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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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    The Milgari fleet stopped at Barithia and began preparations for a long term settlement. Frig made a run back to the Suppressor to pick up the Milgari who had initially been cured of the effects of the Torrian drug. Glemak was among them and Frig wasted no time in explaining to him what had transpired.

    Frig spoke, "And there you have it. The bulk of your people have been freed from the Torrian drug. They currently need leaders Glemak, leaders who can guide them to a better existence. I believe there are still several thousand Milgari ships out there, as well as troops on the ground, who are in need of our assistance."

    Glemak replied, "How can I assist? I am willing to help in any way I can."

    Frig responded, "I will be administering the cure to them as we find them. They will be in need of information when the cure takes hold. If you are willing, I will train you to train others who can assist with this. We will then free your people as we can, and your trainees will see to it that they are reunited with the other free Milgari."

    Glemak accepted the task of being a trainer. Frig turned the Injector back towards Barithia where a force would be assembled to seek out and cure any remaining Milgari. A Milgari delegation would also be sent to the Dakar and Prassi empires to inform them of the Milgari intentions for peace.

    The worlds between the Prassi and the Dakar would now be occupied by the Milgari. With the size and capability of the Milgari fleet it was believed that both traitorous empires would settle into rebuilding their own territories rather than contest the much larger and more powerful force of the Milgari. The wildcard in the situation would be the Durians.

    Our fleet, the Nation of Defiant, made our way to the Grid. We had news for every Human. The Milgari wars were over! I was sure that celebration would spread quickly throughout the Grid as the news was made known. Man would finally be at peace.

    When we arrived in Grid space we were hailed by the Grid military. "Intruding ships, you have entered Grid territorial space. Halt your progress or risk being fired upon!"

    The Admiral responded, "This is Admiral Michael Zimmerman. Please inform your CO that we are coming in with a single ship. We have great news for all mankind. I will need immediate transfer to the command flagship for this fleet. Verification of my authenticity can be conducted when I board."

    Several seconds passed before a new voice responded, "This is Captain Royce of the Grid destroyer Valiant. If this is Admiral Zimmerman you will have to excuse our suspicion under these unusual circumstances. The ships you fly do not emit a transponder code and several appear to be of a Milgari base type. Please follow the transmitted nav instructions and prepare to be boarded. Any activity deemed to be unusual or hostile will be met with immediate cannon fire. Will you comply?"

    The Admiral responded, "Captain Royce. I would expect nothing less. Your terms are acceptable. Transmit the coordinates and we will gladly follow. And Captain, the news we bring is as good as it gets. I look forward to meeting you Captain; will see you in a few."

    The Slaughter moved forward will all cannons powered down. The Admiral was transferred to the Valiant with several of his aides. Half an hour later he again transferred to the command flagship and his identity verification was soon completed.

    The Grid fleet turned back towards their standard defensive positions. We received a hail, "This is Zimmerman. Harper, Grange, you and the others have been cleared to enter Grid space. Please follow the nav coordinates given so as to not cause any unintentional mishaps. Understand that our troops here are going to initially be a little skeptical of your intentions."

    "Once the word spreads and is accepted we will be allowed passage onto the Grid. Until that time please be patient. If all goes as planned, we will board the Grid as heroes. I will have my media operatives release the news so that it is favorable. In a few short hours, we should see almost everyone on that station coming out in celebration. It has been a long time coming. We only have this one final step to take."

    The Colonel replied, "You just tell us when and where to move Admiral and we will be there. And as far as heroes go, everyone on that station is a hero for having endured the plague that has followed us for the last 1,000 years. Let's just hope that they don't all spontaneously combust from the excitement we are bringing."

    The Admiral continued to the Grid and we were soon given coordinates for an area to park the fleet. As each warship was secured the men aboard were transported onto the Grid. News was beginning to spread and the people listened, mostly in disbelief.

    I took the Swift and landed in Alpha bay. The usual bustle of dock workers was already showing signs of the news. Incoming ships were being asked to remain in a holding pattern while departing ships attempted to hold onto their current spots. I had no doubt that a handful of dedicated workers would miss out on the initial celebrations as their jobs were critical to the continued operation of the Grid, but the Milgari wars were over, celebrations would not be short lived.

    After landing I was not surprised that the normal militant customs inspectors were nowhere to be found. They were some of the first to receive the good news and had immediately abandoned their posts to be with their families. While such an offense would normally constitute an immediate firing, these circumstances were anything but ordinary.

    Doris met me in the hallway as I walked towards her office. "Sir, is it true? The Milgari? Defeated?"

    I placed my left hand on Doris' shoulder as we walked. "The Milgari have been released from the Torrian drug and are no longer a threat to our existence. I'll fill you in after you tell me where I can find Ashley Elizabeth."

    Doris stopped. "I thought you might be looking for her Sir. She is away on a trip at the moment. She's not expected back for a week I'm afraid. Sorry to be the bearer of bad news Sir."

    I put my arm around Doris' other shoulder. "Well then Doris, looks like we are headed to Jasper's for a drink. Does that sound like something you would be interested in?  It is true. The war is over."

    Doris continued to walk with her jaw dropped. The hallways were soon filled with commotion. Discussions were taking place as the news spread. Again, the first reaction by most was one of disbelief. We turned into Jasper's and sat down at a booth. On the large monitors that hung from the ceilings the Presidential podium was being prepared for a speech.

    The President soon appeared. "I'll begin with the initial reports that everyone has been hearing about the Milgari wars."

    The President paused for effect. "The news is true. The wars are over!"

    The President smiled and shook hands with a number of aides and fellow politicians that had joined him at the podium. The crowd around him got loud as hugs abounded and cheers rang out.

    The President returned to the microphone and raised his hands. "Now... let's settle down people. Before we begin our celebrations, it has been brought to my attention that a number of critical worker positions have been abandoned."

    "I understand that this is probably the biggest news we will receive in our lifetimes, but we will all be living here tomorrow and the day after. I am going to ask those people who have left from those critical jobs early to please return as we are all counting on your continued service. I will also ask that managers set up a shift rotation over the coming days to allow all to participate in this monumental event."

    "As this week progresses, we will have official celebrations in every section that can be attended by all. This will be a time to be cherished by everyone, a time that will be written into our history books."

    The President continued his speech for nearly an hour. During that time the Admiral was mentioned only once and the Nation of Defiant not at all. I was sure the Admiral had given an initial briefing to the President and to the other top politicians and military leaders, but I had to wonder about his motives when leaving out a most important fact. We had been the ones who risked and sacrificed our lives. I wasn't in need of praise for myself, but the Colonel's men were certainly deserving.

    I spoke to Doris as I sipped on a cocktail. "Wow. I think we just got a stiff-arm from President McKinzey. Not even an honorable mention. The Colonel is no glory hound, but this has to smart. We lost a lot of patriots out there."

    Doris replied, "I had the same thoughts as he was talking. If all be told Sir, I think McKinzey has a few shady connections of his own. I can show you the files we have on him. Given his position, he is a hard man to keep tabs on for obvious reasons. While he hasn't had any direct contact with any of the known spies here on the Grid, he has a number of advisors that have secondary ties. I'll have the Colonel's team spin up on all that if you like. They are good at pulling out details and piecing them together."

    I responded, "I think that might be a good idea Doris. We may be done with the Milgari and the Torrians, but the Durians could easily pick up the slack. And with the way that speech went down, I think we might want to start obfuscating Martool mining and its assets. I want the Colonel's researchers moved elsewhere and working for a different company."

    Doris replied, "They are already three layers of companies away from Martool Don. Their funding and everything about them has no tie to my operation other than the files I have in my possession. I will begin a purge of those immediately if you feel it necessary. The Colonel's men are set up as six small shell companies that all have different parent businesses on Omrin. Our Omrin connections are well paid so their covers should be sound."

    I turned up my drink and waved to the waitress for another. "Maybe I'm just being paranoid Doris, but the same fools are still in office. I should probably meet up with the Admiral for a debriefing on his talk with the President. Maybe that will put things in perspective. Maybe the President was just being cautious with our identities or something. Maybe I just need a vacation."

    As a precaution I sent Doris on her way to clean her office of any suspicious material. I had also given direction that the research teams remain out of sight and away from any media events. Their work was important and needed to continue, even during the celebrations.

    I headed out in search of the Colonel and Admiral. I was sure they had each watched the speech. I wanted to hear their thoughts on the President not mentioning our existence."

    I walked back to Alpha bay where the remainder of our men were being ferried in for the celebrations. I met Jarrod as he stepped off a shuttle with his crew.

    Jarrod raised his hand as I approached. "Grange! Come have an ale with us!"

    I shook his hand and I stepped in alongside him as he walked. "Would you know where the Colonel or the Admiral has gotten off to?"

    Jarrod responded, "Yes Sir! We are heading right for them. The Admiral secured the Alpha sector mall for a special celebration for us. There will be 187,000 of us crammed into the parade space. Food and beverage are supposed to be provided courtesy of the McKinzey Administration."

    I hesitated before I spoke, "McKinzey? Did you hear his speech?"

    Jarrod replied, "Yeah, we heard it. Wasn't what I would call very thankful. I'm guessing maybe this event is to make up for that or something. Either way, he's a politician so he probably has some angle on working our story into something that favors him and his cronies. Hey, maybe we can get the Colonel to run in his place next election! Hahahaha!"

    Jarrod and the others were in a celebratory mood. I wasn't sure why I was uncomfortable with the coming special event, but I was. As we approached the entryway to the mall I stopped.

    I put my hand on Jarrod's shoulder. "Hey, I'll catch up with you later. I think I'll head over to the shooting range and see if Jeb's cousin Duane is coming over here. He should be a part of this too."

    Jarrod nodded as he turned and proceeded through the entranceway. As I walked down the hall towards the shooting range I happened to glance through an open doorway as a soldier was pulling it shut. The room was filled with Grid soldiers wearing combat gear. My first thoughts were they were preparing for a celebration of their own, but the fact that they were in full gear was pecking away at my brain. By the time I reached the shooting range I was on edge.

    Duane was coming out as I approached. "Hey Mr. Grange! That is awesome news you brought back! Are you going to the party? It's just back the way you came at Alpha mall. I hear the parade ground is filling up with Colonel Harper's and the Admiral's men. I've partied with the Gray Ghouls a few times. They are a riot."

    I replied, "I don't know Duane. I've just had a bad feeling about everything since McKinzey's speech. I think I'll hang back for a bit. I was kind of hoping the range was still open. I could use firing off a few rounds to calm my nerves or whatever this feeling is that's taken a hold of me."

    Duane held out the keys. "Yeah, that McKinzey can be a tool. Not sure how he got re-elected last time. Here are the keys. Have at it Sir. You know where everything is and when you are done, just lock up on your way out!"

    Duane turned and hurried off towards the mall.

    I stepped into the shooting range lobby and locked the door behind me. The lobby was filled with glass cases full of conventional firearms. Shotguns lined a far wall and any number of pistols, rifles and assault weapons filled the cases. There was even a case with grenades, mortars and bazooka rounds. It was evident that they were for display purposes only as nothing was priced to sell.

    I picked an AK from a wall rack and filled a basket with 400 rounds of ammo. I spoke out loud, "OK Grange. Let's take out some of this anxiety on a few targets."

    I stepped into a stall on the range and loaded my weapon. A button was pressed and an auto-target of a Milgari silhouette was raised at 25 meters distance. I took aim.

    Ak!

    Ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Ak-ak-ak!

    It seemed like only minutes had passed when my cache of ammo had been exhausted. I returned to the lobby and picked up a 40 box case that contained 2,000 rounds. It was heavy and the next several hours were spent on raising targets and emptying clips. When my mind had been sufficiently relieved of the uneasy thoughts I was having, I returned to the lobby, cleaned the AK, returned it to its rack and locked the door on my way out.

  


  
    Chapter 3

    


    

    


    

    I stood for several seconds, undecided about what to do before turning back towards the Alpha mall celebration. As I walked slowly along I began to picture some of the events that had transpired over the previous three years.

    I had an image of the Colonel wielding his shotgun and barking out orders to his men. I felt intimidated as I thought of him looking me in the eye and again when he would get that evil grin. I then chuckled as I thought about some of Frig's recent sarcasm. I began to think that maybe I was just being paranoid. We had after all, just ended a war that had been raging for a thousand years.

    My attention was soon averted back to the present time by two Grid soldiers standing in the hallway.

    One of the soldiers spoke, "Sorry Sir. You can't go this way…. Special celebrations going on out in the mall. This area is closed for the time being. You will have to go back the way you came."

    For a moment my mouth wanted to say that I was to be part of the party, but I held my tongue. "Is it true what they are saying about the war?"

    The soldier smiled and leaned forward. "It sure sounds that way Sir. I..."

    The second soldier cleared his throat in an obvious gesture to the first. "Sorry Sir. You will need to leave this area immediately."

    As I began to turn I could hear the sound of combat boots marching in a hurried fashion in the other direction. I made my way back to the shooting range and helped myself to two 9mm pistols and several boxes of ammo. If caught with the weapons I knew I faced certain prison time, but I wasn’t sure that prison time was not already coming my way. By the looks of the troops that were heading towards the mall, I guessed the party might be ending early for the Ghouls.

    My first instinct was to get back to my ship. When I arrived at Alpha bay I breathed a sigh of relief when the Swift came into view. As I began to walk towards it the dock captain stepped in front of me.

    He spoke, "Mr. Grange. You best come with me to the booth."

    As I looked back towards the Swift two armed soldiers walked around from behind her. The Captain closed the door to the deck observation booth behind him.

    Again he spoke, "They have been there for the last hour Mr. Grange. I thought it strange and then I heard there was something going down at Alpha mall. My brother lives just off the main hall and he called me saying there were hundreds and hundreds of armed Grid troopers blocking off the exits. His comm went dead as he was talking."

    I replied, "I think McKinzey is arresting us all. I can only guess that it is some kind of power play on his part. His speech earlier was a beacon that he had something in the works. I’m wishing we had just stayed on our ships."

    The Captain responded, "Hmm. Politicians. I would imagine they will be looking for you soon Sir. I can get you out on a cargo hauler to Amerex in the next 20 minutes if you feel the need to go. I have a niece that is a cargo inspector. She can slip you aboard."

    I thought for a moment before responding. "No. You have already risked enough Jeff. I know I’ve only said thank you before with credits, but this time it’s personal. You are a patriot Jeff… and a friend. If I do need to make my way off the Grid I know where to find you. Until that time I don’t want you to get caught up in whatever this is. And take care Jeff; I wonder if we might soon be wishing we had the Milgari back."

    I slipped out of the dock captain’s observation booth and headed for Doris and the Martool Mining office. As I turned the corner to the hallway I stopped, a squad of Assault Marines were positioned just outside her door. Doris was in handcuffs and was being questioned by what I could only guess were SCore agents that McKinzey had sent her way.

    I hesitated as to what to do next. I had two options. I could return to Alpha bay and enlist Jeff’s help in being smuggled off the Grid or I could make my way to the Colonel’s researchers. I chose the latter.

    I held my head low as I moved through the busy hallways towards our clandestine offices. I had reached the halfway point in my journey when a hand grasped my shoulder. I stopped cold.

    A quiet voice spoke in a low tone. "Mr. Grange. I work for Jeff on the docks. He sent me to give you a message. The packages you would be interested in are being loaded onto shuttles and taken out to transports as we speak. He thought you would want to know Sir."

    I replied, "Packages?"

    The man replied as he released his grip, "Your associates Sir."

    When I turned I only caught a glimpse of a young man disappearing into the crowded hall. I turned and continued my walk I thought about what he had said. My associates, the Colonel, the Ghouls, the Admiral and his men, were all being moved onto transports. The situation was only growing worse.

    As I proceeded I came across a novelty store and ducked inside as two soldiers made their way down the hall towards me. I was in need of a disguise. When I emerged from the shop several minutes later I had a new look. The big plastic glasses with the giant nose and mustache covered my face while a ball-cap with a fake pony-tail hanging out the back covered my head. In my casual clothes I looked like any other dufus who was out celebrating the good news.

    When I arrived at the research offices two of the Colonel’s Marines stood in business suits just inside the door.

    One of the men grabbed me by the arm. "Sorry, this is restricted company area. Only employees are allowed."

    I took off my disguise to which I received a hardy laugh.

    I spoke, "Sorry guys, but we have a big problem. Who is in command here?"

    The Marine pointed towards a door. "Sorry Sir. Your getup has you pegged as a definite Civi. Major Chambers is just through the door. She is the officer of the day."

    When I entered the room the Major came to greet me. "Glad to see you this morning Sir. Things are in a bit of an uproar at the moment. Several of our ops haven’t reported in this morning. They were heading over to the event at the mall to speak with the Colonel."

    I replied, "They won’t be back Major. McKinzey used the event to round up most of our people. I was just told that they were being herded onto shuttles that were taking them to transports. I think McKinzey wants to take our fleet, but I’m only speculating as to his motives."

    The Major replied, "Sir, the President’s advisors that we have been tailing met with a Durian this morning. It was the first one we have seen on the Grid in a while. An operative on the docks clued us in to his arrival; it was in a sealed shipping container Sir. The inspector received a credit transfer of 650 credits to turn his back on it."

    "We almost lost the Durian in the halls with all the commotion. The meeting with the Durian would have gone unseen except for the advisor’s sloppy attempt at slipping away after their meeting. We had already identified him as a Milgari collaborator. It looks like McKinzey may be involved with the Durians Sir. That is not a good development."

    I replied, "Do we have access to the Alpha bay monitors? I would like to know where those transports may be headed and to see what their intentions may be with our fleet."

    The Major waved me over to a console and began to type on the keyboard. "Looks like the bay cameras are off Sir. They don't want anyone seeing what is going on. But I have a little trick up my sleeve and... there. I patched into the video feeds from four of the surrounding businesses, three restaurants and a bar. They all have cameras watching the ships coming and going."

    I took a look at the images the Major had on the screen. "That should be one of the shuttles right there Major. Do we have any way to track the transponder?"

    The Major again typed into the keyboard. "Yes Sir. There are a number of shipping companies that track incoming and outgoing transponders. That shuttle is AX1333 Sir. If the transport they are going to is within range we will know where they are."

    "I'm seeing the transponders of about a dozen transports out there. Eight of them are in the same location. Let's see... AT447 has a 30,000 person capacity. It would appear that ship cluster at 237.41.23 is where our boys are being taken Sir. AT447 is leased by the Grid military."

    I patted the Major on the shoulder. "Thank you Major. At least we know where they are should we need to attempt a rescue."

    I continued, "You have the coordinates of our ships. Can you tell me if any transponders are showing in that area?"

    The Major punched in the location of our ships and replied, "Yes Sir. It looks like we have about 40 Grid military vessels closing on that position. How many people do we have aboard those ships Sir?"

    I sighed as I replied, "None Major. I ordered shutdowns and had all personnel shuttled to the Grid for the celebrations. In retrospect that probably wasn't a good move."

    The Major paused and replied, "We have the link codes for those ships Sir. We could give them orders from here. That is, until someone figures out what is going on. We could give them way-points and turn on the image projectors. If the Grid boys can't see them we might be able to keep them hidden. Worst case we have the final destination be back at Jarhead and the Suppressor."

    I took a half a step back and looked at the Major. "Chambers! That is brilliant! Punch those numbers in now. I don't want McKinzey and his boys getting their hands on our tech, especially if they are tied up with the Durians."

    I turned and called over one of the Admiral's men who had joined our clandestine force. "Rickers. Get me a list of our manpower in these offices. And Major, see if you can get any headcounts on those shuttles. I want to know how many of our people are still on this station. Not everyone was heading to that party on the mall."

    "We might be able to pull in a few more bodies if we can get to them before McKinzey does. The more we have, the better our chances of figuring our way out of this. Most of our meat-grinders are heading out on those shuttles. This is where you thinkers earn your pay!"

    Rickers returned with a headcount of 76 spooks and 47 field agents. Our best guess was that several thousand of our assault troops and pilots were dispersed amongst the population with their families. We would need as many of them as we could round up if we wanted to conduct any type of large scale operation.

    I continued, "And Major. Start breaking your people into planning teams. We need ideas. Drop the surveillance down to about 20% of normal activity and have everyone else in the field rounding up our remaining people. Let's get some plans on the table!"

    The next several hours were spent attempting to bring in every Defiant citizen we could find. Several of our team members dedicated their efforts to looping camera footage of the cameras in the main halls. SCore had access to images from most of the ship. Our boys worked to hide our people moving about. By the time the afternoon ended an additional 89 personnel had been pulled into our offices.

    Lieutenant Whipman spoke, "Sir. SCore has figured out our camera trick. We have been blocked from their systems. We should not bring anyone else to this location. I would suggest taking them somewhere out of the way such as the warehouse space we have in Beta section. We have emergency rations there that would last a hundred people about a month. We have another similar location in Gamma."

    I thanked the Lieutenant and concurred with his recommendation. Any additional personnel would be taken to the Beta warehouse until such time as we had a plan.

    I consulted Whipman, "So, are we stuck in here or are there ways to move around the station without being seen?"

    Whipman replied, "We mapped out the areas where cameras are not available or have been offline for a while. Some sections they don't care about as crimes around them are rare. Kappa is a good example. It is primarily used by the military and they don't especially like being spied upon. So, if a camera goes down in Kappa it stays down. I believe there are only three left working in that section."

    Whipman continued, "We can traverse about 40% of the area on the station without camera risk, but there are still patrols and of course the video monitors displaying the news. I am certain they will make use of the public to try to round people up. I'm curious as to what load of lies they will toss out to raise suspicion."

    Several hours later, just as had been predicted, the images of top Defiant personnel who were unaccounted for began to show on the evening news. Flash bulletins noted that they were wanted for questioning about possible acts of sedition. Our task of winning our freedom had become that much more difficult to accomplish.

     Of our Defender crews Maria Rodriguez was the only other one to make it to the offices. She joined the group I was in, discussing options for what we might do.

    Maria spoke, "OK, we know the fleet has slipped away so, how do we get off this place and back to our ships? We have connections in Alpha bay, but they can't move several hundred people through there. We need to get to our ships. And we will need a ship to do that. If you ask me, we are just burning down hours sitting here. We need to take action!"

    I replied, "Well, maybe we assign a team to take on that task. Maria, we'll make you the lead. Go pull a half-dozen others from the other groups and get to planning how we might take that task on."

    A hand was raised by a Marine Sergeant sitting across the table. "Sir, Diane York. I have another option to consider. What if we take over a critical area of the Grid and use that to bargain our way off of here?"

    York continued, "We could take control of one or more of the hydrogen power plants and trade their safe return for our freedom. There are usually only a dozen or so guards on duty at any plant. I grew up in the main Kappa plant Sir. My father retired from there after 47 years of service. I snuck around in just about every cubbyhole in the place as a kid. I believe I could plan an assault if we can get the latest floor diagrams. I would have a hard time believing they have changed much since then."

    I replied, "Sergeant York? Wasn't there a war hero named that in the archives?"

    York responded, "Yes Sir. My grandfather was a Marine sergeant so I got that story growing up. He was a meat-grinder like me Sir. Lost half of his right leg in the 40th war, but he kept fighting and came home a survivor. Of the 257 crewmen on the destroyer he was assigned to, the Magnificent, only 16 returned. They took down two Milgari cruisers in that battle. I ate those stories up as a kid. Those stories brought me to the Marines Sir."

    I nodded my head in approval. "OK, York. Do as Rodriguez and pick a half-dozen volunteers from the other groups. You have 24 hours for a first draft."

    York stood and saluted. "You won't be disappointed Sir. That plant will be in our hands in a couple days."

    I raised my hand. "Whoa there partner. Just come up with a draft. We will worry about schedule when the time comes; any other ideas of interest?"

    A team was formed and placed in charge of communications and another for sustainability. If we were to be laying low for any period of time we would still have to eat. An additional team was given the task of security.

    Again, I felt lucky to be surrounded by professionals. There were no timid citizens in the nation of Defiant. McKinzey and the Durians had thrown down the gauntlet and the team surrounding me had picked it right up.

  


  
    Chapter 4

    


    

    


    

    McKinzey had used the Grid military to place our Defiant citizens under arrest. Over the week that followed our field agents were only able to manage another 48 rescues. Our associates within SCore had noted that all but 87 of those who had come aboard the Grid after our arrival had been rounded up. Searches for the remaining few were intensifying. After adding up the numbers, only 12 remained hidden and on their own, the other 75 were huddled with us. The people we had rescued were all that we would have to work with.

    Three of our field agents had been assigned to track McKinzey's movements. One returned with news.

    Mars Torres spoke, "Sir. I was able to locate the President's doctor. McKinzey has paid him a visit four times in the last five months. He has some type of chronic condition with his intestines that requires treatment. I don't know if that in itself buys us anything, but it may give us a time and place where we know he will be. One of our SCore operatives handles that scheduling."

    I replied, "That is some fantastic work Mars. I just hope we can put it to use."

    A young Lieutenant then spoke, "What if the President is another Durian infiltrator? Would it do us any good to get a sample of his DNA? Maybe a blood sample from his doctor?"

    Mars replied, "I could work up a profile of the doctor’s office Sir. We are good at getting in and out of places that are locked. Since it is a private office we might just be able to obtain a sample."

    I responded, "Work up a plan to do just that, but don't put yourself at risk over it. If you think we can get in and out of there without issue then let us know."

    Mars replied, "Yes Sir. I will spend a little extra time in that area and see if my contacts can pull up any floor plans or images from within. Sometimes these private doctors have marketing images available for public consumption. Anything that aids us in getting in and out is a plus."

    Mars had his marching orders. It had not occurred to me that McKinzey could be a Durian plant just as Rodney Turk had been. The Admiral Zimmerman imposter had been an impressive actor. I had no doubt that if McKinzey had been grabbed and replaced that the new McKinzey would be equally as highly trained as Rodney Turk. If Mars was able to get a DNA sample, and if McKinzey proved to be an imposter, it would explain a lot about why he had taken the actions he had.

    After having a quick lunch I wandered into a meeting that Sergeant York was having with her team.

    York spoke, "Now listen up people. We have to take down these three guard positions at the same time. I want people ready to roll when the time comes. Study floor plans and run scenarios through your heads a thousand time if that is what it takes to commit this to memory. We move in and hit them hard."

    Diane York turned to face me as I stood in the doorway. "Mr. Grange. We have not discussed what level of force we are going to be using here. These are civilians and much like my Daddy was, they are just innocent bystanders in all this. I will do whatever it is that I am ordered to do Sir. I just ask that you take those thoughts into consideration."

    I replied, "Absolutely, we want minimal damage and injury where possible. Some will resist and if things don't go well, there could be circumstances that we want to avoid. If it comes down to us versus them you each are going to have to make that call on your own, but make every effort to keep harm to a minimum."

    "I have been going over a few possibilities to assist us in keeping these ops non-lethal. Over at the shooting range, Duane had a hand weapon that fired a high voltage dart. It was only good for close range, but the recipient was easily knocked out or incapacitated for a short period of time. I have the keys to the place so I will task one of our field guys to slip in there to see what he can find."

    I continued, "It may not be the optimum weapon, but it has the advantage of being somewhat silent as compared to the conventional weapons we have been using. We will have to see if Jeb had more than just the one that Duane showed off to me."

    The stun guns fired a compressed air dart that had two short-needle electrodes on the front and an ultra-capacitor to store charge in the body. The recipient would receive up to a five second jolt of high voltage. It was essentially a ramped up version of the shock tools we used during interrogation. If a person could be incapacitated for only a few seconds we would be able to hold them at gunpoint from taking any further action.

    As plans continued to firm up, Mars Torres returned with a blood sample from the President’s doctor. Tests had shown conclusively that the DNA was a match with previously archived values. It appeared that McKinzey was just a putz all on his own.

    After numerous team meetings to discuss our options, the first set of plans emerged. Diane York’s team would raid and take control of the main Kappa power plant. A second team would secure a block of slips in the Alpha bay where a shuttle would be made available to take our personnel beyond Grid space. The shuttle team would be dressed as Grid military. Once the shuttle team was in place the power plant raiders would give themselves up.

    False orders would be given to the soldiers involved in the capture and if all went well the captives would be transported to the shuttle and then out to the waiting transports. It was an ambitious plan, but a plan that we could work. During the following day, two additional plans were discussed with the York plan offering the best potential for success.

    A trip to the shooting range revealed that Jeb had four high voltage dart guns packed away in boxes, a single case of 64 darts were found, they only required a charge. The guns and darts were dispersed amongst Sergeant York’s team as assignments were handed out.

    Our field agents were able to land a sizable lot of surplus military uniforms that were slated to be converted to civilian clothes. The materials used had excellent properties for use by those with activity based jobs such as Grid system mechanics. The uniforms would be worn by our team at Alpha bay who would be posing as a military shuttle crew.

    The York team would consist of the 75 members who had come aboard the Grid from our fleet. It was hoped that the Grid personnel involved would be so ecstatic at capturing the 75 fugitives that they would easily hand them over to the imposter shuttle crew. Our comm team had been given the task of making an order appear to come down the chain of command to place the captives into the custody of the shuttle crew. If the plan flopped the remaining research team members would be responsible for coming up with a new solution.

    A time was selected and I stood in front of our teams for a speech. "Well, two weeks of planning has come to this moment. We have attempted to script out every aspect of this mission. Our team assigned to the docks has located a shuttle capable of taking the 75 of us off this station. It has been modified with our ion engine updates, so, if we can make it off of the Grid we can outrun any ships that attempt to follow."

    "Our mission will be to return to the Suppressor, to gather enough ships and men to board and overtake the transports where our men are being held and to head for home."

    I continued, "One thing to keep in mind during our efforts. The people we are going up against are not the enemy. They are our friends, brothers, mothers and cousins.  Some will treat us as if we are the enemy, but we will not be of that same mindset. We are caught in a bad situation and only our best efforts will free us from McKinzey’s grip. If we can follow the scripts in our plans and use our best instincts where needed, we should be on a shuttle heading out of here in a few hours’ time."

    The shuttle team soon departed for Alpha bay as I moved with York’s team towards the power plant. The maps we had been given to avoid the cameras were marked with areas of concern. Field agents would be waiting in those locations to signal if the way was clear. Kappa section was 12 decks below and six kilometers inward towards the center of the Grid. The journey took five hours.

    When we arrived in the Kappa section the hallways were largely clear. Huge, official celebrations had been set up and were taking place in all sections of the station. Our teams were dressed in party attire and would approach each of the four entryways to the power plant as if in a moving party. Once amongst the security personnel the dart guns would be used. I was a member of York's team.

    York spoke in a low voice just before we rounded the final corner to the entryway. "OK, we want to look happy so I want to see all smiles. Timmet and Smith, you will move in behind the guards. When I raise my right hand, hit 'em with the darts. And Marky? Where did you get that shirt? We are supposed to be celebrating, not going to a funeral!"

    York continued, "The rest of us will provide cover as Timmet and Smith pull the guards from view and wrap 'em up. Jones and Barswell will stay at the post until we secure the other guards on our docket. We only get one chance to do this right people, let's make it count!"

    Our group of 18 partiers slowly rounded the corner of the hallway. Smiles and laughs abounded. As we approached the guard station the first of the guards came out of his booth.

    The guard spoke, "Sorry folks, you'll need to keep moving on down the hall. This is a restricted area."

    Jones spoke, "Awe, come on officer! The wars are over! It's time to celebrate!"

     The guard held up his hand and politely declined. "Sorry Ma'am. We will have many chances to celebrate going forward from today, but we do need you to move away from the entryway. The boss says we have to keep the gate clear."

    York spoke, "I tell you what. If you bring your fellow guard out for a group hug, we will move on. We just want everyone to be happy today."

    York smiled. The guard turned and waved his partner out of the booth. After a short explanation the two guards held out their arms in a welcoming gesture. The group moved in around them and York raised her right arm.

    Pfft! Pfft! Zzzz! Zzzz!

    The guards dropped to the floor. Jones and Barswell dragged the stunned guards into the booth and stripped them of their uniform shirts and hats. Moments later two guards were again stationed at the booth.

    York spoke, "Let's move people. We have a schedule to keep. We should see the next two guards on patrol and the third should be sitting in their break room having his lunch."

    As predicted, the next two guards were found patrolling the otherwise extremely quiet power station. Their years of service without incident had made them sloppy, unprepared and predictable, the exact traits that would allow alien infiltrators to take over the power plant and shut down the energy generation needs of Kappa and its two adjoining sections.

    When we arrived at the main security station the guard at lunch was sitting at a table eating. York walked into the room.

    The guard looked up. "Hey. You can't be..."

    Pfft! Zzzz!

    The guard fell forward onto the table and then backward onto the floor. His body convulsed as the high voltage jumped through him to a ground source. The power plant was ours.

    Each team had a comm bracelet that our comm team had provided. Our conversations were hidden and secure from the monitoring equipment on the Grid. It was an advantage that we would do our best to make use of.

    York spoke to the other teams, "Raven's gate is secure. What's our status?"

    A voice replied, "This is Halsey gate. We are locking down the entryway as we speak. Give us three minutes and Halsey will be closed to all."

    A second voice replied, "Jessup gate is locked and secured. We are ready for phase two."

    The comm was silent for several seconds before the final team responded. "This is Jefferson gate. The final guard has been subdued. Montcrief took a club to the head. She has a knot forming, but she will be OK. Gate should be secure and locked in two minutes. I will signal when we are complete.

    York again pressed the button on her comm link. "Madison. How are we looking for our transportation?"

    Madison replied, "It was a cakewalk Ma'am. We have the papers that look authentic and a have a tap into the official desk where calls would be made. Any call originating from this bay will be intercepted and the answers given that make us look legit. If you are secure we are ready for phase two."

    York replied, "Roger that Madison. Hold tight. The real fun is about to begin."

    When the last steel piston set the Raven's gate blast door York picked up the comm in the guard booth.

    York spoke, "This is Gunnery Sergeant Diane York of the Defiant Defense Force. We are in control of the main Kappa power station. We need to talk to someone in charge."

    The voice on the comm replied, "Uh. Who... hold on a sec."

    After several seconds a another voice came on the comm. This is Kenny Dewill. I'm the shift security manager. What did you say about Kappa power?"

    York replied, "I said we are in control of the power station. You Sir, need to pass this information up the chain of command as quickly as you can. We have demands or we start shutting down power for three sections."

    Kenny Dewill replied, "I will pass that information along."

    The comm was quiet for nearly a minute before the next voice was heard.

    An older man spoke, "This is Colonel Hodges with the Grid military. Miss York, I would advise that you turn yourself in immediately before things go too far. How are our personnel? There were 14 members of the security stationed there. Is anyone in need of attention?"

    York responded, "Your people are fine Colonel. Let's not waste each other’s’ time. We want a ship with enough supplies to last 75 people for three months. We want off the Grid Colonel. Make that happens and you get your power station back intact, along with your personnel."

    York continued, "You have 15 minutes to meet that demand or we start shutting down generators. If we reach the final one and our demands have still not been met, those same generators will be taken offline in a most permanent manner."

    The Colonel responded, "York. You and I both know that 15 minutes is not enough time to put something like this in play."

    York fired back, "You call McKinzey and make this happen Colonel. If you think you need more time that is your problem not ours. On my mark you will have precisely 15 minutes before we start shutting things down. I have faith in you Colonel. Make it happen."

    The comm went silent for ten minutes as the Colonel moved his men into position outside the power station. McKinzey's chief aide buzzed us on the comm.

    York answered, "I hope this is good news."

    The aide replied, "This is Giles Rement. I am a direct aide of the President. He has authorized me to negotiate Sergeant, but I need more time as a sign of good faith."

    York responded, "Sorry Sir. We set the rules. You have four minutes and 19 seconds to give us good news. In about three minutes we will begin the shutdown process for the first generator. Time is wasting Mr. Rement."

    The aide replied, "Miss York, your fellow... Defiant soldiers are our guests. I apologize if word was not given as to our intentions early on. Many of the President's political foes wanted your countrymen arrested and charged with sedition. We are attempting to end all of this peacefully so that you can return here to the Grid or go wherever it is that you prefer. We are dealing with high strung politicians Sergeant. This is not something that happens in an instant."

    York replied, "Hmm. Sounds like you are in a bit of a pickle Mr. Rement. But if I don't shut down that first generator in three minutes, I don't think you will take me seriously. McKinzey may have good intentions, but we want a transport out of here. Your politicians can then debate what it is they want to do and why."

    The aide was silent for several seconds. "Miss York. The President would like to speak with you."

    York responded, "Finally. A decision maker. Put him on Mr. Rement."

    President McKinzey spoke, "Sergeant. First I would like to thank you for your service to the Grid directly and then for your assistance in defeating the Milgari. I know it isn't much at this time, but I wanted to offer it anyway. Second. As Mr. Rement said... your fellow Defiant soldiers are not under arrest. They were taken off Grid in an attempt to keep them out of the hands of my political opponents."

    McKinzey continued, "I know it may not mean much to you Sergeant, but I give my word that you and your people will be offered the same courtesy and assistance that we have extended to the others. We are on your side Miss York. Let's end this peacefully. I know you don't want to risk the lives of anyone involved."

    The comm sat silent for nearly a minute.

    York responded, "Mr. President. We are willing to give up if you will keep your word and take us directly to the others. We don't want to be interrogated, we don't want any delays, we just want to be together with our people. If you can guarantee us immediate passage, we will come out."

    McKinzey replied immediately, "Consider it done Miss York. You have my word."

    York closed the comm and turned with a smile. "They took the bait. You just have to know who to talk to.  Rodriguez, signal the others that we will be coming their way."

    York pressed the button on her comm bracelet. This is York, bring 'em in. We are headed to the shuttle."

    The comm button was released. "Jones, gather the dart guns when they get here. I have a special hiding place here in the power station for them. It was my hideaway as a kid when my father was on duty. I would rather they not know how we disabled the guards so that option to use them stays open in the future."

    When the 75 Defiant citizens had gathered, and the dart guns had been sufficiently hidden, the blast doors to Raven gate were unsealed and opened. The Defiant teams came out peacefully.

    An instant rush of soldiers moved in, corralling the group and forcing us into two single file lines.

    A Major in charge spoke, "Listen up! We are headed to Alpha bay. Just keep moving. And no talking! We just want to take you to be transported to the others. Make it easy on us and we'll make it easy on you."

    The march was seven kilometers distance. It was an easy stroll for the physically fit retired Marines in our group and the active duty Grid Military soldiers escorting us.

    Just before reaching Alpha bay the Major received new orders. "Yes Sir. We will take them there immediately Sir."

    The Major turned towards York. "Sergeant, they have a shuttle waiting for you on Alpha deck D. I know it's not the standard military deck for Alpha, but I have been instructed that a shuttle is there and ready to move you out to the others. I just wanted to let you know so you could let your people know."

    York responded, "Thank you Major. We will follow your direction."

    When we reached deck D a new contingent of soldiers was there to greet us. I resisted the urge to smile when I noticed several familiar faces. We were quickly loaded onto the shuttle and given clearance to launch. In less than a minute the shuttle was exiting Alpha bay and into open space.

    The shuttle accelerated towards the transports where the others were being held. Within minutes we were out of range of the giant ion blasters of the Grid and our course was altered.

    A voice cam over the comm. "Shuttle AN6678, this is Alpha bay command. What reason do you have for the course correction?"

    No response was given. The Grid command repeated the hail and military vessels were soon dispatched towards our position. I gave the order and our modified ion drives were put to use. We were soon out of Grid space and our heading was again altered. We would swing through the Fasture nebula and then return to Jarhead and the Suppressor. Our plan had worked to perfection!
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    On the ride home York spoke, "Sir. I am having trouble believing they fell right into our plan. I would have thought they would at least be looking to single you out. I am thinking luck had a big part to play there today Sir."

    I replied, "Chalk it up to planning. We were looking to get a quick escort to the shuttle bay and we got one. I’m sure at the time the commanders were ecstatic that it all ended without gun-play or damage to people or property. You know they are scratching their heads about now. Wondering what just happened."

    York responded, "Now that we are away from the Grid, what are the plans from here Sir?"

    I replied, "I’m hoping that when we get back to the Suppressor our fleet will be waiting there for us. I think we man it as best we can and come back to free the others. The Grid fleet should be vulnerable to Yacabucci’s ion field. If we can hold them in place for a short time we can take over the transports they are housed on and leave."

    "I wish we had the Colonel and his staff here to help plan this. They are good at covering those little details that make an operation run smoothly."

    York replied, "We have at least a week to plan Sir. I’m sure we can cover what’s needed. The guards on those transports are not likely to be combat vets. If we take away their blaster capabilities the physical take-down should be no problem."

    There was no question about York’s confidence in carrying out any plan we would come up with. She was just one of those people who would step up and do whatever it took to succeed. For York, failure was not an option.

     Once back on the Suppressor I called for a meeting of all senior personnel.

    When everyone had assembled, I spoke, "The Grid has three large transports holding our men. They sit just outside of the range of the guns on this station. We want to get our people back. So, we need a plan. And above all, keep in mind that these captors are our fellow Humans. They believe they are following the orders of a President who is doing the right thing. We know different, but they are still innocents in this affair and we need to do everything we can to ensure that we do not cause them harm."

    "I have asked York and Rodriguez to join this planning team as I trust their judgment.  We have 25 people in this room. I want five teams of five. I want to see plans that have contingency plans and I want those contingency plans to have contingency plans. Map everything out with times, places and enough personnel and equipment to overwhelm and overtake any opposition. I want to see plans that offer a high degree of certainty of success. Let’s get planning people!"

    Five phases for a planned rescue attempt quickly emerged. Ingress with ships from the Suppressor, disable the local Grid ships guarding the transports, disable the main Grid fleet from interceding, take control of the transports and finally egress.

    Each team was assigned a phase of the plan. After several hours the phase planning was rotated to the next team for a fresh new perspective. When all phases had been covered by each of the teams a consolidation effort began. When a final overall draft plan emerged I sent each team away to contemplate and discuss its merits and shortfalls. After two such rounds of consolidation I declared the plan complete and sent everyone off to tend to their other duties.

    George joined me in my office. "I hope you realize that the Grid military will be expecting a raid. If at all possible you might try to gather more Intel before setting things in motion that can’t be stopped."

    I replied, "That exact issue has been bothering me for days. I’m sending Rodriguez out in her Defender to sit and spy. She should have two full days of observation before we arrive. If anything stands out we will have to stop and re-plan. She seems to have an eye for trouble. I’m hoping they are being run by politicians rather than trained military minds. It might give us an edge."

    An aide then poked his head into the office. "Sir, sorry to interrupt, but I thought you might want to know. Frig just docked with the Injector. He should be coming this way shortly."

    I replied, "Thank you Mathers."

    I then turned back to George with a concerned look. "I wonder what brought him back. I can’t imagine they have converted every Milgari that is out there. I would have thought that would take months."

    After several minutes of speculative conversation Frig entered the room. "Sir, I received word of the President’s betrayal. I understand there is a mission planned to affect the release of our people. I would like to be a part of that if possible."

    I replied, "I’m sorry you had to cut your little holiday with the Milgari short."

    Frig responded, "It was hardly a holiday Sir. We..."

    I raised my hand. "Just pulling your chain. I'm glad you are back. We are set to leave tomorrow. We will be hitting the transports with half crews on three Raiders while the Slaughter, Slayer and several Defenders attempt to hold any Grid ships in place that might try to intervene.  If we can hit fast and fly those transports out I think we can lose the Grid ships with a run through the Fasture. Those transports will have a tough time, but we will see to it that any Grid ships have an even tougher one."

    Frig responded, "I can pilot the Swift if needed Sir. Wherever I can be used I would like to be of service."

    I thought for a moment. "Is there anything we can do with the Injector? George? Can a knockout spray be delivered with the wormhole generator? I would think it would be no different that the Milgari cure."

    George replied, "I'll see what we can put together for you. Any atomized spray would be local in its effects. Of course, if you could target the bridge that might throw a ship into chaos for a bit. I’ll go and see what I can brew up."

    With that George departed.

    I turned to Frig. "Were you able to free any more Milgari?"

    Frig replied, "We were Sir. We managed to cure more than 15,000 who were garrisoned on two mining planets. They have identified at least another 80,000 who are currently stranded. I left Glimak and the rest of their leadership with enough cure to free several hundred-thousand more. They will have to be careful in how they administer it as those Milgari will be hostile. Most do not know that the Torrians are dead."

    I was glad to have Frig back on the team. His presence would add a level of comfort to a situation that was sure to be highly volatile. The remainder of the day was spent going over the planned raid with Frig. He was eager to be involved.

    The following day we departed for the Grid. We had three Raiders, two cruisers, a destroyer, four Defenders and 18 Hawks in our fleet. I would ride out with Frig and then transfer to a Raider before hostilities would begin.

    I sat on the bridge with Frig. We were alone on the vast cruiser. "Well, you certainly have room on here to roam around if needed. There would normally be a crew of around 800 on one of these. Don’t you get lonely on here by yourself? At least Feta Lunge has his computer core to talk to."

    Frig replied, "Ordinarily I would say yes to that question. I have kept myself quite busy though over the past few weeks. This ship has a thorough database of Milgari, tactics, practices, customs and of course the latest Durian tech that had been installed. It is quite the library Sir. I have several more weeks of material to go through."

    "It contains information on other species as well. Such as, the Dakar are not allowed to have offspring. They must apply to their local government, which in turn must follow quotas passed down from the State. If Feta Lunge decided he wanted a family he would have to give up his ship and computer core. That would not of course be accepted, but that would be the process."

    Frig continued, "After returning planet-side Feta would proceed to a birthing center to receive his new child. The Child would then receive his name and he would be responsible for that child’s care until it reached the equivalent of approximately five years of age. At that time the child would be turned over to the State for education. It would be likely that Feta would never see his prodigy again."

    I replied, "So Dakar get a kid that is not even their own and then have to give them up at age five? I guess that falls in line with their whole community first philosophy. You really don’t have that family unit as an anchor. It seems like it would be a lonely life to me."

    Frig looked at the view-screen in front of us. "Aren’t we all truly alone Sir? Neither of us have had that family unit to fall back on over the last decade. They are gone on to wherever you go to after death. We only have those that are here and now."

    I looked and shook my head. "Oh, I believe you are not fully thinking that statement through. We both have that family foundation that our lives are built upon. We may not be able to converse with our family members physically, but they play a large part in our daily decision making. Take my father for instance. I have not seen him since I was ten, but the wisdom and character he left me with gets put to use every day. I feel for Feta and his people, as that is something they do not have."

    Frig thought for a moment. "I stand corrected Don. I spoke without consideration for my family’s contributions to my character. I may have gone astray for a period of time, but they do remain a considerable force in my life. Looking at the broader picture, I believe that both Humans and Gambits have an advantage over many of the species out there. Natural pairings and the births that follow, along with a tight family structure, offer a foundation for growing Intelligence."

    Frig continued, "If we consider all of the species we have encountered Sir, only two others have a similar family component to their societies. If we look at the timelines of those species we see that they progress at a much faster rate than others. The Dakar have been in space for several thousand years and yet only a thousand years ago the Gambit were living in mud huts. I would place the Intelligence of my species well above that of the Dakar. I believe a large part of that Intelligence growth could be attributed to the family component Sir. Interesting…"

    We continued our discussion for several hours before reaching Grid space. A private comm link was established with Captain Rodriguez.

    I spoke, "Anything to report Maria?"

    Rodriguez replied, "No Sir. I have been sitting here for two days. There has not been a single ship in or out of the area. It kind of makes me a little nervous Sir. You don’t hold a hundred thousand prisoners without some type of activity going on. It almost feels like a trap Sir."

    After a short discussion with my senior people it was decided that we needed to take a look on-board one of the transports. One of our hawk pilots, Brian DeChamps, volunteered his services.

    Brian spoke, "Sir, I can take my Hawk right up to the first of those transports with my image projectors on. If I take a few hours to coast in there I can stop right next to the transport without the others seeing me. So long as they don’t have someone monitoring exterior cameras, I should be able to slip right up to her. I am practiced at boarding craft from the outside Sir. I worked for several years as a hull inspector on the Grid. Inspections took place before docking."

    I replied, "Thanks for the offer Brian. Unless someone has another way I think that is what we will go with. Land your Hawk in the hold of the Slaughter and have the Intel guys there go over the floor-plan of that transport. When you make it in you will need to know where to look. Set the self-destruct of your Hawk before you go in just in case you are captured. We still have to be careful with our tech."

    The plans were put in place and Brian DeChamps was schooled on the interior of the transport. He would drift unseen for three and a half hours before coming to a quick stop beside the transport. He would then make an extra-vehicular jump to the ship and find his way inside through external hatches. In the event anything was to go wrong he was to broadcast any recorded data and images before being captured.

    From the bridge of the Injector we would attempt to add to DeChamps’ chances. Frig would deploy a tiny wormhole and inject a knockout spray onto the bridge before DeChamps was to arrive. If all went well there would be no one conscious to monitor the external cameras. DeChamps would become momentarily visible as he came to a stop. After a final briefing the plan was put into motion.

    As DeChamps approached the transport Frig spoke, "Sir. I’m bringing the wormhole online now… established. The injector is prepared. Cargo has been delivered. We can listen to any sound waves emanating from their bridge Sir while the wormhole remains open. It might tell us if the spray is effective."

    Frig continued, "Audio is online."

    A voice from the bridge of the transport could be heard. "We’ve been sitting here for a week. They aren’t coming."

    A second voice replied, "Well, at least we won’t be getting shot at. I don’t like my chances sitting in this unshielded people hauler. I would rather be on something with a little bit of armor on it."

    The first voice responded, "I have two more weeks of this duty. Got a new girl waiting back in Gamma. Just want this to be over."

    The second voice replied with a yawn. "Yeah, doesn’t get much more boring than this. When I was first assigned I thought ‘action baby’. But it’s no different than any other duty I’ve seen."

    The thud of a body could be heard hitting the floor followed by another. The last remaining groggy sounding voices were soon silent. The bridge of the transport was asleep.

    DeChamps pulled up to the transport, exited through the hatch and jet-packed his way to the transport’s bridge maintenance hatch. He quickly disappeared into the transport, leaving us waiting for information. Several minutes passed without word.

    DeChamps spoke, "It’s a trap! Cargo and passenger areas are full of soldiers! I’m… got a few blasters aimed at me. Going for the hatch!"

    Pfft! Zzzzp! Pffft Zzzp! Pfft! Zzzzp! Pffft Zzzp!

    DeChamps' comm went silent. Less than a minute passed before his Hawk powered up and moved away from the transport. When it reached a safe distance the self-destruct was detonated. The Hawk exploded, leaving little more than millions of tiny bits of debris.

    What happened next was not expected. Two Durian cruisers uncloaked and began deep scanning the area.

    I gave the order. "All ships pull back quietly. Make immediate headway to the Fasture. If you get captured you all know the drill. DeChamps just showed us what we have to do to protect each other."

    As our tiny fleet headed towards the Fasture nebula I had Frig take the Injector closer to the Grid. If the Durians were now deeply involved with McKinzey a takeover of our home was not far behind. I again wondered if McKinzey was a Durian plant.

    I spoke, "We need to talk to our team on the Grid. I want to know if they were able to draw a sample of McKinzey's blood for a DNA comparison. If the Durians are already here the Dakar and Prassi cannot be far behind. We just need a way to get on there without being noticed."

    Frig replied, "I want to try an experiment Sir. It will take a short time to set up. I have the exact coordinates of our team offices on the Grid. I will attempt to open a wormhole to that location and then to establish a comm link through the wormhole. If successful, we will have a comm link that appears to originate from the Grid instead of from our ship. I can heavily encrypt the signal and set the power extremely low so that snoopers on the Grid will not have access."

    I responded, "That is an excellent idea my friend. If this works we will have to figure out a way to make use of it from on-board the Suppressor. Imagine instant comm with our guys on the Grid whenever we need it. We could then work on expanding it to our fleets. We know the exact coordinates of the Suppressor. With this ship you could open a wormhole from anywhere and communicate in real time."

    Frig thought for a moment. "Hmm. The Suppressor is in orbit around Jarhead Sir. I would not be able to open a reliable link to her while she is in motion. We could however, set a stationary satellite to act as a fixed link. From that point our only limitation will be the length of time a wormhole is open."

    Frig got to work on a wormhole comm link while I contemplated the existence of the Durian ships. If McKinzey was working for the Durians the entire security of the Grid was in jeopardy. I wondered how the fact that alien warships were being allowed in Grid space was flying with Grid Command. The Milgari threat was over, but that was hardly reason to allow another military access to our space. It was my opinion that perhaps our freedom was at more of a risk now than ever before. Perhaps our biggest enemy was the one coming from within.
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    Frig spoke, "Sir, I believe our comm test is ready. I will attempt to open the wormhole at an elevation in the main office where it will not put life at risk. If someone were to accidentally walk into the hole while it is open it would be catastrophic for them. Imagine a small portion of your body being transported elsewhere while the remainder stays where it is."

    I paced about the bridge. "Do what you can to make it safe. We need to let them know what's going on out here and if they have any ideas as to where our people were moved to. If they have been moved off Grid and are in the custody of the Durians we are in trouble."

    I stopped and quickly turned. "Open that link! If the Durians have our people they already know the location of the Suppressor! They might be sitting out there right now!"

    Frig replied, "Coming online in three... two... one.... Link established Sir."

    I opened a comm channel. "This is Grange! Who is the officer of the deck today? We have a bad situation brewing here!"

    Major Pam Howler responded, "That would be me Sir. Is this a secure access Sir? Our equipment says it is originating here or nearby."

    I replied, "I don't have time to explain Howler. This is what we have going on. Our troops are not being held on the transports. They are a trap, a trap that was setup by the Durians. I think McKinzey is working with them. We need several things from you Howler. We need McKinzey's DNA. We need to know where they might be holding our troops and we need to know what activities the Durians may be planning right there on the Grid!"

    Howler responded, "The DNA grab is in the works Sir. I will see if there is any way to speed that up. The Durian ships are indeed a bad sign. We have been picking up some comms that are going off Grid, but we have been unable to determine who was on the other end. And as far as our men go, everything we have says they were taken onto shuttles and flown out of here."

    I replied, "Could they have been brought back aboard? Can you analyze the shuttle traffic to see if anything unusual shows up since they were taken away?"

    Howler replied, "Can do Sir. We should have an analysis of that data within the hour. As long as the shuttle logs were not erased or tampered with, we should be able to track their movements. Harmon! Borrick! Get on that shuttle traffic immediately!"

    Before I could respond the wormhole collapsed and the comm went silent.

    Frig spoke, "Recharging wells Sir. We should be able to re-establish that link in another 24 seconds."

    Once my comm channel was again online I gave further instruction to Major Howler. Finding our people was a top priority. I again began to pace the bridge of the Injector.

    I turned to Frig and spoke, "What are the chances that you can establish a comm to the Suppressor? I want to get word to them that every ship should be moved to the Fasture and parked there, including the Suppressor. If we have to abandon equipment then have it destroyed before they go."

    "We cannot risk having anything fall into the Durians hands or any advantage that we may currently enjoy would become a liability. I don't want to make decisions based on bad Intel. We would get eaten alive if we went into battle without our tech."

    I continued, "Frig, if our comm will work going through that wormhole, what about our sensors? Could we open a hole and make use of our sensors through there?"

    Frig replied, "Are you suggesting doing a deep scan through the wormhole Sir? If so, I would have to say no. We would not have time. But we could achieve a partial scan. And it in turn would reveal a significant amount of data."

    I replied, "OK. Here is what I want. Open a wormhole to the area surrounding the Suppressor and Jarhead. It doesn't have to be exact, just in open space. Do what scanning you can and tell me what the area looks like. If we see anything unusual, anything at all out of the ordinary, I want to know."

    Frig tilted his head slightly and replied, "Could we not establish the same with a comm to the Suppressor Sir?"

    I responded, "If the Durians already have control I don't want them to know that we might be on to them. If everything looks good we make that comm link. If anything looks out of whack, we go with the assumption that the Durians are already there. Let's just hope McKinzey was the one initially in charge of this operation and that the Durians were new to the scene. If that is the case our people can still make a run for the Fasture."

    Frig replied, "If we are moving our base Sir. Those automated docks will have to be destroyed. We will not be able to produce any more ships."

    I nodded. "I know. McKinzey has screwed us in the worst way. Our whole operation is in jeopardy. I just hope we catch a break here. The survival of our freedom is going to be counting on it."

    Several minutes later Frig spoke, "Sir, the scans show activity as normal around Jarhead. I am initiating another portal for a comm link. A connection has been established Sir."

    I got on the comm. "This is Grange. I have an immediate order for evacuation of all ships. We expect the Durians to be closing on that position at any time. Anything that cannot be immediately moved should be destroyed. This is an emergency move and needs to happen right now! And patch me through to George, Rita and Gy."

    Several seconds passed before the others answered. "This is George Don. What is happening?"

    I replied, "We are certain the Durians know of your position and will be there at almost any time. You need to destroy everything that can’t be moved and get out of there while you can. If the Durians arrive before you leave our whole operation is over. Don’t waste time packing or trying to salvage anything. If it can’t fly immediately, just burn it!"

    The comm link ended as the wormhole collapsed. I rubbed the sides of my head as I began to pace the deck. It would now be some time before I knew if the others would reach safety in the Fasture. Opening new comms while they were trying to flee would only slow things down. Coordinates to a rendezvous location in the Fasture had been passed during the comm. It would be days before I would know if the escape was a success.

    I stopped my pacing and spoke, "Frig. Can you open wormholes in a line heading away from the Suppressor going towards the Grid and perform scans? I want to know if the Durians are headed that way. Would there be enough time for the scan to catch them if they were passing nearby?"

    Frig replied, "Entering coordinates for a block of scans along a trajectory heading back towards the Grid. We should have the first scan results in 48 seconds Sir. I will need approximately 16 minutes to determine if the Durians are heading towards the Suppressor. But you do realize Sir, that if they are traveling in a cloaked condition, we will not be able to detect them. Just as we saw back at Dakamus, they can go dark whenever they desire."

    I replied, "Just make it so Frig. I’m going to be on edge until I know everyone is out of there."

    The waiting game was torture. I continued to pace as Frig verified that there were no signs of the Durians approaching Jarhead from the Grid. A new partial scan of the area revealed that 60% of our ships had departed.

    The great automated construction docks we had worked so hard to acquire and configure were now on their way towards the star in the Jarhead system. They would burn into oblivion before our enemies could put them to use against us. Once assembled, they had become too large to transport elsewhere.

    When the last of our ships had left the Jarhead system I turned to Frig. "Let’s head out to their location. If we need to talk with our team on the Grid we can do it from there with the wormhole. Since we are on the subject, have you had any time to try to expand the portal capacity? Can we make it larger?"

    Frig replied, "At this time it would require more power or a larger antenna array. I was thinking of possibly converting two of the empty cargo bays on the Suppressor for just such an experiment. One bay would be filled with generators while the other housed a massive antenna structure."

    I responded, "Do we have any idea of the size of the hole we could produce? Can we fly a Hawk through it?"

    Frig shook his head, "I am sorry Sir. We are still far from a portal of that size. With our current understanding we may be able to fire a blaster from a Hawk or Defender through it, but that would be the limit. I am also not sure if sending raw power through it would actually work. It is possible that something that strong may cause the hole to collapse prematurely. The portal we are able to open now remains relatively unstable Sir."

    I continued my pacing as I spoke, "If we are going to build this thing we also have the issue of payment for generators and antennae as well as keeping our operations going. Our cache of jewels is down on Jarhead in that hardened bunker. I’m not sure what kind of stash we have readily available on the Suppressor. Our credit store on Omrin has already been placed on hold pending claims filed by McKinzey against it. We are going to have to really grease some palms if we want any access to it."

    Frig replied, "Agreed Sir. I believe that is something that George might be able to handle for us. One moment Sir…. The current scan of the system shows that all ships have departed for the Fasture nebula Sir. We should be in the clear."

    I plopped down in a chair with a scowl on my face. "What do we do Frig? McKinzey has us in a bind. A few of us are free, but not enough to do much. I’m beginning to wonder if we need a million-man army to take the Grid back from that traitor."

    Frig was quiet for several seconds. "We do have that army Sir. The Milgari… they have pledged to me repeatedly that they would forever be in my service should I require it."

    I chuckled as a picture rolled through my head of Frig leading a million Milgari into battle. "No, as good as that sounds it is not an option. These are our people on the Grid. If we turn it into a battleground, we are the ones who would lose. I don't want to risk all those innocent Humans who probably don’t even know what it is they are caught up in. We need a way to neutralize the opposition without having to fight against our own. If we were to attack with Milgari forces we would be the ones branded as traitors."

    Back in the Fasture I sat in my office with a view-screen in front of me. I perused the final terraforming pictures that had been uploaded to the Suppressor from Jarhead. We were only a year away from completion of the major earth moving projects where a massive tree planting campaign would begin.

    The immense storms that played mayhem with the planet’s surface had largely subsided. The weather was slowly changing to habitable seasonal patterns. The vast expanses of naturally irrigated crop fields lay ready for plantings, plantings that would no longer happen.

    We had abandoned our potential new home due to the threat of the Durians. Our giant, robotic terraforming platforms sat idle. Without the manpower required to guide them, we had been forced to bury them deep under Jarhead's surface. Our vast underground bunkers of stolen jewels and other resources lay hidden from above, but unusable for our purposes.

    We were a fleet without a home. Our base was a giant converted ore hauler, our supplies were limited. I let out a long sigh as I looked at the images. Frig came through the door holding a bottle.

    I spoke, "What’s with the booze? Are we drowning in our sorrows today?"

    Frig sat, poured a glass of the Omrin whiskey and pushed it in front of me. "No need to drown Sir. Consider this a sort of celebration. I believe I may have a breakthrough with the wormhole generator Sir."

    I sat up in my chair. "What kind of breakthrough are we talking about? Are we talking big or are we talking really big?"

    Frig poured a smaller glass of his own and held it up. "Think smaller Sir. Perhaps moderate by your desires, but substantial from where we are. I have been over the calculations numerous times. From two bays of this ship, one containing generators and the other antennae, I believe we can open a 25 centimeter diameter portal Sir, a portal large enough to pass this bottle through to someone on the other side."

    I sat my glass down. "That is fantastic! We can now start up that booze smuggling operation with our people on the Grid! Soon, we will have everyone there drunk as a skunk and we can then just waltz right in!"

    Frig sat silent for several seconds. "I have to assume that a skunk is a Human rogue, or perhaps an animal from the Archives for that statement to make sense Sir. Sarcasm aside, what this means is that we can now transfer physical objects to wherever we desire."

    I stood and waved my now half empty glass around as I walked my office. "OK. So, we can send supplies maybe? Unless you tell me that I can stroll through one of those portals I just don’t see the significance of it yet."

    After gulping down his glass of whiskey Frig winced and replied, "You have to think in a bit more unconventional terms Sir. Imagine this… McKinzey walks into a room, surrounded by his bodyguards. His eyes are drawn to the corner of the room as a strange light appears and a small round window to elsewhere pops into existence. Those same eyes widen as one of Jeb’s hand grenades drops out of it onto the floor in front of him."

    Frig hesitated for a moment. "Think of the portal as a tool Sir, a tool that can be used for almost any situation. We only need to determine what that use is. Perhaps if you finished your booze Sir, it would clear your mind."

    Frig had put me in my place as usual. The remainder of the afternoon was spent talking about our potential uses for a 25 centimeter portal. With enough thought and planning the portal could prove invaluable. But there remained two enormous hurdles for us to still overcome. Where would we obtain the 40,000 generators needed to supply its power and where would we obtain the materials needed to construct the giant antennae? George would have much to do in the coming months.
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    After landing at Omrin, George got to work with his manufacturing contacts. Factories on Omrin were capable of turning out 2,000 standard ion generators a month. It was a pace far below what was needed. I sat beside George at a table in the office of Goran Harm. He commanded the largest manufacturing facility on Omrin.

    George spoke, "Goran, we need the power equivalent of 40,000 standard generators. What are our options?"

    Goran replied, "Hmmm, 40,000. That is enough to power a city the size of our capital here. As always, I will not inquire as to your end use. Have you considered a base generator? I can show you the one we have here powering this factory. It will provide you with 212 times the power of a standard. While it is substantially more expensive than a standard, the cost per SGU (Standard Generation Unit) will be less due to the economies of scale."

    George leaned on the table with his elbows. "What are your production capabilities for these?"

    Goran thought for a moment. "We only build one or two a month at present. That is all we have demand for. It is being constructed on our newest factory line. I believe we could ramp production up rather quickly to 24 base units per month with a signed contract and substantial down payment. Would eight months be a satisfactory timeframe for manufacturing?"

    George pulled back. "We have a need that is as soon as possible."

    Goran’s assistant leaned in and whispered to his boss. Goran stood and spoke, "Come with me. I would like to show you some of our current research."

    We followed Goran and his assistant down a long hallway that eventually led to his research facilities. We stood in a control room with a glass wall as a number of scientists milled about doing various tasks on the other side.

    Goran pressed a button on a mic. "Attention. I have a special guest with me today that I would like to demonstrate the ion pulse-flex generation experiment to. Please cease all activities and focus on this demonstration. If all goes well we may have a partner who will assist in turning this technology into a viable product."

    Goran turned to us and spoke, "Please have a seat. This will only take a short time to organize and show. I believe you may be pleased with what we may be able to offer."

    I spoke, "May be able to offer? That sounds like you are only in the early stages of development."

    Goran replied, "Yes. That would be a true statement. However, my engineers have the plans for this prototype in place and are eager to build a full size pulse-flex generator. I will say up front, there is a stability issue that we have yet to resolve, but our chief designer feels that once the generator is scaled up that will not be an issue."

    George spoke, "What kind of capacity are we talking about for a single unit?"

    An engineer tapped on the glass and turned back towards a black square module of two meters in height.

    Goran raised his hand. "They are ready. Let us begin."

    Goran gave a wave to a technician standing at a console and various knobs were pushed and buttons pressed. A noticeable vibration could be felt as the generator came online. Goran again raised his hand and the tech turned a knob. The vibration began to grow as the power indicator increased. At 50 SGUs the generator vibration was smooth and steady.

    Goran again raised his hand. The technician hesitated and once again turned the knob to the right. The vibrations increased as the power output moved up to 100 SGUs. I could almost feel my back teeth clattering against each other as the entire research facility shook.

    Goran then looked at the technician. "Mr. Harrif, please apply the pulse-flex signal."

    The technician placed his finger just above a large red button. He appeared apprehensive.

    Goran spoke in a loud voice, "Mr. Harrif! Please apply the pulse-flex signal!"

    Harrif looked out through the glass towards a waiting engineer. The engineer gave a tepid nod to proceed. The red button was pressed and in an instant the power output of the experimental generator ramped up to more than 300 SGUs. Goran turned and smiled.

    He then spoke loudly over the increasing vibrational hum, "Our full scale generator should deliver almost 50 times the power of this prototype! Imagine 15,000 SGUs out of a generator the size of that room!"

    The vibrations continued to grow as the power meter read 14,856 SGUs. I looked over to a very nervous technician and then back at the generation unit. I began to wonder what held it in place.

    Goran spoke, "Gentlemen, let us return to the comfort of my office."

    As I stood and turned towards the door the generator began to buck violently as one of the heavy bolts holding it to the floor gave way. The technicians began to scramble in an attempt to shut the unit down. Scientists and engineers ran for cover as the generator began to separate from its pad. Goran remained calm, escorting us from the room. As the door closed behind me there was a loud boom and the building shook.

    Goran spoke, "Please do not be concerned with the noise. We have had the same stability issue each time we applied the pulse-flex signal."

    I replied, "That generator just tore loose from its moorings. You may have lost people back there!"

    Goran continued with his same calm voice, "Mr. Grange. We risk our lives every day, sometimes just by walking in the street, other times by what we consume. We have yet to lose a worker while conducting these pulse-flex experiments. Please do not concern yourself with our safety standards, we take them very seriously."

    George placed his hand on my shoulder as we walked. "Don’t pay him any mind Goran. He doesn’t have much experience in the manufacturing world."

    George turned towards me. "These are extreme power levels Don. They can be difficult to control."

    After being seated in Goran’s office George spoke, "So, we will need at least three of these scaled up units. How long before they would be ready for pickup?"

    Goran eagerly squirmed in his chair. "There is the important aspect of finance to be discussed. We must negotiate a price."

    George leaned towards Goran’s desk. "We want the Generators Goran. How much do you want and when can we have them?"

    Goran patted his fingers together as he smiled. "We will have to acquire the materials first. Then there is the facility. We will…."

    George raised his voice, "Goran! Give me a price and a date! We need this technology immediately. I will sign whatever confidentiality agreements you want. We will even allow your engineers to come with us to monitor the generators use so that you can benefit from its further development. Give me some numbers!"

    Goran nodded. "Very well Sir. I will draw up the contracts immediately so that the process can begin. I believe we can have your generators ready in 45 days. Payment of course will have to be made in advance."

    George settled back in his chair. "I will see to it that you receive a substantial enough forward of credits to construct the generators Goran. We will be expecting them in precisely 45 days."

    Goran scribbled down a few notes and sent his assistant scurrying away with them.

    Goran spoke, "We will meet the deadline for the three generators. If you have any other needs, please do not hesitate to contact me directly."

    With that our meeting ended. George moved quickly down the hall to the building’s lobby and hailed a local transport. Our next stop was to a large metals and commodity supply business. Frig’s antennas required a precise alloy mixture and manufacturing process. Moog Riovan, had the raw materials and the technological knowhow needed to construct the giant antennas. Moog’s office sat on a tall spire, overlooking his vast boneyards of scrap metal and raw materials.

    As we looked out of the office windows on Moog’s business empire, George spoke, "Moog, we have the need for a large number of very big antennae. I have the specifications here and would like to know when you can get started on their manufacture."

    Moog held up his hands. "Whoa George, let’s chat for a bit. I’m sure business can wait for a few minutes."

    George quickly replied, "Sorry Moog, but we really do not have time. This is a critical need. I would like to know when you might have the antennae in the diagrams ready for pickup."

    Moog apologized and pressed the comm button on his desk. "Krill, please send in Jeop Bool. This is an immediate need so please have him hurry if possible."

    With that Moog looked up at George. "Again… my apologies. I will have Jeop look over your needs after which I should be able to provide you with an answer."

    Jeop Bool soon entered the room. He was tall and lanky for an Omrin. The ridge running across his forehead, just above his eyes, had a bright red glow to it. It was an obvious sign of an Omrin being nervous.

    Moog spoke, "Jeop, please look over the client’s drawings. We need a quick estimate on how long it will take to manufacture these antennae. Take a moment and please offer your best evaluation."

    Jeop fumbled through the papers provided, nodding his head and running his left hand through the thick brown fur on his chest. An awful stench quickly filled the room.

    Jeop looked up with an embarrassed expression on his face. "My apologies."

    Moog spoke, "Jeop. Please take the diagrams into the outer office and review them there."

    The embarrassed engineer quickly left the room. "He is the best engineer I have, but he comes with a psycho/physiological impediment. When he gets nervous he passes gas. If you noticed he was stroking his chest fur, it was an attempt to calm himself."

    I spoke, "I would have to say that was an epic fail. That is an almost toxic smell!"

    George stepped into the conversation. "We are in immediate need of the antennae in question Moog. Expense is not an issue. And we will need 1,200 of these."

    Moog sat up in his chair. "1,200! That is a large array George. I will have to see if I have the materials readily available. I wish you had given some advance notice of your needs."

    George replied, "You and me both Moog. We only learned of this a few days ago, but our need is urgent."

    When Jeop returned Moog hit him up with the 1,200 number. A timeframe of six weeks was settled upon giving us access to the antenna at a time similar to the pulse-flex ion generators.

    As we exited Moog’s business to hail a cab I caught sight of a figure standing in the shadows of an alley across the street. It was a cloaked figure that quickly turned and moved away. I wasn’t sure, but my instincts told me that it was a Durian.

    I grabbed George by the arm as a transport pulled up. "Let’s pay Moog another visit. I think I just saw a Durian and I think he was tailing us. We need a cover story for those antennae for Moog to pass along to anyone who is interested. We’ll tell him to say that it’s for a deep space sensor array we are building. That should send them in a wrong enough direction."

    George replied as we walked back into the building. "If that was a Durian, we will need to leave in another manner. If he makes our ship he could follow us back to the others. We need to leave quickly and quietly before he has a chance to organize."

    The cover story was given to Moog and Jeop. They agreed to only give the phony information up after a struggle, and for a generous amount of compensation. If the Durians wanted the information, the difficulty they would have in obtaining it would at least add to its perceived legitimacy and value.

    Moog spoke, "Follow me. I will take you to my private garage. A company transport will be waiting to take you wherever you like. I will drop a story that you requested to be taken to the main government offices, but the driver dropped you on the street before arrival at the destination. It is not a deep cover, but it should be sufficient to rid you of any tail. I have had dealings with the Durians once several years ago. I do not trust them, or their motives."

    I replied, "Whatever you do, do not allow them on your premises. They will leave micro-bugs everywhere and will know every in and out of your business. Thank you for your assistance today Moog. I will see to it that you receive the means necessary to sniff out their bugs. It may come in handy as they expand their influence in this sector."

    Our transport lifted out of Moog’s garage and made its way towards the main government buildings. Two avenues before our arrival the transport dropped us on the street corner. A new transport was hailed and we made our way back to our hangar at the capital space port. As we approached the entrance to the hangar George spotted two suspicious characters milling about.

    George grabbed my arm and spoke, "Don, come this way. Our hangar is being watched."

    George pulled me to the side, out of view of the hangar entryway.

    I whispered, "If they are with the Durians we may not make it back to the ship."

    George replied, "We will make it back. I have been in and out of this port enough times to know who I can trust and how I can leave quietly. I just need to make a few comm calls."

    George turned and quietly spoke on his comm link. After several minutes a port patrolman came over to the two men and began to question them. They revealed government badges and the patrolman nodded and moved on about his duties.

    George huffed and leaned against a back wall. "Government agents will make this difficult. The people I deal with will not get involved if I am already hot. They have to live here and heat from those agents could make their lives miserable."

    I replied, "How do we get on that ship?"

    George thought for a moment and spoke, "We need a diversion. It may not be an original or inventive idea, but if it gets us on that ship it won’t matter. We need to find two teen Omrins. I will pay them a handsome sum to run to the agents yelling about Humans acting suspiciously in the restroom. If they are like most, they will take the bait and abandon their post. That will be our chance to sneak by."

    I replied, "And if they don’t leave?"

    George smiled, "Then I am out a few hundred credits and we look for another way."

    I pulled out my blaster and George grabbed my hand. "We don’t want to use those. We would never have the chance to pick up our generators or antennae. These are Omrin government agents not Durians. They are merely being used by the Durians to make our lives difficult. We do not want to kill innocents."

    I responded, "Hmm, would have been nice to have one of those dart guns we used to stun the guards with on the Grid."

    George shook his head, "It would be best if we have no interaction with them at all. They will lose interest if we slip away without being questioned about whatever bogus information the Durians fed them. If we interact with them at all, we will be wanted from that point on."

    George was right. We were not in need of a confrontation with the Omrins. We needed the technology we had purchased earlier in the day and we would have to return to retrieve it. George took the initiative and found two willing teen Omrins. We waited as they approached the agents from a different direction and then began yelling to them about the Humans.

    The agents moved away from the entryway, George and I slipped past and boarded the Wren. In less than a minute we were hurdling up through the atmosphere on our way to the Fasture. Our transponder gave out a Marcon code. We would not be followed.
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    In the weeks following our return from Omrin the situation on the Grid took a turn for the worse. Reports from our team told of McKinzey setting up a grand celebration and award ceremony for the military in which all personnel were called in from every ship in the fleet. The end of the Milgari conflicts and the neutralization of the Humans who called themselves the Nation of Defiant, along with detainment of Admiral Zimmerman and his "rogue" force, were all cause for celebration.

    The Grid ships were shut down and every crewman and soldier stationed on them returned to the Grid. Only key personnel would remain in position to counter any potential threat. The Admirals of the Defense Council protested, but assurances were given and under the Grid constitution, orders had to be followed. The personnel who remained were loyal to McKinzey and his misguided cause.

    Communications to Zeta-4 had been taken offline as McKinzey offered a grandiose speech. By the time his speech had concluded, the giant blast doors that separated the Zeta section from the remainder of the Grid had been closed and sealed.

    Once the 876,552 active military personnel and the 1,244,326 veteran retirees were on lockdown, Dakar and Prassi ships, under the leadership of the Durians, surrounded the station. Without a shot from the great ion cannons of the Grid being fired, their troops had come aboard to take control. A handful of skirmishes took place between the invaders and the remaining patriots who were not in attendance, but those patriots were soon overwhelmed and neutralized.

    Humans were now restricted to their quarters unless performing vital tasks. A worker performing agricultural duties was to call for an escort when moving from their quarters to a duty station. Humans without an escort were quickly arrested and jailed. Any attempt to resist was met with a severe beating, which occasionally went too far.

    The more than 600 million Humans were now prisoners on the great station they called home. The scientists who had previously worked to unlock the secrets of the gravity drive were now forced to continue their studies under the direction and control of 350 Durian scientists and engineers. The Durians were intent on having their gravity drive prize.

    Dakar and Prassi soldiers numbered over a million and patrolled every corridor. Random headcount checks at residences were a common happening. The great ion cannons that ringed the station were taken offline and sealed shut. The SCore offices were raided and the remaining agents placed under arrest. Key personnel who had knowledge of critical systems were kept at their stations.

    Comm systems were closed off, except for official occupant use. A single video station remained on the air, its broadcasts limited to instructions and propaganda. McKinzey had turned out to be a Durian imposter. Once complete control had been taken, the imposter who had been trained to be the President, had been placed under house arrest. There would be no governorship of all Humans for him to administer. After realizing how foolish he had been, the imposter McKinzey committed suicide by setting himself and his apartment on fire. It was a fitting end to his traitorous and selfish actions.

    When the word of the lockdown leaked out, our team aboard the Grid sealed off the entryway to their offices. Patrols checking the hallway would only find an unlocked door leading to a largely empty storage room. False, soundproof walls kept our brethren hidden. Stockpiles of food would last months, but replenishment would be needed.

    Morale on the Grid had gone from elation over the end of the Milgari wars, to disbelief and then on to despair. Our defenses were down. Our halls were occupied by the enemy. Our military had been disabled and locked away. There was only one hope for the Grid and that was us, a handful of citizens of Defiant.

    The Durian's motives for keeping mankind alive were unknown. There was speculation that until the secrets of the gravity drive were revealed, we would be kept alive. Others reasoned that the Durians had promised us to the Dakar and Prassi as slave labor. Whatever their reasoning, I was thankful. A tiny crack of opportunity remained in the door of hope. I would do my best to exploit that opportunity.

    I stood in front of our remaining Council of Governance members and spoke, "We are the last hope for our kind! For those of us who are Human this occupation is a bitter pill to swallow. For those who have joined with us it is a major blow to the prospect of a free sector and a free galaxy. Once the Durians have the secret of the Grid’s gravity drive, every world will be conquered and enslaved."

    "The last line of defense has already been breached. We are the scattered few who remain to fight for freedom. It is imperative that we take advantage of the resources we have available to us. We have to try to get back control of the Grid. We need ideas people, ideas that will at least offer hope."

    I continued, "Since we left our home around Jarhead the Durians have had two separate sets of ships enter and scan the area.  We did an excellent job of leaving nothing of value for them to find. Our mission for the coming week will be to send a transport to the surface of Jarhead to recover some of our wealth that is stashed there. It will be needed in the coming months while there is still a free sector surrounding us."

    "I don’t expect that freedom to last long, so we need to take advantage of it while we can. We must establish ourselves for the long haul. We must become self-sustaining. I want two committees, one to focus on our continued existence here on the Suppressor and one to plan for repatriation of the Grid."

    Votes were taken and committees formed. George would lead up our sustainment while I would head up our efforts on the Grid. I envied George as his task would add peace of mind while incrementally improving our lives. My job would come with hard decisions that put lives in jeopardy, but such was sometimes the burden of the leader of a free nation, a task which I had fallen into and openly accepted as my duty.

    Frig stood before our committee. "In a short time we will have available to us a portal onto the Grid. The portal, for the foreseeable future, will remain relatively small and short lived when open. It will provide us with the means to transfer items of approximately 20 centimeters in width or less directly on to or off of the Grid."

    "At the moment, our wormhole technology only allows a microscopic portal to be established. Through this we can communicate, run partial scans, or deliver small amounts of a gas or plasma such as the Milgari cure. With a larger portal we are in need of ideas for making use of this resource. We are asking for anything that might lead us to taking back the grid. I understand that it is a monumental task, but we do not have a choice."

    George spoke first, "I can manufacture quantities of sleep agent. Just tell me how you would like it delivered. We could go canisters or even as the slug for one of our conventional rounds, shoot it at a wall and for anyone around the corner it’s lights-out."

    Jeb added his thoughts, "Our conventionals will fit through there nicely, but they are only effective if the ion power is off. Maybe Gy or Rita could rig us a negative ion bomb that we can use in a confined area."

    Rita spoke, "The NIB is easily scaled down. With a fist sized grenade you could knock out any ion activity for a hundred meters in any direction. The effects would only last a couple minutes tops though. The field fades first from the outer perimeter from where it was detonated and then moves uniformly inward. At that hundred meter mark you will probably only have 15 seconds of downtime."

    I replied, "So, we can get conventional arms on there and we can knock out the power?"

    Gy responded, "Whoa, whoa, whoa. Knocking out power on the Grid may be tricky. That station has all kinds of strange shielding and we don’t yet know how it will react. Just as with the gravity drives, there are a number of subtle technologies that we don’t understand. I would say we should test the effectiveness of the NIBs on there before relying on them."

    Rita spoke, "This is true. Maybe we need access to one of the sealed off sections to run some tests. We would at least not be putting anyone at risk by doing that. Once we start setting off NIBs in the occupied sections there is no telling what we might run into. Such as, anyone reliant on medical implants would find them shut down for what could be several minutes."

    Major Rand Thomas, one of the Colonel’s Intel officers then spoke, "I have an off the wall idea, well, maybe it’s on the wall. If we can open these portals anywhere on the station, we should be able to place sensors in any corridor or hallway we want. Make a small box, painted the same as the walls and place it high up by the ceiling. No one would know it was there."

    I replied, "Don’t we have access to the sensors on the Grid already? I thought you guys had hacked into that system."

    The Major replied, "We have, but there are a number of areas that those sensors don’t reach. Also, I don’t know that we want to be reliant on them. With the Durians on that station those hacks might get shut down at any time. If we can get our own network of sensors running it could give us a big advantage."

    Rita spoke, "We could run them on negative power and a negative comm channel since they are such low power devices. If we fire off a NIB they would continue to broadcast. Also, the detection gear I have used in the past was all standard positive ion based gear. We might be able to run this network without detection. That is a giant guess on my part, but it is possible."

    I replied, "How soon do you think you can have one or more of these sensors ready to test? We could set up a few of them here and organize teams, who don’t have knowledge of them, to go out and try to find them. That would at least give us an indication of their viability."

    Rita replied, "I can have a half dozen boxes ready by tomorrow. If everyone here keeps knowledge of this experiment limited to the people in this room, I’m sure the Major can put together his best team to send out searching for them. Major. Just tell them there is a comm system hidden on the ship and it’s their job to find it."

    The Major replied, "I can do that. We could even slant things a bit in their favor to add a sort of ‘test of luck’ element to the search. I can assemble our best in about an hour and start them searching once we are ready."

    Over the coming days we hashed out a number of ideas for using the new portal. The manufacturers on Omrin had been busy and George soon had several transports heading their way to pick up our cargo. The new prototype generators were a thing of beauty. Testing would be performed at their final resting place on the Suppressor. Gy was tasked with overseeing the installation.

    Gy spoke, "We have the first one installed. The riggings for connecting it to our power conduits are being put in place now. I looked over the specs. If they perform as expected we will have the power we need for that portal and maybe a little more."

    I replied, "More power means more portal. We can either keep it open longer or make it a little bigger."

    Frig approached to check on the progress of the installation. He looked down upon the massive generator from our position high up on a catwalk.

    Frig spoke, "Sir. I ran a new set of calculations. If these generators support our power needs, we may be able to open and sustain several of the microscopic portals while switching the larger portal on and off. If this works as designed, we could open a sustained comm channel to our team on the Grid."

    I replied, "That would be fantastic. What other points would we want to establish permanent comms with? How about your Milgari friends on Barithia?"

    Frig thought for a moment. "Other than checking on their progress, I'm not sure what use that would be, but we could keep a channel open to them if needed."

    I responded, "You said they would do just about anything you asked. Would that include an attack on the Dakar and Prassi fleets that are parked outside the Grid? If we figure out a way to take it back from the inside we will still need help from the outside."

    Frig again thought before responding, "I believe they would if I asked. If that were to happen it would clean the slate as far as them feeling they owed me something. Not that I would want to send them into battle, but having them no longer feel beholden to me is something I desire. I am owed nothing for doing what was right."

    I replied, "Let's just hope they are truly willing if that time comes. If those troops on the Grid have support and resupply from outside it will make our task of kicking them out all the more difficult. After a thousand years of being chased by them a little help would be appreciated."

    Frig quickly spoke back, "Sir, they were under the influence of..."

    I raised my hand and responded, "I know, I know, the Torrian drug. I'm just saying it would be a welcome gesture."

    Three days passed before the final antenna was connected to the system. It was time for a test. Frig was hurriedly moving about checking and rechecking connections. When the last of the circuits had been looked over Frig returned to the control room.

    Frig spoke, "We are ready to begin testing Sir. We will be bringing each generator online one at a time. When the three are fully operational we will begin the synchronization pairings. Those parings will then be grouped to balance the radiation pattern being emitted. When the full pattern becomes synchronized we will be ready for a test. I have selected a location in Bay-14 for this test. I am confident of the coordinates and we can watch the results. If you would care to proceed to Bay-14 the wormhole generator should be ready by the time you arrive."

    I made my way to an otherwise empty Bay-14 where two of Frig’s assistants were standing ready with measurement gear. I opened a comm channel. "Frig, we are ready when you are."

    Frig replied, "Coming online now Sir. You should see a momentary glow followed by a wormhole opening approximately one meter above the floor. Powering up in three, two, one…."

    A bright flash was followed by a whispering sound as the strange phenomenon took hold. It was like nothing I had ever seen. The wormhole generated by the derelict ship was in the blackness of space. Other than a fog like distortion there was no further visual evidence of its existence. The wormhole that had opened before us was smooth and clear. It was as if a small, circular window into Frig’s lab had been opened.

    I spoke, "We have it. What now?"

    Frig replied, "Now we see what can be safely passed through it and how long it will stay open. The generators are running at a nominal 82% capacity Sir. If those numbers hold we may be able to keep this open indefinitely."

    I responded, "Let me ask you a question. How many generators would it take to open a portal big enough for a man to pass through?"

    Frig replied, "I have run the calculations with the current antenna set Sir. Without a more highly tuned and efficient array we would have a difficult time achieving that goal. We have available room on this ship Sir, but I am afraid we cannot purchase enough generators to make use of that space. I believe our efforts would be better spent attempting to tune the array for better performance."

    I spoke, "Well let’s send something through. Does it work both ways? If so, whatever you send I will send back."

    Frig replied, "We will begin with a basic writing utensil Sir, a pen. It is coming through now."

    The pen came through the wormhole as if tossed from the other side. It dropped quickly to the floor. One of the technicians retrieved the pen and inspected it. It appeared intact and remained fully functional. The pen was then tossed back through the portal.

    The next item was a long metal pole of approximately two meters in length. Instead of being tossed through it was held on one end and slowly passed through. The image of the pole jutting out of the portal from another location was surreal. I stepped up and took hold of the end that was available to us.

    I spoke, "Frig. This is unreal. I can feel you pulling on it and I can see you through the portal. Say something. I mean, turn off your comm and say something."

    Frig replied but I heard nothing. I then lowered my face to the same level as the pole. Frig stooped also and attempted to speak again. "Can you hear me now Sir?"

    I replied, "I can. It appears that sound waves are somehow affected by the portal. That doesn’t seem physically possible, but neither does a wormhole."

    Frig spoke, "I am sorry Sir. I saw the opportunity and took it. I did not speak the first time as I was looking for your reaction."

    I replied, "What?"

    Frig responded, "It was a joke Sir, a jest. Call it a first attempt at wormhole comedy Sir. Other than having to explain it to you it was quite humorous."

    The two technicians on either side of me were snickering. I looked back through the portal with a scowl and shoved the pole in Frig’s direction. With my angry, but slightly amused response I managed to shove the middle of the pole into the edge of the portal. In an instant it went frigid cold and shattered. My hands were frozen to the half remaining on my side of the portal.

    I let out a yell, "Oooww! Gaw!"

    I winced in pain as the cold spread to my hands. I looked at one of the techs. "You… grab my blaster and hit the end if this pole with a bolt!"

    The tech replied, "Excuse me Sir. What?"

    I gave a dirty look and then repeated my statement. "Take my blaster. Aim at the end of this pole and hit it with a bolt!"

    The tech complied. The end of the pole became red hot when the bolt from the ion blaster impacted the cold steel. Seconds later the end I was holding warmed to the point of releasing my now frostbitten hands.

    As I stood, looking at my hands, a short stubby arm reached through the portal. I felt as if Frig was taunting me.

    Frig spoke, "Your reactions are quite slow Sir. I released my end when contact was made with the edge. I thought you would do the same Sir."

    I replied as I gently rubbed my hands together. "Did you know that would happen?"

    Frig replied, "I am sorry Sir, but no. We do not understand the dynamics of the portal yet. It would make sense that it was cold Sir. You are folding space and time, but there is no energy transference through the edge of the portal. It would be similar to the temperature of the void of space. It is unfortunate that you held on Sir, but I am sure you will heal."

    Frig continued, "We have learned several important facts today."

    I replied, "Oh yeah? Aside from nearly freezing my arm off, what would those be?"

    Frig responded, "We must take every precaution to not contact the edge of the portal. And, living material can be directly passed through, as evidenced by my arm coming through. Other than a slight temperature difference between the bay you are in and this lab, it was no different that holding out my hand. If we are able to establish a portal large enough for a man to pass through, he should be able to step through without issue."

    Frig was of course right. The experiment had been a resounding success. We had weeks of testing before the portal would be ready for use. It would be a busy time for us all.
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    I directed the techs to set up a barrier around the portal so that no one would come in contact with it. It would be a deadly mistake if they did. I also asked Frig to keep the portal open as long as possible so that he could continue to gather data on the antenna arrays and on the power usage of the wormhole generators. So far, the generators had performed as promised.

    The engineers from the Omrin company that constructed the generators were busy taking metrics and tuning circuits. As the deal had been made for their construction, we allowed their engineers access to the working generators. They had no idea of the load being applied, but they knew how to increase the generator’s efficiency. More power would mean a better portal as a useable resource.

    The engineers had no idea of where they were as their journey to the Fasture nebula and the Suppressor had been kept from them. The data they would return to their company would be invaluable to constructing a better product. It was a fair trade for their much needed services.

    In the weeks following, the portal showed no sign of weakening. The Omrin engineers had tuned the generators, adding five percent to their available power outputs. Frig’s tuning of the antenna arrays had yielded little affect. Our 25 centimeter portal to elsewhere would be the best we could do.

    As Frig had testified to earlier, we had the ability to also open multiple comm portals while the main portal was operating. We had a direct connection open to our team on the Grid and the news was not good.

    One of the team members on the Grid was Major Jan Valez. She spoke, "Yes Sir. The Dakar soldiers are now patrolling almost every corridor and hallway. Our estimates place their numbers at more than 1,200,000 with over 500,000 Prassi joining their ranks. They are everywhere."

    "Necessary personnel now have armed escorts and are forced to work to keep the station operating. Food is being rationed and is in short supply. We fear there will be some who will begin to starve if the situation does not change in the next week. There have been a number of public executions also. Any disobedience is met with a swift end to your life. They aren’t imprisoning anyone."

    I replied, "Has there been any word of where they are keeping the Colonel, Admiral and others?"

    Valez responded, "Only rumors Sir. We have two that offer promise that we are attempting to validate. With all movement restricted Sir, it is becoming increasingly difficult to check. And people are clamming up when it comes to giving information. It is survival mode here Sir. People are getting desperate."

    I thought for a moment and spoke, "Do you have sections that need investigating? We could open one of these micro portals to anywhere on the ship and do a partial scan. If any of the closed off sectors are housing our people we should be able to find them. It’s not like you can just hide more than a hundred thousand people."

    Valez replied, "I’m sending the coordinates now Sir. I am including those of the section where our Grid military personnel are being held. Their numbers are more than half a million and from what I was told, their food supply was cut off starting yesterday. They have water, but with each passing day their ability to fight will be reduced."

    I replied, "Is there any way to get help to them? I realize feeding a half million people is no small task, but we have to try."

    Valez responded, "We are attempting to map a safe pathway from the Food stores to their location using ducting and maintenance access corridors Sir, but we have two major spans of the Kappa and Mu sections that we currently don’t have a route for. We are working potential alternate paths and are somewhat confident that our goal can be achieved. It will just take time Sir, something that we are short on."

    I replied, "Thank you for your efforts Major. They are needed and appreciated."

    During the week following, the team on the Grid had attained a positive location for the Colonel, Admiral and the remainder of our forces. They had been taken to section Zeta-9 where they were locked away. They had been without food for a week.

    The Colonel had taken the initiative when they first arrived to keep and store some of the non-perishable rations they had been given. The ration-store had been run through in the first four days after food was cut off. The lack of sustenance was beginning to take its toll.

    I got on the comm and spoke, "Frig. How long would it take to open a full portal into Zeta-9? Our people have been located and they are without food."

    Frig replied, "I can have that open in 20 minutes Sir. Might I suggest also that we call down to the kitchen and see what foods we can package and send through? The size of that portal is restrictive."

    I responded, "Zeta-9 is a big space. See if you can open the portal and find out exactly where they are. And be careful. If the Dakar or Prassi guards see a portal open and food drop out they would likely just start killing prisoners."

    Frig replied, "I will do my best Sir. As soon as the portal is open I will inform you."

    I took the elevator down to the kitchen deck and made my way to Bay-2 and the food-stores that it held. Our nutritional specialist was Max Gerrard. He hurried to the stores to meet with me.

    Max spoke first, "Don, you say we are looking for foods that can be passed through a 25 centimeter hole? That's an unusual request. What do we have going on?"

    I replied, "We located the Colonel and the others in Zeta-9. Food supplies have been cut off for a week. We need to get highly nutritious meals to those men and women and we need to feed about 180,000 of them. What do we have and what can we do to get them supplied?"

    Max stopped at a large warehouse door. "Hmm. I think we have just the thing. We stockpile our ships with MREs before sending them out and we have to keep all aboard fed for months on end. Some of that is done through the ships kitchen and some through MREs. We have a large stockpile of meals-ready-to-eat Sir. Just follow me."

    I walked behind Max as he weaved his way to the main storehouse.

    As he walked into an expansive chamber he waved his hand in a sweeping motion. "This is all MREs Sir. We have a considerable manufacturing line used to produce them. If you like I can call in all hands to get that up and running. Otherwise, there should be enough MREs in here to keep them all fed for about six weeks."

    I replied, "That's a start Max. We also have the Grid military, another half million mouths that we will need to feed as well. They were originally in Zeta-4, but they have been moved and we are still trying to find their location."

    Max responded, "Half a million? I think we might start up that line ASAP Sir as we are now only talking a couple weeks. I would imagine that the bigger problem will be getting the meals onto the Grid. That's a week-long trip and you still have to get it onto the station Sir."

    I turned to Max. "We have a solution Max. Get your people in here and making those meals. Let me worry about getting them there."

    I turned to leave the warehouse and immediately got on the comm to Gy.

    I spoke, "Gy. I need you to construct a small conveyor line. We need to pass a few million MREs through a 25 centimeter portal and onto the Grid. We located the Colonel's men and we want to start supplies going to them."

    Gy responded, "I could probably throw something together in about an hour. How soon do you need it?"

    I replied, We need it now Gy. We hope to have a portal open to the Colonel in a few minutes."

    Gy replied, "Is that thing ready to test?"

    I rounded the corner to his office and shut off the comm. "Yes, Frig is setting it up right now. Max Gerrard is handling the warehouse and I'm about to enlist George's assistance on coordinating transport of the MREs to Frig's lab so we can send them through. You are going to have about five meters of room to work in between the antennas and this side of the portal itself."

    Gy replied, "I've seen the setup. I can snake a conveyer from there out into the hallway if needed. I'm sure Frig doesn't want us crowding up his lab."

    I pointed my finger at Gy. "You get to work on that. Use whatever resources you need. I want us up and pushing meals through that portal within the hour!"

    Gy nodded and turned as I got on the comm to George. "George. We are opening a portal onto the Grid in an attempt to get food to the Colonel. I need you to coordinate moving MREs from the kitchen store-house to the hallway outside Frig's lab."

    George replied, "How many meals are we talking?"

    I responded, "All of them! Realistically… a couple million.  I want to get as many as we can over to the Colonel and our people. I'm waiting on the new location of the Grid military; they are in the same situation and will be next on our list."

    George disconnected and got to work on transporting the MREs. Just as Frig had promised a portal was open into the Zeta-9 section of the Grid. The room the portal had opened into was empty. A small wheeled robot with a video sensor was shoved through the portal and sent on a mission to find the Colonel.

    The wheeled robot entered a room where a number of our men were lying about.

    Frig spoke through the robot. "Gentlemen, we need to talk to the Colonel. And please remain quiet and only notify the Colonel of our existence."

    One of the Marines stood and made his way out of the room. The others looked on in silence, waiting for more information.

    Frig spoke, "We are attempting to provide nutrition to you, but we must be extremely careful as to not alert the captors."

    The room was soon filled with whispers. The news provided an uplift in spirit that the Colonel’s men were in need of. Food was coming their way and with that the possibility of being able to do something about their situation.

    The Colonel stepped into the room. "Who are we talking to?"

    Frig replied, "This is Frig Sir. Please follow the robot down the hallway. We need to discuss matters."

    The Colonel walked with his two aides down the hall behind the robot. When he entered the room with the portal he at first had a strange look on his face.

    The Colonel spoke, "Is that what I think it is?"

    I took control of the comm from Frig. "Colonel, we have MREs stacked up and waiting to send through this portal. We need you to coordinate an effort on your end to receive and distribute them. We can send through as many as you can handle. I would suggest putting together a team to stockpile the meals and while that is happening figure out how to distribute them without drawing attention of the Dakar and Prassi."

    The Colonel replied, "What about blasters? We could use a few hundred thousand of those right now. Get us armed and we will go get what food we need."

    I responded, "I’m sure you would Colonel, but let’s concentrate of getting everyone fed for now. We can then begin planning what’s next. We have a few ideas we want to run past you and your team."

    The Colonel replied, "I’m just blowing steam Grange. We have a long way to go before we are ready to strike out. I look forward to planning things out."

    The Colonel assembled a team and the MREs were soon pouring through the portal. After a few initial hiccups, we had 20,000 MREs an hour moving. The Colonel’s men began to organize groups for dispersing the meals in as quiet a manner as possible.

    On the second day a Prassi guard decided to stray from his normal routine. Several of the Marines were caught with meals in hand.

    The Prassi guard aimed his weapon and spoke, "Where did you get that?"

    The Marines were silent.

    The Prassi raised his weapon. "Answer me now or I will scatter your particles all over that far wall!"

    One of the Marines raised his hand in a calming manner. "We found them in a closet. These are the last of them. Please don’t tell anyone outside this room. We were starving and horded them to ourselves."

    The Prassi gestured for the Marine to slide the remaining portion of the MRE across the floor to him. The Prassi picked up the MRE package a sniffed.

    The Prassi winced and spoke, "That is disgusting. You are not allowed Human food. I will have to report this."

    The Marine replied, "Before you go tell your commander, think about this. The meals have already been eaten. If you report them now you only risk punishment for not closely watching your prisoners. There won’t be any reward for alerting them to something that happened on your watch. The meals are gone. Just let things be and it might save you a lot of trouble."

    The Prassi hesitated as he thought about the logic of the Human captive. The Marine was right. It was trouble he did not need.

    The Prassi spoke as he waved the end of his blaster rifle at the Marines, "I will be watching. If you are found with food I will be here to pull this trigger. Movements in the hallways will be restricted on my watch. I hope you have enjoyed you last meal Human. Your time is limited anyway."

    After leaving the room the Prassi guard began to bark commands at the Human captives who moved about the hallways. On his watch, there would be no travel between rooms, only confinement to the one you were in when his shift began. If other guards wanted to allow the Humans to move about, that was their business.

    From that point forward the Colonel’s men were vigilant about keeping track of the Prassi guards when meals were being eaten. A series of hand signals was used to pass guard locations about. It was only the beginning of the rebellion that was to come, a rebellion to free all men.

    Several days later the Grid military personnel were located in section Vega-19. A similar setup was arranged and MREs were soon being delivered at a breakneck pace. The Dakar were in charge of the Grid prisoners in Vega, but just as with the Prassi, they were bored and cared less about anything the prisoners did so long as they stayed put in their places and remained quiet.

    A lack of vigilance and poor training had been the catalyst for many an uprising as told of in the archives. The Dakar and Prassi guards were regular soldiers, trained in combat. Their only orders were to shoot prisoners if they caused any problems. After weeks of quiet behavior the Dakar and Prassi had fallen into routines that were predictable and offered the minimum of security. Under those conditions, our focus was quickly turned towards the coming rebellion. We would fight to regain control of our home, the great station we called Grid-4!
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    Permanent comm connections had been established to the Grid military, the Colonel and our Intel teams on the Grid. Strategies for a potential battle on the Grid were taking shape.

    The Colonel spoke, "We have to get control of the gravity drive or we are doomed. Take the drive, jump and then work on the remaining Dakar and Prassi forces. So long as they control that drive they can resupply themselves at-will."

    Admiral Chaulk, the leading commander of the Grid military captives replied, "I disagree, we need our ships. With our ships we can control the space around the Grid and our own resupply. I say we have one team taking Beta bay while a second team takes control of the Grid perimeter guns. Control the space around us and we control our own destiny!"

    Admiral Zimmerman offered another alternative. "If we can get a few dozen Raiders we can assault those Dakar ships parked out there and take control in that manner. Most of those ships will only have a single pilot as their occupant. With a few dozen raiders and assault teams we could take control of our space using their fleet. We then transfer our people back to their ships, that includes the Defiant force as well as Grid regulars."

    I stepped into the conversation as I paced around a table on the Suppressor. "Gentlemen, I believe I am going to have to side with the Colonel. We need to get the Grid out of reach of the Durians. The Prassi and Dakar are just pawns. We are going to have to jump."

    Chaulk responded, "We have thousands of people out there right now, trapped on other planets, waiting to come home. If we jump we are abandoning them. Many of those people are our diplomats and their families. How is it that you can abandon them so quickly?"

    I replied, "Admiral. We all share your concerns, but those few thousand lives are not in immediate danger. The 600 million here on the Grid are. No one wants to jump. It’s just that we can’t defend against the Durians. Trying to bring up our fleets first will only doom this rebellion and all on this station. The gravity drive must be taken first."

    The discussion continued for a short time. Tempers began to flare as opinions dominated the conversation. An argument was broken when I raised my voice. "Enough! We all value every opinion at this table, they all have merit. But the final decision is mine. I am the commander of this operation and the decision gets made here and now. We take the gravity drive and jump!"

    The comm went silent. I continued, "Look. No one wants to stay in this sector more than I do. And if we manage to get control of that drive and to jump, guess who gets left behind."

    "Admiral Chaulk, I understand your concern for our citizens who are not on the Grid. If a jump were to happen, I would do my best to see that every Human in this sector is given the opportunity to join me on this ship as we pursue the Grid. It may take us ten years to catch up, but I would make it my mission in life to do so."

    I continued, "And Zimmerman. You have seen the Durian ships and know what they are capable of. Even if we take control of our space and bring those Grid defenses online, how long do you think we could hold off an assault? If the Durians intervene it is very likely that they will assault the Grid itself, putting millions of lives at stake. I don’t think we can risk that type of an outcome. We take the gravity drive and we jump."

    As the comm went silent I again began to pace the room.

    Frig offered his opinion, "Sir. I have to say, that is the most ‘in command’ I think I have ever seen you. Listen to that comm. The silence you are hearing back is due to the respect that you command. I believe you can start planning the repatriation of the Grid Sir. Let the Colonel and Admirals drive the strategy. Step in only to keep them focused. Making war is what they do. Keep them focused on that and they will do their best."

    I looked at Frig. "Thanks for that Frig. I know I look calm and collected on the outside, but inside I am running in ten different directions. Your confidence in me really helps."

    Frig chuckled, "I would hardly call it confidence Sir. You Humans are a walking mess with your emotional displays. I was merely commenting on your one statement Sir. You made a solid command decision; it was refreshing, that’s all."

    I gave Frig a dirty stare. It did not take long before the corner of his mouth began to quiver as he held back a smile. He had indeed boosted my confidence, but at the same time he had seen to it that my Human emotions had stabilized. I was now ready to lead the others in building a strategy for our freedom. I sat down at the table and again clicked on my comm.

    I spoke, "Gentlemen. We have an opportunity to plan an assault that will remove us from the most dangerous situation the Grid and her citizens have ever faced. Occupation of our home is untenable. We need strategies thrown out that will allow us to move this station to safety. Once that plan is in place we can work on the liberation of everyone else."

    "I suspect that both the Prassi and Dakar soldiers on this station can be negotiated with if they don’t have the support of their fleets nearby. The Prassi will fight for their queen, but not if she is many light years away and not in immediate danger. And the Dakar are pragmatists. If they can be convinced that it is in the best interest of their people to give up, they will do so with no regrets."

    I continued, "So, let’s put our first efforts towards taking control of the drive. I’m showing four sections and 152 levels between Zeta-9 and the gravity drive on Lima-22. From Vega-19 we have six sections and 97 levels. We have NIBs and conventional weapons at our disposal as well as standard hand blasters. We took some measurements on the blaster rifles we have and found they won’t fit through the portal. Gy thinks they can be reconfigured, but not without a lot of manpower and time."

    The Colonel spoke, "I would offer this as a first scenario for evaluation: Our Defiant team will take the NIBs and the conventionals and fight our way to the drive. Once we have control Chaulk’s team can start the task of retaking the station while we set the drive to jump."

    Admiral Zimmerman replied, "We should map our path to the drive with way-points as goals. Place our planning focus on achieving each goal before moving to the next."

    Admiral Chaulk commented, "Instead of waiting, we could fight our way to the perimeter guns. If those can be taken we can hold any resupply at bay while the Colonel’s men move on the drive."

    The discussions continued for several minutes before I added my thoughts. "I realize that you three are the war-fighting experts, but I feel I must add in the innocent Human element. Any raging battle on the station puts everyone there at risk. If we are fighting hall to hall there are going to be residual casualties. That is an outcome I want to avoid if at all possible."

    "I would propose an augment to the Colonel’s plan. I believe we need all resources available to take and hold that drive. The Colonel’s team can blaze the trail and Admiral Chaulk’s team will follow up and secure the surrounding area. We will need time to fire up the drive system and set it off. If I recall, that process takes several hours."

    The Colonel spoke, "It takes 93 minutes to come online. After that point it is all acceleration until half of the fuel has been expended. Deceleration uses the other half. It takes about four hours to reach maximum speed. Until that is achieved we will have to defend the control room and the energy feeds. That’s six hours that we are going to have to hold them back before we are safely away."

    Admiral Chaulk replied, "That brings up another issue. There are four different control rooms that have access to the hydrogen store. We need to take control of those rooms. So long as the invaders have one of those rooms they can purge this station of its hydrogen store. Without the hydrogen, we don’t jump."

    Zimmerman spoke, "Chaulk has a good point. We need to secure the drives and everything that feeds into them. The store controls, the feeds to the drive itself, and the power systems that allow those functions to… well, function. We need to broaden our plans to cover these areas."

    As our military experts planned out their strategies I sat back in my chair. I turned to Frig and spoke, "What are the chances that we are able to pull this off?"

    Frig replied, "There are too many variables for me to make a meaningful assessment Sir. Can a capture of the gravity drive be achieved? I believe so. Can it be achieved without casualty? Not likely. The physical path on foot from Zeta-9 to Lima-22 is a 92 minute jaunt. From Vega-19 to Lima-22 is a 39 minute ordeal. If combining the path of the Colonel and then that of Admiral Chaulk we have an optimized trek of 107 minutes. That's 68 minutes from here to the Admiral."

    I replied, "Send those numbers and paths through to the others. You know, I’m really surprised the systems in Zeta and Vega are operational. I would have thought the Durians would have those shut down."

    Frig enabled his comm. "Colonel, this is Frig. Can we assume you are using the computers in Zeta to map out strategies?"

    The Colonel replied, "We are only making use of them for reference. And we are adding in a variety of random searches just in case our friends are watching. One of our techs brought that idea up after we first gained access. We thought they might be allowing access so that they could snoop on any plans we might come up with. We have several systems that have been disconnected from the Grid’s network that we are making use of."

    Frig replied, "That is great news Colonel. The thought had only now occurred to me that Grid access might be watched. If the Durians got wind of an impending attack it would surely be doomed."

    Admiral Chaulk replied, "We came to a similar conclusion shortly after the systems came to life. We downloaded the entire Grid schematics to a contour table in the maintenance room and then removed its connection from the network. We have a multitude of points of interest entered into the diagrams. Should the Dakar come into this room and gain access of their own they would see that we were planning to attack an armory in Tau-5. I have no doubt they have beefed up their security surrounding it."

    Frig turned his gaze towards me. "It appears these gentlemen have done this before Sir, but I fear our broadcast of data to them may have put the operation in jeopardy."

    I pressed my comm. "Colonel… Admiral, are the computers setup to accept our data feeds when sent?"

    Admiral Chaulk responded first. "Data collection has been turned off on our online systems. We have a single offline system that accepts incoming messages. Once they have been read they are removed and the storage system scrubbed and overwritten. If the Dakar come in here, we don’t want them nosing around into what we have been looking at."

    The Colonel spoke, "We have a similar system in place. If they want any info of what we are planning they will have to pull it out of our heads."

    The initial planning for a raid on the gravity drive went through the night and into the next morning. The plan that emerged was vetted and re-vetted. Once a solid plan had been decided upon, our efforts moved on to that of retaking the populated areas. Troop positions had been mapped by the Colonel’s Intel team, forwarded to us, and then passed to both assault teams on the Grid.

    The Colonel spoke, "It looks like the majority of their troops are stationed around military facilities. That is good news as the farther away from the population they are the easier they will be to fight. The populated areas have limited patrols moving through them."

    Admiral Chaulk responded, "If we can take the fight to them we stand a good chance of pulling those patrols away from the people. If we can pin large portions of their troops in the Delta and Omega bases I think Grange’s negotiating tactic might just work. Those sections can be well defended, but they are not so good for launching counter attacks."

    The Colonel replied, "Agreed, the locations and layouts of those bases have always been a point of concern. Politics has kept them where they are. Maybe something those pencil necks have pushed back on for decades can finally be used to our advantage."

    The Colonel continued, "Grange! I need a favor. My men have been without Omega root since being pinned up. Can you have some supplies of it passed through the portal? It may not seem like a priority, but most are used to having a chaw while in combat. If it gives them an edge it gives us an advantage."

    I replied, "I’ll have George see what he can round up. If we have supplies of it we can send them through."

    Two additional days were spent on planning the retaking of the station. Focus was then returned to the plans for the assault on the gravity drive. After a further day of deliberations a final plan was voted upon, blessed and put into its initial stages.

    The portal to Zeta-9 had been open non-stop since providing an adequate supply of food to Admiral Chaulk’s troops. AK-47s and the ammo for them had been moving through to the Colonel’s men as fast as they could be pushed.

    The Colonel had requested 1,000 rounds of ammo per person be stockpiled before any hostilities were to begin. Store rooms along the assault routes were selected as ammo caches. As the teams progressed they would be resupplied as they achieved goals. The portal would be opened into the storerooms and cases of ammo pushed through until a minimum cache was attained or no more could be shoved through.

    As the buildup to our attempt to retake the station continued, Gy came into my office.

    Gy spoke, "Sir, I managed to get a NIB down to a throw-able hand grenade size. I call it a TIG, a Throw-able Ion Grenade. Just pull the pin and toss it."

    I replied, "Outstanding Gy! What about a delay? Is it similar to that of the standard grenade?"

    Gy replied, "You have a five second delay, adjustable up to 30 seconds with this thumb screw."

    I continued, "What’s its effective range?"

    Gy replied, "It will knock out everything for 30 meters. After about a ten second period, the diameter of effectiveness recedes back towards the detonation point. Total effect will last for just over a minute."

    Gy continued, "It is a relatively simple device to manufacture. Rita gave me a hand setting up an automated line that is already up and running. We can turn out 1,000 of these an hour Sir. With a little time to tweak the line I think I can triple that."

    I replied, "Were you able to construct anything larger; something with a broader and longer effect?"

    Gy nodded. "We have the 20 centimeter box NIB that will stop all ion activity out to 120 meters. Again, you get about 15 seconds at the max range and the circle of effectiveness then it recedes towards the detonation point. The box NIBs will give you about three minutes total out to 20 meters."

    Gy continued, "I have 20 or so ready right now with an automated line coming up this afternoon. I should be able to provide you with four or five per hour after that. They are hefty at about 15 kilograms, so you won’t be tossing them around. I could provide you with a wheeled skid though. Would let you push then down a corridor a bit before they detonated."

    I stood up and placed my hand of Gy’s shoulder as I looked at him and Rita. "I don’t know how this place would stay running without the two of you. Head back to your shop and keep those things coming. I’ll let the Colonel and the others know what’s coming their way."

    Gy departed for his shop and I informed the Colonel of our new weapons. Plans would be adjusted to take full advantage of the TIGs and the box NIBs. It would take five days of shoving items through the small portal before adequate supplies for a prolonged assault were in place. We would not make a move without them.
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    The day arrived to begin our assault. We would be taking control of the gravity drive, its fuel stores and control room. Supplies had been stockpiled, plans refined and orders put in place. The Colonel and his men would be the first to break out. A portal would be opened along the path to be taken and a box NIB would be pushed through. Once the NIB detonated the action would begin.

    The Colonel’s team was headed for Vega-19. They would be joined by Admiral Chaulk and the standard Grid military. The plan called for the task to be completed in 38 minutes. We expected a major response from the Dakar and the Prassi.

    The Colonel spoke, "Grange. We are ready to move. Drop that first NIB and we will be on our way."

    I replied, "OK, Colonel. We are going to try to do this by the clock as much as possible. At precisely 9:05 you should see the power drop out. If the Prassi in that sector offer any resistance, don’t hesitate to take them out. If they give up willingly start shoving them into the area you prepared. With a little luck their troops will be in chaos and we will have control of that drive in 120 minutes."

    As we waited for zero hour a computer console in Frig’s lab began to chime.

    I spoke, "What’s that?"

    Frig replied, "That is a test I was running in the background. There are specific frequencies where matter has an easier time coalescing than others. I have had a simulation running that will tell us if those frequencies can be used when initially establishing the wormhole. If my theories prove true, we may be able to expand the portal size."

    I responded, "Well how big are we talking? Can we push a ship through it?"

    Frig replied, "Hardly Sir. Increases in the portal diameter will likely be incremental and small. I am hoping for an additional four centimeters."

    Frig sat at the console and began to examine the data.

    Frig spoke, "No. That cannot be correct."

    I replied, "What? What’s not correct?"

    Frig stood, walked to another console and began to type. Seconds later the diameter of the portal grew to a meter in diameter. We were soon staring at a Marine sergeant on the other side who was busy directing the unloading of supplies that were still coming off the conveyer.

    Frig spoke, "That does not match up to the equations Sir. That should not be possible."

    Seconds later the portal returned to its previous size.

    I replied, "What just happened here? Was that portal a full meter wide?"

    Frig replied, "Yes Sir. I’m not sure how though. My equations projected a 0.77 centimeter increase. The increase was closer to 77 centimeters."

    I pressed, "Can you do it again?"

    Frig stopped and looked at me. "I suppose. It should perform in the same manner if I follow the same parameter entry pattern."

    Frig turned back to his console and again began to type. Seconds later the portal again grew to a full meter in diameter. I turned, dove on top of the items on the conveyer and was soon rolling off onto the floor of section Zeta-9. The portal again shrank back to normal.

    Frig yelled through the opening, "Sir! What are you doing? That was completely unsafe! Had that portal collapsed or had you touched a side you would have been frozen solid in an instant!"

    I stood and straightened the collar on my shirt. "What I just did was join the fight! I’ll be with the Colonel for a while Frig. I’m sure you can hold down the fort there. Oh, and by the way, have someone run to my quarters and fetch my combat suit. I don’t want to go out there fighting in my civvies."

    The Colonel soon walked into the room behind me. ‘Grange! What the…"

    I replied, "Hello Colonel. I thought you might need some help!"

    The Colonel replied, "We have this covered Grange. You should go back through that portal to where it’s safe."

    I chuckled and grinned. "You didn’t think I was going to sit back there on my ass while you have all the fun did you Colonel? Besides, the only thing I would have accomplished back there was to be a pain in Frig’s side. He doesn’t need the distraction. Now, point me towards an AK and some ammo packs!"

    The Colonel shook his head and spit a wad of Omega root juice at my pant leg.

    I jumped back too late. "Hey! These are my good pants! Couldn’t that wait until I had on my combat suit?"

    The Colonel leaned in and smiled his evil grin, "You want in the fight Grange. You have to be willing to take a few hits."

    Several minutes later my combat suit came through on the conveyer. I grabbed the suit and a Marine private was standing in front of me with an AK and a small backpack full of clips, grenades and two TIGs.

    The private spoke, "Here Sir, your weapons. When you have the suit on the Colonel wants you to join his team. And please hurry Sir. The fighting should start in about three minutes."

    I immediately began to shed my civilian clothes. Two female Marines standing near the conveyer began to chuckle and smile.

    "Nice gams Sir! Were you a dancer before the war?"

    I nodded and gave a sarcastic smile in return as I stepped into the combat suit and pulled it up over my shoulders. I pressed a soft button on the collar and the suit magnetically sealed shut. I reached down, picked up the AK and ammo pack and turned to join my new team.

    As I approached the Colonel he spoke, "Grange. You will be sticking by my side. If all goes well you won’t have a chance to pull that trigger. Our best teams of Ghouls are leading up the charge. I don’t expect much if any Prassi left for you to shoot. Either way, stick by me and follow my orders!"

    The Colonel leaned in with a nasty look on his face. He meant business and I was again intimidated by his stature and demeanor. Seconds later a loud pop could be heard and the lights for 75 meters in every direction surrounding it went out.

    The Colonel popped his comm and began to move. "Alpha you are a go. Keep pace and be thorough. I don’t want to be mopping up after you!"

    A response came back over the comm. "Roger that Colonel. We will be doing a clean sweep."

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak!

    The hair on the back of my neck stood up as the excitement of the fight was upon us. We remained in a tight group about 30 meters behind the real action. The sounds of 0.762 rounds leaving the chambers of the AKs echoed through the corridors. High pitched screeches could be heard as Prassi soldiers were riddled with the AK rounds as the Marines swiftly advanced.

    The Colonel barked orders as we moved along at a fast walk. After two minutes of fighting, two new squads passed us by on their way to relieve the initial assault team. The Colonel called them "two minute drills", where the squads who were being replaced would spread out to insure the area was secure as the advancing column passed them by. They would then pick up again at the rear.

    We soon came across our first dead Prassi. Mustard colored blood oozed from two holes in its head and six in its body. Word soon came back that the Prassi, with their exoskeletons, were a tough breed, but shots to the head made things easy.

    As we passed the first corridor two squads branched off to clear a perimeter around our advance. Gunfire could be heard coming from every direction. As the next squad began to pass us on either side I tapped the Colonel on his far shoulder. As he turned away I jumped in line behind the last squad member to my left.

    The Colonel yelled, "Grange! Get your ass back here! Grrrr! Hagan! Catch up to him and keep him alive!"

    Hagan replied and he jogged forward, "Yes Sir!"

    When the squad arrived the newest NIB had just been detonated. Even with the night vision gear we were wearing the pitch black of the surrounding space made for an eerie battlefield. The Prassi, without the aid of electronics, had vision in the darkness that was unexpected, but they were not prepared to fight without their blasters.

    Sergeant Frost was leading the squad. She was a short, squatty woman with a permanent scowl on her face. With her equally mean attitude and stocky frame she showed no sign of weakness as she led us forward.

    Frost spoke, "Collins! Stick to that wall son! Did your momma raise you in a garden?"

    Collins replied, "Yes Sir! I mean, no Sir... I'll stick to the wall Sir!"

    Frost turned towards me and spoke, "Sheesh. Twenty years in those boots and you would think he would know the rules. I tell you Mr. Grange. Sometimes I'm glad they don't make 'em like they used to. Collins was in my outfit for the last 12 years of my career. He makes just about every rookie mistake in the book, but somehow he keeps on livin'."

    I replied, "I sometimes have that habit myself Sergeant. If the Colonel didn't already let you know, you will want to keep an eye on me."

    Frost then slapped a hand on my left buttock.

    She grinned as she squeezed and spoke, "I've been keeping an eye on you alright Mr. Grange. Hahahaha!"

    I was at first a bit shocked. But Frost had nothing to worry about. She was not in the Grid military and under the Colonel's rules, if anyone complained about such as harassment they would be laughed at. So, I took my abuse and kept walking.

    As we approached the next corner two Prassi soldiers came around the corner on the floor while a third was on the wall near the ceiling. The Prassi were insectoids and as such had abilities that Humans could never dream of. Climbing walls that seemingly had no grip was one of those abilities.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak!

    As our squad moved forward Frost barked out an order. "We turn right here boys. Secure this corridor out to 100 meters. This is where we use those TIGs as the negative field recedes."

    The corridor was ten meters across with no doors for the first 15 meters. Collins approached the first door on his right.

    Frost spoke, "Collins. Mitchell. One of you kicks in that door while the other covers. We're taking this door to the left."

    The squad gave a wide birth around the two Marines as a strong boot overcame the door latch. The two Marines were quickly inside the empty room.

    Frost stepped up to the next door as I moved to give her cover.

    As she reached for the door gunfire erupted from behind us, the next squad was moving forward down the corridor we had turned from. I jerked and accidentally squeezed off a round.

    Ak!

    Frost giggled at my expense, "Ha! Not the first time I've seen that happen. I'm just glad you didn't wet yourself!"

    Frost checked the handle and the door was unlocked. The door was opened slowly. It was another empty room.

    Frost turned back towards Collins. "Coll. Did you try that door before kicking the crap out of it?"

    Collins shrugged.

    Frost rolled her eyes as as she turned back. "See what I have to work with every day Mr. Grange? There is your evidence. He is indeed dumber than a doorknob."

    Collins replied with a grin, "Nice one Sir. I'll check first next time."

    As we moved further down the hall Frost continued, "Yeah Collins, I've heard that before."

    Frost turned her head towards me. "Collins there, he enjoys doing things the hard way. I think he likes to break things. But I guess if in the end he gets the job done that's all that matters."

    As we approached the next door to the right a Prassi soldier dropped down from a recess in the ceiling. Collins had his weapon knocked from his hand. The Prassi struck out at him with a spine covered forearm which Collins nimbly blocked.

    Collins then raised his boot and drove it hard into the Prassi's midsection. The six legged alien went sprawling backwards into the wall.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The Prassi ceased to move. Collins turned back towards us.

    Frost spoke, "He getcha?"

    Collins held up his forearm. Blood dripped from his combat suit down to his elbow and then dropped to the floor.

    Collins replied, "Yes Sir. Looks like I have about 30 of those spines stuck in me."

    Frost gave him an order, "Go see a medic and get that taken care of. We have lots of action coming up so rejoin us when you can. Grange here will have to pick up the slack!"

    Again Frost reach out and grabbed a handful of my right buttock as she laughed and spoke, "I do love the young ones. Hahahaha!"

    As Collins made his way back to see a medic we checked another three rooms. All were empty.

    Frost spoke, "OK boys. We camp right here until that column has passed. All we gotta do is make sure no one comes down that hall. We have five doorways here. I want two men in each of 'em. Mr. Grange here will be with me!"

    Frost made a motion with her right hand and I jumped to just out of her reach.

    Frost spoke, "Awe. Now you’re catching on Mr. Grange. Gotta stay on your toes if you want to tangle with the fighters. Glad to see you are up to it."

    We took position in the five doorways as the lights down the corridor slowly began to shine. Within minutes the area was once again under full power.

    Frost turned towards the others. "Keep sharp. They got blasters now. If they start using them I want to see a TIG down that hallway before they get a good shot at us!"

    I knelt against the open door as Frost crouched behind me. It had been two minutes since our hallway holding mission had begun.

    I asked a question, "How long to we have to hold here Sergeant?"

    Frost replied, "As long as it takes for that column to advance to way-point one. If I was to guess I would say that is going to be another 45 minutes. We are moving right along, but I think resistance has been light; once the Prassi catch on to our little game the real fun will start. They will be coming at us with just about everything that can be picked up and thrown."

    As I knelt, looking down the empty corridor, I suddenly felt Frost's hand once again on my butt. Instead of a squeeze she rubbed her hand in a circle. I looked back with a facial expression that was easily interpreted.

    Frost retracted her hand as she spoke, ""Sorry Sir. It's a bad habit I picked up ever since you joined our squad... hahahaha!"

    Frost's laugh went silent as four Prassi soldiers could be seen peering around a corner at a 30 meter distance. As the barrel of a blaster rifle slowly came into view a TIG went skidding down the hall. The grenade rolled up nicely with a bright flash. The return of darkness told us it was time to move. Harvey and Mitchell were first out of their doorway with Frost lifting me up by the butt-cheek to get me moving.

    Ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak!

    The firefight was short lived and the four Prassi soldiers were quickly dispatched. As the negative field faded and the lights returned we were once again back in our doorways. The corridor was secure.
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    The Colonel's column of Marines fought their way to the first way-point. The Admiral and the Grid military forces were free. The first of Admiral Chaulk's squads out the door were sent back towards Zeta-9 to give relief to the Colonel's men.

    When I caught up to the Colonel's squad he was pointing troops in the direction of the gravity drive on Lima-22. The 39 minute trek on foot would take much longer with a fight. The Gray Ghouls were eager to begin.

    The Colonel spoke, "Grange! You keep running off into trouble! Someday your luck is going to change. Stick with me, I don't want that day to be today!"

    Frost startled me as she spoke and once again grabbed my right buttock with her hand. "I kept an eye on him for you Colonel. He was in good hands. Hahahaha!"

    Frost moved on as the Colonel looked at me with a suspicious eye. You’re messing with a Rudian scorpion there Grange. That one's got a deadly sting if you piss her off."

    I replied, "The pleasure was all hers Colonel. I can't help if the ladies like what I have."

    The Colonel pulled his head back as he responded, "Son, Frost is about as far from a lady as you can get. Hahahahaha!"

    Our resident team had done a fantastic job of placing NIBs along our expected pathway. The Prassi soldiers were unable to fire a single ion bolt in our direction before their lights and power were taken out. The precision of the plan had our teams advancing slightly ahead of schedule. Resistance was easily handled until we reached the elevators and stairwells leading from Vega up to the Uriah section.

    After a long gun battle a squad member from the lead squad returned. "Colonel, we got trouble! The Dakar have joined in the fight and they are pushing around some large laser weapons."

    The Colonel replied, "Are those the hand lasers the Durians used against us?"

    The Corporal replied, "No Sir. It's on a wheeled tripod and packs a punch. A five second blast will burn a hole through one of those corridor walls. The Major wants to know if we should start chucking grenades Sir."

    The Colonel spit on the wall, "Tell him to do what he has to within reason. This is an occupied section and we don't want to hurt any of our own civies behind those walls."

    The Colonel turned to his aide, "See to it that the tip of the spear has a healthy resupply of grenades."

    As the corporal turned and jogged back towards the fighting I jumped in line behind him.

    The Colonel could be heard as I moved further down the hall, his gruff voice fading with distance. "Grange, I am going to kick your..."

    When we reached the battle line the Corporal gave the Major in charge the news he wanted.

    The Major spoke, "Gresham! I want two rolled right up to the base of that thing. And everyone move back. We can expect a beam coming through the corner of that wall as soon as he makes his throw. I don't want any burn victims in my squad!"

    We moved 5 meters back down the hall leaving only Gresham with his two grenades at the corner. As he began to pull pins a high pitched screech could be heard. In an instant the wall beside Gresham glowed red hot and burst forth as molten steel. The grenades hit the floor as Lieutenant Gresham was incinerated from the waste up.

    The Major yelled as he turned, "Nades down!"

    The squad turned and hit the floor, but it was too late for the Major. A centimeter sized piece of shrapnel penetrated the bottom of his combat boot and entered his heel.

    "Arrrghh! Gaw! Mmmm!"

    The Major was grabbed under the arms and pulled back to a secondary position where a medic began to administer to his wound. Footsteps could be heard coming down the hallway towards our position. I pulled a grenade from my pack, popped the pin and held it up.

    I yelled a command, "As soon as this pops I want to hit that corner with guns blazing! Mop up whatever is coming and drop back to this position."

    I loosed the grenade from my grip and it bounced hard around the corner.

    Booom!

    The Marines moved with a swiftness I was not expecting. Between my grenade and the quick assault eight Dakar soldiers had been riddled with lead while four others ran back towards their initial position.

    As the Marines returned corporal Dallas spoke, "What now Sir?"

    I replied, 'We stick with the Major's plan. I want two grenades down that hall. We aren't going anywhere until we take out that laser cannon."

    Dallas swiveled, popped two grenades from his pack, pulled the pins and tossed them down the hall as he rolled out flat on the floor. The laser cannon fired over his head for only a second before the detonations ended its reign of terror.

    Booom! Booom!

    I barked out another command as Dallas began to fire his AK down the hall. "Let's move!"

    Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Fifteen seconds later, the mangled laser weapon and its location were ours. Two TIGs were rolled down the hall in front of us as the lights and power began to turn on.

    Dallas spoke, "We are running out of time Mr. Grange. We need another NIB set off or they are going to be all over us with blasters!"

    I turned to the other squad members, "Everyone, pull a TIG and a standard grenade. We are going to cut a path straight through them before they know what hit 'em. I want a TIG followed a second later by a grenade. When the first set goes off I want the next set thrown farther down the way. We have 40 meters and five bends before we hit the next major corridor. I want that point under our control in a single run!"

    Dallas spoke, "What if we encounter another one of those lasers Sir?"

    I replied, "Then we kick its ass before it kicks ours! I don't think they are going to be ready for fast and hard like we are about to bring. These will be new troops that haven't encountered a grenade before. Let's count on them being stunned while we follow up with some hot lead."

    I continued, "I'll take the first charge. Line up behind me and as the next guy is ready the man in front peels off and falls to the back."

    I checked each Marine for grenades before I turned and threw mine down the hallway as hard as I could. Screeches could be heard as the lights went dark.

    Pop! Booom!

    I cried out, "Move out!"

    As we reached the first blast point we cut loose with the AKs as the next Marine made use of their grenades. The Prassi and the Dakar with them were in complete chaos. Mangled and groaning enemy soldiers were shot as we moved swiftly down the hall. This was our home they had invaded, mercy would not be shown.

    We reached the junction of the main corridor after a quick 30 second sprint and five sets of grenades. The Dakar were busy trying to pull back a laser cannon as the lights went out.

    Booom!

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The remaining troops fled behind a far corner as Dallas and a Marine private dragged the laser cannon back to our corner location.

    I spoke, "Can we fire this thing?"

    Dallas replied, "Miles was a systems tech Sir. If it has buttons, knobs and panels she can figure it out."

    Miles spoke, "Get me turned and aimed down that corridor and let's see what this baby will do!"

    Miles scanned the weapon's console and seconds later a high pitched screech was heard as the laser cannon fired down the corridor. A hallway corner glowed red hot before the beam burst through into a crowd of waiting Dakar on the other side. Screams of pain could be heard as the surviving burn victims cried out. The Colonel's column quickly advanced up behind us.

    The Colonel spoke, "Grange! Sometimes I don't know whether or not to kick your ass or kiss it. Parker! Pass the word of the grenade rush back to the coming squads. I think we just found a way to pick up the pace a bit!"

    The Colonel grabbed me by the neck and shook my entire frame with his one hand as he grinned. "Just like your Daddy Grange! Kicking ass and taking names!"

    I replied, "I’m not sure what it is Colonel, but I can’t sit and wait. I just get an urge that I can’t control nagging at me that says, ‘Do something! Just do something!’ From what I remember of my father he was a lot more reserved. He planned his actions ahead of time. I just kind of explode on the scene."

    The Colonel released his grip. "I wish I could honestly tell you to quit, but you seem to come through whatever hair-brained action it is that you run headlong into. I can’t deny that it's not working either. Just at least try to keep a little voice back in that skull somewhere that tells you to hold back now and again. We need you… the Human race needs you and more people like you."

    I took a long breath and leaned back on a wall. "Thanks Colonel. You are always the voice of reason and I appreciate it. Now, how do we get to that next way-point?"

    The Colonel looked over several papers he held in his hand. "We go up. There are 14 levels between here and where we want to be. Do you like fighting on stairs Grange? Because stairs are in our future, either stairs or the ramps that surround them. Elevators will be out of commission with the NIBs."

    I replied, "Well, I guess my rush in with a grenade strategy is out. Throwing grenades uphill is not a good idea."

    The Colonel responded, "Gravity is not our friend here Don. I have no doubt the Dakar and Prassi are going to throw everything they can down at us."

    I thought for a moment and replied, "Colonel? Can you give me a squad? I have an idea."

    Several minutes later I had Sergeant Frost and her squad following me back to Zeta-9 and the portal. We were going back through to the Suppressor.

    When we arrived I yelled through the portal. "Frig! Can you set that wide portal up again? I'm coming back through!"

    Frig replied, "One moment Sir. When it goes wide you will have approximately ten seconds to come through. And remember Sir. Keep away from the sides."

    A few seconds passed and the portal grew in size. I dove onto the conveyer knocking a number of articles off onto the floor. I struggled to get through as the conveyer pushed me back. At the last second I let go and was pushed back through to the Grid, falling off onto the floor.

    As my chest slammed hard into the floor of the room I let out a yell. "Gaw! Hmmmph!"

    I slowly pushed myself upright.

    Frost was first to comment. "Now that was entertaining! Hahahaha! You were flopping around like a fish out of the Pi aquariums Sir. Hahahaha!"

    Frig spoke, "Sir, I have to agree with the Sergeant. That was quite the show."

    I began to turn a slight red color due to embarrassment. "Frig. Let's try this. Turn off that conveyer and re-open that portal. If you people are finished with your guffawing we have business to tend to."

    Frost spoke, "Now you are thinking Sir. But if you wanted to try the other way one more time I'm sure we would appreciate it!"

    I looked over at a grinning Frost and shook my head no. The conveyer then came to a halt. I pushed the items on the conveyer off onto the floor as Frig reprogrammed the portal parameters. When the portal opened wide I again dove onto the conveyer and pulled myself through. Frost and the rest of the squad followed after going one at a time as Frig ran his portal updates again and again.

    Once the squad was through I selected the general comm. "Rodriguez and York! Report to the science lab immediately! And be wearing your combat suits. You are going to see some action!"

    Two Yes Sirs could be heard over the comm. Ten minutes later the two combat veterans joined our ranks.

    Frost immediately stepped up to York when she entered the room. "Yorkie!"

    Diane York rolled her eyes as she responded, "Awe Sir. You aren’t pairing me up with the man-eater are you?"

    York then turned towards Frost and received a big bear hug. "Glad to see you too York! Sir, we had some fun times together back on the Sinister when we were bunk-mates during the 43rd Milgari. I saw York here rampage into a room full of tri-heads and come back out without breaking a sweat. She was covered in guts, but she was cool and calm. You would have thought she had just come from having dinner! Hahahaha!"

    Rodriguez smiled and held out her hand.

    Frost took it and flipped it over, looking in my direction as she spoke, "Who let the princess in the Marines Sir? Her hands are soft and supple. You ever seen action Rod-ri-guez? Hahahaha!"

    York turned to her newer friend. "It only gets better Maria. She is like this 24 / 7."

    I stepped into the conversation. "OK ladies, now that the reunion is over we need to get down to business."

    York spoke, "Tell us there is going to be action Sir. I've been going stir crazy on this boat. The simulators and gun range are fun, but they don't offer the excitement of the real thing. I need to be knocking some heads Sir."

    As we looked at a monitor screen I replied, "You'll get your chance York. We are dropping in high in the hot zone. Our next way-point is 14 levels above where the Colonel is right here. We are going to insert here at Uriah 15, through that portal, and fight our way down. They have a large amount of troops on the fifth level from the bottom. We need to give the Colonel and his men an opening big enough for them to ram through."

    Frost then placed her hand on the small of my back as she leaned in and peered over my shoulder. "I like ramming Sir."

    I turned to Frost. "I'm sure you do Frost. But please take your hand off my back. Save that energy for the enemy."

    Frost complied and I continued, "Our surveillance shows Uriah-15 to be nearly vacant. If we portal in there we should have a low-risk run down to Uriah-9. There are about two dozen Dakar and at least one Durian positioned there."

    York's eyes lit up. "I've been wanting me some Durian Sir. I had a 12 gauge shortie made up special for close combat like this; makes a four centimeter hole in the front and a ten centimeter hole out the back. I call it ‘The Butcher’ Sir. I slightly overload the casing with..."

    I looked York in the face. "York! I'm kind of in the middle of a briefing here. Save your love stories for later."

    York replied, "Sorry Sir, but I do love my weapons."

    I replied, "I don't think you will get a chance to use it on this run anyway. Jeb provided us with suppressors for our weapons. They won't be silent, but they will be about as close as we can get. Once any big firefight breaks out they will be of little use, but we might need them for small encounters on our way. We don't want to broadcast that we are coming down that trans-way.

    The Colonel came over the comm and asked for twenty minutes to consolidate his position and to prepare for a run up to Uriah-5. We needed time to plan out our run downwards. Every bit of information we had would be used to optimize our assault. With a bit of luck we would meet the Colonel on the way down.
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    After a short period of preparation Frig repositioned the portal to a storage room near the elevators on level Uraih-15. The standard portal was opened first and when the room was determined to be clear we each passed through using Frig’s parameter update. Frost was the last one through.

    Frost spoke, "I do like that mode of transport Sir, gives you a sort of funky feeling as you pass through. I wonder what it would be like if you and I were…"

    I cut off her conversation, "Frost! It ain’t happening. Get your mind on the game. Your banter is distracting people."

    Frost replied as she winked, "Yes Sir!"

    I rolled my eyes and turned my thoughts back towards our current mission. Our supplies were pushed through the portal and it was then closed and repositioned back to the prior location. Weapons, ammo and food were once again moving through in a continuous stream.

    I spoke, "York, check that door. If that hallway is clear we can begin our descent down those stairs."

    York replied, "Sir, can I suggest we take the ramp instead? It circles the stairs and it might give us better footing in a firefight."

    I checked my pack before pulling it onto my back. "The ramp is fine York. You are the combat expert here so I will defer those types of judgments to your knowledge and experience. Besides, I’m putting you at point anyway."

    York nodded as she replied, "That’s good with me Sir. The last in line misses all the fun."

    The hallway was clear. We moved out along the wall and turned the corner into the trans-way. The stairwells descended 30 meters for each level. The gently sloping ramps surrounding them swirled four times over that distance. Rodriguez placed a small monitoring device on the floor. If anyone came into the trans-way behind us we would know about it.

    As we began our descent, voices could be heard from below. It was the bellow of a Dakar officer ordering more troops down the trans-way towards the Colonel’s position.

    Rodriguez spoke quietly, "Sir, the longer we take to get down there the more troops they are going to move in. I suggest we hustle before their numbers become overwhelming."

    I replied, "I was having the same thought myself."

    I turned. "OK people, we are going to pick up the pace! York, you have the lead. If you spot anything just bring us to a halt so we can evaluate."

    York replied, "You got it Sir."

    We had walked down the ramp until reaching the second swirl of four on level Uriah-14. The movement detection device sounded in our comms. I moved over to the stairwell and looked up. A dozen Dakar regulars were coming down the ramp towards our position.

    I signaled the others to move out. As we came to the doorway for Uriah-14 we exited the trans-way.

    I spoke quietly, "York, check those doors down to the left. Rodriguez, hit the ones on the right. The rest of you take position by that corner and ready a TIG in case we need to fight!"

    As the others moved I began to check doors on the opposite side of the hallway. The first two were locked. York found an open door and the others hurried in. As I turned back their way the first of the Dakar had reached our level. I was left standing in the middle of the hallway. I casually leaned against the wall as if I was supposed to be there.

    The first Dakar glanced back and alerted the others. The small troop stopped and five Dakar soldiers stepped into the hall in front of me.

    The first Dakar spoke, "Human! What is your business here?"

    I replied in a casual tone, "Just hanging out. Wanted to get out of the apartment for a few minutes that's all."

    The Dakar scowled as he raised his blaster, "You are in violation Human. I would suggest you return to your apartment before you are arrested... what is that hanging over your shoulder? Is that a weapon?"

    The sound of a metallic object could be heard rolling down the hallway behind the Dakar soldier. As they each turned to look they were greeted by the bright flash and pop of a TIG.

    I raised my silenced AK and responded, "You. Dakar. All of you into that room over there."

    The first Dakar dropped to his knees and pulled the trigger on his blaster. Nothing happened. He looked curiously at the blaster and then back in my direction. I again gestured for him to move towards the open door.

    The Dakar stood, drew a long knife and took a step in my direction.

    Pffft, pffft, pffft.

    The Dakar looked down at the three holes in his chest. He again dropped to his knees and then collapsed onto his side. I again gestured with my gun. The Dakar moved.

    As each moved past York into the open room beyond the door she gave them a shove in the back. I grabbed the dead Dakar and dragged his body into the room behind them. As I released the corpse I turned to look at York.

    York spoke, "Well go on. I got this."

    The statement caught me a bit off-guard, so I stepped past her into the hallway. She gave me one last look and then closed the door.

    Pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft! Pffft, pffft,pffft, pffft,pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft. Chk-slk-click-chk. Pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft!

    Nearly a minute passed before the door opened and York stepped out into the hall. The team stared in her direction.

    York spoke, "What? They were a liability... they invaded our home... they have killed our people!"

    I held up my hand to quiet her as I replied, "It's OK York. I just wasn't expecting that. What was the extra time for?"

    York responded, "I took their blasters and laid them in a pile by the door. If we have to come back this way for some reason they will be there for our use. Was common practice back in the Marines."

    I replied, "If it's any consolation York, I like your thinking. We are at war. And with our current mission you were exactly right. They were a liability. Let's put this to bed and move on."

    I looked around at the others. "Anyone have a problem with that?"

    Frost stepped up with a grin. "I'll take point next Sir. Yorkie is having too much of the fun!"

    We moved back into the trans-way with Frost leading the way. York picked up the rear with a frown on her face.

    I turned to her and spoke, "You aren't being punished York. I actually like having Frost up there where she's not trying to grab my ass."

    York replied, "It's not that it hasn't crossed my mind Sir. I just prefer to be invited. You aren't inviting me are you Sir?"

    I looked back down the ramp as I continued to walk. "I hesitate to say no to you Sergeant after the way you handled those Dakar back there."

    York chuckled. "No worries Sir. I was just taking care of business. If I don't at least give you a little bit of a hard time Rodriguez and Frost are going to hassle me about it. I don't mean any disrespect with my joshin' Sir."

    I replied, "None taken York. Just keep doing what you are doing."

    When we reached level Uriah-11 Frost held up her hand, stopping us just short of the doorway. Two Dakar could be heard talking in the outer hallway as they approached. Frost signaled and we each moved over against the outer wall of the ramp.

    Frost knelt with her AK at the ready as the two Dakar entered the trans-way. They were deep in their conversation as they turned and began their way down the ramp without noticing the dozen Humans crouched against the wall behind them.

    A Dakar private spoke, "Sir, we have been on this station for weeks now and the Durians are calling all the shots. I don't understand why command doesn't throw them out."

    The second soldier was a Dakar lieutenant. "Private, you might want to keep those thoughts to yourself. Command has their reasons. They will let us know what is happening when they are ready. Until then, just enjoy the fact that we are not getting shot at."

    The private chuckled and replied, "Shot at? By who, Humans? Hahaha. They rolled over when we came on-board. What other species have we fought with that has done that? These Humans aren't so bright if you ask me."

    The Dakar soldiers made their way down the ramp and out of sight. As everyone stood I turned towards York. She was sliding her battle knife back into its sheath.

    York looked up at me. "What?"

    I glanced down at her knife.

    York shook her head. "We can't very well use these guns in the trans-way Sir, would risk giving us away. That and the fact that I don't want Frost baggin' 'em all Sir."

    York smiled as we continued slowly down the ramp. As we reached the deck of Uriah-10 the Dakar soldiers stationed on the level below could be heard talking. We waited patiently as we listened in. If the conversations were "everyday" we would be able to take them with complete surprise.

    A Dakar spoke, "I had a model five when I was a youth. I dropped it in a bowl of Hicka broth and it was of course ruined. I was on track for receiving a model 16 AI, but my teachers lost trust and I was sent to boot school."

    Another Dakar replied, "Jufis, you are too dumb to have had a model 5. You are making up stories. Your father was a booter and you are a booter."

    The Dakar replied, "No, honest. I was all set to go to flight. That stupid broth. It ruined..."

    A Durian stepped up to the conversing soldiers, "Who is in charge here?"

    A Dakar sergeant spoke, "I am Sir. How may we be of assistance?"

    The Durian Helgron grabbed the much weaker Dakar soldier by the neck and pulled him to his face.

    The Durian spoke, "No, I am in charge here Sergeant!"

    The Durian released his grip as he pushed the Dakar sergeant away.

    The Durian continued, "You are sloppy. Ill prepared to fight. We have had a growing number of rebellious outbursts from the Humans below."

    Another Dakar spoke, "If they are acting up why do we not just kill them?" The Dakar looked around and smiled.

    The Durian flipped his arm quickly, slapping the Dakar soldier across the face. The smiles on the other soldiers quickly disappeared.

    Again the Durian spoke, "We are at war! These Humans cannot be trusted to remain idle. They will attack. And when they do we must be prepared if we are to hold this station. I expect patrols of these corridors and of this trans-way; two men to each team. Random checks."

    The Durian looked directly at the sergeant with a seething expression. "Sergeant, if I find things are not as they should be when I return you will pay a heavy price. Leadership comes with responsibility. And that current responsibility is to me."

    As I looked around, York had moved over to the stairwell and pulled out a TIG.

    York spoke, "It's a Durian Sir. We can't let him just walk away. He sounds like the only one there that knows what he's doing."

    With that York pulled the pin on the TIG. After a four second count she released the negative ion grenade. After falling the 30 meters to level Uriah-9 the grenade went off.

    Pop!

    York was quickly on the run down the ramp. I followed with the remainder of the team. As we rounded the last swirl the first of the Dakar came into view.

    Pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft!

    Three Dakar fell hard back into the doorway as the other Dakar scrambled; their ion blasters seemed to have no charge. As York approached the Durian pulled his battle knife and hissed. York followed suit without missing a step.

    At the last second the Durian swung his blade at the charging Human. York dropped, rolled and came up under the Durian's right arm with her own battle knife. The Durian attempted to let out a squeal as Sergeant Diane York placed her free hand over his small mouth.

    York spoke as she looked into the now panicking Durian's eyes, "Get off my station lizard!"

    With that comment York twisted the knife, pulled it from the Durian’s limp appendage and thrust it hard into his forehead.

    Frost was next to unload.

    Pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft!

    Two more Dakar soldiers dropped to their knees as the others backed into the hall. The assault was upon them before they were able to react.

    Frost spoke, "Yorkie bagged a Durian! I am jealous!"

    Rodriguez was next up with her silenced AK.

    Pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft!

    Another Dakar fell backwards.

    Rodriguez spoke as she looked at the next Dakar, "Did you say something?"

    Pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft!

    Frost replied, "And her hair was still perfect!"

    The carnage ended with a dead Durian and a dozen dead Dakar soldiers. The fight was over before anyone but the three female Marines had fired a shot.

    Frost turned and smacked my right buttock with her left hand.

    Frost spoke, "That's how the ladies do it Sir, quick and dirty!"

    I moved forward before Frost could fully take hold.

    I spoke, "OK. Let’s find an empty room and move these bodies out of here before they completely bleed out. And look for something to wipe up the trails with. If we get more visitors to this level we don't want them rushing after us."

    Corporal Mendez spoke, "We aren't going to be able to clean this up Sir. There is too much."

    I replied, "Do what you can Corporal, anything is better than nothing."

    When the bodies had been stuffed away we again moved into the trans-way and continued our way downward. As we approached level Uriah-8, two Dakar soldier were coming up the ramp towards us. We were caught mid-swirl with nowhere to hide.

    The first Dakar spoke, "They were coming down from 14. The Major said they left ten minutes ago. Level nine isn't answering their comm. Let's just do this and get back."

    The second Dakar replied as they continued upwards, "I don't care for the Major. She is too..."

    York opened fire first.

    Pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft, pffft!

    The two Dakar fell backwards, but not before their commanding officer on Uriah-7 heard the commotion.

    York took off into a full run down the ramp spirals as the Dakar Major spoke into his comm. "Fepa.... Fepa? If you and Mina are screwing ar..."

    The Major dropped his arm and reached for his blaster as York charged in.

    Pop!

    The detonation of a TIG sealed the Major's fate. York thrust her battle knife into the Dakar's lower chest as she again covered his scream with her free hand. After a quick twist she was on the next Dakar with Frost on her heals.

    The local Dakar were quickly dispatched. I again gave the command to clean the area and again the bodies were stuffed out of site.

    I spoke, "Everybody take a solid position and take five. I'm calling in for status and to let the Colonel know we are almost ready. Anyone else have anything we should report?"

    Frost spoke, "Tell 'em York bagged a Durian! The Ghouls will love that!"

    I nodded to Frost and got on the comm. The Colonel was alerted to our new position and began to stage his men for an assault. I sat back against a wall to rest. Rodriguez sat next to me with her AK at the ready.

    Rodriguez spoke, "Can we take off the suppressors Sir. I kind of miss the noise."

    I spoke up, "Suppressors off everyone. We aren't going to need them anymore. From here on it's going to be all out. Check your clips and once this starts I want a TIG out every two minutes. I don't care who’s it is. Just keep them coming. And one at a time as we have our limits."

    I let out a sigh as the nervous energy began to build. There was a garrison of Dakar on Uriah-5. We were about to piss them all off. I took my rest while it was available.

  


  
    Chapter 14

    


    

    


    

    The hallway floor was cold and hard. I remembered playing on it as a kid. The hallways of the Grid were familiar to me, like an old friend come to visit. We were four minutes into our five minute rest when Frig came on the comm.

    He had status of the Dakar force just below us. As he talked, a Dakar soldier rounded the corner of an adjacent hallway to the one we occupied.

    The Dakar let out a scream. "Huuummmaaaannnnss!!!"

    Frost quickly ended his song.

    Commotion could be heard from two levels below as the Dakar forces were now aware of something happening from just above their position. Commands were screamed as soldiers assembled and began their march up the ramp.

    Rodriguez spoke, "Sir, now would be a good time to let the Colonel know he has his distraction. If there are several hundred garrisoned there we are going to have a tough go of it waiting on the Colonel."

    I replied as I removed the suppressor from my AK, "Unfortunately Maria, I think we would be ecstatic with several hundred. The latest scan from Frig put that number at over a thousand. We were supposed to alert the Colonel 'before' we attacked. We have no choice but to hold now!"

    I continued, "Everyone! Listen up! Take off those suppressors and let's make some noise! It may help the Colonel get here sooner if they don't hear him coming. And keep in mind, they can't come any faster than those stairwells and ramps let them. We have the high ground, the weapons and the information. We know them, but they don't know us. And make every shot count; our ammo supply has definite limits!"

    Frost spoke, "TIG away!"

    Pop!

    As the first Dakar soldiers came into view on the stairwell Corporal Mendez and Private Hallis opened up.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The troops on the stairwell came to a halt as they pulled back their wounded. The soldiers on the ramp continued their slow climb.

    Frost spoke as she squatted just back from the stairwell rail, "Wait for it. Wait... Ahhhhiiiieee!!!"

    At the same instant Frost, Rodriguez and York all rose and charged down the ramp.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Mendez leaned in as I looked on at the female tornado moving down the ramp. "It’s frightening Sir. I will be having nightmares about those three!"

    I stood and fired four rounds at the Dakar who were again attempting to move up the stairwell.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Several seconds later, bright flashes could be seen from below. The three women of my squad were taking laser fire. As they came storming back up the ramp, yelling and waving their arms, I stood and pulled out a standard grenade. The pin was yanked and the grenade thrown down the ramp just over the girls heads. It skidded repeatedly off the outer ramp wall as it went.

    Booom!

    Screams could be heard from below as we made our retreat towards Uriah-8. Mendez popped off another standard grenade as we ran.

    Booom!

    Again screams of agony could be heard as the shrapnel took its toll. When we reached the eighth level York grabbed the edge of the wall and spun herself around in the doorway to face the oncoming horde of Dakar.

    York spoke, "Sir! We need to take a defensive position or they are going to run us up and into certain trouble. There will be reinforcements coming down from above, probably within minutes. We need to stake out our claim and hold it Sir!"

    I concurred and the squad quickly took a defensive position around the Uriah-8 doorway.

    I turned and gave Mendez an order, "Check those doors and see if there is an open room. I want a place to fall back to if we have to."

    Mendez replied as he turned away, "Yes Sir!"

    The battle suddenly quieted as the Dakar force approached our position. York pitched a grenade over the stairwell rail. Screams could be heard from below as Dakar troops attempted to scatter.

    Booom!

    Laser pulses were soon striking the walls just in front of our position as the Dakar on the ramp continued their climb. Two more grenades were loosed, followed shortly after with a new TIG.

    Booom! Booom! Pop!

    York turned as the Dakar once again regrouped. "Sir, just aim for the center of their torso, that's the biggest target and it seems to do the trick. As far as a fighting species goes Sir, they ain't very hardy!"

    As York turned back, a Dakar laser bolt came upwards, searing off her right arm just below the shoulder. The arm fell to the ramp floor and began to slowly roll away. York fell backwards looking at her missing arm in disbelief. The laser cut had been clean, cauterizing the wound as it severed her arm.

    York leaned forward in an attempt to grab her rolling arm. A second Dakar laser bolt then sliced off her other arm as she stretched it outward, grasping for her first. The second arm began to roll down the ramp after the first as York fell forward, banging her forehead on the floor. Frost grabbed York by the legs and pulled her back behind the doorway opening.

    As Diane York’s arms rolled down the ramp the Dakar opened fire with their lasers, chopping the rolling arms into smaller pieces, which themselves began to roll faster.

    Two more grenades went down the ramp, again halting the Dakar advance.

    Booom! Booom!

    York rolled over and sat up. "Maria, can you reach my arms?"

    Rodriguez replied, "Oh no. I'm sorry Honey, but those arms aren't coming back. We'll get you fitted with some nice prosthetics when we get back."

    York replied with a distressed look on her face, "Well what am I supposed to do with these short stumps in the meantime? I can't fight like this!"

    Maria replied, "Honey. You gotta sit back and chill. Mendez! Get her up and back into that room!"

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The Dakar continued their slow advance. We had no view down the staircase as our position by the door restricted our sight. As Mendez stood York up, two Dakar soldiers popped their heads over the stairwell rail and fired their lasers, sheering both of York's legs off at just above the knees. She fell to the floor as her once attached legs folded underneath her.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The Dakar soldiers fell backwards on the stairwell as Rodriguez pitched a grenade in after them. At that moment the Dakar advance ground to a halt as gunfire could be heard coming from below. The Colonel and his men were moving up.

    I got on the comm. "Frig! I need you to open a portal on Uriah-8. We need to send York through."

    Frig replied, "I need an exact location Sir. Precisely where are you?"

    I replied, "We are in the doorway of Uriah-8. But we have a room across the hall, looks like U8206. Can you open it inside that room?"

    Frig replied, "Give me a moment to calibrate Sir and I will have it open. Prepare York for transfer."

    As the others held our position at the door I scooped what remained of Sergeant Diane York up into my arms and heaved her onto my shoulder. Once in the room I waited for the portal to open. Mendez came up behind me with York's severed legs.

    I raised Frig on the comm. "You got anyone on that side to give you a hand? We are going to have to pass her through to you."

    Frig replied, "I have two men here to help Sir. Just be careful that she doesn't touch a side."

    York spoke, "Well this is about as embarrassing as it gets Sir. I'm being passed around like sack of gear. And Mendez! Be careful with those legs! I want those reattached!"

    When the portal widened to its largest size I passed York through to the hands on the other side. Mendez passed through the first leg. As he passed the second through the portal closed around it, touching it briefly on the side. The leg was instantly frozen as it came in contact with the absolute zero temperature of the outer edge of the portal.

    York yelled through, "Mendez! I am going to kick your ass when I catch up to you!"

    Mendez smiled as he looked through the small portal at York and her stumps. "Sorry Diane, but you won't be kicking it with that leg. Hahahaha!"

    As the portal closed I turned to Mendez. "Wow. That was a pretty cruel joke to make when she just lost all her limbs."

    Mendez replied, "Sir, York doesn't give a crap about that. She's just embarrassed that she had to leave the field of battle. She has always fought until the end Sir. The trauma of leaving is what's weighing on her mind."

    Rodriguez called out, "We need some help out here! They are coming back!"

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    I took up a firing position from the room doorway that offered a covered advantage when it came to defending the stairwell. I pitched my remaining TIGs and grenades to Rodriguez as she, Frost and the others continued to hold the Dakar off through the doorway.

    Several minutes passed before I was startled by a hand on my shoulder. "Sir, Dirk Stanton, we have eight coming through the portal along with supplies. Tell us where you need us Sir."

    I replied, "Glad to have you here Dirk. Take three each and start moving down the hallway in either direction. Find a good spot to defend and take up a position. Put the other two on this door, one up on this chair so he has a view down into that stairwell. Have him shoot anything that moves."

    The ends of the hallway were soon defended and I carried a supply of TIGs and grenades to my team.

    Rodriguez spoke, "They are pushing hard Sir, but taking heavy casualties. If they get up enough guts to rush us we are in trouble."

    I replied as I sat four packs of grenades on the floor behind us, "We have supplies. What do you say to us coating that ramp and stairwell with grenades? If we start to run short we can ask for more. We may not get any more, but we can ask."

    The pins were pulled on six grenades. Screams could be heard after the detonations began. The Dakar advance came to an immediate halt as the onslaught of grenades continued. As the Dakar attempted to regroup we began to move down the ramp. The grenade assault continued.

    Frost spoke, "Sir, looks like they are moving down. This might be a good time for one of York's rampage charges. If we can keep them scattered I think we can push them all the way down to Uriah-5. That could give the Colonel the break he needs to get up that ramp."

    I replied, "You heard the lady people! Let's move! And keep those grenades flying. I want to see Uriah-5 in five!"

    The squad got to its feet and began to force our way down the ramp. As we rounded the ramp swirl to the Dakar's previous position it was a sight of horror. Dakar blood and guts lined the walls and ran in streaks down the ramp. The walls and floor were pock-marked with indentations from the grenades. Whatever substance the Grid was made of was tough. It had lasted us for a thousand years; minor damage was not going to change that.

    Injured soldiers had been left behind as the overwhelmed Dakar troops moved down the ramp towards the safety of their larger force. Prisoners were not taken as we advanced. A large number of bodies had been piled up along the inner rail of the ramp. The Dakar had been taking a severe beating in their attempts to push us up the ramp.

    Mendez spoke, "Sir, that's Uriah-7. I suggest we ask Stanton to send two of his men down to secure that hallway."

    I took Mendez' suggestion and two Marines came down to guard the doorway as we continued pushing downward. Resistance began to pick up as we approached Uriah-6. Halfway down the ramp our progress stopped. Laser fire began to pick up.

    Frost spoke, "Sir, we are down to our last satchel of grenades. It's time we had a resupply if possible. These will be gone in a few minutes. And I don't like the number of laser blasts we have coming up that ramp Sir. I would say they are beginning to pick up a lot of support."

    I replied, "We need to push through this last blockage Frost. We only need to disrupt their defense down there for a few seconds to give the Colonel time to take that doorway. If he can push them back into that hallway he can hold the trans-way and move his whole force forward. I am open to suggestions as to how we accomplish this last push."

    I raised Frig on the comm, "Frig, we are hitting big resistance going from level seven down to six. Got any suggestions?"

    Frig was silent for a moment and replied, "I will see what I can do. How are your supplies holding up?"

    I replied, "We are beginning to run low. One of Stanton's men is bringing down the last two satchels now. That should give us another five or six minutes, then, we are out."

    Frig turned to the other men in his lab for a discussion. When he was done talking to them he turned back and pressed the comm button. "Sir, I will do another drop of supplies on Uriah-7. Following that we will attempt a disruption on Uriah-5. I will coordinate the timing with you and the Colonel so that you might make a push at the same time. I will let you know when our surprise is imminent."

    I replied, "Sounds good. Just make it quick because they are beginning to push back hard on us."

    Mendez continued with a grenade every fifteen seconds. The searing bolts of laser fire continued to scar the wall of the ramp, moving ever closer to our position as the Dakar pushed upwards.

    Stanton's men then backed into the doorway behind us.

    Sergeant Horn yelled out, "Sir! We have a couple dozen Dakar advancing down the hallway! We have to move back up the ramp Sir!"

    Horn pitched a grenade down the hallway in each direction.

    Booom! Booom!

    I yelled as I stood to move back, "Enemy coming from the halls! Let's get started back up the ramp! We can't hold this position. As we began to move up the ramp I glanced back at the doorway as a portal materialized. Four satchels of grenades dropped through before I could get on the comm.

    I spoke, "Frig! Stop the supplies! That position has been overrun. We are moving back up to eight. Try to resupply us there."

    Frig replied, "Sorry for the delay Sir. We lost a generator on our end. I have had to siphon power from the ship to open this portal."

    I hesitated on the swirl of the ramp where I still had a view of the satchels of grenades laying on the floor by the Uriah-7 door.

    Frost grabbed my arm. "Don't do it Sir. It's not worth the risk. Those lasers coming up that ramp will cut you to pieces before you make it there and back."

    At that moment two live grenades rolled through the portal just before it closed.

    Booom! Booom!

    The satchels had been scattered with most of the lost grenades being destroyed. I fired off several rounds from my AK as the first of the Dakar came into view.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The soldiers remained just out of sight as I squeezed off another round into the open doorway. A Dakar hand could then be seen reaching down for one of the remaining grenades.

    Frost pulled at my shoulder. "Sir, come on. We need to set up our defensive positions again. Those grenades are gone."

    As I began to turn I replied, "I'm just hoping they don't figure out how to use the ones that are still there. They could toss one of those things up the ramp and take us all out at once."

    I was then startled by the sound of an exploding grenade behind me.

    Booom!

    The Dakar had pulled the pin while attempting to figure out what the device was and how it worked. Frost again pulled on my combat suit as the laser fire from the Dakar on the ramp continued to move up the wall.

    We once again took up position in the doorway on Uriah-8. A portal soon opened behind us and four more satchels of grenades dropped out.

    I spoke, "Mendez, start handing those grenades up here. We are going to make another push down that ramp!"

    Frost, Rodriguez and I each tossed grenades down the ramp. The Dakar had no viable defense against them. We rose and again advanced down the ramp. We soon found ourselves once again on Uriah-7, heading for Uriah-6.

    Stanton came up behind us with three new satchels of grenades. "I have more where these came from Sir. I’m bringing them down now. I moved Rochester and Weeps into that hallway. They should be able to hold their positions from any small force like that last one. I think we can safely move down to six."

    I thanked Stanton as we continued to push downward. The ramp was a bloody mess. Dakar bodies, arms, legs and heads lined our path. The ramp floor was slick with their entrails and bodily fluids.

    Rodriguez spoke, "Man, York would have loved this. I've been recording most of this on my helmet-cam, but I think it might upset her to watch it, to see what she 'missed'."

    I replied, "There are a lot of the Colonel's Marines that thrive on being in the thick of it. That tells me why we survived all those years against the Milgari. It takes soldiers who don't fear death to charge into some of these fights."

    Rodriguez replied as she winked, "Yeah. I suppose when you have commanders who will do the same it makes it a lot easier. York is a machine Sir. You wind her up and aim her in the direction you want cleared out and she will go do it. Hopefully the doc can get some arms and legs on her and get her back in the fight."

    I replied, "George will take good care of her, but those prosthetics take a minimum of several weeks to get used to, and months to master. She will be back, but probably not for this battle."

    As our push continued the Dakar on Uriah-5 were driven back into the hallway. The Colonel's teams advanced, pushing them farther away from the doorway. When the outer hall was secure the Colonel's men began to stream by, going up the ramp towards our next way-point.

    The Colonel soon came up to our position. "Grange, heck-uv-a job son! Sorry to hear York got knocked out of commission."

    I replied, "Yes Sir, she lost her arms and legs. Had we not sent her back she would have continued to fight by pulling herself forward with her chin and attempting to bite the enemy."

    The Colonel chuckled as he replied, "I have no doubt about that Don. She doesn't know quit. What's her outlook?"

    I replied, "Her cuts were clean through Sir, and cauterized. She will be back soon enough."

    The Colonel scanned the ramp around us. "Bad day to be a Dakar I would say."

    As we walked and talked the Colonel came to a Dakar soldier that was still moving. Without hesitation the Colonel pulled his battle knife and thrust it into the Dakar's skull. It was a Dakar officer. The blood was wiped on the officer's tunic and the Colonel's knife jammed back into its sheath. The Uriah trans-way was ours.
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    Next up was a move across Uriah-25 to the Wallace section. From Wallace we would again move up a Transway to the Pretoria section after which we would make another move across the section to a new Transway. Changing vertical trans-ways was an attempt to keep the enemy scattered as we fought our way upwards.

    The Colonel spoke, "Wallace is an industrial section. It has the chemical labs as well as ore processing facilities. We won't be running into many civilians until we hit Pretoria."

    I replied, "How are we going to manage the people in the sections that we liberate?"

    The Colonel replied, "We aren't liberating sections. We are passing through them on the way to our objective. The people we pass-by are going to have to stay locked up in their homes unless they want to get shot. We have one mission right now Don. We have to get control of that gravity drive."

    I responded, "What about the places we have taken?"

    The Colonel shook his head. "The Prassi are closing in on Zeta-9. I already have the operations there shutting down. The guys at the tail end of our column might have the worst of the fighting. Everyone will be following us up to Lima-22."

    As we continued moving forward our lead squads encountered only light resistance on Uriah-25. Our progress seemed too easy. I wondered if we were being allowed to move forward on purpose.

    I spoke, "Colonel, why aren't they putting up more of a fight? They are only taking pot-shots at our lead squads."

    The Colonel replied, "We have noticed the same. It may be time for us to split the column into three. We have enough supplies to last us a week and with the portal, Frig can resupply us almost at will. With three forces to guard they will have to spread their defenses. I'm expecting Wallace to be a nasty run, but it plays in our favor with the lack of civilians. I'm trying to avoid the critical sections that the population is reliant on. The farms on Newton and Orienta come to mind. Fighting there could lead to starvation for all the civilians."

    I replied, "As always, you are one step ahead of me."

    I slapped the Colonel on the back as I turned back towards my squad. "Let me know when we can be of use Colonel."

    As we entered the Wallace section all resistance fell away. The Colonel gave orders to stop the column. After a short discussion with his planners, the column was split into three sections. The Colonel would lead the three from the first, Admiral Zimmerman would lead the second and Admiral Chaulk would head up the third.

    The Colonel spoke into his comm, "Zimmerman, your men will accompany you back to Transway-7 on Uriah. Chaulk, when you reach Uriah-25 keep going up until you reach Mako-4, then shift over to Transway-9 and continue up to Lima-2."

    Admiral Chaulk replied, "And if we reach our objective before you and Zimmerman?"

    The Colonel replied, "Hold position there when you reach it if we have not achieved our way-points. Zimmerman, fight your way straight up to Lima-8 and hold there until we have reached Melody-18."

    Zimmerman replied, "Melody-18? That has one of the hydrogen storage facilities doesn't it?"

    The Colonel replied, "Exactly! We need those facilities operational or that gravity drive is useless. There are four such storage sections. If we have and hold at least one, we can send this station off away from this sector and the Durians. It might only give us a couple years space, but space is what we need. I'm just hoping they don't figure out what we are doing before we get there. If they purge those tanks, it will bring nothing but bad times with it."

    Chaulk and Zimmerman had their new orders. Admiral Chaulk's column numbered more than 800,000 soldiers. Zimmerman's crew numbered 103,000 while the Colonel's team pushed 84,000 veterans. All three forces were well trained and disciplined. They were also fighting for their homes.

    The Colonel came on the comm, "Grange. Take your squad and 20 others out on the right flank. See if you can make it all the way to the outer wall and on to Transway-3."

    I replied, "This isn't some lame attempt at keeping me out of harm’s way is it Colonel?"

    The Colonel replied, "Geez, you figured me out Grange. I was hoping you and your teams could stop somewhere for milk and cookies..."

    I responded, "Was that sarcasm Sir?"

    The Colonel replied with an agitated voice, "Of course it's sarcasm! Now get your ass in gear and head out! I want to secure that space port on Wallace-18. If we ignore those ports the Dakar can take advantage of them by moving in supplies and troops. I would rather they have to fight us in the hallways head-to-head, where they are packing all their supplies in!"

    I replied, "Roger that Colonel. The comm channel for the 20 just came through. We will head out immediately following this conversation. Out."

    I turned to my team, "Frost, Rodriguez, we are headed out to the wall and then on to Transway-3 and down to the ports on Wallace-18. I would expect stiff resistance somewhere along that path, so let's keep the TIGs at the ready."

    I pressed my comm, "Frig? Can you download the layout of Wallace-25 from my current position to Transway-3?"

    Frig replied, "Wallace section should be coming through now Sir. I performed a scan of the monitors the Colonel's team has in that section. It appears the Dakar are trying to lure the Colonel into a trap. He is aware of the situation."

    I replied, "What about us? Anything in our way heading out?"

    Frig replied, "Yes Sir. There appears to be 2524 Dakar in a formation that will coincide with your path in 12 minutes Sir. They are part of the pincer move on the Colonel."

    I punched up our location on my arm pad viewer. "You wouldn't happen to see a good place for us to hide on your monitors would you? These arm viewers make it a bit difficult to search for such."

    Several seconds passed before Frig responded. "Sir, continue on the path set in your plans. At seven minutes distance you should encounter a doorway off the hall you are in, it will be Chemical Lab W-25D. The door to that lab is always open Sir. There are two storage rooms within that should be of sufficient size to hide your men Sir. Make use of those while the Dakar farce passes you by."

    I replied, "And I suppose it’s all gravy from that point to the wall?"

    Frig replied, "I'm sorry Sir. I do not have that information. The Colonel's teams only command a limited number of monitors in that area as it was not previously deemed critical. If the opportunity presents itself Sir, I can scan local areas in your vicinity, but those scans are limited to line of sight."

    I thanked Frig and continued towards the lab as he had suggested. When we reached it the door was open.

    Rodriguez spoke as we entered, "Sir, I'm wondering if this was such a good idea."

    I replied, "What is it Maria?"

    Rodriguez pointed. "Everything on that wall and down this center isle has flammable decals Sir. If we have to fight this is not such a good place to do it."

    The lab was lined with chemicals containers, many of which were flammable. If the Dakar forces were to discover us, they would have the ability to burn us out.

    I replied, "Those soldiers will be here in a few minutes. Let's just get into those store rooms first. Maybe we can think of a way to make use of something in here. Anyone know chems?"

    A voice came over the comm. "I studied Chemical Engineering before joining the service Sir. This is York Sir."

    Frost replied as we moved into the first store room with eight of our 20 squads. "Yorkie! You can't possibly be here. Where are you?"

    York replied, "I'm sitting in a room. The doc is attempting to attach a mechanical leg to me as we speak. Frig was kind enough to patch me into a direct channel through the portal. I'm here as long as he keeps that open for us. I've been listening in where I could. I know Chemicals, so if you can sit tight until those troops pass, I'll see if I can figure out a good way make use of them."

    I replied, "York! Glad to hear you are OK, err... making progress. I can send the inventory list of what was last reported in the lab if you need it."

    York replied, "Already got it Sir, looking it over now."

    Several minutes passed before we heard the sound of Dakar boots in the hallway. Low voices could be heard as they marched past the open lab door. We stood, quiet and listening as the handle on the store room door jiggled. Frost held it firmly on the other side. When the sounds of Dakar had moved on we emerged from the store room.

    Frig came on the comm. "Sir, York and I might have a use for some of those chemicals. I did a quick analysis of the atmosphere on the Dakar home-world that you gave your speeches on Sir. The atmosphere contains a low amount of chlorides. From the minimal medical information we have obtained on the Dakar we found they have an issue with Chlorine. While Chlorine gas is fatal to us in sufficient quantity it is far worse for the Dakar in smaller amounts."

    I replied, "How can we make use of that?"

    Frig continued, "We are going to make Chlorine gas Sir. It is deadly to the Dakar. Take a flask, add ten milliliters of hydrochloric acid. Drop in a 1 gram pellet of Manganese Dioxide and seal the flask. The flask, when broken, will release the Chlorine gas. The quantity released will be unpleasant to us, while being deadly to them."

    I replied, "So, we just throw it?"

    Frig replied, "Yes Sir. I will have Jeb look into adding a solution to our grenades. It would have immediate stopping power and keep the area clear of Dakar for a number of minutes until it adequately dissipates. It would prove a much more effective weapon, but I suspect it will take time for that to be designed into our current grenades."

    I directed several of my team to get started on our Chlorine grenades as the others watched the hallway for Dakar.

    I spoke, "Just make a dozen of those and let’s get moving. We need to secure that port for the Colonel."

    As the last of the flasks was being corked and sealed, word came over the comm, the Colonel and his column we under attack. The Dakar were attempting to move in behind him, cutting off any escape.

    I again got on the comm, "Frig, can you check the air system in this sector? Is there any way we could send the Colonel a gift in the way of Chlorine gas for those Dakar in front of his position?"

    Frig replied, "That is an excellent suggestion Sir. I will analyze and have a recommendation shortly. Hold your position in the lab as we may need further access to those chemical supplies."

    Several minutes passed before Frig came on the comm. "Sir, I have plotted a course from your position to the main air trunk for the Wallace section. This is an outlet trunk so there will be no further scrubbing or filtration of the air before delivery. I will need you to open the trunk. There should be an access panel. Place a tub that is sufficient in size to hold four liters of hydrochloric acid."

    You will not be able to safely combine the pellets on that scale. If you search shelf 16, third from the top you will find blocks of a dissolvable wax. Take one of those blocks and heat it up in the tub you wish to use. When the wax has turned to its liquid state, remove it from the heat and add the Manganese pellets. It should harden before you reach the air trunk. Place the tub in the duct, add the acid and close up the access panel. The wax will dissolve, blend with the acid and release the Chlorine gas."

    I replied, "So, is this going to kill all the Dakar?"

    York answered, "It will probably kill some of them. But it will definitely clear them out of Wallace. This should give the Colonel a huge advantage as the Dakar will likely be in chaos trying to save themselves."

    I responded, "Frig, did I ever tell you I love you man! You always seem to have an answer and usually it is an answer that I like."

    I turned to the others in the lab, "Get ready to chlorinate the Dakar people. We have a section to take control of!"

    Several minutes passed before we were carrying the tub of waxy pellets towards the main air trunk. As we round a corner we came face to face with four Dakar soldiers. Both sides were startled as the encounter was not expected.

    Rodriguez quickly dropped a NIB as Frost and I opened fire. Two of the Dakar managed a single bolt from their blasters before the AK rounds took them down.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Pzzt! Pzzt!

    The bolts both struck Mendez in the chest, exploding his insides outward in a horrid display of blood and gore, the concussion knocked me to the ground.

    The NIB detonated as the two remaining Dakar raised their weapons. The triggers were pulled but no bolts of energy emerged.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The encounter was quickly over. Mendez was gone. I winced in pain as I looked down at my right forearm. A rib from Mendez’ exploding chest had penetrated my battle suit and lodged itself squarely between my radius and ulna. Our squad medic immediately got to work.

    The medic spoke, "I’ve seen a lot of combat Sir, but this is a first. And I am not sure how, but it looks like it missed the major arteries and veins; went right through."

    I pushed the medic aside as I stood. "It’s going to have to wait then Bellows. We need to get this Chlorine into that system. You can work on getting that bone out of me once we get there."

    As we continued forward to the air trunk, Bellows attempted to bandage my damaged arm. The blood loss was minimal. Bellows was told to stand back.

    I spoke, "Frost, use that mirror before rounding corners. We lost Mendez because we were sloppy. I don't want to lose anyone else."

    Frost replied as she looked back, "Awe. I'm touched Sir! Would you miss me?"

    I shifted my AK to my right hand, pointed to my eyes and then down the hallway. Frost got the message and turned back to her duties. We soon found ourselves in front of the maintenance door to the air trunk.

    Frost checked the door and turned. "Looks like its locked Sir. You want I should open it?"

    I nodded. Frost took three steps back and charged the door, raising her boot at the last second.

    Bam!

    Frost fell backwards, grimacing as she rolled over on the floor. "Gar! That freakin' hurt!"

    The maintenance door had a large dent in it just below the handle. It had held under the strain of Frost's boot.

    I spoke as I stepped in front of it. "Must be getting old Frost. Can't even kick down a door. It's a good thing York wasn't here to witness that spectacle."

    York came on the comm. "Oh, I saw it Sir. Hahahaha! I just had to catch my breath from laughing. Maria had me patched in through her video feed. If I had leg's Sir, I'd kick that door in for you! Hahahaha!"

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    I raised my boot and kicked at the door even with the doorknob. The thin plate steel of the door gave way around the bullet holes. The door swung open. The air duct lay before us.

    I spoke, "Get that access panel open and let's get the Colonel some assistance."

    Rodriguez worked the latches as I stepped up to assist. Before she could raise her hand to stop me I pulled hard on the handle release. The air duct behind the panel was pressurized. I was blown backwards, striking the back of my head against the inside wall. Several minutes passed before I came too.

    Bellows was standing over me. "Good, glad to see you are with us Sir. I took the liberty to pull that rib from your arm. The holes are closing OK, but they are going to leave some nasty scars. Just rest here for a few minutes and we should have you ready to rumble again Sir.

    I grabbed Bellows by the arm. "The Chlorine? Did we get the Chlorine in there?"

    Bellows took my hand and placed it by my side. "The Chlorine is away Sir. And unless you want me poking you full of extra holes I would not be grabbing my arm again. Just give me another minute to finish up and you can have at it."

    Frost stepped up and spoke, "Good thing you have a thick skull Sir. The way you hit that wall I thought you were going to be leaking brains everywhere. Glad to see it was just a knockout. Oh, and while you were out Sir, I kept your blood flowing by massaging your butt cheek Sir. Hahahaha!"

    When Bellows had completed his stitching I attempted to stand. I was shaky on my feet and required a hand. After feeling the lump on the back of my head I stepped slowly out into the hallway.

    I spoke, "Let's get going people. We have a port to shut down."

    Frig came on the comm. "Sir, glad to see you are up and moving. I routed your new path to Transway-3. You should be receiving it on your arm momentarily. Just before the last turn I selected a store room, W348. You will find extra supplies in there should you need them Sir."

    The Colonel came on the comm, "Grange! Nice work with the Chlorine! We are once again moving forward. The Dakar all seem to be running for their lives in agony. You might have to watch your back as some may be headed back your way."

    I replied, "Glad to hear it and thanks for the warning Colonel. We'll pick up the pace a bit until we get to our objective. How's the air your way?"

    The Colonel replied, "It's not much worse than a strong bleach smell, but it smells like fresh air to me! We should be able to make our current objective in about ten minutes. Will let you know what's next after that."

    I replied, "Roger that Colonel. Just let us know if you need anything else."

    We arrived at W348 without incident. I gave the teams an opportunity to rest. We had lost one of our own in Mendez, but war saw to it that there was no time to grieve. Half of the squads were soon sitting, chewing on fresh Omega root. I shook my head in disgust.
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    We restocked our ammo with the supplies Frig had left for us and then returned to the mission at hand. The ramp down Wallace-25 on Transway-3 was unguarded. We slowly moved our squads out into the hallway.

    Frost was on point. "Sir, the main corridor to the port is just up ahead. Is there an alternate route we can take to get in there? I don't fancy just walking in through that main door."

    I got on the comm. "Frig. Can you find us another way into that port? Something less traveled than the main entrance?"

    Frig replied, "Bringing up the schematics now Sir. I believe there are two fire doors on your level with access, but we will have to disable the alarms before they can be accessed."

    I replied, "There aren't any walls we can cut through or access panels or such? Or could we use a TIG to knock out power while we move through?"

    Frig was quiet for a moment and then replied, "I'm sorry Sir. The walls surrounding that port are of extreme thickness for obvious reasons. And there are no access panels. I could not be certain that the TIG would do what you need. It will knock out the power, but you may set off the alarm when that power returns even if that door has been closed."

    "I will raise the Colonel’s team on the station and see if they have access to the computer systems in that section. Perhaps they can disable it for us. In the meantime, I would suggest you move down the hallway across from your position to the right. At the end you will find a door that leads into an office area. It should be large enough to house your team until a decision is made."

    I replied, "Let us know when you know something. Until then we will use the time to study the port schematics. If you could provide us with a latest scan of the area it would be appreciated."

    Frig replied, "Will do Sir. Stand by."

    Once in the abandoned office space, I called together my squad leaders to review the port layout. Harin Abouye was a 58 year old veteran with 40 years of prior service in the Grid Marines.

    Harin spoke, "There are 35 of these type ports on the Grid Sir. Most have a similar configuration. Docking bays here and here. Ingress is at a 35 degree angle here and egress at a 45 degree angle there. This section is for loading and unloading of big cargo and this one for people and standard packages. The warehouses drop down into the two levels below."

    I replied, "Did you ever work this port Harin, you sound knowledgeable."

    Harin replied, "No Sir. But I did work a sister ore port on Joy-18. It is essentially the same layout with a few alterations. Since we can’t change the overall structure of this station, we have to use what was already here. As it turns out, it was an efficient design."

    Commander Jack Lightfoot spoke, "The design also offers us some advantages Sir. We only need to hold the ingress port-way to control the port. Ships can only come in through there and not the other way. Automated gravity buffers keep ships from entering through the exit. If we take that entryway we control this port."

    The results from a partial scan of the Wallace-18 port came in from Frig. We soon had a plan in place to take back the port from the Dakar who held it.

    I spoke, "Commander Lightfoot, "You and Major Higgins will be closing off the entryway. Take Finch and Breslin with you. Kerris, take your squad to this position and take out the Dakar stationed there. From the number there and the looks of it on the schematics, I would say they are using this for their bunk area. If we can coordinate our attacks it should make your mission doable with a single squad."

    I continued, "Moler, Fachetti and Aaron, you will hit and hold the ingress control room. That leaves Lincoln and me as backups. We will take positions here and here. If any of you hit stiff resistance call one of us in."

    The Colonel came on the comm. "Grange. I’ve been following your planning on the share. You will have to take that entrance first and fight your internal port battles afterward. That entryway has blast doors that you will need to close and secure. You won’t be able to hold off the Dakar in this section, but those blast doors will. Get them closed and work out the rest from there."

    I replied, "We were planning an all-at-once strategy Colonel. I think we can wrap it all up with a single sweeping charge."

    The Colonel replied, "That’s not going to happen Grange, you have several thousand Dakar regulars that are headed your way. That port has the promise of fresh air since it is on a separate system. They are going to want it. Take that door now and get it shut!"

    I turned to the others. "You heard the Colonel. Let’s just rush that door and fight our way through it. The scan shows about 150 troops camped out around it. We are going to have to cover a hundred meters of open space before we get there. This will not be easy."

    Major Chance Moler replied, "Sir, I have an idea and I will gladly volunteer for it. I will walk down the hall to the door and release a TIG. The rest of you can then rush the door."

    I replied, "With that combat suit they won’t let you get close enough to use a TIG. That’s a suicide mission Major. We need something else."

    Moler replied, "Well what if I walk down there naked? It might be so much of a distraction that they wonder what it is that crazy human is doing."

    Frost replied, "I like the way you think Major! But what if they have laser pistols? You wouldn’t last a second out there."

    The Major replied, "I don’t see as we have a choice. We either risk one individual, me, or we all take our chances against those blasters. Frankly, I think my way is less risky for us all."

    I replied, "OK Major, we give it a shot. We will wait around the corner until we hear a pop from that TIG. And thanks for your dedication Major. It takes monster courage to volunteer for something like this."

    The Major began to strip off his combat suit. "I’ve had my moments of shame Sir. If this works it wipes the slate clean for me."

    We moved up to the corner by the main corridor. The Major, with TIG in hand began to sing. His voice was hideous and his tone worse than a drunk at a New Year’s celebration. The major rounded the corner, swaying back and forth as he slowly walked towards the contingent of Dakar soldiers.

    The Dakar looked at each other curiously before the Dakar commander barked out an order, "Halt! Don’t come any closer!"

    The Major continued to sing as he moved towards the entrance-way.

    The Dakar commander repeated his statement. "Halt!"

    Twenty blaster rifles were raised and aimed at the Major. At forty meters the Dakar commander fired a warning shot. Sparks flew off the wall as a low level bolt impacted just beside the Major.

    The Major came to a stop for only a moment. He then began to swing his arms as he twirled and once again sang. The Dakar watched on in fascination. At 20 meters the Major swirled and released the TIG. For two seconds it skated on the corridor floor before sliding up to the Dakar.

    Pop!

    The Major turned and ran in our direction as the Dakar tried in vain to fire their blasters.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The Dakar began to scatter. As the Major sprinted in our direction the laser fire began. The third bolt cut deep into the Major’s side just as we advance past him. Two grenades rolled up to the Dakar soldiers.

    Booom! Booom!

    Our advance was cleared.

    I stopped with Bellows as he knelt down to assist Chance Moler. The Major had passed out from the injury and the pain. Bellows looked up and shook his head. The Major had sacrificed himself for us all. I continued forward with an angry scowl on my face.

    I yelled as I came to the doors and fired on two fleeing Dakar. "Aaaaaagggh!

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Laser bolts were flying from several fallback locations as the Dakar attempted to regroup. Frost led a team into the control room for the doors and began the process of first closing and then sealing them shut. Lights flashed and an alarm sounded as the massive blast doors began to close. I pulled a TIG from my pack and heaved it down the entrance-way corridor as an army of Dakar soldiers rounded the far corner in our direction. Four ion bolts struck the outer side of the doors as they closed and locked. It was now us versus the 350 Dakar that occupied the port facility.

    I yelled, "Abouye! Lightfoot! Park your squads here and don’t give up possession of this control room. Finch! Breslin! Take your squads and clear out those admin offices and the warehouses. Fachetti! Flush out that docking bay and tell me if there are any ships in there that we could fly if need be. And Aaron! You are coming with me. We are going to take ingress control and stop any ship that attempts to land in this port. You all have your orders. Move out!"

    As we moved over a crosswalk the occasional ion bolt would flash over our heads. There was a strange thing about the Grid station construction. Ion bolts were largely absorbed by the materials that made up any bare station walls. Anything we had constructed since our arrival acted in the normal manner, it would explode violently if a full ion charge met it full on. But the original walls only gave off sparks. The Grid was made up of materials that we could not reproduce. It was another of her mysteries we had yet to unlock.

    The port itself rose for three levels from Wallace-16 through Wallace-18. From our position we would have to make our way down a local trans-way to the base floor where the ingress control room was located. Once on the floor it was an 850 meter run to the outer port wall. Cover across the port floor was minimal at best.

    I spoke, "We have a 250 meter run to that first set of materials out there. From there we have another 150 meters to those cargo containers and 150 meters beyond that to that floor conveyer. Beyond that is where we will be most vulnerable. The last scan showed 40 Dakar in and around that control room area. I don’t think we have anyone here that can throw a TIG 200 meters. So, we are going to have to figure something out."

    We moved across the port floor in a zig-zag fashion. The occasional ion bolt came over our heads to which we returned a hail of AK rounds. The Dakar taking the long range shots soon decided it was not worth being shot at. Our first two hops across the floor went off without incident. When we arrived at the floor conveyer I sat behind a row of cargo containers.

    I spoke, "Bellows. What can you give me for this arm? That prior shot has worn off. I’m starting to get finger cramps and this is my trigger hand."

    Bellows replied, "I was afraid that might happen Sir. That rib tore through your muscles that control the tendons in your hand. If you are having cramps it is because those muscles that are left in there have been stretched beyond normal. You are going to have to stop using that hand Sir, or you risk tearing them all and having a long recovery from it."

    I replied, "Oh great. I have to fight with my left hand? My aim is going to be worthless."

    Bellows replied, "Don’t know what to tell you Sir. If we were back on the Suppressor I could give you an exo-shell for that forearm that would alleviate some of that muscle strain. Can’t do much here but tell you to not use it."

    I looked around at my team. "Anyone have an arm on ‘em? And if so, how far do you think you can throw a TIG?"

    Corporal Lance Johnson spoke up, "I played in the Delta leagues before joining the Corps Sir."

    Johnson held a TIG in his hand and bounced it up and down.

    Johnson continued, "I’m guessing about 60 meters in the air and another 60 meters of rollout, but it will go off before it gets to that distance with a five second fuse. I’m guessing we would get maybe 90 meters."

    I got on the comm to Frig. "Frig, what are the chances you can drop a NIB near the ingress patrol room of Wallace port?"

    Frig replied, "I will need 15 minutes Sir. Admiral Chaulk is in a fierce battle at the moment and I am using the portal in support of his efforts. The Durians are heavily involved in the fight and they are using an explosive grenade of their own. Chaulk is taking heavy losses."

    I replied, "Roger that. Let me know when your time is coming available. We may need you. And have Jeb see if he can come up with a launcher for these TIGs. It would have come in handy for us right now."

    I closed the comm and looked around at the faces that were awaiting my command. "Looks like we are going to have to do this the hard way. Frost, check those containers and see if they can be pushed across that floor. We might be able to use them as a kind of moving cover."

    Frost looked over the container closest to her. "It appears solid enough Sir. If we had an auto-pallet we could push it wherever we wanted."

    I punched up the area inventory on my arm pad. "Over on that wall we came from, there, by that blue number four sign is a stack of them. Who wants to go get a few?

    Lieutenant Aaron answered, "We got this one Sir. Give us a little cover and we will be back in a few.

    Ak-ak! Ak-ak! Ak-ak!

    Several minutes passed as Aaron’s squad zig-zagged their way to the pallet stack and back. Upon their return they were rewarded with a two minute rest.

    I got on the comm. "Abouye, what’s your status?"

    Abouye replied, "Resistance around the door was light Sir. Breslin and Finch chased the bulk of them into warehouse five. I believe it’s only a matter of time before they have them finished off."

    I switched channels. "Fachetti, how are the docks?"

    Fachetti replied, "We dispatched about a dozen Dakar Sir. Docks are clean. We have 16 small haulers parked here, but the controls on them have been smashed. They aren’t flyable Sir."

    I replied, "Are the computers intact? Can they be flown remotely?"

    Fachetti replied, "I didn’t think to check for that Sir. I’ll be right back."

    The first of the shipping containers was pushed onto the auto-pallet. A switch was toggled and the auto-pallet came to life. The container rose five centimeters off the port floor. It could now easily be pushed around by an individual.

    I spoke, "Let’s get half a dozen of these containers floating and see if we can use them as cover to move in closer. Aaron, keep your squad here and provide cover. We are going to try for that wall just down and to the right of the control room. If this works, I want you to take those remaining pallets and move to a position to the left. From there we will attempt to move in."

    Aaron turned to his squad. "You heard the man! Get into position. I want rounds plinking those walls there and there. That should help to keep their heads down. Let’s move people!"

    Aaron’s squad took position as we began to push our cover containers slowly across the open expanse of the port floor. The containers were a metal infused plastic. Ion bolts would heat them up and add a slight electrical charge to them, but the containers would hold.

    Frost spoke from behind her container, "What’s the plan when we reach that wall Sir? And have you considered that walkway up there? If they come out when we are against that wall we would be easy targets from that position."

    I replied, I’m hoping we can move on that control room before they figure that out. If they do come out there, Aaron’s team is going to have to keep them busy for us. Let’s just focus on making that wall for right now."

    The Dakar fired almost continuously at the containers as we pushed across the floor. At 60 meters, the lead container took a hit to the auto-pallet. Johnson’s progress came to a halt.

    I called out, "Get a TIG up against that control room wall. That should quell those blasters for a couple minutes. Jump to the nearest container the instant that goes off!"

    Johnson replied, "On it Sir!"

    Pop!

    Johnson turned and sprinted towards a container that was being pushed by Sergeant Melody Darrow.

    Darrow cheered him on. "Come on Johnson! Almost home!"

    With four meters left in his sprint, two laser pulses converged on his position at the same instant. The second pulse struck Johnson in the forehead, slicing off the top of his skull. A dead Johnson fell to floor beside Sergeant Darrow. She knelt beside him and looked on helplessly.

    I yelled, "Darrow! We can’t help him now. Get back on that container. We need to push on!"

    We soon reached the wall and Aaron’s squad began to make their move. From our angle we had a much better shot at the control room. We provided cover for Aaron as we slowly moved along the wall.

    Frost leaned back and threw a grenade upwards towards the walkway that overlooked us. The grenade exploded, sending shrapnel across the walk.

    Frost spoke, "If they come out there Sir we can frag ‘em. But if they persist we are in trouble."

    I replied, "Well, let’s keep moving until that happens. Aaron will be in position in about 30 seconds. We can storm that control room then. Pop off another TIG right in front of their position. And focus any shots on where you see laser pulses originating from. If we can take them out or keep them pinned that control room will be ours!"

    The Dakar failed to take advantage of the overhead walkway and our flanking maneuver soon had them out positioned. After one final push we rushed their position.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Grenades rolled and TIGs popped as the AKs we carried continued to spray the area. The last of the Dakar in the port soon fell silent. The control room was ours and with it control of the Wallace-18 ore port. Frig provided instruction and the ingress landing tunnel was soon blocked by the Grid’s gravity repulsors. We had achieved our objective.
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    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Yes Colonel, The port is under our control. The squads are checking every nook and cranny for hiders, but I don't think we will find any. How goes your progress?"

    The Colonel replied, "We are on Lima-4 and moving up the trans-way. I don't like the fact that there has been little resistance since you released that Chlorine gas on 'em. They were giving Chaulk a heck-uv-a fight and then they backed off.  I get the feeling they are luring us in for some reason."

    I replied, "I guess we'll know once you reach that drive room."

    Frig came on the comm. "Sir, the Durians have just landed several large transports. Initial scans are pointing towards 65,000 Helgrons coming aboard at Beta bay. I'm attempting to raise video now."

    After a moment of looking at my arm pad the video stream began to show. "Colonel? What do you suppose those weapons they are bringing aboard are?"

    The Colonel replied, "Those are ion rifles. I would have to say they either figured out how to isolate and shield them or they have mastered a negative ion pulse technology. Frig! See if you can drop a NIB in their path. Time it to go off just as they arrive at its position. We are then going to need a volunteer to fire off a couple rounds at them and then turn and haul ass out of there. Arrange for a portal pickup in a secluded room. We need to see just what those weapons are."

    The Colonel's team was soon converging on the gravity drive control room on Lima-22. Upon arrival the Colonel got on the comm. "Grange! Looks like they trashed the place. We can't start that drive up from here. We are in real trouble Grange. Our entire strategy consisted of taking those controls."

    I spoke, "Colonel, how many ports are there, that would allow the Dakar and the Durians to resupply? If we can shut off access like we did here, that might turn the tables for us. We would have to first take and hold them all, and the rest would have to fight, but we would at least have a fixed enemy that we were dealing with."

    The Colonel replied, "There are 45 such access points leading on and off this station. Twelve of those have been in mothballs for ages. We control one of the others. It would take us days to get control of the lot of them, if we are able to fight our way around this place."

    I looked down at my arm pad and spoke, "I think you should begin planning for that Colonel. We need time to figure out a new long term plan. If you have any techs on your teams I would suggest putting them to work on attempting repairs on that place. Maybe there is a minimum of controls we will need to start that drive. Frig, is that something you can look into? I know those control rooms were kept secret. There may not be schematics or parts lists available to us."

    Frig replied, "I'll get to work on it Sir. I also have Sergeant Rambo here as our volunteer to take a shot at the Durians. I have a room selected and he should be going through the portal shortly Sir."

    The Colonel quizzed his Marines for any with a technical skill set. They were put to work at attempting to repair the gravity drive controls. The drive, its mechanisms and monitors, were all original to the Grid. We did not hold out much hope of a functional repair.

    Frig detonated a NIB and Sergeant Rambo popped off two AK rounds before ducking back around a corner and into a waiting room. Once through the portal it was closed, leaving no evidence of its existence. The Durians fired the new blaster rifles. As suspected, they had conquered the negative ion pulse.

    For two hours the Durians marched down and towards the gravity drive control room on Lima-22. Admiral Chaulk's men had been gathering ion blasters from the Dakar soldiers they had encountered. When the Durians first arrived the firefight was a bloody mess.

    "This is Alvarez! We have to pull back! I have eight dead from three squads. The Durian guns have a reach just around the corner enough to knock you down. If you fall the wrong way they make you pay for it!"

    Similar chatter was filling our comm channels. The Durian Helgrons were skilled warriors with superior weapons. Use of our conventional grenades was the only thing holding back a complete rout. The Colonel would not be able to hold the control room for long. We were now confronted with a game of survival.

    I spoke, "Colonel, pull out of there and send your men to the ports. The Durians won't be able to get through those blast doors. It should at least buy us some time."

    The Colonel replied, "I don't think we have much choice at this point Don. We don't have the means to hold them back out there. Frig! See if you can map out paths to each of the ports for us. I'll connect with the Admiral and we will start sending teams out to take them."

    Frig replied, "I will have that for you in a moment Sir. Travese algorithm is complete, data should be coming over the link now."

    With a few clicks on his keyboard Frig had employed an algorithm that yielded paths to 32 open ports around the station. Admiral Chaulk and his units were given 16 ports and Admiral Zimmerman’s men another eight with the remaining eight assigned to the Colonel’s team. A force of 50,000 would remain to combat the Durians until the ports could be captured and sealed.

    I got on the comm to Frig, "Pop open a portal on the floor of Wallace-18. I’m coming back through. This port is secure. I am no longer needed here."

    Frig replied, "I’m afraid the portal is in use Sir. We are attempting to transport the injured back to the Suppressor. The Doctor has set up a triage area for those with immediate medical needs. We can only transport one at a time Sir. There are hundreds waiting to be sent. You may have to hold your position for some time Sir. Do you have any injured there?"

    I looked around at my squads and replied, "No, we don’t only minor bumps and bruises or dead. We lost a couple men, but everyone else is in good shape. I have a torn up forearm, but I’ll live."

    As I sat on a bench looking out of the glass window of the ingress control room, Frost came over and sat beside me.

    I spoke, "Not now Frost. I have too many things on my mind."

    Frost smiled as she scooched closer and replied, "We have time Sir, and the troops need a little R&R."

    I held my hand out, contacting her shoulder and preventing her further progress."

    I replied, "Please stop the games Frost. We are at war and I need to focus on that and that alone. That’s an order. Leave me be."

    Frost frowned, "Not a problem Mr. Grange. A girl knows when to give up and besides, I take following orders seriously Sir. I’ll keep my hands to myself."

    I removed my arm from her shoulder. "Is there any way we can make use of those ships in the docking bay? They can be flown remotely from right here in the control room. We just need to figure out a use for them."

    Frost thought for a moment. "Well, we took this port with ten squads. Could we fly one of those around to another port and do the same?"

    I replied, "I would have to believe we would get incinerated just after flying out of that egress tunnel. The Grid is surrounded by Dakar warships. And, they control the Grid defense guns."

    Frost messed around with the view-screen on her arm pad. "The closest port is on Mako-7. Flight time would be under 30 seconds. I doubt the Dakar would react in that time. There are two Grid defense guns between here and there Sir. If we could disable them, a quick flight to Mako is possible."

    I called the squad leaders over. "We need to evaluate our options here. We can either sit here useless, or get back in the fight where we can do some good. This port is locked down. The Dakar and the Durians will not control it, but they rule the space outside of it. Frost here has an idea about taking one or more of those defensive guns. Study the schematics we have and the results of the last scan and tell me if it is doable. Can either one or both of the two guns local to this port be taken or not?"

    The group of squad leaders was mostly silent for a 20 minute period.

    Lieutenant Aaron spoke, "These guns have a maintenance tunnel for the hydrogen feeds. I don’t see any access until you get all the way back to the power plant on this level. If we can gain access through there, it should be a straight shot into that gun port. There is no access to it other than through the blast doors and those will likely be sealed shut by the Dakar."

    I got on the comm. "York? You know these power plants. There is a plant on Wallace-20 that provides power for the decks above and below it as well as a hydrogen feed to the external gun closest to it. We need access to the hydrogen maintenance tunnel. How likely is that?"

    York replied, "Those tunnels have a blast door of their own. The Dakar have likely sealed that door off as well. But there may be an alternative. The vent system leading to that tunnel has automatic doors that close once the guns are enabled. I doubt they have those guns online."

    I replied, "Are you saying we can crawl through the vents?"

    York thought for a moment and responded, "Sorry Sir, the lots of you are too big. If you want access you will have to find a kid who can squeeze through there. Once inside they can release the lock on the blast door."

    I turned to Aaron. "Look over the personnel manifests for this section and see if there were any kids living around here before the lockdown. We may need to enlist their assistance."

    I replied to York, "Thanks for your help Sergeant. Get some arms and legs back on yourself; we could use your help around here."

    York replied, "There’s nothing I want more right now Mr. Grange. The Doc here is a hoot, but I would much rather be there in the mix with you. If you have any further questions I am all ears Sir."

    I switched channels on the comm. "Frig, I need you to do a scan outside the emergency blast doors of Wallace-18. There is a large contingent of Dakar outside the main door. I need to know if we can slip out the side or not."

    Frig replied, "I have 16 critical injuries preparing to move through the portal. More are coming in. If I get a break I will gladly perform the scan Sir, but these men deserve an Evac first."

    I replied, "Absolutely. If you get the opportunity though, I need the scans."

    We used the time available to plan our route to the power plant. From previous scans, it was concluded that moving out on Wallace-18 to Transway-5 and then up to Wallace-20 offered the best chance of skirting the Dakar who were now camped in the area around the port. Twenty minutes later Frig came back with news.

    Frig spoke, "Sir, there is a unit of Dakar posted near the emergency door to your left. The door to the right appears to have clear egress access with a unit posted 502 meters away. The right emergency door is available if you need to exit the port.

    I replied, "Excellent!"

    I turned to my squad leaders. "Let's get ready to move. We have a path mapped to that power plant. There are five families with children along that path. We need to enlist the help of one. Let's hope we find one who has no fear."

    Lieutenant Aaron replied, "I don't think we will have issue Sir. The Wallace people I have encountered in the Corps always came in gung-ho, especially the girls Sir. Even though Wallace doesn't have a large population, it is a very patriotic section."

    A TIG was dispensed to silence the alarm on the emergency door. We quietly slipped out and began our move towards the first family residence with an eligible child. After repeated knocks at the door with no answer, we continued on. The second and third families were either too frightened or the child too overweight to make it through the air shaft. The fourth family invited me in.

    I stood just inside the doorway. "Sir, Ma’am, My name is Don Grange. We need your daughter for an important mission. We need her to crawl through a small space to open a door for us."

    The nine year old daughter, Emily, looked on from behind he father's hip.

    The mother had a worried expression as the father replied, "What is it exactly you are doing? And when will she be coming back?"

    I replied, "It's for your own safety that you don't know what we are attempting, and we will be bringing her back as soon as possible. We are at war Mr. Jackson. We are making a push to take back the Grid. We need someone small enough to fit through an opening that is 40 centimeters width. If we can't get someone through there, we can't proceed with our plans. This is a critical need Sir. And we will do our best to protect her from harm."

    The girl then stepped around her father. "I'll do it."

    She looked at her mother and father and their shocked faces. "These aliens invaded our home. You both have said that if something can't be done we will either be slaves or dead. I don't want that for any of us. I'll go Mr. Grange."

    The girl hugged each of her stunned parents and then stepped through the door into the hallway.

    I knelt, placed my hand on her shoulder and spoke, "Emily, you are going to hang with me. If I say jump, jump. If I say run... run like you have never run before. And these weapons we are carrying, they can be extremely loud. The enemies we are fighting are mostly Dakar soldiers. It is very likely that we will have to kill a few along the way. Are you sure you are up for this? Because once we start there is no turning back."

    Emily replied, "I want my life back Mr. Grange. I want to see my friends in school. I want to hang out with my best friend Sandy. Before they shut us all in our apartments they took some people away. And my Dad, I know he has been going without food so that my Mom and I can eat. I want my life back. If I can help I will."

    I gave Emily a pat on the shoulder as I stood. "We all want those things Emily. If all goes well today we will have you back with your parents. We may even be able to spare a few extra meals."

    We again began to move down the hallways towards Transway-5. The Dakar located by Frig on the scans, were camped out in locations along the way. The Colonel's men had all moved on beyond this sector, there was no activity. As such, the Dakar soldiers mostly sat on the hallway floor of wherever it was they had been assigned.

    As we quietly walked along Emily spoke, "Where are we going Mr. Grange?"

    I replied, "We are heading to the power station on Wallace-20. When we get there, there is a ventilation shaft we are going to send you through. It's about 45 meters in length and has a number of turns you will have to make. When you reach the other end, you will have to kick out a grate with your feet and lower yourself down into a narrow corridor. There will be a door to your right. We will need you to unlock it for us."

    Emily replied, "I know where that power station is Sir. My elementary classes were held in the school next to it. One of my classmate's fathers worked there. Johnny. He was kind of a bully and his father was scary mean. Everyone else was scared of him, but I felt sorry because he didn't have any friends."

    I replied, "That makes you a better person than most Emily. You keep those kinds of thoughts in your head and you will have a good life. We all have our problems, some more than others, but if we can sometimes recognize that people often act the way they do because of other reasons, we can better work out our own problems. I have met some of the Dakar. They aren't all bad. They have been told to do what they are doing. Rather than hate them I sometimes feel sorry for them too."

    Emily stopped and looked up at me. "Oh, I don't feel sorry for them Mr. Grange. Give me a spoon and I will take out their black eyes. They attacked our home and they are starving us."

    I looked down at the nine year old girl standing beside me. The expression on her face was nothing but serious. I pulled out a blaster that I had as a spare.

    As we continued to walk I spoke, "Have you ever used one of these?"

    Emily replied, "No Sir. I've seen them in movies. And we did have a class where we were allowed to pick some of those up. But they didn't have a charge in them. The boys were all excited about it, but mostly everyone was scared. I picked it up. It wasn't scary."

    I set the safety on the blaster and handed it to Emily. "Hang to this for a bit. Get a feel for handling it. I'll tell you how it works and then I'll give you a little quiz on it. If you pass the quiz I'll let you keep it. Who knows, you might get a chance to fire it if we run into trouble."

    The young girl took the weapon and began to inspect it as we moved along. I explained the controls in as simple terms as possible. She was not intimidated and repeated back everything I had told her. As we walked, she tucked the blaster into the front of her shorts.

    We managed to snake our way through the hallways to Transway-5 without an encounter. Surprisingly, the trans-way was clear. Troops had been pulled to battle the Humans as they moved towards their new destinations. Other than the small occupying force at the Wallace port, the rest of the section was inactive. Ten minutes later we found ourselves in the power station. A new office, which was not on the section schematics, blocked the vent leading to the maintenance tunnel.

    Frost spoke, "Now that's a twist. What do we do with the girl now Sir?"

    I replied, "We keep her. It looks like they may have covered over the shaft, so we will just have to uncover it."

    Emily pulled out her blaster, flipped the safety and fired a bolt. The thin back wall of the office crackled and collapsed, revealing the vent shaft behind. Emily reset the safety and again tucked the gun into her shorts.

    Frost spoke, "I think we found a keeper Sir. I like the way she takes command!"

    I replied, "She didn't take command."

    I turned to Emily, "I would appreciate you asking before firing that thing. Sometimes a bolt from that will send materials in all directions."

    Emily replied, "I know. I set it down to 2 first. Saw it in a movie."

    I smiled a firm smile, "Just ask first, OK?"

    Emily nodded her head.

    I spoke, "There are five turns you will have to make once you are in the shaft, right, right, left, right, left. Repeat that back to me."

    Emily replied, Right, right, left, right, left."

    I smiled. "Good. When you reach the final turn, you are going to have to go in backwards, feet first. You are going to need that orientation when you get to the grate at the other end. Kick it out with your feet. And then there is the door. Press the green button first, a panel should light up. Press the red button and hold it. There is a red lever that operates the lock. When you here a buzzing sound, release the red button, grab the lever and pull it all the way down. You should then be able to spin the wheel and open the door. We will be waiting."

    We gave Emily a boost up into the vent shaft.

    She looked back over her shoulder and spoke, "I will get this done Mr. Grange."

    As she turned back and began to crawl away I turned to the others. "Let's get over to that door. Once through we can expect Dakar from the gun port to be coming to inspect it. Be ready with a TIG if we need it."

    I picked up my pack and turned towards the office door. Lieutenant Aaron held up a hand to halt my progress. A Dakar had entered the power plant area.

    Aaron spoke, "Sir, what should we do? If we take him down, more will come looking for him."

    I replied, "He doesn't look overly interested in a thorough check. Let's just stay out of sight and see if he wanders on."

    We squatted down behind the half wall that outlined the office we occupied.

    Frost spoke, "I can take him out with a suppressor Sir."

    I replied, "No, we let him be. If he leaves we can get through that door before anyone else comes. Once in, we seal it and no one else comes through."

    As we watched the Dakar guard, he meandered around the power station floor, poking at handles and staring at gauges. I looked at the timer on my arm pad. Emily was due to open the maintenance door at any moment.

    I grabbed Frost on the shoulder, "Get that suppressor ready. If Emily opens that door while he is there you may need to take the shot. If that happens, we are going to have to get through that door in a hurry. I don't want a firefight with that little girl involved."

    We watched patiently. Several quiet seconds passed before the buzzer on the maintenance door began to sound. The Dakar guard moved towards the door.

    I spoke, "Take him out!"

    Frost replied, "I don't have a shot Sir. He's behind that column... come on dude, move, take one more step!"

    The maintenance door then began to swing open slowly. Again there was silence. I jumped to my feet and began to sprint towards the door with Frost and the others quickly behind me. In what seemed like a slow motion action I could see the Dakar raising his blaster as I pulled the pin on a TIG. Just before he pulled the trigger a blue bolt came from the door, striking the Dakar in the center of his torso. His chest exploded in a violent way.

    When I reached the door Emily was standing with her blaster still raised in her hand. A smile was on her face.

    I spoke, "Are you OK? He came up after you were out of sight."

    Emily replied, "That... was... awesome. I did it Mr. Grange! I killed a Dakar before he killed me!"

    The girl was smiling. Frost strode up to her with a smile of her own.

    Frost spoke, "You missy, are destined for the Marines! Heck, I'd be happy to swear you in right now!"

    I looked at the Dakar with the now hollow chest. His eyes were still open and his face had an expression of disbelieve. I wondered for a moment what the last thought going through his head was. I could hear a voice coming from the headphones in the Dakar's battle helmet.

    I spoke, "OK people, through that door and let's get it sealed. This place is going to get busy in a few minutes."

    As the door shut I pushed up on the red handle. The echoing sound of metal on metal told me that the lock had engaged. When I turned back, Emily was looking at me with a worried expression.

    Emily spoke, "I guess I'm not going home am I Mr. Grange. That Dakar soldier, he made that impossible."

    Frost placed her hand on Emily's back. "You stick with me kid. I'll keep you breathing and fighting."

    Emily offered a half smile.

    Again I knelt beside the girl who had gotten us through the door. "Everything you have done here today has been incredibly brave. There is probably not another Human kid in the Universe who has taken down a Dakar warrior. Hang out with Sergeant Frost. She'll see to it that you make it back home."
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    The maintenance corridor heading towards the gun bay was narrow. I was continually bumping my wide shoulders against every pipe hanger that jutted out from the wall. When we arrived at the gun room the Dakar inside were waiting for us.

    Lieutenant Aaron dodged a blaster bolt just as he rounded the final corner. The bolt struck the far, thick steel wall, sizzling the paint off as it spread out from the blast point.

    Aaron fell to the other side. "I saw at least four of them Sir."

    I readied a TIG and tossed it around the corner.

    Pop!

    The TIG detonated, leaving the Dakar without functional weapons. Frost was the first to round the corner.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak!

    Laser fire was nowhere to be found.

    I spoke, "Let's get this bay secure! It's not going to take the Dakar long to figure out where we were going. Aaron, make sure that main blast door is sealed good and tight!"

    Frost spoke, "Sir, we have a clean shot at a dozen Dakar ships out there. I could take them all out with one series Sir!"

    I replied, "We have one more gun bay to take down Frost. Until we do that I want our attention focused there."

    Aaron reported, "Sir, blast door is secure. We are sealed in tight."

    I walked to the gun station and stared at the monitors for several seconds.

    I spoke, "Frost."

    Frost replied, "Yes Sir?"

    I continued, "You want to blow up those Dakar ships out there?"

    Frost replied, "You know I do Sir."

    I sat in a chair and turned towards her. "Well that might be the only thing we have left that we can do. With that maintenance access to the power station closed off, we have no way to get to that second gun bay. We are kind of stuck here."

    Lieutenant Aaron stepped up. "Maybe not Sir, the maintenance corridor on this end has another blast door Sir. On the other side is a small maintenance port. There is an external maintenance shuttle that runs on a track just outside that runs from gun to gun. It lets the maintainers do fix-ups out there as needed."

    Frost spoke, "Sir, if we can take that second gun we can fly that transport out of Wallace port. Let me take out these ships Sir. Then we saddle someone up in that maintenance shuttle and send them off to do battle with the Dakar in the next gun port."

    I replied, "You think we can pull that off? Anyone know how to run one of those shuttles?"

    Aaron replied, "I'm sure it's largely automated Sir. Most of the maintenance on this station is fairly easy. I don't know who designed it all, but they are way beyond our league if you ask me Sir. I will volunteer to make the shuttle run Sir."

    I thought for a moment as I again looked over the gun bay console. "No, you will sit tight here Aaron. I'm going in that shuttle. Just be prepared to send out that transport when I ask. And Frost..."

    Frost replied, "Yes Sir?"

    I pointed out the window. "Why don't you show Miss Emily here how you take out a dozen Dakar ships with a series shot."

    Frost grinned. "Yes Sir!"

    I stood and headed for the maintenance blast door with Aaron at my heels. "Sir, I have to protest. You are key to this mission. We can't risk you getting taken out Sir."

    I depressed the red button until the buzzer sounded. I then pulled down on the red handled and was rewarded as the metal echo told me the door was unlocked. Four spins of the wheel later and the thick blast door pushed open.

    I replied, "Either help me or get out of the way Lieutenant. That's an order."

    I stepped into the alcove that had a small portal window to the outside. The shuttle is not here Lieutenant. This is a dead end."

    Aaron replied, "Just give it a minute Sir. When you opened that door it was given the order to come to this bay from wherever it was. We are going to have to get you into this maintenance suit Sir."

    I replied, "That thing? How am I supposed to fight from that? I'm going to look like I'm wearing a fat suit!"

    Aaron shook his head. "It will be difficult to move around when you are in gravity Sir, but out there, you won't believe the freedom and protection it offers. Those Dakar blasters, they will be worthless against this suit. It will dissipate those ion bolts before they can do any damage."

    I looked at Aaron with an inquisitive expression. "How do you know so much about this bay?"

    Aaron replied, "Before I joined the Marines I had dreams of being stationed in one of these guns. I studied up until about half way through my senior year in high school Sir."

    I asked, "What happened? Why the Marines instead?"

    Aaron replied, "We took a class career tour about two months before I graduated. When we got to the bay I was all excited. The controls were cool, the simulation of a live fire, that was a thrill. But then I looked around at the soldiers who were stationed there. Not a smile on a single face. As it turns out Sir, it's one of the most monotonous assignments you can have. Turnover from the Gun Corps is high, and with good reason. After practicing in the simulator for several weeks you know all you will ever know."

    I replied, "So, you joined the Marines for all the adventure?"

    Aaron replied, "Well, I guess so Sir."

    I smiled as I responded, "And look where you ended up; right in the gun bay where all the action is!"

    Aaron smiled and responded, "Well Sir, you joined the Messenger Service and ended up in the same place."

    Aaron flipped the last latch on the maintenance suit before picking up the helmet.

    I replied, "Guess we both lucked out Aaron. While I would love to go back and reverse a few of the backwards decisions I've made over time, I'd have to say, given everything that is going on, that I would still want to be right where I am."

    Aaron replied as he lowered and latched the helmet, "Me too Sir, me too."

    Aaron was right. The big maintenance suit was cumbersome to maneuver in gravity. I clumsily stepped into the airlock as the shuttle pulled up outside. Seconds later I was free of gravity's burden and moved about the shuttle with ease.

    I got on the comm, "You were right about this suit Aaron, feels like I'm in a bubble, but at the same time I can bend and twist to reach anything as I normally would."

    Aaron replied, "You might want to strap in or hang on Sir, those shuttles move fast on those tracks."

    Before I had the chance to grab a handle the shuttle began to accelerate. I looked out the port window as I was pressed against the back wall. The Dakar ships were beginning to move.

    In an instant, a heavy beam of ions shot from the great gun's cannons. In that same instant the Dakar vessels exploded as their shields failed against the superior weapon. My shuttle ride to the next gun port was quickly over.

    I held tight to a handle on the back wall as the shuttle rapidly decelerated. When the door opened I stepped out into the airlock and the door closed behind me. I could hear the rush of air as an atmosphere soon surrounded me. When the airlock button mechanism went from red to green I pressed the button.

    Sshhp!

    The door opened into the maintenance alcove. As I stepped out of the airlock the Dakar inside the gun bay made their fatal mistake. They opened the blast door.

    As the door slowly swung open, ion bolts impacted the heavy maintenance suit. Each bolt of energy was easily dissipated. As I raised my AK I began to smile. I moved clumsily forward as I squeezed the trigger.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The four Dakar in the bay were dead. The gun was ours.

    I got on the comm, "Aaron. I have the bay. They opened the door for me. The suit worked just as you described. I would be tempted to wear it out into the hallways, but it's almost impossible to move. Besides, I would bet those Durian lasers would cut it to pieces."

    Aaron replied, "They do have a high heat tolerance Sir. But I wouldn't want to be the one to test it out."

    I replied, "So, how do I get out of this thing?"

    Aaron responded, "You don't Sir. It requires assistance to put it on and to take it off. Make sure those other blast doors are secure and then head back this way Sir. I'll get you out once you get back."

    I replied, "I didn't know this was a one way ticket Aaron or I would have let you do it. I'll be back as quick as I can. Be ready to get me out of this thing."

    I checked the blast doors on the gun bay console. Each of the doors showed a green symbol meaning the doors were sealed and locked. Ten minutes passed before I was again standing in the maintenance airlock of the first gun. When the button mechanism turned green I moved out of the airlock and into the alcove. Aaron quickly removed the suit.

    Aaron spoke, "I talked with Frig Sir. He has that transport coming out of the Wallace port. We have eight full squads counting us, ready to assault the Mako-7 port. The transport has a universal maintenance port adapter that we can use to board it. It will dock with the shuttle and we just have to pass through it to the shuttle."

    I replied, "Do we have to put the suit on? I only see two of them."

    Arron replied, "No Sir. Since the transport has standard atmosphere like the airlock we can pass through as we are."

    The transport docked, we moved aboard and then began the short hop to Mako-7. The Dakar soldiers occupying the port had not engaged the ingress gravity block. Our transport floated in free and landed gently on the deck. Two dozen Dakar soldiers came out with weapons drawn as their commander hailed us from the control room.

    The Commander spoke, "Transport, identify yourself!"

    I pressed the comm and replied, "Help! We need assistance, we have wounded for our ships that were just attacked out there. This is Captain Stark of the Dakar ship Gopher. Please help!"

    The Dakar commander began to yell at his troops to prepare to assist. Weapons were stowed and the Dakar medics emerged with their medical bags. The door to the transport opened slowly and two TIGs rolled out.

    Pop! Pop!

    The transport door slid silently into the side of the small ship. Frost was the first to emerge, she was all smiles.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Frost yelled out as she stepped out onto the deck and continued to shoot. "You want wounded? I’ll give you wounded!"

    Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Our squads poured out of the transport onto the deck. The Dakar were caught completely off-guard. In less than three minutes we had possession of the control room and were spreading our love throughout the rest of the port. Ten minutes later the last of the Dakar occupiers was dead and the port was ours, the giant blast doors secured from inside.

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, we have Mako-7. If you have anyone assigned to take her I would suggest re-routing them to elsewhere. How’s your progress going otherwise?"

    The Colonel replied, "We now have control of 23 ports plus the two you have taken."

    I replied, "That’s 20 to go then. If we can button these up the Durians, Dakar and Prassi will only have Alpha bay as their point of access. That gives us only one point to have to strike to cut off their access to this station entirely."

    The Colonel paused.

    Boom-ch-ch! Boom-ch-ch!

    The Colonel continued, "Sorry about that, had a little cleanup to take care of. We should know in about 15 minutes if we have been successful. I redirected the Admirals and their forces towards Alpha. That is likely to be one bloody mess of a battle. I’m expecting the Durian Helgron force to turn back at any time. They have the gravity drive control room, but it is not the prize it once was. I know Frig has been supporting our Evacs, but why don’t you ask him if he has any ideas of how we might start up those drives."

    I replied, "I can do that Colonel. If there has to be someone I am relying on to come up with a solution, it would be him. What do you think our chances are of taking back this station in the meantime? Do you think we can?"

    The Colonel replied, "We are going to give it our best Grange. I think sealing this place off is doable. If it weren’t for those Helgrons I would have confidence that we could accomplish that task in a few days. The Dakar and Prassi fighters don’t seem to be very motivated. When invaders lose that edge, occupations generally fail. At least that’s what the archives say. And when it comes to war theory, they have been an accurate source of study."

    We continued our raids on the remaining ports on the Grid’s exterior. Fourteen hours passed before the final port was captured and sealed off. It was time to plan our campaign to retake Alpha bay. It would likely be our hardest fought battle yet. The Colonel and his Gray Ghouls looked forward to the challenge.
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    With all of the other ports on the station under our control, we turned our focus towards Alpha bay and the remaining gun bays. If the Durians, Dakar and Prassi wanted to keep their ships parked in the space surrounding the Grid they were going to pay a price. But first, we had the Durian Helgrons to contend with.

    I spoke with the Colonel over the comm. "Have we come up with any tactics to at least give them a good fight?"

    The Colonel replied, "We aren't getting close enough for grenades to work. Those battle suits are armored and unless you get a grenade right next to them they seem to shake it off. I'm having Frig send us a contingent of bazookas. They offer more destructive power, so we will have to use them judiciously as we don’t want to severely damage the station. Alpha bay is swarming with civilians on lockdown. We will have to pick our shots."

    I replied, "How about something like the Chlorine we used on the Dakar? Could we use chemicals?"

    The Colonel thought for a moment and switched comm channels. "Juphes, send that dead Durian and his suit back through to Frig. I want them to analyze its weak points. Make it a top priority!"

    Juphes replied, "Yes Sir."

    The Colonel then returned. "Grange, I'm sending the one Durian suit we have back to Frig and the others. Maybe they can figure out a way to get around its defenses. We need to hurt 'em if we want to have a chance at taking this station back. Keep your mind open Grange. We could use a little help right now."

    I replied, "I'll see if we can come up with anything Colonel. In the meantime, I have a nine year old girl that I need to get back to her parents on Wallace. I'm taking two squads with me and leaving the rest at Mako-7. If you find you have use for them then put them to work as they are ready to fight. It’s been my privilege so far to fight alongside them."

    The Colonel thought and responded, "I think the same of all of the men and women who volunteered for this mission. And they think the same of you Grange. Now go do what you gotta do and keep your big head down. We need you now more than ever."

    I thanked the Colonel and turned to Lieutenant Aaron. "You ready for a run back to Emily's apartment? If we can get her back home we can head back to the gun bay and take the shuttle out."

    Aaron replied, "There are 156 more guns on this station Sir. If we find a method for taking them back that works, we should let the Colonel and the others know ASAP."

    Emily was glad to be heading home. She had killed a Dakar, a feat she would always remember, but she missed her parents and the security that came with being with the ones you love. After reloading our weapons and packs we were on our way.

    Frig, with his never ending duties had performed a scan of the area surrounding Emily's home.

    Frig came on the comm. "Sir, there are a company of Dakar regulars between you and your destination. They are holding a hallway that you will need to pass through. The surrounding halls have been sealed. I would suggest that I drop a NIB into a room that is adjacent to their position. When you reach a staging point just beyond, I will set the NIB off on your command. After that I can be of no further help."

    I replied, "Do they have lasers or only blasters."

    Frig was silent for several seconds. "I'm checking now Sir... the scans are inconclusive. Just know that there are 200 soldiers that you will have to fight through."

    I responded as I walked, "Unless they have lasers they are in for a hard time. Were they all Dakar?"

    Frig again checked his scans. "Again, the scan data is inconclusive. I can only discern that there are 200 individuals. From the video images that were obtained, they are shown to have blasters. If they have lasers or Durians or Prassi with them, I cannot say as the images we have are not complete."

    I replied, "Thanks Frig. I'm sure you have other demands being made. If I find myself in need I'll be calling on you."

    Frig replied, "I’m sure you will Sir and I will be here."

    I responded, "Speaking of there... how long have you been there, at your console?"

    Frig replied, "It has been 36 hours Sir, but I am fine. You have been on a similar schedule Sir, you may need some rest yourself."

    I shook my head. "I’ve had my catnaps. I know you and you are beginning to push it as always. Is there anyone else there who can run that console?"

    Frig replied hesitantly, "I could train someone Sir. Their abilities would be limited. I do not believe I can train someone to resize the wormhole as it takes a complex sequence of actions and precise timing to achieve. They may be limited to opening and sustaining a portal or perhaps moving it to a new location."

    I replied, "Pick someone from your lab and train them up. I want you to get at least four hours sleep out of every 24. At least until we get this situation under control. From what the Colonel says, the Admirals are having an extremely difficult time with the Helgrons. If you are there, do what you can to assist them."

    Frig replied, "I will do my best Sir."

    Our path took us back to Transway-5 on Wallace-20. Emily's home was on Wallace-18. From the data we had at least 200 Dakar soldiers stood in our way.

    As we worked our way down the ramp of the trans-way we encountered two Dakar guards. One of those guards was Feta Lunge. Frost dropped a TIG leaving the two Dakar without weapons.

    Pop!

    I stepped in front of the others just before they fired. "Wait! Hold your fire!"

    Feta stood in place as the other Dakar backed up.

    I spoke, "Feta? What are you doing here?"

    Feta replied, "When the decision was made to attack Humans I was demoted for having consorted with you. I am now a soldier of the lowest rank in the Dakar army."

    The other Dakar spoke, "What are you doing Lunge! Shut up! These are the enemy!"

    Feta continued, "They took away my ship, acting as though I had somehow been disloyal to the Expansion. The Paswari has had her core ripped out and reprogrammed. My friend is no more."

    Again the other Dakar raised his voice. "Lunge! What you are doing is treason!"

    With that the Dakar pulled a knife from its sheath and raised it over his head. He was looking directly at Feta.

    Pfft!

    Frost ended his attempt to silence his fellow soldier with a shot from her AK with its suppressor. The Dakar slumped to the floor.

    Feta spoke, "Please. Do me the honor of having been killed in battle. They have taken my Paswari. My family has disowned me. I have nothing to live for Don Grange. My world is empty."

    I placed my hand on Feta's shoulder.

    Frost stepped forward and spoke, "Sir!"

    I replied, "It's OK Frost. I know this Dakar."

    I looked at Feta. "He is my friend."

    Feta Lunge slowly raised his eyes. "But I am your enemy Don Grange. My people have betrayed you and taken your home."

    I spoke, "Most of the time we are just pawns in this game of life Feta. We are there for those in charge to play with, to push around and to sacrifice for their interests. But we are sometimes called to rise above that. To take charge and take action that we consider to be just and right. Sometimes we have to make sacrifices to do what’s right for our people."

    I continued, "You once had a people that you cared deeply for. Those people are still there. They don't want war, your leaders want war. They are ambitious and have no qualms about sacrificing many Dakar in the name of those ambitions. We have many leaders who are often the same, selfish, greedy and power hungry. Those are universal traits. I know you to be a Dakar of honor, one who is proud of his heritage and his accomplishments. Perhaps it's time you stood up against your corrupt leadership. Start a revolution of your own."

    Feta looked back with a disturbed expression, "If you are asking me to fight against my own people Mr. Grange. I could not do that. I would not do that!"

    I replied, "I'm not suggesting that we put one of these weapons in your hand. You have valuable information that we could use. I know you can never regain the Paswari, but what if we could get you another ship, with a new core that you could train? You might have to live an existence outside of the Expansion, but you would be free to go where you wanted, to see what you wanted or to be whoever you wanted to be. Help us get this station back Feta, and I will help you get that ship and a new core to go with it."

    I looked back at my squad, "Jenkins! Take Mr. Lunge here to the back of our team. You stick with him and see that he doesn't make any rash decisions. I will be walking with the both of you in just a minute. I have some further questions for Mr. Lunge."

    Jenkins escorted Feta Lunge to the back of our formation. Each Marine offered a nasty scowl as he walked past. Feta's head hung low as he was lost in his indecision.

    We moved forward slowly and were soon confronted with our next hardship, 200 Dakar regulars stood in our way.

    I spoke to Feta, "Here is an opportunity for you to help your people. If that was previously your company of soldiers out there, and if you can tell us a way around them without fighting, you will save a lot of their lives."

    Feta replied, "What is it that you want of me Mr. Grange? I do not have the information you seek. Since I have been here on this station, my duties have been to patrol the perimeter of the company and report anything unusual. It has been an endless exercise of walking the hallways. Your group was the first Humans I have encountered in the three weeks I have been here."

    I replied, "If you are patrolling, how often do the patrols go around, how many of them are there and are there any other hallways open that will allow us to move around your company’s position?"

    Feta thought for a moment. "Patrols are sent out every tor. A tor is the equivalent of 1.6 of your hours. There are three two person teams. They walk the route assigned and return within a few of your minutes. The adjacent hallways have been sealed. To go around, you will have to make your way to another trans-way and change floors. Those other floors however, have soldiers stationed on them as well."

    I replied, "Were there any Durians with you, any special weapons? Do you have any friends among them?"

    Feta replied, "There are only Dakar present. We do not have any of the laser weapons, only standard issue blaster rifles. I have no friends Mr. Grange, even the guard who was with me looked upon me with disgust. You should have allowed him to plunge his knife into my back. I am a man without a people."

    I again placed my hand on Feta’s shoulder. "You have a choice now Feta. Fight with us and we will claim you as our own. It’s the Durians who are your enemy not the Humans. Help us push the Durians off of this station and I will do my best to see that the remaining Dakar are treated fairly and released. Your leaders are ambitious, but they would not have undertaken this assault without the Durians pushing them. If they ever find out the Durians true intent they would gladly change sides."

    Feta looked up from his downward stare. "I have suspected these Durians were playing us for fools. What information do you have that proves this too me?"

    I got on the comm to Frig. "Can you send a video copy of the Durian we captured? I have someone who wishes to review it."

    Frig replied, "It should show momentarily Sir. Who is it that is requesting it?"

    I replied, "I’ll tell you later. OK, I see it, thanks for sending that along."

    I turned back to Feta and held out my arm pad. The video began to play."

    The Durian in the recording, infuriated that he had been captured, spewed his hatred of all who were not Durian. It was an eye opener for Feta.

    Feta spoke, "I must get this information to the High Council! We have been deceived. Perhaps I could be returned to the Paswari, although, my core, my friend, is no more."

    I replied, "Hold on Feta, we have some immediate business to take care of. We want to return this child to her parents. And besides, you can’t just walk back to your company and expect a warm greeting. They will want to know where you have been and why you are alone. And they certainly aren’t going to take your word or even that video as being real. You go back now and you are dead. I think you need to stick with us for a while, at least until we figure out how to get that video in the hands of someone who will recognize its value."

    Frost spoke, "Sir, I must protest. He is a Dakar Sir. We have 200 of them in front of us that we are going to have to fight our way through."

    I replied, "We don’t have to fight Frost. Go get one of those bottles of Chlorine. We can gas ‘em with just enough to send them scrambling."

    Feta gestured towards himself. "What of me Mr. Grange? Chlorine is deadly to Dakar. Even a moderate exposure to it will scar our lungs, making it difficult to breathe for the remainder of our lives. Please just kill me now Mr. Grange, I have seen the effects of Chlorine on others, it is not a life or death I wish to go through."

    I replied, "Relax Feta. Frost, bring one of those filters and give it to our friend here. If you breathe through the filter your contact with the Chlorine will be minimal."

    I turned and spoke, "Aaron, how about you walk us up to a staging point. I checked the airflow in that hallway, it is towards the Dakar. We lucked out in the direction we needed. Throw that bottle and give it a few minutes to spread."

    We quietly moved up to a point where we could hear the discussion between two Dakar guards. They were discussing their last duty station and how exciting that was as compared to the inaction they had faced since being on the Human station. That excitement level was about to change.

    Aaron swung the flask behind his back and then around the corner towards the two Dakar.

    The crackle of glass could be heard followed shortly after by a scream from the guards. "Chloooorrriiiine!"

    The two guards sprinted away from the small cloud of green glass and a commotion could be heard from further on. The company of Dakar soldiers rose from their resting place in the hallway and began to move away from the gas.

    Lieutenant Aaron peeked around the corner and then waved the rest of us forward. Feta quickly pulled the filter mask over his head. We moved forwards slowly.

    As Aaron rounded the second corner in front of us blaster bolts began to impact the wall just behind him. He fell backwards to safety as two bolts struck the floor in front of him.

    Aaron yelled, "There are at least four soldiers out there Sir. They have masks on!"

    I replied, "Get a TIG down that hallway! Frost! Baker! Get ready to move when it goes off!"

    Pop!

    Frost and Baker rounded the corner together.

    Ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The four Dakar who had remained behind fell silent. Baker rushed to the next corner to see if the hall beyond was clear. As she leaned her head around a Dakar battle knife was thrust into her left temple. Frost rounded the corner behind her.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Frost looked down at her former squadmate. "Grrrr!"

    In an instant Sergeant Frost snapped. She rushed down the hallway, throwing a grenade ahead of her.

    Booom!

    Screams could be heard as the grenade detonated at the next corner. Frost dove and slid out on the slick floor, her AK aimed down the next stretch of hall.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak!

    A second grenade was pitched down the hall, Frost then rolled sideways to the safety of the corner wall before several blaster bolts sizzled past her.

    Booom!

    As we ran forward she swapped clips and again rolled out into the hall.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak! Ak-ak-ak-ak!

    When we arrived I knelt down and placed my hand on her shoulder.

    She laid her forehead down on the floor. "I should have been on that point Sir. Baker knew better than to just stick her head out there. That was my mistake."

    I replied, "War is full of mistakes Frost. You can’t think or act for everyone. It was Baker’s time that’s all."

    Frost replied as she rolled over and sat up, "Sorry Sir, sometimes I just get frustrated and when I get frustrated I get mad, and when I get mad I get a little crazy."

    I held out my hand to help Frost to her feet. "Just so long as you only get crazy at the right times I’m OK with it. Get back up there and let’s get this girl home."

    Emily spoke, "I’m sorry you have to take me back Sir. I could stay and fight if needed."

    I smiled as I walked along with our young warrior. Frost stopped next to a Dakar who was badly injured and in pain.

    Ak-ak!

    Feta winced at the end of a Dakar life.

    I spoke as I looked back over my shoulder, "We can’t take prisoners Feta. We have nowhere to house them and no way to feed them. This is the ugly reality that war is. You live or you die."

    The Dakar fled the area as the Chlorine gas dispersed. Ten minutes later we were knocking on the door of Emily’s home. Her parents shed tears of joy over her return. I had each of the squad members donate an MRE to the family. Food supplies were running out for our civilians.

    Frost gave Emily a hug. "You are going to make a fine Marine someday kid. Try to look me up before you head off to boot camp. Frost will show you a trick or two that will help you through it."

    I knelt and put my hand out for a handshake. "Remember this day Emily. You fought for our freedom. Be proud of who you are in life. And take good care of your parents. Things could still get rough for us all."

    Emily shook my hand as she replied, "Thank you for fighting for us Mr. Grange. You are all heroes. I’m proud to also be a Human."

    Emily then spun on her heels and walked proudly back to her parents, I gave a nod as I turned and exited their home.

    Frost spoke, "Where to now Sir?"

    I replied, "Now we head towards Alpha bay and the Durian Helgrons. I think our fight is about to get a lot tougher. We need some new weapons if we want a chance at pushing them back. I’m hoping the Colonel has some success with those bazookas.
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    The comm blared with numerous encounters. "This is Manchester! I have two dozen Helgrons pushing us back. We’ve lost five men out of our two squads! Nothing seems to be working to stop ‘em. All we can do is slow them down."

    The Colonel replied, "We have a squad with bazookas coming your way Manchester! Just try to keep your men alive until they get there."

    Manchester replied, "I see ‘em Colonel! OK, fall back… Hope this works Colonel. We could use some good news about now."

    Pssst! Booom! Pssst! Booom! Pssst! Booom!

    A new voice came over the comm, "This is Rudolf Sir. Scratch five Helgron. Wait… three of them are getting up slowly Sir. The two that are still down were direct hits. Their suits are intact Sir. The shock of that explosion must have done them in. It looks like we only get one at a time Sir."

    A second voice came over the comm, "Colonel, this is Major Halford, we are seeing the same thing Sir. Direct impact takes down a single Helgron. Whatever they have going on with those suits Sir is making them extremely tough to kill."

    The Colonel replied, "Use what rounds you have sparingly. Only take shots that you are sure of. We have a limited number of those rounds available."

    The Colonel continued, "This is Colonel Harper. The bazooka hits are only mildly effective. Use them only if you have to. They are one shot one kill for direct hits. Keep yourselves alive while we try to figure this out."

    Frost spoke, "That is bad news Sir. If we can’t stop them they are going to just chase us around until they corner us. I don’t think they are going to take any prisoners this time Sir."

    I switched comm channels. "Frig, how’s it coming with that Durian battle suit? Has anyone had any luck penetrating it?"

    Gy responded, "Grange, this is Gy. We’ve been beating the daylights out of this thing and I will say it is impressive. Heat, cold, electrical charges are useless. Hard impact is the only thing we have found that has an effect, and that is only because the soldier wearing it can’t take the severe g-shock. But even that g-shock needs to be extreme. If I was going into battle Sir, I would want one of these!"

    I replied, "Keep at it Gy, try everything. It must have a weakness somewhere, that or we are going to get our asses kicked all over this station."

    Frig spoke, "Sir, I have been performing scans around the station where the majority of our fighters are located. I have identified a number of Helgron squads. It appears that they are now splitting up that main column into hunter / killer groups. I cannot monitor more than a handful of locations Sir. Keep in mind that you may encounter them at any time."

    I replied, "Thanks Frig. We’ll stay on our toes."

    I raised the Colonel on the comm, "Colonel, how many of our people can we get behind those blast doors of those ports? I’m wondering if those are the only temporarily safe places on the station."

    The Colonel replied, "I really don’t like to run and hide Grange, but we might not have a choice. See if Frig can plan this out for us. I don’t want our people bottling up trying to get to a port that can’t hold ‘em."

    I switched channels, "Frig, how many of our people can we safely cram into those ports we hold. Those blast doors may be our only defense against the Helgrons. See if you can patch a plan through to the Colonel that sends the right people to the right ports without overloading them."

    Frig replied, "I will start immediately Sir, but that is a complex algorithm and may take some time to construct."

    I replied, "Just do what you can."

    I turned to my squads. "OK, looks like the Helgrons are unstoppable at the moment. We are pulling back to the ports where those blast doors should protect us, at least for a while."

    Frost spoke, "Run and hide? That’s our strategy? I don’t know Mr. Grange, doesn’t sound like we will accomplish much just waiting to die."

    I replied, "You have something else in mind Frost?"

    Frost nodded her head. "I do Sir. I say we go get one of those Helgrons and make him talk. If he doesn’t know anything we can always run our own experiments."

    I replied, "Just one problem Frost, how do we capture a Helgron?"

    Frost thought for a few seconds. "Well, what if we flood a hallway with them in it and set off a few grenades?"

    I replied, "Grenades have not been effective Frost. They don’t have quite enough kick to ‘em."

    Frost replied, "That’s where the water comes in Sir. Set off a grenade in water and that concussion wave carries much further. Lure a half dozen of them into a narrow hallway, seal it off, fill it with water and drop in a few grenades. Sounds easy doesn’t it?"

    I got on the comm. "Frig, is there anywhere on this station where we can flood a hallway or a room? We want to trap a few Helgrons there and flood it."

    Frig replied, "Sir, those are battle suits. I’m sure they come with an air supply. Water will not stop them."

    I replied, "Frost has the idea that we could set off a few grenades in that water and the concussion would be great enough to take them out. Does that sound feasible?"

    Frig replied, "Hmmm. Let me look at Jeb’s data on those explosive devices. He has an extensive list of data points with power curves. I remember him showing them to me shortly after he came aboard with us. I have the curve for the bazooka in air. From what we have seen, the detonation needs to be within 40 centimeters to be lethal, or at a minimum, to disable a Helgron fighter. Jeb has power curves for a variety of environments. Here… I have a grenade in water."

    I replied, "Well? What does it say?"

    Frig continued, "It says Sir that a grenade must be within 60 centimeters in water to offer the same concussion wave as a bazooka round in air. That remains a very close proximity Sir."

    I replied, "And what about a bazooka round in water? What is the effective distance say for that?"

    Frig brought up the graph. "If you are able to get the Durians in water, and if you are able to fire a bazooka round into that water, you will have a lethal concussion wave out to 3.1 meters. A standard side hallway is five meters Sir. You are likely to only take out two or three at the most with such a strategy."

    I replied, "What about a swimming pool? We are on Mako-11 at the moment. Are there any pools on this level, in this sector?"

    Frig replied, "One moment Sir… there is a swimming facility on Mako-3. I am sending you the location. The Mako-3 Aqua Center has two pools that measure 25 by 50 meters. They are training pools for the annual Grid Games Sir. To be effective, it would require that you get them into one of those pools in a confined area."

    I replied, "So, we dump them all in one end and have a bazooka and grenade fest. That sounds doable. Can you get us a bazooka or two and a few rounds?"

    Frig replied, "I can send bazookas, but the Colonel has all the available rounds. Jeb is attempting to ramp up production, but we are short of materials at the moment."

    I looked at Frost. "You think we can make this work? Keep in mind; I want an exit in case we fail."

    Frost replied, "We’ll make it happen Sir. Show us that facility and we will see what we can do with it."

    Ten minutes later we entered the swim facility. The two large pools lay dormant as they had not seen Human use is some time. The doors were closed and the windows in them covered. We would be planning our swim party for the Durians in private.

    Aaron spoke, "Sir, we have three entrances into this facility, two public and one for staff. Frost is securing the second public door. I think our best exit will be out the staff entrance Sir. It offers cover from this main area as we exit."

    I replied, "Help me arrange these chairs and tables. I want the Durians to come through that door and walk beside this pool. If we can steer them past here, we only have to figure out how to get them in the pool."

    Aaron looked up. "See those catwalks up there Sir? That would be perfect for firing down at this pool. If we can get them in there as you suggest, we can drop as many grenades or bazooka rounds in that pool as we need."

    I replied, "Find the way up and down from there. I don’t want us to get trapped up there if this doesn’t work."

    Aaron went off to look for the stairs to the catwalk. Frost returned from securing the second doorway. Chairs were aligned and tables were laid on their sides in a pattern that would send anyone investigating the pool area to a center area between the two pools. From there they would reach a pinch point that would place them on the left edge of the right hand pool.

    I moved away from the others and got on the comm to Frig. "I need a portal here in a minute Frig. We have Feta with us and I want to send him through. He is a hindrance more than a help at the moment, but he may still have valuable information. Assign someone to escort him around and keep his exposure to our facilities to a minimum. Also, we are sending him through blindfolded. Take him out of the lab before the blindfold comes off. I don't want to give up our secret of the portal yet."

    Frig replied, "We will take good care of him Don. Let me know when you are ready."

    Under slight protest a hood was pulled over Feta's head. A portal soon appeared and he was carefully passed through to waiting hands on the other side. When the portal closed we returned to our current endeavor.

    Frost spoke, "Sir, we can take several of the tables, turn them on their sides facing that pool, and when the Durians come through here, we set off grenades to knock them into the water. It’s a very simple plan Sir. We only need a wire or string to pull the pins on the grenades."

    I replied, "Everyone. Spread out. We are looking for a large ball of twine or thin wire. We need it to run from here to the staff hallway. See what you can find!"

    I continued, "I don’t know Frost, something seems too easy here."

    Frost replied, "It’s the simplicity that will make it work Sir. We lure them through the door. Let them see one of us running down that staff hallway and then watch them as they walk right into it. There are a thousand things that could go wrong Sir, but nothing that should go wrong. Our bigger concern should be how we cut their numbers down to six or eight and how do we get those six or eight to bunch up right there?"

    I looked at our setup. "How about we bring three of these tables over and lay them on their sides, give them a wall of sorts to hide behind. If we can get them out into this center area they will naturally seek the cover of those tables if fired upon, no matter how little safety they actually offer. That will group them up, we just need them to all move at once after that."

    Aaron returned. "The catwalks end in the staff area Sir. I would place some kind of barricade in the hallway to give us a little extra time if things don’t work out. Whoever is going to be up there should go up and practice dropping something, so they have their alignment right. After that, we just need to go find some Helgrons!"

    We practiced a number of scenarios playing out in the Aqua Center. After a few minor adjustments we were ready to find and lure in our prey. Frig was able to provide us with two bazooka rounds.

    I spoke, "As soon as they hit the water I want a bazooka round in there with them. Try to place it in the middle. Along with that I want at least six grenades, followed by six more. If any of them are still moving try to get as close to them as you can. We only get one shot at this. We can do this people. Let’s show them who they are fighting!"

    After the little pep talk we moved out into the hallways of Mako-3. Frig offered Intel on a squad of 12 Helgrons coming down Mako Transway-7. If they made it to Mako-3 our mission would begin.

    Frost spoke, "You make a good leader Mr. Grange. Marines don’t like to sit inactive. And while the missions we have been on lacked the level of planning the Colonel does, other than our own mistakes we have come through them in good shape. I’ve had a number of squad commanders in my time Mr. Grange, and you rate with the best of ‘em."

    I replied, "Thank you Frost. As fighters go, you are top notch yourself. If not for that one crazy episode you had over Baker’s death I would say you are as good as I’ve ever seen. Right up there with Sergeant York!"

    Frost replied, "Thank you Sir. I like to think I’m as mean as York and twice as crazy!"

     We set up camp at the entryway for Transway-7. Frost fired a shot up the ramp to draw the Durian squad’s attention. Blaster bolts were soon impacting the floor just in front of us.

    I spoke, "OK, let’s fall back to that first corner. Frost give’em one more poke and then join us."

    After a few more shots to bring them our way, we split-up at the third hallway. It was our chance to send half of them off in another direction. As expected they took the bait with six going towards Transway-8 while the remaining six followed us towards the Aqua Center.

    Aaron came on the comm several minutes later. "Sir, we have taken them as far as we can. We moved up the trans-way to Mako-4. They should wonder up here for a bit looking for us. We are on our way back down Transway-5. Will let you know when we are setup in the Aqua Center."

    I replied, "Thanks Aaron! We have had a couple close calls with our timings. Frost got the right side of her battle suit singed a bit, but she is unharmed. We are taking them back around now for the second time so hurry it up. If they change tactics we will have to start this chase all over."

    Four additional minutes passed before Aaron signaled that they were in position on the catwalk overlooking the pools.

    I spoke, "As soon as we hit that door I want you all to hustle back down that staff hallway. I'll draw them into the door and right to the bottleneck. I may still be running when they come in after me, so Frost, I want you to pop off a few rounds to slow them down if needed. But do it from that hallway because I don't want to have to run anyone over."

    Frost replied, "Roger that Sir. We will be right where you ask."

    Five hallway turns later we ducked into the Aqua Center door. As planned the rest of the squads ran for the cover of the staff hall. I fired two rounds down the outer hall, impacting the wall on the other side. The first Helgron stepped around the corner and fired his blaster.

    As I turned to run the blaster bolt perfectly impacted the hinged portion of the door, blowing it from its mounts. The door caught me mid-stride as I moved away, knocking me helplessly to the floor. After several stunned seconds I pulled myself up and ran. My timing was now short.

    As I ran Frost, Margot and Dawson stepped back out of the hallway and took up firing positions.

    I yelled, "Get your asses back in that hall!"

    The first Helgron ion bolt impacted the floor beside me, sending me sprawling as I came to the end of the pool. I again pulled myself up and ran, two more bolts whizzing by just over my head.

    The second and third Helgrons then entered the skirmish. I turned towards a nearby office as two more bolts just missed my torso. Frost and the others fired repeatedly in an attempt to draw the Helgrons attention. When the final three Helgrons entered the room Frost, Margot and Dawson turned towards the staff hallway. Margot was the first to take an ion bolt directly in the back. His ribcage exploded violently, knocking Dawson to the ground and into the corner of the hallway opening as he ran. Frost barely skipped by.

    The next bolt caught a startled Dawson as he pulled himself up. It was a shot that grazed the right side of his head, blowing away the bone and half of the gray-matter that made up his brain. Frost ducked deep into the cover of the hallway as I dove and rolled into what was probably an administrator's office. Office furniture then began to explode around me as bolt after bolt of ion energy came through the door behind me. I curled up in a corner as the shrapnel from the furniture bounced endlessly off the walls around me.

    The Helgrons then moved their position up to the overturned tables. Half a dozen more bolts came into the office where I lay curled up. A metal cabinet beside me was the only thing keeping the flying bits of furniture from ripping me to shreds. Two more of our squad, Corporal Dennis Talon and private Caitlyn Bottoms stepped out of the cover of the hallway, again to draw fire from my direction. The Helgron were excellent marksmen, Talon and Bottoms quickly paid the ultimate price.

    The Helgrons then began to move along the side of the pool beside the rigged tables. Ion bolts continued to impact the office.

    Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom!

    Seven grenades went off at the same instant, forcing the turned tables into the Helgron fighters and the Helgron fighters were knocked into the cool water of the pool.

    A rain of grenades then fell from the catwalk, followed by a single bazooka round which passed them during their fall. The explosive weapons detonated as the Helgrons regained their bearings.

    Boooom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom!

    Seven more grenades were then dropped.

    Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom! Booom!

    All went silent... seconds later the clatter of battle boots on the catwalk filled the Aqua Center with sound as Aaron and his team headed for the stairs. Frost emerged from the staff hallway and immediately threw two grenades into the pool where the lifeless Helgron fighters had sunk to the bottom.

    Booom! Wooosh! Booom! Wooosh!

    As I slowly stood, ears ringing from the explosive force of the ion bolts, I stepped and looked out the door towards the pool. Frost was standing at one end with a wide grin on her face.

    Frost yelled over to me. "We bagged six Helgrons Sir! Dawson and the others would consider it a fair trade! Should I call up Frig to get us a portal open? We won't want to be dragging six of them around for our experimenting. Let Doc and Gy have a few more to run tests on!"

    I struggled to reply, "Go ahead and... hmmph... go ahead and... hmmmph... yes!"

    I waved Frost on as I dropped to my knees, the remains of a chair leg protruding from my back. Aaron and our medic were soon offering aid.

    The medic spoke, "We are going to have to send you back Sir. That thing is right beside your liver. I can't tell from here if you have damage or not.

    Aaron raised Frig on the comm. "We need a big portal here! Mr. Grange has taken some shrapnel to his back and needs more care than we can give him. Mark my position and open it 5 meters to my right if possible. That's a clear area."

    Frig replied, "Opening a portal now. Please hold your position while I mark... done. Make sure he does not touch the sides as you pass him through, we will have people waiting."

    Aaron replied, "Roger that, we will be sending through a few dead Helgron after him so keep opening the big portals as you can. We took out six of 'em."

    The portals were opened and my now unconscious body was passed through. It was decided that the Helgron would all follow as the labs on the Suppressor would offer a better test bed for unlocking any Helgron weakness.

    The doc had the operating room ready and I went immediately into surgery. I awoke in a bed several hours later.

    George was waiting and spoke, "Sorry Don, I had to amputate that leg you had growing out of your back."

    George smiled.

    I attempted to sit up but was met with a twinge of pain. "What happened to the Helgrons? Did we get any off them?"

    George replied, "Sit back and relax. You got all six. Two of them were still alive when they came through. They have been restrained and their comm gear removed before we brought them back. When their cohorts got to the pool your team was long gone."

    I winced again as I spoke, "What happened to me? Last thing I remember was coming out of that office."

    George replied, "You took a metal chair leg to the lower back. It lodged right next to your liver, but other than a slight bruise to it you got lucky. It left a hole about two centimeters diameter."

    I replied, "What's my downtime Doc, we have a lot to still do out there."

    George replied, "You just relax. The hole it created was general tissue. I knew you would want back in the fight so I cleaned it up and covered it with a medi-graft. You might have a little discomfort, and a nasty scar that I can take care of later, but you should be able to get back in the fight by tomorrow evening. The Colonel and the Admirals can keep things running until then.

    I was done fighting for the day. It was time to rest and heal. I turned my head to the right to look at the bed beside me. It was occupied. George smiled as he walked over to the bed and pulled back the sheet that covered an obvious body.

    George spoke, "I thought you might want to watch as I cut him up."

    I replied, "A Durian?"

    George nodded and continued, "A couple quick observations, they are surprisingly strong for their thin frame as their muscles and tendons attach further up the bone than ours. I was looking at their knee joints and..."

    I dozed off to a sound sleep as the painkillers the Doc had administered took their toll.
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    When I woke, Feta was sitting in a chair beside me. "Hello Mr. Grange. How are you feeling?"

    I sat up and reached around to feel the bandage on my back. "Much better than yesterday I can say that."

    Feta replied, "I watched the doctor perform the surgery. He is quite impressive. I found some of the practices interesting as compared to those at home. Our medical technology is advanced, but the techniques your doctor used were superior to ours. Most of our surgeries are automated. With every medical situation being unique, that automation does not always employ the best methods to a particular problem."

    George came in the room. "Ah, our patient is up. How does he feel?"

    I replied as I sat up in the bed. "It actually feels OK. I can tell it's there and it's a little tender, but it doesn't hurt."

    I gently twisted from side to side and then bent over and straightened. "You do good work Doc. Always have."

    George replied, "Let me take off that bandage and have a look. I still get excited to see how quickly one of those medi-grafts takes hold... Yes, looks good. I think by this evening you can return to the fight if you like. I temporarily deadened a few nerves around the wound. Just don't savage it in any way and it will heal nicely."

    I replied, "I certainly don't plan on savaging it Doc. And thanks for taking care of this. I'm eager to get back out there."

    Feta spoke, "I have a few questions for you Mr. Grange. Where is it exactly that we are? What hidden passages are there on the Grid that you have these facilities available to you?"

    I replied, "Those are some good questions Feta, but it’s better that you don't know the answer to that at the moment. If we can get this battle turned around I'll gladly fill you in then. Until that time, just be happy that you aren't getting turned inside out by an ion bolt or a grenade. If all goes well I hope to have you be a voice of reason for your people out there. If we can get surrender they will all be sent home safely."

    Feta replied, "I would like that very much Mr. Grange. Even though I will not be able to return with them as I will forever be viewed as a traitor. I would be killed before reaching Dakamus."

    I pulled on a shirt as I replied, "We'll take care of you Feta. You help me, I'll help you."

    Later that day George blessed my medical repairs and I traveled back through the portal to my squads on the Grid. I was traveling back with the only potential defense Gy and Jeb had come up with against the Helgrons and their seemingly indestructible battle suits. It was a powerful bonding agent that was highly viscous.

    A shotgun round had been constructed that would fire a thin silicone encased capsule of the bonding agent. If it struck a joint the agent would penetrate and harden, making any joints affected immovable. If the legs were struck the Helgron would be unable to move from their current position under their own power.

    I spoke to my squads, "Jeb can make about a thousand rounds an hour of these glue bullets. If it turns out to be effective he can ramp production up. If those Helgrons are stopped in place they will be much easier to defend against."

    Frost replied, "I do like the thought of a stationary target Sir."

    Jeb came on the comm. "Chief, I may have another weapon to use against those Durian battle suits. I crafted a 12mm round that weighs about 20 grams. It's made out of Tungsten with a Copper tip. We have a whole cargo bay loaded with each so there is plenty of supply. The center of the round is hollowed out and has a small capsule with enough of an ion charge to turn the Copper tip on this baby into plasma.

    If it works, which I believe it will, the Copper plasma will cut into the outer armored skin of the suit while the heavy Tungsten round follows it inside, shattering the protective layers underneath. I don't know yet whether or not it will penetrate fully, but it should make one heck-uv-a dent if it doesn't!"

    I replied, "When can you have that ready to test?"

    Jeb hesitated before his response, "Technically, I don't have the gun to fire it yet, but I'm working on it. I'm thinking another... let's say... 12 hours to construct the barrel. Once I have that, assembly and test should go quickly."

    I looked around at the smiles on my squad's faces. "Get that to us as soon as you can Jeb. We have some people here who will be eager to give it a try."

    Jeb replied, "There is one issue that I haven't mentioned yet Chief. This gun will be a beast. It will be heavy and it will give a kick like nothing you have ever fired. I imagine only the strongest in your unit will be able to handle this thing. And after a couple shots, they aren't going to want to keep playing with it."

    I replied, "These are Marines Jeb. They will make use of whatever you can provide in one way or another. Just get us that gun as soon as possible!"

    Jeb replied, "You got it Chief!"

    I turned back to the squad. "Let's get the glue gun in operation and see if we can immobilize a few Helgrons.

    With our new weapon in tow we proceeded to look for the first band of Helgrons we could find.

    Frig came on the comm. "Sir, squad L77 is reporting a unit of Helgrons on Naker-22. I have downloaded the path to your arm pads. You should be in position to engage them in 16 minutes."

    I replied, "Thanks Frig. We are heading that way."

    As we approached the designated area the residual echoes and vibrations of ion blasts could be heard and felt.

    I spoke, "Morgan. We will spot for you and you take the shot. Frost told me all about that marksman patch on your battle suit and how you got it. I want a shot to a leg if possible. Let's see if we can bring one of these beasts to a halt."

    Frost used a small mirror to peak around a corner. Eight Helgrons we standing in a hallway, firing their blasters down a corridor at an unseen target. The Helgrons were preoccupied with their intended victims. Morgan lay on the floor while Frost and Aaron prepared to push on his feet to move his upper torso just around the corner.

    I spoke quietly, "Take your best shot Morgan. Then you two, I want his ass back around that corner and out of the line of fire of those blasters."

    The push came quickly and Morgan released his round.

    Boop... splat!

    Frost and Aaron immediately pulled him backwards to safety.  Morgan began the process of reloading the weapon while Frost moved up, crouched and again peered around the corner with her mirror.

    Frost yelled as she sprang to her feet, "Two Helgrons coming and they are running Sir! The one Morgan hit is moving in circles!"

    Frost grabbed Morgan buy the ankle. "Aaron! Grab that other ankle and start pulling his ass! We need to get around the next corner ASAP! And Morgan! You have about eight seconds before those Helgrons rounds that corner! I would suggest you get that round in the chamber and prepare for another shot! We'll be dragging your ass so this is where you may have to earn those credits boy!"

    Our two squads scrambled to get down the hallway to the safety of the next corner. Corporals Metzger and Carson turned too slowly and were bowled over by another squad member coming past their position. They went down hard as Frost and Aaron came running past them, dragging Morgan by the ankles.

    Frost yelled backwards, "Metzger! Carson! You are on your own! Make it count!"

    Corporal Rand Metzger pulled two grenades from his satchel and rolled over on top of them. Carson only lay still two meters away. The Helgrons rounded the corner just as Morgan was swung out of sight. We had made it to the safety of the next hallway, Metzger and Carson lay motionless at our prior position.

    The first Helgron stopped and looked suspiciously at the downed Marines. Four steps later had him standing over Metzger with his blaster aimed down. The Helgron kicked the motionless Marine with his boot, there was no reaction. The Helgron then slid his boot under Metzger's side, using it to roll the Marine over as his blaster was aimed at the floor.

    Metzger opened his eyes and smiled as he held the two grenades up to the Helgron's crotch. "Lunchtime!"

    Booom! Booom!

    The Helgron was rocked from the blasts and thrown hard against a wall. Even though his battle suit had blocked the shrapnel from entering his body, the Helgron slumped to the floor dead from the concussion. Frost and Aaron once again pushed Morgan out into the hallway.

    Boop... splat!

    The stunned second Helgron was immobilized.

    As the Helgron slowly brought his weapon to bear on Carson the Marine took his last action.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak! Pzzt! Buke!

    Frost caught the action as she peered around the corner with her mirror. "Metzger! Carson! Now that is going out with honor right there! Sempre Fi Metzger! Semper Fi Carson! The rest of the Corps will immortalize your names!"

    The now largely immobile Helgron turned his blaster down the hall towards our position. Frost stepped backwards as the first bolt impacted the hallway floor directly in front of us. We hurriedly moved back two additional hallways to a position of safety where we could collect ourselves.

    Aaron spoke, "What do we have next Sir!"

    I replied, "I think we have to wait this out for a bit. We need those Helgron battle suits to be permanently disabled for this to be effective. I want these halls filled with stationary targets for Jeb's 20mm rounds."

    Frost was grinning, I spoke, "What are you smiling about Frost? We just lost two men!"

    Frost replied, "I don't think so Mr. Grange. Those two back there, that was classic! If there is one thing that drives us Marines Sir, it is heroic, giving-your-everything, sacrifices like those two back there. That is a rallying cry for our kind Sir. It will be an inspiration for us all! That was classic Sir, just classic!"

    A full sized portal opened up in the hallway just behind us. One of the new legs of Diane York came through first, followed by her torso with the other leg and two new prosthetic arms. York was holding an AK and sporting a huge grin as she flopped over on the floor.

    As York reached for her second leg Frig came on the comm. "Sorry Sir. She held that gun to my head until I opened the portal."

    York spoke, "You can put me in the brig later Sir. You need replacements for Metzger and Carson and I just volunteered."

    I replied, "You can’t be ready to fight yet York. It takes time to train those prosthetics. That process usually takes weeks even for the best of candidates."

    York replied, "I’ll make due Sir. I’ll admit to only having the basics down, but that won’t hold me back."

    I replied, "Suit yourself York. But we aren’t going to be sticking our necks out for you if you are having issues. There are other Marines that can replace Metzger and Carson. If you turn out to be a hindrance I’m taking those arms and legs and sending you back through. I don’t want to risk lives because you want to play."

    York replied as she clicked her second leg into place, "I’m not here to play Sir, and I won’t be slowing anyone down. If I fall behind that will be my responsibility."

    York rolled over and awkwardly pushed herself up with her hands. As she stood, one of her legs detached and fell back to the floor. York looked down and sighed.

    Frost attempted to hold in her response, but was soon unable. "Bwahahahahaha! Yorkie! Hahahahaha! … just can’t get a leg up can you! Bwahahahahaha!"

    The rest of the squad began to laugh. It was the first bit of levity our squad had seen since I had flopped off of the conveyor. York angrily grabbed at her fallen leg as she hopped on one foot. It only made the others laugh harder.

    I reached down and picked the leg up, handing it to York. "Get yourself together York. We can’t afford for you to come apart on us now."

    Marines were falling to the floor in laughter. York was turning a bright red. After a few minutes of wiping away tears our squad was once again ready to take on a challenge.

    I spoke, "We go back to the Durians and see if they are still there. If so, we are going to circle around the one we froze and attack the rest of his squad. I want to know who they are fighting as there is no indication of anyone on our comm frequencies."

    As we turned towards our new target, York began to walk. She was struggling, looking more like a drunken recruit after their first mission than a battle hardened veteran.

    Frost spoke, "I’m sorry Yorkie, but you are going to have to follow behind us with that walk. I would not be able to hold it in and would give away our position if had to watch that as we go."

    York replied, "I’ll take the back Frost, if that helps. I’m going to need a little room to kick around with anyway. Training these things is a pain in the ass."

    We were soon in the hallway just around the corner from where we had last seen the Helgron. Frost took a peek around the corner with her mirror.

    Frost spoke, "Sir, the Helgron is still there. His weapon is in its bracket on the side of his leg and he is slumped over slightly with an access panel open on his thigh."

    I looked at Morgan. "If we slide you out do you think you can hit his left shoulder? That would lock him in position where he can’t reach that weapon."

    Morgan replied, "I can make that shot blindfolded Sir. A stationary target is not much of a challenge."

    Morgan stretched out on the floor with his weapon at the ready. Frost and Aaron grabbed him by the ankle and calf of each leg and slid him just around the corner.

    Boop… splat!

    The Helgron was now immobilized and unable to arm himself. Frost was the first to arrive at his position.

    Frost spoke, "I am going to come back and gut you personally when I get a chance. You got into that suit. We’ll be getting you out before long."

    The Helgron replied, "I do not fear Humans!"

    At that moment York stepped up, clumsily bumping Frost out of the way. York grabbed the Helgron around the neck.

    York spoke, "Oh, you should be afraid of at least some of us. We can be real mean."

    York turned in my direction. "Sir, with your permission I would like to check out the slow hydraulics of this arm. They supposedly offer a respectable amount of crushing power when put in the proper mode."

    I replied, "Good luck with that York. Those battle suits can take a bazooka dead on without showing a dent."

    York replied, "One thing Gy showed me just before I left Sir. These Helgron suits are only like that for high impacts. You hit them hard and fast and they do some type of rapid crystallization that makes them extremely tough."

    York, using her other arm, clumsily flipped open a panel on the forearm of the arm that gripped the Durian’s neck, a sequence of buttons were pressed and the panel closed.

    York smiled as she looked at the Durian, "You should fear me now!"

    In an instant it was apparent that York’s prosthetic arm was hydraulically tightening its hand around the Durian’s throat. The Durian began to struggle with what little movement he had available. York’s hand continued to close and the Durian’s head soon went limp. York released her grip and once again opened the panel to restore her arm to its normal function.

    York replied, "See how that suit popped back out to its original size. What you can’t see is the bloody mess inside. I just left this clown with a pencil neck Sir. He won’t be blasting anyone else."

    Frost put her hand on York’s shoulder. "Welcome back to the action Yorkie!"
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    Frost peered around the corner using her mirror.

    Frost spoke, "Sir, the Durian we first hit remains in the same place. The rest of his squad is gone. You can hear the thuds from their blasters so they are still nearby. And the Durian has a helper that appears to be analyzing the suit problem. If Morgan can hit his friend I think we can have two of them to pick on Sir."

    I gave a nod and 15 seconds later Morgan was being pushed out beyond the corner of the hallway.

    Boop… splat!

    The second Helgron was now held in a crouched position. Repeated blaster bolts came down the hallway, impacting the wall just across from us.

    I spoke, "Here’s what I want. We are going to roll a TIG down there and the instant it goes off I want Morgan out there to immobilize their arms. We should have a few seconds from the time that TIG detonates until they are able to switch their weapons to negative field. That should buy us time for Morgan to pop off another glue round."

    Frost replied, "The standing Helgron should be done first. He is in the better firing position. Freeze him up and we may be able to walk that hall Sir."

    I replied, "Do it!"

    Several second later a TIG detonated.

    Pop!

    Morgan followed with a quick shot and the blaster threat from the Durian Helgrons came to an end. York immediately pushed her way past the others and turned the corner towards the frozen enemy.

    I yelled, "York! What are you doing! It’s not safe out there."

    York replied, "Safe enough Sir! That clown can’t shoot at anything in this direction. I’m going to give each of them a squeeze so we can continue on."

    York continued her wonky walk down the hallway. Each Durian used the body parts they could in an attempt to defend themselves. During York’s final steps she recoded her right arm to once again enable the slow hydraulics.

    York spoke as she clasped her prosthetic hand around the kneeling Durian’s throat, "Say goodbye sucker."

    With a sure, quiet squeeze, the kneeling Helgron shook violently for a moment and then went silent. In less than a minute the second Helgron met with the same fate. Two shiny black battle suits now held the remains of the dead Durian soldiers, frozen in position as if statues in memorial to others who had perished. York stepped back and looked at the standing Durian for several seconds before pushing it over. There would be no honor or respect bestowed upon the fallen Durians by York. To her, they were little more than common trash that sullied the halls of the Grid.

    I spoke to Frost as we approached York, "You were right Frost. She is crazy."

    Frost replied, "Funny thing is Sir. You take York out of all this and she becomes the kindest, gentlest soul you will ever know. She has control of an On/Off switch in there somewhere Sir. It’s kind of scary."

    We moved down the hallway towards the sound of blaster fire. After two additional turns we were again just around the corner from the Helgron fighters as they pushed against some unknown defenders.

    I spoke, "Whoever it is they are fighting, they have done a good job of keeping those Helgrons just far enough away."

    Aaron replied, "We still don’t have a clue as to who they are Sir? It’s got to either be civilians, whom I can’t even imagine, or an individual who has lost their comm. Still, even that one is a stretch Sir."

    Frost peered around the corner and reported back. "I only see four Helgrons Sir. It looks like the remainder of that same squad. How would you like to handle this?"

    I replied, "I think we follow the same plan."

    Morgan spoke, "I have an option Sir. If I can catch them at just the right angle I should be able to hit either the front of the shoulder that is closest to us or the back, depending on the angle. If I can do that there is a good chance that glue will cover shoulder to shoulder. It would really cut down on their ability to fire those blasters."

    Aaron replied, "If you want I can take a shot first to see if I can spin them slightly in one direction."

    I shook my head, "I don't like having two people out on that floor. Let's just let Morgan take his best shot. How fast can we reload between shots if needed?"

    Morgan replied, "My best guess right now is eight seconds. Jeb didn't have time to automate or improve this weapon for us. It's basically a shotgun, but it has a few tweaks that make is slow to load."

    I spoke, "Well, let's get this show on the road. The longer we wait the more difficult our future is going to be."

    Frost and Aaron prepared to push Morgan out into the hallway.

    Rodriguez spoke, "Sir, I think we should employ a TIG just after Morgan's shot like last time. If we time it right he can reload and pop a second one before they have a chance to fire at him. I would like the honor Sir."

    I replied, "Maria, you have been quiet for a while, glad to see you stepping up. I know I can count on a quality job from you when you participate. When Morgan fires, count five seconds, pull your pin and release. Morgan, be ready to reload for a second shot."

    Morgan was again thrust part way into the hallway. His aim was perfect, striking the nearest Helgron on the left shoulder and traveling across his upper torso to the right. The highly viscous bonding agent immediately settled into the Helgrons joints and stiffened. He was left with his weapon aiming slightly up towards the ceiling. An added benefit to the high strike was that the liquid spilled downward quickly, also locking his hips in place. The Helgron's only options for movement were his head, knees and ankles."

    Two ion bolts came sizzling down the hallway followed five seconds later by a TIG thrown by Maria Rodriguez.

    Pop!

    Again Morgan was thrust into the line of fire and again a Helgron took a critical strike.

    Frost waited and then slowly peered around the corner with her tiny mirror. "Ooh! Nice one Morgan. You caught him looking away. Scratch two Helgrons Sir... oh crap! They are coming our way! We got two heading in our direction! Aaron! Take that ankle while he reloads! Move out people!"

    Again my squads turned and scrambled down the hall. York had remained at an initial distance from us and now slowly turned and waddled towards the first available corner. I shook my head as we ran past her position.

    As we turned the corner Morgan kicked his legs free from Frost and Aaron and lined up in the middle of the hall, waiting for the first Helgron to round the corner and to take aim at York.

    I stopped on the corner and aimed my AK down the hall.

    The first Helgron came into view.

    Boop... splat!

    Morgan's shot hit the mark. The liquid splattered from just under the Helgron's chin and first his shoulders and then his hips locked solid. He fell hard into the hall wall as York rounded the corner.

    York spoke, "Sorry Sir. Now get your ass down that hallway to safety! I'll take care of myself!"

    I again shook my head as I lowered it into her gut, picking her up onto my shoulder. "We aren't leaving you here to fry York. Just try to hang on as I run this hall!"

    Morgan rolled out in the other direction and sprinted off down the hall away from us.

    Frost and Rodriguez yelled from the next corner, "Come on! Twenty meters! Move it!"

    At ten I knew my luck was running out as the Helgron rounded the corner behind me. York released her grip, causing me to lose balance and fall as the first ion bolt sizzled down the hallway. As I slid forward I turned and fired.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    The Helgron jerked slighlty as each bullet impacted his battle suit. As he raised his weapon and took aim at a struggling York a red energy bolt struck him from the side. The Helgron was rocked and knocked off balance. It was the extra moment Morgan needed for a reload.

    Boop... splat!

    The Helgron was frozen in position as the glue capsule shattered on the back of his helmet and ran down his suit. A second red energy bolt then knocked him from his feet. His blaster, now aiming at the wall beside him, was useless.

    Without hesitation, York picked herself up to her feet and began to waddle down towards the fallen Helgron. Frost stood over me to offer a hand up as the squad watched on.

    York spoke as she wrapped her fabricated hand around the Helgron's neck, "I hope you called your momma before coming out here today. The prosthetic hand began to slowly close as York's nerves sent dead-end muscle activation pulses to the prosthetic interface that governed her arms movements. Seconds later the Durian's life was extinguished."

    With the immediate threat gone my attention was now turned to the corner in front of me. Who was it that had fired the red energy bolt that had saved my life? Who was the mystery person or persons fighting for the same cause?

    As I turned the corner a voice spoke, "Don Grange! You sure do make it hard for a girl to get a hold of you!"

    It was Ashley Elizabeth and four of her SCore colleagues.

    I replied, "Wow! I was not expecting you. Uh, thanks for the save back there. I was about to get splatte..."

    Ashley stepped up and laid a kiss on me that I would never forget. My mind was suddenly in another place where the daily struggles of fighting a war did not exist. For only a moment I was in heaven. My dream was brought back to reality as a clumsy York bumped us as she wobbled by.

    York spoke, "Sorry about that Sir, but we got a station to take back. You can finish your little love fest later!"

    York looked over her shoulder and spoke with only her lip motion as she moved away, "She's gorgeous Sir! Way to go!"

    Ashley released her hug and turned back towards the frozen Helgrons.

    Ashley spoke, "You are the ones that saved us Don. I only have one energy pack for this neutron blaster left. Another ten minutes and we would have been overrun."

    I replied, "What are you doing out in this section? I thought the SCore agents were all rounded up early on?"

    Ashley replied, "After it became apparent that McKinzey was going to turn, 40 of us split off into small groups and went underground."

    I replied, "Why haven't we heard you on the comm? We've monitored all the Grid frequencies."

    Ashley smiled and replied, "We are SCore Don. We have our own comm system. One of our team made a few mods before we went under that kept us off the normal frequencies."

    I spoke, "I have an app for you to downlink to that arm pad. It will get you connected to our system. How many of you are out here?"

    Ashley replied, "We had ten teams of four. Eight of those teams have been captured or killed. We need your help Don. That gravity drive control room they destroyed... there are two smaller ones. We and the other team are trying to get to them."

    I replied, "We can still jump? This is big! Where are these rooms? I need to get that info to the Colonel so we can secure them!"

    Ashley replied, "Uh, no. Sorry Don. We aren’t broadcasting that info. If the Durians have figured out how to monitor your airwaves they would be all over those rooms before we could make use of them, but we could use your help in getting there."

    I replied, "Just point the way and we will make it happen. Can you at least tell me what level it is on?"

    Ashley replied, "We are heading to Gamma first. We have to retrieve something from there beforehand."

    I connected to Frig on the comm. "Frig, I need a scan of Gamma and a path of least resistance to get us there. This is urgent. Can you manage that?"

    Frig replied, "I can Sir. May I ask where on Gamma?"

    I replied, "No you may not."

    I turned to Ashley. "This item we need to retrieve, how big is it?"

    Ashley replied, "It’s a control box about a half meter cubed."

    I responded, "Is it heavy? Can I carry it?"

    Ashley replied, "You can. What are you planning? I will not let that box out of my sight. I am the only one here trained to use it."

    A call came over Ashley’s comm. "This is Alvarez, we aren’t going to make it. We almost made it to B23X, but they have us cornered. I’m destroying the console. It’s all up to you Ash. Make it happen!"

    The comm went silent. I immediately began to check hallway doors for an open room.

    Ak-ak-ak!

    I dropped to my knees as I swung my weapon around in the direction of the shots.

    I spoke, "Who is firing! What is going on?"

    Frost spoke as York came wobbling around the corner, "Its York Sir. It looks like she is wearing a partial Helgron battle suit."

    As York got closer she replied, "That’s right. Since those suits would squeeze when gripped slowly I decided to try my knife on them. The material cuts like hard synthetic rubber Sir. I took the liberty of firing a few shots at it after I got it off of him, it still functions Sir, stops bullets and I would image it will still do the same for a blaster. I skinned this one off that dead Durian. I plan on wearing it like a protective vest."

    I looked at Frost. "She really is an abomination isn’t she, but I like the idea. See what we can salvage from those other Helgrons, maybe put one of those on Morgan so he can reload and fire as much as he wants."

    I turned back to Ashley, "What if I can get you to that control box and back to here without us having to fight anyone off?"

    Ashley replied with a puzzled look, "I’m not sure what you are talking about, but the faster we can do this the better chance we have of moving the Grid to a new sector. As long as these invaders can resupply themselves we are set to lose."

    I replied, "You will have to trust me with the location of that room."

    Ashley thought for a moment and sighed, "It’s on Gamma-12. Room G1219a."

    I replied to Frig, "When I find us a room here I will need a full size portal opened. After that we will need to jump to Gamma-12 G1219a. Do us a favor while I’m looking here and get a scan of the area around that Gamma room."

    Frig replied, "I am preparing for it now Sir. Let me know the precise location you need for the first portal."

    Ashley spoke, "Portal? What portal?"

    I twisted the handle on a room and it opened. It was an apartment that was not occupied. The family room up front had adequate space for the creation of a portal. I forwarded the location to Frig.

    I turned to Aaron and Frost. "You two are in charge here. We will be back. Just hang out in this room and don’t draw any attention. We should not be long and will likely need your help when we return."

    Frost and Aaron agreed. I asked Ashley into the family room of the apartment. The other side of the empty room sparkled and a one meter round hole opened into the air. Ashley again looked confused.

    I held out my hand. "Step over to there and someone will help you through. I’ll be following after. Oh, and be careful and don’t touch the sides. They are at absolute zero. You will freeze instantly."

    I again gestured towards the portal and a plank on a rail came through the hole. I helped Ashley lay back on the plank and she was carefully pulled through to the other side. I followed.

    As I stood up in Frig’s lab, Ashley again spoke, "Where are we Don? What just happened?"

    I replied, "Our friend here figured out how to open a wormhole from here to wherever we want. We are limited in its size and for how long it stays open. This is what has allowed us to fight on the Grid thus far."

    I turned to Frig, "What did the scan show?"

    Frig replied, "First, hello Miss Elizabeth. And the area around Gamma-12 is teaming with activity Sir. From the data I can see it appears they are searching for something."

    Ashley replied, "The control box! We have to get to it now Don!"

    I nodded to Frig as he punched in the coordinates for G1219a. Seconds later the portal once again opened and two assistants setup the plank for us to pass through. I went first.

    I spoke as Ashley came through next, "What is it we are looking for."

    Ashley pointed towards the door. "Check that and make sure it is secure. This is going to take a few minutes."

    Ashley pulled a small laser cutting tool from a pouch on her side as she walked into an adjacent room. Seconds later she was hard at work cutting into a back wall. The handle on the hallway door behind me began to wiggle.

    A voice called out through the door. "Humans! Open this door or we will open it by force! Our sensors show that there are two of you in there. Comply or you will be punished!"

    I looked at Ashley through the doorway, "You may want to speed that up if you can. I don’t think that door is going to hold them back for long."

    I looked about the room for protection. A refrigeration unit stood unplugged against on the far wall. I began to push it in front of the door.

    I spoke, "This is all I have, it’s not going to slow them down much if they decide they want in. I suggest getting that hole cut as soon as possible."

    Ashley replied, "This cutter takes time, I’m moving as fast as I can."

    I asked Frig for information on who and how many soldiers were outside our door.

    Frig replied, "There are 26 soldiers including three Helgrons Sir. I am sending you some help now."

    The portal once again opened and a plank slid out. Frost came through first, followed by York. Each was wearing the remains of a Helgron battle suit.

    York spoke, "Get what you are getting Sir. We will take care of the door!"

    The glow of a laser cutter showed around the door handle. As the sparks came to an end the butt of a blaster rifle was used to knock the door handle and lock from the door. I stood, pushing against the fridge as several Dakar soldiers pushed from the outside.

    Frost pulled the pin on a TIG and forced it through the smoldering hole.

    Pop!

    York then stepped up with her AK.

    AK-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak.

    Frost pulled me backward as she pushed the refrigeration unit out of the way. York was first to step into the hallway. Three negative ion bolts from the Helgrons outside quickly impacted the partial battle suit she wore. York rocked backwards from the impact and then again leaned out the doorway with a grin.

    Ak-ak-ak-ak-ak-ak!

    Dakar were scrambling for cover as the three Helgrons attempted to move into a fighting position. Frost followed behind York, pulling the pins on three grenades while flipping them into the hallway.

    Booom! Booom! Booom!

    The two warriors stepped further out as they sprayed the panicking Dakar with .762mm rounds from their AKs.

    Ashley soon yelled out, "Got it! Let’s move!"

    I called to Frig and the large portal once again opened. The control box went through first with Ashley quick behind, I followed, pulling my legs quickly through, just as the portal collapsed.

    I raised Frost on the comm. "We are through. Get your butts back here as well. Portal should be ready in another ten seconds or so.

    Frost replied, "No can do Sir! York just went around a corner after those Helgrons! I’m trying to hold off these Dakar until she gets back. Go do what you need to do Sir. We will work our issues from here!"
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    As we stood in Frig’s lab, with the gravity drive control box in hand, Ashley spoke, "You will have to tell me what this is all about later, but for now I need to get this box to the next location. There are two circuit boards that have to be inserted in the back."

    Ashley passed the coordinates to Frig. The circuit boards were being stored in a maintenance locker on Beta-4. Dakar and Durian activity was high around the small room that contained the locker. The room itself was too small for a full portal. An apartment just across the hall was occupied by a family of five.

    Frig spoke, "I can’t guarantee the safety of that family if they decide to move while the portal is being created Sir. They are in an adjacent room at the moment. Should I move forward?"

    I replied, "Let’s just hope that no one starts screaming. Ashley, do we need to take the box or can we leave it here?"

    Ashley replied, "We can leave it if we are coming back."

    I turned to Frig, "Check back on Frost and York. See if you can bring them back through."

    Frig nodded as he entered the coordinates into his console. When the portal went wide I was the first through. Two young children were standing in front of it with their mouths open.

    The first child, a young boy, spoke, "Mommy! A man is in our apartment!"

    The mother replied from the other room, "That's nice dear."

    Ashley Elizabeth came through next.

    A young girl smiled as she spoke, "Hello."

    Ashley replied, "You two best go be with your Mom OK."

    The two children turned and walked into the other room.

    I pressed my comm button. "Frig, scan the hallway outside. If it checks out we will move and you can go back for Frost and York."

    Frig replied several seconds later. "The hallway is clear Sir. I’m moving the portal."

    I unlocked the apartment door and stepped into the hall.

    The young boy of the family came around the corner. "Hey, you can’t go out there!"

    I replied, "We are the good guys son. With a little luck you will be able to go out there soon too."

    I pulled two MREs from my satchel. "Here, give these to your Mom. Tell her we will be right back."

    I pulled the door quietly closed and moved across to the maintenance room. The door was locked. Ashley stepped up beside me with a small tool in her hand.

    She spoke quietly, "I have this, part of our training."

    Three twists later and the door lock clicked. We entered the room. A standard set of lockers lined one wall. Locker "C" was the locker of choice. Again Ashley pulled out the laser cutting tool and began to burn a hole into the back of the locker.

    As she cut away at the metal plating I took note of the wisps of smoke slowly moving up towards the ceiling.

    I reached out and touched her shoulder. "Ah, is that going to set off the…"

    A fire alarm began to blare in the room and in the hallway just outside. Ashley removed the plate and pulled the two circuit boards from the hole behind it. I cracked open the door to the hallway to the sound of Dakar soldiers running.

    I pressed my comm button. "Frig, I need a small portal here in this maintenance room immediately!"

    Frig replied, "Entering coordinates now Sir. One thing Sir, I cannot guarantee the exact location of that portal in that confined area."

    I replied, "Just do your best to place it to the left of our position."

    I turned to Ashley. "Get that battle suit off!"

    Ashley gave a puzzled look as she responded to my statement. "What?"

    As I began to remove my own suit I explained, "We can’t get out of this closet. Dakar are going to be pulling at that door any second. If we shove those boards, our battle suits and weapons through that portal we may get away with just being detained. You know, two lovers sneaking out for a tryst."

    Ashley began to smile as she removed her suit. "I guess if I’m going out this would be as good a way to go as any."

    The portal opened in the corner of the room and the circuit boards were quickly passed through, next the weapons and finally the battle suits. When the portal snapped shut we were standing in our underwear.

    Ashley spoke, "Is this the way you try to woo a lady?"

    I replied with a smile, "I don’t know. Is it working?"

    As Ashley pressed her lips to mine I unlocked the door behind me with my fingers. The door flung open with two Dakar raising their weapons.

    One Dakar yelled, "Humans! What are you doing in there?"

    We both offered nothing but embarrassed smiles. The second Dakar then let out a chuckle and whispered to the first.

    The first Dakar swatted his hand away and replied, "I know what they were doing! And yes, it is a filthy Human habit."

    The Dakar turned back to the rest of his squad. "Go back to your posts. We will take them to detention. You, come out here."

    The Dakar officer grabbed my upper arm and pulled me into the hall. Ashley followed after. The officer closed the closet door and the two Dakar then began to push us down the hallway towards a detention area.

    After turning the first corner I pulled up lame and fell to the floor. The Dakar officer began to yell at me as he pointed his weapon. I did my best to fake an ankle sprain. As I was pulled to my feet and began to hop the second Dakar went still and then fell forward dead on the floor. As the Dakar officer turned he was met with a battle knife, thrust up under his chin, through his skull and into the top of his helmet.

    Frost spoke, "You two coming or what?"

    We moved quickly back around the corner, down and into the apartment of the family across the hall. As the portal opened the children were sent through first, followed by their parents, Ashley, myself and then Frost.

    The stunned family stood in silence, looking around Frig’s lab as they huddled together.

    I spoke, "Welcome to the resistance. Sorry, but I couldn’t leave you back there. The Dakar would have ripped your apartment to pieces and taken you all away. You will find food, medical care and a safe place to stay right here. Frig, see to it that they are taken care of."

    Frig replied as Ashley and I pulled our battle suits back on. "Yes Sir."

    Frost then spoke, "Well, I don’t know what you two had going on, but I like it!"

    I replied with a slightly red face, "We’ll fill you in later. What happened to York?"

    Frost replied, "She is nuts Sir. That Helgron suit made her immune to their weapons. She ran off chasing a whole squad of them with a blaster in one hand and her battle knife in the other. They traded ion bolts until she got close enough to jam her knife slowly into their skulls. I got detained by a dozen Dakar that I had to take out with grenades. When I turned back she was gone. I made my way back to the room and Frig brought me through."

    I replied, "I pity the soldiers in that area. York will have to find her own way home."

    I turned to Ashley who was now fully suited up and spoke, "Hmm. I was kind of growing fond of the other outfit!"

    Ashley replied with a slight red face as the others in the room looked-on, waiting for her response. "We'll have to discuss that at another time. There is a lab on Valhala-28. It has a syncro chip that goes in this first circuit board. We need to head that way now."

    I replied, "What kind of scavenger hunt are we on?"

    Ashley replied, "I'll explain as we go. Frig, here are the next coordinates."

    Scans were done and the portal was again opened. This time there were no Dakar in the area. The lab was part of an electronics repair shop. Racks of equipment lined the walls and a small warehouse was filled with parts, wires and pre-assembled devices.

    I spoke, "What is it that we are looking for?"

    Ashley replied, "The station originally had 16 consoles spread across a number of levels. A trained user could operate the gravity drive from any of the consoles. Over the years, spies were caught tampering with those consoles and in one instance they almost sent the Grid hurtling directly into a nearby star."

    Ashley continued, "The powers at the time decided to reduce the number of consoles to six. Over the years those were again reduced to four and then two. Once again, the consoles nearly fell prey to spies who had infiltrated our most trusted facilities. The two remote consoles were disassembled with their parts hidden away. A group of four individuals were selected to be the life-long keepers of the console secret."

    I replied, "You were selected for this task? Is there anything that you haven't done?"

    Ashley replied, "No, the four were part of the forty SCore agents. They passed the information to the rest of us. We have been working for weeks trying to make our way to the first destination where the control box was."

    I responded, "And the other crews knew about this console?"

    Ashley replied, "No, five groups were told of one and five groups of the other. The other nine groups are dead, at least I hope they have not been captured. We all have cyanide capsules that we are to take if capture is imminent. If we were critically wounded we were to take our own life or if not possible, one of the others would take it for us. We are the last hope Don. And just in case one of the other groups was compromised, we need to get our console operational and make the jump before they send us the other way or bleed off our fuel supply."

    I replied, "OK, what are we looking for in here?"

    Ashley replied, "All I know of this clue is the number 42 and this blue wall."

    We spent the better part of an hour hunting for the number 42 in the myriad of parts bins that lined the blue wall. Ashley was beginning to grow frustrated with the search.

    I spoke, "Maybe we need to think about where the others were located. They were behind the wall. We need something that is 42 and then we cut out that wall. Maybe the 42nd bin or over four and down two."

    Ashley replied, or maybe it's the one with 42 painted on the back of the bin in green paint."

    Ashley smiled as she pulled out her laser torch. Two minutes later we had the missing chip in our hand.

    I spoke, "Where to next?"

    Ashley replied, "We put the chip in the board and the board in the box. Then we find the interface and mount the console."

    I replied, "And then?"

    Ashley whispered in my ear as she pressed her comm button. "And then we jump. Frig, give us a portal."

    Frig replied, "Always for a lady!"

    The portal opened and we again moved through to the lab. The chip was inserted into the circuit board and the two circuit boards into the console box. Ashley then gave Frig the next set of coordinates. The interface was back on Gamma-12.

    I spoke, "That place has got to be crawling with soldiers hunting down York by now."

    Frost spoke, "Maybe she can keep them busy while we get this thing setup. What exactly do we have to do to this interface?"

    Ashley replied, "There is a panel on a wall of hallway G12W. We simply remove the panel, fasten the console in place and it should come to life. I have coordinates to enter for our next jump."

    Frig spoke, "Those coordinates, please give them to me."

    Ashley replied, "Why? What is your need?"

    I replied for Frig, "If you haven’t figured it out yet, we are not on the Grid. If the station jumps, the people here are left behind. If he knows our intended destination he can find us."

    Ashley replied, "Using standard Grid star coordinates, J14-D11-M09-B07. That should place us near a bright yellow star."

    I opened a comm channel to the Colonel. "Colonel Harper, where are you and your men? We have an urgent need for you on Gamma-12 hallway W."

    The Colonel replied, "I have five squads on Gamma-14 chasing that crazy-ass York around. There are dead bodies everywhere. I think she has genuinely lost it and is going to go until she is burned out. Those squads are supporting her as best they can. We've been using her tactics to keep the Helgrons from advancing in most sections, but our cost in lives has been high Don. If we don't get an edge soon we are going to run out of steam."

    I replied, "I understand Colonel, we are trying to resolve that as we speak. I could really use the support of those squads on Gamma-12. If York is still kicking she is fine to be on her own for a bit, probably prefers it."

    The Colonel replied, "Redirecting them your way."

    The Colonel’s five squads disengaged from their fight and made their way to level Gamma-12. The hallways were flooded with Dakar fighters backed by Helgrons. The Durians also had several soldiers with a new hardened Helgron battle suit. York’s tactic of "killing them slowly" was coming to an end. The hard suit would make killing a Helgron once again difficult.

    Frig opened a portal to a nearby empty room. Once through we spilled out into the hallway and began our short jaunt to G12W.

    As we rounded the final corner a Dakar yell could be heard. "Hummmannns!"

    The blaster fire immediately began. The wall just to our left echoed with the thuds of repeated ion bolts. Two TIGs were quickly unleashed around the corner.

    Pop! Pop!

    Frost and Aaron gave Morgan’s legs a shove as he prepared to fire. The trigger was not pulled.

    As Morgan was pulled back around the corner he spoke, "They are getting smart on us Sir. They have Dakar all in front and have some type of clear shield for the Helgrons to fire through. I didn’t have a shot Sir."

    I replied, "I want two grenades rolling out and when they go I want Morgan shoved out there one more time. Let’s see if we can clear a shot for him."

    Rodriguez stepped up with two grenades. The pins were pulled and the grenades thrown around the corner and down the hall.

    Booom! Booom!

    Again Morgan slid out.

    Boop… splat!

    Blaster fire returned as Frost and Aaron pulled him back.

    Morgan spoke, "Sorry Sir. That was a miss, caught the edge of a shield. And the units in that hall are advancing Sir. We need to leave!"

    I spoke, "OK, let’s pull back a hall and see if we can lure them away from that position."

    I got on the comm to the Colonel’s squads, "Major Jasper, we need to draw the enemy away from that hall. Circle to your left and meet up with us at the intersection of G12F1 and G12M7."

    Jasper replied, "Roger that Sir, G12F1 and G12M7. Give us three minutes."

    We moved back to the intersection of the hallways as specified. The Dakar and Durian forces continued to push forward towards our location. Major Jasper arrived and took up position.

    I spoke, "We need you to keep them occupied and moving away from G12W if possible. It is critical that we reach that hall and hold it, at least for a short period of time."

    Major Jasper replied, "No problem Sir, we’ll keep ‘em busy."

    I gave Jasper a pat on the shoulder as I passed by on my way down the hall. We moved four hallways to the left and then began to work our way back towards G12W.

    As we walked I spoke, "Ashley, how long do you need to start that drive?"

    Ashley replied, "Once it boots I only need seconds to lock in the coordinates. When that yellow light comes on those coordinates have been accepted. I then have an override code to enter, ‘447’. From that point I don’t know if the console has to remain active or not. That information was never provided."

    I replied, "Well, I guess we will find out soon enough."

    When we rounded the final corner, except for the blood from the Dakar we had previously fragged, the hallway was clear.
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    The floor remained slick from the Dakar casualties. As we stepped up to the inconspicuous panel on the wall Ashley let out a gasp.

    Ashley spoke, "No, no, no! Please don’t be damaged!"

    The panel had a hole in the center where the frag from one of our grenades had torn through it. As the panel was removed, severe damage to the console interface was apparent.

    Ashley turned and sank to the ground. "We are screwed."

    As I looked over the damage I spoke, "What if we can fix it?"

    Ashley replied, "Look down in that hole. That is circuit damage. That chip that is cut in half is the mate to the chip we put on this board. That’s how the console is able to communicate with the gravity drive system. We don’t have another chip."

    I replied, "I was with you when your other crew got caught. Alvarez said he was destroying the console he had, but they had yet to make it to the interface. Is the interface on B23X still good? Will this box hang on that interface?"

    Ashley replied, "It doesn’t matter, each interface was made so only its console would connect to it."

    I squatted next to her and put my hand on her shoulder as a gesture of comfort. "How about this, we find that other interface, we open it up and get the chip out of it to use in this one. We have techs that can easily do the work."

    Ashley thought for a moment and then stood. She pulled me up and looked me in the eye. She placed her hands on the sides of my face and pulled me in for a kiss. When she released I was happy but confused.

    Ashley spoke, "Hallway B23X is our new target! Get your tech down here to start taking that panel apart!"

    Ashley pressed her comm. "Frig, open a portal right where we stand and get us back to your lab. Let me know when you have a lock on the position and we will move."

    Frig replied, "Locked."

    We moved three meters away. The air in the center of the hall momentarily crackled and glowed as the portal opened. The console was passed through first, followed by Ashley and then myself. Directions were given to the Colonel’s squads to proceed to hallway B23X while my team remained to guard the panel.

    Ashley spoke, "Frig, give us a scan of the B23X area. And pull up the schematics for that hallway. I want to see if that panel shows as something else. I want its exact location if possible."

    Frig replied, "Scan… is complete. The area is full of soldiers. If they captured your fellow agents, they may have that other console, even if it is no longer functional. The Durians are a curious people. They would want to know what that console was for and where it mounted."

    Ashley replied, "That’s another reason we have to find it before they do. What can we see on the drawings for that hallway?"

    Frig replied, "It appears that there are no access panels there. Let me do a visual scan through a portal. OK… so far everything maps to the schematics… ah, there, I believe that is your access panel. On the schematics it shows as a blank wall."

    Ashley turned and spoke, "Don, we need to get to that panel now!"

    I raised the Colonel on my comm, "Colonel we need every available person you can muster to clear an area on Beta-23. Hallway X holds what may be a chance for us to activate the gravity drive. Do whatever you can to push the Dakar and Durians out of that area and keep them there. Also, the squads you sent to Gamma-12, we need more as we have the same situation there. This is our only shot at this Colonel. We have to make this work!"

    The Colonel immediately began to bark orders at his commanders. The Beta levels had 16 squads holding various positions, mostly in and about the space ports we had taken control of. Those ports were all being abandoned for this one push towards B23X. Frig called in Rita and Gy and they soon arrived with two technicians and the equipment needed for the extraction and repair.

    Once again we moved through the portal to Gamma-12. Rita and Gy got work on removing the damaged circuits while we patrolled the halls surrounding G12W. Resistance in and around the area had been light.

    As we rounded a corner a figure stepped into the hallway on the other end. It was a Helgron in the new hardened suit. We scrambled for cover before realizing it was being carried by York.

    I yelled down the hall, "York! Glad to see you are still kicking!"

    York replied as she walked towards us, her arms around the Helgrons waist. She now had an almost normal gate.

    York spoke, "I tell you Sir. I am about worn out. I have been fighting non-stop since you left. Somebody take this bulky thing from me and send it back to be analyzed. My shoulders are starting to cramp up. Sorry about not calling in, my comm got damaged early on and I was having so much fun I just kept going."

    I replied, "You have been at it for hours York. How could anyone endure that?"

    York replied, "Oh, let me tell you Sir. These arms and legs… they are fabulous. I can sprint for a few hundred meters and never get a heavy breath. It’s almost like I am just along for the ride. I now wish I had these prosthetics ages ago Sir. Those Human arms and legs, well, they suck in comparison."

    As we turned and walked back towards the panel and the others I continued, "I heard you had the Helgrons on the run there for a while."

    York replied, "Yes Sir I did. This battle suit works wonders against those blasters, positive or negative. I’ve probably killed 25 Helgrons and countless Dakar over the past few hours."

    I replied, "How did you come by this Helgron with the hardened suit?"

    York stopped. "I had just stepped out of a trans-way. He walked out through a crowd of cowering Dakar just as I finished off one of his friends. He came at me with a club. Look what he did to my beautiful prosthetics!"

    York’s arms and legs were covered with scratches and dents.

    I replied, "You look like you’ve been through a meat grinder, but you obviously survived."

    York continued, "Yes Sir. When he came forward the Dakar and the other Helgrons just stopped to watch. He would club me and I would attempt to slash him. We went at it for fifteen minutes straight. That’s when he began to fatigue and he got sloppy."

    York was quiet for a moment as she relived the ordeal in her head.

    I spoke, "Well, what happened?"

    York replied, "He left me an opening Sir. I picked him up, walked into the trans-way we were fighting beside and I threw him down the stairs."

    I replied, "Stairs? That doesn’t seem like it would do much with him in a battle suit."

    York replied, "Oh, it didn’t Sir. But when he crashed down he slid off the last steps and his helmet got lodged between two rails. I jumped down after him and picked up and twisted his torso until his back broke. When I turned back and looked up the steps at the others they all just turned and left. I tried to chase them for a bit, but it just didn’t seem worth it anymore. So, here I am."

    York continued, "Any chance I can just go back to the Suppressor for a rest Sir? I could use it."

    I replied, "Absolutely! See the Doc when you get back and see if he can change out those arms and legs for you."

    York replied, "Well, if it’s all the same Sir, I would just as soon keep them. They are beat up, but other than the comm they still function perfectly. And the fact that they are scarred just makes me look mean. I like the mean look Sir."

    I raised Frig on the comm, "Open a portal at my location, I’m sending York back through. And have a tech there who can repair her comm. After that, let her get some rest."

    The portal opened and York passed through. We returned to our patrols.

    Rodriguez spoke, "She scares me sometimes Sir. If I had to pick one person to fight beside it would be her, but she can give me the shivers like no one else."

    I replied, "Rodriguez, I can’t see you fighting beside York for long. It would only take a few minutes before you were covered with blood and guts. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen you with a hair out of place. I don’t know how you do it, but it wouldn’t last if you were fighting beside her. How did your image obsession come about anyway?"

    Rodriguez primped her hair and laughed as she replied, "Image obsession? Where did that come from?"

    Rodriguez continued, "We all have those things that make us unique Sir. I didn’t know what that was for me until a few of my fellow officers began to make fun of me for always being so neat and clean. So I took that thought and ran with it. Every good soldier has something that defines them, for me it’s this, for York it’s her craziness and determination to never lose. I like to think I have that also, but as far as identities go, this perfect hair is mine!"

    When we arrived back at the console panel Gy had it opened up and the damaged board had been removed.

    Gy spoke, "We just need that other board Chief. I had to repair a couple conduits and a half dozen wires, but it should be functional when we are done. How’s the effort to get the other one taken apart."

    I replied, "I’m checking on that now."

    I raised the Colonel on my comm, "Colonel, how are our efforts going on B23?"

    The Colonel replied, "We have the Dakar there pushed back two hallways, but I think they are about to mount a counter offensive. I have 10,000 Marines converging on that level. Most are still about 20 minutes out. I will give you a shout when we feel it’s secure."

    I replied, "We will only need to hold it for 15 minutes Colonel, We will have what we need by then, but we must be allowed to get to it without interruption. Holding that hall should be all that is standing between us and a jump."

    The Colonel replied, "We will have it within a few Don. I’m headed there myself."

    Ashley stood watching Gy work with her arms crossed. I put my arm around her shoulder and pulled her to me.

    I spoke, "We are almost there. Colonel Harper will have that other hallway secure if he has to do it himself."

    Ashley replied, "I’m just waiting for the next shoe to drop. Every attempt we’ve made at jumping has met with failure. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not giving up, it’s just that so many have already died fighting, just so we can leave."

    I replied, "When this works and we jump I have an idea of how we will deal with the alien soldiers still on the Grid."

    Ashley looked up.

    I continued, "We offer them an out if they stop fighting. We’ll pack every transport parked on this station with enough supplies for them to return to this sector, then, we’ll dump them off wherever we are. I can’t imagine they would have any desire to fight to the death once their support is gone. Every one of them wants to live just as much as we do."

    Thirty minutes later the Colonel came on the comm, "Grange! B23X is secure. Come up and get whatever it is that you need."

    Frig opened a portal and Ashley, Gy, a tech and I moved through. A second portal was opened into hallway X of level Beta-23. The Colonel was waiting as we came through.

    I spoke, "Thanks Colonel, we should be done in about 15 minutes; after that, start moving your troops down towards Gamma-12. If you can buy us time there also we should be able to fire up that gravity drive and get out of this sector."

    The Colonel replied, "How did you manage to get control of the drives?"

    I explained the SCore teams and the sacrifices they had made. If we were able to mount the console on Gamma-12 it would allow us to program in a jump. The Colonel again began barking orders at his officers. They would hold Beta-23 and they would hold Gamma-12.

    As Gy and his tech began to disassemble the gravity drive interface the Durians launched an all-out assault. They had no idea of what we were up to, but the level of force they were encountering told them that it was important. Five minutes into the assault I could hear chatter coming from the front lines over the Colonel’s comm.

    "This is Tyler! They have broken through the front barrier! It looks like we have several hundred of the hardened Helgrons moving towards Barrier 2. The glue pellets no longer seem to be stopping them Sir!"

    The Colonel replied, "Do your best to slow them down Tyler! We need time!"

    "Sir, this is Mechet! We are being overrun Sir! They just plowed through our defenses and are pushing us…"

    The Colonel replied, "Mechet! Mechet!"

    The Colonel turned to his staffers, "Looks like they are cutting through us with ease. Bring up those bazookas. We have to use everything we have to keep them out of here. For every meter we give up I want two dead Helgrons!"

    The Colonel turned our way, "You better get whatever it is you need out of there Grange. It doesn’t look like we have the means to hold them!"

    I turned towards Gy. "How are we looking?"

    Gy replied, "I have to remove this protective cover before we can access that board. I need another five to seven minutes Chief."

    The Colonel replied, "You probably have three!"

    Ashley then stepped up and pushed Gy to the side. Using her laser cutter she cut away the protective plate that covered the board with the chip we required.

    Gy spoke, "You are going to screw up that board!"

    Ashley replied as her laser cutter began to burn through the board mounts, "Forget the board! We need that chip. I’m cutting it out. One more… got it. Frig! Open a portal!"

    We moved through the portal to the lab where another tech was waiting to extract the chip. He then turned to solder the interface chip into the damaged board. Four minutes later a portal was opening onto Gamma-12. Ashley was the first through, carrying the repaired circuit board.

    Ashley spoke as she handed the board to Rita, "Get this in there. The Durians are coming and we can’t stop them."

    Rita took the board and began the task of placing it back in the interface panel, Connectors were mounted in place and three minutes later the power cable was applied. For a moment there was silence.

    Slowly, the power light on the panel began to glow green. A touchscreen came to life with a number of entry points and a keyboard.

    Word then came over the comm, "This is Ashford! The Helgrons have broken through! You have two minutes tops! They are leaving nothing but hurt in their wake Sir!"

    I turned to Ashley and spoke, "You better do what you need to. I don’t think they are stopping."

    Ashley pushed her way in as she spoke, "I need more time! There is a sequence we have to go through to bring the drives online!"

    I replied, "You have two minutes tops! I’m giving you 90 seconds or I yank that thing off the wall and start running!"

    Five seconds later the drive sequence light went green.

    Ashley spoke, "I have two more to unlock, then we enter those coordinates!"

    Ashford yelled over the comm, "Sir, they are sprinting and they are killing everything they contact! You have 30 seconds to Evac Sir!"

    I placed my hand on Ashley’s shoulder. "We have to go. We don’t do anyone any good if we are dead. Pull that console and throw that plate back on there!"

    Gy spoke, "Cover plate won’t go back on Chief! We had to cut it off!"

    Ashley replied as she plugged away at the keyboard, "If we leave it now they will find this interface and destroy it! You have to find a way to stop them!"

    I turned to the marines around me. "You heard the lady! We don’t have a choice! Let’s move!"

    As I turned towards the approaching hardened Helgrons the portal once again came open. York slid through followed by to other marines of large stature. They were each carrying one of Jeb’s 12mm guns.

    York spoke, "Out of the way Sir! I have a big toy that I am itching to try out!"

    York and the two others quickly passed us by, taking up position at the next hallway corner.

    The hardened Helgrons came into their view.

    Booom! Booom! Booom!

    Three Helgrons were rocked backwards. They then began to scream as the copper plasma burned through their suits followed by the 20 gram Tungsten round. The inner liner of the suit shattered sending thousands of tiny bits of its makeup into the Durians bodies. Screams of pain could be heard echoing down the hall. The charging Durians stopped and began moving backwards out of the hallway. Their commander wanted to further evaluate the new development.

    The second green light then lit up on the console.

    Ashley continued to type as she spoke, "One more and we are in!"

    Booom! Booom! Booom!

    The Helgrons attempted a second push and were immediately thrown back by York and the ultra-powerful guns.

    I could hear York yelling from the corner, "I love it! Come on you blue-assed lizards! Come and get some of what Momma has cookin’ for yah!"

    Booom! Booom!

    Ashley cried out as the third console light went green, ‘Yes!"

    She then typed feverishly, entering in the coordinates of our destination, J14-D11-M09-B07. When the last number was entered she pressed a large blue button on the right side of the console. We waited for some action, some sign that the gravity drives of the grid had engaged and the great station had begun to move. Instead, the interface began to repeatedly flash out a message.

    "Invalid Console"

    Again Ashley sank to the floor. "That’s it. We… we are stuck here. There is no jump."

    We all stood silent for several seconds.

    Booom! Booom!

    York yelled down the hall, "You better hurry it up! They are trying out different things and something is going to eventually work! Our time is limited!"

    I looked down at a discouraged Ashley Elizabeth as she sat on the floor. As my heart began to sink with thoughts of doom I looked up at the console box.

    I spoke, "Frig!"

    I opened a comm channel. "Frig! I’m bringing the console box through to you. I need you to do your best evaluation on this to see if we can get it working. Tell us what’s wrong so we can get our asses out of this infested section!"

    A portal opened and I slid the box through. I grabbed Ashley’s hand and pulled her up.

    I spoke as I looked into her eyes, "Go through there and assist Frig in any way you can. There is still hope if we can get that box to work!"

    Ashley lay on the plank and was pulled through the portal to the other side.

    Ashley spoke through the wormhole, "Are you coming?"

    I replied, "We have business here. Gy and Rita are coming through. It’s up to the four of you to get that box working. I’ll be here trying to protect this interface. Just do whatever you can."

    Once the others had gone through, the portal snapped shut.

    I turned back towards York and the two marines and yelled, "Yorkie! Tell me what you need!"

  


  
    Chapter 25

    


    

    


    

    The Helgrons continued their attempts to push forward. Their newest tactic was brutal to the Dakar that they had brought up in support. Twenty Dakar would storm around the corner towards our position. Their progress would take them half way before a number of grenades would cut them to pieces. After five such attempts the assaults came to a halt as the mangled bodies of the Dakar waves piled up, making the hall impassible.

    The Helgron attackers then withdrew.

    I spoke, "They are looking for another path!"

    I pulled up the schematics on my arm pad display. "This is it from where they are. There are no other access corridors through here."

    York spoke, "If it was me Sir, I would make my own corridor."

    I replied, "Are you saying what I think you are saying?"

    York nodded, "Look for the easiest wall to break through. They are likely to be coming through there!"

    I again scanned the schematics on my display. "Right here! This room right through to this one and out into the main W hallway! Yorkie, you are a genius!"

    York replied, "Thank you Sir, but please don’t call me that anymore. It has always been a name Frost uses to irritate me. It drives me nuts!"

    I replied as I turned back towards the suspected breach area. "You got it Sergeant. You have certainly earned it!"

    Ashley sent her locksmith tool through the portal for a tech to use in opening the door. When the door lock clicked the tech pushed it open. Sparks could be seen streaming from a cutting torch as the Durians attempted to open the wall.

    I spoke to the tech, "Use your laser cutter and make me a fist sized hole right beside the one they are cutting."

    The tech immediately got to work. Seconds later he was done and the first of a number of grenades were dropped through the hole. A puff of smoke shot through the opening as each grenade detonated. The Dakar workers on the other side were dead.

    A voice could be heard yelling out a command. "Continue! Open that wall! Any Dakar that refuses, take them in front of the others and kill them!"

    The Durians finally wised up and a Helgron kicked the grenades away from the Dakar workers as they fell through. Shrapnel continued to take its toll and a Dakar body was hauled away with each new explosion. Progress continued on the hole, although at an extremely slow pace.

    The Colonel came on the comm, "Grange, one of my squad’s reports finding Michael Felix. He says he needs to talk to you and it's urgent."

    I replied, "Felix? Tell him I'm busy! Everything is urgent with him. Colonel, we have Helgrons about to burst through the wall here. Can you help us out?"

    The Colonel replied, "We are one level up, coming down the trans-way now. What's the position of the Durians."

    I replied, "They are on hallway W2, trying to cut through a room to W about mid-way down the hall. And you best hurry as they are almost through!"

    I turned as I spoke, "Frost! Swap places with York! I need at least one of those 12mm guns in here!"

    Frost turned and sprinted down the hall. York soon appeared in the doorway.

    York spoke, "Here, take this Sir. I'll be using my fists. And Sir, that thing kicks something awful so be ready for some pain. Those two Marines back there have tears in their eyes. I probably would have thrown that thing down by now if not for these robot arms. They take most of the beating."

    As the cut neared its end the steel wall plate was pushed forward by the Dakar on the other side. Aaron was waiting with a bazooka round.

    Booom!

    Screams of pain could be heard. As the smoke cleared the first of the Helgrons stepped forward.

    Booom!

    A blood curdling shriek could be heard as the copper plasma round hit the Durian in his crotch. Ion bolts soon flew through the opening, striking York as she charged the hole.

    York yelled, "Come here you scaly swamp crawlers!"

    Two Durians stepped forward with clubs and a melee began through the hole began. A second Marine soon joined me with his 12mm gun.

    Booom!

    The heavy round flew past York striking one of the Helgrons in the shoulder, spinning him violently around. York stepped through to the other side and continued her assault.

    I yelled, "York! Move to the side! We don't have a shot!"

    The melee continued and York soon disappeared into the darkness of the room on the other side. I stepped back into the hallway as the Helgrons forced their way through the hole.

    Booom! Boom!

    The first two Helgrons bought it as they stepped inside. The next two began firing their blasters. I rolled back into the hallway as the second Marine who had accompanied York stepped up.

    Booom!

    I yelled, "Aaron, get that bazooka back up here!

    As Aaron stepped up and knelt down an ion bolt from a Helgron blaster caught him center chest. I turned my head as body parts flew past, a small piece of bone lodging itself just under the point of my chin. In an instant Lieutenant Aaron was gone.

    We were slowly losing ground to the Durians when the Colonel and his men arrived. The remaining Helgrons did not come through the breach, but the three that did fought hand to hand with the two Marines that had come with York. As I picked myself up and reloaded the 12mm gun, the third Helgron stepped into the doorway.

    I watched in anguish as the Helgron raised his blaster. My world appeared to be running in slow motion. As I pulled the big gun up to my shoulder the hardened Durian Helgron pulled the trigger on his ion blaster. In an instant the fiery blue bolt that was the signature of an ion weapon shot out, striking the gravity drive interface square on. Parts flew as the circuits inside expanded violently. The interface was no more!

    Booom!

    The Helgron fell backwards as the Tungsten round shattered the suit's liner and expanded. I reloaded, stepped into the room and fired a shot into the second Helgron's back. Again, the victim of my rage went down hard. As the third Helgron attempted to turn and jump through the hole the Marine he was fighting tackled him by the legs. Another reload and the last of the Helgrons went silent. The Colonel's men then entered the room on the other side of the wall followed shortly after by the Colonel.

    I turned to look at the interface as the Colonel stepped through the hole.

    I spoke, "We've lost it Colonel. That was the interface to the gravity drive. We aren't going anywhere."

    The Colonel replied, "We'll just have to do this the hard way Grange. You've sent back those hardened suits, we just have to figure out how to defeat them. Until then, we win a battle and we lose two."

    I sat down, leaning against the wall while I rubbed my now sore shoulder. "I wish we had a time machine instead of that portal. It would be nice to go back to that time when I was blissfully ignorant of all that war is."

    I looked over to my left. "A part of me wants to think that Lieutenant Aaron over there is the lucky one. No more struggle, no more stress, no more pain."

    The Colonel replied, "That's life Grange. And as far as I'm concerned I have a lot more living to do. If I have to spend the rest of it fighting these blue lizards then fighting blue lizards is what I'll do. And by the way, that Michael Felix is a persistent one. He keeps popping my channel every few minutes. I would have passed him your connection, but you seemed to not want the distraction."

    I shrugged as I looked at my arm pad. "Go ahead and send him through Colonel. I'm kind of surprised he is still on the loose."

    The Colonel complied and a new channel indicator lit up on my comm.

    I pressed the answer button and replied, "What do you want Felix? I've got aliens to be killing."

    Felix replied, "Don, have you seen Miss Elizabeth? It's important that I speak with her."

    I replied in a sarcastic but dejected voice, "Yep, she's with us. We had a chance to jump this station to safety, but the Durians just shut us down."

    Felix replied, "So, her console has been destroyed?"

    I sat up. "What do you know about the consoles Felix?"

    Michael Felix took a long breath. "I know all about them Mr. Grange. I'm holding one right now."

    I stood up. "You have a console?"

    Felix replied, "I was on the team with Alvarez. They stuffed me into a locker with the console before making their last attempt at an escape. I was given an explosive device and told to detonate it if they found me. One of the Dakar began to search the lockers when his commander called him off."

    I then looked out at the interface and sighed. "Well, it doesn't much matter now anyway. We have two consoles and no interface. Those consoles might as well be filled with Borak steak. At least that would be something useful."

    Michael Felix responded, "There is another interface Mr. Grange. Alvarez told me just before he left. He was one of the original keepers of the remote drive console secret. Aside from the two remote locations, there is a third interface in the main gravity drive control room."

    I replied, "We captured the control room earlier. All the equipment in there has been destroyed."

    Felix replied, "Yes, all the visible equipment."

    My eyes moved to my arm pad with laser focus. "What do you mean the visible equipment?"

    Felix replied, "The interface in the control room is behind the large blank wall. They covered it over completely to conceal its location. I don't know why Alvarez did not relay this information to all of the teams. Perhaps he hoped for the glory of accomplishing the jump himself. Whatever his reason, it died with him."

    I spoke, "But the console you have, it won’t work on any other interface except B23X. We just found that out."

    Felix replied, "Except for the one in the main room. It will accept any of the consoles."

    I stood as I spoke, "Where are you Felix?"

    Felix began to reply, but was cut off. Blaster fire could be heard in the background. "I'm... I'm coming down Transway-3 to your level now! There are a large number of Helgrons coming after me!"

    I looked at the Colonel.

    The Colonel spoke, "On it! Kanger! Helms! Get your asses to Transway-3! We have Helgrons coming in force!"

    I handed the 12mm gun to the Marine standing next to the Colonel and sprinted towards the trans-way.

    I spoke to Felix over the comm, "When you get to this level go left! I will meet you just around the first corner to the right! And hustle Felix! We need that console!"

    As I entered the hallway in question Michael Felix rounded the corner. Eight of the Colonel's men ran past me as Felix came to a stop.

    He was breathing heavily, "Here Grange, take this. I need a rest."

    I opened a comm channel to Frig. "We are back in business! I need a portal opened to my location immediately!"

    Michael Felix looked confused as I spoke. "Portal? What's a portal?"

    Frig replied, "Locked Sir, I would suggest you move from that location."

    I grabbed Michael Felix by the upper arm and pulled him three meters down the hall. The air where we had been standing began to crackle and glowed orange just before the portal opened.

    Michael Felix stepped back. "What the..."

    A plank was lowered through the hole and the console was laid out on it. When the plank returned I grabbed Michael Felix, again by the arm and gestured towards the plank.

    I spoke, "Lay your ass down there and let’s get out of here."

    As Felix was pulled through the open portal the confused look remained on his face. The plank returned and I was soon through as well.

    I switched comm channels to the Colonel. "Colonel, contact the Admirals and have every man available converge on Lima-22 and the gravity drive control room! We are going to take it and we are going to hold it at all cost!"

    I turned to Frig, "How many of those 12mm guns does Jeb have ready?"

    Frig replied, "His last status indicated his production line could now handle 50 per hour and should be approaching 200 per hour within eight hours. That was twenty minutes ago Sir. His ammunition line is producing 3,000 rounds per hour with 8,000 expected within that same eight hour window."

    I replied, "Start picking out locations along the Colonel's and Admiral’s paths where we can start dropping those guns and ammo. Organize a line of people on this side so we can pass as many of those weapons through as possible. It's time we taught those Helgrons what it means to fight with Humans!"

    All Gray Ghouls and Grid Marines began to converge on Lima-22. It was our final push to get the Grid moved to a new location, a location where Durians were no longer a threat. It was our last shot at freedom and we would do whatever was needed to make the jump happen. We had no other options.

    As I turned to see Ashley she had her arms around Michael Felix.

    I spoke with a sarcastic tone, "Oh, so that's how it is? Always moving to the newest hero are you?"

    Ashley slowly released Michael and stepped up to greet me. "I like an active hero, yes. Never was much for has-beens!"

    I was suddenly in an embrace with the woman I loved. All of our troubles quickly faded as my blood pressure began to rise. When our lips parted I was in a new place. I was back on that ridge with the cool wind blowing through Ashley's hair. For a moment, I was all smiles.

    Frig spoke, "Sir. Sir! I'm sorry to interrupt, but the Colonel is signaling your comm."

    I pressed the comm button and replied, "Yes Colonel?"

    The Colonel spoke, "Grange! Any luck with those hardened suits? The Durians are again changing tactics! They have shields made out of the same material as those suits. Those 12mm rounds blow a nice hole through the shield, but they then don't penetrate the suit. Our troops are taking it hard on the chin. I have two squads entering the control room right now. One heck-uv-a fight going on. Get that console down there and get us out of here while there are still us to get!"

    I replied, "Yes sir Colonel! Heading that way now!"

    I spoke to Frig, "Can you find us a room near the control room that is unoccupied?"

    Frig replied, "Scanning now Sir. It appears as though L2214 is open Sir. It is three hallways from the control room, but we do not yet control that area."

    I replied, "Drop us in there anyway. I want to be as ready as we can be when that control room is ours."

    I turned to look at the others in the room. "Do we have the needed equipment to get to that interface?"

    Ashley pulled her laser cutting tool from her satchel.

    I turned back to Frig. "Drop us in that room and then start moving every one of my squad members in here with us, if there is space for them. When we hit those hallways I don’t want some Durian straggler ruining our parade!"

    We soon found ourselves in what appeared to be the playroom of a child care facility. Brightly colored posters adorned the walls promoting clean hands, sharing and fair play. I remember spending countless hours in a similar room as a child. When playtime came I would rush to the corner where the war and space toys were kept. I had endless battles with the other children from military families. It was one of my only fond memories of the time as my father was constantly away.

    I pulled out a small plastic chair with fat legs and sat down. Ashley smiled at the sight of the tall warrior sitting on the small chair.

    I spoke, "I remember these chairs seeming huge. I used to hate when the bare backs of my legs would stick to that plastic. They made us all wear these stupid little uniforms that were shorts, but they had those straps that went over your shoulders to keep them up. I was constantly in trouble from pulling those straps off the girls’ shoulders just to be a pest."

    Ashley replied as she sat down on my lap, "Were there any special girls in your class?"

    I smiled as I looked around the room, "There was one, Wanda. I couldn’t stop liking that girl after she punched me in the ear. Funny what I used to find attractive in a girl. I…"

    Frig came on the comm. "The Colonel reports having taken the control room Sir. I show clear hallways between you and them. This would be an ideal time to move Sir."

    I stood and gave the order, nearly dumping Ashley onto the floor. Frost led the squad out the door and we quickly moved the three hallways over to the control room. When we entered there were four Marines there, they were busy checking every nook and cranny for a hideaway.

    Ashley pulled out her torch and began to cut wall plating from the center of the blank wall. A hidden closet was soon found and a doorway cut through to it. Once the surrounding metal had cooled sufficiently I stepped through. The interface was there, waiting for the console I carried.

    As I connected the console I spoke, "OK, Miss Elizabeth. Get in here, fire this thing up and enter those numbers!"

    Ashley was quickly by my side. The first three locks were opened and the coordinates for our jump were entered.

    Ashley looked up at me as she reached for the big blue launch button. "Wish us luck!"

    The button was pressed. Several seconds of nothing tore through our souls as we waited for some indication that the gravity drive was active. A loud alarm horn soon sounded in the control room. The deep metallic booms of the drive actuators moving into place could be heard as they sounded through the structure of the great station. Seconds after the last of the giant actuators spun into place, Grid #4 began to move.

    For a moment the fighting in the halls came to a halt. Humans could be heard screaming with elation and new hope as they continued the process of removing the menace that had plagued our home. The great station offered a familiar vibration as the gravity drives accelerated, leaving the ships of our enemies behind.

    As the Grid began to accelerate I raised the Durian commanders on the comm. "As I’m sure you know by now this station is moving away from your support systems. You will no longer be resupplied or reinforced. I am offering you this one opportunity to end this now and for you to peacefully leave. I’ve already spoken to the Dakar through our liaison and through them to the Prassi. They wish to leave."

    The Durian commander replied, "How do we know this is not some trick? You Humans have already proven that you are devious."

    I replied, "I think you have a poor impression of us General Byis. You are confusing devious with clever and resilient. We don’t give up easily General. We may go quiet, but we are always working on a solution. None of that matters now anyhow. If you so choose, we will provide you with every transport on this ship to load your soldiers onto. You will then be dumped out to wherever we are, hopefully with enough supplies for you to make it back to where we started. You have ten minutes to decide General."

    I continued, "You can save yourself and your soldiers and fight another day. Or you can die here on this ship, or become the slave of a Human master. Just keep in mind General, the longer you wait the longer your journey home will be. This station will be leaving the current sector in about five minutes."

    The speed at which the Grid was accelerating was a bluff. I had no idea of how quickly the Grid initially moved, but neither did the Durians. The General and his staff discussed the issue for nearly a minute.

    General Byis replied. "We will accept your offer Human."

    …..

    When the last of the invaders had boarded a transport and that transport was launched out into the surrounding space I sat down with a sigh.

    A Marine came in with news, "Sir, we found Sergeant York Sir. They took her arms and legs from her. Other than being full of rage over it, she is in good health Sir."

    I could not help but smile at the thought. Ashley stood beside me with her hand on my shoulder. We were once again a free people.

    Ashley spoke, "What about Frig and the others on the Suppressor?"

    I replied, "They will be fine so long as they don’t let the Durians catch up to them. The Suppressor and the rest of our fleet should be on its way to the coordinates you gave Frig. Once we have stopped they can make contact and send people through if needed."

    Ashley offered a coy smile as she spoke, "I guess you may need a new friend to pal around with in the meantime Mr. Grange. Would you have anyone in mind?"

    I put my arm around her waist and pulled her close. "Yes I do. Miss Elizabeth. Yes I do. I was really hoping to get to know Michael Felix better. He is quite the hero!"

    Ashley struggled to pull away as I continued with my ruse. "But someone has come along that puts Michael Felix far away. And I hope that someone feels the same way I do."

    I stood, again pulled her close. The conversation ended with a long embrace and passionate kiss.

    With the enemy gone the celebrations began in earnest. People streamed out of their apartments, filling the halls with cheers and excitement. That excitement however was short-lived. Our people were hungry, our systems in need of repair. We had much work to do to get the Grid back to its normal operational status. But we had time. Our jump to a new location would take over a year.

    


    			~~~
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    Two months into our journey to a new sector a rumble rolled through the station. Actuator-11 was offline, sending the Grid in a new direction.

    I walked into an ongoing staff meeting and spoke, "Colonel, Senators, we have discovered the reason for the failure. A Durian saboteur had been in hiding since we sent the rest of them packing. He managed to set off an explosive device, damaging some of the equipment that provides power to the actuator. We can repair the damage done to the equipment, but we cannot make corrections to our direction as we had previously entered. We will be stopping somewhere other than our intended destination. Let’s just hope it’s not right beside a white hot sun."

    The Colonel replied, "Were we able to catch the Durian?"

    I sat at the table. "The Durian blew himself up. It must have been a desperate move or a foul-up on his part as they aren't known to be martyrs. I'm told our direction may be skewed by a full degree. Instead of stopping in a sector with only a few scattered star systems we will end our journey in the thickest part of the galaxy arm. There will very likely be other star traveling civilizations there. Let's just hope they are friendly because we have no space fleet to defend us and as always, our resource stores will be running low upon our arrival."

    Admiral Zimmerman spoke, "Too bad Frig can't open a portal large enough to pass a ship."

    Admiral Chaulk replied, "If we're making wishes Zimmerman, I would like a magic hat."

    Admiral Chaulk had a dry sense of humor and always displayed a serious face. His comment drew chuckles from the other members of the meeting.

    Zimmerman shook his head and continued, "If Frig was able to track our location and follow, how long before he arrives with our ships?"

    I replied, "The estimates, as I understood them, are just over five years. What should concern us about that is the Durians can be here in less. Their ships are faster than ours. If they wanted to catch us, they could do so before we had another chance to jump. The fastest recorded filling of those hydrogen tanks for the gravity drive is seven years and two months. With those faster ships, we can no longer just outrun our enemies."

    The Colonel spoke, "We have several of those hardened Helgron suits for study as well as a few of their blasters. Our lab rats are attempting to replicate them as we speak. If they do catch us, they will have a much harder time taking this station. We know how they fight, we know how they move and we know how they think. But I will have to admit, I would prefer to fight them out there and not in our hallways."

    The Colonel gestured towards the space outside of the Grid. That was his domain. Ship-to-ship battles were what his Gray Ghouls had trained for and fought during most of their military lives.

    The Colonel continued, "Grange, we have been discussing the fact that this station no longer has a president. The staff here and I are of the opinion that you should assume that roll until such time as normal elections are held. That would likely be once we are settled into our new location."

    I stood and replied, "Ah, no thanks. I’ve assumed that type of position for far longer than I wanted to. There has to be others who are qualified for that."

    I looked around the room. Michael Felix sat in a chair beside the wall, away from the main table.

    I spoke, "As much as I hate to say it, and I will likely regret this, but Felix over there would be a good candidate. He enjoys the whole politico/administrative thing. Make him your figurehead."

    The room turned to look at Michael Felix. He stood and neatened his clothes.

    The Colonel spoke, "Well Felix? You interested in running this place? You would of course be answering to this group at the table."

    Michael Felix cleared his throat and responded, "It would be an honor and a privilege. I do have experience managing business, people and of course my time in politics, although somewhat short, adds governance to my resume."

    The Colonel turned back, "Unless anyone has objections, I think we have our interim president."

    The room was silent. I looked back over at Felix and he was turned towards a mirror on the wall and was primping himself.

    I thought out-loud, "What have I done."

    Michael Felix turned towards me, "You have nothing to worry about Mr. Grange. I will soon have this station operating in an efficient manner. And it will be to the wishes of this… council."

    I replied, "Efficient manner… just keep in mind Felix, you screw this up, you get spaced!"

    I turned away from Michael Felix and towards Ashley Elizabeth. "Other than bringing news of the actuator investigation, I thought I might try to lure one of your council members away for a bite of lunch. Miss Elizabeth, would you care to join me?"

    I jumped as the Colonel banged his big fist on the table as he spoke, "Lunch is good. Let’s all meet back here in say… two hours."

    The room quickly cleared as the thoughts of food and a much needed break settled in. I took Ashley by the hand and we walked to a special picnic I had set up in the Alpha bay landing port. With no ships entering or leaving, the giant gravity wall that separated the bay from space was the only thing that stood between us and an instant death.

    The panoramic view offered by sitting out on the edge of the gravity wall was the best that could be seen from anywhere on the station. With no traffic moving, the lighting in the port was shut down to the bare minimum. It was as close as one could get to actually sitting out in space, hurdling forward at more than 1,000 times the speed of light.

    We sat on a blanket and I removed the cork on a bottle of wine from the Grid vineyards that I had purchased earlier in the day. Two generous glasses were poured. After taking a sip, I leaned back on one arm as I rolled onto my side, my head propped up on my hand.

    I spoke as I looked out at the starry sky beyond the wall, "You know, every one of those stars out there has the possibility of a new world to explore or a new civilization to interact with. I was really hoping we could stick it out in the Mensa sector and make a go of Jarhead."

    Ashley sat with her legs out to one side, propped up by her right arm. "I think you might have had to change the name if you wanted Humans to settle there. Don’t get me wrong, as a veteran myself, I respect the other vets and their contributions, but that's just a horrible name for a home planet."

    I replied, "Yeah, I kind of threw that one out there because I had nothing better at the time. I don’t think anyone ever thought enough about it to push for a change. We had bigger things on our minds."

    I took another sip and then set down my glass. "You know, I used to daydream about us."

    Ashley replied with a coy smile, "Really, daydream?"

    I raised my hand as if to outline the top of a mountain. "We would be walking on a ridge on Jarhead; the cool fresh mountain air would be blowing gently through your blonde hair. I would look deep into your eyes and then pull you in for a long passionate kiss. I look back now and I think that was the moment I fell in love."

    With that statement Ashley set her glass down and moved closer. We were soon embroiled in that same passionate kiss that I had imagined. The following day we were standing before a magistrate.

    Ashley spoke, "Do you think Frig will be offended that he was unable to attend?"

    I replied, "He would have wanted to be here yes, but he has bigger worries to think about now, such as the fact that he will have a new partner in the Swift."

    Ashley smiled as she replied, "Maybe he will like the fact that with a few kind words he can have a controlling interest in the decision making."

    I replied, "You would sell out against me with that short-armed Gambit cowboy? I guess I didn’t know what I was getting into."

    We were quietly married and went about our daily business as the Grid hurdled towards its new destination. Time passed quickly and we were soon faced with a station that was slowing as it entered a new sector.

    I sat down to a council meeting to discuss the destination information we now had in hand.

    Admiral Zimmerman spoke, "We should come to rest a quarter of a light-year from a young blue star. We have five hydrogen harvesters ready to begin work on refilling our tanks. The system has four planets. None are inhabited that we can tell. We should be able to pull resources from two of them. We have two harvesters ready when we stop. I realize these numbers are not adequate, but we need more resources to build more ships. It will take us most of six months to bring the needed harvesters online. From that point we should begin immediate work on warships. Those big guns surrounding this station are all we have for defense."

    I stood and spoke, "I would like to volunteer as a pilot for one of the harvesters going down to those planets, my beautiful wife and I that is. We travel as a team now."

    The Colonel replied, "Always having to poke your nose in things Grange. We have trained pilots to fly those things and we need those resources."

    I replied, "We will take one of those pilots with us Colonel. I’m starting to see why I became a Messenger in the first place. It will do me good to get off this station, but only if Ashley now comes with me."

    Admiral Zimmerman spoke, "Nobody has issue with you doing just about anything you want Don. But those harvesters only support a crew of two, and one of those needs to be a pro. We have the entire Grid relying on those two harvesters. So, if you go, you will have to go without Mrs. Grange."

    Ashley stood and spoke, "Go on your little adventure Don. You’ve earned it and I will still be here when you get back. I can always use a little ‘me’ time."

    I stepped around the table and planted a big kiss on Ashley in front of everyone.

    The Colonel spoke, "You know Grange, those displays of affection used to be all cute between you two, but now it’s just sickening… hahahahaha!"

    I replied, "It’s not sickening to me Colonel. And thanks for the opportunity everyone. I’ll do my best to get that first load of refined ore back here for final processing."

    I stood and left the room to prepare for two days on a new planet. After gathering my duffel bag I began to make my way to Beta bay and to the harvester that waited. When I arrived at the harvester a tech was waiting.

    The Technician spoke, "Mr. Grange, the Colonel sent me down with this. It’s a new hybrid suit with some of the things we learned from the Durians. It should offer you far more protection than a battle suit. The Colonel says the atmosphere on that planet looks active. If there are high winds this should protect you from flying debris."

    I replied, "Thanks, and tell the Colonel thanks, but I don’t plan on being outside."

    The tech persisted, holding out the hybrid suit. "Sorry Sir, I was told that if you didn’t put this on, the mission was going to be scrubbed."

    I replied, "Scrubbed? It’s a harvest run. There is no mission."

    The tech persisted.

    I spoke, "Fine, I’ll take the suit."

    I threw the suit over my arm as I picked up my duffel.

    The Tech stood in my way.

    The Tech spoke, ‘Sorry Sir. I was given instruction to help you suit up before you got on that ship Sir."

    I grumbled as the tech snapped, zipped and pulled the suit into place. The hybrid suit had a soft rubbery feel to the exterior.

    I spoke, "You know, it doesn’t feel all that bad. It’s a bit more flexible than our battle suits. Kind of comfortable in the right places you know.

    The tech then pulled out a metal pipe. "It feels nice doesn’t it Sir. Almost like a thin coverall."

    I replied as I rubbed up and down on the arms with my hands. "Not bad at all…"

    The tech then turned and swung the metal pipe violently at my crotch as he screamed. My only reaction was to go rigid as I waited for an impact which never really came. At the instant the pipe made contact with the suit the inner layer hardened. The pipe stopped abruptly as the energy from the mass was spread across the suit's entire forward surface.

    I looked angrily at the tech. "I should beat you over the head with that pipe!"

    The tech replied, "Sorry Sir, the Colonel insisted that you be shown what the suit would do."

    I replied, "So the Colonel thought it would be funny to hit me in the crotch?"

    The tech chuckled, "No Sir. That was the other guys in the lab Sir. They thought it would have a more lasting impact if you will. That was the only test Sir. You are free to board the harvester now. And one last thing Sir, the manual for that suit has not been fully written yet. You will find a temporary copy in the harvester’s memory. I would suggest you read through it on your way down. It will be erased in a couple hours as that harvester computer is not meant to be very secure."

    As I turned back towards the ship Ashley was standing with her hands on her hips.

    Ashley spoke, "That was an impressive demonstration there big guy. Have you been holding back on me?"

    I replied, "Har, har. I almost pee’d myself when he brought that pipe around."

    With the few minutes I had left I shared more small talk, gave Ashley a long embrace and then boarded the harvester. Duane Freeman was sitting in the pilot’s seat waiting.

    Duane spoke, "Welcome aboard harvester 99 Sir. I call her the Beast. Get yourself strapped in and we will get the Beast moving."

    The ground harvesters were massive digging machines. The pilot would fly over an area while scanning for resources. From the scans he would identify the highest density concentrations and then settle on the surface for the dig to begin. Half a day later we were sitting on a rich vein of Iron ore.

    I spoke, "So, you basically just sit here for two days while this machine does all the work?"

    Duane replied, "Yep, sounds exciting doesn’t it. I fly over and press a scan button, and then, we land and I press the dig button. I was all excited the first time I rode along in that chair. That excitement lasted for about ten minutes until those laser drills took us below the surface. After that there was nothing much to see."

    I sighed as I looked out of the cockpit window. The planet’s surface was cold and desolate with high winds having worn down any surface variations to nothing more than slow moving sand dunes.

    I spoke, "Well, let’s get this show on the road. We got ships to build."

    Duane pointed at the Dig button. "I’ll let you do the honor Sir. There is nothing like pressing that Dig button for the first time."

    As I reached out to press the button Duane quickly grabbed my arm. "You better strap in with that shoulder belt Sir. It can get bumpy."

    I cinched the shoulder strap down and again reached for the Dig button. A giant wheel on the front of the harvester began to spin. Several seconds later the wheel turned down into the soil and the laser cutters began to slice into the earth below us. The harvester then lurched downward as the digging cups plowed through the Iron encrusted dirt, feeding it into the micro refinery we had on-board. The "Beast" as Duane had called it, began to jerk and buck as rocks and differing densities of soil were encountered.

    I looked over at Duane as my head bobbed back and forth. "It’s not like this for two days is it?"

    Duane laughed as he replied, "No Sir. This will settle down as we hit the vein. She’s fairly smooth in consistent soil. Give her about ten minutes and she should settle down."

    I rolled my eyes as I gripped the armrests on my chair. Several minutes later, just as Duane had predicted, the violent jerks slowly subsided and were replaced by a smooth grinding vibration. I settled back in my chair and put my boots up on the console. Duane looked over and smiled as he flipped on some music in the cab.

    Duane spoke, "Hope you don’t mind the tunes Sir. Makes the days pass a little faster."

    I shook my head. "It’s your cab. You can…"

    My stomach was suddenly up in my throat as the harvester broke through into a large hollow cavity that had not shown on the scans. We found ourselves falling nearly a hundred meters before the harvester came crashing to a stop on solid rock. The laser wheel separated from the ship and the spinning, hardened metal cups soon ground upwards into the base of the cab. I could hear air escaping at the same moment the power went out. Emergency lighting kicked in and Duane got to work looking over the console instruments.

    Duane spoke, "I would suggest putting on your helmet Sir. We are going to be out of air in about two minutes. I'm shutting down the recycler and storage so that we can preserve the oxygen we have if we are able to repair her later."

    I pulled on my helmet and quickly flipped the latch as I twisted it in place.

    I spoke, "Has this ever happened to you before?"

    Duane replied, "I've been in this cab for 15 years and this is a first. Scans usually pick up the hollows and we know to avoid 'em. I've never heard of anyone dropping through like that."

    I unhitched the strap that held me in my seat. "If we get that air leak fixed are we going to be able to get out of here?"

    Duane stopped and turned his head in my direction. "I think our best bet is just to survive until someone comes looking for us. The ion thrusters were on the base of this rig and I would say they took the full brunt of that fall, along with the cutting wheel."

    I replied, "Well let's raise the Grid ops on the comm and get somebody down here."

    Duane shook his head, "Sorry Sir, but when you get into an iron vein the comm system on these diggers doesn't have the power to broadcast through it. That's been a safety concern for years. This is the first time in my memory that it has been an actual problem. But I wouldn't worry too much about it Sir. They know where we started and that's where they will begin their search. We made a big hole up there, shouldn't be too hard to find it."

    With the remaining oxygen secured we opened the cab and stepped out onto the maintenance deck. Shredded, bent and torn metal made half of the deck impassable.

    Duane spoke, "We aren't repairing the Beast Sir. She's had it. Those cups ripped right through her guts. She's got nothing left but spare parts on her now."

    Duane turned and placed his hand on the cab. "Goodbye old girl. We had a good run."

    With the harvester down I turned my focus to the expansive cavern that was now our home. As I aimed my helmet lights around I took note of the smooth walls that surrounded us.

    I spoke, "Uh, Duane. Do those walls look a bit unnatural to you?"

    Duane replied, "Not as unnatural as those tracks down below Sir. I would say we crashed through into someone's tunnel. I can't imagine they are going to be too happy about that Sir."

    I replied, "I don't imagine they will. I think we grab our blasters, top off our air and see if we can find a way out before anyone shows."

    Duane stepped back towards the cab. "I will do you one better Sir. I'm going to set everything to ‘automated’ so it looks like no one was on her. We'll take all the rations with us. That way, if it's hostiles that own these tracks, they might not look very hard for us."

    We emptied the cab of the harvester of all evidence that suggested the craft had been piloted. Duane worked on the flight logs, destroying evidence of where we had come from and of any living being having been aboard at the time of the crash. We soon found ourselves wondering down the dark tracks of the tunnel, our helmet lights illuminating all that we could see.

    As we walked along Duane ran a diagnostic on the tunnel's atmosphere. "Air looks thin Sir, but breathable if the density picks up. I would guess most of it has rushed up through that hole we made. That would mean these tracks would have terminations or safety doors nearby."

    I replied, "Safety doors?"

    Duane stopped and slung a duffel bag of Human evidence over his shoulder.

    He then continued, "Safety door, you know, If you have a long tunnel, you don't want a single point failure to shut the whole thing down."

    I replied, "Airlocks?"

    Duane chuckled, "Yes Sir. airlocks. Sorry about that. I've been calling them safety doors since I was a kid. Bad habit."

    As we reached a distance of several hundred meters away from the harvester I looked back over my shoulder. As the image faded into black it was suddenly silhouetted by a light coming from the other direction. The light grew in intensity as we began to run down the eight meter wide tracks.

    I reached and grabbed Duane by the shoulder. "Over here! There's some kind of a control box we can lay behind!"

    I tossed the duffel I was carrying against the wall behind the control box. Duane followed suit and we both hit the rock floor at the same time.

    The wide, tunnel maintenance vehicle came to a stop in front of the damaged harvester. It sat for several minutes as the crew scanned the wreckage. The Beast was soon crawling with maintenance workers. They were bipeds, as were most of the sentient beings we had encountered throughout our travels. It seemed that those with a similar build to Humans, had evolved.

    The yellow, bumpy, leather like skin of the alien workers told of a hard existence. Additional work-lights were set up and the harvester was soon dowsed in bright white light. Strange bold lettering was visible on the front of the alien vehicle.

    I spoke, "Duane, has your translator picked anything up from that lettering?"

    Duane replied, "Only a partial. It's broken into three words. The second word is 'Mines'."

    I replied, "I've got that along with the first one. Looks like 'Emory' or 'Embry'. It doesn't have a lock yet. Wait, the last word is filling in... 'Embry Mines' and then below that 'Colossus'. Looks like we gummed up someone’s mining operation."

    Duane began to reply then stopped short. The maintenance workers all began to scatter and step away from the harvester as a new vehicle approached from behind. Wide doors that ran the length of the vehicle opened and armed soldiers jumped out onto the tunnel floor. Our translator soon began to fill in bits and pieces of their comm transmissions.

    "... fall... tracks... air..."

    As the lead soldier stepped up to the closest worker he was nearly twice their height. The gear he was wearing had a gold stripe on the shoulder of an otherwise sand colored, hard cased battle suit.

    Commander Og spoke as the translator locked at 93%, "Who is the foreman!"

    A worker quickly ran up to the soldier and knelt. "First Foreman Riekef Sir."

    Commander Og continued in a thundering voice with a harsh tone, "What is this that impedes progress at my mine?"

    Reikef replied, "We do not know Sir. It does not appear to be Colossus."

    Og stepped forward, nearly trampling Reifek where he knelt, his voice booming over the comm. "Who dares trespass on a Colossus world?"

    Og's comm immediately scrambled as he switched channels. I slumped back behind the control box and pulled Duane down with me.

    I spoke, "I don't think we're in Kansas anymore Duane."

    Duane replied, "Kansas Sir?"

    I sighed and continued, "Never mind. It's an old reference from the Grid archives. I need to stop using those as they aren't quite as popular as I remember."

    A rumbling could be heard as a second team with military style uniforms pulled up in a vehicle behind the soldiers. The same thin breather packs as the workers wore, were evident on their chests. From the blue stripe on their uniform shoulders I took a guess that they were the equivalent of our SCore agents.

    I slumped back down as the agents began to crawl onto the harvester. "Duane."

    Duane replied, "Yes Sir?"

    I continued as I looked down the tracks into the blackness of the tunnel beyond our position. "Looks like we may be here for a while."

    


    			~~~
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