thousand Durians... that is not a site I will easily forget!"
The Colonel replied, "Grange! You are the luckiest man alive. I'm beginning to think being with you makes me invincible. And that's a dangerous thought to have Grange... a dangerous thought. If you land back in our dock, I'll be happy to get you another drink from those cooks. I'm sure they keep a stockpile of that hooch around for special occasions. I would say this is one of those."
I pulled into the landing bay of the Slaughter and thanked Piston for his assistance.
He replied, "Sir, the honor was mine. I can now say I was there, riding with you, when the Durians backed down. That was one gutsy thing to do back there with the charge ahead Sir. Next time, I want to be sitting in that same seat Sir, if it's OK with you. Anytime you need an engineer, just give me a call."
As we entered the nebula I turned up a cup of the cook’s hooch along with the Colonel and the Admiral.
I spoke, "I don't think any of us will soon forget this day. If there was ever a time to test what you were made of, that time just passed. And the thing that astounds me is that every pilot out there followed our orders without blinking! No complaints. Not even a grumble. If we can maintain that level of courage, the coming war with our new foes might be a bit harder for them than they think."
The Colonel took a big swig and then winced, "I think those pilots would follow you into a supernova Grange. Let's just be happy that the supernova we just charged into was a mirage."
The Colonel and the Admiral both held up their cups, "Here is to Don Grange the invincible! May we be by his side in every encounter until there are no more wars!"
The Colonel took another swig and then spat a chaw of Omega root onto my pant leg. I wasn't sure how he was able to drink and chew at the same time, but at that moment I frankly did not care.
 
 ~~~
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